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  Chapter 1: Escort Mission


  

  Part 1


  “Alright, let’s get started with preparations.”


  Their destination set—the Farnid Beast Alliance, where their former comrade Girart awaited—Shin and his party began getting ready. That said, there wasn’t actually much to prepare. After all, they were taking the entire Moon Sanctum with them.


  As if sensing the lack of urgency, Tiera the elf let out a small sigh before turning toward her room. “I’ll go pick out something more suitable for traveling,” she murmured, brushing a few stray strands of hair behind her ear before disappearing inside.


  Meanwhile, Yuzuha, in her small fox form, stretched lazily before leaping onto Shin’s head, nestling into place as if claiming her rightful throne.


  Just then, the high elf Schnee turned to face Shin with her usual composed expression.


  “I’m off to complete my assignment,” she said, her silver hair swaying slightly as she spoke. “Just in case, could you pick up some extra supplies and food?”


  “Got it,” Shin replied with a casual nod. “I’m heading to the Adventurers’ Guild after reforging my sword anyway, so I’ll grab what we need on the way.”


  Schnee’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re going to the guild?” she asked, tilting her head in mild curiosity.


  “Yeah,” Shin confirmed, crossing his arms. “You’ll still be busy with the Skullface situation for a while, right? I figured I’d take on a quest heading toward Farnid and work on ranking up while I’m at it. Can’t stay a G-rank forever.”


  He sighed, knowing full well that lingering at the lowest rank wasn’t a great look—not just for himself, but for how others would perceive his skills.


  Even for newcomers, staying stuck at G-rank for too long was practically unheard of. But since he hadn’t officially taken on any quests yet, his completion rate was still at zero.


  After all, his battle against the Skullfaces hadn’t been a formal request. Therefore, it didn’t count toward his adventurer record.


  “Understood.” Schnee nodded, then glanced at him thoughtfully. “Where should we meet up?”


  “Let’s decide based on how things go,” Shin replied, scratching his chin. “Now that we can send messages to each other, we’ll stay in touch that way.”


  Schnee’s lips curved into a faint smile. “In that case, why don’t we form a party?” she suggested. “That way, we can use the voice chat function. It’s much easier than sending messages.”


  Shin blinked, caught off guard. “Wait, seriously?!”


  “Yes,” she said smoothly. “Party members can communicate through voice chat. It’s a feature now known as Mind Link, a way of talking through the heart.” Schnee gave him a patient look, as if amused by his reaction. “But the only ones who can instantly use it are us, the old generation.”


  Schnee’s voice was calm, yet there was a note of uncertainty in her words. She crossed her arms, her silver hair catching the light as she continued.


  “For those like Tiera, who were born after the Day of Fallen Glory, I’ve heard that they can only use Mind Link once they develop a strong enough bond of trust with someone. But… I’m not entirely sure how true that is.”


  “So, what happens when a party has both the old and new generations?”


  “Only the old generation would be able to use it.”


  The exact mechanics remained a mystery, and no one truly understood what conditions enabled it to function.


  For the new generation, Mind Link apparently unlocked suddenly and without warning, as if something inside them simply clicked into place. Of course, the ability vanished the moment the party disbanded, but if they re-formed the party later, experienced users could immediately resume using it.


  Shin let out a small sigh. “So that means, for now, only you and I can use it, huh?”


  “Yuzuha can talk to Shin too!”


  A sweet, childlike voice piped up from atop his head, her fluffy tail twitching slightly.


  Schnee gave the small fox a knowing glance before turning back to Shin. “In Yuzuha’s case, I believe it’s due to your Tamer abilities, combined with her own innate talent. It’s best to keep that under wraps.”


  Her voice carried a quiet warning, making Shin nod in agreement.


  “Also, keep in mind that the kind of party we’re talking about here is different from the one recognized by the Adventurers’ Guild.”


  Shin arched a brow. “How?”


  “It’s different?” Yuzuha tilted her head, mimicking Shin’s curious expression.


  Schnee nodded, folding her hands in front of her. “A guild party is only officially recognized once it’s registered at the guild. However, for those of us from the old generation, our party formation system operates through a menu interface that ordinary people can’t even perceive. Basically, we can actually be part of two different parties at the same time.”


  Shin’s eyes widened slightly. “Wait, so we can form a guild party and an old gen party separately?”


  “Exactly.” Schnee inclined her head.


  Apparently, only those who had lived through the Day of Fallen Glory could even access a menu screen.


  The new generation lacked detailed explanations for skills and arts. They simply “sensed” how to use them through instinct and practice, rather than seeing concrete descriptions.


  Shin let out a low whistle.


  “Right, I remember hearing that the new generation can only get a rough idea of their stats without a guild card, and even then, they can’t see any exact numbers aside from level.” He paused, then looked at Schnee with renewed curiosity. “But in the end, it’s the guild party that actually gets recognized, right? What’s the advantage of using the old gen version?”


  Schnee smiled faintly, as if expecting the question. “The biggest advantage, of course, is Mind Link.”


  Her voice took on a more serious edge as she explained. “In this world, having a reliable means of long-distance communication is considered invaluable. Hardly anyone owns a message card. In every country, those who can use Mind Link are highly valued.”


  “Even if they’re not adventurers?” Shin raised an eyebrow.


  Schnee nodded. “Even if they don’t fight, as long as they can form parties and be dispatched across different regions, they can quickly relay critical information. That alone makes them a strategic asset.”


  “I see… So just having someone who can use Mind Link nearby is valuable in itself, huh?” Shin muttered to himself, arms crossed as he pondered the implications.


  In this world, long-distance communication relied on couriers, messenger horses, or written letters transported by carriage. Compared to Mind Link, these methods were painfully slow.


  According to Schnee, only a handful of the new generation could use Mind Link, even among adventurers. With the old generation dwindling in number, those who could use it were now more valuable than ever.


  “Kuu? Is that really such a big deal?” Yuzuha tilted her head curiously, her fluffy tail flicking back and forth.


  Shin chuckled and gave her an affectionate scratch behind the ears. “Yeah, it’s a huge deal. Think about it. If you’re in trouble, you can instantly tell someone, even if they’re far away. If you get hurt and can’t move, you can call for help. Or if you learn something important, you can share it immediately.”


  Yuzuha’s ears perked up as she processed that information. Then, with a determined gleam in her eyes, she puffed out her chest and declared, “Kuu! If Shin is ever in trouble, Yuzuha will save him!”


  Shin grinned. “I’ll be counting on you. And if you’re ever in trouble, make sure to call me too.”


  “Got it!”


  She nodded enthusiastically, as if sealing a promise.


  Although she still didn’t fully grasp the importance of rapid information exchange, she at least understood that it was something special. That much was clear from her expression. She was still a child, after all.


  Schnee, watching their interaction with a small smile, continued, “As things stand, for both the new and old generations to use Mind Link together, they must be part of a registered guild party. It doesn’t work for ordinary civilians, except for a select few cases.”


  “So if we have time, it’d be a good idea for Tiera to register as an adventurer, huh?”


  “Exactly. If she becomes an official guild member, it’ll open more opportunities for communication.”


  “Alright then. I’ll take her along with me.”


  “Thank you. Over the past fifty years, I’ve trained her in basic combat. She should be better than a complete novice.”


  Shin blinked. “Wait, you trained her?”


  His mind immediately flashed back to Wilhelm, who had once mentioned training under Schnee.


  Back in the Wraith Plains, Wilhelm had recounted that he had fought Schnee before…


  Yeah, and got his ass handed to him, Shin recalled with a wry smile.


  Schnee, meanwhile, remained completely composed. “Yes, I did. Is something wrong?”


  She tilted her head slightly, a puzzled expression on her face, as if she had no idea why Shin was reacting with surprise.


  That small, unintentionally cute gesture struck Shin right in the heart.


  Damn, she’s dangerous…


  Fighting to keep his expression neutral, he cleared his throat and forced himself to focus.


  “Was she… okay?” His tone was careful, betraying just a hint of concern.


  “Um… I’m not quite sure what you mean.”


  Schnee tilted her head again, her expression genuinely puzzled.


  Meanwhile, inside Shin’s mind was an image of a merciless, Spartan-style Schnee, relentlessly drilling Tiera in combat. The kind of training that would leave someone half-dead before they even realized it.


  “I don’t know what you’re imagining, Shin,” Schnee said, her voice carrying a hint of irritation, “but all I taught her were the basics. Since I was there, she could safely train outside the barrier, so I took the time to instruct her when I could. Her level is still low, but her movements should be better than your average adventurer.”


  Her gaze sharpened, as if she had seen exactly the kind of brutal scenario he had conjured up in his head.


  Shin let out an awkward chuckle, scratching his cheek. “Uh, my bad. I just heard you’re kinda strict when it comes to training, so… it slipped my mind for a second.”


  When faced with a misunderstanding like this, the best move was to apologize immediately—a lesson his mother had drilled into him back in his old world.


  “Just say sorry when you’re in the wrong.”


  His father, on the other hand, added a crucial amendment:


  “If you don’t, your position will only get worse.”


  For some reason, that bit of wisdom resurfaced now, of all times.


  Schnee watched him in silence for a moment. Then, with a small, knowing smile, she said, “Alright then. As compensation, you’ll grant me a small favor.”


  “A favor?” Shin stiffened.


  Schnee’s smile deepened into something dazzling, an angelic smile that could effortlessly enchant an entire kingdom. At this moment, however, Shin thought it nothing short of terrifying.


  A sinking sense of dread settled in his gut as he mentally braced himself for whatever she had in store.


  Part 2


  As soon as Schnee left, Shin made his way to the forge, Yuzuha trotting along at his side.


  “Alright, let’s do this.”


  He reached into his item box and pulled out a completely unprocessed iron ingot. Although better than average, it wasn’t top-tier material. A perfectly ordinary piece of iron, nothing more, nothing less.


  His goal? A standard, practical longsword, forged, not cast.


  Casting would be faster and easier, but that wasn’t the point. Some things simply weren’t up for compromise, and making a profit had never been his priority. He worked the way he wanted to, on his own terms.


  “This is gonna turn into a sword?” Yuzuha’s ears perked up as she gazed at the ingot, curiosity shining in her amber eyes.


  “Yeah. But it’s dangerous, so stay back.” After that brief warning, Shin got to work.


  After more than five years of forging, the movements were second nature to him. Even in this world, his body knew exactly what to do.


  He heated the metal, watching as it glowed red-hot before placing it on the anvil. The forge was soon filled with the rhythmic sound of hammering, each strike ringing sharp and clear, echoing through the forge. As if instinctively reacting to the sound, Yuzuha’s fluffy tail twitched in sync, a small flick accompanying each impact.


  In the game, it hadn’t mattered where he struck the ingot. So long as he wasn’t hitting the extreme edges, the results were the same.


  But this wasn’t a game anymore. Shin could feel the difference, sense which part needed shaping, which angle to strike. A skill’s influence, no doubt. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder. Did real-world blacksmiths also develop this kind of intuition?


  Pushing the thought aside, he focused, hammering away with practiced precision.


  “Woooow!” Yuzuha let out an excited cry as the once shapeless lump of iron gradually transformed.


  If an ordinary blacksmith had been watching, they’d probably be frozen in stunned silence, completely dumbfounded by Shin’s impossible speed.


  Though not completely unheard of, such craftsmanship was rare. Even with minimal effort, a sword forged by Shin far surpassed the average magic swords found in typical weapon shops.


  If a standard magic longsword could slice through two ordinary swords at once, then one of Shin’s creations could cut through four, possibly even low-class magic swords as well. His skill as a blacksmith was undeniable. After all, he was capable of forging weapons strong enough to clash with legendary-tier armaments.


  But this time, that very skill became a hindrance. The difference between forging in this world and the game's blacksmithing system was clearly reflected in the final product.


  “I think I’ve got a feel for it now. I should be able to get it right on the next one… or the one after that.”


  With renewed focus, he deliberately suppressed his unconscious use of blacksmithing skills, ensuring that each sword’s performance didn’t exceed normal expectations.


  As expected, the second sword he crafted only had slightly better-than-average stats. By the third, he had finally achieved standard-class quality. Matching mass-produced exactly felt annoying, though, so he settled on crafting weapons on par with his second attempt, with a slight edge in performance but not so overwhelming that it raised suspicion.


  For the next hour, Shin continued hammering away, forging a respectable stockpile of longswords before deciding to wrap things up.


  All the while, Yuzuha remained still, completely absorbed in watching him work. She neither fidgeted nor caused any trouble, her fluffy tail swaying only occasionally. The entire process seemed to fascinate her, as if she was captivated by the transformation of raw metal into shining steel.


  Shin smirked. Guess even kids have times when they focus on one thing for hours.


  After tidying up the forge, he stretched and glanced toward the hallway. “I wonder if Tiera’s ready by now.”


  It wasn’t just a guess; he had actually sensed her presence stirring from her room, which was one of the reasons he had chosen this moment to stop.


  As he stepped into the living room, the door to Tiera’s room finally opened.


  “Ah, Shin. Sorry for making you wait so long!” Tiera hurried over, her ears twitching slightly in embarrassment.


  Shin shrugged, his tone casual. “It’s fine. I was working on some swords anyway.”


  Tiera let out a small sigh. “I didn’t think it’d take me this long. It’s been so long since I’ve gone anywhere that I had no idea what to wear.”


  Her voice held a tinge of self-mockery, but Shin understood her hesitation. After all, this would be her first time in a crowded place in nearly a hundred years. It was normal that even picking out clothes would feel like an ordeal.


  Since Shin had already told her they’d be registering at the Adventurers’ Guild, she had wisely chosen practical attire suited for movement.


  She now stood before him in an outfit reminiscent of a hunter’s gear, with slim-fitting spats—at least, something that looked like it—paired with knee-high long boots. For her upper body, she wore a light green jacket over a form-fitting black inner layer. The outfit hugged her figure, accentuating the subtle curves of her body.


  Was this a standard outfit for elves?


  Though Tiera didn’t appear to be carrying any weapons, Shin could guess that she had stored them away using card storage. Given her equipment, she likely followed the common elven combat style, which was a combination of daggers, bows, and magic.


  “Alright, let’s go,” Shin said, adjusting Yuzuha’s position on his head.


  “Yes, we should hurry,” Tiera responded, stepping beside him.


  “Kuu!” Yuzuha chimed in, her small voice carrying a hint of excitement.


  With Yuzuha perched comfortably atop his head, Shin led the way outside. The sky stretched out in a brilliant shade of blue, and the warm sunlight poured down on them, casting soft shadows on the ground.


  “Ahh, it really is nice to be outside,” Tiera sighed contentedly, stretching her arms toward the sky.


  “Yeah, the weather’s just righ— Wait, what?!” Shin’s voice cracked mid-sentence as his eyes landed on something truly earth-shattering.


  Twin peaks. Majestic. Breathtaking. Unrivaled.


  Damn, they’re incredible…


  Tiera had simply stretched in the sunlight. That was all. But the act of lifting her arms and arching her back had caused her chest to push forward. A natural movement, yes, yet one with devastating consequences.


  Even when standing normally, her figure was something that drew attention. But now? Now, it was outright lethal.


  Shin’s gaze was locked, completely trapped by the sheer, inescapable force of the sight before him.


  “Phew… Alright, shall we go?” Tiera exhaled, lowering her arms as if nothing had happened.


  “Y-Yeah.” Shin quickly forced his expression into neutrality, his entire being screaming a single mantra: I saw nothing. I saw absolutely nothing.


  But as they started walking, Tiera casually murmured under her breath. “So. Any thoughts on my chest?”


  “No, seriously, those are— WAIT, WHAT?!” Shin’s mind blanked as his words betrayed him, slipping out before he could even attempt to stop them.


  It was often said that a man’s glance was the same as a full-on stare in a woman’s eyes. Shin had no way of confirming if that was true, but one thing was certain—Tiera had noticed.


  “You’re covering the shopping costs today,” she declared smoothly, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Also, you were definitely staring too much.”


  Shin groaned, running a hand down his face. “Fine. But damn, that’s expensive…”


  “Well, it’s only fair,” Tiera said with a triumphant smirk. “You did, after all, shamelessly ogle a maiden’s chest.”


  Shin let out a bitter chuckle, knowing there was no way to argue his way out of this one. Whether Tiera had set him up on purpose or had been completely unaware…


  Only she knew the truth.


  “Kuu?” Yuzuha, perched atop Shin’s head, tilted her small head in confusion, her ears twitching as she watched the two interact.


  Part 3


  After leaving the Moon Sanctum, it wasn’t long before Shin and Tiera arrived at the entrance to the city of the Bayrelitch Kingdom. The streets weren’t particularly crowded; perhaps it was a quieter time of day.


  As they passed through the city gates, Tiera’s head swiveled left and right, her eyes darting across the bustling scene as she took in her surroundings.


  “Whoa… There are so many people! Is it always this busy?” she asked, her voice tinged with awe.


  “Nah, this is actually pretty empty. It’s about twice as packed as this in the mornings and evenings.” Shin glanced around as he spoke, comparing it to the times he had been here before.


  Tiera’s ears twitched slightly as she looked back at him.


  “This is the quiet version?” she asked, clearly struggling to imagine it any busier. “I can’t even picture what it’s like when it’s crowded.”


  Her emerald eyes sparkled, filled with the same wonder as a child visiting an amusement park for the first time.


  “So the things I heard from the customers were true after all,” she murmured, mostly to herself.


  From the adventurers who had visited the shop, she had heard countless stories about the outside world. For someone who had been stuck inside for so long, all she could do was try to imagine what it was like. But now, seeing it, hearing it, experiencing it firsthand, she could finally confirm that their words weren’t just exaggerations.


  Shin smirked. “Just don’t get too excited and end up lost, alright?”


  “I-I’m not that excited!” Tiera shot back, her voice devoid of the slightest conviction. She must have been aware that her weak denial wasn’t exactly convincing.


  “Let’s take care of your registration and the shopping first,” Shin suggested, glancing toward the main street. “Once that’s done, we can figure out what to do with the time left.”


  “Y-Yeah, you’re right. Alright then, here we go!”


  Grinning, she grabbed Shin’s hand and marched forward with purpose, her steps firm and eager. For someone who had once claimed to be scared of crowds, she was now plowing through the main street with impressive speed.


  “Whoa, hold up! Rushing is fine, but do you even know where the guild is?” Shin called out, half-laughing as he kept pace.


  Tiera suddenly froze mid-step.


  “Ah.”


  Clearly, she did not.


  Her eyes darted around the street, searching for something—probably a sign, a familiar landmark, anything that might help.


  Shin sighed, shaking his head in amusement. “This way.”
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  “Right.”


  Being called out twice in a row was enough to make Tiera quiet down. With a small nod, she let Shin lead her through the bustling street, his hand holding hers as they walked.


  People used to the city might have considered this a quiet time of day, but for someone unfamiliar with crowds, it was anything but. From Tiera’s perspective, the number of people was overwhelming, enough that if she lost sight of Shin for even a moment, she could easily lose track of him completely.


  She focused on not bumping into passersby, navigating carefully through the moving bodies. Then, just as they reached a particularly busy intersection, her gaze drifted toward a pair of people walking past—a man and a woman, side by side—and it suddenly hit her.


  We’re still holding hands.


  The excitement of experiencing the outside world for the first time in a hundred years must have completely distracted her.


  Until just now, she hadn’t even realized it. Her hand was still wrapped within Shin’s, his larger, rougher fingers enclosing her smaller, softer ones.


  It felt… different.


  Unlike her own, his hand was firm, slightly calloused, a reminder that he was a man.


  As she stared down at their joined hands, a strange heat spread across her cheeks.


  He’s a man, after all…


  It wasn’t as if she had never interacted with men before—after all, she had dealt with male customers while working at the shop—but when was the last time she had actually touched one?


  Even she didn’t know the answer to that.


  Unable to fully process the unfamiliar sensation welling up inside her, Tiera simply kept walking, her gaze subtly flickering toward their hands every so often.


  “Look, there’s the Adventurers’ Guild.” Shin pointed toward the massive structure looming ahead as they finally emerged from the densest part of the crowd.


  “I heard it was big, but wow… It’s really huge,” Tiera murmured, her emerald eyes widening as she took in the towering guild building.


  The street around them was noticeably different now. Nearly everyone they passed was an adventurer, their gear and weapons clearly marking them.


  However, Shin couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.


  His brows furrowed slightly. “Is it just me, or are people staring at us?”


  Tiera gave a small nod. “Yeah, they definitely are.”


  The glances from the passing adventurers, almost all of them men, carried a faint edge of hostility, though Shin had no clue why.


  Something about them felt off. Instinctively, he checked his own appearance, wondering if something was out of place.


  Then, realization struck.


  “Oh. We’re still holding hands.”


  Tiera was naturally stunning. A man walking hand in hand with a woman like her was bound to attract jealous stares. It was inevitable.


  Shin quickly released her hand, clearing his throat. “Sorry about that. I was just worried you might get separated in the crowd.”


  “Ah…”


  For a brief moment, he thought he heard a faint note of disappointment in Tiera’s voice, but that had to be his imagination.


  Deciding to ignore it entirely, he took a step forward. “Alright, let’s get this registration over with.”


  “Y-Yeah. Let’s do that.” Tiera’s response came a little too hurried, her movements slightly stiff as she followed after him.


  The guild wasn’t particularly crowded. It was midday, a time when the early morning adventurers had already left and the late-day ones had yet to arrive. At the reception counter were two familiar faces: Celica and Els.


  As Shin and Tiera approached, both women reacted in different ways. Celica’s expression tightened slightly, her lips pursed in a small huff of irritation. Els, on the other hand, froze, her eyes going wide with shock, but only for a split second. The very next moment, her entire face lit up with pure joy.


  “TIERA!”


  Without hesitation, Els vaulted over the counter and bolted straight toward Tiera. Before Tiera could even react, Els wrapped her arms around her, pulling her into a tight embrace.


  “Wha— E-Els?” Tiera stiffened in surprise, but as soon as she realized who it was, her body relaxed in relief. “Els… Too… tight…” she muttered, her voice slightly strained.


  “Ah, sorry,” Els said, loosening her hold. “I read the letter, but seeing you in person… I just couldn’t hold back.” Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she gently adjusted her embrace, holding Tiera with a softer touch.


  The sudden display of raw emotion had stunned the surrounding adventurers, their gazes filled with astonishment. After all, Els wasn’t exactly one to show her feelings so openly.


  “I wanted to visit you right away, but the guild’s been swamped lately. I just couldn’t get away.”


  “You’re not my mother, you know. You don’t have to worry so much,” Tiera huffed, though her voice lacked any real bite.


  “Nonsense,” Els shot back. “Eileen’s daughter is as good as my own.” The two women held each other close, their bond resembling that of a real mother and daughter.


  Meanwhile, completely unnoticed by them, Celica turned to Shin.


  “Shin-sama. May I ask how you know that woman?” Celica’s voice was polite as ever, but there was a distinct edge to her tone.


  Shin glanced at her, answering casually, “We met through a bit of a connection. Now we’re traveling together, and since we had the chance, we figured we’d get her registered as an adventurer.”


  “I heard you were walking around holding hands like lovers.”


  “What?! How the hell did you hear about that?!”


  Word had traveled at an alarming speed. For a second, Shin’s mind jumped to the worst-case scenario. Was there someone using Mind Link to spy on him?


  In reality, it was much simpler. Some random adventurer who happened to recognize Shin had seen the two together, grumbled about it while picking up a quest, and Celica had overheard everything.


  With an amused chuckle, she added, “Well, she is a beauty. It’s only natural for a man to be drawn to her, isn’t it?”


  “Uh… Is it just me, or do your words have a bit of a sting to them?” Shin frowned.


  “Oh, not at all.”


  “Yeah, no. I’m pretty sure they do.”


  Just as their banter was about to continue, Tiera and Els finally seemed to realize the attention they were drawing and made their way toward them.


  Els looked at Celica with a slight frown. “Why are you standing over here like a stranger?”


  Celica simply gave a delicate shrug. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt your touching reunion, would I? Besides, you were the one who ran off.”


  Els huffed.


  Before the situation could escalate, Shin stepped in with a clap of his hands. “Alright, alright, let’s focus. First things first: Can we get Tiera registered?”


  That brought both Celica and Els back to work mode, and they gave a small nod before straightening up.


  “Ah, my apologies. That was unprofessional of us.” Celica bowed slightly.


  “I got carried away. I really wanted to go visit her myself, but the guild’s been too busy.” Els smiled sheepishly.


  She must have been truly overjoyed. Her eyes were still slightly red, traces of emotion lingering there. Considering that she had known Tiera’s mother, it was no surprise that seeing the girl again carried a special weight for her.


  Tiera hesitated for a moment before glancing between them. “So, um… what do I need to do?”


  “I’ll handle your registration. We take turns with new applicants anyway.” Els smiled warmly.


  With that, she led Tiera up the stairs to the second floor, where she would go through the same process Shin had: filling out forms and receiving the necessary explanations.


  Shin exhaled, stretching his shoulders. “Alright, guess I’ll go check out the quest board.”


  “Ah, Shin-sama? If you wouldn’t mind, can I get a minute?”


  “Me? Sure.”


  Just as Shin was about to head toward the quest board to check for requests heading toward Farnid, Celica called out to him. From the way she spoke, it was clear she had something to discuss with him personally.


  Without much explanation, she asked him to hand over his guild card. Though slightly confused, Shin retrieved it from his item box and handed it over.


  Celica placed the card onto what looked like a large tray engraved with complex markings.


  Shin watched, puzzled. “Uh, what exactly are you—”


  Before he could finish, his transparent guild card began to glow yellow.


  “There. Your rank-up process is complete. As of today, you’re officially E-rank.” Celica nodded in satisfaction.


  “Huh?”


  Shin’s response came flat and hollow, completely caught off guard by the sudden promotion. After all, his current request completion rate was still a perfect zero percent. By guild standards, he wasn’t just unworthy of a rank-up; he was worse than an average G-rank rookie, who had at least one completed request under their belt. Yet, here he was, somehow jumping two ranks in an instant.


  As his brain tried to process what had just happened, he vaguely recalled Celica mentioning guild card color rankings before:


  
    	SS-rank → Gold


    	S-rank → Silver


    	A-rank → Black


    	B-rank → White


    	C-rank → Red


    	D-rank → Blue


    	E-rank → Yellow


    	F-rank → Green


    	G-rank (lowest) → Transparent

  


  That meant his new yellow-colored card placed him two tiers above the lowest rank.


  Still struggling to comprehend the situation, Shin furrowed his brows. “Wait, I haven’t even completed a single request yet. Why the rank-up?”


  “True, your official request completion rate is technically still at zero. However, you do have confirmed achievements—namely, the subjugation of a high-tier Skullface and the large-scale Skullface outbreak,” Celica calmly explained. “Our Guild’s investigation verified your report, and as part of your compensation, your rank was adjusted accordingly. While it’s officially an E-rank promotion, you’re actually already eligible for another rank-up after completing just one more request. So, in practice, you’re virtually D-rank already.”


  “I see. But why leave it at this weird in-between stage?” Shin let out a small sigh.


  Celica offered a knowing smile. “A drastic increase in rank tends to attract unwanted attention. Many adventurers wouldn’t react well to someone jumping too many ranks at once. Personally, I think you could be placed at A-rank, but to avoid causing unnecessary friction, we decided on this compromise. Of course, your monetary reward is also ready. Additionally, we’re returning the soul orbs you lent us. Please wait just a moment.”


  Handing Shin’s guild card back to him, Celica disappeared into the room behind the reception counter. She was gone for less than five minutes before returning, carrying a small pouch and an orb that gave off a dull glow.


  “This is the Skullface soul orb, as promised. And inside this bag is your monetary reward: 250 gold Jule coins.”


  It seemed the guild had been considerate, delivering the reward in gold coins rather than platinum. Platinum coins weren’t exactly usable for daily expenses. After all, just one was enough to live lavishly for over ten years.


  Even for adventurers, this was a massive sum. As Shin stared at the pouch of coins, a thought crossed his mind, and he decided to ask.


  “I’ve got a request. Would it be possible to speed up the processing of Tiera’s guild card? I don’t mind paying extra.”


  Celica tilted her head slightly. “You’d like her guild card expedited? Let’s see… If we rush it, we can have it ready by noon today.”


  “That works. Please make it happen. We’re planning on traveling quite a distance, so I’d like to leave as soon as possible.”


  “Understood. In that case, shall I deduct 50 gold coins from your reward?”


  “That’s fine, but… are you sure? That’s a huge discount.”


  Even after deducting 50 coins, the amount he was keeping still felt excessive. Shin had heard that guild cards were created using specialized guild-exclusive technology, so he had expected the cost to be higher.


  Celica smiled lightly. “Our specialists will have to work a little harder than usual, but the extra fee you’re paying is more than sufficient. Besides, returning the entire reward would be too much.”


  “By the way, what’s the usual bounty for taking down a Skullface?” Shin exhaled, rubbing his chin in thought.


  “For a Pawn-class, five silver coins per kill. For a Jack-class, five gold coins.” Celica responded promptly. “However, if you sell their armor and weapons, you can earn quite a bit more.”


  Then, with a small chuckle, she added, “Of course, the danger level is on an entirely different scale.”


  Despite repeated warnings from guild staff, there were one or two cases each year where overconfident adventurers, having successfully defeated a Pawn-class, decided to take on a Jack-class, only to be swiftly cut down.


  By those calculations, Shin’s actual reward should have been close to 500 gold coins. However, since there had been no formal request for the subjugation, the guild had settled on this adjusted amount, combining the rank-up with a partial monetary reward.


  Truthfully, if not for his connections with Guildmaster Barlux and Skill Inheritor Els, he probably wouldn’t have received such an easy payout.


  “Do Skullfaces appear that frequently?” Shin furrowed his brows.


  Celica shook her head.


  “There’s a hotspot known as the Wraith Plains nearby, so some sightings are expected. However, incidents like the recent outbreak, where multiple Jack-class and higher-ranked variants appeared, are extremely rare. I’ve never heard of anything quite like it in my lifetime.” Her expression darkened slightly as she continued. “Of course, it’s not entirely unprecedented in history. But it’s certainly not something that should be happening now.”


  “I see. By the way, does the guild handle information outside of just monsters?”


  At Shin’s sudden question, Celica’s eyes narrowed slightly. “That depends on what kind of information you’re looking for. We regularly receive reports on monsters and ruins, but for anything else, you’d probably have better luck with an information broker.”


  “Got it. Then, what about details regarding sacred lands?”


  If the guild had extensive knowledge of monsters and ruins, then perhaps they also had records on the sacred lands said to have been destroyed during the Day of the Fallen Glory.


  Celica hesitated briefly before answering. “We don’t have much on that subject. The guild does conduct investigations, but those areas are classified as highly dangerous. We can’t just send people there on a whim. Also, any information we do have is restricted. Only adventurers ranked B or higher are permitted access. I’m sorry, but with your current rank, I can’t share anything.”


  “No worries, I was just curious. I’ll ask again once I’ve ranked up.” Shin waved a hand dismissively.


  As expected, classified information wasn’t so easily obtainable. He made a mental note to discuss it later with Schnee, who might have more insight.


  “Speaking of which, you mentioned you were traveling. Are you looking for a request that aligns with your destination?” Celica’s expression lightened as she changed the topic.


  “Yeah. I’d like to complete at least one quest before leaving. Are there any assignments leading to Farnid?”


  He could always check the quest board himself, but since Celica had brought it up, he figured asking her directly would be the faster option.


  Celica nodded, then reached under the counter and pulled out a thick file. Flipping through its pages, she retrieved a single request form and handed it to him.


  “This might be a good fit. There aren’t any current requests leading all the way to Farnid, but this one will take you as far as Bayreun, which is on the way.”


  Shin took the paper and scanned the details.


  Request Details


  
    	Task: Carriage escort to Bayreun


    	Client: Knack


    	Max Party Size: Five


    	Required Rank: E or higher (Solo or Party)


    	Reward: 10 silver coins per person


    	Additional Notes: Meals included

  


  Shin glanced back at Celica. “Tiera’s coming with me. Would that be an issue?”


  Celica shook her head.


  “Not at all. If you form a party together, the request will be assigned based on your rank, Shin-sama. There shouldn’t be any problems.”


  Celica explained the details while Shin skimmed over the request again.


  “Departure is set for the third bell in the afternoon, around 3 PM. Two adventurers have already signed up, but there’s still room if you’re interested. If you pass on this one, the next opportunity won’t be for a few days.”


  “Got it. I’ll check with Tiera first. Can you hold this for me until I get back?” Shin asked.


  “Of course. As long as it’s not for too long, I can keep it reserved.”


  Since the reception area was relatively quiet at the moment, with no adventurers approaching the counter, Shin stayed behind and chatted idly with Celica for a bit.


  Barely ten minutes later, Tiera and Els returned. Once they were back, Shin quickly filled Tiera in on the escort request.


  “I don’t mind. Let’s finish up our errands quickly.” Tiera nodded without hesitation.


  With her agreement, they left the guild and headed straight into the bustling streets for shopping.


  They navigated through the lively marketplace, gradually stocking up on supplies. Unlike most adventurers, who often relied on dried meat and hard bread, Shin and Tiera were buying fresh produce—something only possible thanks to Shin’s item box. Since food didn’t spoil inside the storage space, they prioritized fresh fruits, vegetables, and high-quality ingredients rather than long-lasting but bland provisions. To passersby, it hardly looked like they were preparing for a long journey. Instead, it seemed like they were simply gathering groceries for a normal day.


  Once they had everything they needed, Shin discreetly stored the bags in his item box the moment they reached a less crowded area. No matter how convenient it was, using an item box openly on a busy street was just asking for trouble.


  Since they would be traveling for an extended period, they also picked up hooded cloaks, insect repellent, and other essentials.


  With no weight limit to worry about, their shopping was finished in barely thirty minutes.


  “The item box is way too convenient,” Tiera muttered, exhaling in mild disbelief.


  She glanced toward the still-busy marketplace, as if expecting the errand to have taken much longer. The efficiency of it all had left her slightly taken aback.


  “We still have time before my guild card is ready. What do we do next?” She turned to Shin, her emerald eyes curious.


  Shin hesitated for a moment. “There’s a place I want to check out. You mind?”


  “I don’t mind, but where are we going?”


  “I want to stop by the orphanage.”


  Shin had been curious about the situation ever since his last visit.


  Sister Rashia had successfully learned Purification, clearing the requirement for the orphanage’s survival. However, if that “pig bishop”, as Shin had dubbed him, tried anything to interfere, he was more than prepared to crush him on the spot.


  Tiera’s ears twitched slightly at his words. “The orphanage? Oh, you mean the place where the guy who buys sweets goes?”


  “Yeah. I was planning to let them know before leaving.”


  “Got it. I’ve always been curious about churches, so let’s go.”


  With that, Shin took the lead, guiding Tiera toward the church.


  Meanwhile, perched atop Shin’s head, Yuzuha’s fluffy tail wagged enthusiastically. Clearly, she was excited to see Millie again.


  It took them a few dozen minutes on foot before they reached their destination. The church doors were closed, but outside, Rashia and Tria were busy cleaning the surrounding area.


  The moment Shin and Tiera stepped onto the church grounds, Rashia brightened and quickly ran over to greet them.


  “Shin! I wasn’t expecting you today! What brings you here?”


  “Just wanted to check in. How’s that situation going?” Shin met her smile with a nod.


  Rashia’s expression softened. “If you mean that, please come to the orphanage.” Then, as if just realizing something, her eyes flicked toward Tiera. “Oh, and this young lady is…?”


  Tiera stepped forward, placing a hand over her chest in a polite greeting. “Ah, I’m Tiera. It’s nice to meet you.”


  “I apologize. I should’ve introduced myself first. My name is Rashia, and I serve as a sister here at this church.”


  Rashia gave a warm smile. Tiera seemed slightly nervous, but Rashia’s gentle demeanor quickly put her at ease.


  After Shin explained that Tiera was a Moon Sanctum employee, Rashia blinked in surprise before nodding. “I see! Then there’s no issue. Please, let me guide you both to the orphanage.”


  Shin had briefly worried about interrupting church duties, but apparently the church was closed for the day.


  As they entered the orphanage’s reception room, they noticed a small figure already seated on the sofa: Millie. The moment she saw Shin walk in behind Rashia, her entire face lit up.


  “Shin-nii!”


  Before he could react, she launched herself at him, throwing her arms around him with a bright, beaming smile.


  Seeing how cheerful and carefree she looked, Shin immediately knew that everything had been resolved. He ruffled her hair, a small smirk playing on his lips.


  “Well, someone’s in a good mood.”


  “The orphanage isn’t gonna be taken away! It’s all thanks to you, Shin-nii! Thank you!” She squeezed him tighter, her emotions much more visible than before.


  Shin could only imagine how terrifying it must have been for her, facing the very real possibility of losing her home.


  Waiting until Millie had settled down, Shin took a seat on the sofa.


  “Alright. Tell me what happened.” With that, he prepared to hear the full story.


  “Thanks to you, Shin, it’s been officially decided that I’ll be the next priest overseeing this church. The formal announcement hasn’t been made yet, but unless something drastic happens, it’s practically set in stone.” Rashia spoke with a calm confidence, a stark contrast to the anxious uncertainty she had before.


  Apparently, a priest from the upper district, where the nobles lived, had recently visited to confirm whether Rashia had truly acquired the Purification skill. When asked how she had gained it, she had simply answered that it was the result of her training. Since that was technically true, there had been no reason for suspicion.


  “The children were overjoyed as well. Truly, I don’t even know how to thank you properly.” Rashia added.


  “No need for that. I already got my reward, so don’t worry about it.” Shin waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, and here. I brought something for you guys.”


  Not wanting to get showered in excessive gratitude, he quickly changed the subject by pulling out the bag of candy he had purchased earlier and handing it to Tria.


  While shopping earlier, he had bought these from a traveling merchant. Unlike other common treats, these were surprisingly expensive, enough that the merchant had been visibly shocked when Shin purchased them in bulk.


  Tria’s eyes widened. “Are you sure we can accept this? There’s so much…”


  “I bought them for this exact reason. If you don’t take them, I’ll be the one in trouble.” To reinforce his point, Shin turned toward Millie, who was still hugging Yuzuha on her lap, and held out one of the bags. “Here, Millie. Want one?”


  Without hesitation, Millie reached in and picked out an orange-colored candy, popping it into her mouth.


  Her eyes immediately lit up. “It’s so sweet!”


  “I’m glad you like it.” Shin smiled.


  Seeing Millie’s bright expression, the atmosphere in the room naturally became warmer. Just as they were all enjoying the peaceful moment, the sound of a door opening echoed through the room.


  “Teacher! Is it true that big brother’s here?!” A familiar energetic voice called out, and through the door poked the small face of a young girl, the very same one who had once mercilessly smothered Yuzuha with affection.


  Tria sighed, her tone gentle but firm. “Melka, you know better. We’re having an important discussion right now.”


  “Ehh? But I wanna play with big brother!” Melka pouted.


  “Sorry, but I’m in the middle of something important. Maybe next time, alright?” Shin chuckled, ruffling her hair lightly.


  Not willing to give up so easily, Melka’s eyes darted around the room, then locked onto Tiera.


  “Then… onee-chan! You play with me!”


  “Huh? Me?”


  Maybe it was because she had been walking with Shin, or maybe it was a child’s intuition; either way, Melka had apparently decided that Tiera was someone she didn’t need to be wary of.


  Without hesitation, the little girl grabbed onto the hem of Tiera’s clothes.


  “Uh… I just got here today, so I don’t really know how things work…” Tiera mumbled, looking slightly overwhelmed.


  “Play with me?” Melka asked, staring up at her with wide, expectant eyes.


  “Ugh…”


  Shin chuckled at the scene, unable to do anything but sympathize. “Yeah, no way she can turn that down.”


  That tiny voice, the pleading upturned gaze… It would take an iron will to refuse a request under those circumstances. Some might even call it deliberately manipulative, but Tiera wasn’t used to dealing with kids. There was no way she could endure this kind of pressure.


  Then, as if sensing her chance, Millie chimed in from behind.


  “Millie wants to play too!”


  “S-Shin…” Tiera turned toward him, a desperate plea for salvation in her eyes.


  Shin simply raised his hands in surrender. “Sorry, can’t help you.”


  “You traitor!”


  Despite her protests, Tiera was swiftly whisked away by Millie and Melka, dragged off to the play area. At least, Shin noted, Tria followed along. Probably out of pity.


  As Tiera disappeared into the other room, Rashia turned back to Shin, concern in her voice.


  “Um… was that alright?”


  “I think so. Not sure if she’ll like it, but hey, playing with kids is a good experience.” Shin gave a nonchalant shrug.


  Rashia nodded, then hesitated for a moment before speaking again.


  “By the way, Wilhelm has been looking into the bishop’s activities. He believes that man won’t back down so easily.”


  “Of course he won’t. Wilhelm knows exactly what kind of scumbag we’re dealing with.” Shin smirked.


  As an adventurer who had grown up in this very orphanage, Wilhelm had been working with other adventurers to gather intel. It seemed Shin wasn’t alone in thinking that the bishop wasn’t one to simply let things go.


  Rashia looked at him carefully. “So, you believe the same thing?”


  “Yep,” Shin replied without hesitation. “I don’t know what his ultimate goal is, but from what I’ve heard, he doesn’t seem like the type to just give up because things didn’t go his way.”


  “I just hope nothing happens…”


  Shin nodded, then suddenly remembered something.


  “Oh, right. Just in case, give these to Tria and Millie.”


  Reaching into his item box, he pulled out two small accessories and placed them on the table.


  One of the accessories was a bracelet, identical to the one Shin had previously given Rashia. The other was a simple necklace, made from a thin, pale green cord with a wooden rhombus-shaped charm. It resembled the kind of cookie mold used for baking. At best, it had a handmade charm to it. At worst, it looked cheap.


  Rashia tilted her head. “You’re giving these to us?”


  “Yeah,” Shin replied, handing them over. “They’ve been imbued with several magical skills, just in case.”


  Since he had already explained the bracelet’s damage-reduction properties, he focused on detailing the necklace’s functions. While it appeared plain and unassuming, both the cord and the wooden charm were crafted from materials so rare and valuable that Rashia would likely freeze in shock if she knew their names.


  Shin had deliberately chosen non-metallic materials so the children wouldn’t stand out wearing them. If an orphan were seen sporting expensive-looking accessories, it would only attract unwanted attention.


  Rashia exhaled, shaking her head slightly. “I don’t even know what to say. This is incredible.”


  “Millie’s abilities are unique, so extra protection is necessary,” Shin said, then glanced at her wrist. “By the way, what happened to the bracelet I gave you before?”


  She hesitated for a moment before replying, “I’ve been wearing it. I thought about returning it since it’s only borrowed, but Wilhelm insisted I keep it. I was planning to bring it back tomorrow.”


  “No, keep it,” he said firmly. “We still don’t know for sure that things are safe. If anything, you’re a bigger target than Millie. Wearing it should reduce your risk.”


  Between the orphanage survival dispute and the church takeover attempt, Rashia was the most likely target now. While Millie’s necklace had been custom-made for her protection, Rashia and Tria’s bracelets were incredibly potent as well. Even against a skill-inheritor-level opponent, they would hold out for a decent amount of time.


  “From the bottom of my heart, thank you for everything,” Rashia said, lowering her head in gratitude.


  “Really, don’t mention it.” Shin could have said that half of this was just for his own peace of mind, but he kept that thought to himself.


  “In that case, at least stay for lunch. You have time, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, I guess I can take you up on that.”


  As soon as he stepped outside, his gaze landed on an amusing scene.


  Tiera sat in the middle of a group of young girls, surrounded by handmade dolls. It seemed they were playing house. Meanwhile, Yuzuha had taken refuge atop Tiera’s head in an obvious tactical retreat. Having been smothered with affection last time, she had clearly learned that staying up there was the safest choice. The girls squealed and laughed, completely engrossed with their game.


  The boys, on the other hand, were playing a very different kind of game. Technically, they were kicking a ball around, but their eyes weren’t on the ball. They were constantly sneaking glances toward the group of girls, particularly at Tiera.


  “The boys seem rather quiet, don’t they?” Rashia’s voice carried a note of curiosity as she observed the group of children.


  Shin let out a small chuckle, barely managing to hold back his laughter. “No, no. That’s actually a completely normal reaction.”


  Rashia tilted her head. “What do you mean?”


  “They’re probably embarrassed because Tiera’s a beauty.”


  There were a few boys mingling with the girls, but from what Shin could tell, they were still at the age where they’d just started nursery school or kindergarten. The ones watching from a distance, however, were clearly older, boys on the verge of adolescence. At that age, it was hard to casually talk to an older, pretty girl.


  Not all boys reacted this way, of course, but Shin knew the feeling all too well. He had once been at that awkward stage himself, wanting to start a conversation but too self-conscious to actually do it.


  “I mean, I agree that Tiera-san is beautiful, even as a fellow woman, but I don’t see why they’d struggle to talk to her.” Rashia frowned slightly.


  Shin shrugged. “Well, that’s something I get from personal experience. As a guy, I’ve been there before. You, on the other hand, wouldn’t have gone through that kind of phase.”


  It was a classic case: a kindergarten boy falling in love with his teacher, or an elementary schooler curious about the older girl living next door. Nostalgic childhood moments that you could look back on as an adult and laugh about.


  Apparently, even in this world, things weren’t so different.


  Noticing Rashia’s slightly troubled expression, Shin gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Don’t sweat it.”


  Then, he turned toward Tiera and motioned for her to come over. Catching the signal, she rose from the circle of children, leaving behind a group of disappointed girls as she made her way over.


  Her expression, however, held an entirely different emotion.


  “Shiiiin… You abandoned me.” Her voice carried the weight of betrayal, her eyes narrowing as she glared at him.


  Shin raised both hands in defense. “Hold on! That was impossible to refuse, and you know it!”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right. There was no way I could say no to that. Ugh… fine, I’ll let it go.”


  “Anyway…” Shin changed the subject quickly, sensing it was his best chance for escape. “Since they’re offering us lunch, I figured we could provide some ingredients. What do you think?”


  Tiera considered it for a moment before clapping her hands together in realization. “Oh, right! I promised Yuzuha I’d make inari sushi for her. Since we’re here, why don’t we make enough for the orphanage kids, too?” Turning to Rashia, she asked, “Would it be alright if we borrowed the kitchen?”


  “Of course. Please, feel free to use it.” Rashia smiled.


  Though the sun was already high in the sky, they still had plenty of time. Staying a little longer wouldn’t hurt.


  Tiera had learned cooking from Schnee, who possessed the Cooking skill. Thanks to that, her skills were nothing to scoff at. One by one, perfectly made inari sushi were placed onto serving plates. The children’s eyes sparkled, utterly entranced by the sight.


  “I feel bad. I was the one who invited you to lunch, and yet you ended up cooking for us instead.” Rashia’s voice carried a note of guilt as she watched the children eagerly enjoying the inari sushi.


  “It was my idea, so please don’t worry about it. Besides…” Tiera glanced at the children, who were completely at ease around her. “I may have complained earlier, but spending time with the kids was actually pretty fun.”


  It seemed that being surrounded by their uninhibited warmth had put her at ease. Even from Shin’s perspective, her expression looked noticeably softer than before.


  Once lunch was over, both Shin and Tiera offered to help clean up, but Rashia quickly refused with a firm shake of her head.


  “Absolutely not. We can’t possibly ask you to do that as well.”


  Seeing that she wouldn’t budge, they reluctantly backed off and decided it was time to leave. Stepping out of the church, they made their way back to the guild.


  By now, it was past noon, which meant Tiera’s guild card should be ready.


  Inside the guild, the tavern area was bustling with adventurers eating their lunch.


  Avoiding the crowded space, Shin and Tiera headed straight for the reception desk, where Celica was waiting. Given the time of day, few adventurers were picking up quests, allowing them to speak with her without having to wait.


  “Here is your guild card, Tiera-sama. Please check to make sure everything is in order.”


  Tiera took the card and examined it carefully before nodding. “Everything looks fine. Thank you very much.”


  Seeing that her card worked without issue, Shin took out his own guild card and placed it on the counter.


  “While we’re at it, I’d like to register our party as well.”


  Celica gave a professional nod. “Understood. Will it just be the two of you?”


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  For fixed parties, it was possible to assign a party name, but since neither of them particularly cared about that, they skipped that step.


  After completing the process, Celica and Els saw them off, and they left the guild once more, heading toward the market district. This time, they focused on stocking up on preserved food—the kind typically used for travel.


  Since Shin had realized that he couldn’t use his item box too openly while traveling with a group, he decided to buy food in manageable portions instead. That said, with the ability to store items as cards, the amount they carried was still significantly less than what would be needed for a long journey back on Earth.


  Technically, the escort request they’d accepted included meals, but it never hurt to be prepared. Anything could happen on the road, and having backup supplies was always a good idea.


  Once they had gathered all the necessary supplies, Shin turned to Tiera.


  “Alright, let’s head out.”


  “Wait, but isn’t it still early?” Tiera blinked.


  “No, we need to go back for the Moon Sanctum first.”


  Shin couldn’t exactly leave without it.


  Tiera’s eyes widened. “I completely forgot about that!”


  “You of all people shouldn’t be forgetting that!”


  “Well, excuse me! Who normally thinks about taking their entire house with them?!”


  She had a point. It wasn’t exactly standard procedure to have “house” listed as a travel item.


  Shin sighed, raising his hands in mock defeat. “Alright, alright, my bad. But look—technically, I own the Moon Sanctum, right? So for me, bringing it along is just… normal.”


  “I swear, all you old generations are weird. Or maybe it’s just you who’s particularly weird?” Tiera crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes in mock suspicion.


  “Ouch, that’s just rude!”


  She flashed him a teasing smile, her words dripping with playful malice. Meanwhile, Shin nursed his wounded pride as he reached into his item box and pulled out a shimmering blue crystal.


  “What’s that?” Tiera blinked.


  “A crystal stone. Never seen one before?”


  Her eyes widened slightly. “Wait, this is a crystal stone? I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never seen one this big… or this perfectly crafted.”


  “This one’s been enchanted with Teleportation. It lets you instantly jump to any registered location. Single-use, though. So, might as well use it to head back to the Sanctum.”


  Tiera’s expression froze for a moment before she let out a long, weary sigh.


  “Right. I forgot: Nothing you pull out is ever remotely normal.”


  “Hey, that’s uncalled for!”


  At this point, she wasn’t even exasperated anymore. What she felt was more like resignation.


  Instant travel. Teleportation. Shin had casually mentioned it, but this was one of the greatest mysteries in magic history. Countless mages had tried to recreate it, but even the faintest traces of success had remained elusive. It was considered one of the lost secrets of magic, a forbidden relic of the past.


  And yet, Shin had just casually pulled out an item containing it, like it was nothing special.


  “Shin?” Her voice had shifted.


  “Uh, yeah?” Shin hesitated.


  Tiera’s emerald eyes locked onto him, her gaze dead serious.


  “I just need to confirm something… That thing… Can you make it?”


  The sudden shift in atmosphere caught Shin completely off guard. Moments ago, she had been teasing him, but now, her gaze was sharp.


  Faced with the sheer intensity of her stare, Shin couldn’t help but feel a little nervous.


  At the very least, Shin had realized one thing: Once again, the item he had casually taken out was something that defied common sense.


  “Before I respond, can you tell me how teleportation-enchanted crystal stones are treated these days?” Shin asked.


  Tiera hesitated, her expression unreadable. “Teleportation itself is considered a lost magic.”


  That explained everything. Shin had figured they were rare, but to hear that teleportation magic had been completely lost? That part was harder to believe. At least, on the surface, that might be true, but secret knowledge had a way of being hidden. He wouldn’t be surprised if nations or secret organizations had stashed away remnants of it somewhere.


  Letting out a small breath, he finally admitted, “Yeah, I can make them. As long as I have the materials, I could make as many as I want.”


  “Right. Of course. You were one of the Six Devas. Of course you can just casually make teleportation-imbued crystal stones,” Tiera muttered with a sigh, rubbing her temple.


  It seemed that, after spending time with Shin and learning about his absurd friends, she had finally begun to accept just what kind of people she was dealing with.


  Shin gave her a sympathetic smile, but only for a moment. “I know you’re exhausted just thinking about it, but can we teleport now?”


  “Yeah, just do it.”


  Stepping into a secluded alleyway and away from prying eyes, Shin pulled out the crystal stone. He had already confirmed with Schnee that this specific one worked flawlessly; he wasn’t the type to use something this volatile without testing it first. Unlike other items, the consequences of failure were unknown.


  Channeling his mana into the crystal, he activated it, and the magic stored within ignited instantly, distorting their surroundings.


  A split second later, their vision stabilized, revealing the familiar sight of neatly arranged shelves. They had successfully teleported inside the Moon Sanctum.


  “W-We’re really here… That was such a strange feeling.” Still adjusting to the sensation, Tiera turned to Shin. “So? How exactly are we going to take this whole place with us?”


  “First, we need to step outside. I’ll explain after that.”


  With a quiet, “And one more thing,” Shin muttered to himself as he headed for the door.


  Tiera noticed his lips move slightly, but from her angle, she couldn’t hear what he was saying. As they stepped out, the familiar sight of the surrounding forest greeted them.


  Shin’s gaze swept over the area, scanning the trees carefully. On his map interface, a green marker had appeared, something that wasn’t there the last time he visited.


  “What is it?” Tiera asked, frowning slightly.


  “There’s a rat around.” Shin smirked, keeping his eyes on the trees. “Thought I’d mess with them a little.”


  Tiera tilted her head, a question mark practically hovering above her head as she tried to make sense of his words.


  If it were anyone else, Tiera might have pointed out that Shin wasn’t even looking in the right direction for a rat. But since it was Shin, she figured it was pointless to apply common sense and decided not to press the issue.


  Shin, having finished whatever muttering he was doing, finally fell silent and raised his hand toward the Moon Sanctum.


  “Inventory Storage!”


  The moment the words left his mouth, the entire Moon Sanctum began to glow faintly. A soft radiance spread outward, enveloping the entire shop. Then, within seconds, the light intensified, becoming impossibly bright, until it collapsed into a single concentrated point.


  That shimmering core of light hovered in midair, suspended for only a few moments before gently drifting toward Shin’s hand. As the light faded, what remained in his grasp was a crescent moon-shaped necklace.


  It was stunning, likely worth more than some of the finest works of art. The luminous silver gleam made it clear that this was no ordinary piece of jewelry.


  Tiera exhaled, eyes fixed on it. “Is this…?”


  “Yeah. The portable mode of the Moon Sanctum,” Shin answered, casually twirling the necklace between his fingers.


  “You can actually carry it like that? Wow. That’s impressive.”


  Whether she was simply too exhausted to be surprised anymore or had finally grown accustomed to Shin’s absurdity, her words carried nothing but pure admiration.


  There was no reason to linger in an empty clearing, so after giving Tiera a moment to gaze at the now-absent location, Shin prompted her to move on.


  It was a good time to leave anyway. Not only did Shin have a clock displayed on his menu screen, but he also had an actual watch in his inventory.


  There was a good chance that the other two adventurers had already arrived. If so, it wouldn’t hurt to exchange a few words before departure. After all, they’d be traveling together for a while. Building some degree of rapport could only be beneficial.


  Heading toward the eastern gate, they arrived at the designated departure point, where a wagon loaded with supplies was already parked.


  Standing beside it were two figures, one a dragnil, the other likely a lord.


  “Excuse me, is this Knack’s wagon?” Shin asked.


  A deep, resonant voice answered, “Hm? Yeah… Oh, so you two are the adventurers joining us?”


  From the response, it was clear that the dragnil was the one speaking.


  His entire body was covered in deep blue scales, exuding an aura of toughness and resilience. Judging by the voice, he was male. The sturdy chest plate and long blade at his waist immediately stood out—clearly, a warrior type.


  Shin noted the man's lack of heavy armor. Either he relied on speed to overwhelm his opponents, or his scales were tough enough that he simply didn’t need additional protection.


  “Yeah, we’ll be traveling together. I’m Shin, and this is Tiera. We’re in the same party.”


  “My name is Tiera. It’s nice to meet you.” Tiera followed with a polite nod.


  The dragnil warrior gave a firm nod. “Mm. I am Gaien. I’ll be counting on you both during the journey. And this here is—”


  “Tsubaki. Nice to meet you.”


  The introduction came from a girl with deep crimson hair that cascaded down her back and piercing red eyes. Her gaze was sharp and observant, quietly taking in both Shin and Tiera.


  She was noticeably small in stature, even shorter than Tiera by about a fist’s length, making her barely around 150 cemels tall. Her features were well-defined and striking, but based on appearance alone, she could easily pass for a middle schooler.


  However, Shin knew better than to judge someone by looks alone in The New Gate, at least. If she was an adventurer, then there was no doubt she could hold her own. After all, she had qualified for E-rank at the very least.


  Activating Analyze, Shin checked their levels. Gaien was 187, and Tsubaki was 133.


  Purely by level comparison, Gaien was strong enough to be ranked A-class. His long sword wasn’t just for show. Even Tsubaki, despite her size, far exceeded the typical level of an E-rank adventurer.


  Before Shin could fully process this information, a cheerful voice rang out.


  “Ah! So the extra hands have finally arrived!” Stepping out from behind the wagon, a broad-shouldered dwarf approached with a grin. “I’m Knack, a merchant. I’ll be counting on you lot to get me safely to Bayreun!”


  This was the client.


  Like most dwarves, Knack had a sturdy, muscular build, but unlike the rough, battle-worn warriors of his kin, he was dressed in well-tailored clothing—a sight that felt a little out of place.


  Still, formalities were exchanged, and after a round of greetings, everyone climbed into the wagon in turn.


  “Alright, everyone’s aboard. We’re setting off a little early!”


  With that, Knack took his seat at the reins, cracked the whip, and the wagon lurched into motion. Carrying its five passengers, the wagon passed through the eastern gate and began its journey northward toward Bayreun.


  It would be some time before Shin and the others learned that news of the Moon Sanctum’s disappearance had sent the upper ranks of the Bayrelitch Kingdom into utter chaos.


  The Disappearance of the Moon Sanctum.


  The news didn’t just shake the upper ranks of the Bayrelitch Kingdom; it spread like wildfire, reaching even the foreign nations that had stationed spies to monitor the site.


  At first, no one believed it.


  Everywhere, urgent messages were sent. “Confirm it again. There must be some mistake.”


  For over five centuries, through the Day of Fallen Glory and beyond, the Moon Sanctum had stood unchanged, a permanent fixture of history, unmoving and untouched.


  A mystical shop, forged with long-lost techniques, impervious to any invader, no matter how powerful. Even high-level monsters, drawn to its presence, had never been able to set a single foot inside.


  This was the Moon Sanctum.


  And now they were being told it had simply vanished? Who in their right mind would accept such a claim at face value? Yet, no matter how many times the reports were verified, the answer remained the same.


  “No mistake. It’s gone.”


  For those merely receiving the reports, the news was shocking enough.


  But for the agents who had been watching from the ground, who had seen it disappear before their very eyes, the impact was indescribable.


  For the first time, even rival spies, who had spent years surveilling each other in secret, openly broke their cover in broad daylight—not to fight, but to confirm what they had witnessed.


  A bizarre and unprecedented moment in espionage history.


  All of them, regardless of nationality or allegiance, were left with the same silent, desperate question.


  “What the hell just happened?!”


  Part 4


  The air was heavy in a secluded chamber within the bustling royal castle. This was a meeting of great importance, where only the highest-ranking officials had the right to be.


  None of them had the luxury of showing frustration, despite being dragged from their beds before dawn. In truth, most of them were too overwhelmed to even consider complaining.


  “So, the reports are accurate?”


  The voice came from the head of the table: King Jeon Courtade Bayrelitch, ruler of the Bayrelitch Kingdom.


  A towering figure nearly two meters tall, with golden hair, piercing blue eyes, and a body forged in muscle, he looked as much a warrior as he did a king. Normally, his presence alone commanded absolute authority, but today, he looked anything but confident.


  As he studied the grim expressions of those present, a deep scowl formed on his face. Even his chancellor, standing beside him, seemed at a loss for words.


  This was not just a crisis for the Bayrelitch Kingdom. If word had already spread, neighboring nations—no, even the Empire and the Holy Kingdom—would soon demand answers.


  “The Moon Sanctum… has disappeared.”


  Murmurs rippled across the room. Every face darkened with unease.


  The only ones who seemed relatively composed were the First Princess and the Head of the Court Magicians.


  Jeon exhaled sharply, forcing himself to read through the report once more, knowing full well that the contents wouldn’t change.


  ── Report on the Disappearance of the Moon Sanctum ──


  Fourth Month, Second Day.


  At midday, shortly after the twelve bells rang, the Moon Sanctum began emitting an intense light.


  Within seconds, the light faded, but the sanctum was gone.


  The unexpected nature of the event caused panic among the foreign agents, leading to an unprecedented moment where rival spies openly exchanged information.


  Examination of the remaining ground showed no magical traces or detectable anomalies. No scorch marks, no distortions in space, no signs of struggle.


  Conclusion: Completely unknown cause.


  Every detail recorded was straightforward, simply stating what the assigned watchmen had seen firsthand, and yet, despite being urged to include as much detail as possible, the report was painfully brief.


  There was simply nothing more to say.


  The fact that rival operatives, who had spent years working in secrecy, had openly shared intelligence out of sheer panic only underscored the absurdity of what had occurred.


  Although the Moon Sanctum had never officially belonged to the Bayrelitch Kingdom, it had been a significant presence within their territory. If any nation had a claim to investigate, it was theirs.


  “What about Raizar? Any word on her status?” Jeon’s voice was low but firm.


  The chancellor shook his head. “No news yet. However, we received a report that Second Princess Ryonne made contact with her in the Wraith Plains.” He hesitated before adding, “Considering the distance, we can only hope that it was just the Moon Sanctum that disappeared…”


  “True. We can be certain that Ryonne’s intel is accurate. As long as Raizar-dono herself hasn’t run into trouble, she should appear at the upcoming distribution of war spoils in a few days.” King Jeon’s expression remained tense as he continued, “If that happens, we can at least inform the other nations that Raizar-dono is alive and well. That alone would buy us some time.”


  Even with the disappearance of the Moon Sanctum, as long as Schnee Raizar was still active, it wasn’t a fatal loss.


  What mattered wasn’t the building but the person who lived there.


  “Send word to Ryonne,” Jeon ordered, his voice carrying the weight of absolute authority, “the moment Raizar-dono shows herself, she is to report back via Mind Link immediately. This is a royal decree!”


  “Yes, Your Majesty!” One of the royal guards bowed deeply before swiftly departing to relay the command.


  Few among the king’s retainers were of the old generation, and those who were had already been assigned to gathering intelligence via Mind Link. It was a heavy burden, but Jeon had no choice.


  For now, he would shift his focus.


  Something must have changed in the moments before the Moon Sanctum disappeared.


  With that in mind, he issued a new royal command: a thorough investigation of everything that had transpired prior to the disappearance.


  Part 5


  Let’s go back in time to the previous night.


  Having departed from the kingdom, Shin and his group traveled by wagon, swaying with its movements as they discussed their individual capabilities.


  Knowing each other’s strengths and limitations was essential. The last thing they needed was hesitation during a crisis simply because they hadn’t properly assessed their options beforehand.


  The key points they reviewed were each person’s primary class, their adventurer rank, and whether or not they could use magic.


  Of course, sharing such information with strangers wasn’t without risk. No one would be completely transparent. There was always the chance that someone was withholding a trump card.


  Gaien was the first to speak.


  “As you can probably tell, I am a Samurai. My adventurer rank is A. I can use magic to some extent, but you’d best not count on it too much.”


  He was A-rank after all.


  In truth, his class wouldn’t have been obvious to anyone just from appearance—not without using Analyze. Unlike in games, weapons weren’t restricted to certain jobs, so even without the distinctive clothing, a Samurai could still wield something unexpected.


  Still, it made sense. Samurai were frontline fighters and didn’t receive job bonuses for magic, meaning their offensive spells were generally unremarkable.


  For reliable attack magic, it was typically backline classes that possessed natural affinity bonuses.


  “I’m a pugilist,” Tsubaki chimed in, speaking curtly. “Rank E. I can use minor enhancement magic to boost speed.”


  While her current guild rank was E, her level actually placed her closer to D-rank standards. Apparently, it was only because she had joined recently that she hadn’t ranked up yet. According to her, she’d be D-rank soon enough.


  Then came Tiera’s turn.


  “I’m… technically an Alchemist. But I also use bows and daggers. I, uh, just registered as an adventurer, so I’m still G-rank.” She hesitated for a fraction of a second before adding, “I can also use wind and water magic arts, as well as basic healing. If anyone requires it, kindly infor— I mean, just let me know.”


  She had almost slipped into formal speech, catching herself midway.


  It was a stark contrast to how she had spoken to Shin back at the Moon Sanctum.


  The reason for her hesitation was clear: She simply wasn’t accustomed to addressing people of higher rank so casually.


  However, Gaien had insisted from the start that everyone speak normally. Since they were entrusting their lives to one another, being too polite would only create unnecessary barriers. No one had objected to the idea, which had led to their current conversation dynamic.


  Still, Tiera was clearly feeling self-conscious about her low level and rank.


  “Healing magic is invaluable,” Gaien reassured her.


  Tsubaki nodded in agreement. “Seriously, don’t downplay that. It’s way more useful than you think.”


  They weren’t just being polite. Healing magic truly was a game-changer in combat.


  Drinking a potion in the middle of a fight wasn’t as easy as it sounded. While large groups could cover for one another, most adventurers worked in smaller teams, meaning a healer could mean the difference between life and death.


  Finally, Shin introduced himself.


  “I’m a Samurai like Gaien. E-rank. I can use some fire and lightning magic. And this here is Yuzuha. Believe it or not, she’s a full-fledged monster.”


  He made sure to include that neither he nor Tiera had ever worked as bodyguards. Experience—or the lack thereof—could affect decision-making in the field, so it was better to be upfront.


  What he didn’t mention was his actual level. If someone outright asked, he planned to lie and downplay it.


  Blurting out that he was over level 200 would only lead to uncomfortable questions. Given his age, it was unnatural for him to be that powerful.


  Tiera was already in on the cover story, and Celica had been sworn to secrecy as well.


  As for Yuzuha, Shin explained that she was a properly contracted tamed monster and posed no threat to the group.


  Gaien observed him with a keen eye before commenting, “A Samurai who wields magic… I won’t pry, but you must have undergone some serious training. It’s also rare to see a monster so attached to a human.”


  “Well, something like that, I guess.” Shin shrugged. “That said, don’t expect me to be on the level of a true mage. Think of my magic as mostly for distraction or surprise attacks.” He paused, then added with a smirk, “Though Yuzuha’s actually pretty strong.”


  “Kuu!” Yuzuha chirped, puffing up her tiny chest in pride.


  Of course, if Shin went all out, his spells would be far more than just a distraction. However, as an E-rank, it was best to downplay his abilities. A frontliner with magic capabilities was already impressive enough; there was no need to further raise expectations.


  Tsubaki tilted her head. “Are you from Hinomoto?”


  “No. Why do you ask?” Shin replied, blinking at the sudden question.


  “Most Samurai are from Hinomoto. This is the first time I’ve met one who isn’t.”


  Shin furrowed his brow in thought but quickly understood. Despite using Analyze and Keen Ear to gather general information on adventurers, he had barely encountered any Samurai at all.


  Tsubaki was probably right. It was an incredibly rare class in this world.


  That said, he had seen at least one: the dragnil swordsman wearing a tachi when he first visited the Adventurer’s Guild. That swordsman, of course, had turned out to be Gaien himself.


  “Most people just become Warriors or Knights, or pick specialized classes. Anyone aiming to be a Samurai is usually a weirdo.” Tsubaki crossed her arms.


  “A weirdo?” Shin choked. “You’re joking, right? It’s an amazing class! Flexible enough to switch between offense and defense!”


  A Samurai’s primary fighting style was hit-and-run tactics, using speed and precision to outmaneuver opponents. With proper armor, they could even serve as frontline tanks.


  Back in the days of the game, Samurai had been wildly popular, enjoyed by players of all skill levels. Yet here, it was considered odd?


  Tsubaki let out a small huff. “The biggest problem is that you need to master both Knight and Berserker before unlocking it. That alone makes no sense.”


  “Ah… yeah, that explains it.” Shin sighed, understanding immediately.


  In the game, unlocking the Samurai class required first leveling up both Knight and Berserker. It seemed that rule still applied in this world.


  Knight focused on defense, while Berserker emphasized pure offense—two completely opposite philosophies. But mastering both meant a Samurai could handle almost any combat situation.


  That versatility was what made them so strong, but clearly, people here struggled to see the appeal.


  “I get why that might sound strange, but let’s be real. It’s a damn strong class,” Shin insisted.


  “I won’t argue with that,” Tsubaki admitted. “Still weird, though.”


  Gaien, who had been listening quietly, finally spoke up.


  “It’s likely a cultural difference,” he mused.


  Seeing everyone’s attention turn to him, he continued, “Hinomoto is an island nation, formed by warriors of old—Samurai, Shinobi, and others like them. They gathered under the same guild banners and eventually built a kingdom of their own. As a result, Samurai remain a highly respected class among warriors in Hinomoto. But outside of our lands, few people bother to follow that path. Our country is small compared to the great continents, and few outsiders ever travel there. Even for me, after leaving the island, I often found myself… bewildered by how different the world is.”


  According to Gaien, the guilds he spoke of were not the same as the current Adventurer’s Guild. Instead, it seemed like they were organizations from the game era.


  An island nation ruled by Samurai? It sounded almost too perfectly fitting, but knowing how The New Gate had shaped this world, Shin found it surprisingly believable.


  “By the way,” he asked, tilting his head slightly. “What was the name of the guild that started it all?”


  Gaien folded his arms, thinking for a moment before answering.


  “The most widely known ones were Verdant Moon, Bloodwind Blades, and Black Oracle Sanctum.”


  “Huh… is that so?” Shin let out a neutral response, though internally, he completely understood.


  It made perfect sense.


  As their names suggested, these guilds had been formed by players who favored traditional Japanese aesthetics—Samurai, Shinobi, and Sanctum Maidens. Each guild had dominated its respective class, with Verdant Moon focusing on Samurai, Bloodwind Blades attracting Shinobi, and Black Oracle Sanctum led by Miko and Onmyouji practitioners.


  Their rivalry had been legendary.


  Their guild halls had been more than just meeting places; they were literal fortresses.


  Some had built entire castles, while others had crafted sprawling temple complexes. Their obsession with detail and historical accuracy had been downright extreme—a hallmark of dedicated players.


  And now, centuries later, those same guilds had somehow formed the foundation of an actual country.


  Knowing them, they probably even set up entire armies of NPCs to defend their bases, Shin mused to himself.


  That would explain why the land had remained so well-protected, even after the players vanished. A group like that, working together, could probably govern a small nation with ease.


  Gaien gave a small nod. “There were a few smaller guilds as well, but none were as well-known.”


  “I see. That actually explains a lot. Thanks for the info,” Shin said sincerely.


  He had never imagined that some nations in this world might have originated from in-game guilds.


  It made him wonder: Just how many others were out there, shaped by remnants of the old world?


  Part 6


  Several days had passed since their departure, the wagon swaying rhythmically beneath them as they continued their journey.


  Despite their expectations, no monsters had attacked so far, and their progress had been remarkably smooth.


  Of course, part of that was thanks to their Grim Horse, a magical beast pulling the wagon. Unlike a regular horse, it moved at more than twice the normal speed, allowing them to cover great distances in a fraction of the time.


  Coincidentally, this particular Grim Horse was the same one Shin had seen at Bayrelitch’s gates when he first arrived. Back in the game era, merchants like Knack, who had a sub-job as a Tamer, frequently used Grim Horses to pull their wagons.


  With a rotating shift for keeping watch, the four adventurers took turns scouting the surroundings. Those capable of handling the reins took turns driving the wagon with Knack.


  It was during one such shift, while Knack was at the reins, that Shin’s detection skills picked up movement.


  His eyes narrowed. “Something’s approaching. Fast.”


  Knack whipped his head around immediately. “How many? Give me details.”


  “Twelve, coming from the front. Judging by their speed and numbers, probably wolf-type monsters.”


  He already knew exactly what they were, but revealing too much information too precisely would be suspicious. So instead, he phrased it as an educated guess.


  “That’s more than enough info.” Knack grinned sharply, then bellowed, “Oi, you lot! We’ve got a job to do!”


  His voice boomed with such force that even a sleeping man would’ve jumped awake instantly. It wasn’t the tone of a merchant; it was more like that of a seasoned warrior or even a bandit leader.


  Of course, his companions were already prepared.


  Gaien and Tsubaki were fully armed the moment Knack shouted. Tiera clutched her bow, adjusting the position of her quiver with swift.


  Clearly, Gaien had sensed the threat as well.


  “Shin’s assessment is likely correct—wolves. But something’s odd… The two at the back aren’t moving at all.” Gaien frowned in thought, analyzing the incoming pack. “For now, though, we deal with the ten attacking us first.”


  Knack nodded in agreement, his expression dark. “If they’re still comin’ despite seein’ a Grim Horse, they ain’t normal beasts. Not by a long shot.”


  While the others spoke, Shin focused on analyzing their enemies more thoroughly.


  They were Jag Wolves. Larger and far more aggressive than regular wolves, their speed far exceeded that of their lesser cousins.


  Ten of them were charging straight at the wagon. Their average level hovered around 100, but one stood out at 120, undoubtedly the alpha of the pack. As for the two motionless ones at the back, their levels were under 10.


  “No threat there,” Shin muttered to himself, mentally discarding them from the equation.


  The pack’s formation was also clear. Three wolves sprinted ahead, acting as the vanguard. Two split off to the left, and another two to the right, vanishing into the cover of the trees, likely setting up a flanking maneuver. The remaining three, including the alpha, continued charging straight toward the wagon.


  The terrain was unfortunate—a narrow road lined with dense forest on both sides. A perfect place for an ambush.


  Gaien had already sensed the enemy’s positions, assigning roles without hesitation before Shin could even offer advice.


  “They’ve split left and right. I’ll hold the front.” Gaien stated decisively. “Shin, take the right. Tsubaki, you cover the left. Tiera, provide support from the wagon. Knack, stay close to the horses. With a Tamer nearby, they shouldn’t panic. Does that sound reasonable?”


  Knack gave a sharp nod. “Best plan we’ve got under the circumstances. I’m counting on you!”


  Choosing a slightly wider section of the road, he halted the wagon, giving everyone just enough room to maneuver.


  Yuzuha was left near the Grim Horse, in case any threats tried to target the wagon directly.


  “Here they come!”


  Gaien’s warning was barely necessary. The three lead wolves had already broken into action.


  One lunged straight ahead, while the other two flanked low from either side, moving with predatory precision.


  Rather than waiting for them, Gaien charged forward, his right hand gripping a massive odachi, his left holding its sheath firmly.


  “Ha!”


  As he closed in, a pale blue aura flared around him. A single well-timed step launched the first Jag Wolf mid-air, sending it tumbling backward.


  The other two closed in half a breath later.


  Gaien, unshaken, met the rightmost wolf with a single, merciless stroke, his odachi carving cleanly through its skull.


  The remaining wolf barely had time to react before he jammed his sheath straight into its gaping maw, silencing it instantly.


  The first Jag Wolf, which had been knocked aside earlier, hesitated now, watching in uncertain panic as its allies were felled in mere seconds.


  “Hmph. That was… underwhelming,” Gaien muttered to himself, slightly disappointed by the lack of resistance.


  Still, a weak enemy was better than a strong one.


  Brushing aside his dissatisfaction, he turned his focus to the approaching wolves.


  “Impressive,” Shin commented, cracking his knuckles. “Alright, looks like we’re up.”


  “Left side is moving in faster!” Tsubaki called out. “Can you see them from up there?”


  From the top of the wagon, Tiera already had her target lined up.


  “Got ‘em!” Her fingers released the bowstring, sending an arrow streaking through the dense forest.


  A heartbeat later—


  A sharp yelp echoed through the trees. Shin glanced at his map overlay, watching as one of the enemy markers vanished instantly.


  “I got it?” Tiera let out a relieved murmur, eyes fixed on the forest where her arrow had disappeared.


  Tsubaki, still watching, gave a short nod of approval. “Not bad.”


  Shin hadn’t expected the Jag Wolf to go down in a single shot, considering the level difference. But to his surprise, it had collapsed completely. Maybe she’d hit a vital point.


  The remaining wolf on the left, seemingly shaken by its fallen companion, abandoned its original path and retreated toward the pack leader at the front.


  Shin saw an opportunity. “Alright, Tsubaki, go back up Gaien. Tiera and I can handle this side.”


  “Got it.” She swiftly adjusted her stance and moved toward the frontline.


  She hadn’t made it far when another Jag Wolf exploded from the right, its claws slashing toward Shin.


  Instead of trying to land a clean hit, it faked the strike, darting past him with incredible speed and heading straight toward Knack. A feint attack—but against Shin, it was meaningless.


  His body reacted instinctively. The moment he dodged the claws, he twisted his hips, hand moving in a blur. His katana, originally a longsword reforged from his own smithing at the Moon Sanctum, left behind a gleaming white arc as it severed the wolf’s head cleanly.


  The moment of impact stretched, his heightened perception allowing him to absorb every detail in mere fractions of a second. A strange sense of wrongness crept into his mind as the Jag Wolf’s lifeless body tumbled forward.


  However, with a second wolf already closing in, there was no time to dwell on it. By the time Shin turned his head, his eyes instantly registered wide open jaws, wet fangs gleaming menacingly—


  Swish.


  Before his blade could even move, a whistling arrow came streaking in from above, piercing straight through the wolf’s forehead. Even with a mortal wound, the wolf’s momentum carried it forward, sending it barreling toward Shin.


  He sidestepped smoothly, dodging the collapsing corpse, and turned to look at Tiera.


  “Nice shot!”


  “Don’t ‘nice shot’ me!” Tiera huffed, exhaling in relief before knocking another arrow onto her bow.


  Her reaction time had been nothing short of exceptional. For someone who had just become an adventurer, her accuracy and instinct under pressure were far too polished.


  It was clear now; Schnee’s training had not been for nothing.


  Tiera exhaled, still gripping her bow, then shot Shin a pointed look. “I know you could’ve just sliced through it, but that wouldn’t have been an E-rank reaction speed at all.” She motioned toward the battlefield. “Now quit chatting and go back them up!”


  “You say that, but Tsubaki’s just as ridiculous. Still, point taken. I’m on it.” Shin smirked.


  Shifting his gaze forward, he saw Gaien and Tsubaki locked in battle with the remaining five wolves, including the alpha.


  Tsubaki had activated her speed-enhancing magic, a thin white aura shimmering faintly around her as she darted between her opponents, outmaneuvering them with ease.


  “Haaah!”


  A Jag Wolf, unable to keep up, was caught cleanly by one of her punches.


  Her gauntlet, dull silver gleaming under the sun, slammed into the wolf’s torso with brutal force.


  A sickening crunch followed as the creature’s body bent unnaturally, flung like a ragdoll against a tree, where it collapsed motionless.


  “Where the hell is all that power coming from?” Shin asked with surprise.


  Tsubaki’s frame was small, almost delicate-looking, yet her raw strength was extraordinary. Her level was 133, a solid 30 levels above the Jag Wolves, but even taking that into account, they were getting flung too easily.


  Something felt off.


  “Something’s weird,” Gaien muttered, gripping his odachi tightly. “These things are too slow.”


  “Yeah, and they feel way too light.” Tsubaki, standing a short distance away, gave a brief nod.
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  It was clear now. Everyone had noticed something was off.


  With Shin’s arrival, the battle formation evened out—three against three—and yet, the remaining wolves refused to turn tail and run. Even the alpha, which should have recognized a losing battle, stood its ground without hesitation.


  “Hey, now that I think about it, aren’t these things kind of… skinny?” Shin narrowed his eyes.


  The others glanced at their opponents again, taking a moment to really assess their condition. Sure enough, even the alpha wolf, the strongest among them, had visible ribs jutting through its fur.


  “So that’s it. These creatures have been affected by magic essence,” Gaien said. “That would explain why they’re targeting the Grim Horse. They need both flesh and magic essence to survive.”


  His grip on his odachi remained firm, but his tone carried the weight of understanding. The lack of resistance, the strange sluggishness… It all made sense now.


  There were two primary ways monsters were born in this world.


  Some naturally emerged from magic essence itself, requiring only mana to sustain themselves.


  Others, however, were ordinary beasts twisted by magical corruption, gradually evolving into monsters. These ones needed to consume physical flesh as well as absorb magic essence to keep their bodies from deteriorating.


  The ones that attacked humans and livestock were usually the latter type.


  In contrast, pure mana-born monsters preferred to dwell in areas with heavy magic concentration, staying far from human settlements.


  Gaien had explained as much to Shin during their travel. For Shin, this was a useful reminder. He’d never paid much attention to the in-game mechanics of monster origins back in his player days.


  “They have no future. They’re fighting because it’s either kill or starve.” Tsubaki’s voice remained calm and measured as she observed the situation.


  In this world, even monsters weren’t always the strongest predators. The law of survival was absolute: Prey either fought or perished. There was no special distinction between monsters and humans when it came to that rule.


  But Shin and his party weren’t here to slaughter starving beasts for sport. Their job was escort duty. If the wolves ran, they wouldn’t chase them down.


  However, if the wolves attacked, they had no choice but to retaliate.


  For the Jag Wolves, this was the last stand. Whether by hunger or by blade, they were already as good as dead.


  “It’s the same for us,” Gaien declared, reaffirming his grip on his sword. “We’re fighting for survival, too. Shin, don’t hold back.”


  “I know,” Shin replied simply.


  He had fought living monsters before, but this time was different. These creatures weren’t fighting for pride.


  These creatures are different from previous ones. The only real difference is their resolve, but damn, that alone makes them a real pain to deal with.


  They weren’t fighting for dominance or to hone their skills. Their fight was for survival.


  And somehow, that made it so much harder.


  The pressure was on a completely different level. Just knowing their enemies were fighting purely to survive made the air unbearably heavy.


  And those two at the back… They’re just pups.


  A short distance away, two smaller wolves hesitantly approached, barely larger than newborns. They weren’t attacking and were just following. Maybe they didn’t even understand what was happening. Was it because Shin was Japanese that his blade almost stalled at the thought?


  “I’ll take the leader,” Gaien declared, gripping his odachi. “Tsubaki, you handle the right. Shin, you take the left.”


  “Understood.”


  “Got it.”


  Both answered immediately, their movements already shifting into action.


  “Then, let’s end this.” Gaien took the first step, their breathing syncing as they all moved at once.


  Tsubaki struck first, her speed aura still pulsing faintly around her as she closed the distance in an instant. To the Jag Wolf, it must have seemed as though she had teleported right in front of it. It flinched, instinctively cowering, but Tsubaki showed no mercy. Her fist came crashing down, sending a deafening crack through the air. With a final convulsion, the wolf collapsed, its body twitching a few times before falling still.


  On the other side, Shin moved even faster. With his blade raised high, he stepped forward in one swift motion, bringing it down in the same breath. The Jag Wolf never even reacted—it couldn’t have.


  The white arc of his blade cut through effortlessly, and by the time the faint trail of his strike faded, the wolf’s body had already begun to separate, sliding apart diagonally. Its eyes remained locked on the spot Shin had been standing just a moment ago, never realizing it had already been slain.


  “That’s two down.” Shin let out a slow breath, then stepped back, glancing at Gaien.


  Gaien nodded. “Acknowledged.”


  There was a reason the alpha had not attempted to attack either Shin or Tsubaki during that moment. It wasn’t hesitation or fear. It was instinctive recognition, the deep-seated knowledge that if it turned its back, the man standing before it would cut it down instantly.


  There was no victory here. Even knowing it was outmatched, the alpha refused to retreat. A low growl rumbled from its throat, its muscles tensing as it braced itself for one final charge.


  This wasn’t about winning or defeating the enemy.


  It was just living and fighting because that was all it had left.


  Shin knew this. And even though he knew it was foolish, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of respect for that unyielding will to survive.


  The alpha took only a few seconds to gather its strength. And then, it launched itself forward, putting everything it had into a final, desperate charge. The sheer force of its movement, the absolute focus in its eyes, was enough to make anyone acknowledge its spirit.


  “Well fought.”


  The one to speak words of praise was Gaien. Holding his great odachi steady, he stood face-to-face with the charging leader of the pack.


  The Jag Wolf leader closed the distance in a straight line, its massive body surging forward like a storm.


  Gaien, however, barely moved. His stance shifted subtly, his feet gliding across the ground in a controlled motion that made his figure blur for a split second.


  A single instant.


  In the next, the scene had already changed. Gaien stood firm, his odachi lowered. Before him lay the Jag Wolf leader, split clean in two.


  Slowly, he flicked the blood from his blade and turned his gaze down the path, toward the two small wolves left behind.


  “What now?” Shin asked, his voice even. He was curious. How would someone from this world judge a situation like this? It wasn’t just about survival but about what was considered right.


  “If they attack, I will cut them down. If they flee, I will not chase them,” Gaien replied simply. His tone was unwavering, as if stating the obvious. “Our task is to protect the caravan, not to exterminate monsters. Whether those pups can survive or not is another matter entirely.”


  If they lived, there was always the chance they would grow strong and attack someday. He wasn’t concerned about that.


  In this world, anyone leaving a settlement had two choices: Hire guards or be strong enough to defend themselves. Bandits, wild beasts, monsters—danger was always part of the equation.


  Killing these pups wouldn’t change that fact.


  As if they somehow understood, the two Jag Wolf pups hesitated only for a moment before bolting, vanishing into the depths of the forest.


  “That… left a bad taste in my mouth,” Tiera muttered, arms crossed as she watched the forest shadows swallow them whole.


  “Yeah,” Shin agreed, exhaling through his nose. “It wasn’t like a normal monster fight.”


  “I feel the same,” Gaien added, tucking his blade away. “It is rare to face an enemy protecting its young.”


  “But dwelling on it too much isn’t good either,” Tsubaki stated flatly, her tone indifferent yet firm. Hesitation could dull a blade. And if that happened at the wrong moment, the next one to fall could be a comrade—or oneself.


  She wasn’t wrong. Shin knew that. But knowing and accepting weren’t always the same thing.


  “Finished yet? Then let’s get moving.”


  A gruff voice cut through the tension. Knack, who had been tending to the Grim Horse, strolled up to them with his usual easy demeanor. For an old ex-adventurer, he was quick to switch gears. He’d seen what had happened. He’d watched the whole fight from start to finish.


  Yet he wasn’t shaken in the slightest.


  “Still, if they got that thin, it must mean something happened in the forest, right?”


  Shin voiced his thoughts aloud, prompting Gaien to respond.


  “Hard to say. Jag Wolves are intelligent monsters. It’s difficult to believe they kept failing at hunting to the point of starvation.”


  “Could be a food shortage?”


  “They eat goblins. Thinking those little devils got wiped out is wishful thinking.”


  “Agreed,” Tsubaki chimed in, folding her arms. “If you find one goblin, assume there are thirty more nearby.”


  The way she spoke about them reminded Shin of how people back home talked about a certain household pest. Some things never changed, no matter the world.


  Then Gaien added another point. “I’ve heard of Skullfaces appearing in great numbers at the Wraith Plains. Perhaps this is their influence?”


  At the mention of the undead creatures, something clicked in Shin’s memory.


  “Oh yeah, the guild did say that most of the high-ranked adventurers were out on some large-scale mission. You think there’s a connection?”


  “That, I do not know,” Gaien admitted. “At the time, Tsubaki and I were traveling through a town south of Bayrelitch. We only returned a few days ago, so we were not part of that request.”


  Before Shin could reply, Tiera leaned in closer, lowering her voice.


  “Hey, Shin,” she whispered.


  “What’s up?”


  “Those Skullfaces… Is this about the request that Master was handling?”


  “Yeah. There was a pretty strong one among them. Maybe it forced other monsters out of their territories.”


  “Either way, guessing won’t get us anywhere. I’m going to sleep,” Tsubaki muttered, pulling her cloak around herself. The way she curled up without hesitation, fully prepared to nap in a rattling carriage, was a true mark of an adventurer.


  Gaien agreed. “Indeed. We lack the information to reach any meaningful conclusions. It would be better to use our time more productively.”


  “Yeah, might as well do some weapon maintenance,” Shin said, glancing at Tiera. “What about you?”


  “I’ll have to take over soon. I’ll be on the driver’s seat,” she replied, stepping out of the canopy and heading toward Knack.


  Having been trained by Schnee, Tiera had picked up all the essential skills of an adventurer, including driving a carriage. In fact, Shin had been the one getting lessons from her, rather than the other way around.


  In the game, horses moved automatically as long as you gave them directions, but here, that clearly wasn’t the case.


  “If you’re an adventurer, you’d better learn this much at least,” Knack remarked from the driver’s seat. “The lass is better at it than you, kid.”


  “Ugh…” Shin visibly deflated at the comment. No one else needed to know that.


  The journey continued without further incident. Besides occasionally camping along the way, they made steady progress toward Bayreun.


  The road circumventing the Wraith Plains’ forest was frequently used by merchants like Knack, as well as large caravans. Because of this heavy traffic, monsters rarely strayed onto it. It was much easier for them to find prey in the depths of the forest than to risk attacking travelers.


  However, when they were just about a day away from their destination, they ran into something far rarer than monsters.


  “Sorry, merchant. If you don’t wanna die, leave all your gold and goods behind.”


  Bandits.


  It seemed fortune was not on their side. Though whose side it was on, exactly, was still up for debate.


  These weren’t the usual ragtag group of thugs, either. They were properly equipped with leather armor and longswords, a sign that they had been “earning” well. How they managed that, Shin didn’t care to guess.


  Shin glanced at Gaien and Tsubaki, his voice casual despite the tension. “So, what’s the plan? Not sure where their confidence is coming from, but they’ve only got six guys up front and one lying in ambush.”


  Gaien kept his gaze forward, tone flat. “Nothing changes. If they attack, we cut them down.”


  “One survives. The rest, cut down without mercy.”


  Tsubaki’s words were impossible to read. Whether she was joking or dead serious, no one could tell. Shin opted to ignore the ambiguity and focus on the task at hand.


  The strategy had already been decided. Shin, Gaien, and Tsubaki would take the front lines, while Tiera provided support. Meanwhile, Yuzuha remained with the carriage, ensuring that even if an unseen enemy approached, they would still be prepared.


  The bandits’ levels hovered around 150 on average, with the leader sitting at 163, higher than Shin expected.


  “They could’ve made a decent living as adventurers,” he mused.


  But whatever circumstances led them here, it no longer mattered. There was no point in asking for answers they didn’t need.


  Knack, too, had drawn his battle axe, his grip firm as he prepared to defend himself. The tension in the air was palpable.


  It was only a matter of time before the fight began.


  Inside the wagon’s cover, Tiera held her breath, recalling what Gaien had told them not long after their journey began.


  “Shin, Tiera? Have you ever taken a life?”


  That was the very first question Gaien had asked them. It was a question that every adventurer eventually had to face, and it usually came at E-rank, the very rank at which escort missions began to appear.


  This was the first rank where one might be forced to fight another person.


  Among all adventurers, E-rank had the second-highest mortality rate, right after B-rank and above. And it wasn’t because of monsters; it was because, more often than not, E-rank adventurers were killed by people.


  I can do this. I can shoot.


  Among the group, Tiera was the only one who had never killed a person. Shin had clearly been concerned about her, his worry showing on his face before they left the carriage. But she had reassured him.


  She had said she was fine.


  Because she had to be.


  Because if she hesitated now, the three standing in front would be in even greater danger.


  “Oi, oi, you think three of you are enough to take us on? You can still back out, y’know,” a voice echoed.


  “And while you’re at it, why don’t you leave that red-haired babe behind? We’ll show her a good time!”


  At those words, the three standing at the front grew sharper. Their killing intent became almost tangible.


  A normal reaction to such provocation.


  “Shin…” Tiera murmured, eyes fixed unwaveringly on his back.


  Elves were highly sensitive creatures, and among them, Tiera’s perception was especially keen.


  And that was why she noticed it. Something in Shin had changed the moment those words were spoken.


  His killing intent was still there. But now, it was darker, sharper. The gentle presence she had come to know was gone, replaced by something entirely different.


  Something terrifying.


  Gaien and Tsubaki didn’t seem to notice. Perhaps they weren’t perceptive enough, or perhaps Shin was controlling it just well enough to keep it hidden from them. But Tiera felt it and she knew.


  I can’t let Shin stay like this. That Shin… That Shin is just wrong!


  Her grip tightened around her bow. At that moment, all thoughts of “first kill” had vanished from her mind.


  The men in front of them were bandits—repeat offenders, by the look of them. In this world, a career thief was as good as dead, their lives already forfeit. If they were caught, they would face the executioner’s blade. There was no other outcome.


  Tiera released her breath, letting the tension flow out of her fingers as she nocked the arrow. Her target was the bandit hiding in the thicket nearby. He must have thought he was concealed, but to an elf like Tiera, his presence was as obvious as if he were walking out in the open. She didn’t hesitate. She simply waited for Gaien’s signal, steadying her aim.


  “I do not favor unnecessary bloodshed,” Gaien’s voice was calm, carrying the weight of experience. “If you withdraw, you may live. If you do not, you will be cut down.”


  The bandit leader sneered, spreading his arms in mock generosity before his grin twisted. “Hah! Are you blind? We know you’re mostly just a bunch of E-ranks! Even if you are A-rank, there’s no way you can protect all of them while fighting us! We’re doing you a favor, man. Just walk away while you still can!”


  Somehow, these bandits had information about their ranks. The hidden bandit lurking in the bushes fixed his sights on Knack, unaware that he was being watched by Tiera. It was clear: this was no random encounter.


  Shin muttered under his breath, “That just raises more questions.”


  “We’ll leave two alive,” Tsubaki stated flatly, her crimson eyes unwavering.


  Meeting her gaze, Shin understood immediately: Negotiation had failed.


  Not that anyone had expected it to succeed in the first place. They had only been stalling, buying time to assess the enemy’s movements and prepare for a clean engagement.


  Gaien shook his head slightly. That was the signal.


  The moment it came, Tiera’s arrow shot through the air, disappearing into the thicket. There was no scream—only the dull thud of something hitting the ground.


  Shin’s map updated instantly; one of the red markers had vanished. A clean kill, either a direct hit to the head or the heart. A single shot had erased his HP.


  The bandit leader spat a curse, his hand tightening around his weapon. “Tch, useless bastard. The rest of you, get ‘em!”


  Weapons flashed as the bandits surged forward.


  “Alright. Two bandits each,” Gaien instructed, his voice even. “Take one alive if possible. We need answers.”


  Tsubaki cocked her head, eyes sharp. “In one piece?”


  “As long as they can still talk, do whatever you want.” Gaien smirked.


  Adjusting his grip on his sword, Shin exhaled. “Here we go.”


  There was no hesitation.


  Gaien and Tsubaki exchanged casual, indifferent words, as if they were discussing butchering livestock. Clearly, they were used to this. Despite the clear level gap, Tsubaki showed no fear or hesitation. She stepped forward, fists raised, ready to fight.


  Gaien held his position while Shin and Tsubaki split off to the sides, forcing the bandits to scatter.


  Three of them went after Gaien, two targeted Shin, and only one moved toward Tsubaki. It was a calculated decision. Someone in their group likely had an analysis skill, because they had prioritized Gaien, the strongest, over Tsubaki, who had the lowest level.


  “Are they underestimating me?” A flicker of irritation sharpened Tsubaki’s tone.


  The approaching bandit was technically higher-leveled, sure, but combat wasn’t just about raw numbers. If it were that simple, battles wouldn’t be so unpredictable. She considered playing one of her hidden cards, when suddenly, a chill slithered down her spine.


  Instinct kicked in. Her gauntlet, which had been poised to block the enemy’s sword, pulled back in an instant. She pivoted sharply, widening the distance between them.


  A slow, predatory chuckle followed. “Well now… Got some good instincts, don’t ya?”


  The man’s gaze roved over Tsubaki’s frame, a smirk curling at his lips. In his right hand, his sword pulsed with a crimson aura.


  Tsubaki’s eyes flicked over the battlefield. The other bandits, too, wielded weapons that glowed in different ominous, obviously enchanted lights.


  That was their plan. It wasn’t just about levels; they had accounted for equipment superiority as well.


  “Don’t struggle too much, alright?” The bandit sneered. “Can’t have ya dyin’ too quick. Takes the fun out of it. Heh.”


  He’d noticed her gauntlets were just standard-issue. He thought she had no way to properly defend herself. That overconfidence…


  “Because I look small, you think this’ll be easy?” Tsubaki’s lips curled into a dangerous smile. “You’re going to regret underestimating me.”


  The bandit barked out a laugh. “Tch, talk big all ya want, but say that after ya beat me!”


  With a guttural roar, he lunged, his speed suddenly spiking. Item-enhanced, no doubt. Far faster than his level should allow.


  But Tsubaki wasn’t about to lose in speed.


  A burst of white energy flared around her as she kicked off the ground, launching forward. The bandit’s eyes widened as an afterimage trailed in her wake.


  The white aura surrounding her was Support-type Martial Art Flow Control – Vital Flash, a lower-tier Art that specialized in bodily reinforcement, specifically speed enhancement.


  Before the bandit could adjust, Tsubaki was already inside his guard. His instincts were sharp. Realizing he couldn’t evade, he moved to block with his free hand, but that wasn’t her target.


  Her fist shot out, not at his body, but at the hand clutching his sword. The bandit’s reaction had been good. But he hadn’t been good enough to predict her real aim.


  Tsubaki’s gauntlet-clad fist struck the bandit’s right hand with brutal precision, snapping all five of his fingers in an instant. The sickening crunch of bone echoed as his digits twisted in unnatural directions, jagged shards piercing through the skin.


  The bandit let out a piercing scream, staggering backward as his mangled hand trembled violently. His breath hitched, his eyes bulging in horror at the sight of his own shattered fingers.


  Tsubaki exhaled sharply, brushing a stray strand of hair from her face as she coldly remarked, “Doesn’t matter how good your weapon is if you are worthless.”


  Even if he wielded a magic sword, it didn’t change the fact that he was weak.


  The bandit shrieked in agony, his entire body convulsing from the sheer intensity of the pain. Defense was now the last thing on his mind, his guard completely shattered.


  Tsubaki took advantage of the opening. Her muscles coiled as a flicker of power surged through her frame, her muscles gathering strength for a decisive blow.


  “Fly.” With that single command, her fist rocketed forward.


  The impact didn’t sound like a normal punch. It was a deep, sickening thud, the kind that resonated in the bones.


  The bandit’s body folded inward as blood spewed from his mouth. Then, he was airborne. His limp form hurtled through the air, his arc leading straight toward another bandit, one of the men surrounding Gaien.


  “Gah!”


  The airborne bandit crashed into his ally before the man could even react, sending the pair tumbling into the thick underbrush. The impact was violent. A muffled crack rang out, like a skull colliding with something hard.


  Neither of them would be getting up anytime soon.


  Tsubaki exhaled softly, shaking out her wrist as she assessed the damage. Her original target, the one she had punched, was in far worse shape. His entire solar plexus had caved inward. His organs—specifically, his heart—had undoubtedly ruptured from the force of the blow. Like the one who had fallen to Tiera’s arrow, he was dead on impact.


  “W-What the hell was that?!” one of the remaining bandits stammered, his voice shaking as he stared in shock toward the bushes where his comrades had disappeared. His face was pale, disbelief and terror locking his body in place.


  Losing focus in the middle of a fight was a fatal mistake. Especially against Gaien.


  “You idiot! Keep your eyes on him!” the bandit leader roared, panic creeping into his tone.


  But it was already too late.


  Gaien had closed the distance in an instant, his massive odachi glinting under the moonlight as it arced through the air.


  The distracted bandit barely reacted to the leader’s shout. His stance broken, he raised his sword in a desperate attempt to block, but his grip was weak, his footing unstable. There was no way he could stop Gaien’s strike.


  Gaien’s odachi roared through the air, colliding with the bandit’s magic sword in a shower of sparks.


  For a brief moment, it seemed as though the enchanted blade might act as a shield, absorbing the force of the strike. But that fleeting hope was shattered in the next instant.


  The odachi, its momentum barely slowed, sliced clean through the magic sword, cleaving unstoppably through the body of its wielder.


  “What?!” The bandit leader’s breath caught in his throat as he watched his subordinate get bisected in a single stroke.


  He could barely process what had happened. Even for an A-rank warrior, cutting through a magic sword—let alone the person wielding it—should have been impossible. Yet Gaien had done it as if it were nothing.


  Eyes wide with disbelief, the leader’s gaze locked onto Gaien, as though trying to comprehend the impossible.


  Gaien took a slow step forward, flicking the blood from his blade before resting it against his shoulder. His expression remained calm, almost indifferent, as he spoke.


  “You lot may carry magic swords…” He shifted his stance slightly, his piercing gaze locking onto the leader. “But, as it happens, my blade is a magic sword as well.”


  The battle had flipped in an instant. What the bandits had thought an overwhelming advantage had been utterly crushed.


  The leader’s mind reeled. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. According to their information, Gaien was the only real threat. The others were barely E-rank, freshly out of their half-trained phase.


  Yet reality had painted a different picture.


  Tsubaki had effortlessly overwhelmed a subordinate who should have been on par with a C-rank fighter, treating his magic sword as nothing more than an inconvenience.


  The leader’s breathing grew shallow, his thoughts spiraling as he turned toward his last hope: his remaining subordinates and his second-in-command. However, what he saw next sent a fresh wave of horror crashing over him.


  Part 7


  From the very start of the battle, Shin had been facing two bandits. One had brown hair, the other blond. Their levels were 151 and 153, respectively, roughly equivalent to C-rank adventurers.


  Shin quickly pieced together their strategy. They planned to eliminate Tsubaki first, then four of them would suppress Gaien while these two broke through and headed toward Knack.


  His gaze flicked toward the blond bandit who, apart from the leader, had the highest level among them. The other, the one who had been lurking in the underbrush earlier, had been the weakest in the group.


  “At this level, dodging arrows should be no problem for them… Yeah, they feel different from the rest.”


  Regardless, his approach wouldn’t change.


  “Well, guess I’ll just do what I always do,” Shin muttered to himself, stepping forward to block their path.


  The brown-haired bandit moved first, slashing at Shin in an attempt to pin him down. A flash of yellow aura coated the man’s sword. It was a so-called magic sword, but Shin immediately saw the difference.


  Their weapons weren’t on the same level.


  In the current world, the term “magic sword” simply referred to any weapon that radiated an aura. But back in the game era, only Legendary-class and above weapons were considered true magic swords.


  The weapon in this bandit’s hands was nothing more than a cheap imitation.


  The yellow aura on the bandit’s blade dispersed into the air like steam, unfocused and unrefined. By contrast, Shin’s white aura clung tightly to his katana, perfectly outlining its blade.


  A true measure of quality.


  The way a magic sword’s aura behaved determined its strength. The more concentrated the aura, the closer it adhered to the weapon, the higher the weapon’s performance. Which was why, when their swords clashed—


  CLANG!


  A moment of resistance.


  Then—


  A clear, crisp crack rang out as the bandit’s sword snapped clean in half. A completely predictable outcome.


  Neither of their weapons could truly be called magic swords, but the difference in quality was undeniable. Shin’s katana could even withstand real magic swords—at least for a few exchanges.


  A blade like this bandit’s, which could do nothing but leak aura uselessly, wasn’t even worth calling a fake.


  The brown-haired bandit froze in shock, his body stiffening as he stared at his broken sword in disbelief. That very blade had once wounded a Horned Dragon, yet it had shattered in a single clash. His mind barely had time to process it before—


  Shin’s katana flashed.


  “Guh!” A choked gasp of surprise and pain left the bandit’s lips as blood sprayed from the fresh wound. His body collapsed to the ground, motionless. It had been a single, fluid strike—no hesitation, no wasted movement.


  It wasn’t that Shin had grown accustomed to killing, but the stage of hesitation, of uncertainty, of struggling with the morality of battle? He had long since passed that. No one who had fought on the frontlines of the death game had escaped that struggle.


  Against bandits—men who wielded their weapons with bloodstained malice—there was no reason for Shin’s blade to waver. Life shouldn’t be taken lightly, but neither should it be burdened with too much weight.


  Without so much as a glance at the fallen body, Shin stepped past it and turned his gaze to the blond-haired bandit.


  “So, what about you?” His tone was almost casual, as if asking about a dinner menu.


  But that very nonchalance sent a cold shiver racing down the blond’s spine. His face twisted in horror, eyes darting between the shattered remains of his comrade’s weapon and Shin’s pristine katana. He had never seen a magic sword break before. Not like this.


  His grip tightened on his own sword, his last line of defense. But Shin simply tilted his head and muttered, “That sword’s in the way.”


  With a single, almost lazy step forward, he flicked his wrist, and the blond bandit’s sword exploded into fragments, scattering across the ground like shards of glass.


  “What…? T-That’s impossible… My magic sword…!” His voice trembled as he stared blankly at the hilt in his hands, the only thing left of his weapon. But more terrifying than the destruction of his sword was the fact that he hadn’t even seen Shin move.


  Shin hadn’t used a skill; he’d relied on raw stats and a movement technique honed for anti-PK combat, for fights where skills couldn’t always be relied on. The blond never even registered the attack—only its aftermath.


  Shin exhaled, shifting his stance slightly. “Now, I just need to make sure you don’t move anymore.”


  Then, his figure vanished.


  A split second later, agony erupted through the blond bandit’s limbs. His legs buckled as he crumpled forward, his shattered limbs unable to support his weight. Behind him, Shin calmly slid his katana back into its sheath.


  “A-Agh!” The pain was overwhelming. His limbs hadn’t been severed; they’d been crushed. Shin had deliberately used the blunt edge to break his arms and legs, rendering him completely immobile. It wasn’t an attack the blond could even comprehend. Shin’s footwork had been so refined that it created the illusion of him disappearing, and before the blond even had a chance to react, his fate had already been sealed.


  As the dust settled, Shin turned to where Gaien stood, his gaze shifting toward the bandit leader, the last remaining enemy.


  “You finished over there?” he asked casually.


  Gaien let out a small chuckle, shaking his head. “Unlike you, I didn’t go out of my way to torment mine.”


  “Hey, this is me holding back,” Shin said with a wry smile.


  They exchanged light-hearted words, but there was no amusement in the leader’s eyes. Because now, he stood alone.


  The bandit leader stood frozen in place, his face twisted in confusion and disbelief. He was just as shaken as the blond-haired bandit had been, perhaps even more so. It was obvious why: No matter how he tried to rationalize it, Shin’s combat ability was nowhere near E-rank.


  Gaien took a step forward, his tone calm but firm. “Now then, you’ll be telling us everything you know about the one who gave you that information.”


  They had already explained the situation to Knack, who had agreed to give them time for an interrogation. The fact that their group had been specifically targeted strongly suggested the presence of an informant. It was a lead they couldn’t afford to ignore.


  With the interrogation left in Gaien and Knack’s hands, Shin and Tsubaki made their way back to the carriage.


  Waiting for them, Tiera greeted them with a look of concern, especially for Shin.


  “Good work. First, let me— Mmph!” Before Shin could react, Tiera suddenly reached out, grabbed his head, and pulled him into her chest.


  Tsubaki’s eyes widened in shock, while Shin, whose words were abruptly cut off, was completely bewildered, his face buried in Tiera’s chest.


  Given that her jacket was open at the front, his position was… compromising, to say the least. There was fabric between them, but her undershirt wasn’t particularly thick. The warmth and softness pressing against his face were far too vivid.


  That said, Shin was far too startled to even process the situation, let alone enjoy it.


  Tsubaki, after blinking in disbelief, hesitantly asked, “Umm… what exactly are you doing?”


  “Just stay still for a moment… Mm…” Tiera murmured, tightening her hold slightly. “Don’t move.”


  Her voice was oddly gentle, yet serious.


  Tsubaki wanted to intervene but stopped herself, deciding to simply observe instead. She had no idea what was happening, but it didn’t feel like a joke or a tease. Tiera’s expression was far too serious for that.


  Shin, sensing the strange tension in her voice, stopped struggling. A few silent moments passed, his face still pressed against her. At some point, he had even started to register the sensation, though he quickly pushed that thought aside.


  Just as he began to wonder how long this would last, Tiera finally pulled away. However, she didn’t release his head entirely. Her hands still held him firmly, keeping his gaze locked on hers.


  Still confused beyond words, Shin hesitated before speaking, “Uh, Tiera? What exactly was that?”


  Tiera didn’t answer right away. She simply stared at him, her expression unreadable. To Shin, the silence stretched far longer than it actually was.


  Then, finally—


  “Alright.” She nodded. She released him and, without another word, began scanning their surroundings, her expression sharp and focused.


  “What the hell was that?” Shin muttered under his breath.


  “Beats me.” Tsubaki shrugged, just as confused as he was.


  Like Shin, she was left with a floating question mark above her head.


  Part 8


  As Tiera distanced herself from Shin, she focused on sensing his presence. Compared to Shin, her range was far more limited, but for a G-rank, her perception was extraordinary.


  She exhaled softly, feeling the tension in her chest finally ease as she moved into the shadow of the carriage. Relief flooded through her.


  Just moments ago, when Shin had returned with Tsubaki, he had looked perfectly normal on the surface. But beneath that facade, she could still sense traces of that aura.


  Dark. Sharp. A presence that instinctively made her want to flee. Even thinking about it sent a chill down her spine.


  Her impulsive action earlier made her face burn with embarrassment. But even though it had been sudden, she had acted with complete sincerity.


  A memory of her early days at the Moon Sanctum surfaced. Terrified of everything, lost and alone, she had been trembling in fear, and then, Schnee had embraced her. Just that simple warmth had calmed her.


  It had softened her heart, pulled her back from the edge of panic. So, when she felt that chilling aura lingering on Shin, she had instinctively thought maybe the same thing would work.


  For someone like her, who had spent most of her life deprived of human contact, that had been the most effective method she could think of.


  And it had worked.


  If anything, it had been less about comforting Shin and more about shocking him out of it. A forced reset, in a way. But the aura was gone, and that was what mattered.


  Does he even realize? Or am I the strange one here?


  Tiera couldn’t remember the last time she had felt killing intent that intense—not since the day she had been cast out from her village. Back then, she had been too young to understand, her only response pure, primal terror.


  But with Shin, she had noticed the shift. No, she had been able to notice. Something deep inside her had screamed at her to act. The sensation was unfamiliar, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that it had been right.


  There had been no discomfort, no sense of being manipulated. Just an odd sense of certainty, as if she had already known he wasn’t a danger to her. But now that the tension had faded, a new thought took over.


  How am I supposed to face Shin after this?


  The seriousness from earlier had completely vanished.


  Red-faced and flustered, Tiera stood there muttering incomprehensibly to herself, her usual composure nowhere to be seen.


  It was, in its own way, an incredibly endearing sight, at least to anyone who knew the usually composed and reserved Tiera.


  And completely unbeknownst to her, Shin and Tsubaki witnessed the entire thing.


  Part 9


  Shin and the others stood guard around the carriage, waiting for about ten minutes before Gaien and Knack finally returned.


  The bandit leader was nowhere to be seen. There was no need to take him alive, so he had likely been dealt with.


  With everyone back aboard, the group picked up speed, making up for the delay caused by the attack. Knack took the reins as the driver, while Gaien began explaining the information they had gathered.


  “They were after Knack’s cargo?” Shin furrowed his brows as he listened.


  Gaien gave a firm nod. “That’s right. Apparently, it’s something tied to the church. They weren’t told exactly what it was, though.”


  Tsubaki, leaning forward slightly, asked, “Wait, so they didn’t even know what they were supposed to steal?”


  “Exactly. That’s why their plan was to wipe out both the guards and the driver, then just take the entire carriage.”


  Shin’s gaze darkened slightly. The mention of the church made him think of Rashia.


  Rashia’s appointment as a bishop still required formal recognition from the church. That meant they would need official documents, certification seals, or other proof to validate her position.


  Could that be what Knack was transporting?


  The one behind this attack might have wanted to secure those documents, but to avoid suspicion, they had instructed the bandits to take everything, making it look like a simple robbery rather than a targeted theft.


  It was just a theory, but considering how secretive Knack had been about the cargo, it was highly possible that he was carrying something of great importance. If that were the case, then choosing to guard Knack, whether by chance or fate, had been the right decision.


  With that in mind, Shin glanced out the window, watching as the scenery blurred past. Fortunately, the rest of the journey was uneventful—no monsters, no more bandits.


  Before long, the group finally arrived at their destination, Bayreun.


  The Grim Horse drawn carriage passed through the city gates, blending in among the many other carriages entering the city and adding to the already bustling streets of Bayreun.


  Bayreun was a small nation, surrounded by other countries of similar size. The Ertonia Continent was shaped like two landmasses fused together, and Bayreun sat near the center of one half.


  As a major trade hub, goods naturally converged here. This also meant that larger nations had attempted invasions in the past. When such threats arose, the smaller nations formed alliances, defending themselves through cooperation.


  Each country possessed Chosen Ones, and when the allied nations united their forces, their combined military strength was said to surpass even that of the great nations.


  After passing through the gate, the carriage traveled a short distance along the main road before stopping in front of a general store.


  Knack hopped down, stretching his arms. “Good work. If I need an escort again, I’ll be counting on ya.”


  His speech, as always, was far from that of a typical merchant, but his appreciation was genuine. He handed Gaien a proof of completion document, which could be submitted to the Guild to receive payment.


  “Now then, I’ll be heading to Kilmont next. What about the rest of you?” Gaien asked.


  Kilmont was a nation ruled by the dragon king, home to many dragnil. Its full title was the Dragon Empire of Kilmont.


  According to Schnee, Shin’s fourth support character, the high dragnil Schweid, resided there.


  “I also have stuff to do there,” Tsubaki said.


  “Tiera and I are headed to Farnid,” Shin replied, glancing at his companion.


  Gaien let out a short hum. “I see. Quite the perfect split, then.”


  “Yeah, kinda felt like it was leading to this.” Tsubaki smirked slightly.


  Adventurers were always coming and going, meeting and parting. Such was their way of life. Gaien and Tsubaki would be taking another escort job leading them toward Kilmont. Apparently, they had taken on similar assignments even before meeting Shin and the others.


  After receiving their payment, the two warriors bade farewell.


  “If fate allows, let’s meet again.” Gaien gave a polite nod.


  “If you see me around, don’t be shy. Say hi,” Tsubaki added with a grin.


  With those parting words, they turned and set off toward Kilmont.


  Their farewell had been surprisingly casual, but perhaps that was just the nature of adventurers. Reunions were common in this line of work, so there was no need for sentimentality.
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  Chapter 2: A Warrior’s Regret


  

  Part 1


  “So, how are we traveling? Carriage, I guess?”


  “Normally, it takes about a month and a half on horseback. By carriage, it’s closer to two months.”


  “Hearing that again… Yeah, that’s pretty damn far.”


  After parting ways with Gaien and Tsubaki, Shin and Tiera sat down to seriously discuss their travel plans. Walking was an option reserved for highly skilled adventurers or those too poor to afford even a shared carriage.


  For Shin alone, running would be the fastest option, but carrying Tiera the entire way wasn’t exactly realistic.


  After considering their options, Shin made a decision. “Alright, let’s just buy a carriage.”


  Since he and Tiera would continue traveling even after reuniting with Schnee, having their own transport would only be an advantage. With that settled, they headed toward a shop specializing in travel carriages, one recommended by the guild.


  Inside the shop, Shin browsed the available carriages with arms crossed, inspecting their designs with a critical eye.


  “Huh… Even though these are considered high-performance, they all feel kinda… similar,” he muttered, his tone somewhere between unimpressed and curious.


  As if on cue, a nearby shopkeeper perked up and stepped over with a knowing nod.


  “Ah, I get why you’d think that, sir. There’s a reason for it, you see.”


  Shin turned to him with mild curiosity. “Oh?”


  The man rubbed the back of his neck before explaining, “A while back, the country placed a massive order for carriages. The ones left here were made from the leftover materials, and since we had to produce a lot in a short time, they all ended up with pretty much the same specs. If we had better materials to work with, we could’ve made something nicer, but, well…” He trailed off with a shrug.


  Understanding dawned on Shin’s face as he nodded. “So it all comes down to the materials, huh?”


  His thoughts drifted to Knack’s carriage. While it was focused on cargo transport and wasn’t particularly impressive in appearance, the materials were high-quality. Even the wheels had undergone some kind of treatment. It hadn’t been entirely smooth, but compared to other carriages, the ride had been surprisingly stable.


  Still, “surprisingly stable” didn’t mean comfortable. There was definitely room for improvement.


  After a brief moment of thought, Shin made up his mind.


  “Alright, looks like I’ll just have to modify one myself.”


  “Hold on a second. I think I just heard something very concerning!”


  Shin had muttered his plan under his breath, but before he could even take another step, Tiera’s hand landed firmly on his shoulder.


  Her expression was all smiles, but her eyes were anything but amused. Clearly, past experiences had taught her that whenever Shin got “ideas,” trouble was sure to follow.


  “And what, exactly, are you planning this time?” she asked sweetly, though her grip on his shoulder tightened ever so slightly.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Shin feigned ignorance, his tone light.


  “Don’t play dumb. Spill it. What kind of ridiculous modification are you thinking of?”


  Shin sighed, raising his hands in a placating gesture. “You’re being paranoid. I’m just thinking of reducing the bumps and improving the wheel movement a little, that’s all.”


  The modifications were simple, a way to stabilize the ride and lessen the strain on the horses pulling the carriage. He’d make sure the changes were subtle, with no major alterations to appearance. Unless someone actually rode it, they wouldn’t even notice anything different.


  And if they ever needed to sell it, he could just restore it to its original state. Either way, it would definitely be far more comfortable than these hastily built carriages.


  Tiera narrowed her eyes. “Really? You’re not going to make it move without horses? Or, I don’t know, make it fly?”


  “Of course not!” Shin snapped back, offended by the accusation. Though notably, he hadn’t said it was impossible.


  That was, after all, just the kind of person Shin was.


  Still, he wasn’t an expert in carriage construction. Even if he wanted to, making it self-propelled or airborne wasn’t exactly an easy mod.


  However, installing springs to reduce the impact of bumps and improving the wheel bearings fell under blacksmithing, something well within his skillset.


  Tiera crossed her arms, mulling over his words. “Well, if it’s not going to stand out, then I suppose it’s fine.”


  “Obviously.” Shin smirked. “I’ve learned a thing or two, you know? Stealth is key.”


  “If it were anyone but you, I’d believe that.”


  “That’s kind of harsh,” Shin muttered, though he couldn’t exactly argue.


  Still suspicious, Tiera raised a brow. “Wait, since when do you know how to modify carriages?”


  “A little bit. It’s not my specialty, but I can do enough to make a difference.”


  “Well, if you can make it better than Knack’s, I guess I should be grateful.”


  Despite all her skepticism, she, too, had suffered from the bumpy ride of Knack’s carriage.


  She had heard from adventurers visiting the shop that the carriages used by nobles hardly shook noticeably. If Shin could get their ride even remotely close to that, it was worth giving him the benefit of the doubt.


  Knack’s carriage had been one of the smoother ones, but Tiera still wasn’t used to long-distance travel, so it had been rough on her.


  With the modifications settled, Tiera turned her attention back to the selection. “Alright, I’ll trust you on the improvements. But which one are we getting? Honestly, I have no idea which is the best option.”


  Shin scanned the available carriages, keeping in mind the number of passengers and luggage they’d need to carry. After a brief moment, he pointed toward the largest one in the shop.


  “We should get one big enough to sleep in. That one looks about right.”


  Tiera nodded in agreement. “Yeah, especially since Master Schnee will be joining us. That size should work even with all our supplies.”


  The chosen carriage had enough room for their group and their luggage, though it would be heavier to pull. That meant they’d need a strong draft horse, but worst-case scenario, Yuzuha could pull it instead. Transformation magic really was convenient.


  Just then, the shopkeeper clapped his hands together and approached them. “Much appreciated! By the way, have you already got a horse to pull your carriage, sir?”


  “Not yet. We were about to go buy one.”


  The shopkeeper’s eyes twinkled with curiosity. “First time buying a horse?”


  Shin gave a short nod. “Yeah, it is.”


  “Then let me give you a bit of advice, seeing as you’ve made a big purchase here. You’ll want to get a horse with strong legs and endurance. If you’re only using one horse to pull that big a carriage, it needs to have serious power. Otherwise, you’ll run into trouble.”


  “Got it. I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the tip.”


  Shin immediately understood. He needed a draft horse, something bred for pulling heavy loads. Given the size of their carriage, it was the best option.


  As another thought crossed his mind, he turned back to the shopkeeper. “By the way, what about using a monster to pull the carriage? I know someone who does that.”


  The shopkeeper let out a chuckle. “Oh, monsters have ridiculous strength, no doubt about that. But taming one is the hard part. It’s not easy to get them to obey commands, especially for something as precise as pulling a carriage.”


  “Makes sense. Thanks for the info.”


  After thanking the shopkeeper, Shin and Tiera stepped out of the store, their next stop the horse market.


  However, just as Shin took a step forward, a familiar sound rang in his ears, a soft, chiming chirin-chirin.


  He froze mid-step, instantly recognizing it.


  It was the notification sound from his old in-game voice chat system.


  Without hesitation, he activated the interface with a thought command. The process was identical to how it worked back in the game.


  “Hello, this is Shin.”


  A calm voice responded, “This is Schnee. I’ve finished handling the Skullface request and the related spoils. Where are you right now?”


  “I’m in Bayreun. Once we get a horse, we’ll head to Farnid by carriage.”


  Since the timing was perfect, Shin quickly updated her on their current location and the fact that they had already purchased a carriage.


  After a brief pause, Schnee’s voice returned, thoughtful and composed.


  “I see. In that case, I’ll capture a monster suitable for pulling the carriage. I should arrive in Bayreun in about a day. Would you be able to wait until then?”


  “Got it. Now that I think about it, I do have the Tamer job, don’t I?”


  Shin recalled that he had acquired the Tamer class long ago. Kashmia, the Tamer and Summoner of the Six Devas, had recommended it, encouraging him to pick up the job. Schnee had been with him at the time, so she had obtained it as well.


  He had never actually tamed anything before, but it seemed it was finally proving useful in an unexpected way.


  Schnee’s voice carried a note of enthusiasm.


  “Understood. I’ll bring back something with plenty of strength.”


  Shin could practically see her determination through the voice chat. Her timing was almost uncannily perfect, but since it worked in their favor, he decided not to question it.


  However, after a brief pause, Schnee’s tone shifted slightly.


  “By the way, there’s something I’d like to ask you.”


  Shin arched a brow. “What is it?”


  Schnee hesitated only for a second before speaking.


  “Did you do something when you stored the Moon Sanctum?”


  Shin blinked. “Huh? What do you mean?”


  Schnee sighed softly.


  “I expected you to pull something, but once the Moon Sanctum disappeared, the people watching over it became extremely concerned.”


  At that, Shin let out an amused chuckle.


  “Ah, yeah. I noticed we were being watched, and I didn’t feel like having them tail us, so I handled it with a little magic. Just a small trick.”


  “I see… So it was an illusion. That’s quite subtle for you. Given your past, I half-expected you to turn the entire area into a wasteland.”


  Shin choked on air, eyes narrowing.


  “Oi, hold on! What do you take me for?!”


  “Well, you did do that quite often before.” Schnee’s voice remained calm, yet playfully accusatory.


  “Yeah, but only when people were actively trying to kill me. I’m not some lunatic who blows up a whole country just because they’re spying on me!”


  Schnee chuckled softly.


  It was true. Shin never showed mercy to those who aimed to kill him. But simply being watched wasn’t enough for him to slaughter an entire intelligence unit.


  Besides, they weren’t monitoring him personally. They were observing the Moon Sanctum and Schnee, not Shin himself.


  Schnee’s tone turned thoughtful.


  “If that was your decision, then I have no objections. In fact, I pretended to be unaware of the whole situation, so the higher-ups must be in quite a state of confusion right now.”


  Shin smirked. “Yeah, no doubt. I also used Concealment on top of the illusion, so they couldn’t even see us. From their perspective, the Moon Sanctum just vanished without a trace. Bet they’re panicking right now.”


  By layering Illusion and Concealment, Shin had effectively made the sanctum disappear while simultaneously erasing their own presence. It was a classic combination of stealth techniques, but with Shin executing it, there was no chance of detection.


  The Concealment skill existed in both martial and magic arts, but Shin had used the magical version this time. While it was less effective for personal stealth, its advantage was that it affected multiple people at once, which meant Tiera had been hidden along with him.


  Judging by the lack of reaction from the agents watching the sanctum, his trick had worked flawlessly.


  Schnee’s voice carried a sharp edge as she continued.


  “This is a good lesson for them. To be perfectly honest, I’ve had quite enough of being praised to my face while those same people monitor me in secret and attempt to recruit me behind my back. If this causes some commotion, well, it’s nothing more than their just deserts.”


  She was clearly irritated, though Shin knew her frustration wasn’t without reason. Not every nation had acted that way. Many had approached her with proper decorum. However, after the tectonic shifts had thrown the continent into chaos, just as many nations had begun amassing power in a bid for dominance.


  Once they discovered that Schnee had served a high human, countless factions scrambled to bring her into their fold.


  The relentless recruitment efforts and constant surveillance were remnants of that era. Even now, long after the conflicts had died down, some still kept watch over the Moon Sanctum.


  Most of those observing it now had no direct connection to the past wars, but for Schnee, a high elf whose sense of time differed greatly from humans, those days were not so distant.


  Even though things had become far more peaceful, she still harbored a strong distaste for being watched and approached like some war asset.


  Shin exhaled through his nose, sensing just how deep this irritation ran. “Sounds even worse than I thought.”


  Schnee let out a scoff, her next words as cold as steel.


  “There were even nations that outright claimed ownership of the Moon Sanctum. At the time, I seriously considered erasing them from the map.”


  “When you say that, it’s not even an exaggeration. That’s what’s terrifying.” Shin clicked his tongue.


  Though his tone was lighthearted, he completely understood why she had been so enraged. If someone arbitrarily claimed ownership over something precious to you, there was no way you wouldn’t be furious. Knowing Schnee’s personality, Shin could only imagine how deep that anger had run.


  Still, now that the sanctum was safely in his possession, it was a non-issue.


  “Well, no point worrying about it now. That place has always belonged to me. Doesn’t matter if it’s important to others—I can take it wherever I damn well please.”


  Although the Moon Sanctum had become something of historical significance, Shin would never hand it over to anyone.


  That place wasn’t just some sacred site. It was where he had spent countless days with his friends and allies. It was his home. He didn’t care if a king or an emperor demanded it. He had no intention of giving it up.


  After a moment of silence, Shin let out a dry chuckle.


  “Bet some of them thought that if they got the Moon Sanctum, you’d come along with it.”


  “Yes, there were plenty like that. And, of course, many who attempted to propose marriage to me as well.” Schnee let out an exasperated sigh.


  Shin wasn’t surprised in the slightest.


  Schnee was, after all, undeniably one of the most beautiful women in the world, the kind of beauty that could bring entire nations to their knees. He had set that appearance himself, after all.


  Of course people had tried to win her over. That much was obvious.


  Still, knowing that people had actually gone as far as to propose marriage to her made something in Shin’s chest stir uncomfortably. But he pushed that thought aside.


  Instead, he let out a quiet sigh.


  “Yeah, figured.”


  Since Schnee and the Moon Sanctum were so closely linked, it was possible that many had sought to claim the sanctum purely because they were captivated by her beauty.


  “Well, I guess that’s to be expected.” Shin exhaled lightly.


  “Are you jealous?” Schnee let out a quiet chuckle.


  “Ugh…”


  Back in the game days, it would have been something he could simply brag about, nothing more, but now, things were different. Over time, he had started to feel the weight of Schnee’s affection toward him. Whether that affection was pure loyalty as a subordinate or something deeper, he wasn’t quite sure.


  But if he had to choose, he’d rather it be the latter.


  Schnee’s soft laugh carried through the connection. “I see. So, you do get jealous.”


  “Why do you sound so pleased about that?” Shin sighed.


  “I’ll let you figure that out yourself.”


  “I feel like I’m being toyed with here.”


  Her response required no deep deduction. Anyone who wasn’t the ultimate dense light novel protagonist could figure it out. Shin wasn’t exactly the most perceptive guy, but he wasn’t that oblivious.


  Schnee’s voice turned professional again. “Once you’ve found a place to stay, contact me. I’m not sure exactly when I’ll arrive, so depending on the time, I might head straight to the inn.”


  “Got it. Talk later.”


  Shin cut off his mental communication. Since Schnee would secure a monster, there was no longer any need to go buy a horse.


  “Hey, Tiera. We’ve got the carriage now, so how about looking for a place to stay tonight? It might take longer than picking out the wagon, but having a solid place to sleep is important, don’t you think?”


  Tiera tilted her head slightly, her long elven ears twitching in curiosity. “What’s with the change of plans? Weren’t we going to buy a horse?”


  “I just got a message from Schnee. She said she’s capturing a monster to use as a substitute, so we just have to wait.”


  “That’s my master. Her timing is always impeccable.”


  Shin couldn’t help but agree, though he felt that her amazement was slightly misplaced. Even so, he decided not to comment on it. There was just no winning against that logic.


  “For now, why don’t we do some sightseeing while we look for an inn?” he suggested.


  “Sounds good. Just passing through without experiencing the place would be a waste.”


  Since they had time, they decided to take things slow and explore the town. As they wandered through the bustling streets, they passed by numerous street vendors selling an array of intricate glasswork. The way sunlight refracted through the delicate sculptures created a mesmerizing display of color and light.


  Meanwhile, Shin was also drawing attention, not because of anything he did, but because of the small fox curled up on his head. However, having already gotten used to the stares back in Bayrelitch, he paid it no mind.


  “This town must be famous for its glass craftsmanship,” Shin remarked, examining a particularly detailed sculpture.


  Tiera nodded, her eyes glimmering as she looked over the displays. “They’re beautiful,” she murmured. “Though some of them… I can’t quite tell what they’re supposed to represent.”


  Indeed, glass art seemed to be a major specialty here. Even in stores unrelated to glasswork, at least one decorative piece adorned the entrance.


  After hopping between several shops, they eventually stopped at one run by a talkative woman who, upon hearing their lodging dilemma, recommended a well-known inn. Since it came so highly praised, they decided to make it their stay for the night.


  Following the directions given by the shopkeeper, they walked for about fifteen minutes before arriving at the inn.


  The building was impressive, standing out among the surrounding lodgings. Though primarily wooden in construction, its white-painted exterior gave it an air of refined elegance. But what truly set it apart was the glass. Every single windowpane was made of high-quality enchanted glass, reinforcing its durability.


  The entrance featured a large, double-door design, also fitted with glass panels, allowing them to see the interior. The architecture bore less resemblance to traditional fantasy-style inns and more to a modern-day hotel. The inn was apparently called the Palace of Blossoms and Mirrors.


  “Wow. I’ve never seen an inn use this much glass before. Not even in Bayrelitch,” Shin mused, scanning the structure.


  Tiera nodded. “Apparently, it’s one of this inn’s selling points. The shopkeeper assured me that the glass is so reinforced, it wouldn’t break even with considerable force.”


  “Yeah, I can tell. You could probably hit it with a hammer and it wouldn’t even crack.”


  “Still, it looks expensive.”


  While Shin analyzed the craftsmanship with his Architecture skill, Tiera found herself instinctively worrying about the price.


  They couldn’t very well stand outside forever, so Shin took the lead, pushing open the heavy glass-paneled door. Naturally, there was no such thing as an automatic door in this world. Manual effort was required.


  The moment they stepped inside, a well-dressed employee swiftly approached, greeting them with professional courtesy. After mentioning that they had been referred by the shopkeeper, they were informed that they would receive a slight discount.


  Apparently, the main building was located elsewhere, and this one was a separate annex designed for trial stays.


  “A trial stay?” Shin and Tiera exchanged puzzled glances.


  “One night per person will be four silver coins,” the receptionist informed them.


  Despite the discount, it was still two silver more expensive than the Bear’s Den Inn he had stayed at in Bayrelitch. It seemed they had chosen a high-class establishment.


  Since they had received a reward from Knack, both Shin and Tiera paid for their night’s stay without issue. They briefly wondered whether Yuzuha would be allowed to stay with them. They quickly found out that it wasn’t a problem as long as she was contracted to Shin. Of course, if she caused any trouble, the responsibility would fall entirely on him.


  “That old lady really saw right through us, huh?” Shin muttered as they left the reception desk.


  “Well, we are adventurers. She probably assumed we had money,” Tiera replied matter-of-factly.


  “I mean, she’s not wrong, but this took a big chunk out of our reward.”


  Almost half of their earnings had vanished in an instant, and Shin couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret. Granted, there had been a bounty on the bandits they had dealt with, so they had some extra income, but even so, the price felt exorbitant.


  In reality, though, he had more than enough. He still had platinum coins, making this expense practically negligible. However, he hadn’t quite adjusted to this level of financial security yet.


  “This is one of Bayreun’s most famous inns, right? People say it’s worth staying here at least once,” Tiera pointed out. “Besides, the main building charges a full gold coin per night, so this is actually the more affordable option.”


  “Who would go there?” Shin scoffed.


  “Probably someone like you,” Tiera said flatly. “You’ve got money from selling materials, remember? To be honest, Shin, you’re actually quite wealthy now.”


  Shin blinked. “Right… I guess I am,” he admitted sheepishly. He had been thinking about costs based solely on their most recent quest rewards, but when he considered his total wealth, four silver coins was nothing more than pocket change.


  While it was true that this inn was expensive—staying here for three days would burn through a standard escort mission’s entire pay—the enchanted glass alone made it clear why the price was so high. Given the facilities, four silver coins was probably reasonable.


  At the end of the day, knowing about famous lodgings like this could serve as a conversation piece in the future. We’re on a journey. Might as well enjoy it every now and then, Shin reasoned, deciding not to dwell on the cost any longer.


  “As expected of a luxury inn… This is basically a hotel,” Shin remarked as he stepped into their assigned room. “Even the soundproofing seems solid.”


  The first thing that struck him was the quality of the furnishings. If he had to compare it to something from his previous world, it felt like a reasonably priced business hotel.


  It was hardly fair to compare it to the Bear’s Den Inn, the only other lodging he was familiar with in this world, but everything in this room was of a higher class. The desk, the chairs, the bed—even the smallest details reflected the superior craftsmanship.


  Of course, it still couldn’t hold a candle to the furniture in the Moon Sanctum.


  “Ugh, can I talk now?!” Shin turned to see Yuzuha, the little fox who had been riding on his head all day, squirming in frustration.


  “Yeah, we should be fine here,” he replied after a quick check of the walls.


  She had been holding back all day while they were in town, staying silent so as not to attract attention. Now, with the thick walls of their room providing privacy, she wasted no time breaking her silence.


  “There’s still some time before dinner. Might as well do some weapon maintenance.”


  Shin set his belongings down on the floor, unfastening the katana from his waist and beginning his routine inspection.


  Back in the game, maintenance had been almost unnecessary, but in this world, he had learned that regular upkeep was essential. Small nicks on the blade, rust forming from dried blood—these factors could accelerate a weapon’s deterioration. Granted, it was mostly lower-class weapons that required meticulous care, but he made it a habit nonetheless.


  “Shiny…” Yuzuha murmured, watching the blade’s faint glow.


  “It took a lot of effort to get it to this level,” Shin replied, running his fingers along the edge to check for imperfections.


  The katana’s mystical radiance was mesmerizing. It was so refined and elegant that one might mistake it for an art piece rather than a weapon. As he admired the blade, Shin found himself reminiscing about the rigorous training that had led to this mastery.


  One by one, he checked the edge, the grip, the guard, ensuring everything was secure. Just as he was about to sheath the blade, a knock echoed at the door.


  Tiera’s voice followed. “Shin, do you have a moment?”


  “Yeah, lemme get the door.”


  Before he could stand, however, Yuzuha shifted into her humanoid form and opened the door herself. As always, she was clad in her sanctum maiden outfit.


  “Oh, Yuzuha-chan. You’re in that form,” Tiera remarked as she stepped inside.


  “Kuu, you need Shin?” Yuzuha asked.


  “There’s something I want to ask him.”


  Welcomed inside by Yuzuha, Tiera entered the room.


  “So, what’s on your mind?” Shin asked, setting his katana aside.


  “You gave me Analyze before, remember? It’s about that.” Tiera replied.


  “Did something happen?”


  “It’s probably nothing serious, but… when I checked Tsubaki’s status, something odd caught my attention.”


  “Something odd?”


  A thought immediately crossed Shin’s mind.


  “Let me guess, when you use Analyze, Tsubaki’s race sometimes becomes difficult to read or even disappears?”


  Tiera’s eyes widened. “Wait, you noticed it too?”


  Her surprise confirmed Shin’s suspicion.


  To be precise, it wasn’t that the race information became hard to see. Rather, it flickered with static, as if interference was distorting the display. Only the race field was affected, something that had never occurred in the game.


  For Tiera, this was the first time encountering such a phenomenon. However, for Shin, Tsubaki was the second case.


  “I’ve been wondering about that too,” Shin admitted. “But honestly, I don’t have a clear answer either.”


  Given the unusual way he had arrived in this world, Shin had initially assumed that any inconsistencies were due to some kind of bug or system error. After all, before meeting Tsubaki, he had only seen this interference on one other person.


  “Do you think Master might know something about it?” Tiera asked thoughtfully.


  “Maybe. Either way, we’re meeting up with her tomorrow, so we can ask then,” Shin replied with a smile.


  Since Schnee also had access to Analyze, there was a chance she might be able to shed some light on the issue. That said, it wasn’t urgent enough to warrant contacting her via voice chat.


  “Kuu, complicated stuff?” Yuzuha asked, tilting her head.


  “It’s not exactly complicated. More like inconclusive,” Shin replied, shrugging with a wry smile. “I can come up with theories, but I have no proof.”


  Tiera crossed her arms, then glanced at Shin. “By the way, when exactly is Master supposed to arrive?”


  “She didn’t give me an exact time,” Shin said. “I just told her where we’re staying, and she said she’d meet us here.”


  “In that case, we should be fine for the night. I doubt she’ll show up this late,” Tiera reasoned.


  “Yeah, that sounds about right. Anyway, let’s get dinner.”


  It was just past six in the evening. While it was slightly early for dinner, it wasn’t an issue at the inn.


  Since Yuzuha wanted to eat with them but preferred to avoid being seen in her humanoid form, they decided to have their meal delivered to their room.


  Dinner turned out to be quite extravagant, at least by most standards. However, just as Shin had expected, the bread served was the dark, dense kind. It seemed that white bread was considered a luxury item here.


  Apparently, had they been staying in the main building, they would have been served white bread without issue.


  After finishing their meal, they asked for hot water to wash up. Unlike at the Bear’s Den Inn, where such services required additional payment, this inn provided hot water for free. However, it didn’t have a proper bathhouse.


  Then again, the Bear’s Den Inn also primarily relied on simple water baths, so the experience wasn’t all that different.


  The morning arrived peacefully.


  At some point, a sleepy Yuzuha had burrowed into Shin’s futon, but since she was in her fox form, it didn’t turn into a chaotic mess. She simply nuzzled against him in her sleep, rubbing her small head against his side. Gently moving her aside, Shin got up and washed his face.


  Like a proper hotel, the room had a washbasin, making the morning routine much smoother. Just as he finished freshening up, Tiera arrived, and like yesterday, they decided to have breakfast in the room.


  “Alright,” Shin said between bites of his bread, “As you know, Schnee should be arriving in Bayreun sometime this morning. I’m going to get started on modifying the carriage. What about you, Tiera?”


  He figured it would be a waste to just sit around waiting.


  Tiera, sipping her tea, glanced at him. “Might as well watch. I’m curious about what kind of modifications you’re going to make.”


  “Yuzuha too!”


  Tiera had been urging Shin to be more mindful of his safety, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t interested in his work. And Yuzuha, of course, was already brimming with excitement.


  At the end of the day, witnessing unknown technology firsthand was always thrilling.


  After checking out of the inn, they headed straight to the shop where they had purchased the carriage. Since they hadn’t yet taken it with them, the shop had been keeping it for them.


  “Welcome. Oh? It’s you, from yesterday. Did you end up finding a horse?” the shopkeeper asked.


  “A friend of mine is handling it,” Shin replied. “So I figured I’d take this chance to add a few customizations to the carriage.”


  “Ho? Are you a craftsman or something? I thought you were an adventurer,” the shopkeeper said, raising an eyebrow.


  Shin simply smiled and confirmed, “Still an adventurer,” before moving toward the carriage.


  He started by using a temporary levitation spell to keep the vehicle stable, ensuring that it wouldn’t tip over. Then, he began installing suspension springs to reduce shaking while in motion. As a result, he had to modify the axle structure to accommodate them.


  The sight of wood and metal shifting and reshaping themselves, twisting like living creatures under Shin’s touch, was nothing short of eerie. To the untrained eye, it might have seemed unnatural, almost unsettling.


  However, the sheer speed of the work was undeniable.


  Luckily, the modifications were happening in the shadow of the carriage, out of sight from the shopkeeper. Without interruptions, Shin worked swiftly.


  Unbeknownst to the merchant, the performance of this carriage was already leagues beyond any other in the shop.


  As Shin continued, Yuzuha’s eyes sparkled with fascination, while Tiera stood frozen in place, her expression one of sheer disbelief. She could somewhat grasp the logic behind what Shin was doing, but watching raw metal melt and reshape itself in his hands was another matter entirely.


  Her mouth opened slightly, then closed. Opened again, then closed.


  For a moment, it seemed like she had lost the ability to form words.


  Didn’t I already learn to be more discreet? Shin had the urge to scold himself, but with the shopkeeper nearby, he managed to hold back.


  “Whew, all that’s left now is attaching the bearings.”


  Just then, Yuzuha’s excited voice rang in his mind through their Tamer’s Mind Chat.


  “Kuu! Shin, what was that just now?! The metal was all wiggly!”


  It seemed she had found the process highly entertaining. She had been just as fascinated when watching him smith before. Maybe she just really liked craftsmanship?


  “That was a crafting-type skill used for processing metal. You kinda get how it works now, right?”


  To be precise, it was the Molding skill from his blacksmithing abilities. Normally, it could only reshape materials into predetermined forms, but when he consciously experimented with it, he found that he could freely manipulate the shape as he pleased.


  The modifications themselves were easy enough since he was simply applying his in-game knowledge.


  “What’s with that look?” Shin asked, noticing Tiera’s scrutinizing gaze.


  “Where did your sense of restraint go?” she replied.


  “Huh? But I made sure to keep it subtle this time. The exterior looks the same, and I worked in a hidden spot. Why are you mad?”


  Tiera folded her arms, tapping her finger against her elbow. “It’s true that, at first glance, nothing seems out of place.”


  “Right. Then—”


  “But there’s one very obvious problem.”


  “Uh, what would that be?”


  At some point, Tiera had shifted into lecture mode. Shin wracked his brain, trying to figure out what he had done wrong. But no matter how much he thought about it, nothing stood out.


  “It’s the time,” she stated firmly.


  “Time?”


  “Yes, time! Shin, no matter how simple the modifications are, there’s no way you should be able to finish an entire carriage overhaul in under an hour! You’re way too fast!”


  “Ah, that’s what you mean.”


  “‘Ah’ is not an acceptable response! Take this more seriously!”


  Though her words were scolding, her voice remained relatively soft, so the impact was somewhat lacking.


  Shin glanced at the sky. It had barely been fifteen minutes since they started.


  Now that she pointed it out, he had to admit that if anyone else saw the results, they would definitely start asking questions. He had been so focused on keeping the process hidden and ensuring the modifications looked natural that he had completely overlooked his speed.


  In the game, no one ever complained about how fast I worked… But this world is different.


  “Alright, fine. I’ll take my time installing the bearings,” he conceded.


  “Please do,” Tiera sighed, relieved.


  Taking Tiera’s advice to heart, Shin deliberately slowed his pace as he worked on the final modifications.


  This time, he focused on the wheel-axle junctions, making slight adjustments to accommodate the new bearings. Since the carriage was still magically suspended, he had no trouble maneuvering.


  After carefully installing bearings on all four wheels, the modifications were complete. Even after taking his time, the entire process, including the spring installation, only took about an hour and a half. By the time he finished, it was nearly 10:30 AM.


  Stepping outside, Shin informed the carriage shop owner that they would return with the horse later. For now, all that remained was waiting for Schnee’s call.


  To kill time, the group wandered in a different direction from yesterday, casually browsing through street stalls. An hour passed before Shin finally received a voice chat from Schnee.


  “Schnee just contacted me. She’s in the forest past the northern gate,” he relayed.


  Since she knew they had already checked out of the inn and were wandering around, she had likely decided to wait outside the city to avoid unnecessary attention.


  Without delay, they made their way toward the northern gate.


  As they passed through the gate, Shin extended his perception, scanning the area while they walked. He had already sensed Schnee’s presence. She was waiting up ahead.


  But then—


  “Kuu… there’s something there,” Yuzuha murmured, her fur bristling slightly.


  Tiera, noticing their change in demeanor, looked at them with concern. “What’s wrong?”
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  “Uh, yeah. You’ll understand when you see it.” Shin said.


  Tiera furrowed her brows at Yuzuha’s vague response, but Shin deliberately avoided giving a clear answer. There was no need to explain. If they kept walking, the reason behind his troubled expression and Yuzuha’s tension would soon become apparent.


  Shin’s map displayed two figures ahead: Schnee, and a monstrous presence beside her. As they approached the forest, the creature's towering silhouette gradually came into view.


  “Shin, that thing is strong,” Yuzuha muttered, her ears flattened against her head.


  “Seriously, what is that?” Tiera’s voice quivered slightly. “Even with Analyze, I can’t see its level or even its name!”


  “Yeah, that makes sense,” Shin replied with a sigh.


  Even standing beside Schnee, the sheer pressure emanating from the monster was overpowering. It was no surprise that Tiera had instinctively taken a step behind him, while Yuzuha, who had been relaxed just moments ago, had completely tensed up.


  And then, as if nothing was out of the ordinary, Schnee greeted them with her usual elegant smile.


  “I have returned,” she announced. “As I mentioned via Mind Link, I have brought a suitable monster to pull the carriage. With this, there should be no issues accommodating Shin’s transportation needs.”


  Her tone was brimming with confidence, her expression radiant with a smile that could captivate anyone.


  But Shin…


  You want this to pull the carriage? Are you serious? That was the only thought running through his mind as he stared at the creature.


  Just to be sure, he asked, “Uh, where exactly did you find this thing?”


  “There is a sacred peak nearby. I retrieved it from there,” Schnee answered matter-of-factly.


  Shin exhaled, rubbing his temples. “Of course you did.”


  “It is an honor to be praised,” Schnee said, her smile deepening.


  Shin had actually meant, “Schnee, you are completely out of touch with common sense,” but it seemed she had taken it as a genuine compliment.


  Tiera let out a sigh and muttered, “I totally forgot. When it comes to Shin, Master sometimes… loses control.”


  “You know,” Shin groaned, pressing a hand to his forehead, “that would have been really useful information to have earlier.”


  Tiera merely sighed again and looked up at the sky as if searching for divine intervention. Meanwhile, Schnee tilted her head, utterly oblivious to their shared exasperation.


  “Well… what’s done is done. Since you’ve already brought it here, at least tell me why you picked that thing,” Shin sighed, rubbing his temples.


  “Of course,” Schnee replied smoothly. “Since the task was to find a suitable creature to pull Shin’s carriage, I concluded that it should naturally be a Divine beast.”


  “No, no, no! That logic is all kinds of wrong! What kind of carriage do you think I’m trying to pull here?!” Shin gestured frantically toward the monster standing behind Schnee.


  It was enormous, far larger than the carriage itself. If they actually hitched it to the wagon, they might as well upgrade the vehicle to the size of a small house.


  “I also anticipated that you would respond this way,” Schnee stated with confidence.


  “Come again?”


  Schnee’s calm reply threw Shin off balance. Clearly, she had planned ahead. Shin turned his gaze to the so-called “carriage puller” Schnee had brought.


  It was a four-legged beast known as Gulfagio.


  When walking in a forward-leaning posture, its height from the ground to the top of its head reached roughly three meters. Once harnessed to the carriage, its massive frame would completely block any view of the road ahead.


  Its forelimbs were as thick and powerful as a horse’s torso, its entire body covered in dense, silver-gray fur. A long, muscular tail extended behind it, giving off an overwhelming sense of power, one comparable to the Skullface Lord Shin had fought.


  Back in the game, Gulfagio was a high-level monster known for its ambush tactics. It was a brutal enemy, typically encountered only by top-tier players.


  Its head resembled a wolf’s, though patches of metallic, dull-glowing scales peeked out from beneath its fur, betraying its more monstrous nature.


  But what stood out the most, what truly should not have been there, was the horn protruding from its forehead.


  A crystal-like structure with deep green hues spiraling through it, the horn was slightly crooked, yet its mere presence signified something crucial. This was a unique variant.


  Ordinary Gulfagio did not possess horns.


  And more importantly, despite being a monster notorious for attacking on sight, this one was just… standing there. Completely still. Completely docile.


  Shin narrowed his eyes and activated Analyze.


  Gulfagio Yade – Level 751.


  Normally, a Gulfagio’s maximum level capped at 650. But, as was often the case with unique variants, this one had surpassed its natural limit. If it ever wandered near a human settlement, it would undoubtedly be classified as a national disaster.


  Shin exhaled slowly, watching Schnee with growing wariness.


  And then…


  “Alright. Do it.” Schnee’s voice was calm, yet filled with certainty.


  As soon as Schnee spoke, a green phosphorescent light enveloped the Gulfagio. Soft crackling sounds echoed through the air, the static hum of energy disrupting the otherwise ethereal display. Then, within less than a minute, the glow dissipated.


  The creature that emerged was still undeniably Gulfagio, according to Analyze. However, its appearance had changed significantly.


  Its front legs, which had previously been shorter than its hind legs, had now equalized in length. Its once-massive tail had shrunk considerably, and while it still had an unusual form, it now looked more like an oversized wolf rather than the towering behemoth from before.


  Even the distinctive horn that had been protruding from its forehead had receded, now barely peeking through its fur.


  “It… got smaller?” Tiera blinked in disbelief.


  “Yes,” Schnee confirmed smoothly. “With this ability, it can pull the carriage without issue.”


  Indeed, it was now a suitable size for a draft animal. The problem was something entirely different.


  “Since when do Gulfagio have that kind of ability?” Shin asked, narrowing his eyes.


  Gulfagio was originally a monster specialized in brute-force combat. Unlike Yuzuha, it had never been known for transformation abilities.


  Unfazed, Schnee explained, “It prefers ambush tactics, so I believe that, as a unique variant, it must have developed an ability to assist in deception. In fact, it demonstrated the use of illusion-based and lightning-elemental skills as well.”


  That’s ridiculous…


  Shin almost voiced his disbelief, but he stopped himself. There was no point in applying normal biological logic to monsters.


  After all, they were beings born from mana, not natural evolution. If its magical nature allowed it to alter its entire skeletal structure, then so be it.


  He sighed and relented, “Well… as long as it looks like this, I guess it’s fine. The carriage is already modified, so let’s head back and get moving.”


  “Yes. That sounds like a plan,” Schnee agreed with a pleased nod.


  “Haaah…” Tiera let out a deep sigh, shoulders slumping. “This whole thing has been exhausting…”


  Her reaction was completely justified.


  Although Shin and Schnee had been speaking casually, the fact remained: This was a Divine beast.


  Even though it was docile, its mere presence radiated an oppressive aura. Now that it had shrunk, the intimidation factor had diminished to that of an ordinary high-level monster, but in its original form, a regular person would have collapsed on the spot from sheer pressure. If Tiera hadn't trained under Schnee, she would have undoubtedly done the same.


  The real issue wasn’t the monster itself. It was that Shin and Schnee acted like this was completely normal.


  Meanwhile, Yuzuha and Gulfagio—now nicknamed “Guu-chan” by Yuzuha—were exchanging calls, seemingly communicating in some way.


  “Kuu, kukuu?”


  “Gruh… Gruuaa!”


  Watching them chatter like that, all Tiera and Shin could do was force an exhausted chuckle.


  Shin exhaled. “Yeah, I’m with Tiera on this one. I really wasn’t expecting something this high-level.”


  Unlike Tiera, who was just plain drained, Shin’s primary emotion was shock. He had specifically asked for a horse. So at worst, he’d expected something like a Grim Horse or one of its higher-tier evolutions—maybe a Wonder Horse or even the ultra-rare Tri-Horse. Those were the go-to choices for merchant players who needed a solid carriage puller. None of them exceeded level 200, making them easy to manage while still offering high endurance and power.


  But instead… Schnee had brought back an absurdly overpowered Divine beast.


  “Was there something wrong with my selection?” Schnee asked, tilting her head.


  “Master, normal people don’t use Divine beasts to pull carriages,” Tiera groaned, rubbing her temples.


  “This was a compromise, you know,” Schnee said matter-of-factly.


  “Wait, what?”


  Tiera and Shin’s voices harmonized in pure disbelief.


  What the hell was her original pick?!


  “You really didn’t have to go this far.” Shin sighed, already resigning himself to this nonsense.


  Schnee’s radiant expression faltered slightly. “Could it be that… you are dissatisfied?”


  “Wait, why are you getting dejected?!” Shin panicked, waving his hands.


  “Since you are contracted with an Element Tail, I assumed that only a stronger monster would be acceptable…”


  No, that’s absolutely not how this works!


  Schnee had completely misunderstood his words. She wasn’t just enthusiastic—she was overly eager to please.


  “Kuu? Guu-chan’s not needed?”


  “Gurru?!”


  Yuzuha’s innocent question sent Gulfagio reeling in shock. If its expression could be translated into words, it would have been: “Wait, seriously?!”


  For a creature labeled as a Divine beast, the idea of being rejected had clearly never even crossed its mind.


  “It’s a misunderstanding,” Shin quickly clarified. “Gulfagio is more than strong enough. I’ve barely ever seen a unique variant before, so there’s absolutely nothing to complain about.”


  Schnee nodded in satisfaction. “I’m glad to hear that. Personally, I thought a more intelligent monster would be the most useful choice.”


  “Wait, so you’re saying it actually understands our conversation?”


  “Yes. While it cannot speak, it comprehends nearly everything we say.”


  “Gruh!”


  “He says, ‘leave it to me!’” Yuzuha immediately translated, perking up.


  Apparently, communication between monsters was possible, and as expected of a Divine beast-class entity, its intelligence was exceptionally high.


  Schnee gestured toward Shin and spoke firmly, “This is my master. Do not forget your manners.”


  “Gru!”


  “Nice to meet you,” Shin said, stepping forward and patting Gulfagio’s head. The massive beast didn’t flinch or resist. Instead, it narrowed its eyes in contentment, clearly enjoying the gesture.


  “By the way, what’s its name?” Shin asked curiously.


  “Kagerou,” Schnee replied without hesitation.


  “Because it uses illusions?”


  “Yes. Is that too simple?”


  “Nah, it’s a good name. Sounds cool too.”


  It was straightforward, but that wasn’t a bad thing. Shin had seen the name pop up in games and manga before, and it had a certain mystique to it.


  “Gruu,” Kagerou let out a satisfied sound.


  “He likes it,” Yuzuha translated, hopping onto Kagerou’s back from her usual perch on Shin’s head.


  Since Kagerou’s expressions and gestures weren’t always easy to read, having Yuzuha interpret was incredibly helpful.


  Shin turned to face the massive beast and cleared his throat, “Alright, Kagerou! I’m giving you your first mission!”


  “Gruh!”


  “Your mission is… to pull a carriage!”


  “GRUAA!” Kagerou let out an enthusiastic howl, fully committed to his assigned task. Shin had half-expected some resistance, but Kagerou showed no signs of protest. In fact, he seemed genuinely excited about the job.


  With Schnee and Kagerou now part of the group, they left the forest and returned to Bayreun.


  Upon entering the city, Shin officially registered Kagerou as Schnee’s partner monster.


  Unlike Yuzuha, who was small and could easily blend in, Kagerou was a towering wolf-like beast with a slightly feral appearance. To ensure there were no misunderstandings, he was given an identification plate to wear around his neck, marking him as a tamed monster.


  Of course, they were reminded of the city’s rules:


  
    	No howling.


    	No rampaging.


    	Any disturbances would result in penalties.

  


  It was a reasonable policy. Unlike horse-type monsters, Kagerou looked far more intimidating. People would naturally be wary of him.


  That being said…


  Having Kagerou walking beside them had an unexpected bonus effect. Despite the fact that Shin was traveling with two stunningly beautiful women, no one dared to approach them.


  Even the usual street thugs, who typically had zero self-awareness or sense of danger, gave them a wide berth. Not a single reckless fool was willing to test their luck against a massive, battle-ready Divine beast.


  Additionally, since Shin had Yuzuha sitting on his head, most onlookers assumed he was Kagerou’s actual Tamer.


  The murmurs from the crowd made it clear that people had drawn their own conclusions:


  “That guy must be some kind of elite Tamer.”


  “Of course he’s that strong. He’s got two beautiful elves following him.”


  The moment Shin and his group arrived with Kagerou in tow, the shopkeeper’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.


  “Whoa… Now that’s a hell of a thing you brought back,” he muttered, staring up at the massive beast.


  “I have some connections,” Shin replied casually.


  The shopkeeper glanced at Schnee, then back at Shin. “Wait… Could it be the beautiful young woman I didn’t see yesterday?”


  “More or less,” Shin admitted vaguely.


  “Hah! And here I was already jealous that you had that elf girl with you. Looks like you’re even more of a lucky bastard than I thought, kid.” His words were accompanied by a hearty slap on Shin’s shoulder.


  Despite the overly familiar tone, the merchant’s attitude wasn’t unpleasant. His charm as a businessman kept things just on the right side of friendly banter.


  “It’s not like that.” Shin sighed.


  At some point, the shopkeeper had dropped the formal “customer” tone and switched to calling him “kid.” Not that arguing would do any good. One look at the man’s knowing smirk told Shin he wouldn’t be listening to a word of it.


  Meanwhile, Schnee, who had altered her appearance using a skill, stood to the side with her usual composed elegance.


  Today, her hair was styled in a ponytail, and she had switched to golden hair and red eyes, giving her a livelier, more adventurous look.


  Perhaps because of that, the attention she drew from passersby was on a completely different level, even compared to Tiera and Kagerou.


  Shin exhaled in exasperation and focused on retrieving the carriage. He carefully adjusted the harness for Kagerou, making sure it fit correctly. Since the equipment was originally designed for horses, the modifications took some effort. However, with a bit of subtle skill usage, he managed to make the necessary adjustments without drawing attention.


  “You okay with this?” he asked once everything was secured.


  “Gruh.” Kagerou nodded confidently, indicating that it wasn’t a problem.


  To test things out, Shin had him do a light trot. The massive beast moved effortlessly, pulling the carriage without any signs of discomfort.


  Given the modifications to the vehicle, it was certainly heavier than a normal wagon, but for Kagerou, it was no more taxing than dragging a leaf through the dirt.


  “Alright. Let’s get going,” Shin said.


  “Kuu!”


  “Gruh!”


  The monster duo eagerly responded, and with that, the journey officially began.


  The moment the carriage began to move, Tiera’s eyes widened in shock.


  “Wait… this isn’t shaking at all!” she exclaimed.


  “Heh. Behold, the power of modifications. Worth it, don’t you think?” Shin smirked.


  “If I get used to this, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to ride a normal carriage again…”


  Since each passenger had their own cushion, there was no risk of the usual sore backside that came from long hours of travel. For anyone accustomed to the rough, bone-rattling jostle of standard carriages, the difference was night and day. Tiera’s reaction was completely understandable.


  Schnee, too, inspected the vehicle with newfound appreciation.


  “I see… So you made some modifications,” she mused.


  “Yeah. I only planned to install bearings, but once I realized how much I could improve it, I figured I might as well go all in. Long trips get exhausting, so I wanted to make it as comfortable as possible,” Shin said.


  Schnee nodded approvingly. “Impressive. I would wager this outperforms even royal carriages.”


  “Come on, I didn’t go that far…”


  “In this era, no carriage exists that rides this smoothly,” Schnee stated matter-of-factly.


  She chuckled softly, a slightly troubled expression on her face. Given her words, it was safe to assume she had ridden in royal carriages before.


  “Long-distance travel in this world is seriously rough,” Shin said worriedly.


  “It is,” she agreed. “Not only because of the poor road conditions, but also because of the constant threats along the way. Even a single mistake could cost someone their life.”


  For ordinary people, the dangers weren’t just monsters or bandits. Even wild animals could be lethal threats.


  That was why hiring escorts was so essential. And for those who couldn’t afford guards, every trip was truly a matter of life and death.


  “With this party, I doubt we’ll feel even a shred of danger,” Tiera muttered.


  She wasn’t wrong. The mere presence of Kagerou, a Divine beast-class monster, was enough to keep any sensible creature or foe far, far away.


  Even if some clueless bandits showed up, they would either become Kagerou’s next meal or get turned into mincemeat. With this kind of traveling power, they might as well treat the journey like a vacation.


  “Between Shin and me, we could handle even a kingdom-level crisis if necessary,” Schnee added casually.


  “Master, you’re way too overpowered,” Tiera sighed.


  Arrogant as it might have sounded coming from anyone else, in Schnee’s case, it was just a fact. Even alone, she was a force on par with an entire nation.


  “Kuu! Yuzuha’s here too, so we’ll be fine!”


  “Gruuh!”


  Not to be left out, Yuzuha and Kagerou both puffed up proudly, as if to say, “We’re part of this power team too!”


  The sight of the two proud creatures, tails swishing eagerly, resembled excited pets vying for their owner’s attention.


  Shin let out a tired chuckle. “Yeah, yeah. You’re all very strong.”


  His voice faded into the hustle and bustle of the city.


  “I modified this carriage to be less conspicuous, but now we’re just standing out for a different reason,” Shin muttered.


  “There’s nothing we can do about that.” Tiera sighed.


  Even before Kagerou’s arrival, Schnee and Tiera together had already been attracting attention. But now, with a massive silver-gray Divine beast pulling their carriage, avoiding stares was completely impossible.


  At this point, all they could do was endure it. And so, they remained the center of attention all the way to the city gates.


  Part 2


  Leaving Bayreun behind, Shin’s party continued their journey.


  Kagerou’s speed was incomparable to that of ordinary horses. After a short while, the last traces of life vanished from their surroundings.


  “Alright, we should be far enough now.” Shin scanned the area, confirming there were no hidden presences before calling out to Schnee. “Schnee, can you come here for a sec? There’s something I wanted to ask you.”


  “Of course,” she replied smoothly, stepping closer.


  Shin crossed his arms. “I totally forgot to ask earlier, but… what exactly was Kagerou’s status at the sacred peak?”


  It had slipped his mind in the chaos of events, but a monster like Kagerou wasn’t something you just “happened to find” and bring back. Divine beasts almost always had their own territories and rarely left them.


  Moreover, they typically had subordinate beasts, forming a hierarchy of followers. In a game, such rules were flexible, but in a real world like this, simply removing a Divine beast from its domain should have major consequences.


  Schnee didn’t hesitate in her reply. “Put positively, he was coexisting with others. Put negatively, he was a freeloader.”


  “What?” Shin blinked, momentarily dumbfounded.


  Freeloader?


  That was the last word he expected to hear associated with a Divine beast. The word “coexisting” implied that another Divine beast already ruled the area, and that Kagerou wasn’t at the top of the hierarchy.


  “You’re telling me he was living under another Divine beast’s protection?” Shin asked, trying to process it.


  “Yes,” Schnee confirmed. “The sacred peak in that region is governed by a Mist Garuda. Kagerou seemed to have no territory or subordinates of his own, so while he was strong, he wasn’t exactly… needed outside of combat.”


  That was highly unusual. Divine beasts did not simply share their domains. In the game, such an arrangement never existed, and even if this world wasn’t bound by game logic, the concept still felt fundamentally strange to Shin.


  “That’s about all I could gather through Mind Chat. Unlike Yuzuha, Kagerou’s responses aren’t as direct, so I had to piece things together from what I already knew,” Schnee added.


  Shin nodded thoughtfully. “Got it. Yuzuha, can I leave the rest to you?”


  “Kuu! Leave it to me!” With an enthusiastic chirp, Yuzuha leaped onto Kagerou’s back and started conversing in a mix of growls, purrs, and yips.


  “Grurrr…”


  “Kuu, kuu!”


  A few minutes passed as the two engaged in what seemed like an in-depth discussion. Meanwhile, Tiera, intrigued by the topic, made her way to the coachman’s seat, sitting nearby to listen.


  Yuzuha returned to Shin and promptly reported her findings.


  “I got it,” she said.


  “Alright, let’s hear it,” Shin responded.


  “Well, so right now, that Mist Garuda thing? It’s ruling the sacred peak, but originally, Kagerou’s mother shared the territory with it. But then, adventurers defeated his mother, and Kagerou was the only one who survived.”


  “Adventurers, huh?”


  Shin’s expression stiffened slightly. In his gaming days, he had done similar things, hunting powerful monsters. However, in this world, he had no intention of indiscriminately hunting Divine beasts.


  “Kagerou says he fled desperately and was saved by an elf girl.” Yuzuha continued, “After that, he trained to become stronger and returned to the sacred peak. But by then, his mother’s territory was gone, so he started assisting Mist Garuda instead.”


  “I see… An elf. That explains why Kagerou had little hostility toward me,” Schnee remarked, recalling their first encounter.


  “Did you subjugate him in battle?” Shin asked.


  “We did fight, but it was more of a test of strength than a real battle,” Schnee replied.


  It seemed that even without going all out, they had been able to gauge each other’s strength.


  “Kagerou says Schnee was incredibly strong and had a familiar scent, which is why he followed her,” Yuzuha added.


  “A familiar scent?” Shin asked.


  “He says it was Tiera’s scent.”


  Tiera blinked in surprise. “Huh?”


  Shin quickly pieced together a potential connection. “So, the elf girl who saved Kagerou… Was that you, Tiera?”


  “Kuu, looks like it.” Yuzuha nodded.


  It was an improbable yet plausible turn of events. Without Shin’s involvement, this connection might have remained undiscovered.


  Tiera closed her eyes, attempting to recall. “I… don’t really remember anything like that…”


  “Gruu.”


  “Kagerou says it was over a hundred years ago,” Yuzuha translated.


  “When I was a child…” Tiera murmured, deep in thought. “Now that I think about it, I did once help an injured wolf pup…”


  That single sentence hinted at Tiera’s actual age, but given the circumstances, Shin wisely chose not to comment on it.


  It was hard to imagine Kagerou’s original form as anything remotely resembling a cute pup, but his juvenile stage had likely been far less intimidating. If his current appearance was scaled down, it might have resembled a large dog at best.


  “I remember… It was badly injured. I couldn’t do anything on my own, so I begged my mother to help,” Tiera added.


  “Gruh.”


  “He says you’re his benefactor,” Yuzuha translated.


  “So you basically tamed him back then,” Shin mused. “But how did he expect to actually find you?”


  It seemed too simplistic to assume that following a familiar scent would lead him straight to Tiera.


  According to Yuzuha, even if Kagerou had fought Schnee, he had known he wouldn’t win. So instead, he had decided to follow his instincts, trusting that Schnee’s scent, which reminded him of Tiera’s, would lead him to the right place.


  As for why he had been so calm when Shin petted him…


  Kagerou had sensed the hidden power within Shin, even though it was deliberately suppressed by his skills.


  While ordinary monsters might not have noticed, a Divine beast-class entity like Kagerou had been able to sense it instinctively. In his own words, Schnee’s presence was one thing, but Shin’s was on an entirely different level of intimidation.


  “So that’s why you didn’t react aggressively,” Shin murmured.


  A creature as powerful as Kagerou wouldn’t let just anyone casually pat their head. But now, among this group, it seemed he had no reservations.


  “In that case,” Schnee suggested smoothly, “perhaps we should transfer ownership to Tiera.”


  Shin blinked. “Wait, can she even handle that? I mean, level-wise.”


  “If both parties accept, then there’s no issue. It has been tested,” Schnee assured him.


  Shin wasn’t sure how that worked system-wise, but it seemed to be possible.


  “Um… Master?” Tiera cut in hesitantly. “I appreciate the discussion, but… I don’t have a Tamer job or any skills for this.”


  She was completely right. Taming a monster required a specific skillset, and those skills were exclusive to the Tamer class. Without them, forming a contract should be impossible.


  “In this case, it’s less of a transfer and more of a special contract, right?” Shin reasoned. “You’re basically canceling the old contract and forming a new one.”


  “That’s correct,” Schnee confirmed. “Once a contract is dissolved, the monster returns to the wild and can then be contracted by another Tamer.”


  She said it so casually, but in the game, this hadn’t been possible. When a contract was terminated, the message “The monster has returned to the wild” appeared, but in reality, this meant it had been permanently erased from existence.


  Shin, however, had assumed that, in this world, monsters wouldn’t just vanish upon contract termination, which was why he had spoken so matter-of-factly.


  Tiera still looked lost. “But… like I said, I don’t have a Tamer job.”


  “You don’t need one for this method,” Schnee assured her.


  “I don’t follow,” Tiera admitted, tilting her head.


  In The New Gate, there were three main ways to obtain the Tamer job:


  
    	Accepting a contract request from a monster (extremely rare occurrence).


    	Receiving the Master-Servant Contract skill from another player.


    	Clearing a Job Acquisition Quest.

  


  In Tiera’s case, she qualified for the first method.


  Normally, a monster had to be pushed to the brink of defeat before it would submit to a contract, but since Kagerou had no intention of fighting, he was willingly offering himself to be tamed.


  Since the method was incredibly rare, hardly any players had ever obtained the Tamer job that way. Not even Kashmia of the Six Devas had experienced it. At first glance, it might seem like an exploit, but in reality, it didn’t come with any extra advantages.


  Most players had to either receive the skill from another player (Method #2) or go through the proper questline (Method #3) to obtain the job.


  “I see… If that’s how it works, then I can do it,” Tiera said, finally understanding.


  “Alright, let’s get this over with,” Shin said, clapping his hands. “Kagerou, stop the carriage.”


  The wagon slowed to a halt, and the entire party disembarked. Shin detached Kagerou from his harness, allowing the Divine beast to return to his original form.


  “First, I will release the contract.”


  Schnee reached out, and Kagerou lowered his head, pressing it gently into her palm.


  “May light guide your path.”


  “Gruh…”


  As Schnee spoke the words, a soft glow enveloped both her and Kagerou. The light pulsed gently before fading away, signaling that the contract had been completely dissolved. With this, the binding marks on both of them disappeared, returning Kagerou to an untamed state.


  “Now, it’s your turn, Tiera,” Schnee said, stepping back.


  “R-Right!” Tiera took a deep breath and stepped forward, standing directly before Kagerou’s full, unrestricted form.


  Even though he wasn’t actively releasing his pressure, his mere presence carried a weight that could make the average person’s legs give out.


  The sheer size and strength of his untamed form made Tiera feel as if she was being pressed into the ground.


  Her breathing hitched slightly, but she clenched her fists, refusing to look away.


  “Gruu…” Kagerou let out a low, concerned rumble.


  Tiera smiled despite the pressure. “It’s okay. I can do this.”


  Even in those fierce eyes, she could see it. He wasn’t testing her; he was worried about her. Taking another deep breath, she focused and looked directly into his eyes.


  The moment she met Kagerou’s gaze head-on, a sudden rush of information flooded her mind. A golden light surrounded Tiera’s body as if responding to the contract’s activation. She could feel it—the skill guiding her, directing her toward the words that must be spoken.


  “I wish to walk this path with you,” she declared firmly.


  “Gruh…” Kagerou let out a deep, resonating cry in response.


  At that very moment, matching tattoos appeared on both Tiera’s and Kagerou’s left arms, a delicate floral emblem glowing faintly before settling into the skin.


  For a split second, the design of the contract mark stirred something deep in Shin’s memory.


  “That symbol… I’ve seen it somewhere before…”


  Just as he was about to chase the thought, Tiera suddenly wobbled, her knees giving out beneath her.


  “Whoa!”


  Shin immediately stepped forward, catching her before she could collapse.


  The strange unease in his mind vanished like a retreating wave, pushed aside by the more immediate concern of making sure Tiera was alright.


  “You okay?” he asked, steadying her.


  “Sorry… I just suddenly felt all my strength drain away…”


  Normally, the Master-Servant Contract was used on weakened monsters, ensuring that the process didn’t cause strain. With such a massive level difference between Tiera and Kagerou, her body had likely experienced an unexpected surge of energy absorption, momentarily overloading her system.


  With Tiera exhausted, Shin helped her settle in the wagon’s cargo bed to rest. Meanwhile, he reattached the harness to Kagerou, preparing him to pull the carriage again.


  Kagerou, still concerned, let out a low rumble and glanced at Tiera.


  “I’m just tired,” Tiera reassured him, managing a weak smile. “I’ll be fine after some rest.”


  Hearing this, Kagerou obediently resumed his task, pulling the carriage forward without further hesitation.


  About twenty minutes later, after confirming that Tiera had fallen asleep, Shin finally spoke up.


  “Hey, Schnee… You had a reason for giving Kagerou to Tiera, didn’t you?”


  Schnee didn’t seem the least bit surprised by the question.


  “Yes. As you suspected,” she answered calmly.


  She had likely expected Shin to ask.


  “We won’t always be by her side,” Schnee continued.


  While the fact that Kagerou had already bonded with Tiera played a role, the true reason for this arrangement was different.


  Schnee intended to follow Shin on his journey, but Tiera’s path wasn’t set in stone. They had brought her along this time, but once her business was done, she was free to choose her own way. However, if she decided to travel with them, her combat capabilities would be a serious concern.


  Tiera’s current level was 59. She had gained some experience fighting monsters and bandits, but she was still far weaker than Shin and Schnee. Her stats weren’t even close to what was needed to keep up.


  Even Rashia, who had undergone power-leveling with Shin and Wilhelm, was much stronger than her. Equipment could help compensate, but there were limits.


  That’s where the Master-Servant Contract came in. The contracted monster could be summoned instantly to its master’s side, and with Kagerou at her command, Tiera would have a much higher chance of surviving any danger.


  Most importantly, this was a precaution in case Tiera’s connection to the Moon Sanctum was exposed. Even if she trained hard and raised her level, she would never be able to fight off a Chosen One.


  But Kagerou? If Kagerou fought seriously, a Chosen One wouldn’t stand a chance. And considering what kind of underhanded tactics Chosen Ones were known for, there was no need for mercy.


  Furthermore, Schnee trusted Tiera not to misuse Kagerou’s power.


  Originally, Schnee had planned to assess Tiera’s choices and act accordingly, but things had resolved much faster than expected. Of course, Tiera was still vulnerable to indirect attacks, but that was an entirely different issue that would require separate countermeasures.


  “That said,” Schnee added, “I wasn’t expecting things to play out this perfectly.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s not every day a Divine beast just up and bonds with a regular elf,” Shin muttered. “Then again, I also wasn’t expecting a Divine beast to be chosen for pulling a carriage.”


  Schnee was unfazed. “I had originally planned to recruit the Mist Garuda instead.”


  “The actual ruler of the sacred peak, huh?” Shin exhaled. “Yeah, no. That would’ve been a nightmare. Territory conflicts, environmental balance, everything.”


  Bringing the apex predator of an entire ecosystem into the mix would have messed up too many things.


  “If Tiera ever chooses a different path from ours, we can always look for another suitable monster to accompany her,” Schnee added thoughtfully.


  “Just don’t limit yourself to Divine beasts, okay?” Shin shot her a look. “Something tells me we’d end up with another absurd situation.”


  His eyes flicked toward Kagerou. The events that led to this outcome were so bizarrely perfect that it almost felt orchestrated.


  
    	Shin asked Schnee to find a horse.


    	Schnee went to a location where, by complete chance, she met a Divine beast tied to Tiera’s past.


    	Kagerou, sensing a familiar connection in Schnee, willingly followed.


    	Tiera and Kagerou ended up forming a contract.

  


  It was way too convenient to dismiss as pure chance, almost as if some unseen force had arranged everything.


  “Honestly, this whole thing is unsettling,” Shin admitted. “It’s like we’re just following a script that was already written for us.”


  Schnee remained calm. “I don’t sense any ill intent.”


  If there were malice behind it, then perhaps it would make more sense. If someone were orchestrating things to trap them, then at least there’d be a clear enemy to focus on.


  But here, there was no deception, no hostile manipulation. Which somehow made it even more unnerving.


  “That’s exactly what bothers me,” Shin continued. “There’s no scheming, no ‘Ha! You fell for my trap!’ moment. Nothing feels off, but at the same time, it does.”


  “It hasn’t harmed us in any way. If anything, it has strengthened us,” Schnee pointed out.


  She wasn’t wrong. Right now, this series of coincidences had only benefited them.


  “For now, it’s just something to keep in mind,” Shin finally said, shaking his head.


  “There’s no predicting these things,” Schnee agreed. “We’ll simply have to react accordingly if something happens.”


  “Yeah… Guess that’s all we can do. Just so you know, I’m still new to this world. If something happens that I can’t wrap my head around, I might need your help making sense of it.”


  “Yes, many things are different from before,” Schnee acknowledged. “It may be difficult to handle certain situations.”


  “That’s why, well…” Shin exhaled. “To be blunt, when things really get bad, I’m counting on you, Schnee. I’m relying on you.”


  Schnee froze, for a brief moment, she stood as if struck by lightning, her entire body rigid.


  A few seconds of silence passed before she finally responded, her voice clear and steady but somehow filled with emotion.


  “Understood. Leave it to me!”


  Her expression radiated determination, her usual beauty shining even brighter with the intensity of her resolve.


  Shin genuinely meant it. Schnee was his most dependable ally, especially in situations that required immediate, high-level decision-making. However, he hadn’t expected this kind of reaction.


  Schnee’s long elven ears twitched every few seconds, an unmistakable sign of her excitement. Her cheeks had taken on a faint pink hue, and her lips trembled slightly—as if she were suppressing a smile that threatened to break free.


  Shin blinked. “Schnee? You okay?”


  He had always been aware of her feelings toward him, but he hadn’t anticipated such an intense response. To him, this was a logical statement. Schnee was simply the most reliable person in the group for handling dangerous situations.


  But judging by her reaction, had he… triggered something?


  Schnee let out a barely audible whisper. “This is… unfair… Such an underhanded move…”


  Her words were swallowed by the sound of the moving carriage, lost before they could reach Shin’s ears.


  Schnee was still an elf maiden at heart. How long had she waited for Shin to say those words? How long had she wished for him to look her way, to acknowledge her not just as a companion, but as someone truly special?


  To be relied upon by the one she had waited for centuries to return…


  The joy was overwhelming. And yet, she could not allow herself to smile so easily. Her cheeks burned, her ears twitched, and her lips trembled, but she somehow forced herself to maintain composure.


  “Well, uh… anyway,” Shin muttered, scratching his cheek. “Looking forward to working with you.”


  Schnee’s eyes shimmered, her flushed face taking on a subtly seductive glow as she fought to maintain control. Noticing that something felt slightly off, Shin quickly turned back toward Kagerou, giving a new command.


  “Alright, Kagerou, let’s pick up the pace a bit.”


  The Divine beast let out a low growl of acknowledgment, smoothly increasing his speed.


  The carriage, already moving 1.5 times faster than a normal one, now doubled standard speeds, making the surrounding scenery pass by in a blur. The wind whipped against Shin’s face, cooling his skin.


  Hopefully, this wind’s enough to keep my face from getting too red, he thought absently.


  Part 3


  A week had passed since leaving Bayreun, and the journey had been remarkably smooth.


  With Kagerou’s immense speed, they had yet to encounter any monsters or bandits, either because they simply couldn’t keep up or because they sensed the overwhelming presence of a Divine beast and chose to stay far away.


  Their route traced the outer edges of the vast Ralua Great Forest, a seemingly endless expanse of trees stretching to the horizon.


  Although Kagerou’s relentless pace had put significant strain on the carriage, the craftsmanship was solid enough that it had yet to break down. Still, once they reached Farnid, Shin would need to perform some maintenance.


  “It’s taken us only a week to get this far,” Tiera muttered, looking at the map. “That’s… completely unheard of.”


  A normal horse-drawn carriage would have only covered about one-fifth of this distance in the same amount of time. Yet they had already traveled four-fifths of the way.


  This was due not only to Kagerou’s monstrous stamina and speed but also to the modifications Shin had made before departure, ensuring that the ride was smooth enough to prevent motion sickness even at high speeds.


  A standard carriage attempting this pace would have left its passengers violently ill within an hour.


  “I’ve gotten completely used to this speed,” Tiera admitted.


  “I could make it even faster,” Shin remarked. “But the carriage wouldn’t survive it.”


  “Let’s not do that,” Tiera said quickly.


  At the moment, they were traveling at roughly sixty kemels per hour. The terrain prevented them from maintaining a constant top speed, but even so, their average travel speed was almost four times that of a normal carriage.


  For most people in this world, this was a completely foreign experience. At first, Tiera had been utterly terrified, repeatedly shouting “Too fast! Too fast!” while turning pale.


  Even seeing that Shin and Schnee remained completely calm hadn’t reassured her. Now, however, she rode comfortably, as if their breakneck pace were completely natural.


  “At this rate, we’ll arrive in two, maybe three days,” Shin estimated.


  “That sounds about right,” Tiera agreed, nodding.


  Despite their casual conversation, the blazing speed of the carriage ensured that everything in its path—monsters, animals, even birds—fled in terror.


  “I’ve never seen monsters actually clear the road on their own before,” Tiera remarked.


  “Well, Kagerou is pulling the carriage,” Shin replied with a smirk. “It’s not just risky to attack us; it’s outright suicidal.”


  At his command, Kagerou adjusted his trajectory, weaving through the grassland in smooth, zigzag motions to avoid any large dips or uneven terrain. The ride remained surprisingly smooth, even at their extreme speed.


  A day later, as they approached a forest on the horizon, Shin felt something within his detection range.


  “Schnee, Tiera,” he called out, lowering Kagerou’s speed. “We’ve got incoming. Stay on guard.”


  Yuzuha, still perched on Shin’s head, didn’t need to be told twice. Her fur bristled slightly as she entered alert mode.


  Schnee immediately confirmed, “It seems someone is being chased.”


  Shin checked his map display and muttered, “What’s this?”


  The incoming group was moving fast, likely on horseback. There were five riders heading straight toward Shin’s group, with a pack of monsters in pursuit.


  “Are they running from something?” Tiera asked, unable to sense what was ahead.


  “Can’t see anything yet,” Yuzuha added, squinting into the distance.


  Of course, they couldn’t see. After all, the targets were still kilometers away, well beyond normal vision range.


  “If we keep going at this pace, we’ll cross paths with them,” Shin observed. “Should we avoid them?”


  Tiera frowned. “Wait, shouldn’t we help?”


  “It’s not that simple,” Shin replied, his expression serious. “It’s hard to say if they’re really just innocent victims.”


  Seeing the confused look on Tiera’s face, Shin took the initiative to explain.


  The five riders consisted of one level 40 individual, one level 200+ individual, and three level 150 individuals. Chasing them were three Guardian Golems, each level 430.


  Shin recognized Guardian Golems from the game. They were usually defenders of dungeons and ancient ruins, tasked with guarding treasure or important locations. They weren’t the type to attack people randomly.


  If these golems were actively pursuing someone, then it was likely that the five riders had done something to trigger them—perhaps stealing from a protected site.


  “I see,” Tiera muttered. “So if we step in carelessly, we might get dragged into trouble ourselves.”


  “Exactly,” Shin confirmed. “Though, to be fair, sometimes golems randomly go berserk for no apparent reason. We can’t completely rule that out either.”


  Still, the fact that these Guardian Golems were relentlessly pursuing the riders suggested a reason for their aggression. It was possible that there was something nearby—a ruin or a sacred site—that Shin’s group wasn’t aware of, and the golems were simply doing their job.


  The ever-analytical Schnee added another possibility. “If we consider the worst-case scenario, they may have stolen an artifact or sacred treasure that the golems were protecting.”


  Shin grimaced.


  “Yeah. That’d be the worst-case scenario,” he muttered.


  Some golems were programmed to pursue thieves to the ends of the earth. They wouldn’t stop until the stolen object was returned or the thief was eliminated, and that was a situation Shin really didn’t want to deal with.


  “If they’re berserk, we’ll be able to tell at a glance,” Shin muttered.


  Berserk golems leaked unstable mana from their cores, making them easy to identify visually. Unfortunately, that wasn’t something Analyze could detect unless the golems had already been officially categorized as berserk entities.


  “No point overthinking it,” Shin decided. “If they’re really being attacked, we help them. If they attack us, we eliminate them. Anything else we play by ear.”


  Schnee, Tiera, and Yuzuha all nodded.


  “Understood,” Schnee affirmed.


  “Got it,” Tiera agreed.


  “Kuu!” Yuzuha chirped.


  To prepare for the worst-case scenario, Shin adjusted their formation. He remained as the driver, while Schnee and Tiera hid in the covered wagon.


  “I need you guys to put on cloaks,” Shin added.


  If the riders turned out to be nobles or important individuals, he didn’t want them remembering their faces. If things got complicated, he could always use illusion skills to alter their appearances, but a cloak was a simple precaution.


  “Alright, we’re getting close,” Shin muttered.


  “Kagerou, slow down a little more,” he commanded.


  “Gruh,” Kagerou rumbled, adjusting his speed.


  Soon, dust clouds became visible in the distance, kicked up by the massive golems. Shin enhanced his vision with a skill, focusing on the riders. The moment he got a clear look at them, his brows furrowed deeply.


  “Yeah, this is definitely going to be a pain.” With a heavy sigh, he braced himself.


  As the scene unfolded, the first rider, clad in armor, emerged at full speed, leading the others. Close behind, a rotund man in extravagant robes flailed wildly, shouting in panic, his horse barely keeping pace. His excessive weight made him bounce awkwardly in the saddle, but what caught Shin’s attention wasn’t his appearance but the silver goblet in his hand, shimmering ominously. A quick scan with Analyze revealed the truth, and Shin’s expression darkened.


  “Yep. They’re definitely not innocent,” he muttered, his voice tinged with irritation.


  Schnee, now seated in the driver’s position, nodded. “So my guess was correct. That man is holding the Chalice of Decay.”


  Shin clicked his tongue. The Chalice of Decay was no ordinary item; it was a cursed artifact, found in high-level dungeon sanctuaries, meant to remain undisturbed. Its theft explained everything. The Guardian Golems weren’t rampaging without cause but simply fulfilling their duty.


  Shin exhaled sharply. “They looted it from a protected treasure chamber. No wonder the damn golems are after them.”


  The situation was already troublesome, but the worst part was that it meant the fat man had knowingly triggered the attack and was now looking for a way to dump the consequences onto someone else.


  Shin made his decision instantly.


  “I’ll take care of this. Cover me,” he instructed, pulling a card from his inventory as he leapt from the carriage. Before his feet even touched the ground, he activated his Stealth skill, vanishing from sight.


  Schnee slid into his position without hesitation, seamlessly taking hold of the reins. Due to the distance, the riders hadn’t noticed any of their movements. From their perspective, the carriage was still just an obstacle in their path.


  As Shin approached unseen, the fat man’s voice echoed loudly over the pounding hooves.


  “What are you doing?! They’re catching up! Can’t you go any faster?!” His desperation was evident, but the response from one of the guards was laced with restrained frustration.


  “We’re already at full speed! If you ditch that thing, the golems will stop chasing us!”


  The man’s face betrayed his clear resentment, making it obvious that he wasn’t doing this out of loyalty. The other guards looked equally exasperated, their expressions twisted with frustration and unspoken disdain.


  “Damn pig… If not for what happened back there, I’d have abandoned him already…” Shin’s enhanced hearing picked up bitter muttering from the lead rider.


  This caught Shin’s attention. Something was off. The guards weren’t acting like loyal retainers, and their movements weren’t in sync with the fat man’s frantic demands. Instead of treating this as a routine escort mission, they seemed utterly unwilling. It was clear that they weren’t protecting this man willingly.


  At that moment, the fat man’s eyes landed on the carriage, and his flabby face contorted into a desperate grin.


  “There! That carriage! Use it as a distraction and escape! It’ll buy us some time!”


  The moment the fat man spotted the carriage, he barked out his order without hesitation. His voice, shrill with desperation, made the knights flanking him visibly bristle.


  The words had barely left his mouth when one of the guards snapped, his voice revealing barely contained disgust. “What?! Are you insane?! Do you even realize what you’re saying?!”


  The fat man turned his bloated face toward the guard, indignation warping his expression. “You lot are the ones being foolish! You know what will happen if I don’t make it back alive, don’t you?!”


  Ah. So that’s how it is. They’re being blackmailed or threatened in some way.


  Shin silently observed their exchange, his hidden form keeping pace with the riders. If the knights had no choice but to protect this bastard, then simply eliminating him wouldn’t solve the problem.


  He activated Analyze, checking the fat man’s status.


  A Priest job. That was enough to confirm that he was connected to the church. Judging by his pompous attitude and overindulgent appearance, he wasn’t just some low-ranking clergyman. He had influence.


  That was when an unpleasant memory surfaced.


  Wait a minute… He couldn’t be, could he?


  Shin’s thoughts instantly flashed to the orphanage in Bayrelitch, specifically to the corrupt pig of a bishop who had made life miserable for those children.


  The “pig” comment from earlier now seemed less of an insult and more of a disturbingly accurate description. He didn’t have solid proof, so killing him outright wasn’t an option. But one thing was certain: There was no way in hell Shin was letting this man escape with the artifact.


  With practiced speed, Shin reached out, lightly brushing the edge of the fat man’s robe. In that moment, the Chalice of Decay vanished, replaced by a fake duplicate, a gag item that looked exactly the same but had no magical properties.


  The real chalice was instantly converted into a card and stored away in Shin’s inventory. The Guardian Golems that had been pursuing the riders immediately changed targets, now locked onto Shin instead.


  However, to avoid suspicion, he continued to move in sync with the fleeing knights, ensuring they didn’t realize the shift in aggro just yet.


  “Schnee, can you use illusion magic to make it look like the golems attack the carriage, and that we barely escape?” Shin communicated through Mind Link.


  “That’s possible. Are you letting them go?” Schnee replied.


  “Seems like the real problem here is just one guy, not the knights.”


  “Understood. Should we refrain from counterattacking if they try something?”


  “For now, yes. Let’s keep this simple.”


  With their plan set, Schnee worked quickly, casting an illusion over Kagerou to disguise him as an ordinary horse. His appearance was far too conspicuous, and it was clear Schnee had anticipated the need for a cover-up.


  Unfortunately, the fat man was too desperate to accept any graceful solution.


  “The wheels!” the fat man shrieked. “Destroy the carriage wheels! If we cripple it, they won’t be able to flee!”


  “Are you c—” The lead knight’s voice boomed in outrage.


  As Shin silently executed his own plan, the fat man’s orders had taken an even worse turn. Though the lead knight clearly wanted to refuse, in the end, he was forced to draw his sword. His face was twisted in agony, the weight of his actions clearly unbearable.


  He swung as they passed, his blade striking the carriage’s wheel, shattering it and sending the entire vehicle lurching into a grinding halt.


  “Forgive me,” the knight muttered under his breath, his expression etched with guilt.


  Shin watched them ride away, knowing full well what they saw when they glanced back was a seemingly ruined carriage, a group of travelers thrown into chaos, and golems closing in for the kill.


  “What a mess.” Shin sighed.


  Then, without hesitation, he turned to face the looming Guardian Golems, drawing his blade in a smooth motion.


  There was always the option of returning the chalice to them, but Shin immediately dismissed the thought. The Chalice of Decay was far too dangerous. Even if these golems were its rightful guardians, there was no guarantee it wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands again.


  “Besides,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders, “their bodies are good materials. Might as well use them for the next carriage upgrade.”


  Schnee had already begun ensuring no one else was around to witness the fight, weaving illusory concealments while keeping a keen eye on their surroundings.


  A three-mel-tall Guardian Golem lunged forward, its massive bulk shaking the ground, dirt and dust kicking up in its wake.


  Shin waited, eyes locked on its approach.


  At the last possible second, he sidestepped as the golem’s massive stone fist smashed into the ground where he had stood, sending tremors through the earth. In the same movement, Shin’s blade whipped through the air, tracing a gleaming arc, a single precise slash, severing the golem’s left leg at the knee.


  The construct staggered, its balance completely thrown off, before toppling to the ground with an earth-shaking impact. But Shin wasn’t finished. Before the fallen golem could recover, he pivoted sharply, adjusting his stance. His blade glowed faintly, magic coursing through it as he lunged, a perfectly timed thrust piercing directly into the core embedded in its torso.


  The Guardian Golem shuddered violently, its remaining limbs twitching as if trying to fight back. But Shin twisted his blade, forcefully cracking the core, sending deep fractures splintering through it.


  Within moments, the golem ceased all movement, its body crumbling slightly as the last of its energy dissipated.


  No time to rest. The remaining two golems had already moved to strike in unison, their massive stone fists descending like twin warhammers toward Shin’s exposed position. His blade still embedded in the fallen golem’s core, he had only seconds to act, but that was more than enough.


  Shin released his grip on his sword, his body twisting fluidly as he threw a bare-handed counterpunch. His right fist, clad in the Unarmed-type Martial Skill Steel Deflection, collided head-on with the incoming massive stone fist of the Guardian Golem.


  A deep metallic clang echoed across the battlefield, the sound reminiscent of solid iron slamming against iron.


  Without so much as a struggle, Shin’s bare fist effortlessly deflected the Golem’s one-meter-wide hand, sending it recoiling backward. The sheer impact force knocked the construct off balance, cracks splintering across its massive arm.


  Ignoring the staggered enemy, Shin let his body flow with the motion, his left palm surging forward in a lightning-fast thrust toward the second Guardian Golem, which was now within striking distance.


  The moment his open palm met the incoming stone fist, he activated another Unarmed-type Martial Skill Flowing Phantom.


  A subsonic vibration rippled outward, bypassing the Golem’s rock-hard exterior and shattering its internal structure from within.


  For a brief moment, nothing happened. Then, in the span of a heartbeat, the Guardian Golem’s upper body exploded outward in a shower of shattered stone and debris. The core, caught in the destructive force, was obliterated instantly, and what remained of the golem crashed lifelessly to the ground.


  Shin grimaced slightly, dusting off his left hand. “Yeah, this one’s definitely not something I can use on living beings.”


  Had that been a human opponent, their internal organs would have been liquefied on impact. He mentally noted the need to adjust the skill’s output control before using it again.


  With two down, only one remained.


  The last Guardian Golem, though now alone, did not hesitate. It rose from its fallen position without a hint of fear, immediately charging at Shin, its giant fists ready to strike once more.


  Shin, however, had already prepared his next move. With a simple flick of his fingers, he cast a spell: a basic Earth-type Magic Skill Earth Spear.


  The ground beneath the golem surged upward, instantly forming a sharpened stone lance that pierced directly through its chest. The tip of the earthen spear impaled the core, causing the Guardian Golem’s glowing runes to flicker and fade. The light in its eyes dimmed, and it collapsed into a motionless heap of broken stone.


  Shin exhaled, shaking his head. “A basic Earth spell, and it took out a level 400 Guardian Golem in one hit?”


  While he had long been aware that his magic stat scaled unnaturally high, he hadn’t expected a low-tier spell to completely bypass a Golem’s renowned defensive attributes.


  He began to make mental notes.


  Flowing Phantom was devastating against heavily armored foes.


  Earth Spear, when amplified by his magic power, was far deadlier than expected.


  Since Earth Spear was the very first Earth-type Magic skill one could acquire, it was primarily meant for traps or ambushes, making it highly versatile but never particularly powerful. Yet, against a level 400+ Guardian Golem, it had annihilated its core in a single strike.


  Shin realized that, upon arriving in this world, he had barely tested his magic’s full potential. He had mostly confirmed that his skills still worked, but now it was clear that he needed serious training to understand just how strong his abilities had become.


  With those thoughts set aside, he turned his attention back to the fallen golems. “Alright, time to collect materials.”


  The process itself was straightforward. He simply converted the remains into item cards. The Guardian Golems had yielded magic-infused steel and even small amounts of orichalcum—valuable resources for future upgrades.


  Once the cleanup was complete, he made his way back to the others.


  “Good work out there,” Schnee greeted him as he approached.


  “You too. How’s the damage?” Shin asked as he glanced at the broken carriage.


  “The right wheel was completely destroyed, and when it hit the ground, the axle snapped under the weight,” she explained.


  Schnee and the others had already disembarked before the attack, thanks to the illusion setup, ensuring that no one got hurt. Now, the carriage leaned awkwardly to one side, half of it embedded in the dirt. Given the high speeds they’d maintained for days, wear and tear had already been adding up. This sabotage had just accelerated the inevitable.


  Shin inspected the damaged parts and let out a low whistle. “Yeah, that thing’s completely shot. Might as well make it sturdier while we’re at it.”


  Without wasting time, he used his skills to levitate the carriage, detaching the broken axle and wheel. Then, with a casual flick of his hand, he pulled out replacement parts from his inventory.


  Though he wasn’t a professional vehicle craftsman, his time in production jobs had resulted in an overabundance of components, many of which were usually just sitting in his inventory, unused.


  With efficient precision, Shin began swapping out parts, reinforcing the carriage with vibration-dampening modifications.


  The final installed components had a natural wood-like appearance, but the trained eye would notice an unnatural luster to them. That subtle gleam came from a thin adamantine coating, drastically increasing durability and resilience.


  Of course, among those present, only Shin and Schnee truly understood the absurdity of what had just been done.


  “All done,” Shin announced, stepping back to admire his work.


  Tiera frowned slightly, eyeing the carriage with an uncertain expression. “Something about this feels off.”


  “It’s just your imagination,” Schnee interjected smoothly, redirecting her attention elsewhere.


  Tiera narrowed her eyes but ultimately gave up on identifying the exact issue. After all, without specialized knowledge, she wouldn’t be able to pinpoint what was unusual.


  With the repairs complete, they resumed their journey immediately. The carriage, now significantly reinforced, plowed through rough terrain effortlessly, gliding over bumps and obstacles far more smoothly than before.


  After two more days of travel, Shin’s group finally reached Farnid, the land beyond the Ralua Great Forest. Their arrival brought them to the southeastern region of Farnid, where the landscape was still heavily forested due to its proximity to the vast woodland of Ralua. However, while Ralua was a dense, untamed jungle, Farnid’s forest felt calmer and more structured, as if it housed small animals and peaceful wildlife rather than dangerous beasts.


  Even though the land was covered in endless greenery, the national border was well defined, and according to Schnee, guard patrols were stationed nearby.


  The roads were properly maintained, sparing them the difficulty of traveling through wild terrain. As they entered the main road leading into Farnid, Shin kept the carriage speed moderate. Schnee had warned that travelers moving too fast might be flagged as suspicious and detained by the authorities.


  Meanwhile, to announce their arrival, Schnee sent a message card ahead.


  About ten minutes into the forest road, Shin suddenly sensed something approaching rapidly.


  “Hm? Someone’s coming,” he noted, eyes narrowing slightly. “And their levels are pretty high: 210 and 179.”


  The unknown individuals were moving directly toward them, their approach swift and purposeful.


  Schnee, unfazed, glanced in their direction before calmly replying, “I just sent a message to Girart, so this must be our escort.”


  Apparently, she had requested trusted individuals to guide them upon arrival. Seeing the approaching duo, Schnee shifted slightly, settling beside Shin on the driver’s seat as they came into view.


  Shin gradually slowed the carriage, bringing it to a full halt as the figures emerged from the forest. Two beastmen stepped onto the path, both exuding discipline and strength.


  The first to speak was a gray-haired man with piercing deep-green eyes. His battle-hardened features and upright posture made it immediately clear that this was someone accustomed to combat. Even now, his stance remained cautiously alert, ready to react at the slightest sign of danger.


  Upon seeing Schnee, however, his expression softened slightly.


  “So, it is indeed you,” the man remarked, his sharp gaze lingering on her for a moment before dipping in respectful acknowledgment.


  Schnee nodded. “Yes. By the request of the First Ruler, I have come.”


  The gray-haired man, who appeared to be in his late twenties, seemed remarkably young for his level, at least by this world’s standards. Accustomed to the leveling pace of experienced adventurers, Shin found it somewhat unusual.


  The man shifted his sharp gaze toward him. “And this man… Is he the one?”


  “Yes, he is. However, this isn’t the best place for introductions. Let’s proceed to Girart first.” Schnee nodded.


  “Understood. We will escort you to Eryden, our city. Follow us.”


  Without further delay, the man moved ahead, positioning himself in front of the carriage. In response, Shin adjusted the pace of the horses to match their guide’s steady march forward.


  As they proceeded, Schnee exchanged greetings with the other escort, a young female beastman named Cuore.


  “It’s been a while, Cuore. You seem well,” Schnee said with a gentle smile.


  “Yes! It is an honor to see you again, Schnee-sama!” Cuore responded, her voice crisp and full of energy.


  She bore a striking resemblance to the first man, possessing ash gray hair and deep emerald eyes. However, unlike his austere presence, Cuore had an undeniable beauty, enhanced by her lively demeanor.


  Her semi-long hair was neatly maintained, with one section at the back growing slightly longer, almost like a military-style cut. The way she spoke with disciplined precision, combined with her straight-backed posture, gave the impression of someone respected among her peers.


  To Shin, she seemed like the type to be popular among both men and women—though particularly among other women, given her soldier-like charisma.


  “Seems like you’ve known them for a while,” Shin mused, glancing at Schnee.


  “I was present at her birth,” Schnee admitted casually. “I also oversaw parts of her combat training.”


  Shin raised a brow. “Seriously? That sounds like something you’d do for a Chosen One. Is she?”


  “Not exactly, though she has the strength to be considered one. After all, she is Girart’s direct descendant.”


  “Wait… Girart’s actual descendant? Ah, right. Beastmen don’t live for centuries like elves or pixies. It wouldn’t be strange for him to have great-grandchildren, or even beyond that.”


  Given a normal beastman’s lifespan, it was completely natural for Girart to have several generations of descendants.


  After some time, their escort slowed down, signaling Shin to halt the carriage.


  Just ahead, the stone walls of Eryden came into view, stretching high above the dense forest line. However, instead of leading them toward a main gate, their guide stopped at what seemed like a blank section of the wall.


  At first glance, it appeared seamless, but a closer look revealed faint distortion—a camouflaged hidden entrance. It was small, just large enough for a single carriage to pass through, and not particularly tall. This was clearly not a gate for common travelers. This was meant for covert arrivals, used only for specific individuals.


  The guards stationed here were different from typical sentries. Shin immediately recognized the aura of Chosen Ones emanating from them.


  One of the watchful guards stepped forward. “What shall be done with your carriage?”


  Shin stretched slightly, eyeing the now-enhanced vehicle before shrugging. “Might as well card it for now.”


  Since the carriage had been enhanced using parts that might not even exist in this world, Shin decided to store it away in his item box, discarding the idea of selling it as originally intended.


  Now freed from his role as a carriage puller, Kagerou, as expected, shrank into an even smaller form and curled up comfortably in Tiera’s arms.


  Their path to Girart’s residence led them through a hidden underground passage, accessible from the open courtyard where the carriage had been parked. Upon entering a modest-looking building, they descended into the subterranean tunnel.


  As they walked through the dimly lit corridor, Tiera let out a nervous sigh. “I can’t shake the feeling that I don’t belong here,” she murmured.


  “What are you talking about? You’ve worked at the Moon Sanctum for a hundred years. That makes you a full-fledged member of the organization.” Shin smirked slightly.


  For him, Tiera was already family, someone deeply connected to Schnee and, by extension, to him. Besides, if Shin’s memories of Girart were correct, the man wasn’t the type to fuss over minor formalities.


  Walking ahead, Schnee glanced over her shoulder and added reassuringly, “I’ve already informed them about you, Tiera. There’s no need to be so tense.”


  “Even then, there’s no way I can just relax,” Tiera replied, tightening her grip on Kagerou.


  For an ordinary person, meeting someone like Girart was akin to an audience with a legendary figure, a once-in-a-lifetime encounter. Just because she had grown accustomed to Schnee’s presence didn’t mean she could casually treat another high-ranking figure the same way.


  Schnee, however, cut off her hesitation with a knowing smile. “Well then, brace yourself. We’re here.”


  The underground passage ended abruptly, leading them back to the surface.


  What greeted them was a traditional Japanese-style mansion, complete with a tiled roof, shoji doors, and wooden corridors. It was the kind of historical residence one might see in samurai dramas. There was no front gate, but the elegant design and well-maintained structure made it clear that this was the home of someone of high status.


  Their escort, clearly a man of few words, gestured for them to proceed.


  Following his lead, the group removed their footwear at the entrance before moving down a wooden veranda toward the inner chambers. Finally, at the deepest part of the estate, the escort came to a stop before a sliding shoji door.


  “I have brought Lady Schnee and her party,” he announced, his tone respectful.


  A voice, deep and commanding yet somehow casual, answered from within.


  “Good. Come in.”


  The escort slid the door open, revealing three figures seated inside. Of the three, Shin only recognized one.


  Sitting directly ahead, with piercing green eyes, was none other than Girart Estaria, the legendary wolf-type high beast, Support Character No. 3.
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  Seated to Girart’s left was a beastman with the features of an elephant, while to his right sat another with a turtle-like appearance. Both were level 255, suggesting they were likely trusted subordinates within Girart’s inner circle. However, Shin had no recollection of either of them.


  As their escort stepped aside, Shin, Schnee, and Tiera entered the spacious chamber, with Yuzuha and Kagerou following closely.


  Upon stepping inside, Shin instinctively took the central seat, while Schnee and Tiera settled slightly behind him, positioned on either side.


  At that moment, Girart finally spoke, his deep, gravelly voice carrying the same weight and authority that Shin remembered from the game.


  “Yo, Master. Didn’t think I’d ever get to see you alive again.”


  Part 4


  “Right back at you. Didn’t think I’d ever get to see you again,” Shin said, throwing Girart’s words right back at him.


  Unlike his two beast companions, Girart was in his humanoid form, though he had visibly aged. His face bore more wrinkles, and his once-dark fur had turned almost completely white.


  Yet, despite the changes in appearance, his presence remained as overwhelming as ever. The raw strength radiating from his body hadn’t waned in the slightest. If anything, it felt even denser, more refined. He sure as hell didn’t look like someone who was anywhere close to dying.


  “Kehehe… That’s fair.” Girart chuckled. “Truth be told, even I don’t know why I’m still alive. The people around me keep worrying that one day, I’ll just keel over and drop dead.”


  “Yeah, not funny,” Shin muttered, unimpressed.


  Girart laughed heartily, completely unbothered by the remark. Meanwhile, the two beasts seated beside him both sighed in exasperation, clearly used to this kind of nonsense from their leader.


  But before they could continue bantering, Girart shifted the topic.


  “Well, there’s plenty to talk about, but first…” He gestured toward the two beastmen who had escorted Shin’s group. “They’re part of this whole mess, so let’s get introductions out of the way first.”


  The two guides stepped forward, kneeling between Shin’s group and Girart’s faction.


  “This here is Wolfgang, the current beast king,” Girart announced. “And this…” He nodded toward the young woman beside him, “is his daughter, Cuore.”


  Wolfgang, a powerfully built beastman with wolf-like traits, met Shin’s gaze and bowed his head slightly.


  “I am Wolfgang Estaria. It’s an honor to make your acquaintance.”


  “I am Cuore Estaria! It is a great honor to meet you!”


  Introduced by Girart, both Wolfgang and Cuore bowed respectfully. Wolfgang remained calm and composed, while Cuore, though maintaining her disciplined demeanor, couldn’t entirely suppress the excitement in her eyes.


  Girart then gestured to the two beastmen seated beside him. “And these two are my closest subordinates, Van and Rajim.”


  “Van Ku, the King’s Right Hand.” The elephant-type beastman nodded first.


  “Rajim Dolk, the King’s Left Hand.” The turtle-type beastman followed immediately after.


  With brief, stoic introductions, both men bowed slightly. The earlier traces of exasperation they had shown at Girart’s antics were completely gone, replaced by an aura of solemn authority.


  Shin quickly noted their sitting positions. Van, the elephant beastman, sat on Girart’s right, while Rajim, the turtle beastman, sat on his left. It seemed their titles corresponded to their places at the table.


  In response, Shin offered a simple, direct introduction.


  “I’m Shin. You may have already heard, but I’m a high human. Nice to meet you.”


  His words were humble, free of any forced arrogance or false grandeur. If anything, it was a casual greeting, devoid of the majestic weight most would expect from a so-called transcendent being.


  “Heh, just talk like you always do, Master. No need for formalities here. Acting humble won’t change a thing.” Girart let out a gruff chuckle, crossing his arms.


  Shin exhaled sharply, giving the old wolf a pointed look. “Yeah, no. You don’t just drop honorifics and start calling the king by his first name from the get-go. And while we’re at it, you should stop calling me ‘Master.’ That was never your thing to begin with.”


  “Hah! It’s a rare reunion, so let me enjoy myself a little. But you of all people should understand: High humans are absolute monsters. We revere you because it’s only natural.”


  “Tch. I mean… yeah, I get it, but still…”


  To the people of this world, high humans were walking legends, beings feared and worshipped in equal measure.


  After all, history recorded insane feats performed by their kind: reducing entire cities to ashes, hunting divine beasts as if it were a sport, and other seemingly absurd accomplishments that were very much real.


  Many of the long-lived races, such as Elves and Pixies, had actually witnessed these events firsthand. Even now, those same races continued to pass down the stories, ensuring the mythical aura surrounding high humans remained intact.


  And if that wasn’t enough, just seeing Schnee and Girart’s overwhelming power was proof enough that the one they’d surved must have been even stronger.


  For rulers, treating high humans with utmost deference wasn’t just a matter of respect; it was basic survival instinct. If humoring a supernatural powerhouse meant ensuring their kingdom remained standing, then they’d do it without hesitation.


  But Shin had no interest in playing the role of an untouchable god-king.


  “Look, just treat me like a regular guy,” he insisted. “I’m not going to erase entire nations on a whim, so drop the formalities and talk to me like a friend.”


  Shin shrugged off any lingering formalities and spoke to Wolfgang in his usual casual tone.


  “Are you sure?” Wolfgang asked, his brows slightly raised.


  Shin answered immediately. “Honestly, I’d prefer it this way.”


  He fully understood that his in-game actions had turned into legends over time, painting him as a mythical figure in the eyes of this world. But from his perspective, being treated like some divine being despite having no memory of actually earning that status was just awkward. It was nothing like the earned respect he used to get as a high-ranking player among fellow gamers.


  “Same goes for Cuore, Van, and Rajim,” Shin continued, glancing at the others.


  Cuore instantly lit up. “Wait, really? You mean we can just talk normally?”


  “Calm down, girl.” Van sighed, trying to rein her in.


  “But Van! He said it’s okay!”


  Her reaction was so intense that Shin nearly did a double-take. A moment ago, she had been the picture of discipline and composure, standing with perfect posture, speaking in crisp, refined tones. But now? She looked like a fangirl meeting her idol for the first time. The sheer gap between the two versions was staggering.


  Rajim, the turtle beastman, finally spoke, his deep voice calm and measured. “Shin-dono is the master of our First Beast King, Girart-sama. If he wishes for informality, it would be disrespectful to refuse.”


  Shin could feel the weight of reverence in Rajim’s words, but the fact that he was at least trying to adjust was a relief.


  “Good. In that case, I’ll just talk how I like, and you guys should do the same,” Shin suggested. “It makes things a lot easier for me.”


  Rajim nodded, surprisingly agreeable for someone who gave off such a strict, warrior-like aura. “If that is your wish, then so be it. This manner of speaking is simply natural for me, so I ask for your understanding.”


  Shin had expected more pushback, but maybe it was because Girart himself wasn’t holding back that Rajim found it easier to follow suit.


  Then, as the mood settled, Girart turned his sharp gaze toward Tiera and the two divine beasts.


  “Alright, now that we’ve cleared that up, I’d like to ask about the girl and the divine beasts.”


  It wasn’t a question; it was a statement. From the way his keen, green eyes lingered on Yuzuha and Kagerou, it was obvious that he already knew.


  Shin let out a small sigh. “Yeah, my bad. Should’ve introduced them earlier.”


  Gesturing to Tiera, he began.


  “This is Tiera. She’s been working at the Moon Sanctum, watching over the place for me.”


  Tiera, sensing the weight of the moment, straightened herself and lowered her head gracefully.


  “It’s an honor to meet you. Tiera Lucent, at your service. I have been under the Moon Sanctum’s care.”


  Tiera, who had been nervously fidgeting earlier, was now conversing naturally with the people of Farnid, maintaining a calm and composed demeanor. It was as if all her prior tension had vanished into thin air. Perhaps she had, in her own way, reached the same level of resignation as Shin, just from a different angle.


  Shin then gestured toward the two small creatures accompanying them. “This little fox here is Yuzuha, while the wolf pup is Kagerou. Just so we’re clear, their actual species are Element Tail and Gulfagio.”


  At that, Girart’s grin stretched wide, his eyes glinting with mischief. He looked back and forth between Yuzuha and Kagerou, and the way his ears twitched suggested his excitement was barely contained.


  “Oh… T-The legendary…” Wolfgang, on the other hand, seemed genuinely taken aback, his expression a mix of awe and disbelief.


  “They’re so cute!” Cuore’s reaction completely derailed the conversation, but Shin figured it was better than screaming in fear.


  Van and Rajim, in contrast, gave only small nods. They showed no outward surprise, though Shin could easily imagine them thinking, “Of course the high human has legendary creatures at his side.”


  Girart let out a low chuckle, his tail flicking lazily behind him. “You never fail to bring something interesting to the table, huh?”


  “I don’t do it on purpose, you know.” Shin sighed.


  “Hah! Still, life’s more fun with surprises.” Girart’s tone was amused, but then he grew a bit more serious. “Anyway, I’d love to catch up properly, but I bet you’re all tired from the trip, especially the young lady here.”


  His gaze briefly flicked toward Tiera, who was visibly fatigued from the long journey. Even though she had kept up well, it was clear she wasn’t used to nonstop travel at this pace.


  “I’ll have you all shown to your rooms first,” Girart continued. “There’s a bathhouse here. You should freshen up before we gather for dinner.”


  It was already 4:30 in the afternoon, meaning they still had some time before the meal. Wolfgang and Cuore excused themselves, saying they had work to finish before joining them for dinner.


  Just as Shin was about to head to his assigned room, Girart suddenly called out.


  “Oh, Shin. Before you go, come here for a sec.”


  “What’s up?” Shin turned.


  “Party up with me. I’ve got something to talk about later.”


  Shin narrowed his eyes slightly, catching the seriousness in Girart’s voice. “Got it.”


  Without further questioning, he initiated the old generation party system, ensuring they could communicate via Mind Link whenever needed.


  After that, Van and Rajim led them to their rooms.


  Each person was assigned a private space, and true to the estate’s aesthetic, the rooms were styled in a classic samurai manor fashion: tatami flooring, elegant wooden furniture, and even a decorative hanging scroll on the wall.


  Shin had just settled into his room and was taking a look at the traditional interior, when a message from Girart came through.


  “Shin… Sorry to call you so soon, but can you come over for a bit?”


  “Yeah, I’ll head over now. Just wait there.”


  For some reason, Shin had a bad feeling about this. He couldn’t say why, but something about Girart’s tone made it seem important. Regardless, he couldn’t ignore the request, so he pulled up his mini-map—which at some point had regained its auto-mapping functionality just like in the game—and followed it to Girart’s location.


  “Ah, there you are.”


  Shin soon found Girart sitting on the veranda, gazing out over the meticulously maintained garden. The older beastman was dressed in a traditional kimono, as if he had fully embraced the samurai estate aesthetic.


  “Come, have a seat. The tea will be here soon,” Girart said with a calm smile.


  “Well, if you insist,” Shin said, settling down onto a soft cushion prepared for him.


  Following Girart’s gaze, he turned toward the garden. It was surprisingly vast, featuring a serene pond, carefully placed stones, and well-maintained greenery. Even though Shin wasn’t well-versed in landscaping, he could tell it had been crafted with care.


  Not long after, Schnee arrived, carrying a tea set. It seemed she had been the one preparing it.


  “Alright then… Where should I begin?” Girart mused.


  “If you were planning to tell me some grand founding war story, Schnee already beat you to it,” Shin quipped.


  “Oi, oi, she already told you?” Girart groaned dramatically. “I was hoping to brag about it myself.”


  Schnee gave him a small, amused smile. “I assumed you would embellish the details too much, so I made sure to give him a more objective account beforehand.”


  “Tch, what a killjoy. Fine, I’ll let that one go. But in that case, tell me about yourself. I got the message, but there weren’t many details.” Girart clicked his tongue.


  Shin sighed, placing his tea cup down. “Yeah, I suppose I should.”


  Just like he had with Schnee before, he briefly explained everything that had happened.


  “I see…” Girart stroked his chin. “No wonder we couldn’t find even a single trace of you.”


  Schnee and Girart had both searched extensively for Shin after he had disappeared, so they were well aware of how frustratingly impossible it had been.


  “You sure do have a talent for getting caught up in bizarre situations, don’t you, Shin?” Girart let out a dry chuckle, his voice tinged with both amusement and exasperation.


  Shin gave a wry shrug, brushing off the comment with a faint grin. “Tell me about it. Still, it’s not like every part of it’s been bad. I guess that’s the only real upside.”


  “For me, at least, it’s been a blessing.” Girart’s eyes softened slightly, the glint in them turning more reflective.


  “Girart?”


  In response, Girart’s demeanor changed. The lightness vanished, replaced by something weightier, more solemn. The air around him felt heavier, sharper, as if it could cut.


  “It’s time I got to the point. Shin, there’s something I have to tell you.” His tone was calm, but the tension beneath it was unmistakable.


  “Talk to me.” Shin’s voice lowered cautiously. Somewhere in his gut, he already had a feeling, but he wasn’t going to assume.


  Girart looked him dead in the eyes, steady and unflinching. “I’ll die soon. A month, maybe less.”


  “What do you mean?”


  The man before him didn’t look like someone standing at death’s door. If anything, Girart’s body radiated strength. His presence, his spirit, none of it seemed weakened in the slightest. If someone claimed he’d live another few decades, Shin wouldn’t doubt it.


  But Girart shook his head slowly. “For a few weeks now, something has felt off. Not pain, exactly. More like… the passage of time catching up to me.” He glanced at the sky, eyes distant. “Then I got Schnee’s message about you. And I knew. It was like the clock had started ticking again. Like the world had been waiting for you to come back…”


  Schnee had said something similar.


  “If there’s a god in this world, maybe they answered my last prayer.”


  Shin tilted his head, wary now. “Prayer?”


  Girart’s gaze returned to him, burning with quiet intensity, and when he spoke, his voice carried a single, uncompromising desire.


  “A duel, Shin. I want to fight you.”


  “Girart…” Shin’s breath caught.


  He didn’t have to say the rest. He could see it. This man, a warrior through and through, wanted to die in battle. He wanted to face his master, to cross blades as equals, and fall with a warrior’s honor. In a one-on-one duel, the kind of battle that had never come to pass during their days in the game era.


  How far could his fists and his techniques, honed through the centuries, reach against a transcendent being? Girart had long sought the answer to that question. Not as a beast king or as a mere support character, but as a solitary warrior, standing at the peak, hungry to challenge the summit.


  “This is my final wish. You’ll grant me that, won’t you?” Girart’s eyes, burning with the last embers of life, spoke louder than words. There was no more fitting way to spend the remainder of his days.


  Faced with a warrior whose spirit blazed brighter with age, Shin never even considered declining. Even if this path led to death, even if it meant parting ways, this was the wish of an old comrade-in-arms. To stand and answer that call was Shin’s duty. No, it was his honor.


  For Girart, the First Beast King, no one was more worthy to be his final opponent.


  “Yeah. I’ll take you on.” Shin locked eyes with Girart and gave his solemn agreement.


  There was no sadness in either of their gazes. It felt like a shared acknowledgment that the time had finally come.


  Schnee stood quietly, watching the two men seal their pact. Deep down, she felt a pang of envy, watching Girart bare everything from the depths of his heart.


  “Have you told Wolfgang or Van and the others about this?” Shin asked.


  Girart’s role as the founding beast king carried immense weight. His death would surely cast a long shadow over everyone.


  “I told them my time is short, but not about the duel. I’ll speak with them after this. Not that I was trying to hide it. Honestly, I’m sure Van and Rajim have already guessed what I intend.” Girart chuckled as he mentioned his two closest retainers.


  “They’re sharp, huh? Been through a lot together?”


  “Aye,” Girart nodded fondly. “Since you disappeared, they’ve fought by my side without fail.”


  The way Girart spoke held both nostalgia and pride, memories of battles hard-fought and victories hard-won.


  “An elephant and a turtle, huh? Among beastmen, those two races are famous for their longevity. Guess the rumors are true; five hundred years or more is no exaggeration.”


  “True enough. Though, like me, they’re both old geezers now. They used to belong to some guild or another, but it crumbled during the Day of Fallen Glory.”


  When they first met, both Van and Rajim had still been mere boys. Yet, through countless years of battle and brotherhood, they’d become more than subordinates. They were family.


  “They’re old now… Just like me,” Girart said, closing his eyes, his tone shifting from boasting to something tinged with melancholy. “Sooner or later, the people of this nation must step out from under our shadow.”


  Unlike the pride he’d shown when speaking of his retainers, now there was a weight behind his words, as if carrying the burden of a lingering regret.


  “Beastmen go through generations quickly. I won’t lie, our presence has grown far too large within this nation. The second and third kings could still afford to let us linger quietly in the background. But after that, it became clear that the country had started to rely on us too much. Even now, there are some who look to me over Wolfgang, their rightful king.”


  “That’s… Yeah, that’s definitely not good.” Shin understood immediately.


  Having the strongest king in the nation still very much alive and active long after his reign had ended was bound to cause political stagnation. If Girart’s strength had visibly waned, things might have been different. But the truth was that, for better or worse, he was just as powerful as ever.


  “You’re not one to meddle in politics, so I can guess you’ve kept quiet,” Shin noted. “But just by being here, you’re affecting the country.”


  Girart gave a bitter chuckle.


  “I’m not blaming fate,” he said. “But this isn’t healthy for the nation. Especially with Chosen Ones, those chosen by the system, it’s harder to address directly. If people keep relying on a few outliers, what happens when we’re gone? If you hadn’t come back, Shin, I was planning to vanish quietly off to some faraway land.”


  Gathering around the strong wasn’t inherently wrong. But Girart’s sheer power dwarfed even the Chosen Ones. It was impossible to lump him in with the rest.


  “What about Wolfgang?” Shin asked. “I heard he’s a good ruler.”


  “Aye, he’s sharp. One of the finest kings we’ve ever had,” Girart affirmed, pride lacing his words. “When it comes to strength, he’s the strongest after me in all of Farnid. And he listens to the voice of the people.”


  Apparently, even Van and Rajim deferred to Wolfgang in combat.


  “So, dying now would be timely.”


  “That’s how I see it.”


  For a king and warrior like Girart, nothing could be more reassuring than knowing there was someone ready to shoulder the burden after him. It made it easier to accept death without regrets.


  “Speaking of Wolfgang,” Shin added, “I noticed neither he nor Cuore are Chosen Ones. Any reason for that?”


  “They’re not Chosen Ones,” Girart replied, his tone firm. “But… if I had to put numbers to it, I’d say their stats average over 600.”


  That number exceeded what Shin had assumed was the norm for Chosen Ones. It seemed that the elite of this world weren’t solely those Chosen Ones.


  “That said, it’s more of a fluke,” Girart continued. “Every now and then, my direct descendants are born inheriting fragments of my power. Wolfgang and Cuore are clear examples. The extent varies from person to person, but overall, they end up with unusually high stats.”


  “That kind of inheritance doesn’t happen with Chosen Ones?” Shin asked.


  “At least, I’ve never heard of it. There are rumors, pure speculation, that when someone exceeds a certain threshold, something similar might occur. But it’s nothing more than tavern talk.”


  He stressed the word “rumors,” but the subtle shift in his voice suggested he wasn’t entirely dismissing the possibility.


  “In fact,” Girart added, “there was once a Chosen One with stats surpassing even Wolfgang. With average stats in the 700s.”


  A power capable of going head-to-head with even Kagerou. Girart didn’t elaborate further but mentioned that the Chosen One’s bloodline had since disappeared, or perhaps faded into obscurity.


  As for typical Chosen Ones, Girart explained that Shin’s initial guess wasn’t far off. A top-tier Chosen One might have one stat—say, STR or INT—that broke past 500, making them “advanced class.” Having two stats near that mark would make them quite rare.


  The two princesses of Bayrelitch apparently belonged to that rare category. However, such individuals were exceptions. Most Chosen Ones had stats in the range of 200 to 300 outside their primary attribute.


  “An average Chosen One’s got maybe around 350,” Girart estimated.


  “Even so, for ordinary people, that’s still plenty dangerous.”


  Girart nodded in agreement. Then, as if brushing aside the earlier topic, he shifted back to his earlier point.


  “But enough of that. Let’s return to our duel.”


  Shin leaned forward slightly, his expression serious.


  “Right. About that… If we’re going to fight seriously, the location’s going to be a problem.”


  There was no exaggeration in Shin’s words. If the two of them went all out, the resulting destruction wouldn’t stop at collateral damage. Whole sections of the land could be wiped off the map.


  Naturally, no coliseum or training ground could hope to withstand the clash between Shin and Girart. Even the mere shockwaves from their battle would endanger any spectators.


  “I have a place in mind,” Girart said, as though anticipating the question. “You’re familiar with the Ralua Great Forest, yes? Since you came from Bayreun.”


  Shin raised an eyebrow. “You’re planning to fight there? It’s like a jungle.”


  “That forest’s a bit special,” Girart explained. “No matter how many trees you cut down inside its borders, it all grows back by the next day. Once, I tried uprooting it down to the roots just to test it. Sure enough, by morning, it was as if nothing had happened.”


  “You’re kidding me.”


  “Seems it’s what’s left of a mutated dungeon. No one really knows the cause, but the forest never spreads beyond a certain area, so it’s been left alone. It’s even been used before as a dueling ground between Chosen Ones.”


  Hearing that, Shin felt his earlier concern about environmental damage fade. If the land repaired itself overnight, it was the ideal arena. And if it had hosted battles like theirs before, there was no need to hold back.


  Even if monsters wandered into the area, neither Shin nor Girart would register them as more than fleeting distractions once their bout began.


  “So, the location’s settled. What about the timing? You don’t have much time left, do you?”


  “I’d say a week from now,” Girart replied calmly.


  “Wouldn’t sooner be better?”


  “No,” Girart said, shaking his head. “I can feel it. That’ll be when my strength peaks, when the dying embers flare up for one last blaze.”


  It seemed that Girart could even sense the flow of life and death within his own body. It wasn’t just intuition; it was the experience of a warrior who had walked the line between life and death for centuries.


  “Got it. I’ll get your weapon ready before then. No point facing me without your best gear,” Shin said.


  “Heh. I’d expect no less,” Girart said, grinning. “For this fight, I want nothing less than my old gauntlets.”


  The weapon in question was Girart’s personal gear, the gauntlet known as Moonbreaker, which covered his arm from the hand to the elbow. As one would expect, it was classified as Ancient-class equipment. Shin had kept it safely in his item box.


  With Schnee’s Azure Moon already returned to its rightful owner, that left just three more of the legendary support-character-specific weapons under Shin’s care.


  “How about the armor? I think you kept it, right?” Shin asked.


  “Yeah, it’s safe and sound. Looks rough, but it’s still functional. Can’t say it feels quite like it did five hundred years ago, but that’s to be expected.”


  “Might as well give it a look anyway. I’m guessing no one here could’ve done maintenance on it.”


  “Exactly. No one has the skill level for it. If it weren’t Ancient-class gear with absurd durability, it’d be scrap metal by now.”


  Girart’s armor, in truth, resembled a martial artist’s dogi more than a full suit of traditional armor. The material required magical manipulation to repair, which meant most blacksmiths couldn’t even touch it.


  Shin nodded to himself. Had it been Mythical-class, known for powerful but often fragile equipment, it likely wouldn’t have survived the centuries of wear and tear. The Ancient-class’s exceptional durability was still holding up.


  “Here, take it,” Girart said, pulling out a card from his item box. “It’s all yours to patch up.”


  “Alright, let’s see— Whoa,” Shin muttered as soon as he materialized the armor. His eyes narrowed at the condition.


  The armor’s durability stat had dropped below thirty percent. Even by in-game standards, burning through this much of an Ancient-class item was no small feat.


  “Still tough as ever, though,” Girart noted with a wry grin. “The defense value hasn’t budged.”


  The armor’s appearance was a different story. Frayed sleeves, scorch marks, discolored patches—the wear and damage told the tale of countless battles. It made Shin want to sigh.


  “Five centuries of non-stop combat, huh? It’s a miracle it’s still in one piece,” Shin said.


  Girart smirked. “Even like this, it’s still good enough to fight you.”


  “Can’t believe I made something this ridiculous.”


  “Hah! What kind of creator is shocked by his own work?”


  Girart wasn’t wrong. But standing here, holding the tangible artifact rather than a set of game data, Shin couldn’t help but marvel at it.


  To modern eyes, the armor might well be a national treasure, capable of causing a technological revolution.


  “Guess it’s not worth overthinking.”


  Shin shrugged and let the thought drop. After all, back in his world, things like magic and skills didn’t exist, and he had no intention of bringing anything from this world back with him, even if it were possible.


  “Anyway, leave the equipment to me. Is there anything else you need to settle before then?”


  Shin shifted the conversation back to business, looking at Girart. The battleground and equipment were sorted, but surely there were other things—handover of duties, preparations for the nation—that Girart might need to set in order before the duel. Whether Shin could help or not was another matter, but he was willing to lend a hand if needed.


  “Hmm… nothing in particular,” Girart replied with a short grunt. “I don’t hold any official position anymore, so there’s no complicated transition to deal with. The rest’s been handled already. Ah, but there is one thing. I’d like Wolfgang, Cuore, and my two arms, Van and Rajim, to witness our fight. Would you be alright with that?”


  “Sure, no problem. I’ve already told them I’m a high human, so I’m guessing they’d want to see it for themselves anyway.”


  Girart nodded approvingly.


  “It’s important they understand exactly what a high human is capable of,” he said, voice lowering. “They’ve never faced someone above our level before. They might know of monsters stronger than us, but if they are to lead this nation, they must understand there are threats out there beyond our comprehension. I want them to see what’s possible.”


  “Makes sense. Unless you lived through the Day of the Fallen Glory yourself or are one of the long-lived races, you’d have no way of knowing what we really are.”


  “Exactly. And it’s not like fights on this level happen often. They’ll have to observe from afar via farsight magic, but they’ll feel it, no doubt.”


  Shin nodded, silently agreeing. Having them nearby during the battle was out of the question. Even with enhanced physical resistance, standing too close would be suicidal. Without protective measures, mere proximity could prove fatal to ordinary spectators, so they had to be at least one kemel away.


  “Sounds like that’s all for now,” Girart concluded. “We’ll finalize the details after I’ve spoken to Wolfgang and the others.”


  “Got it. That wraps up today, then.”


  “Indeed… Ah, Schnee, could you return these tea cups to the kitchen?”


  “Sure thing,” she replied.


  Schnee carefully balanced the tray with the three tea cups, her steps so silent it was as if she vanished into thin air. She had been so quiet throughout the conversation that it was almost easy to forget she’d been there at all.


  “So?” Shin began, his tone laced with suspicion. “Something you didn’t want Schnee to hear?”


  Girart let out a soft grunt, scratching his cheek like a man caught red-handed. It was far too deliberate a dismissal, and Shin was certain Schnee had already sensed it.


  “Well, you’re not wrong.” Girart exhaled heavily, then shifted in place, as if steeling himself. “There’s just one thing I need to ask.”


  The gravity in his voice pulled Shin to attention, even more so than when they’d discussed the duel. The silence between them thickened as Girart’s sharp gaze locked onto Shin’s.


  “Schnee might’ve asked you this already, but if you find a way home, will you go back?”


  Without her?


  He didn’t say it aloud, but Girart’s eyes made the implication painfully clear.


  Shin’s reply came after a long pause. “Yeah. I’ll go back. That’s the reason I’ve been fighting all this time.”


  He clenched a fist on his lap as memories flooded his mind. His family waiting for him. Friends, comrades, people dear to him back in his own world.


  This wasn’t just about clearing a game anymore. It was about returning to his rightful place and the life that still awaited him. A promise made to those he left behind, and a vow to himself. No matter how strange or magical this world might be, giving up wasn’t an option.


  “I see,” Girart murmured.


  For a second, the old warrior looked like he wanted to say more, but he held his tongue, swallowing his words.


  “Sorry,” Shin offered, sensing the weight behind Girart’s silence.


  “No, don’t be. I should be the one apologizing.” Girart sighed. “You’ve had your reasons from the start. Who am I to question them? Just an old fool sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.”


  He shook his head with a wry smile, but Shin could tell the matter still weighed on him.


  Shin understood. Even as their paths had diverged—Shin into another world, and Girart into the founding of a nation—they had remained part of the same story. And as companions of Schnee, how could they not share unspoken concerns about her?


  Schnee’s search for Shin, her unwavering loyalty, her quiet, patient resolve… Girart must have heard it all. And now, Shin could read the unsaid question behind Girart’s gaze:


  After all that, will you leave her behind?


  It was something Girart wanted to ask, but perhaps out of respect for both Shin and Schnee, he decided against voicing it directly.


  As comrades who had once shared countless battles, Girart couldn’t help but voice those thoughts, especially after witnessing Schnee’s devotion firsthand. He knew all too well the burdens each of them carried.


  “We all have our own paths, don’t we? You, me, and Schnee alike.” Girart sighed heavily, his expression tinged with a deep weariness.


  He hadn’t pressed further because of what he’d seen in Shin’s eyes—an unmistakable storm of emotions: uncertainty, hesitation, sorrow… but also compassion, resolve, and a quiet, unyielding will. The look of a warrior who, no matter how lost, would continue moving forward.


  It was clear to Girart that Shin had already wrestled with these feelings. Of course, Shin had considered Schnee’s feelings. How could he not? Yet, no clear resolution had been reached.


  The answer Shin had given earlier still carried the weight of doubt. He might be determined to return to his world, but the path ahead remained clouded. For now, his longing for home was stronger, but who could say how things might change?


  “If there were some neat way to tie it all together… Schnee, this world, and my own… would that just be wishful thinking?” Shin asked quietly.


  Girart snorted softly. “No. In fact, I was just thinking the same thing. What’s the phrase… Deus ex machina?”


  “Yeah, something like that,” Shin replied with a faint smile. “The perfect, tidy ending where everyone’s happy. No tears, no sacrifices.”


  A peaceful future where every hardship had simply been a setup for that final, joyful conclusion. The kind of ending too good to be true.


  “Never been one for fairy tales, though,” Girart muttered, shaking his head.


  “Me neither.”


  Despite themselves, they both chuckled, the same wry laughter of men too familiar with harsh realities.


  “Sorry for dragging this out, Shin,” Girart added. “There’s still time before supper. Go take it easy.”


  “Yeah, I think I will.”


  With that, they parted, each heading back to their own room.


  Shin spent the remaining time lounging on the tatami floor, playing with Yuzuha, who had been waiting patiently for his return. There wasn’t quite enough time to start work on Girart’s gear just yet.


  Dinner that night was a grand feast. They filled their bellies with richly prepared dishes, washing away the fatigue of the journey. Afterward, Shin relaxed in a hot bath, feeling the tension melt from his muscles.


  No further complications arose, and so passed the quiet, peaceful end to Shin’s first day in Farnid.


  Part 5


  After dinner, while Shin and the others had retired to their rooms, Girart summoned Van, Rajim, Wolfgang, and Cuore to his private chamber.


  “Sorry to call you out when you’re probably tired,” Girart began, his tone casual despite himself.


  Sensing something unusual in his demeanor, Wolfgang stepped forward as their representative. “Is there something we need to discuss?”


  Girart’s grin remained light, but his next words held a weight that crushed the room’s atmosphere.


  “Well, you could say I’ve decided where to die. Thought I’d let you all know.”


  His words dropped like a stone in still water, sending ripples of silence throughout the chamber.


  “Huh?” Wolfgang blinked, utterly unprepared for the sheer bluntness.


  The idea of casually stating something with such gravity was absurd, but Girart delivered it as if announcing an errand.


  “What do you mean, exactly?” Cuore asked, her tone tentative.


  “Exactly what it sounds like,” Girart replied, arms crossed. “I told you before, my time’s almost up. But before the end, I’ll be having a duel with Shin. That’s where I’ll die.”


  The words left no room for ambiguity, and for a long moment, no one responded.


  “Why now?” Wolfgang eventually forced out.


  Girart’s eyes softened, but his voice remained firm. “Because my body will be at its peak one week from today. If I miss that window, I’ll waste away bit by bit. My pride as a warrior won’t accept an end as nothing more than a withered husk.”


  He needed a final battle while his strength still remained. A warrior’s end.


  The room grew heavy under the weight of Girart’s conviction. Wolfgang, as his heir, could only clench his fists in silence. He knew well that for their kind—the wolfkin, the proud warrior race—such a death was the ultimate honor. And even more so if the opponent was a high human, a legendary race.


  Family protected, a legacy left behind, and a life complete. To fall in battle after achieving all, with no lingering regrets, was a dream fulfilled.


  “Then… the time has come,” Rajim murmured at last, breaking the silence.


  Girart nodded. “Aye. When I told you my time was nearing its end, I imagine you suspected something like this.”


  At Rajim’s calm declaration, Van silently nodded, sharing the sentiment. Neither of them showed even a trace of the sorrow that clung to Wolfgang.


  “Why are you two so composed about this?!” Cuore broke in, unable to hide the tremor in her voice. The usual formal edge to her tone had vanished, swept away by her turmoil.


  Van glanced at her with soft but steady eyes. “Cuore, surely you know. To meet one’s end in battle against a high human is the highest honor a warrior of our bloodline could hope for.”


  “I… I know that!” Cuore shot back, voice cracking. “But just because I know, doesn’t mean I can stay calm like you two!”


  Though Van’s words rang with truth, Cuore’s heart wasn’t ready to accept it. Having grown up watching Girart’s strength firsthand, it was impossible for her to picture him falling, even in a fight to the death.


  “Cuore,” Girart called her name gently.


  “Yes?” She lowered her gaze, voice small.


  “You’ve placed me on too high a pedestal.”


  “T-That’s not—”


  “You cannot deny it, can you?”


  Gone was the playful elder; in his place sat the First Beast King, speaking with the quiet authority of a monarch addressing his kin. Yet behind that authority, there remained the tender gaze of a grandfather.


  “I have lived a long life,” Girart began, his voice low but unwavering. “I have buried friends, watched their children perish, and seen grandchildren leave this world before me. For years, I asked myself why I still walked this earth… and now, the answer finally comes.”


  “The answer?” Cuore whispered.


  “This,” Girart said, gaze steady and resolute, “is my one lingering regret. When I saw my master off all those years ago, there was but one thing I left unfinished.”


  “A regret…” Cuore repeated, voice trembling.


  Girart nodded solemnly. “A wish that has stayed with me ever since.”


  There was no sorrow in his voice, no fear. Only the blazing resolve of a warrior who had waited centuries for this moment.


  Everyone in the room could feel it—the heat, the weight of that conviction. No one could stop him now, nor should they. To try would be the greatest insult to a warrior’s pride.


  Cuore, still clutching her hands to her chest, could only bow her head in silent acceptance.


  “The duel will take place in the Ralua Great Forest,” Girart declared. “Bear witness to my final and greatest battle!”


  “Yes, sir!” came the unified cry of the four before him, their voices unwavering.
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  Chapter 3: What Is Entrusted, What We Entrust


  

  Part 1


  “Shin-dono! I’ve come to escort you!”


  “Huh?”


  The next morning, as Shin was getting dressed with Yuzuha perched on his shoulder, a voice called out from beyond the sliding door.


  That voice sounds familiar…


  Curious, Shin slid open the door and found Cuore standing there, her posture impeccable as she bowed deeply.


  “Breakfast is ready! Please, allow me to guide you!” She exclaimed.


  “Uh, yeah, thanks.” Shin blinked, puzzled.


  At dinner the previous night, he hadn’t heard her speak much, so he hadn’t immediately recognized her voice. But what stood out even more was why Cuore herself was here to escort him.


  “Uh, so… why are you the one coming to get me? Yesterday, it was a maid who came to call me for dinner, right?” Shin asked.


  Officially, Shin was staying as a guest under Wolfgang’s hospitality, so it would normally be the staff handling these duties.


  “I asked to take over the task,” Cuore replied.


  Shin cocked an eyebrow. Why, though?


  But then he recalled how Cuore had behaved during the previous night’s dinner—the subtle yet unmistakable admiration, the slightly fidgety demeanor whenever their eyes met.
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  It was likely because she had grown up hearing all those embellished stories about him being Girart’s master. From the way she looked at him, it was clear she had harbored a strong admiration for him since she was a child.


  For Shin, however, knowing that his most embarrassing moments were likely exaggerated into heroic tales felt more like an ongoing punishment than anything remotely flattering.


  Feels like her expectations are way too high…


  Shin sighed internally, noticing that Cuore’s energy seemed even more intense today than it had been last night. Could it be because Girart had told her about the duel? She seemed almost like she was forcing herself to keep her spirits up.


  As Shin mulled over this, he realized they were taking a different path than yesterday, away from the grand hall where they’d dined before.


  “We’re not heading to the same hall as yesterday?” Shin asked.


  “No, sir. I’ve been instructed to escort you to Girart-sama’s private room,” Cuore replied crisply.


  Perhaps they wanted a quieter setting for breakfast after last night’s festivities. Cuore mentioned she’d already eaten earlier due to her duties.


  “This is the place. Your companions should be arriving shortly. If you’ll excuse me.”


  “Thanks for guiding me,” Shin said with a nod.


  Cuore bowed politely and took her leave. Stepping inside, Shin found Girart, Van, and Rajim already seated around a traditional low table.


  Before long, Schnee and Tiera also arrived.


  “Well then, let’s eat,” Girart declared, and everyone took their seats.


  The breakfast was simple but comforting: steamed white rice, miso soup, grilled fish, and pickled vegetables—something Shin could have sworn he’d seen back on Earth.


  Once they’d finished eating and exchanged some pleasantries, the conversation naturally shifted toward what to do with the day ahead.


  “Shin, I’ll leave the repairs of my gear to you,” Girart said, folding his arms. “Beyond that, you’re free to relax. Sightsee if you like.”


  “In that case, could you point me toward the library, or wherever you keep your historical records?”


  “Hm, sure. Some sections require clearance, but I’ll arrange it for you.”


  Perhaps here, Shin thought, he might finally find some leads on things that had remained elusive back in Bayrelitch. And with Girart’s authority, even the restricted archives would be open to him.


  “Schnee, Tiera, what about you two?” Shin asked, turning to his companions.


  “I’ll be helping Shin,” Schnee answered immediately, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Clearly, relaxing or sightseeing wasn’t on her list of priorities.


  “I’d like to come along to the library too, if that’s alright,” Tiera added, raising her hand a little hesitantly. “I’m curious about what might be there.”


  “You’re fine with waiting until after we repair Girart’s gear?” Shin asked.


  “Of course. I’m interested in seeing how you repair Ancient-class equipment, too.” Tiera replied.


  It seemed that despite her ongoing research into the message card Shin had given her previously, Tiera still found herself drawn to the mysteries of Shin’s crafting. Decoding the intricate magic woven into that card could wait.


  “Alright, sounds like we’ve got a plan. What about you guys?” Shin turned to Girart and the others.


  “I’ll be settling a few personal matters,” Girart replied. “Also, I intend to pass down the last few skills I’ve yet to teach Wolfgang.”


  “Yesterday, you mentioned that would be around the level of hidden arts, yeah?”


  Girart nodded. “He’s mastered up to advanced techniques, but reaching hidden arts will depend on him. Some of the Secret Scrolls are starting to lose their reliability, after all.”


  Shin’s thoughts shifted to the familiar system of martial arts techniques from The New Gate. In that world, combat skills were classified into five tiers:


  
    	Basic Techniques – foundational forms.


    	Intermediate Techniques – unlocked primarily through leveling.


    	Advanced Techniques – learned by refining both basic and intermediate techniques.


    	Hidden Techniques – acquired through unique quests or special conditions.


    	Ultimate Techniques – the pinnacle, available only to those who had maxed out every previous tier and met high stat requirements.

  


  Shin nodded to himself, recalling how players who reached the ultimate tier were almost always top-ranked veterans. Given Wolfgang’s stats, aiming for Hidden Techniques was likely the best he could manage.


  What did catch Shin’s attention, however, was Girart’s final remark.


  “Wait, you’re saying it’s possible to fail learning a hidden technique, even with the Secret Scroll?”


  That was strange. In the game, as long as the conditions were met, skill acquisition was guaranteed. Could this be another deviation caused by the world’s transformation? The thought gnawed at Shin as he began piecing together new possibilities.


  “Martial and magic skills are influenced by the wielder’s mental state,” Girart explained. “To put it simply, no matter how high someone’s stats are, if their mind isn’t ready, they won’t be able to master them.”


  “I get it. So it’s about refining both body and mind,” Shin murmured.


  It was an obvious truth in martial arts. Back in high school, Shin had been part of the archery club, and the idea of mental discipline shaping one’s technique was second nature to him. Strengthening both mind and body was simply the natural path for any true warrior.


  “Exactly,” Girart said, nodding firmly. “Not that I’m too worried about Wolfgang. He’s solid.”


  “Yeah, he came off as a serious type. He definitely gives off that ‘true warrior’ vibe.”


  Shin might not have met real masters or swordsmen back in his original world, but Wolfgang had exuded a calm, pure aura. That kind of presence couldn’t be faked by an immature person.


  “He’s my descendant, after all.” Girart chuckled, a hint of grandfatherly pride in his voice. “Can’t help but brag.”


  “You’re starting to sound like a doting grandpa.” With a grin, Shin stood up. “Well, now that breakfast is out of the way, I’ll get to work. I’d like to take out the Moon Sanctum. Got a spot I can use?”


  “There’s a training field behind the estate,” Girart replied. “That should be large enough. Van, guide them. Rajim, I need you to get him a clearance pass for the archives. I’ll head to Wolfgang’s quarters.”


  “Understood,” Van and Rajim replied in unison.


  Soon after, Van led Shin, Schnee, and Tiera to a spacious clearing behind the manor. As always, Yuzuha sat comfortably atop Shin’s head, while Kagerou padded along at Tiera’s feet.


  “Step back a bit,” Shin instructed.


  Once Van had retreated a safe distance, Shin removed the crescent-moon-shaped necklace from around his neck. With a smooth flick, he tossed it into the air, uttering the keyword.


  “Release.”


  In an instant, the necklace emitted a radiant glow. The shimmering crescent expanded, shifting and growing until it transformed into the full form of a traditional Japanese building—the Moon Sanctum itself.


  The dazzling light faded, leaving behind the familiar exterior of Shin’s store.


  “So this is the technique said to be exclusive to the shopkeeper…” Van murmured, eyes wide in awe. “Hearing of it and witnessing it firsthand are two very different things.”


  Van observed the Moon Sanctum with clear fascination, his eyes tracing the structure with admiration. Even Tiera, who had witnessed it being stored away once before, couldn’t help but let a strained expression cross her face upon seeing it materialize again.


  As expected, the only one who remained utterly unfazed was Schnee, who simply watched with her usual composed demeanor.


  “All right, let’s head in. Van, you coming too?” Shin asked as he turned toward the sanctum.


  “If I may, I’d be honored to observe the repair process,” Van replied. “I doubt I’ll ever get another chance to witness such craftsmanship firsthand.”


  “Sure, you’re welcome. Normally, I wouldn’t let anyone watch, but for one of Girart’s trusted men, I’ll make an exception. Follow me.”


  With that, Shin stepped into the Moon Sanctum, making his way past the front counter and heading straight to the forge. The rest of the group trailed along behind him, curiosity evident on all their faces.


  “This feels more like a field trip than anything else,” Shin commented with a wry smile.


  “Well, of course!” Tiera huffed. “When else are we going to see the handiwork of someone who’s mastered the forge? It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”


  “Kuu, I like watching,” Yuzuha chimed in from atop Shin’s head.


  “Grr,” Kagerou growled in agreement from Tiera’s arms.


  At Yuzuha’s casual remark, Van blinked, visibly startled. Clearly, he hadn’t been informed that the little fox could speak.


  Ah, right… Forgot to mention that, Shin thought as he scratched the back of his head.


  With a quick explanation that it was a trait unique to Element Tails and not common among ordinary monsters, Shin managed to satisfy Van’s curiosity. Accepting that explanation, and perhaps attributing it to Yuzuha’s status as a Divine beast, Van said nothing further and focused on the task at hand.


  “All right, first, let’s assess the damage,” Shin announced.


  He manifested the equipment card into its physical form and cradled the battered armor in both hands. As his magical energy flowed into it, the ancient armor began to glow with a prismatic sheen, radiating seven colors in soft pulses.


  Simultaneously, a list of the required materials appeared in Shin’s mind, outlining the components necessary for restoration.


  “Hmm… looks like just orichalcum will do.”


  Confirming the assessment, Shin freed one hand and navigated his item box with practiced ease. Despite holding the armor with only one hand now, it remained suspended midair, enveloped in a soft magical aura.


  He summoned the missing material—an immaculate chunk of orichalcum, translucent and glinting like a polished crystal, its surface shimmering faintly under the forge’s light. When Shin raised his right hand and made a slight gesture, the orichalcum began to unravel from one edge, transforming into delicate threads of shimmering metal.


  “This… This is no mere smithing technique… No wonder no one else can master it,” Van muttered under his breath, awe lacing every word.


  Van, who had once been created as a blacksmithing support character during the game era, possessed skills equivalent to a seasoned craftsman. It was precisely because of that background that he grasped the abnormality of what he was witnessing more clearly than anyone else present. The orichalcum threads moved as if alive, weaving themselves into the worn parts of the armor. All Van could do was stare, dumbfounded.


  “Patching the torn sections… Reinforcing structural integrity by threading orichalcum throughout the entire piece… Fusing it with the armor’s original magic flow…” Shin narrated softly, fully immersed in his work.


  He paid no mind to Van or the others, his entire focus pinned on the task before him. After all, this wasn’t just any repair job; this was the restoration of the gear Girart would wear for his final battle. Shin approached it with the utmost respect, allowing no distractions.


  The reason he had allowed Van to observe was not only because he trusted him to remain quiet, but because Shin had known from the start that he would be too absorbed in his craft to notice much else. Every nerve in his body honed in on restoring the armor to its absolute peak. That was Shin’s role in all this.


  After approximately thirty minutes, the multicolored glow receded, revealing a perfectly restored set of armor, one that now radiated an imposing aura. The dilapidated appearance it once had was gone, replaced by a garment so pristine it seemed almost too sacred to touch.


  “Phew… Done,” Shin exhaled, wiping the thin layer of sweat from his brow before reverting the armor back into its card form.


  Though the process would have taken mere minutes back in the game, Shin was coming to grips with how time-consuming it was when performed manually. Even though his instincts told him it was possible, his magic control still wasn’t perfect, forcing him to work more slowly than usual.


  Still, the precision of his magic manipulation surpassed that of typical spellcasting—a clear sign of someone who had truly mastered the blacksmith’s path. Repairing flexible Ancient-class armor like this clothing-style equipment was far more efficient using this method, as alternatives inevitably came with drawbacks.


  “Hey, Shin…” Tiera called out, her voice tinged with confusion. “Can you really call what you just did… blacksmithing? To me, it looked more like some kind of advanced magic.”


  “Yeah, I get why it looks like magic,” Shin admitted with a faint smile. “But this is definitely a blacksmithing skill, one you can’t pull off without mastering every relevant smithing skill. Without that, just attempting it would ruin the metal instantly. It wouldn’t just fail; it’d downgrade the material to scrap.”


  Tiera’s eyes widened. “Wait, seriously?”


  Shin’s wry grin deepened. “Yeah… I’ve done it myself. Back in the day, I didn’t realize the conditions for using this properly. I turned high-quality orichalcum and mithril into worthless junk right in front of me.”


  The mere memory made Shin grimace. He vividly recalled the soul-crushing moment when the rare metals he’d painstakingly gathered crumbled into worthless scraps.


  “That sounds awful,” Tiera muttered, her expression caught between sympathy and horror.


  “Yeah, it gets worse,” Shin continued, tapping the air to open a familiar interface. “Misuse causes your magic power to destabilize. The altered magic taints the metal, and it drops below scrap-class quality.”


  Sure enough, the skill’s description still contained the same warning from back in the game: Improper control of magic results in the metal’s quality plummeting.


  “Also,” Shin added with a sigh, “if your skill mastery isn’t high enough, this happens even during repairs.”


  Tiera squinted. “You’re speaking from experience, aren’t you?”


  Shin winced, scratching his cheek. “I might’ve once… accidentally turned a fully crafted orichalcum armor into scrap while repairing it.”


  Tiera’s jaw slackened in disbelief. The mental image alone was painful.


  “Blacksmithing sounds way riskier than I thought,” she muttered, calculating the market value in her head. Having worked at Moon Sanctum, Tiera had a good sense of how priceless orichalcum was. The idea of instantly turning an armor’s worth of it into trash made her stomach turn.


  “Normally, if you screw up smithing, you can at least melt it down into ingots or salvage some of it for parts. But with this method, one mistake, and you’re left with garbage.”


  Unlike traditional forging, where materials could often be repurposed, this specialized process offered no such mercy. In fact, back in the game, even selling failed products to NPCs yielded exactly zero credits.


  Shin chuckled bitterly. “I can’t tell you how many times I nuked rare metals into oblivion grinding this skill. Good thing it was just a game, huh?”


  Van, who had silently watched the exchange, finally spoke up with a thoughtful nod. “So that’s why the technique has been lost… It wasn’t just a matter of craftsmanship but also sheer resources. No sane blacksmith would risk using orichalcum just to practice.”


  “Exactly,” Shin agreed. “Speaking of which, what’s orichalcum go for these days?”


  “In Farnid, a single ingot about the size of a fist would easily fetch a platinum coin or more. Only a handful can even work with the stuff, but without question, anyone with the means would fight tooth and nail to win it at auction,” Van replied. “Truth be told, it’s hard to say how high the price could go.”


  “Thought so,” Shin muttered.


  Just how much would a sword crafted at full power be worth in this world? Even his modest stockpile of rare metals inside his item box now felt like a vault of priceless artifacts.


  “Yeah, I’m definitely not selling any of my materials,” Shin decided, shaking his head. “Anyway, let’s move on.”


  From his item box, he produced Girart’s personal weapon: Moonbreaker. Unlike the battered armor from before, this gauntlet-style weapon was of an even higher class. Its blackened surface showed only minor scuffs, and its durability was still well above ninety percent.


  Still, Shin wasn’t about to take chances. He placed Moonbreaker on the workbench, then, with practiced ease, summoned a small ingot and placed it beside the weapon.


  “What is that?” Tiera whispered, eyes wide.


  Van’s breath hitched. “Could it be…?”


  Unlike Schnee, who remained as composed as ever, both Tiera and Van were visibly shaken. The ingot that Shin had nonchalantly pulled from his inventory glimmered with a mysterious luster. Though its base color was a deep black, streaks and speckles of radiant light shimmered across its surface. It was like holding a piece of the night sky itself, as if countless stars and galaxies were trapped within.


  Tiera, sensitive to magical energy, immediately recognized the staggering mana saturating the metal. This wasn’t merely magic-infused material. It dwarfed everything she’d ever encountered. Even unprocessed, it felt like it could serve as a conduit for spellcasting.


  Van, for his part, could only stare. He mentally ran through every legendary metal he knew: orichalcum, adamantine, mithril, hihi’irokane… Yet none of them compared to this.


  No, there was only one answer, and even thinking it aloud felt absurd. It was the material whispered about by master smiths, believed to be a myth. No one alive had ever laid eyes on it.


  Before they could voice their suspicions, Shin calmly hefted a forge hammer. With a sharp exhale, he brought it down onto Moonbreaker and the ingot in one fluid motion, as if hammering stardust itself. A sharp metallic clang echoed through the forge, followed by a phenomenon that left both Tiera and Van spellbound once again.


  As Shin’s hammer struck, the mysterious ingot began to melt—not into molten metal, but as if dissolving into pure light. The radiant streaks vanished, sinking into Moonbreaker, which now shimmered like it had just been forged. The scuffs and wear from countless battles were gone, leaving behind a flawless gauntlet radiating an aura of overwhelming strength.


  A few more decisive strikes, and the ingot was entirely absorbed. The newly restored Moonbreaker gleamed atop the workbench, exuding the kind of pristine brilliance that only masterwork weapons could possess.


  “Alright, that’s done,” Shin said, nodding to himself as he admired the finished piece. “Can’t complain about that.”


  Satisfied, he carded the gauntlet and stowed it back into his item box. But as Shin turned to address the others with a casual “Sorry to keep you waiting,” what greeted him was silence.


  Tiera and Van stood frozen, expressions caught between awe and utter disbelief. Schnee remained as unreadable as ever, while Yuzuha and Kagerou were energetically chittering, clearly excited.


  “Kuu, kuu!”


  “Gruu, gruu!”


  “Shin-dono.” Van was the first to recover, stepping forward with quiet but undeniable urgency. His large frame loomed closer, and before Shin could react, the elephant beastman’s face was mere inches from his own.


  “Whoa, whoa! Easy there, big guy! You’re way too close!”


  “My apologies,” Van said, pulling back only slightly. “But there’s something I must know. That metal, the one you just used. Was that… Was that truly chimeradite? And… the highest class of it, no less?”


  “Hmm? Oh, yeah, it was,” Shin replied nonchalantly. “But I’m surprised you could tell. Even back in the day, most people couldn’t recognize the different classes on sight.”


  Van’s brows furrowed deeply. “Recognize, no. But… the stories passed down among smiths speak of a dark-hued metal, like the night sky itself, studded with the light of countless stars. They called it chimeradite, a material said to make blades capable of slaying even the greatest dragonkin with ease.”


  Van’s tone dropped lower, reverent.


  “Some believe it’s nothing but legend, or perhaps a fanciful myth. But here… before my very eyes…”


  “Yeah, well, they weren’t exactly wrong,” Shin admitted. “Even in my time, this stuff was basically never on the market. Only top-tier blacksmiths ever had the chance to work with it, and even then, you needed ridiculous materials to create it in the first place.”


  It was true. Back during the game era, you’d have better odds finding a legendary beast than stumbling across a single chimeradite ingot.


  Once, long ago, a player who had decided to retire casually tossed a chimeradite weapon onto the market. What followed was absolute chaos, an all-out bidding war that became the stuff of legends.


  Even among top-tier players, obtaining a full set of chimeradite equipment was nearly impossible. Possessing just one piece was enough to make you famous, to have your name whispered across servers and guild halls alike.


  Of course, for members of Six Devas, such overpowered equipment was the standard. Every one of them wielded metal-based weapons and armor forged from chimeradite. It was practically part of their signature.


  “By the way, Shin,” Tiera piped up once Van had finally calmed down. “Your methods just now… They seemed different from when you repaired the armor earlier. Was there a reason for that?”


  It was a keen observation. Shin could have used the same magical thread-weaving technique as before, yet he had switched to a more traditional forging approach when working on Moonbreaker.


  “Good catch,” Shin replied. “The difference lies in the type of gear and its rank. Both the armor and Moonbreaker are technically Ancient-class, but there are tiers within that rank. The armor is mid-tier Ancient-class. It’s built using metal threads interwoven with magic, so that stitching technique works best. But Moonbreaker is upper-tier Ancient-class. Once you reach that level, direct hammering while channeling magic is the safest and most efficient method. I could’ve tried the threadwork again, but the risk of material degradation would’ve gone up.”


  Tiera’s eyes widened slightly. She’d known about the hierarchy within weapon ranks, but she hadn’t realized it extended even to legendary items like these.


  “So the higher the rank, the more specialized the maintenance method?” she asked.


  “Exactly,” Shin nodded. “For weapons like Moonbreaker, direct reinforcement is the only reliable way. Especially when you’re dealing with materials like chimeradite.”


  Tiera folded her arms thoughtfully.


  “I’m starting to think I’ve underestimated how demanding blacksmithing really is. I mean, that level of magical precision you’d expect from a seasoned archmage, not a craftsman.”


  Shin chuckled. “Yeah, no kidding. It’s the same for most crafting professions. The closer you get to the top, the more critical mana control becomes.”


  “It was the same when I dabbled in alchemy,” Tiera murmured. “But after watching this, calling myself a full-fledged Alchemist feels premature.”


  She sighed, realizing just how vast the gap still was. Even with all her experience, compared to the heights Shin operated at, she felt like she was still standing at the foot of the mountain.


  Back in Shin’s era, Tiera couldn’t help but feel like, by comparison, she hadn’t even reached the level of an apprentice. Despite working in a vastly different field, watching someone who had mastered their craft stirred something inside her.


  “Take it slow,” Shin said, giving her shoulder a light pat. “No one gets good overnight.”


  With that, Shin turned toward the forge’s entrance. His work here was done, so the group headed out of the smithy and into the living area.


  Just as they were about to step out, the sound of the store’s front door opening reached their ears. Judging by the timing, Shin guessed it must be Rajim.


  “Shin-dono,” Rajim called, entering the room. “Here is the special permit for the restricted archives. Please.”


  “Thanks. This’ll really help.”


  As expected, Rajim had come to deliver the documentation for the library. With nothing else to keep them, Shin and the others stepped outside, packed up the Moon Sanctum, and headed for the archive under Schnee’s guidance. Van and Rajim, meanwhile, returned to the mansion.


  Once they exited through the mansion’s rear gate into the bustling streets of Eryden, Tiera couldn’t hide her surprise at the variety of people she saw. Even in Bayrelitch, there had been a fair number of people, but most had been humans. Here, however, in the heart of the beastman nation, the diversity was staggering. Beastmen with all manner of animal traits roamed the streets, making for a scene unlike anything Tiera had experienced.


  There were fully animalistic individuals walking upright in clothes, as well as more human-shaped beastmen with just tails or ears. No two looked exactly alike. Even in a crowd, the variety was more pronounced than what she’d seen before.


  “I thought I was used to beastmen,” Tiera murmured. “It’s a completely different feeling seeing so many at once.”


  “They’re the most visually diverse race,” Shin replied.


  Back during the game era, he remembered how some players mixed and matched features: human bodies with animal heads, or vice versa. “You could mix it up however you wanted,” one of his old beastmen acquaintances would say with pride.


  “There were even items that let non-beastman players experience the beastman vibe,” Schnee added with a soft smile.


  She was talking about the cosmetic items from the game, such as removable animal ears, tails, and other accessories. A staple in the game’s costume category. They were surprisingly popular among female players… and equally requested by male players eager to see them worn.


  “Come to think of it, I still have a few of those,” Schnee said, rummaging through her pouch. Though in reality, she discreetly retrieved an item card from her item box.


  Shin instantly recognized the card; it was one of the infamous costume sets he and some of the other Six Devas had created during their more… impulsive days. The set was renowned for its absurdly high quality and a suite of elaborate, unnecessary features.


  Schnee materialized the item, revealing a pair of silver canine ears and a fluffy matching tail, custom-tinted to blend seamlessly with her silvery hair.


  “Wow, those look so real!” Tiera exclaimed, her eyes widening at the craftsmanship.


  “It was a collaboration between Shin, Reed, Kashmia, and Hecate,” Schnee replied with a faint smile. “They wanted them to be as lifelike as possible. They even included a feature that hides the user’s natural racial traits.” She glanced toward Shin. “How do I look?”


  Without waiting for a reply, she equipped the set. In an instant, her characteristic elven ears vanished, replaced by perky canine ears atop her head, while a plush tail swayed lightly behind her. In the blink of an eye, the elegant high elf had transformed into a charming high beastman.


  At present, Schnee was dressed not in her usual Moon Sanctum uniform, which tended to draw unwanted attention, but in a more practical, adventurer-like ensemble. She wore a pair of form-fitting hot pants, sturdy boots, a pale blue shirt, and a long, tailored jacket.


  The jacket, split from the waist down to allow unrestricted movement, was fastened only by two buttons around her midriff, leaving the rest open. This was partly due to the weather and partly because, well, Schnee’s generous figure made it difficult to close entirely.


  Unlike standard in-game equipment, which auto-adjusted to fit the wearer’s body shape, this outfit had been deliberately designed without that feature. It was crafted under the watchful eye of Hecate, one of Six Devas’s female members, known for her passion for both functionality and aesthetics.


  According to Hecate, “It’s not just men who enjoy seeing beautiful women in sexy outfits.”


  And with Schnee’s flawless proportions, the outfit’s charm effect was, without question, in full force.


  Schnee’s slim waist, cinched tightly by her belt, only served to further accentuate the generous curve of her chest pressing against her shirt beneath the jacket. It was a captivating contrast, one that made Shin swallow reflexively.


  Schnee, seemingly aware of the effect her appearance had, blushed faintly and fidgeted as if waiting for a reaction.


  “You… look really good,” Shin finally managed, voice low but earnest.


  In the old days, when Schnee’s responses had been little more than pre-programmed lines, he might’ve sidestepped the comment. But now, facing the very real and emotionally expressive woman before him, there was no room for dodging. The truth was plain to see: The outfit suited her perfectly.


  The moment the words left Shin’s mouth, the crimson on Schnee’s cheeks deepened noticeably. She seemed to only now realize how forward her actions might have appeared.


  “W-Well, elves tend to stand out,” she stammered hastily, voice rising in pitch. “So blending in as a beastman is… is more practical. Yes. Very practical. S-So, let’s get going! I’ll lead the way to the archives!”


  She spun on her heel and briskly strode off, leaving Shin and Tiera blinking after her. Her flustered tone and lack of pauses made her statement sound like one long breathless string of words.


  If her elven ears had still been visible, Shin was certain they’d be glowing red by now. Even the canine ears atop her head twitched faintly, as if affected by the same bashfulness.


  “I’ve never seen Master Schnee like that,” Tiera whispered, clearly amused.


  “Yeah,” Shin agreed, walking alongside her. “Neither have I.”


  Despite Schnee’s hasty retreat, both Shin and Tiera understood her reasoning and discreetly equipped their own transformation items. Blending in here was common sense. Shin loaned Tiera a cat-ear set from his inventory, and with a flash of light, her appearance subtly shifted.


  As they followed after Schnee’s retreating figure, Shin couldn’t help but wonder if her decision to put on the ears and tail had been less about practicality and more about wanting him to notice her.


  He quickly shook the thought away, chiding himself for reading too much into it.


  Still, even as he dismissed the idea, he felt a small warmth spread in his chest. Am I really this far gone? he thought wryly.


  Back in the game, Schnee had been the epitome of composure, cool and precise like a secretary out of a corporate office drama. There had never been room for moments like this. But now, this version of her was very much alive, with vulnerabilities and emotions on full display.


  Yeah, Shin sighed inwardly, quickening his pace to catch up. Guess I need to reframe my whole view of her, huh?


  Part 2


  Several hours had passed since Shin had witnessed Schnee’s unexpectedly flustered side. Now, he sat alone within the archives of Eryden, surrounded by the faint scent of parchment and ink. After arriving with Schnee earlier, he had shown his permit and was granted access to the restricted area, home to records unavailable to the general public.


  He had been poring over those documents, piecing together fragments of the past, searching for any clue tied to “The Day of the Fallen Glory” and the events that had followed.


  Unlike the surface-level information available in Bayrelitch, the records here held both depth and authenticity. At last, Shin found what he’d been after: confirmation and a thread to follow.


  “Natural disasters after the Day of the Fallen Glory… The damage isn’t consistent across regions,” he murmured, brow furrowed as he scanned a weathered scroll. “So distance from the Last Dungeon isn’t the deciding factor… Ley lines?”


  The term had appeared repeatedly in the reports—ley lines, the mystical energy channels running beneath the earth, like veins circulating life force through the land.


  It’s like something out of a manga or novel, Shin mused as he flipped through more aged pages. One historian’s notes speculated that most of the areas where the continent had fractured were locations where major ley lines converged. A chilling thought, considering where Shin’s final battle in the death game had taken place; the Last Dungeon, known as the Gate of the Otherworld, had stood atop one such nexus.


  “Come to think of it,” Shin muttered, glancing absently at the floor beneath him, “Yuzuha did mention helping suppress the damage by interfering with the ley lines.”


  He sighed. Despite being a contracted partner, Yuzuha hadn’t been permitted inside the restricted archives, so she was currently waiting under the watchful eye of the front desk clerk.


  Still, Shin vividly recalled what the little fox had told him about her role in mitigating the devastation.


  “Could the ley lines be tied to how I ended up here?” he wondered aloud. “But back in the game, they were barely more than flavor text.”


  In the old world, ley lines had only been relevant during seasonal events—temporary dungeons or monster spawn anomalies at best. Shin couldn’t recall them ever being crucial to the core storyline.


  But here?


  He tapped a finger thoughtfully on the parchment, staring at the hand-drawn diagrams of fractured continents and glowing energy veins beneath them.


  If the records are right and dungeons located at ley line nexuses are key, then maybe finding another one could get me home?


  It was just a theory, simple yet surprisingly persuasive. At least, it gave him a direction to investigate next.


  Simple is good. Shin smiled faintly to himself as he reached for the next document, letting the clear and straightforward theory settle comfortably in his mind.


  “Shin… Shin?”


  A faint voice echoed in his mind, interrupting his thoughts.


  “Huh?” he murmured aloud.


  It was an hour later, and Shin, fully absorbed in the mountain of research before him, hadn’t realized how much time had passed.


  “What’s up?” he replied via Mind Link.


  “Hungry… Is it lunchtime yet?”


  Yuzuha’s grumbling tone tugged at him. A glance at the clock confirmed it was already past noon.


  “Sorry, I lost track of time. I’ll be right there,” he said, instantly switching his focus to call out, “Schnee, can you hear me?”


  “Yes, is something wrong?” she replied.


  “Let’s take a lunch break. Yuzuha says she’s starving.”


  “Understood. I’ll meet you at the entrance.”


  Ending the connection, Shin carefully rolled up the scroll he’d been studying and left the restricted archives. On his way out, he spotted Tiera browsing through materials in the general section.


  “Hey, ready for lunch?” he asked, approaching her.


  “Ah, yes!” Tiera replied, quickly closing the book she’d been reading.


  Together, they headed toward the archive’s entrance, where Yuzuha and Kagerou awaited under the vigilant eye of the front desk clerk. After gathering everyone, Shin thanked the staff and stepped outside.


  “Find anything useful?” he asked Tiera as they strolled.


  “Unfortunately, not much,” she admitted with a sigh. “If the dungeon hadn’t disappeared, we might’ve learned something by investigating it directly.”


  “Yeah, can’t change the past,” Shin replied with a shrug, glancing sideways at Schnee, who remained quiet. “Still, thanks to Schnee, we’ve already uncovered plenty. We’ll just have to keep digging.”


  His words were light, but Shin noticed the subtle way Schnee’s shoulders tensed, as if hiding her feelings behind a composed mask.


  He appreciated how she still supported him, even knowing there might come a time when they’d have to part ways.


  “Kuu! Something smells good over there!”


  “Oh? Yeah, it does. Let’s check it out.”


  Yuzuha’s insistent voice snapped Shin back to the present, helping him shake off the lingering thoughts that weighed on him. Whatever was bothering him, it wasn’t something he could voice just yet.


  After a quick meal, the group wandered around the estate for a while before returning to their usual routine at the archive. Days passed in a steady rhythm: nights resting at the mansion, days buried in old records. The monotony was occasionally broken when Cuore insisted on sparring with Shin or when he accompanied Wolfgang during his skill succession rituals.


  Shin even took a brief detour with Tiera and the others to scout the Ralua Great Forest. During the excursion, Tiera worked on leveling up, determined not to remain entirely reliant on Kagerou’s protection. Though her growth had its limits, Shin respected her resolve to strengthen herself, no matter how small the increments.


  In the blink of an eye, the week passed.


  Part 3


  A week after their reunion with Girart, Shin and the others were on the move.


  At dawn, they departed for the Ralua Great Forest. Their wagon, enhanced with Shin’s custom modifications, was pulled by Kagerou.


  Inside rode Shin, Girart, Schnee, Tiera, Wolfgang, Cuore, Van, Rajim, and Yuzuha.


  “Beautiful weather,” Shin remarked, looking up at the clear sky.


  “Aye, perfect for a duel,” Girart replied with a toothy grin.


  The two of them sat side by side on the driver’s bench, their casual conversation at odds with the tension simmering inside the wagon behind them. The others were visibly nervous, but Shin and Girart carried the air of men heading out on a leisurely fishing trip.


  Truthfully, there was nothing left to discuss. Everything important had been said.


  “How’s your condition?” Shin asked, glancing at Girart.


  “Ready to go whenever,” the old warrior replied, flashing a grin full of youthful vigor. “My body and spirit are burning hot.”


  The aura leaking from Girart was undeniable. Compared to when they’d first reunited, Shin could sense how honed and razor-sharp the beastman had become over the past week. Today, there was no question; this was the peak of his power.


  “I’d love to jump right into it,” Shin said, shifting his gaze forward, “but first, we need to drop the others off at their viewing spot.”


  “That hill ahead will do nicely, aye?”


  “Yeah, from there, they should be able to see well enough,” Shin replied. “That’s where they watched last time, too, during that duel between Chosen Ones.”


  Apparently, Girart had once been called in to act as a referee for a match between two Chosen Ones from rival nations. He’d also served as protection for the less capable onlookers stationed on this very hill. Though Shin couldn’t help but think Girart had hardly needed to stand so far away. Even up close, nothing could have harmed him.


  The duel, as Girart explained, had been between a human and a beastman. Both had stats hovering around 400, and the beastman had eked out a narrow victory.


  “Bit rough around the edges, their techniques and power control were,” Girart commented. “But all in all, a fine match.”


  While they conversed, the hill gradually rose into view. It was a natural formation, standing several meters above the surrounding land. With its short grass and unobstructed view, it was an ideal vantage point, perfect for keeping an eye on the battlefield below. Shin figured they might not catch every subtle expression from such a distance, but with him and Girart in the fray, the spectacle would be impossible to miss.


  It was also far enough to keep the others safe, which Shin considered paramount.


  “We’ll wait here,” Schnee said calmly as the wagon came to a stop.


  “Yeah, just stay sharp in case anything happens,” Shin replied, giving her a quick nod. He didn’t expect any mishaps, but with the power involved, caution never hurt.


  “Understood. And… please, take care of Girart.”


  “I will.”


  “Good luck!” Tiera chimed in, offering an encouraging smile.


  “Do your best!” Yuzuha cheered, tail wagging in excitement.


  “Grr,” Kagerou rumbled softly.


  Shin nodded firmly to their well-wishes, then turned to face Girart. Nearby, the beastman entourage exchanged their final words with their king.


  “Take care of everything,” Girart said.


  “May fortune favor you,” Van replied, pounding his right fist into his open left palm in a traditional gesture of respect.


  “We will never forget your teachings, First King,” Wolfgang declared, standing tall, his voice resolute. “The kingdom and its people will be safe in our care.”


  Shin couldn’t help but notice how much Wolfgang resembled Girart, not just in stature but in the quiet authority he radiated. His spirit and poise were worthy of the title of beast king.


  “I will become a warrior worthy of the First King’s name.”


  Beside Wolfgang, Cuore, though her eyes brimmed with tears, stood tall. She refused to look away, determined not to falter in this final moment.


  Satisfied with her resolve, Girart gave a slow nod and turned away. His parting words had been said. Only one task remained.


  “Let’s go,” Shin said quietly.


  “Yeah,” Girart replied with a sharp grin.


  With that, the two warriors dashed forward. The sudden acceleration blurred their outlines, and in the blink of an eye, they disappeared down the hill, vanishing into the depths of the forest below.


  “It’s been a while I’ve seen him smile like that,” Van murmured.


  “I can’t even recall when last,” Rajim added, his voice soft.


  Both warriors watched the two figures disappear into the trees, their expressions reflecting a quiet nostalgia. The carefree grin on Girart’s face mirrored their own.


  Part 4


  Shin and Girart raced through the dense woods, weaving between towering trees as they made their way deeper into the heart of the Ralua Great Forest.


  The forest stretched endlessly, far beyond the scale of any woodland in the real world, larger, even, than Hokkaido.


  They pushed toward the center, not for tactical advantage, but to avoid unnecessary damage to the surrounding lands. At least twenty kemels was the minimum distance required for their battle’s safety.


  One might assume that being so far out would make it impossible for the others to observe them, even with farsight techniques. But that wasn’t the case. The trail they left behind—plumes of dust, shattered trunks, and craters gouged into the earth—told the tale of their passage as vividly as if they’d been running in plain sight.


  Eventually, as they neared the center, the two veered apart, gradually widening the gap between them as they circled into position.


  Ten minutes later, the line of destruction faded into silence, and from the observation hill, it became clear that the two titans had come to a halt. They now stood five kemels apart, staring each other down.


  Among the various forms of dueling practiced by beastmen, today’s battle was to be fought under the oldest of those traditions. In this method, the duelists began by setting a distance relative to their individual capabilities. The goal was to negate the advantage of weapon reach—no handicaps, no favors.


  At first glance, it might seem that close-combat fighters like Girart would be at a disadvantage, but the dense forest canopy painted a different picture. The thick tangle of trees would obscure vision, providing ample opportunity for ambushes.


  Ranged fighters might be able to avoid sudden attacks due to the distance, but threading arrows or spells through these obstructive woods was no easy task. With lines of sight compromised, the battle’s pivot point would hinge on who located their opponent first.


  Normally, even the most seasoned warriors would settle for fifty mels or so, but with two warriors of this caliber, no such convention could apply. They instinctively understood that this duel required more distance. Thus, they separated by over five kemels.


  There would be no referee. Not because no one was brave enough to stand between them, but because a victor was meaningless here. The act of crossing fists itself was the reward. An arbiter would only sully this moment.


  Both combatants stood in their positions, quietly amplifying their fighting spirit as each locked onto the unseen presence of the other.


  Shin narrowed his eyes, adjusting his limiter, tuning his stats to the levels he once fought with during the game. This wasn’t mercy, nor was it about leveling the playing field. It was respect.


  The overwhelming power granted by the system—titles such as Limit Breaker and Achiever—would remain sealed. Those blessings were anomalies bestowed upon him after the game transformed into the death trap it became. They were obtained by clearing the Gate of the Otherworld, the final dungeon that never existed in the original game.


  This fight was about honoring a comrade.


  He would send Girart off with the strength they once knew, as master and retainer, as warriors who forged bonds on the field of battle. To lean on powers gifted under abnormal circumstances would cheapen this farewell.


  This duel was a rite. And Shin would stand by that.


  Meanwhile, Girart, fully aware of the gap between them, activated Support-type Martial Skills. Strengthening his body, sharpening his senses, he did not allow pride to dull his edge. He knew well that Shin’s stats surpassed his own, but he would close that gap however he could.


  Shin had already confided in him about the titles and his decision not to use them today. Girart felt grateful for that… but also undeniably frustrated.


  If Girart were in Shin’s position, he’d likely make the same choice. Girart knew that. He understood perfectly why Shin would refuse to lean on external powers. And he was truly glad for it.


  But at the same time, somewhere deep inside, Girart couldn’t deny that there was a part of him that longed to clash with Shin at his absolute peak. Even if that meant the battle would be over in the blink of an eye.


  For a fleeting moment, Girart allowed himself to drift into introspection. His instincts sharpened as he contemplated how to make this final battle the most fulfilling it could possibly be.


  At that very instant, across the battlefield, Shin’s focus mirrored his own. Both warriors were now completely locked onto each other, minds honed like blades.


  Then, as if guided by fate itself, both completed their preparations at the exact same moment.


  They sensed it. The tension, the readiness.


  And then…


  Fwooooosh!


  Together, in perfect synchrony, both inhaled deeply and let loose.


  “AHH!!!”


  The roar tore through the forest like a war god’s battle cry.


  The battle began with a thunderous opening strike: Unarmed-type Martial Skill Falling Cannon Wave, a skill meant to disrupt foes and cancel spellcasting. But the sheer scale defied that simple description.


  The twin shockwaves carved through the dense heart of the Ralua Great Forest, their raw force matching or even surpassing a high-tier Wind-type Magic Spell. Towering trees, trunks thicker than a meter across, were uprooted and hurled like mere twigs. Dozens of monster nests were obliterated as the waves collided halfway between the two combatants.


  Yet there was no cancellation. The forces didn’t neutralize each other; they compressed.


  And then…


  BOOM!


  The compressed energy exploded outward in a colossal sphere of destructive force.


  A radial shockwave swept through the forest, flattening everything in its path. The ground trembled violently, earth and debris launching skyward. Centuries-old trees, boulders larger than houses—everything was ripped free from the earth and flung high into the sky before crashing down as deadly projectiles.


  Secondary disasters unfolded as shattered treetops and pulverized stone rained upon the battlefield. And yet, neither Shin nor Girart cared. Long before the devastation reached its peak, they were already moving.


  Shin, despite his advantage at range, chose to close the distance himself. He knew Girart’s fighting style favored close quarters, and in this duel, Shin would meet him head-on.


  With their overwhelming speed, both warriors closed in on the epicenter of the clash in mere moments. The point of collision, the impromptu arena carved out by the devastation, was now fully exposed, a clearing torn straight from the heart of the forest.


  Simultaneously, Shin and Girart burst into the clearing.


  Shin brandished his katana, True Moon, and Girart met him with Moonbreaker. Both warriors surged forward, closing the distance in a heartbeat.


  “SHIIIN!”


  “GIRAAART!”


  Their battle cries split the air as Shin’s katana arced downward, met by Girart’s armored fist, which shot up to intercept.


  CLANG!


  The collision spat out a spray of sparks.


  A shockwave exploded from their clash, carving deep scars into the earth beneath their feet. As if the land itself were protesting, fractures and rifts tore through the clearing, radiating outward like a spiderweb.


  “Keheh… Still swings like a damn landslide,” Girart snarled, a feral grin curling on his lips.


  “Hah! Funny, considering you’re stopping it barehanded,” Shin retorted, eyes alight with matching savagery.


  The screech of steel on steel rang out as the katana’s edge grated against the gauntlet’s gleaming surface. The two warriors locked gazes, their smiles more like the bared fangs of predators.


  Neither relented. For in this instant, both knew one simple truth:


  He won’t fall to some lucky strike.


  He won’t yield unless I bring my all.


  With a sharp recoil, both fighters disengaged, sliding back as dirt and splinters scattered beneath their feet.


  Shin shifted into Seigan stance, blade poised low, daring Girart to come forward.


  Girart, in turn, drew into a tight half-stance, weight centered, his gauntleted fist lowered slightly, aura flickering like embers in the wind. A beat of silence. Breath held.


  Then—


  BOOM!


  A massive tree, torn free by their previous clash, crashed into the space between them. In that split second—


  Both vanished.


  The clearing erupted in a storm of sparks and shockwaves as katana and gauntlet collided midair, raining debris and shattered earth below.


  Girart’s reaction speed far outstripped Shin’s. This was no coincidence; Girart had honed his body purely for close-quarters combat. His instincts, perfected through centuries of battle, combined with razor-sharp reflexes and a wealth of experience gained from over five hundred years of duels, both against monsters and fellow warriors. He had also stood at Shin’s side through countless battles, studying his fighting style in detail. All of that allowed Girart to anticipate Shin’s strikes, despite Shin’s superior stats.


  As Shin’s katana came crashing down diagonally from above, Girart twisted his body backward, narrowly evading the lethal arc, his Moonbreaker deflecting the shimmering blade with a sharp clang.


  Without missing a beat, Shin spun into a reverse roundhouse kick, but Girart ducked beneath it, the air pressure from the missed kick tearing a path of destruction through the forest, carving a straight line of devastation nearly ten mels long.


  Unfazed by the overwhelming force, Girart launched upward from the ground like a spring, his fist rocketing toward Shin. His strikes came in rapid succession, each one augmented by the Support-type Magic Skill Enchant: High Blow, which infused his punches with further destructive power.


  A single blow from Girart’s fist could shatter castle walls. Empowered further by High Blow, those same fists were now fast enough to vanish from sight, leaving nothing but compressed air in their wake. To any normal foe, such an onslaught would spell utter annihilation.


  But Shin was no normal opponent.


  These were the stats Shin knew best, the ones he had used when he felled Divine beasts, clashed with his fellow Six Devas members, and defeated Origin in the last dungeon.


  Every movement of his body, every breath he took, fell precisely within the limits of that familiar status. His footwork was flawless, his strikes sharp and deliberate, and his control over his own strength unparalleled.


  Perhaps it was Girart’s presence—a worthy rival pushing him to his limits—that honed Shin’s magic control to a fine edge, instinctively bridging gaps that had persisted up until today.


  He knew it intuitively: If he activated his titles and unleashed the full might of his post-death-game self, that balance would crumble.


  But right now, with his limiter set to this nostalgic threshold, Shin’s magic coursed through him as naturally as breathing.


  Which meant one thing: he could fight without holding back.


  Shin surged mana into his katana, activating Support-type Magic Skill Enchant: High Edge, imbuing the blade with a fierce gleam. The weapon hummed as the edge tore through the air like a gale.


  The glowing fist and shimmering blade collided midair. The gauntlet’s crushing force clashed against the katana’s razor edge. Each impact unleashed bursts of mana in all directions, releasing wild shockwaves that distorted the air and cratered the ground beneath them. Around them, the ring became a war zone. Each blow unleashed localized detonations, reshaping the battlefield with every exchange.


  After a flurry of strikes, the two warriors broke apart once more, kicking up a massive cloud of dust and debris between them.


  Without delay, both fighters moved in tandem, shifting the flow of the battle in an instant.


  They had quickly concluded that exchanging blows in place would resolve nothing. Instead, they broke apart, weaving through the dense forest with blinding speed, leaving behind no trace of their passage.


  Their figures vanished from each other’s sight, but neither warrior would be so careless as to lose track of the other.


  Their senses, far beyond the mere five, were sharpened to a razor’s edge. Sight, hearing, smell, touch, taste, and intuition itself were heightened to the limit. On top of that, Support-type Martial Skills Mind’s Eye and Intuition augmented their perception, allowing them to pinpoint the faintest traces of killing intent, even if both tried to mask their presence.


  Whenever a flash of steel streaked toward Girart’s blind spot, he would meet it with a gauntleted fist, deflecting it with explosive force. In turn, Shin would dodge the tempest of punches that rained down from above, sidestepping and parrying with blade and precise footwork.


  Their strikes came from all angles—overhead, frontal, flanking from both sides, even from behind. At times, Girart would strike low, launching attacks from near the forest floor. Yet despite the relentless onslaught, neither fighter had landed a single clean blow. It was no surprise that Girart, with lesser stats, had failed to touch Shin.


  What defied logic was Shin’s inability to so much as graze Girart, despite the overwhelming gap in their base attributes. Even with Girart stacking countless layers of enhancement skills, that alone could not bridge the gulf between them. And yet Girart remained untouchable.


  Then, Girart let out a deep, rumbling laugh.


  “Hah! I knew it! My fists can’t reach you as I am. These old techniques just won’t cut it.”


  Shin narrowed his eyes. “So… you done warming up? Cause something’s been off this whole time.”


  “So you noticed. I thought I hid it well enough.”


  “You’re kidding, right? After crossing blades with you, you think I wouldn’t notice?”


  “Let an old warrior indulge himself,” Girart chuckled. “I crafted this technique just to fight you. Allow me a bit of suspense.”


  Their exchange echoed between the trees as they clashed again, sparks trailing from steel and iron with every collision.


  Despite the lethal weight behind each blow—strikes that could level fortresses—their banter was effortless, like old friends reminiscing over drinks. Because they both knew: This wasn’t yet their true full power. Not even close.


  Ten minutes had passed since the duel began. And now, finally, the real battle was about to begin.


  Part 5


  Every time Shin and Girart collided, entire sections of the forest were obliterated, leaving behind craters and swathes of toppled trees, ravaged and scarred. The only solace was that, thanks to some primal instinct, the local wildlife had long since fled to the forest’s outer edges. Despite the intensity of their battle, it was clear that both warriors had been mindful to limit the devastation to the forest’s heart.


  Back on the hill, the observers strained their eyes, using the Farsight skill to glimpse the chaos erupting far in the distance. Their reactions were split cleanly into two camps.


  “The First King’s true power… To think it’s this overwhelming,” Wolfgang muttered, barely containing his awe.


  “This is incredible…” Cuore whispered, eyes sparkling with excitement.


  “Kuu!” Yuzuha wagged her tails excitedly.


  “G-Gruh…” Kagerou growled.


  And standing behind them, far calmer and far more composed, were three others who knew what to expect.


  “Looks like they’re finally warming up,” Schnee remarked softly, arms crossed.


  “Aye. Their warm-ups are as destructive as ever,” Van replied, letting out a long breath.


  “Well, that’s our king for you,” Rajim added, shaking his head with a wry smile.


  Those who had never witnessed Shin and Girart’s full strength were dumbfounded. But for those who had, this was par for the course.


  “Master, this isn’t even their full strength yet?” Tiera couldn’t help but whisper, eyes wide with disbelief.


  “Yes,” Schnee replied, her tone calm and composed. “Shin hasn’t even touched his full arsenal of magic. And Girart… He’s yet to unveil the skill he crafted for this very fight.”


  Tiera stared back at her master, dumbfounded. “Master… you mean you could fight at that level too?”


  “Against Girart? Depending on how I approach it, yes,” Schnee replied without the slightest hint of bravado, as if stating a simple fact.


  Tiera could only gape in silence. She had known, of course, that her master Schnee was powerful. Anyone who spent time with her would realize that much. But witnessing firsthand the cataclysmic clash between Shin and Girart, and hearing Schnee casually compare herself to them, as well as implying that she was stronger than Girart, left her utterly speechless.


  Meanwhile, on the other side of the group, Cuore clenched his fists.


  “Father, this is the power of a high human and Girart-sama…” she muttered.


  “To think I considered myself strong after inheriting the hidden techniques. Watching this, I realize just how narrow my view was,” Wolfgang added.


  “I fought Shin-san once,” Cuore murmured quietly, her gaze still locked on the chaotic clash in the distance, “and I thought… he and Girart-sama were about the same.”


  “But now you see the truth,” Wolfgang said solemnly. “Shin-sama is a man even the First King bows his head to. Perhaps we could never hope to gauge the depth of his strength.”


  Despite the calm in their voices, both Wolfgang and Cuore were visibly tense, their eyes darting frantically to follow every movement. No one wanted to miss a single fragment of the duel etched across the forest’s scarred expanse.


  “Looks like it’s about to shift,” Rajim remarked.


  “Agreed,” Van replied. “Thus far, they’ve simply been testing each other with known techniques.”


  “But whether it will actually work on a high human… That remains to be seen,” Rajim added, voice neutral but contemplative.


  “That depends entirely on our king,” Van said, folding his arms.


  The two veterans remained poised, speaking without excitement or dread. Instead, they bore the steady patience of those who had placed full trust in their king and simply waited for the tides of battle to shift.


  Part 6


  The thunderous clashing ceased.


  The earth no longer trembled.


  The air no longer quivered beneath the weight of their strikes.


  In the heart of the ravaged forest, standing amidst the crater left by their last collision, two figures faced one another.


  Then Girart’s voice cut through the silence like a blade.


  “Hear me, Shin,” he declared with a sharp edge to his voice. “From this point forward… I will become but a single fang.”


  The quiet proclamation resonated like a vow. He was no longer holding back. He would embody nothing but the killing edge of the wolf.


  Shin tensed as Girart unleashed it all. The changes were subtle but unmistakable.


  First, the air around Girart shimmered as his aura shifted, a ripple of unseen power dancing faintly along his form.


  Second, his transformation as he trembled and shifted into his wolf form.


  One could easily dismiss the former as a trick of the eye. The latter, however, was a visual change brought forth by the beastman race bonus.


  A faint tremor ran through the earth beneath his feet. Shin, unfazed, responded in kind—no words, just a flash of magic circuits lighting up.


  “Come,” Shin murmured under his breath, eyes narrowed. “Let’s end this.”


  As those words left him, advanced magic skills of all seven elements unfurled around Shin, ready for battle.


  White flames ignited first, followed by spiraling torrents of water, crimson lightning, and rearing pillars of earth. Anyone versed in this world’s magic would faint at the sight—advanced magic spells manifesting one after another, and not a single chant uttered. Yet despite the spectacle, Girart’s expression remained perfectly composed.


  Of course. If this much could unnerve him, his fangs would never reach Shin.


  “Here I come.”


  With just that, Girart vanished.


  Rather, that was merely how it seemed.


  “…!”


  No warning, no preparatory motion, just an explosive burst of speed. Even Chosen Ones of the highest rank would be hard-pressed to react in time. Yet, even with that blistering acceleration, Girart could not escape Shin’s senses. Shin tracked him flawlessly.


  One of the spells Shin had deployed, a streak of crimson lightning, lunged toward Girart.


  “Not fast enough,” Girart mused.


  It missed completely, searing a swath of forest behind him.


  “So that’s it! You’ve really come this far!” Shin’s voice rang out in exhilaration as Girart slipped past the magic.


  Lightning and light magic, the two fastest categories of magical skills—dodging them wasn’t something achievable through simple reflexes. Only a chosen few, those who had both refined their support skills to gain predictive insight and pushed their AGI past 900, could ever hope to evade them.


  Girart’s AGI didn’t even brush against 900; it barely approached 800. No matter how much he boosted his physical abilities, the numbers alone said it should have been impossible.


  Yet here he stood, cutting through the impossible like it was nothing.


  Shin laughed as understanding dawned. Girart had shattered the very limits the game world had once enforced.


  “I’ve been waiting for this. For this very moment,” Girart said with a wild smile.


  His breath came hot as he advanced, the lingering heat of the lightning grazing his skin. Across countless battlefields, refining his techniques, he’d searched for a way to break through his ceiling.


  How far could he go? How much further could he push? Even Girart didn’t know.


  But there was one thing he was certain of.


  “Now… Only now!”


  Because this fleeting instant, this clash, was the only time he could truly test his answer.


  “My fangs will reach you. Here and now!”


  With a roar, Girart accelerated. Faster than when he evaded the lightning spell. Faster still, slicing through even the light magic attempting to intercept him.


  In that moment, Girart stepped beyond human limits, breaking into the realm of those who stood at the very pinnacle.


  His body screamed, muscles and sinew tearing under the strain, but he willed himself forward, crushing the protests with sheer willpower as he lunged for his mark.


  “AHHH!”


  Maintaining top speed, Girart’s gauntleted fist lashed out, a strike carrying exponentially more force than just mere moments before. Like a streak of light, it tore through the air, homing in on Shin from behind.


  However…


  CLANG!


  Shin turned, blade flashing in a perfect arc as True Moon intercepted the incoming blow.


  “You don’t seriously think that’s enough to bring me down, do you?” Shin remarked coolly, voice steady even as sparks rained between them.


  “Of course not,” Girart replied, a savage grin curling across his lips as his gauntlet pressed hard against the gleaming blade.


  He wasn’t surprised. This was exactly as he had expected.


  Girart had clawed his way to the summit, pushing beyond the brink to glimpse the peak. Yet Shin already stood atop that peak, unshaken. A half-measure, a clever trick, would never topple someone like him.


  “First time I’ve seen you use that boost,” Shin commented, tightening his grip on his katana. “What’s your trick?”


  Girart’s grin widened, flashing sharp canines. “Ask Schnee… after this battle’s done!”


  With a fierce bellow, he unleashed the Unarmed-type Martial Skill Explosive Strike, a brutal strike renowned for its overwhelming knockback. The gauntlet slammed into True Moon, forcing Shin backward as the earth beneath his heels tore like paper.


  Even with the stat gap, mass is mass, Girart thought. With this technique’s shockwave, he could buy the space he needed.


  Grinding to a halt, Shin skidded several mels across the churned battlefield, regaining balance in an instant. But before he could close the distance again, Girart’s aura flared.


  “I’m not giving you room to breathe!” Girart roared, kicking off the ground with enough force to crater it. His figure vanished in a blur, launching a second charge straight at Shin.


  The fight hinged on one thing now: Could Girart’s relentless assault break through before his time ran out?


  BOOM!


  A shockwave rippled out as Girart disappeared from sight, closing in fast.


  “RAHHH!” Girart’s snarl echoed from the left flank.


  “Tsk!” Shin hissed, blade already snapping to intercept.


  Girart’s fist roared from Shin’s blind spot, but Shin’s steel was there to meet it, steel and gauntlet crashing once more in a hail of sparks.


  Shin knew Girart too well to expect a simple pattern. This was Girart at his most dangerous: feral, calculating, and utterly unstoppable.


  Before the sparks had even vanished, Girart disappeared once more. Maintaining his maximum speed, he circled Shin, striking not only from his blind spots but at times charging in from the front.


  Shin observed carefully. Girart’s surge in ability had clearly surpassed the limits Shin once knew. Which meant there was likely still more hidden up Girart’s sleeve.


  Would Girart unleash magic next? Close the distance even further? Or try something unexpected? As Shin watched Girart’s movements, he weighed his options.


  While attacking the unmoving Shin, Girart too was calculating how to land a decisive blow.


  To Girart, the greater threat wasn’t Shin casting magic. It was Shin taking to the forest and moving freely. If that happened, Girart’s window of opportunity would all but close.


  Girart’s current power was not only the result of his martial skills or his beast transformation. It was further amplified by an art that forced his abilities beyond their limit, at the cost of his life force.


  To push past his natural ceiling, to stand on equal footing in this battle—he had committed everything to this one fight. But it couldn’t last. Every passing second brought him closer to the end of that borrowed strength.


  And Shin, who had promised to fight him seriously, would not stand idle for long.


  “Guess I’ll make the first move,” Shin muttered.


  With that, he launched himself forward, meeting Girart’s advance head-on. His slash, unleashed without restraint, carved through the air.


  “Tch!” Girart clicked his tongue. He deflected the incoming blade with Moonbreaker, angling his body to avoid being knocked sideways. Instead, he converted the blow into a downward impact, landing with all fours before springing upward, driving a fist straight for Shin’s face.


  “Enchantment!” both roared.


  Their voices overlapped with the explosive clash of weapons, shaking the clearing. The sheer force of it sent trees collapsing in all directions.


  In a flash, Shin twisted his body and activated Movement-type Martial Arts Skill Flying Shadow, veering midair and launching another strike. Girart responded without even turning to look, reacting instinctively to the sudden assault.


  Their familiarity with each other was absolute. The clash between them was precise, refined, and unrelenting. Shin might not know the unconventional techniques unique to this world, but Girart knew Shin—his habits, his flow—and could read his intentions as if etched in stone.


  “We don’t have time for this, do we?! Is a battle of attrition really what you want?!”


  Shin’s voice cut through the air like a blade, sharp and urgent, as he shouted from less than a sword’s length away. His breath came fast, fogging the cold space between them.


  Even without knowing the exact nature of Girart’s unnatural enhancements, Shin could sense it. The sheer wrongness behind each blow they traded told him enough. This wasn’t some standard martial technique. And if they kept whittling each other down like this, buying time would only tip the scales in Shin’s favor.


  But that wasn’t the kind of battle they both craved.


  Girart, this isn’t the fight you’re after either, is it?!


  Gritting his teeth, Shin clenched the hilt of his katana tighter, muscles flexing as power surged into his grip.


  “Answer me, Girart!”


  In response, Girart grunted, absorbing Shin’s last slash with a crossed-arm guard before pushing off the ground. His boots carved grooves into the earth as he slid backward, dropping into a tight stance, fists raised and trembling slightly with contained force.


  “Kuh… ha… You’re right.” A sardonic chuckle rumbled from deep in Girart’s chest as he shook his head. “Guess I got greedy. Enhancements went too well, and it messed with my head.”


  For a fleeting second, a rueful grin flickered across his scarred face. What the hell was he thinking? Standing before Shin, his ultimate rival, and still playing it safe? The old Girart wouldn’t have dared insult himself like that.


  Letting out a sharp breath, he shed his earlier hesitation like a snake molting its skin.


  Afraid of burning out? Afraid I’ll lose control if Shin takes the initiative?


  That’s a coward’s way of thinking.


  “No,” Girart snarled, rolling his shoulders as his gauntleted fists tightened with a metallic creak. His body radiated tension, coiled and ready to explode. “No way. What good is saving energy if I can’t even land a hit on you?!”


  Without waiting for a reply, Girart lunged forward, launching himself like a cannonball. His sprint was the answer, fists clenched, raw killing intent crashing toward Shin like a tidal wave.


  Shin didn’t flinch. Instead of sidestepping, he twisted his stance and met Girart’s charge head-on. His katana whipped upward, deflecting Girart’s punch at the last second, the impact reverberating up his arms.


  This was no elegant exchange of techniques. No finesse. It was the kind of primal exchange where fists and steel carried every ounce of unspoken emotion between them.


  “Hah… Hahaha!” Shin’s laughter burst out, ragged but fierce, eyes blazing with exhilaration.


  “Hahah!” Girart’s grin widened as laughter rumbled deep in his chest.


  It was said that true masters need no words, their craft being their voice. And from that instant on, neither man spoke.


  They no longer needed to.


  Every clash, every blow, every spark was a conversation in itself. Their voices were swallowed by their grins and the thunder of colliding strength.


  “Ha!”


  Without breaking rhythm, Shin shifted his footing and activated Swordsmanship and Water Composite Skill Snow, Moon, and Flower. From outside Girart’s reach, a blade of crystalline ice shot forth like a silver arc, aiming to carve through him from afar.


  “Rahhh!”


  Girart’s fist ignited in a surge of flame, and with a single explosive punch, he shattered the incoming ice blade. Without allowing the flames to dissipate, he thrust his fist forward again.


  The distance should have left his strike well short of Shin. Yet, as if to defy reason, a dense mass of energy burst forth from Girart’s outstretched fist, wrapped in the same flames that had just dispersed Shin’s magic. The fiery projectile surged forward with predatory speed, lashing out at Shin like a beast seeking revenge.


  It was a seamless counter, Girart’s mastery on full display. He had combined Unarmed and Fire Composite Skill Scorching Sky, with Unarmed-type Martial Skill Far Strike, creating a lethal, improvised attack.


  “Tch! This won’t even scratch me!”


  With a sharp breath, Shin swung his katana in a decisive arc. The flaming projectile, easily several times stronger than a normal Far Strike and nearly a mel wide, was cleaved clean in two.


  The blade of True Moon, Shin’s katana, shimmered faintly as it cut. One of its unique properties—nullifying magical skills upon contact—flared to life.


  This was no simple defense. Shin knew that not all magic could be erased so easily. Pure energy-based techniques like Girart’s martial arts weren’t dispelled by his sword. The only reason he had sliced through that attack was because Girart had deliberately laced the energy with a flame-based spell, giving Shin’s blade something to disrupt.


  It was a calculated risk, and Shin’s sharp instincts had closed the gap.


  So that’s your game, Girart…


  Indeed, cutting through magic in the heat of battle was a valuable edge, especially when it came to dismantling barriers or enchanted defenses. But this time, it played right into Girart’s hands.


  From behind the veil of the shattered flame, Girart was already moving, surging toward Shin like a predator pouncing on an opening.


  The instant Shin’s katana completed its follow-through, Girart unleashed the Unarmed Martial Skill Serpent Constriction.


  A serpentine coil of energy snaked through the air, its shimmering form latching around Shin’s sword arm.


  “I’m done holding back.”


  The energy construct was shredded in an instant by Shin’s raw power, but in this duel where fractions of a second dictated life and death, that brief bind was all Girart needed.


  In that sliver of hesitation, Girart’s body tensed as he gathered everything into his core. His stance lowered, his gauntleted fist cocked back.


  “Ultimate…”


  The words passed his lips as if cast in stone.


  Then, with every ounce of force he could muster, Girart unleashed his trump card.


  “Supreme Elegance!”


  Unarmed-type Martial Skill Ultimate: Supreme Elegance. An ultimate move only accessible to those who had mastered every skill within a single martial arts discipline. One of the highest peaks of martial prowess.


  Despite its simplicity—just a single punch thrust straight ahead—the skill demanded a brief moment to charge. Its reach was short, and it left Girart wide open… but its power was beyond question.


  Yet precisely because of its simplicity, it was one of the most devastating techniques in all of martial arts, an apex skill feared for its raw, overwhelming power. In combat, it was said to have turned the tide of battle in a single strike more than once.


  And now, unleashed by Girart, whose strength had been pushed beyond its limits, its might easily surpassed even Shin’s grim expectations.


  “Guh… RAHHH!”


  Teeth clenched, Shin barely managed to slide True Moon between Girart’s fist and his own chest at the last possible moment.


  But even Shin, with his years of battle-hardened instinct, couldn’t fully neutralize the force. His stance crumbled under the impact, and before he could dig in, the sheer power hurled him backward like a rag doll.


  Crashing through the dense thicket, Shin smashed through several thick trees, their trunks splintering like brittle twigs beneath his weight. He tumbled across the forest floor, skidding to a halt dozens of mels away.


  “Gah… Ngh. Damn, that one hurt.”


  Coughing through the pain, Shin pushed himself to a knee. Though the blow hadn’t landed flush, he could feel the deep, reverberating ache soaking into his muscles. The shock of the impact had bypassed his guard, crawling straight into his bones.


  Even with our remaining stat gap, that’s the weight of an Ultimate technique, he realized grimly.


  The proof of Supreme Elegance’s catastrophic force was evident around him. The forest itself had been carved open in a fan-shaped blast, trees obliterated for what looked like hundreds of mels beyond where Shin stood.


  Shin began to rise, eyes narrowing as he sought Girart. Even knowing that Supreme Elegance carried a hefty recoil, a temporary immobilization due to the sheer strain it put on the body, he still didn’t let his guard down.


  But that assumption, in this moment, was his mistake.


  Because Girart was already there, closing in like a phantom.


  Without so much as a sound, without a ripple in the air, Girart had launched himself forward, slipping across the ground like a shadow. His movement was fluid, predatory. As if reading Shin’s very thoughts, he aimed straight for the opening his previous strike had carved.


  Eyes wild, Girart’s pupils gleamed like those of a beast on the hunt. Somehow, impossibly, he had forced his body to bypass the recoil of Supreme Elegance.


  “Tch!”


  It was only thanks to Shin’s instincts that he twisted just in time. Girart’s incoming punch, silenced by wind magic that muffled even the whistle of displaced air, was barely deflected by the hilt of True Moon.


  No time to draw the katana!


  Spinning with the momentum, Shin braced himself and caught the follow-up punch with the armored vambrace on his left arm.


  The sharp clang of metal against metal rang out through the shredded clearing, reverberating with brutal force. For anyone else, such a blow would have torn their arm clean from the socket.


  Girart, relentless, pressed into Shin’s territory, their distance now reduced to mere cemels.


  And then came the next move: Unarmed-type Martial Skill Reverse Wave, a derivative of the Flowing Phantom skill Shin once used. Unlike its predecessor, which destroyed from within, this technique channels power outward, rupturing everything at a single focal point.


  At this suffocating proximity, Girart would take some backlash himself, but it was clear he no longer cared. His blood was boiling; every movement radiated raw intent.


  Yet Shin wasn’t one to sit idly as pressure coiled around his arm. The moment he sensed the surge of force building from Girart’s Reverse Wave, he instinctively shifted, activating the Unarmed-type Martial Arts Skill Steel Deflection.


  The skill redirected most of the devastating impact away from his body, but not all of it. The residual force blasted his left arm aside, leaving it momentarily numb.


  Still, Shin’s calculated defense paid off. While he absorbed only a fraction of the damage, Girart, having taken part of the skill’s blowback himself, should have been the one struggling to recover.


  But Girart didn’t stop. Ignoring the toll on his body, he forcibly corrected his faltering posture, eyes blazing as he roared forward into his next technique.


  “Here it comes…” Shin muttered under his breath, narrowing his eyes.


  Unarmed-type Martial Skill Eight-Petal Palm. Eight relentless strikes, executed in a smooth, practiced flow, aiming to overwhelm an opponent at close quarters.


  But Shin had seen it all before.


  In this world, martial skills were more than mere movements; they were incantations cast through the body. Once a skill was initiated, its pattern or “form” was locked in. Altering it midway through was not only rare but reckless, often reducing the skill’s effectiveness.


  Even though Shin hadn’t fully grasped this world’s laws, his veteran eye could read Girart’s flow as clearly as if it were choreographed.


  Eight strikes. Predictable.


  Despite the disorienting aftermath of their earlier exchange, Shin wove through Girart’s barrage with minimal movements, weaving between punches and kicks like a shadow slipping through cracks.


  The eighth and final strike, a spinning back kick, cut through the air, grazing past Shin as he prepared to counterattack, muscles coiling like springs.


  But Girart’s next move shattered his expectations.


  As soon as his kick passed harmlessly in front of Shin, Girart shifted his pivot foot with preternatural speed, chaining the momentum into another technique. His body whirled, and from the unexpected angle came a sudden, brutal roundhouse, targeting Shin’s head.


  Unarmed Martial Skill Twin Wheel. A dual spinning kick combo that could catch even seasoned fighters off guard.


  “Huh?”


  Shin managed to intercept the kick with True Moon but immediately furrowed his brow. The force behind it was lighter than expected.


  What is he—


  Before he could finish the thought, Girart pressed the assault. Using Shin’s own katana as a foothold, Girart launched himself upward with unnatural agility. Spinning through the air like a cyclone, he descended with terrifying speed, heel poised to strike.


  Unarmed Martial Skill Flying Spring. A crushing overhead axe kick.


  The blow landed squarely, pinning Shin to the earth with an audible crash. The ground beneath him buckled and cracked, dirt and debris erupting outward as his legs sank partially into the fractured soil.


  Shin, as a Samurai, wasn’t built like a tank. He lacked the specialized defensive skills or heavy shields that classes designed for frontline defense relied on.


  What Shin did have was True Moon, an Ancient-class katana. Its blade was forged with a strength that put even the finest shields to shame. It could parry and block with ease—feats impossible for ordinary swords.


  Thanks to its craftsmanship and power, Shin could marry offense and defense in a seamless style, a technique that, under normal circumstances, would require a greatsword built for raw resilience.


  Truthfully, had Shin wielded anything lesser than True Moon or a blade of comparable caliber, Girart’s Ultimate-class strikes would likely have broken through his guard entirely.


  “Hah!”


  With his feet still buried into the fractured earth, Shin retaliated, slashing upward in a blur of steel aimed at Girart, who still hung in the air.


  But Girart vanished just before the blade could bite. Using the Movement-type Skill Flying Shadow, he slipped out of Shin’s range, landing several meters away.


  Shock rippled through Shin’s chest. That wasn’t a move Girart would’ve made back in the game.


  While Supreme Elegance left obvious openings due to its recoil, the seamless flow from Eight-Petal Palm into Twin Wheel and then into Flying Spring was masterful. Even as the one on the receiving end, Shin couldn’t help but admire the precision of the combination. How much training, how much time had it taken to craft something like that?


  Shin’s grip on True Moon tightened as realization settled over him. This was no fluke. No stroke of luck. Girart was showing him his full power, fighting with everything he had, as a warrior worthy of standing shoulder to shoulder with the strongest of high humans.


  And with that, an unexpected feeling stirred deep inside Shin.


  Regret. He’d thought he understood, but he hadn’t.


  Yes, he had experienced combat in this world. Yes, he had faced other opponents before. But never like this. Never with someone who could push him so far into the defensive that his instincts alone weren’t enough.


  This wasn’t a duel in a game. This was something more visceral. That was why Girart had gained the upper hand.


  “Pathetic,” Shin muttered, frustration twisting his tone. “I mocked a man who’s staking his life… and this is what I have to show for it?”


  The only reason he hadn’t been finished yet was thanks to the lingering disparity in their stats and his deeply ingrained combat experience. But even that gap was narrowing, and fast.


  I said I’d accept his challenge, but I’ve been dragging my feet like some amateur. If this keeps up, sooner or later, one of those hits will break me.


  Shin’s eyes sharpened, the storm behind them growing colder.


  “No. That’s not how this ends.”


  If he was truly the one sought by the First Beast King, the rival Girart had been striving toward with everything he had, then falling short here was unacceptable.


  Even without some strange title or divine gift, this was the kind of opponent Shin needed to be, one worthy of standing as Girart’s final challenge.


  Is this really all I have?


  “No.”


  Is this the battle Girart’s master would’ve fought?


  “No.”


  He was supposed to be overwhelming. Unrivaled. A being who permitted no challengers to stand beside him. That was what it meant to be a high human, one who stood at the very summit.


  “Sorry, Girart.” Shin’s voice was low but firm, eyes narrowing with newfound clarity. “I haven’t been fighting at full strength.”


  This wasn’t a game anymore, and it was time to fight like it.


  “Ultimate…”


  Shin raised his katana high above his head, both hands gripping the hilt tightly. There was no need for clever tricks or small setups. Girart had opened with Supreme Elegance; Shin would answer with an ultimate technique of his own.


  A clean reset, marked not by words, but by the clash of the highest-tier skills.


  His stance was absolute, the arc of his blade clear, a crushing vertical slash, honed and refined to perfection.


  “Skybreaker!”


  A strike named for its power to cut the very sky itself descended with blinding speed, a beam of silver fury tearing a straight line toward Girart with an almost surreal swiftness, as if time itself had splintered for a heartbeat.


  Girart’s instincts screamed, body tensing before thought could catch up. Even though he knew Shin wasn’t finished, even though he was certain his rival hadn’t lost sight of him, the sheer speed and force of that one slash stole his breath.


  For an instant, even Girart’s sharpened senses couldn’t fully register the blade’s arc. It blurred in his vision, as if the world itself had flickered.


  His body, forged and hardened by countless layers of enhancement, reacted before his mind could form a plan. Muscles screamed, bones strained, and at the last possible moment, he twisted away, barely avoiding the full brunt of the strike.


  “Ghh!”


  But evasion did not mean escape. The edge of Shin’s katana kissed Girart’s shoulder, tearing through protective layers and carving a line of blood.


  The ground behind Girart bore silent testament to the blow’s might: a vast, cleanly sliced scar in the earth itself, as if the land had been cleaved in two. Even as both were Ultimate techniques, Skybreaker focused its power far more tightly than Girart’s Supreme Elegance.


  Even so, the duel was far from decided. In terms of damage, neither man had gained a decisive edge.


  But Girart felt the subtle shift in the air around Shin. A change in his presence. That single strike was more than brute force; it carried Shin’s will, his decision, his resolution.


  “Hehehe, that’s more like it.”


  Girart’s lips curled into a savage grin, the kind that would make even seasoned warriors flinch. His breath steamed in the cold air, but his heart blazed hotter than ever. Even with death creeping closer, he couldn’t help but revel in the thrill.


  Faster… stronger… Until his fangs finally sank into Shin’s flesh.


  “RAAAH!”


  With a primal roar, Girart surged forward, splitting the earth beneath him with the sheer force of his charge.


  Skybreaker, like Supreme Elegance, carried a heavy recoil. It held terrifying power, yes, but it left Shin wide open. Knowing this, Girart pounced without hesitation, closing the distance in less than two seconds. The prey was within reach.


  “HAHHH!”


  But before his fist could land, Shin’s roar rang out like a war cry.


  Against all odds, Shin’s arm moved, despite the recoil, despite the strain. His katana shot upward, intercepting Girart’s fist with a burst of sparks. A deflection that would’ve been impossible under the rigid systems of the old game.


  Yet Shin’s katana danced.


  He hadn’t nullified the recoil; that wasn’t possible. He’d simply powered through it, driving his muscles with brute force, using every ounce of his heightened stats to break free from the skill’s aftermath.


  The curving blade’s path was sharpened further as Shin activated the Swordsmanship-type Martial Skill Swallow Reversal. In midair, the strike accelerated abruptly, carving yet another wound into Girart’s body.


  If you can do it, then why the hell can’t I?


  No… I should’ve figured this out earlier.


  Their grins deepened, an unspoken understanding shared in the flash of steel and iron.


  Their weapons conversed in silence, each clash of blade and gauntlet louder than words, conveying both frustration and exhilaration. And with every exchange, the inevitable truth grew clearer.


  The end was near.


  Simultaneously, both smiles vanished.


  Shin raised True Moon into a high guard, while Girart lowered his center of gravity, cocking his fist by his hip. It was as if they both knew exactly what the other would do, their bodies moving in perfect synchronicity.


  Their eyes locked in a moment of quiet farewell.


  “Ultimate…” they echoed, voices tangling in perfect unison.


  This was it: the final strike. Both men knew it without needing to speak. No more feints, no more testing blows. Only the peak of their skills.


  “Supreme Elegance!”


  “Skybreaker!”


  Their shouts echoed as both unleashed their ultimate skills. In the blink of an eye, their forms blurred, vanishing from sight as reality itself trembled.


  And then, a heartbeat later—


  A deafening boom shattered the silence, shaking the very air as their strikes collided.


  At the heart of it all, the two titans clashed at point-blank range, two supreme techniques detonating against each other. The ground beneath them crumbled in a violent, radial collapse, forming a crater beneath their feet.


  The force behind each blow only grew with every passing second. The raw power that spilled from their strikes lashed outward, tearing through the surrounding landscape, leaving nothing untouched by the storm.


  Under normal circumstances, such overwhelming power would have torn them from each other. But neither man budged. Without hesitation, they pushed on, their wills driving them to continue unleashing their ultimate techniques again and again, as if this were a world without limits.


  A duel like this was something no one had ever witnessed. Even within the game’s boundaries, this level of skill-trading was unheard of. It was beyond mere combat. It was two forces of nature colliding.


  Yet even as they fought, their weapons bore the brunt of this unnatural clash.


  Crack!


  The sharp sound of something fracturing cut through the chaos.


  No one could tell which weapon it had come from. Shin’s True Moon and Girart’s Moonbreaker, weapons forged to withstand the impossible, were beginning to show their limits.


  Even with their anti-break enchantments, the laws of reality demanded a toll. Nothing was unbreakable.


  Still, neither Shin nor Girart relented. They both knew. Pulling back, even for a fraction of a second, would mean defeat.


  “HAAA!” Their voices became a single roar.


  Crash after crash echoed as they clashed, broke away, and clashed again.
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  Little by little, beneath the facade of an evenly matched duel, the tide began to turn. Shin was pressing forward.


  Of course he was. Their abilities were not truly equal. The weight behind each strike, the toll on the body—those subtle factors stacked in Shin’s favor and began tipping the scales.


  Girart, realizing this, knew he had only one card left to play.


  “Ultimate!”


  A final skill that bore the unmistakable weight of someone ready to gamble everything, including his life.


  The color bled from Girart’s entire body, fading into a ghostly pallor. And in perfect sync with this transformation, his right fist, still locked against True Moon at point-blank range, swelled with new, terrifying power. The light spread to his left fist as well, glowing with a searing brilliance.


  That white radiance was more than just energy; it was Girart’s very life force, burning at its brightest as it edged toward its end.


  “Piercing Fang!”


  A brutal skill designed to shatter armor and crush through defenses. Like a flash of lightning, Girart’s left fist shot forward, crashing into True Moon with earth-shattering force.


  Crack!


  The grinding, splintering noise of something breaking filled the air, swelling louder and louder.


  Girart bore the unbearable strain of multiple Ultimate techniques. His entire body screamed under the weight, yet he poured every ounce of strength into his assault.


  “Tch… Simultaneous Ultimate use? That’s dirty.”


  Shin cursed through gritted teeth as he held his ground. He could feel True Moon trembling in his grip, but he didn’t back down. Instead, he retaliated with a supreme slash of his own, chanting under his breath as another layer of power flooded into his katana.


  “Enchant: High Edge!”


  Overlapping the surge of his Skybreaker with the enchantment, Shin poured everything into a final, decisive blow.


  Their forces clashed like raging storms, every ounce of strength they could muster colliding in a maelstrom of raw will.


  Who first realized the moment this battle would end? Was it within a heartbeat? A second? A breathless eternity?


  And then…


  The first to reach their limits were not the fighters themselves, but their weapons.


  True Moon’s blade split with a sharp snap. At the same time, the plating of Girart’s gauntlet, Moonbreaker, cracked and shattered.


  But neither warrior stopped.


  Shin stepped forward, gripping the broken hilt of True Moon in both hands, lowering them to his sides as he advanced.


  Girart, fists still blazing with the residual energy of Supreme Elegance and Piercing Fang, surged forward with reckless abandon, arms thrust straight ahead.


  Shin moved to swat Girart’s fists aside, but the ruined hilt in his hands, stripped of its blade and enchantments, was no match. No skill, no technique, no enchantment left on the weapon.


  “Got you!”


  Girart’s shout tore through the battlefield as his left fist swatted Shin’s arms aside, leaving Shin’s torso wide open.


  Without wasting a heartbeat, Girart’s right fist roared forward, shredding through Shin’s coat as it slammed into his solar plexus.


  I’ve lost, Shin thought. But instead of the bone-crushing blow he had braced for, the impact landed with a strange, dull sound, a muted thud, like a tap instead of a strike.


  “Huh?”


  Shin staggered back a step, bewilderment etching itself onto his face. He had steeled himself for a devastating blow, ready to take on serious damage. Yet, what he felt was nothing more than the weight of a hollow punch.


  Confused, Shin’s gaze drifted from Girart’s outstretched fist to the man himself. And in that instant, he understood.


  “Girart.” The name left Shin’s lips in a quiet murmur.


  Girart remained silent, frozen in place, fist still extended as if suspended in time.


  “Gira—”


  “I hear ya… Kuh…” The word caught in Girart’s throat, breaking as he coughed up a small spatter of blood. His legs buckled as he dropped to one knee.


  “Girart!” Shin called out sharply, stepping forward in alarm.


  But Girart raised a shaky hand, halting him mid-step. His pale face said everything.


  “No need… It’s done.”


  “Tch.” Shin clenched his teeth, the pieces fitting together all too clearly now.


  “You landed a hit, huh? Damn it, Girart…” His voice softened, a reluctant admiration lacing each word. “You really did it.”


  “Kuh… I didn’t survive 500 years for nothing. I… sunk these fangs… deep enough.”


  Girart bared his teeth in a fierce grin, pride flashing in his eyes even as color drained from his face. He had done it. He had delivered his final blow to his master.


  Shin could only stand there, watching as Girart, triumphant even in collapse, chuckled with what strength remained.


  “Haah… Now, Shin,” Girart muttered, barely staying upright. “Before I go… humor me one last time. A final request.”


  Girart staggered to his feet, swaying like a reed against the wind as he expressed his last wish. His breath came shallow, but his will held firm. The weight of the moment pressed between them.


  Shin’s brows furrowed as hesitation flickered across his features, but finally, after a tense pause, he nodded. He took several steps back, opening a distance of roughly ten mels between them.


  He inhaled deeply and, with quiet finality, released the restraints he’d held up until now.


  “Limit Release.”


  A surge of power erupted, tearing through the clearing like a tidal wave. The sheer pressure radiating from Shin now dwarfed the strength he had displayed during their battle, making it seem almost gentle in comparison.


  “So this… is your true power,” Girart murmured, voice hoarse but laced with awe.


  Even standing within that suffocating storm of unleashed energy, Girart held his ground. His battered body trembled, but he didn’t falter. He knew full well. There was no resistance left in him. No shield to raise, no counter to offer.


  This was his final request, the ultimate mercy. To bear witness to Shin’s full, unleashed might, and to receive its weight head-on.


  Shin calmly drew in a slow breath. Without hesitation, he dismissed the broken hilt of True Moon into his item box. He would not need it.


  No blade was necessary. Shin’s body settled into a stance, and Girart recognized it instantly.


  Supreme Elegance’s preparatory motion.


  A bitter, almost fond smile tugged at Girart’s lips. How ironic, he thought.


  “This is goodbye,” Shin said softly.


  “Farewell,” Girart replied, standing tall, unflinching even in the face of annihilation.


  With that, Shin stepped forward. In an instant, he vanished. In the eyes of the dying Girart, Shin had already slipped beyond perception, his speed transcending what mere sight could track.


  And yet… Girart could feel it.


  Somehow, as if caught in the frozen stillness of a single, stretched heartbeat, he could still sense Shin’s presence racing toward him.


  The crushing power.


  The flooding magic.


  The godlike speed that left the world behind.


  For Girart, the vision before him eclipsed even his deepest memories. Shin now radiated an intensity beyond the master he had once admired. He was the summit Girart had chased for centuries, the embodiment of everything Girart had longed for.


  He had always wished to one day sink his fangs into that lofty pinnacle. And yet, at the same time, he wanted Shin to remain the supreme existence, far beyond his grasp.


  Now, those two conflicting desires stood before Girart, given form.


  Ah… yes. That’s the one… My—


  Before the final thought could fully form, the thunderclap arrived, shaking the world as Girart’s consciousness dissolved into the roaring aftermath.


  Part 7


  “It’s over,” Schnee murmured.


  The brief hush that had followed the cataclysm was shattered by the final explosion, a shockwave so violent it tore through the forest, flattening trees in its wake and threatening to rip across the entire woodland.


  Everyone on the hill, Schnee included, knew immediately that the battle had reached its conclusion.


  Not even Wolfgang or Kagerou, both with towering stats, dared to break the silence. Or perhaps, they simply couldn’t.


  With that last strike, the sheer magnitude of the force had robbed them of words. Even knowing who had unleashed it, the oppressive weight pressed on them like a mountain. It was the kind of power that demanded submission—a sovereign’s presence, impossible to ignore.


  Those who had met Shin only recently could hardly reconcile the vicious energy they had just felt with the calm, unassuming man they knew. Which was why, amidst their speechlessness, only Schnee remained perfectly composed.


  “We don’t have time to stand here stunned.”


  Her quiet rebuke snapped the others from their daze. Reality crashed back in. Their king had fallen. There was no space for idle grief.


  “Someone’s coming.”


  “I see it too… That’s…”


  Cuore and Wolfgang quickly regained their focus, senses sharpening as they scanned the area. It wasn’t long before they spotted the approaching figure at the base of the hill.


  A single silhouette, closing the distance. Even from afar, there was no mistaking it. It was Shin, carrying Girart on his back. The fallen warrior’s eyes were shut peacefully, as if asleep.


  The group wasted no time. They descended the hill to meet him halfway.


  “Shin, your coat—”


  Tiera’s voice trembled with concern as she pointed to the gash across Shin’s clothing, but seeing how casually Shin carried himself, the tension in her shoulders eased.


  “Yeah… Girart got me.”


  Shin offered a faint smile as he adjusted his grip, steady beneath the weight.


  “Let me get the carriage,” he said quietly. “Take care of Girart.”


  “Understood.”


  Shin nodded as he carefully shifted Girart’s body, entrusting it to Van and Rajim for a moment while he accessed his item box. From the empty space beside them, a carriage materialized with a flicker of magic.


  Once summoned, Girart was gently laid in the rear of the wagon, his body carefully secured so it wouldn’t move during the journey.


  “Girart-sama…”


  Cuore’s voice cracked as she kneeled beside the resting figure, her eyes misting as her fingers curled into trembling fists. Her shoulders sagged under the weight of sorrow, and the once-alert ears on her head drooped flat against her hair.


  Wolfgang, though silent, wore a similar heaviness. The proud warrior, usually unshakable, stood still with a hollow look in his eyes.


  Even though this was the death Girart had sought—fought for, even—the grief of those left behind couldn’t be erased so easily.


  “Lift your heads, both of you.” Shin’s voice rang out, not with comfort but command.


  Cuore and Wolfgang both looked up in surprise. This was not the usual Shin. There was a presence in his tone that carried the weight of authority, the gravity of one who had emerged on top of many battles.


  “Shin-dono?” Cuore asked.


  “Your king, he reached me,” Shin began, voice unwavering, “He sank his fangs into a high human. He stood at our level and reached a domain no one in this world was ever meant to touch.”


  His words struck deep. For those born of this world, ascending to such heights was thought to be impossible, a dream with no path. It was the edge of mortal limits, where only legends could stand.


  For warriors, it was the unreachable pinnacle, glimpsed only in fleeting dreams.


  “Be proud! Praise him! Your king was a warrior who reached the summit. If you must cry, do it after your duty is done!”


  Shin wasn’t denying them grief. He understood it intimately. He knew the sharp edge of loss, the ache of absence, the void that never truly healed. But now was not the time to be consumed by it.


  Wolfgang would need to announce Girart’s death to the kingdom, to his people. The funeral, the royal farewell, would be massive. Cuore, as his daughter, bore duties of her own. If they gave in to sorrow now, they would never rise again.


  That was the nature of grief. It could paralyze those closest to the departed. And Shin knew that pain. That was why he spoke.


  Now is not the time to grieve. Now is the time to honor him. To send him off with pride.


  “Girart would’ve said the same, you know,” Shin said calmly.


  At those words, Wolfgang and Cuore raised their heads.


  “Shin-dono…”


  “I appreciate your kindness…”


  Shin didn’t need their thanks. He wasn’t seeking it. He knew his words were harsh, but someone had to say them. And he believed, with certainty, that Girart would have wanted it this way.


  “Hey, don’t let it weigh you down so much, young lady. You too, Ul.”


  It was Van this time who spoke up, addressing Cuore and Wolfgang with a gentle but steady voice. Incidentally, “Ul” seemed to be a nickname for Wolfgang, used only by those close to him.


  “Take a good look at the king’s face.” Van’s words drew their eyes to Girart’s resting expression.


  “He looks satisfied. You can see it plain as day,” added Rajim with a soft nod, stepping closer. “No one who sees that face would think he left with regrets.”


  Just as Rajim said, there was a faint, peaceful smile lingering on Girart’s face.


  Van and Rajim, who had walked alongside their king for countless years, understood without needing to ask. They knew exactly what thoughts Girart carried with him in those final moments. The grief was still there, of course. It pressed heavily on all of them. But stronger than sorrow was something else: relief.


  They had known all along that Girart had hidden his life expectancy. And now, knowing that he had passed without lingering regrets, without leaving behind unfinished dreams, comforted them beyond whatever sadness they felt.


  If anything, this was how a warrior like Girart should have gone. Not wasting away quietly, but dying as he lived, in a blaze of battle.


  “Yeah… you’re right,” Cuore murmured, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “If I keep sniffling like this, he’ll just laugh at me.”


  “Yeah,” Wolfgang agreed, nodding as the heaviness in his shoulders lifted. “You’re right.”


  Hearing it from the two men who had stood closest to Girart for so long finally gave them the resolve they needed. Cuore and Wolfgang straightened their backs, the lingering fog in their eyes clearing.


  They had accepted Girart’s death, and now, they were ready to take that next step forward. The resolve was unmistakable.


  Part 8


  It didn’t take long before the carriage arrived at Girart’s estate in Eryden.


  Van and Rajim carefully laid Girart’s body to rest, while Wolfgang swiftly took command, summoning key leaders and department heads to the mansion.


  When the news was delivered—“The First King has fallen”—the reactions varied wildly. Some were struck dumb in shock, others openly wept. A few even wore expressions of quiet relief, perhaps understanding that Girart had long been wrestling with a fate none of them could change.


  Some, it seemed, had already suspected something. Rumors of disturbances in the Ralua Great Forest had spread. The battle was so strong that its echoes had resonated as far as Farnid.


  Now, connecting those distant reverberations to Girart’s death, voices began to murmur: “Who did he fight?”


  “The perfect opponent for the First King’s final battle,” Wolfgang declared, silencing the whispers with a single, resolute statement.


  He never mentioned Shin by name. There was no need. His words made it clear: Whoever had stood opposite Girart in the end had been worthy.


  There were some who remained curious, but many in the room quickly put two and two together. They assumed it must have been one of the powerful allies in the service of the high humans. After all, Girart was known to have ties to both Schnee and Schweid, and every warrior in the room knew well enough the fearsome might of those beings.


  Even those who struggled to accept it at first, upon seeing Girart’s peaceful face, came to terms with the truth in Wolfgang’s words.


  This was Farnid, after all: a nation steeped in martial tradition. For them, a warrior’s end spoke louder than any explanation.


  Once that was settled, events moved quickly.


  Before the day was out, messages were dispatched to every community in Eryden, not just among the wolfkin, but also the various other tribes residing here. A singular purpose united them all: preparations for Girart’s funeral.


  Even in retirement, Girart had remained the founder of their nation. A grand national ceremony was inevitable. Within the week, people and supplies from across Farnid and beyond began to flood the region. Delegates even arrived from allied nations to pay their respects. The streets bustled with activity. The preparations were so lively that it resembled a festival more than a solemn occasion.


  In the midst of all this, Shin found himself without much to do. While others worked tirelessly, Shin spent his quiet days visiting the local archives, poring over old tomes and records.


  And so, ten days after Girart’s death, the funeral of Girart Estaria, the First Beast King, was held in Eryden, the capital of the Farnid Beast Alliance’s Canine Tribe.


  Shin and Schnee stood among the mourners.


  Schnee had explained that she had come upon hearing the news of Girart’s passing, and no one questioned her presence. Shin, on the other hand, joined separately, clad head to toe in full plate armor as he quietly took his place in the king’s farewell procession.


  Among the attendees, many wore the same gear they had once donned alongside Girart on the battlefield. Shin, with his imposing armor that could easily be mistaken for that of a seasoned warrior, was naturally assumed to be one of Girart’s old comrades-in-arms. Given Girart’s long and storied history, it wasn’t uncommon even for fellow warriors to remain strangers, having never crossed paths before.


  The gathering was a formidable sight. In attendance were the nation’s highest-ranking officials, chiefs of various tribes and their heirs, retired generals of great renown. Even envoys from distant elven and pixie settlements had come to pay their respects.


  At the very front stood King Wolfgang and his daughter, Cuore.


  Beside them were Schnee and another figure: Schweid Etrach, Shin’s Support Character No. 4 and the representative Dragon Empire of Kilmont, Farnid’s allied nation.


  The high dragnil, with jet-black scales like polished obsidian and eyes burning crimson, shared a deep bond with Girart, as comrades who had once stood shoulder to shoulder on the front lines and as fellow founders of their respective nations. Despite the great distance separating their two kingdoms, Schweid had made it in time.


  A wave of nostalgia washed over Shin at the sight. Once this is over, I should go greet him in person.


  The ceremony proceeded with solemn dignity, free of disruptions or incidents. Girart’s body was to be laid to rest in the land where past kings slumbered. Born from the earth, nurtured by the earth, and returned to the earth. That was the cycle of life and death embraced by many beastmen.


  At the end of the funeral, a haunting chorus of howls echoed across the land. Wolves, dogs, foxes, all types of beastmen lifted their voices to the sky in unison. It was the song of farewell, honoring a warrior who had fought to the very end.


  And so, as countless mourners looked on, Girart’s remains were finally interred in the royal tomb.


  Part 9


  Once the funeral concluded, Shin returned to the mansion. Wolfgang and the nation’s upper echelons were still buried in discussions, their duties weighing heavily on them. It was clear they wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.


  As Shin absentmindedly stroked Yuzuha, who sat curled on his lap, his gaze wandered over the garden’s quiet scenery. That was when a voice gently interrupted his reverie.


  “May I sit beside you?”


  It was Van, his tone warm and respectful. Behind him stood Rajim, quietly watching.


  Shin tilted his head, eyes narrowing slightly. “What about the talks?”


  Van gave a soft chuckle as he settled down on the engawa beside Shin, Rajim mirroring him on the other side, effectively sandwiching Shin between them.


  “Old soldiers like us have little place in such matters now,” Van said, a touch of self-mockery lacing his smile.


  Rajim nodded in agreement, voice calm. “Indeed. The affairs of the nation are already in capable hands.”


  The air around them felt gentle yet ephemeral, as if they could fade away at any moment. Shin couldn’t shake the sense that this might be the last time he would see them like this.


  “What will you two do now?” Shin asked softly.


  “We’re thinking of setting out on a journey,” Van replied, his eyes wistful.


  “A journey?” Shin echoed, brows slightly lifting.


  “Yes. Our companions are waiting for us,” Van said with a serene smile.


  Shin exhaled with quiet realization. I see…


  “Take care of each other out there,” Shin said, voice low but firm.


  The words Van had chosen carried a weight Shin couldn’t ignore. He understood all too well where their path would lead.


  After a brief silence broken only by the rustle of leaves, Shin finally voiced what had been sitting heavy on his chest.


  “Hey… From your perspective, what kind of guy was Girart?”


  The question floated between them, lingering in the still air.


  Van and Rajim both closed their eyes, as if replaying distant memories.


  “A great man,” Van said softly.


  “A warrior without equal,” Rajim added, reverence evident in his tone.


  A trailblazer who stood at the front, guiding all who followed. A hero whose strength was overwhelming, almost inhuman. But then, Van’s voice softened even further.


  “A lonely man.”


  Rajim nodded, echoing the sentiment. “A man who feared solitude… yet bore it nonetheless.”


  A hero with no equal. A king without peers.


  Due to his raw strength, Girart often fought alone on the battlefield. Had it not been for companions like Schnee or Schweid, he would’ve likely continued standing in isolation. Yet despite that, Van mentioned how Girart would frequently go out of his way to involve himself with his allies, always seeking connection.


  “He cherished his comrades,” Van said quietly.


  “He was a man who knew nothing but how to fight,” Rajim added, his voice carrying a mix of admiration and melancholy.


  And that was exactly why people gathered around Girart.


  For his friends, he would raise his weapon, strike down any monster that threatened them, and unite scattered tribes amidst the chaos of tectonic upheaval. Like a hero straight out of a fairy tale.


  But unlike those countless legends, Girart had no ambition to be king. He was a pure warrior, nothing more. Neither governance nor diplomacy suited the man. The people clamored for him to lead, yet Girart himself was painfully aware of how unsuited he was for the throne. If anything, the role of a general would have been a far better fit.


  As a result, those who stood by him—Van and Rajim foremost among them—shouldered much of the burden. Still, none of them ever chose to leave. That unwavering loyalty spoke volumes about the bonds they shared.


  Despite Girart’s terrifying strength, the kind that could easily isolate someone from others, he had never been truly alone. Perhaps it was this very trust that kept him grounded.


  Letting the brief silence convey the weight within their words, the two men spoke again, smiles tugging faintly at their lips.


  “The contrast between the warrior he was on the battlefield and the man he was in everyday life…”


  “It was staggering.”


  Shin let out a breath, nodding slowly. “I get it now… Thanks. I’m glad you told me.”


  In their words, Shin found a version of Girart he had never known.


  Van suddenly straightened, expression solemn as he bowed his head deeply. Rajim followed suit, dipping low beside him.


  “Hey, what’s this about?” Shin asked, startled.


  “We wish to formally thank you,” Van said, voice heavy with sincerity.


  “For fulfilling our king’s wish. We are truly grateful,” Rajim completed, keeping his head lowered.


  “Stop that. It really was just a coincidence,” Shin replied, waving a hand dismissively, but there was a tightness in his chest.


  After all, it was pure chance that had brought him back to this world. He didn’t believe he deserved gratitude for something like that. In fact, if he hadn’t returned, maybe Girart would still be alive now.


  But Rajim shook his head as he straightened, eyes steady.


  “We don’t see it that way.”


  “For us beasts, whose lives are fleeting compared to the long-lived races, an endless life is a cruel burden,” Rajim explained gently.


  The average lifespan of a beastman wasn’t much different from that of a human. Even those who lived long rarely exceeded 120 years. There were exceptions, yes—some lived centuries—but they were the outliers, a mere handful.


  Compared to the elves or pixies who could live for millennia, their lives burned short and bright.


  And yet, that was how it should be. Elves had their way of life, pixies theirs, and beastmen their own. But to stray alone from that path, to be left behind while all others faded away…


  It was a loneliness that had gnawed at Girart’s spirit, slowly and relentlessly.


  “We are creatures of brief lives. An endless lifespan is little different from a prison,” Rajim said, voice quiet but resolute. “Thus, for freeing our king from that fate, even if by coincidence, it is only natural we offer you our gratitude.”


  Part 10


  After Van and Rajim left, night fully settled over the land. The soft curtain of darkness wrapped the surroundings in a hush, broken only by the occasional rustling of leaves. Shin remained on the veranda, bathed in the silver glow of the moonlight. No one came to fetch him for dinner. He’d already told the others he would handle it himself.


  Curled up on his lap, Yuzuha slept soundly, her tail wrapped tightly around her small body.


  “Welcome back,” Shin said softly, sensing Schnee’s approach before she even stepped fully into view.


  Though Shin had left for the mansion as soon as the burial ended, Schnee, bound by her unique status, hadn’t been able to return immediately.


  On the surface, Shin seemed unchanged after the battle, stoic as always. But to Schnee, it was precisely that unchanged facade that felt deeply unsettling. It was not normal for him to show no emotion at all. That was why she wanted to be by his side. Yet duty had demanded her presence at the funeral.


  When she finally finished her obligations and returned to the mansion, she followed his presence until she found him on the veranda, gazing up at the night sky. The moonlight traced the edges of his profile, and for a brief moment, Schnee thought he might vanish, dissolving into the pale glow like a fleeting dream.


  Quietly, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him from behind.


  Because he was sitting, Shin’s face was pressed against her chest. Yet, even in this close embrace, there was no shift in his expression.


  “Schnee?” he murmured, startled, but his voice lacked its usual vitality.


  “I… feel like you could disappear at any moment,” she whispered, her words trembling slightly.


  Strangely, it was the same sensation Shin himself had felt earlier when speaking with Van and Rajim. Schnee tightened her hold, as if trying to anchor him there, to keep him from drifting away with the night.


  “Anything,” she said, voice soft yet resolute. “Tell me if there’s anything I can do.”


  She didn’t know what help she could offer, but even so… if she could do anything to lighten the weight on his heart, even a little, she would.


  For a brief moment, there was only silence.


  Then, Shin’s voice returned, faint but clearer than before.


  “Van and Rajim stopped by.”


  He began to speak in fragments, recounting the conversation, the feelings they had shared. And all the while, Schnee held him close, listening quietly to every word, never loosening her embrace.


  “I don’t… I don’t disagree with what they said,” Shin murmured.


  “Yes,” Schnee replied softly, holding him tighter.


  “I understand that it’s what Girart wanted, too.”


  “Yes.”


  “I even accepted it when I stood against him.”


  “Yes.”


  With each word, Shin’s voice began to tremble, a crack forming in the calm facade he had maintained.


  After returning to this world, the time Shin spent with Girart was painfully brief.


  But in that final battle, they had exchanged far more than blows. They had traded wills and clashed with everything they had, filling the void left by years of separation. It wasn’t just data or some scripted interaction with an NPC. It had been real. The man he’d fought was the true Girart.


  The length of their time apart no longer mattered. In that moment, they had truly reconnected. That was why this was inevitable.


  Even though Girart had chosen it himself, even if everyone else accepted it, still…


  “It’s hard… losing a comrade…” Shin’s voice broke, finally revealing how fragile he truly was.


  Because no matter how strong he was, no matter how prepared, watching someone he cared about die was unbearable.


  “You can cry,” Schnee whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “You fulfilled your duty. It’s okay to grieve now.”


  As she spoke, Schnee realized tears were blurring her own vision.


  Of course it hurt. Of course it was unbearable. Girart had been precious to her too, an irreplaceable comrade.


  Beneath the pale moonlight, they held each other close, not sobbing or crying out, just silently letting the tears fall.


  Eventually, the two figures, intertwined under the night sky, slowly parted. And in their eyes, where sorrow had lingered, now burned a quiet, unshakable light—the strength of those who had overcome their grief.


  As the moon dipped lower, the first rays of sunlight stretched across the horizon. And as the world filled with light, Shin gazed ahead, eyes clear, facing the dawn without turning away.
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  Side Story: In the City of Beasts


  

  Three days before Shin’s fated duel with Girart…


  “Farnid’s cities feel livelier than human ones,” Shin remarked offhandedly, his gaze wandering across the bustling streets.


  “They may all be beastmen, but customs and cultures vary widely between tribes,” Cuore replied primly, walking beside him with practiced grace.


  It had already been four days since Shin arrived in Eryden, the capital city where Girart resided.


  Both Schnee and Tiera had warned him that holing up in the archives for days on end wouldn’t do him any good, eventually convincing him to take a break and explore the city. Upon hearing this, Cuore had immediately volunteered to guide him, creating the current situation.


  For now, only Cuore walked at Shin’s side. Above him, Yuzuha lay sprawled lazily across his head, her tiny fox limbs dangling like soft tassels. Schnee had taken Tiera elsewhere, helping her with level training. Shin noticed the faint gloom on Tiera’s face as she was led away, but he brushed it off. She’ll grow from this. I’m sure of it.


  “I’ve shown you several of my favorite spots already,” Cuore said, turning to him with a polite smile. “But is there somewhere you’d like to visit, Shin-dono?”


  As the capital, Eryden was naturally where the king resided. Though Schnee had once described it as a “settlement,” it was far larger than any village. Covering the whole city in a day would be a tall order.


  “Hmm… somewhere I’d like to go?” Shin echoed.


  He paused. Cuore’s tour had been fairly thorough, so no immediate ideas came to mind.


  “Let’s see… Huh?”


  Just as he was pondering, his eyes caught a signboard hanging from one of the shops ahead. Curious, he reached up and gently lifted Yuzuha from his head, bringing her to eye level.


  “Ku?” Yuzuha let out a questioning chirp, blinking up at him as if to ask, “What’s going on?”


  “You know,” Shin murmured, tilting his head as he examined her, “I think your fur’s looking a little rough lately.”


  Spending time around monsters with luxurious fur—especially those brought along by their comrade in Six Devas, Kashmia—had given Shin a discerning eye for coat quality. After countless hours of indulging in the joy of fluffing soft pelts, he could now spot even the slightest imperfections.


  Of course, there’d been no such skill in the game. Yet, as Shin gazed closely at Yuzuha, he couldn’t shake the feeling that her fur really did look a little worse for wear.


  “Mind if we stop by that place over there?” he asked, nodding toward the shop.


  “That one? Ah, I see. Of course,” Cuore replied smoothly, immediately catching on to Shin’s intention.


  As they stepped through the door, the gentle chime of a bell announced their arrival. A woman with the characteristics of a dog-type beastman approached them with a professional smile.


  “Welcome. How may I assist you today?” she asked, glancing between Cuore at Shin’s side and the small fox cradled in his arms.


  Her gaze lingered on Shin, softening into something almost teasing. Shin stiffened slightly. What kind of misunderstanding is she having here?


  “I’d like to take a look at your brushes or combs for grooming,” he said, clearing his throat.


  “Of course. Right this way, please.”


  The woman guided them to a section of the shop where an impressive variety of brushes were neatly displayed, ranging in size, shape, and material. The shopkeeper politely left them to browse, and Shin immediately turned his attention to the selection.


  Apparently, preferences varied based on species. Even brushes that looked the same at a glance could differ wildly in price and material. Dogs, wolves, and foxes all seemed to share similar tastes, and there were even multipurpose brushes designed to suit multiple types.


  “Wow, this is more elaborate than I expected. Do most people here have their own personal brushes?” Shin asked, raising a brow.


  “Many do,” Cuore nodded. “Some even go as far as sourcing their own materials for custom-made ones.”


  It wasn’t as rare as Shin had assumed. Cuore herself admitted she had a treasured one she used regularly.


  “People take this pretty seriously, huh?” Shin said, chuckling. Then a thought struck him. “I wonder if that brush Kashmia gave me is still usable…”


  Back in the game days, Kashmia—the Tamer of Shin’s guild—had gifted him a handcrafted brush of exceptional quality. He remembered Girart practically purring with satisfaction when he used it.


  “Well, sightseeing time is short anyway,” Shin muttered, scratching Yuzuha behind the ears. “Might as well spoil you a little today.”


  “Ku!” Yuzuha chirped happily, tail wagging.


  After picking up a few grooming items that promised to restore shine and softness to fur, Shin and Cuore exited the shop, stepping back out into the lively streets of Eryden.


  Upon returning to the mansion, Shin sat on the veranda just outside his room and retrieved an old tool from his item box: the grooming brush he once used, known as the Groom Meister.


  At a glance, it looked like any ordinary brush, its handle a deep brown, unassuming in appearance. But in reality, it was crafted from the bark of the World Tree, and the bristles were made from the fur of a monster known as the Tyrant Bristol, a beast resembling a massive ball of fur and exceeding level 800.


  The item’s description had always read: “With this, you too can become a brushing master. The finest coat, now yours.”


  It was no mere vanity item. This was a super-brush that would raise the affection of monsters modeled after dogs, cats, horses, and similar creatures, simply by brushing them.


  While grooming brushes typically came in various types specialized for different functions, this magic item was an all-in-one tool capable of removing loose fur, detangling knots, and smoothing coats.


  “Hold still, okay?” Shin murmured gently as he brought the brush to Yuzuha’s back.


  He began lightly, working carefully to untangle the soft fur.


  “Ku…” Yuzuha let out a long, blissful sigh, her little body going limp under the careful, methodical strokes.


  Shin was mindful not to apply too much pressure, expertly weaving the brush through the tangled strands. His movements were precise, practiced, and impossibly gentle.


  And all the while, just beside them, Cuore watched, eyes sparkling with envy.


  Though her guide duty was over, Cuore had insisted on accompanying Shin when she heard he was going to brush Yuzuha. Shin hadn’t seen a reason to refuse, though he did warn her that it might get a bit dull.


  Yet now, watching Shin’s focused expression and the tender way he handled Yuzuha, Cuore’s admiration for him—already stoked by stories Girart had shared—only deepened.


  I… I wonder if it’d be improper to ask…


  No, no, that would be terribly disrespectful to someone of his status, a high human…


  But still… maybe just this once?


  For beastmen, grooming carried a deeper meaning. While it could be platonic, often shared between family members or trusted companions, it also served as a gesture of affection or intimacy.


  Cuore’s ears twitched, and her tail flicked anxiously behind her as she battled her inner turmoil.


  Just as she was about to either blurt out her request or shove it down entirely, a familiar voice called out from beyond the veranda.


  “Hmm? Shin? I thought you were touring the city?”


  “Thought I’d treat my partner today,” Shin said, smiling faintly as he continued brushing Yuzuha. “Just giving her some much-needed attention.”


  “I see… Hmm… Well, in that case, would you mind brushing me as well?” replied the familiar voice.


  Shin glanced up to see none other than Girart standing there, already shifting subtly toward his beast form.


  “Sure, but let me finish here first. Shouldn’t take long,” Shin replied with a nod. Then, almost as an afterthought, he chuckled. “Come to think of it, Kashmia originally made this brush for me just so I could use it on you.”


  At that, Girart gave a quiet, nostalgic hum and sat beside Shin on the veranda.


  A few minutes later, Yuzuha’s grooming was done, and she let out a satisfied sigh before curling up nearby. Then, without missing a beat, Shin turned to Girart, now fully transformed into his beastly, towering wolf form, and began brushing.


  Cuore sat frozen, eyes wide as she stared in disbelief. She knew well—everyone did—that Girart had never once let anyone besides his late wife groom him. Yet here he was, eyes peacefully shut, muscles slack, fully entrusting himself to Shin. To Cuore, it was like watching a loyal, massive wolf resting its head on its master’s lap, savoring every stroke.


  Wolves, especially wolf-type beastmen, hated being treated like common dogs. Yet Cuore couldn’t deny that the sight was oddly endearing.


  Beyond that, what struck her most was the sheer depth of trust between them.


  I’ve never seen Girart-sama like this…


  Even though facial expressions were harder to read when beastmen were transformed, Cuore, being of the same wolf-type, could tell instantly. Girart was fully relaxed, utterly at ease.


  Compared to little Yuzuha, Girart was far larger and more imposing, but even so, Shin’s practiced movements made short work of the grooming. In the end, it took less than half an hour.


  “Ahh, refreshing,” Girart rumbled, voice deep but mellow as he stretched out.


  “Glad to hear it,” Shin replied with a grin.


  Then, Girart turned to Cuore with a mischievous glint in his eye.


  “Well then, Cuore, why don’t you have him do yours next?”


  “W-What?!” Cuore yelped, her voice jumping in pitch.


  It was everything she had secretly hoped for, yet hearing it suggested so nonchalantly still caught her completely off guard.


  Shin, meanwhile, gave Girart a wary look.


  “I don’t mind, but are you sure that’s okay? I mean, Yuzuha’s a monster, and you’re… you know, you, but Cuore’s a woman. Isn’t this kind of thing… Well, doesn’t it sometimes have a different meaning when it’s with the opposite sex?”


  Shin’s words were cautious, but Cuore could sense the awkward sincerity behind them. Even without fully understanding their culture, Shin had clearly caught on to the subtle implications.


  “Not an issue,” Girart declared with a chuckle. “You’re my master, after all. Why would I object to you helping my descendant? Besides…” He cast a knowing glance at Cuore. “She seems eager for it.”


  “W-W-What?! Girart-sama!” Cuore’s face flared crimson, her ears twitching furiously.


  There was no way she could deny it. Girart’s words struck too close to home.


  She fumbled for something, anything, to say in response, but her voice shrank into a whisper, and with her head bowed in embarrassment, she finally managed a faint, “Yes…”


  “Alright then,” Shin said, rubbing the back of his neck, clearly still unsure. “I’ll be as gentle as I can, but this is my first time grooming a woman. Let me know if I’m being too rough.”


  “Understood. I’ll be in your care,” Cuore replied, swallowing her nerves as she shifted into her beast form and settled down next to Shin, much like Girart had done.


  Almost immediately, she felt the brush gently touch the back of her head. Shin’s movements were slow, carefully working through any tangles without causing discomfort.


  “Ah…!” A soft gasp slipped out of her. “Nngh… uh…”


  The strange yet soothing sensation made her breath catch in her throat.


  Whether it was the superior quality of the brush or Shin’s unexpectedly deft technique, Cuore quickly realized that this felt entirely different from the grooming sessions she was used to. Every stroke of the brush sent a ripple of calm through her body, melting tension away.


  Within moments, she found herself adrift in a dreamlike haze, eyelids fluttering.


  “Heh, looks like she’s enjoying it,” Girart chuckled, amused.


  “Ku! Shin’s good!” Yuzuha chirped in agreement, nodding sagely.


  Neither of them missed the way Cuore’s tail wagged slowly, her expression softening into bliss. But Cuore, lost in the pleasure of the moment, didn’t notice their teasing at all. It was as if she were receiving a luxurious massage, her thoughts turning pleasantly hazy.


  “And done,” Shin finally announced.


  “Haaah… Thank you so— Wait!” Cuore snapped upright, realization crashing over her. “What did I just—”


  Girart laughed heartily. “You’re always so guarded around others.”


  “I-It’s not like that! I just… let my guard down a little! That’s all!” she stammered, ears burning.


  Hearing herself speak in the same tone she normally reserved for the privacy of her room only deepened her embarrassment. Yet when Shin reached out to gently scratch behind her ears, a familiar calming warmth washed over her once more, helping her steady herself.


  When she glanced up, she saw Girart, looking every bit as relaxed, calmly enjoying the same treatment. And there, atop Girart’s broad back, Yuzuha had flopped over, completely limp with bliss.


  Unable to help herself, Cuore smiled softly at the heartwarming scene.


  Later that evening, when Schnee and Tiera returned and saw Shin surrounded by these three figures—Cuore, Girart, and Yuzuha—they couldn’t help but share an amused smile.


  “He looked like a master doting on his beloved pets,” Schnee would later remark with a quiet laugh.


  It was a rare, peaceful moment, just days before Girart’s final journey. Like a fleeting return to the days they once shared.
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  Thank you for joining Shin on his journey beyond the virtual! We hope you have enjoyed his unexpected transition from being a player who defeats the Final Boss of THE NEW GATE Volume 3 to becoming a powerful warrior in the game's real world.


  To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.
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  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook
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  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.
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Scorching Sky

Techniques Constriction
¢ The Commander * Qi Manipulation

Nemesis of

Twin Wheel

Spellcasters e etc

Bearer of the Beast

Factor

o etc

Other Achievements

+ Current Beast King
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® Combat Equipment

Head: Ranger Hat (VIT Bonus [Minor])

Body: Jadebeast Jacket (VIT Bonus [Moderate]: DEX Bonus
‘Weak])

Arms: Jadebeast Bracers (STR Bonus [Moderate]: DEX Bonus
Weak])

Legs: Magicweave Skirt (AGI Bonus [Moderate])

Accessory: Jade Earrings (Status Ailment Resistance
Moderate])

‘Weapon 1: Orichalcum Dagger (Weapon Break Resistance
Moderate]: +60% Damage vs Phasing Monsters)

‘Weapon 2: Sacred Tree Shortbow (Enables Charge Shot, MP
Auto-Recovery [Moderate])

vame : Cuore Estaria

cender: Fermale
ke : High Beastman

Main Job: Beast Warrior
Sub Job: Hunter
Adventurer Rank: None

Guild Affiliation: None

@ Stats
Lv: 179
HP: 6334
MP: 3709
STR: 644
VIT: 532
DEX: 601
AGI: 660
INT: 429
Luc: 77
@ Titles @ Skills

* Instructor of
Unarmed Arts
Instructor of Body
Techniques
Assistant Archery
Instructor
Apprentice
Swordswoman
Bearer of the Beast
Factor

ete

Mind’s Eye

Qi Manipulation
Gale Shot
Whirlwind Slash
Fang of the Lion
Cub

ete

Other Achievements

+ Beloved Daughter of the Beast King
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|_.I-I'IE NEw GATEJ Terminology of the World

‘®Status ® Distance and Weight
LV : Level e 1 Cemel=1 cm
HP : Hit Points e 1Mel=1m
MP :Magic Points o 1 Kemel =1 km
STR : Strength
VIT : Vitality e 1Gum=1g
DEX : Dexterity e 1 Kegum =1kg
AGI : Agility
INT : Intelligence
LUC: Luck

® Currency

e Jule (J): Currency widely circulated in the game world 500 years later.

¢ Geil (G): Currency from the game era. It is worth more than a billion Jule.

o Jule Copper Coin = 100J

o Jule Silver Coin = 100 Jule Copper Coins = 10,000J

o Jule Gold Coin = 100 Jule Silver Coins = 1,000,000J

o Jule Platinum Coin = 100 Jule Gold Coins = 100,000,000J

® Main Races

* Human (Human Race): The most populous race, creating diverse types of nations.

¢ Dragnil (Dragonkin Race): Has exceptionally high strength and vitality..

« Beast (Beastman Race): The second most common race after Humans, with traits varying by tribe.

¢ Lord (Demon Race): Usually possess balanced and generally high abilities..

* Dwarves: Skilled with their hands, excelling in crafting weapons and tools..

¢ Pixie (Fairy Race): Long-lived and skilled in magic, they have created their own unique world called

Fairyland.

* EIf: Second only to Pixies in lifespan, they excel at detecting danger, and many live peacefully with the forest.
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® Combat Equipment

Head: None

Body: Magic Bull Chestguard (VIT Bonus [Weak])
Arms: None

Legs:Magicweave Trousers (AGI Bonus [Weak])
Accessory: None

Weapon: Winter Drizzle (Water Elemental Attack: -40%

Damage vs Phasing Monsters; Imbued with
Swordmanship-type Martial Skill Snow, Moon, and Flower)

name : Gaien Greig

gender: Male

Race :Dmgnil

Main Job: Samurai

Sub Job: Knight

Adventurer Rank: A

Guild Affiliation: None

* Master of the
Magic Blade

* Swordmanship
Instructor

oStats .. L Lie

LVERl 87

HP: 4490

MP: 1881

STR: 439

VIT: 524

DEX: 310

AGI: 233

INT: 176

Luc: 70

® Titles @ Skills

Crushing Blade

Qi Manipulation

* Snow, Moon, and
Flower

. etc.

Other Achievements

* None
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® Combat Equipment

Head: Tectonic Forehead Guard (STR Bonus [Exceptional]:
Negates Sensory Interference)

Body: Tectonic Gi (VIT Bonus [Exceptional]: DEX Bonus
[Exceptional])

Arms: None

Legs: Tectonic Greaves (AGI Bonus [Exceptional]: Negates
Restraints and Debuffs)

Accessory: Divine Age Earrings
‘Weapon: Moonbreaker (Negates Weapon-Breaking Attacks:

Disables Phasing Abilities: Nullifies Magic [on fists only]:
Increases Attack Speed: Restricted to Specific Users)

vame : Girart Estaria

cender: Male
race : High Beastman

Main Job: Magic Brawler
Sub Job: Beast Warrior
Adventurer Rank: None

Guild Affiliation: Six Devas

LV: 255
HP: 9167
MP: 5223
STR: 881
VIT: 672
DEX: 739
AGI: 787
INT: 536
LUC: 67
@ Titles @ Skills
+ Pinnacle of * Supreme Elegance
Unarmed Combat e Mind’s
* Master of the * Scorchi
Magic Gauntlet * Serpent
+ Pinnacle of Body Constriction
Arts « Falling Cannon
* The Commander Wave
* Bearer of the Beast Netcs
Factor
o etc.
Other Achievements

o First Beast King
e Shin’s Support Character No. 3





