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After Possession, Death Route is Right Ahead.

...Save me.




(I drew the cover myself. Thank you.)


Ch.1 - 1. Death Route
# 1. Death Route

A vast plain.
The hero confronts a demon who was once human.

"Daisy... Can you hear my voice?"
"I am Spanya, the Third Corps Commander of the Demon Lord's army. You know that perfectly well, don't you?"

Daisy, the hero's childhood friend and lover. She was mocking the hero.

"You bastard... Give Daisy's body back right now!"
"That's impossible. My soul has already devoured this woman's soul."

The hero gritted his teeth. Seeing him like this, Spanya spoke.

"I am Spanya, the Third Corps Commander of the Demon Lord's army, and..."

The cold, rigid voice stopped.

"...the lover of Hero Ellion, Daisy."
"...!"

A gentle voice was heard.

Mockery.
Childhood memories with Daisy. The love they whispered to each other. All those precious memories came back as mockery.

"Would you like to kill me and take my corpse?"
"SPANYAAAAAAAA!"

The battle was fierce.
The hero's level was high enough to easily kill Spanya, but he couldn't fight with all his might at the thought of hurting Daisy.

Eventually, the battle was decided.
The hero won and Spanya lost.
But the victorious hero was in tears, while the defeated Spanya was laughing.

"Please... please give Daisy back..."
"Kuh, kuhkuh... I told you, hero. Kill me and take her."

Even on the verge of death, Spanya mocked the hero.

"Come on, kill me! If you don't kill me now, I'll keep appearing before you. Endlessly, with your lover's face!"
"..."
"It would be quite a sight to see the hero's mind crumble! Hahahahaha!"

Tears wouldn't stop flowing from the hero's eyes.
The despair of not being able to get Daisy back.
The regret that if he hadn't been so stubborn, Daisy would have been protected at the temple.
The self-blame for failing to protect Daisy.

And the rage toward the demons who took Daisy away.

The hero made his decision.

"Daisy, I'm sorry... I won't... ask for forgiveness."

"I'll avenge you. I'll erase the existence of demons from this world."

"When everything is over, I'll come to see you."

"I'm sorry, Daisy. I love you, Daisy."

The hero beheaded Spanya, beheaded Daisy.

Wherever the hero passed, only the corpses of demons remained. He swung his sword, reducing his time for eating and sleeping. His party members worried about his physical condition. But the hero didn't care. He wanted to eliminate everything that had taken Daisy away.

On the day the hero's sword beheaded the Demon Lord.
Everyone in the world praised the hero. They blessed the future of the hero's party and wished them happiness.

And the hero plunged his sword into his own heart.

*

Wow, so this is the sad ending.
How does one wrong choice lead straight to a sad ending? What kind of dating sim is this?

The last choice I made related to Daisy was about proposing.
At that time, Hero Ellion had prepared a ring for Daisy. He was planning to propose at the capital plaza, where they had confirmed their feelings for each other and became lovers.
Daisy, unaware of this, had asked to go on a date to the temple, saying she had always wanted to visit.

The choices that appeared on the screen were:
A: Go on a date to the plaza for the proposal.
B: Postpone the proposal and go on a date to the temple as Daisy suggested.

I judged that enough affection had been built up, so I chose to propose right away, and this was the result.

Of course, there were other choices after that one.
But in my judgment, there were no choices that could change the outcome.
That's because there were no options except deciding where to go to find Daisy, or choices for heroine drift.
I hope the difficulty isn't like this for all the other heroines.

"Sigh... When did I last save?"

Looking at my most recent save, it was the scene where Hero Ellion and Daisy meet at the capital plaza.

Shit. I should have saved before making the choice, not after. I'm an idiot. Am I crazy? Seriously, fuck.

Sigh...
When I first chose the plaza date and Daisy was kidnapped, I thought it would lead to a storyline about rescuing a heroine in danger.
But when Spanya, the Third Corps Commander of the Demon Lord's army, appeared after stealing Daisy's body, I was so shocked.

Ah. Suddenly I feel tired.
Looking at the time, it's already 4 AM.
I was planning to masturbate and go to sleep since I thought Daisy's H-scene would appear today.
But now that the sad ending has appeared, I'm not in the mood.

...I should just go to sleep.
Whatever, I'll restart tomorrow and see a different ending.

I pressed the game exit button.

Huh?
Why isn't the game closing?
I pressed the game exit button again.
Then.

Light poured out from the monitor.

"Ah! My eyes, fuck!"

When the light subsided enough for me to open my eyes.

?
What? Where am I?
I was definitely sitting in front of my computer in my room?
Huh? This place feels familiar somehow?
No, it's definitely a place I've never seen before, so why does it feel familiar?
Look at the people walking around. They're all foreigners. This isn't even Korea.
If it were Korea, there wouldn't be a winged goddess statue like that...
There's no way...

...Huh?

Capital... plaza?

Wait, wait!
If this is the capital plaza, then it's from the dating sim I was just playing...!

I look around again.
I've seen it before as background CG.
A place I've never visited in person but somehow know.
There's no doubt.
This is the capital plaza.

Have I... entered the game?

What's going on?
Isn't this supposed to happen after getting hit by a truck or finding a magic circle on the ground?
Or shouldn't the game developer or someone contact me through a status window or quest or something?
Status window! Status window!
Of course it won't work!

No, this isn't the time. The biggest problem is what to do next. I've been thrown into a game with no connections or anything, so what should I do? Forget about food, I'll be homeless tonight.

"Daisy."

...
I'm doomed.
My life is ruined.
Mom, Dad. I'm fucked.

"Daisy?"

Oh no.
If they suddenly hear that their son has disappeared, they'll be shocked.
I've never been a filial son, but disappearing so suddenly is truly unforgivable to my parents.
I need to find a way to return to the original world somehow...

"Daisy!"

Aish, you startled me!
Who's shouting so loudly in a public place?

When I turned my head toward the voice, I saw a familiar person.

Hero Ellion.
The protagonist of the dating sim I was just playing.
The character I had only seen on screen was now moving in front of me.

But why does he look like that?
He has a very worried expression?

Ellion approached me as soon as our eyes met.
Then he cupped my cheeks with both hands.
W-what the fuck? What's wrong with this guy?

"Daisy. Why are you spacing out? Did something happen?"
"W-what are you..."

I was about to ask what nonsense he was talking about when I noticed something strange.
My voice was different from usual.
It sounded like a woman's voice...

...Come to think of it, didn't this Ellion guy call me Daisy?

Hmm...
...
...?
??

W-w-w-what is this!
Daisy? I'm Daisy?

"Mirror! Do you have a mirror?!"
"The mirror is something you carry every day, Daisy. Isn't it in your bag?"

Bag?
There was a small crossbody bag where the hero pointed.
I was wearing it.
W-what is this?
Now that I think about it, the clothes I'm wearing are also absurd.
I was definitely wearing a black t-shirt and shorts, comfortable clothes for lounging at home.
But now I'm wearing a fresh-looking sky-blue dress.
And those two lumps of fat visible on my chest are...

This is the first time I've seen a woman's breasts up close!

...No, they're attached to me?

Why am I only realizing this now?
My body wasn't feeling any discomfort at all.
It's true that I was too shocked about entering the game to think about checking my physical condition.
But my body structure has changed, I'm wearing a dress for the first time in my life, and I'm carrying a crossbody bag, yet I didn't notice?

Fuck, fuck!
I rummaged through the crossbody bag and found a hand mirror.
I took a deep breath before looking in the mirror.
I'm scared. There's already a high probability that I won't see my original face, but I need to confirm it.

What reflected in the mirror was indeed not my face.
A plain-looking woman with brown hair reaching down to her shoulders.

Daisy.
Hero Ellion's childhood friend.
The heroine who had her body stolen by a demon because I chose the wrong option, and eventually had her head cut off.

I had become Daisy.

"Daisy. Are you okay? Are you feeling unwell?"

I can feel Ellion fidgeting anxiously.
That makes sense.
I would be concerned too if my "lover's" mind seemed elsewhere.

But I'm not in a state to care about his feelings right now.

The monitor flashed, and I entered the dating sim I was playing.
And I became the heroine, Daisy.

While the protagonist was babbling something in front of me, I clutched my head.

Why did this happen?
Not only am I fucked, but I've lost my dick.
Can I return to normal?
Do I need to see an ending of the game?

If so, which ending should I aim for?
The only ending I've seen in this game is Daisy's death ending, but now that I've become Daisy, I absolutely must not repeat that situation.
There's a possibility that 'dying will send me back,' but I can't throw away my life for that.
If it's not the right answer, I'll just die for nothing.

For now, I'll just be careful about the turning point where Daisy dies.
If I just avoid going on a date with Ellion to the capital plaza...

...

Huh?

A date with Ellion at the capital plaza?

Isn't that what we're doing right now?

I looked up at Ellion. He clearly seemed to have put effort into his appearance.
True to being the protagonist of a dating sim, Ellion usually dressed very ordinarily when not in his battle gear.
There was only one time when he dressed up well, and that was...

When he proposed to Daisy.

There was a choice to select an outfit after choosing the plaza date route.
All options looked fine to me, so it was a choice I pondered over quite a bit.
Of course, at that time, I didn't know the proposal choice would lead directly to the heroine's kidnapping, body possession, and death route.

Now I know.
I know because I've played through it.

The current situation is the point where I last saved.
The scene where Hero Ellion and Daisy meet at the capital plaza.

I've already entered the death route.

Fuck.

Ch.2 - 2. Invasion
# 2. Invasion

"The Hero and his lover have been found."

At a distance away.
The woman reported to her superior through a communication orb.
Her superior, 3rd Corps Commander Spanyada, smiled.

- Is everything prepared?
"Yes. We can begin at any moment."
- Is that so? Then let's start right away.
"I will obey your command."

After ending the communication with her superior, the woman immediately contacted others.

"Detonate."


*


Alright. Let me organize what's about to happen based on my experience playing the game.
Shortly after the Hero and Daisy meet in the plaza, the head of the goddess statue explodes.

BOOM!

Yes, just like that. That scene of the head scattering in mid-air was so impressive that I remember this place...


Wait, it's already started!?

"Daisy!"
"Huh, what?"
"Something seems to have happened. I'm sorry, but can you go back alone?"

And Ellion, that so-called Hero, always prioritizes resolving incidents over dates.
When I only saw it through game CGs, I just cursed him as an idiot, but seeing the actual explosion, the situation does look serious.

Well, it probably is serious. In the game, as soon as Ellion arrived at the goddess statue, demons poured out through portals.


The problem is that if we separate now, Daisy will be kidnapped.


The gameplay strictly followed the protagonist, Hero Ellion.
So I don't know how Daisy was kidnapped during that brief moment when Ellion left her.
Plus, Daisy is a completely ordinary character with no holy power or magic.
She must have been taken away without being able to resist at all.

A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I looked at Ellion.
...Wouldn't it be safest to stay by the protagonist's side?

He was still waiting for my answer.
Right. Let's stick with him. Even though I don't feel great about it, this seems like the only option.
After all, I need to survive first, don't I?

I grabbed Ellion's sleeve with my fingertips.

"I want to go with you."

Ugh.
I could see Ellion was taken aback by my words.

"Daisy. The goddess statue exploded. It might be nothing, but it could also be a demon invasion, so today let's just..."
"If it's a demon invasion, it's dangerous everywhere. 'If it's nothing, we can continue our date later.'"
"That's true, but..."
"So I want to stay with you."

Ugh. Shit.
My mouth is saying all sorts of things to this guy.
Ah, it's Daisy's mouth, not mine.
Anyway, I can endure anything compared to the value of my life.

"...Alright. But it could be really dangerous, so you need to stay close to me."

I'd rather not stick too close, but can I just stay moderately close?


On the way to the goddess statue, Ellion kept holding my hand, proving that his words about staying close weren't a lie.
Maybe because I've become Daisy, the difference in hand size was enormous, and "Ellion's large, warm hand enveloping mine" felt quite uncomfortable.
Walking hand in hand with a man. This is fucking awful.


"They say the goddess statue exploded."
"What's going on?"

Near the goddess statue, people had gathered.
They must have flocked out of curiosity after the sudden explosion.
Guards were controlling the crowd, preventing them from getting too close.

One of the guards recognized Ellion and approached.
Fully armored with helmet and plate, not showing an inch of skin—the very definition of a generic NPC illustration.

"Hero."
"Thank you for your hard work. What exactly happened?"
"As you can see, the goddess statue exploded. We're investigating the cause, but..."

While the guard and Ellion were talking, I looked up at the sky.
A clear sky with just a few clouds.
But soon the sky would tear open, portals would appear, and demons would pour down.

I must have unconsciously tightened my grip.
Ellion was looking down at me with a worried expression.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"You seem tense."

Of course I am.
I know the battle that's about to unfold here.
Though I came to avoid being kidnapped, I've voluntarily walked into a battlefield, so I can't help but be tense.

"It's okay."
"?"
"I'll stay by your side."
"E-Ellion! Behind you! Behind!"

The sky I had been looking at was tearing open with a crackling sound.
Ellion's expression instantly turned serious.

Demons poured out from the portal, and the plaza became a scene of chaos.

"Demons!"
"Kyaaaa!"
"Evacuate the citizens!"

Goblins swing their maces.
Lycanthropes maul people.
Ogres trample the plaza.
Blood and flesh splatter as screams fill the air. I've seen this scene while playing the game and in CGs.
I knew this would happen.

At the same time, I didn't truly understand.
What it means to have the malice to harm others.
What it's like to witness it directly, not through media.

Lives are extinguished one by one before my eyes.
I'm terrified. I can't move from my spot.
Fuck. Fuck.
Why am I here?
Why do I have to go through this?
What did I do wrong? I was just playing a game.

With a thud, I turned to see a guard's head exploding from an ogre's kick.

Something splattered on my face.
My breathing becomes rapid.
All sorts of thoughts race through my mind.
It's hot and sticky.
Probably the guard's blood.
No, I hope it's blood.
It could be flesh or brain matter.
Should I... check?
My hand trembles.
Carefully, I raised my hand toward my face.
That's when someone grabbed my hand.

"Daisy!"

It's Ellion.
The neat clothes he wore for the proposal and the holy sword he had summoned were now drenched in blood, stained bright red.
But of course, it's not Ellion's blood. At his current level, he wouldn't even get a scratch from demons of this caliber.

The problem is me.
"Though breathing became a bit easier with Ellion holding my hand," I still can't do anything in this situation.
I'm just a burden clinging to Ellion's side.

Ellion releases my hand to cut down an approaching enemy. Then he grabs my hand again.
Even in this battle, he prioritizes Daisy.

Damn it.
"I feel pathetic from this sense of helplessness."

Clank, clank.
Just then, I heard the sound of a group of armored people rushing over.
Following that, a high-pitched female voice rang out.

"First squad! Support the Hero! Second and third squads! Form a perimeter to prevent the demons from leaving the plaza!"

Reinforcements. Judging by their armor, they're the Capital Knights.
The woman who was shouting at the front cut down a demon and ran straight toward me.
More precisely, toward Ellion.

"Hero. Allow me to assist."

Violet Stellen.
The vice-captain of the Capital Knights who serves as the tactical advisor for demon subjugation.

Ellion looked back and forth between Violet and me, then spoke to Violet.

"Lady Stellen. Could you take Daisy and leave the plaza?"
"This young lady, you mean?"

Is he trying to separate me?

"Ellion. I..."
"Daisy. You're trembling terribly. I should have sent you to safety as soon as the battle started... my mistake."
"..."
"Lady Stellen here is the vice-captain of the Capital Knights. She'll take you to a safe place."

Ellion is right, and I can't argue.
Honestly, I'm too scared.
Fuck, I'm terrified of all this killing and dying.
Damn it. My stomach is still churning from whatever splattered on my face—blood, flesh, or brain matter.

"Miss Daisy. I'll escort you to safety."

Violet extends her hand to me.
Yes. While being next to Ellion might be safe, my mind can't handle it.
Violet is trustworthy, so leaving with her seems right.
I took Violet's hand.

"I'll use magic to move us. Please hold my hand tightly."
"Okay."
"Daisy."

I looked at Ellion as he called my name.

"I'll come get you as soon as this is over."
"...Okay."
"Oh my, must you do this even in this situation? It makes me feel like a third wheel."

Oh, does Violet see this as rubbing salt in the wound?
It's Ellion's one-sided salt-rubbing.
I have nothing to do with it.

"Blessing of Wind."

Wind swirled around Violet and me, and soon our bodies began to float.
As we reached a certain height, the scenery started changing rapidly.

...Wait, this is too fast.
The wind is hitting my face too hard!
Aaaaaaah!

As soon as my feet touched the ground, I dry-heaved.
Violet patted my back and said:

"I apologize. I was trying to get us out quickly."
"...It's fine."

As my stomach settled, I finally noticed our surroundings.
It's an alley I've never seen in any CG.
Judging by the silence, everyone must have evacuated.

Wooong-

What's that sound like a phone vibration?

"Excuse me for a moment."

Violet took out a palm-sized orb from her pocket.
The vibration sound seemed to be coming from the orb.

Ah, so that's a communication orb.
It was only mentioned in the game, so this is my first time seeing one.
As the orb's vibration stopped, Violet began communicating with someone.

"Yes. I have Miss Daisy with me."

Huh?
Who is she talking to?
Has the situation at the plaza been resolved?
Maybe Ellion contacted her since he said he'd come get me right away.


Suddenly.
A chilling sensation froze my body.
The crackling sound that accompanied the sky tearing open at the plaza was now coming from behind me.

I slowly turned around.
Only one person was walking out of the portal.
But the pressure was beyond imagination.
I feel more terror than when demons were pouring from the sky.
Their face is hidden under a robe.
But that robe and the spellbook they're holding are too familiar.

"Lord Spanyada."

Violet knelt on one knee.
This can't be happening.
Fuck. This isn't how it's supposed to be.
This content wasn't in the game.
What am I supposed to do when the tactical advisor is a spy?

Ch.3 - 3. While Asleep
# 3. While You Were Sleeping

The Spanyada slowly approaches.
As I back away, I notice Violet has already risen and positioned herself behind me.

What should I do?
Should I try to scream?

But Violet is faster than my mouth can open. She grabs me with her left hand and covers my mouth with her right.

"Mmph! Mmph!"
"Miss Daisy, I'm sorry. Please don't forgive me."

Shit! Is that what you say when you're participating in a kidnapping?!

"What a lovely face. I was only planning to mess with the Hero, but this is a bonus."

Spanyada caresses my face as if touching something precious.
Is she being careful because this is the body she's going to use now?
This is creepy, you rotten bitch.

"Hehe. Go to sleep now."

The last thing I see is Spanyada's hand approaching me before I lose consciousness.


*


Ellion ran through the blood-soaked capital square.
When Daisy was with him, he had focused on defense, but not anymore.
He stood at the front, cutting down demons.
The Hero of humanity, standing in opposition to the Demon King.
The guards and knights marveled at his imposing presence.
The portal through which demons had poured was now closed. The number of demons had significantly decreased and was being dealt with.

'Daisy. I hope you're alright?'

Normally, Ellion suppressed his emotions when fighting enemies, but today he couldn't.
He had planned to propose to Daisy. In his pocket was a ring he had prepared for today. But the sudden demon invasion had shattered all his plans.

What angered him most was that Daisy had been caught in the middle of the battlefield.
Seeing her trembling with blood splattered on her face had made his blood run cold.

Thankfully, Lord Stellen had arrived in time.
By now, Daisy should be somewhere safe.
He was thinking this while fighting the demons when—

"Another portal is opening!"

At someone's shout, he looked up to see the sky tearing open again.
Another wave?
Ellion readjusted his grip on his holy sword.
Whatever came through, he planned to deal with it quickly and then go see Daisy.

Something shot out from the portal toward Ellion.
He was about to strike it down when he was startled and withdrew his sword. Instead, he caught it reflexively.
What had shot out from the portal was Violet Stellen.
Violet was not in normal condition. She had been impaled through the abdomen and was bleeding profusely.
How could she be here, covered in blood, when just moments ago she had taken Daisy away in pristine condition?
Where was Daisy?
What had happened beyond that portal?

Gasping for breath, Violet looked at Ellion and spoke.

"...Hero. I'm... sorry."

Ellion's mind went blank at Violet's words.

"Where is Daisy right now...!"
"Are you looking for this woman?"

A figure in a robe was floating in front of the portal.
And in the figure's left hand was Daisy, limp and bound by magic.

"Daisy!"

Spanyada laughed at Ellion's cry. The Hero's hardened expression was quite a sight to behold.

"Hahaha! That expression! I love it!"
"You bastard..."

Uncharacteristic profanity escaped the Hero's lips. Anyone could see he was furious to the core. But he didn't move rashly.
Daisy was being held hostage.
Nothing was more important to Ellion than Daisy's safety.

"...Who are you?"
"I am Spanyada, the 3rd Corps Commander of the Demon King's army."

Spanyada answered with exaggerated gestures.
Confusion spread among the knights and guards. It was a natural reaction to the sudden appearance of the Demon King's 3rd Corps Commander.

"Why have you taken Daisy?"
"Nothing special. Just to mess with you, Hero."

Veins bulged on Ellion's fist. Spanyada's provocation was working perfectly.


Ellion assessed the situation.
With his leaping ability, he could reach the portal at that height without difficulty.
But the enemy could close the portal and disappear even faster.
If that happened, not knowing where the portal led, he might never get Daisy back.

And of course, Spanyada had no intention of waiting for Ellion to make a move.
The magical energy around Spanyada fluctuated, and simultaneously, five portals opened.

"Oh, shit!"

With someone's curse, an enormous number of demons jumped out of the portals.
Ellion shouted.

"Scatter!"

The knights and guards dispersed in all directions to avoid colliding with the falling demons.
As soon as the demons landed, they charged toward the humans.


Spanyada quietly observed the battlefield.
The Hero had disappeared.
He had hidden himself during the brief confusion.

Spanyada clicked her tongue.
For a Hero to hide in front of an enemy.
But his next move was easy to predict.
He would surely try to recover the woman she was holding hostage.

From which direction would he come?
Since the area behind her was the space beyond the portal, if an attack came, it would have to enter her field of vision.

Spanyada drew on her magical power to enhance her senses and carefully examined the chaotic scene of humans and demons.

Humans and demons fighting desperately.
The sparks and sounds of weapons clashing.
And a sound like wind quickly cutting through the air?

"!"

Spanyada looked up.
The statue of the goddess with its head blown off by an explosion, leaving only the neck.
Ellion was jumping down from there, swinging his sword.
By the time Spanyada noticed him, the blade was already descending toward her head.
She quickly deployed a barrier to prevent her head from being split in two, but it wasn't enough to completely block the attack.

Ellion's holy sword, deflected by the barrier, sliced through Spanyada's left shoulder.

"Aaaagh!"

Spanyada and her left arm fell to the ground.
Ellion snatched Daisy and put distance between himself and Spanyada.

The tide of battle turned in an instant.
The demons hesitated at Spanyada's scream, while the humans gained courage from the Hero's feat.


Ellion prepared for Spanyada's next move.
The grimoire Spanyada had been holding was lying open on the ground, and she was clutching her severed shoulder, head bowed, panting.
Judging by the amount of blood seeping through her fingers, she seemed too weak to do anything immediately.

He then looked down to check on Daisy.
Seeing no visible injuries, he let out a small sigh of relief.
But she was still unconscious, and the magic binding her body remained in place.
Ellion thought of his fellow mage, Heinrich.
Could he dispel this magic and wake Daisy up?
Should he restrain Spanyada and take her with them, just in case?


Meanwhile, Spanyada had been using several spells since the moment she fell to the ground.
However, none of them were healing spells targeting herself.
If there had been any sign of her wounds healing, the Hero wouldn't have taken his eyes off her.
Spanyada postponed her own healing and prepared something else.
Having drawn out the Hero's carelessness, Spanyada concentrated through the pain.

A single moment. Timing was crucial.


Just then, an intense killing intent rose from behind the knights.

"Blessing of the Wind."

Wind blades flew toward the Hero.
As Ellion instinctively moved to block the attack—

Spanyada extended her right hand, which had been clutching her shoulder.
The fallen grimoire flew toward Spanyada.
As soon as the grimoire touched her hand, Spanyada activated a physical transformation spell.
Spanyada's severed left arm, which had fallen to the ground, began to twitch, and multiple tentacles shot out from within it.

Ellion jumped into the air to avoid the wind blades and did a somersault to dodge the tentacles.

But the tentacles' target had never been Ellion in the first place.
When Ellion saw the tentacles wrapping around Daisy's body, he was startled and tightened his grip.

Ellion saw something reflecting sunlight.
A blade was falling toward his arm.
In the end, Ellion had to let go of Daisy.

Ellion looked at the enemy who had tried to cut his arm.
And he was speechless.
Violet Stellen was pointing her sword at Ellion, as if guarding the tentacles and Spanyada.

"Lord Stellen?"
"Why is the Vice-Captain attacking the Hero?"

The knights were equally confused.
The Vice-Captain, who had retreated with a penetrating wound, was now fully recovered and taking a hostile stance.
Spanyada, who had retrieved Daisy with the tentacles, grinned.


Indeed.
The first thing Spanyada had done, even postponing her own healing, was to heal her spy, Violet Stellen.

Initially inflicting the penetrating wound on Violet and throwing her to Ellion was to make him think that Violet had been attacked by Spanyada and Daisy had been taken from her.
It was a measure to ensure that Violet wouldn't be suspected of being on the demons' side and could continue her espionage activities.

Spanyada had planned to provoke a little and then retreat, but due to the Hero being stronger than she had anticipated, she lost an arm and the hostage. So she modified her plan on the spot.
She entered the dream of the unconscious, bleeding Violet, explained the plan, and immediately began healing her.
And when the awakened Violet intervened with the Blessing of the Wind, the current situation unfolded.

"Phew... I almost ruined the entire plan. The Hero is stronger than I thought."

Spanyada said as she opened a portal.
As soon as Ellion saw the portal, he shot toward Spanyada.

"Let Daisy go!"
"Lady Spanyada! Retreat!"

Violet blocked Ellion's path.
Ellion hesitated unconsciously.
Until now, Ellion had considered Violet a comrade.
That momentary hesitation became his downfall.

And in that moment—

"Hero. If you want to get the woman back, you'll have to find me before it's too late."

Spanyada left with a sneer and disappeared through the portal with Daisy.

Ch.4 - 4. Confinement
# 4. Imprisonment

Consciousness returned slowly.

An unfamiliar ceiling.

No, that's not right.
It seems I've been captured by Spanyada after all.

Looking around, I found myself lying alone in an empty room.

What should I do now?
The knowledge I have from the game is completely useless in this situation.
I needed to overcome the current predicament with nothing but improvisation.


Let's first assess the situation.

The room I'm confined in has four enclosed walls.
There was only one door in front and a small window installed high on the opposite wall.
Since Daisy doesn't have the ability to smash through walls, I'll have to go through that door to get out.

Next, I checked my physical condition.
I don't seem to be hurt anywhere, and it doesn't look like my clothes were removed.
I was still wearing the same sky-blue dress I had on before being kidnapped, and my crossbody bag was still with me.

Thinking there might be something useful in my bag, I took out the items one by one.
Inside were a hand mirror that had given me shock and horror earlier, a rubber band presumably for tying hair, a wallet, and a comb.

The wallet felt somewhat heavy with coins inside, which could be thrown as a distraction before making a run for it.
The comb had a pointed handle that could potentially be used for a surprise stabbing.
I couldn't think of any immediate use for the rubber band, but the hand mirror could at least be wielded in an emergency.

After determining the potential uses of each item, I organized them in my crossbody bag for easy access.

I put the bag back on my shoulder, stood up, and looked at the window.
It was positioned too high for me to reach with my height, and it had iron bars densely installed, making escape seem impossible.
I briefly considered shouting for help but quickly abandoned the idea.
It seemed more likely that demons would burst through the door before any rescue team could arrive from outside.

Next, I approached the door.
I decided to just check if it was locked.

I placed my hand on the door and took a deep breath.
Then I pushed it.


Creeeeak-

What?
It's opening?

While I was still bewildered by how easily the door opened, my eyes met with an ogre waiting outside.

"Uh...."

The ogre, who appeared to be about 2.5 meters tall and was gripping a massive club, just stood there staring at me without making any move.

I quietly closed the door.
Then I returned to where I had been lying and sat down against the wall.


......
...Ha.
Hahaha.

Throw the wallet and run? Surprise attack with a comb?
What ridiculous nonsense, fuck.


One fortunate thing is that the door seems too small for the ogre to enter.

...Is that really fortunate?

Anyway, my foolish plan failed before I could even attempt it.


How much time had passed since then?

Suddenly, there was a knocking sound at the door.

Startled, I reflexively stood up and placed my hand on my crossbody bag.
I swallowed hard.
Thump-thump-thump-thump.
My heart was pounding.
I was afraid of what was about to happen.

Soon the door opened, and a goblin entered carrying a tray of food.
The goblin paid no attention to me standing there awkwardly and placed the tray in the center of the room.
Then it turned around and headed for the door.
I remained standing in my stupid posture until the goblin closed the door and disappeared.

"Haaah...!"

As my breath burst out, my legs gave way.
I slid down against the wall.
Cold sweat trickled down my cheeks.

I thought I was going to be dragged away and have my body taken.
Knowing only the outcome without understanding the process was terrifying.

Fortunately, they only brought food this time, but I don't know when things might unfold as I feared.

"...Hic, sob."

Tears flowed.
The situation I'm in is too much to handle.

Why did I become Daisy?
Even if I had to become Daisy, couldn't it have been at a different time?
Why me of all people?
What did I do to deserve this?

......

...Someone please help me.
...Someone please save me.
"Ellion."
"I miss you."
Ellion, you bastard. You're the protagonist.
Do something about this. You asshole.







After crying in a crouched position for a while, I felt a bit better.
As I was wiping the tears from my face, my stomach growled.

The human body is truly fickle.
Just moments ago, I was crying tears of despair and fear.
Now that I'm done crying, I'm hungry.

I approached the tray.
On it were a rough-looking bread, a bottle of milk, and vegetable soup.

I opened the bottle cap and took a sip of milk.
Replenishing fluids after a bout of crying felt quite nice.

I also took a bite of the bread.
It was coarse and tough—if they had just given me bread alone, I would have had to force it down.

I tore off a small piece of bread and dipped it in the soup.
It felt lukewarm, probably having cooled while I was crying, but it was decent enough as an accompaniment to the bread.



Before I knew it, I was using the bread to wipe up every last bit of soup.
Finally, I downed the milk in one go, finishing the meal cleanly.

After finishing my meal, I looked at the window.
The sky was tinged red, suggesting the sunset was approaching.

How long will I have to stay here like this?
Earlier, I cried out for Ellion, but I know he won't be able to find me.

In the original game, after resolving the incident in the square, Ellion sets out to find Daisy but is bewildered when she's nowhere to be seen.
After questioning the evacuees, he belatedly learns that a woman matching Daisy's description was taken away by demons.
Ellion immediately assembles a search team to find Daisy.

I remember there was a choice of three locations where Daisy might be held captive.
But the problem is, the person who narrowed down those three locations was...

Violet Stellen.
The vice-captain of the Capital Knights, tactical advisor for demon subjugation, and a spy for Spanyada—something I only learned after entering the game.

It was an impossible situation from the start.
The situation on Ellion's side is probably similar now.


I can only sigh.
No matter what I think about, only unfavorable outcomes emerge.
The mental drain is too great.

I pushed the tray toward the door and lay down on the floor.
Fatigue washed over me.
Since there's nothing I can do right now anyway, I might as well rest.
I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.


*


"So that's how they managed to time their attack perfectly during our rest period..."

Magician Heinrich stroked his chin beard with a bitter expression.

"It's all my responsibility..."

Capital Knights Commander Alia Grant hung her head.
It was she who had recommended Violet Stellen as the tactical advisor.

"...Alia. Don't be too disheartened. You didn't know when you did it."

Elven archer Lina timidly comforted Alia Grant.
This was because Hero Ellion was wearing a cold expression that he had never shown before.

"Lady Grant."
"Yes, yes! Hero."
"How is the investigation of the Stellen family proceeding?"

After learning the full details of the situation, Alia had immediately led her subordinates to raid the Stellen family mansion. Since Violet Stellen was a spy for the demons, her family was naturally under suspicion. However...

"Everyone in the Stellen family was found massacred, except for two people."
"...!"

Heinrich and Lina stared at Alia with wide eyes.
Ellion rubbed his forehead and asked.

"Who are those two?"
"One is Violet, who is currently imprisoned. The other is the family's head butler."
"The head butler?"
"Yes. His body was not found in the mansion."

Lina raised her hand and offered her opinion.

"Then the butler is the culprit. He killed everyone and ran away."
"He could also be a demon spy who was hiding, like Violet."
"Or he could have been kidnapped like Daisy. We should keep all possibilities open."

When Daisy's name came from Ellion's lips, everyone fell silent and observed his demeanor.
Heinrich cautiously spoke up.

"...Hero. You said it was the 3rd Corps Commander Spanyada who took your lover? The one wearing a robe and carrying a magic book?"
"Yes. That's right."

Heinrich's expression grew uneasy as he fidgeted with his lips.
Lina, noticing Heinrich's behavior, asked curiously.

"Old man. What's wrong? Do you know something about that demon?"
"Well..., I've heard a few things. The magic book he possesses is quite remarkable, and there have been rumors among magicians."

Ellion looked directly at Heinrich.

"Please tell me."

Heinrich spoke with resolve.

"Sigh..., alright. First of all, Spanyada is a Mara. A low-level demon that steals life force by making people dream."
"I know about Maras. But aren't Maras beast-type demons that look like white furry balls with small wings and tails? The Spanyada I saw was completely humanoid."
"You're right. Typically, Maras look like that. But Spanyada is different. He can steal the bodies of other living beings."
"What..."

At that moment, Ellion recalled what Spanyada had said to him.

'Hero, this is to make you suffer.'
'If you want to get the woman back, you must find me before it's too late.'

It felt like his blood was freezing. He realized that Daisy hadn't been taken just as a simple hostage.

"I don't know if it's an ability from the magic book or his inherent power. The purpose of why he steals others' bodies is also unknown."
"..."
"There are also rumors that he gained his abilities after being used as an experiment subject by some magician in the past..."

Before Heinrich could finish, Ellion sprang to his feet.

"Lady Grant! Where is the prison where Violet is being held?"
"In the basement of the Capital Knights headquarters. I'll guide you there."

Ellion left the room with Alia Grant.

The missing head butler, Violet, Spanyada, and Daisy.

Ellion's mind became a tangled mess.

Ch.5 - 5. Confusion
# 5. Confusion

The prison was quiet.
Prisoners who would normally be taunting and shouting at the guards were all silent.
Not only was the imposing Knight Commander present inside the prison, but the unsettling aura emanating from Hero Ellion beside her had an even greater impact.

Inside the cell that Ellion was staring at, Violet Stellen sat bound by magic restraints.
Violet's face was covered in bruises, the result of being one-sidedly beaten by an enraged Ellion who believed Daisy had been kidnapped right before his eyes during the arrest.

*Snicker*
Discovering Ellion and Alia standing beyond the bars, Violet's lips curled into a sneer.
Alia Grant stepped forward.

"Sir Stellen. Do you find us amusing?"
"Haha. You still address me as 'Sir.' How terribly old-fashioned of you, Knight Commander."

Alia felt a headache coming on at Violet's mockery.
She had thought him an upright knight, recommending and guiding him to become her tactical officer, but his attitude had completely changed the moment his espionage was uncovered.
Alia began to wonder if there was a serious flaw in her judgment of character.

Ellion, who had been silently glaring at Violet, slowly opened his mouth.

"Sir Grant. How do we deal with knights caught committing treason?"
"According to military law, they can be summarily executed, but given the gravity of the current situation, we've decided on imprisonment for now."
"I see."

Ellion grabbed the iron bars with both hands.
Then he spread his arms wide.
*Creeak*
The bars made a strange sound as they bent like taffy following Ellion's hands.

"Um, I have the prison keys..."

Ignoring Alia's words, Ellion entered through the bars.
He lowered himself to meet Violet's eyes.

"Where is Spanyada?"
"Why would I tell you that?"
"So you do know."
"Yes."

*Slap*

Violet's head snapped sharply to the left.
Startled, Alia entered the cell.

"Hero!"

Despite Alia's cry, Ellion continued to glare at Violet as he spoke.

"I'm not playing games with you. Think before you answer. From now on, it won't end with just a slap."

A trickle of blood ran from Violet's mouth.
The inside of his mouth had been cut.
Violet glanced sideways at Ellion.

Ellion asked again.

"Where is Spanyada?"
"I have no intention of telling you."

*Slap*
This time Violet's head turned to the right.
Ellion immediately grabbed Violet by the hair.

"Spanyada just used you and ran away alone. You've been abandoned."
"..."
"So talk. Don't you feel wronged sitting here alone like this?"
"...Heh."
"?"
"Hahahahahahaha!"

Violet burst into laughter.
He looked as if he'd just heard something incredibly amusing.
Violet stared directly into Ellion's eyes and shouted.

"Do you think I'd fall for such words? Since the day I began spying, my life has been something I could throw away at any moment! If sacrificing this one life has been of help to Lord Spanyada, then that's enough for me!"

Alia muttered with a confused expression.

"...What could have possibly happened to make you so fanatically loyal to Spanyada?"
"That's also something I have no reason to tell you."

Alia couldn't understand at all.
As far as she knew, Violet Stellen had grown up in an enviable environment with his family's support.
There hadn't been any discord in his household either.
How could someone like that turn against humans and side with demons?
And with such fanaticism, no less.

Ellion bit his lip.
Driven by the need to recover Daisy, he had taken an aggressive approach, but he never expected Violet to respond like this.

So this time, he changed his approach to appeal to emotion.

"The Stellen family has been massacred. Not just your parents, but all the servants below them as well."
"...What?"
"The head butler is the prime suspect. He's the only one who disappeared. Was he also a spy like you?"
"..."
"Answer me. If you talk now, I'll make arrangements so you can avenge your family."

Violet didn't answer.
He just stared blankly at the ceiling, as if lost in thought.
Ellion, growing impatient, urged Violet.

"I know it's a shock. I'll help you. So..."

Ellion stopped speaking.
Tears had begun to fall one by one from Violet's eyes.
For a moment, Ellion thought his emotional appeal had worked.

But then Ellion sensed something was off.

At first, he thought Violet was crying out of grief for his family's death.
But Violet's lips gradually curled upward until they formed a bright smile.
It was an expression of deep emotion that didn't match at all with the bruises and blood on his face.
And then incomprehensible words came from Violet's mouth.

"You did it, Achilla. You actually did it."

Ellion grabbed Violet by the collar and shoved him.
He couldn't maintain his composure.

"What the fuck is going on! Who's Achilla? Is that what you call the head butler?"

Violet was still grinning.

"Your family is dead! Why are you making that face? What the hell are you thinking?!"
"I can die without regrets now."
"Cut the bullshit!"

Ellion's fists pounded Violet.
Violet just took the beating as if it didn't matter at all.

"Hero."

Alia grabbed Ellion's shoulder to stop him.
Ellion, separated from Violet, caught his breath.

"Let's go back for now. It seems we won't get anything from him at the moment."

Ellion looked at Violet.
Beaten to a pulp, Violet was gasping for breath.
Feeling a tightness in his chest at the sight, Ellion quickly left the prison.

Alia called a guard to move Violet to an intact cell.
Then she looked at Violet with a troubled expression.

"Was I such an unreliable superior to you?"
"..."
"We could have found a solution together without resorting to this."

Having said her piece, Alia left the prison.

*

Knock knock.
The sound of someone knocking on the door.
It's the signal that a goblin has brought food.

The goblin always placed the food in the center of the room.
The menu this time was also bread, milk, and soup.
For the first few times, I just ate whatever was given, but after two days of the same menu, I was getting tired of it.

"Sigh... I'm sick of this, so sick of it."

I grumbled quietly as I headed toward the food tray.
As I was about to pick up the tray, I paused.
The goblin, who was about to leave the room, turned his head and stared at me.

Why, why?

For two consecutive days, he had just come at mealtime, put down the food, and left immediately.
But suddenly he's acting differently?

Not knowing what to do, I froze in an awkward position.
The goblin who had been staring at me shook his head and then closed the door and left the room.

...What was that?

Was this my last meal perhaps?
Am I going to be dragged before Spanyada soon?
Did he act that way because he felt sorry for me?
No, that can't be it...

I spent time eating half-heartedly, confused by what had happened.
As the sunset came, there was another knock at the door.
I just stared at the door, completely on edge.
Fortunately, it was the goblin with a food tray who entered.

Phew, so it wasn't my last supper.

But the goblin's behavior was strange this time too.
After placing the tray on the floor, he stood with his hands on his hips, looking at me.
I just stared back blankly, and then the goblin raised one hand and beckoned to me.

Uh...?
Is he telling me to come closer?

I carefully got up and approached the goblin.
When I got close enough, the goblin pointed at the tray.

Looking at the tray, I was surprised.

The food had changed.
Potatoes, a fruit I'd never seen before, and a few pieces of what looked like roasted bird wings.

I looked at the goblin.
The goblin was standing with his arms crossed, staring at me.
Could it be...?

"You! I mean... Mr. Goblin, can you understand what I'm saying?"

The goblin nodded.

"Then, can you perhaps speak?"
"Keruk, keruru."

Ah, so he can't speak human language.

"Did you change the food because you heard what I said earlier today?"

Nod, nod.
What! He was a good guy after all...!

"Thank you!"
"Kerek!"

The goblin showed his teeth in a grin and left the room.

I excitedly picked up the tray and sat down against the wall.

Meat, meat!
I don't know what animal's wings these are, but they melt in my mouth.
The meat was just roasted without any seasoning, but who cares.
The taste of meat, the first I'd had since coming to this world, was excellent.

Next, I turned my attention to the fruit.
It was a fresh fruit with the skin still on.
I doubt there are pesticides or insecticides in this era, so should I just eat it with the skin?
As soon as I took a bite, juice burst in my mouth.
Usually, fruit juice gives a sweet feeling, but this was refreshing.
Like drinking a cool glass of water. There was no stickiness either.

The potatoes were still steaming, probably freshly steamed.
I rolled them in my hands, blowing on them.

As I was peeling the potato skin, I suddenly remembered what the goblin had done earlier in the day.
He had shaken his head and left after hearing me speak.

...
So...
He was looking at me with disdain for complaining about food while being a prisoner?

...
This is kind of embarrassing, isn't it?

Ch.6 - 6. A Tense Situation
# 6. A Desperate Situation

On the third day since I opened my eyes in this room.
I faced a major crisis.

'I need to poop!'

Given my current situation and the small portions of food the goblin brings, I hadn't even thought about this until now.
Well, after days of just eating and sleeping, my intestines must be full of waste!

*Gurgle*
Ah, shit.
Asking the goblin to increase the portion of wing roast because it was delicious was probably a mistake.
The meat grease is dancing around in my intestines.

What should I do?

If I could just hold it in, I'd wait for the goblin who brings my meals.
That guy can understand what I say and respects me.
But he has never visited me outside of mealtimes.
And judging by the angle of sunlight through the window, the next mealtime is still far away.

So the only option left is to ask the ogre stationed outside the door...
The problem is whether that ogre can understand me.
I can only pray he's as communicative as our meal goblin.

I stood at the door and took a deep breath.
Suddenly, memories of the first day came flooding back.
That moment when I made eye contact with the ogre.
I immediately chickened out, closed the door, and retreated.
Thinking about it now, he probably looked at me with the same contempt as the goblin did.

I gathered my courage.
I opened the door slightly and peeked my head out.
Again, the ogre stared at me without moving.

"Um... could I please go to the bathroom...?"

My voice emerged timidly from my throat.
It was so quiet that if I hadn't been the one speaking, I wouldn't have heard it.

The ogre tilted his head, seemingly not hearing me properly.
This time, I took a deep breath and spoke.

"It's urgent! Please take me to the bathroom!"

This time he seemed to hear me properly as the ogre approached.
Damn, he's even scarier up close.
But that's less important than my urgent need to defecate.
Come on, ogre. Take me to the bathroom!

However, contrary to my wishes, the ogre gently pushed my head back into the room and closed the door.

...?
Excuse me?

I opened the door again and shouted.

"I said it's really urgent!"

The ogre looked at me with extremely annoyed eyes and heaved a deep sigh.
Then he raised his club and twirled it around.

You bastard...

I closed the door.

Now there's no other option.
I'll have to do it in the room.
I'm going to be living with my own excrement.

I went to stand in one corner of the room.


Wait a minute.

How am I supposed to relieve myself while wearing a dress?
I momentarily forgot that I had become Daisy.

First, I tried squatting down.
The back of the dress is touching the floor!
I carefully gathered the skirt of the dress and held it with one hand.
I figured this would work well enough.

Sigh...
Now it's really time to do the deed.
Just as I was about to pull down my panties, another obstacle occurred to me.

I can do my business, but how do I clean up afterward?

I looked around.
Naturally, there was nothing that could be used as toilet paper.

Normally in this situation, I'd use a sock, but unfortunately, that wasn't an option.
The outfit I'm wearing is what Daisy had worn for her date with Elion.
A sky-blue dress. And sandals that matched well with it.

That's right.
I don't have any socks!

*Rumble*

Damn it.
Gas is bubbling in my stomach.
I feel cold sweat running down my body.

Should I... use my panties to wipe?
No.
That's definitely not an option.
Wearing a dress with no underwear?
Shit, that's just perverted.

Daisy, oh Daisy.
Couldn't you have carried a handkerchief or something in your bag?

...?
Huh?
Bag?

I looked down at the crossbody bag I was wearing.
As I gently stroked the surface, I could feel the soft leather material.

This is it!
I can tear this up, use it to wipe, and then cover it up somehow...!


...
Ahhh.
Suddenly, an overwhelming sense of self-loathing washed over me.
In contrast, my bowels were increasingly demanding release.

Damn, this is so fucked up.
I don't know who turned me into Daisy, but my anger toward them is surging.
The thought that I'm in this predicament because of them makes my blood boil.

Anyway, I decided to use the crossbody bag for cleanup.
No, there's nothing else.
Just as I was about to empty the contents of the bag...


*Knock knock*

Huh.

The door opened, and a middle-aged man entered.

"Nice to meet you, Miss Daisy. My name is Achilla... What are you doing in the corner?"

A savior has appeared.

"Please take me to the bathroom!!"





Ah.
I am now the most merciful person in the world.
In my current state of mind, I might even forgive the person who turned me into Daisy if they bowed their head and apologized.

As satisfaction began to fill me, I noticed the bathroom environment.
It's an old-fashioned outhouse.
On one side was a basket full of leaves to use as toilet paper.
Suddenly, I missed the soft, modern toilet paper.
They say your feelings change between entering and leaving the bathroom, but it seems they change even while you're inside.


After finishing my business, I left the bathroom.
The man who introduced himself as Achilla was waiting outside.
I was too desperate earlier to get a good look, but Achilla was a neat-looking, scholarly man.
The type who looks like he's spent his entire life studying?
Achilla spoke to me with a bright smile.

"Please follow me. I'll guide you."

For now, I obediently followed Achilla.
We soon exited the building.
Aren't we going back to my room?

I quickly surveyed my surroundings.
If I had to describe this place in one word, it would be an ancient castle ruin in the mountains.
There were traces of castle walls, and buildings like the one I was in were scattered about. There were also tents, fire pits, and other things that seemed to be used by the demon folk.
It's a place I've never seen in game CGs. It doesn't seem to be one of the three locations where Elion was misled because of Violet.

The demon folk around us were each doing their own tasks.
Some chopping firewood, some maintaining weapons, some cooking...
Oh. There's the goblin who brought me food.
Somehow, I'm glad to see him.

By the way, these demon folk don't seem to have any particular reaction to Achilla, a human.
Their attitude, treating him as if he naturally belongs here, made me think this man might be a spy like Violet Stellen.
If Violet Stellen was a spy on the battlefield, Achilla seemed like a spy in administration.
My first impression was that he was a savior, but now he seems like a backstabber even from behind.

I asked Achilla.

"Where are we going now?"
"Lord Spanyada is looking for you."

Shit. Here it comes.
If I continue like this, my body will be taken.
One fortunate thing is that they're not binding or forcibly taking me.

After walking for a while.
Achilla and I were walking in a place somewhat separated from the demon folk.
There were no buildings or castle wall remnants blocking the view nearby.
To the side, I could see a dense forest.
If I ran from here, I could enter the forest directly.
Getting lost in the forest seemed safer than meeting Spanyada.


I carefully slipped my hand into my crossbody bag.
I felt a comb in my hand.

I had given up on the ogre, but what about a human?
Achilla was walking in front of me, his back defenseless.

I stared at Achilla's neck.
A neck clearly exposed, not hidden by a collar.

I need to stab precisely in one go.
Can I do it?
I've never done anything like this before.

...No.
Don't hesitate.
It's not like I'm attacking an innocent person.
He's on the demon folk's side. He's Spanyada's subordinate.
Even now, he's trying to deliver my life to Spanyada.

I slowly took out the comb to avoid detection.
Sweat ran down my body from the tension.
It felt like time had stopped.

Neck.

Neck.

Stab.

I have to stab.

Right now!


"I'm sorry..."

Ah.

"But with such clumsy movements, you couldn't even catch a rabbit."

Achilla was slowly turning to face me.
I've been caught.

I threw the comb I was holding at Achilla.
And immediately ran toward the forest.

Don't look back.
Just run.

But I couldn't run any further.

Halt.
It felt like being caught by a seatbelt in a car that stopped suddenly.
The strap of my crossbody bag was holding me back.


Shit.
My bag got caught.


*Whoosh*
Suddenly my feet left the ground.
With Achilla's shoulder as the pivot point, my body rose in an arc.

Damn, how is he so strong...!

*Thud!*
*Tumble tumble tumble!*


Ah.
Ah.
Ahhh.

I couldn't even make a sound.
My whole body hurts.
I don't even know which part hurts or how. Everything just hurts.
My body is trembling.
Tears and saliva streamed down.
I need to get up. I need to escape.

Achilla knelt in front of my fallen face.
In his hand was my crossbody bag with its strap broken.
The sound I heard must have been the strap breaking.

Achilla showed me the comb with a face full of amusement and said.

"Haha. To think you intended to attack me with this. What a cute attempt."

*Thrust*
The comb pierced through my right hand.

"AAAAARGH!"

It hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it HURTS!!!

Achilla was still smiling brightly.

"This is how you need to thrust quickly and accurately to penetrate skin. I'm not sure if it's possible with your physical abilities, though."

*Slide*
The comb embedded in my hand was pulled out.
Blood gushed from the hole.
I clutched my right hand tightly with my left.
Blood continued to flow between my fingers.

Achilla threw the crossbody bag and comb over his shoulder and said.

"I have no ill feelings toward you."

I was forcibly lifted up by my dress.

"But you kept trying to hold onto hope, so I had to crush it."

Achilla was wearing a bright smile.

"I hope you understand."

Ch.7 - 7. Face to Face
# 7. Face to Face

My body is a mess.
Bruises all over, and my right hand with a hole in it wasn't even properly bandaged.
I had no choice but to obediently follow Akila.
I don't even know how I managed to walk through the constant pain.

We arrived at the largest building in the ruins.
As soon as we entered, I felt a chill.
It was the same feeling I had when Spanyada opened a portal and appeared behind me.

Ah, so this moment has finally come.

Akila stopped in front of a room and knocked on the door.

"Lord Spanyada. It's Akila."
"Come in."

I was dragged inside by Akila.
The room was extremely spacious but completely empty, just like the room I had been confined in.
And in the center, Spanyada sat quietly as if meditating.

But wait, what's this?
It looks like Spanyada is missing an arm?

"It's been a while since I've seen you in person, Akila."
"Yes. Have you been well?"
"Did you leave your eyes somewhere else? Look at the state I'm in."

Spanyada shrugged his shoulders.

"So, how does it feel to have completed your revenge?"
"It feels empty, actually."
"What happened to Akla?"
"She was captured by them. I saw her being dragged away wearing a magic suppression device, but after that..."

Akila's expression turned bitter.
I'd only seen him smiling before, so I didn't know he could make such an expression.
By the way, who is Akla? Another spy?

"I see. After I recover, we'll immediately plan a rescue operation."
"Thank you, Lord Spanyada!"

Akila bowed his head in gratitude.
Spanyada looked at him with satisfaction, then turned his eyes to me.

"But... why is the hero's lover in such a state? I clearly ordered the soldiers to keep her confined carefully."
"Haha, well... Miss Daisy tried to stab my neck with a comb and escape. So I kind of lost my temper and slammed her down."

Akila scratched his head with an awkward smile.
Spanyada showed an interested expression.

"Oh? With a comb? She's an interesting woman."
"Isn't she?"
"Then why is her hand in that condition?"
"I demonstrated how to stab with a comb."
"How kind of you."

They're having a friendly chat about me like I'm not even here.
And what? Kind?
I wasn't in my right mind from the pain, and since my life was already in danger, I decided to lash out.

"You fucking bastards! How is putting a hole in someone's palm kind? You kidnappers sold your conscience or what?!"

Spanyada and Akila stared at me blankly, then turned to each other.

"According to Akla's report, she was supposed to have a gentle personality."
"Perhaps she was just putting on an act when she was with the hero?"
"Hmm, is that so?"

No! So who is Akla...

...Oh, no.
My head is spinning after shouting.

"Excuse me for a moment."

Akila caught my swaying body and sat me down on the floor.
Spanyada clicked his tongue and said:

"We should heal her first."

Snap.
When Spanyada snapped his fingers, a magic book appeared with a popping sound.
As soon as the book appeared, the pain in my body began to subside.
My palm felt itchy, and when I looked at it, flesh was growing to fill the hole that had been there.
After a short while, I felt my body completely healed.

While I was examining various parts of my body in amazement, Spanyada spoke:

"Akila, you may leave now. I need to begin the transfer ritual."
"Yes, understood."

Akila removed his hands from me and stood up.
I also stood up, following Akila.
I should try to slip out with him.

"Hey now, where do you think you're going?"

With a snap of fingers, my body froze.

Failed.
A force pressed against my torso and ankles as if I were being bound with ropes.
As a result, I was forced to stand at attention, facing Spanyada.

Akila bowed to Spanyada and was about to leave the room.
But Spanyada stopped him.

"I should mention this just in case. The hero's sword has left its power in my body."
"Is, is that true?"

The power of the sacred sword?
What's going on?
Spanyada shouldn't fight Ellion until after stealing Daisy's body, right?
What happened after I was kidnapped?

Spanyada tapped his severed shoulder with his right hand and said:

"Starting from my severed shoulder, it continues to damage my body. The compatibility is terrible. That's why I couldn't reattach my arm despite healing for days. Anyway, I don't know how this power will affect things. The transfer ritual might take longer than usual. Keep that in mind."
"...Understood. I'll increase the alert level of our soldiers just in case."

With those final words, Akila left the room.



Now only Spanyada and I remained.

Spanyada stood up and stretched his hand forward.
The magic book floated by itself to a point between Spanyada and me.

Purple light emanated from the magic book.
Then, purple circles appeared beneath Spanyada and me, and from those circles, streams of light began to spread out.
The light streams spread across the entire floor, creating various patterns.

It seems like he's drawing some kind of magic circle.
This magic must be the transfer ritual Spanyada mentioned.
Is this how I'm going to die?
At this point, there's no way for me to resist.
I just hope it doesn't hurt.
I wish I could be back in front of my computer in my room when this is all over.

"How interesting."

Spanyada addressed me.

"Usually when surrounded by a magic circle, people beg for their lives without even knowing what's happening."
"..."
"You look as if you know exactly what's about to happen."

He got that right.
I glared at Spanyada and said:

"Yes, I know. You're planning to steal this body to get back at Ellion, right? So what? What can I do in this situation? Do you want me to struggle desperately?"
"Oh? Surprising. How do you know that?"
"Figure it out with that brilliant mind of yours."
"No need. I'll know once I take your body and examine your memories."

Come to think of it, during the final battle between Ellion and Spanyada, Spanyada mimicked Daisy's actions, speech patterns, and expressions to disturb Ellion's mind.
That would have been impossible without access to the stolen person's memories.


Wait a minute.
Does that mean Spanyada will be able to read my memories too?
I'm the one occupying Daisy's body right now, aren't I?
Will he learn that I'm from another world and know about the game?

"What exactly do you mean by examining memories?"
"Oh, I didn't expect such a question."

Spanyada looked at the magic circle.
The light streams that had started at our feet were now climbing up the walls.

"Since we seem to have enough time, I'll tell you. When the magic circle is complete, my soul will enter your body. There, I'll grab your soul, tear it apart, then devour and assimilate it."
"Assimilate?"
"I'll need to digest your soul and modify the body. After taking over, I'll still need to use magic, so I'll remodel the body to be suitable for casting spells."

Suddenly, I felt like Spanyada was explaining too much.

"Aren't you being a bit too chatty?"
"This level of kindness isn't difficult for me."
"What's your definition of kindness anyway? You mentioned it earlier too."

Spanyada scratched his chin and said:

"Isn't it right to provide some final conversation to someone who's about to die by my hand?"

This bastard...
Does he think I don't know he's just talking because he's bored?

"And you tried to stab Akila's neck, didn't you? Akila only damaged your palm, so that was kind of him."
"You crazy bitch! You're the ones who kidnapped me!"
"Hahaha."

Look at this fucking asshole laughing because he has nothing to say.

By now, the light streams had completed the pattern on the walls and were moving to the ceiling.
Spanyada spoke with apparent enjoyment:

"Do you have anything else you want to say? Or perhaps more questions?"

I didn't have anything particular to ask.
But words spontaneously came out of my mouth.

"Your arm, you fought with Ellion, right? Ellion... he wasn't hurt, was he?"
"Hmm? Well, it's natural to think of your lover when facing death."

Why did I suddenly worry about Ellion?
As Spanyada said, "because I'm Ellion's lover"...

"You can be proud, hero's lover. I couldn't even scratch the hero. I lost an arm, and thanks to my subordinate's intervention, I barely managed to escape with just you."
"..."

...What's going on?
Why did I think of myself as Ellion's lover?

Snap out of it!
Ellion's lover is Daisy!
Not me!
I'm a man originally, so there's no way I could have such feelings for Ellion.
Is Daisy's body somehow influencing my mind?


Flash!

Argh, it's blinding! What's happening?

Suddenly, the light from the magic circle intensified.
Looking up, I saw that the magic circle was now complete on the ceiling as well.

"It's complete. Now we move to the next phase."

Spanyada opened his palm toward me.
Something began to emerge from his outstretched palm.

It was a dagger.

It looked cheap, without any decorations, the kind you could find anywhere in this world.
The dagger, now fully emerged from Spanyada's hand, was pointed at me.

"Hero's lover, let's continue our conversation inside."

As soon as he finished speaking, the dagger flew and pierced my chest.

"Ah!"

I looked down at my chest in shock, but felt no pain.

The last thing I saw was the dagger slowly sinking into my body before everything went dark.

Ch.8 - 8. 'Inside'
# 8. 'Inside'

Drip, drip, drip...
I hear the sound of flowing water.

Baa-aaa...
I hear the bleating of sheep.

When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was a bright blue sky.
The warm sunlight was shining down, and the soft grass beneath my back felt pleasant.

I like this peaceful atmosphere.
I could lie here forever.

I closed my eyes again.



"...No way!"

I bolted upright.
Then I examined the spot where Spanyada had stabbed me.

The sword wound remained on my chest.
There was no blood, just deep flesh carved in the shape of a blade.
Ugh, it's a bit gross.
It's strange that it doesn't hurt despite being in this state...

...Wait?

One, two, three...
Wow, did he stab me two more times while I was unconscious?
There are three sword wounds piercing my chest.

That bastard Spanyada.
I'll definitely make Ellion kill you.


Anyway, where am I?
This place doesn't resemble the demon fortress at all.
It feels like a countryside field.
There's a stream flowing in front, with sheep grazing beyond it.
Behind me stands a wooden building that feels somehow familiar.

Hmm. Where have I seen that building before? I can't remember right now.
Still, I should head over there first.


As I walked, I thought about my situation.
I was about to have my body taken by Spanyada.
So why was I just lying here in this place?
Did the ritual fail? Was I discarded for being useless?
Hmm..., no.
Even if that were the case, as long as Spanyada is hostile to Ellion, Daisy would still have value as a hostage. He wouldn't just abandon me like this.

...
...Surely this isn't the afterlife or something?

Could it be that I'm actually dead, since I have stab wounds but feel no pain?

No, that can't be...
When I glimpsed my reflection in the stream earlier, I still looked like Daisy.
If I were truly dead, I should have seen my original appearance, not Daisy's!


I was lost in these pointless thoughts when I reached the building.

"Why are you doing this to me!"

A loud voice came from inside.
Sensing something was wrong, I quickly pressed myself against the wall.
I stayed hidden while looking toward the source of the voice.

"I'm the one wondering why you're suddenly acting like this. Your attitude is completely different from before."
"W-what do you mean 'before'? Who are you to say such things...?"

I couldn't believe my eyes.

Spanyada and Daisy were talking to each other.
Daisy was frozen in an unnatural posture, likely bound by magic just as I had been earlier.
Her expression was filled with confusion.

What's going on here?
I'm right here, so why is there another Daisy?

"Hmm. Looking at you now, Aclara's report seems correct. Are you perhaps just pretending?"

Judging by his talk about pretense, this Spanyada seems to be the one I know...

"W-what are you talking about...? Aren't you confusing me with someone else...?"
"Confusing? Didn't I explain everything outside? I said we'd continue our conversation inside. Why are you pretending not to know?"

Outside? Inside?

Ah! I get it now!
This place isn't reality but the "inside" Spanyada mentioned.
Spanyada said that when the magic circle was completed, the soul would enter the body.
So this is inside Daisy's body—her mental world.

"No! I was just sitting on a bench in the plaza waiting for my boyfriend for our date! I fell asleep briefly and when I woke up, I was here. I really have never met someone like you before!"

And that Daisy is the real Daisy.
The Daisy I saw in the game, who had her body stolen by Spanyada!
When I possessed her, Daisy's soul didn't disappear.
She was just sleeping inside.

"Something's strange. This place, isn't it somewhere with precious memories for you?"
"Y-yes, that's true... But this place was destroyed, so how...?"

Daisy looked around the building with a deathly pale face.
Only after hearing her words did I start to remember this building.

This is a storehouse owned by Daisy's parents.
It's where Ellion and Daisy first met, and where they played together and built memories as children.
But it was burned down when the demon forces destroyed the village, and Daisy was rescued from its ashes by Ellion's hand.

I didn't recognize it immediately because it's standing alone without any surrounding buildings.

"So I definitely entered correctly... Could this be the aftereffect of the hero's sword?"

Spanyada muttered while resting his chin on his hand.
Daisy reacted to his words.

"Hero? Do you know Ellion? Where is he now?"
"Ha, do I have to explain everything from the beginning? I'll tell you once, so listen carefully. I am Spanyada, the Third Corps Commander of the Demon King's army. I kidnapped you to mess with the hero. And right now, I'm inside your body to take it from you."

Daisy's face grew even paler.

"I was planning to chat with you a bit more before proceeding, but with this attitude, it won't be any fun."

As Spanyada opened his hand, the magic book and the dagger from before appeared.
He gripped only the dagger in reverse and approached Daisy.
Seeing this, Daisy began to struggle.

"D-don't come near me!"

What should I do?
Should I rush in and help Daisy?
But how can I help?
Spanyada can still use magic, and I can't do anything.

Meanwhile, Spanyada stood right in front of Daisy.
Then he plunged the dagger into Daisy's body.

"Aaah! ...Huh?"

Judging by Daisy's reaction, there was indeed no pain.
Spanyada spoke to Daisy.

"I'll at least let you say your last words. If you have something to say, say it."

That bastard. He's going to use those last words to mock Ellion. With his personality, he definitely will.

Daisy bit her lip.
Her expression became resolute, as if she had made up her mind.

"Even if you do this, you can't defeat Ellion."

Spanyada smirked as he pulled out the dagger.

"That's true. I cannot defeat the hero."
"..."
"But I can torment him. With your face, your way of speaking, your memories. I will use all of that to mock the hero. I'm so looking forward to seeing his distorted face."

With those final words, Ellion stabbed the dagger into Daisy's body once more.
Daisy stared directly at Spanyada.

"Ellion won't break that easily. He will definitely defeat you all and save the world."
"...Isn't your faith in your lover a bit too strong?"
"Because he's the person I love."

Spanyada clicked his tongue at Daisy's firm attitude.
He pulled out the dagger again.

"The you outside was fun, but the you inside is boring."

Spanyada stabbed with the dagger again.


At that moment, something strange happened.
Spanyada's body slowly began to crumble and scatter like dust.
Both Daisy and I could only stare blankly, unable to understand what was happening.

The floating dust suddenly stopped, then began to be sucked into the other two sword wounds on Daisy's body.

"AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!!"

Daisy screamed.
I couldn't move from my spot.
I didn't know what to do.


Eventually, Daisy's screams stopped.

Her eyes slowly opened.
Then she slowly moved her hand to grab and pull out the embedded dagger.

"Haa. The sensation of pulling a sword from one's body never gets familiar, no matter how many times I do it."

That unnatural way of speaking. It wasn't Daisy's manner of speech.
That was Spanyada wearing Daisy's skin.

Spanyada gripped the dagger comfortably and stabbed it into the floor.
Then he manipulated the magic book to float above his head.
The book opened with a rustle and began to emit light.
Beams of light shot out from the book, pierced through Daisy's body, and drove into the ground.

Rumble rumble...
The ground began to vibrate subtly.
The storehouse started to shake.
The wooden walls were transforming into stone walls.

Daisy's precious place of memories was losing its form.
Daisy's inner world was breaking apart.
At this rate, Daisy's sense of self would completely disappear.

I moved.
Even I didn't understand why.
It felt like not only Daisy but also myself would be swept away if this continued.

Spanyada looked quite surprised at my sudden appearance.

"W-what's going on? Who are you!"

Ignoring Spanyada, I looked around.
The inner landscape was still changing.

I needed to find a way to stop it somehow.
If I could handle that magic book, things would be easier, but I'm completely ignorant about magic.
I shifted my gaze to the dagger stuck in the floor.
While I might not know magic, I could at least try pulling that out.

As I moved toward the dagger, Spanyada shouted:

"Stop, human! Don't touch that!"

Then I definitely should touch it.
I pulled the dagger out of the floor.
The vibrations stopped, and the environmental changes ceased.

Spanyada yelled at the top of his lungs.

"Damn it! Do you even know what you've done!"
"How would I know, you piece of shit."

Spanyada paused at my words.
Then, with an expression of having seen something impossible, he said:

"You're the one who was talking to me outside, aren't you?"
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"How is this possible? Two souls in one body?"

Spaniada expressed his confusion with a dumbfounded face, but I couldn't give him a satisfying answer either.

"I don't know. I'd like to know more than you do."
"Fine, let's think about that later. There's something more important right now! Stick the dagger back into the ground! Now!"

Spaniada shouted imperiously.
I looked down at the dagger in my hand.
Looking at this seemingly ordinary dagger, I wondered if it was really such an important object.

"Why should I listen to you?"
"The magic has been interrupted! If this continues, we'll both be in danger!"

Spaniada's words left me flabbergasted.
At the same time, anger surged to the top of my head.

"Are you fucking insane? You piece of shit. Danger? DANGER? You continuing to use magic is the most dangerous thing for me! Get it?"
"Damn it! You have no idea how serious this is! Listen carefully. When magic is forcibly interrupted or its structure collapses, the caster's body suffers a penalty."
"So what? You're just saying you're afraid of taking the penalty yourself, right?"

Spaniada shouted in frustration.

"I told you! The 'body' takes the penalty! Not us in our soul state! It means the physical body outside takes the hit!"

Only then did I understand what Spaniada meant.

Daisy's 'body' was in danger.

"Since the moment you pulled out that dagger, the physical body has been starting to receive penalties."
"..."
"To stop the penalty, someone needs to help or we need to remove the cause of the penalty, but there are no demons who can use magic at the outpost 'outside' except for me."

Spaniada's voice trembled.
It was a display of weakness completely different from his previously relaxed or imperious demeanor.

"If the body outside dies, we inside die too. It's not too late. Stick the dagger into the ground."

My mind was in chaos.
What should I do?
Should I believe him?
It could be a lie.
But I can't think of any reason why Spaniada would lie in this situation.

...I don't want to die.
Everything I've struggled for until now was to survive.
Right. I need to survive first.
I'll do as Spaniada says for now, and then...

...
And then what?
What comes next?
If I let the magic continue as Spaniada says, won't Daisy's body ultimately fall into Spaniada's hands?
Isn't losing the body the same as letting the body die, as far as I'm concerned?

I stared at Spaniada, unable to decide either way.
Spaniada was showing signs of anxiety while waiting for my decision.
Above Spaniada's head floated a magic book, with a beam of light from the book penetrating through Spaniada's body and connecting to the ground.


Then I suddenly realized something strange.

Why isn't Spaniada trying to take the dagger from me directly?

He could just use magic to retrieve the dagger from my hand, subdue me, and vent his anger.
But instead, he's only trying to persuade me with words. Why?
To make me lower my guard?
No, he wouldn't need to do that against someone like me.


Am I missing something?
Let me think this through slowly.
I need to recall everything I've seen and heard.

What did Spaniada do?

He stabbed Daisy's body with the dagger to take over her body.
After taking over the body, he stuck the dagger into the ground.
Then he used the magic book to draw out a beam of light that fixed himself to the ground.

What did Spaniada say?

'The magic has been interrupted, and at this rate, we're both in danger.'
'When magic is forcibly interrupted or its structure collapses, the caster receives a penalty.'
'Since the moment you pulled out the dagger, the physical body has been starting to receive penalties.'
'If the body outside dies, we inside die too.'


Feeling the dagger in my hand, I thought.
The reason Spaniada isn't moving must be related to the penalty.

By pulling the dagger out of the ground, I forcibly interrupted the magic...
Sticking the dagger into the ground was the middle step of Spaniada's three actions.

Ah!
What if Spaniada can't stop the magic now because the structure would completely collapse?
He's holding onto the magic structure that's already shaking because the middle step is gone.
That's why he can't move and has to maintain the magic.

A powerful spell that steals someone else's body must come with severe penalties.
Even Spaniada himself can't gauge whether Daisy's body can handle this penalty.
That makes sense.
He's probably never encountered a variable like me while stealing other people's bodies before.


Just then, Spaniada's urgent voice reached me.

"Damn it! Lover of the hero! Look around you!"

At Spaniada's words, I raised my head.

Red liquid was flowing from the boundary where wooden walls had partially turned to stone.
The once blue field was turning red.

"Quickly stick the dagger in! We're all going to die at this rate!"

Now I had to make a choice.
Either stick the dagger in and let only Daisy and I die.
Or don't stick it in and let Spaniada die with us.

Right.
If I have no way to survive regardless of my choice, I might as well go with killing Spaniada.
Someone like him shouldn't be let loose in the world.
It would be better if there was a way to kill only Spaniada, but if not, dying together is the right choice.


At that moment, one of Spaniada's actions flashed through my mind.

Spaniada stabbed Daisy's body with the dagger to take over her body.

I looked down at the dagger.

'Can I use this too?'

My hand gripping the dagger tightened.

If I could do what Spaniada did to Daisy.
If I could take control of this mental world.

I looked at Spaniada.
Right. I have nothing to lose anyway.

Fuck it, this time I'm going for the neck.
If I fail against someone who can't even move, I'm a complete idiot.

I walked straight toward Spaniada.
Seeing me approach, Spaniada showed a bewildered expression.
I felt a bit guilty since Spaniada currently looked like Daisy, but I had no choice.

"What are you thinking! I said stick the dagger in!"
"Yeah, I will."

In your neck.


I swung the dagger wide and stabbed Spaniada in the neck.


And.

Nothing happened.


Well, something did happen.
Spaniada's expression turned vicious.
Spaniada gritted his teeth.

"Human, it's useless, so stick the dagger into the ground."

It doesn't work?
Is even this last resort useless?
Frustration surged within me.

"Fuck, then at least take some of my anger."

I felt like I needed to inflict a few more wounds on Spaniada's body to feel better.
I pulled out the dagger and swung at Spaniada again.

Just before the dagger touched Spaniada's body.

Spaniada suddenly canceled the magic.
The shockwave from the magic's release sent me flying into the warehouse wall.

"Kuhak!"

And from that moment, the amount of red liquid coming from the walls increased.
If at first it seemed to seep and flow slowly, now it was gushing out like a broken dam.

"Damn, the penalties are pouring in. This is why I didn't want to cancel the magic."

I thought as I lay on the floor.
He said it was useless, so why?

Spaniada raised his hand, and I felt myself being bound by magic.
My body flew involuntarily in front of Spaniada.
Spaniada glared at me and said:

"Let's finish this. I'll torture you until you beg to be annihilated."

Spaniada snatched the dagger from my hand.
Then he immediately tried to stick it into the ground.

At that moment, Spaniada suddenly began to twist his body.
The magic book and dagger fell to the floor.
The magic binding my body was also released.

"Y-you damn bitch!"

Spaniada's body, or rather Daisy's body, writhed and then Daisy and Spaniada began to separate.
It was a grotesque sight with one lower body and two upper bodies.

"Kyaaaah!"
"My magic booook!!"

Even as his body was separating, Spaniada was reaching for the magic book.
I shouted at Daisy.

"Daisy! Hold Spaniada! Quickly!"

Daisy looked at me and widened her eyes for a moment.
It was a natural reaction seeing someone who looked exactly like her.
Daisy quickly regained her composure and wrapped her arms around Spaniada's armpits to hold him.
Daisy looked at me and shouted.

"Hurry! Stab him with the dagger!"
"B-but it didn't work..."
"Three times!"

Daisy shouted urgently.

"I know because I was stabbed! Once or twice was fine, but the third time my consciousness disappeared!"

That's right.
Spaniada stabbed Daisy three times while talking about last words.

I sprang up from my spot and grabbed the dagger from the floor.
Then I swung the dagger at Spaniada.
Spaniada tried to block it by flailing his one remaining arm, but fortunately, the dagger cut Spaniada's arm.

Just one more!

As I was about to deliver the final strike to Spaniada.

BOOM!
The ground shook violently, and the warehouse walls made a loud noise as the ceiling began to collapse.
Ceiling debris fell between me and Spaniada.
I quickly threw myself backward.

Spaniada showed a desperate expression.

"The mental world is collapsing!"

Daisy kept her eyes tightly shut while continuing to hold onto Spaniada's body.
I ran around the debris.
I pointed the dagger at Spaniada and lunged forward.

And then.
The floor collapsed.

We fell downward.

Ch.10 - 10. Aerial Combat
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Pitch-black darkness.
No end in sight.
We continued to fall downward.
How long, how far would we fall?
Actually, without even a parachute, it would be the end for us even if we suddenly saw the ground.

After falling for so long, I finally had the leisure to look around.
A short distance away from me, Daisy and Spanyada were falling.
The two weren't completely separated yet, as one of their legs was still overlapping.
And debris from the warehouse, along with Spanyada's spellbook, were falling alongside us.

I gripped the dagger tightly in my hand.
Because the floor collapsed, I couldn't deliver the third and final stab.
I hope I won't regret this failure.


It seemed I wasn't the only one who had found some composure during this endless fall.
Daisy opened her mouth.

"What's going to happen to us now?"
"I don't know. Why don't you ask the culprit who's right next to you, Daisy?"

When I mentioned Spanyada, Daisy looked at him.
Spanyada kept his eyes and mouth tightly shut, pretending not to hear.

"That bastard. He's sulking and not even answering."
"..."
"Actually, you don't know either, right? This must be a first for you too, isn't it?"

Since we were all screwed anyway, I mocked Spanyada without restraint.
When Daisy didn't get an answer to her question, she turned back to me.

"By the way... who are you? Are you somehow related to me?"

At those words, even Spanyada opened his eyes and looked at me.

How should I answer this?
Should I say this is a game world and I got zapped in while playing?
No, better not say that.
They probably wouldn't understand, and I don't have the confidence to make them understand.

"I'm not related to you, Daisy. Suddenly there was a flash before my eyes, and I found myself becoming you. I don't really know what happened either. It was so sudden that before I could do anything, I was kidnapped by that bastard Spanyada."

So I gave a rough explanation.
I didn't forget to curse at Spanyada.
Then Spanyada finally opened his precious mouth.

"No, that doesn't explain anything."
"What are you saying? How well do you know me to talk such nonsense?"

Spanyada pointed his finger at me and shouted.

"Look at yourself! How can you be someone else when you look exactly like this woman!"
"I don't know either! I want to know why too!"

Daisy spoke with a puzzled expression.

"Perhaps you entered my body and transformed to look like me?"
"A soul's appearance doesn't change that easily."

Spanyada immediately denied it.

"Unless it's a case like me, entering 'inside' and devouring another's soul, a soul's appearance doesn't change drastically just by entering someone else's body."

Then why did my soul take on Daisy's appearance?




Unable to find answers to our questions, we all fell in silence.

How much time passed like that?
Daisy and Spanyada, who had been gradually separating, finally broke apart completely.

At that moment, something flashed.
Spanyada's spellbook was emitting its characteristic purple light.

"Finally."

Spanyada smiled and reached out his hand.
The spellbook flew toward Spanyada's hand.
Spanyada gave me a chilling smile.

I sensed that something was wrong.

Spanyada pointed the spellbook at me.

Thwack!

My right hand holding the dagger flew off.

"Aaaaargh!"

It huuuurts!
It hurts so much!
Being in a soul state, blood didn't fountain from my wrist, but the pain was just as real.
It didn't hurt when I was stabbed by Spanyada's dagger!
Was there something special about that dagger?

Then Spanyada pointed the spellbook at Daisy.

"Kyaaaah!"

A hole opened in Daisy's abdomen.

Clutching my burst wrist, I was bound by magic and dragged right in front of Spanyada.
Spanyada glared at me and said:

"Did answering your questions a few times make you think I was your friend? Insolent human!"

Wham!
Spanyada kicked me.
Since we were falling through the air, one kick sent me flying quite far.
My flying body suddenly stopped and was dragged back to Spanyada.

Wham!

"Know your place!"

Wham!

"I am the 3rd Corps Commander of the Demon King's Army! Spanyada!"

I was kicked and pulled back like a yo-yo.
Face, chest, stomach.
Every kickable part of my body took turns getting hit.

Spanyada, seemingly having vented enough, stopped me and said:

"Phew, you're a variable. Your existence has ruined all my plans."

Spanyada reached his hand toward my face.

"I was going to devour your soul too, but I don't know what might happen, so I'll just annihilate you."

Ah.
I'm going to die.
The moment magic activates from that hand in front of me, my very soul will disappear.

"St-stop...!"

Daisy was crying out painfully from a distance.
Spanyada looked at Daisy and said mockingly:

"Don't worry about yourself. I won't annihilate you; I'll devour you and use you for a long time."


It was when Spanyada was distracted by Daisy.

A pure white light appeared behind Spanyada.
It was a light that felt warm just by looking at it.
Spanyada looked back at me and then turned around following my gaze.

"That...!"

Spanyada pushed me away and retreated.
The light quickly passed between me and Spanyada.

The light that passed us changed direction and flew back toward Spanyada.

Spanyada extended his hand and deployed a barrier.
Spanyada's purple barrier collided with the pure white light.

"Damn it! To think the hero's power would reach here...!"

A memory came to mind.
Before performing the transfer ritual, Spanyada had said a few things to Achilla as she was about to leave the room.

'The power left by the hero's sword still remains in my body.'
'I don't know how that power will affect things.'

Fuck, nice one, Elion!

Boom!
The power struggle ended.
The holy sword's power broke through Spanyada's barrier and pierced his chest.
After delivering that single blow, the holy sword's power lost its light and disappeared.

"Ugh, aaaagh!"

Spanyada clutched his chest in agony.
He said himself that he had a bad compatibility with it, so it must be extremely painful.
Serves you right, you bastard.

"Damn it, no, no, nooooo!"

With Spanyada's scream, something unidentifiable began pouring out from his chest.

-Finally out!
-Spanyada!!
-We must kill him!

They were souls.
Dozens of souls poured out of Spanyada's body.

The souls were of all ages and genders, but each one looked damaged beyond repair.
Missing a limb was the least of their problems.
Some souls had no lower body, some had parts of their heads caved in, and some had only shoulders barely attached to their head and neck.
And all these souls showed hostility toward Spanyada.

-Let's attack all at once! We can't let Spanyada regain his senses!

Someone among the many souls spoke.
The souls moved in perfect unison.
Some grabbed debris from the warehouse that was falling with us and stabbed Spanyada, while others clung to his hands, trying to make him drop the spellbook.

I was staring blankly at the scene.
Then I heard someone calling me.
It was the voice that had directed the attack against Spanyada.

-Please lend us a hand. We must kill Spanyada now.

When I turned my head, the soul of a woman in robes had approached me.
I nodded.

"Please take me to Spanyada. I don't know how to fly freely like you all."

The woman grabbed me and headed toward where Spanyada and the souls were entangled.
Once we got close enough to Spanyada, the woman's soul turned and flew toward Daisy.

Spanyada, now that I could see him up close, was screaming in a miserable state.
His body was covered in wounds, parts of him torn, and a piece of the warehouse's wooden wall was stuck in one of his eyes, apparently put there by someone.

So I thrust my thumb into his other eye.

"Aaaaargh!"
"How does my finger taste, you fucking bastard!"

The souls around me who saw what I was doing laughed and shouted.

-Well done, well done!
-Hey, someone poke his nostrils too!
-Hahaha!

Gouging someone's eyes out and receiving cheers.
This must be hell.

Daisy had somehow appeared beside me.
She seemed to hesitate a bit about attacking someone.
But soon she shook her head vigorously and extended both hands to start strangling Spanyada.
I also grabbed his temple and applied more force to my thumb, gouging his eye.

"Kuh, huh, this, can't, be..."

Spanyada was losing his breath.
I moved my hands to help Daisy strangle Spanyada's neck.

"What do you mean 'can't be,' you fucker. Just die already."

Following my lead, several other souls also reached for Spanyada's neck.


And finally.

Spanyada's movements stopped.

Ch.11 - 11. An Unimaginable Identity
# 11. An Identity Beyond Imagination

Spanyada collapsed limply.
The souls cheered as they detached from Spanyada.

"We killed it!"
"We did it!"

But I couldn't stop feeling tense.

Is it really dead?
What if it's just pretending?
It's practically a rule that the villain comes back to life after you think you've defeated them.
Having been suddenly struck by Spanyada before, I was suspicious no matter what state it appeared to be in.

Seeing my rigid posture, the woman in the robe who had been directing the attack approached me.

"You can relax now. The connection between Spanyada and the spellbook has been severed."
"Connection? How can you tell from that?"

In response to my doubt, the robed woman held up Spanyada's spellbook and explained.

"This spellbook is an item that binds with a soul. I know because it was originally mine. It was taken when I was swallowed by Spanyada..."
"Ah..."

Only then could I finally relax.

"You did well, miss."
"We saw you swinging that dagger inside Spanyada. You gave us courage."

The souls holding Daisy and me from both sides to prevent us from falling spoke up.

Courage...
I was just desperately trying to survive.
It's a bit embarrassing.

The robed woman bowed her head to Daisy and me.

"Thank you both so much. Thanks to you, we were able to defeat Spanyada."
"I-I didn't do anything. Rather, it's thanks to everyone's help that we survived."

Daisy waved her hands dismissively.
The robed woman smiled gently.

"Ah, I'm late with my introduction. I am Spanyada. For clarity's sake, please call me 'Nyada' now."

...What?
Who did she say she was?

For a moment, my mind went blank.

"Uh, huh?"

Daisy made a dumbfounded sound.
Looking at her face, she had her eyes wide open and couldn't close her mouth.
I probably had the exact same expression.

Nyada continued.

"I was the first person whose body was stolen by Spanyada. Being the first, even my identity was taken. Originally, Spanyada was a Mongma that I was raising for research. But..."
"What? Spanyada was a Mongma? Wait, Mongma are demons! How could you even think of raising one?"

Daisy shouted incredulously at the series of shocking statements.

"That's the perception nowadays, but I'm from four hundred years ago. Back then, Mongma were popular demons. They were so cute, just little balls of fur that fluttered around wagging their tails. And they were so convenient—you didn't need to feed them separately; they would take care of their meals while you slept."

Daisy was rubbing her forehead at the generation—no, era—gap.
I was slightly intrigued by the idea of a pet that didn't need to be fed.

"What kind of research were you doing?"
"Research on dreams. It started with the idea of how wonderful it would be if we could only have good dreams. I was creating an artifact to remove nightmares, but I failed and... Well, if you think about it, Spanyada was born because of me."
"...I see."

I glanced around cautiously.
All the souls here harbored resentment toward Spanyada.
I was concerned that Nyada's tactless admission about being responsible for Spanyada's creation might upset them.

But the surrounding souls, despite clearly hearing the conversation, didn't show any signs of anger.
Rather, it was more like...

"There she goes with that story again."
"So tiresome, really."

It felt like they were looking at a talkative friend with exasperation.

"The old lady's telling her stories again."
"Hey! Who are you calling an old lady?"
"If you're over four hundred years old, you're an old lady!"

Nyada flew off in a rage at the final "old lady" comment.
Hmm. They seem like very close friends.

Nyada returned after finding the culprit and beating them with the spellbook.

"I apologize. Having been trapped inside Spanyada for so long, relying only on each other, we naturally developed this kind of behavior. I've shown you something unsightly."
"...Yes."

Daisy, who had been laughing in disbelief, suddenly stiffened as if remembering something.
Then she urgently said to me:

"By the way, what's going to happen to us now? The mindscape has collapsed due to the penalty, and we don't know what state my body is in outside..."

I don't know the answer either.
As I kept my mouth shut, Nyada answered instead.

"The penalty should have stopped. And your body shouldn't be dead."
"Really? Is that true?"

Daisy asked, brightening at Nyada's words.

"Yes. The penalty was the magic that returned to Spanyada after being used. Since Spanyada is dead, the penalty has stopped too."
"But Spanyada never mentioned that as a way to stop the penalty."
"No one would mention their own death as a solution."
"Ah, that Spanyada bastard... Oh, I'm not referring to you, Nyada."
"Haha. I'm used to it because of that bastard. Don't worry about it."

Daisy raised her hand and asked:

"What about my body not being dead?"
"A dead body cannot hold a soul. If your body had died, we would be looking at your corpse from the 'outside,' not from the 'inside.'"

Daisy let out a sigh of relief.

"But don't be too relieved. Your body has likely accumulated some damage."
"...Yes."

After giving Daisy something to worry about, Nyada held up the spellbook.

"And using this, we can rebuild the mindscape. I will reconstruct Daisy's mindscape."
"Really? Is that possible?"
"You saw how Spanyada changed the appearance of the mindscape with magic, right? We can apply that."

Feeling doubtful, I asked Nyada:

"Is that possible? Then why didn't Spanyada use that method?"
"Because Spanyada didn't know about it."

Wait a minute...
Isn't there something strange about this?

"Spanyada could gain knowledge by swallowing souls, right? How is it possible that Spanyada didn't know something that you, who were swallowed, knew?"
"The knowledge Spanyada gained from swallowing was limited to what the person knew at the time of being swallowed. Any new knowledge I gained after being swallowed inside Spanyada couldn't be obtained."
"...Let's hear what you have to say."

Nyada took a deep breath and began.

"Daisy's mindscape was in the form of a warehouse filled with childhood memories, right?"
"Yes."
"Was it always in the form of such a warehouse?"

Instead of immediately explaining the method, Nyada began asking us several questions.

"Do you know what a newborn baby's mindscape looks like? It resembles a transparent membrane filled with liquid."
"Could that be..."
"Yes. It's like an amniotic sac. That's all the baby has experienced. Later, as they grow, the mindscape changes based on the person's memories and experiences. Just like... how a soul changes."
"Like a soul? ...Wait! Does that mean...!"

Nyada spoke with a solemn expression.

"Yes. If we use souls as material, we can create a mindscape."

Daisy and I gaped in shock.
We never imagined such a method was possible.

"I discovered this when Spanyada had swallowed more than a dozen people besides me. At that time, some of us, including myself, were holding on with the sole determination to get revenge on Spanyada, but unlike us, there were those who quickly gave up and lost their will. The souls of those who lost their will gradually wore away and were absorbed into Spanyada's mindscape."
"...How terrible."
"Seeing those worn-down souls transform into objects within Spanyada's mindscape was a huge shock to us. Several more souls were absorbed afterward, but thanks to witnessing that, I think many souls were able to endure until now."

Souls wearing away...
I looked at the souls around us.
I had noticed that none of them had fully intact bodies.
They had gradually worn away as their will weakened.

"If Spanyada had paid even a little attention to us inside, it would have noticed this change, but fortunately or unfortunately, Spanyada had no interest. It was only interested in taking from others."

Nyada's voice sounded a bit bitter.
She must have complicated feelings toward Spanyada.

I asked Nyada:

"Then how do you plan to obtain the souls to use as material? There's only us here."

At my words, Nyada looked at Spanyada's soul, which was being held by the other souls.

"I'll use Spanyada. Since the soul itself is dead, it will soon wear away, but we can use it before that happens. And since one soul won't be enough, I will also use myself."

Daisy cried out in surprise.

"Use yourself, Nyada? You don't need to sacrifice yourself for us! Let's find another way."
"It's not a sacrifice. Because I created Spanyada, everyone here—no, even those who have already vanished—suffered harm. This is the only atonement I can make."

Daisy fell silent at Nyada's words.
She sensed Nyada's firm resolve.

At that moment, one of the souls who had been listening to our conversation stepped forward.
It was an elderly soul whose deterioration was so severe that only his head was floating.

"Nyada."
"Yes?"
"Use me too."

Daisy and I looked at that soul in surprise.
Nyada also had her eyes wide open.

"I've endured until now with the thought of getting revenge on Spanyada. Now that the revenge is complete, I have no regrets. I won't last much longer before I vanish. If that's the case, I'd like to help someone before I go."

At those words, more than a dozen more souls stepped forward.
Most of them were missing more than half of their bodies.

"Use me too!"
"I'll repay the favor for helping with our revenge!"
"Nyada! Let's stay together until the end!"

Tears welled up in Nyada's eyes.

"Everyone..."

Nyada wiped away her tears.
Then, with a determined expression, she said:

"I respect your decision."

Ch.12 - 12. Unexpected
# 12. Unexpected

Nyada carefully conversed with all the souls and divided them into groups.
Those who wished to be liberated from their physical forms, and those willing to sacrifice themselves to build the mental world.
These were the two categories.

Nyada first addressed the group of souls who desired liberation.

"I don't know where souls go after death. As some say, you might be reborn, or as others claim, you might wander the world endlessly. But whatever happens, I'll pray to the god Lagianos that only good things await you all."

After finishing her prayer, Nyada used magic.
As the spellbook emitted a purple light, the souls disappeared with a popping sound.

Nyada then turned to the group that had chosen sacrifice.

"Thank you once again for choosing to stay with me."

The remaining souls smiled at Nyada's words of gratitude.

"We don't have much time left until we fade away anyway. Better to go with meaning than to just disappear."
"We've been in this together since we met here."

Nyada gave the souls a gentle smile in return and raised her spellbook.

"I'll begin now."

Light emanated from the spellbook, and Spanyada's soul slowly disintegrated.
The particles that were once Spanyada gradually scattered, then began to gather beneath Daisy's and my feet, forming a flat disc shape.

The soul that had been holding us gently set us down.
Contrary to my expectation of instability, the ground beneath our feet felt remarkably solid.

Nyada looked at the souls who had stayed with her.
One soul nodded with a determined expression and stepped forward.
The soul spoke to Daisy and me.

"Young ladies. I wish you all the best in your future."

Daisy and I bowed our heads slightly in response.
Like Spanyada, he transformed into particles and joined the ground beneath our feet.

We repeated this process, saying goodbye to each soul as they spoke their final words to us.

Then came the turn of the last soul.
He was a man with an innocent appearance, who seemed hesitant to speak to Daisy and me, fidgeting nervously.
Finally, as if gathering courage, the man spoke.

"I'm sorry, but may I ask you both for a favor?"
"Of course."
"Please tell us. We'll do whatever we can."

Daisy and I readily agreed.
The man brightened and began to speak.

"My name is Tony. I have a wife and a young daughter. Please find them and deliver just one message. Tell them that I loved them until the day I died... no, even after death. Please tell them that."

Daisy took Tony's hands in hers.

"Yes. I'll do that. It might be difficult right away, but someday, I promise!"
"Thank you, miss. My wife's name is Emily, and my daughter is Rosaline. They lived in the region of Ulapio. It's been 50 years since Spanyada took my body, so my wife might have passed away by now."

Tony sacrificed himself with tears in his eyes, asking us to please fulfill his request.

What must it have been like to be forcibly separated from his beloved family and imprisoned for 50 years?
Not just Tony, but countless souls we sent off today must have been torn from their loved ones because of Spanyada.
I felt truly fortunate that we had finally put an end to Spanyada today.


With Tony as the last, the mental world now had a substantial ground area.
It wasn't as vast as the open field we first entered, but it was about the size of the warehouse floor that had been there.

Now only Daisy, Nyada, and I remained here.

"This should be sufficient as a foundation. As you experience various things in life, the mental world will become solid again."

Nyada looked at Daisy and me alternately.

"Before I use myself as material, I have something to tell you both."
"What is it?"

"It's about your current situation."

Our situation?

"First, would you like to examine your own condition?"

Daisy looked down at her body.
There were three sword wounds on her chest, and a hole where Spanyada's magic had pierced her.
I also raised my right arm.
The hand that had held the dagger was gone, leaving only the wrist. There were three sword wounds on my chest as well.

"Your souls have been damaged by Spanyada's attacks. If you remain like this, you'll start to wear away."

Daisy and I swallowed hard.
Just when we thought everything was resolved, another unexpected problem had arisen.

We had already seen souls that had begun to wear away.
And we knew what the outcome would be.
As their will weakened, they would gradually erode until they were absorbed by the mental world.

"If a soul connects with a body, the wearing away won't progress... but since there's only one body, one of you must fall asleep and lose your will. And the sleeping one will gradually wear away."

In other words, if Daisy occupies the body, I'll wear away, and if I occupy the body, Daisy will wear away.

"Fall asleep...? Now that you mention it..."

Daisy looked at me with anxious eyes.
Daisy's soul had fallen asleep while sitting on a bench in the plaza waiting for Elion.
And I had possessed her body while Daisy's soul was asleep.
It seemed Daisy had realized this fact as well.

Daisy asked Nyada in a trembling voice.

"Isn't there a solution? Maybe with that magic that turns souls into the mental world..."
"That works on the same principle as a buried corpse decomposing and becoming part of nature. It requires the soul's extinction as a premise, so it can't be a solution in your current situation."

I remained silent, watching Daisy.
She seemed to be having difficulty accepting the current situation.
Nevertheless, she was trying to find a way through it somehow.

Daisy suggested an idea to me.

"What if we take turns occupying the body at set intervals?"

I shook my head.

"Taking turns to wear away is just kicking the can down the road. Eventually, it will end, and someone will disappear. Besides, we don't know exactly how fast the wearing away happens. Judging by the fact that Nyada, who was the first to be devoured, hasn't yet perished, it seems there are individual differences."
"Ah, then what should we do..."
"Sigh, that bastard Spanyada left his shit behind even at the end."


Daisy is a good person.
The very fact that she's worrying like this shows she's concerned about me too.

I quietly closed my eyes.

Before, I definitely didn't want to die.
I was so desperate to live that I even considered stabbing someone for the first time in my life.
Back then, I didn't know Daisy's soul remained in the body, so I thought I just needed to survive somehow.

But now the situation is different.
Daisy's soul clearly exists, and we even joined forces to confront Spanyada.
The two of us are comrades in arms now.

But on the other hand, I had this thought:
What's the difference between Spanyada, who steals bodies with magic, and me, who sneakily possessed and used this body?
From Daisy's perspective, is there any difference between me and Spanyada?

This body belongs to Daisy.
It's a body that Daisy should use fully.

My desire to live remains the same as before.
But I don't want to fulfill that desire at the expense of harming an innocent person.


I organized my thoughts and made a decision.

"Nyada. I have a question."
"Yes. Go ahead."
"About the artifact you were developing to remove nightmares... is it in the form of a dagger?"

Daisy's expression showed surprise.
The mention of a dagger must have triggered something in her mind.

Nyada opened her palm, and a familiar, nondescript dagger appeared.

"Yes, as you expected. To be precise, it's a magic in the form of a dagger. If this magic had been successfully developed, I planned to imbue it into an actual object to create an artifact. But contrary to my expectations, instead of cutting dreams, it became a weapon that cuts souls."

I stared intently at the dagger.

"Are there any restrictions or conditions for using it?"
"From what I observed while inside Spanyada, it can be used once every 10 years in reality, but without restriction in the mental world."

Once every 10 years.
No wonder all the souls devoured by Spanyada spoke of losing their bodies in 10-year increments.
But what's important now isn't this condition.

"No restrictions in the mental world. Are you certain?"
"Yes."

I asked to confirm, but I already knew roughly.
After all, I had swung the dagger at Spanyada.
If there had been restrictions within the mental world, Spanyada wouldn't have released the magic to avoid being stabbed three times.

"Nyada, you want to atone by sacrificing yourself for us, right?"
"Yes."
"Would it be alright if the method changed slightly? For example, being trapped inside a soul again."
"If that's what you both want, I'll comply."
"Give that dagger to Daisy."

Nyada seemed to understand what I was planning to do.
Meanwhile, Daisy, who had received the dagger in confusion, didn't seem to comprehend the situation.

"Daisy. Let me tell you about your current situation."


I told Daisy everything I had experienced.
The demon attack on the capital plaza, being kidnapped and waking up in some unknown ruins, and the scale of Akila and the demons at Spanyada's outpost—I shared everything I could.
I didn't mention the bathroom incident. That was too embarrassing.

"Daisy. Now stab Nyada with that dagger. Three times. Remember?"
"W-what?"
"Nyada was the first person devoured by Spanyada. She must have seen everything Spanyada did from inside his soul. If you gain Nyada's memories, you'll know what actions Spanyada took within the Demon King's army."
"But..."
"After devouring Nyada, stab me three times."

Daisy's eyes widened.

"For some reason, our souls look identical, so if you stab me, you should be able to regain your original form."
"W-wait! Why do we have to do this?"
"Because I want you to get out safely without wearing away."
"But why are you—!"
"It's your body, Daisy."

Daisy hesitated. Then she looked straight into my eyes.
I also looked directly at Daisy as I continued.

"Although I look like you, I'm ultimately just an intruder who entered your body."
"..."
"It suddenly occurred to me: what's the difference between me and Spanyada?"
"..."
"So I made my choice. If Spanyada tried to steal your body, I will ensure that you can fully reclaim it."

Tears were already streaming down Daisy's face.
I raised my hand to wipe away her tears.

"Please help me, Daisy. I don't want to become trash like Spanyada."

Daisy cried for a long time.
After some time, when she seemed to have calmed down, she nodded to me and turned to Nyada.
Daisy said goodbye to Nyada and stabbed her three times.
Daisy's body turned to particles and was drawn into Nyada's body, and soon Daisy, now wearing Nyada's spiritual form, approached me.

"I still don't know your name. Please tell me."

For the first time since coming to this world, I spoke my name aloud.

"It's Kim Min-jun."
"Kim Min-jun."

Once.

"Thank you so much for helping me."

Twice.

"I won't forget you."

Three times.

I lost consciousness.


*


Akila was worried about his superior.
Not long after the transfer ritual began, the hero's lover, in whom his superior had entered, started coughing up blood.
He wanted to take action, but being unfamiliar with magic, he feared making the situation worse by interfering, so he could only watch.

On the seventh day, it happened.
His superior's eyes suddenly opened wide.
Akila immediately rushed to his superior.

"Lord Spanyada! Are you alright?"

His superior didn't answer, just stared blankly at Akila while examining his own body.
Finally, he spoke.

"What the fuck is going on?"

Ch.13 - 13. Doubt
# 13. Questions

What on earth is going on here?
Why am I the one occupying this body?

Did I make some mistake during the process?
But if there had been one, Nyada, who was listening while I explained, would have pointed it out.
Could there be something that even Nyada doesn't know about?
It's not an impossible possibility.
After all, the dagger spell itself was created differently from what Nyada had expected.

Damn it, at what point did the problem occur?
What happened to Daisy? And Nyada?


My head was a mess, and I ran my fingers through my hair.
Then I noticed Akila standing in front of me, fidgeting nervously.

For now, I need to get Akila out of here.
That person seemed quite friendly with Spanyada during their conversation, so they might notice something suspicious about my behavior.
I recalled Spanyada's manner of speaking and said:

"Wait outside until I call for you."
"...You've lost a lot of blood. Are you sure you'll be alright?"

Only after hearing Akila's words did I notice the sticky feeling on my face.
When I wiped it once with my hand, dried blood came off in clumps.

Ah, this body had taken quite a penalty from the dogfight in the mental world.
The sticky feeling all over my face suggested I had bled from my mouth, nose, eyes, and ears.
Blood was not only on my face but also all over the dress I was wearing.
Now that I noticed the blood, I could feel pain throughout my entire body.

"I need to examine my condition, so wait outside. I'll call if I need anything."
"Yes. Understood."

Akila looked at me with a worried expression for a moment before leaving the room.

I stared at the closed door and let out a deep sigh.
It seems I wasn't discovered.
But to receive concerned looks from someone who had slammed me down and stabbed the back of my hand.
It feels extremely strange.


I began to organize my thoughts.
First priority was to find out what happened to Daisy.
For that, I thought I needed to find a way to enter the mental world.

That's when it hit me.
A method to enter the mental world came to my mind.

"The dagger-shaped spell."

Spanyada had definitely stabbed me with the dagger, saying we should continue our conversation "inside."
While it was a weapon that cut souls when "inside," when used from the "outside," it served as a key to enter another person's mental world.

I picked up the spellbook placed in the center of the room.
I quickly flipped through the pages of the spellbook and stopped at a certain page.
Found it.
I opened my palm.
Now, if I just activate the spell...

...
Nothing happened in my palm.

I closed the spellbook.
Come to think of it, Nyada had told me that the dagger spell could only be used once every ten years in reality.
This method seems to have failed.


But wait a minute.

How did I know with such certainty that the dagger spell was the way to enter the mental world after just one experience?
And how did I know that the dagger spell was written on that page of the spellbook?

I looked at the spellbook in my hand.
This was the first time I had opened this spellbook.
It was even the first time I had touched it.
So I should have had to flip through it page by page to find the spell.

Yet this spellbook felt incredibly familiar to me.
I roughly knew which spell would appear after turning a certain number of pages.
With that sense of dissonance, one possibility occurred to me.

Could these be Nyada's memories?

That would explain it.
If it was originally Nyada's book and she had been researching magic with it, it would make sense that I could flip to the right page so naturally.

But if that's true, why do I have these memories?
It was Daisy who stabbed Nyada.
Daisy should have these memories.

Questions float around in my head without answers.
Thanks to that, my mind has become even more complicated.


Could it be that something went wrong with the spell, and Daisy is trapped inside me?
I tried to recall memories about Daisy.

Name: Daisy.
Age: 21.
A citizen of Robe, from a rural village below the Sidnis Mountains in the northern region.
Childhood friend and lover of the hero Elion.
When her hometown was attacked by demons, her parents died, and she was rescued by Elion, after which she began living in the capital.
Currently works as a librarian in the capital's library.
She likes her senior colleague who works with her because she's kind.
She's been officially dating Elion for two months.
She's acquainted with Elion's party members.

These were the things that quickly came to mind when I thought about it.
The problem is that I already knew all of this from playing the game through Elion's perspective.
It would be good if there were some trigger to recall more detailed memories, but that was impossible in this empty room right now.


Suddenly, another thought occurred to me.

Maybe I am Daisy, but I've gained Kim Min-jun's memories and am mistakenly thinking I'm him?

...No, that can't be right.

If I were really Daisy who had gained Kim Min-jun's memories, I would have been shocked by modern civilization first.
Computers, cars, apartments, subways, smartphones...
These are things that can't be seen in this world.
From Daisy's perspective, it would truly be a new world she had never seen before.

Such a misunderstanding is impossible.
This hypothesis is discarded.


I tried various other hypotheses, but nothing suitable came to mind.
In the end, the only conclusion was that I needed to enter the mental world.

The dagger spell won't work.
It can only be used again after 10 years, and there's no guarantee that Daisy's soul won't be worn down in the meantime.

So I need to either find an appropriate artifact or create a new spell.
Nyada did research on creating spells.
Let's consider creating a new spell based on her memories.


...

Suddenly, I felt dizzy.
I had momentarily forgotten that this body had taken severe penalties.

I searched through Nyada's memories and used a healing spell.

"Cough!"

Blood gushed from my mouth.
My insides burned terribly.

Shit, what's going on?
I used a healing spell, so why am I bleeding?

Then Nyada's knowledge automatically surfaced in my mind.
"When someone without magical power tries to use magic, their life force is consumed."

Of course, Daisy was a completely ordinary character with neither holy power nor magical power.
Ah, if I can't use magic, how am I supposed to...

Wait! Hold on!

In the game, Spanyada took over Daisy's body and used magic just fine!

What? How did she do it?
After a moment's thought, I could recall what Spanyada had said.

'I'll need to modify the body too. Even after taking over the body, I'll need to continue using magic, so I'll remodel the body to be suitable for magic use.'

Ah, that's right.
She did say something like that.

But, ugh, the term "body modification" sounds unsettling.


I searched for the body modification spell.
Since it seemed that only Spanyada had used it and Nyada had never tried it, I needed to examine the spell's content properly.
After searching through the book for quite some time, I was finally able to find the spell.

To be precise, it was a body transformation spell.
The magic circle was introduced in two sizes, small and large. The former was for transforming parts of the body, and the latter was for combining two or more bodies.
Used positively, it could be used for medical purposes, and used negatively, it could create something like a chimera.


I searched through Nyada's memories for scenes of Spanyada using this spell.

"She transformed her severed arm into a tentacle and snatched Daisy, who was in Elion's grasp."
Ugh, what the hell?
This happened while I was asleep?
Being wrapped in a tentacle makes me feel gross.

"She used it as preparation before using the transfer spell."
This was a scene I recognized.
It was the magic circle that Spanyada had cast throughout the room before stabbing me with the dagger.
Spanyada had intended to combine Daisy's body with her own to modify it into a body capable of using magic.
She was performing the transfer ritual and body transformation simultaneously, but the spell was interrupted when she took the penalty.


I looked at a spot a little distance away, where Spanyada had been standing.
Only the clothes Spanyada had been wearing were lying there.
Since Spanyada's body wasn't visible, it seemed that it had already been merged with Daisy's body.

If I reactivated the spell from the point where it was interrupted, the body would likely be modified to be able to use magical power.

But I shook my head.
Even if I activated it from that interrupted point, I would still have to consume life force in my current state.
It would be too burdensome to use in the current condition of this body.

And above all, this is Daisy's body.
I'm not Spanyada, so I can't just modify it as I please.
I decided to consider it as a last resort if it seemed absolutely necessary.


Just as I was organizing my thoughts...

BANG!
Akila burst into the room with an urgent look.

"S-Spanyada!"

Shit! You startled me!
Huff, huff. I barely managed not to show it.

"Did I not tell you to wait outside until I called for you?"
"I apologize. But it's an important matter..."

Important enough to disobey Spanyada's order and come in?

Akila held out a communication device to me.

"There's a message from the Demon King's castle."

Ah, shit.

Why did it have to be from there?
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I accepted the communication orb from Akila.

"Commander of the 3rd Legion. Have you received it?"

A woman's voice flowed from the communication orb.
I don't know who it is.
It's a voice I've never heard before, either in the game or in Nyada's memories.
Still, since the person was addressing me respectfully, it seemed like it would be easy to respond.

"Yes."

"This is Chirara from the Demon Lord's Castle Communications Department. I will now relay the Demon Lord's orders to the Commander of the 3rd Legion."

...The Demon Lord's orders?
This makes me uneasy for some reason.

"3rd Legion Commander Spanyada is to return to the Demon Lord's Castle immediately upon receiving this communication."

I'm screwed!

Getting rid of Spanyada only to end up at the Demon Lord's Castle!
I need to stall for time somehow.
I immediately gave a reason why I couldn't go to the Demon Lord's Castle right away.

"I'm currently in a state where I can't use magic. Since I can't open a portal, I'll have to travel by land."

Akila flinched at my words.
It was fine for him to hear this.
As long as this guy stays by my side, he'll find out soon enough anyway.
No need to hide it.

"That's fine. The other Legion Commanders are also being summoned, so you just need to arrive within a week."

The other Legion Commanders are being called too?
This seems like a big deal.

"And could you please explain your physical condition more precisely? We've received news that you fought against a human hero, but..."

I cleverly mixed truth and lies.
I needed to deceive both the person I was communicating with and Akila who was listening beside me.

"The power of the hero's sword continues to linger in my body. The compatibility is poor. Even after changing bodies, the aftereffects remain."

"I understand. I will report it as such. Thank you for your hard work."

The communication ended.
I handed the communication orb back to Akila.
Akila looked at me with concern and said:

"Is your physical condition very poor?"

Honestly, it's not good.
Judging by the bloodstains all over my body, it's a miracle I'm alive.
Even if I try to use healing magic, I just cough up more blood, so I have no choice but to wait for natural healing.
Oh, come to think of it, since this is a game world, wouldn't there be something like potions?

"Could you bring me some medicine if there is any?"

"I'll ask the goblins. And I'll bring you food as well. You haven't eaten anything for a week, so I'll bring something light like soup."

"Yes. My stomach is upset too, so soup would be good... Did you just say a week?"

"Yes. You woke up a week after starting the transfer ritual."

Wow. Daisy, how is this body even still alive?
Taking a penalty, coughing up blood, and going without food for a week.
Incredible that it survived.

A little while later, Akila came in with soup and medicine.

The soup was the vegetable soup I had eaten while imprisoned, but it tasted better after having been starved.
After finishing the soup, I looked at the bowl containing the medicine.
The bowl was filled with a green liquid that looked unpleasant just by looking at it.

"...What is this made of?"

"It's herbal juice that goblins drink when they're sick. I used to drink it often when I was young. The effect is good, so just gulp it down."

Wait, why did you drink this when you were young?
Are you a goblin?

『Akila is a goblin who stole a human body.』

...What the fuck?
My brain froze at the Nyada Wiki knowledge that suddenly popped into my head.
Having learned this shocking fact, I could only stare stupidly at Akila.
Akila smiled awkwardly at me.

"Well... since it's herbal, it's a bit bitter, but it really works well."

"Uh... huh? O-okay, I understand."

I looked at Akila while drinking the herbal juice.

You bastard...
You said it's a bit bitter, but it's fucking bitter...

I endured the bitter taste stimulating my tongue and emptied the herbal juice.

After finishing my meal, I decided to wash up.
The feeling of clothes sticking to my body because of the blood was extremely unpleasant.
I ordered Akila to bring water for washing and clothes to change into.

Shortly after, Akila entered the room with a group of goblins.
While the goblins brought in a large basin and filled it with water, Akila approached me with clothes and shoes.

"I've brought the robe you usually wear. And since you'll be going to the Demon Lord's Castle soon, I prepared thicker clothes for you to wear underneath."

Akila and the goblins finished their work and left the room.

I took off the blood-soaked dress and put it down carelessly.
Freedom from that unpleasant feeling.

I was about to move my hands to take off my underwear but stopped.

Is it okay for me to see Daisy's naked body?

I've never seen it even in the game.
I did pursue Daisy's proposal route thinking there might be an H-scene, but now the situation has turned out like this.

Anyway, seeing a game character's naked body outside the screen is completely different from seeing it with your own eyes.
Besides, aren't Daisy and I comrades who fought against Spanyada together?
I felt a wave of guilt toward Daisy.
I thought about not washing at all, but that would be wrong to Daisy in its own way.
I'll have to return this body to Daisy someday, and I can't cause hygiene problems.

I steeled myself and took off the underwear.

Daisy, I'm so sorry!

And when I faced Daisy's snow-white bare chest, the emotion I felt was...

Nothing at all.
...Um, well.
I felt nothing, making all my fuss before taking off the underwear seem silly.
It felt like looking at "my own body that I've seen all my life."

After standing there blankly for a moment, it suddenly occurred to me that Nyada might be seeing this, so I hurriedly got into the basin.

*

Ellion was moving along with the priest.
He could see the majestic Lagianos Temple and its visitors.
But contrary to the temple's grandeur, Ellion couldn't help feeling troubled.

'Daisy wanted to come here...'

He should have followed Daisy's suggestion back then.
He shouldn't have called Daisy to the square, saying he wanted to propose.
Ellion was weighed down by guilt that Daisy had been put in danger because of his poor choice.
The ring in his inner pocket made Ellion's heart even heavier.
Ellion couldn't look at the temple anymore and walked with his eyes fixed on the ground.

"We have arrived."

Ellion raised his head at the priest's words.

They had arrived at the Papal Office.
And the Pope himself was waiting in front of the office to greet them.
The Pope approached Ellion.

"It's been a while, Hero. Six years, isn't it?"

"Yes, Your Holiness."

The Pope now showed some white hair that hadn't been there when they first met.
The Pope, who had already looked gentle, now appeared benevolent.

"You've heard, haven't you? The Saint has asked for you."

"Do you know what it's about?"

"I don't know. I was only ordered to bring you here."

In the holy nation of Robe, the King and the Pope existed separately.
Royal authority and papal authority checked each other to prevent corruption, but there was a time in the past when the King and the Pope colluded to commit wrongdoing.

But that's when the first Saint appeared.
The first Saint, claiming to be the representative of the god Lagianos, performed miracles and rooted out the corrupt, they say.
People adored the first Saint, but she completed her work and disappeared without a trace.
Since then, it is said that Saints have appeared whenever Robe faced great crises.

The current Saint appeared six years ago.
The Saint immediately left a prophecy with the Pope.

'A war will break out between humans and demons. A hero named Ellion will wield the divine sword and behead the Demon Lord.'

That was why Ellion, who had been living in a rural village tending sheep, was called to the capital.

At that time, Ellion was displeased about becoming the subject of the prophecy.
He had only wanted to live peacefully in his hometown and confess to Daisy, whom he had a crush on, when he came of age.
Suddenly finding himself in the middle of a war was quite frightening.
But the moment he met the Saint and held the holy sword, he thought, "No one else can do this but me."

And until ten days ago, he had been glad to have been chosen by God.
Otherwise, he wouldn't have been able to save Daisy when their hometown was attacked.
But since Daisy was kidnapped, he had begun to doubt his role as a hero.
While Ellion was feeling conflicted with these mixed emotions, a priest brought news that the Saint was looking for him.

Eventually, Ellion arrived at the door of the room where the Saint was staying, accompanied by the Pope.
The Pope opened the door and said:

"Please enter."

As he entered the room, the Pope closed the door behind him.
The first thing Ellion saw was a statue of the god Lagianos and the back of the Saint kneeling before it.

The Saint was praying with her head bowed, and the sight gave him the feeling of witnessing something unapproachable.
As Ellion waited quietly, the Saint spoke:

"You've come."

"Yes."

The Saint rose from her seat and turned around.
She hadn't changed at all from six years ago.
She gave off only a feeling of being white and pure.
Ellion suddenly wondered if she was really human.

Then his mind snapped to attention at the words that came from the Saint's lips:

"I called you here today, Lord Ellion, because the prophecy has changed."
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Elion momentarily thought he had misheard.
But the Saint's expression remained perfectly serene.

"Can... prophecies change like this?"

Elion couldn't understand.
How could something that changes its message so easily be called a prophecy?

"All I can tell you is that a new will has intervened from outside this world."

Elion realized she was referring to something related to Lagianos, the deity above the Saint.
He felt frustrated, unsure how to deal with the god's capriciousness.

"You remember the original prophecy, don't you?"

Elion nodded.
How could he possibly forget?
The prophecy that he would behead the Demon King with the holy sword.
The prophecy that had changed his entire life.

The Saint cleared her throat.

"I will tell you the changed prophecy."

Elion swallowed.
Once again, his fate would be altered by this prophecy.

"A hero named Elion will bring about harmony between humans and demons."

The part about beheading the Demon King was gone.
Was it fortunate that there was no mention of humans being defeated?
But harmony? How was he supposed to achieve harmony with the demons who had kidnapped Daisy?

"All is according to the will of Lagianos."

The Saint's words felt heavy.

Elion left the Papal Office and returned to the Holy Knight Order's office.
Heinrich and Lina, who were inside, welcomed him.

"Well? What did the Saint say?"
"Tell us quickly, Hero."

Urged by the two, Elion sat down in a chair and began to speak.
After hearing that the content of the prophecy had changed, Heinrich and Lina wore worried expressions.

"Hmm, I cannot fathom Lord Lagianos's intentions."
"So we're not in big trouble, right?"

Elion folded his arms and leaned back in his chair.

"I'm not sure either. But at least the word 'harmony' doesn't have negative connotations, so I suppose that's fortunate."

Though he said it was fortunate, Elion's expression was troubled.
He had absolutely no confidence in his ability to bring about harmony.
It seemed it would be easier to just fight the Demon King one-on-one.

Just then, Alia Grant entered the office.
She looked around at everyone present and nodded.

"You're all here. Perfect timing."

Alia handed a scroll she was holding to Elion.

"There were people who claimed to have spotted the Stellen family's head butler. My subordinates collected testimonies—please take a look."

Elion took the scroll and spread it out on the table.

The first witness was a merchant who traded food supplies with the Stellen family. During the invasion, he had hidden in his food storage warehouse, unable to evacuate in time.
After the sounds of clashing weapons subsided, he looked out the window to check the situation and saw the head butler running toward the Stellen mansion.

"The witness heard the sounds of weapons clashing, so it must have been near the plaza. If he spotted the butler there, it means the butler might have been watching your battle with Spanyada."

At Heinrich's deduction, Elion recalled the situation.

"The demons continued fighting even after Spanyada retreated. By the time the weapon sounds stopped, I was beating Violet."
"So he saw Violet's spy identity being exposed and ran to the mansion."
"Considering Violet's reaction in prison, the massacre of the Stellen family doesn't seem to have been planned in advance, but rather something the head butler did impulsively."

Lina, who had been quietly listening, asked Alia:

"But whether he's a spy or not, why would the head butler massacre the family?"
"Well, people living around the mansion said the head butler and the head of the Stellen family had been friends since childhood. There didn't seem to be any conflict between them. But there was a strange rumor..."
"A strange rumor?"

Alia scratched her head before speaking.

"Ten years ago, Violet was kidnapped by goblins, and the head butler rescued and brought her back. After that, Violet was seen with the head butler quite often, which led to rumors that she might have fallen for her father's friend."
"About a thirty-year age gap? That's not a big deal, is it? Maybe their relationship wasn't accepted, and resentment built up?"
"..."
"Lina, please don't apply elven standards to humans."

Heinrich, who appeared to be the oldest among them, was actually at least 200 years younger than Lina.
Although Lina had encouraged everyone to speak casually because she didn't want to seem old, her distinctly elven way of thinking couldn't be hidden.

Sensing the suddenly awkward atmosphere, Elion quickly changed the subject.

"Anyway, let's read the next testimony."

The second witness was a child living in the Kanta region near the border.
At the time, the child had gone with friends to the foot of the Sidnis Mountains, claiming they were on an adventure.
When the child briefly separated from friends to relieve himself, he saw someone climbing the mountain.
He had completely forgotten about it until he saw knights carrying wanted posters and remembered the face.

"Isn't this testimony a bit less valuable?"
"We're not in a position to be picky."

When Lina grumbled, Alia retorted.

"But we already guessed the head butler was heading toward the Sidnis Mountains."

The Sidnis Mountains, located north of Robe.
And beyond them, the land of demons, Neswid.
If the head butler was a demon spy, that would have been his inevitable destination.

"No, the Sidnis Mountains are quite vast. Even this information helps."

Indeed, the Sidnis Mountains were comparable in size to the entire kingdom of Robe.
It was like searching an entire country, and they couldn't deploy troops indiscriminately, which had stalled the search.
So being able to narrow down a specific region was already fortunate.

"I have a reconnaissance team ready to send to the Kanta region. They can depart as soon as you give the order, Hero."
"I'll go too."
"I want to go as well. I can help track in the mountains. Besides, I'd like to climb some mountains for a change."

With both Elion and Lina volunteering, Heinrich let out a deep sigh.

"Then I'll go too. I can't be the only one staying behind."

At Heinrich's words, Lina teased:

"Old man, you can stay behind if your knees hurt."
"I can move with magical assistance. And 'old man'? Lina, you're at least five times my—"
"Come on, Elion! Let's go right away!"

As Elion was dragged away by Lina, he thought:

If the head butler was Spanyada's subordinate like Violet...
He had a feeling that wherever the head butler was, Daisy would be there too.

'Daisy. Just hold on a little longer.'

*

Ugh, I can't stand this.

Hoo- Hoo-
My breath forms white clouds in the air.
The cold gets worse as we climb higher up the mountain.
I would normally be able to endure this cold, but my poor physical condition makes it harder.

"Lady Spanyada, are you alright? Should we rest a bit?"

At Akila's words, I seized the opportunity and nodded.

I'm currently traveling toward the Demon King's castle with Akila, one goblin, and one ogre.
I tried to stall for more time, but I ran out of excuses to give Akila.

The ogre unpacked the luggage and set up a tent.
Meanwhile, the goblin was gathering branches and starting a fire.

For reference, the ogre is the one who guarded the door when I was imprisoned, and now he carries me on his shoulder since I'm not feeling well.
The goblin is the one who brought me food, and he's in charge of meals during our journey.
Since it takes quite some time to reach the Demon King's castle, I needed someone to handle the chores, so I chose these two since I was already familiar with them.

Warming myself by the fire, I quietly pondered.

As soon as we left the ruins, we entered the mountain path.
The game never showed the exact appearance of the mountain path, and in Nyada's memories, Spanyada always traveled by portal.

So while I couldn't pinpoint my exact location, I could guess that I was somewhere in the Sidnis Mountains.

I asked Akila:

"At this pace, how long until we reach the Demon King's castle?"
"We should be able to exit the mountains within two days. Once we enter Neswid, we'll still be traveling by land, but we should arrive within the deadline."
"I see. You're sure about the route, right?"
"Of course. Just trust me."

Akila didn't seem concerned about my lack of knowledge regarding the path.
Well, it wouldn't be strange for me not to know the details since Spanyada used portals to travel.

Currently, I can't use portals in this condition, so I can't shake off these guys and escape.
Anyway, it seems I'll have to be taken to the Demon King's castle, but should I try to buy more time by increasing our rest frequency?

Hmm, I couldn't guess how the Demon King would react if I were late.

The game didn't properly reveal the Demon King's personality.
That's because Elion, who had lost his mind after losing Daisy, immediately attacked the Demon King without any dialogue as soon as he saw him.
And after beheading the Demon King in that fight, the story ended.

Yes, it's probably best to arrive exactly within the one-week deadline.

I could feel my body warming up now.

It was time to depart again.
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After traveling through the mountains for two full days, we entered Neswith through the Sidnis Mountain Range, just as Akila had said.

Well, not that the scenery changed dramatically or anything. Trees still surrounded us everywhere, and the temperature remained low.

"We've now entered goblin territory. Just a little further and we'll be able to rest."

Despite Akila's promise of rest, I was skeptical. No matter how much I looked around, all I could see were trees. How could she possibly know? It reminded me of those hiking moments when someone says, "We're almost there!" Our meal goblin seemed excited too, so maybe she was right. Sigh, I couldn't tell.

But truly, not long after, we spotted a wooden palisade stretching ahead. As we approached, threatening sounds from goblins could be heard. They were probably being cautious after seeing Akila and me.

"Karaak! Kekkaka!"

Our meal goblin stepped forward and shouted. The threatening noises echoing through the forest immediately stopped.

Shortly after, two armed goblin sentries appeared. They approached us and said something in their language. When our meal goblin responded, the sentries nodded. One positioned himself in front of us, the other behind, and they escorted us forward.

Following the palisade, we finally saw a gate. The sentry goblin who had guided us gestured to another goblin watching from a lookout tower beside the gate. The gate slowly opened, and at last, we entered the goblin village.

As we walked further in, we could see houses made of woven branches and leaves. In front of them, goblins were sorting tree fruits into baskets. When they spotted us, they froze. Clearly, Akila and I were being regarded with suspicion. Akila stepped forward with a smile.

"Kyackkeorak, Keureurakka."

Oh, wow...
Former goblin Akila started speaking the goblin language. It was quite jarring to hear goblin speech coming from a human form.

The wary goblins were startled, then exchanged a few words with Akila. She responded with a smile, and somehow the atmosphere became warm and friendly.

And I had absolutely no idea what they were saying. I wondered if I could access something from Nyada's memories, but apparently Nyada didn't know the demon race's language either, as nothing came to mind.

Since I couldn't understand what they were saying anyway, I stood still and took in the scenery of the goblin village.

From what I could see of the palisade, it seemed to be about the size of a small rural village. On one side was a field where various vegetables were growing, with a well nearby. On another side were pens containing what appeared to be animals kept for food. In the center of the village was a space prepared for lighting fires.

I suddenly noticed our meal goblin laughing and chatting with the village goblins. The ogre was sitting quietly on the ground, and though young-looking goblins circled around bothering him, he only wore an annoyed expression without showing much reaction.

How should I describe this scene? It really was like a rural village. A rural village with the warmth of people living in it. I never imagined I'd get this feeling in a game, especially from goblins.

Lost in my thoughts, I was brought back to reality by someone tapping my hand.

Looking down, I saw a young goblin holding my hand. It was small, probably equivalent to a five or six-year-old human child.

Seeing its curious, innocent expression, I found myself unconsciously patting its head. The child seemed to like the feeling and smiled brightly. I could feel the corners of my mouth turning up slightly.

Just then, Akila approached me.

"I've spoken with the village goblins. They've agreed to let us rest here today and will even provide us with some food when we leave."

"That's good."

I said this while removing my hand from the young goblin's head. Seeing this, Akila smiled faintly as if remembering something.

"It reminds me of the old days. When we first met Lord Spanyada, we were just about this size."

At those words, my internal Nyada-wiki activated.

"25 years ago, Spanyada met the siblings Akila and Akla in a goblin village he happened to visit."

An image of two small goblins from 25 years ago appeared in my mind. Those goblins were looking up at me with gentle expressions, just like the goblin in front of me now.

I immediately shook my head to stop the thoughts. It felt like this wasn't a memory brief enough to examine while standing.

"Are you alright? Are you feeling dizzy?"

Akila asked worriedly in response to my head shake.

Come to think of it, this Akila is extremely devoted to Spanyada. It feels like more than just a subordinate concerned for a superior. Why?

I waved my hand to show Akila that nothing was wrong.

"No, I'm fine. Just had a stray thought I wanted to shake off."

"I understand."

I recalled the knowledge I had gained previously.

Nyada's knowledge said that Akila was a goblin who had taken a human body. That means Spanyada must have used the dagger magic on him. Using magic that can only be cast once every ten years on someone else—what was Spanyada thinking? I'm sure Spanyada asked Akila about his feelings on revenge. It must be related to that.

Akila spoke as if remembering something.

"Ah, the goblins mentioned that the 1st Corps Commander passed by the village yesterday."

"The 1st Corps Commander? You mean Kaurus?"

Demon Lord Army's 1st Corps Commander Kaurus. He was a minotaur who had pledged loyalty to the Demon Lord. He had a reputation as an aggressive, charge-first type of leader. In the game, he was cut in half and killed by the crazed Elion.

"Yes. They said he was moving toward the Demon Lord's castle with just a few subordinates, similar to us."

"Did he leave any special message?"

"He just asked the sentries if everything was alright in the village."

"I see."

Akila added:

"He told them to ask for help from any unit if something happened to the village, regardless of which one."

"..."

My feelings are complicated. Since entering this world and ending up with demons rather than humans, I keep seeing human-like qualities in these demons. The goblins laughing and chatting peacefully. The 1st Corps Commander looking after villagers. And those innocent expressions keep haunting me.

...
No, no.
Get a grip, Kim Min-jun.
There's no need to be moved by them.
This is a world inside a game. The demons are enemies of the protagonist Elion and are currently threatening my life.
I need to return Daisy's body and go back home.

As I remained silent, Akila looked at me with concern.

"Lord Spanyada?"

"Ah, I was just thinking about something. Don't worry."

"I still think you're pushing yourself too hard..."

"I've just been sitting quietly on the ogre's shoulder. How could that be pushing myself?"

"But..."

Ah, really persistent.
This isn't a subordinate; it's more like a nanny.
Why so much concern?

Is this guy perhaps in love with Spanyada?

...
?

...Huh? Is that it?
Hmm, they're both former succubi and goblins, but they both have human bodies now.
So they could have feelings for each other.
Surely they weren't in that kind of relationship?

...
Ah, since the Nyada-wiki isn't coming up, I guess that wasn't the case.
That's a relief.

Then maybe it's unrequited love?
That seems possible.

No, wait a minute.
I'm in Daisy's form right now.
Does this guy not care about appearance? Is anyone fine as long as it's Spanyada?

This won't do.
I need to learn more about Akila.
Either way, he'll be sticking by my side until I recover my body.
I need to find out his characteristics or weaknesses to make it easier to deal with him.

I decided to go along with his wishes for now, as Akila's concerned gaze was becoming uncomfortable.

"Alright. I'll rest a bit."

"Yes. I'll tell the ogre to set up the tent right away."

Shortly after the ogre finished setting up the tent, Akila prepared a bed with leather blankets he had obtained from somewhere.

"I'm going to close my eyes for a bit."

"Rest well."

I lay down and gently closed my eyes. Footsteps approached and then gradually faded away. I opened my eyes slightly to look around. It seemed Akila had gone elsewhere.

I thought about Akila's information through Nyada's knowledge. The story of Spanyada and Akila from 25 years ago began to surface in my mind.

"It was around the second day of Spanyada's stay at a goblin village he had visited by chance. Two young goblins, curious about a human speaking the demon language, approached Spanyada.

'Kur? Kokkeu-ke?'"

Ah, the demon language is really inconvenient. What are they saying?

"Spanyada also responded in the demon language. The goblins pointed at themselves and said:

'Kyarkya Akila.'
'Kyarkya Akla.'"

Ah, I heard the names. From the context, this seems to be self-introduction.

"Spanyada also told them his name. The goblin siblings giggled, then grabbed Spanyada's hands on both sides and began to lead him.

The place they led him to had a tree full of fruit. Akla pointed at the fruit, and Spanyada picked some and offered them. After taking a bite, Akla danced with joy, and the three spent time eating fruit together.

After some time passed, the three headed back to the village. And what they saw there was...

'Exterminate the goblins!'

Human knights."
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"Human knights suddenly stormed the village and began mercilessly slaughtering the goblins.
Spanyada hid behind a tree with the shocked and frozen Akila and Akla.

The goblin siblings struggled in Spanyada's arms as they watched their friendly goblin neighbors fall one by one, bleeding to death.
Spanyada covered their mouths with both hands and watched the massacre with an indifferent expression.

A knight cut down a goblin.

"Mmph! Mmph!"

The goblin siblings' resistance intensified.
The goblin who had just fallen was their mother.

"Kyaaak! Kyaramkka!"

At that moment, a goblin screamed and charged at the knight who had killed the siblings' mother.

"Stellen! Behind you!"

The knight called Stellen swiftly turned and decapitated the charging goblin.
And so, the goblin siblings lost their father too.

Akila and Akla trembled violently, their mouths still covered by Spanyada.
Tears streamed endlessly from their eyes.

Spanyada raised his hands slightly to cover Akila and Akla's eyes.
The two goblins gradually fell asleep.

Spanyada watched as the humans killed all the goblins."

...So that's what happened.

The knight who killed Akila's parents was called Stellen.
His face seemed familiar, and since this was about 25 years ago, I suspected he might be Violet Stellen's father, the current head of the Stellen family.

I continued examining Akila's information.

"Spanyada took the goblin siblings who had lost their parents so tragically and traveled with them.
Upon reaching another goblin village, he left the two goblins there and departed alone."

They separated like that?
Didn't he immediately make them his subordinates?

I recalled the moment when Spanyada and Akila reunited.

"21 years ago, a goblin village was burning.
Spanyada was watching the burning village from a distant hill.
Human knights were attacking the goblins.

Two goblins were seen fleeing from the pursuing human knights.
Spanyada used a portal to appear before them.
Though the two goblins were wary of Spanyada's sudden appearance, he ignored their suspicious gazes and dispatched the pursuing knights with magic.

Then he took the two goblins by the hand and fled into the forest.
Akla recognized Spanyada. Akila also showed signs of delight.
Before they could properly reunite, the sound of other knights' footsteps was heard.

The three hid and observed the knights.
Akila spotted a familiar human.

It was Stellen.

Akla also noticed Stellen.
Anger filled the eyes of both goblins."

Why Stellen again?
Strange. The situation is too strange.

I continued examining the memories with an uneasy feeling.

"Spanyada intended to leave the two goblins in the village again.
However, after Akila and Spanyada conversed in demon language for a while, the three began traveling together.

A year later, Spanyada kidnapped Stellen's closest friend.

Spanyada summoned a dagger from his hand and passed it to Akila.
As Akila approached with the dagger, Stellen's friend began to struggle.
Akila stabbed Stellen's friend, and some time passed.
Stellen's friend's face lost its fear as he began examining his own body.
Akila's body collapsed to the floor. The dagger he had been holding had disappeared.

Akila, now possessing Stellen's friend's body, bowed respectfully to Spanyada.
Akla bid farewell to Akila with tears in her eyes."

So that's how Akila obtained a human body.
It was useful information that the dagger's magic could transfer not just in the mental realm but in reality as well.
Of course, I'd have to wait ten years to use it again.

"Akila reported through a communication orb that he had entered the Stellen household as a servant.
He said it was easy to get in because he was in the body of the family head's close friend.

And ten years later.
Akila kidnapped the teenage Violet Stellen and brought her before Spanyada and Akla."

At this point, I could guess what happened next.

Akla took over Violet Stellen's body.
That explained why the Deputy Commander of the Capital Knights was acting as a spy for the demon race.
Or more precisely, a demon spy had become the Deputy Commander of the Capital Knights.

The memories jumped ahead another ten years to show recent events.

"Spanyada crossed through a portal with one shoulder severed.
He had suffered too much damage in the attempt to kidnap the hero's lover.

A communication from Akila came immediately.

-Are you alright, sir?
"I am ashamed. About Akla's situation as well."
-...
"As of today, stop your role as Stellen's servant and return."
-What do you mean?
"Kill everyone in the Stellen family. They are no longer of use, so complete your revenge for your parents."
-Understood.

The communication ended."

Given that Akila is walking around fine now, it seems the Stellen family's annihilation was carried out.

I now understood why Akila followed Spanyada.
He viewed him as a lifelong benefactor who had saved his life and helped him get revenge.

And I finally learned what I had been curious about: why Violet was acting as a spy and Akla's true identity.

But examining these memories raised another question for me.

Spanyada's behavior was extremely suspicious.

It's true that Spanyada consistently helped Akila and Akla.
But I could tell that Spanyada had some ulterior motive in his actions.

The reason was that he didn't save the goblin villages that were under attack by human knights.
In the first incident at the goblin siblings' home village, he didn't engage in the battle.
In the second goblin village, he just watched it burn before taking action.
If Spanyada had acted earlier, saving the goblin village would have been child's play.
But he didn't.

According to Nyada's memories, Spanyada's first meeting with the goblin siblings 25 years ago was coincidental.
So the first tragedy could be said to have occurred without Spanyada's intention.

But the second meeting 21 years ago seemed deliberately planned.
Spanyada's actions themselves were suspicious.
It felt as if he had been waiting for the right timing.

What on earth was Spanyada thinking?

Is there any way to find out?
What keyword should I use to recall memories that would give me answers?

If I had devoured Spanyada, it would have been much easier to recall his memories, but the knowledge I was using came from Nyada, who had been trapped inside Spanyada.
In other words, I could know what Spanyada did, but not why he did it.

Hmm...
Do I have to examine all the memories from when Spanyada parted with the goblin siblings until their reunion?
Four years of memories. That's too much.

"...Lord Spanyada."

Huh? What?

"We need to depart soon."

I opened my eyes.
Akila was shaking me awake.

"How long was I lying down?"
"I can't say exactly, but about six hours."

This is bad.
I didn't even get to rest because I was examining memories!
My head ached at the thought of having wasted my entire rest period.

Shortly after, preparations to leave the goblin village were complete.
I sat on the ogre's shoulder.
Looking back, I saw the goblins had come out to see us off.

I waved my hand slightly in response to the goblins waving at us.

We set out on our journey again.
We were still in the forest with no clear sense of direction, but Akila was leading the way at the front.

I stared at Akila's back for a while before speaking.

"Akila."
"Yes, Lord Spanyada."
"About Akla."
"Yes, yes!"

Akla. Violet Stellen.
In his conversation with Spanyada, Akila had mentioned that Akla had been captured wearing a magic control device.
Spanyada had said he would plan a rescue operation.

Thinking about it now, it meant that Violet Stellen's identity as a spy had been exposed.

"With my current physical condition and having been summoned to the Demon King's castle, I can't rescue her right away."
"Yes... I understand."

Akila's expression became gloomy.
I tried to comfort him.

"Don't worry too much. She'll be safe."

The Ellion side doesn't know Violet's true identity, so they've probably just imprisoned her.
And as long as Ellion hasn't gone completely insane, he might have roughed her up a bit but wouldn't have killed her.

"And I promise I will rescue her."

This is a lie.
Finding a way to survive was more important to me than rescuing Akla.
But Akila, unaware of my true thoughts, kept expressing his gratitude.

'Lady Daisy, I'm sorry. Please don't forgive me.'

I suddenly remembered what Akla had said when she was kidnapping me.
The image of her asking not to be forgiven even as she captured me suddenly seemed pitiful.

*

In a remote part of the Sidnis Mountains.
Demons were stationed at the ruins of an ancient castle.

An elf was quietly observing them.
Concealing himself, the elf slowly circled the castle ruins, assessing the demons' numbers.
Having completed his task, the elf promptly left.
He raced through the mountains toward the strongest man he knew.

"Ellion! I found a demon encampment!"

Ch.18 - 18. Faith
# 18. Faith

Elion mentally processed the information Lina had brought.
After climbing the mountain range, they had discovered several demon encampments, but this was the largest one yet.

"We'll strike quickly. We need to handle this swiftly so not a single one escapes."

At Elion's instruction, everyone moved to their positions.
A moment later, Allia Grant's communication device vibrated.

"Attack!"

At the signal from the communication device, the knights stormed the fortress.
The demons were thrown into chaos by the sudden assault.
The knights rushed in, trying to cut down as many demons as possible before they could regain their senses.

Soon, a fierce battle erupted.

In the heart of the battlefield, Allia Grant swung her massive greatsword.
An ogre that tried to block the sword was split in half along with its club.
The demons were visibly shocked to see the ogre fall in a single blow.
Allia possessed strength disproportionate to her frame, and that abnormal power was the primary reason she had risen to the position of Captain of the Capital Knights.

Although the knights had established a perimeter to prevent demons from escaping, the jumping power of lycanthropes was powerful enough to leap over a person.
But those lycanthropes that jumped up became easy targets for Lina.
Each time she released her bowstring, a demon's skull was pierced.
Once she set her sights on prey, she never missed.
The hunting techniques she learned from Erinyes, the great hero who had slain a dragon, were her pride.

In group battles, people naturally tend to seek out and attack those who appear weaker.
The demons spotted an old man standing conspicuously alone amidst the chaos.
The old man, Heinrich, calmly observed the demons rushing toward him before raising his hand.
Instantly, the bricks forming the fortress walls flew through the air and smashed the demons' heads.
Those who had seen Heinrich fight called him "Stone Head."
Yes, he earned that nickname because he crushed enemies' heads with his distinctive rock magic.

And then there was the hero Elion.
He was the only one who could freely wield the divine sword.
His mere presence gave strength to allies and pressure to enemies.
With each flash of the holy sword, demons fell like autumn leaves.
Though the demons tried desperately to counterattack, Elion moved through the space with ease.
Only the corpses of enemies remained in his wake.

Thanks to the efforts of these four, no living demons remained in the encampment.
It was a complete victory without any allied casualties.

The knights began gathering the demons' corpses in one place.
This was so Heinrich could bury them all at once with his magic.

"Hero, you need to see this."

A knight dragging a demon corpse called out to Elion.
Elion's mind went blank when he saw what the knight was holding out.

A crossbody bag with its strap broken and a blood-stained comb.
They belonged to Daisy.

Elion urgently asked the knight who had brought the items.

"W-where did you find these?!"
"There's a secluded spot a little distance away. They were lying on the ground there."

Elion ran in the direction the knight pointed.
Seeing his urgency, Heinrich and Lina followed.

As the knight had said, they came upon a secluded spot with a view of the forest a short distance away.
The group searched the area thoroughly.
They were looking for anything that might reveal Daisy's whereabouts.

"Come over here."

Lina called to Elion.
She pointed to what she had discovered.

"The ground here is slightly indented. It doesn't look like it was dug intentionally, but rather like something fell and created an impact. And there are faint traces of blood."

At the mention of blood, Elion showed her the comb.
Lina nodded.

"She was probably thrown down and then stabbed with that."

Elion's expression hardened.
The image of Daisy being thrown to the ground flashed through his mind.

Just then, they heard Heinrich calling.

"Hero, that building over there is suspicious. I can sense tremendous magical residue."

It was the largest building they had seen in this fortress.
The three of them headed toward it.

As soon as they entered the building, Heinrich frowned and said,

"What kind of magic was used here? And I wonder why they left without erasing the magical residue."

Lina looked equally uncomfortable.
She was sensing something that the other two couldn't.

"There's an overwhelming smell of blood inside the building."

Lina soon found the room where the smell of blood was coming from.
The three entered the room.

"That's...!"

Elion couldn't believe what he was seeing.
His legs trembled so much he could barely walk.

Daisy's sky-blue dress.
The dress that had suited her so perfectly, that he had thought made her look so lovely, was now soaked in blood, stained dark red.

His hand gripped the dress tightly.
In contrast, his legs gave out, and he collapsed to his knees.

Lina's voice reached him as if from a great distance.

"...This much blood would kill most people."

Elion buried his face in the floor.

Too late.

Overwhelmed by despair, he couldn't lift his head.
Tears began to flow from Elion's eyes.

Heinrich patted Elion's shoulder to comfort him.

"She'll be alright. If they took her as a hostage, they wouldn't have just killed her."
"Y-yes! If they wanted to kill her, they would have done it in front of you!"

But Elion couldn't calm down.

"But you said Spanyada can take over the bodies of other living beings."
"..."
"You said you could sense magical residue in this building. Then Daisy is already..."

Elion couldn't finish his sentence.
Heinrich could only stand there silently, unable to offer any more comfort as he watched Elion hang his head.
Lina pulled Heinrich out of the room, leaving Elion alone, and confronted him.

"Why did you have to add that explanation and make the situation worse?"
"I do somewhat regret it seeing him like this... But I couldn't just not tell him."

Heinrich said with a bitter expression.

"Isn't it better than not knowing and then being shocked on the battlefield?"
"..."

Lina let out a deep sigh.
Heinrich stroked his beard and said,

"I'm planning to examine the magical residue to determine what kind of magic was used. If I can understand the structure of the spell, we might be able to recover Miss Daisy's body."

Lina kicked Heinrich in the shin.

"Ow!"
"Hey, you idiot! You should have said that first! We need to tell Elion quickly."

As Lina tried to go back into the room, Heinrich grabbed her arm.

"Don't tell him."
"Why not?"
"It's a slim possibility. Besides, we don't even know what magic was used yet. False hope would be cruel to the hero as well."
"..."

Lina gave up on entering the room and slumped down on the floor.
Heinrich finally had a chance to rub his shin.

"...Sigh, my head hurts."
"My shin that you kicked hurts more."
"You little... talking back?!"
"..."

Meanwhile, Elion sat dazed, clutching Daisy's belongings to his chest.
The dried bloodstains still seemed to emit a pungent smell.

'Some hero I am. I can't even save the woman I love.'

Elion mercilessly tore at his own heart.
He felt utterly pathetic.

Daisy was everything to him.
Having both lost their families and homes, they were each other's support.
Elion wanted to give up everything.
Being a hero, the prophecy—none of it mattered anymore.

Let's go back.
Elion stood up.
He felt he needed to rest.
It wasn't his body but his mind that was exhausted.

Just then, Daisy's voice echoed in his ears.

'I want to go with you.'
'I want to be with you.'

The day Daisy was kidnapped.
Elion remembered how Daisy had wanted to stay with him despite the potential danger.

If he hadn't handed Daisy over to Violet Stellen then.
If he had continued to protect Daisy himself, would things be different now?

'I'll come get you right after I finish this.'
'...Okay.'

"Ah..."

He remembered their last conversation.
Why had he forgotten this?
Elion's mind suddenly cleared.

He needed to go get Daisy.
This was no time to be giving up and wallowing in self-pity.

Daisy is a strong person.
Not in physical strength, but in spirit. Her heart is stronger than anyone's.
Even if her body had been taken, her soul would remain inside, enduring.
She would be waiting, believing that he would come to save her.

'I need to believe in Daisy too.'

Elion felt like his emotions had been on a wild roller coaster, but it didn't matter.

His goal remained the same.
To recover Daisy from Spanyada.

Elion's steps became firm.
When he opened the door, he saw Heinrich and Lina.

"We'll continue the search. We must find Spanyada."

Heinrich and Lina nodded.

"Yes, let's do that."
"Let's crush those demon bastards."

Elion steeled his resolve.

'I'll definitely come for you.'

And he fervently prayed that his feelings would reach Daisy.

Ch.19 - 19. Bako, Second Corps Commander of the Demon King's Army
# 19. Demon Lord's Army Second Corps Commander Bako

Finally, I escaped this wretched forest.
And what stretched before my eyes was a vast canyon.

Wow, what a spectacular view.
While I was taking in the scenery, Akila spoke.

"I can see the Demon Lord's castle. We're not far now."

Following Akila's pointing finger, I could see a small castle in the distance.
Sigh... Even seeing it from afar makes my chest feel tight.


We descended into the canyon along a zigzagging path.
Scattered throughout the canyon walls were what appeared to be cave entrances.

"From here on is Gremlin territory."

Gremlins, huh...
In this game world, the development of science has been relatively slow due to the existence of magic users and superhumans.
If anything, the Gremlins were shown to contribute to scientific advancement.

And I recalled a certain character in my mind.

Demon Lord's Army Second Corps Commander Bako.
He was in charge of weapon development for the Demon Lord's forces.
However, I'd never seen him in actual combat, so besides his appearance, I had almost no information about this character.
I'll probably meet him when we reach the Demon Lord's castle.


Just then, Akila, who was walking ahead, put his hand out to stop me.
I was wondering what this guy was doing when the ground began to tremble slightly, and a rumbling sound came from somewhere.
Black smoke started pouring out of a cave a short distance from where we stood.

"Phew, that's a relief."

Akila made a gesture of wiping sweat from his forehead.
Curious about what was happening, I asked him.

"I heard this while we were in the goblin village—apparently, the Gremlins have been blowing up caves daily for weapon development. I was tense because I was worried we might get caught up in it, but thankfully nothing happened."

...Is it really true that nothing happened?
Several Gremlins were running out of the cave, coughing heavily.
Akila scratched his head as he watched them.

We had to pass by this way anyway.
As they say, strike while the iron is hot—I urged Akila to quickly head toward the cave.


As we approached the cave, the smoke appeared even blacker.
It looked unhealthy just to be near it.
And through the smoke, I could see someone's silhouette.

"Why is everyone running away like it's so dangerous?"

Walking leisurely through the acrid smoke without a care was the super-Gremlin of this era.
It was the Demon Lord's Army Second Corps Commander Bako.

Bako spotted us and asked with a puzzled expression.

"Who are you? Why is a human here? Oh, look at this! First time I've seen someone using an ogre as a mount."

Akila stepped forward and said.

"This is Lord Spanyada. He has changed bodies."
"What? Spanyada? I've heard about it, but this is the first time I've seen someone actually change bodies."

Bako came closer to me and waved his arm.

"Hey! How've you been?"

I was taken aback by how overly familiar Bako was acting.
So I quickly searched through Nyada's memories.
But nowhere could I find memories of Spanyada and Bako being close.
Every time Bako acted friendly, Spanyada would respond curtly and end the conversation.

"Why aren't you answering?"

So in response to Bako's prodding, I decided to reply curtly.

"I was wondering if you ever get tired of pretending to be friendly."
"That's just my personality, what can I do? But what brings you here?"

What is he talking about?
The Demon Lord summoned us, didn't he? He definitely said other corps commanders were being called too.
As I gave him a puzzled look, a Gremlin coughing beside Bako spoke up.

"Commander Bako! Didn't you receive a summons from the Demon Lord's castle a few days ago?"
"Ah, right. How much time do we have left?"
"Three days, sir."
"What? That's plenty of time."

Bako turned to me and burst into laughter.

"Heh heh, when Gremlins are deep in research, we might forget minor details! Right?"

He calls a summons from the Demon Lord a minor detail.
To think one of the three corps commanders in the Demon Lord's army is this kind of person.
Maybe Ellion's victory was inevitable?

"By the way, did you always walk around like this? Didn't you use magic to travel before?"

I felt I could be brazenly direct with him.

"It's my choice."
"Of course. You should always do what your heart tells you."

Hmm. This guy... somehow I feel like we might get along.

"Anyway, this works out. Since you're heading to the Demon Lord's castle, let's go together."

Without waiting for my response, Bako turned to the Gremlin standing beside him.

"You know the luggage I prepared for when I finished my research here and headed to the castle? Bring that."
"Do you mean the food bundle? You ate everything as snacks while researching."
"...Did I?"

Bako turned to me with a creaking sound.

"...Spanyada, sorry, but could you share some food on the way?"
"Isn't this Gremlin territory? Why not go to a nearby village and get supplies?"
"I blew up a village recently and got kicked out! Thanks to that, I'm banned from other villages too. Heh heh."

Are you bragging, you lunatic?


So our party gained a new member. But...

"Oh, so you were originally a goblin? How does it feel to change species? Are you used to controlling your body? I asked Spanyada before, but he wouldn't answer. Tell me a bit. Ah, right. Have you had any difficulties living with humans for so long? Could you live like a goblin if asked to now? Do your food preferences change too?"

...This guy talks way too much.
Once he learned that Akila was a former goblin who had worked as a spy, he immediately bombarded him with questions to satisfy his curiosity.
Akila was trying to answer politely, but he seemed overwhelmed by the barrage of questions.

"And also! Do you lust after humans now? Or goblins?"

Hmm, I'm actually curious about this too.

"I'm... still a goblin."
"Heh heh, I see! Then it must have been really uncomfortable living in human society. If anyone found out, they'd call you a goblin-fucker."

...Kh, huff! Goblin-fucker!
No! Hold it in! Don't laugh!

"Your brother is in the same situation, right? What does he say?"
"...I've never had such conversations with Akla, so I don't know."


Bako kept Akila captive for a long time, satisfying his curiosity.
Eventually, the conversation turned to Spanyada.

"Oh, so when you were in danger, Spanyada swooped in and saved you!"
"Yes. I owe him my life twice. When our parents died, Akla and I were frozen with fear and anger, unable to do anything. If Lord Spanyada hadn't taken us and fled from the knights' attack, we would have died right there."

...Huh? What's this?
I hurriedly searched through Nyada's memories.

When the siblings' parents died, Spanyada didn't flee at all.
He simply put the two to sleep quietly and watched as the knights finished their slaughter and left.

Why are Akila's words and Nyada's memories different?
Nyada's memories can't be wrong. It would have been a situation observable from a third-person perspective.
So Akila's memory must be incorrect.

Was the shock so great that his memory became confused?
As if he had dreamed it...
...
...A dream.

Spanyada did put Akila and Akla to sleep.
But was there any reason to make them dream such content?


While I was lost in thought, Bako turned to me with a smile.

"You're their lifesaver! That's amazing!"

I just shrugged without answering.
Getting caught up in his conversation now seemed exhausting.

"Oh, right. I heard you fought the human hero? How was it?"

Damn it!
Bako's target has switched to me.
With his eyes wide and sparkling, it seemed like he would keep staring until I answered.

"He was strong. If I hadn't taken a hostage, I would have died there."
"Hostage? Ah, right. You kidnapped the hero's lover. What happened to that human? Where did you imprison them?"

I pointed at my face.

"Oh, ah... huh?"

Bako seemed to understand immediately, letting out an exclamation before falling silent.
He just stared at me quietly for a while.
Just as I was starting to feel awkward seeing him so uncharacteristically quiet, Bako rolled his eyeballs and said to me:

"I hate to say this, but you're kind of garbage."

What's that, coming from a village terrorist?
Of course, Spanyada is garbage.
But since I'm not garbage, I decline to take insults meant for Spanyada.

"So what are you going to do now? The hero will be hunting you with fire in his eyes."

If I meet Ellion, I'll pretend to be Daisy, not Spanyada.
I'll play the role of Daisy who won the soul battle against Spanyada.
For Daisy's stable future, I need to leave the demon faction and meet Ellion.
People around might suspect I'm pretending to be Spanyada, but if Ellion protects me, it shouldn't be a major problem.

But I can't tell this to a Demon Lord's Army corps commander.
I gave a vague answer that Spanyada might give.

"That's what makes it fun. Aren't you curious about the hero's distorted face?"
"I'm curious about many things, but not enough to risk my life..."

The first thing I saw when I got here was smoke coming from a cave!

Ch.20 - 20. Demon Lord's Castle
# 20. Demon King's Castle

We traveled for two days listening to Bako's chatter.
And one day before our deadline, we finally approached the Demon King's castle.

"Thanks to you all, it's been a fun journey. I could have flown here quickly by myself, but then I would have been bored alone, you know."

As Bako flapped his wings while speaking, Akila shook her head with a disgusted expression.
She was definitely thinking, "I wish he would just go away..." to herself.

As we approached the castle gate, three Minotaurs standing guard saw me and Akila and took defensive positions.
They were about to charge at us but hesitated when they noticed Bako in our group.

"2nd Corps Commander, who are these humans?"
"It's 3rd Corps Commander. She switched bodies using magic."

At Bako's words, the Minotaurs were startled and immediately stood at attention.

"We apologize! We didn't recognize you as the 3rd Corps Commander!"

Being castle guards, their response and discipline were quite sharp.

"It's fine. These things happen during duty."
"Thank you, Commander!"

I felt a bit bitter hearing the Minotaur's booming voice.
When I return Daisy's body and go back to reality, I'll have to join the military too...

...Hah.
Come to think of it, aren't I already enlisted in the Demon Army because of Spanyada?
I'm lucky to have a high rank, at least.

After confirming our identities, the Minotaurs opened the castle gate.
The sight of the massive doors slowly opening was majestic.

"Please follow me."

One of the Minotaurs led us into the castle.

The interior of the castle was more ordinary than I expected.
Rather than being filled with monster statues or ominous decorations as one might expect from a Demon King's castle, it had a clean appearance that prioritized practicality.

Following the Minotaur, we arrived at a dining hall with a long table.

"You must be tired from your long journey. I'll go to the kitchen and request food for you, so please sit and rest for a while."

I pulled out a chair and leaned back.
How long has it been since I had a backrest?
After constantly tensing to avoid falling backward while riding on the Ogre's shoulders, my spine felt stiff.
Now it feels really comfortable.

After waiting briefly, the door opened and several Goblins entered the dining hall carrying food and dishes.
A whole roasted bird, boiled seafood, and warm stew were laid out on the table.

While I was thinking about what to eat first, a Goblin server tried to offer me a wing from the bird but hesitated.
He probably moved reflexively, remembering when he used to serve me at the fortress, but back then I was Daisy, and now I'm Spanyada.
The Goblin, caught in the awkward position of offering a wing to his superior, froze in indecision.
I smiled at the sight and reached out to take the wing.
Once I accepted it, the Goblin seemed relieved and began serving the other dishes.

After finishing our meal and sitting for a while, a woman with pale skin approached us.
Since ordinary humans wouldn't be in the Demon King's castle, she must be a vampire.
That would make sense, as the Demon King himself is a vampire.

"Everyone, I'll guide you to your rooms."

We were assigned three rooms—private rooms for Bako and me, while Akila, the Goblin, and the Ogre would share one room.

"Please rest well. I'll come back tomorrow when it's time."

After the vampire woman left, Bako waved at us.

"Spanyada. See you tomorrow."

Bako said only what he needed to say and slipped into his room. Akila also spoke to me.

"I'll be in the next room, so call if you need anything."
"Understood."

After answering Akila, I entered my assigned room.
A large bed was placed in the center, and a lamp on the table cast a soft glow.
I placed my spellbook on the table and jumped onto the bed.

Finally alone.
I was constantly on edge with Akila sticking by my side, but now I can relax a bit.
Right now she takes care of me because she thinks I'm Spanyada, but if she finds out I'm not, she'll throw me aside again.

It's about time I think about my future course of action.

First, let's think about survival.

I need to continue pretending to be Spanyada.
This is the Demon King's castle, and I don't know my way around without Akila.

But I don't plan to stay with the demon faction forever.
I already know that Ellion will end up slicing the Demon King's throat.
I know he was in a state of extreme rage after losing Daisy.
But even if Daisy doesn't die, I don't think he would lose to the Demon King.

Once I leave the castle, I need to find a way to make contact with Ellion.
Ah, I wish I had Spanyada's dream ability right now.
It's a shame that it disappeared when Spanyada died, being a unique succubus ability.

I also need to think of a way to get rid of Akila.
I could simply order her to go do something else, but Akila might not listen since she's concerned about Spanyada's physical condition.
So I need to give her a task that the Goblin or Ogre can't handle, something important enough that she'll feel trusted.

Meeting Ellion will also be problematic.
As long as the demon faction treats me as Spanyada, the human side will naturally be suspicious of me.
If Ellion believes and protects me, immediate doubts might be covered, but I'll still face suspicious glances.
So I need to think of something dramatic.
Something that can at least convince Ellion's party members.

Next is finding a way to return Daisy's body and go back home.

Honestly, I'm still not sure about this.

I don't even know why I ended up in this body instead of Daisy, and the only method I know to enter the mental realm is Nyada's dagger magic.
Even if I wanted to create a new spell, I can't practice since I can't use magic right now.

The same goes for finding a way back home.
How can I come up with an answer when I don't even know why I possessed Daisy in the first place?

I sighed while lying down.

Tomorrow I'll meet the Demon King.
I should just get through it smoothly without trying anything reckless.

How did Spanyada treat the Demon King? Were there any incidents between the two demons?
Along with my curiosity, Nyada's knowledge surfaced.

『25 years ago, in a forest.

"Spanyada. I've heard many rumors about you."
"Who are you?"
"I am called Byron."

The man introduced himself that way.
Since Spanyada had never been approached like this before, she held her spellbook cautiously.

"How did you find me?"
"There's no need to be so wary. On the contrary, I've come to make a proposal to work together, as I highly value your abilities."

Despite this, Spanyada remained cautious, but Byron maintained his relaxed posture.

"Work together on what?"
"Liberation from humans."

Spanyada frowned at those abstract words.

"I don't understand what you mean."
"Humans don't see demons as people. How are we different from Elves or Dwarves? Demons have their own culture and language, so why do they consider only those races as allies while treating us as monsters?"
"..."
"We need to unite our strength. If we remain passive, humans will defeat us one by one until demons are extinct."

Spanyada seemed interested and unsummoned her spellbook.

"How do we unite? Are you just going to gather demons?"
"I will gather all the demons of Neswith to create a single nation. So their actions will be recognized as war, not extermination."

Byron clenched his fist.

"Even at this moment, demons are dying at the hands of humans. I can't just watch anymore. We need to form a nation and an army to protect ourselves."

Amused by Byron's sense of mission, Spanyada smiled.

"So how can I help?"
"Your ability. You can take over others' bodies, right? Can you use it on beings other than yourself?"
"I'm not sure. I haven't tried it. Why?"
"To plant spies among humans. If we can anticipate their military activities, it will be easier to evacuate demons. And if we could somehow reduce hostility toward demons from within, that would be even better."

Spanyada nodded, thinking it was a good idea.
But she soon pointed out a problem.

"This ability—I didn't create it, so it needs some research. Besides, it's not something I can use easily."
"Are there restrictions?"
"Once every ten years. I can use it again in five years."
"That's quite a significant limitation... Alright. I'll give you time to think about it, and you can give me your answer later."

Byron handed Spanyada a communication orb and left.』

Demon King Byron, huh...
I've only seen him getting his throat cut by Ellion, so this is my first time seeing this side of him.

From Nyada's memories, he seems quite troublesome.
He's the type who would go to war if the safety of demons isn't guaranteed.

But why would someone like him suddenly summon all the Demon Army corps commanders?

I just hoped that tomorrow's conversation wouldn't be too overwhelming.
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Knock knock knock-
The sound of knocking at the door woke me up.
...What? Did I just fall asleep after lying down?

"Third Corps Commander. It's breakfast time."

It was the voice of the vampire woman I heard yesterday.
Looking out the window, I could see sunlight pouring in.

"Third Corps Commander?"
"Ah, I'm up. I'll head to the dining hall right away."

I got up from the bed and moved my neck around.
The way it moved smoothly without any stiffness suggested I had slept quite well.

After stretching thoroughly, I grabbed the magic book from the table and left the room.
As soon as I opened the door, I saw Akila.

"Did you sleep well?"
"Why are you waiting here instead of going to the dining hall first?"
"I wanted to go together with you."

I knew it was meant as a kindness, but knowing that kindness was directed at Spanyada, not me, made me feel tired all over again.

The refreshed feeling I had earlier completely disappeared.

When I arrived at the dining hall, a simple meal had been prepared.
The goblin and ogre were already eating, but they jumped to their feet when they saw me.
I gestured for them to sit back down and picked up a fruit.
It was the same refreshing fruit I had eaten while imprisoned.
Excellent for waking up in the morning.

As I was nibbling on my meal, the dining hall door opened and Bako entered with a minotaur.
It was Kaurus, the Demon Lord's 1st Corps Commander.

"Spanyada! You're up early!"

As Bako waved at me, Kaurus stared directly at me.

"......"

He didn't say anything. He just glared.

Last night, after examining Nyada's memories about the Demon Lord, I had also looked into what happened with Kaurus.
Kaurus had openly shown his dislike for Spanyada, but Spanyada hadn't cared at all.
I confirmed that they had an uncomfortable relationship with no dialogue between them.

So there was only one attitude for me to take.
I glanced at Kaurus once, then ignored him and continued eating.

A tense atmosphere began to fill the dining hall.
The other demon folk who were eating remained silent, carefully reading the room.
With two of the three Corps Commanders engaged in a battle of wills and the third one watching in amusement, the other demons in the dining hall must be having a miserable time.

In truth, I was just as miserable.
Though I've now become a mere vessel, I have a history of being terrified even by ogres.
How could someone like me properly withstand the gaze of that enormous minotaur?
I was desperately trying not to make eye contact.

Soon, only the clinking of tableware could be heard in the dining hall.
Feeling like I might choke, I decided to finish just the soup I was eating and return to my room.
Kaurus also stopped glaring at me and began eating with Bako.

I carefully read the atmosphere and stood up.
Akila, who was sitting next to me, also rose.

Stepping out of the dining hall, I felt somewhat relieved.
I thought I was going to die from the discomfort.

"Please don't worry too much about it."

Akila said quietly beside me.
Honestly, this guy is uncomfortable too, but at least he's unlikely to harm me right now, so he's better than Kaurus.

When we arrived at my room, the vampire woman I saw yesterday was waiting.

"Third Corps Commander. The Demon Lord is asking for you."

Oh shit.
I feel like the soup might come back up.
But what choice do I have?

"Lead the way."
"Yes. Please follow me. Ah, the person with you cannot come along."

When the woman stopped him, Akila stepped back.

"I'll be in my room."

I nodded once and followed the woman.

The place I arrived at was a wide open space overlooking a mountain ridge.

There, Demon Lord Byron was examining a cannon.
It was a field cannon—by modern standards it would be considered antiquated, but in this world where scientific progress was slow, it could be considered cutting-edge.

"My Lord. I've brought the Third Corps Commander."

At the woman's voice, Byron looked in our direction.
He looked exactly the same as he did 25 years ago in Nyada's memories.
I guess that's what being a vampire means.

The woman withdrew, leaving just Byron and me.
You can do this, Kim Min-jun.
Just answer his questions as I planned last night.

"I hear you fought with the human hero. And the cause was..."

Byron looked me over.

"...because of the original owner of the body you now occupy?"

I nodded. This was within the range of expected questions.

"It was to mess with the hero's mind. This will shake his mental state."
"But because of that, the spy we planted was discovered."

Byron shot me a cold look.

"Was it worth the sacrifice?"

How would I know?
The spy being discovered wasn't part of the game's content.
Of course, it happened because I stuck close to Ellion and disrupted the plan.

"Haven't we already obtained all the information we could? I believe we've identified all the individuals we need to be cautious about."
"You speak so casually."

Byron stared at me silently for a moment, then shook his head.

"Sigh, let's move on for now. So, how's your body? The constant smell of blood suggests your injuries are severe."

Huh? A constant smell of blood?
I don't notice anything.
Well, I suppose a vampire like him would be better at smelling blood than me.

"Ah, it's bad enough to interfere with my magic use."

That wasn't a lie.

"Before you leave, see the castle's healer. It's important to accurately assess your condition."
"Hmm. Understood."

Just then, a familiar voice came from behind.

"My Lord, I've brought the other two Corps Commanders."

Looking back, I saw the vampire woman who had escorted me earlier bringing Bako and Kaurus.
Seeing the cannon next to Byron, Bako shouted excitedly.

"Wow! Our cannon! So it was here? I missed you!"

The sight of the gremlin rubbing his cheek against the cannon was truly bizarre.

"Now everyone's here. I'll tell you why I called you."

Byron pointed to the cannon as he spoke.

"This is a new weapon created by the gremlins. Bako named it a 'cannon.' It can fire iron projectiles of considerable size. Though it's still not mobile enough to cross the mountains and attack humans, we can place it in the ravines for defensive purposes. Bako, please demonstrate."
"Leave it to me!"

Bako poured gunpowder into the cannon and poked around with an iron rod.
Then he rolled in a cannonball and lit the fuse at the back of the cannon.

BOOM! CRASH!

The cannonball hit the mountainside with a thunderous noise.
Bako looked proud, and Kaurus's eyes widened with delight.

This was probably the first demonstration of artillery in this world.
I was witnessing a page of this world's history being written.

The problem was that, coming from the modern world, it looked incredibly crude to me.
The loading speed was slow, and the recoil pushed it back after each shot, making repeated firing time-consuming.

In the game, its limitations were clearly shown.
When Ellion and Robe's knights advanced, the cannons were used to slow them down, which worked against the knights, but when Ellion and his party infiltrated alone, they became useless.

But there was no reason for me to share this knowledge, so I just applauded.

Despite being a vampire, Byron spoke with an excited face.

"Bako, well done."
"Hehe, it's still lacking in many ways. I need to continue research to improve it."
"Yes. The research of you gremlins will bring excellent results that can save even more lives of our demon brethren."

Bako's smile wouldn't fade after Byron's words.

Byron, wearing a satisfied expression, moved on to the next matter.

"Everyone, how is the progress on teaching your subordinates the human language?"

Huh? Human language?

"The Demon Lord instructed this through a communication orb, and Spanyada, finding it bothersome to teach directly, used succubi abilities to make his subordinates regularly dream about studying."

Wow, making them dream about studying?
Spanyada, you cruel bastard.
Wait, is that cruel? Maybe dreaming about studying is better?

Anyway, one question was answered.
I was wondering why the demons kept speaking the human language since I arrived in demon territory.

Bako spoke up.

"Oh, most gremlins can now speak and write the human language."
"Excellent."

Kaurus opened his mouth.

"Only about half of the beastkin side can. I'm ashamed."
"It's fine. It's actually much faster than I expected."

Byron looked at me. The other two Corps Commanders also turned their heads toward me.

What about Spanyada's side?
During my time at the ruins, Akila was the only one who spoke the human language.
I didn't see anyone in the goblin village speaking it either.

...
Damn you, Spanyada.
You just made them dream and neglected them because you were lazy.

"...I've been steadily teaching them using succubi."
"...I see."

See? He's only disappointed with me.

"Anyway, continue having them learn the human language. For Neswid to be recognized as a nation and to negotiate with them, we need to communicate."

Byron soon returned to a calm expression and said:

"Bako, focus on producing cannons. Kaurus and Spanyada, survey your assigned areas and establish suitable locations for cannon placement. That's all. Rest at the castle today and depart tomorrow."

And so, my dreaded first meeting with the Demon Lord came to an end.
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Upon returning to my room, I exhaled deeply.
I felt relieved that I had somehow managed to get through it.
Fortunately, the Demon Lord had summoned the Corps Commanders for a simple weapons demonstration. It would have been troublesome if he had ordered us to lead troops into battle immediately.

Still, Byron did tell me to build suitable locations for cannon installations.
I should probably just pretend to work on that for now.
Since I don't know the Neswide region well anyway, I'll have to ask Aquila to find appropriate locations.

*Knock knock knock*
At the sudden knocking sound, I bolted upright from the bed where I was lying.
What? Who could be visiting?

"3rd Corps Commander. I've brought the healer."

It was the voice of the vampire woman who had guided me earlier.
The Demon Lord did say to meet with a healer before leaving, so I guess he sent one to my room.
Look at that demon army welfare.

When I opened the door, the familiar vampire woman and an unfamiliar vampire man were standing there.
The man was a young fellow with a neat appearance, wearing round glasses.

"Oh my. It's an honor to meet you, Corps Commander. I'm the old one who serves as a healer in the castle."

Despite his appearance, his way of speaking gave the impression of someone much older.
...Is this the dignity of a vampire who doesn't age?

The healer kept bowing to me as he spoke.

"May I examine you right away?"
"Yes. Come in."
"Please sit comfortably on the bed."

I followed the healer's instructions and sat on the bed.
The healer pulled a chair from the table and sat in front of me.

"I'm going to use my magical power to examine your body now. May I have your permission?"

I looked at the vampire woman standing behind the healer.
Considering she had guided the Corps Commanders to the Demon Lord, she must be something like the Demon Lord's secretary.
If so, everything from this examination would probably reach the Demon Lord's ears.

But I also needed to know the exact condition of my body.
I nodded to the healer.

The healer held my wrist and concentrated with his eyes closed.
I felt a ticklish sensation traveling up my arm through my wrist.
As that ticklish feeling moved through my body and approached my chest area—

"Cough!"

The healer suddenly coughed up blood.

I froze in shock, and the vampire woman also seemed flustered.

"A-ahem. I apologize. A healer shouldn't do this in front of a patient..."

The healer wiped away the blood from his mouth and said:

"The hero's power is currently concentrated around your heart, Corps Commander. It rejected my magical power."

Ellion's power doesn't have good compatibility with demon-kind, as I was told.
The healer coughed up blood as a reaction to his magic being rejected.

"As for my diagnosis, your heart is in terrible condition. How should I put this? It's like you suffered a penalty while using magic but couldn't take proper measures afterward? Since you use magic yourself, Corps Commander, you'll understand what I mean."

He's like a fortune teller, isn't he?
Maybe he should open a psychic shop instead of being a doctor?

"It's quite shocking, really. It wouldn't be strange if you collapsed and died right now... Ah, I'm just saying that figuratively. I'm not saying you will die."
"...Is it that bad?"

To be honest, I hadn't known because there's no pain at all now.
It's not that I've lost sensation; I just don't feel any pain whatsoever.
If Byron hadn't mentioned smelling blood, I would have thought my body was completely healed.

But then how is Daisy's body even still alive?

"However, ironically, you don't particularly need treatment."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Ironically, the hero's power that struck you is now rapidly healing your current body."

Ellion's power is healing Daisy's body?

...Let me organize my thoughts for a moment.

Ellion cut Spanyada's shoulder to save Daisy.
And until just before the transfer ritual, the aftereffects of his power remained in Spanyada's body.
Daisy and Spanyada's bodies were fused through the transfer ritual and body transformation magic...
So Ellion's power that flowed into Daisy's body is still working to save Daisy.

Come to think of it, when I was about to be annihilated by Spanyada in the collapsed mindscape, Ellion's power saved me too.
The fact that I don't feel any pain now is probably also due to this power.

Ah, my gratitude toward Ellion is growing by leaps and bounds.

"...mander? Corps Commander! Are you listening?"
"Ah, what were you saying?"
"I said you don't need to worry too much since you're healing naturally."
"Oh, right. I understand."

Thinking I was worried because I remained silent, the healer tried to comfort me.
The healer said the healing speed was faster than expected, and at this rate, I would be completely recovered within a month. Then he stood up.

After the healer and the vampire woman left the room, I lay back down on the bed.
Anyway, now that I know my body will eventually heal, I just need to eat well and rest well.

My mind felt lighter.
Perhaps because of that, all the tension drained from my body.
I need to get some sleep.

*

"...That's what happened."

Byron nodded as he listened to the vampire woman's report.
How absurd that the hero's power was healing the very person who had taken his lover.

"What about the healer coughing up blood? It would be troublesome if the healer was injured."
"You don't need to worry about that. He said he just needs a day of rest."
"I see. Good work. You should rest for today as well."
"Understood."

The vampire woman left the office.

Byron turned his attention back to the report he had been reading before she arrived.
It was a report submitted by the 2nd Corps Commander Bako, detailing the materials and manpower needed to mass-produce cannons.

He was in the middle of calculating the deadline based on the amount of iron mined by the kobolds versus the required materials.

*Knock knock*

"Come in."

The door opened at Byron's permission.
The 1st Corps Commander Kaurus entered the office.

"Byron. I've come to discuss something."
"Why didn't you bring it up earlier when we were all gathered?"

In response to Byron's question, Kaurus replied flatly:

"Because it's about Spanyada."

Byron frowned.
He knew that Kaurus and Spanyada didn't get along due to personality differences.
But he hadn't expected Kaurus to come to him like this.

"What do you want to say?"
"It's about Spanyada's punishment."
"Punishment?"

Kaurus took a deep breath before speaking.

"Recently, Spanyada said he needed help, so I sent him a platoon of lycanthropes. But that person threw my precious subordinates in front of the human hero and left. And he didn't even apologize for it."
"..."
"Spanyada kidnapped the hero's lover without reporting his plan to the Demon Lord's castle. In the process, he exposed the existence of our spy and sent countless demon-kind to their deaths. Not to mention he himself was severely injured. There should be punishment for this."

He had a point.
Although Spanyada had glossed over it, the demon army had suffered what amounted to tremendous damage.

"Spanyada's actions threaten our demon army and Neswide. I'm not saying this simply because we don't get along. Don't you feel it too?"
"..."
"Spanyada only does what he wants. Spanyada has no sense of responsibility for his position."

Byron fell into deep thought.

Twenty-five years ago, when he was searching for individuals with powerful abilities to unite the demon-kind, he first met Spanyada.
Spanyada had helped by using his abilities to create spies to monitor Robe's movements, but he never fully committed to Neswide.
So Byron gave him the title of Corps Commander to give him a sense of belonging, but Spanyada certainly wasn't suited for the military.
He always preferred to wander freely on his own.

He definitely had ability, but he was difficult to manage.
Perhaps it would be better to take away his Corps Commander position and appoint him to a special task force?

Meanwhile, Kaurus was frustrated by Byron's hesitation.

"To Spanyada, we demon-kind are just toys, no different from humans. If we continue to leave him as he is, we'll all end up dancing in the palm of his hand."
"Isn't that a bit harsh?"
"If that weren't the case, would he have sent my subordinates on a suicide mission against the human hero?"

Suddenly, Kaurus knelt down.
Surprised by this, Byron shouted:

"Kaurus! What are you doing?"
"Demon Lord, Your Majesty!"

Byron flinched.
Although he had proclaimed himself the Demon Lord, this was the first time someone had called him "Your Majesty."
He had specifically told his subordinates not to use such terms.
He didn't want to feel any sense of power or desire for domination in what he was doing.

"I know Your Majesty wishes to maintain horizontal relationships with all demon-kind. That's why you don't mind when subordinates like me speak casually."
"..."
"But Your Majesty, even if it's just a title you've taken on, you are the Demon Lord. You are the king of demon-kind. When it's time to make decisions for the future of demon-kind, you must make them."

Byron bit his lip.
Silence filled the office.

After a moment, Byron spoke:

"Anyone can make mistakes. So I'll give him one more chance."
"Your Majesty!"
"But there won't be a next time. If Spanyada makes another mistake, I will strip him of his Corps Commander position. Depending on the severity of the mistake, I will also impose punishment."
"...I understand."

After dismissing Kaurus, Byron sat down in his chair, drained.
He pushed aside Bako's report and slumped over his desk.

Byron pondered whether there was a problem with his leadership.
He had brought both Kaurus and Spanyada in because he thought they would help Neswide's future.
If only they could work together a bit more.

Fatigue washed over him.
He didn't feel like doing any more work right now.
He needed to get some sleep.
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"Did you pack everything without forgetting anything?"

Akila was preparing to leave the Demon Lord's castle with the goblin and ogre.
Since I only had one spellbook as luggage, I was rolling around on the bed in their room.
When I first arrived, I felt quite burdened, but after about two days, I think I ate and slept most comfortably in the Demon Lord's castle.

After packing everything, we came out to the front gate of the castle.

Now, where should we go?
Should we go to the original castle ruins outpost? Or should we check out Spanyada's territory?

"3rd Corps Commander."

I turned around at the voice calling me and saw the vampire woman and the healer.

"Ah, did you come to see us off?"
"No. We came to accompany you, Commander."

...Suddenly? Why?
The healer rubbed her hands together and said with a smile.

"I received orders from the Demon Lord to manage your physical condition by your side."

Byron gave such an order?
Hmm, let's say that explains the healer.
I looked at the vampire woman. Then why are you here?

"I received orders to attend to the Commander's side."

No, but why?

It seems Byron was quite displeased with me yesterday.
That bastard Spanyada's negligence is going to cause me trouble.

As I pressed my forehead due to a throbbing headache, the healer made a fuss.

"Commander. Are you feeling unwell?"
"Ah, no. I'm fine."

Meanwhile, I heard the vampire woman's voice from one side.

"Can you two speak the human language?"

The goblin and ogre shook their heads.

"Hmm, so you can understand but can't speak. I see."

She's openly inspecting them.
I'm seriously going to lose my mind.

This is like advertising that the Demon Lord sent her to monitor me.
It doesn't seem like she's discovered that I'm not Spanyada, but she's probably here to see if I'm doing my job properly...
I have no excuse to get rid of them. I'll just have to take them along.

"What should I call you?"

This vampire woman was someone I couldn't find information about even in Nyada's memories.
So I asked about her title first.

"My name is Chebet. Please call me as you wish."
"Alright, Chebet."


I gained unexpected companions.
I needed to put on a show of working for Chebet who was sticking by my side.
So I set our destination as Spanyada's assigned territory.
For now, we're moving under the pretext of scouting locations to install cannons.

The Demon Lord's army commanders each managed different areas of Neswith, and Spanyada's territory was the southwestern region adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains.

It was somewhat distant from both Robe and the Demon Lord's castle, so I wondered what the point was of installing cannons here, but if the Demon Lord says to do it, what can I do? Just gotta follow orders.


Ten full days passed like that.

During that time, I was examined daily by the healer and was told that my condition had improved considerably.
Though not completely healthy yet, it was significant progress considering I originally had to wait a month.

I also ordered Akila to teach the goblin and ogre the human language.
It's convenient to put someone who knows both human and demon languages to work, right?


Finally, on the evening of the tenth day.
We were able to enter Spanyada's territory.

Though we arrived in the region, it was late at night, so we decided to camp rather than look for a village.
The ogre set up tents and the goblin made a fire. Akila and the vampires gathered large leaves to make bedding.

Then I suddenly became curious about the vampires traveling with us.

They were awake during the day and slept at night like us—aren't vampires in this world nocturnal? And I had never seen them drinking blood.

I didn't know much about this since the only vampire I'd seen in the game was the Demon Lord.
Then Nyada's knowledge surfaced.

『Vampires are nocturnal. Blood is their main food, but they can survive on other foods as well.』

Hmm. I see.
So these guys are living with reversed day and night cycles and not eating properly?

"Aren't you uncomfortable moving during the day and sleeping at night?"

At my words, both vampires gave awkward smiles.

"Usually, vampires take turns with day and night shifts. But now we're on a mission, so it can't be helped."

Ah...
Poor guys.
For ten days, we've been moving as soon as the sun rose and setting up camp as soon as it set—they must have had a really hard time.

Tsk, I should accommodate them a bit.

"Then from today, we'll adjust our schedule. We'll rest until morning and move after lunch. We'll also push back our sleeping time accordingly. And whenever we visit villages, I'll try to arrange for you to drink blood from their livestock."

Chebet and the healer beamed at my words.

"Thank you, Commander!"

It was the first time I'd seen Chebet smile like that, though I wasn't surprised about the healer.
She must be really pleased.
The bonfire burned down in the warm atmosphere.


That's when the mount ogre started chattering in the demon language.
Why is this guy suddenly doing this? In all our time together, this was the first time he had initiated conversation.

The problem was that I couldn't understand the demon language, but everyone else could.

This is bad!
Whatever the ogre's request was, everyone was now looking at me.

My insides started burning like that bonfire.
The mood was good, but now I'm in crisis because of that guy's words.

I pretended to be contemplating while stalling for time.
And I secretly observed my companions' expressions.
Most seemed indifferent, and only the ogre who spoke up was looking at me with sparkling eyes.

It didn't seem like a major request.
If it had been, Akila's expression would have been negative.

"Alright. Go ahead."

I took a chance.
The ogre nodded with a smile, and the others still showed little reaction.

Phew... it's probably nothing serious?




The next day.

As discussed yesterday, we started moving after lunch.
The vampires, who had slept all morning, looked less tired.
Sleep really is the best medicine.

More importantly, I still didn't know what I had permitted the ogre to do yesterday.
Even now, nothing seemed different—I was still riding on the ogre's shoulder, moving as Akila led.
Sigh, well. Worrying is pointless anyway.
I'll just deal with things as they come.

That's when we spotted a demon village surrounded by a palisade in the distance.
The ogre's steps gradually quickened.

I only realized why when we reached the palisade.
All the guards in front of the palisade were ogres.

My mount ogre seemed to know the guards, as it started waving both hands and shouting.
W-wait a minute!

"Hey! I'm going to fall!"

At my shout, the ogre only waved the hand I wasn't sitting on.

The ogres at the palisade had spotted my mount and were waving back with bright expressions.
One ogre went inside the palisade and soon returned with another.

That ogre was about 3 meters tall with an intimidating appearance and impressive muscles.
But suddenly, this fierce-looking ogre ran toward us with a goofy expression.

S-shit! What is that? It's scary!

As I panicked, Akila said:

"That's the village chief."

Wait, why is the chief throwing away his dignity and running like that?!
My mount ogre carefully set me down on the ground.
Then it ran toward the chief, and the two embraced warmly.

Tsk, not exactly a pleasant sight.

That's when Akila spoke in a sentimental voice:

"Thanks to what Commander Spanyada permitted last night, it can now meet its family in its hometown. How happy it must be after being separated for so long."

Ah... so last night's request was to visit its hometown?
Then that was a family reunion scene.

Well, looking at it again, it is a heartwarming sight.


After conversing for a while, the two ogres slowly approached us.
The chief ogre knelt on one knee before me.

"Commander Spanyada! It's an honor to meet you! I am Kuryus, the chief of this village!"
"Yes, nice to meet you."
"Thanks to you, I was able to meet my daughter after a long time. Thank you so much."

...?
????
Daughter?
Who?
That one?
Her?

I looked at my mount ogre.
Standing next to Chief Kuryus, they did look similar enough to be related.
Daughter?
...

Shit, you were female?

"Ha, haha... I, I just granted a subordinate's request."

I stammered due to the shocking information.
Fortunately, the chief didn't seem to mind much.
The chief guided us into the village.

"Come in! Feel free to stay for a few days!"

As we entered the village, my mount ogre spoke to the chief.
Though I couldn't understand the demon language, I could guess from the chief's reply.

"Your mother? Haha! She's at home. She's pregnant now."

My mount ogre was surprised and said something, to which the chief burst into laughter.

"Yes, Gulrumba! You're getting another sibling! Hahaha!"

So my mount ogre's name is Gulrumba.
We've been together for days, and I'm only learning her name now.

Gulrumba said something to me.
I just nodded vaguely.
Gulrumba bowed to me and then ran off somewhere.

Even without understanding the demon language, I could tell from the atmosphere.
She was surely running to see her mother.


Watching the ogre family, I too became sentimental.

I missed my family.




...
...
...?

W-wait a minute.
I clutched my head.

"Commander Spanyada? What's wrong?"

Akila and the healer looked at me with concern.

"Ah, it's nothing. Don't worry."

Though I said it was nothing, I felt my heart sink.


I couldn't remember my family's faces.
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Why can't I remember my family's faces?

What's even more shocking is that the more I tried to think about it, the more I kept seeing Daisy's parents' faces.

"My father who made toys for me and Elion.
My mother who smiled brightly watching us get excited.
Both of them hid me and at the hands of the demon race..."

No, that's not right!
Those people aren't my parents!

I wracked my brain trying to recall my parents' faces.
But still, all that circled in my mind were Daisy's parents.

"Hmm, it seems the Corps Commander is tired. I'll prepare a place for you to rest."
"That would be best, Corps Commander."

The ogre chieftain suggested, and the healer agreed.
Since persisting here didn't seem particularly helpful, I decided to follow the chieftain's advice.

A little while later, I entered the lodging the chieftain had prepared.
There was a huge bed sized for ogres, large enough that someone my size could roll around on it several times comfortably.
I walked over, buried my face in the bed, and collapsed.

The more I think about my parents, the more confused I get.
Something felt seriously wrong.
Are my memories gradually disappearing?

Name: Kim Min-jun, age: twenty, has parents, no siblings.
I was about to enlist in the military, so I'd been spending time playing games in my room.
Then I got hit with a flash from my monitor and entered the game world.

...Sigh. What's the problem?
I couldn't possibly have dementia already.
This is bad.

Just then, I heard a knock at the door.
I sat up straight on the bed and told them to come in.

Ogre Chieftain Kuryus entered.

"Are you feeling better?"
"Thanks for your concern. I'm fine now, so don't worry too much."
"If you say so... understood."

The chieftain checked on my condition but still stood awkwardly by the door.

"Is there something you want to say?"
"...I have a question."

The chieftain scratched his head as he spoke.

"What brings you to our village? I don't think it's simply because of my daughter's request..."

Actually, your daughter's request is exactly right.
Well, I guess it would be awkward if someone important suddenly showed up at your home.
Since I couldn't tell the truth, I gave a superficial reason.

"I have orders from the Demon Lord. They've invented a new weapon called a cannon and ordered me to set up locations to deploy them. I came here while touring the area."

At the mention of a new weapon, the chieftain's face lit up with curiosity.

"A weapon called... cannon? What kind of weapon is it?"
"It's a weapon that can fire metal projectiles as big as your head faster than arrows."
"Oh, that sounds impressive. Are there any considerations regarding the size of the weapon or precautions for deployment?"

The chieftain seemed very interested in the cannons.
Probably because he wanted to bring new weapons to his village.
I explained what I had directly observed about the cannons to the chieftain.

Then it suddenly occurred to me that these old-model cannons might be best suited for ogres.
Since ogres are naturally strong, they could easily move the heavy shells and quickly reposition the cannons after they recoil from firing.
With the right location, they could probably use them most effectively.

But was it right to give cannons to the ogres?
After all, I was someone trying to break away from the demon faction, and I had no reason to help increase their military power.

After a brief deliberation, I made my decision.

"Tomorrow afternoon, let's scout for locations to deploy the cannons together."
"Understood."

I was already under surveillance by Chebet anyway.
I figured it was better to clearly show that I was pretending to work.
Knowing that these cannons would have no effect on Elion's hero party also helped me make the decision.

The next day.
I prepared to survey the area around the village with the chieftain and several ogres.
When Chebet asked if he could come along, I nodded.
I discouraged Akila from joining us.
There was no point in her coming, and it seemed better to let her rest.

Remembering that the cannons couldn't adjust their vertical angle, I searched for areas with clear visibility.
Since the chieftain wanted to check all directions for village defense, not just the southern direction toward Robe, we had to move efficiently.

After finding suitable candidate sites, I had subordinate ogres level the ground.
I shielded my eyes from the sun with my hand and looked toward the distant forest.

"Based on my assessment from the demonstration, projectiles fired from here would reach just before that forest."
"The 2nd Corps Commander has created an impressive weapon."

I asked Chebet:

"Do you know how long mass production of the weapons will take?"
"Since I wasn't involved in the development, I can't tell you precisely, but reports will start coming in about a week from now, and weapons will be sent in the order they were requested."

I questioned Chebet not just to gather information but also to show that I was working.

"Mark this location with flags or something similar. It looks like we can install about five units here, so place five markers."
"Yes, understood."

After finishing the markings, we set out to find another area.
In total, we found locations to install thirty cannons and leveled the ground.

"Contact the 2nd Corps Commander and order thirty cannons."
"Understood."

As soon as I gave the order, Chebet pulled out a communication orb from inside his clothes.
After a few vibrations, the voice of 2nd Corps Commander Bako sounded from the orb.

-Who is it?
"This is Chebet from the Demon Lord's castle."
-Oh, what's up? I'm busy right now, so keep it brief.
"We're ordering thirty cannons for Chieftain Kuryus's ogre village in the southwest of Neswid."

Bako's voice, which had sounded annoyed at the beginning of the call, suddenly brightened.

-Thirty? Really? Wow! First order! Hooray! Wait, isn't the southwest Spanyada's territory?
"Yes. I'm currently accompanying the 3rd Corps Commander."
-Is he there? Let me talk to him.

Why does he want to talk to me?
I took the communication orb from Chebet.

"What."
-Thank you! Spanyada! You recognize the true value of the cannons!
"I'm just following orders."
-When we demonstrated the cannons, you just clapped with an indifferent expression, so I was worried you didn't like them.

I thought he was just a loose screw, but he was actually quite perceptive.
Thinking about how he must have been anxious for his invention to receive good reviews made me feel a bit sorry for him.

"This is just the first village. I'll continue traveling and increasing orders, so keep that in mind."
-Spanyada! I love you!
"Don't be ridiculous."

I handed the communication orb back to Chebet.

When we returned to the village, preparations for a feast were in full swing.
It was a welcome party for Gulumba, who had returned to her hometown after a long time, and Corps Commander Spanyada.

An ogre with a very full belly approached us along with Gulumba.
This ogre was probably the chieftain's wife, Gulumba's mother.

"We couldn't properly host you yesterday. Please enjoy yourself today."
"We showed up suddenly without notice, so don't worry about it. Thank you anyway."
"We plan to slaughter fifty cows today. So you'll have plenty to eat."

True to being ogres, the scale of their cow slaughtering was impressive.
A thought occurred to me, and I said to the chieftain's wife:

"We have two vampires in our group. It would be nice if you could collect some blood while slaughtering the cows."
"We'll do that."

When I turned around, Chebet was drooling.
When our eyes met, Chebet quickly wiped away the drool.
You're surprisingly easy to read...

The feast began, and we had a satisfying meal for the first time in a while.
I enjoyed the atmosphere filled with boisterous chatter and laughter.

After the meal, I called my companions.

"I plan to leave after lunch tomorrow. So prepare in advance."

My companions nodded.

"Gulumba, you don't have much time left, so spend it with your family. You didn't unpack anyway, so there's nothing to prepare."

Gulumba bowed and went to the chieftain's house.
I turned to Chebet and the healer.

"So, did you drink enough blood to your satisfaction?"
"Yes. Thank you for your consideration, Corps Commander."

The healer grinned and rubbed his hands together.
Chebet also smiled and nodded.

I asked Akila and the cook goblin as well.

"How about you two? You had a day of rest with nothing to do."
"Keralak!"
"I'm completely refreshed."

I couldn't understand the goblin's words, but his relaxed expression suggested there was no problem.
Akila must have also found the rare rest as sweet as honey.

"Good. Finish your preparations by tomorrow noon and gather at the village entrance. That's all."

I entered my lodging and lay down on the bed.

Everything that happened today will definitely be reported to the Demon Lord's castle through Chebet.
The communication orb confirms it.

There was a reason I acted so kindly in front of Chebet today.
It was all to gain favor.

For the time being, I'll continue acting this way to lower Chebet's guard.

And I should start thinking about ways to leave the demon faction.

Ch.25 - 25. Why Are You Coming Out of There
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The sun rose high in the sky.

We gathered at the entrance of the village.
While checking our belongings, Gulumba was saying goodbye to her parents.
After their farewells, the three ogres approached us.

The chieftain's wife handed us two leather water pouches.

"I've filled them with blood from the cow we caught yesterday. Please take them, vampires."

Chebet and the Healer rushed over to receive and secure the leather pouches.
The corners of their mouths stretched to their ears.

The ogre chieftain looked at me.

"Where will you go now?"
"We'll continue visiting various villages. We'll look for places to position the cannons, just like we did here."
"I understand. I hope to see you again."

Hah, as if we'd meet again?
Though I thought that, I still nodded in response.
And so, with the chieftain couple seeing us off, we departed from the ogre village.

After that, it was just repetition of the same routine.
We visited demon villages, explained the situation to the chieftains, and examined potential cannon placement sites.

I didn't skip getting my condition checked by the Healer.
A few days ago, I received confirmation that my physical condition had completely recovered.

However, the Healer hadn't given me a clean bill of health yet because I still couldn't use magic.
The Healer said this was beyond their abilities, but I knew the reason.
It was because I hadn't used physical transformation magic, so my body wasn't in a state to use magic.

I have no intention of using physical transformation right now.
Being able to use magic would be convenient, but I also had to consider the risks that would follow.

From the demons' perspective, it's essentially a situation where one of their Corps Commanders has lost their combat ability.
If I regained my ability to use magic, they'd try to exploit it somehow.

I could use a portal to jump right to Elion's side, but doing so wouldn't completely guarantee Daisy's safety after I left.

Elion might easily believe me, but I needed to gain the trust of those around him too, like the Hero's Party.
I needed something dramatic that would imprint on them that she was Daisy, not Spanyada.

Anyway, it was about a month into our wandering.

The communication orb Chebet was carrying vibrated.
When we connected the call, a familiar voice echoed.

-This is Ogre Chieftain Kuryus. Could I speak to the 3rd Corps Commander?

Why would this guy be looking for me?
I can't think of a reason.
He's not going to say something like he suddenly wants to hear his daughter's voice, is he?

"This is Spanyada."
-Ah, Commander. Have you been well?
"Yes. What's the matter?"
-I called because I have good news... Urgh, 2nd Corps Commander!
-Why are you taking so long? Give it here!

Kuryus's voice cut off, and I heard some scuffling.
Wait, is that Bako's voice?

-Spanyada! How have you been?
"Why are you there?"
-It's the first order, so I came to deliver it personally!

Huh? Chebet said it would be delivered in a week...

"Shouldn't the installation have been finished by now?"
-Ah, well, it should have been... But when we gremlin folk tried to haul thirty cannons, it took a tremendous amount of time. Haha!

Hmm. I suppose that makes sense.

-2nd Corps Commander! Right now, what's more important is...!
-Alright, alright. I got it. Hey, Spanyada. Listen to this. We caught an elf archer.

Elf archer?
Wait, where have I heard that before?
That's definitely the nickname the demons used when disparaging Lina from the Hero's Party.

No way... surely not.
Why would she be here now?

As if to shatter my doubts, the ogre chieftain shouted:

-It's definitely her! The 2nd Corps Commander has captured the elf Lina!

Shit, it's really Lina?
Why are you here?

*

A few days earlier.
The Hero's Party and the Capital Knights' reconnaissance team were entering the forest after crossing the Sidnis Mountains.

"From here on is Neswith. Since these are demon villages rather than outposts, we need to be even more cautious."

Knight Commander Alia Grant was warning her knights.
Tension was evident in the knights' expressions.

It was understandable.
The Sidnis Mountains were basically treated as a neutral zone separating Robe and Neswith, belonging to neither side.
So while there were a few demon outposts, it felt relatively safe, with locals occasionally entering the outskirts to cut wood and then leaving.

But now they were in Neswith, the land of demons.
They were clearly infiltrating enemy territory.

"Hero, what shall we do now?"

At Heinrich's question, Elion fell into contemplation.
Having stepped into enemy territory, it would be risky for such a large group to move together.

That's when Lina stepped forward.

"I'll go scout alone and come back. We can't just move around in a crowd when we don't know how many demon villages are in this forest."

Elion shook his head.

"It's dangerous alone."
"I'm an elf. I'm confident I won't be caught by anyone in mountains or forests."
"But..."
"Don't forget why we're here, Elion. We need to save Lady Daisy. Finding Spanyada was always going to involve taking risks."

Elion stared at Lina for a moment before giving a small nod.
Heinrich handed Lina a communication orb.

"You know how to use it, right? Contact us immediately if anything unusual happens."
"Yes. I understand."

Lina tucked the orb into her chest and stretched her ankles.

"I'll contact you regularly, but I don't know how long it will take since the forest is vast."
"Don't worry. We'll remain stationed here."
"No. If you don't hear from me for more than a day, return to Robe."

Elion exclaimed in shock at Lina's words.

"What are you saying? I have no intention of losing a single comrade here."
"I said 'if,' just if. If I'm captured by enemies, they'll search the entire forest. There's no reason for everyone to be caught here, right?"

Lina flashed a smile and moved forward.

"I'm going."
"...Come back safely."

Lina ran with the Sidnis Mountains at her back.
She occasionally spotted what looked like demon villages with palisades and patrols, but avoided confrontation.
She continued moving, using the communication orb to inform Elion of her position.

The edge of the forest came into view.
Lina hid behind a tree as she observed the outside.

In the distance, several ogres and gremlins were handling something.
One gremlin seemed to be pointing at an object and saying something, while the ogres nodded.

'What is that?'

It was an object she had never seen before.
It seemed the gremlins had made something, but she couldn't determine its purpose.

She took out the communication orb from her chest and spoke.

"I'm at the edge of the forest. I can see ogres and gremlins in the distance with some strange object. I'll try to figure out what it's for."

Lina put away the orb and closed her eyes.
She focused her hearing, straining her ears.
As the elf's exceptional hearing concentrated, she began to faintly hear sounds from a distance.

"...what is that? Well, we'll see. Hey, chieftain. I'll show you how to use it."

For some reason, the demons were speaking the human language.
The owner of this voice addressed the chieftain casually.
They must hold some position of authority in the Demon King's army.

"Now, I'll set the direction. Ah, there. You're doing well."

Lina focused on the voice.
If she understood how the object was used, she could determine its purpose.

"Now, light the fuse."

Fuse? Like a signal fire?

The sound of fire igniting, a crackling sound. And then...

BOOM--!

A powerful explosion sound struck her ears.

Lina opened her eyes in shock.
What she saw were five metal objects flying toward her.

Thinking she was about to die, Lina threw herself aside.

BANG! CRASH! BANG!

The metal objects flew over Lina's head, completely destroying all the trees in the area.
As the metal embedded itself in the ground, soil erupted and scattered.

In the dust, Lina clutched her ears.
She had saved her life, but perhaps focusing her hearing had been a mistake?
The explosion and impact sounds had hit her ears too hard.

Eeeeeee-

There was a ringing in her ears.
She couldn't stay like this. If she couldn't use her hearing, she needed to assess the situation with her eyes.

Just as Lina was about to open her eyes, she felt something grab her neck.
Her body was lifted once and then slammed into the ground several times.

"Kuhak, ugh!"

Lina struggled with all her might to shake off the arm holding her neck.
But the arm didn't budge.

In pain, Lina opened her eyes with difficulty.

A gremlin with wings spread wide was gripping her neck.

"How strange? Why are you here, elf?"

*

-We saw something lurking in the forest, so we fired the cannon and checked it out. And it turned out to be that Lina, the elf archer.

Why?
Why is Lina here?
The Hero's Party should be searching the entrance of the Sidnis Mountains for Daisy right now...

...Ah!
Violet Stellen, who had been distracting the Hero's Party and buying time, is now in prison.
So they quickly crossed into Neswith?

Anyway, if Lina is here, it's safe to assume that the fortress outpost where I was originally stationed has already been destroyed, and Elion has also crossed into Neswith.

My mind raced.

"Keep her alive. I'm coming right away."

I need to meet Lina first.
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Elion severed the neck of the ogre charging at him.
Before the massive body could even collapse, Elion had already cut down several more demon necks around him.
Heinrich's rock magic crushed enemy bodies, while Alia Grant's greatsword cleaved foes in two.

After a considerable time, the battle finally concluded.
The surroundings were suddenly filled with demon corpses.

"Please."
"Leave it to me."

At Heinrich's gesture, the earth moved on its own and swallowed all the corpses.
After burying the demon bodies, Heinrich spoke to Elion.

"The intervals between demon attacks are getting shorter. We've bought some time by not leaving any survivors, but they'll soon pinpoint our location and come rushing in."
"..."
"It's been three days since we received the last communication from Rina. We need to make a decision now."

Elion called for Alia, who was inspecting the knights.

"What's the current status of our knights?"
"The entire reconnaissance team can still fight, sir."
"I want precise information."
"...Four have minor injuries. No serious injuries or casualties yet."

Elion made his decision.

"Knights, we're withdrawing."
"!"

Heinrich and Alia couldn't comprehend this.
They hadn't even found Spanyada yet, and they'd lost contact with Rina.
How could they withdraw in such circumstances?

Alia spoke urgently.

"Hero, please reconsider. We cannot retreat like this."
"That's right. We can't do this."

Heinrich chimed in, but Elion remained firm.

"There will be no reconsideration. The knights are withdrawing."
"But...!"
"However, we will remain here."

At Elion's continued words, Heinrich and Alia stopped their objections.

"I was going to ask if you two wanted to return with the knights, but I see that won't be necessary."
"Were you planning to stay here alone?"
"Hero, please explain your plan in detail."

Elion scratched his head as he explained.

"It's not an elaborate plan. As the knights withdraw, they'll deliberately make themselves slightly visible to the enemy. We'll make them think we're running away."
"So we'll divert their attention to the retreating knights while we move as a small elite unit."
"Yes. Just a simple deception."

It was an incredibly reckless strategy.
Though Alia Grant, the knight commander, would stay behind, sending the rest of the knights back meant refusing to use the nation's support.
If anyone else had suggested this, they would have been called insane.
But because it came from the prophesied hero who wielded the divine sword, it was a feasible plan.

"We'll move slowly, following Rina's last communications. We'll confirm whether Rina is alive or dead—if alive, we rescue her; if dead, we assess the enemy's strength and decide whether to continue searching for Spanyada."

After reaching an agreement, the three prepared individually.
Alia Grant appointed the most senior member of the reconnaissance team as leader and ordered their withdrawal.
Heinrich entered meditation to gather magical power.
Elion expanded his sensing abilities to maintain vigilance in case of unexpected situations.

After all preparations were complete, the three parted ways with the knights and moved deep into the forest.

*

As soon as my communication with Bako ended, we immediately returned to the ogre village.
Outwardly, I was visiting because we'd captured an important figure in my assigned area, but inwardly, I was consumed with thoughts of how to smuggle Rana out.

Unaware of my true intentions, Chieftain Kuryus welcomed me warmly.

"Welcome, 3rd Corps Commander!"
"Where's the elf?"

Kuryus pointed to a house located in a secluded corner.
Armed ogres stood guard around the building.

"We've confiscated her weapons, put her in shackles, and locked her inside."
"I see. I'll rest today and see her tomorrow."

I still hadn't figured out how to smuggle Rina out without arousing suspicion.
I needed more time.

Just then, I saw Bako returning to the village with his gremlins in the distance.

"Oh, Spanyada. You came quickly."
"Well, we caught a big fish, so I had to hurry back."
"Perfect timing! Boys! Pack up. We're going home!"
"...You're leaving right away?"

I barely managed to suppress a laugh.
No matter how scatterbrained Bako might be, the fact that he'd personally captured someone of Rana's caliber showed his considerable combat prowess.
If he stayed, he'd only hinder my plan to smuggle Rana out—so his immediate departure was perfect for me.

"Yeah. We installed all thirty cannons today. Need to go back, get more cannons, and visit other villages too. Got to check on Kaurus as well. Busy schedule, you know."
"I thought this was your first order, so you came personally, but it seems you're visiting other places too."

Bako shrugged and laughed.

"Haha. It's a customer appreciation event, you know. Got to say hello to the folks who'll be using my weapons."
"A corps commander suddenly showing up seems more terrifying than appreciative. How is that a thank-you event?"
"...Really?"

The ogre chieftain, who had been nodding unconsciously, startled at Bako's question and waved his hands frantically.

"N-no! How could that be! Corps Commanders are welcome anytime!"
"See, I told you!"

How did this clueless idiot manage to find Rina hiding in the forest?
Is he deliberately acting this way?

"Anyway, since the elf was captured here, I'll hand her over to you. Ah, looks like my boys have packed up. I'm off. See you next time."

As he'd said, Bako left the village without even taking a moment's rest.

I ordered my companions to rest and entered the chieftain's room with him.

"About the elf—you've reported to the Demon King's castle, right?"
"Yes. The 2nd Corps Commander did so. He said he'd hand her over to you before leaving."

Hmm. I can't avoid being held responsible.
It doesn't matter if I'm seen as incompetent.
I just need to avoid suspicion that I deliberately let her go.

I noticed a bow and arrows placed in a corner of the room.
It was a normal-sized bow, but it looked too small for an ogre to use.

"Is that the elf's weapon?"
"Yes. Just an ordinary bow. The 2nd Corps Commander examined it and said it had no special mechanisms or artifacts."
"I see."

If it had been an important weapon, I would have needed to smuggle that out too, so it was fortunate it wasn't.
How could I have taken something from the chieftain's room anyway?

"What about additional searches?"
"We're searching the forest in cooperation with neighboring villages. However, judging by the demons who disappear without reporting in, we suspect they've encountered enemies and been defeated. We should pinpoint their exact location soon."

Elion and his party wouldn't be defeated so easily.
Still, there's no benefit in delaying further.
I need to think of a solution quickly.

"Sigh... I need some rest too."
"Yes, the place you stayed last time is vacant. You can use it again."

I entered my quarters and threw myself onto the bed.

My mind was in turmoil.
No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't come up with a scenario where I wouldn't be suspected.
Or should I risk being suspected by the demons if it means gaining Rina's complete trust?

I spent the night wrestling with these thoughts.

The next day.
I stood in front of the house where Rina was imprisoned.
As I approached, the ogre guards stepped aside.

After running through the scenarios I'd planned all night, I took a deep breath.
From now on, I needed to deceive everyone in this village.

I have to do this well.
My survival and Daisy's future depend on it.

Steeling myself, I opened the door.

*

Rina looked with surprise at the person who had come to see her.

"Daisy?"

The captive was the hero's lover—the reason Rina had come all this way.

But Daisy looked at Rina without any particular emotion.
From what Rina knew of their few previous encounters, Daisy wasn't someone with such a cold attitude.

"Yes. That was the name."
"...Spanyada."

Spanyada could steal the bodies of other living beings.
That's what Heinrich had said.
That attitude, that expression, and that book in her hand.

The kind-hearted lover of the hero was gone.
Rina was certain of it.

"Shall we have a quiet talk?"

Daisy—no, Spanyada—closed the door.
Then she strode over and grabbed Rina's chin.

"Why were you there? Did you come looking for this woman?"

Rina felt irritation rising at Spanyada's sneering face before her.
So she spat in Spanyada's face.

"Huh, putting up a fight, are we?"

Spanyada wiped the spit from her face and spoke in an annoyed tone.

"Well, fine. A little resistance makes things more interesting."

Slap—

Spanyada struck Rina's cheek.
The impact wasn't particularly strong, which only irritated Rina more.

"So, where is the human hero? You couldn't have crossed the Sidnis Mountains alone. Is he still in the forest?"
"Do you think I'd tell you?"
"It doesn't matter if you don't. We're already searching the forest from where you were captured. We'll pinpoint his location soon."

Spanyada released Rina's chin and stepped back slightly.
Then she opened the book she was holding and slowly turned its pages.

"I'm going to use you as experimental material. I haven't had many opportunities to research elves."
"..."
"Let's see. This looks good."

Spanyada stopped at a particular page and nodded.
Rina closed her eyes, determined not to submit no matter what was done to her.

"Gah! This woman again...!"

At the unexpected sound, Rina opened her eyes.
Spanyada was sitting on the floor, clutching the book to her chest.

Spanyada's body trembled violently, then blood gushed from her mouth.
Rina couldn't comprehend the sudden turn of events.

Spanyada buried her face in the floor, gasping for breath.

"Huff, huff. R-Rina..."

Rina stared intently at Spanyada, who had called her name.

Spanyada raised her head.
But her expression was completely different from moments before.

"Lady Rina..."

Huh?

Rina felt confused by the soft voice that emerged.
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Rina couldn't adjust to Spanyada's sudden change in attitude.
Spanyada crawled toward Rina, breathing laboriously.

"Th-there's no time... I, ugh... the time I can suppress Spanyada, gah!... isn't long..."

This is like...

"...Daisy?"
"...Y-yes."

Rina was startled.
The hero's lover, whom she thought had disappeared, still existed.
She was fighting against Spanyada who had taken her body.

"No, how is this possi—"
"This isn't... urgh, the time for that. I'll... ugh, help you escape."

Spanyada... no, Daisy reached for the shackles, and the chains were cut.
A drop of sweat rolled down Rina's cheek at the sight of such a clean cut.

"Did you use magic?"
"Huff, huff. Yes... Even after Spanyada took my body, urgh... she changed my body's constitution to be able to use magic, saying she needed to use it."

Freed from her shackles and able to move freely, Rina rotated her wrists and ankles once.
Then she pulled her sleeve and wiped the blood from Daisy's mouth.

"Tell me. How do I escape?"
"Whew, I heard you were captured near the forest. I'll open a portal, ugh, and send you there."

Rina grabbed Daisy's shoulders and said:

"Send me? You need to come too!"

Daisy breathed roughly.

"I can't...! Gah! Spanyada is still raging inside. I'm barely, urgh, pushing her back to control the body...!"
"Ellion is nearby. If it's Ellion, he could subdue Spanyada... ugh!"

Daisy's left hand suddenly strangled Rina's neck.
Surprised, Daisy grabbed her left hand with her right and pulled it away.

"I'm sorry...! It, it wasn't me..."
"I know... It's Spanyada, that fucking bastard, right?"
"I can't... control it completely. Ellion is the hero... he can't just focus on me. If I, if I stay by his side, I'll only... hinder what Ellion needs to do. So when you meet up with Ellion, return to Robero immediately."
"..."

Tears were already flowing from Daisy's eyes.
Rina closed her mouth at the sight of Daisy looking up at her.

"I also, hic, want to see Ellion. But... but not now..."
"..."
"It's for Ellion's sake."

Rina wiped Daisy's tears.
Then she looked straight at Daisy and made a promise.

"Alright. But next time, I'll come back with Ellion to save you. So don't lose to Spanyada until then."

Daisy smiled faintly.

"Yes...! Next time, let's meet with smiles...!"

The two smiled at each other.

"As soon as you go through the portal, move immediately. Spanyada is watching everything from inside, so when she takes control of the body, she'll immediately try to chase after you. So move as quickly as possible."

Just as Daisy finished her instructions, Rina felt her vision flip.

When she opened her eyes, she saw a place where trees had been shattered.
Rina realized she was now at the place where she had been captured.

BOOM-!

An explosion sounded from behind.
She could see smoke spreading in the distance.

'Daisy...!'

Rina hesitated momentarily at the thought of Daisy, but quickly shook her head.
Then she immediately dashed into the forest.

She needed to meet up with Ellion.
And she needed to tell him that Daisy was still fighting.


*


Whew, playing two roles is so exhausting.
Fortunately, Rina seemed to believe me completely.

Under normal circumstances, she might have been suspicious.
But in her imprisoned state, after being slapped and suddenly seeing me cough up blood, it would have been difficult for her to assess the situation coldly.

On top of that, I showed her a determined appearance with a plea "full of love for Ellion."

Hmm, thinking about it, I handled the improvisation well.
When Rina suddenly spat at me, I almost froze in disbelief, but that choice to slap her back.
That was good.


Just then, I heard a commotion outside.

"Lady Spanyada! Are you alright?!"

Oh no, the situation isn't over yet.

"AAAAARGH!"

I screamed at the top of my lungs and ran outside.
Chieftain Kuryus and Akila came running.

"Are you alright? What was that explosion just now?"
"Blood...! Are you hurt?"

I waved my hand at them.
Then I wildly and roughly messed up my hair to appear somewhat agitated.

"Don't worry about it! I can use healing magic!"
"You can use magic again?"
"Yes."

That's a lie.
I just used the physical transformation magic I had been postponing.
There was no way I could help Rina escape without using magic.
I coughed up blood by using a bit of life force before the body completely transformed.

But thanks to that, I was able to show Rina a more dramatic scene.
It seems she believed me more because of it.

"What happened?"
"Damn it! The hero's lover! The original owner of this body suddenly pushed me away and took control!"

Akila looked at me in disbelief at my outburst.
That guy knows how absurd this claim is, having experienced body snatching with dagger magic himself.

"Is that really true?"
"Are you saying I'm lying?!"
"N-no, not at all."
"This has never happened before, how could it!"

Kuryus urgently asked me:

"What happened to the elf? And what was that explosion?"
"The hero's lover who took control of the body freed her. Sent her through a portal. And then she used explosion magic to harm herself so I couldn't chase after her immediately."

I had decided to harm myself with explosion magic because I would definitely be suspected if Rina was freed without any problems to my body. I thought this would make them believe that control of the body was fluctuating.


Kuryus closed his eyes tightly at the news that the elf had been freed.

"Why... why did this have to happen in our village..."

I heard him mutter quietly.
I feel a bit sorry, but... it can't be helped.


I could see Chebet and the healer running from a distance.
Those two from the Demon Lord's Castle are the most dangerous.
If I can just get past those two, I think I'll manage somehow.

The healer grabbed my arm.
It was bright red and inflamed.
Ah, no wonder it was throbbing a bit; the explosion must have been stronger than I thought.
Even though I cast a protective barrier.

The healer used healing magic.
I also used healing magic on myself to show the healer.

"Since when have you been able to use magic again?"
"Since earlier."

The healer looked at me with a surprised face.
I added a bit more detail to the Daisy story I had told Akila and Kuryus.

"It seems the original owner of the body has been preventing me from using magic all this time. Then she pushed me aside and used magic when she needed to."
"Hmm... Since you know more about souls than I do, Commander, I'll take your word for it."

The healer didn't look completely convinced, but seemed to hold back further questions since it was a field she wasn't familiar with.

Chebet, surprisingly, just stared at me intently without asking questions.
But his gaze was so sharp that I turned my eyes to the others.

"Chieftain! Gather your troops! As soon as my body recovers, we'll track him down!"


*


Rina ran through the forest.
She remembered the path, having traveled it once before.

"Rina!"

Looking toward the familiar voice, she saw Ellion, Heinrich, and Alia Grant.

"There you are!"

Rina never imagined she would be so happy to see these youngsters after just a few days.

"What happened? Why couldn't we contact you?"
"I was captured by demons. I just escaped."
"What?"

The four moved to a quiet part of the forest and shared their stories.
After hearing from her companions about the knight order's reconnaissance team withdrawing, Rina took a deep breath.

"I met Spanyada."

The group inhaled sharply.

"And as expected, she had taken Daisy's body."

Heinrich and Alia looked at Ellion.
Ellion lowered his head and clenched his fist tightly.
His hand veins were bulging from how hard he was gripping.

"There's good news too! Daisy is still inside the body!"

Ellion raised his head and looked directly at Rina.
Responding to his silent urging, Rina told everything she had seen without omission.

After hearing the whole story, Heinrich looked at Ellion.

"If Miss Daisy's soul remains in the body, that's an extremely favorable situation. Hero, I have something I'd like to tell you as well."
"What is it?"
"I originally wasn't going to mention this for fear of giving false hope, but remember that ruined castle where we found Miss Daisy's belongings?"

Rina jumped in as she recognized the story.

"Oh, that thing from back then! Has there been any progress?"
"I was just about to explain. Ahem, anyway, when I examined the magical residue left there, I confirmed magic that fuses two or more bodies. I think that magic might be how Spanyada takes over others' bodies."
"If we could just dispel that magic..."

The corners of Ellion's mouth slowly turned upward.
Hope of rescuing Daisy was beginning to appear.

"Yes. Since we've confirmed that Miss Daisy's soul remains in the body, we should be able to completely separate Miss Daisy and Spanyada. However, it will take time to create the dispelling magic. We also need to verify through experiments that the magic works properly."

Ellion fell into contemplation.
Although Spanyada would still have the advantage in the struggle for bodily control and would still be treated as a commander, he felt like he was leaving Daisy alone in enemy territory.

Should he return to Robero and wait for the dispelling magic, or should he capture Spanyada now that her location was known?


Rina seemed to understand his dilemma and spoke up.

"Daisy told me to return to Robero right away when she freed me. She said if you focus only on her, it would just hinder what needs to be done."
"..."
"We made a promise to each other. That next time, I'd come back with you to save her. Until then, she wouldn't lose to Spanyada. So for now, let's trust Daisy, Ellion."

Heinrich and Alia chimed in.

"Now that we've found a method, just wait a little longer. I'll create the dispelling magic as quickly as possible."
"Daisy is a strong person. She won't lose to Spanyada until the end."


Ellion looked at each of his companions.
As if they had made a prior agreement, everyone who met Ellion's eyes nodded.

Ellion organized his thoughts and spoke.

"Let's return to Robero."

Ellion affirmed his faith in Daisy.

Ch.28 - 28. Aftermath of the Escape
# 28. Aftermath of the Escape

"So you lost the elf..."
-Yes. I was told it happened because she lost control of her body to the hero's lover. It seems it was an uncontrollable situation.

Byron pressed his forehead at Chebet's report.
Spanyada's mistake had occurred much earlier than expected.
When Kaurus finds out about this, he'll come running excitedly to urge punishment for Spanyada.
Just thinking about the situation gave him a headache.

"Sigh... Chebet. What did you observe while staying with Spanyada?"
-She took good care of her subordinates. She fulfilled a subordinate's request to visit their hometown and arranged for me and the healer to feed on blood.
"I understand the personal aspects. What about official matters?"
-She personally went around with village chiefs to find locations for cannon placements. In fact, the place where we captured the elf was a location that the 3rd Corps Commander herself selected.

Byron pressed his fingers firmly between his eyebrows.
Spanyada had been working hard in her own way.
No, not just in her own way—she had been doing exceptionally well.

All her recent mistakes were related to the hero's lover.
Spanyada herself probably couldn't have imagined this would happen.

Byron decided he needed to have a conversation with Spanyada first.

*

I led Kuryus and the ogres through a portal to the vicinity of the forest.

Since I had loudly proclaimed that I would track down Rina, I planned to at least make a show of it.
If Rina had trusted me and acted accordingly, she should have left the forest by now and entered the Sidnis Mountains. If she was still in the forest...

I'd figure that out when the time came.

During our extensive search, one report came in.

"The goblins living in the forest say they saw human knights escaping toward the mountains."

Did Rina meet up with the knights and escape together?
This was a perfect report as I was trying to time when to stop the search and return.

"Damn it! They've already escaped?!"

I pretended to be angry.

BOOM-

I also pretended to vent my frustration by blasting a spell at an innocent tree.

While I was huffing and puffing, the ogres just watched me nervously.
Kuryus, their chief, didn't know what to do and just stamped his feet anxiously.
Feeling a bit sorry for making them so nervous for no reason, I turned around.

"Sigh... let's go back."

I opened a portal connected to the entrance of the ogre village right in front of us.

As soon as we passed through the portal, I saw Chebet with a serious expression.
He approached me and said,

"Commander. Orders have come for you to go to the Demon King's castle."

Ah, this bastard Chebet.
He just silently watched me, and the moment I was gone, he immediately tattled to the Demon King.
After all I've done for you! How could you do this!

Well... whatever.
He was assigned to monitor me from the beginning, so there's no use complaining about it.

"Should I go right now?"
"Yes."

I was about to open a portal to the Demon King's castle when I paused briefly.

Should I just run away to where Ellion is?

I quickly shook my head.
Come to think of it, I don't know exactly where Ellion is right now.

Last night, while planning Rina's escape, I had studied portal magic through Nyada Wiki. One drawback of this magic was that you couldn't travel to places you'd never been before.
Moreover, with Spanyada's soul gone and the magic book connected to me, I could only go to places I had personally visited, which were limited to Robe's capital plaza, some ruins in the Sidnis Mountains, and the Neswith region.

Going to the capital plaza now would just cause knights to attack me, thinking demons were invading again.
That destination would only make sense if I was certain Ellion was in Robe.

I decided to just go to the Demon King's castle.
I was curious about what the Demon King would say, and I thought I might get some information that could help me survive.
Now that I could use magic, I was less afraid than when I first went there. Having portal magic that allowed me to escape if necessary had made me a bit bolder, even by my own assessment.

I opened a portal and stood with Akila, the meal goblin, Chebet, and the healer.
I decided to leave Gulrumba behind. I wouldn't need to ride him anymore, and this was his homeland, so it seemed fine.

As we passed through the portal, I saw the massive castle gate I had seen once before.
The demon on guard duty this time was a lycanthrope who looked startled by our sudden portal.

"I'm 3rd Corps Commander Spanyada. I was summoned."

After I identified myself, the lycanthropes understood and quickly opened the gate.

"Follow me."

After passing through the gate, Chebet took the lead and began guiding us.
Since the Demon King had summoned me through him, I just needed to follow.

We walked through the castle and stopped in front of a large door.

"This is the Demon King's office."

I turned to my companions and said,

"Healer, thank you for accompanying us through all this trouble, and Chebet, please arrange rooms for them to rest."

The healer waved his hands saying it was no trouble, then left with Akila and the meal goblin following Chebet.

I took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

"Come in."

Byron was sitting at his desk reviewing documents, but he put them down when he saw me enter.

"Spanyada."
"Why did you call for me?"

I decided to be brazen. The real Spanyada wouldn't cower just because she made a mistake, so I needed to act accordingly.

"I hear you lost the elf."
"If you've already heard everything through Chebet, why ask again? Just say what you want to say."

Spanyada's brazen manner of speaking comes naturally to me.
"I hope I don't slip up like this in front of Ellion later."

Byron looked at me with cloudy eyes and then sighed.
Hmm, he looks kind of pitiful.

"Kaurus said something about you before. That you lack responsibility for your position and that you treat both demons and humans as toys."

That big-headed bastard Kaurus was talking behind my back?

Ah, no. That's not right.
He wasn't talking behind my back, but Spanyada's.
Lacking responsibility and treating others as toys. He actually had a pretty accurate view of Spanyada, didn't he?
Sharp observation.

"You probably guessed that I assigned Chebet to watch over you. I won't apologize for that."
"Since you're apologizing, I assume Chebet had only good things to say about me?"

Byron fell silent at my sarcasm.

"...Yes. He spoke well of you. He even said this incident was beyond your control."

What? He defended me too?
I'm sorry for cursing you in my mind, Chebet!

"So, is there a way to solve the problem of the hero's lover emerging?"
"I don't know. I've taken over dozens of bodies, but this has never happened before. It seems she reacts strongly to anything related to the hero."

Tsk, I've reached the level where lies come out naturally.
"What if Ellion hates this?"
I need to escape quickly and quit this Spanyada role.

Byron rested his chin on his left hand while tapping the desk with his right as he spoke.

"About that body-snatching magic. Is there no way to cancel it and separate again?"

...Huh?

"If you lose control of your body at unpredictable moments, it could be disastrous. I think it would be better to remove it."

R-right?
From your perspective, that makes sense.
But not from mine.

"I've never experienced this before, so I haven't thought of a way to deal with it. We'd probably need to create a new spell."

I decided to just plead ignorance.
Actually, I really don't know.
If such a method existed, Nyada wouldn't have been trapped for over 400 years!

"......"

See!
Even Nyada Wiki has nothing to say!

Byron crossed his arms and sighed at my claim of not knowing a solution.

"Sigh... Then I'll have the healer who treated you help you. Find a way to separate from the hero's lover again."
"...Understood."

I pretended to agree for now.

Byron pressed his temples as if he had a headache.

"Haa. You lost control just from talking with the hero's companion. I can't imagine what would happen if you met the hero directly. You might just run to him all giddy and excited."

Shit, what is he saying?
I mean, I did intentionally deceive him, so I should be grateful for the misunderstanding, but that's a bit harsh.
Of course, if I saw Ellion, I'd "run straight to him and cling to him" begging for help, but still, "all giddy and excited"?
Ugh, I can't even argue about this.

"For now, Spanyada, I won't assign you any missions that might put you face to face with the hero. I'll leave the fighting to Kaurus, and you'll work with Bako to survey locations for cannon placements in the Neswith region."
"I'll do that."
"Rest today and find Bako tomorrow. He should be returning from the ogre village by now, so you can wait for him in the gremlin village."

After finishing my conversation with Byron, I went to find Akila and the meal goblin.
They were in the same room we had stayed in last time.

"...So that's the situation. We'll leave tomorrow. Rest well today."
"Yes, understood. Ah, Spanyada-nim, your room is next door like before."
"Right."

I moved to the adjacent room and collapsed onto the bed.

It feels comfortable.

From helping Rina escape to everything else, I've had a lot to worry about, but everything seems to have gone smoothly, which is a relief.
I'll rest well today and start fresh tomorrow.

My eyes slowly closed, and my consciousness faded.

And then,

"I dreamed of Ellion."

Ch.29 - 29. Dreams and Suckers
# 29. Dreams and Suckers

The sunlight streaming into the house feels warm.

"Daisy."

Ellion looks at me with a wide smile.
I find his smile so adorable that I gently pinch his cheek.

"Your cheeks are squishier than mine."

Ellion cups my face with both hands.
So warm.

Ellion applies a bit more pressure with his hands.
I can feel my cheeks being pressed, making my mouth pucker like a fish.

I furrow my brow in mock annoyance, and Ellion bursts into laughter.

"Haha, you're so cute."
"Hehe."

I can't help but let out a laugh too.

After laughing together for a while, we sense a peculiar atmosphere forming between us when our laughter subsides.

We gaze into each other's eyes.
As I gently close my eyes, I feel a soft sensation on my lips.
My heart races at the warm, slow, lingering feeling.

Ellion's breath is hot.
I respond with my own heated breath.
Our hot breaths intertwine in our mouths, adding warmth to our entire bodies.

I wrap my arms around Ellion's neck and gently stroke his hair.
Ellion moves his hands from my face and suddenly pulls me into a tight embrace.
It feels good to be held—not too tight, not too loose—feeling loved.

I want to keep our lips pressed together, but I'm running out of breath.
As I gently pull away and look at Ellion, he opens his eyes into crescents as he gazes at me.

"I love you, Ellion."
"I love you too, Daisy."

I express my love and hear his in return.
Words of love always feel good to hear.
I should tell Ellion I love him more often.

But first, more kisses.
I press my lips against Ellion's a few more times. He smiles and lightly traces my lips with his tongue.

The sensation feels so strange that it makes me feel weird.

I want to... I want to do it too.
I pull the back of his head and lick his lips. Ellion, as if he'd been waiting for this, sucks on my tongue.
Sucking and being sucked, our tongues collide, making wet, lewd sounds.
The heat rises, making me feel hot.

Somehow, I feel like today might be the day we go all the way.
I could see the same thought in Ellion's eyes.

It's my first time so I'm a bit scared, but... with Ellion...

"Mmm, Ellion..."
"Daisy, let's..."

BANG! BANG! BANG!

"Daisy! What are you doing? Let's go eat together. My treat!"

...Ah.
The mood was so good...

Ellion pulls away from me with an awkward expression.
I fiddle with my hair in frustration.

"Daisy! Are you not there?"
"Unni! I'm with my boyfriend!"
"Oh my! I'm sorry! I'll leave, so continue what you were doing!"

Haah...
As I let out a small sigh, Ellion asks,

"Is that the librarian unni you work with?"
"Yeah. She's a good person."

She's always kind and nice, but just now...
Ah, the mood is completely ruined.

Seeing me sulking in disappointment, Ellion smiles and strokes my head.
Feeling a flutter from his large hand, I look up, and Ellion gently puts his arm around my shoulder.

"Let's go get something to eat too."

*

...Shit. What kind of dream was that?

I woke up suddenly in the middle of the night.
Am I crazy? Why would I dream something like that?

No... the dream itself isn't the problem.
The problem is that I'm feeling my heart race because the content of that dream was so precious and sweet.

It seems like the Daisy inside me is having a significant influence on me.

Like how I naturally thought of Ellion as my lover when I was captured by Spanyada, and how I can't recall my parents' faces but can see Daisy's parents' faces clearly.
If this continues, I feel like I might become someone else entirely.

But what can I do when I don't know how to fix it?
I still don't understand why I possessed Daisy or why I have control over her body.

Ah, I don't know!
No matter how much I think about it, I can't find an answer.
I should just go back to sleep.

But I ended up tossing and turning, unable to fall asleep, and finally got up.

Feeling hungry, I dragged myself to the dining hall.
Either I was up early, or there weren't many demons in the dining hall.

I grabbed some warm soup to clear my head and sat down just as Achilla and the meal goblin entered the dining hall.

"Lady Spanyada. Good morn...?"

Achilla stopped mid-sentence, so I stared at him. He tilted his head and asked me,

"Why do you look like that?"
"Like what?"

Is it obvious that I didn't sleep well?
Well, I did have a headache from worrying about things with no answers, so it makes sense.

"Your expression looks like someone who had an incredibly happy dream but woke up in the middle and feels disappointed."

...What the hell is this guy saying?
I glared at Achilla in disbelief, but suddenly the memory of Ellion's broad, warm embrace flashed in my mind, making my face feel hot, and I shook my head vigorously.

No. Don't think about it.
If I start recalling these things regularly, I'm done for.

"Lady Spanyada?"
"...Just eat your meal."
"Yes."

Thanks to Achilla's comment, the mealtime became extremely uncomfortable.
I gulped down my soup quickly, just wanting to fill my stomach and leave.
After emptying my bowl, I stood up and said,

"As I mentioned yesterday, we're moving out today, so come find me when you're ready. I'll be in my room."
"Yes, understood."

Back in my room, while waiting, I heard a knock on the door.
When I opened it, I saw Achilla, the meal goblin, and the healer, all packed and ready.

"Commander of the 3rd Legion. Did you sleep well?"

Ah, right.
The Demon King said he'd assign this one to me.

"We're traveling together again after just one day."
"Yes. I look forward to working with you again."

The healer smiled politely and rubbed his hands together.

"Then let's depart."

I opened a portal leading to the ravine where the Gremlin village was located.
As soon as the portal opened, I could hear explosions from the other side.

It seems the Gremlins are blowing up caves again.

When we crossed through the portal, smoke was rising from several caves, as expected.
The healer, seeing this sight, remarked incredulously,

"Every time I come here, there's smoke rising."
"Have you been here often?"
"Gremlins often get injured while inventing things. So healers take turns being dispatched to this ravine."

As the healer recounted various incidents he had seen and heard, we entered the ravine.
The Gremlins' outlandish behaviors were quite amusing, but the story about Bako once blowing up the Demon King's castle gate was particularly outrageous.

"What did he do to blow up the castle gate?"
"Well, he said that since it's the Demon King's castle, the gate defenses should be strengthened, so he was installing something on the wall when it exploded."
"That guy is insane."

Huh, a curse slipped out of my mouth.

As I listened, something suddenly made me curious, so I asked the healer,

"How did Byron react when the gate exploded?"
"He stared helplessly at the blown-off gate, just said to fix it, and went back to his office."

Byron, this guy... is he actually a sucker?

I don't know about Kaurus, but seeing how he tolerates troublemakers like Bako and Spanyada, he seemed like an incredibly generous person.

Come to think of it, in Spanyada's first meeting with Byron that I saw on Nyadawiki, he said he would establish a nation for the demon race.
Many people just talk like this and get drunk on power, but the Byron I've met doesn't seem like that type.

My impression of Byron was gradually shifting toward a more favorable one.
Before meeting him, I was just scared because he was the Demon King, but now, seeing how he doesn't mind being spoken to informally by his subordinate legion commander, he seemed more like the neighborhood's good-natured older brother.

But wait a minute.

Then what about the prophecy Ellion received about beheading the Demon King?

No matter how I think about it, Byron doesn't seem like someone who would start turning the world into a battlefield.
Why would a god issue a prophecy to kill such a pushover?

Why?
For what purpose?

Haah... more questions with no answers piling up in my head.

Eventually, we arrived in front of a cave that was billowing smoke. I spoke to a Gremlin who was coughing in front of it.

"Where is Bako making his cannons?"

The Gremlin didn't answer, just stared at me blankly, then rubbed his eyes. After staring at me again, he shouted,

"Wh-what! Why is a human here?!"

What's this? This isn't my first visit to the Gremlin ravine but my second, yet there are still those who react like this.
As I stood there dumbfounded, the healer beside me stepped forward.

"Long time no see, Moko. This is Commander Spanyada of the 3rd Legion."
"Oh! Oh! Healer, it's been a while. So you're Lady Spanyada. I'm sorry I didn't recognize you. You really do look human."
"I visited in this form not long ago. Didn't word get around? With Gremlins' curiosity, I thought rumors about me would have spread."

The Gremlin called Moko scratched his beak and said,

"Hehe, it's been almost four months since I left my lab..."

Like Bako, this one too.
Gremlins are crazy.

Ch.30 - 30. Gremlin Gorge
# 30. Gremlin Gorge

After spending a few days in the Gremlin village under the guidance of a Gremlin named Moko, I finally heard that Bako had arrived at the gorge.

When I went out to greet him with Akila, Bako wore a surprised expression.

"What? Why are you here?"
"I was ordered to find a place to deploy the cannons with you."
"No, that's not what I meant. How did you get here before me?"
"I came through a portal."

Bako tilted his head once, then clapped his hands.

"Oh! So you can use magic again?"
"Yes. Though it didn't happen under the best circumstances."
"Why?"
"I lost the elf."

Bako stared at me with a blank expression, as if his brain had momentarily stopped working.

"The elf archer I captured?"
"Yes."
"But why? How did that happen?"

I gave him a convincing performance of my one-person, two-role act. Channeling the perspective of an omniscient Spanyada, I spewed anger while making it sound like I had no choice.

Bako pointed at Akila and me alternately with an ambiguous expression.

"So while that guy next to you is a goblin lookalike, you've become the human hero's female?"

This bastard?

There are things you can say and things you shouldn't say.
It's Daisy who's fallen for Ellion, not me!

My sleep has already been disturbed because of that dream a few days ago, and now he's making me think about it again.
Damn these Gremlins.

At that moment, Bako's expression changed to one of shock.

"Your face is turning red! Don't tell me it's true?!"

...W-what?
Daisy's body is reacting on its own again!

"...It's not like that."
"Hmm... This is troublesome. You can't go to the front lines like this."
"That's why I'm here now, isn't it?"

I shrugged my shoulders, and Bako crossed his arms and groaned.

"It's a big problem that the elf escaped. It means our cannon deployment information will be leaked as soon as we set them up. The humans will come prepared to counter our cannons when they attack."

Well, I suppose so.
In reality, to minimize meaningless casualties, only Ellion's hero party will infiltrate Neswith.

Seemingly displeased with my indifferent attitude, Bako frowned at me.

"How can you be so nonchalant after causing such a problem?"
"I told you. It was beyond my control. It's in the past, so forget about it."

I acted shamelessly, with a face thick as steel.
Bako looked at me with half-closed eyes and shook his head.

"...Kaurus has been gunning for you. I hope he doesn't do anything rash."
"Kaurus?"

Ah, right. That bull-head was badmouthing me to Byron, wasn't he?

"He was saying something about how you act without responsibility and that he's just waiting for you to slip up. If he finds out about this, he'll run straight to Byron and tell him to fire you."

Being fired would be great.
It's not like I'm getting paid for this job. Looking through Nyada's memories, it seems to be mostly an honorary position.
Quitting the Demon Lord's army would actually give me more freedom to move around.

I noticed something trembling beside me and saw Akila with his eyes closed, trying to suppress his anger.
Oh, is he upset because Spanyada is being insulted?
I wonder how he'll react when he finds out that Spanyada has been dead all along.

While I was thinking about this, Bako slapped his thigh and said:

"But it's good that you're here. Can you open a portal with your magic? It's too tiring to drag the cannons back and forth."
"Where do you want the portal to go?"
"I told you a few days ago. I'm going to Kaurus's area."
"Sorry, but my portals can only take me to places I've been before, so I can't open one to that location."

Hearing my words, Bako pressed his fingers to his brow and tightly closed his mouth.

"Sigh... Then let's go to Kaurus's area together. We can turn multiple round trips into a single one-way journey."
"Weren't you the one who said Kaurus was gunning for me? I have no reason to risk going there."

In truth, I just didn't want to walk.
After using portals a few times, the idea of traveling on foot became incredibly unappealing.
Since I could instantly teleport to any destination I'd visited before just by thinking about it, I finally understood why Spanyada, despite being a corps commander, didn't know the geography of Neswith well.

After pondering for a moment, Bako snapped his fingers as if he'd had a good idea.

"Hey, wait here a moment."

Bako said this and pulled out a communication orb from his pocket.
The orb vibrated a few times, then a voice came through.

-This is the Demon Castle Communications Department. Who is this?
"This is 2nd Corps Commander Bako. Connect me to Kaurus."
-Yes. Please wait a moment.

Why Kaurus all of a sudden?

-This is Kaurus. What's the matter?
"Where are you right now?"
-I received orders to inspect the outposts in the Sidnis Mountains, so I'm on the move. Why do you ask?
"Well, I'm about to deliver cannons to your area and wondered if you wanted to be present."
-Hmm. Normally I would, but Byron's orders take priority right now. I've already briefed my subordinates about the weapons, so I'll leave it to you.
"Okay. Got it."

When the communication ended, Bako looked at me with perked ears.

"Did you hear that? He's not there!"

Damn it, my excuse just disappeared.

"...Fine, I understand. But let's start tomorrow. You just returned to the gorge, so take a day to rest."
"Okay! Then I'll see you here tomorrow."

With the conversation concluded, Bako led the Gremlins into the village.

I stared blankly at Bako's retreating figure.
I'd been completely outmaneuvered. Who would have thought he'd check directly with Kaurus?

While I was spacing out, Akila addressed me.

"Lady Spanyada."
"What?"
"About the 1st Corps Commander. Don't you think he speaks too carelessly about you?"
"Didn't you tell me not to worry about it last time?"

Akila began to speak passionately.

"It's one thing for someone to have their own thoughts, but it's another matter entirely to spread those thoughts to others."

But Spanyada really is a bastard, though?

"Those of us who have spent a long time with you, like me and Akla, know how kind you are. It's always people who've barely met you who misunderstand you based on fragmentary impressions."

Tsk, that's not true? Kaurus saw it exactly right!
I'm not saying this because I almost died at Spanyada's hands, but from what I've seen in Nyada's memories, Spanyada's behavior was far from kind.

The last time I noticed a discrepancy between Akila's memories and Nyada's, I looked into it and found that Spanyada had been using succubus powers to make Akila and Akla dream whenever possible.
What kind of dreams did she make them have to make them so favorable toward her?

Using dreams for gaslighting.
You're trash, Spanyada!

But now isn't the time to reveal this.
I was planning to use this information when I eventually revealed that I wasn't Spanyada.
Maybe I'm trash too.

Well, it doesn't matter.
I still haven't forgotten how Akila slammed me down and punctured my palm.
They say a gentleman's revenge isn't too late even after ten years, right?

As I was half-listening to Akila's passionate speech, his expression suddenly turned gloomy.

"Sigh... I wonder how Akla is doing now..."

If she's alive, she's probably just staring into space.
Having been imprisoned myself, I know there's not much else to do besides that.
Though I hope they at least let her use a proper bathroom.

Still, it's a bit sad to see him become dejected whenever Akla is mentioned.
Maybe I should comfort him a little.

"Akla is probably holding up well. If the hero's lover hadn't suddenly appeared, I would have rescued her already. The situation just got complicated."
"It's not your fault, Lady Spanyada."

Hey, it actually is my fault.

"The hero's lover was quite extraordinary. I've never seen someone think of stabbing a person's neck with a hairpin before."

Oh, that?
People come up with all sorts of things when backed into a corner.
Though it failed spectacularly.

"She's quite remarkable. The old me wouldn't have been able to act like that in the middle of enemy territory."

What's this? Why does he sound somewhat favorable?

"You seem to think highly of the hero's lover."
"Ah, no! That wasn't my intention."

I spoke casually, but Akila frantically waved his hands. He seemed alarmed at the suggestion that he thought highly of someone who had interfered with his superior's plans.

But I found Akila's discomfort amusing and was also curious about his assessment of Daisy, so I ordered him to speak honestly.
Soon, Akila scratched his head and said:

"To be honest, I have complicated feelings about Miss Daisy. I hesitated when I first heard about the operation. After all, Miss Daisy is a civilian who has nothing to do with the conflict between humans and demons. She's never done anything to harm demons, yet she got caught up in this. I thought it was pitiful."
"That's unexpected. I thought you hated all humans."

At my question, Akila fell silent. Then, as if gathering courage, he spoke:

"I used to. But both Akla and I, living among humans, came to realize that not all humans are hostile to demons. Just like when we were children and wished to live happily regardless of whether we were human or demon."
"..."

Somehow...
Violet... no, Akla, when she held me and asked me not to forgive her, she was genuinely sorry.
How did such sensitive souls catch Spanyada's eye and end up becoming spies?

"It was fortunate that the Stellen family was constantly trying to fight demons. Otherwise, I would have felt guilty about the massacre."

But wait a minute.

"When I read the hero's lover's memories, you seemed to treat her quite brutally."

You bastard, you punctured my palm and crushed my hopes and all that.

"That was because once I decided to carry out the orders, I did so thoroughly. I couldn't let my emotions jeopardize the mission."

Hmm. Is that so?

"Anyway, those are my thoughts about Miss Daisy. If you wish to punish me for them, I'll accept it."
"No, it's fine. She's someone who will be eliminated through research anyway. I won't worry about it."

In truth, I was secretly rejoicing.

I had a feeling that what I'd just heard might help me when I need to act as Daisy later.

Ch.31 - 31. Scout
# 31. Scout

In a castle ruin in the Sidnis Mountains.

Ellion sat on a crumbled castle wall and took out a blood-stained dress from his bag.
He carefully brushed his hand over the parts of the dress where the blood had dried and twisted.

How painful must it have been to lose this much blood?

'Daisy.'

The woman he loved was still fighting and enduring despite having her body taken.

After hearing the story from Lina, he felt a mix of emotions.

Gratitude that she was still alive.
Regret for not being able to protect her.
Anxiety about not knowing how much time was left.

And his heart felt like it would burst at the thought of his lover thinking of him even in such a situation.


Ellion raised his head to look at the large building.

A building where remnants of Spanyada's magic remained.

As soon as they withdrew from Neswith and arrived here, Heinrich went into the building to conduct research.
They had originally planned to return to Robero, but they ended up stationed here because Heinrich said it would be best to research where the remnants remained.
Heinrich stayed holed up in the building, only coming out when he was hungry.


Whenever Heinrich came out to eat, he would explain to Ellion how the research was progressing. To be honest, Ellion didn't understand most of it, but he enjoyed listening to Heinrich.

It gave him the feeling that a means to save Daisy was steadily being created.


On one side of the castle ruins, Alia Grant was building fortifications with her knights.
After defeating the demons who had been stationed here and disposing of the corpses, they were rebuilding defenses since the ground had been plowed once with Heinrich's magic.

With the knight commander Alia personally cutting trees to make firewood, the knights below her were following her example and working diligently.
At first, Ellion had offered to help, but Alia refused.

Alia asked Ellion to patrol the perimeter of the castle ruins.
The reason was that since Lina, who was originally in charge of patrolling, had gone down to Robero with the wounded, it made sense for Ellion, who had the sharpest senses, to take her place.


Several days passed like that.

As Ellion sat quietly watching the forest, something caught his senses.

When Ellion extended his hand, the holy sword was summoned, emitting a pure white light at its tip.
Using the light of the holy sword as a signal, the knights around stopped what they were doing and drew their swords in unison.

Ellion slowly rose from his seat.

A quiet silence descended on the mountain.
At the sound of someone gulping from somewhere, Ellion shot forward.

"Oh, no!"

Ellion was puzzled by the urgent voice.

It was definitely the presence of a demon, but human words came out.
Well, he'd find out once he caught them.

Ellion saw the figure of a beastkin fleeing.
Increasing his speed a bit more, he was able to catch up right behind them.
Ellion swung the handle of the holy sword, not the blade, and struck the beastkin.

"Ugh!"

The beastkin collapsed and rolled on the ground.
Ellion approached the beastkin, pinned their upper body with his foot, pointed the holy sword at their neck, and asked.

"Were you trying to spy on us?"
"Y-yes! That's right!"

Ellion was a bit taken aback by the easy admission.
Still, he had to do what needed to be done.

"We're going back to the camp. If you show any sign of trying to escape, I'll cut you in half."
"Yes sir! I won't look away for a second!"


When Ellion returned to the camp, the knights were still on alert.
Alia approached Ellion.

"What's with that beastkin?"
"A demon who was trying to spy on us. They seem able to communicate, so I brought them in. Ah, knights, you can stand down now."

At Ellion's words, the knights who had been on alert with drawn swords began to return to their tasks.


Alia sat the beastkin on the ground and began the interrogation.

"Who sent you?"
"......"

When the beastkin remained silent, Alia looked at Ellion.

"It seems they can't communicate after all?"

Ellion placed the holy sword close to the beastkin's neck.

"I-I belong to the Demon Lord's 1st Corps! I was given a scouting mission to check the demon army's outposts!"

As the beastkin opened up, Ellion withdrew the holy sword. Alia wore an incredulous expression.

"If you were going to answer everything at once like that, why didn't you just answer earlier?"
"I-I wanted to play hard to get at least once. Hehe."
"...What kind of person is this?"

This seemed to be a first for Alia in her knight career. But she was the knight commander. She quickly regained her composure and asked the next question.

"Why are you suddenly checking outposts?"
"Well... my superior ordered me to."

Ellion brought the holy sword close to the neck again.

"I-it's really because I was ordered to! You two probably came to rescue your elf comrade who was captured by the Demon Lord's army recently, right? I think the higher-ups judged there would be a rescue team because of that!"

Ellion and Alia looked at each other.

'Do they not know Lina escaped?'

They felt something strange about the beastkin's words, but they didn't voice it.

Either Spanyada had concealed Lina's escape, or the Demon Lord's side was restricting information.
Two possibilities came to mind, but they dismissed the former as questionable, and the latter seemed to lack a clear reason.

However, it was clear that something had gone wrong on the Demon Lord's side as well.


"If a scout like you doesn't return, demons will come to check the situation here."
"...I guess so? If you let me go, I'll report that nothing happened. Please spare me."

Seeing the beastkin wringing their hands and groveling, Alia narrowed her eyes and said.

"I've been thinking this, but aren't you being too submissive?"
"I don't want to die yet. Being defiant won't increase my chances of survival, so what's wrong with being a bit servile? It's better to tell what I know and live."
"Didn't you consider that we might just get the information and kill you?"
"How important could the information a low-ranking person like me knows be? And if you were planning to kill me anyway, you'd do it whether I talk or not, right?"

That was true.
Alia looked at Ellion.

"What will you do?"
"I'll ask just one more thing."


Ellion looked at the beastkin and asked what he had been curious about.

"Why can you speak the human language?"

In all his battles with demons, this was the first time he'd encountered one who spoke the human language.
There were exceptions like Spanyada, but she was also a succubus and might have learned through her magical abilities, so he didn't count that case.

"By the Demon Lord's order, the Demon Lord's army is learning the human language. We need to know the human language to negotiate with humans. Since humans have no intention of learning the demon language, our side has to humble ourselves first, that's what the Demon Lord said."

The Demon Lord has such thoughts?
Ellion recalled the prophecy that had changed recently.

'A hero named Ellion will bring harmony between humans and demons.'

Assuming the beastkin's words were true, it seemed that if the other side had such a mindset, things might not be so bleak.
Perhaps knowing that Daisy was fighting had softened his heart a bit.

But for now, Daisy's safe return was the priority.
Harmony with demons was something to consider only after dealing with Spanyada.


Ellion made his decision.

"Let them go."
"Really? Thank you! Thank you!"
"Are you sure about this?"

To Alia's question, Ellion shrugged and answered lightly.

"I don't think it matters either way. If this one pretends not to have seen us, we'll let it slide. If not, we'll just kill all the demons that come."

Ellion glared at the beastkin.

"You wouldn't want to meet me again, would you?"
"O-of course not! That goes without saying. Hahaha..."
"Then go."
"Yes, thank you!"

As soon as the words were finished, the beastkin quickly ran into the forest.
Ellion, who had been carefully watching the direction, moved his feet.

"I'll be going too."
"Where are you going?"

To Alia's question, Ellion gave a slight smile.

"I'm going to follow that beastkin. I'll spy on them in return to assess their scale. I said what I said, but if they really attack, our knights will be harmed. If things go wrong, I should fight them on their turf. Please take care of the camp's security, Lady Grant."

What could a knight commander say when the hero decided to do something?
Instead of offering an opinion, Alia simply said one brief thing.

"Be careful."
"Thank you for your concern."


Ellion instantly entered the forest.
In the distance, he could see the beastkin running hard.

Beastkin were naturally more sensitive than humans.
But not as much as Ellion, the hero who received God's prophecy.
Ellion followed the beastkin while maintaining an appropriate distance.

Ellion suddenly recalled the times when he used to chase after sheep that had run away while he was shepherding, and it put him in a good mood.
He followed the beastkin while entertaining idle thoughts like, "Maybe I should raise a few sheep with Daisy later?"


After traveling for some time like that.

Ellion's eyes caught sight of a demon outpost.
He quickly climbed up a tall tree and concealed his presence.


The beastkin entered the outpost, panting.

"The last scout has returned!"

At someone's shout, a huge minotaur emerged from a tent.
From the descriptions obtained through the knight order, Ellion recognized him as the 1st Corps Commander, Kaurus.

"Report."

The beastkin caught their breath in front of Kaurus.

'Now, what will you say?'

As Ellion watched intently, the beastkin opened their mouth.

"I found the human hero! To the west of here... Aaargh!"
"W-what's happening!"

Ellion had infiltrated the outpost and slammed the beastkin's head into the ground.
While all the demons were surprised, only Ellion remained composed.

"We meet again?"
"H-hieek! H-h-hero! Commander, save me...!"

THUD!

As Ellion applied force with his hand, the beastkin's head burst open.
After wiping the blood and brain matter on his hand with the beastkin's clothes, Ellion stood up.

The 1st Corps Commander Kaurus was staring intently at the hero Ellion.

Ch.32 - 32. The Right to Choose
# 32. The Right to Choose

Kaurus felt an immense pressure from Elion standing before him.
Even though Elion was merely looking around without taking any particular action, Kaurus could feel his body tensing up.

The prophesied warrior who received the blessing of the god Lagianos and could wield the holy sword.

Such an overwhelming presence that he had never encountered in his entire life.
Cold sweat trickled down Kaurus's back.
It felt like standing before an apex predator that he could never defeat.


As Elion lightly waved his hand, the holy sword suddenly appeared, emitting a brilliant light.

Facing that dazzling light, Kaurus felt a sense of unfairness.
Demons must also be creations of the gods, just like humans, so why did the gods give such weapons only to humans?
Why did they issue such a prophecy that would lead to the death of a good person like Byron?

Swallowing this absurdity that he couldn't question anyone about, Kaurus fixed his gaze on Elion.
He focused intently, eyes wide open, thinking that if he lost concentration for even a moment, his life would be forfeit.


But instead of moving to cut down the demon, Elion raised his finger and pointed at Kaurus.

"You're Kaurus, the 1st Corps Commander, right? Can you speak the human language too?"
"...Yes."

Kaurus wondered why Elion was suddenly asking such a question.
Elion rested the holy sword on his shoulder and said,

"I'll give you a choice as well."
"A choice?"
"Yes, I dealt with the one who just died according to his own choice. I'll give you options too. Pack your things and return to Neswith immediately, in front of my eyes. Then I'll spare you. But if you refuse, I'll kill everyone."

Kaurus was dumbfounded by Elion's words.
The demon soldiers around him looked at each other, unable to hide their bewilderment.
With wounded pride, Kaurus gritted his teeth and said,

"...You're quite confident. You think you alone can kill all of us?"

Elion glanced around at the glaring eyes of the demons and smirked.
Then, instantly wiping the expression from his face, he said,

"Feel free to test me."

Kaurus froze completely.
He felt like his heart had dropped.
The pressure from before had been tremendous, but now it was beyond words.

Thud, thud.
Some demons couldn't withstand it anymore and collapsed as their legs gave way.

It was suffocating.
It felt like it might be better to just die right there.
Just when his mind was overwhelmed with terror, the warrior released his pressure.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Breath rushed in and out roughly.
Sweat covered his entire body, and his strength drained away.


"Now, make your choice."

Kaurus barely regained his senses at the warrior's voice.

"Whether to return."

Following the warrior's words and retreating would be a severe blow to his pride. It would be truly humiliating. If it were up to his feelings alone, he would swing his axe at the warrior regardless of whether he lived or died.

"Or to die."

But not only his life but also the lives of his subordinates hung on this choice.

Kaurus looked at his subordinates.
Young faces stared back at him with anxious expressions.
The demons here were the talents who would lead Neswith's future.

For the first time in his life, Kaurus swallowed his pride.

"We're withdrawing."




Elion quietly watched as the demons dismantled their encampment.
The way the demons took down their camp wasn't much different from how the knights would do it, which made it feel tedious.
Occasionally some demons would glance at him, but for the most part, they focused on their tasks.

Elion wasn't sure if sending them back was the right thing to do.
But he found value in resolving the situation through communication without further bloodshed.
He had offered them a choice, and he had acted according to their decision, establishing his own standard of sorts.



Eventually, the demons finished dismantling their camp, packed their belongings, and lined up.

"Move out."

At Kaurus's command, the demons began descending the mountain in a line.
After watching his subordinates descend for a while, Kaurus approached Elion.

"I have a question."
"Go ahead."
"Why did you give us a choice?"

Elion looked at Kaurus impassively.
Kaurus continued,

"With your power, you could have killed us all and eliminated any future threat without doing this. But you didn't. Why?"

Elion looked up at the sky and said,

"I'm not a pleasure killer."
"..."
"I don't like fighting or war. I just wanted to be a shepherd in my hometown."

Elion's expression turned bitter. Kaurus quietly observed him.

"I'm only doing this because a prophecy suddenly came down, and because I'm the only one who can do it."
"..."
"What are you demons fighting for?"


Kaurus recalled the time when his family was killed by humans.

"We fight to survive."

He remembered the conversation he had when he first met Byron.

"You humans see us demons as monsters and try to kill us."

Kaurus was still afraid of Elion, but somehow, he could look him straight in the eyes now.

"We have families, language, and culture. We're not much different from humans, elves, or dwarves. But humans never even tried to see that. We're talking now because I learned the human language, otherwise I would have died by your hand earlier."
"...I see."

Elion got up and dusted himself off.

"You should go down now too. You're not thinking of sending your subordinates ahead and then challenging me alone, are you?"
"I'd be lying if I said I hadn't considered it... but after our conversation, I've lost the mood."
"You talk about 'mood' like this is some game."

Elion started walking toward the ruins.

"Tell the Demon King this as well. If he doesn't cross the line first, I have no intention of fighting. And..."

Elion turned to look at Kaurus.

"Tell him that Spanyada has already crossed the line, so I'll deal with that bastard one way or another."


*


Ugh, I'm exhausted.
Opening portals back and forth between Kaurus's territory and Gremlin Gorge several times has drained me.
Opening portals seems to consume more magical power than I thought.

"Hey! Spanyada! We need to go back to the gorge! What are you doing?"

That damn Gremlin bastard won't give me a break.

"I'm low on magical power. I think I need to rest."
"No, that's why we're going back to the gorge to rest. Why are you trying to rest on the roadside?"

Oh, we're done for today?
You should have said so earlier.


Buzz- Buzz-
Just then, a vibration sound came from Bako's pocket.

"Just a moment."

Bako asked for my understanding and took out a communication device from his pocket.

-This is the Demon King's Castle Communication Department. Is this the 2nd Corps Commander?
"Yes, what is it?"
-The Demon King has ordered you to pick up the 1st Corps Commander along with the 3rd Corps Commander and come to the castle.

What? Why me?

"Isn't Kaurus roaming around the Sidnis Mountains? How are we supposed to find him in such a vast area?"
-The 1st Corps Commander is currently at the location where you captured the elf, 2nd Corps Commander.
"Oh, there? Alright."

After ending the communication, Bako looked at me.

"You heard that? Let's go."

Sigh, I'm tired and can't even rest, and now another portal?
...No, wait.
Actually, isn't it better that I can rest in a bed at the Demon King's castle instead of the Gremlin cave?
Yeah, that's right. Think positively.



I crossed the portal with Bako.
Before us appeared a cannon and a distant forest. Kaurus and his subordinates were lined up where trees had been destroyed by cannon fire.

As we approached, Kaurus immediately said to me,

"I have a favor to ask before we go to the Demon King's castle."
"You're asking me? What is it?"

A request from Kaurus, of all people, who used to talk behind my back?
I was quite curious.

"Could you use a portal to take my subordinates to my territory first?"

Is this bastard treating me like a bus service or what?

"Ah, we were in your territory setting up cannons before coming here. Spanyada can open a portal for you."

Why are you agreeing for me, you bastard?

"Wow! We can finally rest!"
"Home at last!"

D-damn it! Don't cheer!

"Thank you, 3rd Corps Commander!"
"Sob, to offer such unexpected help!"

Y-you beast-folk, don't look at me with those sparkling eyes!



Somehow I ended up back in Kaurus's territory.
I was even more tired, but seeing the beast-folk so happy somewhat soothed my mind and body.

Then I overheard Bako and Kaurus talking behind me.

"Kaurus, you moved without giving your troops any rest? That's not like you. Why did you do that?"
"...There was a good reason. I'll tell you everything when we get to the castle."
"Hey, Spanyada! Let's go to the Demon King's castle now!"

Come to think of it, that Gremlin bastard acts friendly but seems to order me around the most.




"Everyone's here."

We arrived at Byron's office.
Byron spoke with a serious expression.

"I called you here because of the human warrior."

Elion?

"Kaurus, tell Bako and Spanyada about what you experienced."
"Understood."

The story that came from Kaurus's mouth was unbelievable.
Not only did Elion spare the demons, but the part where he said he wouldn't fight the Demon King if he didn't cross the line first was shocking.


The prophecy Elion received was clearly about beheading the Demon King.
But directly defying such a prophecy meant resisting the gods.
Unlike the modern world where gods are mere figments of imagination, in this game world, gods definitely existed.
No matter how much of a prophesied warrior Elion was, standing against the gods was unthinkable...

Something is seriously wrong here.


Then Byron nodded, arms crossed.

"This might actually be a good thing. If we can avoid conflict with the warrior, our demons will shed less blood. Moreover, seeing how he tried to resolve the situation through dialogue with Kaurus, future issues might also be resolved through conversation."

Then Byron looked at me with an uneasy expression.

"But as expected, the biggest obstacle is you, Spanyada."

Huh? Me?

Ch.33 - 33. Meeting
# 33. Meeting

What did I do to become a stumbling block?

"If you hadn't stolen the hero's lover's body, things might have turned out better."

Ah, that? I think so too.
That was just Spanyada being a total troll.

Because of this incident, Ellion eventually went crazy and killed not only Spanyada herself but also Kaurus and Byron by his own hands.

So I decided to keep my mouth shut and not respond to Byron's words.
Kaurus glanced at me once before continuing the conversation.

"Come to think of it, the human hero said something before he left. That Spanyada had already crossed the line, and he would deal with her somehow..."

Hmm...
This probably wasn't a story Kaurus made up just because he disliked Spanyada.
Ellion would definitely try anything to get Daisy back.
Especially after hearing from Rina that Daisy hadn't disappeared inside Spanyada but was still fighting.

Byron sighed deeply and asked me.

"How is the separation of the hero's lover from your body progressing?"
"No progress at all. I've just been dragged around opening portals."

Bako shouted angrily at my words.

"Hey! Are you saying it's my fault?!"
"I haven't seen the healer we were supposed to research with for quite some time."

Bako trembled with anger, and Byron sighed.
Only Kaurus seemed unable to grasp the situation, staring blankly at us.

"Are you planning to use the hero's lover as a negotiation tool?"
"No, it's just... *sigh*..."

In response to Kaurus's question, Byron kept sighing deeply before starting to explain how Rina had escaped.
As the story progressed, Kaurus's expression toward me gradually distorted.
His look was so blatantly one of staring at an idiot that it made me feel bad.

Kaurus shifted his gaze from me to Byron.

"What's the plan going forward? It would be ideal if we could achieve our goal without combat..."
"But that's just an extremely hopeful observation. We can't fully trust it yet. The human hero's actions might simply be a whim. We need to make contact with the human hero a few more times before we can determine a clear direction."

Byron closed his eyes as if trying to think.
Silence filled the office.

I was also conflicted.
Who would have thought that the variable would emerge on Ellion's side rather than the demon side where I currently am?
This situation was beyond what I knew from the game or could gather from Nyada's memories.

There's no choice.
To break through this situation, I need to secure information quickly...

"I'll contact the human hero and negotiate."

I need to meet Ellion directly.

"What?"

Byron and the two corps commanders looked at me in surprise at my declaration.

"Are you in your right mind? Have you forgotten what you did? The human hero only wants to beat you to a pulp."
"Bako's right. It's suicidal. Besides, in the current situation, there's a high chance the hero's lover will emerge as soon as you meet the hero. She might completely side with the humans, so you absolutely must not meet the hero."

Bako and Byron started trying to stop me.
Especially Byron's logic was impossible to counter.
I knew it wouldn't happen since I had fabricated the whole thing, but I couldn't pretend to know this, so I couldn't refute it.

But if defense is impossible, one must move forward even while taking hits.

"Even if the hero's lover tries to emerge, I'll suppress her. Last time I was caught off guard because it was the first time, but now I know what to expect, so I won't easily lose control of the body."
"Can you prove that? As you said, last time was the first time and this would only be the second. Your claim that you won't lose control is just that—your claim."

Byron presented a logical argument. I responded with a desperate strategy.

"I'll go with Kaurus."
"...Me, suddenly?"
"The human hero and Kaurus have become acquainted now. It will be easier to talk. Besides, even if the hero's lover emerges, someone of Kaurus's caliber should be able to handle it."

In response to my desperate move, Byron looked at Kaurus once before turning his gaze back to me.

"This might be a bit unfair to Kaurus, but if portals or something similar are used, it would be impossible to handle. There's also the possibility of magic being fired at allies in a critical moment."

Kaurus nodded in agreement with Byron's words, showing no signs of displeasure.
Why is this guy so good at self-objectivity?

"I'll wear a magic control device. Then even if the hero's lover emerges, she won't be able to use magic and will just be an ordinary human woman's body, so she can be easily subdued."

Byron looked at me with an expression of incomprehension.

"What's your reason for wanting to meet the hero so badly that you'd even control your magic?"

Now, what would Spanyada answer here?
If I think about why Spanyada stole Daisy's body, the answer is simple. There's a really trashy reason.

"Obviously, to see the hero's face."

Silence fell over the office.
Bako spoke with a bewildered expression.

"Is her brain already completely controlled by the hero's lover?"
"That's not what I mean! Why do you think I took this woman's body? To make the hero suffer! I want to see his distorted face when he realizes his lover has been taken! And you're telling me to stay in the rear all this time? I can't do that!"

I used Spanyada's motivation to force my way.
Truly, even I think it's a pathetic reason.
But everyone here knows that Spanyada is trash enough to do such garbage things for such pathetic reasons.

Byron closed his eyes tightly, rubbing his forehead as he spoke.
His voice trembled slightly.

"So... even if you're not the main negotiator, you want to at least watch for your own amusement?"
"That's right."

Everyone seemed speechless at my... no, Spanyada's shamelessness.
Spanyada really is an unspeakable piece of trash.

At that moment, Bako, who had been dumbfounded for a while, cautiously raised his hand.

"Then can't just Kaurus go? Why add to our worries by sending Spanyada along?"

Huh?

"Right. Let's do as Bako says. Kaurus, I'm sorry, but you'll need to go to the Sidnis Mountains once more."
"I accept the order."

Wait, why is this suddenly moving so fast?

"Byron! I want to go too!"
"You follow Bako and continue placing the cannons. That's all. Everyone, dismissed."

Faced with this clear dismissal, I had no choice but to leave the office.

I'm screwed.
I shouldn't have tried to use Spanyada's shamelessness.
As always, Spanyada is no help at all.

Bako patted my back and said,

"Hey, you pathetic thing. Why would you bring up personal reasons in a matter that concerns the future of demonkind? You're lucky Byron didn't punch you in the face."

I used this method because Byron already had the image of a pushover in my mind.
Actually, you're more annoying for shutting down my passionate speech with just one word.
They say the sister-in-law who tries to stop you is more hateful, and you, Bako, are exactly that.

Ah, whatever.
I'll have to think about how to deal with this after seeing what conversation Kaurus has with Ellion.
For today, I might as well enjoy the softness of the Demon King's castle bed.

*

Byron had his head down on the table.
Recently, he had been feeling doubtful about his ability to lead the demons well.
He even thought about whether he should beat them into submission to make them listen.

Knock knock.

"Come in."

Byron raised himself from the table at the sound of knocking on the office door.
As he was smoothing down the hair stuck to his forehead, Kaurus entered.

"Your Majesty."

Byron felt dizzy.
For some reason, Kaurus spoke casually when with others, but when they were alone, he used formal titles and extreme honorifics.
Shouldn't it normally be the other way around?

"I have something to say about Spanyada."

Byron recalled what he had said in front of Kaurus before.
He had said that if Spanyada made a mistake, he would strip her of her corps commander position and punish her.
Was he here to talk about that because of the issue with letting the elf escape?

"Speak."
"I will take Spanyada with me to the negotiation."

Surprised by this completely unexpected statement, Byron became fully alert and asked Kaurus to explain his reasoning.

"We need to confirm where Spanyada's loyalties lie—with the hero or with demonkind."
"..."
"If Spanyada can suppress the hero's lover when meeting the hero, I'll simply bring her back. But if she loses control and the hero's lover emerges, I'll hand her over."

Byron's mind went blank at Kaurus's words.
He was doing all this for the sake of demonkind, yet Kaurus was suggesting handing over a fellow demon to humans.

"If we do end up handing her over, it would make a good gift for coexistence. By sacrificing just Spanyada, everyone could benefit."
"...We can't sell out our own kind."
"That's not what this is. It's making her take responsibility for her own actions. Wasn't it Spanyada who brought things to this state by kidnapping the hero's lover?"
"..."
"I told you before. Spanyada lacks responsibility. Even in this situation, she's not taking responsibility but instead wants to create trouble for her own amusement. Is that acceptable behavior? Honestly, I want to say she should be stripped of her corps commander position."

Byron and Kaurus's gazes met in midair.
Kaurus looked directly at Byron as he continued.

"As I said, if she can suppress the hero's lover, I'll bring her back. If you don't trust me, you can send someone to accompany us."

Byron's mind was in turmoil.
Spanyada's fate, the future of demonkind, and the hero and his lover.

After a while, Byron, who had been lost in thought, made his decision.
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The dining hall was bustling with the clatter of dishes and the noise of chatter.
But amidst all that noise, something else was disturbing my ears.

"Where should we go next? How about the sea? The enemy could come by ship, you know. We could blow them up before they land and turn them into fish food."

Ever since he started using my portal, why does he have so many places he wants to go?
If I keep hanging around this guy, I feel like we'll end up wandering all over Neswith.

I tore off a piece of bread, brought it to my mouth, and said:

"Still, I want to spend a few days with the healer to find a way to separate the body."
"Hmm, right. That's urgent too."

Bako lifted his soup bowl and drank directly from it.

"Slurp. This time I'll let you have your way."
"Anyone listening would think it's your portal to use."
"Come on, let's share it a bit."

Bastard.

As I was bickering with Bako over our meal, I saw a familiar face approaching from a distance.

"Chebet."
"Have you been well, 3rd Corps Commander?"

As Chebet approached, Bako waved at him. Chebet bowed his head to Bako in greeting, then looked at me.

"So, what brings you here?"
"Do I need a reason to seek you out, Commander?"
"Don't you always?"

Chebet smiled awkwardly, as if I'd hit the mark.

"Yes, you're right. I came because there's a matter to discuss."

See? I told you he wouldn't seek me out for personal reasons.

Chebet cleared his throat once and put on a businesslike expression.

"3rd Corps Commander. You need to attend a meeting to speak with the human hero."
"...What?"
"Huh? What's that about? When we talked with Byron yesterday, he told us to position the cannons."

Exactly.
Byron clearly opposed me meeting with the hero.
What change of heart happened in just one day?

"As I'm merely delivering orders, I don't know the exact reason. Anyway, 3rd Corps Commander, please come to the Demon Lord's office when you finish your meal. That is all."

Chebet left the dining hall.
I tried to guess Byron's intentions, but couldn't come up with an answer.
Bako spoke with disappointment:

"Ah, then I'll have to return to the ravine alone."
"Send my regards to my subordinates in the ravine."
"Will do."

Since I had nothing to prepare, I headed straight to Byron's office after finishing my meal.
When I knocked on the door, I heard a voice from inside telling me to enter.

Byron was sitting at his desk, with Kaurus and Chebet standing in front of him.

"You came faster than I expected."
"I came right after eating."
"Good. Now that everyone's here, I'll explain."

Byron took out an envelope and placed it on the desk.

"From now on, you will enter the Sidnis Mountains to find the human hero. And deliver this letter. This is not about fighting. Try to engage in dialogue no matter what. If the hero asks questions, answer them unless they involve highly classified information."

Byron looked at each of our faces intently before continuing.

"It's a simple task, but one that requires risking your lives. Your survival may depend on the hero's actions. So if anyone wants to back out now, speak up."

I have no intention of backing out.
For my own safety and Daisy's future, I needed more information.

Besides, contrary to Byron's concerns, I'm not in any danger.
By now, Ellion must have heard from Lina that Daisy is still with me, so he absolutely cannot harm me.

I don't know what Kaurus and Chebet are thinking, but neither of them said they wanted to back out either.

A solemn atmosphere settled in the office.
With our silent agreement, Byron nodded slightly and broke the silence.

"Very well. Return safely. That is all."

After leaving the office, I asked Kaurus:

"Should we go to the place where I picked you up?"
"Let's first go to the ogre village nearby. There's something we need to take."

You mean the village where Chief Kuryus and Gulrumba are?

I opened a portal and moved to the front of the ogre village.
As if he'd been notified in advance, Kuryus was waiting in front of the village.

"Have you been well?"
"Yes. How is Gulrumba?"
"Of course. He's healthy and doing well."

As we were exchanging brief greetings, Kaurus stepped forward and interrupted our conversation.

"Where is the item I requested?"
"Ah, here it is. Please take it."

Kuryus held out a leather pouch he had been holding.
I wonder what's inside? Since Byron said not to fight, it probably isn't a weapon.

After checking the contents of the pouch, Kaurus approached me.

"Hold out both hands."

Huh? Is it for me?
I extended my palms forward.

Click.

The object wasn't placed on my palms, but on my wrists. Or rather, "locked" would be the right word.

Shit, am I being arrested?

"It's a magic suppressor. Since we discussed this in the office yesterday, you know why you're wearing it, right?"
"...Of course."

It was to control me in case Daisy emerged and could use magic.
Since I had suggested it myself, I couldn't even complain.

Wow, the magic power in my body really can't move.
Just to be sure, I tried extending my hand to the side to open a portal.
But nothing happened, probably because the magic suppressor was working properly.

"But is there a need to wear this already? Couldn't I put it on right before meeting the hero?"
"The hero's location might have changed. We're preparing in advance with the mindset that we could encounter them anywhere in the mountains."

I'm screwed.
Having to climb mountains without being able to use magic.
And to wander around this enormous mountain range to find one Ellion?
My thighs and calves were going to explode.

"Let's move now."
"W-wait!"

Everyone looked at me when I shouted urgently.

"Kuryus! Could you bring me some warm clothes that would fit me?"

Since using magic, I'd been able to withstand the cold because magic power assisted my body, but as soon as my magic was sealed, I started feeling the cold.
If I wander around the mountains like this, I'll definitely catch a cold.

The clothes Kuryus brought were too big for me. Since it was an ogre village, even the smallest size would be too large for a human woman like me.
I draped the clothes over my shoulders and wrapped the sleeves around my neck, tying them. Then I used a string to cinch it tightly at the waist, and cut off the parts that were dragging on the ground. Only then could I make it fit.

But dressed like this, I really do look like I'm being taken into custody.
I don't like this feeling.

"Now, let's depart."

The Sidnis Mountains, which I hadn't climbed in a long time, were still cold.

If I hadn't wrapped myself in clothes, I would have been shivering.
But with my hands bound and clothes wrapped around my entire body, climbing the mountain was very uncomfortable. My gait was so wobbly that if I fell, I might roll all the way down the mountain.

Ah, I should have brought Gulrumba along when we stopped at the ogre village.
If he had ridden on my shoulder, I could have moved comfortably.
I regret my stupidity for only thinking about clothes.

"Let's pick up the pace. At this rate, we won't reach our destination as planned."

W-wait!

"In this state, it's difficult to go faster."

Kaurus looked me over once and sighed.

"Chebet. Take care of Spanyada."
"Yes. Excuse me, Lady Spanyada."

What? How is Chebet going to take care of me?
But my worry was unfounded. Chebet wrapped one arm around my waist and lifted me up effortlessly.
Why is he so strong?

"Let's go."

At Kaurus's command, we began climbing the mountain at an incredibly fast pace.
It was amazing to see the scenery changing so rapidly as we moved, but the cold wind hitting my face at that speed made it hard to stay focused.

"Here it is. This is where I met the human hero."

At Kaurus's voice, I gathered my wits and looked around to find we had arrived at a place with a wide clearing.

"The dead scout only mentioned the west. Since the western area from here is your jurisdiction, Spanyada, I'd appreciate your guidance."

I can't help much if you suddenly ask me like that.

"I can use portals, so I don't really memorize paths."
"...I see. Alright then. Let's just head west and see."

Once again, I was carried by Chebet, the cold wind hitting my face. After traveling for some time, Kaurus shouted:

"Stop!"

Swoosh—
Because we stopped so suddenly while running, my body swayed from the momentum.
Chebet carefully set me down on the ground.

"What is it?"
"Someone's coming."

What's coming? You need to explain properly...

...Huh?
Suddenly, goosebumps covered my entire body.

The pressure I felt when I first encountered Spanyada in the alley could be dismissed as trivial compared to the tremendous fear I was feeling now.
What on earth...

"I clearly gave you a choice once, so why have you come again?"

This voice...

A man walking from the distance.
At the familiar sight, my fear disappeared and my heart began to race.

"Words aren't enough to..."

Ellion's words were cut off, and the aura emanating from his body suddenly vanished.
Regardless of Kaurus and Chebet's presence, Ellion was staring intently at me alone.

I stared back into Ellion's eyes.
No words were necessary.

We just kept looking at each other as if only the two of us existed in the world.
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The emotions reflected in Elion's eyes were longing, affection, possessiveness. And also anger and disgust.
The former were feelings directed at Daisy, the latter at Spanyada.
I could also sense his frustration and confusion at experiencing such contradictory emotions toward one person.

But I, being neither Daisy nor Spanyada, felt guilty under that gaze.
It didn't matter what happened to Spanyada since I'd already dealt with him, but I was essentially occupying Daisy's body.
Even if I pretended to be Daisy in front of Elion, it would still be a lie since I wasn't the real Daisy.
I was deceiving Elion.

Throb.

For some reason, my chest ached.
Elion was looking at me but couldn't truly see me.

This feels strange.
Why are my emotions so stirred by Elion?
Is it because he was the protagonist I played in the game?
Or perhaps the Daisy within me is influencing my feelings again.

Whatever the reason, it doesn't matter.
Right now, I just want to take in the sight of Elion.

How long had I been staring at Elion?
Suddenly, I realized that not only Elion but also Kaurus and Chebet were watching me.

Three people staring at me intently.
This is rather embarrassing.

To defuse this awkward situation, I spoke sharply to Kaurus.

"What are you looking at? Get to work."

Kaurus looked at me for a moment before turning to Elion.
Elion was still watching me with a complicated expression.

"Human Hero. We didn't come to fight. As proof, I brought no weapons, and Spanyada is wearing a magic control device."
"......"

Elion briefly glanced at Kaurus before looking back at me.

"We've brought a letter from His Majesty the Demon King. We have no other intentions. We came to talk."

Kaurus took out Byron's envelope and waved it. It was likely an attempt to catch Elion's attention, but Elion's gaze remained fixed on me.
Kaurus grew anxious seeing that Elion showed no interest in him.

"Hero. This is for the sake of our demon race, but also for you humans. Please accept His Majesty's letter."
"......"
"Hero!"

Only then did Elion look at Kaurus.
Elion's eyes were empty as he gazed at Kaurus.

"You said you came to talk, right?"
"...Yes."
"Then wait a moment. This doesn't seem like something I should discuss alone, so I'll consult with my companions."
"Understood."

When Elion left, Chebet, who had been standing beside me, slumped down.
His already pale face looked even paler, so I gently patted his back.

Kaurus didn't look much better either.
I could see he was sweating profusely.

"Spanyada."
"What?"
"You seemed dazed. Are you alright? Is the hero's lover trying to emerge? How much control do you have over the body right now?"

Ah, right. That was the setup.
I'd forgotten while staring at Elion.

"I'm suppressing her well, so don't worry too much. Last time I was caught off guard because it was something I never expected."
"Then... that's good."
"How about you? You don't look well."
"Honestly, I want to run away."

Hmm... I didn't expect the word "escape" to come from Kaurus's mouth.

"Fear once imprinted on the mind doesn't easily fade. If I weren't carrying out Byron's orders, I would have tucked my tail and fled."

A bitter smile flashed across Kaurus's face as he wiped away his sweat.
Though it disappeared quickly, it left a strong impression on me.

After waiting for a while, I could see Elion approaching from a distance.
Beside him was the female knight with a greatsword as tall as herself strapped to her back, walking proudly—Knight Commander Alia Grant. I was a bit excited to see her in person for the first time.
I'd already met Lina before, and I'd probably get a chance to meet Heinrich someday too.

Alia spotted me and her eyes widened. Then she looked back and forth between Elion and me.
Elion, once again fixing his gaze on me, spoke.

"Did you wait long?"

Kaurus answered instead of me.

"No, you came back sooner than expected."

Kaurus took out the envelope from his chest and held it out.

"We don't know what's written inside. We brought it exactly as we received it from His Majesty, so please read it."

Elion approached Kaurus and took the envelope, but even during that brief moment, he continued to stare at me.
Perhaps because he was closer now, Elion's gaze felt more intense.

After taking the envelope, Elion moved back to Alia's side.
He immediately opened the envelope, which contained two letters.
Each letter had "Human Hero" and "King Robe" written on the outside.

Elion handed the letter addressed to "King Robe" to Alia and began to slowly read his own letter.
"He looks somehow cool when he's concentrating, which made my cheeks heat up for some reason. Thankfully, the cold temperature of the Sidnis Mountains meant no one noticed."

The letter's contents weren't very long, as Elion soon raised his head to look at us.

"I want to communicate with the Demon King. Is that possible?"

At Elion's words, Kaurus's expression brightened slightly.
Thinking things were going well, Kaurus urged Chebet.
Chebet took out a communication device from his pocket. After a brief vibration, Byron's voice echoed from it.

"Chebet, how are things progressing?"
"Still in progress. The human hero has requested communication with you, Your Majesty."
"I see. Hand the device to the human hero."

Soon the communication device was passed to Elion.

Elion and Byron talking to each other—this was unprecedented.
In the game, Elion went berserk because of Spanyada who had stolen Daisy's body, and without a single conversation, he started slaughtering demons on sight. Kaurus and Byron died that way, but now, something I'd never seen before was about to happen.

"I am Elion. Are you the Demon King?"
"Yes. I am Byron. Have you read the letter?"
"Yes. I roughly understand the circumstances of the demon side. I also understand why you claim to be the Demon King."
"I appreciate your understanding."
"However."

The peaceful conversation was interrupted.
Tension filled the air. The situation could change drastically depending on what came out of Elion's mouth next. Everyone present was on edge.
Perhaps even Byron on the other side of the communication device.

"I absolutely cannot agree until Daisy is returned to me."
"...I'm sure I wrote about that in the letter?"
"I might try to trust other demons, but I cannot trust Spanyada. I cannot agree to anything led by Spanyada."

Huh? What am I leading?
What on earth was written in that letter to provoke such a reaction?

"Then what do you want?"

Elion looked straight at me.

"Hand over Daisy... Spanyada... now."

In the end, Elion's top priority was Daisy.
This was the same Elion who chose suicide even after killing the Demon King and receiving the cheers of Robe's citizens. Daisy meant that much to him.

Byron couldn't answer easily.
This wasn't simply about releasing a human hostage.
It was equivalent to handing over a corps commander, and the other party harbored tremendous resentment toward that commander.

"...What do you intend to do with Spanyada if you take her?"
"Our mages are currently working on a method to separate Daisy and Spanyada. We will find a way to separate them again."
"No, we are also—"
"And that's being led by Spanyada, isn't it? I'm saying that depending on who's doing it, I can't trust the same task."

I see.
Byron must have written in the letter that he ordered me to find a way to separate Daisy. He probably wrote that he would safely return Daisy to Elion once separated.
And now Elion is saying he can't trust that and wants to research through Heinrich instead.

"Fine. Let's say you separate them. Can you guarantee you won't kill Spanyada?"
"When the magic is complete, I'll invite you before using it. We'll separate Daisy and Spanyada in front of you. Then I'll take Daisy, and you'll take Spanyada. Peace negotiations will begin after that."
"......"
"We'll stay here for a while to continue our research. You may send a communication officer to maintain regular contact."
"Give me some time to think."

Byron is probably wondering if Elion will truly keep his promise.
Peace can only be achieved when there is mutual trust.
But in a situation where Elion has declared he cannot trust Spanyada, Byron must be racking his brain over whether it's right to hand over Spanyada.

Of course, only I know that Spanyada has been dead for a while now.

"I need to speak with my subordinates there for a moment."

Elion tossed the communication device toward Kaurus.

"Byron."
"Kaurus. How does Spanyada seem to you?"
"There were several times when she seemed dazed, but I think she was suppressing the hero's lover each time."

When was I ever dazed?
"I was just staring at Elion's face."

"Spanyada. What do you want to do? I'll respect your opinion as much as possible."

At Byron's words, everyone's eyes turned to me.

After gathering my thoughts, I slowly opened my mouth.
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"I don't mind. It might actually be interesting."

A moment of silence followed my answer.
But soon, I heard Byron's voice with a small breath through the communication channel.

"Alright... I understand."
"Don't worry too much. As long as I occupy this body, there's absolutely no chance of dying at the hands of a human warrior."

In the game, Elion killed Spanyada because he felt Daisy couldn't return and experienced tremendous despair.

But now it's different.
Since Elion knows Daisy is alive inside this body, the most he'll do is make me wear this magic control device.

"And Chebet. You'll need to temporarily stay with Spanyada as a communications officer. I'll send someone to relieve you later."
"Understood."
"Kaurus. You come back. Sorry, but you'll need to take over Spanyada's area for a while."
"I'll obey your command."

The demon side agreed to Elion's request.
When Kaurus informed Elion and Allia about this, they stepped away to discuss something before returning to us.

Allia showed us a letter marked "King Robe" and said:

"I will deliver this letter to His Majesty. When His Majesty responds, we'll let you know through the demon side's communications officer. If the demon side has any other requests for dialogue, please contact us through the communications officer."

With Allia's words, we realized there was nothing more to discuss.

The historic first conversation between humans and demons concluded somewhat anticlimactically.

Kaurus, who was taking a different path from us, pulled out a small key and tossed it to Elion.

"This is the key to the magic control device on Spanyada's arm. You'd better keep it."

Elion stared at the key quietly before putting it away.

Kaurus looked at me and Chebet with a worried expression and said:

"Take care of yourselves."

I never expected to hear such words from this guy. I'm seeing quite a few unexpected sides of Kaurus today.
Actually, if I weren't pretending to be Spanyada or if we had met as members of the same race, we might have gotten along well.
I don't dislike responsible guys like him.

"Don't worry."
"Please return safely as well, Commander."

In response to our farewell, Kaurus smirked before turning and leaving.

Now it was our turn to move, those of us who remained here.

"Follow me. We're going to where we're currently stationed."

Allia Grant took the lead.
I slowly walked while watching her back.

When I glanced behind, my eyes met Elion's.
Are you still looking at me? "You keep staring at me."

Elion didn't avoid my gaze.
He kept staring persistently, as if trying to see something else through my eyes.
Is he looking for Daisy inside?

After walking for some time,
I saw a familiar place.

An unnamed castle ruin. The place where I was kidnapped and woke up.
The only difference was that knights were visible instead of the demons who should have been here.

I suppose the demons who were here are all dead now.
Although I hadn't spoken with any of them, I might have seen them in passing. Thinking that they were dead and gone gave me a strange feeling.

As I was quietly looking around the ruins, I heard Elion's voice beside me.

"This is where you stole Daisy's body."

When I turned, Elion was looking at me with resentful eyes.

...It wasn't me. It was Spanyada.

I felt myself shrinking back.
I thought I was used to being blamed for Spanyada's actions, but maybe I wasn't?

*

Elion was going crazy.

'...Why, why are you making that expression?'

Clearly, Spanyada must be the one in control of the body right now.

But those actions, those gestures were so much like Daisy that his mind was in turmoil.
He felt guilty, as if he had snapped at Daisy instead.

It had been like that since they first met earlier.
The gaze that stared at him was so full of affection that he thought it was Daisy.

'It's to mess with you.'

He recalled what Spanyada had said in the capital plaza.

Could all of this be an act just to mess with him?
When his thoughts reached that point, Elion couldn't make sense of anything.

"Elion!"

He was finally able to regain his senses at the sound of someone calling his name.
Rina was approaching from a distance.

Rina hesitated momentarily upon seeing Spanyada but approached cautiously.

"We meet again, elf."
"Shut up, Spanyada. Go back inside and let Daisy out."
"That's not possible."

Rina, who had reacted irritably to Spanyada's greeting, turned to Elion.

"What's going on? I thought you were just going to talk, so why is she here?"
"Well, it was kind of an impulsive decision..."

Elion explained to Rina what he had discussed with the Demon King.
Rina glanced at Spanyada once, then pulled Elion aside and whispered:

"I'm more surprised the Demon King agreed. Is he trying to use Spanyada as a sacrificial pawn?"
"If that were the case, he wouldn't have assigned a communications officer. Well, only the Demon King knows the truth."
"But are you okay? You don't look good."
"I think the shock is greater than I expected."

Elion's expression was indeed poor.
He had tried to act normal in front of Spanyada, but there was no way he could be fine seeing someone who had stolen his loved one's body.

Rina patted Elion's shoulder.
Elion sighed deeply and asked Rina:

"You said Daisy came out when she was with you? How could you tell?"
"Well... the atmosphere and way of speaking suddenly changed. She also coughed up blood."

Elion voiced the ominous prediction that had been in his mind:

"...What if all of that was Spanyada's acting?"
"...Come on, no way. Why would Spanyada release me in that situation?"
"Who knows. It could all have been part of a plan."

Once the doubt began, it knew no end.
As Elion's expression grew darker, Rina tried to comfort him.

"It can't be. At that time, she truly seemed full of thoughts for you. No matter how good an actor Spanyada is, she couldn't fake that."

Rina felt the whole situation where Elion had to doubt Daisy was unfair.
It was frustrating that innocent people were suffering because of trash like Spanyada.

"Sigh... Rina, I need to go see Heinrich for a moment. Could you find a place for Spanyada and that demon woman to stay?"
"Sure. Don't think too seriously about it. Everything will be fine."
"Yeah, thanks."

As Rina took Spanyada and the communications officer away, Elion looked up at the sky.
Although he had said he would go see Heinrich, right now he just wanted to space out.

"Hero."

But that moment didn't last long due to a voice calling him.

Looking toward the voice, he saw Allia holding the "King Robe" letter she had received earlier.

"Ah, sorry, Lady Grant. I forgot you were here."
"It's alright. You look tired today, so I understand."

Allia smiled slightly and began to state her business.

"I'm heading to the royal palace right now. Is there anything you need me to bring back? Anything you need?"
"No, I don't particularly need... Oh."

Elion told Allia what had just occurred to him.

"Could you possibly withdraw the knights' reconnaissance team?"
"The knights? But we haven't found the Stellen family's head servant yet."
"We've captured Spanyada, who's higher-ranking, so that's enough. And..."

Elion hesitated a bit before carefully speaking.

"Spanyada will be staying here, and I'm not sure how she'll behave with Daisy's appearance. If she does something evil in front of the knights, it would tarnish Daisy's reputation."

"So you want to remove some of the watching eyes, is that it?"

Elion felt a bit embarrassed at her direct assessment.

"I'm sorry for bringing this up for such a personal reason..."
"No, I understand. However, we can't avoid having a few knights come and go periodically for supplies."

Elion felt somewhat relieved when Allia essentially agreed.

"That's a necessary task, of course. Thank you for understanding."

"Then I'll see you in a few days."

Allia gathered the knights and headed down to Robe.
She left some supplies for those who would continue staying here, and Elion noticed cooking utensils and ingredients among them.

'Since I sent all the knights down, we'll have to cook our own meals now.'

Elion regretted his decision for about ten minutes.

Ch.37 - 37. Stew
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Elion gauged the time by examining the angle of shadows on the ground.
Soon it would be time for Heinrich to come out of the building, complaining about being hungry.

Since things had turned out this way, he thought it would be better to prepare food and wait for Heinrich to come out rather than going to meet him.

Elion was somewhat skilled at cooking.
When he was young, he prepared his own meals while his parents were out tending sheep, and after growing up and becoming a hero, he learned various simple dishes while traveling around.
It meant that while he couldn't make elaborate dishes, he knew how to prepare reasonably decent meals.

Elion chopped potatoes and carrots into chunks, put them in a pot, and examined the meat.
Since this was a cold region, and they had been receiving regular supplies since occupying this place, the ingredients appeared to be fresh.

"Hero."

Elion looked up when he heard Heinrich's voice just as he was about to cut the meat.

"You're out early today."
"I heard some commotion and looked outside to see knights rushing about. Has something happened? Where have the knights gone, and why are you preparing a meal?"

Elion realized he hadn't told Heinrich, who had been cooped up inside the building, about his conversation with the demon folk.
After explaining what had happened over the past day, Heinrich wore an incredulous expression.

"...Wait, all this happened and you didn't tell me a word about it?"
"...I apologize."
"Hah, never mind. Since I know about your lover's situation, I won't say anything more."

Heinrich glanced at the ingredients in the pot.

"What are you making?"
"I was going to make stew. Is there anything you'd like to eat?"
"No, it's not that I want something specific... but I've been having digestive issues lately. Could you cut the ingredients into smaller pieces?"
"Of course."

Elion took out the potatoes and carrots from the pot and began to julienne them while Heinrich watched him intently before speaking.

"My research has hit a wall."

The rhythmic chopping sound stopped. Elion kept his gaze fixed on the potato he was cutting and asked.

"Why is that?"
"The theory is coming together to some extent. But..."
"But?"

Heinrich sighed and sat down on the floor.

"Research fundamentally involves trial and error through experimentation. But right now, there's no subject to test this magic on. I can't just bring in random people to merge their bodies and then try to separate them."
"...I see."
"Originally... I don't know what you'll think of this, but I was planning to capture some demon folk for experiments. But now that our approach is shifting toward dialogue with the demon folk, that's no longer possible."

It was a difficult situation.
Elion had no desire to use magic that wasn't even complete and could have unknown consequences on Daisy. And regardless of policy issues, he didn't want to use anyone else either.

"...I understand for now."

With those words, Elion resumed cutting the potatoes.

*

Surprisingly, the place I was now in was the same room where I first opened my eyes when I arrived here.
Who would have thought the vacant room Rina guided me to would be this one? It felt oddly welcoming.

I sat leaning against the wall, just as I had back then. It was strange how the posture came naturally after spending just a few days here.

In truth, if Rina hadn't been sitting in front of me, I would have lain down immediately.

Rina had taken a seat as soon as she entered the room and was staring at me without saying a word.
Beside her, Chebet kept glancing at me nervously.

How much time had passed like this?
Finally, Rina broke the silence.

"You're Spanyada right now, aren't you?"
"Yes."

Rina's eyebrows curved into a V-shape.

"Doesn't the demon side want to resolve this through dialogue too? Why don't you start by quietly returning the body and getting out of here?"
"Well... I've never thought about how to do that, so I don't know how."

I mocked Rina, thinking this is how Spanyada would act.

Actually, my original plan was to pretend to be Daisy as soon as I joined them to gain the favor of Elion's group.
But unexpectedly, Chebet came along as a communications officer, so I had to put my plan on hold.

Since arriving here, Chebet had been constantly trying to depend on me.
She was pretending to be fine because she was carrying out Byron's orders, but it was obvious she was anxious when observed from the side.
Considering how Chebet had carried me while running, she seemed to have some combat ability, but it was clearly far below the standards of the hero's party, so her reaction was understandable.

Well, that's fine, but... she hasn't forgotten that I'm wearing a magic control device and can't use magic, right?

"Then why don't you go back inside and let Daisy come out? I want to talk to her."
"Just talk to yourself. That woman can hear everything from inside anyway."
"What's with your attitude? You're a hostage right now. Don't you understand your situation?"

Huh? You were the one who spat in my face when you were captured.

The door creaked open, and Elion entered.

"Rina. There's no need to fight."
"Ugh! He's making me so angry!"
"Don't get drawn in. I made stew. Let's eat."
"Sure!"

Rina's anger dissipated instantly at the mention of food, and she dashed out of the room.
It was quite ridiculous, like watching a student running to the cafeteria as soon as the lunch bell rings.

Even Elion stared blankly at the door for a moment, bewildered by Rina's quick change of attitude, before turning to look at us.
He didn't seem to be glaring particularly hard, but Chebet trembled and clung to me.

"You two, come along."

Following Elion to the open area, we saw Rina and Heinrich arguing about something.

"What? You asked him to do it this way? Aish, old man! If you cut it this finely, there's no satisfaction in chewing!"
"I'm an old man with poor digestion, what do you expect me to do?"

It seemed they were arguing about the food.
Is this really how the two senior members of the hero's party talk to each other?

Elion, apparently used to this, paid no attention as he ladled some stew into a bowl and handed it to Chebet.
Chebet waved her hands in refusal.

"I-I'm a vampire, so I'll drink blood! I have blood pouches with me!"

It was quite refreshing to see her stammering and showing the blood pouch attached to her waist.
Elion must be quite intimidating to her.

Elion then offered the bowl he had intended for Chebet to me instead. As I took it, he also handed me a spoon.

"I'd like my hands freed. I can't eat like this, can I?"

I shook my arms, bound by the magic control device.
Elion took a key from his pocket and unlocked the device while saying:

"I won't forgive any tricks."
"I'll put it back on right after eating, so don't worry."

Still, Elion seemed uneasy and kept his eyes fixed on me.

"If I wanted to escape, I wouldn't have come here. I would have run away during the negotiation outside."

Despite my words, Elion didn't avert his gaze.
Hmm, does he just want to see Daisy's face? Look all you want.

I picked up the bowl and first smelled the stew.

Hmm, this aroma. This color. "It seems Elion made this himself?"
Come to think of it, where did all the knights go, and why did he make stew himself?
I'll ask about that later.

I scooped up some stew and put it in my mouth.

"It's a very nostalgic taste.

It reminds me of the old days.

When we were young, there were times when Elion and I had to prepare meals together when both our parents were out working.

Every time, Elion would say he'd make something and throw various ingredients into a pot to boil. I thought it looked fun, so I added ingredients too.

How well could children cook?

Sometimes we added too much water and it was bland, other times too little and it was salty.
Sometimes we added so many things that the quantity became enormous, and both families had to eat it for days.

Even when we made such mistakes, our parents would smile and say, 'Do better next time,' while patting our heads.

By the time Elion started working as a shepherd in earnest, his cooking skills had improved dramatically, earning recognition from our parents.
For some reason, my cooking skills never improved, and I would just pout.

Whenever that happened, Elion would tell me it didn't matter if I couldn't cook well and that it was okay. He said he would make food for me in the future.

Looking back now, I think Elion had feelings for me even then.
I had no idea at the time, which makes me feel a bit sorry.
I seem to have made Elion's one-sided love last a long time.

But just as I was Elion's first woman, Elion was my first man.
Despite some hardships, we're together now, aren't we?

Many challenges will face us in the future, but I want to continue being with you then too.

I hope you'll make warm stew like this for me then as well."

The taste of the stew brought up various reflections.

"It's delicious."

I spoke with sincerity.

"It's delicious, Elion."

As I took another spoonful of stew, I suddenly realized how quiet it had become around me.

I couldn't hear Heinrich and Rina's bickering anymore, nor the sound of utensils clinking.
Only the crackling of firewood burning under the pot broke the silence.

I raised my head and looked around.

Heinrich, Rina, Chebet.
And Elion too.

They were all standing still, staring at me.

Ch.38 - 38. Interrogation
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The silence among the people grew longer.
They stopped eating and stared at me, which made me wonder.

What's with those stupid expressions? Why are they acting like this?

Is there something on my face?
I brought my hand to my cheek to check, and I felt something moist.

What is this? I don't think any stew splashed on me.

As I moved my hand along the trail of moisture, I felt my fingertips touch just below my eye.

Tears... perhaps?

...Oh.
Was I crying?

I hastily wiped away my tears.
I did feel nostalgic from the warmth of the stew, but I didn't think it was enough to make me cry.
What an embarrassing display.

...Wait a minute.

Did I just eat food made by Ellion, cry, and say it was delicious?
Well, then surely...

"Daisy?"

Ah, here we go.

"Is that you, Daisy right now?"

Ellion approached me with an urgent voice.

What should I do?
Chevet was also watching with wide eyes right beside me, so I needed to think carefully.

I decided to continue acting as Spanyada for now.

"I'm sorry, Hero. I am Spanyada."
"...Then why were you crying?"
"Ahem, the smoke from the firewood was a bit spicy. It stung my eyes."

At my clumsy excuse, Ellion's eyes filled with suspicion.

"You clearly told me it was delicious."
"That's because the stew suited my taste."
"No, you said it to 'me.' You knew I made the stew."

...Uh, well.

"...Didn't you mention you were making stew when you came to get me earlier? That's why I said that."
"I said stew was being made. I didn't say 'I made it.'"

This is bad. I'm getting more and more entangled.

I can't keep this up. I was trying to avoid using this method, but...
I have no choice.

I'm sorry, Ellion.

After apologizing hundreds of times in my heart, I opened my mouth.

"Then I must have unconsciously read your woman's memories."
"...!"
"That's how my ability works. I can read memories and emotions and express them like this."
"..."
"I was originally planning to mess with you this way, but given how things turned out, I couldn't."

Ellion's expression became completely distorted.
If I hadn't been in Daisy's form, he would have beaten me to death right there with that look in his eyes.
I had no choice but to meet his gaze without avoiding it.

You're, you're too scary.

"Ellion, hold back."

Rina pulled Ellion away.
What perfect timing! Thank you!

"I will. I absolutely will. I'll endure somehow until we get Daisy back."

Ellion pointed at me with fingers trembling from suppressed anger.

"So it would be better for you to keep your pranks to a minimum in front of me. If you cross the line one more time, the moment you separate from Daisy's body, I'll kill you—Demon Lord, conversation, whatever—I'll kill you."

Such a vow flowed from Ellion's clenched mouth.

If I were the real Spanyada, I would have continued mocking and sneering even now.
But this time, I couldn't keep up that act.

I didn't want to hurt Ellion any more.
It just seemed right to leave this place now.

I picked up the magic control device that had fallen to the floor and put it on my wrist.
I could feel the magic flowing through my body stop.

I walked away and headed to my room.
Chevet, who had been watching cautiously, quickly followed me.

As soon as I returned to the room like I was fleeing, I slumped against the wall.
Chevet stood in front of me, fidgeting.

"Um... Commander? Is that you?"
"Yes."
"Thank goodness. Earlier, I thought my blood would freeze."

When I looked at him, Chevet scratched the bridge of his nose and spoke carefully.

"Well... if the Hero's lover suddenly appeared, I'd be the only one from the demon side in this place. Thinking about that made me a bit scared."

Despite your appearance, you're quite timid, aren't you?

"Anyway, is it alright if I report what just happened?"

Chevet took out a communication device and asked.
Ah, right. He's here as a communications officer.

When I nodded, the communication device in Chevet's hand vibrated.

-This is the Demon Lord's Castle Communications Department. Who is this?
"This is Chevet. Please connect me to the Demon Lord."
-Yes. Please wait a moment.

After waiting a bit, Byron's voice echoed from the communication device.

-This is Byron. Chevet, how is it there?

Chevet reported to Byron about the location and the number of personnel currently stationed here.
Then he glanced at me once before continuing his report.

"The Hero's lover pushed out the 3rd Corps Commander for a moment."
-Tell me the details of the situation.
"We were about to start eating. The Commander took one bite of the food made by the human Hero and suddenly started crying."

So I burst into tears as soon as I ate the stew.
It's especially embarrassing hearing it from someone else's mouth.

"At the sudden display, not only myself but also the human Hero's party were looking at the Commander. And then the Commander said, 'It's delicious. It's delicious, Ellion.'"

When Chevet relayed what I had said, he mixed in some acting and changed his voice tone.
Damn, did I really sound that sweet?

"The human Hero called his lover's name, and the Commander must have suppressed the Hero's lover just in time, as we were able to leave the place."
-Sigh... Is Spanyada there? If so, put her on.

I took the communication device from Chevet.

"This is Spanyada."
-Is it becoming difficult to suppress the Hero's lover?

Considering everything that's happened, it's clear that I'm being influenced by Daisy.
But it's not a situation where I can tell anyone about it, nor is it a good topic to bring up now.

Should I deny it for now?

"That's not it. Usually, I'm still the one in control of my actions. It just seems to pop out from places I'm not conscious of. I didn't know I was crying."
-Hmm. I see. Considering you were in the same place as the human Hero, that might be relatively fine. By the way, do you know how the progress is going on separating you from the Hero's lover?

Will there be progress? Even Nyada couldn't find a solution for hundreds of years.

"I don't know. I haven't asked the human side. Since I left the meal in that manner, I didn't have time to ask."
-I understand. Let me know if you find out. Chevet, are you listening?
"Yes."
-Now that I know your location, I'll send a communications officer to replace you soon. Please bear with it until then.
"Leave it to me."

After ending the communication with Byron, I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall.
There's nothing to do anyway, so getting some sleep would be best.

Speaking of sleep, something suddenly came to mind, and I looked at Chevet.

"So I'm back to living with reversed day and night."

Chevet smiled and replied.

"It's fine now. After living like this several times, I've reached a state where I can sleep as soon as my head hits the pillow, regardless of day or night."
"...Is that a good thing?"
"Haha, I'm not sure. Since we're on the topic and have nothing else to do, let me show you."

Wait, suddenly?

Chevet lay down on the floor and closed his eyes.
And a moment later, he really fell asleep.

...Every time I notice, he really acts differently from how he looks.

Well, I should get some rest too.

As I closed my eyes quietly, I felt my stomach churning.

Because of what happened earlier, I only had two bites of stew before coming back.
That stew was really delicious.
Since I only got a taste of it before returning, my stomach feels beyond hungry—it's actually painful.

I clutched my stomach and collapsed, trying to fall asleep.

I couldn't sleep properly.
Something felt unsettling and uncomfortable.

Huh? Uncomfortable? What is it?

I unconsciously moved my hand downward.

There's no way I had an accident in my sleep at this age...
...
...Huh?

This red, sticky substance...
Could this be my period?

Tsk, well, since this is Daisy's body, of course she would have periods.
It's been quite some time since I entered Daisy's body, but this is the first time I'm experiencing her period.
I've heard that stress can mess up menstrual cycles—could that be why?

But even though I'm having a period, it doesn't feel particularly surprising or embarrassing.
Maybe it's because I've coughed up blood through my throat many times since entering Daisy's body, but blood coming from the body just feels like, "Oh, I see."
And having a period is a natural thing anyway.

Looking through Nyada's knowledge, it seems that sanitary pads haven't been invented in this world yet, and people deal with it by using highly absorbent cloths.

The problem is that I don't have any of those things right now.
I carefully woke up Chevet.

"Mmm, what is it?"
"Do you happen to have any menstrual products?"
"Ah, I thought I smelled blood... I'm sorry, but since we vampires don't menstruate, I don't have anything."
"I see. Alright."

Ah, this is uncomfortable. What should I do? I want to wash up too.

I decided to leave the room for now.
Since I can't ask Ellion or Heinrich for menstrual products, I'll have to find Rina.
Since I don't know where she is, I'll have to search the entire castle ruins.

As I was thinking this and walked outside the building, I heard a voice calling me.

"Where do you think you're going?"

It's Ellion.

"I seem to smell... blood. What have you done?"

That sharp, accusatory tone made me feel irritated for no reason.
So I snapped back at Ellion without thinking.

"I'm having my period. Why? Got a problem with that?"

Ellion froze with a dumbfounded expression at my words.

Ch.39 - 39. Period
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I felt oddly pleased by Ellion's dumbfounded expression.
So I teased him a bit in Spanyada's distinctive manner of speaking.

"Is it really something to be so stiff about? Having a period isn't exactly strange."
"...Daisy is my lover. I know her cycle. It's not time for her period right now."

Oh, you know? Ooh~ Not bad at all.

"Stress can mess up cycles. I've been through it, this woman's been through it, and we've all been through a lot lately."
"..."
"So you should keep that in mind."

That way Daisy will be more loved when she returns later.
Mmm-hmm. That's right.

Now then, where might Lina be?

"Wait."
"What is it now?"
"You didn't answer my question about where you're going."

Ah, did I not?

"I'm having my period but don't have any sanitary products. So I was looking for the elf. I didn't think you or the mage would have menstrual products."

Ellion sighed deeply at my words, then gestured for me to follow him.
I obediently followed behind, and Ellion stopped at the clearing where we had dinner yesterday.

"Lina went to pick fruits while doing her patrol. She hasn't been gone long, so you'll have to wait a bit."
"Then I'll just go back to my room..."
"Wait a moment."

Ellion cut me off and lit a fire under the pot that had contained stew.
Then he rummaged through the pile of supplies and pulled out two blankets.
He spread one blanket on the ground and handed the other to me.

"Sit here. Use that one to cover your stomach. When the stew boils, I'll serve you a bowl."

...What's with this sudden care?
For now, I sat on the blanket as instructed and wrapped the other around my abdomen.

Ellion opened the pot lid and stirred the stew with a ladle.
I couldn't help but ask, both pleased and puzzled by Ellion's sudden attentiveness.

"Why are you suddenly taking care of me? Are you concerned because I'm having my period?"

Ellion spoke while keeping his gaze fixed on the pot.

"I'm not taking care of you. I'm taking care of Daisy."

Well, I suppose that makes sense.

Ellion filled a bowl with the now-warmed stew. Then he came over to me and removed my magic restraint.

"Don't do anything foolish and take care of that body. Stay put, return the body to Daisy, and leave. Understood?"
"...Hmph, from the way you're talking, it seems you've found a way to separate me from this body?"

At my words, Ellion's expression darkened momentarily before returning to normal.
It was brief, but I saw it clearly.
So they still haven't found a way.

"...Heinrich is researching the magical residue you failed to erase. He's an excellent mage, so he'll find a solution soon."

Magical residue?
The Nyadawiki in my head satisfied my curiosity.

『It's the trace of magic that remains after casting a spell. Usually, it disperses into the air and disappears naturally, but when used indoors, residue sometimes remains. That's why mages typically erase these residues to avoid leaving magical information behind. They use a method of burning it away by causing magic to collide with magic.』

Hmm, I see.
If it requires using magic to burn it away, I couldn't have erased it even if I'd known.
I couldn't use magic for quite some time.

But what magic left that residue?
I tried to recall what spell Spanyada had used.

Ah, right.
It was a large-scale physical transformation spell, a formation that synthesized two or more bodies.

But researching that won't help them separate Daisy and me.
That spell was used by Spanyada to transform Daisy's body to enable magic use.
Even if they somehow interpret that spell and create one with the opposite effect, it would only physically separate Daisy's body from Spanyada's—it wouldn't solve the soul issue.

For me to return the body to Daisy, I need to find a way back into the mindscape, which would require creating an entirely new spell.

And is that an easy task? Hardly.

"What's going on here, you two?"

As I was thinking this, Lina approached carrying what appeared to be a pouch of fruits.
Ellion picked up the empty bowl and ladle and asked her:

"Oh, you're back? Want some stew?"
"I'm good. I ate some fruit while picking them. So what's the situation here?"

Lina looked at me with a tilted head, then clapped her hands and asked:

"Ah! Is this Daisy right now?"
"No, it's not."
"Damn it! Hey, Ellion! Why are you taking care of Spanyada?!"

Ellion explained what had just happened to Lina.
At his explanation that he wasn't caring for Spanyada but for Daisy, Lina sighed deeply, put down her fruit pouch, and said:

"Wait a moment. I'll bring mine."

A little while later, Lina returned with several white cloths in her hand.

"This is all I have. Ellion, contact Alia and ask her to bring some when she comes up."
"Got it."

Lina thrust the cloths into my arms while snapping at me.

"Hey, Spanyada! How many bodies have you stolen in your life?"
"Why are you suddenly asking that?"
"You've been stealing bodies regardless of gender, haven't you? How can you live like that and not be prepared for periods?"

Well... I'm not Spanyada... I hadn't even thought about periods...
But since I couldn't explain this, I had no choice but to keep my mouth shut and listen to Lina's scolding.

It's not me being scolded but Spanyada, right?
I'll just let it go in one ear and out the other. The dead Spanyada can't defend herself anyway. If you're upset, you should have stayed alive.

"...That's why you're like this, always just taking from others..."

...When will this end?

*

"Sanitary cloths, you say. Yes. I understand."
-I'm sorry to trouble you, Sir Grant. But I wonder if we're making the Knight Commander run too many trivial errands...
"Haha, not at all. These are essential necessities, aren't they? If you need anything else, please feel free to contact me."

After ending the communication, Alia Grant's expression immediately hardened.
It was fortunate the call came when it did. If the communication had arrived just a little later...

"Knight Commander. Please enter."

A massive door opened, and Alia followed the attendant into the audience chamber.
She walked toward her king, who sat on the throne in the distance.

Alia knelt on one knee.

"Your Majesty. I hope you are well."
"Thank you for your concern, Sir Grant. You too have been working hard for the country."

The white-haired elderly man, the King of Robe, smiled gently.

"So. You've brought a letter from the Demon King?"
"Yes. Here it is."

As Alia took the letter from her breast pocket, an attendant standing nearby stepped forward to receive it.
The Imperial Knight Commander standing beside the king took the letter.
After briefly examining it, the Imperial Knight Commander handed the letter to the king.

"There is no magical treatment on it."
"Thank you."

The king soon unfolded the letter.

[To the King of Robe.

I am Demon King Byron.

I am not well-versed in human etiquette, nor do I perfectly command the human language, so you may feel somewhat uncomfortable reading this letter. I ask for your understanding on this point.

I became the Demon King of my own accord to ensure the peace and safety of the demon folk.
And I unified the demon folk to make Neswith into a single state system. This was so that demons could seek help from one another within that system.

But even after doing so, I found I couldn't control everything.
Our response to human attacks was sometimes slow, and it was difficult to prevent our demon folk from breaking control and attacking humans.

So let us begin a dialogue.
Let the King of Robe and the King of Demons establish an agreement through conversation.
Let us show the world our will to interact not as monsters to each other, but as living beings sharing this world, and establish appropriate laws so that we may live freely within them.
Let anyone who breaks these laws, be they human or demon, be punished equally.

How much blood has been spilled between humans and demons?
If we continue like this, innocent lives will continue to bleed, and only resentment toward each other will accumulate.

So please send your response to this letter.
I implore you to agree to bringing peace to both human and demon societies.

Demon King Byron

P.S.: Is this how humans write letters? If I have caused any discomfort, I apologize again.]

The king closed the letter and closed his eyes.

The Demon King's letter was quite surprising.
Above all, he was pleased that it had been sent in the human language.

'The Demon King himself has the will for peaceful dialogue.'

However, as written in the letter, not all demons followed the Demon King's control.
Even now, there were demons sporadically invading villages.

Robe was not much different.
There were frequent cases of people attacking demon tribes and returning with military achievements.

This was because while Robe's laws included provisions for elf-friendly races like elves and dwarves, there were no laws regarding demons.

'Laws encompassing both humans and demons, and whether elves and dwarves would agree to them, are also issues.'

Still, now that he understood the Demon King's intentions, they could take the first step.
If he sent a positive response and they gathered opinions to create legislation...

As the King of Robe was thinking this, a vibration sound came from somewhere.

When he opened his eyes, he saw Alia Grant's flustered expression.

"You may answer it."
"...Yes."

Alia took out a communication device from her pocket.

-Capital Knight Commander. This is the Robe Communication Department. There is a communication request from the Hero. Would you like to receive it?
"Yes."

A moment later, Ellion's voice rang out.

-Sir Grant, I'm calling because I have another favor to ask.
"Please speak."
-Well... this is a bit embarrassing to say, but could you purchase some women's underwear for us?
"...Pardon?"

Silence fell over the audience chamber.

"...Heh heh."

The King of Robe's incredulous voice broke the silence.

Alia's mind went completely blank.

Ch.40 - 40. The Thoughts of the King and Alia
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"Well, Spanyada didn't bring any underwear along with the menstrual cloths. It feels awkward to ask her to borrow someone else's, and we need to consider the lender's feelings too... So I thought it would be better to get new ones."
"Ah, yes. That's right. Ha, haha."

Alia Grant was secretly relieved.
She had been so startled when the Hero suddenly started talking about women's underwear while communicating in front of the King.
Fortunately, he gave an appropriate explanation, so there shouldn't be any misunderstandings.

"Lord Grant? Why are you stammering like that?"
"Ah? Ahahaha, it's nothing. I'll make sure to bring them when I return."
"...? Yes, I'm counting on you."

A drop of sweat rolled down Alia's face as she ended the communication.
Just then, King Robe's playful voice was heard.

"I was wondering what was going on when underwear was suddenly mentioned. I thought the Hero might have some strange hobby."
"*Cough!*"
"A recipient of divine prophecy having such interests? Whew, I was quite shocked."
"Y-Your Majesty! That's a misunderstanding!"

Alia waved her hands frantically, her face pale.
At this sight, King Robe burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! I'm just joking, joking! Since the Hero isn't here, I thought I'd have a bit of fun!"
"...Yes, that's right. Hahaha..."
"Well then, let's put the jokes aside..."

The smile instantly vanished from King Robe's face, leaving only solemnity.
For someone who had lived as a king for decades, changing the atmosphere was easier than eating cold soup.

"Spanyada is the Demon Army's 3rd Corps Commander who invaded the capital square and kidnapped the Hero's lover, correct?"
"Yes, that's right."

Alia collected herself and answered King Robe's question.

"In your previous report, you mentioned she has the ability to take over others' bodies. Did she target the Hero's lover?"
"Just as you suspect. However, the Hero's lover hasn't completely disappeared and remains inside the body, continuing to fight against Spanyada."
"What a remarkable woman."

As far as King Robe knew, the Hero's lover was an ordinary woman without magical or divine power.
Yet she was fighting against a demon corps commander with nothing but her will, without any special abilities.
He thought she was well-matched with the Hero.

"But wouldn't this demon Spanyada be an obstacle to peaceful dialogue?"

The problem was that the woman was now sharing a body with the demon.

In response to the King's question, Alia recounted everything she had seen and heard in the forest, without adding her personal opinions.
King Robe stroked his beard and muttered.

"So the Hero's side will keep Spanyada, but they plan to separate the two in front of the Demon King before proceeding with peace negotiations..."
"Yes, and they also have an additional communication officer with them to maintain constant contact, so the demon side can feel at ease."

King Robe thought the situation wasn't bad.
Moreover, since the Hero had created this situation, King Robe decided to trust him.

"I understand for now. Return to the Hero's side. Tell the demon communication officer that we will consider their proposal positively, and that both sides should take time to organize their requirements before preparing for the first negotiation."
"I will carry out your orders."

Alia bowed deeply before rising and leaving the audience chamber.

After the attendants had left and the doors to the audience chamber closed, the Royal Knights Commander, who had been standing silently, spoke up.

"Your Majesty, with the power of Robe and the Hero, we could completely annihilate the demons, even if it takes some time. Is there really a need for such troublesome proceedings?"

The Royal Knights Commander was a hardliner who advocated for the extermination of demons.

He had never seen eye to eye with King Robe since the old days.
Nevertheless, the reason King Robe kept him close was that he provided opposing views at appropriate times, giving the King opportunities to reconsider his decisions.
In fact, there had been several instances where the King had almost made wrong decisions but corrected them thanks to the Royal Knights Commander.
Additionally, his character of not arguing once a final decision was made also played a part.

"How much longer do you think I have to live?"

At the King's sudden question, the Royal Knights Commander knelt down in alarm.

"Please don't say such things. Your Majesty is still in good health."
"Such words no longer bring me joy. Perhaps because I myself feel that I don't have much time left."

King Robe smiled bitterly.

"I'll soon pass on the throne and become an old man in the back room. But before that, I want to eliminate any major threats to the country."
"..."
"We could resolve this with force, but that would inevitably lead to the bloodshed of Robe's young people. If there were no other way, that would be one thing, but when a new method presents itself, how could an old man like me push the youth—the future of our country—onto the battlefield?"
"...Your Majesty's words are right. My thinking was narrow."

Seeing the Royal Knights Commander bow his head, King Robe let out a hearty laugh.

In truth, King Robe had another reason for his confidence.

'A Hero named Ellion will bring about harmony between humans and demons.'

Few people knew that the prophecy given to the Hero had changed, and King Robe was one of them.
The Saint who had conveyed the changed prophecy to the Hero had summoned King Robe and the Pope to tell them the same story.

How surprised he had been when he first heard it.
He had worried that the Hero, having lost his lover, might go against the prophecy.

'But things are progressing according to the prophecy after all.'

King Robe was relieved that the Hero's lover hadn't completely disappeared.
He couldn't imagine what emotions the Hero would have felt and how he would have acted if he couldn't recover his lover.

King Robe offered a prayer in his heart.

'All according to the will of God Lagianos.'

*

After leaving the palace, Alia Grant quickly returned to the Capital Knights Order.

In front of the Order, knights assigned to supply duties were packing their belongings.
One knight approached Alia.

"Commander, you've returned."
"Yes. How are the preparations coming along?"
"Even being generous with our estimate, we should be finished before lunchtime."
"Good. Then we'll depart after lunch."
"Yes!"

Alia also packed a bag. She planned to go around the town to purchase the items the Hero had requested.

Then, a thought suddenly occurred to her, and she entered the Knights Order building.

Alia Grant's footsteps led her to the underground prison of the Capital Knights Order.
There, she sought out someone who had once been her subordinate.

"Violet Stellen."
"It's been a while, Commander."

Violet waved at Alia.
Alia got straight to the point.

"Spanyada has taken over Miss Daisy's body."
"..."
"You were at the forefront of making Miss Daisy like that."

At the mention of Daisy's name, Violet closed her mouth.
Violet... no, Akla, felt sorry for Daisy.

The Hero and Alia were people who directly killed demons, so they could treat her roughly out of vengeance for their parents.
But Daisy was an ordinary person who had never shown hostility toward demons in front of her and had no ability to fight, so Akla felt tremendous guilt about kidnapping her.

Perhaps because she seemed similar to them in the past.
That's why she had told Daisy not to forgive her when she kidnapped her.

Swallowing the rising guilt once more, Akla spoke.

"...I knew that would happen. Are you trying to draw out my guilt somehow?"
"No, I thought you might be curious about what's happening outside, so I'm telling you."
"I'm not curious at all. If you're just going to talk nonsense, leave."

Alia knelt down to meet Akla's eyes.

"We've captured that Spanyada."
"What?"
"She walked right up to us and let herself be captured."
"...!"

Akla's eyes widened in shock.
She couldn't comprehend it at all.

"...Lady Spanyada would never do that."

Alia cleverly shook Akla's resolve by telling only part of the truth.

"But it's true. It's a shame I can't prove it to you since I can't release you."
"...Why are you telling me this?"

Alia smiled brightly.

"Violet Stellen. Because you're also involved in this matter. You should know."
"Alia Grant!"

Akla gritted her teeth as she shouted.

"What about... what about Akila?"
"Hmm, I wonder. What do you think?"

Alia smiled with satisfaction.

Finally, the name she wanted had come up.
While Ellion had turned a blind eye, for Alia, Akila, the head butler of the Stellen family, was also someone who needed to be captured.

"If you provide us with helpful information, we might be lenient."

Alia intended to test Violet Stellen with this opportunity.

"...I, I don't have anything more to tell you."
"Then I have no choice."

Alia immediately stood up.
Seeing her seemingly indifferent attitude, Akla desperately called out.

"Wait a moment!"

Alia turned back with an expressionless face.

"Do, do you know this? Besides spies like me and Akila, there's another traitor in Robe!"

Ch.41 - 41. Betrayer
# 41. The Betrayer

Alia Grant could no longer maintain her composure at this completely unexpected revelation.

"Tell me more details."
"This is something even Lord Spanyada doesn't know. Only I know about it."

Akla looked directly into Alia's face.

"That should be quite valuable information, right?"
"Before that, let me ask one thing. Why doesn't Spanyada know? Is this person perhaps a spy planted by another demon general?"

Akla shook his head.

"It's because this person isn't a spy planted by Lord Spanyada or the demon side, but someone I recruited separately. I was planning to quietly eliminate them without telling anyone once the job was done."
"Job? What job?"
"The job of kidnapping Miss Daisy and bringing her to Lord Spanyada."

Alia bit her lip.
She thought they had thoroughly investigated that incident, but had they missed something?

"What did this so-called betrayer do? I don't recall anything particularly noticeable."
"The one who blew up the head of the goddess statue in the capital plaza during the operation—that's him."

Only then did Alia realize what the knights had overlooked.

When they investigated after the incident, they found no traces of explosives used on the goddess statue.
Naturally, they concluded it was an explosion caused by magic and assumed Spanyada, who had appeared in the plaza, was the culprit.

This made sense because Violet Stellen, who stood before her, was a magic swordsman who used wind-attribute magic, and among the demons who emerged through the portal, none except Spanyada could use magic.

Spanyada was naturally identified as the culprit, and with all attention focused on this prominent magician, the 3rd General of the Demon King's Army, no one thought there might be someone else who had blown up the goddess statue.

"His name is 'Hakam,' and he's a fire-attribute magician. However, he's not that powerful. Blowing up the head of the goddess statue is about the maximum of what he can do."
"Hakam... How did you recruit him?"
"I didn't offer him money or anything like that. I simply exploited his ideology."

Akla took a breath and continued slowly.

"He's an anti-deist. From his perspective, it wasn't betrayal but revolution."

To Alia, who was born and raised in the Holy Nation of Robe that worshipped the God Lagianos, anti-deism seemed distant.

"I've heard there are people in other countries who say gods don't exist... Is he that type?"
"No, he believes gods exist. But he hates and despises them."

Akla recalled the conversation he had with Hakam.

"That man said the prophecy of God Lagianos is unreasonable. He criticized the hero who follows the prophecy as merely a puppet of the god, and he pitied the Demon King who would be killed by that hero."
"..."
"He questioned whether it's right for a being called a god to show favoritism toward earthly life, saying that a true god should allow earthly beings to move according to their own thoughts."

Although Alia had never considered it before, she could understand why someone like Hakam would say such things.

There are many countries that believe in gods besides Robe. Some believe in massive gods living in the ocean, and others claim their kings are of divine lineage.
But there was a reason only Robe was called the Holy Nation, and that was because of the existence of the Holy Maiden.

God Lagianos had sent Holy Maidens to Robe whenever great calamities befell the nation, providing immense support.
During corruption, civil war, external conflicts, and many other situations, Holy Maidens had appeared.
And each time, the people of Robe praised the god and the Holy Maiden. In this generation, the hero Ellion was also an object of praise.

As a result, many people in Robe unconsciously thought that when something serious happened to the country, the god would take care of everything.
Some people even committed corruption and then had the audacity to say, "If God is leaving me alone, why are you making such a fuss?"

Also, as dialogue with the demon side had gradually begun to form, they could glimpse the Demon King's attitude, which made her wonder if there was really a need for a prophecy to kill such a being.
Of course, now that the prophecy given to Ellion had changed, the direction had shifted...

While Alia could understand Hakam, she did not agree with him.

After all, Hakam had damaged the goddess statue and joined those who had turned the capital plaza into a wasteland and caused casualties. To Alia Grant, the captain of the capital knights of Robe, he was simply a criminal who needed to be captured.

"Tell me what this Hakam looks like."
"He's a thin man about 170cm tall. He has red hair and red eyes, and that day he was wearing a brown robe."
"Where did you meet him?"
"I was looking for a disposable pawn to use for the operation when I heard rumors about a gathering of anti-deists. I disguised myself and went to the meeting alone. That's where I met Hakam."

After hearing from Akla about where the meetings were held and how often, Alia nodded.
It wasn't far from here, and today happened to be a meeting day.

"Do you know where he lives?"
"At an inn with a blue roof next to the capital plaza, on the main street. He was staying there. I originally planned to dispose of him after the job was done, making it look like he was attacked by demons, but things went wrong and I ended up in prison. So I don't know if he's still staying there."

Suddenly, Alia felt hungry and realized it was almost lunchtime.
She had planned to return to Ellion with supplies after lunch, but now she decided to send her subordinates ahead while she tracked down Hakam.

"I understand for now. If I have more questions, I'll come back."

As Alia turned to leave, Akla shouted.

"Wait!"
"What is it?"
"I told you what you wanted to know, so release Akila. Just warn him not to return to Robe and let him go."

Alia snapped her fingers and smiled.

"Ah, you mean the head servant. There's no need to release him."
"...What?"
"We haven't caught him yet."
"You, you! You tricked me!"

Seeing Akla's frustrated face, Alia burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! I never said we caught him. You just got scared and confessed everything on your own."
"Y-you..."
"But don't worry, I'll take care of Hakam for you as you planned."

As Alia was about to leave the prison, something occurred to her, and she turned back to Akla.
After looking around briefly, she moved close to the iron bars and asked in a whisper.

"Violet Stellen. This is just something I'm personally curious about."
"...?"
"What's the relationship between you and that head servant?"

Akla swallowed hard.
What was the intent behind this question? Could she possibly know that they were actually goblins and siblings, and was testing them?

"You know, there's a rumor going around that you and the head servant have feelings for each other."
"..."

Akla's expression instantly soured. Alia continued regardless.

"I dismissed it as impossible, but seeing your reaction now, it seems like you two are closer than I thought..."
"What the fuck are you talking about?! Who the hell spread such rumors? Me and Akila? Ugh! Fuck! I'd rather smash my head against the wall and die!"

Akla shouted at the top of his lungs.
Alia was a bit taken aback by his vehement reaction, complete with finger-pointing despite his hands being bound by magic restraints.
She had never seen him react this intensely, not when he was her subordinate, nor when he was exposed as a spy.

"Ah, I guess not then."
"Bring me whoever spread that rumor! I'll tear their mouth apart!"

Akla was beside himself with disbelief.
He and Akila were siblings. While they might be closer than most families since they were all each other had left, he had never thought of him that way. The mere thought made him want to vomit.

"Bring them here, you bastard!"
"Well, my business is done, so I'll see you next time."
"Hey!"

Alia left the underground prison, leaving Akla behind.

Alia Grant entered her office in the Capital Knights' building.

Without even sitting down, she immediately took out a pen and began writing a report.
She needed to inform her superiors about the existence of the anti-deist who had aided the demons and distribute wanted posters.

After placing the report in an envelope and instructing a subordinate to deliver it to the royal palace, she left the building.

In the distance, she could see the knights assigned to the supply mission approaching.

"Ah, Captain. Were you waiting for us? We just finished our meal."
"I'm sorry, but you'll have to go to the hero without me. I have an important matter to attend to."
"Understood."

Alia headed straight to the inn where Hakam had supposedly stayed.
The first floor had tables arranged in a way that suggested guests could dine there as well as lodge.

The innkeeper seemed quite surprised by the sudden appearance of the knight captain.

"W-what brings a knight here..."
"I'm looking for someone. Is there a man with red hair and red eyes staying here?"

The innkeeper thought for a moment, then clapped his hands.

"Ah, that gentleman! His coloring was so striking that I remember him. He vacated his room after the demons appeared in the capital plaza."
"I see. Did you hear where he was going?"
"Well, after that incident, so many guests hurriedly checked out that I didn't have time to pay attention to such details."
"I understand. Since I'm here, I'd like to have a meal if that's alright?"
"Of course. Please sit wherever you like."

Alia sat at a table and, while waiting for her food, recalled all the information about Hakam that Violet had told her.

She was trying to make sure she hadn't forgotten anything when suddenly...

...

Ah.

'I forgot to buy feminine products and underwear!'

Alia dashed out of the inn.

Ch.42 - 42. Tired
# 42. Tired

Alia Grant barely managed to catch the knights who were about to depart for the Sidnis Mountains.
She ordered them to wait briefly while she bought feminine hygiene products and underwear, then packaged them and handed them over to the knights.
She instructed them not to look at the contents and to deliver them directly to Lina in case of any unforeseen circumstances.

When she returned to the inn, breathing heavily, the innkeeper once again showed a surprised expression, prompting Alia to bow her head in apology.

From the royal audience to the midday dash.
Though it was only lunchtime, Alia felt that today had been strangely tiring.



After taking a short rest, when the sun had begun to set slightly, Alia visited a certain tavern.
The interior wasn't too crowded, perhaps because it was neither too early nor too late in the day.

Alia wasn't wearing her usual armor but rather dark-colored, comfortable civilian clothes.
This was partly to conceal her identity as a knight, but it was also attire that blended well with the tavern's atmosphere, making it easier for her to fit in.
Indeed, when Alia opened the door and entered, nobody paid her any attention.

Alia surveyed the interior and headed toward a table where about five people were gathered.
Then, in the gentlest voice she could muster, she addressed them.

"Is this the meeting for those who discuss demi-theism?"

Everyone at the table looked at Alia.
Among them, a middle-aged man with a half-bald head responded to her.

"It is... What brings you here?"

"I heard there was a demi-theist meeting and came looking for it. I'd like to join."

"Oh, a comrade! Please, have a seat."

Alia took a place at the table, making it six people seated in a circle.
The middle-aged man from before looked at Alia with curious eyes and asked.

"What made you interested in demi-theism, young lady?"

Alia recalled Hakam's story that Violet had told her and spoke similarly.

"I think the prophecies given by gods are unreasonable. If they were truly gods, they shouldn't be issuing prophecies telling us what to do; they should trust the creatures on earth and let them do as they please."

Several people made expressions of surprise at Alia's words.

"Oh? A man who came before said something similar."

"Ah, that man with the red hair and eyes?"

Alia's eyes secretly lit up. She thought it was a good decision to deliberately bring up Hakam's logic.

"Is there such a person? He doesn't seem to be here today."

"He used to come every time, but recently he's been skipping a few meetings. Said he had some busy matters or something."

Alia was dumbfounded to hear that Hakam had continued to frequent this place even while conspiring with demons.
She felt irritated not only by Hakam's attitude—which she couldn't tell was bold or reckless—but also by the thought that they had missed a criminal who had been so close by all this time.

The demi-theist meeting continued their discussion.
Most of the people there didn't have fierce resistance to the Lagianos deity itself, but rather harbored complaints about those around them who believed too strongly in the god.
Perhaps because of this, most of the conversation consisted of gossip about these acquaintances.
Watching this, Alia judged that these people didn't pose the same level of danger as Hakam.



After the meeting ended, Alia returned to the knights' quarters.
While the meeting itself wasn't very productive, confirming that Hakam still attended the gatherings was definitely a valuable piece of information.
Alia decided she would continue attending the demi-theist meetings for the time being.


*


During the few days I'd been living in this nameless castle ruin, I'd been leading an extremely comfortable life.
It was a repetitive cycle of mooching meals from Ellion and then returning to my room to lounge around.
With nothing particular to worry about, my mind was incredibly at ease.


"Hey, come out for food."

Lina came to my room to announce mealtime.
At her voice, I stopped being plastered to the floor like a piece of gum and sprang up.
Lina spoke with an expression of disbelief at my appearance.

"How can a Legion Commander be so lazy...?"

"There's nothing I can do here. Unless you want me to participate in magical research?"

"...That's not for me to decide."

I shrugged at Lina. She still wore a disapproving expression.
In the midst of this, Chebet called out to me.

"Commander."

"What is it?"

"I've run out of the blood I brought with me."

Chebet showed a dejected expression.
While regular meals could provide some nourishment, for a vampire whose main diet was blood, this was clearly a significant loss.

Lina put her hands on her hips and said with a swagger.

"Just so you know, there's no one here willing to give you their blood."

"...Sob."

Chebet became even more depressed.
I patted Chebet's shoulder and said.

"I'll try to find a way. For now, let's go out together."

"...Yes."



With each step, the delicious aroma stimulated my nose.
The tantalizing scent of protein cooking over fire made my mouth water involuntarily.

When we reached the open area, Ellion had lit several fires and was grilling meat.
On one side, a large chunk of meat was skewered whole and placed over the fire, while on another fire, smaller skewers of meat and vegetables that could be held and eaten were being grilled.

Wow, what a killer sight.
I don't think I've ever seen so much meat being grilled at once.


Suddenly feeling that we'd been relying too much on the hero's party for food preparation, I spoke up as if making an excuse.

"Next time, call me when you're preparing food. I'll lend a hand."

At those words, Ellion, who was turning the spit for the roast, looked at me.

"You'll help while wearing the magic restraint?"

"Of course, you'd have to remove it then. After all, once the food is ready, it's mealtime, and you remove the restraint during meals anyway."

Ellion nodded slightly in agreement and asked me.

"How are your cooking skills?"

"...Uh."

My cooking skills?
Hmm... honestly, I'm not objectively good at it.
It's not that I haven't tried, but for some reason, my cooking skills never improved.
Still, after volunteering to help, it felt awkward to admit I wasn't good at it.

"Well, I can cook well enough for myself!"

"..."

"...You should handle the seasoning."

Seeing Ellion's eyes narrow, I decided to change the subject.

"Chebet here says she's run out of blood. Could you possibly accommodate her somehow?"

Ellion's gaze shifted to Chebet beside me. I could feel Chebet flinching.
Ellion looked back at me.

"What kind of accommodation are you asking for?"

"I'm not asking you to do anything specific. I was hoping you could let Chebet go into the mountains to hunt animals and extract blood."

"That much is fine. She'll come back if she hasn't forgotten her duty."

At Ellion's words, Chebet's expression brightened.
She said she would go catch some animals and dashed into the mountains.


Meanwhile, Lina returned to the clearing with Heinrich.

"Oh, something smells delicious."

"Old man, didn't you say your digestion isn't good? Is meat okay?"

"Meat is always right."

"Don't come crying if you lose a tooth while chewing."

"It won't be that bad!"

These old folks are bickering again.

Ellion took out a key to unlock my magic restraint and said.

"The small skewers are all cooked. Let's start eating."

Lina and Heinrich stopped their bickering and took their seats.
I also picked a well-cooked skewer and sat down in a suitable spot.



Just as I was about to put the glistening piece of meat into my mouth after admiring it visually...

"Lord Spanyada!"

I heard Chebet calling.
What, did she already catch an animal? Huh? But there's nothing in her hands?

"A message came through the communication device. A new communication officer will soon arrive at the castle ruins to replace me. They asked me to inform the human side."

At Chebet's words, Ellion asked.

"What are the species and characteristics of this new communication officer?"

"One human and one goblin."

Huh? That combination seems familiar...

"A human? The demon side is sending a human?"

"Hmm, what are they thinking?"

Lina and Heinrich paused eating their skewers and tilted their heads in confusion.



I had a pretty good guess about who they might be.
Sure enough, a little while later, some familiar figures appeared.

"Lord Spanyada! It's me, Akila!"

"Kyarerek!"

As I thought, it was Akila and the dining goblin.

...
But wait a minute.
Akila, you bastard, are you insane? Why are you coming here!?

"Akila...?"

"I've seen that guy on wanted posters. Isn't he the head butler of the Stellen family?"

"Huh, I never thought he'd walk in here on his own."

The hero's party began to emanate an intimidating aura, pausing their meal.

This is ridiculous. After what he did in Robe, he thinks he can just walk in here? Is he in his right mind?

I decided to try to restrain Ellion first.

"Wait a moment, hero. Didn't we agree to resolve matters through dialogue between humans and demons?"

"That's between humans and demons. That man is a human who betrayed humans. It's a different case."

Well, from your perspective, that's a natural reaction.
But that guy is a former goblin, so saying he betrayed humans isn't quite accurate.

"I was originally a goblin."

Yes, that's right...
...
Wait, what?

What the hell, you can just say that so easily!?

Akila's bombshell statement already had me feeling tired.

Ch.43 - 43. Sudden Acceleration
# 43. Sudden Acceleration

I wasn't sure what Akila was thinking, but his bombshell statement instantly deflated the momentum that had been emanating from the hero's party.

"What is he talking about?"

After a moment of confusion, the hero's party turned to look at me.
I sighed at their gazes, which seemed to demand some kind of explanation.

Right, since it's already been revealed, I should provide appropriate information before Akila says more nonsense and the situation spirals out of control.

"I used magic on Akila to steal a body. He was originally a goblin."

At my words, Heinrich and Lina's expressions turned serious.

"Huh, so that magic can be used on others too. Does that mean you've planted spies inside Robe this way?"
"Just how many spies are there?"

Elion, who had been lost in thought for a moment, muttered.

"Violet Stellen."
"...!"

Heinrich and Lina's jaws dropped at that name.

"Is she also a spy created by stealing someone's body?"

Elion's gaze toward me was sharp.
He seemed to be suppressing his anger, perhaps thinking I had used the same method that took Daisy to increase my number of spies.

That gaze somehow pained my heart, and I could only meet his eyes silently without responding.

"Violet Stellen was originally a goblin too. Her name is Akla, and she's my sister."

Since I kept my mouth shut, Akila answered instead.
...Great, now Akla's existence has been revealed too.

Elion finally took his eyes off me and looked at Akila.

"...When I spoke to the imprisoned Violet, I told her that you had wiped out the Stellen family. She was delighted and said she could die without regrets."
"Akla..."

Akila wore a strange expression.
I wonder what he was thinking about his sister whom he hadn't seen for a long time.

At that moment, an intense light burst from Elion's hand.
The light transformed into the holy sword, now gripped in Elion's hand.
Elion pointed the holy sword at Akila.

"Tell me what happened between your goblin siblings and the Stellen family."



Akila took a moment to gather himself before slowly beginning his story.
It was the same events I had already witnessed through Nyada's memories—what the goblin siblings and Spanyada had experienced.
However, just like before, there were small discrepancies between Akila's story and Nyada's memories.

When he mentioned how Spanyada had sung lullabies to the young goblin siblings who were afraid of being attacked by humans again, everyone in the hero's party gave me looks of surprise.

You think that's strange too, right? I find it strange as well.
The Spanyada I saw in Nyada's memories never once sang lullabies to the goblin siblings.
She would just use her succubus powers to put them to sleep directly; she never did anything so kind.

It seems he's been having dreams that would build affection toward her...
The intention is so obvious, it's transparent.

Anyway, after Akila finished his entire story, the hero's party fell silent.
They had a lot to think about after hearing how Akila had served for 20 years beside the one who killed his parents.

Judging the atmosphere, it seemed they no longer had any intention to fight, which I suppose was fortunate?

So I voiced what had been bothering me throughout Akila's story.



"The meat... is burning..."

...What a waste.
The skewers were fine since we had already transferred them to plates before Akila arrived, but the roast that had been cooking was now charred black on the bottom.

It was because that Akila suddenly appeared and ruined the mood, causing everyone to forget about the roast.
I could have been turning the spit, but I have enough sense not to move in a standoff situation.
I didn't want to be misunderstood as casting magic if I moved. If only I had been wearing magic control devices, I could have turned the spit without being misunderstood.



At my mention of burning meat, everyone looked at me and then at the roast.

Elion sighed once, then lifted the spit.
He cut away the blackened parts with his holy sword and placed it back over the fire.

Heinrich, seeming deflated, sat down and began eating the skewers he had set aside on his plate.

Lina looked at Akila and asked.

"Is Spanyada always like this?"
"She's always been somewhat unpredictable, but today she's particularly unique."
"Maybe it's because she started her period a few days ago?"
"Ah, is that so?"

...Why are you two suddenly getting along so well?

Judging the meat to be cooked enough, Elion removed the roast from the spit.
As he brought the holy sword close to the meat to cut it, he hesitated for a moment before asking Akila.

"Did you two eat before coming up here?"
"We had a light snack."
"Then I'll cut some meat for you to join us."

Elion sliced portions for Akila and the goblin messenger, placed them on plates, and handed them over.

"Anyway, since you've come up as a messenger, we'll be together for a while. I hope you'll follow our plans without causing trouble."
"Understood."
"Keureuk."

And so, the relationship between the hero's party and Akila was awkwardly resolved.
Since Akila himself had confessed to being a demon, and the hero's party now knew that no human had betrayed humans, they decided to observe the situation further.



But in my case, problems still remained.

Too much information had been revealed due to Akila's sudden outburst.
The reason I hadn't disclosed various information to the hero's party until now was because I thought that's what Spanyada would have done.

Recently, I've been doing strange things occasionally due to Daisy's influence, but basically, I've been acting by distinguishing between Daisy's and Spanyada's attitudes.
Spanyada should be hiding some scheme, while Daisy would try to do anything for the hero's party.

It's similar to when I helped Lina escape.
Spanyada looked down on Lina and wanted to toy with her, but Daisy saved Lina from danger.

Using this difference, I wanted people to recognize that Daisy and Spanyada were not mixed but clearly distinct.

Right now I'm acting as Spanyada, but I was planning to gradually start acting as Daisy at the right timing, slowly pushing Spanyada away.

And then I was going to subtly reveal various information to Elion, including the identities of Akila and Akla, but that plan has now gone up in smoke.



So as soon as the meal ended, I called Akila aside and confronted him about his sudden outburst.

"What were you thinking doing something like this? Why did you come here and reveal such information? The Akila I've observed until now wouldn't have acted so impulsively."
"How could I remain idle when Lady Spanyada was captured? After hearing the full situation, we volunteered as messengers. No matter what happens to us from now on, we came here to serve Lady Spanyada."

Akila bowed his head deeply to me once and continued slowly.

"On the way here, I thought carefully. Dialogue between humans and demons? Honestly, I didn't think it was a bad idea. I've completed my revenge, and my hatred toward all humans has faded, so I thought living peacefully from now on wouldn't be so bad."

Akila's calm expression quickly turned to worry.

"But then I became concerned about what to do with the captured Akla. Even if dialogue begins between humans and demons, Akla is currently imprisoned as Violet Stellen, so she remains in danger regardless of such developments."

I suppose it would be difficult from Akila's perspective.
Not only was he worried about Akla, but his superior who had promised to help her was now also captured by humans.
Moreover, if dialogue continued, storming in to rescue them would become impossible.

"So I decided to reveal our siblings' true identities. This way, she would be recognized as Akla the demon rather than Violet Stellen. She would transform from a human traitor to a demon spy. Both are liable to be executed at any time, but I judged this was the right decision to increase her chances of survival in the current situation, however slightly."
"...It was a complete gamble. If the hero had ignored you and tried to subdue you, it could have been dangerous."
"Even if I had left Akla alone, she would have faced execution under military law. Anyway, if something happens to Akla, I would have no reason to live either."

I had temporarily pushed it aside in my mind, but Akila had been constantly thinking of ways to save his only family. And to increase Akla's chances of survival, however slightly, he made the decision to stand before the hero as a criminal.

I let out a deep sigh.

"Why didn't you contact me first to give me some warning..."
"I apologize. I thought Lady Spanyada and Chebet might be under strict control by the hero, so I couldn't contact you in advance."

Akila bowed deeply once more.

I could only look at Akila with mixed feelings.

Ch.44 - 44. Mockery
# 44. Mockery

After patting Akila's bowed head once on the shoulder, having nothing more to say, I headed out to the clearing.

In the clearing, Lina and the Meal Goblin were cleaning up the area where they had been grilling meat.

As expected of the Meal Goblin.
He's mastered the art of cooking and cleaning up. I don't call him the Meal Goblin for nothing.

...Actually, I still don't know that guy's name.
It's awkward to ask him directly since I can't understand a word of the demon language he speaks.
And at this point, I can't exactly ask Akila what his name is either...

While I was lost in these thoughts, Lina looked at me and started complaining.

"That lazy parasite. His subordinate is staying behind to help, but where did he disappear to?"

At those words, the Meal Goblin's face turned pale.
He was just helping clean up the dishes, and suddenly his superior was being insulted?
Is this what it looks like to be sitting on pins and needles?
Holding the dishes and anxiously glancing at me, he looked pitiful.

Seeing her clear intention to pick a fight, I just smiled and joined in cleaning up.
When I didn't even bother to respond, Lina pouted and continued organizing the remaining firewood.

While covering the remaining embers with dirt, I suddenly became curious and asked Lina.

"Where did the Hero and the Mage go?"

At my question, Lina grinned as if she'd caught an opportunity.
It was clearly a sneer.

"Ellion went to chop firewood, and Heinrich went to wash the dishes. Were you worried they might have disappeared without doing work like you? Unlike you, Spanyada, they're not lazy..."

Shit...
I just asked out of curiosity.
I should've kept my mouth shut.

Lina's an elf, so despite looking young, she's actually quite old.
Maybe that's why she occasionally gives off these annoying know-it-all vibes.

But come to think of it, the Spanyada I'm pretending to be is over 400 years old, right?
Should I counter her with some old-person lecturing?
"Hey, you young whippersnapper, how dare you look an elder in the eye and speak so clearly..."

...No, better not.

As I let Lina's nagging go in one ear and out the other, Ellion and Heinrich returned to the clearing.
Just as Lina had said, they were carrying firewood and dishes respectively.

"See? Unlike you, those two..."

When will this end?

And right around the same time, Chebet, who had gone hunting for animals, returned.
Having filled his blood pouch to the brim, Chebet approached with a satisfied smile on his face.

Chebet looked back and forth between me and Ellion before speaking.

"Perfect timing, both of you are here. I'd like to return to the Demon King's castle now."
"You mean to leave right now?" Ellion asked.
"Yes. The replacement personnel have arrived, and I've filled my blood pouch, so I'm ready to depart."

Ellion set down the dishes he was holding in a wooden box and said,

"The sun will be setting soon. Wouldn't it be better to rest for a day before leaving?"
"I'm a vampire, so I become more energetic when the sun sets."
"Ah, right."

Chebet spoke as if there was no problem.
But having shared a room with him and seen how tired he got during the day, I wanted to dissuade him from leaving right away.

"Since you've been awake during the day and sleeping at night while staying here, suddenly switching to nighttime activity might be tiring. Why not rest until tomorrow evening and depart then?"

When I also urged him, Chebet fell into thought, seemingly conflicted.
Soon, he made his decision.

"Alright. It's not like I have any urgent business, so I'll follow your advice."

After the sun set, Chebet and I returned to our room.
Since it was decided that Akila and the Meal Goblin would use a different room, we could still have the room to ourselves.

That doesn't mean we did anything special though—as usual, we prepared for bed without much conversation.
Even though I'd been with Chebet for a while, we weren't close enough to share personal stories.
We just had a professional relationship. Yeah.

Chebet fell asleep as soon as he lay down.
He's really fast.

I closed my eyes too.
My mind was complicated because of Akila's ruined plan, but I tried to calm myself.
After tossing and turning a few times...

I felt my consciousness sinking.

「The restaurant atmosphere is so warm. The food is delicious too.

Ellion sitting across from me is lovely.
Our eyes met. We exchanged small smiles.

I wish every day could be this peaceful.

"Ellion."

I spoke my lover's name.

"Yes?"
"Should we visit the temple tomorrow?"
"...The temple? Why?"
"Just because? It's the place that gave you your prophecy. I'd like to see it at least once."

Ellion has been very busy lately.
He said he'd take a few days off, so we could spend time together, and I wanted to visit various places with him.
I'm usually busy with library work too, so we should be together at times like this.

Ellion made a contemplative expression.
Soon, he delivered the disappointing news.

"If I remember correctly, the priests have internal schedules tomorrow. It might be difficult to visit."
"Oh... really? Then we shouldn't disturb them."

So the temple is canceled. We'll have another chance to go someday.
While I was poking at my bread with a fork in disappointment, I heard Ellion's voice.

"Um... Daisy. Should we meet at the capital square tomorrow?"
"The square?"
"Yes, going somewhere is nice, but I just want to hold your hand and walk around with no particular destination."
"Sure, let's do that."

Right. As long as I'm with Ellion, it doesn't matter where we go. Being together is what's important.

I stood in front of the mirror, choosing my outfit.
After trying on several clothes, I finally decided on a sky-blue dress.
Yes, this seems to suit me well today.

Stepping outside, the sunshine was warm. The sky was blue with just the right amount of clouds.
Perfect.
It's ideal weather for walking with Ellion.

I arrived at the capital square and sat on a bench with a good view of the Lagianos Goddess statue.

I took out a hand mirror from my crossbody bag to check my face.
I had checked before leaving home, but just to be sure.
While gently brushing my bangs while looking in the mirror, I heard someone calling me from a distance.

"Daisy."
"Oh, you're here?"

Today's Ellion is somewhat surprising.
Usually, my boyfriend tends to dress rather casually, but today he's wearing a shirt he doesn't often wear.

"What's the occasion? You've dressed quite nicely for your standards?"
"Haha, I just... wanted to try dressing like this. Does it suit me?"
"Everything suits you."

I extended my hand to Ellion.

"Let's walk."

Ellion intertwined his fingers with mine.

"Yes."

Just as we were about to take a step...

BOOM!

Suddenly, the head of the goddess statue exploded.

"Wh-what?"

The words escaped my mouth involuntarily.
What's happening?

After watching the scene for a moment, Ellion turned to me with an apologetic expression.

"Something seems to have happened. I'm sorry, but can you go back alone?"

...Ah, so our date ends here.

Ellion is the Hero after all.
When something happens, he's the first to rush over.

I let go of his hand.
Disappointment washed over me, but I tried my best not to show it.

"Yes, I understand. I'll go home."
"Daisy... I'm really sorry..."
"No, it's not your fault, so why apologize?"
"But..."

I gently pinched Ellion's cheek.

"Come to my house when you're done. I'll be waiting."
"Yes, I'll come right away."

After finishing his words, I watched as Ellion ran toward the goddess statue.
Ellion is so fast. He's already far away.

I turned my steps and left the square.
People on the street were murmuring, looking at the exploded goddess statue.
Looking at the scene, a sudden unease crept into my heart.

I hope it's nothing serious.
I hope Ellion doesn't get hurt.

No... Ellion is strong, so there won't be any problems.

I shook off my anxiety with faith in Ellion.
If I wait quietly at home, Ellion will come.
With that thought, I was walking straight toward home.

Crackle-

A strange sound came from somewhere.

"Wh-what is that?"

Naturally, I turned my gaze toward the startled voices of the people.

There, a strange phenomenon was occurring, as if space itself was being torn.

People on the street held their breath, watching the bizarre phenomenon.
And soon, three wolf-headed demons slowly emerged from the spatial rift.

"D-demons!"
"Ahhh!"

The street was instantly thrown into chaos.
People dropped whatever they were holding and ran to get away from the demons.

I immediately turned and ran down the street too.
Why did demons appear in the middle of town?

Ellion...
Has something happened to Ellion too?

Thud-thud-thud.
What's that sound? Getting closer to me...

"Ah!"

My feet quickly left the ground.
Some powerful force had grabbed me.
I felt my body swinging around, centered on that force.

"Someone's been caught!"

Caught?
Have I been caught by a demon?

The force holding me was so strong that I couldn't gather my thoughts.
A shadow fell over my head, and I barely managed to look up.

"Grrrr..."

A wolf-headed demon was looking down at me.

And somehow, that face seemed to be mocking me.」

Ch.45 - 45. I'm Sorry
# 45. I'm Sorry

"I was captured by demons and carried across the rooftops.

"Someone please help me!"

I shouted loudly, but there was no one in the street who could catch the demons leaping across the rooftops.
Neither I nor the people in the street could do anything but helplessly stare at each other.


The demons finally stopped moving when they reached a dead-end alley.

What do they intend to do with me after bringing me to a place like this?
Am I going to be devoured by them here?

I miss Elion.
If I had known this would happen, I would have kissed him at least once before leaving.


*Crackle*
Just then, the space at the dead-end wall began to tear open.

Will more demons come out?

Contrary to my thoughts, no one emerged from the crack.
Instead, the demons tried to push me into that crack.
I tried to resist with all my might against the unknown rift, but I was no match for their strength.

"Here! Help! Someone please help me!"

My desperate struggle was no obstacle at all, and my body eventually fell through the crack.

In an instant, the scenery changed, and I found myself in a spacious room.
A person in a robe stood in the center of the room, arms outstretched toward me.

"Welcome, lover of the hero."
"...Who are you?"

Being captured by demons and then welcomed offered no comfort whatsoever.

"I am Spanyada, the 3rd Corps Commander of the Demon King's army."

The demon who introduced himself that way told me he had captured me to torment Elion.

Taking over my body to inflict psychological damage on Elion.
The very idea was horrifying.

I was restrained by magic, unable to resist, and could only watch helplessly as the entire room was engulfed in magical circles.

A dagger was summoned in the demon's hand, and it flew toward me, piercing my body.
Instead of pain, I felt my vision blur, and when I opened my eyes again, I found myself in the storage room that my parents used to own.

I felt disoriented seeing this place of memories that had already burned down and disappeared.
And I backed away when I saw the demon who absolutely should not exist in this place.

The demon restrained my body with magic again and smiled sinisterly.

"I'll listen to your last words. Say what you want to say."

With this demon's personality, whatever I say will be used to torment Elion.
I chose words that the demon wouldn't want to hear.

"No matter what you do, you can't defeat Elion."
"Hmph, what a boring woman."

The demon stabbed me with the dagger and then pulled it out.

I'm so scared. I want to see Elion.

Once again, the dagger was thrust in and pulled out.

Elion... Elion...

Third time. The dagger pierced my body.

My consciousness began to sink into the depths.


It's dark and cold.
I'm sinking deeper and deeper.
Where will I drift to like this?


My beloved Elion.
If you find out that my body has been taken by a demon, you'll be so sad.

I miss you so much.
Will I never see you again?

I don't want that.
There are still so many things we haven't done together; we can't part like this.

But... I don't know what I should do now.
Even if I try to overcome this situation, no solution comes to mind.

Elion, I'm sorry.
I can't even control my body properly right now.

The promise to wait for you.
I don't think I can keep it.

I'm sorry.
I'm sorry.
I'm sor...
I'm...
...
..."


*


Elion woke from his sleep.
His heightened senses had detected busy movements.

Elion came out to the open space, his senses alert. Soon he realized that the busy movements were coming from inside the building where the demons were staying.

'What are they up to?'

Elion entered the building silently, muffling his footsteps.
He tensed his muscles, ready to subdue them immediately if they were plotting something.


A door to one of the rooms was open, and voices leaked out.

"...Lord! Lord Spanyada!"

It must be the room where Spanyada and the vampire Chebet were staying.
But why was Akila's voice coming from there?
Moreover, there was urgency in the voice.

Sensing something was wrong, Elion quickly stood in front of the door.

What Elion saw was Spanyada lying unconscious and demons surrounding him.

"What's happening?"

The demons turned to look at Elion at his question.
Chebet spoke urgently with a very flustered attitude.

"Lord Spanyada started groaning in the middle of the night. But no matter how much we try to wake him, he won't wake up..."
"What do you mean..."

Elion approached Spanyada.
Spanyada was frowning, curled up in a ball, and muttering softly.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry..."

...I'm sorry?
Who on earth was Spanyada apologizing to?
To begin with, was Spanyada even the type to feel guilty enough to apologize?

Elion couldn't understand this sudden situation.

"He keeps repeating that he's sorry. I don't understand what's happening..."
"Wait a moment."


Elion left the room and immediately woke up Heinrich who had been sleeping.
Heinrich was the only one in this ruined castle with any medical knowledge.
Without a single complaint about being woken in the middle of the night, Heinrich followed Elion.

As soon as Heinrich entered the room, he examined Spanyada's condition.

"Temperature seems... normal, and I don't see any injuries..."

After pondering for a moment, Heinrich looked up at everyone.

"There doesn't seem to be anything physically wrong with him?"

No one spoke at that diagnosis.
Only Spanyada's soft apologies filled the room.

"Then could you please use healing magic? I beg you."

Akila couldn't accept the diagnosis but bowed his head to Heinrich.
There was no point in him protesting now, and he wanted to help his superior in any way he could.

Heinrich looked at Elion.

"Hero. Please remove the magic control device as it might interfere with the spell."
"Understood."

Elion removed the magic control device and laid Spanyada in a proper position.

Heinrich's healing magic flowed through Spanyada's body.
But Spanyada didn't stop muttering apologies.


When his condition showed no improvement, everyone fell into contemplation again.
At that moment, a goblin muttered something in the demon language.
Akila heard it and objected.

"That's impossible from the start."

Elion and Heinrich, who couldn't understand the demon language, asked for an explanation.

"The goblin just suggested that if there's nothing physically wrong, maybe he's just having a nightmare."

After Chebet translated the goblin's words, Akila added his opinion.

"That's impossible. Although Lord Spanyada has taken a human body, he still retains the basic characteristics of an incubus. An incubus having a nightmare? That's an absurd assumption."


A thought crossed Elion's mind.

"...Daisy?"

If Spanyada, as an incubus, couldn't have nightmares, could it be Daisy who was suffering?
Though it wasn't confirmed to be a nightmare, in Elion's mind, the being before him was transformed into his lover.

Akila looked at Elion with an anxious expression.

"Are you suggesting that your lover has pushed Lord Spanyada aside and taken control of the body?"
"...We'll find out soon enough."

Elion sat down beside Spanyada... no, Daisy, who was lying still.
Then he carefully lifted Daisy's upper body and embraced her.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry..."
"...Daisy, what are you so sorry about?"
"..."

The apologies from Daisy's lips ceased, and different words came out.

"...E-Elion..."
"...!"

Elion's eyes widened. And he was certain.

The person in his arms right now was Daisy.

His hands holding Daisy trembled slightly.
He was glad he hadn't given up hope after hearing from Rina that Daisy was still there.

Elion held back tears that threatened to spill.
If there hadn't been people watching, he might have already cried.

Elion gently stroked his lover's hair.
Under his tender touch, as if handling something fragile and precious, Daisy's frowning face gradually relaxed.

"You have nothing to be sorry for."

Elion spoke the words he had wanted to tell his lover who had been fighting Spanyada alone.

"If anything, I should be the one apologizing. While I was being foolish, you endured alone. Thank you... for enduring so much."

Elion confessed his true feelings.
As if those sincere words reached her, Daisy slowly nestled into Elion's embrace.
Elion, overjoyed, hugged his lover back.


And finally.
Daisy's eyelids began to open.


*


...Huh?
What's going on?

"Daisy. Did you sleep well?"

Elion's face looked so happy.
Unable to understand the situation, all I could do was stare blankly at his face.

Ch.46 - 46. Perceptiveness
# 46. Awareness

How should I understand the fact that I woke up in Elion's arms?

I had been pretending to be Spanyada in front of Elion for a while.
So Elion's behavior—embracing me and calling me Daisy—was extremely bewildering.

Rolling my eyes to assess the situation, I noticed Heinrich wearing an expectant expression, while the demon faction members looked either troubled or anxious.

Their stares are uncomfortable.
Why are they all gathered here in the first place?
Weren't they sleeping? What were they doing?

What on earth happened while I was taking a nap!?



Even in my confused state, I had to make a choice.

Daisy or Spanyada.

I don't know what happened, but judging by the atmosphere, I should probably act as Daisy.
Above all, if I were to act as Spanyada while in Elion's arms, it could lead to serious trouble.


I cleared my throat, which felt rough from just waking up, and spoke.

"...Hello, Elion."
"Daisy...!"

Elion smiled brightly and hugged me even tighter.

Ugh!
What are you doing with everyone watching!

"Heh heh heh heh heh."

My face was buried in Elion's chest so I couldn't see, but I could imagine what kind of expression Heinrich was making as he laughed.

My face heated up.
I feel like I could die from embarrassment.

But contrary to those feelings, being embraced by someone like this for the first time made me feel warm.
Elion's embrace was so comfortable that I wanted to stay like this.


...No, no! I can't!

I gently pushed against Elion's chest.
I didn't push very hard, but Elion moved back as much as I pushed.
Elion looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"O-other people are watching..."

Elion chuckled and stroked my head.

"You're so shy."

The difference in how I'm being treated compared to when I was acting as Spanyada is too great.
...I can't get used to this.

Of course, it's better than being treated coldly, but this is too embarrassing.



What saved me from my embarrassment was Chebet's dejected voice.

"...I will report everything that happened tonight to the Demon King exactly as it occurred."

Could you please tell me what happened before reporting it?

Elion nodded in agreement to Chebet's words.
Then he stood up and bowed to Heinrich.

"Thank you for your help."
"Well, I don't think I was particularly helpful."
"Just your concern is appreciated."
"If you say so... I should go back and finish my sleep."

After Heinrich left, Elion extended his hand to me.

"Daisy. Let's go too."

Huh? But this is where I've been staying?
Before my confusion could be resolved, Elion turned his gaze to the demons. Then he announced unilaterally:

"Until yesterday, Spanyada was in control of the body, so I left her alone, but now it's Daisy, so I'm taking her with me. No objections, right?"

Akila's mouth twitched as if trying to object, but ultimately couldn't say anything. The meal goblin just observed the situation, and Chebet let out a deep sigh.

"Yes. Take her. I would feel extremely awkward sharing a room with your lover anyway."

Chebet, it was already awkward with you...

Before I could finish my thought, Elion pulled me to my feet.
Then he gathered the blanket I had been using, took my hand, and led the way out of the room.



I found myself outside the building with Elion before I knew it.

Wait a minute.
Where is he taking me?

...He's not suggesting we stay together in his room, is he?

...
N-no... That can't be it.
...It shouldn't be.

Elion and Daisy are lovers.
He probably won't try anything here, but you never know.
If a long-separated lover is by his side, Elion might not be able to control himself.

Just in case, I positioned my free hand behind my back, touching my thumb to my middle finger.
If things go wrong, I'll immediately summon my spellbook, open a portal, and flee.



While I was thinking this, we arrived in front of a door.

When I saw Elion knocking on the door, I could breathe a sigh of relief.
If it were his own room, he wouldn't need to knock, so this wasn't Elion's room.
It seems like the "that kind of thing" I was worried about won't happen.

When there was no response from inside, Elion knocked on the door a few more times.
After a moment, Lina opened the door with disheveled hair.

"What is it, in the middle of the night..."
"Lina. Could you possibly share your room with Daisy?"
"...Daisy?"

Lina looked at me with drowsy eyes.
Soon she blinked a few times and rubbed her eyes.

"Daisy!"

Lina grabbed my hand and shook it.

"Is it really you?"
"Yes. It's been a while, Lady Lina."

When I played along, Lina hugged me tightly.

"Wow! I knew you could do it!"

As I struggled from being suddenly grabbed, another happy smile spread across Elion's face.
Seeing Elion just standing there smiling, Lina also grinned and waved her hand.

"Now, we girls are going to spend some time together, so Elion, you go to bed."
"Okay. Please take care of Daisy."

Elion raised his hand and gently touched my cheek.

"Daisy. Don't have any more nightmares, just good dreams from now on. Okay?"
"...Y-yeah? Don't worry."

What's with this vaguely childish treatment?
I felt a bit annoyed, but seeing the concern in Elion's eyes, I didn't say anything more.

Elion handed me the blanket and turned to leave.
Instead of leaving right away, he looked back several times as if reluctant, then disappeared outside the building.

"Geez, what a lovesick fool."

Lina shook her head as if exasperated. Then she looked at me with a mischievous smile.

"Oh, sorry for badmouthing your boyfriend?"
"...It's fine."



As I spread my blanket next to Lina, I thought.

Nightmares...
That must be what made him think I'm Daisy.

I do feel like I dreamed something while sleeping.
But I can't remember the content clearly.
It seems like it was something incredibly sad, but I don't know exactly what.
Thinking it wouldn't lead to any answers, I just lay down and closed my eyes.

"Daisy, Daisy."

Shortly after closing my eyes, I heard Lina calling.

"What happened while I was asleep? Please explain it to me."

Lina was lying on her side with her head propped up on her hand, her eyes gleaming.
Her expectant gaze only made me feel awkward.

How am I supposed to explain when I don't know myself...?

After quickly racking my brain, I somehow managed to come up with something to say.

"Inside Spanyada's soul, there were not only me but also people from the past whose bodies were taken. I received help from them."
"Ah... I guess that makes sense. So what happened to Spanyada? Did you completely eliminate her?"
"No. That's not the case."

I decided to lie for now.
How could I eliminate an option when I don't know how things will unfold?
I laid the groundwork so I could pretend to be Spanyada again if needed.

"Hmm... So Spanyada and those... past souls still exist inside your body?"
"Yes."
"That's complicated."

Lina reached out and patted my shoulder.

"Anyway, you did well overcoming it. You've been through a lot."
"Thank you."

With her hand still on my shoulder, Lina said with a serious face:

"You don't know how much Elion suffered when you became like that. So for your sake and for Elion's sake, never lose to Spanyada."
"...Yes. I understand."

I had been thinking about situations where I might need to act as Spanyada again, so hearing these words made me feel a bit guilty.

Lina gave my shoulder one final pat and then lay down properly to sleep.
I watched Lina's face with her eyes closed for a moment before closing my own.





When I opened my eyes again, Lina was gone.
Seeing her folded blanket to the side, it seemed she had left without waking me.
I stretched my body thoroughly, feeling refreshed all over.

As I wandered out to the open area, breakfast preparations were in full swing.
While Elion and the meal goblin being there was expected, seeing Lina and Akila involved was surprising.

As I approached, the people preparing the meal noticed me and one by one turned to look at me.
But instead of greeting me with a "did you sleep well?" or something similar, everyone closed their mouths and started watching me cautiously.

What's going on? Why are they acting like this?
Did something else happen while I was sleeping?

As the silence grew longer, I decided to speak first, both to lighten the atmosphere and to assess the situation.

"Lady Lina. You should have woken me up."

My words elicited two different reactions.
Akila and the meal goblin looked dejected, while Elion and Lina brightened up.

...I see.
They were wondering if Daisy and Spanyada had switched again while I was sleeping?

I guess it makes sense since their way of treating me changes completely depending on whether I'm Daisy or Spanyada, so it would be difficult for them to decide how to act.
Of course, since I've decided to act as Daisy for now, they'll probably get used to it and settle on an attitude after a few days.



I approached Elion and asked:

"What are you making?"
"I'm trying to make a stew with the leftover meat from yesterday."

Ah, Elion's stew! That sounds delicious!
I only had two bites before and couldn't eat more, so this is perfect.

While I was thinking this, Lina called out to me.

"Daisy. Could you help me?"
"Oh, what can I do?"

As I rolled up my sleeves to help with the cooking, Elion suddenly panicked.

"N-no, Daisy. Go inside and rest. I'll call you when it's ready."
"Huh? I want to help too."
"Yeah, she says she wants to help. What's wrong with you?"

Seeing Elion flustered under Lina's questioning was visible.
Why is he acting like this?

"Well..."
"Well?"

What are you hesitating to say?

Elion avoided my gaze, lowered his head, and muttered in a barely audible voice:

"When Daisy touches food... it becomes... tasteless..."

«Ah, this human, really.»
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"Pfft."

A puff of air escaped from Rina's mouth.

"Puhahahahaha!"

She finally burst out laughing.
Ellion was still hanging his head, and my face was probably bright red.
Glancing around, I saw that Akila and the cooking goblin were both turning away, desperately pretending not to notice.

I shot a glare at Ellion for his nonsensical remarks.
Ellion seemed to feel bad as he still couldn't quite meet my eyes.

Of course, he was talking about Daisy's cooking skills, but since my own cooking skills were terrible, I didn't feel particularly good about it.

"Pfft, sorry. It's just too funny."

Rina tried to suppress her twitching lips as she asked me:

"Daisy. Is your cooking really that bad? If your boyfriend is saying things like this, just how bad is it?"

How would I know what Daisy's cooking skills are like?
In situations like this, it's best not to pretend to know and just act offended by not answering.

"I don't know."

I deliberately crossed my arms dramatically and turned my head away.

I could immediately sense Ellion becoming restless.

"No, I mean... Daisy! I don't care how your cooking is! Remember what I said before? I'll do the cooking for you from now on."
"Puhah! Hey, Ellion! You call that comforting? Aren't you just telling her in a roundabout way not to cook anymore?"
"Ah, no. That wasn't my intention...!"

Ellion started rambling incoherently after Rina's pointed remark.

Listening carefully, Rina did have a point.

Seriously, how ridiculous!
Ellion, if you're that sturdy from receiving divine power, shouldn't you just chew and swallow whatever Daisy makes for you?

Ellion finally gave up making excuses and apologized to me.

"I'm sorry, Daisy..."
"Well, you don't need to apologize."

Meanwhile, Rina was wiping tears from her eyes.

"Ah, I haven't laughed this hard in ages."
"Rina... please stop now..."

Rina shrugged at Ellion's deflated request.
Then she looked at me and asked:

"Have you ever learned cooking somewhere?"

While I was contemplating how to answer this question, Ellion spoke first.

"Neither Daisy nor I have ever formally learned cooking. We just tried things on our own."

I felt annoyed by that comment too and retorted curtly:

"You're just overflowing with talent so you can do well on your own, but I can't."
"No, that's not what I meant!"

Seeing Ellion flustered made me feel a bit better.
Rina spoke with a nonchalant expression:

"Come on, it's natural to be bad at something you've never learned. Instead of trying to figure it out alone, learn from someone else."


Hmm. That's right.
If I learn, I could become good at cooking too...

...but...
...

Huh?
Wait a minute...

Learn from... someone else?


At that moment, a brilliant idea flashed through my mind.

"Lady Rina! Thank you so much!"

I grabbed Rina's hands and shook them vigorously.
Perhaps because of my intense reaction, Rina responded with bewilderment.

"Huh? You're this grateful? Have you been upset about cooking a lot?"
"Hehe, it's not about cooking."

I immediately turned to Ellion.

"Ellion! Where is Lord Heinrich?"
"Hmm? He should be continuing his magic research right now."
"Then I'm going to see Lord Heinrich for a moment."
"I don't know what this is about, but I'll come with you."

Ellion put down the ingredients he was holding and left the clearing with me.

"Look at them ditching kitchen duty."

Rina's voice from behind bothered me a little, but I had more important things to focus on.



The building where I almost lost my body to Spanyada.
Heinrich was researching how to separate Daisy and Spanyada here.

As soon as we entered the building, we looked for Heinrich.
Heinrich wore a puzzled expression at our sudden visit.

"It doesn't seem to be mealtime yet. What brings you here?"

Instead of answering, I snapped my fingers to summon a magic book.
When the book appeared with a popping sound, Ellion and Heinrich momentarily froze.
Though they must have heard from Rina that I could use magic, this was their first time seeing it, so their reaction was natural.

I flipped through the magic book and stopped at a certain page, showing it to Heinrich.

"Please learn this!"



What I showed Heinrich was a 'dagger-shaped magic.'

It was the root cause of all the trouble Spanyada had caused, and the means to enter the mental world that Nyada's knowledge had revealed to me.


I have no idea what happened to the Daisy inside me.
So I needed to enter the mental world as quickly as possible to check on Daisy's condition.

However, this magic had a restriction that it could only be used once every 10 years.
That's why I had given up on using this method to enter the mental world.

I had been struggling alone, trying to create a new magic, but that's not an easy task.
There was no way I could just whip up any magic I wanted.


But now I saw a path forward.

'Instead of trying to figure it out alone, learn from someone else.'

Rina's words provided the crucial hint.
To be precise, it wasn't about "learning from" but "having someone learn."


I can't use this magic because of the 10-year restriction.
So the solution was to have someone else, Heinrich, learn the magic and then transfer it to me.

Transferring this magic to another person was something I had experienced in the mental world, and with examples like Akila and Aklara, it was certainly a viable method.

Having someone learn an existing magic would achieve my goal much faster than developing a new magic that could take who knows how long.

Wait a little longer, Daisy.
I'll return your body to you soon.



My sudden request naturally left Ellion and Heinrich bewildered.

So I explained this magic to them.
Heinrich sighed when he heard its purpose of interfering with souls to take over bodies.

"Hmm. So the magic I've been researching all this time wasn't about taking over bodies?"
"No. That was used because my body originally had no talent for magic, so Spanyada wanted to combine it with her own body to be able to use magic."
"Ugh, I've been wasting my efforts."

After hearing the explanation of the magic, Ellion expressed his doubt.

"But why do you want him to learn this dagger magic?"

I took a small deep breath and told a lie.

"I'm going to use this magic to interfere with the soul and kill Spanyada inside me."

The truth was that I wanted to find Daisy inside me and return her body, but I couldn't tell Ellion that.

I would have to reveal that the person talking to him right now wasn't Daisy, and he would lose trust in me.

How could he trust a mysterious third person from another world who was neither Daisy nor Spanyada?
From Ellion's perspective, I would be no different from garbage who had stolen Daisy's body, just like Spanyada.
He would immediately refuse to let Heinrich learn the dagger magic, saying it couldn't be trusted.



Ellion, unable to guess my true intentions, showed a worried expression.

"Is there enough chance of killing Spanyada? You could be putting yourself in danger."
"The hero is right. It's too reckless."

Heinrich backed up Ellion's words.
To persuade them, I brought up the groundwork I had laid with Rina earlier.

"It's not just Spanyada's soul inside me right now. There are souls of countless people who had their bodies stolen by Spanyada in the past. These people harbor tremendous hatred toward Spanyada. If I aim to eliminate Spanyada, they will definitely help me."

I clasped my hands together as if praying and murmured:

"And... after defeating Spanyada, I want to free the souls trapped inside. These poor people who have been imprisoned for decades, centuries... I want to liberate them all so they can depart freely."

How about that for Daisy's kind heart!

Ellion, Spanyada is already dead, so just agree.
Then I can return the real Daisy to you.



But Ellion still seemed hesitant.
I decided to push a bit harder.

"Ellion, as long as Spanyada exists in my body, I have to constantly fight for control. So I want to end it once and for all. I've finally regained my body after so long. I don't want to experience losing it again."

I slowly approached Ellion and embraced him.

"And... I don't want to see you so sad again either."

I looked up and met Ellion's eyes.

"Will you allow it?"
"..."

Ellion's eyes wavered as he looked down at me.
Those eyes reflected anxiety, impatience, and worry.

And finally, a glimmer of trust passed through his eyes, and Ellion looked straight at me.

"You must... you must win."
"Yes."

Everything will be fine.
I'll make sure you and Daisy can be happy.



"...Um, aren't you two getting a bit too caught up in the moment? It's a bit awkward standing here watching."

Heinrich's sudden interjection startled Ellion and me, causing us to jump apart.
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...How embarrassing.
I probably could have convinced Elion without hugging him. Why did I do that?

While I was feeling awkward, Heinrich spoke to me.

"Also, Miss Daisy. I cannot use this magic right away."

...Huh?
That's not good.

"What do you mean?"
"I've skimmed through it quickly, but this magic is completely different from the type I use, so it will take time for me to learn it."

Oh, if that's the case, then fine.
I nodded in understanding.

"Anyway, you agree with my opinion, right, Sir Heinrich?"
"If you two have reached an agreement, I'll follow along. Just being able to examine Spanyada's spellbook is a great benefit for me."
"Then please keep the spellbook for now."
"Thank you. I'll copy its contents and return it to you."

Things worked out pretty well.
The corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily with satisfaction.

Elion urged me.

"Let's go back now. If we're any later, Lina will get upset."

Ah, right.
I had left Lina behind.

Heinrich tucked Spanyada's spellbook into his chest and said.

"Since things turned out this way, I'll help with the cooking too. Let's go together."


When we arrived near the open area, we heard a commotion.
While I was wondering what was happening, Elion offered a guess.

"Looks like supplies have arrived."

Elion's guess was correct.
In the open area, about a dozen knights were unloading goods.
As Elion watched the scene, he suddenly started looking around.

"I don't see Lord Grant."

That's right.
Given Alia's personality, she should be organizing the supplies with her subordinates, but she wasn't visible among the group.


"Huh? You're saying it's for me?"
"Yes. I don't know what's inside."

At that moment, I saw Lina receiving some packaged item from a knight.
We approached them to ask about Alia's whereabouts.
The knight who had handed the package to Lina spotted us and greeted us cheerfully.

"Hero, Magician. Have you been well?"
"Lord Tek, it's you. I've been well."
"I've been well too. But where is Lord Grant?"

The knight called Lord Tek smiled and explained.

"The Commander said she had important business to attend to and told us to come up here without her."
"Did she mention anything else specifically?"
"Hmm. She didn't say anything else..."
"I see. Thank you."

Elion crossed his arms and fell into thought at the knight's answer.
Alia had taken Byron's letter from the demon side, but there was no reply yet, so she must be thinking about it.


Meanwhile, the knight showed interest in me.

"By the way, this person is... Ah! Isn't this the Hero's lover who was kidnapped at the capital square? You've been rescued. That's fortunate."
"Ah, yes... Thank you."

He must have been one of the knights present at the capital square that day.
The knight bowed his head with an apologetic expression.

"I heard that Stellen... I mean, Violet conspired with the demon army commander and kidnapped you. I apologize on their behalf."
"No, no. You don't need to apologize for that."

I waved my hands dismissively, but the knight still looked apologetic.
He seemed to feel guilty toward someone who had been harmed by a fellow knight.

And judging by this knight's attitude, it seems the information about Spanyada taking over Daisy's body hasn't spread much.

In the game, after Spanyada took over Daisy's body, she appeared here and there to torment Elion.
So the information couldn't be hidden, but maybe it's because I didn't do such things?
It feels like the information is being well controlled.

Well, this is better for Daisy's future.
If rumors spread, it might become difficult for her to live in Robe.


"We'll be returning to the capital right after unloading these supplies. Miss, you should come with us. We'll escort you home."

The knight suddenly made such an offer.
If I were truly someone who had been kidnapped, I would have gladly accepted this offer, but that wasn't the case.
As I was wondering how to decline, Elion stepped in.

"No, she needs to stay here for the time being."
"What? You're leaving your lover here?"

The knight showed an expression of incomprehension.
Elion began to explain calmly.

"My lover is currently under enemy magic. So it's difficult for her to return to Robe right away. Sir Heinrich here is looking for a way to remove the magic, and once it's resolved, I'll take her home myself."

Wow, saying I'm under enemy magic.
This guy Elion, his lies sound quite natural. Is this the dignity of a former shepherd boy?
Even Lina and Heinrich are looking at him with surprised expressions.

The knight's face now showed sympathy in addition to apology after hearing Elion's words.

"I see... You must be going through a lot."
"Ah, no. Haha..."


The knight bowed to us and went to help organize the supplies, having no further business.

Lina sighed and resumed preparing the food ingredients.

"Looks like we'll have to eat breakfast a bit late today."
"Really? But where are Akila and the goblin? Why are you cooking alone?"
"Those two? I told them to stay in their room. Didn't want to leave a criminal and a demon in front of the knights."

Lina looked at us with a sulky expression.

"And a certain couple disappeared in the middle of cooking, leaving me overwhelmed on my own."
"I'm sorry, Miss Lina. I'll explain everything to you later in the room."

I pretended to massage her shoulders to improve her mood.
Lina chuckled at my action.

"Daisy. When you keep calling me 'Miss Lina,' it feels distant. Just call me 'unnie' (older sister)."

Huh?
U-unnie??

Hmm, what should I do about this?
As a man, there's something uncomfortable about uttering the word "unnie."

"What 'unnie'? With your age difference, calling you 'grandmother' wouldn't even be disrespectful."
"Heinrich, you bastard! Come here!"

Suddenly, a chase between the elders began.


Elion, seemingly accustomed to this, pulled out a communication orb from his pocket without paying attention to them.
After a brief vibration from the orb, the Robe Communication Department connected.

"This is Elion. Please connect me to the Capital Knight Commander."

After a moment, Alia's voice was heard.

-Ah, Hero. What can I do for you?
"Lord Grant. Has His Majesty read the Demon Lord's letter?"
-...
"Lord Grant?"
-I-I'm sorry! I completely forgot! His Majesty read the letter and said he would consider it positively. He also said we should prepare our requirements and arrange for future negotiations!

Alia Grant is truly an amazing person.
How did someone so scatterbrained become the Knight Commander?


"...What important business made you forget something like this?"
-I-I'm sorry. I discovered someone who collaborated with the demons during the capital square incident, so I've been preoccupied.

...What?
What is she talking about?

Elion's expression turned serious as he asked for more details.

-A fire attribute magician named Hacam. They say he's an anti-deity believer. According to Violet, this is information that even Spanyada doesn't know, only she does. I'd appreciate if you could verify this.

Elion looked at me. I shook my head.

Hacam?
This is a character who never appeared in the game.
I had already thought that the game content wouldn't be much help since the situation has changed significantly, but I never imagined a completely new character would appear.

But will this person be a variable in the future situation?
It doesn't seem like they'll be a major obstacle to the ongoing dialogue between humans and demons.

Anyway, since Alia is handling the matter of capturing Hacam, I don't think I need to worry about it further.


Elion told Alia about what had happened in the meantime.

He explained how the head butler came as a communication messenger and learned about the goblin siblings.
How Daisy pushed out Spanyada and regained control of her body.
How they came up with a way to deal with Spanyada today.

-So Violet was... Hah, now I understand her attitude.

Alia sighed as if feeling complicated, then continued.

-Then what about Violet... I mean, Acla's disposition? You've been keeping her in custody instead of executing her because of Miss Daisy's situation, right?
"Please wait a moment."

Elion looked at me and asked.

"Daisy. You're the victim, so I'll follow your opinion."

Well...
What should I do?

To be honest, I don't have much feeling about Acla anymore.
I only cared when I first got betrayed, but now she just seems like a pitiful goblin.
Anyway, I don't have much resentment left.

If that's the case, I should make the most of this situation.

"Lord Grant. May I ask one thing?"
-Yes, Miss Daisy. Please go ahead.
"Would it be possible to send Acla here?"

Alia was silent for a moment before speaking.

-If you want to meet Viol... Acla, I can arrange for you to meet when you come to the capital later.
"I want her to meet Akila too, not just me. Akila would definitely be treated as a criminal, so it would be difficult for her to return to Robe, unlike me."
-...You want those two to meet?

After Heinrich learns the dagger magic, Spanyada's death will eventually become known.
Then not only Akila and the goblin cook beside me, but also the Demon Lord's castle might react and protest.

So I needed to establish justification beforehand.
If they release Acla, who engaged in espionage for revenge, they can't object to me killing Spanyada for revenge.

I explained this plan to Alia.
Silence hung over the communication orb.

After a short while, Alia seemed to have made a decision and spoke.
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"Miss Daisy's opinion seems to have merit. However, it's difficult for me alone to make the decision to release a criminal. So it will take some time until a definite decision is reached."

Fortunately, Alia accepted my opinion.
There's no immediate result, but this is the best outcome for now.

"It was a difficult request, so thank you for your consideration."
"Not at all. I'll contact you again."

After the communication ended, I looked up to find Ellion staring at me with a peculiar expression.

"What?"
"Nothing... I just feel a bit strange."

What, what is it?
Did he notice something different about me compared to Daisy?

Ellion scratched his head briefly before giving me an awkward smile.

"The way you're trying to free Aclara, and how you're creating justification for it... it feels like things are working out well."

What does he mean by things working out well?
Ellion looked around a few times before bringing his mouth close to my ear.

"Actually..."
"Heeuk! ...Hup!"

I was startled by the sound that came out of my mouth and covered it quickly.
Ellion also froze mid-sentence, surprised.

What just happened?
When Ellion's breath touched my ear, I felt an incredibly chilling sensation.

As I just blinked in confusion, a mischievous look appeared on Ellion's face.
Before I could react, he leaned in and whispered in my ear.

"Your reaction is so cute."
"Heeit!"

I quickly moved away from Ellion.
This feeling is too strange.
Ellion was grinning, clearly enjoying himself.

"Stop it."
"Sorry. Did you dislike it?"

...It wasn't an unpleasant feeling.
But I couldn't admit it. No, I didn't want to admit it.

I'm a man.
There's no way I would react like this to another man.
It's just because I'm currently possessing Daisy's body that I'm being influenced, there's absolutely no way I would normally react like this.

"I'm sorry. Please forgive me."

Ellion gently patted my head.

"...I'm not angry. I just feel weird."
"Okay."

I glanced up at Ellion and asked.

"So, what were you going to say?"
"Ah, right."

Ellion moved close to me again.
And he spoke quietly enough that others couldn't hear.

"The prophecy has changed for me."

What?

"The knights don't know yet because it hasn't been announced. That's why I was trying to whisper."

Another deviation from the game has occurred.
Hacam the skeptic, the changed prophecy...
There might be other variables developing somewhere without my knowledge.

My head is getting complicated.
These things keep happening, and it's not good.

Feeling anxious, I urged Ellion.

"How did the prophecy change?"
"I can't tell you more than that. Sorry."
"...What?"

Hey, man! Then you shouldn't have opened your mouth in the first place!
They say there are two ways to annoy someone, and the first is to stop mid-sentence.

"Spanyada might be listening to this inside you right now. I don't want the demon side to know yet."

Huh. R-right.
While I've been alternating between acting as Spanyada and Daisy, I did act as if the person inside could understand what was happening outside.
I never thought this would come back to bite me.

But I had already made one risky move.

"I even learned magic from Heinrich to kill Spanyada. It doesn't matter much at this point."
"Oh... that's true..."

Ellion's expression darkened.
He grabbed both my shoulders and spoke urgently.

"Then what if Spanyada is already preparing for when you try to interfere with her soul? That makes it even more dangerous."
"Huh? Um? D-don't worry. I've been trapped inside before, so I know. It's impossible to prepare for that."

Anyway, Ellion doesn't know exactly what's going on with my situation.
So if I just vaguely insist that I'm right, he can't really argue against it.

Sure enough, Ellion remained silent with an uneasy expression.
Finally, Ellion surrendered first.

"...Daisy. You've always had a tendency to act without thinking things through. Please don't do that... I'm worried about you."
"I... I'm sorry."

Ellion's dejected expression pricked my conscience, so I hugged him.
And I patted his back gently.

"Don't worry too much. Everything will be fine."
"...Okay."

Ellion hugged me back.

While still embracing me, Ellion told me about the prophecy.
I tried hard to focus on the prophecy while enduring the ticklish sensation of his breath on my ear.

Harmony...
I never expected the prophecy to change to such a peaceful content.

Now I understood what Ellion meant by things working out well.

When he first received the prophecy, Daisy had been kidnapped by Spanyada, so it must have seemed very bleak from Ellion's perspective.
But now Daisy has returned, and although unintended, my actions just now could help prevent conflict with the demon race, so things must seem to be progressing smoothly.

All's well that ends well, right?

After hugging Ellion for a while, I started wondering when I should let go.
Ellion seemed to have no intention of releasing me once he had embraced me.
As I was feeling awkward, a voice of salvation came.

"My, aren't you two being dramatic."

Rina and Heinrich, who had been in pursuit, had returned.

Heinrich's nose was red, suggesting he had been hit by Rina.
Is this elder abuse... no, considering their ages, child abuse?
Anyway, it's a scene of violence!

"Look at this? No progress on the food preparation at all? Were you two just hugging the whole time while we were gone?"

That's harsh coming from someone who disappeared under the pretext of pursuit.
Ellion smiled slightly and said.

"Haha, now that everyone's here, we can start working hard."
"It's already well past breakfast time. It'll be lunchtime soon."
"Then we'll prepare lunch."

The knights withdrew from the ruins, and we called over the demon side to prepare the meal.
After finishing our breakfast-cum-lunch, Chebet, who had packed his belongings, came to us.

"I'll be heading back now. It's been a pleasant few days."

Ellion told Chebet about King Robe's response to Byron's letter.
Chebet smiled at the positive reply.

*

"I see. Things are going well. Where are you now?"
-I just left the ruins. I'm informing you via communication first because it's important news.
"Alright, understood. Return safely."

Byron sighed in relief after ending the communication with Chebet.
He was glad that the King of Robe had given a positive response.

'Requirements...'

Byron had already thought of a few simple requirements to ask of the human side.

First, to treat demons as a coexisting race like elves or dwarves.
Second, for officials on both sides to learn each other's languages for exchange.
Third, to create mutually acceptable rules to prepare for potential conflicts.

These were the main points.
Now he needed to gradually fill in the details.

Byron soon called a meeting.

A few days later, the meeting room in the Demon King's castle was bustling after a long time.
Not only were corps commanders like Caurus and Baco present, but also village chiefs or their representatives filled the seats.

Byron, who had gathered them all, explained what had happened so far.
Caurus and Baco, who were already somewhat aware of the situation, listened quietly, but there was some commotion among the rest.

"...So, I want you to share any rules you think might be necessary for coexisting with humans."

When Byron finished speaking, the demons just looked at each other.
Then an old goblin raised his hand and asked.

"What about the previous conflicts with humans?"

Byron swallowed once at the sensitive question that came immediately. Then he carefully began to speak.

"Humans and demons will become an intellectual community and make a fresh start. From now on, we need to establish laws and live within that framework without conflict. For that purpose, we plan not to apply retroactive responsibility for what happened before."

At Byron's words, the goblin who had asked the question stood up abruptly.

"That's unacceptable! Past actions must be held accountable!"

As several demons agreed, the old goblin seemed to gain courage and continued.

"All my children were killed by humans! If my children had attacked humans first, I might understand, but we were just living peacefully in our village when humans came, committed slaughter, and left!"
"That's right! Our village also suffered greatly from human attacks!"
"They must be held responsible!"

Many demons stood up and shouted together.
Most were chiefs from areas adjacent to the Sidney Mountains.

Byron bit his lip slightly before speaking.

"...If we hold them accountable for that, our demon side wouldn't be free from blame either. That's why I thought we should bury the past."
"...How can one bury a child's death..."

Tears flowed from the old goblin's eyes.
Silence fell over the meeting hall.
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Only the sound of an old goblin trying to hold back his tears echoed through the conference hall.
No one else spoke, causing the atmosphere to sink into a solemn silence.

Byron felt conflicted.
It wasn't that he didn't understand those feelings.
Rather, wasn't it precisely because he understood them so well that he had called himself the Demon King and come this far?



In the past, Byron had been full of enthusiasm when he first gathered the demon folk and organized the Demon King's army.
But the more he built up his army and established systems, the more clearly he saw the power gap between them and the human side.

Still, he continued his work, thinking that if they organized on a national scale, humans wouldn't easily attack the demon folk.
Indeed, once they reached a certain size, the frequency of human attacks gradually decreased.


But then one day, that prophecy became known to the world.

'A war will break out between humans and demon folk. A hero named Ellion will wield the divine sword and behead the Demon King.'

The prophecy, proudly proclaimed by humans, slowly reached the ears of the demon folk.
Some demon folk left, saying it was a fight they could never win, while others doubted Byron's leadership and attempted rebellion.

Twenty years of effort began to crumble because of a single prophecy.



When things came to this, Byron felt a deep despair.

What had he done to deserve the gods themselves declaring his beheading?
Was his running around for the safety of the demon folk so offensive to the god Ragianos?

Byron wanted to give up everything, but somehow he steeled his resolve and stood up.
He couldn't betray the faith of his many followers who still believed in him.

But the situation continued to worsen.
Attacks from humans, led by the hero, began to increase again, and many demon folk started acting outside of control.

So Byron decided to use any means necessary.
If until now they had tried to resist with force, this time they would learn human language and try to negotiate with humans.

There was considerable opposition from demon folk who resented the idea of their side bowing their heads first.
Some criticized him, saying he was taking a submissive approach because he didn't want to die at the hero's hands.


Byron pressed on with his work despite such criticism.

And finally, his efforts began to bear fruit.
Through the hero, they were able to open channels of dialogue with King Robe.
It was the first hopeful sign since he had become the Demon King.

Byron didn't want to miss this opportunity.



The old goblin's crying stopped.
Seeing that he had somewhat composed himself, Byron spoke.

"I'll discuss that matter as much as possible when we enter the first round of negotiations. But... don't expect too much."

The old goblin silently nodded once and sat down.

Byron looked around at everyone in the conference hall and said,

"I'll take the next opinion."

In the subdued atmosphere, no one readily raised their hand.
Byron sighed. He thought it might be good to take a short break.



Just as he was about to announce a break, a lion beastman raised his hand.
Byron allowed him to speak.

"The mood isn't great, but I have something I want to ask."
"Speak."

The lion beastman smiled coldly.

"If we must treat humans as equals, what are we supposed to hunt?"

Once again, silence fell over the conference room.
However, the atmosphere was different from before.
A sharp tension began to subtly spread throughout the room.

The old goblin who had shown tears earlier jumped up again.

"It's because of people like you that we can't hold humans accountable!"
"Quiet, old goblin. What can I do about a beastman's instincts?"

Then Kaurus, who had been silent all this time, glared at the lion beastman and spoke.

"Rao... Don't distort the instincts of beastmen."
"Commander Kaurus. You're a bull, so you probably don't understand, but for us carnivorous beastmen, hunting is instinct."

The lion beastman called Rao made an irritated expression as if telling him not to interfere.
Kaurus's gaze also sharpened.

If left alone, a clash seemed imminent within the conference hall.
The demon folk caught between their gazes slowly moved away.



In this volatile situation, Byron shouted.

"Both of you, stop!"

Rao and Kaurus's aggressive auras dissipated.
Byron tried to reason with Rao.

"I didn't gather you here to fight. I gathered you to find better solutions for the future of the demon folk."
"Then let me ask: is talking with humans really the better path for the demon folk's future?"

It was a fundamental question.
Byron once again shared his honest thoughts.

"I am convinced this is the path for the demon folk's survival."
"Hah, ridiculous!"

Rao looked around at the demon folk in the conference hall and shouted.

"Did you all hear that? Survival? To speak of survival without even properly fighting—Byron, are you really the Demon King?"
"..."
"You claim it's for the demon folk, but in the end, aren't you just too afraid of the prophecy to dare fight the human hero!"

Everyone in the conference hall held their breath.
Many demon folk had criticized Byron because of the prophecy before. But this was the first time someone had brought up the prophecy to his face like this.



Byron was surprised at how calm he felt.
And he wanted to hear how far Rao would go.

"Where is the Byron of old who organized our army? Only a coward remains. If it were the you of back then, you would have at least called for us to show our strength!"
"The situation has changed. If we were to do something like that now, humans would immediately push forward. Then everyone would die."

Hearing Byron's words, a sneer appeared on Rao's face.

"Everyone? No, isn't it that you, Byron, don't want to die? You're trying to sell us out because you don't want your head cut off by the human hero!"
"Sell out...!"
"My goodness...!"

Voices of shock flowed among the demon folk.
Thinking Rao's words were too harsh, the demon folk glanced at Byron.
Fortunately for them, Byron was still calmly listening.



It was Bako who couldn't hold back.

"Kid, you're going too far."
"Commander Bako, don't interfere. I'm not in the mood to exchange words with someone who just plays with toys holed up in a cave."
"If your head gets smashed by those toys, you won't be able to talk like that."

Seeing signs of another clash, Byron stopped Bako.

"Bako, it's fine. Stand down."
"But..."
"Stand down."

Though Bako was furious, he sat back down at Byron's insistence.



Rao, seemingly twisted with anger, didn't stop his mockery.

"Now I see that the Demon King and his commanders are all in this together."
"So, Rao, what is it that you ultimately want?"

To Byron's question, Rao answered.

"I want to continue hunting humans. If humans are stronger, I die; if I'm stronger, humans die. That's the law of nature and what I want."
"You ranted about instincts, but in the end, you just want slaughter. I cannot allow it. It will only bring destruction to you and to all of us demon folk."
"If I had known you were such a coward, Byron, I wouldn't have joined you from the beginning."

Rao rose from his seat and slowly crossed the conference hall.

"I will no longer walk the same path as you."

Rao's declaration caused a commotion in the conference hall.
Before completely leaving the hall, Rao turned to look at the demon folk.

"The rest of you should consider my words carefully. That man has already sold out Spanyada to the human side. If you stay idle, you'll be next."
"..."
"I will not submit to humans, so if any of you wish to walk the same path as me, contact me."

After the conference hall door closed, silence fell.

Byron felt that there was no point in continuing today.

"This meeting is adjourned. I will call you again on the same matter later, so please think about your opinions."

After finishing his words, Byron walked out through the side door of the conference hall.
Kaurus and Bako also left the hall, seemingly trying to cool their anger.



The remaining demon folk in the conference hall continued their conversations in confusion.

"I'm sick of fighting..."
"I don't want to see my family members die anymore."

Some demon folk sided with Byron, while others...

"With our history of fighting, how can demon folk and humans coexist?"
"Perhaps it's better to join Rao and fight to the death..."

Some sided with Rao.

"What should we do now..."
"Both sides have valid points..."
"I need to go back to the village and discuss this."

Most demon folk couldn't immediately decide their stance.

But even among them, cracks were slowly forming.



Amidst these opinions, the ogre chieftain Kuryus felt troubled.
His mind was fixated on the claim that Byron had sold out Spanyada.
Though he hadn't met Spanyada many times, Kuryus, having observed how he treated his daughter and subordinates and how he worked, found it hard to believe.

Feeling he needed to hear directly from the Demon King, Kuryus rose from his seat.
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*Knock knock*

"Come in."

As soon as Byron gave permission, Kuryus opened the office door and entered.

Inside the office, Byron was guzzling a blood pouch like someone chugging from a horn.
Seeing this, Kuryus thought it was behavior unbecoming even for a Demon Lord.

"So, what brings you here?"
"I came to ask about Lord Spanyada."

Byron removed the blood pouch from his lips and wiped the blood from his mouth.

"I see you're concerned about what Rao said."
"...Yes."
"As I explained earlier, we proceeded while respecting Spanyada's wishes. I have nothing more to say about that. Spanyada is doing well there in his own way... Ah."
"What is it?"

While plugging the stopper into the blood pouch, Byron continued speaking nonchalantly.

"Since you're aware of Spanyada's situation, I suppose it doesn't matter. I hear the hero's lover has now pushed Spanyada aside and taken control of the body."
"The hero's lover..."

Byron roughly ran his fingers through his hair.

"There's nothing we can do about the hero's lover. It was Spanyada's mistake from the beginning."

Although Kuryus thought positively of Spanyada, as someone who had let the captured elf escape from the village, he deeply agreed with those words.

"So, do you have any other business?"

At Byron's question, Kuryus hesitated before speaking.

"The atmosphere in the council chamber is very unsettled. In this situation, there will certainly be clan leaders who won't respond to the next summons."
"..."

Byron quietly closed his eyes.
He had expected some resistance, but he never imagined they would openly declare they were quitting.
No, perhaps given Rao's personality, it was surprising that he had followed orders until now.

"I'll think of some solution. Thank you for your concern."
"Not at all. It's only natural."

Having received the thanks, Kuryus bowed his head somewhat awkwardly.


After Kuryus left the office, Byron stood up and began pacing back and forth inside.

Byron considered whether he should share the current situation with the hero's side but decided against it.
If he revealed even this much, it would indeed be no different from selling out his own kind, as Rao had said.
Internal demon affairs needed to be resolved among demons.

Byron felt his throat dry and picked up the blood pouch he had set aside earlier.




Meanwhile, there was also resistance from Robe's side.

"Your Majesty. With our forces, we could annihilate all the demons. Why must we go through such troublesome procedures?"

Seeing the minister bring up logic he had heard somewhere before, the King of Robe glanced at the Royal Knight Commander standing beside him.
The Royal Knight Commander clenched his teeth and avoided the king's gaze.

"Your Majesty. The people in regions adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains have suffered greatly at the hands of demons. Please reconsider your decision."
"The public sentiment is in turmoil because a demon commander recently invaded the capital square. Please consider the hearts of your people."

The King of Robe found his ministers ridiculous.
These people who normally strutted around arrogantly only brought up the people when they wanted something from him.

The King of Robe thought he should purge them all before passing the throne to his son.
When the king's expression remained completely unchanged, the ministers played their final card.

"Your Majesty! The God Lagianos prophesied that the hero would behead the Demon Lord. How can you negotiate with those demons!"

From the ministers' perspective, it was an irrefutable attack, but for the King of Robe, who knew the prophecy had changed, it had no impact whatsoever.

When the king showed no change in attitude even after they mentioned the divine prophecy, the ministers began to panic.


In truth, he could have quelled the ministers' resistance in one stroke by simply announcing that the prophecy had changed.
But the prophecy had not yet been made public because the Pope, who held the authority, was delaying its announcement.

The Pope feared that people might doubt the deity because the difference between the previous prophecy and the new one was too great.
The King of Robe thought that giving such a reason itself showed doubt in the deity, but he didn't voice this thought aloud.

The Pope had requested that he create a situation where the people could naturally accept the changed prophecy.

He asked the king to obtain a declaration of surrender from the Demon Lord during negotiations and to formalize an agreement to cease the invasion of Neswith.
The Pope's plan was to announce the Demon Lord's surrender first, then reveal the prophecy.

Having spent his entire life confined in a temple, the Pope seemed unaware of how absurd this plan was.


"All of you, stop with the different arguments and let's discuss what we can gain from the demons."

The ministers exchanged glances before speaking.

"According to what we've heard, high-quality minerals are abundant in the ravines of Neswith. Wouldn't it be good for us to investigate this in detail?"
"I believe it would benefit national development if we could apply the technology of the gremlins."
"If we could assign labor-intensive tasks to giant demons like ogres..."

Since the King of Robe showed no intention of changing his mind, the ministers changed their approach to maximize their benefits.
Though they claimed to be acting for the country's sake, it was no different from announcing their intention to run these ventures themselves.

What cunning creatures.
The King of Robe snickered inwardly.


*


"Yaaawn~."

I can't stop yawning.
I'm bored.

What could there possibly be to do in a ruined castle in the mountains?
Just eating and sleeping...
This is no different from being imprisoned.

Originally, the hero's party settled in this castle ruin to analyze the magical remnants left by Spanyada, but now that they have Spanyada's magic book, there's no reason to stay here.

When I mentioned this to Ellion,

"I want to go down to the village with you too. But since Spanyada inside you might suddenly pop out, I don't think we can do that right now. Since we need to stay with the demon communication officers anyway, let's stay here a bit longer."

...he said, while just patting my head.

So I have to stay here for a while, but is there anything fun to do?

Lina went out to pick fruits, and Heinrich is practicing dagger magic.
I haven't had a proper conversation with Achilla and the meal goblin since I started pretending to be Daisy.


In the end, all that's left is Ellion...

"Hmm? Why are you looking at me like that?"
"...No reason."

This guy Ellion seems to enjoy just being with Daisy so much that he sticks right next to me and won't leave, except when preparing meals.

We were sitting blankly by a fire we had lit in the open space.

"Ellion, isn't there anything fun we could do?"
"Here... Well, not really, right?"

I'm bored. So bored.

While I was whining internally, Ellion subtly moved closer to me.
What are you, a leech? Stop sticking so close.

"...Daisy."

What's with that voice suddenly?
I looked at Ellion, whose voice had dropped lower.
There's something intense in Ellion's eyes.

...W-wait?
Hold on. What are you thinking right now?

Ellion's face is getting closer and closer.

I instinctively covered Ellion's mouth with my hand.
I could feel hot breath on my palm.
The sensation was strange, making my heart pound automatically.

Ellion, whose mouth I had covered, blinked his eyes.
After moving away slightly, he asked me with a puzzled look.

"...Why?"

Why, you ask! Do this with the real Daisy!
Ah, no. I am Daisy right now, but do it with the REAL Daisy!

I gently lowered my gaze. Somehow, it was difficult to look at Ellion's face.

"Um... I'm not really in the mood right now."
"...Is that so? Then I guess it can't be helped..."

I could hear the dejection in his voice.

I'm sorry, Ellion.
Just be patient a little longer. As soon as Heinrich masters the dagger magic, I'll give Daisy back to you.

Ellion stood up, seeming a bit embarrassed.

"I should start preparing dinner soon."
"Okay, I'll rest in the room then."

Ellion still wouldn't let me participate in the cooking process.
I don't know what disastrous dish was born from Daisy's hands, but anyway, it's not bad since he's not making me do other chores either.


Back in the room, I spread out a blanket and lay down.
When there's nothing to do, lying around in your room is really the best.

As I stared blankly at the ceiling, my eyes began to close.
Yes, let's just sleep.
Ellion will come wake me up when dinner is ready. Zzz.




"I was gradually awakened by the sound of murmuring.

However, what I saw before me were several people looking down at me.

-Ah, nyada! She's awake.

As someone shouted that, I got up and looked around.

I saw dozens of people, but all of them were physically abnormal.
People without arms or legs, people with caved-in heads—it was amazing they could move at all.

Then a woman in a robe approached me.

-You're conscious now. Do you remember what happened just before?
-I, I was...

I was going to the capital square for a date with Ellion when I was kidnapped by demons.
Then I was dragged before a demon who was a commander in the Demon Lord's army...
That demon said he would take my body...

-Gasp! This is no time for this! Where am I? I need to go back!

At my urgent words, the woman showed a grim face.

-This is inside Spanyada's soul.
-...What?

The woman looked around at the people watching, then calmly explained to me.

-We are all people whose bodies were taken by Spanyada."
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I felt my mind go numb at the woman's words.
The sight of people nodding in agreement made my blood run cold.

I had ultimately lost my body.

"Ah..."

My legs gave out, and I collapsed to the ground.
I thought I had steeled myself when I was stabbed by the demon, but apparently not.

"Hey! Spanyada has moved to the capital!"

The people surrounding me rushed to one spot.
Curious, I followed them and found a small pond.

But instead of reflecting the people here, the pond showed the capital's plaza.

"What is this pond?"
"This is Spanyada's view. In other words... Spanyada is looking around the capital plaza right now."

I could see someone running through the pond.

Ah! It's Elion.
Elion beyond the pond looked in this direction.
And I could see his expression gradually hardening.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Spanyada, the 3rd Corps Commander of the Demon King's army."
"...Huh, to think you'd try to trick me by transforming into my lover. Stop this nonsense and release Daisy."
"Transform? Kuh, kuk."

No, no...
Don't do this, please don't.

"Kuhahahahaha! Transform? No! This IS your lover, Hero!"
"...What?"

"STOP IIIIIIIT!"

A scream burst from my mouth.

Elion's face was clouded with despair.
They're using my appearance to cause Elion pain.

Would it have been better if I had died when stabbed by the dagger?
To be trapped in a soul and forced to watch this with my own eyes.

Elion... Elion...

I'm sorry, I shouldn't have been captured.
It's my fault, you're suffering because of me.

I clenched my fists so tightly that my nails dug into my palms.
I bit my lip until it tore.

The self-blame was so intense that I needed to do this just to stay sane.


Someone pulled me away.
I saw the woman who had been called Nyada. She bowed her head before me.

"I'm sorry. This is all my fault."

I heard an astonishing story.
The woman before me was the original Spanyada, and the one acting now was a succubus she had raised.

I understood that she wasn't at fault, so I didn't say much.


But regardless, continuing to watch Spanyada's atrocities was incredibly painful.

Spanyada kept appearing before Elion in my form, killing people.
Elion couldn't properly stop Spanyada who had taken my appearance, and each time, Elion faced the resentment of the people.

"The hero's lover has sided with the demons."
"The hero has forgotten his duty because of a woman."
"He's not a hero but a fraud."

All sorts of rumors spread.
And behind those rumors, demon spies were at work.
When I learned that Violet Stellen, the vice-captain of the knights whom I had met several times when visiting the knights' office to see Elion, was a demon spy, I felt all strength leave my body.

Above all, the hardest thing was seeing Elion's expression grow wearier day by day.
The sound of my own voice mocking Elion was utterly horrifying.

But as time passed while trapped in this soul, I found myself sitting by the pond, wanting to see Elion even in his exhausted state.


Today, another soul was worn away and disappeared.
That's the third one I've seen since I arrived here.
Fortunately, those people were already in poor condition when I arrived.

...Fortunate, is it?
I'm saying it's fortunate when it means I could disappear like that someday?

I don't know.

I just stared at the pond endlessly.

I want to see Elion.
But Elion always showed a pained face, as if it was unbearable.
I don't want to see Elion's pained face.
But I want to see Elion.

These contradictory thoughts made my head spin.

"Daisy."

I just want to see Elion quickly.

"Daisy?"

No, no... Elion will suffer.

"Daisy!"

Please, someone help me. If you can't help me, at least help Elion. Please make Elion not sad please I beg you oh god Ragianos please help Elion he received your prophecy please I beg you please please please please

"Daisy!"

I finally came to my senses as someone shook me roughly.
Nyada was looking down at me with a worried expression.

"Daisy. You need to pull yourself together. You're wearing away."

Huh?
At Nyada's words, I looked down at my hands.
All ten fingers had lost their first joints.

"Ah..."

I hadn't noticed at all.
It's strange. Clearly something's wrong, but I can't feel anything.
Is it because I'm in a soul state now?
Is this normal? Is it because I'm trapped in Spanyada's soul?


"Spanyada is meeting with the hero again!"

Elion.
Elion, Elion, Elion.

I ran to the pond and crouched in front of it.

Seeing my beloved's face, even like this, is my only joy now.

Huh? Elion's expression seems unusual today.
He hasn't shown a good expression since I became like this, but...
Today somehow...

"Daisy... Can you hear my voice?"

Yes, I can hear you. I'm listening, Elion.

"I am Spanyada, the 3rd Corps Commander of the Demon King's army. You know that perfectly well, don't you?"

You, just shut up.

...Ah.
I think my personality has become rougher because of Spanyada.
What if Elion dislikes this?

"You bastard... Give Daisy her body back right now!"
"That's impossible. My soul has already devoured this woman's soul."

Is it really impossible?
From what I've observed, it seems like they haven't even tried.

"I am Spanyada, the 3rd Corps Commander of the Demon King's army, and..."

I can feel Spanyada's malice.

"...Daisy, the lover of Hero Elion."

It's mockery.
Childhood memories with Elion. The love we whispered to each other. All those precious memories are returning to Elion as mockery.

"Do you want to kill me and take my corpse?"
"SPANYADA!"
"SPANYADA!"

Stop it! I said stop!
Please stop!

I clutched my head with hands that felt blunt from wearing away.
I could see Elion hesitate as he tried to attack Spanyada.
He's hesitating because Spanyada has my appearance.

Spanyada didn't miss that moment of hesitation.
Wounds began to accumulate on Elion's body one by one.

My existence is holding Elion back.
My existence is hurting Elion.

"Daisy! Snap out of it! Look! The hero is winning!"

...Elion is winning?

At Nyada's voice, I looked at the pond.
Elion, with bloodshot eyes, was swinging his holy sword wildly.

Yes... Elion wouldn't lose.
Elion isn't someone who would kneel to such cowardly methods.

The view through the pond collapsed.
Spanyada had finally fallen.

Elion was crying. The sight was so heartbreaking.
Even in defeat, Spanyada mocked Elion.


I could sense resignation in Elion's eyes.
I instinctively realized that I didn't have much time left to see Elion.

"Daisy, I'm sorry... I won't ask for forgiveness."

No. What do you have to be sorry for?
What did you do wrong?

"I'll avenge you. I'll erase the existence of demons from this world."

Don't let revenge consume you.
Don't lose yourself.

"When everything is over, I'll come to meet you."

No, you have to keep living.
You deserve to be happy.

"I'm sorry, Daisy. I love you, Daisy."

I'm sorry too. And I love you.


The last thing I saw was Elion's holy sword glowing before the pond's image disappeared.
Only then did my face reflect in the pond.

My face was a mess of tears.


BOOM-

Suddenly, the pond rippled.
Due to the water's waves, my reflection in the water became blurry.

No, it wasn't just the pond that was shaking.

"Aah! What's happening!"

The entire space we were in was shaking.

CRACK-
Cracks formed in this dark space, and light began to enter.


When I came to my senses, I was in a plain.
The plain where Elion and Spanyada had fought.

Frantically looking around, I saw Elion in the distance, holding my corpse and crying.

"I'm sorry... I should have protected you..."

Forcing my legs to move despite their weakness, I went to Elion's side.

As I reached near Elion, I heard murmuring voices from behind.

"Is this Spanyada?"

The people who had been trapped inside Spanyada with me were holding a succubus.
I had only heard about it from Nyada, but seeing the real Spanyada in succubus form after death was utterly deflating.

I lost all interest in what the people would do with that succubus.
I focused solely on Elion before me.

"Elion..."

I quietly called out to him.
But as expected, my voice doesn't seem to reach him.

I am dead, and Elion is alive.
That enormous difference separated us.
To have the person I love right in front of me and not even be able to convey my voice.

I carefully tried to embrace Elion.
But my hands passed through his body.
Ah, I can't even touch him.

I can't even wipe away those endlessly flowing tears.

I could only watch Elion.


But suddenly.
I heard a voice I had never heard during my time trapped in Spanyada's soul.

"Well, everyone. It's time for you to go."

The owner of the voice was very out of place.
He looked like an ordinary man at first glance.

If not for the wings on his back.
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People looked bewildered at the sudden appearance of the man.
No one had seen him arrive.

"Who is that guy? Where did he come from?"
"What? Can he see us?"
"He has wings!"

Despite the appearance of this alien being, Ellion remained still, holding my corpse.
It seems this person is only visible to those of us who have died.

"Let's see. Two, four, six..."

The winged man counted us, grouping us in pairs, then pulled out a rectangular object from his pocket.
He tapped on it a few times before asking us a question.

"There are about 17 missing. Have they perhaps worn away and disappeared? Does anyone know?"

Nyada was startled by his words.

"H-how did you know that...?"
"Hmm. Then the numbers match. I understand."

Regardless of Nyada's surprise, the man began tapping on the rectangular object again.
Everyone stood in silence, bewildered by the man's strange behavior.

Then an elderly soul stepped forward.

"Those wings... and the ability to see souls... Are you perhaps a messenger of Lord Ragianos?"

Without making eye contact, the man replied indifferently.

"Yes. Lord Ragianos is my superior."
"Oh, oh!"
"Lord Ragianos is watching over us!"

Is "watching over" the right word?
If that were true, we wouldn't be in this state.

"Now, let me explain some precautions."

As soon as the man finished speaking, a red light rose from beneath our feet, forming a circle.

"You've all experienced portals before, right? Consider this circle a portal and don't step outside of it. Just stay put. If you make a mistake, you might become lost in the universe."

The light from the circle began to emit powerfully.

Is this really the end?

I looked at Ellion.
He was still holding my corpse, tears streaming down his face.
I felt something welling up in my chest.

I can't just leave like this.
Even if my words won't reach him, I want to say everything I wanted to tell Ellion, everything I couldn't say before I go.
If I don't do this now, I'll regret it—I don't want to regret it every time I think of Ellion.

"Ah, just a moment."

Just then, I saw the winged man bring the rectangular object close to his ear.

"Yes, senior. What is it?"

It seems that rectangular object also functions as a communication device.
That's fortunate.
I'll have some time while he's communicating.

I matched my eye level with Ellion's.
You can't see me, but I can see you.
It's truly regrettable that the last image I have of Ellion is one of such sadness, but I still carefully stored this sight in my eyes and mind.

"Ellion. We've been through so much together since we were children. Looking back now, you were in all of my memories."

All our happy moments flashed through my mind.

"Laughing and crying together, holding hands as we walked, looking into each other's eyes and whispering words of love—all those moments were precious to me."

My eyes are burning. My vision is blurring; I must be about to cry.
I rubbed my eyes once and looked down.

The light from the circle is getting stronger. There's really not much time left.

"Now... now..."

A sob rose in my throat.
Not now... I can't cry now...

"We have to... part like this..."

To Ellion, my heart, my sincerity...

"I want to meet you in my next life..."

To be happy with you, to do together all the things we couldn't in this life...

Just then, the man's urgent voice struck my ears.

"What? Another fate deviator? Near me? What are you—Wait! Miss, what are you doing? I clearly said not to go outside the circle...!"

*Thump*

Huh?
What just happened?

My body floated up into the air.
No, "flung" might be a better description.

Ellion's figure grows more distant.
Even if I reach out, I only flail in empty space.

The bewildered faces of the people who were trapped with me and the winged man grow farther away.

The vast plain gradually appears smaller.

Robega, the Sidnis Mountains, and the demon lands beyond them.
The land, the continent, the sea.

And when all of it appeared as something round,

I realized I was floating in pitch-black darkness.

Round objects and chunks of rock quickly passed by me.
Are they moving quickly, or am I flying rapidly?

My body began to tremble so much that I couldn't think.

It's cold.
Even as a soul, I feel like I'm freezing.

Ellion...

I... I...

I...?

I... a...m...

I... a...

...

...

"Daisy, Daisy."

I came to my senses at the sound of someone calling me.
Ellion was looking down at me with a worried expression.

"...Ellion?"
"Yes, Daisy. It's me. Are you okay?"

I raised my right hand and cupped Ellion's cheek.
For some reason, my hand was trembling terribly.

I brushed the corner of Ellion's eye with my thumb.

"...I can touch you."
"Daisy?"
"...Don't cry, ...Ellion."
"Sigh... Daisy."

Ellion carefully placed a hand on my face.

"You're the one who's crying."

Huh?

I became fully alert as if shocked by electricity.
What am I doing right now?

Looking carefully, there wasn't a single tear track on Ellion's face.
Why did I think Ellion was crying?

Embarrassed, I sat up and wiped my face with the back of my hand.

"S-sorry. What's going on?"
"Dinner is ready, so I came to get you. But you were crying..."
"Ah, haha. Is it that time already? I didn't realize."

Ellion took my hand, which was roughly wiping my face, and stopped me.
Then he slowly raised his own hand and gently stroked my face.

"Did you have another nightmare?"
"...I don't know. I'm not sure."

A nightmare...?
Did Daisy's nightmare affect me?
Somehow my emotions were too unstable to think about it right now.

Ellion slowly embraced me.

"It's okay."
"...!"
"I'll stay by your side."

Somehow, those words made me feel a little calmer.

"I'll always protect you."
"...Yes."

I raised my arms and hugged Ellion back.
The feeling of Ellion's presence against my arms brought me comfort.

After holding each other for a while, Ellion pulled away from me.
...I felt oddly disappointed.

"Shall we go eat?"
"Yes."

I quickly grabbed Ellion's hand.
Ellion looked at me and smiled. Then he adjusted his hand slightly to interlock our fingers.

Yes, this feels better.

"Hmm."

In the middle of the meal, Rina made a strange sound.

"Daisy, what's wrong with your face?"

Perhaps it was because I had been crying in my sleep, but my face must have been a mess.

"Haha... I think I slept with my face against the floor earlier."
"That's not it... Anyone can see you've been crying your eyes out..."

Unnecessarily perceptive.
While Rina was pouting suspiciously, Heinrich, who was sitting next to me, spoke up.

"Miss Daisy. I have some nutritional supplements. Would you like some? You must be physically drained after everything you've been through."
"Ah, I'd be grateful if you'd share them."
"Very well. I'll give them to you right after the meal."

A supplement from a mage like Heinrich must be good. I should definitely accept this.

"Hey! If you have supplements like that, you should give them to me first! Don't you know how to respect your elders?"
"Rina, you said you didn't want to look old, but now you're bringing up age when it's convenient. You're such a hypocrite..."
"What did you say?"

They're fighting again. Always fighting.

"Haha."

But this scene makes me so happy.
This moment of sitting around and chatting with Ellion and his companions during a meal is incredibly precious.
I should cherish this moment now, since I won't be able to feel these emotions once I return the body to Daisy.

Then I suddenly noticed Akila and the meal goblin eating silently.

It would be nice if they could join in too.
Since I stopped pretending to be Spanyada, I haven't had a chance to talk with these two.

As I was wondering how to start a conversation, I looked at the meal goblin.

"Mr. Goblin."

When I suddenly called out to him, the meal goblin was startled.
He seemed uncomfortable as the hero party's attention turned to him.

Don't worry. I'll ease that discomfort.

"You're the one who brought me meals when I was imprisoned, right? Thank you for taking care of me. I'm just now getting to thank you."

He was kind enough to change the menu for me even though I was just a captive complaining about the side dishes.
It's easy to create a good impression of him for the hero party with just these words.

"Oh? That happened?"

At Rina's words, the meal goblin scratched his head somewhat shyly.
Ellion watched the meal goblin quietly and then gently patted his shoulder.

The meal goblin froze when Ellion's hand touched him, but then let out a small sigh of relief when he realized it was meant as praise.

Now it's Akila's turn.

Hmm...
But while he took good care of me when I was pretending to be Spanyada, there's nothing particularly good about how he treated Daisy.
Rather, he's the bastard who slammed me to the ground and put a hole in my palm, isn't he?

As my eyes narrowed, Akila's gaze wavered.
The atmosphere of the hero party could change with just one word from me.

As my silence lengthened, Akila's face turned grim.

Hehe. This is fun, so fun.

"Mr... Akila, right? I look forward to working with you too, Mr. Akila."
"...Phew, yes, yes. I look forward to working with you as well."

I'll let you off this time, punk.

Just make sure you behave yourself from now on.
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In a tavern in Robe.
Alia Grant visited this place today to attend the Anti-Deity Society meeting.

"Miss Lia, over here."

The society members who spotted Alia waved their hands.

"Have you been well?"
"Of course."

A moment later, a few more people joined the table.
They were the same familiar faces as always.
The gossip about others under the guise of anti-deity discussions began.

Alia let the gossip go in one ear and out the other while thinking about something else.

'Is Hakam not coming today either?'

Just then, the tavern door opened.

"Ugh, innkeeper! Bring me any fermented drink you've got!"

A scruffy-bearded man staggered into the tavern.
The Anti-Deity Society members glanced at him and whispered quietly.

"Ew, how much has he been drinking in broad daylight?"
"Tsk tsk, such a young man..."

True to their nature as a gossip circle, they immediately started criticizing him.

The bearded man stumbled into the tavern and bumped into a large man at one of the tables.

"Hey, shit! What's your problem?"
"What's with this bastard! Just because you're big doesn't mean you can block the way!"
"The one who bumped into me has a lot to say, huh?"

The big man and the bearded man started throwing punches, causing the Anti-Deity Society members to frown.

"Oh my, what are they doing..."
"Don't make eye contact..."

The fight ended quickly.
The bearded man, who had been staggering since entering the tavern, was no match for the big man.
Pinned under the big man and getting his face pummeled, the bearded man cried out pathetically.

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I wasn't in my right mind! Please forgive me!"

The big man got off the bearded man and pointed a finger at him.

"Huff... You, if I see you one more time, I'll really kill you. Got it?"
"Yes! Yes! Thank you!"

The bearded man kicked the door open and ran out of the tavern.

The big man looked around the now-quiet tavern and shouted.

"What are you all looking at? Drink your drinks!"

Still seemingly agitated, the big man continued scanning the tavern.
Then his gaze stopped at one spot.

"Oho."

The Anti-Deity Society members couldn't hide their discomfort.

'Why, why is he coming this way?'

As the big man sauntered toward their table, the society members grew increasingly frightened.
Upon reaching their table, the big man smiled at Alia.

"Pretty lady~ Do you have a boyfriend?"

Alia almost threw up on the spot.

The big man took out a small note and placed it in Alia's hand.

"Here, this has the address of where I work. Come find me if you feel like it, okay?"

Alia glanced at the note's contents before handing it back to the big man.

"I'm not interested."
"Huh? Pretty lady! Don't be like that, it's no fun!"

As the big man seemed about to cause another scene, the tavern owner rushed over.

"Oh my, customer. You're very drunk. Why don't you call it a day?"
"Hehe, maybe I should? I'll leave for now, out of respect for your establishment."

The big man gathered his companions from his table and left the tavern.
Before leaving, he didn't forget to give Alia a sleazy wink.

"See you later, pretty lady~"

After the big man and his group left, silence fell over the tavern.

The Anti-Deity Society also remained quiet for a while.
Eventually, a bald man looked at Alia with a concerned expression.

"Miss Lia. Are you alright?"
"No. I'm not."

Alia stood up from her seat.

"I'll be leaving first today. I'm sorry."
"No, no. There's nothing to be sorry about."

Alia bowed slightly to the society members and left the tavern.

Alia entered a quiet alley in the town.
There, the big man from earlier and his companions appeared.

"Pretty lady~ You came quickly?"
"You can drop the act now."

Harsh words came from Alia's mouth.
The big man immediately discarded his rowdy demeanor and attitude, bowing deeply.

"I apologize, Commander."
"What kind of acting was that? If I had less patience, I might have actually beaten you up right there."
"...That's why I told you not to assign me to this kind of thing."

The big man pouted.
His companions snickered, finding it amusing that he was being scolded.

From deeper in the alley, the bearded man who had been beaten and chased out earlier walked toward them.

"Commander. That bastard actually hit me for real despite it being an act."

The dazed, drunken appearance was completely gone, and he now stood before Alia with sharp, intelligent eyes.

"That's necessary to avoid suspicion."

Alia replied indifferently.

These were knights Alia had positioned inside and outside the tavern to catch Hakam.
Like Alia, they were undercover, and they had performed their prearranged actions because they had important information to report.

The bearded man from outside would pretend to bump into the big man and pass him a note.
Then the big man would pretend to flirt with Alia while showing her the note.
Alia would pretend to be upset and leave the tavern to rendezvous with them.

"Explain the contents of the note in detail."

The note Alia had received read:

-Male suspected to be the anti-deity theorist Hakam spotted.

The bearded man began his explanation.

"This is a message from knights staking out the marketplace. About 30 minutes ago, they spotted a man with red hair and red eyes entering an apothecary. After comparing him with the wanted poster, they determined he was the anti-deity theorist Hakam and began following him after he left the shop."
"So he finally showed himself."

From what she'd heard at the Anti-Deity Society meetings, Hakam had attended a few gatherings even after the plaza incident.
Due to his bold movements, they had prepared wanted posters but only distributed them among the knights for identification purposes.

"You have the communication orb?"
"Yes. We're ready to depart as soon as we receive word."

No sooner had he finished speaking than the communication orb vibrated.

-He just left the capital. Heading toward the east gate.

Alia nodded.

"Good. I'll go immediately. Return to your original duties."
"Understood."

After giving orders to her subordinates, Alia immediately set off.
For a superhuman of Alia's caliber, running directly was faster than finding and riding a horse.
She could reach the east gate of the capital in no time.

At the east gate, a knight in civilian clothes was waiting for Alia.
Following the knight's guidance, they soon came upon a forest.

"He went into this forest?"
"Yes. Two knights are currently tracking him."

Upon entering the forest, Alia noticed several trees with broken branches.
It was an intermediate code used by the knights.
She followed the direction indicated by the upturned broken branches.
The town was no longer visible, and only dense trees surrounded them.

Is he living in seclusion in the forest?
Or perhaps...

Bang-

Just then, Alia heard a faint explosion.
It wasn't far away.

"Commander!"
"I'll go ahead!"

Crossing through the forest, she found two of her subordinates collapsed and a red-haired man.

"What's this now?"

Ignoring whatever the red-haired man was saying, Alia calmly assessed the situation.
Her subordinates, though fallen, were breathing heavily. They weren't dead.
The red-haired man also had some visible injuries.

"Are you Hakam?"
"Who are you people? Why are you following me?"
"I see you are. You collaborated with demons to desecrate sacred statues and aided in the invasion of the capital plaza."
"So what?"

Hakam tilted his head.

"Did I do something wrong?"

Alia felt no need to continue the conversation.
It seemed unlikely that dialogue would be productive.

Alia immediately charged toward Hakam.
Hakam extended both hands toward her.

Alia sensed a sudden temperature change near her face and quickly bent backward.
Flames erupted where her face had been a moment before.

'It's not a projectile from his hands but a manifestation at a distance.'

When Alia dodged the flames, Hakam's eyes widened.

"...You dodged that?"

While it was certainly harder to evade than magic with a visible trajectory, Alia Grant was no ordinary knight-commander.
She was an elite among elites, personally selected by the country to assist the Hero Elion.

The startled Hakam began casting magic haphazardly.
Each time, Alia judged the subtle temperature changes instantly and moved her body to dodge.

'The point where the magic manifests and the direction Hakam extends his hands form a straight line. This could be how he designates the location, or it could be misdirection. Keep that in mind.'

While dodging the magic, Alia sharpened her hand and stabbed a nearby tree.
As her hand penetrated the tree, she carefully controlled her strength and moved her arm.
Following her arm's movement, the tree was uprooted.

Alia swung the tree and hurled it at Hakam.
As the spinning tree flew toward him, Hakam frantically ducked.
The tree crashed into the ground, sending up a cloud of dust.

Just then, the knight who had guided her finally arrived at the scene.

"Huff, huff, Commander!"

Alia quickly approached the knight.

"Tend to the fallen knights. And give me the magic suppression device."

After taking the device, Alia leaped into the dust cloud.

But Hakam was nowhere to be seen.

'Did he escape under cover of the dust? But his physical abilities didn't seem that impressive. He couldn't have gone far.'

Alia heightened all her senses.

The breathing of her fallen subordinates, the sound of leaves rustling in the wind.
And the sound of paper tearing...?

"...Oh no!"

Upon hearing the out-of-place sound, Alia realized she had made a mistake.

Looking in the direction of the sound, she saw a flash of light.
As soon as the light faded, Alia rushed to the spot.

All that remained was a single torn magic scroll lying on the ground.
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Alia Grant returned to the Knight Order headquarters empty-handed, carrying only a fragment of a magic scroll.
She summoned her subordinate and issued several instructions.

"This is a scroll used for spatial movement magic. Hand it over to the Magic Knight Order and have them trace its origin."

Alia handed her subordinate a stack of wanted posters for Hakam that had been sitting on her desk.

"Distribute these wanted posters and classify him as a Class 1 criminal with a bounty."
"Yes, understood."

She was immediately distributing the wanted posters now that Hakam knew he was being pursued.
The subordinate left the office with the wanted posters and scroll fragment.

As Alia sat in her chair taking a brief moment to catch her breath, another subordinate entered her office.

"What is it?"
"A summons from the royal palace."
"Ugh... Very well."

Alia pressed her fingers to her forehead.

'Of all times, right after I let a criminal escape...'

Alia cleaned herself up after the battle and entered the palace.
After going through lengthy procedures, she was finally allowed to enter the audience chamber.

"Your Majesty, I hope you are well."
"Yes, Lord Grant. I hear you let the heretic escape?"

Sweat beaded on Alia's forehead as King Robe immediately mentioned her failure.
Rather than making excuses, she acknowledged it directly.

"Yes. It was my mistake."
"I'm not trying to reprimand you."

King Robe stroked his beard as he continued.

"According to your report, it doesn't seem to be a major concern, so I trust you'll handle it appropriately."
"Understood."
"I summoned you because we have finalized our demands for the negotiations with the demon race."
"I am at your service."

At King Robe's gesture, an attendant stepped forward with a scroll.
Alia carefully received the scroll with both hands.

King Robe solemnly commanded:

"From this moment, I appoint Alia Grant, Captain of the Capital Knight Order, as our representative for negotiations with the demon race."
"I accept this duty."

Alia bowed deeply.

"Our ministers have engaged in heated discussions to determine these terms. Take this and join the Hero. Once the demon side has established their demands, set a date for negotiations and bring back the results."

Alia rose from her position after receiving the royal command.

"Delegate the heretic matter to your vice-captain so you can focus on this task."
"Understood."

*

-So that's the situation, and I'll be heading up there soon.
"Understood. I'll see you then."

As soon as Ellion ended the communication, he called for Akila.

"Our side has completed preparations for negotiations. I'd like to know the status of the demon side's preparations."
"I'll contact them."

Akila nodded, withdrew, and then returned.

"It seems their side will take some more time. They say they're struggling to organize due to many differing opinions."

Though the expression was ambiguous, I could roughly guess the demons' situation.
Probably the more militant demons were opposing this situation, and they were having trouble sorting it out.

The demons I saw in the game were generally aggressive and bloodthirsty.
If I hadn't entered this world and experienced it firsthand, I would have thought all demons were like that.

But many of the demons I've met had thought processes not much different from humans.
There would be nothing wrong with getting along well with such beings in this world.

"Everyone, dinner's ready."

Lina approached, grumbling about having to prepare meals while we were busy with communications.

After dinner, I helped clean up.
While Ellion prevented me from participating in cooking, he didn't stop me from helping with the cleanup.

That's when Heinrich discreetly approached and handed me something.

"Miss Daisy, these are supplements. Take them."

Huh? I still have plenty of supplements from last time.
Still, I obediently accepted what he offered.

After Heinrich left, I was about to put the supplements in my pocket when I realized the texture felt different.

Upon inspection, it wasn't a supplement package but just a crumpled piece of paper.

I slowly unfolded the crumpled paper.

-I've managed to implement the dagger magic. Come take a look.

I immediately clenched my fist, crumpling the paper again.
Looking around, fortunately neither Akila nor the kitchen goblins were watching me.
Eventually I would have to tell them that Spanyada was dead, but not now.
If they found out before I could enter the mental world and bring Daisy back, they would probably prevent me from using the dagger magic.

I went straight to Ellion and tapped his shoulder.

"What is it?"
"Can we talk for a bit after we finish cleaning up?"
"Hm? Sure."

Shortly after, I grabbed Ellion's hand and led him to the building where Heinrich was staying.

"Why are we here?"
"Look at this."

I showed Ellion the note from Heinrich.
After reading it, Ellion nodded.

We entered the building and met Heinrich.

Heinrich used his magic without any preamble.
A dagger began to rise from his palm.

When the dagger had fully materialized, Heinrich exhaled roughly.

"Whew, this magic really doesn't suit me. What do you think, Miss Daisy? Has it been properly implemented?"

I compared the dagger before me with the one in Nyada's knowledge.
The result was that apart from the user's magical power being different, there was no difference.

"Yes. It seems complete. Thank you for your hard work."
"That's a relief. Since it can't be used again for ten years after one use, I couldn't even test it, but your confirmation puts my mind at ease."

I immediately reached for the dagger.
But Ellion stepped in front of me.

"Daisy, are you sure about this?"
"Of course. I already explained the plan to you before."

Ellion hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"I'm just worried. You were crying a few days ago, and you seem somehow anxious..."

Ellion was right that I felt anxious.
But my anxiety was somewhat different from what he imagined.

Between the recent dreams and perhaps Daisy's influence, the time spent with Ellion had become so comfortable and pleasant.
While I never disliked Ellion, the game's protagonist, at some point I began to feel more than a certain level of affection.

This shouldn't be happening.
I don't belong in this world, and this isn't my place.

This won't allow me to return to my original world, but at least this happiness should be felt by Daisy.

I gave Ellion a gentle smile.

"Don't worry, Ellion. Trust me."

Trust Daisy. That's enough.

Ellion pressed his lips together, then nodded resolutely.
He stepped aside.

I received the dagger from Heinrich.
This cool yet comfortable sensation.
It felt the same as the dagger I held in the mental world.

Ellion, still anxious, asked me:

"Is there anything we can do?"

After thinking briefly, I said to Heinrich:

"If there are any penalties, could you look after me?"

Seeing Heinrich nod, I turned to Ellion.

"And if something happens, summon your holy sword and lend me strength."
"Try not to let anything happen in the first place."

Ellion nodded with a stern expression.

I sat down on the floor and gripped the dagger in reverse.
Even knowing it wouldn't hurt, the thought of stabbing myself with a visible dagger was a bit frightening.

"Haaah..."

I exhaled deeply to calm myself.
Gripping the dagger firmly with both hands, I plunged it into my body.

I opened my eyes wide.
The scenery of the countryside fields where Daisy and Ellion were born came into view.

It worked.
I've entered the mental world.

The mental world, reconstructed with the help of Nyada and the souls, had formed a wide surface, though not as extensive as before.
Grass had grown to form fields, and there were sounds of flowing water and sheep bleating—similar to the scenery when I first entered.

At the location where the storehouse had been, there were four wooden pillars with items placed around them.
Daisy's precious storehouse was being regenerated as well.

"Nyada, are you listening? How do I meet you all?"

A method appeared in my mind.

『Three times with the dagger.』

So it's the same method.

I reached out and used the dagger magic.
In the mental world, it was unlimited. I hadn't forgotten.

Gripping the dagger in reverse again, I looked down at my chest and was a bit surprised.

The three sword marks that had been engraved on my soul were gone.
What? Can these heal?
I wasn't sure.

Anyway, I stabbed my chest three times with the dagger.

I felt my consciousness sinking.

A dark and cold sensation.
Like slowly sinking underwater.

Yes. This is what I experienced once in a dream.

I slowly closed my eyes.

How much time had passed?
When I opened my eyes, I saw a dark space, a pond, and Nyada collapsed on the ground.

"Nyada!"

Alarmed, I rushed to check on him.
A significant portion of Nyada's soul had eroded and disappeared.

What happened?
Nyada was someone who had endured for four hundred years inside Spanyada without disappearing.
Why had he suddenly become like this?

-Ah... you've come.
"Nyada, what happened to you?"

Nyada gave me a bitter smile.

-With Spanyada gone, I no longer have a purpose to hold on to... and it was lonely being alone... So I found myself eroding quickly.
"What are you saying? Why alone..."

Only then did I sense the dissonance.
I turned my head and looked around the space.

And nowhere could I find Daisy.
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My mind went blank.

"Nyada, Daisy! Where did Daisy go?!"

In my panic, I shook Nyada.

"No way... Has Daisy already worn away and disappeared? Is it because I've been occupying this body... that Daisy, who was asleep, has worn away? No, no. This can't be happening..."

I dealt with Spanyada.
Dialogue between humans and demons is about to begin.
A peaceful era is about to dawn, but the rightful owner of this body, Daisy, doesn't exist anymore?

Unlike me, who was thrown into confusion, Nyada spoke to me with a calm face.

-Daisy hasn't worn away.
"...Really?"

Then where did Daisy go?

-Daisy... how should I put this. She just disappeared.
"...I'm not in the mood for wordplay right now."

At my complaint, Nyada closed her eyes as if recalling that moment.

-At that time... after being stabbed by the dagger and entering this place, I waited for you. But no matter how long I waited, you never came in.
"..."
-When I saw you feeling around your body wondering what was going on, I finally realized something was wrong.

Right. I was so confused then.
I was desperate enough to even assume that I was Daisy with Kim Min-jun's memories.

-For whatever reason, if you went 'outside,' Daisy should have come in here, but she didn't.
"What? Then from the beginning..."
-Yes. Daisy vanished without a trace.

From the way she spoke, it seemed Nyada also didn't know why Daisy had disappeared.
Even if this dagger magic was created by chance, there should be data accumulated over four hundred years. How could something so unpredictable happen?



No, thinking about what's already happened won't help anything.
What matters is what to do next.

"Then how can I find Daisy? I need to return this body to her."

Hearing my words, Nyada stared at me intently for some reason.
That gaze felt unsettling, as if she was analyzing me.

"...Why, why are you looking at me like that?"
-...No. I think I now know where Daisy might be.

Huh, really?
If she knows where Daisy is, there must be a way to bring her back.
I can see a glimmer of hope.

I looked at Nyada with eyes full of expectation.
But for some reason, Nyada's expression wasn't very pleasant.

-Mr. Kim Min-jun. Would you look at your chest?

My chest?
I lowered my gaze.
Still having Daisy's appearance, my chest was slightly protruding. And above it were the three stab wounds I had made...


...Huh?
What's going on?

To enter this place, I stabbed my chest three times with the dagger.
But now I noticed that the wounds were gradually filling with flesh.

-Your soul is healing.
"...Is this normal?"

It was a ridiculous question even as I asked it.
If souls could heal like this, no one would have worn away and disappeared in the first place.

-It seems you now have more than one person's worth of soul energy, Mr. Kim Min-jun.

Wait, is Nyada trying to say what I think she's saying...

-This is just my guess, but... it appears Daisy has been absorbed by you.



That's... impossible.
I confronted Nyada, unable to believe what I was hearing.

"Does the dagger magic have such an effect? This has never happened before, right?!"
-Yes. It never has. I think Spanyada and I didn't merge because our souls have different forms. Like oil and water. But you and Daisy have very similar soul forms, don't you? No, they're practically identical. Perhaps your souls matched so well that they naturally merged...

I immediately denied Nyada's speculation.

"That's just a guess! And even if that guess is correct... you know what happened, Nyada. Daisy stabbed you first, then me. If someone was going to be absorbed, it should have been me, not Daisy!"

I didn't want to accept it.
What was my reason for wanting to return the body to Daisy?
Because I didn't want to take something from someone else like Spanyada did.
But if this was true, I had taken everything from Daisy.

"Nyada, please, let's think about this a bit more, okay?"
-I'm sorry, Mr. Kim Min-jun. I don't think that's possible.
"...What? What do you mean?"

Nyada smiled bitterly.

-I don't have the strength to hold on any longer. I've barely managed to stay this long just to explain the situation to you when you came here, so you wouldn't be confused.



With those final words, Nyada's body began to scatter bit by bit.
I desperately grabbed hold of her.

"Nyada! If, if you disappear like this, what am I supposed to do alone?!"
-Don't worry too much. Even if I disappear, you'll still be able to use my memories and knowledge. If that were a problem, Spanyada wouldn't have left us like that.
"No! That's not what I meant!"

Daisy is gone, and if you disappear too, there won't be a single person left in this world who knows who "I" am.
No one in this world knows "Kim Min-jun."
If you're gone, I can't exist as myself.

I know it's a selfish thought.
But I was feeling that much fear.

Even though Ellion is by my side, along with the hero party, Aquila, and the dining goblins, they're all seeing Daisy or Spanyada.

There isn't a single person who treats me as just "me."

"Nyada, please..."
-I'm sorry.

Nyada quietly closed her eyes. Her body scattered even faster.
My hands, still holding onto Nyada, began to tremble.

"No, please don't..."
-May your path ahead be filled with blessings...

With those words, Nyada completely vanished from my hands.

Now there's not a single person in this world who knows me.




"...I don't think anything's wrong..."
"...I'm not sure either..."

Are those Ellion and Heinrich's voices?

After being lost in thought for a while, I came to my senses and found myself back in reality, having left that dark space.
The two of them were discussing something about me.

As I quietly looked up at them, Ellion hurriedly approached.

"Daisy, are you okay? How did it go? What about Spanyada?"
"...I dealt with Spanyada."

But things didn't go well.

Ellion, unaware of my feelings, beamed with a bright smile.
Then he embraced me tightly.

"You did great! You really did great, Daisy! Thank you for overcoming this even though I couldn't help at all. I love you."

Ellion's arms tightened around me.
That affection meant for Daisy felt too heavy for me to bear.

"So now only the soul that helped you remains inside?"
"...No, no one's left. They're all gone."

Hearing my words, Ellion blinked and asked.

"So now it's just completely you, Daisy?"
"...Yes. Just completely me..."

I couldn't continue speaking.
Tears began to flow from my eyes.
Ellion, startled, began patting my back.

"Why, why are you crying? Don't cry."
"Hic, uuu."

I'm sorry, Ellion.
I'm not the Daisy you want.
I'm just a monster who took everything from Daisy.

"Hmm? Daisy. It's all okay. It's okay, so don't cry."

It's not okay.
I couldn't return your lover to you, and I'm left alone with no one in this world who knows me.



I wanted to tell Ellion honestly that I wasn't Daisy, that I had been deceiving him all this time.
But I didn't have the courage to say it out loud.

I didn't want to shatter Ellion's joy at having fully recovered his lover.
I didn't want to see Ellion in despair again.

Above all, I feared how Ellion would look at me if he knew I was Kim Min-jun.
It was all too clear what kind of gaze would be directed at me—someone who had taken his lover away without even knowing why.

That same hostile gaze that was directed at Spanyada would be aimed entirely at me.

I don't want that.
While I want someone to know "me"... I don't want that gaze to be hostile.

It's a selfish thought.
I never imagined I could be this selfish.

Even now, I found myself leaning further into Ellion's embrace, loving the touch of his hands wiping away my tears.



Ellion gently stroked my back and asked.

"Are you feeling a bit better now?"
"...Yes."

I mumbled quietly, still burying my face in Ellion's chest.

"...I'm sorry, I guess I felt empty thinking about how those who helped me are gone. That's why I unconsciously..."
"I see."

Ellion believed my hastily made-up excuse.

Ellion slightly pulled me away from his embrace, then cupped my cheeks with both hands.
And then he kissed my forehead.


...Huh?

"I'll fill all the emptiness in your heart."

Ah...

"So Daisy. Let's never be apart from now on."

Ellion's smile as he looked at me was too dazzling.

And so...
I didn't want to lose that smile.


I embraced Ellion again.
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"Every time I see you two...."

Heinrich's incredulous voice rang out.

"Do you not see your surroundings when you're being intimate?"

I quickly pulled away from Ellion.
Even I thought embracing Ellion again had been impulsive, so I apologized to Heinrich.

"I'm sorryyyy..."
"But I didn't kiss her on the lips," Ellion interjected.

I was startled by his sudden remark.

What is he saying?!

I could feel my face burning up.
Looking at the situation, Ellion was just grinning while Heinrich was shaking his head.
Ellion seems to be getting cheekier by the day.


Heinrich sighed once and changed the subject.

"Now that Spanyada has been dealt with, I must ask. Do you plan to inform the demon side of this fact?"

I nodded.

"Yes. That was my intention from the beginning."

In truth, I had considered telling only the hero's party about Spanyada's death and hiding it from the demon side.
But if I did that, I couldn't predict how the demon side would react.

The demon side had Akila, who had used the dagger magic to possess bodies, and the healer Byron had assigned to help me with my research.
Though unlikely, if these two joined forces and somehow found a way to undo the dagger magic, it would be disastrous.

So I had judged it better to completely remove Spanyada as an obstacle for Daisy's peaceful future, leaving no loose ends.

But Daisy...

...

...Sigh.

Anyway, hadn't I already laid the groundwork to use Akila for this purpose?
Making the situation predictable and controllable was better in many ways.


I immediately took Ellion with me to the room where Akila and the Dining Goblin were staying.
They both looked bewildered by our sudden visit.

"I have something to tell you."
"Please go ahead."

I took a deep breath and began.

"I killed Spanyada."
"...What did you just say?"

Akila and the Dining Goblin's eyes widened at the bombshell I had just dropped.
They were frozen, unable to speak for a while.
I stood there, waiting for them to process what I had said.

Soon, the Dining Goblin began to tremble, and Akila clenched his teeth.

"...Spanyada was the one who saved my life. How dare you say such things in front of me...!"

Akila's fists were shaking, looking ready to lunge at me.
But I had my magic and Ellion.
I was in no danger.

"I have something to tell you related to that."
"I don't want to hear it."

Akila was no longer looking at me, as if nothing I said mattered anymore. But at times like this, I needed to say something that would really hit home.

"Spanyada was not your and Akla's savior."
"What do you know...!"
"I know. Doesn't Akila also know? That when you possess a body, you can read memories?"

Akila hesitated at my words. I continued speaking during that pause.

"I read Spanyada's memories, and I found something strange."
"..."

Akila remained silent, continuing to stare at me.
It seemed like he was willing to hear what I had to say, at least.


Now I needed to create cracks in Akila's loyalty to Spanyada.
The information I could use included the anecdotes about Spanyada that Akila had shared, and Spanyada's actions that I had observed through Nyada's memories.

I decided to go through it point by point with Akila.

"Did you say that when your parents were killed by knights, Spanyada took you and ran away?"
"...Yes."
"But that's different from the memories I saw. Spanyada never ran away with you and Akla. The knights never found you."

Akila's face contorted at my words.

"What nonsense is this? Are you saying my memories are wrong?"
"Perhaps you dreamed it."
"Are you joking—"
"Because Spanyada is a succubus."

I cut off Akila's words and delivered the most important point.

'Spanyada is a succubus.'

This statement would now be like a stone thrown into Akila's heart, creating ripples.

"Spanyada just put you and your sibling to sleep when you were afraid of the knights. And then just stayed there."
"..."
"Think about it. With Spanyada's magic, she could have saved your parents and all the goblins in that village. Why didn't she?"

I couldn't know exactly what Spanyada was thinking when she acted that way.
But the dead Spanyada couldn't speak, and I would paint Spanyada as trash in the way most advantageous to me.
I didn't care about Spanyada's thoughts anyway, and she was trash to begin with.

"Spanyada targeted you two from the beginning. As experimental subjects for her magic and as useful tools."
"...What?"
"How did Spanyada know to appear when your second village was attacked? When she saved you, she killed the knights, so why didn't she kill Stellen?"

I deliberately avoided giving definitive answers and just bombarded him with questions.
I wanted Akila to think and imagine for himself.

That's how doubt works.
Even if it starts as a small doubt, it gradually spreads and grows.

Akila's eyes began to waver.
By now, his mind must be in chaos, unable to determine which of his memories with Spanyada were true and which were false.

"Do you know? When Spanyada first met the Demon King 25 years ago, the Demon King asked if Spanyada's abilities could be used to plant spies among humans."
"...25 years... ago...?"

Yes. Spanyada met you in the same year she met Byron.
And at that time, Spanyada probably thought about using the dagger magic on other living beings for the first time.

"You two siblings caught Spanyada's eye. You had appropriate hostility toward humans, were weak, and were still young enough to be manipulated as she pleased."

You were perfect experimental subjects.
Perhaps this story directly contradicts the goblin siblings' will.
But based on the circumstances I observed and Spanyada's personality, this might be close to the truth.
I apologize on her behalf, Akila.

"...No, no! Spanyada gave us the power to take revenge ourselves...!"
"Was there any reason revenge had to involve possessing someone else's body? You could have chosen to build your own strength, and with Spanyada's abilities, she could have helped you do that."
"..."
"You had a conversation about Spanyada and me at Gremlin Gorge before, right?"

Actually, he had that conversation with me.
At the time, I thought I might be able to use this story somehow, so I remembered it clearly.
Back then, Akila had said something like this to me:

"That he felt conflicted about involving ordinary people who were separate from the human-demon conflict."
"...That's..."
"The man who was Stellen's friend and Violet Stellen, who was in her late teens at the time. Looking back, those two were probably ordinary people not much different from me."

At that time, Akila hated all humans out of vengeance, but living among humans had diluted that feeling.
Perhaps it was because Akila had a nature that originally just wanted to live happily regardless of whether one was human or demon, that these feelings could be diluted.

Adding guilt to an already confused mind, Akila now seemed almost out of his wits.

"No... no...! These are all lies you've made up... All these memories...!"
"Then!"

I looked straight into Akila's eyes and continued.

"Why don't you bring Akla and talk about your memories? If there are discrepancies between your memories, what will you do then?"


This was a bit of a gamble.
Given Spanyada's laziness, there was a high probability she had made them dream the same dream.

But Akila, now doubting whether his memories were true or false, would still harbor suspicions even after hearing Akla's story.
This situation was advantageous for me, as I could fabricate false scenarios using dreams as an excuse.

Akila clutched his head, staggered, and soon collapsed to the floor.
The Dining Goblin sat beside him, massaging the back of his neck.

After a long silence, Akila finally spoke.

"I need... to think about this. Please leave now..."
"Yes, I will. Think carefully about what is true and what is false."

I was truly curious about what conclusion the ripples in Akila's heart would lead to.


Leaving the disoriented Akila behind, Ellion and I left the room.
Only after we had completely exited the building could I exhale deeply.

Then I suddenly noticed Ellion looking at me with a peculiar expression.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Nothing... I just think I shouldn't argue with you."

I poked Ellion's stomach with my finger.

"What? Were you planning to fight with me?"
"No, that's not it. I'm saying we should avoid having any reason to fight."

I pouted at Ellion's words and continued poking his stomach.

"Ah, I was wrong."
"Don't pretend it hurts when it doesn't."

As if a hero with your physical specs would feel pain even if I punched you.


But the feeling of Ellion's abs through his clothes wasn't bad.
I stopped poking and gently scratched Ellion's stomach.

So these are washboard abs.
The sensation against my fingers is quite addictive.

After doing this for a moment, Ellion suddenly grabbed my hand.

"Daisy..."
"Y-yes?"

Ellion's gaze was somehow intense.

Why, why is he acting like this?

"Are you trying to seduce me right now?"

What?
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Temp-temptation?! What is this nonsense?!

"Sigh... I'm barely holding myself back... and you keep doing this?"
"D-doing what?! What did I do?!"

When I shouted in panic, Ellion brought my hand, which he was holding, to his lips.

*Smooch*

Ellion started kissing each joint of my fingers!

Ellion's lips and breath are tickling my fingers.
The heat that started from my hand traveled up my arm and spread throughout my body.

Ugh, ahhh...
This feeling is so strange...

...No, am I really going crazy?
I should pull my hand away... but I don't want to.

Is it because of Daisy's influence?
Why do I lose my mind whenever Ellion is involved?

"Daisy."
"Huh? Yes?"

Ellion gently caressed my hand while making eye contact with me.

"We've known each other for quite a while, besides our dating relationship."
"Y-yes, that's right?"
"To be honest, I want to take things further."

When he says "take things further"...
He must mean that kind of thing, right?

But how could I do something like that with Ellion when I'm not even Daisy...
Plus, I'm a man...

As I hesitated without answering, Ellion embraced me.

"I'm not saying we should do it right now. I want our first time to be in a romantic setting, not a place like this."

Ah, no. That's not the issue.

"Today, let's just... stay like this for a moment."

Ellion hugged me tighter and buried his nose in the nape of my neck.

"Daisy, I love your scent so much."

This is bad.
Ellion's actions and words are becoming increasingly intense.

What's worse is that I'm starting to notice Ellion's scent too.
I've been embraced by Ellion several times before, but this is the first time I've been so conscious of his scent.

Even though the facilities here are poor and we can't wash properly, Ellion's body has a fragrant smell.
How is this possible?
Is it because I'm Daisy right now that I feel this way?

I'm going crazy.
I can't think straight again.

I hugged Ellion back, buried my face in his chest, and took a deep breath.
Hnnnngh.

I've lost it, I'm insane.
Why? Why does he smell so good?
If it smells this good outdoors, how much better would it be to embrace and smell him alone in a room?

Ha, *inhale*, haaa.

"Um, Daisy. Could you let go of me now?"

Ellion spoke with a somewhat troubled tone, so I looked up at him.

"Why?"
"Well, it's just, ah..."

...?

...!

I jumped back from Ellion in surprise.

Th-that just now...

"I-I usually can't control it well... I mean..."

Ellion was flustered and fumbling for words.
I was just as embarrassed.

I clearly felt something stirring against my lower abdomen.
Ellion's...

I snapped back to reality.
What have I done? What was I thinking?

Embracing Ellion in a room and doing what?

You're truly insane, Kim Min-jun.
You're just a monster who devoured Daisy and stole her life.

When you should be living with guilt for the rest of your life, what are you doing now?

Get a grip!

I slapped both my cheeks with a loud smack.
Ellion grabbed my arms in surprise.

"What are you doing all of a sudden?"
"I think I need to come to my senses."

I spoke seriously, but Ellion seemed to take my words as a joke.

"Was being in my arms so good that you lost your senses?"

...I can't even refute that.

With nothing to say, I decided to just run away.

"It's getting late. I'm going to bed now."
"Okay. Good night."
"You too."

As soon as I finished speaking, I dashed toward my room.
I could hear Ellion giggling behind me.

*

Byron sighed at the number of people gathered in the conference hall. He expected some demon folk wouldn't come, as Curius had said, but he didn't think almost a third would be absent.

While they were gathering opinions from the demon folk who did attend to determine the negotiation terms, Chebet entered the conference room with an urgent expression.

"What's the matter?"
"We received a message from the communication officer sent to the castle ruins."

Byron extended his hand for the communication orb, but Chebet just looked around the conference hall with a troubled expression.

"...It's a rather serious matter..."
"I understand."

After leaving the conference hall, Byron finally received the communication orb from Chebet.

"This is Byron."
-...Demon Lord.

The communication officer's voice sounded oddly subdued.
He was Spanyada's subordinate, wasn't he? Akila, was it?

-Spanyada has died.
"...What?"

Byron couldn't believe it.
Wasn't it the hero who had promised to call him when separating Spanyada from the hero's lover?

"What are you saying?! This is different from what was promised!"

Byron's shout echoed through the corridor.

"The hero! Did the human hero do this?"
-I'm not certain. However, the hero said nothing, and instead, the hero's lover came forward to announce Spanyada's death.
"...The hero's lover?"

He didn't know exactly how the hero's lover and Spanyada had coexisted in one body or how they had pushed each other out, but if the hero's lover came forward directly, it couldn't be a lie.

'What happened? Did Spanyada lose to the hero's lover? Or did the hero use some trick?'

After pondering briefly, Byron made a decision.

"I need to go there myself."
"What? It could be dangerous! Please reconsider!"

Chebet was startled and tried to dissuade him, but Byron's gaze was resolute.

"The situation is a bit different from what I expected, but I would have had to face the human hero eventually. I have no choice but to speak with them directly."

Byron announced to Akila through the communication orb:

"I'm coming up there myself. Inform the human side."
-Understood. And... there's one thing I'd like to ask...
"Speak."
-When you first met Spanyada, did you ever suggest using Spanyada's ability to plant spies?

The unexpected question puzzled Byron, but he answered honestly.

"Yes. At that time, Spanyada said research was needed. And a few years later, he informed me that he had recruited volunteers and planted spies. From what Spanyada told me, you and your sibling were the most exceptional among the volunteers."
-...

Silence fell on the other end of the communication orb.
Byron sensed something strange and called out to Akila.

"Are you listening?"
-...I see... Please be careful on your way up.
"? Understood."

After ending the communication, Byron immediately opened the conference room door and looked for Caurus.

"Caurus! I appoint you as acting Demon Lord for the time being. And today's meeting ends here. If anyone has additional ideas, inform the Demon Lord's castle via communication orb. It's late today, so rest here and return tomorrow."

After Byron left with his business concluded, commotion broke out in the conference hall.

"Did you hear that?"
"I only heard shouting."
"Something about promises being broken, I think."
"Didn't he mention the human hero too?"

The conference hall was well soundproofed inside and out. However, a few beastfolk with keen hearing had caught fragments of Byron's shouts.

"Did the Demon Lord make some kind of promise with the human hero?"
"Did they conspire together?"
"Could what Rao said actually be true...?"

As the demon folk began to let their imaginations run wild based on fragmentary information, Caurus stood up.

"Listen, everyone. I was present when the human hero and Byron negotiated, so I'll explain briefly."

Caurus noticed all eyes on him and recalled the situation in his mind.
In truth, the only promise had been about Spanyada's disposition.

If there was a problem with that, it meant something had happened to Spanyada.

However, he couldn't mention this fact because of Rao's previous accusations about Byron selling out Spanyada.

So Caurus fabricated a small lie.

"At that time, we made a promise to restrict the human hero's movements until negotiations progressed to a certain point. That's the only promise worth mentioning, so I hope there will be no suspicion toward Byron."
"Are you saying the hero broke the promise and left the designated location?"

At those words, several clan leaders turned pale.

"If the Demon Lord reacted like that, does it mean the hero has come down to Neswith?"
"This is terrible! We need to return to our villages quickly...!"
"How can we trust someone like that for negotiations?"

Caurus broke into a cold sweat at their unexpected reaction.

"Calm down! If the hero had come down to Neswith, Byron would have sent us back immediately to strengthen the defenses of each village!"
"I... guess so?"
"True, he wouldn't have told us to rest if that were the case."

While most clan leaders sighed in relief, a few were nurturing seeds of discontent and suspicion in their hearts.

'How can we believe that? Caurus is in cahoots with Byron too.'
'As Rao said, they might be planning to sell us out next after Spanyada.'
'Perhaps siding with Rao would be...'

A few days later.
Several demon folk visited Rao's village.
They were the clan leaders who had harbored suspicions at the conference hall.

After quietly listening to the demon folk's story, Rao frowned.

"As expected, the current Byron regime cannot be trusted. It would be better to drown ourselves in sewage."
"Rao, what should we do now?"

Seeing the anxious demon clan leaders, Rao asked:

"You say Byron isn't at the Demon Lord's castle now?"
"That's right. We don't know exactly where he went, but Caurus is acting in his place."

A sinister smile appeared on Rao's face.

"Then shouldn't we also show our resolve?"

Ch.59 - 59. Screwed
# 59. Screwed

"The Demon Lord is coming here in person?"
"Yes. That's what's been decided."

Around the time we finished dinner, Akila came with this announcement.

After her one-sided notification, Akila returned to her room, and somehow her retreating figure looked exhausted.
She'd been like that ever since hearing about Spanyada's death.
She wasn't even coming out to eat, so the meal goblins had to bring food to her separately.
From the looks of it, it would take some time for her to regain her strength.

Lina and Heinrich showed signs of tension at Akila's announcement.
It was a natural reaction, considering they would soon meet the Demon Lord they had only heard about.

Ellion looked at me and asked.

"Daisy. What kind of person was the Demon Lord in your opinion? I've only exchanged a few words with him, so I need your input."

Hmm. He was just like the neighborhood idiot big brother.
Is that too harsh to say?

"From what I saw and heard inside Spanyada... how should I put it? Like a supervisor struggling to clean up after his subordinates' mistakes?"
"...What's that supposed to mean? Is he really the Demon Lord?"

Lina let out a hollow laugh, finding my assessment of Byron ridiculous.

"Haha... Is that strange? But that's honestly my impression."
"Perhaps, do you know anything about the Demon Lord's abilities?"

Heinrich asked me as I was just scratching my head.

I considered telling them about Byron's abilities that I'd seen in the game but decided against it.
In Nyada's memories, Byron had never once demonstrated his powers to Spanyada.
Better not to invite unnecessary suspicion.

"Well... The Demon Lord never used his powers in front of the demon folk."

At my words, Heinrich furrowed his brow and muttered.

"The fact that he doesn't display his power normally means he doesn't rule by fear. Then again, if that were his nature, he wouldn't have proposed dialogue in the first place..."
"Don't worry too much. I'll persuade him well."

It seems Byron is rushing here after hearing about Spanyada's death, but in reality, we had nothing to be afraid of.

We agreed to call Byron when separating Daisy and Spanyada, but there was never any instruction not to kill her before separation, right?
Besides, it wasn't the hero's party who killed Spanyada but the victims whose bodies had been stolen, so the moral high ground was clearly on our side.

When I explained this, everyone in the hero's party nodded.

"Indeed, with such logic, even the Demon Lord would have nothing to say."
"He might be a bit pissed off though. Hehe."

Heinrich and Lina agreed with my opinion.
Ellion, on the other hand, had a subtle expression.

"I definitely shouldn't get into arguments with you."

There you go again? Want me to stab you in the gut?

Suddenly, the events from a few nights ago flashed through my mind.

...

Ah, my face is heating up again.

"Huh? Why is your face so red?"
"What? It's nothing!"
"Your reaction seems suspicious..."

Ellion started giggling as if he also remembered what happened that night.
Lina looked back and forth between us, tilting her head in confusion.

"Hey! Stop laughing!"

I shouted at Ellion, feeling embarrassed.
But was that a mistake?
Ellion spread his arms wide with a smug expression.

"Come, Daisy! Into my arms that you love so much you lose your mind!"
"Hey!"
"Ugh, the couple is acting up again."

Lina immediately spat out a curse. Heinrich just closed his eyes and shook his head as if it was too bothersome to even comment.

I feel like my face might explode from all the blood rushing to it.

"What a lively atmosphere we have here."

Huh? This voice...

When I turned my head, Allia Grant was entering the castle ruins.

"Lord Grant. You arrived quickly."
"I ran here since I was coming alone anyway."

Wow, did she sprint without even taking a day's rest?
The distance must have been considerable.

Allia took out a scroll from her pocket and handed it to Ellion.

"These are the demands from Robe to present to the demon side. Please take a look."

Ellion unrolled the scroll, and the hero's party gathered around him.
I squeezed in between them to look at the unfolded scroll.

Let's see...
Mineral extraction, Gremlin technology?
Bako might clap his hands in delight at this.

Utilizing the labor of large demons?
Since human currency isn't immediately usable, arrangements for exchange with necessary goods.
Makes sense, since demons don't use currency yet.

Reading down the list, everything seemed reasonable.
But the last part was concerning.

The Demon Lord's declaration of surrender.

Would he comply with this willingly? I'm not sure.

The hero's party had been nodding at the other parts, but their expressions became serious at this section.

"Lord Grant. Do you know the intention behind this last part?"

At Ellion's question, Allia immediately responded as if she had anticipated it.

"It's because of the changed prophecy. The previous prophecy and the current one are somewhat contradictory, aren't they? That's why they haven't announced it publicly yet. The Papal Office has determined that they need to guide the situation further for the people's acceptance."

So basically, they're saying: "Please surrender on behalf of the god who changed his words to save face"? Is that it?

"This is a bit much."

Only Lina, the sole non-Robe native, spoke up.
The others didn't say anything, but they were probably thinking the same thing.

"Shouldn't we first relay this information to Akila?"
"The Demon Lord is coming here anyway. Wouldn't it be better to discuss it directly with him?"
"What?! Why is the Demon Lord coming here?"

Allia was startled by Heinrich and Lina's chatter.
Her eyes were darting back and forth.

Ah, she just arrived so she doesn't know?

Ellion explained the events of the past few days to Allia.
He carefully explained everything from how Spanyada was completely dealt with to how the Demon Lord was now on his way here after hearing the news.

After hearing everything, Allia sighed deeply and then pulled my arm.
She embraced me and patted my back.

"Miss Daisy. You've been through a lot. Sigh, if only I had paid more attention..."
"No, it's fine."

Allia's silver hair tickled my cheek.
It felt nice to be embraced by an older beautiful woman.
I'd been wondering since the game—how does someone who looks so delicate possess such incredible strength?

As I stayed in her embrace for a while, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
Maybe I just like being embraced like this?

Yes. That must be it.
Maybe I just like this sense of security, not necessarily Ellion specifically?
Well, Allia's armor doesn't make it very comfortable, but still.

Ah, I feel a bit more at ease now.
I'm a man too, after all. Does it make sense to enjoy being in another man's arms?
I just like being embraced. Yes, that's it.

I should ask Lina for a hug before bed tonight.
Hehehe.

As I was thinking this and pulling away from Allia, Ellion pulled me toward him.
Somehow, Ellion was now embracing me from behind.

"W-what are you doing?"
"Why were you smiling like that while being hugged by Lord Grant?"

What does it matter if I smile or not!

"Show those smiles only to me. I'm jealous, okay?"
"Eep!"

He blew into my ear again!
This is too embarrassing in front of everyone!
Look at their expressions!

"Ugh, damn it. You two are sickening to watch. Hey, Ellion. Just take Daisy and share a room from today."

Whaaaaaat?!
Lina! What are you saying!
Take that back! Take it back right now!

"Should we? Then Lord Grant can share a room with Lina."

Ellion! Don't agree!
Allia! Refuse! You're my only hope!

"...Fuck, I want to date too."

Alliaaaaa!!
Don't envy us, stop this!

"I'll head in first. Do as you please."

Heinriiiich!
Where are you running off to? Come back here!

This is bad!
At this rate, I'll really end up sharing a room with Ellion.
I'll have to see Ellion's face first thing when I wake up.

...
That might be nice...
...

Snap out of it!
I almost lost my mind just imagining Ellion after waking up.

Kim Min-joon! Get a grip. You're a man!

Actually, sleeping in the same room would be fine.
The problem is whether we could really just sleep.

Ellion did tell me he wanted our first time to be somewhere romantic, but how do I know if that resolve won't waver once we're sharing a bed?

I definitely felt something against my lower abdomen that time.
I seriously thought he had a second holy sword.

Ellion clearly has desires for Daisy, and right now, I am Daisy.
His "holy sword" could be pointed at me at any moment.

Damn, I avoided the actual holy sword only to be threatened by the lower body one.

What should I do?
What can I say to avoid this situation?

"Daisy, shall we go in too?"

What?
Looking around, I realized the hero's party members were nowhere to be seen.
Only Ellion and I remained, still embracing each other.

What the?
When did I change my posture to hug Ellion?
I wasn't even conscious of doing that?

I'm screwed. I'm really screwed.

Without being able to resist, I was lifted by Ellion in a princess carry.
Ellion looked down at me with a playful expression.

"I'll carry you comfortably, my princess."

Seriously! I'm screwed!
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I arrived at the room, being carried in princess style by Ellion.

My heart was pounding incredibly hard.
The thumping was so loud that I thought even Ellion could hear it.

Ellion gently set me down and said,

"Would you like to go in first? I'll bring a blanket for you."
"Y-yeah. Sure."

As I watched Ellion's back disappear, I stood at a crossroads of decision.

Should I obediently enter this room and wait for Ellion? Or should I dash to the room where Lina and Alia might be?

After contemplating for a while, I realized how strange it was to even be having this dilemma.

Though I'm currently in Daisy's body, I'm still a man.
So couldn't I share a room with Ellion? We're both men, what's the problem?
If anything, sharing a room with Lina, who's a woman, was the stranger situation all along.

Right. It's not normal for me to be so nervous around Ellion.
Men should room with men, and women with women. That's how it should be.



I finished rationalizing and opened the door to enter.

Ellion's room...
Looking around, I saw Ellion's belongings and blankets neatly arranged on one side.
It wasn't much different from the room I had been staying in.

Well, it's just a temporary lodging, what special features would it have?


Then my eyes caught a bag placed in one corner.

A crossbody bag with a broken strap, covered in dirt.
A familiar bag.

As if entranced, I picked it up.
Opening it, I found a hand mirror, rubber bands, a coin purse, and a comb stained with blood.

And next to it lay a neatly folded dress, its bloodstains turned dark.

...I had forgotten about this.
The fact that it's in Ellion's room means...

"Daisy. I'm back."

I heard Ellion's voice behind me.
Seeing me holding the crossbody bag and dress, Ellion hesitated momentarily before proceeding with his task.

"I found it when I first came here."

Ellion said while spreading out the blanket.

"When I saw it, my mind went blank with fear."

Ellion looked up at the ceiling, as if recalling that moment.

"As Lina described what happened while looking at the ground, I imagined you being thrown down."

I put down the crossbody bag and dress, silently watching Ellion.

"And when I discovered the dress covered in blood... it was truly devastating."
"..."
"I thought I was too late, wondered how much pain you must have been in... I felt so pathetic."

My heart ached at Ellion's self-blame.
I could deeply feel how much Ellion loved Daisy.
I wanted to embrace and comfort Ellion right then and there.



But I wasn't qualified to do so.
The Daisy that Ellion worried about and loved had already been absorbed by me and disappeared.

Anything I might do for Ellion would just be disgusting hypocrisy.
My chest hurt as if being slashed by a sharp knife.

As I remained silent, Ellion approached me.

"Still, I'm grateful that things worked out and I can be with you again."

No.

Ellion met my eyes and stroked my hair.
That slightly smiling face was so lovable.

"I'm counting on you from now on too, Daisy."

No...
I am...

Ellion's expression turned to bewilderment.
I could feel tears streaming down both my cheeks.

"Huh? What's wrong? Why are you suddenly crying?"
"I'm sorry... I'm sorry..."

I'm not Daisy...

Ellion held me in his arms and patted my back.

"What do you have to be sorry for? Don't cry."

I felt the desire to stay like this forever.
But I also felt that this was wrong.

What should I do from now on?

Should I continue pretending to be Daisy, deceiving Ellion for the rest of my life?
Is there no way to return to my original world?

Daisy.
How wonderful it would be if you were the one here now.
I'm so sorry and guilty for taking everything from you.


Ellion didn't say anything more, just continued comforting me.
My heart raced at his gentleness.

Just like this...


...No, no!
I'm wavering again!

I said I couldn't deceive Ellion, that I felt guilty toward Daisy!
So why am I getting intoxicated by Ellion again and thinking only selfish thoughts!

Get a grip, Kim Min-jun!

My emotions were fluctuating too wildly.
I needed to collect myself and make a decision.
Continuing like this would only make me lose myself and keep doing unforgivable things to both Ellion and Daisy.



I gently pushed Ellion away. Ellion moved back following my gesture.

After wiping my tears with my sleeve, I looked straight at Ellion.
Ellion was looking at me with a worried expression.

"Daisy. Can you tell me what's bothering you?"

How could I possibly tell you?
That I'm not Daisy, but a man who absorbed your lover and took her place?
How am I supposed to explain this?
Without knowing how to restore Daisy to her original state, telling would only hurt both Ellion and me.

"I want to be your support. Let me help carry your worries."

I know your feelings.
But it's because I know what a good person you are that I can't tell you.

"Ellion."
"Yes."

Ellion's face turned serious, as if ready to listen intently to what I had to say.

Let's end this. Someone like you could find someone better than me.

I contemplated what I needed to tell Ellion in my heart.

The Daisy that Ellion loved is gone now, and I feel too guilty toward her.
Breaking up might be much better than knowing the truth that Daisy has disappeared.

It will hurt for a while. I know Daisy means the world to you.
That's why, as someone who isn't the real thing, I have no choice but to make this decision.

Both you and I can move forward once we sort out our hearts and minds.

So say it.
Say we should end this.



But why?
The words won't come out.

Just one word, just one sentence, and both of us could make a fresh start.

But I can't speak.
My mind keeps telling me to say it, but is my heart refusing?

I don't know if it's Daisy's feelings that I've absorbed, or if these are truly my own feelings.


Ellion was quietly looking at me.
Silently waiting for what I had to say.

I forced myself to speak.

"Give me... a little time..."

It wasn't what I had initially planned to say.
I changed my mind because I simply couldn't get the words out.

"What do you mean... by asking for time?"

At Ellion's question, I lowered my gaze.
I could imagine Ellion's expression. One of complete incomprehension.

"Just what I said. Give me... some time alone."

Ellion said nothing.

After a moment of silence, Ellion spoke with a trembling voice.

"Perhaps... with me..."
"No!"

Hearing the anxiety in Ellion's voice, I looked up at him.
Ellion's expression looked like he might crumble at any moment.

This wasn't the expression I wanted to see.



I embraced Ellion and cried out.

"It's not that my feelings for you have cooled! I still love you! But..."

The words "I love you" came out of my mouth for Ellion.
It surprised even me, but right now, reassuring Ellion was more important.

"...Recent events have been too difficult. Just give me a little time."
"...Is it because I'm a hero? Because you've gone through hardships because of me?"

How is this your fault?
It's because of Spanyada who tried to steal Daisy's body, and whoever made me possess Daisy's body.

"That's not it. You don't need to blame yourself. This is truly my personal issue. You've done nothing wrong, Ellion."
"..."
"Someday, truly someday when I can resolve everything, I'll tell you everything then. Why I'm saying and doing these things, I'll explain it all. Please believe me."

I embraced Ellion with all my might, hoping my sincerity would reach him.

"I'm sorry I can only ask you to believe me. But..."
"I believe you."

Ellion's voice sounded stable, as if he had calmed down.
Ellion hugged me back.

"I couldn't keep my promise to come get you that day. All I could do was believe in you and do what I had to do. And you overcame everything and came back to me."
"..."
"I'll believe you. I don't think I can help you this time either... but if that's what you want, I'll believe you."

Ellion, you...

I pulled back slightly to look up at Ellion's face.
Ellion was smiling at me.

Seeing that face, an impulsive feeling rose from deep within me.



Now I think I understand my feelings.

I like you, Ellion.

I already had feelings for Ellion, who was the game's protagonist.
But that affection has grown beyond simple character appreciation to something between two humans.
Whether this was Daisy's influence or my original inclination didn't matter anymore.

Right now, only Ellion before me was my everything.
I grabbed Ellion's face, stood on tiptoe, and kissed him.

Ellion's lips were soft, and the breath between them was warm.


And the guilt toward Daisy rising from deep within my heart...

"...!"

I hastily pulled away from Ellion.
Ellion, who had been accepting my kiss, stood there in an awkward pose.

I covered my mouth and sank to the floor.

Daisy.
What have I done?
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Tears began to pour from my eyes once again.

How could I do such a thing...

Daisy, I'm sorry.
After all that talk about not wanting to be trash like Spanyada, about giving your body back to you—and then I do this!
Stealing your body, stealing your life. Don't forgive me for trying to steal Elion's affection too.

"Daisy. Why, why are you like this?"

Elion reached out to me with a bewildered expression.

I want to take that hand.
I want to nestle in Elion's arms and be spoiled.
But I shouldn't do that.

Daisy.
This time I'll push him away. This time I won't fall into Elion's arms so easily.

I swung my arm and knocked Elion's hand away.

"Don't touch me!"
"...Oh."

I could see Elion freeze in place.

"...Ah."

Confusion filled Elion's eyes.
The shocked look on his face was etched into my mind through my eyes.

Ah, ah, Elion—

"S-sorry. I'm sorry, Elion. I didn't want to act like this. I didn't mean to hurt your feelings. I just... because of my guilt... Ah, ahhh!"

I clutched my head and banged it against the floor.
I couldn't bear to look at Elion's face.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry..."

I'm sorry, Daisy.
I'm sorry, Elion.

It's all my fault.
If it weren't for me, you two could have been happy...

I'm sorry.
I, I...

*

Elion carefully picked up his lover who had collapsed asleep and laid her down on the blanket.
As he gently wiped her tear-stained face and covered her with the blanket, Elion tried to sort through his complicated feelings.

'Daisy...'

The behavior Daisy had just shown was far from normal.
Her emotions and actions were erratic, as if she was struggling to maintain her sanity.

Had it been his own delusion to think everything would be fine now that Spanyada was defeated and Daisy had fully returned?

He carefully took Daisy's hand as she whimpered in her unconscious state.

When Daisy had knocked his hand away earlier, Elion had hesitated in momentary confusion.
It hadn't hurt where she hit him.
But he never expected Daisy to show such an intense reaction and suffer so much.

Elion stayed awake all night.
Holding her hand whenever Daisy moaned softly was all he could do.

Dawn began to break.
Elion was still awake.
Since becoming the Hero, staying up for a night was nothing unusual.

Daisy seemed to be in deep sleep, no longer whimpering but resting with a peaceful expression.
Elion placed a brief kiss on her forehead and went outside.

The chilly air greeted him as he entered the courtyard.
Taking a deep breath, the cold air filled his lungs. It made him feel a little better after the suffocating night.

"Hey, Elion."

Turning toward the voice, he saw Lina and Alia approaching.

"Sleep well? Had a hot night?"
"That's not something you should ask."

When Lina asked mischievously with a lewd smile, Alia grumpily scolded her.
Elion just let out a deep sigh.

"Huh? What's with that face? Weren't you satisfied?"
"Sigh... how should I put this."
"Why? Was Daisy not satisfied? Are you a premature ejaculator?"

Elion gave Lina a pitying look before shaking his head.

"Hey, what's with that look?"
"Is that all you have in your head?"
"What? You two were all over each other yesterday, so I sent you off to get it on."

Elion scratched his head and told them about what had happened during the night.
Lina's playful expression hardened, and Alia listened with a serious face.

After pondering for a while, Alia spoke.

"Could it be that Miss Daisy's trauma was triggered?"
"Trauma?"
"You said she saw the blood-stained dress. Since she was kidnapped and had her body stolen while wearing it, perhaps the memories came back and made her afraid."

Could that be it?
Elion recalled how Daisy had suddenly started crying while holding the blood-stained dress.
Alia's explanation seemed plausible.

But then why did she ask for time alone?
What did she mean by the guilt she stammered about?
Questions kept piling up.

But Elion soon shook his head.

He had told Daisy he would trust her.
She had promised to tell him everything once it was all resolved, so all he could do was trust and wait.

"So Daisy is sleeping now?"
"Yeah. She cried herself to sleep."
"Sigh... poor thing. I should pressure Heinrich to make some sedatives."

Lina immediately headed toward Heinrich's room.
Alia earnestly advised Elion.

"Your role as the Hero is especially important at times like this. Since you're the only one Miss Daisy can rely on and open up to, please keep a close eye on her behavior and attitude."

Elion thought the situation was truly difficult.
Remembering how Daisy had initiated a kiss with him, it clearly wasn't an issue with him. But recalling the moments when Daisy had rejected him made his confidence waver.

Still, Elion steeled his resolve.
He was Daisy's lover, and he needed to be by her side when she was struggling.
He didn't want to lose Daisy before his eyes again.

Having somewhat collected himself, Elion thought about what to make for breakfast.
A stew that Daisy enjoyed would be good, right?
As he was selecting firewood to start a fire:

Elion sensed an enormous presence.

'This is...!'

It was the most powerful aura he had felt since becoming the Hero.
Elion stared in the direction of the presence.

"Hero? What's wrong?"

Alia asked when she noticed Elion suddenly staring at one spot.

'Can't Sir Grant sense it?'

The presence seemed to have sensed Elion too, as it was coming straight toward them.
Soon, a vampire appeared in the distance.

That's when Alia finally noticed the Demon Lord and exclaimed in surprise.

"The Demon Lord!"

The Demon Lord, showing no intention to fight, raised both hands above his shoulders and slowly entered the ruins.
Only after entering the courtyard did he lower his hands.

"I tried to conceal my presence... but I'm no match for the Hero, it seems."

He came while hiding his presence? Is that why Sir Grant couldn't detect him?
But Elion could clearly sense the Demon Lord's aura.

He's strong.
Indeed, his aura was worthy of someone who called himself the Demon Lord.

"This is our first direct meeting. Pleased to meet you. I am Byron. For now, I call myself the Demon Lord."
"I'm Elion. For now, I'm the Hero."

Byron looked around and said:

"I see you're preparing a meal. Oh dear, have I come too early by human standards?"
"Would you like to join us?"
"No, that's fine. I brought my own food."

In response to Elion's offer, Byron tapped the blood pouch at his waist.
Then he opened it and drank directly from it.
Somehow, the sight reminded Elion and Alia of someone drinking from a liquor bottle, giving them an odd feeling.

'How should I describe it? Like a supervisor cleaning up after troublesome subordinates?'

Daisy's assessment came to mind.
Somehow, it seemed fitting.

Elion was puzzled by Byron's seemingly leisurely attitude.

"You seem quite relaxed for someone who rushed here because of Spanyada."
"Relaxed... it's more that there's nothing I can proactively do. I can't bring Spanyada back from the dead."

Byron's eyes sharpened.

"But I am curious about something."
"Speak."
"Didn't you promise to call me when separating your lover from Spanyada? Why didn't you keep your word?"

Elion carefully organized what Daisy had told him before speaking.

"That's because we didn't separate Daisy and Spanyada."
"What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. We haven't completed the separation spell yet. Spanyada died after being defeated by Daisy in the mindscape."

Byron gave a hollow laugh before glaring at Elion.

"You expect me to believe that? Even in the mindscape, I find it hard to believe Spanyada would lose to your lover."
"One-on-one, that would be true. But it wasn't just Daisy and Spanyada—other souls whose bodies Spanyada had stolen in the past joined forces against her."

Byron was at a loss for words.
Even Spanyada would struggle against dozens of people at once.
And all of them would have harbored tremendous grudges against her.

Elion inwardly felt relieved at Byron's silence.
The explanation Daisy had prepared in advance seemed to be working on the Demon Lord.

After pondering deeply, Byron looked at Elion and spoke.

"...I'd like to meet your lover."
"No."
"I don't intend to harm her. I just want to talk."

Elion's heart grew heavy again as he recalled Daisy crying last night.

"Sigh... I'm sorry, but she's sleeping now. She's been emotionally exhausted because of Spanyada."
"...I see."

Byron sat down on the ground and took another drink from his blood pouch.

"Hah, Spanyada really has caused trouble for many people."

On that point, Elion had to agree.
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An unfamiliar ceiling.
...No, I've been sleeping in Ellion's room since yesterday, haven't I?

The events of last night gradually came back to me.
I definitely wasn't in my right mind then.

I felt overwhelming guilt seeing Ellion cherishing Daisy's clothes and belongings.
And on top of that, I impulsively k-kissed Ellion...
The self-loathing I felt for my actions was unbearable.

Because of that, I ended up pushing away Ellion's hand and showing a shameful side of myself.
I need to apologize to Ellion as soon as I see him.

I folded the blanket and left the room.
Everyone was gathered in the clearing having breakfast, but there seemed to be an odd person among them.

...Byron?
I mean, I heard he was coming, but isn't this too soon?

Wait, more importantly, why is he so casually sitting there drinking a blood pouch?
This is ridiculous.

"You're up?"

As soon as Ellion spotted me, he quickly approached.
The moment I saw his face, my mind went blank.

Once again, my vision seemed to narrow to just Ellion.
Perhaps it's because I've admitted to myself that I like him.
My heart pounds harder the closer he gets.

But proportionally, my self-blame and guilt toward Daisy rose as well.

The emotions inside me began to mix again.
My pleasantly pounding heart started to beat painfully.

While I winced from the chest pain, Ellion came right up to me.
Without a word, he gently embraced me.

Ellion's embrace was warm as always.
But the guilt inside me continued to grow.

I should have pushed Ellion away.
But doing that in front of everyone would deeply hurt him.
As I stood there, unable to do either, Ellion whispered softly to me.

"You asked me to trust you, and I said I would, so I won't ask anymore. But whenever you feel overwhelmed or sad, come to me. I'll always hold you like this."

At Ellion's words, the worries in my heart seemed to melt away.

Was it because he didn't mention Daisy's name?
My heart swelled with the feeling that this comfort and affection were directed solely at me, not Daisy.

How selfish.
Such an incredibly selfish thought.
Ellion doesn't know about my existence.
I know in my head that these words are actually meant for Daisy.

But even with this flimsy rationalization, I felt somewhat comforted.

"Yes, thank you, Ellion."

I pulled away from Ellion and lowered my head.

"I'm really sorry about last night. I should have been more composed."
"No, I should be the one apologizing for not being more considerate."

Ellion said this as he took my hand.

"Are you hungry? I made stew, your favorite. Let's go eat."

Just hearing that makes my mouth water.

The meal was satisfying.
It was a bit uncomfortable that everyone except Byron was watching me carefully, probably having heard about last night from Ellion, but the stew was so delicious that I didn't really mind.

Shortly after mealtime ended, official business began.

"The demands haven't been decided yet?"
"That's right. Though we're collectively called demons, we're divided into many races—vampires, beastkin, gremlins, goblins, ogres, and so on. Each has their own position and different opinions, so it takes time."

Rina sneered at Byron's explanation.

"Hmph, some Demon King you are if you can't even handle this."
"I may call myself the Demon King, but that's just self-proclaimed; I haven't established a class system. Each village has its own elected chief, so just gathering them all is already a major task."
"Then we'll have to wait quite a while longer."
"Perhaps."

Rina nudged Allia and said:

"Allia, let's just show what we brought. Since this is a negotiation, we can present our demands first, right?"

Allia thought for a moment, then nodded and pulled out a scroll from inside her garment, offering it to Byron.

"These are Robe's initial demands for the demon side. Please review and give us your unfiltered opinion."

Byron took the scroll, unrolled it, and began reading its contents carefully.
He read quickly, moving only his eyes without any other physical movement.

After reading a certain point, Byron's eyebrows twitched.
It was probably the part demanding the Demon King's surrender.

Byron silently continued reading to the end of the scroll.
After putting it down, he closed his eyes briefly, seemingly organizing his thoughts.

"Overall... my impression isn't bad. There are things I can agree with and things I find absurd."

Byron opened his eyes and slowly folded his arms.

"While our demon side's demands aren't completely finalized, there are several things I'd like to request right away. First..."
"Please wait a moment, Demon King."

Heinrich, interrupting Byron, took out parchment and a pen from his pocket to prepare for note-taking.

"Thank you for waiting. Please continue."
"First, language exchange. I've had my subordinates learn the human language. You humans should also learn the demon language. I'm not demanding that all humans learn it immediately. But at least those who wish to travel to and interact with Neswith should learn it."

Byron pointed to a section of the scroll and continued:

"For example, here—if you want to use demon labor, learn the demon language. At least enough to communicate and give instructions directly. I have more to say on this point. Larger demons won't be able to stay in typical human buildings. We request dedicated facilities for demons."

The hero's party nodded without objection, apparently finding these demands reasonable.

"Second, checkpoints. We want to establish checkpoints in the Sidnis Mountains so that travel between Neswith and Robe can only happen through these official routes. Those who pass through the checkpoints will receive proof of entry, and anyone without it will be considered an illegal entrant. Each side can handle illegal entrants according to their own methods."

Allia added to this proposal:

"We'll need procedures for when proof is lost or stolen. Summary execution won't do—there should be a verification process at the checkpoint of entry before deciding the fate of the detainee."
"Yes, that makes sense. I'll add that."

Since Allia had come as a negotiation proxy, she and Byron were exchanging opinions to refine the negotiation terms.

"The Sidnis Mountains should be designated as neutral territory, allowing entry for purposes like logging or gathering..."
"The safety of demon villages already residing in the mountains must be guaranteed..."

Byron went through the scroll line by line, adding content, while Allia added or removed details accordingly, making for a constructive negotiation.

Finally, Byron's finger pointed to the problematic clause.

"This is unacceptable."

Everyone had anticipated this, so they quietly listened to Byron's explanation.

"I proclaimed myself Demon King and built this system to establish Neswith as equal in status to human nations. And now you ask me to surrender? This is essentially demanding that we become a vassal state."

Allia opened her mouth to explain.
Without mentioning that the prophecy had changed, she only said that the temple demanded this because events would differ from the prophecy, and it was for the sake of God Lagianos's dignity.

Of course, Byron scoffed at this.

"How absurd. Why should I care about the dignity of a god who prophesied my death?"

Byron looked at Ellion.

"If it had been just a prophecy, I might have understood and let it go, but didn't Lagianos bestow a divine sword upon the human hero to fulfill this prophecy? This can only be seen as Lagianos himself wanting my death."

A silence fell at Byron's resolute words.

In truth, no one thought this demand would be accepted even from the opposite perspective, so Byron's attitude wasn't surprising.
I silently offered my sympathy to Allia, who had to relay these messages.

"...I understand. I will clearly convey your opinion to my superiors."
"Good."

Heinrich handed the parchment to Allia.

"Lord Grant. I've written down everything the Demon King said. Use this for your report."
"Thank you, Sir Heinrich."

Allia quickly reviewed the parchment before tucking it away.

The first round of negotiations had somehow been completed.

With everyone having said their piece, an awkward silence descended.
It's always someone like Rina who breaks such silences.

"Hey, Demon King. Now that we're done talking, when are you leaving?"
"Done talking?"

Byron lightly shrugged at Rina's words and looked at me.

"I still have matters to discuss with the hero's lover."

Me?

A strange atmosphere began to flow through the clearing at Byron's words.
Ellion moved to shield me from Byron's gaze.

"I told you it's not allowed."
"Wasn't that because she was sleeping? She's awake now, so it shouldn't be a problem."
"Still not allowed."

Byron snorted at Ellion's attitude and looked at me again.

"Hero's lover. What's your opinion?"
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What does Byron want from me?
It's definitely related to Spanyada, that's for sure.

If I were still pretending to be Spanyada, I could act boldly in front of Byron, but now I'm Daisy.

Should I show fear toward Byron now?
I told the hero's party that I only did chores for the Demon Lord's subordinates, so would it be strange to suddenly be afraid?

I decided to test Byron a little.

"What did you want to talk to me about?"
"I'd like to hear about how you killed Spanyada."

Just as I thought.
He still hasn't fully accepted Spanyada's death.

I suppose I'd be the same way.
Someone who had stolen others' bodies for hundreds of years suddenly got reversed on?
He'd want to know exactly how it happened.

Looking at him, it didn't seem like he would back down easily, so I thought it would be better to tell him a modified version of the story and send him on his way.

"Alright. I'll tell you."

Byron smiled at my words. Ellion, on the other hand, couldn't hide his bewilderment.

"Daisy, are you sure about this? Alone with the Demon Lord..."

I gave Ellion a gentle smile in response to his worried face.

"Who said anything about being alone?"

I grabbed Ellion's frantically gesturing hand and looked at Byron.

"Ellion needs to hear this too. Is that okay?"

I squeezed Ellion's hand harder.
Perhaps feeling that, the urgency in Ellion's demeanor lessened.

Ellion was wary of me talking to Byron alone.
If that was the case, I simply wouldn't create a situation where we were alone.

This was the best solution—it would ease Ellion's worries and prepare for any unexpected moves from Byron.

"I don't mind either way."

With Byron's consent, the strange tension in the clearing dissipated.
As things progressed this way, Rina jumped in with a bright smile.

"Can I listen too? I'm curious."

Once Rina joined in, Alia and Heinrich also showed interest in hearing the story.
And Akila and the Meal Goblin indicated their desire to listen with fire in their eyes.

In the end, the psychological battle Ellion had waged against Byron became completely pointless.
Sorry, Ellion.

We sat around a campfire I had built. After organizing the scenario in my head, I slowly began to speak.

"First, I entered the mental world. There, I confronted Spanyada. Even in the mental world, Spanyada was a powerful enemy. But there were many others there besides me—people whose bodies had been stolen by Spanyada."

Here, I added a bit of emotional appeal.

"The first magician whose body Spanyada stole, a father with a wife and children, a renowned filial daughter in her village, a young child running errands for their mother... There were so many people."

Though I called it emotional appeal, it was also the truth.
The souls who fought alongside me and Daisy were someone's precious family members.

"It was a fierce battle. We all rushed at each other desperately, trying to kill each other's souls. In fact, my right hand was blown off. Ah, not my actual right hand, but my hand when I was in soul form."

When I mentioned my injuries, the hero party's faces crumpled.
Ellion was biting his lip so hard I thought it might bleed.

"All those people held Spanyada down so he couldn't use magic. Spanyada screamed. I took that opportunity to stab Spanyada's eye with my left hand..."

Now that I think about it, stabbing someone's eyeball was quite a horrific experience.
The situation itself was so urgent and intense that I didn't realize it at the time, but now, recalling that moment, I felt an unpleasant sensation in my thumb.

As I stared at my left hand, feeling uncomfortable, Ellion's large hand enveloped mine.
The warm, encompassing feeling was nice.
Thanks to that, I was able to continue my story.

"...In the end, I didn't defeat Spanyada alone—I did it with the help of many people. And I freed all those who helped me."

When I finished speaking, the hero's party encouraged me, saying I'd been through a lot.
Akila and the Meal Goblin just stared at the ground with complicated expressions.

But only Byron wore a suspicious expression.

"There's one thing I'm curious about—if so many souls could act at once, why didn't they deal with Spanyada that way before?"

He pinpointed exactly what I had deliberately left out of my story.

"Actually... when I was first captured by Spanyada, the power of the holy sword penetrated inside and attacked Spanyada's soul, which allowed the trapped souls to escape."
"The sword's power...! So that was the problem!"

Akila, who had heard the story from Spanyada, burst out in anger.
Byron stared intently at Ellion.

"The sword's power..."
"I didn't mention it because I was afraid you'd be suspicious like this. Ellion wounding Spanyada with his sword happened in the capital square—it has nothing to do with this incident."

At my hasty explanation, Byron shifted his gaze away from Ellion.
However, the problem was that his gaze now focused entirely on me.

That look. It's a look of suspicion.

...Did I say something wrong?
There might be some inconsistencies since I left out "my" existence from the story, but I don't think there was anything that should have raised red flags.

Byron crossed his arms and quietly spoke.

"I don't understand..."

What is it? What? What exactly doesn't he understand?

I was anxious. I felt cold sweat running down my back.

"What's not to understand?! You just don't want to accept that Spanyada is dead!"

Rina jumped up and snapped at Byron.
All the hero party members were looking at Byron with disapproval.
But Byron paid no attention to their gazes and continued to stare at me.

"No matter how I think about it..."

Woong- Woong-

Byron's words were cut off by a sudden vibration sound.
Akila startled and pulled out a communication orb from inside her clothes.

Byron sighed once and said to Akila.

"Answer it."
"Yes."

A voice immediately came through the communication orb.

-This is Chebet. Akila, is the Demon Lord there?
"Yes, he is, but what's the matter..."
-The Demon Lord's castle is under attack right now!

Byron snatched the communication orb at Chebet's urgent voice.

"Chebet! Who is it? Who's attacking?"
-It's... the demon race.
"What?"
-They're saying they can't acknowledge you as the Demon Lord and are attacking the castle, claiming they'll establish a true king.

Byron felt a headache coming on.
He never imagined something like this would happen as soon as he left.

-Judging by those shouting that you sold out the 3rd Corps Commander...
"Rao..."
-The 1st Corps Commander is at the front trying to hold them back, but it's not enough. Since they're trying to subdue them with minimal injuries rather than killing them...
"I understand. I'll be there right away."

After ending the communication, Byron looked around at us.
The hero's party said nothing and just stared at Byron.

"I have one favor to ask."
"What is it?"
"Let me borrow the hero's lover for a while."

What? Me?

Ellion stepped in front of me again.

"What nonsense is this?"
"You heard it too. The demons invading the castle think I sold out Spanyada to you."
"So?"
"I want to show them that Spanyada is still alive and well. She just needs to pretend for a moment."

Ellion gritted his teeth at Byron's request.

"You want to take Daisy to a battlefield? Absolutely not!"
"I don't intend to involve her in combat. She just needs to show herself above the castle gate."
"It's still dangerous!"

Ellion and the hero's party adamantly opposed the idea.
But I thought I might be able to use even this situation to my advantage.

I suddenly looked at Ellion's back.

Ellion, who said he would embrace me whenever I was having a hard time or feeling sad.
Ellion always gave love.

I also... wanted to be of help to Ellion.

I gently pushed Ellion aside and stepped forward.

"I'll go with you if you agree to one condition."
"Daisy! What are you doing?"
"Just listen for a moment, Ellion."

I looked into Byron's eyes and spoke.

"If I help you this time, bow your head in the name of the Demon Lord."
"What are you saying?"
"Surrender."

Everyone fell silent at my words.
Byron's eyes twitched.

"That was a bit provocative, wasn't it? You don't need to go as far as surrendering. Just let the world know that the Demon Lord was the one who requested this conversation first. That's the truth anyway, isn't it?"

I looked at Alia and asked.

"Even if it's not surrender, knowing that the demon side initiated this would save face for the gods, right?"
"Yes, I suppose so."

As I turned my head to request an answer from Byron, Ellion grabbed me.

"Daisy, what are you doing? This is dangerous."
"Ellion. This is for you."
"What? How is this for me?"

I slowly caressed Ellion's face.

"It may be called a prophecy, but in the end, it's something you have to fulfill. I just want to help a little. If by chance the Demon Lord's castle falls to the rebels and the demon regime changes, you'll have to go back to the battlefield and fight again."
"I can fight. You don't need to put yourself in danger."
"I don't want that either."

I looked straight into Ellion's eyes.
His eyes were filled with worry.

Ellion still isn't seeing "me."
I know it's concern directed at Daisy.

But as I've come to like Ellion and accept those feelings, I wanted to express something too.

Even if Ellion never notices "me."
Even knowing these feelings will never be reciprocated.

I want to help the person I care about.

"I don't want you to be in danger either."
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Elion looked at me with a complicated expression.
Joy at my offer to help mixed with worry about not wanting to send Daisy away.

"It'll only be a moment, Elion. If we handle this well, we can live peacefully without fighting demons from now on."
"......"
"If it seems truly dangerous, I'll escape through the portal immediately without looking back. Okay?"

After hesitating for a while, Elion seemed to make up her mind and looked at me directly.

"I'm coming with you."
"What?"
"We're talking about the Demon King's castle. I absolutely cannot let you go alone."

Byron interjected at Elion's words.

"The ones who have invaded the castle harbor great animosity toward you, Hero. And you're saying you want to go together? Are you trying to make the situation worse?"
"I won't reveal myself to the other demons. I'll just use my spiritual perception to ensure Daisy's safety. This is as far as I'm willing to compromise."

Byron closed his mouth, lost in thought. I urged him to decide.

"Please make a decision quickly. It doesn't matter to us, but the longer we wait, the more demons will be injured and killed."
"Damn it, fine, fine!"

Byron shouted, pointing at Elion and me.

"Hero's lover! From what you said earlier, you can use Spanyada's magic, right? Open a portal! The destination is my office."

I summoned my spellbook, opened it, and created a portal.
Space tore with a strange sound.

Elion quietly took my hand.
Feeling that warmth, I spoke to the others.

"We'll be back soon."



As we crossed through the portal, Byron's familiar office came into view.
Through the window, I could hear the loud voices of demons.
However, since they were speaking in demon language rather than human language, I couldn't understand what they were saying.

I looked at Elion and said:

"Don't leave this room and keep your spiritual perception active."
"Understood. But if anything happens to your energy, I'll ignore everything else and come straight to you. Remember that."
"Okay."

Byron and I left the office and began moving.
With each step, the demons' voices grew louder.

When we finally reached the top of the castle wall, I saw chaos—a mixture of demons from various tribes.

Byron took a deep breath and shouted:

"Everyone, stop!"

Ugh, he could have warned me before yelling. My ears hurt.

The battle temporarily ceased at his thunderous shout.
Byron continued to call out:

"What are you all doing? Didn't we gather for the well-being of demonkind? Then why are you pointing your claws at each other?"

A commotion arose among the demons.

"Wasn't Byron supposed to be away from the castle?"
"What's going on here?"

Some demons looked bewildered.
As the atmosphere grew strange, a lion-headed beastman with a flowing mane shouted from one side.

"Byron! We will no longer follow you! I don't know where you've been, but if you bow your head and surrender now, I'll let you die peacefully!"
"Lao! So it was you after all. I can overlook your refusal to follow me, but I cannot forgive harming your own kind."
"Harmed our own kind? You dare say that after selling Spanyada to the human hero?"

From a position hidden by the castle wall, Byron gestured to me.

"How amusing. How could I, who had left for elsewhere, appear here now?"

I slowly stepped forward, following Byron's cue.
As I revealed myself, demons who had seen me before shouted:

"It's Spanyada!"
"It really is!"
"Wasn't she sold to the hero?"

My appearance destroyed one of Lao the lion beastman's arguments.
As the demons looked at Lao with confused expressions, Lao shouted vehemently:

"This makes no sense! Spanyada harmed the hero's lover! How could she return safely?"

Sweat ran down Byron's face.
He must be incredibly nervous about his lie being discovered.

A vampire with blood circulation.
Is that a good thing?

By now, Lao was pointing at Byron and shouting:

"In fact, Spanyada's safe return is evidence that Byron and the human hero are working together!"

But Lao's claim didn't receive support.

"First you said he sold Spanyada, and now that she's back, you're saying they're working together?"
"That doesn't make sense."

Instead, the demons' dissatisfaction with Lao only grew.
Byron didn't miss this opportunity.

"Surrender now. I will punish only those responsible and spare those who merely followed orders."

In defiance, Lao argued desperately:

"He's trying to divide us because we're winning! If we push harder, we can take the castle!"
"No. Now that I'm here, you have no chance of victory."

Oh, wow...
Byron's arrogant declaration suddenly made him feel like a true Demon King.
Until now, he had seemed rather incompetent, but that impression was completely shattered by his overwhelming presence.

I wasn't the only one who felt this way.
The demons at the castle gate also reacted.

Their reactions were divided into two main groups:
The defense forces led by Caurus were bright-eyed, while Lao's attack force was restless, only watching Lao for cues.



Byron lightly jumped down from the castle wall.
The defense forces, led by Caurus, stood behind him.

Byron looked around at the demons gathered here and began to speak.

"Since declaring myself Demon King, I have thought about the future of demonkind every single day. I've tried to create an environment where demons can live together, and this negotiation with humans was started for the same reason. It was the first step toward demons standing as equals with humans in the future."

Byron took a breath and glared at Lao.

"Of course, you might not like my methods. That's why I didn't say anything when some tribal leaders didn't respond to the summons. But Lao, you crossed the line. If you had complaints about me, you should have confronted me directly like in the council chamber. But to hear I was gone and hastily start this... how petty of you."

At Byron's words, Lao was grinding his teeth.
Since he couldn't refute, it seems Byron was right—Lao really did attack because Byron was away.

"It's not just Lao. All those who led this incident are the same. If you have complaints about me, step forward now. Don't hide behind innocent demons—face me directly."

Despite Byron's challenge, no demon stepped forward.
I don't know the demons well enough to care, but Byron seemed to see things differently.

"I can clearly see the tribal leaders hiding in the back..."

Shaking his head, Byron looked at Lao.

"Lao. As I said earlier, I have no intention of forgiving you."
"...This is ridiculous. Who are you to forgive me?"
"From today, step down from your position as tribal leader and withdraw. Watch how Neswid will change from now on. That is my punishment for you."

Wow, Byron, that bastard. He's really a pushover.
Even in this situation, he's saying such things.

"I am neither your subordinate nor your colleague! You are in no position to order me around!"
"If you hadn't attacked the Demon King's castle, I wouldn't have had to give such orders."
"I don't listen to weaklings like you. I am more suited to be the Demon King than someone like you."

...Byron, weak?

I think I understand Lao's personality now.
He's a self-absorbed character with no self-awareness and too much greed.

"...So that was your true intention. You caused all this just because you wanted the title of Demon King."

Byron sighed in lament.
He looked so deflated, as if hit by a sudden realization, that I felt sorry for him.

"Just? Just?! I am destined to be not just the king of demons but the king of the world! With a weakling like you claiming the title, its meaning is diminished!"

What an absolute idiot.
I wish Byron would hurry up and deal with this guy.
Elion is waiting for us.

"Lao... It seems we can no longer resolve this with words."
"That's my line, Byron."

An aura burst forth from both demons simultaneously.
And the gap between their powers was immense.

In truth, despite Byron often appearing soft, he possessed power worthy of the name Demon King.
It's just that in the game, he fought against Hero Elion, so his strength wasn't properly showcased.

Lao and his attack force turned pale.
As Byron had said, he had never displayed his power against other demons. So they had no idea how powerful he truly was.
And that power far exceeded their expectations.

"B-Byron! Why?!"
"What?"
"Why, with such great power, do you not think of attacking humans?!"

Lao, with a pale face, shouted in incomprehension.
Byron answered calmly:

"How pathetic. You claim to want to be king, yet you don't understand this? If I used this power to attack humans, it would immediately mean war. That would result in countless demon deaths. It would become a power that brings destruction, not protection."

Byron's eyes reproached Lao.

"Foolish one who sees the throne only as power. Know your place."
"You! Byron!"

Lao, left only with his pride, couldn't bear that gaze.
If he had surrendered and bowed his head even now, the soft-hearted Byron would have spared him.

Foolishly, Lao raised his claws and charged at Byron first.

Just before Lao's claws reached Byron.
Byron brought his hand down in a chopping motion.

Lao died, split precisely in half.
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Lao's body, split in half, rolled across the floor.
The fool who had dreamed of becoming a Demon Lord and boldly staged a rebellion met a death befitting his level.

Kaurus and the defense forces erupted in cheers.

"Long live Demon Lord Byron!"

The attack force that had followed Lao in assaulting the Demon Lord's castle completely lost their will to fight.
Byron looked around at them and called Kaurus to give orders.

"Send them all home. And identify those who masterminded this with Lao."
"I will obey your command."

Byron immediately jumped up to the castle wall where I was.

"Let's go."

Byron and I walked down the corridor.
Perhaps because of the commotion outside, the corridor was empty just like when we came.

As we were walking in silence, Byron suddenly stopped.

"The Hero's lover."
"Yes?"
"No matter how much I think about it, I still don't understand."

Huh?
Could this be a continuation of our conversation in the square?

"When you were first captured, you said the holy sword's power attacked Spanyada, causing the souls trapped inside to escape."
"Y-yes, that's right."
"Those escaped souls would naturally have held grudges against Spanyada."
"...That's correct."

Byron crossed his arms and looked at me with eyes full of suspicion.

"Then why didn't those souls attack Spanyada the moment they escaped?"

Huh?

"Isn't it strange? Spanyada clearly possessed your body and moved around by his own will for a while. But I never once heard Spanyada mention anything about souls in the mental world."

W-well, of course not.
Because I never told him about it!

"Even from your perspective, it's strange. In a situation where you were in danger of losing your body, beings with grudges against Spanyada appeared in droves, yet they didn't immediately counterattack?"

In reality, the souls did attack Spanyada as soon as they escaped, trying to kill him.

"If Spanyada had truly taken possession of the body, the souls in the mental world should have been dealt with decisively. It would be madness to keep such unpredictable threats inside one's body."
"......"
"But Spanyada didn't do that. Why? Despite his capricious nature, he wasn't the type to leave such a threat unchecked."

Byron began laying out his deductions.
Is this how a criminal feels standing before a detective?
A chill runs down my spine.

"Then suddenly, one possibility occurred to me."

Sh-shit. Could it be...

"The possibility that Spanyada died while trying to steal your body and was counterattacked, and that you, the Hero's lover, have been pretending to be Spanyada all this time."

He... figured it out...

"Come to think of it, the atmosphere was slightly different from the Spanyada I knew. The previous Spanyada had an undeniable arrogance and rudeness, but the recent Spanyada has been strangely attentive to others and diligent."

Attentive and diligent?

What have I even done?
I just provided blood for the vampires, went to the ogre village on a whim, and did only what Byron ordered me to do.

Spanyada, you bastard.
How much of a trash person were you that doing just this much is considered good behavior?

"At first, I thought his demeanor changed because he stole someone else's body. It was my first time seeing such a thing, after all. But that wasn't it. The person himself was different from the beginning."

I feel the blood in my body turning cold.
While he hasn't completely discovered "my" existence, the fact that he's caught on to my act is a serious problem.

Byron was now looking at me with what seemed like complete certainty.

How can I deny this?

No...
Is it too late to deny it now?

"It's absurd when I think about it now. The Hero's lover walked into the Demon Lord's castle of her own accord. How could she make such a bold move when she couldn't even use magic?"

Oh well, whatever.
At this point, I might as well be brazen about it.

"You called me there. Do you know how shocked I was when I received your communication?"

At my words, Byron's eyes widened before he burst into laughter.

"Ha, hahaha! What did you say? Hahahahaha!"
"Don't laugh. I'm being serious here."
"My goodness. Was it all an act in front of the Hero? I like your straightforward personality."

What act?
I'm just doing whatever I want.

"So what if I was acting? Does it change anything?"
"No, it doesn't. I've just satisfied my curiosity."

Byron looked relieved.
I suddenly recalled how Byron had rushed to the ruins upon hearing of Spanyada's death.
When I asked how he felt about Spanyada's death, Byron's expression turned somewhat bitter.

"I rushed there because I was afraid the Hero had broken his promise. But if Spanyada had already died in this manner... well, he fell victim to his own scheme, so there's no one to blame."

Byron sighed deeply and resumed walking.

As we continued down the corridor, Byron seemed to have another question for me.

"Does the Hero know about this?"
"No, he doesn't."
"I don't understand. Couldn't you have just told the Hero when you joined him at the ruins?"
"I thought about it, but Chebet was there at the time, so I didn't. If Chebet reported to you, who knows what variables might arise. I don't particularly like variables. And now... everything's resolved, so there's no need to bring it up."

I waved my hand dismissively as I spoke.
Byron looked at me with a slightly perplexed expression.

"Are you keeping secrets from your lover?"

Secrets...
My very existence is a secret I can't tell Ellion, so...

...
Ah, that's a bit depressing.

"...I'll tell him someday."

Though I don't know when that will be.
I made a promise to Ellion, but I don't know how to bring back the real Daisy, nor do I know how to return to my original world.
I fear I might end up living a life of lies to Ellion forever.

Thinking about it only made me feel worse, so I decided to change the subject.

"You're keeping secrets too, aren't you?"
"Hmm?"
"You just lied to all the demon folk about Spanyada being safe, so you'll have to be careful not to get caught, right?"
"You'll keep the secret for me, won't you?"

Byron's matter-of-fact attitude almost caught me off guard.
Regaining my composure, I thought I might be able to get something out of him, so I cast some bait.

"For free?"
"If you don't like it, just go around telling the truth."

Huh? What's this?
Why is he so confident?

"If the truth comes out, the defense forces who trusted and followed me will be greatly disappointed. Those who supported Lao will claim they were right and rebel. I'll lose my authority. Then another fool like Lao will emerge, claiming to be the Demon Lord."

So?

"Then the negotiations between humans and demons will break down, and the Hero will once again be moving from battlefield to battlefield. Oh, was it also a lie when you said you didn't want the Hero to be in danger?"

...This bastard?
Was he always this cunning? You were supposed to be a pushover!

When I stared at him in shock, Byron smirked.

"I can see right through your thoughts. I wonder why I couldn't see it before."
"S-shut up!"
"You might not calculate when dealing with demons, but shouldn't you weigh the pros and cons when dealing with humans?"

I just got played hard by this demon-exclusive pushover.
I glared at Byron and said:

"I'll curse you."
"Hmph, go ahead."
"I hope Bako blows up the castle gates again."
"...Where did you hear about that?"

Byron frowned and rubbed his forehead.
This time, I got him good.

As we walked down the corridor, bickering like friends, we eventually arrived at the Demon Lord's office where Ellion was waiting.

When we opened the door, Ellion greeted us with a bright face.
He immediately came over and embraced me.

"Are you okay? Were you scared?"
"I'm perfectly fine. I wasn't scared at all. Thanks for worrying about me."

I hugged him back and buried my face in his chest.

Ellion's embrace feels so good.
His scent is wonderful too. *sniff sniff*

"Your personality changes are too extreme. Do you perhaps have bipolar disorder?"

It would have been better if that guy wasn't here.

Ellion released me and looked at Byron.

"Did everything go well?"
"Yes. We concluded the matter by eliminating one ringleader. There's still some cleanup to do, but I think we did well to come here quickly."

Ellion nodded at Byron's words.
He immediately smiled at me.

"Daisy. Let's head back now."
"Okay."

Just as I was about to summon my spellbook to open a portal, Byron's voice rang out.

"Wait, Hero's lover."
"What is it?"

Byron frowned deeply at my response.

"You were speaking so casually earlier, but now you're putting on airs in front of your lover..."
"Just tell me what you want!"

This guy doesn't know when and where to speak, trying to expose me?

"Ahem, right now, the Demon Lord's army has a vacancy for the 3rd Corps Commander position since Spanyada is gone."
"And?"
"Would you like to take it?"

...Huh?
Is he crazy?

"Demon Lord, have you lost your mind?"

Ellion spoke my thoughts aloud. Thank you.

"I haven't lost my mind. What should I call it... yes, let's call it a recruitment offer."
"I'm asking why you're trying to recruit Daisy into the Demon Lord's army."
"From what I can see, she seems able to use Spanyada's magic just as well, and she appears to be quite intelligent, so I judged her to be a good talent."

Byron spoke about the future as he envisioned it.

"If things go well from now on, demons and humans will coexist. As that happens, there will be cases of people crossing over to work or live on the other side. If the Hero's lover becomes a pioneer in this, many people will lower their guard and find it easier to engage in exchange."

He has a point.
If the Hero's lover takes the lead, people will feel more at ease.

In that case...

"How much are you willing to offer?"

Make your proposal.
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"Hmm, I'm still not very familiar with human currency..."

I knew he'd say that.
For demons who don't use currency, this was still an unfamiliar way of making contracts.

"Yes, I understand. See you next time. Let's go, Ellion."

I opened a portal and pulled Ellion's hand.

As we passed through the portal, I heard Byron's voice.

"Still, I'll think about it."

Beyond the portal appeared the clearing that now felt not just familiar but comfortable.
Since it was the place I'd spent the most time in since coming to this world, it felt like home.

"Ellion! Daisy!"
"Oh, you've returned much sooner than expected."

The hero's party, Aquila, and the Meal Goblin were all gathered in the clearing.

"Why is everyone gathered here?"
"We were worried and couldn't focus on anything else. Well, not that there was much to do anyway."

Heinrich's words warmed my heart.
It's amazing how having people who worry and wait for you gives such a sense of security.
Ellion and I expressed our gratitude to the hero's party.

Aquila, who had been fidgeting beside us, asked:

"What happened at the Demon Lord's castle?"

I slowly recounted what had happened at the Demon Lord's castle.
Not only the hero's party but also Ellion, who hadn't witnessed the situation directly, listened with interested expressions.
When I told them about Rao being split in half and dying, Aquila and the Meal Goblin finally breathed sighs of relief.

After I finished the story, Allia asked me with surprise:

"You pretended to be Spanyada there?"
"Ah, no. Rather than acting, I just stood there showing only my face. I didn't say a single word."
"I see."

Heinrich looked at Ellion.

"How did you perceive the Demon Lord's aura?"
"Well, I can't be certain since I didn't see it with my own eyes, but it didn't seem like he was using his full power. But even so, the fact that he dealt with a chieftain-level opponent in one blow means he's an incredibly powerful being."
"How do you think you would fare against him?"

Ellion thought for a moment before speaking.

"I don't think I would lose."

Ooh, confidence. So cool.

At Ellion's words, Aquila and the Meal Goblin's faces scrunched up.
However, neither of them could refute his claim.

Woong-
Suddenly, a vibration sound came from somewhere.
Allia took out a communication device from inside her garment.

"Excuse me for a moment."

Allia immediately activated the communication device.
After the voice of the Robe Communication Department came through, a man's voice was heard from the other end.

-Commander, I'm calling to report something.
"Speak."
-It's about the heretic Hakam.

Allia's eyes sharpened.
Not just Allia, but all of us perked up our ears.

-We haven't found Hakam directly. However, we've found his family.
"Family?"
-Yes. We received information that Hakam's family lives in the Ulapio region. The informant claimed to have known Hakam since childhood. We went there to investigate, and it was confirmed to be true.

Ulapio...?
Where have I heard that name before?

Allia took out parchment and a pen, preparing to take notes.

"What are the family members' personal details?"
-There are his parents and maternal grandmother. His father's name is Kasim, his mother's name is Rosalin. And...

Wait a minute!
I remember now!

"W-wait, is the grandmother's name Emily?!"

My outburst added confusion to the knight's voice on the other end of the communication device.

-Who is this?
"Someone trustworthy. Continue."

At Allia's assertion, the knight quickly continued.

-Ah, yes. Hakam's grandmother's name is indeed Emily. How did you know...?
"Is it really Emily...?"

This can't be.
I'm so shocked that my mind feels numb.

"Daisy, what's going on? How do you know the heretic's family details?"

At Ellion's question, I calmed my startled heart and spoke.

"Tony... the person whose body was taken by Spanyada. He was one of the souls who helped me fight Spanyada. He asked me to find his family that he'd been separated from 50 years ago and deliver a message... The names I heard then were Emily and Rosalin."
"R-really!"
"I was planning to look for them if I ever had a chance to go down to Robe, but to hear the names like this..."

After hearing my story, Allia asked her subordinate through the communication device:

"Did you also find out the name of Hakam's maternal grandfather?"
-It's... Tony, that's correct. They said he suddenly disappeared 50 years ago, which greatly affected the family.
"I see... Understood."

Allia ended the communication and looked at us.

"I'll head down there immediately. I need to report on the negotiation with the Demon Lord anyway, and it seems I should also handle the Hakam matter."

When the hero's party nodded, Allia immediately began preparing her belongings.
I urgently called out to stop Allia.

"Sir Grant, could you possibly take me with you? I think I need to fulfill the request Tony made to me."

At my words, Allia glanced at Ellion.
Ellion thought for a moment before speaking.

"I'll go too."
"You too?"
"We have time before the next negotiation with the demon race anyway. It shouldn't matter if we take care of something else for a while."

With Ellion's agreement, Allia nodded.

"I plan to depart immediately. Please prepare to leave."

Since someone needed to guard the castle ruins, Lina and Heinrich decided to stay behind.

"Just send supplies on time."
"I'll continue my magic research. Have a safe trip."

Aquila said he would report this matter to Byron.
Since it was content that didn't matter if it became known, I silently agreed.

Soon, preparations for departure were complete.
Actually, there wasn't much to prepare. When the two tried to pack a lot of luggage for my sake, I suggested taking a portal, and they quietly put down their items.

"Sir Grant, you're going to the royal castle first to report, right?"
"That's correct."

I took out my magic book and opened a portal leading to the capital square.

"Shall we go then?"

As we crossed through the portal, the first thing I saw were people's pale faces.
They were frozen in place, unable to move.

But soon, when Ellion appeared, people breathed sighs of relief.

"Ah, it's the hero."
"I almost had a heart attack."

Allia, who had also come through the portal, observed the reactions of the people around and spoke.

"There was a portal opening here and a demon invasion before. Their reaction is understandable."

Well, they say once bitten, twice shy.
Seeing another portal must have terrified them.

The startled people resumed their steps and went on their way.
And only then did I notice the headless goddess statue, with only the body remaining.
The only difference was that it had been daytime then, and now the sunset was gradually falling.

This brings back memories...

When I first opened my eyes here after getting blinded by the game's flash, I was so bewildered.
When I followed along trying to somehow escape the situation and ended up standing in the middle of the battlefield, I was truly terrified.

Ellion must have recalled that time too, as he quietly took my hand.
Ellion looked at me silently, but his emotions were clearly readable in his eyes.
I could feel his apologetic feelings and firm resolve.

As we were looking at each other, I heard Allia's voice.

"I'll go to the royal castle to report. The procedures will take some time. So please rest today and come to the knights' headquarters tomorrow."

After finishing her words, Allia promptly left.

Now it was time for just Ellion and me.

"Is there anything you want to eat?"
"How about meat?"
"We ate meat often at the castle ruins, didn't we?"
"Meat is always right."

We looked at each other and giggled.
Then Ellion asked me:

"Shouldn't we wash up before eating? We couldn't bathe often at the ruins."
"Yes, that's true. It would be good to change clothes too."
"Let's go. I'll take you home."

Home... huh...
He probably means the lodging next to the library where Daisy used to stay.

Suddenly, I thought of my home in the original world.
The computer where I was playing the game. And...

...
And...?

Crack-

"Ugh..."
"Huh? Daisy, what's wrong?"
"I-it's nothing. My head just hurts a little suddenly."

Though I said that, I was actually quite confused.
The image of home that appeared in my mind was quite strange.

I saw a worn-out blanket and stained wallpaper.
Where the wallpaper had peeled off, there were cracks in the concrete.
I saw an old, shabby room with cockroaches crawling on the floor here and there.

If I had recalled Daisy's room instead, I would have just sighed thinking "I guess I'm being influenced again," but this was clearly a dilapidated room that I would only see in my original world.

Something... something is strange.

"Daisy, are you okay? You don't look well."
"Yes, I'm really fine."

This is a problem that no one can solve for me.
So I didn't want to worry Ellion unnecessarily.

Let's not think about it now.
Let's just focus on the time I'll spend with Ellion.

I smiled at Ellion.

"Let's go, home."
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After walking for a while, I saw a familiar building that I recognized even though it was my first time seeing it.
That must be Daisy's house.

"I kept paying the rent even when you were gone. You needed a home to return to."

There was a sense of pride in Ellion's voice, as if he wanted to be praised for it.
But I felt a sharp pang inside my chest.

Ellion had been desperately maintaining this home for Daisy's return, but the real Daisy was gone, and I was the one occupying her body. I felt terribly sorry.

With guilt weighing on me, I kept my gaze lowered so Ellion wouldn't notice, when suddenly a questioning voice came from somewhere.

"Daisy? Sir Hero?"

When I looked toward the voice, I saw a surprised young woman.

She was someone I'd seen in the game.
Rosie, the librarian who was Daisy's supervisor.

"Sister Rosie."
"Wow, it really is Daisy! Hello to you too, Sir Hero!"
"Yes. Hello."

Rosie quickly ran over to us.
Then she hugged me and rubbed her cheek against my face.

"Daisy! Do you know how worried I was when I heard you were kidnapped?"
"S-Sister! You're too close!"
"This is your sister's worried skinship!"

I glanced at Ellion for help, but he just stood there with a smile.
Rosie only let me go after nuzzling against me for quite some time.

Rosie looked at Ellion and asked.

"You rescued Daisy, didn't you, Sir Hero?"
"What? Uh... yes, I suppose."

Ellion gave a vague answer.
Well, explaining that I had my body stolen by Spanyada and then got it back would be awkward to explain and difficult to understand.

"I knew it! I knew you could do it, Sir Hero."

Rosie nodded with a broad smile.
She then turned her attention to me, poking my arm with a mischievous smile.

"You, you little rascal~."
"...What?"

...Why is she making that face? What is she trying to say?

"Your loving husband personally came to rescue you~. Must have felt nice~."
"H-h-husband?!"

What is this woman saying?!

"Ahem, AHEM!"

I turned my head at the sound of forced coughing to see Ellion's face had turned extremely red.
Covering his mouth and avoiding eye contact, he seemed quite embarrassed.

...And my face was probably just as red.

"What? Aren't you two going to get married?"

Rosie asked with a bright smile.

In truth, if the incident at the capital square hadn't happened, Ellion would have proposed to Daisy that day.
Daisy would have certainly accepted, and they would have made their vows to each other.

But that didn't happen, either in the game or here.
Spanyada was defeated, but Daisy disappeared.

Unable to answer, I could only look at Ellion.
Misinterpreting my attitude, Rosie nudged Ellion with her elbow.

"Sir Hero, hurry up and propose. Only someone as sturdy as you could survive eating Daisy's cooking."

...I wonder what Daisy's cooking skills were like?

Ellion hesitated at the mention of a proposal but then nodded.
Knowing what his proposal plans had been, I understood why he reacted that way.

"Daisy, when are you coming back to the library?"
"Um... wasn't I fired?"
"Huh? You weren't trying to avoid work, and it wasn't your fault. What's the problem? The director will welcome you back if you say you're returning."

I hadn't even considered Daisy returning to the library.
I thought they would have filled the position of someone who was taken by demons.
But it seems the people at the library valued Daisy quite a lot.

"It might take some time. I have some things I need to do first..."

Right now, meeting Tony's family comes first.
And it would be good if we could resolve the Hakam issue along the way.

"Hmm... I don't know what it is, but I hope it works out well."
"Yes. Thank you for saying that."

Rosie waved goodbye, saying we'd see each other again.

"She's always so energetic."
"Yeah."

I entered Daisy's house.
The cool air seemed to confirm that no one had used the place for a while.

As I was looking around the room, Ellion headed for the door.

"I'll go wash up too. Wait here. I'll come back for you."

I nodded, and Ellion flashed a smile before leaving.

After taking off my clothes and tossing them in the laundry basket, I went into the bathroom.
Pouring warm water over my body made me feel relaxed all over.

I had bathed at the ruins too, but there I couldn't control the water temperature.
Nothing beats bathing at home.

After washing away all my fatigue with warm water, I felt refreshed.

I opened the wardrobe and put on underwear.

What should I wear on top?
Today would end after dinner, so it wouldn't hurt to choose something pretty.

A neat-style dress? Or a T-shirt with a skirt?
I held each outfit against my body while looking in the full-length mirror.
Hmm... which one suits me better...

...Huh?
Maybe it's because I've been living in the mountains for a while, but my skin seems rougher.
Should I put on some makeup since I'm home after so long?

...

Wait a minute...

What am I doing right now?

My hands lost strength, and the clothes I was holding fell to the floor.

It was completely unconscious.
Was I acting as Daisy even though no one was watching?

...No, was it really acting?
Just now, I behaved as if I had truly become Daisy.

The Daisy in the mirror looked back at me with a shocked expression.

'What are you doing?
Didn't you say you didn't want to be garbage like Spanyada?
Didn't you say you'd return my body to me?'

D-Daisy...
I didn't mean to.
Really. Believe me.

'Liar.
Think about what you just did.
Not content with taking my body, you're trying to steal Ellion too.
You were choosing clothes and thinking about makeup to look good for Ellion.'

I... I...
I just...

'You did it earlier too.
You naturally called Rosie "sister."
Aren't you a man?'

...I...

My legs gave out.
As I collapsed, the Daisy in the mirror collapsed too.

Only then could I return to reality.

There's no way the already-vanished Daisy could speak to me.
I know that the Daisy reflected in the mirror is myself.

Yet I couldn't regain my composure, feeling as if Daisy was reproaching me.

Tears began to flow from my eyes.
I had reached the point where I couldn't even trust myself.

"Ugh, hic..."

Sobs escaped through my closed lips.
I covered my mouth with both hands to suppress my crying.

After some time had passed, there was a knock at the door.

"Daisy. I'm back."
"...! J-just a moment!"

I hurriedly ran to the bathroom and washed my face.
I didn't want Ellion to see my tears.

"Wait a bit. I need to, need to get dressed..."
"Take your time. I'll wait."

Perhaps because I had just seen Daisy's phantom in the mirror,
Ellion's consideration felt heavy.

I quickly put on the dress I had dropped on the floor and opened the door.
Ellion entered with a smile but then looked puzzled.

"What's wrong with your face? Were you crying?"
"...No. Who said I was crying?"
"Your eyes are red..."
"...I-I'm just happy to be home. Let's go now. We should go eat meat."

I pushed Ellion's back and went outside.

After walking around holding Ellion's hand for a while, we spotted a restaurant and went in.

Looking around inside, this place seemed familiar too.
I had seen it in the game and in a dream I once had.

It was the restaurant where Ellion and Daisy had planned to meet at the capital square.

"Table for two? This way, please."

An employee approached us as we stood there blankly and guided us to our seats.
After looking at the menu on the table and ordering, the employee left, saying it would be just a moment.

Ellion seemed to have something to say, looking at me hesitantly.

"What is it?"
"No, this place..."

Was it because this was the last place where Ellion and Daisy had enjoyed a date?
Ellion looked emotionally conflicted.

I reached out and held Ellion's cheek.
He blinked in surprise.

"Why are you thinking so much? Just focus on this moment."
"...Right, you're right. Okay, Daisy."

I smiled back at Ellion's smile and removed my hand from his cheek.

Soon our food arrived.

The main dish was beef simmered in seasoning, with bread, french fries, and soup on the side. For drinks, we had ade.

Taking a sip of the ade, a refreshing taste spread in my mouth. The processed flavor, different from fresh fruit, was nice.

I stabbed a piece of beef with my fork and put it in my mouth, tasting the intense spices.
It was delicious.
When I put several pieces in my mouth at once, the aroma became even stronger.
Perhaps because I had been living in the mountains for a while, it felt quite stimulating, so I tore off a piece of bread and stuffed it in my mouth.

"Eat slowly. You'll get indigestion."
"Mmm."

But my tongue was craving the stimulation.
As I felt the texture of the bread filling both cheeks, it suddenly occurred to me that I might be eating too messily in front of Ellion.

I should eat more slowly, more elegantly, to look pretty for Ellion...

'To look good for Ellion...'

Ah.
The words Daisy in the mirror had used to reproach me came back to me.

I was unconsciously trying to behave in a way that would impress Ellion again.

My mind went blank.

I could no longer focus on the food.
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I couldn't tell whether I swallowed my meal through my throat or my nose.
When I came to my senses, we were already outside the restaurant.

"You really don't look well today. I think you should get some rest."

Ellion held my hand as we walked slowly.
His hand holding mine gently, as if being considerate of me, felt nothing but warm.

But apart from that, my state of mind was a mess.

Despite acknowledging my feelings for Ellion, the guilt I felt toward Daisy still remained strong.
And that guilt manifested as an auditory hallucination through the mirror.

The voice that scolded me was identical to Daisy's, but when I thought about it, it was the same as the thoughts I had when I first fell into this world.

I needed to return this body to Daisy.
Nyada said that Daisy had been absorbed into me and disappeared, but I was determined to find a solution somehow.

And I needed to return to my original world.
Even though I had fallen for Ellion, this was still a world inside a game.
I had a reality to return to.

I needed to harden my heart.
If I let emotions sway me, I would never achieve my goal.

"Daisy."

I quickly looked up at Ellion when I heard him call my name.

"Huh? What?"
"We're here."

We had already arrived at Daisy's house.
I must have been too lost in thought while walking.

Ellion stood silently, just looking at me.
For some reason, it suddenly felt awkward.

Why isn't he leaving? Why is he just standing there?
Is he waiting for me to say something?

Thank you for walking me home? Get home safely?

While I was pondering for a moment, Ellion placed his hands on both of my shoulders.
His face drew closer, and his lips touched mine.

...Huh?

This wasn't the first time Ellion and I had kissed.
Back at the ruins, I had impulsively initiated a kiss.

But that time was more like a collision of lips, whereas now the feeling was completely different.

Ellion's lips slowly rubbed against mine.

Were lips always this sensitive?
I felt like I could feel every single crease of Ellion's lips.

His lips caressed my upper and lower lips alternately.
Soon, Ellion's tongue tapped at my lips as if asking for entry.

At the same time, his hands that were holding my shoulders began to move slowly.
Soon, one arm was wrapped around my shoulders and the other around my waist.
Under the gentle yet firm pressure of his arms, my eyes slowly closed.

I shouldn't be doing this.
Just moments ago, I was thinking about returning this body to Daisy and going back to my original world. I shouldn't be doing this.

"Mmm..."

A hot breath escaped from my mouth.
Ellion's tongue slipped through my slightly parted lips.

Little by little. And slowly.
His tongue, swimming inside my mouth, gently stroked my tongue.
The sensation was unfamiliar yet addictive.

Now...
Now I don't know anymore.

I wrapped my arms around Ellion's waist and pressed my body against his.
Even if I would later be consumed by self-loathing and want to bury my head in shame, right now I wanted to feel more of Ellion.

I moved my tongue to explore Ellion's.
I loved the soft and moist sensation.

But perhaps because our lips had been locked for so long, I was starting to run out of breath.
The more breathless I became, the more I explored Ellion's mouth.
If I ran out of breath, couldn't I just take his?

Ellion's breath, his warmth, his touch.
Ah, everything about him was fulfilling me.
I felt like I could live my entire life just kissing like this.

But all things must come to an end.
Ellion relaxed his grip and slowly pulled away from me.

A thin thread of saliva connected our lips before breaking.
The incredibly sensual sight gave me a strange feeling.

"Haah, Daisy..."
"El, Ellion..."

Ellion swallowed hard before slowly speaking.

"I'll come pick you up tomorrow."
"...Huh?"
"Go inside now. I'll leave after I see you go in."

He's... leaving?
Just like that? Really?

As if to prove he wasn't joking, Ellion took a few steps back.
I felt a bit disappointed, but I also thought it might be better to let him go for now.

"...Get home safely. See you tomorrow."
"Yeah. Sweet dreams."

As soon as I entered my room, I collapsed onto the floor.
I slowly brought my fingers to my lips.

Ellion's lips... they were so soft...
It was an experience I didn't want to let go of, filled with so much happiness that I wondered if it was really okay to feel this way.

However... the problem, as always, was me.

I had resolved to harden my heart just minutes ago, but one kiss from Ellion had erased everything from my mind and made me melt completely.

I was just a person lacking in principles, conscience, and willpower.

If I felt disappointed that Ellion was leaving, what would I do?
Spend the night with him?
As if I had the courage for that.

I let out a deep sigh from the depths of my chest.

I got up and put away the clothes scattered on the floor into the closet.
Then I changed into comfortable clothes and washed up.

After preparing for bed, I threw myself onto the mattress.
It felt completely different from the hard floor with just a blanket at the ruins.

*

Ellion returned to the quarters he had been using since becoming a hero six years ago.

"Sigh..."

When he had gone back to Daisy's house, her eyes were red.
Daisy had made an excuse that she was crying because she was so happy to be home, but somehow it didn't seem like tears of joy.

Ellion ran his fingers through his hair in frustration.
He had no idea what worries Daisy had or what pain she was hiding inside.

Ellion felt a bit disappointed in Daisy.
He wished she would trust him more and rely on him.
Even if it was a problem he couldn't solve, he could at least listen and think about it together.

How shocked he had been when she suddenly became listless after eating happily at the restaurant.

Lord Grant had speculated that Daisy's erratic behavior might be due to trauma.

Should he go back to Daisy's house now?
He wondered if he should stay by her side and watch over her.

Ellion suddenly recalled that Daisy had never shown such intense emotional swings when she was with Lina.

'Could I be... triggering her trauma? ...No, that can't be. Why would Daisy react that way to me?'

Ellion wanted to believe it wasn't true.
But when he thought about how Daisy's kidnapping was ultimately because he was a hero, Ellion felt his strength drain away.
Daisy had embraced him, insisting it wasn't like that, but he couldn't stop his thoughts from turning negative.

Ellion shook his head quickly.
He still needed to trust Daisy.
How could he not trust the woman he loved?

Ellion took out a small box from his pocket.

Inside the box were two rings.
Rings he had prepared to propose to Daisy.

The rings still hadn't found their owner.
Before, it was because Daisy had been kidnapped, and now, it was because Daisy had asked for time.

Looking down at the rings, Ellion made a firm resolution.
Someday, he would definitely put this on Daisy's finger.

*

I slept like a baby.
My whole body felt refreshed. Beds really are the best.

After washing up and getting ready, Ellion came to pick me up.
For some reason, his eyes seemed to be burning with intensity. I wondered why he looked like that.
But since that gaze was directed at me and not some other woman, I didn't mind.

When we visited the Royal Knights with Ellion, Alia greeted us with a bright face.
Seeing her beaming, Ellion asked with a smile.

"It seems His Majesty's reaction was good."
"Yes. It's all thanks to Miss Daisy's negotiation with the Demon King. Oh, His Majesty mentioned that he would like to meet Miss Daisy sometime."

What? Me?
Why?

Ellion asked with a surprised face.

"Did he summon her to the palace?"
"He said he wanted to commend Miss Daisy for not only defeating a demon commander but also negotiating with the Demon King, but he didn't call for her immediately. And he also said to send him a wedding invitation when you two get married."

Hearing about marriage two days in a row.

"Ahem, ahem!"

Ellion's face turned red again.
Somehow, I found his expression cute and smiled at him, and he smiled back at me.

"Daisy, your face is red."
"Huh? What? Y-you're red too!"

I guess my face was red as well?
When I placed my hand on my cheek, I could feel a subtle warmth.

As I playfully hit Ellion's arm out of embarrassment, I could feel Alia's disgruntled gaze.

"Shit, I want to date too."

Alia blurted out her inner thoughts again.
At those words, not only Ellion and I but also the knights passing by all looked at her.

"Ahem! I've prepared a carriage. Let's head to Ullapio right away."

Alia, seemingly embarrassed by the attention, said this and took the lead.
Ellion and I looked at each other, smiled, and followed her.

Ch.69 - 69. Ullapio
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The carriage Alia prepared was a large one pulled by four horses. I had thought it might be excessive, but once I sat in it, I realized that good things are good for a reason—the ride was comfortable with minimal swaying.

The carriage was driven alternately by Alia's subordinates: a large knight and a bearded knight. Whichever knight wasn't driving attended to our needs, allowing us to travel in comfort.

After traveling for several days, we finally reached our destination, Ulafio.

And within Ulafio, our specific destination was a quiet rural village far from the urban center. As soon as we arrived in the village, we sought out the village chief.

The chief appeared quite flustered by the arrival of armored knights. When Alia explained that we were visiting the village regarding Hakam, the chief heaved a deep sigh.

"Not long ago, some knights came by and showed us wanted posters with Hakam's face on them. I was so shocked... How could such a good boy end up in such a situation..."

After sighing, the chief rose from his seat and offered to guide us to the house where Hakam's parents lived. The subordinate knights who had endured the journey with us were allowed to rest at the chief's house while Ellion, Alia, and I followed the chief.

As we walked along the quiet path, a small house came into view in the distance.

Upon reaching the house, the chief carefully knocked on the door.

"Kasim, are you there?"

The door slowly opened, revealing a middle-aged man with red hair.

"...Chief. What brings you here..."

The man called Kasim's expression hardened as he looked at us standing behind the chief. He immediately closed the door.

The chief, flustered, knocked again.

"Kasim! These people have come to talk!"
"Don't lie! Aren't you trying to sell out my family for the bounty?"
"Kasim!"

There was no further response from Kasim beyond the door.
The chief turned to us with a pale face.

"He... Kasim must be struggling with recent events. Please don't be angry with him."

The chief pleaded with us, gesturing frantically.

"If he cooperates well, there's nothing to worry about."

Alia calmed the chief and stepped forward to knock on the door.

"I am Alia Grant, Captain of the Capital Knights. I'm the one who distributed the wanted posters for your son."

At Alia's words, Kasim immediately burst out.

"So it was you! The one who made my son a criminal!"
"Made him? He became one himself."

Kasim's face contorted as he gritted his teeth.
Alia, undeterred by his reaction, recounted her experience.

"I've already confronted Hakam. He made no attempt to hide his involvement in the demon invasion of the capital square. He even had the audacity to ask me what was wrong with it."
"...What?"
"Had I been a little later, he might have added knight-slaying to his crimes. You should be grateful to me for that."
"That... that can't be..."

Kasim shook his head as if trying to deny Alia's words.

"We came here to find Hakam, who has disappeared. Will you cooperate?"
"...We don't know... We don't know where he went..."

Kasim spoke softly with his head bowed.

"Did I... did I raise my child wrong? How could Hakam have gone down such a path..."
"Please calm down first."

Kasim was trembling. Tears slowly welled up in his eyes—his initial resolute demeanor must have been to hide such vulnerability.

"Could you tell us who Hakam was close to?"
"As you can see, this is the countryside... There aren't many people his age for him to socialize with. If he did spend time with anyone, it would have been in the urban area, not here."

As Kasim tried to speak while holding back tears, broken sobs finally escaped his lips.

"My son... I know so little about my son... I should have paid more attention..."

Kasim's body slowly crumpled.
Alia looked back at us and shook her head, signaling that it wasn't appropriate to question Kasim further at this moment.

However, I didn't care whether Kasim was crying or not. My business was with Tony's wife Emily and daughter Rosalyn.

I crouched in front of Kasim to meet his eyes.

"Where is your wife... Rosalyn?"
"Why are you looking for my wife? She doesn't know where Hakam is either..."
"I have something to tell her that has nothing to do with Hakam."

After hesitating for a moment, Kasim asked us to wait and went inside the house.

Soon, Kasim returned with a middle-aged woman. The woman, presumably Rosalyn, had features similar to Tony's.

"You... were looking for me?"

Finally... I can deliver Tony's last words.

I composed my expression and slowly began to speak.

"I have something to tell you about your father, Tony."

Rosalyn's face contorted at the mention of Tony's name. The atmosphere suddenly felt ominous.

"That man... I don't want to hear about that man!"

Huh? What?

"Leave! Don't ever come back!"

Rosalyn's reaction was too intense. I was speechless at her attitude, treating her father Tony as if he were her mortal enemy.

Just then, an elderly woman's voice came from inside the house.

"Tony... Has Tony come...?"

At the strained voice, Rosalyn turned her head and shouted.

"No! That man would never come!"
"Tony... my husband..."
"Mom! I said no!"

The voice from inside the house seemed to belong to Tony's wife, Emily.

"Um, excuse me...!"
"I said leave! Honey, let's go inside. We don't need to talk to them anymore!"
"Rosalyn. Just, just a moment..."

Rosalyn pulled Kasim inside the house. The door slammed shut, and I heard the sound of a lock being fastened. Their firm resolve to cut off communication left me standing there stupidly.

"Daisy, let's come back another time."

Ellion gently patted my back.

The chief, flustered once again, pleaded with us.

"Um... Rosalyn overreacted. Please don't take it to heart. She has a rather negative view of her father..."

Why? Why is it like this?

We returned to the chief's house. Thankfully, he provided us with two rooms, so we decided to stay there during our time in Ulafio.

"It's nice to have young people around, making things lively. I haven't exerted myself like this in a while."
"The meal was delicious, ma'am. Thank you."

After enjoying the dinner prepared by the chief's wife, we arranged a conversation with the chief.

The chief said he would answer whatever questions he could. Alia spoke first.

"When I glimpsed inside Kasim's house earlier, it looked rather disorganized. Do you know why?"
"They recently told me they were planning to leave the village. I believe it's because of their son being wanted. As rumors spread, they probably found it difficult to continue living here. Although the villagers didn't treat them differently since they've lived here for so long, they themselves couldn't bear it."

It was understandable that a criminal's family might find it hard to show their faces.

"If Miss Daisy hadn't used a portal, we might have arrived in Ulafio after that family had already left."
"Yes, that's true."

It was fortunate for me as well. Tony had helped Daisy and me during the battle in the mental world. I would have been devastated if I couldn't fulfill his dying wish.

I asked a related question.

"You mentioned earlier that Rosalyn has a negative view of Tony... Could you tell us why?"

The chief closed his eyes as if recalling an old story.

"Tony was my friend. I never thought he would do such a thing..."

Such a thing?

"Fifty years... Yes, exactly fifty years ago. That day, Tony's demeanor was somehow different from usual. I thought he might just be having a bad day, but then Emily came crying to the villagers for help. She said her husband Tony had disappeared, along with all the valuables from their home."

Tony's body was taken by Spanyada fifty years ago. That meant it was Spanyada who took the family valuables.

"Emily searched everywhere for Tony. But she never found him. Rumors spread through the village—that Tony had run off with another woman, or that he had debts somewhere. But kind-hearted Emily only worried that something terrible might have happened to her husband. She prayed to Lagianos to bring Tony back safely."
"..."
"Tony disappeared with the family's wealth, and Emily had to work without rest, which meant four-year-old Rosalyn had to stay home alone. I can only imagine that's when she began developing negative feelings toward her father."

Spanyada, you bastard... What have you done to these people who were living perfectly fine lives? You goddamn piece of shit.
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The village chief continued speaking.

"But that wasn't the end. About ten years later, Rosaline came to us crying, saying her mother had gone to the temple and hadn't returned home. Everyone in the village joined the search for Emily. We found her collapsed at the edge of the village. As it turned out, one of the priests had demanded money from Emily, claiming he'd found a way to locate her husband."

Oh no, don't tell me...

"Emily trusted him because he was a priest and gave him money, but the man wasn't a priest at all—he was a con artist who had disappeared by the time she realized it. Emily collapsed on the road from the psychological shock."

Even in my original world with active communication and information exchange, scams happened frequently.
At least there, the police would somehow catch the perpetrators, but in a world like this...

"The con artist was never caught, and Emily fell terribly ill. Her physical condition improved, but her mind became sick. To overcome her mental illness, Emily began to depend even more on the god Lagianos. She sought divine guidance for everything and started forcing her beliefs on Rosaline. It seemed... excessive even to us who were watching from the sidelines."

I could easily imagine how Emily's behavior must have appeared to Rosaline in her mid-teens.
The psychology formed during adolescence had a greater impact on one's life than most people realized.

"That's when it started. Rosaline began openly speaking negatively about Tony... She started believing that her mother had gone mad because her father disappeared. And... she developed negative feelings toward the god Lagianos as well."

"So... Hacam's tendencies came from Rosaline," Alia summarized, causing the village chief to make a bitter expression.

"When we learned what Hacam had done, most villagers immediately thought of Rosaline. We could easily imagine what kind of things Rosaline might have said to Hacam whenever Emily spoke of Tony and the god Lagianos."

Rosaline rebelled against Emily's behavior, and Hacam simply absorbed his mother's attitude.
Even between mother and child, various dynamics can emerge.



"What will you do now?" Ellion asked, looking at Alia.

After a moment's consideration, Alia spoke.

"For now, I think we need to observe a bit more. We should seek additional cooperation from the local knights."

Alia turned her gaze toward me.

"Miss Daisy. You had business with Rosaline and Emily, correct? Would it be alright to leave those two to you?"

"Yes, I understand. I'll find out as much as I can."

Alia gave me a small smile at my response.
Ellion stepped forward and asked, "Is there anything I can help with?"

"Well, would you like to handle Kasim's side? Or you could accompany Miss Daisy if you prefer."

Alia's expression was slightly apologetic.
Despite her words, it was essentially saying she didn't have any suitable task for Ellion.
Ellion nodded awkwardly.



After the meeting, we each went to our rooms.
Ellion shared a room with two knights, while Alia and I shared another.

The room provided by the village chief had two beds, suggesting it was meant for visitors to the village.

Alia organized her armor and greatsword in one corner and slipped into bed with impressive speed.
Was that a military thing?

As I was slowly removing my outer clothes, Alia looked at me with a playful expression.

"Miss Daisy."
"Yes?"
"How far have you gone with the Hero?"
"Hic!"

The unexpected question caused me to hiccup. I quickly held my breath to stop it.
Alia was wearing a mischievous smile.

"Why are you so embarrassed?"
"...It's because you asked so suddenly."

I grumbled as I got into the remaining bed.

"So how far have you gone?"
"Why do you want to know?"

When I asked with a pout, Alia avoided my gaze and twirled her hair.

"...I just think my love life is a mess, so I want to hear about someone else's."
"What's wrong with Sir Grant?"

Alia Grant was a beautiful woman with an older sister vibe.
Her silver hair gleamed with luster, and her body was surprisingly delicate despite her incredible strength.
With such looks and her position as a knight commander, she could have her pick of partners. So why?

"How should I put it... To be honest, I've never met anyone who makes my heart flutter. Perhaps my emotions have dulled from being a knight for so long."

Hmm, so that's the issue.
That's not something I can help with.
Good luck with that.

"But whenever I see you and the Hero flaunting your relationship, my insides twist a bit, so I guess my romantic sensibilities aren't completely dead."
"What do you mean 'flaunting'? I haven't done anything like that!"

It's all Ellion's doing, not mine.
This is a misunderstanding.

"You might not realize it, Miss Daisy, but there's a certain atmosphere that surrounds you two."

Come to think of it, both Lina and Heinrich always made comments when Ellion and I were together.
Does such an atmosphere really exist?

But some of those situations happened before I even admitted to myself that I liked Ellion, so how could such an atmosphere have been present?

While pondering this confusion, I glanced at Alia and found her staring at me with sparkling eyes.
She looked determined not to sleep until I told her how far Ellion and I had gone.

Based on what I knew from the game and my memories, I gave Alia the answer she was waiting for.
However...

"Ellion and I... have only k-kissed..."

...Why am I so embarrassed just saying this?

Suddenly too shy to look at Alia, I pulled the blanket over my head.
I heard the rustle of bedding followed by Alia's laughter.

I pulled the blanket down to my eyes and protested to Alia.

"D-don't laugh..."
"I'm sorry, but your reaction is just too cute."

Cute!
I'm dying of embarrassment here, what is she talking about!

My lips automatically jutted out in a pout.
Seeing this, Alia smiled warmly again.

"You've been childhood friends with the Hero, yet your romance is more innocent than I expected."
"I-I don't know..."

Daisy's romance might indeed be innocent, but wasn't mine a bit far from that?
I feel like I just acted impulsively without much thought.

"Come to think of it, this is the first time we've talked like this, just the two of us."
"Ah, yes. You're right."

While Daisy was acquainted with the hero's party, they weren't particularly close.
They probably just passed each other when she visited Ellion, and as a commoner, Daisy likely never even considered striking up a conversation.

"I hope we can be good friends from now on, Miss Daisy."
"Yes, me too. I look forward to it."
"In that spirit, would you call me 'unni' once?"
"..."

Why do both Lina and Alia keep asking me to call them "unni"?

Of course, considering the age difference between Daisy and them, they are indeed older.
Lina looks young but is incredibly old as an elf, and according to the game information, Alia is thirty-two, eleven years older than Daisy.

Is the issue that I, a man, am inside Daisy's body?
I feel slightly uncomfortable with the term "unni."


...Wait a minute.
I remember calling Roji "unni" quite naturally.
Is it because Daisy was already close to her?

Ah, whatever.
Since we've formed a connection and want to be friends, it's probably best to settle on a form of address quickly.
It's not like I'm going to tell them, "Actually, I'm a man."

"Alia unni. I look forward to our friendship."
"Yes. I'm glad to have a little sister now."
"You can speak casually with me."
"Should I?"

That night, we chatted until just before falling asleep.
It was quite an enjoyable time, getting to know the person behind the title of Knight Commander—Alia Grant.




The next day.
Perhaps because we stayed up late chatting, I still felt tired.
Alia, who had chatted with me, looked perfectly fine—why was I the only one feeling exhausted?

With an uncomfortable feeling, I suddenly realized it was almost time for my period.
And once again, I didn't have any feminine hygiene products.

Overcoming my embarrassment, I approached the village chief's wife.

"Oh my, what a problem. I haven't had periods for years, so I don't have any products..."
"Ah, no. I was just wondering where I could buy some in the village."

The village chief's wife directed me to the village's only general store.
After thanking her, I immediately went to find Ellion.

"Ellion, I'm going to the general store. Do you need anything?"
"Hmm? Let me think. Nothing comes to mind."
"Really? Then I'll just get my things."
"Take care."

I was going to ask Alia unni if she needed anything too, but I heard she had gone to visit the knights of the Ulafio region.

So I set out alone to find the village's general store.
The village chief's wife had given me detailed directions, so finding it wasn't difficult.

And there, I spotted Rosaline.

Ch.71 - 71. Tony's Family
# 71. Tony's Family

Rosalyn was haggling with the general store owner.

"Can't you lower the price a little more?"
"I'm already selling it at a loss."
"Oh, that's such a lie."
"You caught me."

Being a local, Rosalyn seemed to have a friendly rapport with the store owner as she purchased her items.
After finishing her shopping, our eyes met as she exited the store.
Recalling yesterday's events, she frowned, then walked past me without a word, turning away sharply.

I quietly watched her retreating figure before entering the general store.

"Hello."
"Yes, hello. What can I help you with today?"

The store owner treated me with much more courtesy than he had shown Rosalyn.
Thanks to his kindness, I pleasantly purchased some feminine hygiene products.
As I received the paper bag containing my purchase, I considered returning to the village chief's house, but since I had already seen Rosalyn, I thought I should try to talk with her.

A short distance from the general store, I summoned my spellbook and opened a portal.
My destination was Rosalyn's house.

When I knocked on the door, I heard Kasim's voice.

"Who is it?"
"Hello. I'm the person who visited yesterday."

After a brief moment, Kasim cautiously opened the door and revealed himself.

"...I'm sorry, but I really don't have anything to tell you about Hakam."
"I'm not here about your son. I'm here about Rosalyn and Emily."
"Ah, now that I look at you..."

Kasim examined my face and slowly shook his head.

"I apologize, but my mother-in-law is sleeping, and my wife isn't home right now."

Although Rosalyn had left the general store before me, it seemed she hadn't arrived home yet, despite my use of a portal.

"May I come in and wait for a while?"

Kasim appeared to contemplate for a moment.
He was probably concerned about letting a stranger with unknown intentions into his home.

Soon, he seemed to finish deliberating and opened the door wide.
An invitation to enter. A sign of permission.

"Excuse my intrusion."

Just like yesterday, the interior of the house was in disarray.
Boxes and belongings were scattered across the floor.

"I heard from the village chief. That you're leaving the village."
"Yes, well. Given what my son did, it can't be helped."

Kasim placed some books that had been piled on the floor into a box.
I sat down beside him and helped put books into the box.

"It can't be easy leaving your hometown where you've lived your whole life."
"That's true. But there's the matter of people's gazes. In fact, the reason you and the knights were able to find us was probably because someone informed you. People might not say it to our faces, but some villagers likely don't look kindly upon the family of a criminal."

Robe is a country that doesn't apply guilt by association.
But the unspoken practice of it was unavoidable in some ways.

It's the same in my original world.
While guilt by association doesn't legally exist, families of criminals frequently suffer from malicious comments and harassment.

"Where are you planning to go?"
"I'm not sure. Wanted posters have probably been distributed throughout Robe, so we're considering leaving the country."
"What about Hakam?"
"I don't know about that either. I'm just planning to leave a letter for Hakam here in this house before we depart."

Kasim's face was filled with sorrow as he spoke, hoping that Hakam might visit home someday.

"Cough, cough. ...Who's there?"

Just then, an elderly woman emerged from one of the rooms, leaning on a cane.

"Mother-in-law, you're awake?"

So this grandmother is... Tony's wife, Emily.
Her intermittent coughing, white hair, and trembling hand holding the cane clearly revealed her poor health, which saddened me.

Kasim stopped packing and approached Emily to support her.
He held her arm and slowly helped her to a chair.

After thanking her son-in-law, Emily looked at me.

"So, *cough*, who might you be, young lady?"
"Mother-in-law, this person is..."

Kasim's explanation stopped midway.
I realized I had never actually told Kasim who I was.

"Grandmother, my name is Daisy."
"*Cough*, I see. But why is a young lady like you... Oh! Could you perhaps be my grandson's future bride?"

...Huh?

I looked at Kasim in bewilderment.
He scratched his head with an awkward smile.
Then he came closer to me and apologized in a voice only I could hear.

"I'm sorry. I couldn't bring myself to tell my mother-in-law what Hakam did. It might have been too much of a shock for her..."

Well, that was the right decision.
Just looking at Emily, anyone could tell her health was poor.

Besides, didn't they say she became heavily dependent on the god Lagianos after the fraud incident?
If she found out her grandson had blown off a deity's head and committed crimes, it could have been disastrous.

Still, I needed to correct the misunderstanding.

"Haha... I'm sorry, but that's not the case."
"Hmm... that's a shame. *Cough*, I was hoping, *cough*, *cough*, to see my grandson married before I die."

Kasim was startled by Emily's words.

"Mother-in-law, what are you saying? You need to live with us for a long time."
"No, *cough*. At this age... *cough*, I can feel that I don't have much time left."
"Please don't say such things..."

Emily gave her dejected son-in-law a gentle smile.

Somehow, I also felt melancholic.
I thought that if I had arrived a little later, Emily might have died and Rosalyn might have left.

On the other hand, I felt relieved.
I hadn't arrived too late, so I could fulfill Tony's last wish.

I composed myself and looked at Emily.

"Grandmother, actually, I came because I have something to tell you and your daughter."
"*Cough*, *cough*, something for this old woman?"
"Yes, about your husband, Tony..."

But my words were interrupted.

"Y-You! What are you doing here?!"

Rosalyn had returned home.

"You were at the general store just now? How are you already...?"

Rosalyn's eyes widened in shock. But she quickly regained her composure and strode toward me.

"Get out of our house! Now!"
"Ms. Rosalyn."
"Can't you hear me?!"

Rosalyn grabbed my collar and tried to drag me out.

"I have something to tell you about your father! Please, just give me a moment!"
"I told you I don't want to hear it!"
"Rosalyn, calm down!"

The house erupted in chaos.
Rosalyn was adamantly trying to drag me out while Kasim attempted to stop her.

"Enough!"

Emily's shout echoed through the house.
The effort of shouting seemed to drain her, as she immediately broke into a coughing fit.
Rosalyn released me and rushed to her mother.

"Mom, are you okay?"
"*Cough*, *cough*. ...Rosalyn, is that how you treat a guest who brought news of your father? *Cough*."
"But...!"

Rosalyn couldn't continue.
Emily's eyes were fixed firmly on her daughter.

"*Cough*, I want to hear it. This is the first person to bring news of your father."
"...Why? Is it because God is watching over us again?"
"Rosalyn..."
"It's always been like that! Whenever something happens, it's a trial from God! Everything that happens is part of God's plan! Happy things, sad things! Everything is supposedly given by God Lagianos! Was it also God's plan when father abandoned us? What kind of plan is that?!"
"..."
"God doesn't watch over us! He doesn't care about us! Everything happened because father abandoned us and disappeared!"

Rosalyn gritted her teeth.
Emily slowly caressed her daughter's face.

"This has nothing to do with God Lagianos's plans."
"...!"
"Right now, I just want to find... *cough*, even a small trace of your father before I die."

Rosalyn closed her mouth and lowered her head.
Only Emily's coughing filled the silence in the house.

Rosalyn slowly glared at me.

"Go ahead, tell your story. But if you're making things up, I won't let it slide."

I slowly recounted my experiences, omitting the existence of 'Kim Min-jun.'
The existence of Spanyada, the battle with Spanyada, the helping souls. And Tony.

As my story continued, Kasim was unable to hide his astonishment, while Rosalyn maintained a skeptical expression.
Emily listened with an unreadable, expressionless face.

"Tony's last request was to find his wife and young daughter and deliver a message."

I took a breath and spoke.

"Until the day he died... no, even after death, he loved you both."

I delivered Tony's last words to his family.
My task was complete.
Now all that remained was to see how Emily and Rosalyn would react.

Rosalyn still wore an expression of disbelief.

"This is utterly absurd. How am I supposed to believe any of this?"

Just then.

"Ah... ahh..."

A sob escaped from Emily's lips.
Tiny tears were streaming from her eyes.

"Mom? What's wrong?"

A flustered Rosalyn began patting Emily's back to comfort her.

Emily struggled to speak through her tears.

"Until the day he died... loving even after death... Those were the words Tony said to me when he proposed... Oh, Tony... Tony..."

Emily finally broke down into uncontrollable sobs.
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Emily cried endlessly.
Then suddenly, she began to choke, unable to breathe, and collapsed to the floor.

"Mom!"
"Mother-in-law!"

I immediately summoned my spellbook and used healing magic.

When I suddenly used magic, Rosalyn and Kasim looked at me with wary eyes.
But soon, seeing Emily's breathing become steady, they let out sighs of relief.

Kasim carefully picked up the collapsed Emily and carried her to the bedroom.
Rosalyn wore a confused expression, as if she was having difficulty accepting the situation.

Soon, Kasim came out of the room.

"How is Grandmother?"
"She's breathing steadily and sleeping. Given her age, it seems even shedding tears was physically exhausting for her."
"That's a relief."

Now I could finally feel at ease.
It would have been truly terrible if Emily had stopped breathing right after I delivered Tony's last words.

As I was wiping the sweat from my forehead, Rosalyn approached me.
She hesitated for a moment before speaking in a small voice.

"...Thank you for treating my mother."
"It's nothing. It's what anyone would do."

Rosalyn bowed her head to me.
Though she still seemed confused, her hostility appeared to have diminished considerably, so things might gradually improve from now on.

"I should be heading back now."

I've delivered the last words, and there's nothing more I can do about Hakam, so it's better to leave.
Kasim and Rosalyn came out to see me off.

When I opened the portal, the two of them once again showed surprised expressions.

"Go back inside and rest. Please take care of Grandmother too."

I nodded to the two of them and stepped through the portal.

"Did you have a good trip?"

When I entered the village chief's house, Ellion greeted me.

"I went to Hakam's house."
"What?"

I slowly told Ellion everything, starting from meeting Rosalyn at the general store.
Ellion listened quietly, nodding his head.

"You did well, Daisy."

After hearing the whole story, Ellion patted my head and said so.
While I was briefly enjoying Ellion's touch, I heard murmuring voices from outside the room.
Alia and the knights had returned.

Alia immediately reported the situation to Ellion.

"I requested cooperation from the local knights regarding Hakam's pursuit. And according to information from the Magic Knight Order, the spatial movement scroll that Hakam used has been analyzed and identified as being from Kraian."

Where is Kraian?
Since only Robe, the Sidnis Mountains, and Neswith appeared in the game, I knew nothing about other countries.

"Did Hakam visit Kraian?"
"That's still unknown. He could have obtained it through smuggling, or received it from someone from Kraian."

Ellion and Alia's expressions grew serious.
If it was obtained through smuggling, that would be better, but if not, there was a possibility that he was conspiring with foreign entities.

"Are there many anti-deity believers in Kraian? I know they believe in a god under the sea there too..."
"Kraian people mostly treat it as just a superstition. Although it's a peninsula nation, not everyone works in fishing, and they just perform rituals to avoid storms at sea."

Well, even in my original world, there were things like Dragon King rituals, and sailors wouldn't flip fish over, but those were all just superstitions.

"So people can believe in gods if they want to, or not if they don't want to, which is why there hasn't been any form of opposition or resistance against deities as far as I know."
"I see. But we can't rule out the possibility that a Kraian spy entered Robe and either encouraged or recruited Hakam."

Ellion and Alia's conversation continued for quite some time.
Honestly, it was getting a bit boring to keep listening to them.

I excused myself and returned to my room.

As I was rolling around on the bed, my stomach started to ache slightly.
This is why I bought feminine hygiene products at the general store.
Now where did I put those...

...

...?

Huh, they're not here?

Wait, did I leave them at Hakam's house?

That seems highly likely.
After purchasing the feminine hygiene products at the general store, I only moved by portal, so if I left them somewhere, it would be there.
Plus, I had that argument with Rosalyn and was distracted treating Emily, so it's almost certain.

"Ellion! I think I left my feminine hygiene products at Hakam's house. I'll be right back!"

I'll just find the products and come back quickly, but I told Ellion in advance in case he might worry.
Alia, hearing that I had been to Hakam's house, asked if I had discovered anything.
I shook my head, and Alia nodded.

I immediately opened a portal and moved to the front of Hakam's house.

"Hello? It's Daisy."

When I knocked on the door, Kasim appeared.

"Ah, Miss Daisy. What brings you back?"
"I think I left something here earlier."
"Really? The house is in such disarray that I didn't notice. Please come in for a moment."
"Excuse me."

As I entered and looked around, I saw a paper bag that had fallen over between some boxes.
Opening the bag, I found the feminine hygiene products I had purchased.

"Found it."
"That's good."

As I was taking out my spellbook to return, Rosalyn came out of the room.

"Mom woke up... Oh? Weren't you leaving?"
"I left something behind."

Since Emily had woken up, it seemed right to greet her before leaving.
When I said so, Rosalyn and Kasim nodded.

"Grandmother, are you feeling better?"
"Oh my, miss..."

As soon as Emily saw me, she tried to get up from where she was lying.

"You don't need to get up. Please lie down comfortably."
"No, *cough*. I should get up. Rosalyn, help me up...?"

Rosalyn supported Emily to sit on the bed.
Emily took my hand and kept bowing her head.

"*Cough*, thank you so much for bringing my husband's last words... You're our family's benefactor..."
"It's what anyone would do."
"Really, *cough*, thank you. Now I can die without regrets..."
"Please don't say that."

Tears welled up in Emily's eyes again.
I gently stroked Emily's back.

"You've suffered a lot, haven't you? From now on, please live happily with a smile."
"Thank you, really thank you."

I hope Emily spends the rest of her life in peace.
Rosalyn has also come to properly face the truth about Tony, so I believe they can get along well as a family without discord.

"Well, I should be going now."
"Oh my, *cough*, it's a shame to send you off like this... I should offer our benefactor some hospitality, *cough*..."
"Grandmother, I'll be staying at the village chief's house for a while, so please take care of yourself first, and you can do that later."
"*Cough*, ugh, alright... I'll get better in a few days and prepare some delicious food for you. *Cough*."

After saying goodbye to Emily, I came out to the living room.
Once again, Kasim and Rosalyn followed to see me off.

"You don't need to come out. I'm just going to use a portal again."
"Still..."

Just then, there was a knock at the door.

"I'm here."

A young man's voice.
The person who opened the door and entered was a man with red hair and red eyes.

"Why is the house so messy?"

The man's gaze, which had been scanning the living room, landed on me.

That man is Hakam...
Kasim and Rosalyn's faces turned pale as they glanced at me nervously.

I never imagined I would encounter him so suddenly.

Hakam was staring intently at me, paying no attention to his parents.

What should I do?
Should I try to lower Hakam's guard first?

"Hakam? *Cough*, is that you, Hakam...?"

Just then, Emily's voice came from the bedroom.
At the same time, Hakam reached his hand toward me.

With a bang, I felt a searing pain in my thigh.

"Aaaagh!"

The pain shot from my thigh throughout my entire body.

I felt myself falling backward.
In that moment, the world seemed to move in slow motion.

I could see Kasim and Rosalyn's eyes widening in shock.
And Emily's mouth slowly opening as she tried to come out of the room, leaning on her cane.

As I hit the floor, the world returned to its normal speed.

"Kyaaaah!"
"Hakam! W-what are you doing?!"

Hakam responded to his parents' cries with a grin.

"There have been many people trying to harm me lately, so I need to check immediately when I see a stranger to feel at ease."
"But still, to just anyone..."
"Hmm? I didn't kill her, just enough to check. I'll use healing magic after confirming."

Is this guy a psychopath? Or is it sociopath?
His way of thinking was completely different.

I tried to use healing magic on my thigh while Hakam was distracted looking at his parents.

"H-Hakam, why, why would you do this...? To our benefactor..."

If only I hadn't seen Emily falling backward.

"Mom!"
"Mother-in-law!"

Rosalyn and Kasim rushed to Emily.
I took out my spellbook and cast healing magic on both myself and Emily simultaneously.

"She'll be fine! Take Grandmother to the room... Aaagh!"
"So you're a mage?"

That bastard Hakam stepped on my injured thigh.
As a result, the healing magic was forcibly interrupted.
The penalty brought me even more pain.

Hakam, still stepping on me, called to Kasim with exaggerated gestures.

"Father, look! She's a mage! She really did come to capture me!"
"Hakam! Please stop this!"
"What? Isn't this better than me getting captured?"

I forced myself to maintain consciousness and used binding magic.
I bound Hakam's upper body and slammed him against the wall.

"...Take Grandmother to the room."

At my words, Rosalyn nodded and took Emily to the bedroom.
I levitated the bound Hakam into the air.

Hakam glared at me, blood flowing from his head.

"Grandmother collapsed because of you."
"How is that my fault? You threw the first punch."

I was dumbfounded by Hakam trying to blame me for Emily's collapse.

"If you hadn't been in our house, this wouldn't have happened, right?"
"You crazy bastard."

I opened a portal to the front of the village chief's house and looked at Kasim.

"I'm sorry about this. I'll be taking your son away."

Kasim could only wear a confused expression.
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Leaving Kasim with his confused face behind, I crossed through the portal and returned to the village chief's house.
When I opened the door, I saw Ellion and Alia.

I threw Hakam in front of them, ignoring their shocked expressions.
And then I promptly passed out.

When I regained consciousness, I saw the village chief's wife.

"Oh my, you're awake. Wait just a moment. I'll bring my husband."

The village chief's wife left the room, making a fuss.

Suddenly realizing I couldn't feel my lower body, I pulled back the blanket to check my thigh and found it tightly wrapped in bandages.
Alia must have given me first aid.

I heard footsteps beyond the door.
They were getting louder quickly, as if someone was running.
The door opened, and the village chief's wife entered the room with Ellion.

"I brought my husband!"

Huh?
Wait, did she mean her husband or my husband?
No, before that, Ellion isn't even my husband yet.

Still, seeing the worry on Ellion's face, I decided to lighten the mood with a joke.

"...Good morning?"
"...It's not morning."

My joke failed.

Ellion gently brushed my bangs and sighed.

"What on earth happened?"

In response to Ellion's question, I told him about what happened at Hakam's house.
After hearing everything, Ellion let out a deep sigh.

"Sigh... why do these things always happen to you..."
"I know, right?"

I suddenly wondered what had happened to Hakam and asked Ellion.
Ellion frowned as soon as Hakam's name was mentioned.

"After you passed out, the binding spell was released. As soon as he could move freely, he tried to cast a spell, so I broke both his arms."
"...You broke them?"
"Yeah."

Ellion said that and looked at me.

"I wasn't in my right mind after seeing blood pouring from your thigh."

For someone not in his right mind, he seemed quite methodical about it.

"So where is he now?"
"He's restrained in the room where I was staying, wearing a magic suppression device. Lord Grant is interrogating him. There might be someone behind this."

As it should be.
I didn't get my thigh blown open for nothing.

Hearing that things were proceeding properly was reassuring.

I pulled back the blanket and extended my bandaged leg toward Ellion.

"Ellion. Can you unwrap this? I want to use healing magic."
"Oh, you want to?"

As Ellion carefully unwrapped the bandage, my thigh with a chunk of flesh missing became visible through the torn pants.
The pooled blood and exposed red flesh made me wince involuntarily.

"That's strange. Why doesn't it hurt?"
"Lord Grant immediately sprayed a painkiller on your thigh. It's powerful enough that you could withstand having a limb completely severed."

...Isn't that strong enough to cause addiction?
No wonder my upper body felt fine while I couldn't feel my lower half.

I took out my spellbook and used healing magic, watching as the missing flesh gradually regenerated.
Hmm, grotesque.

I slapped my perfectly regenerated thigh once.
Due to the painkiller's effect, I felt nothing from my thigh.

"Ellion, it seems healing magic doesn't cure drug effects!"

I should share this new discovery with Ellion.
But Ellion nodded as if it was obvious.

"Yeah, that's because the painkiller was made for that purpose."

Oh, you already knew?

"If the pain relief effect disappeared before the body was completely healed, it would shock the injured person. So they modified it to resist healing magic."
"I see."

Darn, so I didn't discover anything new after all?

"Why are you pouting?"

Ellion smiled and played with my cheek.
What does it matter to you what I do with my lips?

"I thought you wanted a kiss."

Wh-what?
No, I wasn't thinking that...

...Though now that you mention it, I kind of want one.

"...Should we kiss, then...?"

At my words, Ellion's eyes widened before curving into crescents.
As Ellion slowly approached, I gradually closed my eyes.

The feeling of large hands on both my cheeks.
And then the soft sensation on my lips.

Our lips locked together.
Our noses touched slightly, so I tilted my head a little to the right.

As our mouths parted slightly, our breaths made our lips more sensitive.
Through our lips, I could feel Ellion more intensely.

Ellion's warm tongue traced my teeth.
I relaxed and slowly accepted the gentle movement, as if asking me to open up.

Soon I felt the soft flesh against my tongue.
It was sweet and warm, and I eagerly sucked on it.

Ellion's breathing became rougher.
Feeling the change up close gave me a thrilling sensation.

Ellion was getting excited because of me.
And that fact was exciting me.

Ellion's lips, tongue, and hands held me more firmly.
I surrendered my body to Ellion's movements.

Before I knew it, Ellion had climbed onto the bed and was covering my body with his.
Despite being underneath, I felt no discomfort.
The warmth and weight of Ellion pleasantly enveloped me.

Finally, Ellion's lips parted from mine.
Opening my eyes in disappointment, I saw Ellion's face looking down at me, flushed red.
My face was probably even redder.

"Daisy."
"Ellion."

Just calling each other's names filled my heart.

When Ellion cupped my cheek, it felt warmer and more electrifying than usual.
The kiss had made me more sensitive to Ellion's touch.

Ellion approached me once more.
The sight was so lovely that I couldn't help but smile.

I slowly closed my eyes, preparing to taste Ellion again when...

SMACK!

"Goodness! No matter how much you love your wife, she's a patient right now, a patient!"

...The village chief's wife had entered the room and smacked Ellion's back.

Ellion made a disappointed sound and slowly moved away from me.
I resented the village chief's wife.

The village chief's wife noticed my healed thigh through the torn pants and looked surprised.

"Oh my? Your thigh is completely healed!"
"...I treated it with magic."
"Magic can do this much? My, how amazing."

The village chief's wife gathered the new bandages she had brought and the ones she had removed.

"I was going to change your bandages, but I guess they're not needed anymore. I'll bring you a new set of clothes."
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

After the village chief's wife left, Ellion and I looked at each other.
We shook off our disappointment with small smiles.

Soon the village chief's wife returned with a pair of pants.

"These belonged to my granddaughter who left them behind. Wear these for now."
"Thank you."
"Oh, and Kasim is here. He says he wants to apologize."

I looked at Ellion once and nodded.
The village chief's wife left to bring Kasim.

"Will you be okay?"

Ellion asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.
I gently patted Ellion's shoulder.

"Kasim is a good person. It's actually impressive that he's coming to apologize first in this situation."

As soon as Kasim entered the room and saw me, he bowed deeply.

"I'm truly sorry, Miss Daisy. It's my fault for not raising my child properly."

Looking at the back of Kasim's bowed head, I thought of Hakam.

Judging by that bastard's behavior, he didn't seem like someone who could be fixed through education.
He was the type who should be locked up in a mental institution and never released.

"Please raise your head, Mr. Kasim. You did nothing wrong."
"But..."
"How is Grandma Emily? She must have been shocked."

Kasim's face was full of worry as he straightened up.

"She keeps muttering that it can't be true. Seeing her in such distress, it's clear she's suffered a great shock."

Of course she'd be shocked after seeing her grandson blow someone's leg open right in front of her.

I looked at Ellion and said:

"Ellion, I think we need to go visit her. I should reassure the grandmother."
"This time, I'm coming with you."

With Hakam being held by Alia, there probably wouldn't be any more danger, but Ellion was worried, so I agreed without argument.

We used a portal to travel to Hakam's house.
As soon as we entered, we heard Emily's weak voice.

"It can't be, *cough*, true... Hakam... to our benefactor..."

Hearing that pitiful voice, I quickly entered the room.
Both Emily and Rosalyn looked surprised to see me walking in normally.

"Wh-what? How?"
"Hm? What do you mean?"

I smoothly began my lie.

"I heard you had a nightmare, Grandma, so I came to see you."
"*Cough*... nightmare?"
"Yes. I heard you dreamed that your grandson attacked me."
"...That was, *cough*, a nightmare?"

I took Emily's hand and guided it toward my thigh.
Due to the painkiller, I couldn't feel anything, but Emily's hand would feel my perfectly intact thigh under the new pants.

"B-but I clearly saw it go boom here..."
"You had a bad dream. Look, it's perfectly fine."

I deliberately slapped my thigh repeatedly to demonstrate that it was intact.
Emily looked at me with a dazed expression.

"So Grandma, please stop worrying and regain your strength."
"*Cough*... thank you."

Emily kept thanking me as she held my hand.
Her wrinkled hands made my heart ache even more.

Ch.74 - 74. Tears and Rain
# 74. Tears and Rain

I returned to the village chief's house around evening, thinking it would be impolite to stay too long.
As soon as I entered the room, Elion embraced me.

"You worked hard, Daisy."
"...Yeah."

I quietly nestled in Elion's arms, feeling his warmth.

Since entering this world, there hadn't been a single day when I didn't lie.
Even with Elion, whom I cared for, my situation forced me to consistently maintain falsehoods.

Until now, all my lies had been for my own sake.
To survive, to stay safe. To avoid being discovered.

But this time, I had lied solely for someone else's benefit, with no advantage to myself.

It felt strange somehow.
I just wanted Emily to feel a little more at ease.


*


Emily lay in bed, silently staring at the ceiling.

"Mom, why are you spacing out?"

Emily slowly turned her head at Rosalyn's question.

"Rosalyn, *cough*, I want to ask you something... will you answer honestly?"

Rosalyn swallowed once at her mother's serious expression and nodded.

"Alright."
"Our benefactor... she lied to comfort me, didn't she?"

Rosalyn's eyes wavered.

"*Cough*, her clothes... her top was the same, but her pants had changed."
"..."
"When I almost lost my breath after hearing Tony's last words, *cough*, our benefactor used magic. This time too, she must have done something with magic..."
"...Mom."

A peaceful, truly serene smile spread across Emily's face.

"Such a kind person... At the very end, I met someone truly good..."

Rosalyn felt a chill at one part of Emily's statement.

"...What do you mean 'at the very end'? Mom, what are you saying?"
"Rosalyn... bring your husband."
"Mom."
"Will you... listen to my last wishes?"
"Mom!"

Rosalyn grabbed Emily's hand with trembling fingers.
Emily gently stroked her daughter's hand.
Rosalyn's voice quivered.

"Why are you talking like someone about to leave? I haven't even properly apologized for resenting you all this time. So why..."
"I should talk while my mind is still somewhat clear. And what do you have to apologize to me for? It was all because of my shortcomings..."
"No, Mom..."
"I should have spent more time with you instead of going to the temple..."

Mother and daughter blamed themselves, each insisting it was their own fault.
Their voices gradually mixed with sobs.

Kasim, alarmed by their crying, entered the room.
It didn't take long for him to start crying as well.


*


When I opened my eyes today, the weather was chilly.
Looking out the window, rain was pouring down steadily.

"Ugh... I hate rain so much..."

Allia seemed unable to focus, perhaps due to the low pressure.
Seeing the usually composed Allia like this was quite unusual.
I gently massaged the back of her neck.

"Thanks, Daisy..."
"No problem."

After I captured Hakam, Allia had conducted interrogations until dawn.
According to her, Hakam surprisingly confessed everything he was asked.
He apparently had no awareness that he'd done anything wrong, so he didn't even think to hide anything.

He must indeed be a psychopath.
Even Allia said she'd never encountered someone like him before, shaking her head in disbelief.

"Sis, now that we've caught Hakam, are we returning to the capital soon?"
"Yeah... we should... Ah, there... that feels good."

Allia seemed to be enjoying my massage.



Just then, there was a knock at the door, and the village chief's wife peeked her head in.

"Come out for breakfast."
"Yes."

During our stay here, the village chief and his wife took care of all our meals and laundry.
Since Allia paid generously for ingredients, labor, accommodation, and everything else, the chief and his wife cheerfully looked after us.

As I left the room, I saw Elion emerging from the adjacent room with a drowsy face.
How cute.

Elion immediately reached out and gently pinched my cheeks when he saw me.
When I pouted, Elion smiled and gave me a light kiss.
Hehe, morning kisses are nice.

"Goodness."

I decided to ignore Allia as she shook her head and walked past us.

The table set by the village chief and his wife was quite lavish for breakfast.

"Please eat plenty. Just leave enough for the other knights."

Two of Allia's subordinate knights were guarding Hakam.
They planned to take turns eating after Allia finished her meal.

"It's raining heavily."

The village chief's wife murmured, looking out the window.
The pattering sound of rain was quite noisy.

"Hmm? Someone's coming."

At the village chief's wife's words, I looked outside and saw someone running through the heavy rain.
The rain made it difficult to identify who it was, but once they got close enough, I could tell.

"...Mr. Kasim?"

Kasim, soaked from the rain, entered the house.
He caught his breath roughly and looked at me.

"My mother-in-law... is critically ill..."

...What?
Not just me, but everyone present fell silent at the gravity of the situation.

"My mother-in-law wishes to see Miss Daisy."



Skipping breakfast, I headed to Hakam's house accompanied by Elion and the village chief couple.

Perhaps because of the rain, the house felt even cooler, filled with the aura of death.
Entering the room, I saw Emily with a deathly pale complexion.

I'm sure she wasn't like this just yesterday, how could she deteriorate so much in a day...

I hastily took out my spellbook and used healing magic.
But Emily's condition didn't improve at all.

"Why... why isn't the healing working?"
"Miss Daisy... I've simply... reached the end of my natural lifespan..."

Ironically, Emily was the one comforting me.
Her calm demeanor made me even sadder.
Tears gradually streamed down my face.

"We've only known each other for a few days... yet you shed tears for me... Indeed, Miss Daisy, you are a good person."
"Grandmother..."

Emily took my hand.
I could feel absolutely no strength in her grasp.

Slowly... it felt as if Emily herself was fading away.

"Miss Daisy..."
"Yes, *sob*, tell me..."
"Hakam... please ensure he receives proper punishment..."
"...!"

Emily's eyes were looking straight at me.
She had seen through everything.
My lies hadn't fooled Emily.

"Hakam... was a peculiar child from a young age... He thought differently from ordinary people..."
"..."
"Please make sure he receives proper legal punishment... so that he remains a person in our society... not a monster..."

I held Emily's hand in return and promised.

"I understand. I'll make sure of it."

When I gripped her hand firmly, Emily smiled as if relieved.
But soon her face filled with regret.

"I'm sorry I couldn't... serve you... a delicious meal..."
"Grandmother...! Breathe, please breathe!"
"I'm truly sorry..."
"Grandmother!"
"..."
"...Grandmother?"

Emily spoke no more.
The light had faded from her eyes as she gazed at me.

"Ah, aah..."
"Mom!"
"Mother-in-law!"

Rosalyn and Kasim rushed to my side and grabbed Emily's body.
They began to wail loudly.

My legs gave out.
I collapsed in front of the bed.



I'm not sure how things proceeded after that.
When I came to my senses, Elion was holding me, patting my back.

His chest was covered with tear stains from how much I must have cried.

"Are you feeling a bit better now?"

I nodded slightly at Elion's question.

In truth, I wasn't okay at all.
My heart felt empty and hollow.

Having come this far after receiving Tony's request, I had wished for his family's happiness.
But so soon, so quickly...

"If you want to cry more, that's okay, Daisy. I'll stay by your side."

Elion's hand wiped my eyes.
Apparently, more tears had fallen.

I never thought I would cry this much for someone I'd only known for a few days.

A moment later, Rosalyn approached me.
Her eyes were swollen, and I probably looked similar.

"Thank you for being with my mother in her final moments."
"It's only natural since your grandmother wanted it."
"We've decided to hold the funeral quickly. Would you be able to attend?"
"...Yes. I'll be there."

Rosalyn bowed to me and went back into the room.
The village chief and his wife emerged from the room, seemingly having finished discussing funeral arrangements.
They also looked drained of energy.

"We should... head back now. The family needs time alone."

With those words, I opened a portal to the village chief's house.
The chief and his wife went straight inside, but Elion and I remained standing in front of the door.


The rain poured down from the heavy sky.
It matched my current mood perfectly.

"Elion, I want to walk for a bit."
"In the rain?"
"Yes, because of it."
"Okay, I understand."

Elion followed without protest.

I looked up at the sky, facing the rain.
Somehow, the sound of rain felt refreshing.

My face was covered with what might have been tears or raindrops.

Ch.75 - 75. Funeral
# 75. Funeral

Returning to the village chief's house, soaked and slightly chilled from the rain, the chief's wife brought me something to dry off with.
Feeling guilty about causing trouble with my impulsive behavior, I apologized to her.

"It's fine. I'll prepare some water so you can wash up right away."

Was she being so understanding because we had just witnessed Emily's final moments together?
The chief's wife spoke as if nothing was wrong.

"Daisy, you go wash up first."
"Huh? I'm the one who suggested going out in the rain. You should go first."
"You'll catch a cold."

What, as if he wouldn't catch one himself?
I gave him an incredulous look, and Ellion seemed to understand my expression as he smiled gently.

"I haven't been sick once since taking up the holy sword. So don't worry and go first."

Just then, the chief's wife approached us, saying the water was ready.
Ellion nodded once, and the chief's wife smiled before leaving to attend to her duties.
Ellion looked at me again.

"Go on, hurry."
"Are you sure that's okay?"
"Would you rather we bathe together?"
"I'll go first. Thanks."

I dashed into the bathroom, leaving Ellion behind.

Looking at the mirror in the bathroom, I saw my face had turned bright red.
Despite my body temperature dropping from the rain, when I touched my cheeks, they felt burning hot.

Is Ellion crazy?
Suggesting we bathe together in someone else's house...

My cheeks felt even hotter against my cold body.

I scooped up some of the warm water the chief's wife had prepared and poured it over my head.
The warm water washed away the coldness from my body.

From now on, any heat coming from my body isn't from embarrassment but from washing with hot water.
That's my story and I'm sticking to it.

Although Ellion claimed he wouldn't catch a cold, I felt bad leaving him wet and uncomfortable, so I washed as quickly as possible.
As I was drying myself with a towel, I heard a knock on the door.

"Daisy."
"Oh, Ellion. Wait just a moment. I'll be out soon."
"No, take your time. You didn't bring a change of clothes with you. I'll leave them by the door."
"Ah, that's right! Thank you."

Come to think of it, I had rushed into the bathroom right after getting embarrassed by Ellion's words.
What kind of fool am I?

...No, that's not right.
If Ellion hadn't said those things, I wouldn't have forgotten.
I keep losing my composure because of him...

I opened the door slightly and grabbed the clothes Ellion had brought.

I carefully placed the clothes where they wouldn't get wet from the water on the floor.
As I sorted through them, I found underwear tucked between the top and bottom.
As I was about to put on the panties, it suddenly occurred to me that Ellion had brought them.

Wait a minute.
Does that mean Ellion saw all my underwear?

For a moment, I imagined Ellion rummaging through my bag and taking out my underwear.

"Hwa, aaaah..."

My face felt like it was about to explode.
How should I feel about this situation where the person I like delivered my underwear?

I stared at the panties in my hand.
Somehow, the plain, single-colored garment brought me embarrassment.

Ellion probably didn't think anything of it, right?
If I had known Ellion would see my panties like this, I would have packed prettier ones.

Ugh, I should stop thinking about it.
First, I need to hurry and vacate the bathroom so Ellion can wash up.

After quickly getting dressed and leaving the bathroom, I saw Ellion waiting with his own clothes.

"...Did you wait long? Sorry."
"Not at all. You came out earlier than I expected."

Ellion smiled brightly.
Normally, I would have smiled back, but right now I felt strange.

He saw my underwear and isn't affected at all?
Why is he acting so normal?

"Go to the room and rest. Ah, no. Since we haven't had breakfast, we should eat first."

I'm curious, so curious.
What are you thinking right now?

I hastily grabbed Ellion's hand as he was about to enter the bathroom.
He turned to look at me with a puzzled expression.

"E-E-Ellion..."
"What?"

It's really embarrassing to say out loud.
After hesitating for a while, I lowered my eyes and spoke in a tiny voice.

"What... what did you think when you saw my pa-panties..."
"Huh?"

I squeezed my eyes shut.

"I asked what you thought when you saw my panties..."
"...What?"

I-I can't open my eyes.
I'm afraid to see what expression Ellion is making.

"Th-that, th-th-that, wh-what...!"

Huh?

When I opened my eyes, I saw Ellion with a bright red face.

"Wh-what are you suddenly saying, Daisy..."

Something... seems wrong.

"...Didn't you pack my clothes yourself?"
"I just asked Sir Grant to get them and I only carried them over... I-I didn't see your pa-panties..."

...Oh.
Oh,
Ohhhhhhhhhh!

"I-I-I-I'm sorry!!!"

What is this?
I questioned Ellion without even checking the facts?

I ended up asking him about his thoughts on my panties for no reason!

"I misunderstood. Since you brought the clothes, I naturally thought you went through my bag to get them, so, well, that's why, uh, that's whyyyy!"
"...Daisy."

As I panicked and floundered, Ellion slowly patted my head.

"I was just a little surprised, that's all."
"B-but still..."
"I'm glad to see you've regained your spirits."

That's... true.
The gloomy thoughts have mostly disappeared from my mind.

"Thank you, Ellion. Talking with you like this makes me feel better."

Ellion nodded and smiled.

"Daisy."
"Yes?"
"I'll tell you my thoughts on your panties when we have our first time together."

Y-y-you must be crazy!

"No way! That's not happening!"

I covered my face with my hands and ran to the room.

After some time had passed.
Emily's funeral was conducted under the guidance of the village chief and his wife.

Emily's body was laid to rest in the village cemetery.
Since Emily was a native of the village, everyone came to the funeral to bid her farewell.

Rosalyn couldn't hold back and eventually shed tears.
Kasim simply held her hand quietly.

After the funeral ended and the villagers left.
Only then did Alia bring Hakam out.

Hakam had splints on both arms as if they were restrained, and he wore magic control devices over them.
Rosalyn and Kasim were shocked by Hakam's appearance, but they soon seemed to steel themselves and looked directly at their son.

"Say your final goodbye to your grandmother. You'll be going to prison with no chance of release."

Emily had wanted Hakam to be properly punished.
Hakam said he had wandered around various places after encountering Alia in the forest.
And just as he had done to me, he cast spells on several people as soon as suspicions entered his mind.

Hakam still didn't recognize that what he did was wrong.
He spoke to Alia as if what he did was natural, and his list of crimes continued to grow.

Hakam stared at Emily's tombstone without showing any expression.

"I don't have anything to say."

Rosalyn's expression crumbled at Hakam's words.
Kasim confronted Hakam.

"At least apologize for how you behaved in front of your grandmother!"
"Why? I ended up getting caught and will go to prison. I was right, wasn't I?"
"...You!"

This bastard Hakam wasn't normal.
Kasim raised his hand as if to strike Hakam.

Slap-

But Rosalyn was faster than Kasim.
Rosalyn's hand struck Hakam's cheek.

Hakam slowly turned his head back to look at Rosalyn.
His expression remained blank.

"That's strange. Mother, didn't you hate Grandmother?"
"..."
"You used to complain that she only ever called out to Grandfather and God's name. Aren't I just being a good child by listening to you?"

Tears rolled down Rosalyn's cheeks.

"You... you did listen to me. But you're not good."
"Really? What did I do wrong? Oh, maybe I should hate the Lagianos God more? Are you upset because I made a mistake and got caught?"
"..."
"Should I be crying like you are now, Mother?"

Rosalyn couldn't bear it anymore and bowed her head to us before turning away.
Kasim followed her.

Hakam continued to mutter as if he still needed to figure out what went wrong.

"Should I fight the hero after all? Or bring down the Holy Kingdom..."
"You can't."

Hakam looked at me.

"You'll rot in prison for the rest of your life. Or be executed."
"Is that a prophecy? I guess you're also a puppet of the gods?"
"...Don't you have any emotions? They're your parents, and she was your grandmother! How can you talk like that!"

When I confronted him, Hakam blinked.

"I think I do have emotions? Yes, I must have them. I just don't understand well. Grandmother could have died anytime anyway..."
"Enough. Let's stop talking."

There was no point in continuing this conversation; it would only make me angry.
I opened a portal leading to the Holy Knight Order.

"Alia. Let's throw him in right away."
"Yes."

Alia grabbed Hakam and crossed through the portal.
I stared at the portal before turning to Ellion.

"Ellion, I'm going to say goodbye to Rosalyn and Kasim. What will you do?"
"I'll come with you."

Yes, I thought so.

I closed the portal and headed toward Rosalyn's house.

Ch.76 - 76. Visitation
# 76. Visitation

I deliberately chose not to use a portal to go to Rosalyn's house.
It was to give Rosalyn and Kasim time to collect their thoughts.

Walking down the quiet country road with just Elion made it feel like we were on a date.
Elion must have felt the same way, as we held hands while walking.

After walking for quite some time, we arrived at Rosalyn and Kasim's house.
When I knocked, a weary-looking Kasim opened the door.

"Ah... it's you two. Please come in for a moment."

Once inside, I saw that they were in the middle of unpacking boxes they had previously packed.

"Weren't you planning to leave?"

I was confused since Kasim had said they would leave the village because of people's stares.
Rosalyn answered my question in a low voice.

"How could I go anywhere and leave my mother here alone?"

Ah...

"Let me help you."
"Oh no, you don't need to..."

Despite Rosalyn's protests, Elion and I rolled up our sleeves.
With two people in their twenties helping, the unpacking went much faster.

To be honest, Elion contributed more than I did.
Even with heavier items, Elion could easily lift them with one hand, which naturally sped things up.

Kasim would indicate where things should go, Elion would carry them, and Rosalyn and I would organize afterward.
With our roles clearly divided, we were able to finish efficiently.

"Thank you. Without your help, this would have taken much longer..."

Rosalyn said as she handed glasses of water to Elion and me.

"It's nothing. We should help each other."

I said before drinking the water.
The cool sensation going down my throat felt good.

"I feel embarrassed for always receiving help from Miss Daisy."

Kasim said while scratching his head.
So I decided to speak honestly.

"As I mentioned before, I once received help from Tony. I'm just repaying his kindness, so please don't feel burdened."

In truth, Tony was the only one who had asked something of me and Daisy in the mental world.
Tony had his body stolen 50 years ago, and those who had their bodies taken even earlier likely had no one left alive to pass on their last wishes.
Those who lost their bodies 40 or 30 years ago had already faded away before I could meet them, and 20 or 10 years ago, the dagger magic had been transferred to Akila and Akla.

"Father..."

Rosalyn's expression grew somber.
I wonder if Rosalyn could even properly remember her father's face who disappeared 50 years ago?



Well, that's not the important matter right now.
I brought up the main reason for our visit.

"We're planning to return to the capital now."
"Ah..."
"...And we've transported Hakam to the capital."
"..."

Silence fell over the house.
I didn't rush the couple with their complicated feelings and waited quietly.

After a moment, Kasim seemed to have sorted his thoughts and spoke.
There was a slight tremor in his voice.

"Yes... That's right. Hakam clearly committed wrongdoing."

Seeing Hakam's actions firsthand probably played a big role in his decision.
There's a difference between hearing about something and witnessing it yourself.

"Please honor my mother's last wish. Make sure Hakam receives proper punishment."

Rosalyn said the same.

But there was something they needed to clearly understand.
Elion addressed the couple with a grave expression.

"Hakam will never leave prison for the rest of his life. There's a high possibility of execution. Either way, you'll never see him again."
"..."
"You need to understand that clearly."

Rosalyn's voice trembled.

"Yes... I understand... clearly..."

I got up and embraced Rosalyn.
After trying hard to hold back, she finally broke down in tears.



When we returned to the village chief's house, we gathered our belongings.
Since Alia had already left with Hakam, I made sure to pack all of Alia's things as well.
Alia's subordinate knights were waiting with a carriage.

When I opened a portal, the knights drove the carriage through it.

"Thank you for taking care of us."
"It's nothing. I was paid for it after all."

After saying goodbye to the village chief and his wife, we returned to the capital.



Elion and I first visited the Capital Knights Order to find Alia.

"Sis, I brought your things. Please check them."
"Thanks, Daisy."

Alia took her belongings from me and immediately tossed them into a corner of her office.
The perfect image of a fine soldier.

"What about Hakam?"
"Threw him in a cell. He'll probably stay there until the day he dies. Why? Want to see him?"
"No... I don't even want to look at him."

As I shook my head, I suddenly realized something strange and asked Alia.

"Wait, is it okay to just let people visit prisoners like that?"
"I don't allow just anyone to visit. You can see him as a victim since you were attacked by Hakam."

Ah, I see.
Still, I have no desire to see Hakam's face.
I hope I never have to see him again for the rest of my life.

However...

"Then please let me meet Akla."
"Violet... Akla?"
"Yes."

Alia nodded at my request.

"Alright. You probably have things to settle between you two. Oh, would you like to go too, Hero?"
"Yes, I'd..."

Just then, there was a knock on the office door.
After Alia gave permission, the bearded knight who had returned with us entered the office.

"I'm glad you're all here. Commander, Hero. There's a summons from the royal palace."
"I see..."

Alia gave me an apologetic look.

"Sorry. Looks like I can't go with you."
"It's fine. I can go another time."
"No, no. I'll assign him to accompany you."

The bearded knight blinked in surprise at the sudden assignment.

"Where am I going?"
"Visitation, Violet Stellen."
"Ah, understood. Miss Daisy, shall we go right away?"
"Yes."

I waved to Elion.

"Elion, I'll go for the visit and then head home. Have a good time at the palace."
"Okay."



I followed the bearded knight down to the basement of the Knights Order.
After a brief conversation between the bearded knight and the guard, we were allowed entry.
Various criminals were confined in separate cells.

Going down another level, we came to a long corridor with several iron doors in the walls.
When we reached one of them, the bearded knight said to me:

"This is it. I'll stay back so you can talk comfortably."

The knight opened the door, revealing bars beyond which Violet Stellen stood with her back turned.

"Violet Stellen."

As I approached the bars and called her name, Violet turned her head.
Her eyes widened immediately upon seeing me.

"Or should I call you Akla?"
"W-what is this..."

Akla slowly rose from her seat and approached.
After carefully examining my face, the color drained from hers.

"Lady Spanyada? No, that's not right... Could it be... Miss Daisy?"
"You got it right away."
"H-how is this possible? Why is Miss Daisy..."
"It's simple. Because I killed Spanyada."

Akla trembled as if she couldn't believe what she was hearing.

"Lady Spanyada couldn't have... Wait, the fact that you called me Akla means..."
"That's right. I've read all the memories. You should know, having done it yourself, Akla."
"...!"

Technically it was Nyada's memories, but there was no need to clarify that detail.
Akla lowered her head briefly to collect her thoughts, then looked up again.

"Yes... That's correct. It's been a long time, Miss Daisy."
"You probably thought our last meeting was final. How does it feel to see me again?"
"...Complicated."

According to Akila, Akla had felt guilty about the plan to use Daisy.
That's why she had told me not to forgive her back then.

"How much has Alia told you?"
"That Lady Spanyada walked in voluntarily and was captured..."
"Humans and demons are currently in peace negotiations."
"Peace... negotiations...?"

Akla seemed dazed for a moment before regaining her composure.

"Yes, that might be for the best. After all, my brother and I have completed our revenge."
"About that, there's something I need to tell you..."

I told Akla the same story I had told Akila about Spanyada.

I explained how Spanyada had used the siblings as experimental subjects, how she made them dream to create situations favorable to her, trying to plant seeds of doubt in Akla's mind.

But Akla's reaction was completely different from what I had expected.

"I see. That explains it..."

Explains what?

"...Since I entered as a spy with Akila, we often talked. Sometimes... when we discussed the past, there were inconsistencies in our memories. Back then, I thought it was just confusion about childhood events, but hearing your story, the puzzle pieces seem to fit."

Akla smiled bitterly in self-deprecation.

"Akla."
"Yes."
"I don't intend to forgive you easily."

Akla nodded.

"Of course. That's only natural."
"But... I do intend to forgive you, with difficulty."
"...Pardon?"

In my assessment, Akla had tremendous potential for future use.
Though a demon spy, she had lived as a human knight and must have seen innocent humans attacked by demons, and felt guilt toward those innocent people.

And the same applied to Akila.
With his revenge complete, Akila's hatred toward humans had dimmed, making him not opposed to the peace negotiations.
This was undoubtedly true since Akila had spoken to me thinking I was Spanyada.

The only thing Akila was worried about was Akla, so keeping Akla alive meant I could also make use of Akila.

"Depending on how the peace negotiations go... I want to use you siblings to the fullest extent possible."
"..."
"I intend to squeeze every last drop of usefulness out of you."

I smiled as Akla gaped at me stupidly.

Ch.77 - 77. Worth It
# 77. Stay With Me

Elion and Alia Grant were meeting with King Robe in the audience chamber.

"It's been a while, Hero. Have you been well?"

"I have been well. Has Your Majesty been in good health?"

"Of course. I plan to remain in good health until the day I die."

King Robe lightened the mood with a frivolous joke.
The Imperial Knight Commander standing beside him shook his head in dismay.
He was exasperated by the king making jokes about his own limited remaining lifespan.

"So... I hear you've captured the heretic."

At King Robe's question, Alia bowed her head.

"Yes. We've imprisoned him in the Capital Knights' underground dungeon."

"According to your report, it seems the Hero's lover has accomplished another feat. Is that correct?"

"Yes, it is."

King Robe looked at Elion with a pleased smile.

"You truly have a capable woman as your lover."

"Thank you."

Elion bowed his head.
At the praise directed toward Daisy, Elion's lips twitched upward, feeling inexplicably pleased.

"I'd like to meet her sometime. What do you say, Hero? Would you permit it?"

"I have no objections as long as I'm present."

King Robe chuckled at Elion's response.
His possessiveness toward his woman was clearly evident in that brief statement.

'It would have been terrible if the Hero's lover had been completely annihilated by the demon commander.'

King Robe had intended to comply with the Hero's answer anyway.

"Then I shall arrange a ceremony to commend her achievements soon. Of course, I'll invite you too, Hero."

"Thank you."

"Well, now that the small talk is over, let's get to the main point."

At the king's declaration, Elion and Alia raised their heads.

"It's about the negotiations with the demons. I will personally participate in the next negotiation."

"...What?"

Alia was dumbfounded.

"You said the Demon King himself came to the ruins last time. Shouldn't I respond accordingly?"

"That's... too dangerous. Please reconsider."

Alia found the king's words utterly absurd.
Normally, a king would only appear when all practical negotiations were completed, at the very final moment of official proclamation.
Yet King Robe was already planning to take the front stage.

"What danger could there be? You'll be there, and so will the Hero. Ha ha."

King Robe laughed heartily.
Alia looked to the Imperial Knight Commander for help.
But the commander avoided her gaze as soon as their eyes met.

Alia's face turned deathly pale.

'He's already failed to persuade him!'

Alia shifted her gaze to Elion.
He was her only remaining hope.

Elion spoke impassively.

"I understand. But please forgive any discourtesy that may arise during the escort process."

"Ha ha. Of course."

'Hero, nooooooooooo!!!'

Alia nearly lost her mind.
If they hadn't been in the king's presence, she might have fainted on the spot.
The problem was that the king himself was the main cause of her distress.

"We're currently drafting a negotiation proposal that incorporates the Demon King's opinions. But it should be ready soon if I push my ministers. So consider the next few days as a vacation and rest well."

"...Yes... understood..."

"Understood."

*

"Isn't His Majesty being too unreasonable?"

"Um, sis... I think you're drinking too much..."

Alia's laments echoed throughout the room.

I was now at an upscale restaurant with Elion and Alia.
After declaring my intent to exploit Acla for labor, I had been lounging at home when the two invited me out for dinner.
I was curious about what King Robe had said and wanted to be with Elion, so I joined them—only to witness Alia's lamentation show.

"This much won't get me drunk. Don't worry. Hero, you too, sir. How could you just agree like that?"

"Well... the fact that he issued such an order means he has no intention of reconsidering..."

"Still! You should have tried to dissuade him at least once!"

Alia pulled a long cord hanging from the ceiling.
Shortly after, a restaurant employee entered the room.
Alia showed the half-empty bottle to the employee.

"Three more bottles of the same, please."

"Yes! Please wait a moment!"

The employee left the room with a happy face.
Alia brought the bottle she had been shaking directly to her lips.
She was drinking straight from the bottle.

"If His Majesty steps forward, there's so much to worry about. This doesn't need to happen right now."

*Thud*
Alia put the empty bottle down under the table.
There were already six empty bottles there.

I suddenly understood why Alia couldn't find a man.
She drank way too much.

The restaurant employee came in with more alcohol.
As soon as Alia opened a bottle, she began pouring drinks for me and Elion.

"Ahem, I've been drinking too much by myself."

That's... that's fine...
I wasn't particularly fond of alcohol in my original world either.
Honestly, alcohol was one of the things I considered not worth the money.

But since I didn't know what alcohol in this world was like, I might as well taste it.

I tilted the glass and took a sip, feeling sweetness spread in my mouth.

"Huh? Why is this so sweet?"

"Right? It's my favorite."

Alia smiled brightly.
It definitely tasted good, probably because it was expensive alcohol.

Actually, I wonder if this has a low alcohol content or almost none?
That must be why Alia can drink so much without getting drunk.

I finished the remaining alcohol in my glass.

"It's refreshing and nice."

"Right?"

"Daisy! You shouldn't drink it like that."

Elion stopped me with an urgent expression.

"Why? You just downed yours in one shot."

"I'm the Hero, and Grant is a knight, so we can handle it better, but you're not. Grant, please don't give her any more."

"By that logic, I'm a mage too~. Sis, can I have another glass?"

"Here you go."

As Alia poured me another drink, I saw Elion holding his forehead, but who cares?
If we're at a fancy restaurant, we should enjoy fancy food and fancy drinks.

Cool and sweet.
Very nice.

"Ahh~ Sis, one more please."

As I extended my glass to Alia, Elion picked up a piece of meat for me.

"Daisy, let's eat some food too, okay?"

"Okaaay."

Fancy food at a fancy restaurant!
It's delicious every time I take a bite.

"Maybe it's because Elion gave it to me, but it tastes even better~. Sis, one more please."

But Alia's expression looks strange.

"Daisy, I'm sorry... I don't think you should have any more."

"Whyyy~. You're drinking a lot, sis. I want some too~."

Alia shakes her head.
Oh well, can't be helped.

Hehe, there's still some unopened bottles.
When I start pouring, Elion squeezes his eyes shut.
For some reason, Alia seems to be watching Elion's reaction.

"Grant..."

"I... I'm sorry."

Huh? Did sis do something wrong to Elion?

"Elion! Forgive sis."

"...Okay. *sigh*... Okay. I will."

"Sis, did I do good?"

"Uh, yeah... th-thank you...?"

Hehehehehe.

...Hmm?
Where am I? This doesn't look like the restaurant...?

"Awake?"

"Elioooon~."

Hehe, it's Elion.

"Where are we?"

"Your home. I'm taking you back."

"Hmm? Where's Alia sis?"

"Grant has work tomorrow, so she went home first."

Aww, can't be helped then...

...Wait a minute, Elion doesn't have to go to work!

"Elioooon, let's have one more drink."

"You're very drunk."

"No I'm nooot. I'm not drunk. Hmm? Hmm?"

I nestled Elion's arm between my breasts and rubbed against him.
He won't be able to resist this, right?

"Hey, you...!"

Hehe, Elion's face is turning red.

...Huh?
Why is Elion's face red?

"Elioooon, your face is red. Are you drunk?"

"No, you really..."

"Seeing your red face, you must be pretty drunk. Then let's not drink anymore."

"...Right. Let's not drink anymore."

I could see my house in the distance.
I pointed at my house and clung to Elion even more.

"We're here!"

"Yes, we're here."

My house!
Home sweet home.

Bed! So soft!

"Hehehehehe."

"Daisy. You should take off your clothes before lying down."

"Hmm?"

Elion lifted me up and took off my coat.
Then he knelt in front of me and removed my socks one by one.
Elion carefully carried me and laid me down on the bed.

Each of Elion's touches is warm. So nice.

"Daisy."

"Mmm."

"Sleep well. Sweet dreams."

Elion kissed my forehead and was about to leave the room.

Wait, where are you going?

"Elioooon."

"What?"

"Why am I the only one undressing? You should undress too~."

"...Huh?"

You take off my clothes and then try to leave~.
I got off the bed and rushed toward Elion!

"D-Daisy?"

"Hehe, you undress too."

I grabbed Elion's top, and he caught my hands.
Elion's hands are warm. I want to rub my cheeks against them.

"Daisy. I can't undress here."

"Hmm? Why not?"

"I need to go home."

That's silly.
Don't go.

"Why go home? I want to stay with Elion."

"It's... I might not be able to control myself if I stay."

Control himself? What?
Oh! Does he need to use the bathroom urgently?

"You can use my bathroom!"

"...Huh?"

Am I not allowed to lend my bathroom to my beloved Elion?
I'm not that petty!

"Use the bathroom, take off your clothes, and stay with me."

Ch.78 - 78. Anguish
# 78. Anguish

Elion was extremely flustered.
Daisy's flushed cheeks as she looked up at him were far too stimulating.

"Hmm? Elioon. Why no words?"

Elion found Daisy incredibly cute with her tongue loose and eyes unfocused from alcohol.
Those crescent-shaped eyes looking up at him, that loosely smiling mouth.
She was so adorable that he wanted to embrace her right then and there.

But Elion was desperately holding back.
He felt that if he let his guard down even slightly, the holy sword in his lower body would begin asserting itself.

In fact, ever since Daisy had rubbed her chest against his arm on the way home, Elion's holy sword had been trying to stretch itself.
Elion had been quite flustered then, darting his eyes around to see if anyone was watching.

The normal Daisy wouldn't have acted this way, and even if she had, she would have immediately noticed Elion's reaction. But drunk Daisy had been seducing him without any concern for such things.

Elion felt dizzy from the sweet smell of alcohol and Daisy's natural scent.

"...Daisy. Could you move away a little?"
"Ah! Sorryyy! I need to go to the bathroom, am I too close?"

Daisy had been talking about the bathroom for a while.
He figured she had misunderstood his struggle to hold back.

"Come on, this way, this way!"

Daisy pulled Elion's arm, leading him to the bathroom.
Elion found himself inside the bathroom before he knew it.

"Don't worry about any sounds or anything. I'm fine!"

Elion pinched the bridge of his nose, then thought this might actually be for the best.

"Daisy. I think I'll be a while, why don't you lie down on the bed first?"
"Mm, okay. I'll lie still and wait for youuu."

Thinking that Daisy would soon fall asleep anyway, Elion decided to wait in the bathroom.
After all, the reason he'd brought her home was because drunk Daisy had fallen asleep with her head on the table.

After spending some time in the bathroom, Elion opened the door and checked on Daisy.
As he expected, she was lying on the bed, asleep.

But for some reason, she was wearing only her underwear.

'Ah, no, why...!'

Elion quickly covered his eyes with his hands.
But even with a hero's superhuman patience, he couldn't help the gaps between his fingers.

Daisy's luscious curves caught Elion's gaze.

'Good heavens.'

This was the first time Elion had seen Daisy in her underwear.
Of course, their parents had been close, so they had bathed together as children, but that was when they were really young, and this was the first time since puberty.

Her breasts, neither too small nor too large but just the right size, caught his eye.

'Those were against my arm earlier...'

As soon as that thought crossed his mind, Elion looked down at his arm.
The memory of earlier replayed in his head, and he could almost feel the sensation again.

After standing dazed for a moment, Elion shook his head vigorously.

'I should at least cover her with a blanket.'

With that thought, he approached the bed, but Daisy turned over, facing away from him.
This gave him a clear view of her slender waist and, in contrast, her full buttocks.

Elion fought to maintain his composure as he bent down beside the bed.
First, he neatly folded Daisy's discarded clothes and placed them beside the bed.
Then he gently pulled out the blanket that Daisy was lying on.

"Mm... hm? Elion?"

Daisy's closed eyelids trembled slightly before opening a bit.
Her eyes and body turned toward Elion.

"Are you awake? Sorry. But why are you sleeping without clothes?"
"It's hot..."

The rising alcohol had made her body feel hot.

"Still, you can't sleep like this. You'll catch a cold. You need to stay warm."
"Mmm... warm..."

Daisy smiled with her eyes.

"I... like your arms... they're warm..."
"..."
"Hold me..."

Daisy spread her arms toward Elion.
To Elion, Daisy looked incredibly beautiful in that moment.
His brain shut out all other thoughts, working only to imprint Daisy's image in his mind.

"Mmm... hurry..."
"Well, you need to put on some clothes right now..."
"Don't wanna?"

As Elion stood frozen, not knowing what to do, Daisy slowly raised herself and wrapped both hands around his head.
Then she buried his face in her chest.

"!"
"Then I'll hold you instead. Hehe..."

When Elion gasped in surprise, Daisy let out a seductive moan.

"Ahh... that tickles..."

Without realizing it, Elion laid Daisy down on the bed and climbed on top of her.
Daisy looked up at him with dreamy eyes.

Thump, thump, thump.
Elion's heart pounded tremendously as he looked down at Daisy.

"Hold me... keep me warm..."

Between lovers, asking to be held could simply mean a normal embrace, but it could also be a subtle way of asking for sexual intimacy.
Right now, in Elion's mind, Daisy's request sounded like the latter.

But Elion desperately held back.

If he and Daisy had been intimate before, he wouldn't have hesitated now.
But they had never been together that way, and Elion wanted Daisy to be fully conscious for their first experience.
He didn't want to have a one-sided encounter based on his own assumptions with a drunk Daisy.
Besides, Daisy was currently on her period.

So Elion decided to go with the former interpretation.
He couldn't just leave Daisy when she kept asking to be held, despite her drunkenness.
But first, there was something he needed to take care of.

"Daisy..."
"Yes..."
"I need to go to the bathroom again."

Elion said this as he wrapped Daisy tightly in the blanket.

"So stay wrapped in the blanket until I come back."
"Okay. Come back quickly... and hold me..."
"Yes. I promise I'll hold you."

Elion left those words and rushed to the bathroom.

A little later, Elion returned as a sage.
Daisy wriggled inside the blanket, looking at Elion.

"Hehe... I stayed awake waiting for you."
"Yes, good job."
"But why do you keep going to the bathroom? Are you sick? Did you eat something bad...?"

There was no way a hero with divine powers would get an upset stomach.
Elion just found Daisy's concern incredibly cute.

As Elion approached, Daisy grabbed the blanket she was wrapped in and flapped it.

"Let's share the blanket."
"Okay."

Elion got under the blanket.
Immediately, Daisy pressed her entire body against him.
The touch of Daisy's bare skin and her fragrant scent stimulated his nose.

'Huh?'

The sage in his mind was suddenly raising the holy sword again.

'W-what? I just took care of it, why is this happening?!'

Daisy's arms wrapped around Elion's body.
Daisy giggled as if something was delightful.

"Elioon. This is so nice."

The sage in his mind whispered to Elion.

'It's natural to have a reaction when holding the woman you love. As long as you don't go further, what's the problem? You're just sleeping while embracing your lover. Nothing wrong with that.'

Was this a sage or a devil?
It continued to lead Elion into temptation.

"Elion... I love youuu..."

Elion completely fell for the sage's persuasion.

He embraced Daisy in return, feeling her scent as he closed his eyes.

*

Ugh... my head...

Is this a hangover...?
My head feels like it's about to split open.

I painfully open my eyes and see something blocking my view.

What is it?
This familiar feeling of a chest...

...

Huh? Elion!?
Why is Elion lying next to me?

My mind snapped to attention as I raised my head and saw Elion's face.
And only then did all my bodily sensations kick in.

W-w-why am I in my underwear?!

I could feel Elion's strong arms wrapped around my waist and shoulders.
No, the arms weren't the problem.

The problem was Elion's holy sword touching my thigh.
Thankfully, Elion was still clothed, but being morning, its presence was no joke.

If I were to be pierced by that thing, I'd surely die...

"Ah, ahhh..."

No, don't think strange thoughts. Try to remember what happened yesterday.

I definitely went to dinner with Alia and Elion.
There, I listened to Alia's laments and accepted the alcohol she offered.
The alcohol tasted good, so despite Elion's warnings, I kept drinking...

Uh...
Oh no!

I-I-I rubbed my chest against Elion's arm?!
What was I thinking?
Was I insane?

And then...
I grabbed Elion as he was trying to leave after bringing me home, asking him to stay.

'I... think it would be hard to hold back if I stay here.'
'Use my bathroom!'

I'm crazy... completely crazy!
"Hard to hold back" obviously meant he was struggling with sexual desire!
Why did I bring up the bathroom?!

Did drinking destroy my intelligence?!
Why was I trying to undress Elion?

What was I thinking last night?

And, and...

I'm doomed!
I can't remember what happened next!
I can't remember the most important part!

Wait a minute!
If Elion, who said it would be hard to hold back, is still here, that means...

D-d-did we do it?
M-m-me and E-Elion?
That kind of thing...

My heart feels like it's going to burst.
I can't believe this situation.
Did we really give each other our first time last night?

No! This can't be!
How can I not remember my first experience?!

...No, no. We couldn't have done it.
Elion wouldn't have touched me while I was drunk.
Elion isn't that kind of person.

"Mmm..."

Elion's eyelids fluttered.
I swallowed hard as I watched those eyes slowly open.

Ch.79 - 79. Future Plans
# 79. Future Plans

"Did you sleep well?"

Elion smiled at me.

Why does that face, just woken from sleep, look so handsome?
I really am hopeless.

"Um... Elion..."
"Yes?"

I started to speak but was afraid to ask.

What happened last night?
Did we... do it?

Ugh... I can't bring myself to ask...

While I was just trying to read the situation, Elion gently pressed the back of my head, burying my face against his chest.

"I can tell what you're thinking just by your expression."
"Uh... really?"
"We didn't do anything last night."

Ah, so we didn't.

"I didn't want your first experience to be while you were drunk."

Phew, that's a relief...

Then I should comfortably enjoy Elion's scent.
*sniff sniff*

"What are you doing?"
"Smelling you."
"Do I smell?"
"You smell good."

Then Elion buried his nose in my hair.
Wait, hold on!

"D-don't smell me!"

I quickly tilted my head back.
Elion blinked and looked at me.

"Why won't you let me smell you?"
"I just woke up and my hair's a mess."

Coming home drunk and going to bed without washing, I can't imagine how greasy my hair must be.
It probably smells terrible too.
What would Elion think if he smelled that?

Elion chuckled at my words and raised the corner of his mouth.

"Then should I bury my face in your chest like last night?"

W-w-w-what!?

"W-w-what are you talking about!? What did you say you'd do!?"
"You pulled my face to your chest yesterday. And then you started moaning—do you know how difficult that was for me?"

Everything went dark before my eyes at Elion's words.
What kind of crazy things did I do last night?

Considering I mistook his "hard to hold back" for needing the bathroom, it seems I did these things without any real intention, but apparently I was unconsciously seducing Elion.

"I'm sorry... I guess I really wasn't in my right mind yesterday."
"Hmm? It's fine. I enjoyed it, actually."

W-well, I'm glad he enjoyed it, but...

In my sober state, I found this situation incredibly embarrassing.
Above all, being in just my underwear was the most embarrassing part.

The warmth of Elion against my bare skin felt so cozy and nice.
I felt like I could become addicted if I let my guard down for a moment.

So I tried to get out of this intimate situation with Elion first.

"Elion, I feel gross and want to wash up. Could you look away for a moment?"
"I saw everything yesterday, so why bother?"
"You saw everything!? What exactly!?"
"I'm kidding. I only saw you in your underwear."

Elion smiled slyly.
This is definitely revenge for yesterday. No doubt about it.

When I pouted and glared at him, Elion smiled and brought his face closer.
With a quick peck, his lips briefly touched mine before pulling away.

"That's why you should control your drinking next time. Yesterday was really tough."
"Yeah, I'm sorry."

I wanted to give him a deep kiss as an apology, but I held back for fear of arousing Elion's "holy sword" even more.
It was already making its presence known against my thigh—stimulating it further?
That would be a point of no return.

But I was curious.
Though I hadn't actually seen it, I could guess its size from what I felt against me. What would it be like to have something like that inside me?
Since Elion is a hero, his stamina must be much better too...

*gulp*
I swallowed unconsciously.

...I'm curious. So curious. Really curious.

*thump thump*
If I honestly asked Elion to show me, he probably would...
But then what follows would inevitably happen too.

...But does that really matter?
Isn't it normal for two people who like each other to have sex?
I'm sober now, and Elion wants me.

Should I say it? Or not?
If I suggest it, Elion would definitely agree.

But is it okay to rush into this?
Still, it would be my first time...


At that moment, Elion slowly got out of bed.
The warmth we shared under the blanket disappeared.

"I should get going now. I need to prepare for another visit to the royal palace."

Ah...

"...Oh, okay. Thanks for bringing me home."

Elion waved at me and left the house.
I sat up and sighed.

Did I still lack the courage?

Then I noticed my clothes from yesterday neatly folded on the floor.
I picked up the top and smelled it.
Hmm. Fortunately, it seems I didn't throw up.

I tossed the clothes into the laundry basket and stood in front of the mirror.
A brown-haired woman with a bob cut, wearing plain underwear, stared back at me.

No wonder Elion had a hard time resisting when I was seducing him in bed looking like this.
Being a man myself, I can completely understand how he felt.

...

...Can I still call myself a man at this point?
I'm not sure.

At some point, I stopped feeling any guilt toward Daisy.
I've come to enjoy Elion's love and crave it even more.

It wasn't long ago that I tried to push Elion away out of guilt toward Daisy, but now I was acting completely opposite to how I was then.

In my heart and mind, I already identified myself more as "Daisy" than "Kim Min-jun."
Imagining and desiring sex with Elion already meant I was messed up as "Kim Min-jun."

This is clearly a world inside a game, yet it felt more familiar than my original world.
I couldn't recall my real parents' faces, nor did I miss them.
Instead, I found myself thinking of Daisy's parents and feeling nostalgic.

I had finally become Daisy and settled into this world.

"You piece of trash. Worse than Spania."

I deliberately insulted myself with curses.

In the past, I might have shed tears, but now I felt nothing.
It didn't hurt my feelings at all.

I guess I really was a selfish piece of trash.

Sigh, let's stop thinking about it.
I should take a bath.


As I poured warm water over my head and soaked in the tub, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
If I settle down and live in this world, what should I do from now on?

First, making a living is important.
Elion will continue to receive support from the country, but I need to work, right?

If things go well with the demon race, I might be able to work in a related field.
I could become an evil boss exploiting Akila and Akla.
If that doesn't work out, Byron did offer me the position of 3rd Corps Commander, so I could ask if that would cover my basic needs.

Or I could return to the library where Daisy originally worked.
Logy said before that she would welcome me back to the library.


Working like that, eventually Elion would propose...
I'd accept and marry Elion, right?

Marriage...
Marriage, huh.

Hehe. Marrying Elion.
Just imagining it makes me happy.
And someday getting pregnant, having children, raising them...

Kyaa! Children!
A child resembling Elion—how adorable would that be?

I should have had the courage to have sex with Elion earlier.
What a shame, what a shame.

In my original world, I couldn't even dream of marriage, but here I can imagine it freely.
And in all those future plans, Elion was always with me.
Hehe, should I even think of names for our grandchildren?

After a while, the bathwater started to feel lukewarm.
I must have been soaking for too long.

I finished washing and dried myself off.
I changed into comfortable clothes and got back into bed.

Wondering if Elion's scent might still be there, I buried my nose in the blanket and sniffed.
But disappointingly, the blanket smelled the same as always.
My whole body went limp with disappointment.

What should I do now...
Both Elion and Alia are probably busy with their own tasks.

Should I just become one with the bed?

No way.
I made future plans while bathing.
I can't just be lazy.

Since I'm thinking about it, let's go to the library.
I'll check the atmosphere there to see if I can get rehired, and maybe have a meal with Logy.

I grabbed my handbag and wallet and left the house.
I knew the way to the library.
It was the path Elion used to take to see Daisy in the game, and somehow it felt extremely familiar, so I had no trouble reaching the library.

Still, it's a bit nerve-wracking coming to my workplace after so long.

When I opened the door and entered, Logy was sitting at the information desk.

"Logy!"
"Oh, Daisy!"

Logy rushed over, and I playfully slapped her shoulder.

"We're in a library, you should be quiet."
"I'm just happy to see you!"

We sat in chairs at the information desk, chatting and catching up on each other's recent news.

"Did you finish all those matters you said you needed to handle?"
"Yes. Things were resolved faster than expected, so I had some free time. That's why I came to visit after so long."
"I see. Then you can come back to work at the library?"
"Is my position still available for sure?"

At my question, Logy crossed her arms and nodded.

"Our library has many ancient documents, so the more people we have to manage them, the better, right? Of course your position is still there."
"Really? Then I'll just go to the library director's office and come back."
"Ah, the director isn't here today. There was a summons from the royal palace."

Given our library's specialty in ancient documents, all previous directors had been historians.
With the negotiations with the demon race potentially opening the way to Neswith, the director was likely a candidate to be recruited for research.

"Well, can't be helped then. Let's go get something to eat later."
"Sure, the shift worker just went for lunch, so we only need to wait a little bit."
"Got it."

As if to prove Logy's words, the shift worker soon entered the library.
Since it was my first time seeing them, I just greeted them briefly before we headed outside.

"Is there anything you want to eat? My treat."
"You haven't been working for a while, how do you have money?"
"I haven't had any reason to spend money, so it's just been sitting there."

We walked down the street, giggling together.
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I headed to the new restaurant that Rosie mentioned.
Upon entering the building, I was pleased with how clean the interior was.

Following the waiter's guidance, I sat at a table and looked over the menu.
At the top of the menu, the words "Roast Turkey" were written in large letters.

"Let's have turkey, turkey. I heard this place specializes in it."
"Isn't it too big for just the two of us?"
"That's why we came together. They'll pack up the leftovers for us."

Well, if that's the case.

After taking our order, the waiter left, and Rosie leaned toward me.
Then she whispered quietly enough that others couldn't hear.

"Daisy, this is a bit of an embarrassing question, but..."
"Yes? What question?"

Rosie glanced around briefly before looking straight at me.

"What do men like you to do?"
"...Pardon?"

What is she suddenly talking about?
Rosie's face turned bright red as she pressed me.

"...At night, I mean at night."
"?!"

W-w-what is she asking right now!?
No, before that...!

"W-why are you asking something like that in a restaurant!?"
"Places like this are where people pay the least attention to others."

Looking around after Rosie's comment, I saw she was right. People weren't paying any attention to us. They seemed focused only on eating, drinking, and talking among themselves.

"...Still, give me some warning before bringing up topics like this."
"I told you it was an embarrassing question. So? What should I do?"
"...What do you mean 'what should you do'?"

Rosie thumped her chest as if frustrated.

"I mean, what should I do during sex to please a man? Do I have to be this direct?"

Honestly, as someone who used to be a man, I could answer that question.
But neither Daisy nor I had any sexual experience.
I was afraid of what Ellion would think of me if he found out I was discussing such things.

"...I don't know about that stuff. I've never done it before."
"Whaaaat?!"

Rosie's eyes widened in surprise.

"B-but you've been dating for so long..."
"Your food is served. Enjoy your meal."

As she was about to continue, the waiter placed the roast turkey on our table.
It was already carved into portions, making it convenient to eat.

...But this seems like even more food than I expected.

"We'll be carrying a lot home, won't we?"
"I think so."

I used tongs to serve some meat to Rosie first, then took some for myself.
I speared some potatoes and mushrooms with my fork, put them in my mouth, and followed with a piece of meat.
The three ingredients attacked my taste buds in harmony.

Mmm~, delicious.

"How is it? Good that we came, right?"
"Yes!"

Rosie looked at me with a pleased expression after my response.

"After being kidnapped by demons and going through all that trouble, I should at least treat you to something delicious."
"Rosie..."

That's touching.
Of course, I knew those words were meant for Daisy, but since I was the one who actually got kidnapped and suffered, I felt extremely grateful.

"Eat a lot. Now, let's continue our earlier conversation."
"What conversation?"
"About never having done it! Didn't you say you've known the Hero for a very long time? Why haven't you done it even once?"
"...I'm not really sure myself."

Rosie tilted her head at my response, then asked with a serious face.

"The Hero doesn't have... a problem, does he?"
"No, he doesn't! I confirmed he was healthy just this morning!"

Why are you treating someone else's boyfriend like he's impotent?
That's too much.

"This morning?"

Oops! I slipped up!

"Oho..."

Rosie's gaze turned mischievous.
I was too embarrassed to meet her eyes and just poked at my meat with my fork.

"Well. If the Hero is healthy, that's good. It seems you'll be losing your virginity soon, Daisy."
"Rosie!"

I seriously can't live like this.

I glared at her, but Rosie just kept grinning.
That smile is so annoying.

I can't just let this slide.

"Why are you curious about what men like anyway?"

Rosie blushed at my question and shyly opened her mouth.

"Well, I want my boyfriend to be happier during our intimate moments. I asked you because I never imagined you'd have no experience."

Rosie's straightforward answer deflated me.

"Ah. I miss my Dylan. Eating delicious food makes me miss him even more."

I miss Ellion too.
Even though we were together just this morning, I already want to see him again.
Should I take the leftover turkey and visit Ellion's place?

Yes, let's do that.
If I miss him, I should see him.

"Rosie, have you heard when the Captain is coming back?"
"He didn't say anything specific. Recently, when he visits the palace, he usually returns around evening."

Then I should go to Ellion's place in the evening too.

No.
I should go earlier and wait for him.
I should prepare dinner before Ellion gets home.

"What are you thinking about so intently?"

Rosie's question brought me back to reality.
She was resting her chin on her hand, looking at me.

"Oh, the food is so delicious that I want to feed some to Ellion."
"But didn't the Hero go to the palace too? He'll probably eat something even more delicious than this."

...Oh, is that so?
Then what should I do?

...

Ah, whatever!
It can't be more delicious than something I make for him myself!

I'm going anyway!

After finishing our meal, I parted ways with Rosie, carrying the packaged leftover meat.
Rosie returned to the library for her afternoon duties.

I headed straight to Ellion's house.

The house where Ellion stayed was one of the high-quality official residences provided to unmarried knights.
He was given it when he first came to the capital after being designated as the Hero, and he had been living in that same room for years.

The reason Ellion hadn't purchased a separate house was explained in the game: being the Hero meant he traveled so much that he only used his home for sleeping.

Daisy visited Ellion's place frequently.
So frequently, in fact, that the guard at the entrance would hand her a spare key whenever he saw her.

And today was no exception.

"The Hero's lover. It's been a while since you visited."

After exchanging brief greetings with the guard and receiving the spare key, I entered Ellion's room.
I placed the turkey package on the table and looked around the room.
Perhaps because it appeared often in the game, it felt incredibly familiar and comfortable.

Then my gaze fell on the bed in the corner.

That, that's where Ellion sleeps every day!

I immediately jumped onto the bed.

Ah, this is it. This is it.
*Inhale*, *exhale*.

It wasn't as good as smelling Ellion's skin directly, but the lingering scent was subtle enough to calm my mind and body.
When I pulled the blanket over me, it felt like Ellion was embracing me.

Doing this makes me feel a bit like a pervert, but...

Who cares.
Ellion is my man.

As I continued taking deep breaths, I felt my eyes gradually closing.

Yawn...
I guess... lying down in such a comfortable state makes me a bit sleepy...
Is it because I came right after lunch?
Maybe I'll just... close my eyes for a little while...

"...Daisy, Daisy."

Mmm...
I can hear Ellion's voice...

?

Oh.

"Ah!"

What? When did he get here?
How long have I been sleeping?

Ellion reached out his finger and tickled the tip of my nose.

"That tickles."
"What should I do with this trespasser?"
"Please sentence me to a kiss penalty."
"That's too light. I'm going for something more intense."

Sweet!

The real Ellion is definitely better than the lingering scent on his blanket.

After a long session of kissing each other's lips, Ellion pulled away.

"By the way, what's that on the table?"
"Turkey meat. I had it for lunch today and it was so delicious that I wanted to eat it with you."
"Then let's have it for dinner."

I followed Ellion outside.
The residences here didn't have kitchens attached to each room.
That made sense, since there weren't any gas ranges or similar equipment.

There was a communal dining hall and kitchen on the first floor of the residence, so we headed there.
Since this was a knights' residence, there were people who cooked for them, but it was also possible to eat food brought from outside like we were doing.

While Ellion went to hand over the turkey meat to the kitchen staff, I found a table and sat down.
The table was set with pre-meal bread and utensils.

I arranged plates for Ellion and myself and took a piece of bread, tearing it in half.
The soft texture gently filled my stomach, which had just woken up.

I also took a spoonful of the stew Ellion brought.
It wasn't bad, but I think I prefer the stew Ellion makes.

"The negotiation preparations are almost complete. In about three days? I think we'll need to go back up to the ruins around then."
"You'll be going up with His Majesty, right?"
"Yes. We've already notified the demon side. Their Demon King will be coming up too."

I wonder what the people at the ruins who had to relay the messages thought about all this.

The meeting between King Robe and Byron.
What kind of winds will this bring to this world?

While I was thinking about this, I heard a call from the kitchen.
Ellion quickly went to the kitchen and brought back the turkey meat.

"That was fast."
"Yeah."
"Try it quickly."

I quietly watched as Ellion put the turkey meat in his mouth.
How lovely those lips were as they chewed the food.
My lips curled up into a smile involuntarily.

Seeing that I wasn't touching the food and just staring, Ellion speared some turkey with his fork and held it out to me.

"Ah."
"Aaah."

Delicious.
It seems even more delicious than when we ate at the restaurant.
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Three days passed quickly.
The departure date Ellion had mentioned was approaching.

During that time, I hadn't seen Ellion once since we had dinner together that night. He was busy with something.
It was disappointing, but there was nothing I could do about it.

Ellion is a hero who received a prophecy from the god Lagianos.
He had to follow the path of the divine prophecy.

Anyway, since I wouldn't be seeing Ellion for a while, I was thinking about what to do with my time.

Should I spend my days at the library preparing for re-employment?
Or maybe going to Ulapio to spend time with Rosalin and Kasim wouldn't be bad either.

While I was contemplating this, I heard a knock at the door.
Who could it be? I wasn't expecting anyone.

"Who is it?"
"Daisy. It's me."

That's Sister Alia's voice!
Why is she here? Shouldn't she have departed for the ruins by now?

When I opened the door, Sister Alia was standing there with an apologetic expression.

"What's going on?"
"Well... it seems you need to go to the ruins too."

Why?

"Pack your things first. I'll explain while you do."

To summarize Sister Alia's explanation:
King Robe, who knew about my existence from previous reports, had suddenly added my name to the list of negotiation participants. And this wasn't communicated in advance—it happened just 30 minutes ago.

"...Why, why did he do that?"
"I don't know either..."

Sister Alia's expression was grim as she answered my question.
She looked like someone who had been through so much that she had given up on everything.

It was absurd, but what could I do?
When the king says jump, you jump.
In this world where even gods change their words on a whim, this is nothing.

I was sad about not seeing Ellion, but maybe this is for the best.
Think positively.

After I finished packing, Sister Alia asked me to open a portal to the Royal Knights Order.
Following her request, we moved there and found a carriage waiting—the same kind I had used when going to Ulipio.

We boarded the carriage and headed for the royal castle.

"Sister, could you tell me about the proper etiquette when meeting His Majesty? I don't really know..."
"Just kneel on one knee, bow your head, and introduce yourself. That's enough."

That's it?

"His Majesty doesn't care much for formalities, so that should be sufficient."

Really?
Can I trust this?

When I gave her a skeptical look, Sister Alia just shrugged.

"You'll see when you meet him."

Well... if she says so, I guess it must be true?

As we rode in the carriage, the royal castle came into view in the distance.
I'd only heard about it, but seeing it in person, it really is huge.
The Demon King's castle doesn't even compare.

When we arrived at the castle gate, Sister Alia got out of the carriage and went through some procedures.
Then the gate opened, and we were allowed to enter.

A servant came out to guide us.
Befitting a royal castle, the corridors were incredibly ornate. Feeling awkward in such a setting, I stuck close behind Sister Alia, following her every step.

After walking for some time, we arrived in front of a massive door.

"This is the audience chamber. His Majesty, the hero, and all the expedition members should be gathered here."

I steeled myself at Sister Alia's whisper.

"Please enter."

When the servant opened the door, the enormous audience chamber was revealed.
The light from the magnificent chandeliers enveloped me, but I had no time to appreciate it.
Everyone in the audience chamber was staring at me.

"Hmm, so this is the woman..."

And only King Robe, sitting at the highest place in the audience chamber, spoke.

"Let's go forward."

Following Sister Alia's quiet instruction, I moved forward.
The gazes of many people lined up on both sides poured down on me.

Among the looks of curiosity and questioning, I noticed one of surprise and welcome.
It was a middle-aged man with streaks of gray in his hair.

The Library Director.
My future boss was here.

When I gave a small nod, the Library Director nodded back.

As I continued forward and approached King Robe, I also spotted Ellion.
He had an indescribably complex expression on his face.

Seeing Sister Alia kneel, I followed suit.
I was supposed to bow my head and introduce myself, right?

"It's an honor to meet you, Your Majesty. My name is Daisy."

Silence fell over the audience chamber.

Is this right?
Did I do it correctly?
Someone help me.

Just as I felt cold sweat forming on my back, King Robe's voice rang out.

"The hero's lover, raise your head and stand."

What?

Not understanding what was happening, I did as I was told.
Sister Alia remained kneeling with her head bowed.

"I hear you've been through a lot recently?"
"Yes, yes! That's right!"

King Robe looked at my tense figure and smiled kindly.

"No need to be so nervous. The only people who need to be nervous in my presence are those who receive salaries from me."

Why does that statement sound so unpleasant to me?
There's a hidden meaning there—it felt like he was warning everyone gathered here, using me as an excuse.
It also seemed directed at Ellion, who was quietly watching me from the side.

"Lord Grant must have told you? You'll be participating in this negotiation."
"Yes... I understand."
"Oh? You're not asking why?"

How could I openly question a king?
Especially in front of so many people?
There's a knight right next to you with a stern expression. Don't you see?

As I just opened and closed my mouth without speaking, King Robe provided his own answer.

"I've heard reports that you managed to negotiate favorably with the Demon King. Sometimes we need people who can think on their feet."
"..."
"The bureaucrats drafted the negotiation terms, but honestly, I didn't think it would work. Why would the Demon King accept this? I thought it was just armchair theory."

He suddenly started belittling his officials.
This is extremely uncomfortable.

"But you made it happen. It may not be surrender, but we've managed to document that the Demon King requested negotiations first, so history will view Robe as more magnanimous."

Is that so?
I'm not sure about that.

"Anyway, that's why I added you to the list. If there's any opportunity for you to interject during the negotiations, feel free to do so."

He seems to be putting more pressure on me than I expected.
This is serious.
How am I supposed to interject in a conversation between two kings?

"And I hear you can open portals? Why climb the mountain on foot when you could comfortably travel to the ruins that way?"

...I think this might be his real intention.
To use me as transportation.

"Now that everyone is here, let's depart."

At King Robe's words, the gathered people began shouldering their bags.
I sighed once and opened a portal connected to the ruins.

Sister Alia went through first, accompanied by knights.
The reason was to set up a protective formation at the ruins ahead of time.

Next were the officials and scholars, including the Library Director.
The Director expressed amazement at my ability and said we should talk later before passing through the portal.

Now only Ellion, King Robe, and the knight guarding him remained in the audience chamber with me.
King Robe descended from his chair and stood before the portal.

"I'll go in first. You two come in last."

After saying that, King Robe pushed the knight beside him into the portal.
Then he immediately went through himself.

Ellion sighed and looked at me.

"Were you surprised by the sudden development?"
"A little."

Ellion took my hand and smiled.

"Let's go too."
"Okay."

It's been a while since I've been to the ruins.
It's nice to see this familiar place again.

The people who had gone through the portal before us were already starting their tasks.
Sister Alia and the knights were taking their positions in formation, the officials were preparing for negotiations, and the Library Director and archaeologists began studying the ruins themselves.

In the distance, I could see Rina and Heinrich approaching.
They first greeted King Robe.

"Have you been well?"
"Have you been well?"

Wow, Rina speaks informally even to the king.

"Duke Heinrich, it's been a long time. I'm glad to see you're in good health. And Grandma Rina, have you been well?"
"Hey! I told you not to call me grandma!"

...King Robe is using formal speech with Rina!
Wow! Grandma Rina is amazing!

"If I don't call you grandma, what should I call you? A grandma is a grandma."
"Ugh, I really can't hit you because you might die, can I?"

When Rina clenched her fist, the knight standing next to King Robe stepped forward.
King Robe stopped the knight.

"It's fine. We're old acquaintances meeting after a long time, what's the harm?"

They must have some history that wasn't shown in the game.
I guess that's why Rina, who isn't even human, suddenly joined the hero's party.

"So, when is the Demon King coming?"
"Who knows? I contacted him urgently when you said you were coming up by portal. He's superhuman too, so he'll make it up here on his own. Or would you prefer to go back to the castle and wait?"
"It's fine. It's good to see Lady Rina after so long. You haven't changed at all."
"You've aged terribly."

This definitely isn't an ordinary relationship. What's going on?
Ellion seemed curious too, as I overheard him quietly asking Heinrich.

"Ah, you don't know? Long ago, when His Majesty was still a prince..."
"Wait! Duke Heinrich! Don't tell that story!"

King Robe, having heard the conversation, cut it off.
His face was bright red, and he looked extremely flustered.

Then Rina smiled mischievously.

"There's nothing wrong with telling it. You confessed to me and got rejected..."
"I said don't tell them!"

Unbelievable, my goodness.
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My mouth and Elion's fell wide open.
Judging by King Robe's bright red face, it must be true.

"But isn't it good that I rejected you? Otherwise, you wouldn't have met your wife, right?"
"That's true, but bringing up old embarrassing history doesn't feel particularly pleasant."
"Enough time has passed to laugh about it now."

King Robe shook his head and let out a deep sigh.
Then, looking at the tent set up by the knights, he said:

"Anyway, I came here to work, so let's continue this conversation later."
"Sure. Work hard."

King Robe gave Lina a polite bow and entered the tent with his knight.
Lina waved at his retreating figure, then turned to us.

"Have you all been well?"
"Yes. How about you, Lady Lina?"
"Me? Well, I'm more comfortable in the mountains anyway."

We had a nice chat with the hero party after a long time, except for Sister Alia who was performing border patrol duties.

While we were handling Hacam's affairs in Ulaphio, Lina and Heinrich said they just did whatever they wanted.

Lina enjoyed forest bathing while wandering around the Sidnis Mountains, and Heinrich shut himself in the building to study the magic books of Spanyada that he had copied.

I suddenly wondered how Akila and the meal goblin were doing, so I asked about them.

"Those two? They're inside the building. They said they felt uncomfortable with all these knights around."

Ah, that's right.
They didn't come out when supplies arrived last time either, so it must be even worse now.
Still, shouldn't I at least see their faces once?

I entered the building where Akila and the meal goblin were staying.
As I walked down the corridor checking the rooms, I spotted the two of them.

"Hello."
"You've come back up here?"
"Hello!"

...Huh?

"Hello!"

Did human speech just come out of the meal goblin's mouth?

"Long time!"

Oh, I think it did!
When I stared in surprise, the meal goblin placed his hands on his hips with a proud expression.

"Mr. Goblin, you've learned to speak human language?"
"Little! Short!"

My goodness!
There had been countless times when I was frustrated because he couldn't speak human language!

"With nothing else to do, I taught him to speak. It's not perfect yet, but enough for basic communication."

Akila also showed a proud expression as he said this.
He looked like a teacher proud of his well-trained student.

I felt like I should applaud, so I did, which made them look even more pleased.

Suddenly, I thought about using Akila as a language instructor.
Since part of the negotiation content included humans and demons learning each other's languages, putting Akila and Akla to work in that direction seemed like a good idea.

Oh, and I should also ask the meal goblin's name while I'm at it.
The meal goblin had been kind to me since I was kidnapped and imprisoned.
If I'll be able to freely travel between Robe and Neswid in the future, he's a demon worth befriending.

"Mr. Goblin, could you tell me your name?"
"Name?"
"Yes. I'd like to be friends with you going forward."

The meal goblin opened his mouth with an expression that suggested it was no big deal.

"Kyariktukyangbukshachakko."
"...Pardon?"
"Kyariktukyangbukshachakko."

Kyarik... what?
Is this right? Is this really a name?

Bewildered by the complexity that was on a different level from any demon names I'd heard before, I turned to Akila.
Akila scratched his head and said:

"This friend's name is a bit long."

It's not just a bit long!?

Even other goblins like Akila and Akla had easily pronounceable names!
Why is his so different!?

This won't do.
I need to give him a human-style name that's easier to call.

"Kyarik..., Mr. Goblin. Let me give you a name that can be used among humans."
"Why?"
"Because it's difficult to pronounce."

The meal goblin looked at Akila with a questioning expression.

"It does have a lot of consonants, that's true."

After Akila's explanation, the meal goblin nodded in understanding.

Now, what name should I give him?

First, let me find characteristics in the meal goblin's appearance... but there aren't any specific ones.
Actually, he's the goblin I've seen most often, so I remember his face, but otherwise, it would be difficult to distinguish between goblins.
So naming him based on appearance is rejected.

Next, let's look at his personality.
He was kind to me when I was held captive, and while I was pretending to be Spanyada, he followed me around without complaint and always cooked meals for me.

...
Huh?

...Always cooked meals?

"Mr. Goblin. I've decided on a name."
"Tell me!"
"From now on, I'll call you 'Woong'."
"Woong?"

It was a perfect name.
It really suited him well.

"A single-syllable name? It's easy to pronounce in both human and demon languages."

Akila, unaware of the hidden meaning, gave an ordinary assessment.
The meal goblin also tilted his head in confusion for a moment before grinning.

"Human name, Woong!"

He pounded his chest as he said this, seemingly giving permission to be called by that name.

"I look forward to our continued friendship, Mr. Woong."
"Yes!"

Just then, a vibrating sound came from inside Akila's clothes.

"It seems he has arrived nearby."

It's Byron.

When word came that Byron had arrived near the ruins, the knights became busy.
A long table and chairs were set up in the open space, and King Robe sat in the middle.
Behind him sat the knight who had been accompanying him.

"Stay alert and stand by!"

At Sister Alia's voice, the knights held their positions without making a sound.

Soon Byron appeared.
He wasn't alone. He was accompanied by Bako and Chebet on either side.

The three walked to the table in silence and took their seats.
Elion and a representative official sat beside King Robe.

Byron looked around at the knights and spoke.

"Isn't this too many people?"

King Robe smiled wryly.

"Compared to the number of people we usually mobilize for outdoor events, this is far too few."

Casual conversation was exchanged.
But everyone here knew.

That this conversation marked the beginning of history.

"Bring it out."

At King Robe's command, the official representative placed a stack of documents on the table.
Chebet likewise took out documents from his bag.

The negotiation began.

I watched the negotiation from a distance.

First, they coordinated laws that would be used by both sides.
They discussed how to handle cases where humans harmed demons or demons harmed humans.

"Punishment should vary according to the reason..."
"Major criminals should be reported to each other depending on the case..."

Next, they talked about trade.
Just as the Robe side wanted minerals and labor from the demon side, the demon side wanted technology and knowledge from the Robe side.

"Unifying and circulating currency would be..."
"In exchange for labor, the knowledge we want is..."

Both sides were desperately trying to gain even a little more advantage over the other.
The situation was so intense that even Bako was speaking seriously without talking nonsense.

Although King Robe had told me to interject if I thought of anything, the atmosphere made it impossible to do so.

Once they had established a framework for trade, they moved on to the next topic.

"Where should we place the checkpoints? Do you have any preferred locations?"

King Robe asked for Byron's thoughts.
Since checkpoints were Byron's request, he showed his willingness to hear him out first.

"I think it would be good to have about three checkpoints on flat areas of the Sidnis Mountains. First, here at these ruins."
"Hmm, that's a bit difficult. We've already brought scholars to research these ruins. If you give us some time, we'll consider it."
"These ruins were a castle used by a vampire clan two hundred years ago. I can provide information about it, so there's no need for research."

At Byron's words, King Robe looked at the official representative.

"From what we've observed, there's no unique architectural style in these ruins. It's just solidly built with bricks. We'd need to examine it more to be certain, but it's true that its research value is low."
"I understand. Demon King, do you have any other locations in mind?"

Byron mentioned a few more places, but since they weren't locations I was familiar with, my interest waned.

After discussing a few more things, King Robe and Byron stood up and shook hands.

"It was a constructive conversation."
"I hope it continues like this in the future."

They each took out a communication device, exchanged them, and left their seats.
Thus, the second negotiation concluded.

"Prepare to return home."

At King Robe's declaration of departure, the knights began moving busily again.
Meanwhile, Elion approached me with a relieved expression.

"Do you think it went well?"
"Yes. Several of my proposals shone during the negotiation process."

Elion puffed out his chest as if asking for praise.
I stood on my tiptoes and patted his head.

"Well done. You worked hard."
"But there's something I'm a bit worried about."
"What is it?"
"The prophecy. Is this level of cooperation enough to fulfill 'bringing harmony between humans and demons'?"

Elion revealed his inner thoughts.
Unlike the previous prophecy with its clear goal of beheading the Demon King, this vague prophecy seemed to be causing him a lot of concern.

"This negotiation started because you sent Kaurus back. You're the one who brought it about."
"Do you think so?"
"Of course."

I held Elion's hand tightly to comfort him.

"And even if not, so what? You can keep working at it in the future, right? Don't worry too much. I'll be with you all the way."
"Thank you."

Elion's smile brightened as he looked at me, which put my mind at ease.
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When I opened the portal, Lady Alia and her knights surrounded it.

Through their midst, King Robe stepped forward.
Before entering the portal, King Robe looked at Ellion.

"I'll head back first. Once the results of this negotiation are finalized, I'll summon you."
"Understood."

After King Robe disappeared through the portal, officials and scholars lined up.
The Library Director, who was last in line, mentioned there was still space in the library as he crossed through the portal.

Once all the knights had passed through, Ellion gathered the Hero's Party.
Royal Knight Captain Alia Grant, Elven Archer Lina, and Mage Heinrich.

Ellion looked at each of them, meeting their eyes before speaking.

"As of today, the Hero's Party is disbanded."

The original purpose of forming the Hero's Party was to kill Demon Lord Byron.
In truth, the group had lost its reason for existence since the prophecy changed.
Everyone knew this, but they were all grateful companions who had helped Ellion without a single desertion.

"You've worked hard, Hero. Please visit the knights' order with Daisy from time to time."

Lady Alia.
She coordinated between Robe and the Hero, never withholding support.
She worked tirelessly, simultaneously fulfilling her duties as Knight Captain and supporting the Hero.

"Somehow it feels like I didn't do much, but everything's wrapped up now."

Lina.
She served as the party's scout and ranged combatant.
With her uniquely bright personality, she was the party's mood-maker.

"It was a good experience. If you ever need my help, come find me."

Heinrich.
He supported the party with his rock magic.
His vast knowledge helped overcome obstacles that stood in their way.

They had given much help not only to Ellion but to me as well, and now they were precious friends to me too.

Just because the Hero's Party was disbanding didn't mean our connections would disappear.
Lady Alia and Heinrich would continue to stay in Robe, and Lina would also remain in Robe for a while longer due to her promise to King Robe.

I opened a portal leading to the Royal Knights' headquarters.
The three of them said their goodbyes and disappeared through the portal.

Now only I, Ellion, and the demon folk remained at this castle ruin.

The demon folk were gathered together, having what seemed like a serious discussion.
I listened in to hear what they were talking about...

"Woong? What meaning does that name have?"
"I don't know!"
"Isn't it good because it's easy to pronounce?"
"Maybe it's just a name given without much thought?"
"If it's Miss Daisy, that could be the case..."

...They were debating about the name I had given.
Woong is truly legendary.

But what was Chebet saying?
That I might do something like that?

I approached them with Ellion.
As we drew near, the demon folk stopped their chatter and looked at us.

Ellion spoke to Byron first.

"So Neswid has now been recognized as a nation. Congratulations on achieving your goal."
"To think I'd hear such words from a human hero. This would have been unimaginable in the past."

Byron pressed his fingers between his eyebrows, overcome with emotion.

"You did well. Really well."

Bako slowly patted Byron's back.
Composing himself, Byron looked around the castle ruins and spoke.

"There's no need for us to remain stationed here anymore. We can return when the checkpoint is established."
"Are you planning to withdraw the communication troops?"
"Yes. Once a checkpoint is established here, this will become neutral territory. Only those with permission from both demons and humans will be allowed to stay."

As I quietly observed Ellion and Byron talking, I felt someone's gaze fixed intently on me.

When I turned my head, Bako was looking at me with a highly suspicious expression.

"The Hero's lover? You killed Spanyada?"
"...What about it?"

Bako scratched his head, wearing an expression of incomprehension.

"This is strange. Why does this feel so familiar?"

Cold sweat ran down my back.
Byron had caught my verbal slip and figured out I was acting, but this guy was going purely on intuition.
How could a researcher have such good instincts?

"Well, I'm not sure."
"Hmm, I was originally angry when I heard Spanyada died... but seeing you, that anger just vanishes. Why is that? Is it because you look the same?"

It's because I was the Spanyada you were friendly with.
The original Spanyada would have ignored Bako's friendly gestures, but after I started acting as her, we went around working together.
I also got along with Bako's personality, so I acted more comfortably around him.

"Ah, I don't know. There's no point in dwelling on it since we can't fight now anyway. My name is Bako. I'm the 2nd Corps Commander of the Demon Lord's army."
"I'm Daisy."
"You can speak casually with me."
"Should I?"

Bako smiled with satisfaction as I immediately dropped formalities.
From our conversation, it seemed that Spanyada's death hadn't been widely announced among the demon folk yet.

"I only heard about Spanyada's death because I participated in the negotiations. I don't know what Byron is thinking."

He'll handle it however he wants.
That bastard Byron, how awkward it was when I couldn't refute him using Ellion as leverage.

As I was cursing internally because Ellion was right beside me, Akila approached me.

"Miss Daisy. It's terribly presumptuous of me, but I have a favor to ask."
"Go ahead."
"Akla... please just ensure she doesn't die."

Akila bowed deeply.
I looked at Akila bowing before me and spoke.

"Don't worry too much. I plan to suck the marrow from both of your bones."
"...Pardon?"

Akila's expression turned dumbfounded.
Like siblings indeed, showing the exact same reaction as Akla.

A business plan was forming in my mind.
Among the negotiation terms between Robe and Neswid was Byron's proposal about learning each other's languages.

While demons learning human language had been gradually happening under Byron's initiative, humans learning the demon language would have to start completely from scratch.
Moreover, with the cultural differences, achieving complete understanding wouldn't be easy.

But Akila and Akla were perfect candidates for this task.
They spoke both languages perfectly and had experienced both cultures.
If I hired them as instructors and started an education business, I could make quite a tidy profit.

Starting with scholars, officials, and merchants traveling to Neswid as the target audience, then gradually expanding...

Hehe, just thinking about it makes my mouth water.

After being lost in pleasant thoughts about money, I came to my senses to find the demon folk looking at me with peculiar expressions.

"Ahem, don't worry, I'm not planning anything illegal."
"...Yes. Well, I'll be in your care regardless."

Ironically, Akila seemed reassured by that statement.
After all, being given work implied being kept alive.

"I, I need to continue working at the Demon Lord's castle."

Chebet preemptively spoke up as soon as I looked at him.
Tsk, he would probably do well too.
But it seems difficult to poach him from what appears to be his lifelong workplace.

As I was chatting with the demon folk and developing my business plan in detail, Ellion and Byron finished their conversation and approached us.

"Hero's lover. Could you open a portal to the Demon Lord's castle?"

It seemed the demon folk were ready to return.
I opened the portal, and they began crossing through with promises to meet again.

When only Byron remained, I made a suggestion.

"Why don't you stop calling yourself the Demon Lord now?"
"What do you mean?"
"Now that Neswid is becoming a nation, you won't just be the king of demon folk. As you mentioned before, there will be other races moving to Neswid, and some might even settle there permanently if they like it."

Byron nodded at my words.

"Not the king of demons, but the king of Neswid?"
"Well, something like that."
"Good idea. I'll do that. Have you thought about my previous offer?"

Offer?

"The position of 3rd Corps Commander."
"Ah, that? No thanks."

When I declined, Byron smiled and held out a communication crystal.

"Let me know if you change your mind."

This bastard keeps being clingy because I'm speaking politely with Ellion right beside me.
Still, I should take what's being offered.

"I've already made my future plans."
"The future rarely goes according to plan."
"Oh, just go away already."

Huh! I surprised even myself.
To use such rough language in front of Ellion!

"Hero, did you see that? Your lover is so crude."
"That's nothing. I once heard her cursing when she couldn't herd sheep properly..."
"Wha-wha-wha-what are you saying?!"

The Hero Ellion siding with Demon Lord Byron!
The world is ending!

"Kuk kuk, I see."

Hearing his laughter, I glared at him, but Byron just waved his hand as he crossed through the portal.

"Haah..."
"It's okay, Daisy. I've cursed plenty while herding sheep too."
"That's not the issue."

The problem is that I showed you that side of me.
As I was feeling dejected, Ellion slowly stroked my head.

That touch gently melted away my concerns.

"Let's go home."
"Okay."
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As I crossed the portal, the knights' quarters came into view.

"Why did you come here?" Ellion asked.

I smiled in response.

"I wanted to walk you home."

There's no rule saying only men can escort someone, right?

At my words, Ellion cupped my face with both hands. Then he pressed my cheeks firmly with his palms.

"Wuh! Wha' are you doing?"
"You're too cute."

My lips puckered as Ellion's hands moved. I closed my eyes with my lips still protruded. Then Ellion's lips quickly touched mine before pulling away.

"That was too short."

I opened my eyes in disappointment, and Ellion slowly moved his thumb to tickle my cheek.

"We're outside."

Still, there's no helping the disappointment.

"Good day to both of you."

At the sudden greeting, I turned my head to see a priest standing there.

Ellion and I quickly straightened our postures. When Ellion ended with just a peck because we were outside, I felt disappointed, but now knowing someone had been watching, I felt incredibly embarrassed.

I bowed my head while Ellion returned the greeting.

"Hello. What brings you here?"
"I've been waiting to speak with the Hero."

He was just waiting here without knowing when we'd arrive?

"The Holy Maiden is looking for you."

At the mention of the Holy Maiden, I looked at Ellion. This was good timing, considering Ellion had been worried about the prophecy.

"I should go then. I'll head home now."
"Okay. Get home safely."

As Ellion and I were saying our goodbyes, the priest interjected.

"I apologize, but the Holy Maiden has requested the Hero's lover to come as well."

Why me? What business would the Holy Maiden have with me?

"Why Daisy...?"
"I don't know the reason. I'm simply following the Holy Maiden's instructions."

Ellion and I exchanged glances before following the priest. I had never been to the temple before, so I was curious.

Just then, Ellion took my hand. When I looked at him, he had a strange expression on his face.

Right now, Ellion is blaming himself.

Daisy, who had wanted to visit the temple, and Ellion, who had asked to meet at the capital square to propose. The result: Daisy getting kidnapped.

Ellion was still carrying that incident in his heart.

His hand is so large, yet why does it feel so small right now? I squeezed Ellion's hand firmly.

"It's okay."
"Daisy."
"We're together now, aren't we?"
"...Thank you."

Ellion's face relaxed a bit. We shared each other's warmth through our clasped hands.

After walking for a while, the majestic temple came into view.

"Wow..."

An exclamation of admiration escaped my lips. I could understand why Daisy had wanted to see the temple.

There were also an incredible number of visitors around. However, they were all just observing from outside because the capital's temple had internal restrictions.

The presence of the Papal Office inside was the reason. Since it was where the Holy Maiden and the Pope resided and worked, entry was impossible unless you were an authorized person.

And today, I proudly entered that interior. Am I a guest...?

As we walked down the corridor, I saw a gentle-looking elderly man approaching from a distance. Ellion whispered softly in my ear.

"That's the Pope."

Ooh, his breath on my ear is electrifying...

"Are you listening?"
"Huh? Yes, you said that's the Pope."

The Pope smiled brightly as soon as he approached us.

"Thank you for coming. I will guide you from here."

Wow, the Pope himself as our guide? I'm really benefiting from knowing Ellion.

In my mind, the Pope had been someone who made unreasonable surrender demands to Byron. But meeting him in person, he didn't seem rude at all.

Of course, I don't think this appearance he's showing me is all there is to him, but it felt strange that someone like this would have such thoughts. I suppose it's about different perspectives... anyway, it felt odd.

When the Pope reached a certain door, he turned to us.

"First, your lover may enter."

Just me? Aren't Ellion and I going in together?

When I hesitated for a moment, the Pope smiled quietly.

"It's alright. Enter when you're ready."

I held Ellion's hand and took a deep breath.

"I'll be back."

After seeing Ellion nod, I stood in front of the door, and the Pope opened it for me.

As I entered the room, I saw the back of a woman presumed to be the Holy Maiden.

"Um... hello?"

When I greeted her, the Holy Maiden turned toward me. She looked at me with a penetrating gaze.

"Nice to meet you, Miss Daisy."

The Holy Maiden slowly approached me.

"...Or should I call you Kim Min-jun?"

...What?

For a moment, I felt my breath catch. My head was spinning.

I suddenly wondered if Ellion had heard, so I turned around. The door was firmly closed.

"You needn't worry about sound leaking outside. Even with the Hero's senses, he can't hear."

That's a relief, but...

What mattered more was that the Holy Maiden knew my identity.

"...How did you know?"
"Lord Ragianos revealed to me that your soul came from outside."

Ragianos...

My mind cleared. I finally seemed to know who was responsible for possessing Daisy's body with me.

But Ragianos is just a god in the game, so how could he influence me in reality?

"The deity will be looking for you soon, so I'll leave you alone."

With those words, the Holy Maiden left the room. Through the briefly opened and closed door, I caught a glimpse of Ellion's puzzled expression.

I was left standing alone in the room.

Why would Lord Ragianos be looking for me? Is he trying to send me back to my original world?

If I go back, what happens? Will Daisy's soul be returned? If not, then this body would have no soul.

Then... then Ellion would be sad.

Ellion...
My beloved Ellion.
Could I live without you?

In truth, I no longer had any attachment to my original world. I couldn't remember my parents' faces, and my desire to return and my guilt toward Daisy had weakened. I only wanted to settle down here. Isn't that why I made future plans and thought about employment?

I... wanted to spend my life with Ellion.

Just then, the room brightened. As I looked around at the sudden change, an intense light burst forth right in front of my eyes. That light was like the monitor light I saw when I first entered this world.

When I came to my senses, I was in an entirely white space.

I was sitting in a chair, and across the table, I could see Ellion.

"Ellion? Were you brought here too?"

Why was Ellion here when he should have been outside the room? Ellion looked at me with a smile.

-It's been a long time. To be able to talk like this again... I'm truly moved.

What does he mean by "long time"? Until just now, we were together...

Come to think of it, Ellion's clothes were different. He was wearing the equipment he only wore for battle, and it was severely damaged, as if he had just come from an intense fight.

This is strange. Where have I seen this before?

I hadn't seen this since possessing Daisy's body.

Then, in the game? When had Ellion fought like this in the game...?

Ah...
He looked like this after the final battle with Byron.

Ellion returned to the capital with the hero's party after defeating Byron, with a face that said everything was over. And there, he committed suicide...

...!

"You... you, could it be...!"
-Your guess is correct.

No, how is this...?

The Ellion who had fallen into despair and rage after Daisy was annihilated by Spanyada was standing before my eyes.

-Are you satisfied with our reunion?

A voice I'd never heard before. When I turned my head, I saw a woman who looked like an extremely worn-out office worker.

I felt like I knew who it was without asking. There was only one person who could exist in such a space.

"Ragianos..."
-You guessed right away?
"...You look very different from the goddess statue in the capital square."
-That's the attire I wear when I descend to the world. Would you believe me if I showed you wings?

No, there's no need for that.

"Ragianos. Why did you look for me?"
-To be precise, it wasn't me but your lover who looked for you.

At those words, I turned to Ellion. He was looking at me with great affection.

But given that the Holy Maiden knew my identity, I thought the Ellion here would also know who I really was... so why is he looking at me like that?

-I don't have much time left. So I wanted to talk to you before I disappear. There are things I need to tell you.

Disappear? What does that mean?

-First... yes. You were possessed because I made a wish to Lord Ragianos.

What? Wait, wait a minute.

"Ellion. You know that I'm Kim Min-jun, right?"
-Well... yes.
"Are you saying you contributed to possessing Daisy's body with me?"
-That's right.

This is... this is insane.

"Don't talk nonsense! Daisy was your lover! And you helped possess your lover's body with someone else's soul? And... and why me! Why possess me, who was living perfectly fine, into a game?"

At my outburst, Ragianos slowly spoke to Ellion.

-I told you he would react like this, didn't I? You should understand. The situation was what it was.
-Yes. I'll explain everything.
"Stop talking like you two are the only ones who understand. Explain, Ellion."

Ellion closed his eyes briefly as if organizing his thoughts, then opened them.

-First... let me correct what you're misunderstanding. This world is not inside a game.
"What are you talking about? I clearly..."
-Then can you tell me the title of this game?

The title of the game? Well, it's...

Well, it's...

...

Huh?

Ch.85 - 85. Truth
# 85. The Truth

...Why can't I remember the name of the game?
Where I got this game, which company made it...
I couldn't recall anything related to the game.

Is this world really not a game?

But...

"I, I was definitely playing a game... I chose options that led to Daisy being kidnapped... I saw you, Ellion, commit suicide, and in my despair, I was about to turn off the game..."

The words stumbled out of my mouth.
Already, since being possessed by Daisy, I couldn't remember my parents' faces, and the image of my room in my original world was strangely distorted in my memories.
If even these memories were wrong, I would reach a point where I couldn't trust any of my memories.

-You believe that, but it wasn't actually your choice. It was mine.
"..."
-That wasn't a game, it was my memory.

If even those memories are fake, then what am I?
Am I really Kim Min-jun?

-And... you weren't living a normal, healthy life. If you had been, I would have just watched over you quietly.
"What... what do you mean by that?"

What does he mean I wasn't normal?

-In your memory, you were playing games at home, right? But...

Ellion tapped his fingers on the table a few times, and a soft light began to emanate from it.
As if the table were a display, some kind of screen began to appear.

-This was your real condition.

Through the screen that appeared on the table, I could see a hospital room.
And on the bed, a man was lying still with his head tightly wrapped in bandages, eyes closed.
The bandages were stained bright red, as if blood had seeped through.

And that man was "me."
It was "Kim Min-jun."

My mind went blank.
Why am I lying in a hospital room in that state?

I can't... I can't remember...

-You must be confused. I understand.

Before I knew it, Ellion had risen from his seat and come around the table toward me.
He sat down beside me and gently patted my shoulder.

-Daisy... or should I call you Kim Min-jun? Which would you prefer?
"...Call me whatever you want."
-Then I'll call you Daisy. Let me explain everything step by step...


*


At that time, I thought everything was over.
I had killed the Demon King, and the demon race was gradually being defeated by the knights.

When I realized your revenge was nearly complete, I lost the will to continue living.

I just missed you so much, Daisy.
So I chose suicide.



As I was quietly looking at my corpse, a person with wings on their back suddenly appeared and said they would take me away.
I did as they instructed and stood still in a circle that formed beneath my feet, and before I knew it, I was transported to a pure white space like this one.

-You are the one who fulfilled Lord Ragianos's prophecy. Please follow me.

A person waiting ahead looked at me and said that, then gestured for me to follow.
I obediently followed, and soon I was brought here, before Lord Ragianos.

-You've worked hard to fulfill the prophecy, Ellion. Tell me one wish that you desire.

The "wish" Lord Ragianos mentioned was compensation for fulfilling the prophecy.
Originally, gods... or planetary administrators like Lord Ragianos, aren't supposed to interfere with the life forms on their planets.

But Lord Ragianos, as the administrator overseeing the planet's fate, wanted to eliminate a "fate deviator."

That is, the Demon King Byron was a fate deviator.
In the original fate that Lord Ragianos had foreseen, the demon race was supposed to be defeated one by one by humans and become extinct.
But at some point, Byron began to walk a path different from his fate.
By declaring himself the Demon King and uniting the demon race, he twisted that fate.

A fate deviator is like the first block in a line of dominoes—they change not only their own fate but the fates of all living beings around them.

Anyway, Lord Ragianos determined that he only needed to deal with Byron, so he issued a prophecy and made me a hero.

And for that prophecy—as compensation for interfering with a life form—he had to grant me a "wish" of similar magnitude for fulfilling the prophecy.



I wanted to see you, Daisy.
So I said I would make my wish after meeting you.
But for some reason, Lord Ragianos hesitated.

As it turned out, you were also a fate deviator.
You were supposed to be here quietly, but you had been ejected into space and fallen onto another planet.

-Then I'll make my wish. "I must see Daisy living happily."
-Sigh... fate deviators are truly frightening. To think even administrators like me would get involved.



From that point on, Lord Ragianos and I went into space to find you.

I don't know how long we drifted through that pitch-black void.
I nearly lost consciousness several times.

Lord Ragianos said that as you drifted through space defenseless, most of your memories would have disappeared.
You wouldn't recognize me and might be living a completely different life.

I said I didn't mind.
I thought it would be enough if you were living happily.

But when I found you, you weren't happy at all.


*


A woman wearing a hat and mask lingered in front of a subway locker.
She was holding a newborn baby in her arms, and her hands were trembling.

After looking around, the woman soon placed the baby inside the locker and left.

In the quiet dawn, a winged woman appeared in the empty subway.

-Tsk, how soon after reincarnation...

The woman reached into the locker and collected the soul.
Then she too disappeared.

Only the body of the newborn baby remained in the locker.
Then something happened that neither the woman who abandoned the baby nor the woman who collected the soul expected.

A memory-less soul drifting through space entered the abandoned body and was suddenly reincarnated.

That day, the nine o'clock news briefly covered the story of an abandoned baby.



The baby was immediately sent to an orphanage.

Unfortunately for the baby, the orphanage director was not a good person.
Not only did he fail to provide proper meals for the children, but he also didn't hesitate to abuse them.
He was nothing more than a merchant who dressed up only a few pretty children for photos to receive government subsidies.

The baby was given the name "Kim Min-jun," and as time passed, he became a boy.
Tired of the constant violence and abuse, the boy finally decided to escape the orphanage.
He hit the director on the back of the head with a brick, and while the director was unconscious, he stole cash from the wallet and ran away.



The boy drifted into a slum.
An abandoned house became his new home.

A worn-out blanket, stained wallpaper, cracks in the concrete where the wallpaper had peeled off, and cockroaches crawling on the floor one or two at a time.

The boy was desperate for immediate survival but didn't want to return to the orphanage.
In the newspapers he had collected to endure the cold, he found a job posting for construction labor.

But the construction company was reluctant to hire a boy who wasn't yet an adult.
The boy begged, saying he would accept less money if they would just give him work.

When the boy persisted, the foreman sighed and assigned him a job.
For the boy who had never properly learned anything, manual labor was all he could do.



On his way back after receiving his daily wages.
The boy's pocket contained the largest sum of money he had ever had in his life.
He felt anxious but also wanted to use the money to eat something delicious first.

A group of students passed by the boy.

"Let's go to the PC room."
"I told you I have to go to academy."
"Just skip it for one day."
"If I skip again, my dad will really beat me."

The boy wanted to try playing games.

In the distance, he saw a young child walking while holding their parents' hands.

"I want ice cream!"
"We're about to have dinner soon, though?"
"Ice creaaam~"
"Then let's have it after dinner. Okay?"

The boy wondered what it would have been like if he had a family too.


The boy looked at the people on the street.
Everyone had goals, families, and happiness.

The boy suddenly felt lonely.
The emptiness in his heart grew larger.



The slum where the boy lived was designated for redevelopment.
The residents of the slum began to protest, asking if they were being told to leave and die.

Even with all the money he had saved from manual labor plus the compensation, it was difficult to go elsewhere.
With no other options, the boy decided to enlist in the military as soon as he became an adult.

Originally, as an orphan, he would have been exempt from military service except in wartime, but with no home, money, or bank account, enlisting in the military was the only solution to all his problems.

With these thoughts, the boy went back to the construction site.
Now accustomed to the hard labor, he thought that serving in the military wouldn't be so bad.

"Watch out!"
"Ah!"

With a thud, the boy fell to the ground.
Feeling the coldness of the steel rebar crushing him, the boy closed his eyes.


*


I couldn't hold back my tears at what you had gone through.
The miserable reality was too heartbreaking.

I could see your soul leaving your body in the hospital bed.
But whether it was from drifting through space or being stabbed by Spanyada, your soul was in an incredibly worn-out state.

Moreover, since you hadn't been properly reincarnated through the proper procedures, there was no administrator coming to collect your soul.
I spoke to Lord Ragianos.

-My wish is to see Daisy living happily. If Daisy disappears now, you won't be able to fulfill my wish. Isn't there any way?
-To restore soul energy, you need soul energy in return. But there's no soul energy we can draw upon here. Perhaps you should change your wish while you still can?
-Why is there no soul energy? It's right here.

I willingly offered my own soul energy.
That's how we slowly restored your soul and returned to our planet.



But your soul was still in poor condition.

-It's been separated from the physical body for too long and has ceased functioning. The only way to restore consciousness is to connect it to the original body.
-But Daisy's body is already...
-We need to place it in a past body. Not too far from when the connection was broken.

That's how we decided on the moment just before the capital square incident.
But simply possessing the soul like that would only repeat history, with Spanyada taking over your body again.

So I used more soul energy to inject my memories into you.
You received those memories in the form of a game, allowing you to prepare yourself.

Thanks to that, the me at that time was able to strike Spanyada with the holy sword, learn Violet's true identity, and other things began to happen differently from the original history.

But in truth, that alone wasn't enough.
Spanyada was clearly too much for you to handle.

But because you changed history, I had an opportunity to intervene.
I was able to save you by using the power of the holy sword that remained in Spanyada's body.


*


"Wait! Wait a minute!"

I interrupted Ellion's words.
Ellion quietly waited for what I was about to say.

"So you're saying... when I was fighting Spanyada in the mental realm, the one who saved me and freed the trapped person was you?"
-Yes, that's right.

Ellion nodded.

-It was me.
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When I was captured by the Spaniada and nearly had my soul destroyed, the pure white light that saved me felt warm just by looking at it.

That light, which moved freely in all directions to target the Spaniada... was controlled by this Elion.

"I shouldn't interfere like that originally. But I couldn't lose you again. So I gathered soul energy once more and used it."

I gazed silently at Elion's face.
I felt both grateful and sorry toward Elion, who was throwing everything away for me even after death.

A surge of emotion welled up in my chest.
My voice trembled slightly.

"Elion... why... why are you sacrificing everything for me...? You could have used your 'wish' for a better life, to meet someone better than me, so why...!"
"Daisy."
"Why...?"
"You're the only person I love."

Tears streamed down my cheeks.
Elion slowly reached out and wiped my tears away.

"I couldn't protect you. It's all my fault. I'm so sorry. Because of me, you've gone through such difficult times."
"No... you did nothing wrong... You don't need to apologize..."
"That's why I'm truly grateful that I can face you now and apologize like this."
"Don't, *sniff*, say that... We finally meet like this, and all you do is apologize..."

Elion looked at me with a playful smile.
It was the smile I loved so much.

"Why are you crying? Hmm?"
"If you, *sob*, disappear like this... how will I... how will I..."
"Even if 'I' disappear, there's still 'me' who's with you now. It stings a bit... but since it's still 'me,' it's okay. That 'me' will also love you with all his heart. 'I' promise."

The feeling in my chest grew even heavier.
Though he was clearly trying to comfort me with his smile... I couldn't control my emotions as it felt like this truly was the end.

I slowly pulled Elion's face closer and kissed him.
Elion responded to my kiss.

Our farewell kiss tasted of salty tears.

"Alright, that's enough."

As Lagianus's voice rang out, Elion's body began to glow.
Startled by the sudden change, I looked at Elion, but he was simply taking me in with his eyes.

"Daisy."
"E-Elion..."
"It seems our time is up. I had... so much more I wanted to say."
"No...! Don't go...!"
"I love you, Daisy."
"Elion!"

With those words, Elion transformed into a small orb of light.
Despite my desperate reach, the light that was Elion flew to Lagianus's hand and settled there.

I could only stare at the scene in disbelief.

"The conversation time is over now. I'll send you back right away."
"L-Lord Lagianus!"
"Hmm? Why the sudden honorific?"

I spoke while keeping my gaze fixed on the orb of light.

"What will happen to Elion... the Elion in your hand?"
"He will be used as needed."

...U-used?
How dare he speak of Elion as if he were an object!

I gritted my teeth and glared at Lagianus.
Lagianus sighed at my gaze, as if annoyed.

"There's no need to glare like that. It won't be bad for you either. Now, go back."

As Lagianus gestured, an intense light burst forth before my eyes once again.

When I opened my eyes again, I was in the Saint's room.
I had no idea how much time had passed.

My legs gave way from what I had just experienced.
And as thoughts of the previous Elion circled in my mind, tears began to well up again.

"Hic, huu..."

The warmth in Elion's eyes just before he turned into an orb of light, the way he looked only at me even in that moment... the enormity of that love made my chest ache.

Just then, I heard the creaking sound of a door opening.

When I turned my head, Elion was entering with a surprised expression.

"That 'me' will also love you with all his heart. 'I' promise."

"E-Elion..."
"Why are you crying? Hmm?"

Elion approached me with a face full of concern.
He knelt on one knee to meet my gaze.

"What did Lord Lagianus say to... ugh!"
"...Elion?"

Suddenly, Elion clutched his head and grimaced in pain.

*

When the Saint left Daisy alone and came out of the room, Elion was puzzled.

"Didn't you have business with Daisy?"
"Not me, but Lord Lagianus has business with her."

Elion was shocked.
Why would the god Lagianus seek out his lover?

"You needn't worry too much. The deity just... Ah, it's over. You may go in now. It's the Hero's turn."

The Saint had barely been outside for five seconds, yet she said it was already over.
Elion slowly opened the door.

His heart sank when he saw Daisy sitting on the floor, sobbing.

Daisy was crying again for reasons he didn't know.
It pained Elion that he couldn't understand what was troubling her.

Hearing the door open, Daisy slowly turned her head.

"E-Elion..."
"Why are you crying? Hmm? What did Lord Lagianus... ugh!"

At that moment, an intense light burst forth before Elion's eyes.

Elion saw Lagianus before him.
Just like when he was appointed as the Hero and received the holy sword, he thought this was a rather abrupt way to be summoned.

Lagianus was holding some sort of light orb in his hand.
But that wasn't what mattered to Elion.

"Lord Lagianus... could you tell me what you said to Daisy?"

In response to Elion's question, Lagianus looked at the light orb in his hand.

"...You're so alike. Thinking of your lover before anything else."

Unable to understand Lagianus's words, Elion frowned slightly.

"For the answer to your question, ask your lover directly. For now, I called you because of a 'wish.'"

At the mention of granting a wish in exchange for the prophecy, Elion was puzzled.

"Has the prophecy truly been fulfilled? The harmony between humans and demons..."
"It's not completely fulfilled yet. But unlike the previous one with a clear purpose, this one must be carried out throughout your lifetime. So I'm giving you an advance."

Elion fell into thought about what wish to make.
Even when offered a wish, nothing immediately came to mind.

Then suddenly, he thought of Daisy crying.

He wanted to make Daisy happy.
He wished that Daisy would have as few reasons to cry as possible.
And he imagined himself with Daisy.

"I... want to live happily with Daisy for the rest of my life."
"As expected, you don't deviate from my predictions. Well, that makes it easier for me. Here, take it. It might hurt a bit. Unlike your lover who merged gradually, you'll merge all at once."

Lagianus snapped his fingers.
The light orb in his hand flew quickly and embedded itself in Elion's head.

Elion experienced a headache from the memories suddenly entering his mind.
It was the first headache he'd had since becoming a Hero, and it was quite painful.

"Wait...! These memories are...!"
"One person's wish was to see you living happily, the other's wish was to live happily together. Like the same person, even your wishes align."

Looking down at Elion clutching his head, Lagianus spoke.

"When you merge into one, you'll be able to understand your lover's pain better. Then your lover will open up to you more."

Despite the confusion from the jumbled memories, Elion listened to Lagianus's words until the end.

"As long as you continue to fulfill the prophecy, your wish will continue to be granted. Remember that well."

And as soon as he finished speaking, Elion disappeared from that place.

Lagianus sighed.

"Trying to deal with fate deviators, and now I'm caught up in this mess. In the end, I couldn't deal with either Byron or Daisy. Haah... how should I handle this next time?"

*

I had never seen Elion in such pain before.
Even when I took out my spellbook and used healing magic, his condition didn't improve.

"It's okay... It's okay, Elion..."

With no solution in mind, I hugged his head and patted him gently.
It saddened me that this was all I could do.

Surely Lagianus wouldn't harm Elion just because I glared at him?
If he did, I'd be the one terrorizing the goddess statue this time.

After a while, Elion's groans slowly subsided.

Elion soon raised his head and looked at me.
His eyes seemed strangely moist.

"My goodness... this is, this can't be..."
"...Elion?"
"Daisy, Daisy...!"

Elion embraced me tightly.

"You've been through so much, Daisy. You've really been through so much..."
"Elion? What are you saying all of a sudden?"

When I responded in confusion, Elion looked at me with a tearful face.

"Lord Lagianus gave me a light orb. The light orb that was 'me.' Now my memories are all jumbled..."

...Huh?

"I thought I would just disappear... but to think my wish would come true like this..."

C-Could it be...!

"Eli... on? No, you're both Elion, so..."
"Yes, just as you are both Daisy and Kim Min-jun, I am now both Elion and Elion. Haha... it sounds strange when I say it like that."

Seeing Elion smile with tears in his eyes, I could no longer control my emotions.
I immediately fell into his embrace.

"Ahhh... Elion... Elion!"
"I'm here, Daisy. From now on, I will never... never let you go..."

We held each other and cried our hearts out.

One reincarnation and one possession. And as if to compensate for all the time spent wandering the universe, we shed tears for a long time.

After crying our hearts out at the Papal Office, we returned to Elion's house.

"Daisy, your face is so red."
"...Yours is the same, you know? We cried together, and now you're teasing me?"

We bickered but never separated from each other.

Was it because of the memories?
It felt like we had been apart for a very long time, making us feel even more attached to each other.

"Ah... right. Daisy, could you sit on the bed for a moment?"
"Hmm? Sure."

Elion got up and opened a drawer at the desk.
From there, he took out a small box.

"The atmosphere might not be very romantic right now, and I'm not properly prepared, but... I really want to say this now."

That box.
I had seen it through the game... no, through Elion's memories.
And I knew what was inside.

"Elion..."
"Daisy..."

Elion opened the box and took out a ring.
Then he knelt on one knee before me.

"Will you marry me?"

Without hesitation, I kissed Elion.

Ch.87 - 87. Warm-up Exercise
# 87. Warm-Up

Our kiss wasn't long.
We had things to do.

Ellion gently took my hand and slipped a ring onto my ring finger.
Now there was definite proof that I belonged to Ellion.

And I took Ellion's hand and put a ring on it too.
Ellion had become mine as well.

We held out our ringed hands, gazed at them quietly, and then kissed again.

While sharing a kiss deeper than usual, I felt Ellion's hand begin to move stealthily. Those hands, which had previously just held onto my shoulders or face, were now slowly exploring my body.

Today... I see.
So that's how it is.

I wrapped my arms around Ellion's neck, pressing our bodies closer together.
Then I deliberately pushed my chest against Ellion.

Ellion's hand, which had been exploring my body, flinched before slipping between us and moving up to my chest.
Ellion's large hand began to slowly, very slowly, knead my breast.

"Mmm..."

My body tensed at the sound that escaped my lips.
Could I really make such a sound?

"It's okay, Daisy. It's not strange. Let me hear more."

Ellion, who had already pulled away from the kiss, said this.
Thanks to those words, my body, stiff with tension, slowly relaxed.

As the tension eased, I felt something hard below.
The gradually increasing presence between our tightly pressed bodies revealed just how aroused Ellion was.

Because of this, the surrounding temperature felt incredibly hot.
Was it because of that heat?
The clothes I was wearing felt quite restrictive.

"Ellion, will you... take it off?"

Ellion moved the hand that had been kneading my breast and grabbed my top.
Following Ellion's touch, I moved my arms, and soon only my underwear remained on my upper body.

Now it was my turn.
I met Ellion's eyes and unbuttoned the shirt one by one.
Ellion's firm, muscular upper body was revealed.

I unconsciously swallowed.
These were muscles I would have found truly impressive even when I was Kim Min-joon.

"Do you like it that much?"

Had I been staring too long?
Ellion asked playfully.

I lowered my gaze in embarrassment, only to become even more embarrassed when I saw Ellion's holy sword bulging prominently, as if it might pierce through the pants.

Ellion placed a hand on my waist.

"May I take these off?"
"...Yes."

Now I was wearing only my underwear.
Although I had shown myself in underwear once when drunk, it was still unavoidably embarrassing to show myself again.

No, actually, this felt even more embarrassing.
Back then, I wasn't in my right mind because of the alcohol, but now I was completely lucid.
Moreover, I could imagine everything that was about to happen, which made it worse.

Ellion was waiting for me to remove his pants.
As I grabbed his waistband and slowly pulled it down, the movement of that thing was too vividly visible before my eyes.

Good heavens, I never thought I'd see it this close.
It was intimidating even while still confined in his underwear.

And the smell too...
No, I don't mean it had an unpleasant odor.
This scent, this pheromone, was driving me crazy.

Feeling I might lose my mind if this continued, I finished removing his pants and faced Ellion.

Ellion picked me up in a princess carry and gently laid me down on the bed.
He climbed on top of me and positioned himself.

"Daisy."
"Yes."
"I love you."
"I love you too."

Soon Ellion's hot lips covered mine.
While savoring Ellion's lips, I slowly traced his arm muscles.

Their firmness and contours, so opposite to mine, seemed to attract me more.
Ellion must have felt the same way, as he began touching my soft breasts, something he didn't have.
Soon Ellion's hands removed my underwear, exposing my breasts to the world.

Ellion gazed silently at my chest.
That wordless stare was so embarrassing that I covered my breasts with my arms.

"Why, why are you looking like that...?"
"Because you're so beautiful. Really, you're just so beautiful."

H-hmph!
Since he says I'm beautiful, I should be understanding.

As my lips twitched slightly, Ellion kissed me again.
Then he slowly began moving downward.

Ellion licked my neck and teased it with his lips.
The soft lips and hot breath made my already heated body grow even hotter.

Ellion's lips had now moved past my collarbone to my chest.
When Ellion took my breast in his mouth, I felt a strange sensation I'd never experienced before.

"Ahh, haah..."

Passionate moans began escaping my lips.
Even I thought they were truly embarrassing sounds, but since Ellion had said they weren't strange and asked to hear more, I didn't hold back and let them out freely.

When Ellion swirled his tongue to tease my nipple, my body twitched beyond my control.
Satisfied with my reaction, Ellion began to tease my other nipple with his fingers as well.

The caresses continued, gently rolling, lightly sucking, like eating candy.
And I too felt joy welling up deep in my chest, as if I might melt like candy.

Ellion is tasting me.
That concentrated expression was extremely satisfying.

I slowly raised my hands to cradle Ellion's head.
Enjoying the feel of Ellion's hair between my fingers, I gently stroked his head.

Ellion removed his mouth from my breast and looked up at me.
Usually, due to our height difference, I was the one looking up, so seeing Ellion looking up at me was quite novel.

When our eyes met, Ellion pulled up the corners of his mouth in a smile.
The hand that had been playing with my nipple moved down to my panties and touched my precious part.

"Hnngh?!"

Even though he was touching me through my panties, it was hard to maintain my composure.
Ellion's middle finger moving up and down my slit was an overwhelmingly intense stimulation.

"Haah, haaah! Elli-on..."

The tingling sensation made me unconsciously call Ellion's name.

"I'll do my best. So keep calling my name."

With those words, Ellion shifted his position slightly and began pleasuring my right breast with his mouth, my left breast with his right hand, and my sex with his left hand.

"Hnngh..., haah, ahhh!"

Having both nipples and my sex stimulated simultaneously began to turn my mind blank.
If just being touched like this made me lose my mind, how would I handle anything more?

"Ellion, Ellion..."

I could only keep repeating my beloved's name.
I wanted him to know how much I was feeling because of him.

Then suddenly I became afraid of what my face must look like while feeling this way.
It must be a mess.
I thought it would look unsightly to Ellion.

When I covered my face with my hands, Ellion stopped his caresses and moved to my ear.

"What's wrong?"

The breath on my ear gave me another thrilling sensation.

"My, my face must be a mess..."
"No, you're beautiful. A face I want to see every day."
"E-every day...?"

Why did that sound like he wanted to do this every day?

"There's no part of you that isn't beautiful."

Ellion slowly moved down again.

"Your stomach is beautiful, your navel is beautiful."

Ellion's lips licked around my navel and abdomen.
With each lick: "beautiful," with each nibble: "lovely," with each gentle suck: "soft"...

Ellion showering me with one compliment for each action was truly endearing.

Ellion moved down further and began kissing the inside of my thighs.
Since this area rarely gets exposed, it responded sensitively to even the slightest stimulation.

Above all, the embarrassment and excitement grew uncontrollably because Ellion would be facing my sex if he just turned his head slightly.

After finishing his caresses all the way to my toes, Ellion placed his hand on my panties.
Slowly, my panties were pulled down.

Ellion finally faced my most intimate part.

Gulp-
I saw Ellion swallow.
After staring for a long time, he raised his gaze to meet my eyes.

"You're beautiful here too."
"I-I don't know...!"

Unlike the protruding male organ, the female organ is difficult to examine oneself without using a mirror or similar.
So I didn't know what my sex looked like.
I wasn't sure if Ellion's words were true or just empty flattery.

"You really are beautiful."
"S-stop it..."

...I'll have to check for myself when I'm alone.

Ellion kissed my sex.
The unfamiliar sensation seemed to send goosebumps all over my body.

Ellion began pleasuring me, sometimes rubbing with his hand, sometimes licking upward with his tongue.

"Haah..., haaang, aaang...!"

The incredibly sensitive sensation made my breathing rough, and soon I felt my juices flowing.

Perhaps because of this, Ellion's touch became even smoother, and I couldn't help but respond more sensitively.

"Daisy, I'm going to insert one finger now."

I nodded at Ellion's words.
Ellion's finger, probably his middle finger, slowly began to enter.

"Ugh, uuu..."
"Does it hurt?"

Maybe because it was my first time, there was pain even with just a finger.
I couldn't help the groan that escaped, but I didn't want to show any more discomfort than that.

"It's okay... I can bear it..."
"I'll go slower."
"Mmm..."

My entrance opened and closed repeatedly following the movement of Ellion's finger.
Fortunately, my juices continued to flow, so I was able to adapt to the sensation quickly.

As the pain gradually subsided, I gathered my courage.

"Haah..., Ellion..."
"Yes."
"It's okay now..., next, hnn! Next..."
"Then I'll add another finger."

Ellion withdrew his finger, then slowly inserted his index and middle fingers together into my entrance.

"Ngh! Ahng..., haaah!"

I could feel Ellion's fingers curling like hooks, scraping the walls of my entrance.
In that moment, that ticklish, electrifying sensation traveled throughout my body and reached my brain.

"Haaang! Haaaang!"

I lost my mind.

When I caught my breath and had a moment to think, I quickly realized this was an orgasm.
Though I had regained my senses, my body was still trembling.

I needed Ellion... Ellion.

"Kiss... kiss me..."

Ellion immediately complied with my request.

Pressing our lips together, I found stability in receiving Ellion's breath.
A thin thread stretched between our lips.

Ellion looked at me with a flushed face.

"Daisy..."
"Mmm..."
"Now... may I enter you?"

I nodded.

The warm-up was over.
Now for the main event.

Ch.88 - 88. The Main Game
# 88. The Main Game

As soon as my permission was given, Ellion took off his underwear.
Ellion's member was twitching with obvious arousal.

It's big.
Really, incredibly big.

I had felt its size indirectly through his clothes before, but seeing it directly with my own eyes made it seem even more impressive.

Now... that's going to enter me.
I thought I was mentally prepared enough, but I felt a little scared.

Sensing my apprehension, Ellion didn't immediately insert it but embraced me first.
Since we were both naked, I could feel his body heat with my entire body.

And Ellion's warmth and scent brought me a sense of security.

"Ellion, come to me now."
"Alright."

Ellion raised himself up, took hold of his member, and positioned it against my entrance.
Even that slight contact was enough to make my body start heating up again.

"Haa... I'm going to put it in."

After taking another deep breath, Ellion slowly began to enter me.

"Mmph!"

Perhaps I hadn't fully recovered from my earlier climax.
I felt pain from the large foreign sensation.

"Does it hurt?"

Feeling Ellion hesitate, I hurriedly spoke.

"It's okay, ngh, keep coming. Slowly... slowly..."

After overcoming all sorts of obstacles, we were finally about to become one.
I couldn't let a little pain like this stop us.

Ellion entered slowly, matching my pace.
Then he stopped at a certain point and looked at me.

I instinctively knew what it was.
I nodded once more in consent, and Ellion began to move.

Soon I felt the pain of tearing.
It was the most painful moment so far, but the joy of giving my first time to Ellion overwhelmed the pain.
Tears began to flow as emotion welled up inside me.

"Huh? Are, are you in a lot of pain?"
"No... it's not that..."
"Are you okay?"
"I'm happy... I'm crying because I'm happy. I'm happy to be becoming one with you..."

Ellion slowly leaned down and licked my tears.
I tightly embraced his body.

"Keep going..."

Taking my words as a signal, Ellion's hips began to move little by little.
And finally, Ellion's movements stopped.

"Haa... it's all in."
"Ahh, yes, you're... you're completely inside me..."

Ellion filled my lower abdomen.
Since things like condoms didn't exist here, I could feel Ellion's complete form without any barriers.
I took slow breaths, feeling Ellion inside me.

We remained still, embracing each other until my breathing stabilized.
Though it must have been difficult to restrain his movement, Ellion endured while looking only at me.

When the pain had subsided somewhat, I slowly stroked Ellion's back.

"You can move now."
"I'll go as slowly as possible."

Ellion positioned himself with his arms extended to support his upper body, looking down at me.
And true to his word, he slowly began to pull his hips back.

His member scraped against my inner walls as it withdrew.

"Mmnh...!"

The walls that had been closed without any contact with anything else for my entire life triggered an incredible sensation from just that moment of stimulation.

And at a certain point, Ellion began to enter again.

"Ahh!"

This time, my insides were completely filled with Ellion.
My chest felt full and I was breathless.

Ellion continued the back-and-forth motion slowly, at a pace that wouldn't be too much for me.

As Ellion moved in and out, the sound of skin slapping against skin could be heard.
Added to that was the squelching sound of bodily fluids, filling the entire room with erotic noises.

"Ahng, ah, haah..."

Of course, the largest component of those sounds was my moaning.

A tingling sensation spread throughout my body along my spine, and I couldn't stop moaning as I felt both dazed and like I might float away.

Meanwhile, Ellion was watching my expressions while moving his hips.
I could clearly see that he was tensing every muscle in his body, afraid that I might be in pain.

Having lived as Kim Min-jun before, I knew what kind of stimulation a man feels in his member during this back-and-forth motion.
Ellion was probably desperately holding back the urge to wildly move his hips.

I found it endearing, and I felt truly happy that he was focusing solely on loving me.
I felt like I was falling for Ellion all over again.

"Ellion... haa... hold me..."
"Okay."

Ellion slowly leaned down and gently embraced me.
Then he immediately kissed me.

"Mmph... chu, haah..."

Our tongues intertwined, and moans escaped between them.
Ellion rubbed his lips against mine persistently, as if trying to swallow everything coming from my mouth.

Ellion wasn't content with just my lips.
Starting from my forehead, he moved to my eyelids, cheeks, chin... as if determined to kiss every part of my face.

When Ellion finally took my earlobe between his lips, my body trembled.

"I noticed it when I whispered to you before, but your ears seem really sensitive."
"Haah, that's... that's not it..."

When I denied it, Ellion licked my earlobe with his tongue.

"Ahng!"
"How can you say it's not true when you react like this?"
"It's because it's you..."
"Hm?"
"Haah... it feels good... because it's you doing it..."

It was embarrassing to say out loud, but I wanted to tell Ellion.

That I only react this way to you.

Honestly, since no one else whispers in my ear, I couldn't be certain, but I concluded that I simply liked Ellion.
Whether my ears were sensitive or not, the fact was that Ellion turned me on.

Ellion heard my words, opened his eyes wide, and then sighed.

"You...! Haah... this is your fault."

Huh? What suddenly... Ahh!?

Ellion raised his body, grabbed my hips, and began moving his waist quickly.
Though not so fast that I couldn't handle it, it was clearly a different speed from the extremely slow pace he'd been maintaining.

"Ah! Haah! Hnngh, Ellion! Ah! This is too...!"
"Do you know how desperately I've been holding back...?"
"Ahng! I, I was just... ahh! Being honest, mmh, that's all...!"

This feels too good.
Having adapted during the slow pace, my body was now being colored with pleasure without any pain.

The slapping sounds of flesh hitting flesh struck my brain with waves of pleasure.

I gripped the bedsheets, trying not to lose my mind.
But I couldn't put strength into my hands.

Another moment of climax was approaching.

"Haah! Ellion! I, hngh, can't keep my senses, ah..."
"It's okay."
"Ha, ah, don't... I want to... with you..."

I had already climaxed once just from foreplay.
So for the second time, I wanted to reach the peak together with Ellion.

But Ellion seemed to have a slightly different idea.

"You can reach climax whenever you want when you're in my arms."
"Hngh...?"

Ellion leaned over and whispered in my ear.

"I'll do this with you as many times as you want anyway."
"Mmnh...!? Ahng! If, if you, haah, say things like that...!"

Ellion's low voice acted as a trigger, making all thoughts fly from my mind.

I reached climax again, just as Ellion had wanted.

Before the afterglow of the climax had faded, Ellion began moving his hips again.
My body, already hypersensitive from two climaxes, was fully accepting the pleasure Ellion was giving me.

"Hyuk! Hngh! Elli, Ellion..."

My tongue wouldn't move properly.
It felt like not just my tongue, but my entire body couldn't move properly.

I was simply lying still, accepting the love Ellion was giving me.

"Are you very tired?"

Ellion stopped moving, perhaps thinking he had been too rough, and asked with a worried expression.

"Don't, don't stop... Keep, haa, keep going..."
"Well, if that's what you want."

As Ellion started moving again, waves of pleasure washed over me once more.

It feels good.
So good.
I didn't know it could feel this good.

Reaching climax because of the person I love, I'm so happy.

And.
I hope Ellion is as happy as I am in this moment.

"Haah, Ellion... I, ngh! I'm so happy..."
"Really? I'm glad."

Ellion smiled with satisfaction.

"Hngh, what about you...? Ngh, how do you feel...?"
"I'm also, ugh... happy, Daisy."

I'm glad.
We're happy together.

Ah... it really feels so good.
Again, nngh, I think I'm going to lose my mind again...

"E-Ellion... I, ahh, again... I'm coming again..."
"Hah, really...? I'm also, kuh... reaching my limit..."
"Haah! Then, hngh, this time, ahh, together...!"
"Yes...! This time together...!"

Ellion's hip movements gained speed.
With the added speed and strength, the pleasure grew even more intense.

Without time to think, I reached out to Ellion.
Ellion put his hands under my back and held me tight, and I embraced his head.

In this moment, we raced toward climax, relying only on each other.

"Daisy, now...!"
"Yes! Come! Hngh, inside... inside me, haah! Come...!"

Ellion trembled while pressed tightly against me.
I reached climax feeling Ellion's love filling me completely.

"Haa... haa..."

I loved the sound of Ellion's rough breathing in my ear.
I loved the weight and warmth of Ellion covering me.
I loved the feel of Ellion's muscles and flowing sweat against my body.

I moved my face to rub my cheek against Ellion's cheek.
Liking that gesture, Ellion showered my face with kisses.

After kissing my face for a while, Ellion raised himself up.
And slowly withdrew.

As Ellion's presence that had filled me completely pulled out, I felt a sense of loss in that empty space.

"Daisy, I'll bring you a glass of water."

Hearing that, I realized my throat was dry.
My throat seemed to hurt from all the moaning in Ellion's arms.

"Okay... Thank you..."

Ellion got up from the bed and picked up a water bottle placed in a corner of the room.

I'm glad we prepared water.
It was the water bottle I had brought in when I came to the room after crying so much at the papal office, and now it was being put to good use.

Suddenly, I felt something flowing from below.
When I touched it to check, I found that Ellion's essence that he had poured inside me was leaking out.

Somehow... it felt wasteful.

I placed one hand over my opening and pressed firmly.
This should prevent more from leaking out.

Come to think of it, it's strange.
When I use the bathroom or touch myself like this, I don't feel much, but why was it so stimulating when Ellion touched me?

"...What are you doing?"
"Hm?"

Ellion was holding out the water cup with an incredulous expression.
I took the cup with my free hand.

"It feels a bit wasteful."
"...What does?"

After taking a sip of water, I spoke.

"We went through so much to become one."
"We did, didn't we?"
"It was our first experience and your first release after all that struggle... it feels too wasteful to let it flow out like this."
"..."

Ellion looked at me as if he couldn't believe what he was hearing, then chuckled.
He slowly climbed onto the bed.

Ellion put the cup in my hand down beside the bed and smiled brightly.

"Why worry about that? I can just put more in."

Ellion's playful gaze was filled with desire for me.
So I removed my hand from my opening and slowly spread my legs.

"I'm counting on you."

We spent that night without sleeping a wink.

Ch.89 - 89. The Grand Duke of the North
# 89. The Grand Duke of the North

When I opened my eyes, I saw the familiar ceiling that had been visible beyond Elion all last night.

"You're awake?"

I turned my head to see Elion looking at me.

Seeing Elion as soon as I open my eyes.
How wonderful is that?

I immediately buried my face in Elion's chest.

This warmth that never gets old no matter how much I'm embraced, this scent that calms me.
It's the best.

Elion slowly stroked my head.

"Are you okay? Does anything hurt?"

"My waist hurts."

My waist was completely worn out from receiving Elion's affection until the morning sun rose.
But I suppose it was worth it for all that happiness.

"Maybe healing magic would help?"

"Maybe? But I don't think that's necessary."

I had no need for healing since I was planning to use the pain as an excuse to cling to Elion.

"Elion, how are you feeling?"

"I'm perfectly fine. The best thing about being a hero is the stamina, you know. Honestly, if you were up for it, I could go for more."

"T-that's a bit... Ah, I'm not saying I don't want to. It's just that it's too exhausting."

"Of course, of course."

Elion pressed his lips to my forehead.
When our eyes met again, we both laughed without either of us starting first.

Just looking at you makes me happy.

Ah, wait.

"By the way, how's your memory? Are you confused or having headaches?"

"Well, I have three sets of memories mixed together, so I need to sort them out a bit."

Three sets?

"Isn't it two? The previous Elion and the current Elion."

"Hmm, well... If we use the capital plaza incident as a reference point, I have memories of going to the goddess statue alone after leaving you, memories of going there with you, and memories of watching it all happen with the god Lagianos. So that's three."

Ah... I see.
Come to think of it, in my case, I was reincarnated and then possessed a body again, but for Elion, it was time travel followed by possession.
It's rather complicated.

"Daisy, you lived as a completely different being in a different world. In my case, I've always been Elion, so it's a bit easier."

"I see."

"Regardless of which Elion I am, the fact that I love you desperately remains unchanged, so it's not too difficult."

I couldn't help but smile at Elion's words.
This time, I kissed Elion's forehead.

"How can you say such adorable things?"

"It's just my honest feelings."

Elion returned the words I had said before.

That reminded me of last night.
When I expressed my honest feelings, Elion got excited and went wild.

Ah... that was really good too.
Once I recover my strength, I should try to turn Elion on again.

"But... Lagianos won't harm us, right?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm... a fate deviator or something, right? Just like he tried to deal with Byron, won't he try to do something to me too?"

"Oh, is that what you're worried about."

Elion pulled me close and patted my back as if to tell me not to worry.

"The wish I made in exchange for the prophecy has your happiness as its basic premise. My previous wish was to see you living happily, and this time's wish was to live happily with you."

My heart tightens.
I felt a surge of emotion thinking about Elion, who wished only for my happiness even before a god.

"So don't worry. If Lagianos could break this deal at will, he wouldn't have bothered with the troublesome prophecy and would have dealt with fate deviators himself."

"Is that... so?"

"Remember how the prophecy given to me changed?"

You mean how the prophecy about beheading the Demon King changed to achieving harmony?

"Yes, what about it?"

"After Lagianos had you possess that body at that point in time, he looked into your fate once more. It seems that if the war with the demon race had continued, something terrible would have happened to you."

Given Byron's tendencies that I've experienced, that was highly likely.
He came to the castle ruins alone when he heard Spanyada had died, and while he showed some gullible traits, that was limited to his own demon race.

When Elion beheaded Byron, it was a desperate situation after I had died.
If I had been alive, Byron and the other demons would have targeted me first, and Elion wouldn't have been able to properly focus on fighting them.

"Lagianos overturned his decision to deal with Byron, a fate deviator, in order to fulfill the wish I made. After going that far, he can't go back on it now. And most importantly, he said that as long as I continue to fulfill the prophecy, the wish will be maintained."

Elion's words put me at ease.
I trusted that Elion, who had observed Lagianos up close, had made a good judgment.

Grumble-
A sound that instantly broke the serious atmosphere was heard.
The problem was that it came from my stomach.

"You're hungry?"

"I-I don't know..."

"After moving so intensely all night, it's only natural. Let's wash up and go out."

Elion, being considerate, suggested that I wash up first.
And I responded quite unconsciously.

"...Want to wash together?"

After that, we washed up vigorously.

My legs were trembling.
Because Elion tried to wash every corner of my body, all my strength had drained away.
So now I was walking down the street, clinging to Elion's arm and leaning heavily against him.

"Are you okay?"

"...Why did I do that?"

I had clearly planned to provoke Elion after recovering some strength, but my mouth moved first.

I guess I wanted to do everything with Elion?
I didn't want to be apart from Elion anymore.

"Let's eat meat."

"Shall we?"

We found and visited a steak restaurant.

The restaurant was empty without a single customer.
Since we had stayed up all night and slept in, it was already past lunchtime when we woke up.
Thanks to that, it was pleasantly quiet.

I deliberately sat next to Elion rather than across from him.
I wanted to sit side by side and be lovey-dovey.
While I was enjoying Elion without any surrounding noise, two plates of steak arrived.

I quickly cut a piece and held it out to Elion.

"Aah."

"Ah."

"Mmm~"

Elion eating the meat was too cute.
Just watching him eat made me smile.

This time, Elion cut meat for me.
The meat tasted fantastic.
Probably because Elion was feeding me.

"It's so delicious."

"Eat a lot. You must have been very hungry."

"Mm-hmm."

Once our stomachs were somewhat full, we started talking about what to do after the meal.

"Shall we look for a house?"

"A house?"

"Yes, a house for us to live in after we get married."

Right, that's right.
Last evening, Elion had given me a ring and proposed, and I had accepted.
Preparing for marriage was the natural next step.
I had forgotten about it, simply enjoying being together.

"It would be better to find a house in the capital, right? It would be convenient for you to commute to the library if you get a job there."

"I can use portals, so it doesn't matter where we live."

"That's true."

Elion talked about the villages he had traveled to while working as a hero.
He described the atmosphere of the villages, whether the living environment was well-established, and so on, asking me to choose a place I liked.

Honestly, I didn't care where we lived as long as I was with Elion.
As I said, I could use portals for transportation, so I thought it would be right to go where Elion wanted.

After hearing me out, Elion carefully spoke.

"Then how about we travel to the places I mentioned after the wedding? I think it would be better for you to see them yourself and decide."

That didn't sound bad, so I was nodding when a vibration came from inside Elion's clothes.

It was a summons from the royal palace.
They had said they would call when the negotiation results were finalized, and it seems they were processed in just one day.

-If possible, they asked for your partner to come along as well.

Why are they calling for me again?

As soon as we left the restaurant, we moved to the royal palace through a portal.
After waiting a bit in the waiting room, we were soon able to enter the audience chamber.

"Welcome, both of you."

"You called for us, Your Majesty."

Elion and I knelt on one knee and bowed our heads.

"Raise your heads. I called you here to assign a mission based on the results of the recent negotiations."

No, why are they trying to give us another task?
Let Elion rest a bit.

"Even if the peace negotiations are announced, it won't immediately resonate with the people. They might fear and reject demons walking beside them."

That's true.
It would be difficult for humans who have been living peacefully to accept such a sudden change.

"So I want to entrust you with the management of the checkpoint. If you handle the affairs, the demons will be cautious, and the people will feel at ease. Of course, I'm not asking you to do this empty-handed."

I wonder what he's going to offer.

"If you accept, I will separate a portion of land adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains and give it to you. And I will bestow upon you a family name and title to solidify your position."

In truth, now that Elion's work as a hero was over, he could return to being a commoner and live doing whatever he wanted.
But from King Robe's perspective, he wouldn't want to waste someone of Elion's caliber.

By granting a title and land, he increases Elion's sense of belonging to Robe, and since it's in the north adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains, it's far from the capital and poses no significant threat to royal authority.
It was truly the best move for King Robe.

And I could predict what answer Elion would give.

"I will do it."

Elion would continue to fulfill Lagianos's prophecy for my happiness as well.
Since he had to work towards harmony with the demon race anyway, it was beneficial to accept what King Robe was offering.

When Elion accepted the proposal, King Robe laughed heartily.

"Excellent. From now on, I bestow upon Hero Elion the family name of North and appoint him as the Grand Duke of the newly established northern region."

And so, Elion became the Grand Duke of the North.
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"Then I'll leave the checkpoint in your care."
"I'll handle it, Your Majesty."

Ellion bowed his head.
King Robe laughed heartily, clearly satisfied.
Ellion was probably laughing inside too.

"And..."

Having finished his business with Ellion, King Robe turned to look at me.

"Hero's lover."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"You've accomplished quite a lot. You defeated the Demon King Army's 3rd Corps Commander and created an advantageous situation in the negotiations."

Starting with those words, King Robe recited various flowery phrases praising me.
He rambled on about how convenient the portal I used last time was, and how there were reasons the hero fell for me.
Just when I thought the introduction was getting too long...

"...So I should reward you somehow, but I have no idea what you might want. Is there anything you desire?"

...he finally got to the point.
He could have just asked directly instead of beating around the bush, which was frustrating.

The burden of maintaining appearances...
Royalty really lives a tiring life.

Well, it wasn't bad for me.
Being in a position to request something from the king was advantageous in itself.

"There's a business I'd like to start. I would appreciate your help."
"What kind of business?"
"Now that humans and demons will begin interacting, they'll need to learn each other's languages, right? I want to start a business that teaches both languages."

King Robe slowly stroked his beard and nodded.

"I see. That's a good idea. But what help do you need from me? Even without my assistance, you could do this once the hero becomes a duke."

It felt good that King Robe already thought of Ellion and me as a unit.
But right now, I needed to focus on something more important.

"Please transfer custody of Violet Stellen to me."

King Robe blinked in surprise.

"Why Violet Stellen?"
"As Your Majesty knows from Lord Grant's report, Violet Stellen is actually a goblin. That means she can speak both human and demon languages."
"Hmm... So you want to use her for language education."

King Robe understood immediately.

"But can you trust and work with someone who helped kidnap you?"
"I plan to have two ankle-shaped magic restraints made for Violet Stellen. I'll give the keys to Ellion to ensure she doesn't misbehave. There won't be any problems."

I looked into King Robe's eyes as I continued.

"Besides, she caused me harm, so shouldn't I get maximum compensation? Simply disposing of her would be boring."
"..."

King Robe seemed at a loss for words and looked at Ellion.

"...You're going to have a hard time."
"...Not at all."

Huh?
Ellion, why the hesitation?
What's the reason?

"Anyway, I understand. I was debating whether to execute Violet Stellen or not. I'll leave her fate to you."
"Thank you."
"I'm planning to announce the negotiations and hold a banquet soon. I'll let you know the schedule when it's decided, so you may go for today."



As King Robe was about to conclude, Ellion raised his head.

"I have one more thing to say."
"Oh? Go ahead."
"I proposed to Daisy last night."

Huh? Why is he mentioning this?

King Robe's gaze turned to me.
His eyes sparkled with interest, which was quite uncomfortable.

"Oh, did she accept?"
"Yes... she did..."
"That's wonderful news. Congratulations."

When I answered in an embarrassed, small voice, King Robe clapped his hands.
He looked back at Ellion.

"Have you set a date?"
"Not yet. However, due to your recent proposal, we may need to postpone it."
"Hmm, I see. Ah! How about holding your duke investiture ceremony and wedding simultaneously? If you do, I could officiate."

The king as our officiant?
That would be something to boast about for life!

"I was actually considering that, and I'm deeply honored."
"No need for such formality. When else would I get the chance to officiate the hero's wedding?"

We discussed the wedding schedule with King Robe and then returned home.



A few days after visiting the royal palace.
Sister Allia called us to the knights' office.

"The extent of land to be granted to the Hero has been decided."

Sister Allia took out a map and marked the area as she continued.

"Parts of the northern sections of Kanta, Aste, and Tesk regions adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains will be separated to form what will be named the North Duchy."

A long strip of land following the mountain range appeared on the map.
It was obviously designed to cover the entire mountain range, which was ridiculous.

"What about knight personnel?"
"The knights currently serving at the borders in those three regions will come under your command. As you'll be managing checkpoints, the organization will expand, and the number of knights assigned will increase."

Ellion and Sister Allia continued their military discussion.
Listening from the side, something occurred to me, so I asked Sister Allia.

"Wasn't there any resistance from the nobles who ruled those areas? From their perspective, they're suddenly losing their land."
"Well, there wasn't much resistance. They seemed to prefer giving up their border defense duties."

Come to think of it, that makes sense.
Being adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains means being on the frontline, so if demons had ill intentions, they'd be the first to fight.

...Wait, since Ellion is the hero, nothing really changes, does it?
Getting land was definitely beneficial.

"And a mansion is being built in the center of the duchy where you two will live."

Oh, I was worried about finding a place to live.
I guess our plan to decide where to live while traveling is now moot.

"Has the situation been explained to the local residents?"
"Of course."
"Then it wouldn't be a bad idea to go and see it for ourselves."

I chimed in at Ellion's words.

"Let's go then."
"Right now?"
"Yeah, since our home is already decided, let's just go with the feeling of taking a pure trip."
"Shall we?"

Once our tour of the future duchy was decided, Sister Allia rolled up the map with the marked areas and handed it to Ellion.
She then looked at me.

"Daisy, can you open a portal there?"
"Oh, I've never been there, so I don't think I can."
"Then I'll lend you a knight's carriage. Take that."

Is this what having connections means?

"Thank you, sister."
"It's nothing. And congratulations on your marriage to the hero. Be happy."
"Yes, I will."



We departed for the region that would become the North Duchy in the knight's carriage provided by Sister Allia.
The bearded knight who had accompanied us to Ullapio drove our carriage this time as well.

Since it wasn't a distance we could cover in a day, and we stopped at a village for a meal, we found ourselves facing nightfall.

"The distance to the next village is awkwardly far. I think it would be better to set up tents here. What do you think?"

The bearded knight looked around and suggested.

"We can just go home to sleep."
"Pardon?"

When I opened a portal, the bearded knight nodded in understanding.
When we went to Ullapio before, we could conveniently arrive at villages along the way and use their facilities, but in this situation, there was no need to travel at night.

As we crossed the portal and the capital's knight building came into view, the bearded knight said to us:

"When should I meet you tomorrow?"
"Just wait here after you finish lunch. We'll come to this spot."
"Understood."

The bearded knight bowed to us and disappeared into the knights' building with the carriage.

"Having a portal is certainly convenient."
"Isn't it?"

Portals are truly useful.
I can use a portal to go anywhere I've been before, like setting warp points in a game, so we can go elsewhere and return home like this.



We returned home.
This time, not to Ellion's knight quarters but to my rented room.

I flopped onto the bed without thinking and met Ellion's eyes.
Ellion slowly climbed onto the bed and hugged me tight.

"Ellion, I've been thinking..."
"Yes?"
"Why don't you move out of the knight quarters and live here with me?"

Since Ellion was going to step down from his hero position, continuing to stay in the knight quarters would be improper.
Also, in terms of living arrangements, the knight quarters had a separate kitchen, which was significant.

"There's still time left on the lease here, and it has nicely separated private spaces."
"That's true. We'll have a lot of private matters to attend to."

Ellion smiled mischievously.
Like attracts like—I found myself smiling mischievously too.

In the end, we engaged in many mischievous and private activities again.
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After burning the midnight oil again, we barely managed to wake up in time for lunch.
Clutching my aching back, I joined the bearded knight who was waiting for us in front of the Order.

Using a portal to return to where we had stopped yesterday, we continued our journey.
After traveling this way for several days, we finally reached the area that would become the North Duchy.

"Would you like to first examine the mansion that's being built?"
"Yes. Please take us there."

The house where Ellion and I would live.
Our family home.
The North Ducal mansion where our descendants would dwell for generations to come.

To think that I would get to see the construction site of what would become such a historic building.
I was so excited.

We rode in the carriage a while longer.

"We're here."

Following the bearded knight's words, we got out of the carriage and saw the mansion grounds.
My mouth fell open at the sight of the sprawling estate.

As we crossed the grounds with the knight, I could see numerous workers engaged in construction.
But the building's scale was even larger than I had imagined.

While Ellion and I were blankly watching the construction site, a middle-aged man approached us.

"Hero, good day to you. I am the supervisor in charge of the mansion construction."
"Ah, thank you for your hard work."

The construction supervisor offered to give us an explanation first.

"This area will be transformed into a garden later. And over there you can see..."

After explaining the construction process so far and future plans, the supervisor finally pointed to the building under construction.

"It's planned as a three-story mansion. Considering your status as the Hero, it was designed to be more splendid than other ducal residences in the capital. Do you have any questions?"
"Isn't it too large for just the two of us?"

At Ellion's words, the construction supervisor's face turned pale before he carefully spoke.

"W-when I was awarded this project, I was told you would become a duke... is that not correct?"
"That is correct."

When Ellion nodded, the construction supervisor breathed a sigh of relief.

"Phew... I thought my heart would stop. Why would you say such a thing? Naturally it's spacious—a duke typically employs servants in their mansion."
"That's right, Hero. A ducal mansion traditionally serves as a venue for social gatherings."

When even the bearded knight agreed, Ellion made a subtle expression.

Originally, before receiving the duke title, Ellion had wanted a modest home where the two of us could live together.
While he had considered space for future children, it certainly wouldn't have been anything of this scale.

Ellion is quite a modest person.
That hasn't changed much whether as the Hero now or as a shepherd before.
Being someone like that, just because he was becoming a duke, he probably hadn't thought about suddenly engaging in social activities with other nobles.

But unlike Ellion, I didn't think this house and status were bad at all.

Living as Kim Min-jun, I thoroughly learned what rock bottom was like.
Of course, our current situation isn't rock bottom, but money and power are better the more you have.

That's why I was making plans like the language business.
We could have lived comfortably enough with the money Ellion had earned from his Hero activities, but if possible, living more abundantly would be nice too.

I grabbed Ellion's arm as he was momentarily lost in thought.

"Ellion, let's go look around our town. Since we'll be living here from now on, I'm curious what kind of place it is."
"Oh, shall we?"

After saying goodbye to the construction supervisor, we sent the bearded knight back to the Order through a portal.
We slowly left the mansion grounds.

"Ellion."
"Yes?"
"Does it feel real now that you've become a noble?"
"Yes, it feels like we've gained more than I expected."

Ellion had accepted it because it was beneficial, but he was worried about whether he, a commoner, could properly govern the North Duchy.
Others might just see his stoic face, but to my eyes, his concerns were clearly visible.

"Don't worry too much. I'll do my best too."
"You can tell what I'm worried about?"
"It's written all over your face."

At my words, Ellion chuckled and put his arm around my shoulders.
We left the mansion grounds, staying close together like that.

As we walked through the streets, there were people who recognized us.
More precisely, they recognized Ellion, not us.

"It's the Hero!"
"Our new Duke!"

People quickly gathered around us.

"Hero, thank you so much for saving my father two years ago."
"Hero! I'm Gilbert, who fought alongside you last year! Do you remember me?"

The people were very favorable toward Ellion.
No wonder.

The area that would become the North Duchy was adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains.
How many times must Ellion have come to this region during his six years as the Hero?
He had helped the people here considerably—defeating demons, rescuing people, and fighting alongside them.

"We're so happy that you'll be staying here as our Duke, Hero!"
"Yes, indeed!"

Ellion responded to their goodwill with a smile.

"It's all thanks to you believing in me and helping me. I look forward to working with you all."
"I look forward to it too!"
"Me too!"

That's good.
This kind of goodwill and interest from the people would wash away Ellion's worries.

Just then, an elderly man stepped forward.

"Hero... there are rumors about peace negotiations with the demons. Is that true?"

The matter hadn't been officially announced yet.
But living in an area adjacent to the Sidnis Mountains, it seemed he had heard rumors.
In fact, with numerous workers going in and out of the mountains to build checkpoints, it wouldn't be difficult to know.

Ellion nodded at the old man's question.

"Yes, that's correct. There will be no more demon invasions from now on."
"What if... they speak of peace on the surface but plot behind our backs? It's hard to trust them..."

The old man said he was a native of this region and had witnessed the fights between humans and demons since childhood.
So he wasn't sure how effective this agreement would be.

Ellion took the old man's hands and bent down to meet his eyes.

"As long as I'm here, that won't happen. Please trust me."

At Ellion's assertion, the old man was silent for a moment.
He just quietly observed Ellion's face.

And after a while, the old man's hands tightened around Ellion's.

"Thank you, Hero. I don't have many days left, but please take care of the people living here."
"Of course. Everyone here is like family to me now."

The surrounding people began to applaud.
As passionate cheers erupted, Ellion didn't know where to put himself.

"But who is this sister here?"

Looking down at the young voice, I saw a young boy looking at me.
I felt a bit embarrassed as everyone's attention suddenly turned to me.

Ellion slowly took my hand.
His warmth made me feel at ease.

"Since everyone is gathered, I'll tell you. This woman is the person I love. On the day I receive my title as Duke, we plan to marry. Please take good care of my future wife as well."

Although Ellion's sudden declaration was a bit surprising, I didn't feel bad about letting people know I was Ellion's.

"Ah, um... I-I'm Daisy."

As I stammered through my introduction, smiles bloomed on people's faces.

"So you're our future Duchess!"
"If the Hero brought you, you must be a wonderful person!"

So this is how Ellion felt.
It was a bit awkward.

"Haha... I look forward to working with you all."

Even after greeting the residents, we continued to explore the village.
We asked various questions about whether there were any inconveniences or suggestions.

Every resident we asked initially waved off our questions, saying there were no issues, but after probing a few more times, they slowly opened up.

They mentioned wanting more healers in the village, needing more hands for work, and so on.
The previous nobles hadn't neglected them, but being born into nobility, there had been a slight disconnect.
Fortunately, as a commoner by birth, Ellion could empathize with their stories and promised to devise solutions as soon as he took office.

We returned home through a portal.
I took out my writing materials and slowly wrote down the issues we'd heard today.
Then I carefully thought about how to solve them.

Tomorrow and the day after, we would continue to tour the North Duchy.
That meant there would be more work to do.

We needed to create a budget, hire people to work within it, and run businesses.
My head felt like it might explode.

Although we would hire managers, both Ellion and I needed to understand everything to prevent any skimming in the middle.
Since we'd decided to do this, we had to be thorough.

If there's anything confusing, I should ask Sister Alia.

"Let's eat."
"Ah, yes."

A freshly prepared, hot dinner spread out before me, courtesy of Ellion.
My mouth watered.

"Looks delicious."
"Eat plenty."

Ellion's cooking suited my taste perfectly.
Once he becomes a duke, he probably won't cook anymore, right?
Still, I should ask him to cook occasionally.

Ch.92 - 92. Dress
# 92. The Dress

For several days, I traveled around the North Duchy, listening to the stories of its residents.
I made plans, dividing them into matters that Ellion could address immediately upon becoming duke and those that would need to be implemented gradually over time.

In the midst of this, a letter arrived from the royal palace.
It informed us of the schedule for a banquet to announce the peace negotiations.

"Umm... is there anything I need to prepare?"
"It doesn't say anything about that..."

Why are they calling for me again?
Shouldn't just Ellion be enough this time?
It's not like they need me for portal magic.

"Why don't you get a dress made while you're at it? You're the duchess now, after all."

When I asked Allia about it, that was her answer.

She wasn't wrong.
While it might not matter when I'm just in the duchy, now that I'm a duchess, I can't just show up to official events dressed any old way.

"Since we're on the subject, let's go buy one. We might need to have it custom-made, so we should hurry."

I nodded at Ellion's suggestion.

We found ourselves at a high-end clothing shop in the capital.
It was a place recommended by Allia, who said her parents frequented it as well.

"Welcome, customers!"

The employee immediately recognized Ellion and greeted us enthusiastically.

"Hero, have you come to get a suit fitted?"
"Actually, I came to get a dress for my lover... but I might as well get something for myself too."

At Ellion's words, the employee peeked at me.
Their eyes scanned me up and down as if analyzing me.
It sent chills down my spine, feeling like I was being assessed.

"Do you have a style of dress in mind?"
"Um... I-I'm not really sure..."

How would I know anything about dresses?
I've lived as a commoner my whole life, and in my other world, I was a man.

As I stood there awkwardly, the employee gestured for me to come inside.
Ellion left a parting comment to the employee.

"Make sure it's worthy of my name. She shouldn't be outshone by any nobles."
"Understood."

Ellion was clearly worried.
A royal banquet meant a gathering of all sorts of nobles, and he anticipated that some might look down on a commoner.

Of course, no one would directly confront me while I was stuck to Ellion's side.
But since Ellion had direct experience with nobles through his hero work, I remained silent.

"Please follow me, and Hero, you can go with that employee over there."

As I entered the changing room, the employee asked me to wait a moment and stepped outside.
Even the dresses already hanging here looked expensive at a glance, making me feel uncomfortable.

The employee who had gone outside returned with others, carrying several elegant boxes which they carefully placed on the floor.
When they opened the boxes, each revealed a magnificent dress.

"Would you like to try them on one by one?"

The employee's words sounded somewhat terrifying to me.

As I slowly began to undress, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
Below my neck, there would be red marks left by Ellion.
While I hesitated, the employees eventually helped me undress.

"My, the Hero must love you very much."
"Y-yes..."

How embarrassing!
So embarrassing!

Fortunately, the employees seemed as nonchalant as they sounded.
Perhaps because this was a shop for nobles, they didn't seem particularly interested in their customers' bodies.

I became a mannequin, trying on and taking off more than a dozen dresses.
But the employees still wore expressions of dissatisfaction.

Just call Ellion in.
Let him choose a dress he likes...

As I waited patiently for them to remove the expensive dress, another employee entered with several more boxes.

Those damned boxes.
I'd like to kick them away if they weren't so expensive.

Suppressing a sigh, I watched to see what kind of dress would emerge next.

"How about this one?"

Why even ask?
If you don't like it, you'll just bring another one anyway.

With that thought, I watched as they took the dress out of the box.

A modest sky-blue dress emerged.
Of course, it wasn't truly modest, but it had fewer decorations and less exposure than the previous ones.

For some reason, this dress caught my eye.
Could it be because I was wearing a sky-blue one-piece during the incident that turned both Ellion's and my life upside down?

"Um... I'll take the sky-blue dress, please."
"You like this dress?"
"Yes."

When I said I liked it, the employees helped me put on the sky-blue dress.
I liked it even more because it was truly modest, with no deep cuts at the chest or back.

"Are you sure you're satisfied with this one?"

The employees seemed concerned about Ellion's request not to be outshone and continued to hesitate.

"Yes. Could you call Ellion? I want to show him."

But what could they do if I was satisfied?
One employee went outside to fetch Ellion.

Ellion entered the changing room wearing a neat suit.
It seemed he had finished getting his suit fitted while I was choosing a dress.

But... wow.
Look at how perfectly it fits those broad shoulders.
This is my man. He really looks handsome.

Ellion couldn't take his eyes off me from the moment he entered the room.
His silent gaze made me feel shy.
Fidgeting a bit, I carefully asked him.

"...How is it? I like this one."
"...Beautiful. You're really beautiful."

Ellion, coming to his senses, carefully embraced me.

"T-there are people watching..."
"So what? I can't help it when you're so lovable."

When you say it like that, I can't push you away.

Glancing at the employees, I saw they looked relieved that Ellion was satisfied.

Ellion promptly turned to the employees.

"How much is it?"
"For the Hero's suit and the dress together..."

The amount was larger than I expected.
My eyes widened as I looked at Ellion, but he pulled out a blank check from his pocket.
After writing the amount he'd just heard and signing it, he handed it to the employee, who thanked him with a smile.

"Would you like to wear them out? Or shall we deliver them?"
"Could you keep them here for now? We're still building our house."
"There will be an additional storage fee. Is that acceptable?"

If Ellion had been alone, he might have just taken the clothes with him, but my dress was the issue.
It would be quite awkward to store it in our rented room.

After Ellion added the extra fee to the check, I was finally able to take off the dress.

As we exited the changing room, we saw a noble couple.
A muscular middle-aged man and a delicate, beautiful woman—they looked just like Beauty and the Beast.

But the woman seemed familiar somehow...

"Marquis Grant."

Grant?
Allia's parents?!

Come to think of it, didn't they say this clothing shop was one that Allia's parents frequented?

"Hero, it's been a while. My daughter has been in your care."
"Not at all. I'm the one receiving help."

While Ellion and Marquis Grant began their conversation, the Marchioness approached me.

"Are you Daisy, the Hero's lover?"
"Y-yes! That's me."
"I've heard a lot about you from Allia. I look forward to our relationship."
"Yes, likewise."

I answered stiffly out of nervousness, which made the Marchioness smile gently.

"You're going to be a duchess soon, so please speak comfortably."
"But it hasn't been announced yet... Did Allia tell you?"
"Yes. Allia asked me to take good care of you, saying you two are close."

I felt grateful to Allia.
When you think about it, Allia is a noble too, yet she treated me, a commoner, without any reservations.

"Oh my, our Allia should get married soon too..."

Allia was 32 years old.
Even on Earth, that would be past the typical marriage age, but in this world, it was considerably late.

She seemed to want to date too, but it didn't appear to be going well.
Since I couldn't bring up such a topic, I just smiled awkwardly.

"Anyway, if you have any questions about noble society or need any help, please write to me."
"Yes. I will."

Having finished her business, the Marchioness returned to her husband.
Soon Ellion came back to me, and after exchanging greetings, we left the clothing shop.

"What did Marquis Grant say?"
"He said to ask him if I had any questions about governing the territory."
"Allia told the Marchioness about us."
"That, and... rumors have probably spread already. The duchy residents know, and the nobles from Kanta, Aste, and Tesk who gave up land would know too."

That made sense.
Come to think of it, the shop employees didn't ask where I would be wearing the dress.
They already knew about the banquet and my becoming a duchess.

"A rumor travels a thousand miles without legs..."
"That's a saying from your world, right?"
"Yes."

Chatting as we returned home, we resumed planning how to govern the duchy.

And so, a few days later.
The day of the royal banquet dawned.
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I put on the dress I had purchased early in the morning from the clothing shop.

Indeed, I still liked it even upon seeing it again.
I made the right choice with this one.

The clothing shop was crowded not only with us but also with other nobles.
As the nobles collected their clothes, they glanced at me standing beside Ellion as they passed by.
I wasn't sure if it was because a commoner was in a noble-exclusive clothing shop, or if they were looking at me after hearing news like the Marquis and Marchioness Grant had, but their gazes were quite uncomfortable.

Still, they weren't approaching me or saying anything, just looking, so it wasn't a big deal.

"Let's get going now."

At Ellion's words, I quickly clung to him and linked arms.
As long as I was with Ellion, I had nothing to fear, regardless of who was watching.

Of course, it would be a bit embarrassing if people saw us being affectionate with each other...
But linking arms is nothing.

We left the clothing shop and boarded the prepared carriage.
It was a carriage sent from the royal palace in Ellion's name, and it was even more comfortable and luxurious than the knights' carriage.
The material of the installed seats felt completely different.

Since it was a carriage sent from the royal palace, and because Ellion had the status of a hero, we were able to enter the royal palace with a free pass.

Soon, we were able to enter the vast banquet hall.
A servant approached and guided us to our seats.

My eyes delighted in the splendor, different from that of the audience chamber.
As I was quietly looking around, Ellion called to me softly.

"Are you nervous?"
"Not at all?"
"That's good then."

With the hero beside me, having spoken with the king, pope, and saint, being friends with the demon lord, and having met Lagianos—what do I have to be afraid of?
Nobles are nothing compared to all the figures I've met so far.

The banquet hall was still quiet, perhaps because we had arrived early.
Some nobles tried to approach Ellion, but when they saw his gaze fixed only on me, they hesitated awkwardly.

Still, the bolder nobles came up to us and greeted us.

"Hero, how do you do? I am Alan Way of Litir."
"Hero, it's an honor to meet you. I am..."

The nobles didn't give me a single glance and only spoke to Ellion.
I wasn't sure if I should feel ignored or relieved that they weren't paying attention to me.
It seemed best to just sit quietly and keep a low profile.

Just then, I heard a familiar voice.

"There you are!"

An elf running over with a mischievous face.
It was Lina and...

"Didn't I tell you? That they would be where there are many people."

A wizard chiding Lina.
It was Heinrich.

As the two approached, the nobles who had gathered around us began to cautiously retreat, reading the situation.
It seemed they were also uncomfortable about inserting themselves between members of the hero's party.

Seeing the two after a long time, I stood up and gave a polite bow.

"Have you been well?"
"I have been well. Has Miss Daisy been well?"
"Of course."

Heinrich calmly accepted my greeting, while Lina made a fuss over my dress.

"Your dress is so pretty! It suits you!"
"Really? Hehe, Ellion says it's pretty too."
"Oh, stop rubbing it in."

As I was talking with Heinrich and Lina, the banquet hall had filled with many nobles.
And at the entrance, I spotted another familiar face.

Sister Allia was entering with the Marquis and Marchioness Grant.
Lina saw Sister Allia and exclaimed in surprise.

"Oh, what's with her? First time I've seen her like that."

Sister Allia wasn't wearing her usual armor or knight's uniform but a bright red dress.
On top of that, she was wearing makeup she normally didn't use, making her look like a delicate and pure beauty.

I had truly never seen her like this before.
It wasn't a look I had seen even in the game... I mean, in Ellion's memories.
Of course, if the previous Ellion who had killed Byron had returned to the capital and attended such a banquet, he might have seen it, but he had committed suicide, so he probably hadn't.

Sister Allia separated from the Marquis and Marchioness Grant and approached us.

"Have you been well?"

Her stiff manner of speaking, completely at odds with her appearance, confirmed it was indeed Sister Allia.

"Sister, you look really beautiful today."
"Ugh... don't flatter me like that... I feel so awkward I could die..."

Sister Allia's face turned as red as her dress.

"But why are you dressed like that?"

At Lina's question, Sister Allia sighed.

"Well... Mother said that today I'm participating as a noble, not as the captain of the knights, so I should dress accordingly, and she insisted..."
"How old are you that she still has to pick out your clothes?"

Under Lina's contemptuous gaze, Sister Allia flared up.

"It's not like that! I definitely had clothes prepared for today, but I just couldn't argue with Mother!"
"What clothes did you prepare?"
"The knight's uniform, of course!"

Looking at Sister Allia, I suddenly remembered the Marchioness Grant worrying about her daughter's marriage at the clothing shop.
And I also recalled Sister Allia muttering that she wanted to date too.

Seeing her current state, I thought she probably wouldn't be able to marry a noble...

Boom- Boom-
Suddenly, the sound of drums echoed through the banquet hall.
People began to rise from their seats.

Not knowing what was happening, I looked around, and Ellion whispered to me.

"The royal family is entering."

Ah... Ellion's voice and breath against my ear felt so good.
I almost let out a moan again.

Anyway, following everyone else, I stood up and waited, and from the entrance opposite to where we had entered, King Robe appeared.
Several people followed behind King Robe, and judging by their appearances and ages, they seemed to be members of the royal family.

King Robe looked around at everyone in the banquet hall before speaking.

"Thank you all for making the long journey here."

Due to his age, his voice wasn't particularly loud, but since everyone in the banquet hall was quiet, King Robe's voice was clearly audible.

"You've probably already heard rumors, so I won't speak at length. Would the hero's party please come forward."

At King Robe's words, the hero's party stepped forward.
Ellion looked at me and said quietly.

"Let's go together."

Huh? I'm not part of the hero's party, am I?
Just being here under your name is already too much for me.

"Go ahead, Ellion."
"Given His Majesty's temperament, I think it would be better if you came along."
"What are you saying? Hurry up and go. Everyone's waiting."

After sending Ellion off, I guarded the table alone.
The nobles glanced at me, but when King Robe began to speak, they turned their attention away again.

"Hero Ellion and his companions! I commend you for fulfilling the command of God Lagianos and returning!"

King Robe announced that he would bestow the surname of North upon Ellion and grant him the title of Duke.
Although this had been discussed beforehand, seeing it officially proclaimed made me realize that Ellion had truly become a noble.

Not only Ellion but the other party members also received some kind of rewards, as King Robe smoothly distributed honors.

Just when I thought all the commendations were over, King Robe suddenly looked at me.

"Hero. I hear you have a woman you intend to marry?"

...Holy shit.
At King Robe's words, everyone in the banquet hall began to stare at me.
I could feel cold sweat running down my back.

I should have listened to Ellion.
I should have just squeezed in among the hero's party!

As I lowered my head, uncomfortable with the attention, I heard King Robe laughing.
Damn, that old man, seriously.

"On the day you two marry, we will also hold the hero's inauguration ceremony as Duke. Let me know when the date is set."

We had clearly discussed the schedule together recently, yet he was pretending not to know.
Look at how shameless he is.
If he weren't the king, I would have cursed him out right away.

When Ellion and the hero's party returned, I was finally able to sit down.

Ellion silently put his arm around my shoulder.
Yet there was a smile lingering at the corners of his mouth, as if to say "you should have listened," which annoyed me a little.

"And there is another important announcement. From now on, we will treat the land of the demon race, Neswith, as a separate country and have signed a peace treaty."

Of course, there was no murmuring in the banquet hall at this announcement either.
That was because the officials who had been pressured to draft the negotiation terms were all nobles, so rumors had already spread among the nobility.

Making this announcement now was simply a formal declaration to the public.

"I meant to keep it short, but it ended up being longer than expected. Now eat, drink, and don't cause trouble. Go home early. That is all."

With those words, King Robe took his seat at the royal table.

Only then did the nobles begin to converse with each other.
The banquet had officially begun.

I moved around with Ellion, filling my plate with food.
My eyes were busy taking in the high-class cuisine I had never seen before in my past life, current life, or since being possessed.

I filled my plate with various foods and sat down, but unfortunately, my stomach capacity wasn't very large.
I really only had one bite of each type, but I still couldn't try everything.

Ellion, who had devoured all the food I left behind, slowly said to me.

"Remember the foods you liked or were disappointed you couldn't try. When we live in the mansion, I'll invite chefs so you can taste them."

How can he be so sweet?
Instinctively, I nestled against Ellion's chest.

"They're really going at it, seriously."
"For fuck's sake."

Lina and Sister Allia's blunt comments no longer bothered me.
It had already been announced in front of many people that we would be getting married, so what did it matter?

I decided to be more open with my displays of affection from now on.
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The day right after the banquet.
The Vatican publicly announced Ragianus's prophecy to the masses.

They claimed that because the Demon King had first approached with a request for peace and bowed his head, Lord Ragianus had generously changed his prophecy with a magnanimous heart.

As someone who knows the inside story, it seems like an elaborate scam, but what can I do?
The Pope's side wants to save Ragianus's face.

Well... I don't only have negative feelings toward Ragianus.
If Ragianus hadn't given Ellion the prophecy, we probably would have died together when our hometown was attacked by demons.
I'm grateful for that.

The reaction from the citizens of Robe was generally indifferent.
As expected of a Holy Nation, they showed faith that the god must have had his reasons.

...Somehow, I think I can understand Rosaline now.

Anyway, if there's any backlash, that's for the Robe royal family and the Pope to handle. Ellion and I just need to do what we need to do.

At a castle ruin in the Sidnis Mountains.
We opened a portal to this place, which would now serve as a checkpoint.
Just like with the construction of the North Duke's mansion, we needed to check on the checkpoint's construction.

At the construction site, not only humans but also demons were working, and they seemed to be cooperating quite well with surprisingly little friction.
At that moment, a man approached us.

"Hello, Hero... no, you're now Duke North, right? I'm the Robe-side manager for Checkpoint No. 1."
"Checkpoint... No. 1?"
"It's a temporary name. Since it's the first checkpoint being built, it's Checkpoint No. 1. It will be given an official name after completion."

After resolving the question about the name, Ellion began asking about various matters.
They discussed residential areas, maximum capacity, and how to construct buildings considering the size differences between humans and demons.

"The Robe side wants to extract minerals from the Gremlin Residence Gorge. If they bring such minerals to the checkpoint, we'll need storage space."
"Then it would be good to select land and create more flat areas."
"Above all, establishing roads is important."

While Ellion was talking with the manager, I looked around the checkpoint.

Instead of completely destroying the castle ruins, they were reusing traces of the castle walls or expanding buildings, making it slightly different from the ruins in my memory.

"Isn't that Daisy? What are you doing here?"

I turned my head at the sound of my name and saw Bako sauntering over.

"Are you the demon-side manager?"
"That's right. Who else would it be?"

Well, it makes more sense for you to do it than Caurus.

"You came to check the construction site? Anything you're curious about?"
"Ellion will ask about that in a bit."
"Tsk, it's a bit uncomfortable talking with the human hero."

As I watched Bako scratching his head, I suddenly became curious.
When Robe announced the peace negotiations, they must have stated that Byron bowed first. I wondered if there was any pushback from the demon side.

"What's the atmosphere like at the Demon King's castle now?"
"Nothing special. Why?"
"The Robe Vatican announced that Byron bowed first. I was wondering how the demon side took it."

Bako raised his eyes as if trying to recall.

"Well, after your human... the Robe side made that announcement, Byron immediately summoned the tribal chiefs. And he told them that he had led the peace treaty."

'Byron bowed his head first' versus 'Byron took the initiative to make the treaty.'

The result is the same and they seem similar at first glance, but the nuance is quite different.

"And Byron announced Spanyada's death. He said that when Spanyada tried to take over a body, he was counterattacked and killed by the hero's lover."

Huh? Really?

"Didn't the demons who sided with Rao protest?"

Bako waved his hand in response to my question.

"Since they saw Rao being split in half, they couldn't easily speak up."

But isn't that not the style of governance Byron wanted?
Contradicting my doubt, Bako immediately provided an answer.

"Akila came forward with testimony. Said she was used by Spanyada."

The stone I had thrown into Akila's heart on the day I declared I killed Spanyada had created ripples that reached the present.

"Spanyada's lies to Byron were exposed when it was revealed he had used the Akila siblings. The demons were shocked by how Spanyada exploited even his fellow demons."

As a result, the demons also developed a negative perception of Spanyada.
In truth, anyone who saw Spanyada's antics would inevitably view him negatively.
Spanyada, that bastard.

Ah, speaking of Akila, I should visit Acla too.
I wonder if news about the current state of the country has reached him in prison.

"When do you think it will be completed?"
"Checkpoint No. 1 can be done in a few weeks. No. 2 and 3 have just broken ground though."
"I see. Who's in charge of the Neswid checkpoint?"
"Kuryus, the Ogre chief... Oh, you shared memories with Spanyada, right? Then you know him."

Kuryus...
Well, the tribe closest to this castle ruin was Kuryus's ogre tribe.
It was a natural appointment.

"Daisy."

I heard Ellion's voice.
It seemed he had finished talking with the Robe-side manager and was looking for the demon-side manager.
Bako made a sour face as soon as he saw Ellion.

"Second Corps Commander. So you're the manager?"
"...Yeah."

Watching their conversation, I understood why Bako felt uncomfortable with Ellion.
As I had felt when impersonating Spanyada, Ellion had a clear difference in attitude between those inside and outside his circle.

Should I say he has a sharp edge?
Even Bako, who approaches everyone in a friendly manner, couldn't easily approach due to Ellion's aura.

After finishing business at the checkpoint, I went to visit Acla as planned.
Acla blinked, seemingly having difficulty understanding my request through the prison bars.

"...You want me to teach language?"
"Why? Don't you want to?"
"It's not that. But for someone who said they would suck me dry to the bone, this seems too easy..."

He thinks teaching others is easy.
There's a big difference between teaching subordinate knights as a vice-captain of the Holy Knights and teaching students as an instructor.

"It may be called an instructor, but Mr. Acla, you'll be under complete control. Wearing magic suppression devices to prevent you from using magic is just the beginning; someone will monitor your every move."
"..."
"Oh, that's not much different from prison, is it?"

Acla just kept blinking at my words.

"Still... you'll at least be able to meet Akila once or twice. And depending on how diligently you work, we might forgive you and grant you freedom."
"..."
"What will you do? Stay in prison and face execution? Or do the job I'm asking?"

Acla lowered his gaze to the floor, as if thinking for a moment.
Then, as if having made a decision, he met my eyes.

"...I'll do it."
"Good. You've made a wise choice."

In truth, it didn't matter what decision Acla made.
I had already spoken to the King of Robe and taken custody of Acla, so even if he refused, I was planning to force him to work.

"You'll be able to leave prison soon. Next time we meet, it will be outside."

And so, after days busy with all sorts of business matters.
Finally, news came that the North Duke's mansion was completed.
So I immediately moved to the mansion with Ellion.

The sight of the mansion at first glance was nothing short of beautiful.
There was a wide garden in the center, with single-story buildings for servants' quarters on either side of the garden.
And in front, the three-story building where Ellion and I would stay displayed its majestic appearance.

Crossing the garden and entering the building, we saw a wide first-floor lobby with stairs. The second floor had offices, and the third floor had private spaces for the duke and duchess.

"This is amazing!"
"It really is."
"I'm so glad you like it."

As we couldn't close our mouths while looking around the building, the construction manager who was guiding us kept bowing.

"It's truly wonderful. We'll add a bonus on top of the agreed payment."
"Oh my, Hero! No, Duke! Thank you so much!"

Looking at the construction manager with his mouth wide open, I had a thought.
Since the North Duke's territory was just starting, there were still many buildings to be constructed.
Someone who could build such a satisfactory building would be good to hire for other jobs as well.

"I'll contact you again if there's more construction work."
"Oh, it would be an honor! Hehehe!"

After the construction manager left with his staff, we walked through the mansion interior once more.
The quiet interior, still without servants, put our minds at ease.

"One week left."
"Indeed."

The schedule we had discussed with the King of Robe was approaching.

One week after the expected completion date of the duke's mansion.
Ellion's inauguration ceremony as duke was scheduled.

And at the same time, our wedding was planned.
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The day after the mansion was completed.
Many people were lined up on the first floor of the mansion.

They were the staff who would serve at the Duke of North's mansion, carefully selected and verified by the royal palace itself.

Maids who would handle the kitchen and cleaning, laborers who would manage the garden and odd jobs, and servants who would process documents and manage the mansion's finances were all lined up, waiting for Ellion's words.

Ellion looked around at the staff before speaking.

"Thank you all for coming here for us. I look forward to working with you."

Applause erupted after his brief greeting.

"As you all know, today we'll start by organizing the mansion and arranging items. There's a lot to do, so let's begin right away."

Normally, moving furniture and belongings would have taken several days.
However, thanks to portal magic, all the luggage could be transported directly to the mansion, allowing work to begin immediately.

First, they filled the dining room with kitchen utensils and food ingredients, and stocked the warehouse with garden maintenance tools, hammers, and other carpentry tools.
Bedding for the staff quarters was pushed through using portals.

Ellion and I didn't just watch but helped with the work, which made the staff a bit uncomfortable but grateful.

While we were in the middle of moving, our first head butler approached.

"Lady Duchess, I've placed the congratulatory letters in the study."
"Thank you. I'll check them right away."

Although the wedding hadn't taken place yet, the mansion staff were already treating me as the Duchess.
Since our marriage had been announced at the royal banquet, and the staff had been sent from the royal palace, everyone treated me this way without question.

I headed straight to the study and found the table piled high with letters.
They were all from nobles, sent to congratulate us on our marriage.

This morning, the royal palace had announced the date of my wedding to Ellion.
This was the timing we had previously discussed with King Robe in the audience chamber—the day after the mansion's completion.

After the announcement, nobles who hadn't been able to establish connections at the banquet sent all sorts of letters and gifts as if to make up for it.

The flowery language in the letters gave me a headache, but I examined each one carefully.
The nobles' way of communication was fully reflected in these letters.

To be honest, this refined style doesn't suit me well.
I was born a commoner, worked construction jobs on Earth, and even served as a Demon King's army commander after being possessed.
It was far removed from my entire life experience.

But now, as Ellion North's wife and a noble, it was something I needed to adapt to.

As I was examining the letters, the head maid entered the study.

"Lady Duchess, the royal palace has sent the dress for you to wear at the wedding. Would you like to try it on?"

A dress...
Hearing those words suddenly made everything feel real.

Less than a week remained until my wedding with Ellion.

Oh... my heart started racing again.
I enjoyed the fluttering feeling of anticipation.

"Yes, let's try it on."

When I agreed, the maids brought in several dresses, from pure white to various colors.
After trying on different styles, I finally chose one I liked.
Once I made my decision, the head maid and the other maids took the dress and left.

"Have you chosen?"

After the maids left, Ellion appeared, seemingly having waited outside.

"Were you waiting outside? You should have come in."
"The maids stopped me, saying I should only see you in your wedding dress at the ceremony."

The maids were cute, and so was Ellion for obediently following their instructions.
It made me smile.

"Hehe, really?"
"But seeing the dress they carried out, I think I know what you'll be wearing."
"What?"
"A sky-blue off-shoulder dress, right?"

W-what?
How did he know?

"Sky blue was the only one of that color."
"...Hmph, I should choose something else then."
"Don't do that. I think it will suit you well."

H-hmph!
Well, I guess I'll follow my future husband's opinion!

Before I knew it, time had flown by amid all the work.
Finally, the wedding day arrived.

The wedding was held in the capital.
It was combined with Ellion's duke investiture ceremony, but also because King Robe had stubbornly insisted on officiating the ceremony himself.

I was now sitting in the bride's waiting room, nervously tapping my feet.
Ellion would be going through his duke investiture ceremony outside right now.
Once the investiture ended, the wedding would follow immediately.

"D-d-don't be t-too nervous."
"Sister, you're more nervous than I am right now."

Allia, wearing the red dress I'd seen at the banquet, was trembling.
How could she perform her knightly duties so well but be more nervous at someone else's wedding?

"Allia, you're making Daisy more anxious."
"I-is that so? T-then I'll w-wait outside."

At Lina's rebuke, Allia stiffly walked out of the waiting room.

"Now, Daisy. Start with deep breaths."
"Hoo... Aren't you nervous, Lady Lina?"
"How many weddings do you think I've seen in my life? Besides, it's not my wedding, so why would I be nervous?"

I chatted with Lina to calm my nerves.
During our conversation, a maid entered the waiting room.

"The investiture ceremony has concluded. The wedding will begin shortly, so please be ready."

I felt the tension rising again.

Seeing my nervousness, Lina took my hand.

"It's okay."
"Lady Lina..."
"What, are you going to your death? You're just going to see your husband."

Sh-she's right.
Ellion is waiting for me outside.
After overcoming so many hardships with Ellion, I shouldn't be nervous about this.

...No, that's not what I meant...

Ah, whatever!
I'll just go with the flow.

"Bride, it's almost time for your entrance. Please get ready."

Hoo...
I took a deep breath and stood up.
Two maids approached and held the hem of my dress.

"Here you go."

I took the bouquet Lina handed me and positioned myself in front of the door.

"The bride enters!"

It was time for me to go out.

"Take my hand."

Heinrich approached me.
Normally, the bride's father would do this, but since both our parents and Ellion's had passed away long ago, we had to find someone else, and Heinrich was chosen.

Heinrich initially declined, saying it wasn't appropriate for him, but he was the man I trusted most after Ellion.
Ellion also stepped in to persuade him, and Heinrich eventually agreed.

I took Heinrich's hand and looked straight ahead.

Ellion, dressed in a white suit, was waiting for me with a flushed face.
As I walked down the aisle, I kept my eyes on him.

It had been such a long journey.
From having my life taken by Spanyada, becoming a fate deviant and flying to Earth, living as a man for 19 years there, and then returning here to be with Ellion.
In fact, my return was all thanks to Ellion's efforts.

Now I was slowly approaching him.

Finally, I reached Ellion.
Heinrich handed my hand to Ellion, who gently enveloped it in his.
Just holding hands made me happy already.

"What a well-matched pair."

At King Robe's words, we looked forward.
The wedding address began.

"I've attended many weddings, marrying off my children and grandchildren, but the happiest wedding was my own. That much..."

But...

"Marriage is when two people become one..."

It was...

"Happiness isn't far away. Even in small mindsets, it's enough to..."

...quite long.

This old man was getting long-winded again.
It felt like listening to a principal's lecture right in front of me.

I thought I heard someone yawning in the audience.
Maybe I misheard?
No, if even I, the bride, was getting sleepy, it probably wasn't my imagination.

This is crazy.
Why is he talking so much?
Hurry up and finish.

Since he's the king, there's no one who can tell him off...

"Hey, man! You're talking too much! Cut it out!"

...Huh?
That voice?

I glanced over to see Lina standing with an extremely annoyed expression.

"Is it your wedding? Are you the main character here? You talk way too damn much!"
"Lady Lina... if you speak to me like that, what becomes of my dignity? I am the king, after all."

Oh, shit.
Is this something we can handle?

"So you're the king, not an insomnia therapist? Why are you trying to maintain your dignity by putting everyone to sleep?"

King Robe looked around at the audience after Lina's words, then sighed.

"...Now, let's proceed with the marriage vows."

Wow, it worked.

"Groom, Ellion North, do you swear to take Daisy as your wife, to love each other and fulfill your duties as a husband?"
"Yes, I swear."

King Robe turned his gaze to me.

"Bride, Daisy, do you swear to take Ellion North as your husband, to love each other and fulfill your duties as a wife?"
"Yes, I swear."
"Then, let the two of you share a kiss of promise."

I faced Ellion.

Ellion.
My one and only person, whom I truly love and am grateful for.

I slowly closed my eyes as I felt Ellion's hands cup my cheeks.

The sensation of warm, moist lips.
Ellion touched me.

I wanted to feel more of Ellion, but anything beyond this would have to wait until we got home.

"I love you, Daisy."

Ellion said as soon as he pulled away slightly.
So I answered with all my heart.

"I love you too, Ellion."

Our sincere feelings were exchanged, and finally, the wedding was over.

After greeting the guests, evening had fallen.
When we returned to the mansion, we satisfied our hunger and washed up.
Then we headed straight to the couple's bedroom.

Now it was time for just the two of us.

Ch.96 - 96. Happily
# 96. Happily

As soon as we entered the bedroom, we kissed.
We were now husband and wife, and no one could stop us.
We simply took our time, feeling each other's warmth and sharing our breaths.

There was no need to rush.
We lay on the bed, embracing each other naked.

"Elion."
"Yes?"
"Let's... really live happily together."
"Of course. That's how it should be."

I slowly buried my face against Elion's chest.
Elion's scent always made me feel at ease.

As I felt the sensation of his chest, it suddenly occurred to me that I had never been the one to initiate intimacy with Elion. Since meeting the Holy Maiden, we had been intimate whenever we had the chance, but it was always led by Elion.

Elion would caress me until I was aroused, then penetration.
It was always in that order.

Today, for some reason, I wanted to be the one to pleasure him first.
After all, lovemaking should be about giving and receiving.

Since we usually ended up doing it multiple times once we started, it wouldn't hurt for me to take the lead for the first few rounds.

In that position, I slowly licked Elion's chest.

"...Daisy?"
"Today, *lick*, today I'll do it for you..."

I continued moving my tongue while responding to Elion's puzzled voice.

"All this time..., you've been, *slurp*, pleasuring me... Now I, *kiss*, want to do it for you..."

Elion let out a small laugh.
When I looked up, the corners of his mouth were turned upward.

"So, *kiss*, just lie still today."
"Alright. I'm in your care."

Elion lay comfortably on the bed, relaxing his body as he looked at me.
He had given me permission to take complete control.

I climbed on top of Elion, just as he usually did to me.
Elion was looking at me with a smile.

I smiled back before bringing my lips to his neck.
After a kiss, I gently traced it with my tongue.
Slowly moving down to his chest, then his stomach, I finally faced Elion's "holy sword" that had been asserting itself all along.

I slowly gripped the shaft with both hands and looked up at Elion.

"May I...?"
"Yes."

I composed myself and looked at Elion's member.
Seeing it up close, I thought again how incredibly large it was.

To think this has gone in and out of me so many times...

Recalling how I used to pleasure myself when I was Kim Min-jun, I slowly moved my hands up and down.

"Yes, just like that..."

Looking at Elion, I noticed his cheeks seemed slightly flushed.
Hmm, maybe not yet since I haven't done much?
I'll know as I continue.

I carefully kissed the tip of Elion's glans.
Showing my intention to service this part from now on.

The response was immediate.
Elion's member began to twitch as if asking for more kisses.
That clear reaction gave me confidence.

I carefully licked the tip with my tongue while simultaneously moving my hand up and down.
All the while, I kept glancing at Elion's expression.
Elion couldn't take his eyes off me.

Good.
Keep watching me as I work hard for you.

This time, I brought my lips to the shaft.
Tilting my head slightly, I slowly licked up the shaft, moving my neck.
Not just licking, but occasionally taking it between my lips, sucking it gently to stimulate him.

Soon, I saw pre-cum emerging from Elion's urethra.
I extended my index finger to touch the pre-cum, stroking the opening.

Rubbing my index finger and thumb together, the slippery yet sticky sensation felt erotic.
Since this had appeared, it meant he was getting stimulated to some degree, so I decided to move on to the next step.

I held Elion's member and slowly opened my mouth.
Then carefully took it into my mouth.

When the glans was completely inside my mouth, a moan escaped from Elion's lips.

"Mmh, Daisy..."

Elion's hand came up to my head.
I suddenly felt concerned and removed my mouth from his member.

"Haa... Elion, just to be clear, don't push my head down forcefully, okay? This is my first time doing this, so I'm being careful. If I get startled and bite down, it would be terrible."
"Yes, I understand."

After hearing Elion's answer, I took him into my mouth again.
Not just holding it still, but moving my tongue and sucking gently.
I savored Elion slowly, like rolling candy in my mouth.

Then slowly, very slowly, I lowered my head.
I was curious to see how much I could take in.

"Hmm..."

As I moved carefully to avoid touching it with my teeth, saliva dripped from my mouth.
When it reached near my uvula, I started to gag.
I tried to endure it somehow, but eventually had to spit it out.

"Hurk, haah..."
"Daisy, are you okay? You don't need to push yourself too hard."

As I caught my breath, I heard Elion's concerned voice.
I wanted to make him feel good, but I only made him worry!

For now, oral was on hold.
This was something I'd need to get used to gradually as Elion and I continued our relationship.
Someday, I'd really try to take it all the way.

I raised my body and climbed on top of Elion.
Holding his member, I slowly aligned it with my slit.
Maintaining the tension, I lowered my posture.

I could feel Elion entering me.

"Hngh...!"

It was indeed big.
The foreign sensation filling me up almost made my legs give out.

With Elion inside me, I slowly changed to a kneeling position.
Then I moved my hips back and forth.
I could feel Elion's member stirring inside me with each movement.

"Ahng, haah..., how does, haang, this movement feel...?"

I was curious.
Whether I was doing well, how he was feeling.

"It feels good."
"I'm glad, ngh, about that... I'll, ah! keep gooing..."

Happily continuing to move my hips, I felt the need to change positions slightly.

"Elion, hold my hands."

Holding hands with Elion for balance, I changed to a squatting position.
This time, I moved by lifting and lowering my buttocks.

Squelching sounds hit my ears.
From the moment I had Elion in my mouth, my lower region was already soaking wet.
Thanks to that, the stimulation came smoothly.

It feels too good.
I set out to please Elion, but I think I'm enjoying it more.

I was about to speed up but decided to ask for Elion's opinion first.

"How's, ahng, this position...?"
"This is good too. How about you? Isn't it tiring?"
"Ahng! It's fine... If you're happy, ah! then I'm happy too..."

Suddenly, Elion raised his upper body.
Before I knew it, we were in a face-to-face sitting position.

"Why...?"
"I want to kiss you."

As soon as he finished speaking, Elion kissed me.
At the same time, he thrust his hips upward.

"Ahk?! Today, aang, I said, hngh, I would, haang, do it for you...!"
"Sorry. You were moving so beautifully that I couldn't hold back anymore."

As if to prove he couldn't hold back, Elion embraced my waist and began thrusting rhythmically.
After having been in control of the pace, the sudden shift to Elion's rhythm made it hard to keep my senses.

"Haah, Eliooon...! I'm, ang, going to, ahk, aaah!"
"As much as you want."

Even as I reached my climax, Elion didn't stop moving his hips.
Far from stopping, he moved his hands to fully grasp my breasts.

In my dazed state, I instinctively arched my back slightly.
As if he had been waiting for this, Elion took my nipple into his mouth.

"Haang, ang! So gooood...! Eliooon!"

It felt like my entire body had become an erogenous zone.
I could feel Elion's love throughout my entire body.

Elion's hands slipped under my knees.
He moved his body slightly and got off the bed while still connected with me.
I found myself suspended, held up by Elion's hands.

"Uhah... Ahng..."
"Huu... Daisy, put your arms around my neck."

As I did as told, Elion's arms moved vigorously, lifting me up and down.
With Elion moving his hips at the same time, I reached climax while suspended in mid-air.

"Heut, heek..."

My body trembled uncontrollably.
I just buried my head in Elion's shoulder and accepted the pleasure that continued to wash over me.

Elion's member penetrated even deeper, making it impossible to maintain my senses.
Perhaps because my feet were off the ground, I felt like I was truly flying to heaven.
With each thrust, another climax washed over me.

"Daisy, kuk, I'm about to..."
"Ahng, mmng, hng! Co-come..."

In that position, Elion released his love deep inside me.
As I felt Elion's essence filling me up, my body trembled uncontrollably.

Elion carefully laid me down on the bed.
Then he kissed and caressed me as if to calm my trembling body.

"Ahh, E-Elion..."
"Daisy, I was so happy that you wanted to take the lead today."
"Huk, r-really...?"
"Of course. I look forward to more in the future."

In truth, being my first time doing this, I was obviously quite inexperienced.
Nevertheless, Elion whispered in my ear that it was good, that he was happy, that he loved me.

His affectionate words made me happy.
Choosing Elion as the man to spend my life with was the best decision of my life.

"Elion... no, honey."
"...Huh?"
"Let's... live happily... So happily that everyone will be envious..."

My words were cut off before I could finish.
It was because Elion immediately kissed me.

"Mmph, chu, Elion..."
"Keep calling me, *smooch*, honey. I'll call you honey too from now on."
"Yes! Honey, I love you honey, I love you!"
"My goodness. I didn't know 'honey' could be such an erotic word."

Our night as a married couple began to burn passionately once more.

Ch.97 - 97. Pregnancy
# 97. Pregnancy

Life with Elion wasn't all sunshine and roses as I had imagined.
There were far more duties for a ducal couple than I had anticipated.
I had tried to prepare before taking office, but the reality was quite different.

The head butler helped with paperwork, but honestly, we hadn't worked together long enough for me to completely trust and delegate everything to him.
I felt more at ease reviewing the documents the butler submitted one more time.

With so much work and so many concerns, each day passed by in a blur.

Then one day.

"Your Grace, the healer has arrived at the mansion."
"Very well. Please escort them to the reception room."

The healer who would be residing at the ducal mansion had arrived.
As we entered the reception room, a middle-aged woman who had been sitting stood up.

"Hero... no, you're the Duke now, aren't you? It's been a long time."
"Ms. Noren. It has indeed been a while."

Elion was already acquainted with the healer Noren.
In the past, when Elion was actively fighting against demons, he had worked alongside knights, and she had been the healer assigned to his unit.
Just as we were looking for a healer, Noren had left the knighthood, and at Elion's suggestion, she came to work at the North ducal mansion.

After briefly chatting with Elion about old times, Noren straightened her posture.

"First, may I examine both of your current physical conditions?"
"Of course."

Noren took Elion's wrist and closed her eyes.

"You are in good health, Hero. That's what I expected. Still, do you have any discomfort or pain anywhere?"
"No, nothing in particular."

At Elion's response, Noren began recording on a small piece of parchment.
After finishing her notes, she turned to look at me.

"My lady, may I hold your wrist for a moment? It's for the examination."
"Yes, I understand. Please go ahead."

I had previously had my condition checked by a vampire healer at the Demon King's castle.
Since I had experienced this before, I wasn't worried.

Noren began examining my body and slowly spoke.

"The lady also doesn't seem to have any issues... wait, just a moment..."

When Noren suddenly stopped speaking, Elion's eyes widened.
Elion looked at me with a worried expression.
I couldn't help but feel anxious too.

"Ms. Noren, is there something wrong with my wife?"
"Well, it seems she might be pregnant."

...Huh?
What did she just say?

"Pardon?"
"While observing your body with magic, I sensed the energy of another life. Given the location of this energy, I've preliminarily determined it to be pregnancy. My lady, when was your last menstrual cycle?"
"Now that you mention it... I haven't had one..."

I had been so busy that I hadn't paid much attention to it.
I just thought my cycle was irregular again due to stress.

"Have you experienced increased appetite, fatigue, or such symptoms recently?"
"I've been so busy... I just thought I was tired and hungry because of all the work..."

Noren asked me a few more questions, and the more I answered, the more everything seemed to fit.

"Really...? Really...?"

Elion murmured blankly while staring at my belly.
I slowly caressed my stomach.

There's a child of mine and Elion's in here?

Come to think of it, considering how often Elion and I had been intimate, it would have been more surprising if I hadn't gotten pregnant.
This world had its own methods of contraception, but I had never used any.

I quietly turned my head toward Elion.
He was looking at me with an expression that seemed on the verge of tears.

"Daisy..."
"Elion..."

Elion immediately embraced me.
All my confused emotions washed away, replaced by a surge of happiness.

"Thank you, Daisy. Thank you so much."
"Thank you too, Elion."

As we held each other as if we were the only two people in the world, a cough was heard from somewhere.
Noren was looking at us with an awkward expression.

"Um... it's not completely confirmed yet. We need to do a more detailed examination to be certain."

Noren cautioned us to consider the possibility, however slight, that it might be a misdiagnosis.
So we decided to proceed with a more thorough examination right away.

While Noren stepped out briefly to gather her supplies, Elion held my hand tightly.
But somehow, it seemed like Elion was trembling more than I was.

"Why are you shaking so much? Don't worry too much."
"I'm just a bit nervous."

I was nervous too.
But I thought that even if it turned out I wasn't pregnant, there was no need to be too sad.

Even if not today, we were intimate almost daily, so it wouldn't be long before a baby would come along.
And even if there was an issue preventing us from having children, it would be enough to just live happily with Elion.

Just as I was comforting Elion, Noren returned with a piece of paper.
On the paper placed on the table, there was a single circular mark.

"This is the test paper. My lady, I need to draw a little blood, if that's alright?"
"Ah, yes."

When I extended my hand, Noren took out a needle and pricked my fingertip.
With a slight sting, a drop of blood welled up from my fingertip.

"Please drop the blood inside the circle on the test paper."

Following Noren's instructions, the blood quickly absorbed into the test paper.
Then, a color slowly began to emerge from within the circle on the pristine white paper.

It was a vivid green.

"You are indeed pregnant. Congratulations."

I had told myself it would be fine even if I wasn't pregnant, but now that it was confirmed, emotions welled up uncontrollably inside me.

"Ah, aah... Elion... darling..."

Tears and laughter came simultaneously.
It was so touching and joyful.

Elion silently embraced me.
I savored this emotion in his arms.

While we held each other, Noren was writing down precautions.

"I'll take my leave now. Ah, I'll inform the staff about the lady's pregnancy. Please read through the precautions, and if you have any questions or experience any discomfort, please don't hesitate to find me."

Noren bowed to us and left the room.

Elion still clung to me, refusing to let go.
He kept caressing my belly while gazing at me.

"It would be best if you took a break from work until you reach a stable period."
"Huh? No, I can still work."
"No, you can't."

The management mode kicked in immediately.

"Since we're on the topic, let's take a break."

Elion lifted me up in his arms.
He left the office and headed straight for the bedroom.

On the way to the bedroom, we encountered some servants who were cleaning. They smiled upon seeing us.
Oh my goodness, I never thought I'd face the servants while being carried like a princess!

"Congratulations, my lady."
"Congratulations to you too, Your Grace."

It seems Noren had moved quickly to spread the news of the pregnancy as she had said she would.
My face flushed at the sudden shower of congratulations from the servants.
I buried my heated face in Elion's chest.

"Thank you."

Elion expressed his gratitude and headed straight for the bedroom.

Upon reaching the bedroom, Elion immediately laid me down on the bed.

"I'll take over all the work you've been handling, so for now, just focus on yourself and the baby."

Elion didn't seem to have the slightest intention of compromising.
In truth, no one would have said anything even if I had simply decided to rest.
Noble ladies typically didn't handle administrative duties, after all.

But I wanted to continue being with Elion and help lighten his workload.

"Just until I reach a stable period. Once I enter that phase, I'll help with work again."
"If Ms. Noren says it's okay, then we'll do that."

Well, a doctor's opinion is important.

Elion lay down beside me.
We gazed at each other silently for a while.
Then, something occurred to me, and I spoke first.

"We won't be able to do it for a while."

Elion blinked for a moment, then understanding my meaning, he gave me an incredulous look.

"You're thinking about that in this situation?"
"Hey, it's an important matter."

Isn't it natural when one form of intimacy with the person you love is going to be reduced?

"Darling, if you have urges, don't handle it alone, tell me. I can use my mouth or hands..."
"...The baby will hear."
"I don't think it's developed enough to understand yet."

Concerned that Elion might be anxious about the baby, I tried to alleviate his worries.

"I heard it's okay to have marital relations once you enter a stable period. Hormonal changes might even increase your desires. I'll make sure to listen to Ms. Noren's precautions and take note of them..."
"Yes, yes, I understand. Just calm down for now."

I calmed down at Elion's urging.
Baby, I'm sorry. It's just that your mom loves your dad so much.

...

...?

Oh.

"We're going to be a mom and dad now, aren't we?"
"That's right."
"My goodness..."

It was a natural consequence of having a child, but it felt newly significant all over again.

"Elion, let's be parents our child won't be ashamed of."
"Of course, absolutely."

Our precious child whom we must take responsibility for.
A child we'll raise with all our love.

Thank you for coming to us.
We love you.

Ch.98 - 98. Stability Period
# 98. Stable Period

After finding out about my pregnancy, Ellion devoted himself to me with utmost care.

Every mealtime, he would bring food all the way to the bedroom, so I hadn't been to the dining room in quite a while.
When I bathed, he insisted on helping me, saying I needed to be careful.
Whenever I tried to go somewhere, he would immediately sweep me up in a princess carry.

Thanks to Ellion's attentiveness to every little thing, I was able to spend the early stages of pregnancy in complete comfort.

When time passed and I entered the stable period of pregnancy, I began helping with work as I had promised.

Ellion wanted me to continue resting, but I was getting restless from doing nothing.
Above all, I didn't want to leave all the work to Ellion while I just relaxed in the background.

After several attempts at persuasion, I was finally put in charge of the language education project.
It was a business I had intentionally started, and I was better than Ellion at communicating with the demon tribe.

I took out the communication crystal I had received from Byron before.

-This is Byron.
"Hey."
-State your business.
"Aren't you being too cold?"
-What are you talking about?

After some idle chatter to lighten the mood, I got to the main point.

"Remember what you brought up during our negotiations? About humans and demons needing to learn each other's languages."
-Yes, what about it?

I took a deep breath before continuing.
From here on, it was business.

"I want to start a business around that, and I need your cooperation."
-What kind of cooperation?
"Allow us to set up a North Duchy business establishment in Neswith."
-Hmm, now that you mention it, I heard the news. The hero became a duke and married you, right?

Oh, so the news had spread that far?

"I'm also pregnant."
-I heard that too. Congratulations.

You heard that too?
News travels fast.

"As a congratulatory gift, how about some cooperation?"
-You're unbelievable.

I could hear Byron's long sigh through the communication crystal.
I gently rubbed my slightly swollen belly, not yet showing much.

"Don't sigh so loudly. It might have a negative influence on our baby."
-Haaah... Fine. Tell me more about this business you're planning.

I slowly explained my plan for the language education business.
Byron seemed somewhat intrigued by the idea of recruiting people like Akila and Akla who could speak both human and demon languages, to teach demon language to humans.

-Not a bad idea. Since there are not only humans but also elves, dwarves, and other races on the continent, expanding the business to include them would be good too.
"Right? But since the war just ended, demons can't freely travel around the continent yet. That's why I'm suggesting they make their move through our North Duchy."

In truth, language education was just the beginning.
First education, then trade, then tourism...
My hidden intention was to gradually increase businesses connected to Neswith and eventually monopolize them.

It would also help fulfill the prophecy that Ragianos had given to Ellion about "bringing harmony between humans and demons."

-I see. How can I help you then?
"As I mentioned earlier, first allow us to set up a business establishment. Preferably in Kuryus's village where the checkpoint is located. We'll distribute teaching certifications from there. We'll employ demons who can speak both languages, including Akila."
-Employment, is it? Actually, the concept of jobs is still unfamiliar to us demons, so I'm not sure.

I can understand that.
Living in tribal units, the chieftain assigns necessary tasks.

"But having a clear occupation is better when venturing into the continent. Humans fully understand the concept of jobs."
-Alright. I'll make preparations and contact you again.

After finishing my communication with Byron, I went to find Ellion in his office.
He welcomed me warmly, and I relayed the entire conversation I just had.
And unlike with Byron, I shared my hidden intentions with Ellion without holding anything back.

"That's a great idea. We can fulfill the prophecy and develop the territory at the same time."
"Right? Praise me."

At my request for praise, Ellion rose from his seat and approached me.
Then he gave me a quick kiss on the lips.

"Thank you. These were things I hadn't even thought of, and I'm really glad you're taking care of them."
"Hehe, I'm happy I can lighten your workload. Oh right, speaking of which, how's the language education center coming along?"
"It's scheduled to be completed in two days. Want to go see it?"
"Yes, let's do that."

I went to the language education center with Ellion.
The building itself was already completed.
It just took some time to move in the items to be placed inside.

We entered one of the rooms in the building.
It was still empty without any interior furnishings.

"I'm going to give this room to Akla. She'll be free to move around within the building, but I'll station knights to keep her under surveillance at all times."
"Then we should get Akla out of prison soon."

At my words, Ellion took out his communication crystal.
After a moment, Sister Alia's voice came through.

-Duke, what can I do for you?
"It's about Akla, as we discussed before."
-Yes. When would you like her to be transferred?
"Please arrange it for two days from now."
-Understood. Oh, Duke, I heard you're expecting a child. Congratulations.

News of my pregnancy spread throughout the country immediately.
Reports went up to the royal palace, and King Robe spread the word, calling it a joyous occasion.

It makes sense, considering this is the hero's child we're talking about.
I understood King Robe's intentions.

"Sister, thank you for the congratulations."
-Oh, you're there too. Daisy, congratulations.

Sister Alia shared a few more well-wishes before ending the communication.

We didn't return to the duchy but went straight to the checkpoint.
The checkpoint, which had been like a construction site, now looked completely neat and tidy.

The now-familiar bearded knight approached us.

"Sir Berof."
"Duke, you've arrived."

Bearded knight Berof was originally Sister Alia's subordinate, but was assigned here when the North Duchy was established.
Although the checkpoint was under the North Duchy's jurisdiction, due to its frontline nature, the knights stationed here were affiliated with both the capital's knights and the North knights.

"How are the checkpoint preparations coming along?"
"Since we worked out the details during negotiations, everything is proceeding without issues. The demons are being very cooperative as well."
"How do you find working here? You were stationed in the capital before coming to this mountain checkpoint."

At Ellion's question, Berof scratched his head and smiled.

"Well, I don't have a wife or children, so it doesn't matter much to me. Actually, the allowance is better here, and the food is plentiful, so I prefer it."
"That's good to hear. Still, if you need anything, please report it."
"Yes, Duke. Thank you for your concern."

Our plans were proceeding smoothly.
Perhaps because I was happy and at ease, I started feeling a bit sleepy.

"Ellion, I want to rest a bit."
"Okay, let's head back."

As soon as we returned to the duchy, I changed into comfortable clothes and lay down on the bed.

"Having a baby really makes me sleepy at random times..."

Ellion sat on the edge of the bed and slowly stroked my hair.

"Sleep well. Have sweet dreams."
"They say if you dream, you're not sleeping deeply."
"Is that so?"

Ellion seemed intent on staying by my side until I fell asleep.
Feeling a bit mischievous, I said to him:

"Let's sleep together."
"Huh?"
"You should rest too."
"Should I?"

Huh?
I was hoping to see him flustered, but...

Ellion didn't just pretend; he started changing his clothes.
Then he pulled back the covers and slipped in beside me.

"Eh? Is this okay?"
"If my wife tells me to rest, I should rest."

Huh? What?
I appreciate him listening to me, but is this right?

"Don't worry. I finished all my work for today."
"Ah, I see."

Then it's fine.
Let's sleep together.

I nestled into Ellion's embrace.
Right now my belly isn't too big, so I can cuddle up like this, but later when it grows, I won't be able to. Better enjoy it while I can.

"Darling."
"Hmm?"

When he called, I responded while keeping my face buried against him, and his gentle voice continued from above my head.

"I love you."
"Pfft, suddenly?"
"Not suddenly... I just want to say I love you more often."

I looked up at Ellion.
He was gazing down at me with warm eyes.

I wriggled up until our eyes were level.

"I love you too, Ellion."

We kissed immediately.
A warm, soft, and loving kiss followed.

As I breathed in Ellion's breath, a thought crossed my mind.
The sleepiness that had been coming over me suddenly vanished.

"Darling."
"Yes."
"Since I've entered the stable period, I think it might be okay for us to be intimate again."
"...Huh?"

I lightly licked Ellion's lips as I spoke.

"It's been about a month, and I'm feeling a bit hungry for it... What do you think?"
"...Wait a moment. I'll go see Noren."

Ellion immediately left the room.
Going to see Noren meant he was going to ask about precautions for marital relations during pregnancy.

Ellion must have been wanting it too.
He took action right after I gave him the slightest hint.

A moment later, the door opened, and Ellion approached me with a suggestive smile.

Ch.99 - 99. Extraordinary Birth
# 99. Extraordinary Childbirth

Time passed, and my belly had swollen to the point where anyone could tell at a glance that I was pregnant.
I was both happy and moved that the child of Ellion and me was growing healthily, but there was no denying that my body felt weary.

"How are you feeling? A bit better?"
"Mmm... it feels nice..."

Ellion was currently massaging my legs.
It was something I could have asked the maids to do, but Ellion had insisted on doing it himself.

Over the past few months, Ellion had been doing various things for me even in the middle of his work.
Once, when I suddenly remembered the stew he had made for me before and mentioned it, he immediately stormed into the kitchen and made me stew.

"Honey."
"Yes?"
"Let's take a break from work again soon. I'd like you to rest comfortably at home."

He's saying this again because I seemed particularly tired today.

"Honey, we still have a lot to do. If I rest, you'll have to do everything, and I don't want to dump it all on you."

I had shared all the progress of our work with Ellion, but I still wanted to finish what I had started.

Aclara, who had been awkward teaching language at the language education center, now seemed to have adapted well enough to joke with the participants.
At the business facility we established in Kuryus's tribe, dozens of demons were studying every day to obtain teaching certifications.

We were so close to fully launching the business, and it would be a shame to stop now.

"But honey, your belly has grown so big. It's not like you can move around easily like before."

Ellion said this while stroking my belly.
I was about to argue that I wasn't terribly uncomfortable yet.

"But... Ah!"
"See? Even our little glutton agrees with me."

"Glutton" was our baby's prenatal nickname.
When my appetite increased dramatically after getting pregnant, I casually remarked that our child must be a glutton, and Ellion had been calling the baby that ever since.

Still, I was a bit dumbfounded.
How could the baby kick right on cue with Ellion's words?

Ellion, sensing this was his moment, put his ear to my belly and began whispering.

"Hmm? What's that? You want Mom to pay more attention to you?"
"..."
"That's right, Dad. Please tell Mom for me. ...Did you hear that? Even our little glutton says so."

Good grief.
Using our unborn child to make such a fuss?
It was both ridiculous and adorable, making me laugh.

"Fine, I give up. I'll take it easy starting tomorrow."
"Good decision."
"But when we're alone like this, you have to answer when I ask how work is going."
"Of course."

Time continued to pass quickly, and I had now moved beyond the stable period into the late stages of pregnancy.

With each passing day, I could feel the weight of our little glutton more and more.
My belly felt heavy.

And my body was swelling bit by bit.
Especially my legs, which meant I had to wear compression stockings—something I'd never worn in my life—to apply pressure to my legs.

The baby's movements also increased in both frequency and strength.
It was quite surprising to sometimes see the clear shapes of tiny hands and feet pushing against my belly.

Now that I felt the time was truly drawing near, I was both excited and scared, with all sorts of mixed emotions making me feel unsettled.

"My lady, from now on, it wouldn't be strange for the baby to come at any time. You must always have someone accompanying you."

When I finally reached full term, Noren earnestly advised me.
Perhaps because she had seen me working and moving around alone, she emphasized this point several times.

"I've been away from work for quite some time now, and my husband is always trying to be by my side, so you don't need to worry."
"But the Duke could suddenly become busy at any moment, couldn't he? He's gone to work even now. So please make sure to always have a maid with you."

Just then, the bedroom door opened, and Ellion entered.

"Were you talking about me?"
"Yes, Your Grace. From today on, please try not to leave your wife's side if possible. It may be presumptuous of me to say, but I recommend handling your work from the bedroom."
"I understand. I'll do that."

From that day on, Ellion brought a desk into the bedroom and handled his work there.
I had been insisting on helping with work until now, but with my belly this big, I truly had no desire to work at all.

I just lay in bed, endlessly gazing at Ellion's face.

Our little glutton.
Will you be beautiful like Ellion?

I didn't have many good memories from Earth, but if there was something I missed, it was this.

If we were on Earth, we could have known the baby's gender.
If we were on Earth, we could have known more certainly about the baby's health and condition and prepared accordingly.

But thinking about this now was pointless.

"Honey, hold my hand for a bit."
"Of course."

Ellion stopped his work without questioning my sudden request.
Soon, he sat on the edge of the bed and took my hand.

What good would Earth do me anyway?
I didn't have Ellion on Earth.

"It's warm and nice."
"I'll make it even better."
"Hmm?"
"From now on, I'll work hard so that both you and our little glutton can live seeing only bright and warm things."

Ellion said this as he placed his hand on my belly.
I overlapped my hand on top of his.

"You'll be with us too."
"Yes."
"Let's all live brightly, warmly, and happily as a family. Let's work on it together."

Ellion smiled and bent down to kiss my forehead.
Then he slowly caressed my belly.

"Little glutton, did you hear that? Dad and Mom will try our best, so when the time comes, you come out smoothly. Don't make it too hard for Mom."
"Hehe."

As I was feeling Ellion's touch through my clothes, I suddenly felt a popping sensation inside my belly.

"Huh?"

And then a surging feeling followed.
Something started moving inside my body.

"What's wrong?"
"The... the baby... is coming..."
"W-wait just a moment!"

Ellion immediately rushed out of the room.

Ellion returned with Noren and a group of maids.
Noren immediately began giving instructions, and the maids moved quickly according to her directions.

"My lady! Do you remember what we discussed earlier? I will assist you as much as possible!"

What I had discussed with Noren earlier was...

A while back, while lying in bed letting my mind wander, I had thought of a childbirth method that would be unimaginable for normal pregnant women or on Earth.

When I shared this with Ellion and Noren, they initially opposed it with incredulous expressions.
But after Noren verified it herself and consulted with Heinrich, they concluded it was possible.

Ellion silently held my hand.
And directed a worried gaze toward me.

"Don't, worry, too much...! Help me!"

Normally, asking a husband for help during childbirth would be futile.
But Ellion was different.

The holy sword materialized in Ellion's free hand.
The maids were momentarily distracted by its mysterious light before quickly regaining their focus.

Divine power flowed from the holy sword.
It traveled through Ellion's arm and into me through our joined hands.

This completed the first stage of preparation.
The contractions were still there, but my mind became clear and began working rapidly.

I immediately summoned a magic book.
As I thought of a specific spell, the pages of the book began turning by themselves.

Finally, the pages stopped, revealing a "Body Transformation Magic" spell.

"Ms. Noren, please get ready."
"Yes, my lady. Please begin."

As the body transformation magic took effect, my pelvis and uterus began to change.
The cervix and pelvis, which would normally take hours of labor to dilate, opened rapidly.

Just as an overwhelming pain was about to surge through me from the sudden dilation, Noren used healing magic.
The pain didn't completely disappear, but it was significantly reduced.

Following Noren's instructions, I pushed, sometimes using my own strength and sometimes using magic to move my muscles to push the baby out.

"I can see the head!"

In less than thirty minutes after labor began, our little glutton was already starting to show itself to the world.

"My lady, you're doing great! Please continue calmly like that!"

And shortly after, we could hear our baby's cry.

Our little glutton was a boy.
He had all the proper eyes, nose, mouth, fingers, and toes, and he nursed well.

"Many women struggle with milk production, but you're fortunate, my lady."
"Is that so?"

Noren shook her head in amazement as she watched me nurse the baby.

"Even though I'm a healer and a magician... I never imagined something like this would be possible."

After the baby was born, I used the body transformation magic again to return my body to its original state.
I had completely bypassed the postpartum recovery process.

"I've assisted many births, but today's was both the easiest and the most exhausting."
"You were in the knighthood, but you've helped with many births?"
"There are female knights too, and I've also made house calls for knights' wives."

Noren talked about the normal childbirth process for other women, explaining how it usually goes.
Even as I listened, a thought occurred to me.

"If we research the magic we used today and develop a new spell, wouldn't it benefit other pregnant women too?"
"Didn't it require the Hero's power?"
"That was only because I was the only one who could use the body transformation magic. I needed to stay conscious."
"Ah, so if someone else learned the body transformation magic... I see. This is worth researching."

Noren bowed, saying she would prepare to research this, and left the room.

Just then, our little glutton detached from my breast.

"Aww, are you full?"

He's so cute.
Still wrinkly, but so cute.
The way he squirms in my arms is just too adorable.

"What should we name him?"

At Ellion's question, I began to ponder.
What name should we give to this adorable little glutton?

"Honey, did you have any names in mind?"
"Well, I..."

Ellion suggested a few names to me.
As I listened, one name particularly resonated with me.

"Kaiden."
"Kaiden?"
"Yes."

Ellion looked at our little glutton, who was burping in my arms.

"Little glutton, from today on, your name is 'Kaiden Northe.'"

And so we gained our precious first child.
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Ding-a-ling, ding-a-ling—

"Cayden~. Look over here~."
"Ah~oo."

Cayden's gaze followed the rattle I was shaking back and forth.
The way his little arms and legs wiggled was just too adorable.

Cayden was growing rapidly with each passing day.
No longer the small, wrinkly newborn he once was, he had become small and chubby.

Those plump limbs and puffy cheeks were so soft and squishy.
It's a feeling only those who've touched them can understand.

This isn't just because he's my child—Cayden is objectively cute and lovable to anyone who sees him, I tell you.

"Woo-woo."

Cayden seemed upset that I was just shaking the rattle in front of him without handing it over.

"Cayden, this is too heavy for you to hold yet."
"Aaa."

As his squirming intensified, I gently placed the rattle's handle on Cayden's hand.
His tiny hand grasped the handle.
Of course, I couldn't let go completely since he might hurt himself, so I slowly moved along with Cayden's arm movements.

"Hehehe~."
"Do you like that so much, our Cayden? Aww, that's nice~ Aww, you like it~."

His beaming smile is just too cute.
Every time I saw that smile, my face would automatically mirror it.

"Euheu, awoo, aaa."
"Hmm? Why are you whining again? What do you need, our Cayden?"

The way he was looking around and smacking his lips suggested he was hungry.

I immediately pulled aside my clothes and lifted Cayden up.
When I offered my breast, Cayden's mouth immediately began to suckle.

Just as Noren had said, I produced plenty of milk.
Thanks to that, I could hold Cayden and nurse him like this.

If that hadn't been the case, I would have needed to find a wet nurse since there's no formula here.

I'd heard that most other noble ladies hire wet nurses to feed their babies even if they produce enough milk themselves.
They do this so they can leave their babies in someone else's care while they attend social activities.

I never had any interest in social activities to begin with, and Ellion didn't consider them important either, so I got to spend all my time with Cayden.

And now I no longer begged Ellion to let me help with his work.
From the moment I first held newborn Cayden, he became more important to me than any work.

Ellion welcomed my decision.
Even though I had skipped the pain of childbirth and the postpartum recovery period thanks to physical transformation magic, he still seemed concerned about my health.

"Honey."

I was just thinking about my husband, and here he comes right on cue?

"Yes. What is it?"
"Do I need a reason to come see you? I just missed you."
"That sounds like you're playing hooky from work."

Ellion didn't respond to my comment about playing hooky and immediately looked down at Cayden.

"How's Cayden eating? Is he feeding well?"
"So you are playing hooky."
"Ahem."

Wait, what's with this reaction?
Really?

When I gaped at him with my mouth open, Ellion chuckled.

"I finished all my work before coming. Don't worry."
"Is that so?"

Ellion nodded and sat down beside me.

"I've decided on the location for the fourth checkpoint. I just finished approving the construction plans."
"Really? Well, the floating population has increased recently."

The checkpoints were always busy.
People flocked here for tourism, business, and various other reasons, and since we couldn't accommodate everyone at once, our duchy, adjacent to the Sidney Mountains, was always bustling with people.

With this increase in the floating population, the facilities in our duchy naturally developed.
Inns, restaurants, shops, and other essential facilities sprang up.

This naturally led to people wanting to do business with the demon race, and as a result, language schools were constantly filled with people wanting to learn the demon language.

It was a virtuous cycle—people attract facilities, and facilities attract more people.

"We need to pay extra attention to safety at times like this. We can't afford any incidents."
"Yes. I've already posted new recruitment notices for the North Knights."

That's my Ellion.
He's so good at his job.

Ellion looked down at Cayden, who was still nursing, and said:

"You're working so hard taking care of Cayden."
"How is taking care of our child hard work? Just looking at him gives me energy. You're the one who's working hard."
"Awoo."
"See? Cayden also says daddy is working hard."

When Cayden detached from my breast and babbled as if on cue, I jokingly interpreted it that way, making Ellion break into a broad smile.

"Ahaha, so this is how it feels!"

He seemed amused to be on the receiving end of the same doting behavior he usually showed.

I handed Cayden to Ellion and fixed my clothes.
Meanwhile, Ellion was patting Cayden's back to help him burp.

"Burp."
"Oh my. Even his burping is cute."

Ellion watched my fussing with a smile before speaking.

"Isn't it tiring to nurse him every few hours? Shouldn't you get some rest?"

Cayden cried for milk almost every three to four hours.
Because of this, I had to wake up once or twice in the early morning.
I had done so this very morning, and Ellion seemed concerned about it.

"Well, I nap when Cayden sleeps. Don't worry too much."
"Still, if it gets too hard, tell me. I'll find a wet nurse then."
"Come on, I don't have anything else to do besides taking care of Cayden. If anything, I feel bad that I'm paying less attention to you because I'm only focused on Cayden."

Hearing that, Ellion gently pinched my cheek.

"What?"
"Cayden definitely takes after you. He's this cute too."
"Tsk."
"Kyaa, aauu."

Cayden started flailing his arms after watching us.
Huh? Could it be?

"Cayden, you want this too?"

I carefully pinched Cayden's cheek with my finger.
Satisfied, Cayden stopped flailing.

"What, he wants to copy this too?"
"Seems like it."

They say you can't even drink cold water freely in front of a child—Cayden wanted to imitate everything Ellion and I did.
Of course, being just a baby, he couldn't completely mimic everything yet.
But because of this, we were trying harder to maintain proper behavior and attitude in front of Cayden.

We took Cayden out to the garden.
The moderately warm sunlight felt nice.

"Cayden, look at that. It's a butterfly, a butterfly."
"Heh."

Cayden always looked around curiously whenever we came to the garden.
Like now, he couldn't take his eyes off the butterflies flying around.

He's still too young and can only look at the world from my arms, but someday he'll stand on his own and move forward, right?
When that time comes, I'll play tag with Cayden.

"Shall we create a picnic atmosphere today?"
"This is our home garden, what picnic?"
"Don't you want to?"
"No, I'd like that."

Ellion instructed the quietly attending servant to bring a mat and some snacks.

Shortly after, a nice spot was prepared under a tree in the garden.
The food the servant brought was still warm, probably freshly made in the kitchen.

I picked up a sandwich and held it out to Ellion.

"Honey, say aah."
"Aah."
"Is it good?"
"It's delicious. We really hired good kitchen staff."

Though the head chef made the food, I was taking the credit.
But I can't help it.
I can't take credit for food I made myself.

This cursed cooking skill of mine hasn't improved at all.
So I've just given up now.

"Aaa."

Just then, Cayden opened his mouth as if asking for some too.

"Cayden, you can't eat this yet. I'm sorry."
"Puuuu."

The way he pouted and sulked was so adorable.
But even if he's cute, what's not allowed is not allowed.

"Mmng."

When I still wouldn't give him any, Cayden sucked on his thumb in disappointment.
At least he wasn't crying, which meant I'd done well to nurse him earlier.

Ellion reached out to Cayden.
He tickled his cheek with his finger, and Cayden quickly found his smile again.

"I'll play with him, so you eat your sandwich too."
"Okay."

I brought the sandwich to my mouth while watching Ellion and Cayden.

Seeing my two beloved people smiling at each other made me feel good.
The weather was nice, the mood was nice.

This is happiness.

"Honey."
"Yes?"
"Thank you. For coming all the way to Earth to find me."

At my sudden expression of gratitude, Ellion's face turned serious.

"You're the person I love most. Of course I would find you..."
"Pwuuu."
"Yes, daddy loves Cayden too~."
"Puhah."

I couldn't hold back my laughter at how Ellion went from serious to silly in an instant.
Ellion seemed to find his own behavior amusing too and chuckled.

"Kyahaha."

When we laughed, Cayden laughed too.
He's truly lovable.

"Honey, I'm so happy right now."
"Are you?"

I slowly moved closer to Ellion and sat right next to him.

"This moment, spending time with you and Cayden, makes me so happy."
"Me too."

I held Cayden in my arms, and Ellion put his arm around my shoulders.

"Ellion. Let's... let's live happily like this, the three of us, from now on."
"Oh? Just the three of us?"
"Huh?"

A mischievous look appeared on Ellion's face.

"Cayden might want a sibling, you know?"
"Pfft, are you using Cayden as an excuse?"
"An excuse? I'm just saying it's possible."

I leaned against Ellion.
The warmth of his arm around my shoulder felt nice.

"At least not until Cayden is weaned."
"Okay."

That's right.
Ellion, Cayden.
And well, any children who might be born someday.

Please take care of me in the future too.

I love you.
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"Mom, Mom."
"Yes? Cayden, what is it?"
"I want to see this."

My beloved son handed me a folded piece of paper.
When I unfolded it, I saw it was a promotional flyer for a fireworks festival.

"Where did you get this?"
"The maid sisters got it from the market."
"I see."

Let me take a look.
It starts tomorrow?

Wait a minute—a fireworks festival?
Have we ever had such an event in our duchy?

Well, if my son wants to see it, I should take him.

"Cayden. Shall we go ask your father if he can come with us?"
"Yes!"

Cayden grabbed my hand with a bright smile.
That smile always gives me strength, no matter how many times I see it.

"A fireworks festival?"
"Is it not possible?"

Cayden looked at Ellion with sparkling eyes.
Ellion smiled and patted Cayden's head.

"Of course it's possible. Let's go see it together tomorrow."
"Yes!"

With permission granted, Cayden left the office with a big grin.
His adorable appearance brought smiles to both our faces.

Then I asked Ellion what I had been wondering about.

"Honey, but what's with this fireworks festival?"
"Oh, this?"

Ellion made a slightly peculiar expression.

"It's being hosted by the 2nd Legion Commander of Neswith."
"Huh?"

Bako?
Well... I guess he's the only one who would do something like this.

"How... did you approve this?"
"He just applied for it as a festival event."

It's been about five years since we took over governing the North Duchy.
Many changes have occurred here.

First, people no longer fear demons walking around in the North Duchy.
It was an unimaginable change for a region that had once been on the frontlines of the war against demons.

Of course, at first, people viewed demons with suspicion, but they were surprised to hear human language coming from demons' mouths.
It was like being amazed when a foreigner speaks fluent Korean on Earth.

Anyway, as demons began activities in the duchy and some humans started crossing over to Neswith, the wariness gradually eased.
The North Knights thoroughly resolved occasional problems, giving people a sense of security.

Next, this place, which had only been known as a frontline region, gained an image as a trade and tourism city.
With daily movement of people and resources, it became quite profitable, and as people curious about each other's cultures began to travel back and forth, it established itself as a tourist destination.
Thanks to this, the existing nobles who were happy to put down their border defense duties became jealous, or something like that?

"I'm going to check the festival preparation site. Want to come with me?"
"Huh? Why there?"
"Supervising to ensure the festival runs successfully is also part of the job."
"Then I'll join you."

We got ready and went out to the streets.
Since Cayden was born, we always went everywhere as a family of three, so walking just the two of us felt nostalgic.

While I was lost in these thoughts, Ellion took my hand.
His large hand warmly enveloped mine.

When our eyes met, those gently curved eyes of his were so lovely.

"It's been a while since we walked like this."

He must have been thinking the same thing as me.
Like a true married couple, our hearts were in sync.

"I feel bad for Cayden, but I think I like being alone with you the most."
"Me too."

We're saying this because Cayden isn't here.
When we're with Cayden, we don't even think like this.

How adorable is Cayden?
He takes after his father, showing signs of handsomeness even at his young age—he'll probably break many hearts when he grows up.
Yes, our son is so wonderful. I should keep him with me forever.

...

...Ah.
I really miss Cayden.
Being with Ellion is nice, but my love for my son hasn't diminished.

"Ellion, should we get Cayden some snacks at the festival?"
"Yes. Let's do that."

After walking a bit further, we arrived at a place guarded by knights.

"Welcome, Duke. And the Duchess is with you as well."
"How are the demons doing?"
"They're preparing for the festival inside."

Following the knight's guidance, we saw demons busily moving about, with Bako directing them.

"It's all gunpowder, so move carefully! If it explodes, you'll die, seriously!"
"If it explodes for any reason other than the fireworks, I'll really kill you."
"Well, if it explodes, we're all dead anyway... Huh?"

Bako was responding nonchalantly when he sensed something odd and turned to look in our direction.

"Hero, why are you here?"
"I'm here to supervise the safety management of the event as the lord of the North Duchy."
"Come on, I've got this under control."

While I was watching Bako grumble, Ellion called me.

"I'll look around and come back. Wait here."
"Okay. Got it."

After Ellion left, Bako turned his attention to me.

"You came too. It's been a while?"
"It has been. But you, did you invent things like this besides weapons?"
"Originally I was trying to make signal flares, but when I finished making them, they were so magnificent that I thought they might be good for business."

Well, it's not unusual for something developed for military use to enter everyday life.

"You've got all the safety measures in place, right?"
"Of course. Unless you drop them or deliberately shock them, they should be fine?"
"...Should be?"
"...Maybe?"
"You crazy bastard."

I should cancel this event right now and cut off this guy's head...

"No, no! I haven't caused any accidents yet! What's with that look!"
"Yet...? Are you planning to cause accidents now?"
"That's not what I meant!"

Ah, Bako is definitely the most entertaining among the demons.

After catching up on things we'd missed, I suddenly became curious about the situation in Neswith.

"How's Neswith these days? Anyone complaining?"
"No. They can clearly see their living conditions improving."

The North Duchy wasn't the only place that had changed.
Neswith had begun to develop after being officially declared a country.

Clean roads were laid, exchanges between tribes increased, and cities began to emerge one by one.
They also adopted Robe's agricultural technology, enabling large-scale farming.

Above all, like the North Duchy, it gained an image as a tourist destination and historical research site, leading to increased travel.
As a result, currency was introduced in Neswith, and commerce developed.

"Most importantly, medicine is becoming more systematic. Since magical healers are rare, people used to rely only on folk remedies, but now surgeries are increasing survival rates."

Come to think of it, Akila once gave me an extremely bitter liquid, saying it was an herbal juice goblins drink when they're sick.
It was all folk medicine.

"I'm glad life has improved. If this continues, peace can last."
"Yes. Even those who initially resisted are now actively learning human language."
"How about you these days?"

At my question, Bako folded his arms and fell into thought.
Then he soon spoke.

"I'm happy. I can research freely. In the past, I focused on weapons, but lately I've been thinking more about aspects of daily life."

Due to the nature of this world where magic exists, scientific development has been very slow.
But Bako, this guy, continued to invent things without relying on magic.

At this rate, various inventions would come from Bako's hands even if left alone, but I decided to give him a little hint.

"How about making machines that use electricity?"
"Electricity? You mean lightning?"

Maybe it's because I have memories of living on Earth, but living in this world isn't particularly convenient.
The biggest issue was electricity.
From lighting to the absence of electronic devices, the list of inconveniences was endless.

"Hmm, electricity... It's more dangerous than gunpowder..."

Of course, on Earth, electrical inventions came much later than gunpowder inventions.
But Bako was someone who created cannons before fireworks, so I thought the order didn't matter much.
After all, ideas are the most important thing for an inventor.

"Just think about it."
"Yeah, electricity is a powerful energy source, so it would be good to utilize it if possible. But I don't think we'll be able to make it before we die?"

...To be honest, I don't think we'll see it before we die either.
No, maybe a prototype light bulb might be possible?

"If you happen to meet a magician who can handle electricity, introduce them to me. I'd like to research it."
"Yeah. Got it."

Being a researcher, he seemed to have developed curiosity.
When I get back today, I should immediately inquire about electric magicians.
Using candles is too inconvenient.

After Ellion finished his site inspection, we returned to the mansion.
As we entered, we saw Cayden running down from upstairs.

"You're back!"
"Cayden, you shouldn't run on the stairs, it's dangerous."
"Ah! I'm sorry!"

Cayden bowed his head and then grinned.

Oh, how cute.
How can he be so good?
I should have stayed home and hugged Cayden instead of going for the site inspection.

"Cayden, we just checked the fireworks festival site you wanted to see. The festival starts tomorrow, so shall we go to bed early tonight?"
"Yes! Let's do that!"

We took Cayden's hands, one each, and went to the bedroom.
We could have left him with the maids, but we bathed Cayden ourselves and got into bed.

Cayden was nestled between me and Ellion.

"Hehe, it sounds like fun."

Cayden was grinning, clearly excited about something.
Ellion gently stroked Cayden's hair.

"Let's get some snacks together tomorrow. Okay?"
"Yes! With Mom too!"
"Yes. Of course."

Our Cayden.
You think of your mom right away.
Mom is so happy.

But is suggesting we get snacks together really thinking of me?

...Well.

Whatever.
I don't mind as long as Cayden can make fun memories tomorrow.
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As soon as I woke up, my eyes met Ellion's.

"Did you sleep well?"
"Yes. How about you?"
"Me too."

We gazed at Kaiden, who was breathing softly as he slept between us.

Our angel-like child.
Even his sleeping face was so adorable.

"I'll get up first. I'll handle a few things in the office and then go to the dining room."
"Okay. I'll take care of Kaiden."

After Ellion left the bedroom, I remained lying down, watching Kaiden.

How much time had passed?
Soon, Kaiden opened his eyes.

"Good morning...?"

I placed a quick kiss on Kaiden's forehead as he rubbed his eyes while greeting me.

"Mommy slept well. How about you?"
"I slept well too."
"Good. Shall we go have breakfast then?"

As I said that and got up from the bed, Kaiden's eyes sparkled as he asked me.

"Mommy, wouldn't it be better not to eat breakfast if we want to eat a lot outside?"
"If you don't eat now, I won't let you snack when we go out."
"Ah! No! I'll eat breakfast!"

Being from a ducal family, and having memories of living in poverty on Earth, I made sure Kaiden was well-fed, but like any child, he preferred the stimulating street food.

Today was a day when he could use the festival as an excuse to indulge in such street food, so Kaiden was excited from the morning.

"Mommy! When are we going out? I want to see the fireworks soon!"
"Hmm? We can only see the fireworks after the sun sets."
"Eh."

Kaiden opened his small mouth and then started to munch thoughtfully.

"Mommy, how many hours until the sun sets?"
"The sun will probably set around seven in the evening."
"If it's breakfast time now, it's eight in the morning... one hour... two hours..."

Kaiden spread his hands and began folding his fingers one by one.
I was watching him with a smile because he looked so cute, when Kaiden looked at me urgently.

"Mommy! I don't have enough fingers!"

Ah, too adorable.

I extended both my hands next to Kaiden's tightly clenched fist.
Kaiden started counting again, folding my fingers one by one.
After folding all my fingers, Kaiden finally folded one of his own fingers.

"Eleven hours!"
"That's right. Well done, Kaiden."

I hugged Kaiden and gently stroked his head.
I could hear his bright laughter from within my embrace.

"Now, let's go eat."

After breakfast, Ellion headed to his office, and I read books to Kaiden until the tutor arrived.

If we had continued living as commoners, it might have been different, but as a ducal couple, Kaiden needed a certain level of higher education.
While people understood that Ellion and I were commoners, they might question "still?" when it came to Kaiden.

The tutor was recommended by Marchioness Grant.
She said the tutor could teach all the basic knowledge a noble should know, from etiquette to history.

At first, I worried that Kaiden might find it difficult, but fortunately, he enjoyed studying.
Neither Ellion nor I had proper education, so I wasn't sure whom he took after.

Wait a minute.
Come to think of it, he seems to take after Ellion.
Considering how Ellion, who had been a shepherd all his life, could naturally converse with nobles not long after being selected as a hero, it seems certain.

Hmm. My husband is smart.

Knock-knock-

Huh? A knock?

"My lady, the tutor has arrived."
"Oh, is that so? Kaiden, off you go."
"Yes!"

After sending Kaiden off, I headed to the office.
I spent time working with Ellion.

Time passed, and soon it was evening.
The sunset painted the sky with a reddish hue.

"Festival!"
"Are you that excited?"
"Yes!"

Holding Kaiden's hand, we waited in front of the mansion until Ellion came out, ready to go.

"Shall we go now?"

Our family walked slowly to the street, leaving the carriage behind.
Perhaps because of the festival, there were stalls that we couldn't usually see lined up.

"Are they all registered?"
"At least all the ones we can see now are registered."
"You remember all that? My husband is so smart."

This fireworks festival was an event that Neswith had put a lot of effort into preparing.
That's why there were also demons among the stall owners.
It was only natural that Kaiden's eyes widened at the sight of demons for the first time.

"Mommy! Daddy! That demon vendor is selling food I've never seen before!"
"Shall we take a closer look?"
"Yes!"

As we approached, the demon greeted us fluently in the human language.
The food the demon was selling looked like something between dumplings and steamed buns.

Kaiden's mouth was open as he stared at the food, which was adorable.

"Could we have three, please?"
"Certainly!"

After paying, our family each took one.
Taking a bite, I found it filled with meat and vegetables.

"It's delicious!"

Kaiden's cheeks were puffed out with food.

"Kaiden, don't eat too quickly. Chew slowly and thoroughly."
"Mmm-hmm, yesh."

We continued walking around the streets.
Since we hadn't eaten dinner, we bought whatever Kaiden wanted to eat.
Kaiden seemed very satisfied with the rare opportunity to snack.

"Daddy, Mommy, when will the fireworks start?"

Kaiden asked while munching on food.
He must be eager to see the fireworks.
Ellion shrugged, then knelt down to meet Kaiden's gaze.

"Kaiden, fireworks shine brighter in the dark night. So let's wait a little longer."
"Okay."

Kaiden looked a bit disappointed but nodded at Ellion's words.
Soon, he started focusing on the food in his hand again.
It was good to see him eating well.

Kaiden seemed full now, just looking around.
Even when he saw food that caught his eye, he just hesitated, so I asked him.

"Would you like to try that too?"
"Yes... but I'm full..."
"Then we can pack it up and eat it tomorrow."
"Ah!"

I patted Kaiden's head once and bought the food.
When I handed him the paper bag, Kaiden hugged it with a grin.

That's when it happened.

"The fireworks festival will begin soon!"
"There will be loud noises, so please be aware!"

Gremlins flew around announcing the start of the festival.

"It's starting now!"
"Yes, it seems so."

Kaiden stomped his feet in excitement.
Seeing his anticipation, I hoped it would be a satisfying event for him.

Whoosh-

With the sound signaling the start, a red line shot up into the sky.
It disappeared for a moment at a certain point, then soon fireworks began to spread.

Boom, boom-boom. Bang, boom-boom-boom, boom-boom.

With thunderous sounds, colorful fireworks danced across the sky.

I looked around.
All the residents who had come out to the streets were looking up at the beautifully embroidered fireworks.
From their expressions, I realized this fireworks festival was a success.

Kaiden's eyes were wide open as he looked up at the sky.
As I was watching him fondly and raised my head, my eyes met Ellion's.

I was looking at Kaiden, and Ellion was looking at me.
Taking advantage of Kaiden's distraction with the fireworks, Ellion kissed me.

Perhaps because the fireworks were reflected in Ellion's eyes, they seemed especially sparkly today.
I moved closer to Ellion and put my arm around his waist.
In response, Ellion put his arm around my shoulder.

We stayed like that, pressed together, watching the fireworks in the sky.

The fireworks festival lasted about 30 minutes before concluding.
During this time, which might seem short or long depending on how you look at it, Kaiden never took his eyes off the fireworks.

On the way back to the mansion.
Kaiden kept chattering.

"It was so amazing! It was cool and pretty too!"

The way he spread his arms and made boom sounds with his mouth showed how satisfied he was.
Seeing my son so happy made me happy too.

Perhaps because he was full and tired from walking around, Kaiden started nodding off as soon as we returned to the mansion.
After washing him with warm water and putting him to bed, he fell asleep in less than 10 seconds.

As I was quietly watching our lovely child, Ellion came close to me.
Perhaps because he had just bathed, a warm aura emanated from Ellion's body.

"Honey."
"Yes?"
"Kaiden seems very tired."
"It seems so. He fell asleep as soon as he lay down."

After I responded, Ellion buried his lips in the nape of my neck.

"Ellion?"
"It seems like we can spend the night together for once... What do you think?"

Ellion's words gave me a sensual feeling.
I looked at him quietly before speaking.

"Then, take Kaiden to his room and come back."
"Alright."

Ellion carried Kaiden in his arms and left the room.
Although Kaiden usually wanted to sleep with us and we had been doing so, on a day like today, it would be fine to send him to his own room.

I immediately went to the bathroom and washed up.
When I came out after washing as quickly as possible, Ellion was sitting on the bed waiting.

"I need to dry my hair, so wait a moment."
"We're going to wash again anyway, so do you really need to dry it?"
"...I guess not?"

Ellion's argument was persuasive.
So I just jumped straight into his arms.

After spending the day with Kaiden as a family, it was now time to spend time with Ellion as a couple.

And on this day... Kaiden's sibling was conceived.
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One day, the Royal House of Robe made a major announcement.
The current King of Robe would step down and pass the throne to the prince.

Ellion put down the scroll containing the royal decree and said,

"He says he wants to step back and spend the rest of his life in peace. Considering His Majesty's age, this is actually overdue."

His words made me think of the King of Robe.
When I first visited the royal palace and saw his face, the King was already an elderly man with abundant white hair.
If that was the case then, how much more so now after considerable time has passed?

"I suppose we should go... But what about the children?"

In response to my question, Ellion shrugged.

"We'll take them with us, of course. They've never been to the capital, so this is a good opportunity to show them around."
"You think so?"

Since settling in the North Duchy, we hadn't left the duchy except for work.
As a result, Kaiden and Kaira had never been outside the North Duchy.

Ellion had to work, so I headed to the children's room.
When I opened the door, I saw our treasures.
The two children noticed me entering and smiled brightly.

"Mom."
"Mommy!"

Kaira came running to me and clung to me.

"Was your brother reading you a book?"
"Yes!"

I asked, looking at the storybook in Kaiden's hand, and Kaira smiled cheerfully.

Ah, so cute.
I reached out to gently squeeze Kaira's cheeks, enjoying the soft, squishy feeling.

"In a few days, we need to go to the capital, okay? Just so you know."
"The capital?"
"Yes. Mom and Dad need to visit the royal palace on business, and we decided to take you both with us."

At my words, Kaiden and Kaira opened their eyes wide.

"The royal palace means where His Majesty lives, right? Will we be able to see His Majesty?"
"Hmm... I'm not sure. That depends on whether His Majesty grants permission."
"Ah, I see."

While Kaiden was nodding in understanding, Kaira looked up at me and asked,

"Will we have to be separated from Mom and Dad when we go there?"
"No. If necessary, only Dad will enter the palace, and I'll stay with you."
"Okay."

Unlike Kaiden who was curious about the royal palace, Kaira was more concerned about staying together with me and Ellion.
Being still a young child, her parents were her entire world.

I knelt down to Kaira's eye level and gave her a tight hug.

"When we go to the capital, you'll meet many people. But I'll be right beside you the whole time, so there's nothing to worry about."
"Okay."

Time passed, and the day to go to the capital arrived.

I dressed the children in comfortable clothes and opened a portal.
Since it was their first time seeing me open a portal, they watched me with sparkling eyes.

Ahem, being looked at with such eyes makes me feel somewhat proud.

As we crossed through the portal, the sight of the capital square that I hadn't seen in a long time came into view.

"Wow! Brother, look at that!"

Kaira shouted, pointing at the statue of the goddess Lagianos.

Huh?
They reattached the head?

I didn't know how they had finished the repairs, but it was attached so cleanly that someone who didn't know would never realize the head had been blown off.

But for me, whose life had dramatically changed at this place, it was impossible not to feel nostalgic.
Ellion seemed to feel the same way as he quietly surveyed the square.

"Wow! Let's run!"
"Kaira!"

Meanwhile, Kaira was running around the park, and Kaiden chased after her, worried she might fall.
How adorable.
Watching children play always warmed my heart.

After they had played for a while, we took the two children to the royal palace.
Fortunately, the King of Robe had permitted the children to enter as well, so our entire family was able to wait in the reception room.

"It's so sparkly."

Kaira said as she looked around the reception room.
She seemed to like the elaborate decorations on the walls.

Kaiden, not at all awkward in the unfamiliar place, sat in his seat with his usual mature demeanor.
Feeling proud, I patted his head, and Kaiden looked at me with a grin.

I'm not just saying this because he's my son, but Kaiden is truly handsome.
Even though he's only eight years old, he already has this aura about him that makes little girls unable to take their eyes off him when we go out.

"Pat my head too!"

When Kaira clung to me and shouted that, Ellion sat her on his lap.

"Daddy will pat Kaira's head."
"Okay. Hehe."

After a short while, we were able to meet the King of Robe.
Until now, we had always met the King in the audience chamber, but this time we were guided to what looked like a conference room.

"The audience chamber is where the king receives guests. Although the succession ceremony hasn't officially taken place yet, the transfer of power is already happening internally. It's now a place my son should use, not me."

The King of Robe, or rather, the Former King, said.
The Former King, who was over 80 years old, had many more wrinkles compared to a few years ago.
Still, his eyes remained clear, suggesting that he hadn't stepped down due to illness.

"What are your children's names?"
"The eldest is Kaiden, and the second is Kaira."
"I see. The children are quite lovely."

The Former King treated the children warmly, as if to prove he had indeed stepped down from his position.
There was no trace of his former kingly demeanor.
Thanks to this, the children were able to chat happily with him as if he were a neighborhood grandfather.

In the midst of this, the conference room door opened.
A cute little girl who appeared to be around Kaiden's age came running in.
The child looked at us with surprise, then turned to the Former King.

"Grandfather!"
"Beatrice."

The Former King smiled warmly.
A girl of that age calling the Former King "grandfather" must mean...

At that moment, a man entered the room.

"Grandfather, I apologize. You were receiving guests..."
"No, it's fine."

The Former King looked at us and spoke.

"Let me introduce you. This is my grandson. That is... yes, the one who will become the prince from being a royal grandson."

We stood up and bowed to the prince.
The prince waved his hands dismissively.

"There's no need for that. Please raise your heads. It's an honor to meet the renowned Duke and Duchess of North."
"You flatter us."

The Former King then pointed to the little girl.

"That child is my great-granddaughter. Her name is Beatrice."
"..."

Princess Beatrice had been silent the whole time.
She was just quietly staring at Kaiden.

...Huh?
That reaction seems very familiar...

The prince picked up the dazed Beatrice.

"Beatrice, let's go. These are Grandfather's guests, so it would be rude..."
"Daddy! I like him!"
"...Huh?"

Princess Beatrice pointed at Kaiden with sparkling eyes.
Kaiden, receiving that sparkling gaze directly, looked at me with a troubled expression.
The Former King, who should have mediated, was just laughing out loud, and the prince also had a troubled expression.

"Duke, and Duchess. I'm truly sorry. My daughter is still young, so I hope you understand..."
"Daddyyy! I want to play with him!"
"...Beatrice, please speak a little more quietly."

The situation was too amusing.

A young child throwing a tantrum and a father struggling because of it.
Even royalty isn't so special after all.

The prince could only stamp his feet before finally hoisting his daughter over his shoulder.
It seemed like leaving the place took priority over maintaining dignity.

"Name! Just tell me your name!"

Princess Beatrice struggled on the prince's shoulder.
She still had her gaze fixed on Kaiden.

I gently patted Kaiden's back as he didn't know what to do.
Kaiden swallowed once and opened his mouth.

"Kaiden... Kaiden North."
"Kaiden! See you next time!"

With those words, Princess Beatrice disappeared outside with the prince.

In the wake of the whirlwind that had just passed through, the Former King burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! Tell me, Duke, how would you feel about having royalty as a daughter-in-law?"

Ellion sighed at the Former King's meddling.

"...You're getting too far ahead."
"Heh heh, true. It's the children's thoughts that matter, not ours."

I wasn't sure how much a marriage between royalty and nobility would actually follow the wishes of those involved, but there was no need to add more to what the Former King had said.

"Well, you should head back for today. At my age, even sitting and talking becomes tiring."
"Then we shall take our leave."
"Come visit occasionally and keep me company."
"We will."

Our family left the royal palace and walked through the streets.
The capital streets, which we hadn't visited in a long time, had both changed in many ways and remained the same in others.

"Ah, that restaurant!"
"Do you know it?"
"Remember when I brought you packaged turkey meat to your lodgings? It was from that restaurant."
"Ah, that."

As Ellion and I were nodding and reminiscing, Kaira tugged at my hand.

"Mom, I want to eat turkey too."
"Oh? Should we eat at that restaurant then?"
"Yes."

Seeing Kaiden nodding as well, we headed to the restaurant.
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After ordering from the waiter, the food arrived quickly.
Ellion served meat onto plates and handed them to the children first.

"Looks delicious!"
"Chew slowly and thoroughly."

I couldn't help but smile contentedly as I watched Kaira and Kaiden munching on their meat.

Ellion and I also served ourselves and began eating.
Ellion put some meat in his mouth and made a satisfied expression.

"It really does taste better when it's freshly served."
"Doesn't it?"

When Ellion and I had eaten at the knights' quarters dining hall before, we had reheated leftovers that didn't taste this good.
With each bite, the juices moistly seeped out, blending perfectly with the sauce, making my taste buds happy.

"Oh my, who do we have here!"

I turned my head toward the familiar voice and saw Sister Rosie standing there.
Seeing the familiar faces behind her, including the library director, it seemed they were having a staff dinner.
The library staff briefly greeted our family before leaving, with only Sister Rosie staying behind.

"Sister, have you been well?"
"Yes, I've been doing fine. What brings you to the capital?"
"I had some business at the royal palace."

After finishing her greeting with me, Rosie looked at Ellion.

"Duke, it's been a while."
"Yes. Hello. Children, say hello."

At Ellion's prompt, the children bowed their heads politely.
Rosie cheerfully returned their greeting.

"The children seem to grow so quickly. They've gotten so big."
"I know. I wish they'd grow a little more slowly."

Even though we hadn't left the Northe duchy, I had maintained regular contact with Sister Rosie.
At first, she had seemed intimidated by my new status as a duchess, but after I asked her to treat me as she always had, we were able to continue our close sisterly relationship.

"How is Bana? Is she healthy?"
"Of course. She's quite the neighborhood boss now."

Bana is the name of the daughter Rosie had with her husband, Dillen, who used to be her lover.
A few years ago, when we held the second Bako Fire Festival, I invited Rosie's family to come watch, and that's when I saw her.

To think that the baby who had burst into tears at the sound of fireworks had now become a neighborhood boss.
My, how time flies.

After a brief conversation, Sister Rosie left the restaurant, wishing us an enjoyable meal.
Soon after, our family finished eating and left the restaurant as well.

What should we do now?
After a moment's consideration, we decided that since we were already in the capital, we should meet with everyone we knew before returning home.

We visited a shabby mansion in the capital.
After knocking on the door and waiting, a young man appeared.

"Who might you be?"
"My name is Ellion. Is Heinrich here?"
"Ah, the hero... I mean, Duke. My master is inside. Please come in."

Following the man's guidance, we entered the mansion.
After waiting in the reception room, Heinrich soon appeared.

"Oh my, look who it is. What pleasant faces to see."
"Master Heinrich. Have you been well?"
"Hello."
"I've been well. Oh! You brought the children too."

Heinrich smiled as he looked at the children.
The children blinked their eyes before greeting Heinrich.

"I'm Heinrich, a mage who traveled with your parents."
"Wow! A mage!"

Kaiden's eyes sparkled at the mention of a mage.

Kaiden had wanted to learn magic.
Having grown up watching me use magic, it was understandable.

Since my son wanted it, I looked into it.
First, I asked Noren if Kaiden could learn magic.

Noren examined Kaiden's physical condition to see if he could sense magical power.
Fortunately, Kaiden could sense it.

However, we couldn't teach him magic right away.
I had learned magic too haphazardly to be able to teach Kaiden properly, and since Noren specialized in healing magic, it was difficult for him to properly assess Kaiden's potential.

Sending him to the academy wasn't an option as he hadn't reached the minimum age requirement.
When I looked into hiring a magic tutor, I discovered that Robe's laws prohibited private tutoring of magic at home.

We had no choice but to wait, but now, standing before us was the most talented mage I knew.

"Master Heinrich. Our Kaiden can sense magical power. Could you possibly check him for us?"

Heinrich nodded at my request.
He crouched down in front of Kaiden to meet him at eye level.

"Kaiden, was it? What kind of mage do you want to become?"
"What... kind?"
"Yes. In your mind, what does a mage do?"

Kaiden chewed his lips thoughtfully for a moment before speaking.

"I want to create magic that helps people."
"Why do you think that way?"
"The only real mages I've seen are Mom and Healer Noren. So all the magic I know is useful to people in everyday life."

Despite his young age, when he could have simply said something like it looked cool or he wanted to be strong—which wouldn't have been strange—he said something like that.
Not just because he's my son, but I found it truly admirable.

"That's right. Before you were born, your mother presented me with a new magical theory. As a result, all pregnant women in the world can now safely give birth."

When I was giving birth to Kaiden, I had worked with Noren to research an application of physical transformation magic, which resulted in birthing magic.
After we formally reported it to the Robe royal family, birthing magic became a mandatory course at the Healer's Academy.

Heinrich smiled and patted Kaiden's head.

"I've heard your thoughts. You have the potential to become an excellent mage."
"Thank you."

At that moment, Heinrich's disciple who had guided us earlier entered the reception room with refreshments.
We sat down and continued our conversation.

"How old is Kaiden now?"
"Nine years old."
"Still a long way to go before he can enter the academy."

Heinrich took a sip of tea and looked at Ellion.

"Why don't you help the child with his sensory training?"
"What should I do?"
"Help him store magical power within his body and circulate it freely. You can teach him in the same way you use divine power."
"I understand."

After receiving advice from Heinrich about magic education, we chatted about what had been happening lately.

"Has Lady Rina left Robe?"
"Yes. She left recently. Said she was going to the Doria Forest. Mentioned something about visiting her master after a long time."
"Do you know when she'll return to Robe?"
"Well. She didn't specify an exact time, but she said she would return soon since the former king is getting on in years."

She meant she would come back before the former king died.
Well, it's not happening today or tomorrow, so it will take a bit longer before we meet again.

"I heard that Lord Grant recently took a vacation. Are you planning to meet him?"
"Yes. Since I've made time, I want to meet everyone I know."
"Right. If not now, then when?"

After leaving Heinrich's mansion, we headed to the Grant Marquis residence.
Despite our sudden visit, the Marquis and his wife welcomed us warmly.

"I don't know how to respond to such a warm welcome."
"Hahaha, of course we'd welcome the Duke of Northe."

After briefly exchanging greetings, the two men suddenly started discussing business.
Business talk even during a social visit?

As I was shaking my head, the Marchioness addressed me.

"You came to see my daughter, didn't you, Duchess?"
"Ah, yes."
"I'll entertain the children, so please go to her room. Allia will be delighted to know you've come."

Thanking the Marchioness for her consideration, I rose from my seat.
Following a maid's guidance, I arrived at Sister Allia's room.

Opening the door, I saw Sister Allia raising her head groggily, buried under her blankets.

"Daisy?"
"Sister."
"What's this? Am I still dreaming?"
"I can come visit, you know. It's not a dream."

Allia pinched her cheek once and then sat up in bed.
I couldn't help but laugh at her cute polka-dot pajamas.

"Sister, aren't those pajamas too cute?"
"Since I'm not a cute age anymore, at least my clothes should be cute."
"Come on, you're not old at all."

Sister Allia truly didn't age, to an enviable degree.
Sitting on her bed and looking at her up close, I couldn't see a single wrinkle or blemish.
Perfect baby skin.

No, really, how can she look like that when she's over forty?

"Is it true that superhumans age more slowly?"
"Maybe?"
"Then won't it be awkward later if I'm walking around with Ellion?"

I suddenly felt sad.
What if Ellion maintains his youthful appearance while I alone grow wrinkled and old?

"Oh, come on. You haven't changed either."
"My body doesn't feel the same anymore..."
"Isn't that because of raising children?"

Maybe...?
No, that's not it.
How could I think that when our children are so lovable?

"Sister, aren't you going to get married?"

At my words, Sister Allia made a cautious expression.

"...There is one man I like."
"Really? When I was talking with the Marchioness earlier, she didn't mention anything about it."
"I haven't told her yet. He's not from Robe."

My goodness.
Is spring finally coming for my sister?
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Luceberia Academy.

Named after the second king of the Gairis Kingdom, this academy was renowned as the finest in the Elvira continent.
Alia Grant stood gazing at the famous academy, where it was not at all unusual for children of influential figures from various countries to enroll each year.

"We've finally arrived."
"Yes, Your Royal Highness."

Anais Robe, standing beside Alia, looked up at the academy with an expression full of anticipation.
Anais had turned fifteen this year and was enrolling in the academy.
Above all, the fact that she was visiting a foreign country for the first time made Anais's heart race.

"Well then! Let's go straight to the dormitory I'll be using!"
"Your Highness. We need to complete the enrollment procedures first."
"W-what? Really!?"

Alia began to worry a little about Anais's academy life.

Anais's enrollment procedures were completed.
Since only Anais, as a student, and her assigned maids could enter the dormitory, Alia prepared to return to Robe.

"I wish you could stay longer."

Having grown attached during their journey together, Anais wore a regretful expression.
Alia smiled at her.

"I'll come back to pick you up during the vacation."
"That's a promise, Lady Grant."

As Alia bowed her head and turned to leave, Anais waved her hand enthusiastically.

Although she had said she would return to Robe, she couldn't leave right away.
To depart from the island nation of Gairis, she needed to wait for a ship, and there was still some time left.

'I might as well get something to eat.'

After pocketing her ticket, Alia headed straight for the village near the harbor.
Passing by fishermen selling fish they claimed to have caught at dawn, she came upon a street lined with restaurants.
Being an island nation, or perhaps due to its proximity to the harbor, there were many seafood specialty restaurants.

While she was contemplating what to eat...

"Stop, thief!"

Alia immediately looked toward the commotion.
A well-dressed man was chasing another man who was clutching a bag to his chest.
And they were running directly toward Alia.

Though she was in a foreign country, Alia was still a soldier by profession.
She couldn't stand by when a citizen was in trouble.
Alia grabbed the collar of the thief as he rushed past her.

"Gack!"

There was no way a mere pickpocket could withstand the superhuman strength of a hero party member.
The thief slammed to the ground following Alia's gesture.

Alia immediately twisted the thief's arm behind his back to subdue him.
Meanwhile, the man who had his bag stolen approached Alia.
The man, catching his breath, expressed his gratitude.

"Huff, huff... Thank you... huff, for helping..."

As Alia was handing the bag back to the man, knights came running from a distance, likely responding to a report.
After handing the pickpocket over to the knights, the man spoke to Alia.

"Thank you again. If it weren't for you, miss, I might have missed my ship."
"I only did what anyone should do."
"Are you busy? I'd like to treat you to a meal as thanks."

Since she was planning to eat anyway, Alia simply nodded.

Appetizing fish dishes were placed on the table.

"This is the restaurant's signature dish. I guarantee the taste."

The man had brought Alia to a restaurant he said he visited whenever he came to the harbor.
The food was delicious enough to please even Alia, who wasn't particularly fond of fish.

After a satisfying meal, the two parted ways in front of the restaurant.

A chance encounter.
Alia thought of her connection with the man as just that.

The sea breeze blew refreshingly.
The sails fluttered as the ship swiftly cut through the sea.
The journey home always brought a sense of peace.

"Oh? Miss?"

Alia turned her head at the familiar voice.
The man from earlier was standing there.

"We meet again."
"So you're also heading to Robe. I didn't expect we'd have the same destination."

Seeing a familiar face made Alia feel somewhat glad.
The man took out a business card from his pocket and handed it to Alia.

[Luceberia Academy, Professor of Geology. Derek Schutt]

Surprised by the man's unexpected identity, Alia looked back and forth between the card and the man.

"I'm going to Neswide via Robe for research. Actually, I was supposed to go with my team last week, but due to some business, I'm joining them late on my own."
"I see."

Alia put Derek's card in her pocket.
Having received his card, it would be proper for her to give hers in return, but Alia was a knight. She didn't have anything like a business card.

"I'm Alia Grant, a knight of Robe. Please excuse me for not having a card."
"Ah... so you're a knight. I thought there was something unusual about the way you caught that pickpocket earlier."
"It was nothing."
"If it weren't for Lady Grant, I might have missed my ship. My ticket was in that bag."

As the two were conversing, they moved to get their meal when a sailor announced food distribution.
Alia received fresh fruits and food and sat down on one side of the deck.
While she was eating, Derek approached and sat beside her.

"The fare is expensive, so the food is good too."

Typically, sailors' food consists mostly of preserved items like hardtack or heavily salted meat, which can be stored for long periods. This is natural since it's awkward to light fires and impossible to store fresh food on a ship.

However, the ship they were on was quite a large passenger vessel.
It was possible to have a somewhat satisfactory meal.

Of course, not as good as on land.
Alia suddenly remembered the fish dish she had eaten just before boarding the ship.

"I think the fish dish you treated me to was more delicious."
"Is that so? Next time you come to Gairis, I'll treat you again."
"Yes. Then next time..."

Alia stopped mid-sentence, struck by a strange thought.
Why was she suddenly making dinner plans?
And with a man she had known for barely a few hours.

'...Huh?'

Confused, Alia shifted her gaze from Derek to the sea.
She couldn't understand why she had said such a thing.

"Ah, being a knight, I suppose you can't freely travel abroad, Lady Grant?"
"Y-yes, that's right. However, I do have a reason to return to Gairis in a few months."

Since she had promised Princess Anais to return during the vacation, it would probably be around that time.

"Please come to Luceberia Academy with the card I gave you. I'll treat you to another meal then."
"Yes..."

In response to Alia's somewhat dazed reply, Derek flashed a smile and then focused on his meal.

It was from that moment.
Alia couldn't calm her unsettled heart.

It was a strange feeling.
She kept finding her gaze drawn to Derek.

The state persisted even after they disembarked.
Since they were traveling in the same direction, they ended up going to the capital together. Alia found herself initiating conversations and seeking information about Derek, behaviors she felt were unlike her usual self.

*

Listening to Alia's story, I thoughtfully scratched my chin.

Is this what they call love at first sight?
They say everyone falls in love differently, but isn't this too sudden?

"Sister, could it be that you're just feeling lonely? After all, you only traveled together for a few days."

It's possible that this Derek Schutt was a completely different type from the knights Alia usually encountered, and she was attracted to this novelty.

"I thought so too, but... even when I'm alone at home, I keep thinking about him."

Alia hugged a pillow to her face.
Her reddening ears suggested this was serious.

"So... how does Mr. Schutt feel about you?"
"...I don't know."

Indeed, this was the biggest issue.
There was a high possibility that it was just Alia's one-sided love.

"But if he's a professor, he might already be married..."
"That's not the case! I asked about everything! He's only two years older than me!"
"Ah, I see..."

Alia, who had raised her head sharply to refute my words, soon became dejected again.

"But still... it probably won't work out, right?"
"Why not?"
"I'm a knight."

Alia had recently transferred to the Imperial Knights.
It was a promotion after serving as the Capital Knights Commander for over a decade.

"I like my life as a knight. I don't want to give it up. But I can't ask Derek to give up his position as an academy professor either."

As a knight, Alia couldn't easily move to Gairis.
With Derek established as an academy professor, for them to be together, one of them would have to give up everything they had built so far.

"Don't give up so soon. You never know what the future holds."
"Do you think so...?"
"How long is your leave, sister?"
"About a week left. Why?"

For Derek Schutt to reach Neswide, he must pass through our North Duchy.
As the Duchess, I could certainly arrange an opportunity for the two to talk.

"First, let's find out how this Derek Schutt feels. I'll help you."
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First, we explained the whole situation to Ellion.
Ellion had a somewhat bewildered expression, while Sister Alia bowed her head with a bright red face.
As a bonus, the Marquis and Marchioness Grant found their daughter's love story quite interesting.

"Alia. I don't know what decision you'll make about this matter, but we will respect your choice."

The Marquis and Marchioness Grant left these words of encouragement for their daughter.
Sister Alia, seemingly encouraged by her parents' support, nodded enthusiastically.

After being treated to dinner at the Grant mansion, we returned home.
After putting the children to bed, Ellion and I reviewed documents in the study.

According to what Sister Alia told us, the team that Derick Schutt was supposed to join had either already entered the North Duchy or had gone to Neswide.

"There was a research team from Gairis. It also says that one more person will join them later."

Ellion picked up a document from a classified pile and handed it to me.
It was an entry request document for the Gairis research team at the checkpoint, which detailed their research plan for mining rocks and minerals that could be found in Neswide.

"There doesn't seem to be any document under Derick Schutt's name yet."
"Really? Then we'll have to wait a bit."

While I was still reading through the documents, Ellion slowly approached and embraced me from behind.

"Darling."
"Hmm?"
"The kids seemed tired from running around all day. They went to bed early."
"Oh, you..."

No more words were needed between us.
We headed to the bedroom, holding each other tightly.

The next day.
Ellion was massaging my waist from early morning.

"Ah, that feels good there..."
"Here? Alright."
"Mmm..."

It feels good during the act, but my waist always hurts the next day.
It's all because Ellion has too much stamina.

He always goes until I lose consciousness, really...

...

...Ahem! Not that I'm complaining, of course.

Cayden started sensory training with Ellion today.
Following Heinrich's advice, Ellion will teach him step by step.

Then I should play with Kaira.
I'm going to shower her chubby cheeks with kisses.

...Just as I was about to do so, the head butler approached me with documents.

"The Duke instructed me to bring these to you, my lady."

Checking the documents, I found an entry request with Derick Schutt's name on it.
Looking through the contents, I saw that it was identical to the Gairis research team's documents we had seen last night.

I signed the approval section and handed it back to the head butler.
Then I immediately went to Ellion.

"Honey, I'm going to the Grant mansion."
"Okay. Got it."
"Take care."

I waved lightly to both of them and opened a portal.
I could have teleported directly into the Grant mansion, but that would be trespassing, so I moved to just outside the mansion.

The mansion guard was startled by my sudden appearance but sighed in relief when he recognized who I was.
One guard went inside to announce my visit, and soon permission was granted for me to enter.

The Marquis seemed to be out, and the Marchioness welcomed me along with Sister Alia.

"As I mentioned yesterday, I'm here about Sister Alia's love problem."

At my words, the Marchioness displayed a bright smile and began playfully hitting Alia's arm.

"Oh my! Dear! Hurry and get ready to go out!"
"Ah, Mother! Stop hitting me!"
"No! I'll do your makeup! Come with me!"
"No...! Why, why are you more excited than I am?!"

Even Sister Alia with her superhuman strength couldn't use her power against the Marchioness.
It seemed she was afraid the Marchioness might get hurt by her strength.
Or perhaps the Marchioness was also incredibly strong despite her appearance?

Anyway, after the two left the reception room, I enjoyed the refreshments brought by the maids.

A little while later, Sister Alia returned with elegant makeup, just like when I had seen her at the banquet before.
Since she usually lives as a knight without wearing any makeup, seeing her like this reminded me of how truly beautiful she is.

"How does she look, Duchess? Doesn't it suit her well?"
"Yes. If she dressed like this normally, she would have been married long ago."

The Marchioness Grant asked confidently about her daughter's appearance, then sighed deeply at my response.

"That's what I'm saying. Always running around like a tomboy..."
"Mother! I'm a knight!"
"Hey! Do you know how many times I've heard you say you want to date someone? Yet you don't even take care of your appearance! You have no idea how frustrated I've been..."

Suddenly, the mother and daughter started arguing.
Maybe I should just give up and go home.

"Ahem! I apologize, Duchess. We've shown you something unseemly."

Soon realizing I was present, the Marchioness cleared her throat.
I looked at Sister Alia, who was pouting, and said:

"Now that your appearance is taken care of, let's go meet Derick Schutt."
"W-wait! We're going just like this? Don't we need more preparation?"
"What more preparation do we need?"
"Well, I mean... Didn't you say you'd help? Isn't there anything else?"

I took the hands of the seemingly desperate sister and looked her straight in the eyes.

"Before we can do anything else, you need to meet Derick Schutt first."
"Me...?"
"Of course, you're the one who needs to meet him. It would be strange if I, who has never met Derick Schutt, went up to him and asked what his ideal type is, wouldn't it?"
"That's true, but..."

If I weren't married, I might have done it without hesitation, but I have a husband, children, and the position of Duchess, so it's not something I can do.
If this were Earth, I could have at least stalked his social media to see what kind of preferences he had and what he liked, but that's impossible in this world.

In the end, all I could do was help Sister Alia, who was just pining away in her room, meet Derick Schutt.
I tried to encourage Sister Alia, who seemed lost in thought.

"If you just stay still, this will remain a passing connection. If you want it, you have to take action yourself."
"...Alright."

I returned to the North Duchy with Sister Alia.
I roughly knew Derick Schutt's location.
The entry request I had checked earlier stated that he would pass through Checkpoint 2.

We found a seat at a café on the way up to Checkpoint 2.
After the checkpoint was established and people began to frequent the area, it wasn't just a mountain path anymore—buildings like this café and restaurants where people could rest had sprung up.

"Ugh, this feels so strange."

Before leaving the Grant mansion, Sister Alia had been dragged away by the Marchioness once more to change clothes.
As a result, she now awkwardly fidgeted with the hem of her skirt.
Having only worn pants normally, wearing a skirt felt unfamiliar to her.

"Daisy. What should I say when Mr. Schutt arrives? How did you and the Duke date?"
"Me?"

Thinking about her question, I realized that my relationship with Ellion had just sort of happened.
We had known each other since childhood and had a basic affection for each other, and when the village was invaded, Ellion saved me, which naturally developed our relationship.
After hearing this story, Sister Alia frowned.

"That's not helpful at all."
"W-well, at least I wasn't moping around in my room like you!"
"Why you... Oh."

She suddenly stopped mid-sentence, and I looked in the direction she was staring.
I saw a man dressed in obvious traveler's attire.

"Is that him?"
"Y-yes."

Wow, I've never seen this sister look so shy before.
I quickly pushed her forward.

"Come on, let's go. Go talk to him."
"Huh? What?"

It was strange to see someone who normally wouldn't budge at my strength being gently pushed forward.

Sister Alia hesitated a bit but soon seemed to gather her courage and strode purposefully toward Derick Schutt.

When Derick Schutt spotted Sister Alia, his eyes widened in surprise, but he soon smiled.
The two exchanged some words, but I was too far away to hear what they were saying.
However, from Derick Schutt's expression that I could see, the atmosphere didn't seem bad.

In the middle of their conversation, Derick Schutt paused.
It seemed that Sister Alia had expressed her feelings.

Derick Schutt looked at Sister Alia with his mouth closed.
Even watching from a distance, time seemed to flow slowly for me—I wondered how Sister Alia was feeling right now.

After a moment, Derick Schutt opened his mouth.
What kind of answer was coming from those lips?

Then Derick Schutt extended his hand to Sister Alia.
I couldn't see Sister Alia's expression, but I could clearly see her extending her hand as well, shaking his.

After the handshake, Derick Schutt walked away.
Sister Alia slowly approached me.

She was smiling, and I smiled back.
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Dear Mother and Father,

It's Kaiden. How have you been?
I've been quite busy lately handling student council matters.

Since half of the students are royalty or nobility from various countries, there are occasional disturbances due to pride conflicts.
Well... none of them have crossed the line, though.
They say they can't tarnish the names they're fighting for in the first place.

Anyway, while working on the student council, I've met many different types of people.
And I've learned a lot from observing them.
I suppose my perspective has broadened somewhat.

Final exams begin next week.
It's a bit embarrassing to say this about myself, but I'm extremely confident.
Of course, it would be quite shameful if I say this and then perform poorly, but what does it matter?
I believe I can make such bold claims to my parents.

By the time this letter reaches your hands, the exams will be over, and I'll be preparing to come home. I'll tell you more detailed stories when I return.

Mother, Father.
Please stay healthy always. I love you.

P.S.: I miss Kaira and Caroline too.

From Kaiden North, to my beloved parents.

*

I read the short letter over and over again.
I felt my heart warming at the letter from my son who had gone to Gairis to study.

It had been half a year since Kaiden enrolled in Luceberia Academy.
For the first few days, I cried so much because I missed my son.
Anyone watching would have thought I'd sent him off to war.

I was very worried since this was the first time Kaiden and I had been separated for such a long period.
Ellion was flustered as he tried to comfort me—how embarrassing it seems now when I think about it.

"Mom! Mom!"

Just then, a cheerful voice came from beyond the door.
The door opened, and our youngest, Caroline, entered the room.

But wait, why does her face look like that?

"How do I look? Pretty?"

Caroline's eyes were sparkling.
Her gaze seemed to be begging me to tell her she looked pretty, which made me laugh.

Caroline's face was caked with all sorts of makeup.
A child trying to imitate adult makeup without any guidance.

"Did you use your sister's makeup?"
"Yes!"
"Did you get her permission?"
"Uh..."

Caroline suddenly blinked.
It seemed she had helped herself to her sister's things without saying anything.

"Carol. If you want to use your sister's things, you should ask for permission first."
"...I'm sorry."
"Apologize to your sister."

I gently stroked Caroline's head.
Being a late child with a significant age gap from her brother and sister, I had never scolded her harshly, but these things needed to be addressed immediately.

"Yes. I understand."

As I was watching Caroline nodding her head with satisfaction, a scream came from somewhere.

"Aaaah! What is this?!"

The voice of my second child, filled with disbelief.
Caroline flinched and looked up at me.

"Let's go see your sister."
"Y-yes..."

When we arrived at Kaira's room, we found makeup items scattered all over the floor.
It seemed Caroline had used her sister's makeup and rushed to show me without tidying up.

Kaira was crouched on the floor organizing the makeup when she sensed our presence and turned around.

"Oh, Mom. Was I too loud? Sor... ry... Carol?"
"Um, hi... sister..."

Kaira looked at the makeup caked on Caroline's face and then at the makeup she was organizing.

"...Was it you?"
"I-I'm sorry... sister..."

Kaira looked at Caroline with an expression of disbelief.
I gently patted Caroline's back.

"Come on, Carol. You need to apologize properly."
"Um... I'm sorry for using your makeup without permission... and not cleaning up after myself..."

In response to Caroline's apology, Kaira sighed once and approached her vanity.
Kaira gathered cleansing supplies and gently wiped Caroline's face.

"Next time, you must tell your sister first, okay?"
"Y-yes."
"And Carol, you're already pretty without these things."
"Really?"
"Of course."

Kaira calmly reasoned with Caroline.
When her sister explained without getting angry, Caroline nodded and listened attentively.

As I was watching them from a distance, a maid approached us.

"My lady, dinner is ready."
"Yes. We'll be right there."

After helping Kaira tidy up her makeup, we all headed to the dining room together.

"You're here?"

Ellion was sitting at the round table, slightly raising his hand in greeting, which naturally brought a smile to my face.

"You should have started eating."
"I should eat with my family."

That's my husband for you.
How admirable.

I lightly kissed Ellion's cheek and sat beside him.
Once the children were seated, the maids brought out the dishes one by one.

We talked while eating, discussing various topics like the makeup incident earlier, the book Caroline had read today, and other miscellaneous matters.

The conversation naturally shifted to Kaiden's letter.

"Will brother come home during the break?"

Caroline's eyes widened.
For young Caroline, half a year must have felt incredibly long.
She was excited about seeing her brother whom she hadn't seen for such a long time.

"When brother comes, I want to ask him what the academy was like."

Kaira spoke while twirling her spaghetti.
Kaira had shown interest in Luceberia Academy for a long time.
She often mentioned wanting to follow her brother to the continent's finest academy, and she was looking forward to hearing detailed stories when Kaiden returned.

"Wouldn't it be better to practice more swordsmanship if you want to be accepted into Luceberia Academy?"
"Ugh..."

Kaira looked sheepish at Ellion's question.

Unlike Kaiden, Kaira had no talent for magic.
Nor was she particularly interested in academics, but having grown up listening to stories about Ellion the hero, she developed a great interest in swordsmanship.

In fact, she showed remarkable achievements in swordsmanship, perhaps inheriting Ellion's talent.
Ellion was excited to teach her various techniques, and Kaira absorbed his teachings quickly.
However, as Kaira entered puberty, she began showing more interest in makeup and clothes, occasionally skipping sword training, which prompted Ellion's playful remark.

Of course, whether Kaira learned swordsmanship or not wasn't particularly important to me.
As long as Kaira could have a happy future, that was enough.

"Kaira."
"Yes, Mom."
"Do what you want to do. It doesn't have to be swordsmanship."
"That's not it. I still love swords and want to become an excellent swordsman like Dad. But..."

But?

"I suddenly felt uncertain. About what kind of person I should be, whether just blindly swinging a sword is enough..."

Puberty is a time of wandering.

Cases like Kaiden, who set his own goals and achieved them efficiently, were rare.
Most adolescents become emotionally unstable and start questioning their identity.

Ellion became a hero and quickly strengthened his mental fortitude, while I had to figure out how to survive after losing my parents to demon attacks. (It was the same when I lived as Kim Min-jun.)
Since we couldn't offer advice based on our own experiences, I decided to trust Kaira and give her time.

"As I said earlier, follow your heart. If you need help, you can always talk to Mom or Dad. The fact that you're our beloved daughter will never change."

At my words, Ellion also looked at Kaira with a serious expression.
Kaira looked back and forth between us and nodded.

"Yes. I understand. Thank you for saying that."

Seeing Kaira respond this way made me smile with pride.
In truth, despite being in puberty, Kaira had never been violent or caused us worry.
Even earlier, when Caroline had made a mess of her things, she spoke gently, showing that her mindset was already quite mature.

"Mom, Mom."
"Yes? What is it, Carol?"
"Do you love me too?"
"Of course I do. Without a doubt."
"Hehe."

Having received the answer she wanted, Caroline grinned and returned to her meal.
It was adorable how she wanted to copy everything her sister did.

After dinner and finishing some light work, I entered the bedroom.
After a quick shower, Ellion and I lay facing each other in bed.

"You worked hard today too."

When Ellion says this,

"You too, dear."

I always reply.

We always told each other "good job" before going to sleep.
Although we could understand each other's feelings just by looking into each other's eyes after spending over a decade together, it was still good to express it directly in words.
Words of affection gave us strength and showed that we remained the same.

Ellion reached out to me.
I obediently followed his hand and nestled into his arms.
Ellion's scent calmed my heart.

"It's always been this way, but... I still love being in your arms the most."
"And I love holding you in my arms the most."

We giggled as we exchanged these silly words.
Casual conversation with the one you love is always blissful.

"I love you, Daisy."
"I love you, Ellion."

After exchanging words of love, I closed my eyes.
Then I wriggled deeper into my husband's embrace.
In response to my movement, Ellion's arms wrapped around my body.
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