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Ch. 1 Prologue
“Are you really leaving?”

 

A woman with a large scar around one eye looked at Sena with a worried expression.

 

Having finished preparing with the last herb, Sena closed his suitcase and stood up.

 

“Yes. I’ve stayed here for too long.”

 

“Nobody has offended you, right? Just say the word. I’ll split them in half and leave them in front of your door.”

 

“Don’t make such scary jokes.”

 

It had been three months since he was kidnapped by some dark force.

 

At first, they were ready to kill him for any little mistake, but everyone became as gentle as a big retriever.

 

It was because he saved the woman in front of him, the boss of the organization, Isabella.

 

Even though they were kidnappers, a patient was still a patient. Since Isabella had recovered, it was time for him to go where he originally intended.

 

“Don’t worry. What would you do if you get kidnapped again?”

 

‘Are kidnappers supposed to say things like that?’

 

Though he was a bit reluctant, there was no other way.

 

“Should I assign someone to accompany you?”

 

“It’s okay. The place I’m going to is quite safe.”

 

“Alright then.”

 

Was this Stockholm syndrome?

Now that the time to part had come, there was a sense of regret.

He had grown quite attached over time. But it was time to leave.

Sena gathered the hand holding his travel suitcase and bowed his head slightly.

 

“Thank you for taking care of me all this time.”

 

“The thanks should be coming from me. If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead by now. Feel free to contact me anytime. Wherever you go, we, ‘Labella’, are with you.”

 

She was the boss of the dark organization, always speaking harshly until the end.

 

Sena started walking. ‘Hamus’, this place, was not far from the capital.

 

The next destination was Rendel. It was a somewhat remote rural area, where Sena would start a new life.

 

‘It’s been 21 years since I was reincarnated here.’

 

It was a common plot.

Originally, Sena was a medical student about to graduate.

But he ended up here after being hit by a reincarnation truck.

 

It was scary and bewildering at first. But as they say, humans are creatures of adaptation, right? Whoever said that was quite insightful. But to correct it a bit, it should be ‘humans have no choice but to adapt’.

 

Except for the medieval backdrop, this world was livable. Even the Laperci Empire where he was born was a prosperous country.

 

But Sena, an orphan of fortune, had to survive the apocalypse alone. He lived by guarding a stale piece of bread with a rock in hand.

 

In such an environment, he couldn’t afford to have idle thoughts like ‘I’ve been reincarnated! I have to go back!’

 

Still, now he was somehow making a living as a healer based on his experience of attending medical school. He had some ‘skills’, after all.

 

Anyway, Sena didn’t ask for much. He just wanted to settle down in a quiet countryside with a beautiful view and close his eyes with a happy heart.

 

But…

 

“Are you that healer Sena?”

 

‘I never thought it would be that difficult.’

 

Sena sighed as he looked around at the rough-looking men surrounding him.

 

“Ugh, kidnapped again.”

 

It was already the third time this year.

 

**

 

“Excuse me.”

 

His hands and feet were tied, and he couldn’t see anything.

All he could tell was that this was the back of a carriage from the rattling sound.

 

“Could you at least untie me and talk?”

 

“I need to use the bathroom! I really need to go.”

 

“It’s fine to kidnap, but you should explain.”

 

But there was no response to his complaining voice.

 

‘Don’t these people know how to politely ask for help?’

 

Not being able to pass by a patient, Sena had reached a point where he would heal them even if they came to him normally instead of kidnapping.

 

‘Well, whatever.’

 

He had reached a point where he was resigned to it.

 

Sena leaned heavily against the wall of the luggage compartment and tried to sleep.

 

How much time had passed?

 

Suddenly.

 

The carriage stopped, and Sena’s stifled view finally cleared.

 

A knight bowed politely in front of Sena.

 

“My apologies for the rudeness.”

 

“Chris?”

 

Sena’s face stiffened noticeably. He knew the face well.

 

Chris Pertian.

A genius who reached the status of ‘Master’ at a young age.

According to the rumors he heard last time, Chris had become none other than the Guardian Knight of the Empress.

 

“S-so, this is…”

 

Sena’s optimistic nerves began to fray.

 

“Yes. This is the residence of Her Majesty the Great Empress. The First Garden, Imperial Palace of the Laperci Empire.”

 

Because the empress of this empire was…

Famously known as a mad, brutal tyrant!

Emergency bells rang in Sena’s mind.

 

“Sena-nim, it would be troublesome if you were to flee.”

 

Sena, who was about to jump out of the carriage and run to the exit, was grabbed by the back by Chris’s hand

 

“Chris, are you really doing this…?”

 

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

 

“You owe me big time for covering for you at the academy!”

 

Chris looked polite, but he was a troublemaker. There were endless stories of his antics at the academy.

 

“Repay your debts now!”

 

“Well, Sena-nim. I am now the Guardian Knight of Her Majesty the Empress. It would be inappropriate for you to say such things.”

 

“Oh, I heard about that last time. You’ve made it big. Congratulations. You’ll be dead soon.”

 

“…You’re still the same, Sena-nim. You’re the only one who makes jokes while smiling.”

 

Chris sighed softly and handed him a note.

 

“Take this.”

 

“What’s this?”

 

Sena took the note and read it.

 

[We recommend the Healer Sena as the personal physician of Her Majesty the Empress. He is the only one with the potential to heal Her Majesty, who is in critical condition.]

P.S. If you request him with formal letter, he’ll run away, so please even kidnap him.

– Priest Cruyff Birkender.

 

“That… that fake priest…!”

 

Sena couldn’t contain his anger as he read the recommendation letter.

Cruyff was Sena’s benefactor and mentor. He was like the parent who raised Sena in this strange world.

But from this moment on, he was an enemy.

 

“A fake priest as a candidate for the next pope.”

 

“Man, he laughed the whole time he wrote this letter of recommendation.”

 

Sena’s arms trembled.

 

He wanted to leave right away.

 

“…Is it true that Her Majesty is in critical condition?”

 

Even amidst this, he couldn’t bear to simply ignore a patient.

 

“Yes. Her condition is critical every day. None of the priests have been able to improve Her Majesty’s condition.”

 

“So, that’s why you called me?”

 

To be honest, he was a little intrigued.

Especially at the part where ‘no priest’ could heal her.

Priests who mocked and ignored healers were the worst.

In modern times, they would have just been charlatans.

 

“To be honest, yes. Sena-nim, you have been famous for performing miracles as a healer since the past. That’s why it was very difficult to track your whereabouts.”

 

“Well, I get kidnapped all the time.”

 

The bitter truth he couldn’t say.

Sena could only narrow his eyes.

 

“Will you accept?”

 

“Do I have the right to refuse?”

 

“Yes. Of course.”

 

“…What a kind kidnapper.”

 

Sena said with a bitter expression.

 

“But before that, I have one more question.”

 

“Yes. Please ask.”

 

“What happened to the priests who couldn’t cure Her Majesty until now?”

 

There was one worry on Sena’s mind.

What would happen if he couldn’t save her either.

The tyrant he had only heard rumors about, how would she react?

 

“They died.”

 

“…?”

 

Sena’s eyes were filled with bewilderment.

 

“Hey, Sir Chris.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“Do you really think I’m going to do this?”

 

“…No.”

 

“Oh, I see.”

 

Sena clenched his fist lightly.

 

“So, Sir Chris, are you reluctantly kidnapping me because of orders, but deep down, you remember our old bond and want to let me go?”

 

Chris shook his head firmly.

 

“No. I sincerely wish for Sena to take on the role of Her Majesty’s personal physician.”

 

“Uh… sorry.”

 

Sena tried to jump out of the carriage again.

This was clearly a situation where he needed to escape.

Of course, he was caught by Chris again.

 

“L-let go of me! I can’t die here! What kind of healer becomes the personal physician of someone who threatens to kill them if they can’t cure them?”

 

“Her Majesty simply dislikes lies.”

 

“Huh?”

 

Chris placed Sena back in the carriage and spoke seriously.

 

“The reason they died is because Her Majesty gave them a chance, but they squandered it for their own selfish desires.”

 

“She gave them a chance?”

 

“Yes. They accepted it for their personal gain, even though they couldn’t cure her.”

 

‘But is killing them the right thing to do…?’

 

Sena’s expression turned troubled.

At that moment, Chris bowed in front of Sena.

 

“Please. Just once. Meet her and then decide.”

 

Seeing Chris bow deeply, Sena thought.

 

Why did that fake priest write ‘critical’ in the letter?

 

It was to move him. Knowing that seeing this phrase would make him unable to just pass by.

 

And it did. Even if the patient wasn’t the Empress, but a traitor, Sena wouldn’t have hesitated.

 

But now, he hesitated.

 

Empress Astria.

She was clearly a villain who had killed countless people and was still waging many wars.

 

Wouldn’t saving her life actually result in her killing more people?

 

Above all else—

Sena didn’t have much time anymore.

 

‘I can’t help it.’

 

However, determining whether to save or not as a patient was not something a doctor should think about.

 

That would be too arrogant.

 

“…I’ll examine her for now. But don’t get your hopes up too much.”
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Sena, discovered at an orphanage, was an orphan.

 

No one knew his parents. There was just a baby crying in front of the orphanage one day.

 

Discovered late in the morning, the name ‘Sena’ was given, meaning ‘just before dawn’.

 

“Who’s that child?”

 

“Oh, that’s Sena. He’s our orphanage mascot. Isn’t he adorable?”

 

“What a cute child. And he’s incredibly talented, too.”

 

Sena was unusually shorter than his peers. But his talent was better than anyone else’s.

 

The talent referred to here was the talent of a ‘priest’. The one who first discovered it was a priest named Cruyff, who came to the orphanage for regular inspections.

 

“How about it? You can have something tastier if you come to church.”

 

It was a natural procedure to make a talented child a part of the Order.

 

The Order of Justitia. A religious group that even the emperor of the empire had to be cautious of. If chosen, there would be no greater blessing than that.

 

Sena was different.

 

“I don’t believe in religion.”

 

“?”

 

“Go preach somewhere else. But this is delicious. One more, please.”

 

Cruyff mentioned seeing such a disgusted expression on a child’s face for the first time.

 

So curiosity arose, and despite his busy schedule, he increased his visits to the orphanage from once every six months to once a week.

 

One day, Cruyff made this proposal to Sena.

 

“Be my disciple.”

 

Sena was 7 years old at the time.

An orphan born into a strange world.

 

Living without any background in the medieval era was very difficult.

 

Sena didn’t have much ambition and would be satisfied with an ordinary life, but he was beginning to realize that even that ordinary life would be impossible as an orphan in the medieval era.

 

So he accepted Cruyff’s proposal.

 

 

From Cruyff, he learned many things.

 

How to live in this world, basic knowledge, miscellaneous herbology, and unique diseases found only here.

 

But he didn’t teach Sena how to use the ‘holy magic’ he wanted to learn the most.

 

“Fake priest, teach me holy magic.”

“I have no knowledge of holy magic to teach you.”

 

‘That damn fake priest.’

 

If he really wanted to learn, he should enter the church or something.

 

Sena didn’t like religion anyway, and now he had grown even more disinterested.

 

Anyway, it would have been quite difficult without him. Despite calling him names, Sena was grateful enough to him.

 

On a personal level, he thought of him as a ‘father’.

 

Overall, time passed satisfactorily. No, it was even better than his previous life. Cruyff was a good person. The nuns at the orphanage were all good people too.

 

Except for one thing, except for the fact that his name sounded like a girl’s.

Even though he was an orphan, didn’t they give him too sloppy a name?

 

With only such trivial complaints, Sena realized that his childhood was quite happy.

 

Then Sena turned 15.

 

“Arrogant little brat. You’ll go to the academy starting tomorrow.”

“But I don’t want to.”

“A child should play with peers to be happy.”

 

Cruyff sent Sena to the ‘Academy’.

 

The Imperial Academy.

The best educational institution where the empire’s key talents gather.

Magic, swordsmanship, scholarship.

The best people in each field were invited as professors to teach the students.

 

Not only high nobles but also imperial royals attended this academy.

 

So it wasn’t easy for commoners to attend the academy.

 

Not only were the tuition fees astronomical, but those without high status had to have qualities that could be called ‘genius’ to attend.

 

“Is that him?”

“He’s actually Cruyff’s disciple.”

 

At that moment, Sena realized that his parent and mentor, Cruyff, was quite a remarkable priest.

 

With the recommendation of the high-ranking clergyman, he obtained the opportunity to learn at the academy.

 

“Is he really a commoner? What commoner has skin that fair?”

“Aww! He’s so cute!”

 

Life at the academy was somewhat enjoyable.

He made quite a few friends and met many precious connections.

 

“Thank you for saving me.”

“An accomplishment that no priest could achieve…”

 

Above all, at the academy, he learned a lot of knowledge that would be helpful for future treatments.

 

Thanks to that, he saved many people and healed many people.

 

That’s probably why. He couldn’t take care of his own body properly.

 

“Cough.”

 

Third year at the academy.

With graduation just a year away.

Sena coughed up blood in the morning.

 

“W-What’s happening?”

 

His head was dizzy, and his chest felt tight.

At first, he thought it was fatigue.

As he washed his face and dried his hair—

 

Sena saw something strange.

It was a number. Just a number written above his head.

 

[1647]

 

“Do I also have esotropia?”

 

At first, Sena thought his eyes were playing tricks on him.

But it didn’t take long for him to realize that the number represented his ‘lifespan’.

 

“Someone collapsed!”

 

A man walking down the street collapsed.

And that man died before Sena could even try to help him.

 

There was a number above that man too.

The man’s number was zero.

 

[0]

 

“So, the time given to me is….”

 

4 years, 6 months, and 5 days.

Sena realized that he was living on borrowed time.

 

**

 

On the way to the Imperial Chamber.

Chris looked back and asked.

 

“But Sena, why did you suddenly disappear from the academy?”

 

“Oh, that, um…”

 

‘Well, knowing that I’m living a terminal life, I couldn’t just calmly attend school.’

 

Sena evaded the question.

 

“Because it was boring.”

 

“It was boring?”

 

“Yes.”

 

After realizing that he was terminally ill, Sena began to cherish each day.

 

It was inevitable. The academy was ultimately an educational institution. Since the same day would repeat, there was nothing else to do.

 

“I see. I enjoyed every day with you, Sena.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s because of you disappearing that I awakened. Now, haven’t I become the knight worthy of Her Majesty Empress Astria? Keep that in mind for the sake of other friends.”

 

Chris said softly as he opened the door to the grand alchemy chamber.

 

“Chloe was very sad. So was Seria.”

 

‘Such nostalgic names.’

 

Sena could only awkwardly smile.

Now, there were only 77 days left.

Meeting old friends in this situation would be a foolish thing to do.

 

“Just wait here.”

 

“What about you, Chris?”

 

“Her Majesty desires to be alone. So, I’ll guard this door, don’t worry. Remember the ‘female dormitory incident’?”

 

‘That was really dreadful…’

 

Although it was strange for him to say it himself, he looked quite handsome.

 

And because of that, he gained some popularity.

There was an incident (?) where a brawl broke out in the female dormitory due to treatment, and if it weren’t for Chris, who intervened at the risk of his life, it would have been a dreadful event.

 

“Of course, if Her Majesty requests it, I won’t be able to protect you.”

 

“Step on sh*t while walking home.”

 

“Once you become a master, you won’t ever step on sh*t while walking.”

 

With a smirk, Chris closed the door to the throne room.

Sena sighed and looked around the throne room. It was as magnificent as he had heard. Just taking the small ornaments on the wall would be enough to live off for a lifetime.

 

“Life is quite spectacular. After being kidnapped, to be dragged here by a tyrant….”

 

Anyway, if there is no estimate for treatment, he will run away.

 

If it’s something that can’t be fixed easily, he’ll run away.

 

Sena didn’t have time. He had helped many people over the years. For the last 77 days, he wanted to live a life for himself.

 

Maybe God would forgive even him for that.

 

Squelch.

 

As the door opened, Sena stood up.

He bowed his head and knelt on one knee.

 

“Raise your head.”

 

The voice of the tyrant was surprisingly gentle. Sena raised his head.

 

The bright sunlight.

The golden hair sitting in the wheelchair shone brilliantly.

She was, to an abnormal degree, a beautiful girl.

 

But – it was pitiful.

Her cheeks were sunken, and although she looked good in the sunlight now, her hair had lost its luster.

 

She was in critical condition.

Even without seeing the number [8] above her head, he could tell.

 

“It’s strange.”

 

The maid pushed the wheelchair cautiously.

The Empress’s gaze, devoid of its former radiance, swept over Sena.

 

“I am looking for a healer who will heal me. Not just a sl*ve skilled in nighttime activities.”

 

But her demeanor was as ominous as her words.

Her gestures, tone, and gaze were all imbued with majesty.

 

She looked like a girl who could drop dead at any moment, yet any futile action on Sena’s part would lead to his demise instead.

 

Nevertheless.

 

‘Wow, she’s really something.’

 

The form of Empress Astria was more severe than he had imagined. Cruyff, who never minced words, must have used the expression ‘critical’ for a reason.

 

“…I am Sena Birkender. Not a sl*ve.”

 

“Whether you’re a sl*ve or not doesn’t matter. Fix my leg. Then, I’ll fulfill any of your wishes. Noble status, all kinds of treasures, or even making you king of a neighboring country by bringing about its downfall. I can grant you anything.”

 

He understood why the priests accepted the Empress’s proposal even though they couldn’t help her.

 

It was an offer even for Sena, who would soon die. To be made king just for one successful treatment.

 

“May I check your condition?”

 

“Go ahead.”

 

Sena gently lifted the cloth wrapped around the Empress’s leg.

 

Her leg was entirely bandaged. Sena hesitated but then began to unwrap it.

 

‘…It seems like it’s just a simple sprain.’

 

But there was no way those priests couldn’t fix that.

There was something more. Something.

 

“Can you stand?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Could you walk from here to there?”

 

The maid by her side narrowed her eyes.

 

“That’s rude.”

 

“That’s enough.”

 

Astria raised her hand to stop her.

 

She slowly rose to her feet and moved.

 

She stumbled greatly, almost dragging her feet along the floor as she moved.

 

Her hand trembled slightly, with barely any change in her facial expression.

 

At first, Sena thought the lack of expression was just part of her nature, but such an absence of facial expression was indeed unnatural.

 

“Are you having trouble sleeping lately?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Do you feel discomfort in your limbs and easily get angry?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

“Is digestion difficult, and is it hard for you to pass stool?”

 

Astria paused for a moment before answering slowly.

 

“…It is as you say.”

 

Sena could be sure.

 

‘It’s Parkinson’s disease.’

 

A condition that causes a decline in motor function due to damage to dopamine cells.

 

Seeing the number above her head being 8 indicated the progression of the disease.

 

There are many ways to die from Parkinson’s. Heart attack, stroke, pneumonia, cancer, polyneuropathy…

The brain pathways are complex. If you touch even one thing wrong, it bursts.

 

“Can it be cured? My legs.”

 

If we speak frankly, that can be fixed.

 

Her legs, that is.

 

However, unless the underlying cause is treated, she won’t live much longer.

 

Then what will happen to me, who will be the Empress’s personal physician until then?

 

Naturally, I will be executed. This world is not so beautiful.

 

Swallowing hard, Sena thought.

 

‘Strange. I just diagnosed the Empress.’

 

Why is there a walking time bomb in front of him?
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‘I have to refuse.’

 

Can’t I at least try?

There may be people who say, ‘Why bother when there’s not much time left?’

 

That’s what people who haven’t lived on borrowed time say.

 

Put yourself in their shoes. You’ll come to appreciate how precious every day is.

 

Sena dreaded even a minute less in his lifespan.

 

And now asking for 70 days?

 

“…I’m sorry. It’s impossible with my meager skills.”

 

Even when kidnapped by criminals, he staunchly saved patients.

 

But this… this is truly impossible.

 

‘I’ve lived altruistically enough until now.’

 

Sena clenched his fists and bowed his head.

 

“I’ll go.”

 

“This is a first.”

 

“…”

 

Astria gazed intently at Sena.

 

“You’re the first to refuse my proposal.”

 

“Seems like I’m the only one who wasn’t stupid.”

 

Sena replied with an awkward smile, but Astria disregarded it.

 

“You’re also the first to diagnose my symptoms correctly.”

 

Feeling the psychological pressure, Sena raised his head.

 

Astria, who had seemed empty, now harbored some determination.

 

A transparent barrier that seemed to suck him in.

 

It felt as if every thought was laid bare.

 

-Are you having trouble sleeping lately?

 

-Do you feel discomfort in your limbs and easily get angry?

 

-Is digestion difficult, and is it hard for you to pass stool?

 

‘Sh*t.’

 

Sena bit his lip, recalling his own words.

 

He had overstepped.

 

“Sena Birkender.”

 

Astria’s lips curved slightly upwards.

 

“Do it.”

 

“Pardon?”

 

Sena wanted to clean his ears to make sure he heard right.

 

As if sensing Sena’s thoughts, Astria drove the point home.

 

“Physician, do it.”

 

**

 

<Dear candidate for next Pope>

 

-Thank you so much.

Thanks to you, I found a job.

Looks like I’ll be dying first.

Hoping you’ll keep your promise to go one day before me. – Sena Birkender.

 

———

 

“Uh oh. Cervical vertebra C3.”

 

Sena held the back of his neck. Thoughts of earlier work made him nauseous.

 

What kind of medieval era is this? Does he not even have the right to choose his patients?

…It is the medieval era. And it’s not just anyone saying it, it’s an empress. So, it’s right to obey.

A sigh escaped him.

 

“My fate… My destiny…”

 

With a face that seemed on the brink of death, he glanced at the sky, pinning a letter to the eagle’s beak. He wished for someone up there to be playing carelessly.

 

God. Isn’t this too much?

To not even consider the mere 77 days left.

You really push it too far.

No wonder I don’t believe in you like this.

 

“…Let’s talk later when I see your face.”

 

After a brief prayer, Sena rose from his spot.

 

First, let’s do what we can right now.

 

If he can just get her legs moving, she might grant at least ‘one wish’.

 

“Let’s see what’s needed.”

 

He opened the suitcase and nibbled his finger thoughtfully. With what’s available, he might manage somehow.

 

“A bit of m*rijuana and some white willow… should suffice for treatment…”

 

Sena moved quickly.

 

**

 

Astria’s chamber.

Dozens of maids moved busily.

Amidst them, Chris approached, kneeling on one knee.

 

“Your Majesty, how are you feeling?”

 

Astria, barely breathing on the bed, spoke with a faint voice.

 

“I’m fine.”

 

Everyone knew that was a lie.

 

But she was an Empress.

An Empress couldn’t show weakness before her subjects.

 

Even with a body so weak that walking was a challenge, she couldn’t afford to sound frail in front of her subjects.

 

“…I’m relieved.”

 

Chris, knowing all this, remained silent, even though the dying embers were visible.

 

“I heard Sena became your physician.”

 

“He tried to refuse. How audacious.”

 

“Don’t be angry. That’s just the way he is.”

 

“And the one who said he was going to make medicine as soon as he became a physician and then disappeared?”

 

“This has to be the Sena I knew.”

 

“I see.”

 

Astria laughed hollowly.

 

With a face resembling a rabbit’s, Sena seemed more suited for a banquet than a healer.

 

However, he seemed better than priests.

He had roughly deduced symptoms no one else had suspected.

 

But.

 

“I don’t really have much hope.”

 

It was just a straw-grasping sentiment.

 

She didn’t expect things to get better. She had repeated too many hopes and betrayals.

 

Chris looked at her with sad eyes.

 

“…Your Majesty.”

 

“Come to think of it, you attended the same academy. I heard he was quite famous.”

 

“Yes. He saved many lives back then. He was even called the ‘Saint of Larden’.”

 

“Is that so?”

 

Astria laughed quietly.

 

There was no hope in that laughter.

 

The Empress must have known about Sena’s reputation. Yet, this reaction indicated that hope of improvement had been abandoned.

 

Chris clenched his fists.

 

“Don’t worry. Sena will surely save Your Majesty. He was our light.”

 

‘Sena, please. You can take my life. Just please, save her.’

 

Chris earnestly wished.

He would give everything he had, even his future.

He must save her.

 

**

 

Parkinson’s disease is an incurable disease even in modern times. Moreover, the Empress was in the terminal stage.

 

If someone asked a mere medical student like himself if he could cure it, it was acknowledging his knowledge.

 

‘But the problem is that it’s impossible.’

 

To simplify Parkinson’s disease, it’s a lack of dopamine. Dopamine is an important neurotransmitter that allows us to move our bodies precisely as we want, and the absence of it causes difficulty in movement.

 

So, the solution is to produce dopamine.

 

‘…Easier said than done.’

 

It’s already a difficult task in modern medicine, let alone achieving it in the medieval era.

 

Fortunately, there were similar herbs.

 

M*rijuana and white willow.

 

M*rijuana contains compounds that alleviate Parkinson’s disease, while white willow is an herb that helps relax muscles.

 

Sena presented the mixture of these two herbs to the Empress.

 

‘All right, if you take this, you’ll definitely feel better than before.’

 

“Your Majesty, here’s the medicine.”

 

Astria, who had just woken up, rubbed her eyes and looked at the strange liquid in front of her.

 

“Seeing hallucinations from the morning… I’ve gone too far.”

“It’s not hallucinations, it’s medicine.”

 

Sena firmly pushed the medicine bowl forward.

Astria, catching a whiff of the smell, reluctantly opened her eyes.

 

“Is it truly edible?”

 

“Of course.”

 

“It doesn’t seem like it.”

 

Sena urged again.

 

“You have to take it.”

 

After giving Sena’s resolute expression a once-over, she abruptly turned her head.

 

“I won’t take it.”

 

“…?”

 

Sena was puzzled by what he had just heard.

 

“Your Majesty…? If you don’t take this, you won’t get better.”

 

“I can’t stand bitterness.”

 

Sena pondered seriously.

 

Come to think of it, he had seen a patient with a similar reaction before.

 

-Whoa, whoa. It doesn’t look tasty.

-You need to take it quickly to get better.

 

That patient was 5 years old.

 

So, now, the Empress, who is notorious for being a ruthless tyrant, is reacting like a 5-year-old child.

 

‘Is she a child!’

 

Sena couldn’t believe the reality.

 

“So, how am I supposed to help Your Majesty…?”

 

“Are you asking me?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Leave. It’s an order.”

 

Astria calmly said, flipping the blanket over her head.

 

Sena stood frozen with the bowl in his hand.

 

After a while, Astria peeked out from under the blanket.

 

“Quite an annoying physician you are.”

 

And she disappeared into the covers again.

 

‘This is the Empress…?’

 

The corners of Sena’s mouth trembled.

 

“Wake up. Your Majesty!”

 

“What.”

 

“Oh please, just do it.”

 

“I said won’t do it.”

 

And she burrowed back under the covers.

 

“No, I told you, you have to take it…! You idiot!”

 

Finally, Sena lifted the Empress’s blanket.

 

“…!”

 

The eyes of the motionless maids widened.

 

Seeing the blanket flying into the air, they gasped.

 

“Oh no.”

 

“Your Majesty, if you won’t even take the medicine from the physician, why did you hire one? Please, take it quickly.”

 

Astria’s gaze, exposed to the sunlight, was chilling.

 

As Sena wished, Astria rose from her bed.

 

She brushed aside her tousled hair, raised an eyebrow, and looked at Sena.

 

“Do you want to die?”

 

Her personal maid trembled with fear. This was the typical sight when Astria was angry. Anyone witnessing this alive…

 

Bam!

 

Sena shoved the spoon into Astria’s mouth!

 

“Yes, yes. Whether you kill me or not, just take this for now. Oh, just do it.”

 

“…?”

 

Astria thought she must not have fully woken up.

 

Otherwise, how could someone dare to show such attitude to her?

 

“You’re taking it.”

 

“Wait.”

 

Bam!

 

Astria took the second spoonful of medicine.

 

The ‘Sena’s special medicine’ that entered her mouth was truly disgusting.

 

But more than that, Astria was bewildered. What on earth was going on?

 

‘Well, time is running out.’

 

Normally, someone on death’s doorstep wouldn’t see it at all.

 

Sena calmly lifted the spoon.

 

“Next.”
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After going through twists and turns, Sena, having administered all the medicine, heaved a sigh of relief.

 

It’s so exhausting just to take medicine once.

 

The future seems dark, so dark.

 

“Remember, from now on, you must take the medicine at this time.”

 

-Hmm.

 

Meanwhile, Astria’s expression hinted at something serious.

 

‘I guess words won’t get through like this.’

 

Sena addressed the maid.

 

“Miss.”

 

“No need for formality. Just call me Betty.”

 

“Alright, Betty.”

 

He pulled out a note from his pocket and handed it to her. Betty took it, surprised.

 

Suddenly, he remembered what she said during their first encounter.

 

-Rude.

 

‘…Her attitude seems quite different now.’

 

For reasons unknown.

 

“The things written there are herbs needed for treatment in the future. Get them as soon as possible, and let me know if anything is impossible.”

 

“Yes, I… I understand.”

 

“And make sure to ventilate properly in the morning. The air feels stuffy.”

 

“T-That’s… Her Majesty said it’s cold.”

 

“It’s necessary for treatment. Please ventilate.”

 

“Yes, understood.”

 

“And most importantly, could you send me a list of Her Majesty’s diet? I’ll eliminate any unhealthy foods.”

 

“Yes!”

 

Betty almost responded like a soldier. Indeed, communication worked better with secretaries than with CEOs.

 

Sena still bowed his head slightly towards the unresponsive Empress.

 

“Well then.”

 

“Hey.”

 

A slightly urgent voice.

As he was about to leave, Sena turned his head slightly.

 

Astria was looking at him with an expressionless face.

 

“Can you fix it?”

 

But the emotion in her voice was clearly hope.

 

In this profession, you could read such emotions astonishingly well.

 

That’s why being a doctor was too much.

 

No falsehood was forgiven for those who hoped.

 

You always had to disappoint many people’s expectations.

 

That was professional ethics.

 

“Full recovery is impossible.”

 

You shouldn’t say you can do what you can’t.

 

Conversely, you shouldn’t say you can’t do what you can.

 

Honesty.

 

It was a necessary value for those dealing with human lives.

 

“But, at least, I can improve your legs.”

 

Sena half closed his eyes.

 

How would the Empress react?

 

It was somewhat rude even to think about it, and the royal physician had said, “It’s impossible.”

 

Perhaps he would meet an angel today, not in 76 days.

 

“I see.”

 

Sena opened his eyes slightly.

 

Astria was smiling.

 

“That’s a pleasing answer.”

 

**

 

[18]

 

The Empress’s time had increased by 9 days.

 

Seeing the increase immediately after taking the medicine, it seemed the medicine was effective.

 

It would be better to live longer than my remaining time if possible, he thought, putting his hand on his waist.

 

This would be the room where he would stay from now on. Except for being close to the Empress’s bed, it was a very nice place.

 

Let’s start cleaning.

“Let’s see.”

 

Although the palace maids cleaned every day, it seemed Sena was a bit picky.

 

“Here we go.”

 

He grunted while pulling out the drawers.

 

Sena’s lips curled slightly upwards.

 

“I found you, you demons.”

 

As expected, it seemed they hadn’t cleaned here. It was full of dust.

He rolled up his sleeves and grabbed a broom and mop.

 

“Hehe, you only have two lives.”

 

Each sweep of dust disappearing as he passed by was like a day’s stress melting away.

Cleaning thoroughly and then taking a nap—that was happiness, nothing else.

But perhaps he was too engrossed in cleaning.

 

“Cough, cough.”

 

A cough escaped him.

The problem was, there seemed to be no sign of it stopping.

 

Sena grabbed the drawer with his hand and covered his mouth.

After coughing for a while, he looked at his trembling hand. It was stained with blood.

 

“…”

 

He should be used to it by now, but it never seemed to get any easier.

It was a bitter smile that crossed his lips.

 

Knock, knock.

 

With a gentle knock, a familiar voice sounded.

 

-‘Sena, may I come in?’

 

“Just a moment!”

 

He shouted loudly, quickly took out a handkerchief to wipe the blood, put the used one in the drawer, and hurriedly closed it.

 

“Come in!”

 

Click.

 

The door opened, and Chris, holding a bottle of wine in his left hand, entered.

 

He looked at Sena in cleaning attire and the messy room with a puzzled expression.

 

“Sena, shouldn’t the maids do the cleaning?”

 

“What do you know? Cleaning should be done by oneself for a sense of accomplishment.”

 

“…Isn’t it just OCD?”

 

Chris placed the wine on the table.

 

“Oh, is it a gift for starting work?”

 

“Would you like a glass?”

 

“…Is being the Guardian Knight of the Empress not as busy as I thought?”

 

It was still daytime.

 

“That’s not true. I have night shifts this week.”

 

“Oh, working the second shift?”

 

“It’s the third shift.”

 

‘He looks so innocent in white…’

 

Sena didn’t know, but it was Chris’s usual jest.

 

 

There were no fixed working hours for the Empress’s Guardian Knight. They moved whenever needed.

 

So, it was appropriate to be free until the emergency arose.

 

“Forget the wine. I’ll just take your appreciation.”

 

Sena picked up the kettle from the stove and headed to the shelf.

 

He placed the dripper on the cup, added ground coffee, and slowly poured water over it. As the coffee dripped, he savored the moment.

 

This was the only luxury Sena truly enjoyed.

 

“You still enjoy that tasteless tea.”

 

“Chris, I pity you. You’re missing out on one of life’s pleasures.”

 

“It’s only you who enjoys that tasteless black water. What pleasure is there in that bitter tea?”

 

Chris looked at Sena with a face that couldn’t understand.

 

He couldn’t fathom why Sena spent a fortune to drink that tasteless black liquid.

 

After all, Sena was the only one in the world who drank it.

 

“But, aren’t you going to drink it? I went to all this trouble. It’s expensive, you know.”

 

Chris looked at Sena with a puzzled expression as he held up the wine bottle.

 

‘If I drink alcohol and my life shortens by a day, what’s the use?’

 

Just imagining it was horrifying.

 

“This is enough.”

 

He sat at the table with the fully brewed coffee in hand.

 

Chris sighed.

 

“…Drinking coffee is fine, but next time, leave it to the maids. They’ll be assigned soon.”

 

“What? Do you think just anyone can do it?”

 

He spoke with an assertive tone, but his true feelings were different.

 

‘What if they see me vomiting blood?’

 

Sena didn’t want to let others know that his lifespan was short.

 

He wanted to quietly pass away without anyone knowing.

 

“So, there’s no need for the maids. Don’t insist.”

 

“Your stubbornness remains.”

 

Chris chuckled.

 

After a moment of silence.

 

Chris cautiously asked.

 

“How is Her Majesty’s condition?”

 

“She’s stable.”

 

Sena answered as if he had been waiting, placing both hands on the table.

 

He spoke with a serious expression.

 

“Honestly, it’s surprising she’s still in her right mind. Most people wouldn’t even be able to move.”

 

Tangled threads.

There were many ways to untangle them, but Sena’s way was not to delve too deeply. He tackled what was right in front of him, methodically. That was Sena’s approach.

 

The reason he deliberately didn’t delve into the Empress’s deep veins was because the Empress was a tangled mess even without looking too deep.

 

…To be exact, he didn’t even dare to look.

 

“The possibility… does it exist?”

 

“You won’t know unless you try.”

 

If asked if there was a possibility, that was the only answer he could give.

Even for a person at death’s door, there was always a slim chance of survival.

 

“But…”

 

He had to tell Chris the truth too.

 

Considering everything, the chance of the Empress surviving was slim.

 

He advised Chris to prepare for the Empress’s death in advance.

 

“That’s enough.”

 

However, Chris got up without waiting for a response.

 

“…?”

 

Sena tilted his head in confusion.

 

“Weren’t you here to inquire about Her Majesty’s condition?”

 

With a faint smile, Chris replied.

 

“Do you know?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“When you said that, Sena, you often saved even the dead.”

 

‘Did I do that?’

 

He couldn’t remember.

 

**

 

Astria was attending to her duties.

 

Currently, the Laperci Empire was maintaining one front.

 

Although it was halfway to pacification, the workload was piled up like a mountain.

 

Issues such as food shortages due to the prolonged war, and recruitment for the upcoming war effort, among others.

 

And on top of that, the usual tasks of the Empress.

Days were busy beyond belief. At least, if only the war issue could be resolved, things would be somewhat manageable.

 

‘If only my legs were fine.’

 

Thinking that made her regret her sorry state of legs.

 

For such a trivial war, she could quickly end it if only her legs were fine.

 

Instead, she couldn’t do that and ended up with more work in this miserable state.

 

“It’s a separate matter.”

 

“Speak.”

 

“It’s about the recent appointment of the physician. There’s more opposition from the church than expected. What should we do?”

 

Astria handed over the document to Betty, signing it briefly.

 

“Kill them.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Giving the order to kill without a hint of hesitation, Astria silently placed the next document on her desk.

 

“Your Majesty, it’s time for your meal.”

 

“Yes. I’ll finish this first.”

 

As she wrote a brief order on the document and stamped it, she suddenly felt something odd.

 

‘…My hand tremor seems to have lessened.’

 

Now that she thought about it, the tasks she had to deal with since this morning felt natural.

 

Was it fixed?

 

No, Astria immediately denied it.

 

It couldn’t be possible.

 

Even after all kinds of clergy had bestowed their divine powers, nothing had changed. How could simply taking medicine once result in improvement?

 

She thought it was just a strange feeling and headed to the dining hall.

 

Astria felt slightly better. Relieving the stress of excessive work through eating helped.

 

Astria’s taste was for sweet food.

Especially extremely sweet food.

Cakes filled with whipped cream, or bread overflowing with chocolate—those were Astria’s favorite foods.

 

As she arrived at the dining hall and sat down, holding her knife…

 

To enjoy her feast as usual…

 

Astria’s expression stiffened.

 

“Chef.”

 

“Yes, yes!”

 

“…Strange. Is my vision blurry? Why is there only greens?”

 

It was odd. There was no gigantic cake, as it should always be.

 

All she saw were greens, a salad she wouldn’t touch even if it were given for free.

 

“Uh, Sena said that, for Her Majesty’s health, sweet foods should be avoided as much as possible…”

 

Astria couldn’t move for a while, still holding her knife.
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The Emperor’s Great Hall.

A crimson red carpet is laid out, with flags symbolizing the royal family hanging on both sides.

 

Tap, tap, Astria arrogantly sits on the throne and looks down at Sena.

 

“Explain. How dare you audaciously steal my schedule.”

 

Astria, who couldn’t eat dessert, was in a very sensitive state.

 

Aide Rafiel looked at Sena with pitiful eyes. Today, he would definitely have to deal with a corpse. He was halfway convinced of that.

 

“You’ve done well to speak up. Explanation? I can provide it as much as you want.”

 

Sena confidently took out a paper from his pocket. It was Astria’s diet.

 

[Breakfast]

Mont Blanc with cheese.

 

[Lunch]

Beef hot pot.

Chocolate cream cake.

 

[Dinner]

Strawberry steak.

Chocolate mousse.

Chocolate chip cookies.

Strawberry ice cream.

 

Even upon seeing it again, Sena’s anger rose, causing the corners of his mouth to tremble.

 

‘Are you kidding me?’

 

How shocked he was when he first saw this.

Well, let’s leave that aside.

 

What’s with the strawberry steak?

Does strawberry really go with steak in the first place?

 

Isn’t mint chocolate more fitting for delicate tastes?

 

“What’s the problem with that? The Empress is a glutton. More greedy than anyone else.”

 

“What kind of glutton eats strawberry steak?”

 

“…”

 

Astria was at a loss for words.

 

But the Astria of the afternoon was a perfect tyrant.

 

With a menacing attitude, she asked.

 

“So why doesn’t it work?”

 

“It’s obvious why it doesn’t work!”

 

“So, didn’t I ask you to explain?”

 

Watching Astria arrogantly raise her head, Sena became excited.

 

Of course, Sena, who hadn’t properly checked the Empress’s pulse, didn’t know what kind of complications she had.

 

But even without checking, it was obvious that if she ate this kind of diet every day, diabetes would inevitably follow.

 

“When you eat sweets, your body secretes insulin in large quantities to lower your blood sugar. At this time, if you experience temporary hypoglycemia, your brain sends a signal that you need more sugar. If this vicious cycle continues, it eventually leads to hypothyroidism, and the proliferation of intestinal bacteria accelerates, causing significant harm to the body!”

 

“W-what?”

 

Astria looked at Rafiel beside her, pursing her lips. “What is he saying?” Rafiel was also puzzled. “I don’t know either.”

 

Sena sighed as he watched them.

 

“In short, it means you get extremely tired. Aren’t you tired? Even now.”

 

That hit home.

 

Astria subtly avoided eye contact and said softly.

 

“That’s… because I have a lot of work.”

 

“Having a lot of work might be part of it. But eating sweets makes you twice as tired.”

 

Astria remained silent for a while, narrowed her eyes, and said ominously.

 

“It’s an unheard-of story. Can you risk your life with your statement?”

 

“If you don’t trust your physician’s words, then have me executed right now.”

 

Sena pointed to his own neck.

 

Astria was dumbfounded.

 

“Aren’t you afraid of losing your life?”

 

Sena’s goal was only one thing.

To fix the Empress’s legs and get out of here as soon as possible!

 

Whether he died from offending her or died in euthanasia, that was what Sena wanted.

 

So, there was no way he would see anything else.

 

“This is what I want to say. Your Majesty, if you want to live, please follow my demands as much as possible.”

 

“…”

 

Astria clicked her tongue and whipped her head around, glaring at her Sena.

 

“Get out.”

 

“What?”

 

‘Even though she’s an Empress, she looks so tiny.’

 

She was indeed a tyrant who wouldn’t listen to any advice.

 

Just as Sena was about to unleash a torrent of words, his forehead wrinkled.

 

“Fine, get out.”

 

Astria didn’t even look in this direction as she said that.

 

But it was a clear consent and acknowledgment.

 

‘What’s going on?’

 

Honestly, he didn’t expect that the mischievous Empress would accept his suggestion.

 

He thought he would have to show his skills a few more times, persuade her calmly, and then…

 

In a very unexpected turn of events, Sena softened even further.

 

“No.”

 

“Hey.”

 

Astria glared menacingly.

 

Sena approached Astria, casually ignoring her, and reached out his hand.

 

“We need to check your condition.”

 

“…Quickly check and get out.”

 

“Sure thing.”

 

“Answer once.”

 

“Yep.”

 

Sena grabbed Astria’s wrist.

 

Astria still seemed dissatisfied, not even looking in his direction.

 

Thanks to that, he could concentrate more.

 

Sena closed his eyes and focused on Astria’s ankle.

 

Then—detailed images of the structure of her leg popped into Sena’s mind.

 

Like a blueprint.

 

It was one of Sena’s few abilities he received upon reincarnating into this strange world.

 

“Medicine.”

 

By the way, he came up with the name himself.

 

The point was, the meaning of ‘Medicine’ in it meant ‘real magic’.

 

‘As expected. It’s not just Parkinson’s disease causing discomfort in the legs.’

 

It seemed she had suffered a major injury before.

 

Her bone was broken, and it had improperly healed.

 

This bizarre form was the result of the damage caused by “Holy Arts”.

 

The Holy Arts performed by priests was not just a simple healing spell. It only accelerated the natural healing process of the human body.

 

As a result, if done incorrectly, bones could be improperly healed like this.

 

It happened to be a small bone in her ankle, and it seemed like it didn’t show on the surface, which resulted in this phenomenon.

 

‘Tsk tsk. This is why priests…’

 

In short, the Empress had fallen victim to the inadequacies of priests.

 

Sena activated his skill further to examine it closely.

 

And soon, he detected an anomaly.

 

Her Achilles tendon was severed.

 

“…!”

 

Sena was dumbfounded.

 

He checked Astria’s ankle visually. It seemed fine on the surface.

 

If the Achilles tendon was severed, it should have swollen considerably. However, it didn’t swell up just because the divine power prevented it.

 

‘Insane.’

 

Sena was not surprised for that reason.

 

Although Astria seemed uncomfortable, she could clearly walk.

 

It was the Achilles tendon, after all.

 

He had never seen someone walking with a severed Achilles tendon. Was that even possible?

 

It must be unbearable for a human to endure.

 

“It’ll take a while.”

 

“…Diagnosis is finished.”

 

“How is it?”

 

“I’m going to treat it, and it’ll hurt a bit. Are you okay with that?”

 

“I don’t care. Do whatever you can.”

 

‘Is the Empress really an Empress?’

 

Speculatively, she seemed to have borne the weight of being an Empress.

She had to appear as a “superhuman” like the Emperors of the medieval era. She probably couldn’t openly show pain.

 

But still…

 

‘Is she really human?’

 

Thinking that, he closed his eyes again.

 

The bone was improperly healed, and the Achilles tendon was severed, but he could treat it.

 

That’s what “Medicine” was. Being able to cut and reattach bones just with imagination. Like magic.

 

But there was no anesthesia. Especially in Astria’s case, where the bone was improperly healed. He had to cut and reattach the bone. She had to endure that pain fully conscious.

 

“It really hurts.”

 

“Quiet. Let’s do this quickly.”

 

“Don’t rush me.”

 

“Not even a word of sympathy.”

 

Sena took a deep breath, calming his mind.

 

It required intense concentration.

 

First, the Achilles tendon.

 

Before the fusion, he harvested the tendons in her calf.

 

Then, he pulled the severed Achilles tendon and tied it together.

 

It seemed easy, but it was a difficult task. He had to find and tie the severed Achilles tendon among numerous muscle tissues.

 

Sena calmly tied the harvested tendon and finished it.

 

‘Done.’

 

Sena regulated his breathing.

 

It took about 5 minutes in total.

 

“It feels itchy.”

 

“Don’t talk to me.”

 

“…Have you forgotten that I’m the Empress?”

 

Sena immediately moved on to the next surgery.

 

This one wasn’t difficult.

 

He just needed to cut out the improperly fused bone and bring it back to its original position.

 

The patient’s mental strength to endure the immense pain of bone cutting was crucial.

 

In severe cases, acute shock could occur.

 

“Please bear with it, here I go.”

 

Thunk!

 

Sena cut the bone in one go.

 

‘I’m in so much pain!’

 

A chill ran down his spine.

 

He felt like screaming out loud.

 

But it wasn’t the time for that.

 

Gritting his teeth, he swiftly brought the broken bone back into place.

 

And-

 

“Arthrodesis.”

 

‘This is truly the art of medicine.’

 

He fused the bone.

 

It wouldn’t fuse immediately like with Holy Arts, but it would probably take about 3-5 days.

 

Sena slowly opened his eyes and looked at Astria.

 

She had the same expression as before.

 

‘She must still be in considerable pain.’

 

She didn’t even let out a small groan.

 

Are you…?

 

‘Is it done?’

 

‘…Doesn’t it hurt?’

 

Astria said disdainfully.

 

“Would you call me a tyrant if I whined about being in pain this much?”

 

‘So you knew about being called a tyrant.’

 

Sena straightened up.

 

“You’ve done something to my body.”

 

“Yes. A lot.”

 

“If it worsens, I’ll truly kill you. Are you confident?”

 

Astria’s lips curled up. A very arrogant expression.

 

‘The effects seem to be there.’

 

And the fact that she showed her expression was a positive sign that her symptoms of Parkinson’s disease had changed.

 

Of course, it wasn’t a permanent recovery. It was probably just a temporary improvement in expression due to the effects of the “m*rijuana” given in the morning.

 

Still, it was a significant improvement.

 

[41]

 

The number was noticeably increasing.

 

At this rate, you’ll live longer than me, Your Majesty.

 

“If you’ve seen everything, leave. I need to attend to my duties soon.”

 

Honestly, Sena felt a bit annoyed.

 

‘No matter what I do, the number doesn’t increase.’

 

It wasn’t just because of that, but the discontented Sena pointed to Astria’s legs.

 

“Your posture is bad.”

 

“Aide.”

 

Astria looked at Rafiel with a serious face.

 

“Did I hear wrongly? Did that cat-like man dare to discuss the posture of the Empress?”

 

But what could he do if it was really bad?

 

Astria was petite. Sena wasn’t that tall either, but there was still a noticeable difference in height.

 

As a result, the Emperor’s throne was too big for her.

 

Was it because it was uncomfortable? She always sat with her legs crossed.

 

Of course, sitting with crossed legs was bad for spinal health.

 

“Lean back, straighten your legs, and sit properly. I understand that it’s uncomfortable because your feet don’t touch the ground, but it’s bad for your health…”

 

“Physician.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria, lips trembling, pointed to the exit.

 

“Get out.”

 

It seemed like the Empress was very irritated, so it was time to run away.

 

After all, he didn’t want to die right away.
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Sena hates mornings.

 

[75]

 

The diminishing hours each day felt like a burning in his throat.

 

“Nevertheless, let’s live healthily today.”

 

Stress is the root of all illnesses!

 

Even though the remaining time is short, shouldn’t we live with intensity?

 

Sena finished preparing to go out, wearing a white coat.

 

He checked himself in the mirror to make sure there were no out-of-place hairs, then headed outside.

 

“Hello, physician.”

 

“Hey, hello. What’s your name?”

 

He ran into some maids on the way.

 

“I-I’m Luna!”

 

“I’m Serilda!”

 

“It seems like the maids are busy since the morning. Good luck everyone.”

 

After throwing a light compliment, Sena was about to pass by, but it seemed like they had something to say.

 

“I heard that recently someone very young was appointed as Her Majesty’s personal physician, is that true?”

 

“Oh really? Thanks.”

 

“And um…”

 

Serilda, who had revealed her name, blushed slightly as if it was a bit embarrassing to speak.

 

“I heard you haven’t chosen a personal maid yet, is that correct?”

 

“That’s right. I haven’t chosen one yet.”

 

“I’m good at what I do!”

 

With that, Serilda showed off her biceps. Luna, standing beside her, also timidly added.

 

“I, I too…”

 

“What’s this? Are you asking to be chosen?”

 

Sena grinned.

He waved his hand as he walked away.

 

“I’ll think about it.”

 

From behind, there were murmurs of the maids.

 

“The new personal physician is so cute, isn’t he?”

 

“Yeah yeah. It’s been a while since we’ve had such eye candy…!”

 

If given the choice, ‘handsome’ would be better than ‘cute’, but you get the idea.

 

‘Indeed, I am quite impressive.’

 

With a narcissistic thought, he walked confidently towards the Empress’s chamber.

 

Shoo!

 

He drew back the curtains, then with Betty’s help, opened the window.

 

“…It’s cold.”

 

Astria shivered in the chilly breeze and murmured as she crawled back under the covers.

 

“It’s time for your medicine.”

 

Today was another battle.

 

Astria threw a tantrum again about not wanting to eat, and Sena had to coax and soothe her to somehow get her to take the medicine.

 

After she had taken all the medicine, Astria let out a sigh with a vacant expression.

 

“I have to do this every morning…?”

 

‘Yeah, you have to do this every day.’

 

Sena sighed, not just in response to Astria’s words but with a different meaning altogether.

 

“Of course.” “And, physician. My leg feels worse. It’s more uncomfortable.”

 

Astria wiggled her leg as she spoke.

 

“You had surgery yesterday. There’s nothing much I can do.”

 

“But still, I didn’t even feel anything in my leg before, but now I do. It’s a good change. I won’t kill you.”

 

Astria laughed softly.

 

“I’m really thankful for that.”

 

“Now, go on.”

 

As soon as the conversation ended, Astria immediately turned cold.

 

“Don’t always drop the bomb like that. I have something to tell you today.”

 

“That ‘something to tell’ seems to happen every day. Is it because of your mood?”

 

Astria seemed to give up, her tone becoming more subdued.

 

“You’re right.”

 

“…I permit you to speak.”

 

“Could you clear your evening schedule a bit?”

 

Astria’s small head tilted slightly.

 

“Why’s that?”

 

“Because rehabilitation is half the battle with Achilles’ tendon surgery.”

 

“Explain it so I can understand. Anyway, it sounds necessary for treatment. Alright.”

 

‘Whether it’s cool or not.’

 

Still, contrary to what one might imagine from the name ‘tyrant,’ she was surprisingly cooperative.

 

With a polite nod, Sena left the Empress’s chamber.

 

**

 

“This should be enough herbs.”

 

Sena meticulously inspected the herbs brought at his request.

 

Although there were heaps of herbs, only a few were useful.

 

For treating Parkinson’s disease, only high-grade m*rijuana would suffice.

 

Sitting down for a moment, he began sorting through them.

 

‘If it’s 5 to 6 days from now, I should be able to move around decently.’

 

Snap.

 

He thought as he snapped the stems of useless herbs.

 

‘Then our contract is over.’

 

From the start, it wasn’t about curing Parkinson’s disease.

It was about getting her to move her legs.

 

Even though he didn’t understand why she was fixated on her legs to that extent—

 

He would turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to anything beyond.

 

He had no intention of spending the rest of his life in the imperial palace.

 

He wanted to leave the imperial palace as soon as possible.

 

But—

 

A minimal sense of ethics held Sena back.

 

“…Even just consistently taking medicine can delay death as much as possible.”

 

Among the herbs used in the Empress’s medicine-making were some with short expiration dates.

 

Most of them were the herbs Sena originally had. These herbs were not easy to obtain.

Just knowing the name didn’t guarantee they could be obtained—they were a kind of mutation that couldn’t be found easily.

 

Pop.

 

About halfway through sorting, he gauged the number of herbs.

 

Even if he used all the herbs he originally had, it would only last about 15 days.

 

However, to delay the Empress’s condition, not a single day could be missed in making medicine.

 

“It might be meddling. No, I shouldn’t say that. Let’s just do what we can.”

 

Sena stood up instead of continuing to sort through the herbs.

 

Why did he say such a thing?

 

Even if the world were to end tomorrow, he would plant an apple tree.

 

Sena decided to grow the hard-to-find herbs in the imperial palace.

 

And if he passed the recipe to Betty, it would be at least a minimum of decency.

 

It had been two days since he became the Empress’s personal physician.

 

Sena decided to prepare to leave.

 

**

 

There were about five types of herbs to plant.

 

As with anything beneficial to the human body, these seeds grew in very particular environments.

 

Rich soil.

A place with good wind.

Somewhere where the sunlight shines down but is slightly cool.

Above all, a place where what could be considered ‘magic’ flows well.

 

‘The last condition is the hardest to find.’

 

The land where the imperial palace was built.

It was inevitably good in terms of Feng Shui.

But the people of this world weren’t that simple.

 

All the spots where magic flowed well were already taken.

 

“Where would be good?”

 

So Sena wandered around to find a suitable location.

 

Luckily, he found a good spot.

 

“There, raise your sword higher!”

“Yes!”

 

It was a place with plenty of good soil.

 

“This place should be good.”

 

Sena smiled contentedly. The quality of the soil was excellent.

 

At first glance, it seemed to be the training ground for knights, but since it’s so spacious, it should be fine.

 

‘Still, since it might draw some attention, let’s make the field in a corner.’

 

With a nod, Sena took out a hoe from his pocket.

 

This is a special hoe!

 

-“…What? A hoe?” 

-“Yes. Please give me a hoe. A really sturdy one.” 

-“You must be out of your mind.”

 

It was a prize he received during his academy days, from a ‘certain competition’.

 

Squatting down, he diligently dug the soil. Indeed, this hoe was very well made. It was a good decision to use the wish ticket on this hoe.

 

 

“Hey.”

 

A knight approached with a bewildered face.

 

“I’m sorry, but civilians are not allowed here.”

 

He was an impressive knight with red hair.

Judging by the sweat on his forehead and the spear in his right hand, it seemed like he had just finished training.

 

“Why not?”

 

“Because this is the knights’ quarters.”

 

‘As expected, it won’t work?’

 

Sena opened his eyes slightly.

But he wanted to plant herbs here.

It was a hard-to-find spot.

 

“Why can’t I?”

 

“You seem to be from a rather well-off noble family, kid. But this isn’t a place for just anyone. Go back.”

 

‘K-Kid?’

 

That was definitely the number one thing Sena hated to be called.

 

Feeling irritated, Sena sat down heavily and began hoeing.

 

“Don’t you hear me?”

 

“What’s your affiliation?”

 

“Hah, I’ve seen this before somewhere. I am Reston, a member of the Teutonic Knights.”

 

“Then it’s okay, mind your own business.”

 

Sena didn’t like Reston.

He occasionally mistook him for an aristocratic child who believed only in his parents’ status.

 

Understandable, though. Sena looked very young, and with his soft skin, he seemed like a sheltered child from an aristocratic family who hadn’t seen much sunlight.

 

“Isn’t it common courtesy to introduce yourself when someone else does? Noble lady whose name I don’t know.”

 

The corners of Sena’s mouth trembled.

 

Sena’s mouth twitched.

 

More than being called a ‘kid,’ he disliked being seen as a woman.

 

And the knight behind him, with a seemingly innocent expression, irritated him even more. He really seemed to mistake him for a girl.

 

But with superhuman patience, he restrained himself.

 

‘A knight is just doing his duty. A knight is just doing his duty. A knight is just doing his duty.’

 

Repeatedly calming his mind, he asked,

 

“You said you’re from the Teutonic Knights, right? What’s your name, Reston?”

 

‘Surely he’ll understand at this point.’

 

This was the imperial palace, of all places.

 

In modern military terms, it was a place where people with various ranks walked around.

 

It wasn’t proper for a knight to confront someone who was clearly an aristocrat.

 

“Is that so? What can you do? Are you going to cry?”

 

But Sena’s patience snapped at Reston’s still overbearing attitude.

 

“…You’re a chip off the old block, just like your master.”

 

“YOU! How dare you insult my lord?”

 

‘You’re the one?!’

 

Usually, this would be the time to get angry at being insulted.

 

Anyway, Reston’s attitude changed.

While just now his voice was that of scolding a child, now it was emitting faint hostility.

 

“Please identify yourself. This is your final warning.”

 

Reston brought his spear to Sena’s neck.

But—

 

Tap, tap.

 

Sena just kept hoeing the ground without flinching.

 

“…”

 

Reston’s face turned an earthy color.

 

“Hey, can’t you hear me?”

 

“Don’t ignore me. I might really end up hurting your neck.”

 

Suddenly, Reston’s forehead wrinkled.

 

He put away his spear.

 

‘I need to intimidate him properly.’

 

Then, with swift speed, he swung his spear towards Sena’s neck.

 

But.

 

Clang!

 

“…!”

 

“Please be quiet. This is important.”

 

Sena spoke without even looking at Reston.

The spear swing was blocked by the end of the hoe.

 

“M-my spear… with a hoe…!”

 

Reston rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t believe if this was a dream or reality.

 

Regardless, Sena was already focused.

 

He was planting a somewhat sensitive plant in the ground.

 

“Damn it, I was fooled by your innocent appearance. Why would someone as capable as you be hoeing in the courtyard of someone else’s knights?”

 

“It seems like another case like Sylvia. Which knight faction are you from?”

 

“What’s this kid doing here… But what have you been doing since earlier?”

 

In the end, Reston couldn’t suppress his inherent curiosity.

 

“I’m planting medicinal herbs.”

“…Herbs?”

 

Sena, who safely planted the ‘Lianess Flower’ known for its digestive benefits, replied while brushing off his hands.

 

“Yes. I am a physician.”

 

“A… physician? You blocked my spear with a hoe?”

 

“Yes. I was recently appointed as the new physician to Her Majesty.”

 

Only now did Sena look at Reston.

 

“I’ll be going now.”

 

“Just a moment.”

 

Reston grabbed Sena’s arm.

 

“Are you really the physician to our lord?”

 

“Yes. I look forward to working with you.”

 

Sena nodded politely, but inwardly, he felt different.

 

‘Even if you come to me later when you’re sick, I’ll make sure to treat you as painfully as possible.’

 

He still remembered being called ‘lady’.

 

For the record, Sena’s heart is quite narrow.

 

“Can you see a patient for me?”

 

“Huh? Why all of a sudden?”

 

“Well, I don’t have high expectations, but…”

 

Reston smiled bitterly.

 

“I just feel like borrowing a cat’s paw. But still, it’s better than those who think they need to cut off the wounded area to stop the bleeding.”

 

‘Really irritating.’

 

Sena’s mouth trembled slightly.

 

He had been treated like a child—

 

Despite revealing himself as the physician, his abilities were still doubted.

 

‘Who would help a guy like you?’

 

Sena couldn’t believe it.

 

But—

 

“…Please guide me… I’ll go now.”

 

The self he couldn’t ignore, who couldn’t just pass by a patient today, was particularly annoying.

 

Sena

(No wonder they think he’s a girl lol)

 

https://ellotl.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Tyrant-Doctor-6-illustration.png
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‘It’s so painful.’

 

Sylvia wandered through a crisis.

 

The pain piercing her entire body pressed down on her.

 

-To heal, we must amputate the right arm. 

-Is there really no other way?

-Yes

 

Through the haze of consciousness, she heard a faint voice.

 

-Fake priest. Save Sylvia without cutting off her arm.

 

-…Foolish. Without amputation, there’s no hope.

 

-Damn it… Sylvia. Why did a knight like you fall victim to such an attack? Why at that moment, of all times! Speak and die!

 

-I heard a familiar name.

 

Sylvia gasped for breath weakly.

 

-A name I’ve only heard in my dreams.

 

‘Did you hear about the person selected as the Lord’s personal physician this time? His name was Birkender.’

‘Birkender, isn’t that the surname of Cruyff? A b*stard son?’

 

The strings of her memories stretch long in her fading mind.

 

Sylvia Clifton, the youngest child of Countess Clifton.

 

Her light, showing the most impressive memory just before death, illuminated her time at the Academy.

 

-What is she?

-Why did a child enroll in the Academy?

 

Sylvia entered the Academy at the age of 12.

 

She was a genius. By the age of 10, she already possessed the strength to rival adult knights.

 

Everyone around praised and admired Sylvia.

 

She stepped through the gates of the Academy with confidence. Yet, she also felt it was mundane.

 

She already evaluated herself as an adult level. She felt there was no time to waste with these kids’ games.

 

But Sylvia didn’t know. The Academy was where geniuses from around the world gathered.

 

Here, Sylvia’s genius was merely ‘ordinary’.

 

It was only then that Sylvia realized she had been able to enroll early not because she was a special genius.

 

She barely met the admission criteria.

 

Realizing this, she fell into a deep slump. Doubts about her talent, self-loathing, all tormented Sylvia.

 

That was when Sylvia first encountered Sena.

 

-Are you Sylvia?

 

Sena was a senior about to graduate.

 

He was famous, so even Sylvia, who wasn’t interested in others’ affairs, had heard of him.

 

“Saint of Larden”.

 

However, Sylvia thought such a grand title was utterly absurd.

 

The rumors were unbelievable. What? Resurrecting the dead and stopping the plague spreading in the slums? He must be exaggerating.

 

-Wow, you’re even smaller than I thought. How did a little kid like you get into the Academy?

 

From the first meeting, Sena’s perception of Sylvia saying such things was the worst for her.

 

So, she simply ignored him.

But Sena ignored Sylvia’s disregard.

Approaching, he seemed to pierce through Sylvia’s eyes.

 

-It’s definitely a genetic disease. Why do nobles here like their close relatives so much?

 

-W-What, what are you…

 

-Have you recently noticed a slower growth rate? Feeling inexplicable depression and your body not responding as it should?

 

-…!

 

Just by looking at her eyes, Sena accurately assessed Sylvia’s recent condition and suddenly grabbed her hand.

 

-I’ll fix it. Just wait a moment.

 

Something magical happened.

 

Small lights spread out from the hand that was holding Sena’s hand.

 

It was so beautiful as to lose oneself in it. Not the lights, but Sena’s focused figure.

 

-You are completely cured. So goodbye!

 

‘What on earth is he?’

 

He appeared suddenly and disappeared suddenly.

 

At first, Sylvia thought he was a peculiar person, but…

 

It didn’t take long for her to realize that it was indeed ‘treatment’.

 

She found her talent again.

Sylvia’s abilities began to skyrocket.

 

In the abyss of despair, Sylvia could escape through that path.

 

Sylvia felt an indescribable gratitude.

 

She wanted to express this gratitude somehow, but…

 

-It’s really annoying. Why is he always with a woman?

-I pity the woman who would marry a playboy like Senior.

 

Because of Sylvia’s personality, she couldn’t do it. In fact, she just wanted to express her gratitude.

 

She just grumbled with such words.

 

Sena was always surrounded by many people.

 

There seemed to be no room for Sylvia. Perhaps that was the source of her dissatisfaction.

 

Thus, instead of gratitude, days of constantly bickering with Sena passed by.

 

So, on a night when the moon was halfway obscured.

 

Sylvia encountered Sena outside the Academy, holding a suitcase in his hand.

 

-What’s up? Senior. Where are you going?

 

Fresh from training, Sylvia wiped away sweat with a towel and asked Sena.

 

Sena, who always spoke with a playful face, was unusually serious that day.

 

-Sylvia, you have talent. Someday, you’ll become an incredible knight. Believe in yourself.

 

Sylvia was inwardly very pleased but felt even more embarrassed. So, she retorted for no reason.

 

-W-What are you suddenly saying? Please disappear quickly from my sight. I hate Senior the most in the world.

 

The Saint never appeared again.

 

There were rumors that he had already died, while others said he continued medical activities on the battlefield.

 

Sylvia never imagined that the words Sena said to her would be his last.

 

She regretted it several times a day.

 

If she knew it would be the last, she would have said something else.

 

Thank him for curing her.

Thank him for her salvation.

 

‘Cut off the arm.’

 

Sylvia opened her eyes.

 

Even if she gave up being a knight, she wanted to convey just that.

 

And Sylvia froze at the sight of the transparent silver hair right in front of her.

 

“Rest assured and sleep.”

 

It felt just like the hand she had held before.

 

“I will definitely save you.”

 

‘This must be a dream.’

 

If so, it’s a happy dream she wants to continue.

 

Sylvia closed her eyes quietly.

 

**

 

[1]

 

The smell of thick blood tickled his nose.

 

The smell of blood that never became familiar no matter how many times he smelled it.

 

The floor was littered with blood-soaked bandages, and a girl was lying on the bed, breathing heavily.

 

-Is this another case like Sylvia?

 

‘The name somehow seemed familiar.’

 

After hearing Reston’s words, he didn’t expect that she would end up joining the Empress’s royal guard at such a young age.

 

Indeed, a genius with the nickname ” Sylvia the Shiver” was different from others.

 

“What happened?”

 

Sena, checking the pulse, asked Reston.

 

Reston, who was brought here without any expectations, broke into a cold sweat at the sight of Sena, who exuded the scent of an expert.

 

“A large-scale purge happened recently. We were attacked by an unidentified monster during the purge. It resembled the legendary monster ‘Hydra’.”

 

‘Poison.’

 

The symptoms were confirmed.

 

Bleeding from Sylvia’s right arm hadn’t stopped.

 

‘So that’s why they wanted to cut it off.’

 

Even now, Sylvia’s right arm was regenerating the wound.

However, the rate of tissue necrosis was faster than that of regeneration.

 

Although Sylvia was containing the poison with her magic, there wasn’t much time left.

 

At this rate, it would spread throughout her body within a day.

 

In other words, there was no time to identify the poison and make an antidote.

 

There was only one way.

 

They had to remove it.

 

“Can you heal her?”

“We’ll have to try.”

 

It won’t be easy.

 

Before the poison, there was too much spilled blood.

 

Blood was needed. Otherwise, she would die from excessive bleeding before they could remove the poison.

 

“First, gather as many people as possible with a similar magical reaction to Sylvia.”

 

In the medieval era, there was no way to know blood types.

 

There were no relevant reagents, and they didn’t even know if it classified into modern blood types.

 

However, they could judge to some extent with the term ‘magical reaction’.

 

“I, if that’s the case, then it’s me. My magical reaction is the most similar to Sylvia’s.”

 

‘Thank god.’

 

Sena quickly got up and opened the square travel suitcase lying on the floor.

 

It was a good thing that he brought all these herbs for planting, just in case.

 

Sena tightly bound a tourniquet around Sylvia’s right arm, making sure the blood flow was cut off, then inserted a needle into the wound.

 

The blood, tainted with a dark red poison, poured into the glass container under the bed as if it were mad.

 

With no sign of hemostasis, every second was crucial.

 

“Raise the arm as high as possible.”

 

“Like this?”

 

“Not too high, just near my head. Yes, there. Remember that position.”

 

He inserted the blood transfusion tubing into the vein above the tourniquet.

 

Then, he punctured Reston’s vein with the opposite needle. Reston’s blood began to flow through the tube due to gravity.

 

Sena knelt down, concentrating after holding Sylvia’s arm.

 

‘Where is it?’

 

Closing his eyes, he began to heal the blood vessels where the poison was escaping. The amount of blood dripping into the container gradually decreased.

 

Unfortunately, he couldn’t completely stop it. It was just enough to prevent immediate death from acute excessive bleeding.

 

A drop of sweat fell from Sena’s forehead. Next, he needed to confirm if Reston’s blood was compatible with Sylvia’s.

 

Although he could manage somehow with his abilities even if it wasn’t, it was a very difficult task.

 

He hoped they would match. He prayed to the gods even though he didn’t believe in them.

 

Luckily.

 

‘It matches.’

 

Reston’s blood passed the compatibility test. Sena opened his eyes and quickly removed the bandage he had tied.

 

Fresh blood began to circulate around the wound. Now, fresh blood, not poison, was coming out.

 

‘If only I could use holy magic now…!’

 

With Sena’s abilities, the only way to stop the blood was to apply pressure to the wound.

 

Then, the door burst open.

 

It was a priest. Behind him, many other knights were also present.

 

“You’ve done a foolish thing. A lowly healer not chosen by God dares to touch my patient? This is outrageous…”

 

“Hey, fake priest!”

 

Sena grabbed the priest’s collar at an unbelievable speed and brought him in front of Sylvia.

 

“Quick, do that ‘thing’!”

 

“What, what?”

 

“Use your holy magic!”

 

“I’ve seen such outrageous…”

 

Swish, Reston drew his sword and brought it close to the priest’s throat.

 

“Do it quickly, you fake priest!”

 

“…”

 

Samuel, a priest with dark circles around his eyes, looked down and put his hands together in silence.

 

“O’ Lord, please save this wretched one.”

 

A warm healing light seeped into Sylvia’s wound.

 

“Phew.”

 

Sena finally breathed a sigh of relief. Thanks to the timely appearance of the priest, there was no need to dispose of a body.

 

[18251]

 

Seeing Sylvia’s extended lifespan filled Sena with immense pride.

 

Was it because he could finally relax?

 

‘When did so many people gather?’

 

Only then did he see his surroundings.

Inside the room and outside the room.

Many knights were kneeling on one knee and bowing.

 

Reston, who was in front, looked over Sena’s shoulder, was startled, and fell to the ground.

 

“I came to protect my knight’s dying moments.”

 

Sena turned around at the sound of a gentle, melodious voice.

 

Chris was smiling. And-

 

‘Since when…?’

 

Empress Astria, sitting arrogantly with her legs crossed on the chair, remarked.

 

“Alive, I see.”

 

With a subtle smile, Empress Astria stared piercingly at Sena.

 

“It seems the nickname ‘Saint of Larden’ wasn’t just a title.”
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Saint.

 

Anyone who hears that grand name is surely delighted, besides the Saint, of course.

 

Sena denied the few names attached to him. Even more so now.

 

‘So, am I a bad person for wanting to retire to the countryside because I feel my remaining lifespan is wasted?’

 

Sena sighed and poured out some pills from his pocket.

 

“Take one pill a day.”

 

These were vitamins.

 

Blood was a crucial nutrient in the human body.

 

He poured out plenty of that nutrient, so supplementation was needed.

 

“Ah, understood.”

 

“And the remaining treatment, I’ll handle.”

 

This time, he spoke towards the absent-minded priest.

 

Honestly, Sena had no good feelings towards the priest, but he had to admit when it was due.

 

Sacred medicine could sometimes tread lightly on modern medicine, depending on how it was used.

 

Then, bowing towards Astria, he said.

 

“You’ve arrived just in time.”

 

“Hmm?”

 

“I was actually planning to visit you. Do you have any free time?”

 

“The Empress’s work is never finished. However, if it’s brief, I can make time.”

 

“You’re unexpectedly noble.”

 

Astria seemed to be in a good mood.

 

On the other hand, Sena wasn’t feeling great.

 

“I saw a miracle like this, so shouldn’t I at least pay the price?”

 

There was something Sena was always wary of.

 

Performing medicine on one patient in front of another.

 

Especially if that medicine succeeded.

 

The more critical the patient, the easier it was to harbor fantasies.

 

If they can get better so easily, I could too, right?

 

“Can I witness this miracle as well?”

 

Look at this.

 

The Empress was already hopeful.

 

 

As always, Sena replied.

 

“You’ll only know if you try.”

 

**

 

Sena walked with Astria and Chris on the promenade.

 

While doing so, Sena’s eyes lit up when he noticed a field that hadn’t been properly tended.

 

“Just a moment.”

 

Seeing Sena suddenly grab a hoe and start working the field, Astria looked puzzled.

 

“…What’s he doing?”

 

“It’s healthier not to question what Sena does, Your Majesty.”

 

Chris paused the wheelchair and answered as if it were routine.

 

“Sena says stress isn’t good for health.”

 

“Stress…? I see. Be careful.”

 

Astria, who had been impressed by Sena’s medical skills just now, was dignified.

 

However, when Astria saw Sena take out herbs from his travel suitcase and plant them, her expression wrinkled.

 

Everything has its use.

 

In Astria’s eyes, Sena wasn’t someone who would quietly plant herbs.

 

“You’re the Empress’s physician. You have the right to hire a servant. Do that instead of planting herbs.”

 

Sena stood up after planting the last herb.

 

It’s pointless to do such a thing when he will disappear in a week anyway.

 

Above all, from Sena’s experience, servants he spent time with tended to become attached.

 

What’s the use of doing something like that when he’s on a deadline?

 

“It’s something I can do. It’s okay even without a maid…”

 

Astria said with a lively look.

 

“Hire one.”

 

“Yes.”

 

…Sometimes, there are things more important than logic.

 

That was when the Empress demanded it.

 

**

 

“It’s rehabilitation training.”

 

Astria looked at Sena seriously.

 

“What’s that?”

 

“Exactly what it sounds like, training to move your body.”

 

The surgical operation was a success. Now, whether he could handle the aftermath was up to her.

 

“I see.”

 

“Before the training, Your Majesty, I need to give you some instructions.”

 

“Go ahead.”

 

“Stand up from the wheelchair by yourself and walk over there, please.”

 

Sena pointed to a shelter installed in the middle of the garden.

 

Astria calmly stood up from the wheelchair.

 

Somewhat unsteady, but she reached the spot too easily.

 

Considering she just had surgery yesterday, it was surprising.

 

“Is it done?”

 

‘Insane recovery speed.’

 

He wondered if, at this rate, he could finish treatment even faster than he thought.

 

Chris clapped his hands with a kind face.

 

“As expected, Your Majesty. It’s remarkable how you can manipulate external mana and resonate with your body without being a magician.”

 

Astria’s lips twitched.

 

“Do you… want to die?”

 

“W-what mistake have I made…?”

 

Astria sighed.

 

Sena blinked several times, unable to comprehend what was just said.

 

Once he understood, Sena narrowed his eyes.

 

“You used magic?”

 

Astria quietly turned her head.

 

‘That golden girl is for real.’

 

Sena raised his hand to his forehead.

 

‘I knew this was important, but to this extent…’

 

He barely restrained himself from shouting, “Are you out of your mind? Don’t you want to get better?”

But managed to say calmly.

 

“Your Majesty, you mustn’t use mana, of course.”

 

“…I can’t?”

 

“Of course not. This is about healing your body.”

 

“Understood.”

 

Astria clicked her tongue, looking at Chris with a disapproving look on her face.

 

Tsk.

 

Chris froze in place. Before disappearing, Astria commanded him firmly.

 

“Chris, leave. From now on, only the physician is allowed here.”

 

Chris straightened up and replied.

 

“Yes.”

 

Before leaving, he whispered to Sena.

 

“…Please tell her properly.”

 

“I’ll write it in the will and pass it on to the family.”

 

“Was our friendship nothing more than this…?”

 

After the sad-eyed Chris left.

 

Astria whispered softly.

 

“Is he gone?”

 

“Yes.”

 

At that moment, her blonde hair cascaded down.

 

Thud. Astria collapsed to the floor.

 

Sena’s pupils dilated.

 

Astria stretched her arm towards the sky.

 

“I can’t move without using mana. Quite something.”

 

‘Was it like this the first time too?’

 

Was she using mana even then to move?

 

He didn’t notice. Well, Sena didn’t know how to handle mana.

 

He started to think that Astria’s condition might be worse than he thought.

 

“Hiding it isn’t always the answer.”

 

Sena went over to Astria and crouched down.

 

“How about telling Chris at least?”

 

Astria stared at Sena with moving eyes.

 

“Nonsense.”

 

She reached her hand towards the sky.

 

“An Empress is a figure who shows fantasies to her subjects.”

 

And then, she clenched her fist as if grabbing the sun.

 

“They followed my fantasies and became my subjects. When those fantasies shatter, it’s over.”

 

“…Being an Empress must be tough.”

 

How can you understand the mind of someone who became an Empress at the age of twelve?

 

Even considering it was impolite.

 

But one thing could be said for sure.

 

At least it wasn’t a human life.

 

“How long are you going to keep the patient lying down, physician? Help her stand up.”

 

“Ah, sorry.”

 

Astria grabbed Sena’s collar and managed to stand up with difficulty.

 

‘A nice scent.’

 

Her skin was as soft as a girl her age.

 

He felt a warmth too.

 

The Empress is also human, he thought.

 

But come to think of it, he had never seen the ‘tyrant’ side of her despite her fearsome reputation.

 

Indeed, rumors are unreliable.

 

Just like the nickname ‘Saint of Larden’.

 

“I’ll walk slowly following you.”

 

“Yes.”

 

The rehabilitation training progressed gradually. Astria silently followed Sena’s instructions.

 

Though she merely walked with support, Astria’s blonde hair was drenched in sweat.

 

How much time had passed?

 

Suddenly, Sena asked Astria what he had been curious about.

 

“Your Majesty, why do you want your legs to heal so badly?”

 

“I must move forward.”

 

Astria looked at Sena with a determined gaze, her tone exuding strong will.

 

“To do that, my legs must improve. The sooner, the better.”

 

The crucial marrow was missing.

 

But somehow, Sena felt for the first time that he wanted to fix Astria’s legs.

 

“Not completely, it’s okay.”

 

The Empress of the Empire.

Astria commanded more powerfully than ever.

 

“Fix them.”

 

There was only one response Sena could give.

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

**

 

On a lazy afternoon, they were enjoying tea time.

 

Knock, knock.

 

“Come in.”

 

He thought it might be Chris coming to discuss the matter from earlier.

 

But the person who entered was someone completely unexpected.

 

“…Sylvia.”

 

That name wasn’t pleasant to Sena, whose life was at a terminal stage.

 

‘Can’t be helped.’

 

Living here, he couldn’t avoid interactions with the palace knights.

 

Since it turned out this way, he greeted her warmly.

 

“Long time no see. How are the wounds?”

 

Sylvia avoided Sena’s gaze and mumbled.

 

“Hm?”

 

She fidgeted for a while before whispering.

 

“…It’s fine.”

 

“What did you say? Couldn’t hear you.”

 

“…The.”

 

“…The?”

 

“The… The chronic illness is still there. I can’t see a speck of dust.”

 

Sylvia entered the room abruptly.

 

‘What is she doing.’

 

But in Sena’s perception, Sylvia was still a patient.

 

After examining her condition, Sena turned her around to check her pupil response.

 

Knights often claimed not to be in pain even when they were.

 

“Are you really okay?”

 

“…It doesn’t hurt anymore. And please, stop staring at me like that.”

 

‘It’s not a lie. Thank goodness.’

 

“But your face is red, and you have a fever…”

 

Sylvia pursed her lips and clicked her tongue.

 

“Annoying. As expected, I hate Senior the most in the world.”

 

Sena grinned and patted Sylvia’s head.

 

Then she turned around and headed for the table.

 

“Do you want some tea, even though you’re a knight now?”

 

Sena asked as he took out an extra teacup.

 

Sylvia hesitated, looking at the floor.

 

Puzzled, Sena looked at her, and when she followed his gaze, she sat at the table.

 

“So, what’s the matter?”

 

“Yes, um…?”

 

Sylvia looked flustered, raising her head.

 

“Weren’t you here to say something?”

 

It didn’t seem like she just came for a casual visit.

 

But Sylvia’s face turned red.

 

“Who, who would thank Senior!”

 

“?”

 

Then she abruptly left.

 

After a while of silence, Sena tilted his head.

 

“…So, why did she come?”

 

She was still as impolite as ever, his junior.
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As usual, Sena came to give medicine to Astria without fail today, but he saw an unexpected sight.

 

“You’re here?”

 

“Yes, I am.”

 

It’s the third day already.

It’s a short time, but seeing Astria awake in the morning was surprising.

 

“What’s this?”

 

Sena regained his senses while looking at Astria’s small hand.

 

He handed her the medicine.

 

“Though it still looks unappetizing, the color is different today.”

 

Astria wrinkled her nose at the blueish porridge.

 

“Oh, because you said it was too bitter, I added some spices.”

 

“What did you put in?”

 

“Mint chocolate.”

 

“I’ve never heard of those two together.”

 

By the way, Sena was a huge fan of mint chocolate.

 

Even if it wasn’t for that reason, mint is good for the body. Herbs aid digestion.

 

Astria hesitated for a moment before swallowing it in one gulp. She knew that after several days of trial and error, this version was the best.

 

“…”

 

“…How does it taste?”

 

Sena looked at her with some anticipation.

 

“Physician.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria said with a face that looked like she had just eaten dung.

 

“…Never put that in again.”

 

Unfortunately, the empress didn’t seem to be a fan of mint.

 

“And there’s something separate to discuss today.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Can you make my leg function normally just for today? Even for a moment, it’s fine.”

 

Astria said it with such seriousness that it seemed genuine.

 

But she soon smiled self-deprecatingly.

 

“Forget what I just said. I asked for something unreasonable. I’m not one to expect miracles, after all.”

 

As she said, unfortunately, there were no miracles in medicine.

 

There were only thorough scientific principles.

 

Sena held out a small vial from his pocket.

 

Astria’s eyes widened at the sight of it.

 

“It’s called Levodopa. It won’t help with overall healing, but it can temporarily free up your movement.”

 

Originally, Levodopa was a crucial medication for treating Parkinson’s disease.

 

However, the manufacturing process was extremely difficult. It required various chemical processes, and above all, Sena himself didn’t know the recipe.

 

But he was researching it discreetly because it was necessary. This was clearly an imitation rather than the original drug.

 

“It takes effect for about 30 minutes. However, there are side effects.”

 

Since he made it hastily, there were side effects. And they were quite significant.

 

“When the effects wear off, there will be significant backlash. It won’t lead to death, but it’ll be very painful. Please refrain from any strenuous activity even if you have to take the medicine.”

 

Normally, he wouldn’t give it. Sena was a doctor, not a pharmacist. He wasn’t the type to give incomplete medicine to patients either.

 

‘But that expression is cheating.’

 

It almost seemed like he would burst into tears.

 

And if the empress took seriously what he said, then it must be quite important.

 

“…I couldn’t have imagined it. That it would be possible.”

 

Astria took the vial in her hand.

 

“Listening to Cruyff’s advice was the best choice. You’re not just capable; you’re worthy. Be happy. You have gained the trust of the Empress.”

 

Astria smiled, but for some reason, it looked very eerie.

 

**

 

On the way back after finishing the morning consultations and acquiring the necessary medicinal herbs, Sena felt that the palace was quite chaotic.

 

The maids were busy, and there were overwhelmingly more knights wandering around the palace than usual.

 

Sena chuckled as he held the medicinal herbs tightly.

 

‘What could it be?’

 

It was unsettling. The Empress’s tasks this morning, and something seemed to be happening.

 

‘No, let’s not dwell on it.’

 

Sena sighed inwardly and continued walking. It was obvious that getting involved would only be troublesome based on experience.

 

Let’s just focus on fixing the Empress’s leg. Focus.

 

-Don’t be too disappointed.

 

-Still, he said such things until yesterday, so his affection must have diminished.

 

-Don’t you know Sena’s personality? By now, he must be only thinking about escaping.

 

-…It’s even more irritating.

 

Familiar voices came from the training grounds.

 

It was Sylvia and Chris, sitting on a log and conversing.

 

‘Yeah. Let’s run away.’

 

That’s definitely an NPC preparing to give a quest.

 

Sena tried to minimize his presence as much as possible and walked about 1.2 times faster than usual.

 

He didn’t walk faster because he was afraid the herbs might spill.

 

“Sena!”

 

However, he was immediately caught as soon as he entered Chris’s area.

 

Well, Sena didn’t know how to suppress his presence.

 

Even if he knew, Chris, who was sensitive to magic, would have noticed immediately.

 

‘But why is he running away?’

 

As soon as Sylvia saw Sena, she jumped up.

 

“It seems like the consultations are over for today.”

 

“Oh, yes. Sir Chris.”

 

“…Are you using honorifics strangely?”

 

“Oh, yes, yes.”

 

Sena tried to pass by with a clearly awkward expression.

 

By the way, Chris was a friend he had been with since their academy days. So, he knew when Sena was most uncomfortable.

 

Chris chuckled and spoke.

 

“Come to think of it, isn’t the palace quite noisy today? Actually, a very important figure has returned after completing a mission.”

 

“The Great Commander of the North. Duke Granz has returned.”

 

‘A forced quest!’

 

Sena was astonished. He had managed to avoid this much, but now he was being roped into it? This is coercion! It’s invalid!

 

“Oh, really? I’m not particularly interested.”

 

“Is that so? Then, I’ll be on my way.”

 

Chris bowed slightly and turned away.

 

Sena urgently grabbed Chris’s shoulder.

 

“…What’s up? Spit it out.”

 

How could he bear this?

 

**

 

Sena hesitated and sat down heavily on the stump where Sylvia had been.

 

Chris laughed and cried while looking at the drivers moving about busily.

 

“Duke Granz Kairos.”

 

“The most threatening political rival to Her Majesty.”

 

‘The reason you said that to me was because you didn’t want to appear weak to your political opponents.’

 

Sena finally understood, but there were still things he didn’t understand.

 

“As far as I know, as soon as Her Majesty ascended, she took care of all the rivals. They say she eliminated all threats on the spot.”

 

Sena pretended to hit his own neck.

 

It was a famous incident. The so-called Night of Blood.

 

On the night when the previous emperor passed away.

 

At midnight, Princess Astria, at the age of 12, armed with a sword, broke through the emergency system and sat on the throne.

 

And in the process, she killed all her siblings.

 

History is divided on the matter. Some say that Astria, at the age of 12, couldn’t possibly have surpassed the Crown Prince, who was controlling the empire’s top knights at the time, and ascended the throne without someone backing her.

 

The person identified as the backer is the Second Empress, Marianne. She was Astria’s own mother and also held power at the time.

 

However, it was caught that Astria had put all the people related to Marianne on the chopping block.

 

So now, the ‘Night of Blood’ is interpreted in one of two ways. One is that Marianne made Astria an empress but was betrayed afterward.

 

The other is that there was no backer from the beginning, and everything was Astria’s doing.

 

Sena was personally curious about which one it was.

 

Of course, he had no intention of asking directly. Because his remaining life was precious.

 

“The internal affairs of the palace are not that simple. Even Her Majesty can’t kill everyone. One of them is the former Imperial Guardian Knight, Sir Granz.”

 

“How strong is he?”

 

Surprisingly, Sena likes this kind of stories.

 

Who is strong, who is weak, who wins, that kind of thing.

 

Since it’s a fantasy world, he admires it to some extent.

 

Chris replied with an unenthusiastic face.

 

“He’s at least stronger than me.”

 

“Than Her Majesty?”

 

“What do you think? By the way, Duke Granz is ranked first among the imperial knights. He’s the strongest among the five Masters.”

 

Chris looked at Sena with more interest.

 

‘…Although Astria’s nickname is the Sword Empress, she’s still an empress.’

 

Sena, who had lived through the 21st century, wasn’t so naive as to believe rumors about the Empress blindly.

 

After all, it’s natural for an emperor to be deified to maintain power.

 

“Wouldn’t Duke Granz be stronger? He’s a commander.”

 

Chris didn’t immediately give an answer and instead beat around the bush.

 

“Her Majesty’s Guardian Knight undergoes tests. Her Majesty herself participated in the third test.”

 

“Even though she was quite ill at the time, she could still move. Can you guess what the test was about?”

 

“I wonder.”

 

“Just once. Make the Master draw their sword.”

 

“…What happened?”

 

“No one succeeded. Even the three Masters who took the test didn’t move a finger. I was the only one who managed to draw the sword with trembling hands.”

 

When one reaches the height of swordsmanship, they’re bestowed with the title of Master.

 

Sena knew how formidable they could be. It was akin to a medieval version of tactical nukes.

 

And yet, Masters couldn’t even draw their swords?

 

“As I was leaving, Her Majesty said one thing with a poker face. ‘Passed’. That’s how I became Her Majesty’s Guardian Knight. But that was only a half-baked success. My goal is to one day make Her Majesty draw her sword for real.”

 

How strong could Empress Astria be then?

 

Sena couldn’t even imagine.

 

**

 

Astria, sitting on her throne with an arrogant look on her face, spat indifferently.

 

“Lord Granz.”

 

“It’s been a while.”

 

Even though it had been a long time since he had seen his liege, there was no trace of warmth.

 

“I sent you to die, yet you’ve crawled back alive. You’re an insolent subject.”

 

“That’s regrettable.”

 

The obedient Granz showed no change in expression.

 

Astria made a mocking gesture with her tongue and formally spoke.

 

“How are the monsters in the North?”

 

“The Empire’s territory has increased by a fifth.”

 

Astria, with a bored expression, rested her chin on her hand for a moment, then slowly rose to her feet.

 

With perfect footsteps, she approached Granz and casually drew his sword.

 

After stepping back two paces, she swung the sword towards Granz’s eyes.

 

Without even blinking, the sword stopped exactly at the edge of his pupils. But due to the air pressure, his cheek was slightly grazed.

 

“Aren’t you avoiding?”

 

Astria turned around, dropping the sword as if contemptuous.

 

Granz’s sword rolled on the cold carpet.

 

“Such an uninteresting guy.”

 

Granz, who hadn’t moved an inch throughout the entire process, opened his mouth as if to ridicule Astria’s actions.

 

“You’ve improved quite a bit.”

 

Astria’s steps halted. Without even looking back, she spoke.

 

“Yes. And what that means is that it won’t be long before I kill you disgusting b*stards. Aren’t you afraid?”

 

Granz still spoke in his dry tone.

 

“The new personal physician seems to be quite skilled. It’s fortunate.”

 

Astria bit her molars and moved on.

 

“Get lost.”
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Early morning.

Sena and Astria were having a slight struggle.

 

“It’s okay.”

 

Astria said irritably. This darn physician has no idea about etiquette.

 

“You took medicine yesterday. So, I need to check your condition.”

 

“You can just check my pulse or something like usual.”

 

“Well, there are things that need to be seen with the naked eye.”

 

Astria glanced at Sena, slightly biting her lip. Sena, without yielding, stared back with a firm face.

 

White skin, blue eyes like a lake. Astria, seeing those innocent eyes she had never seen before in her life, lost her words.

 

“Hah.”

 

In the end, Astria lost in the staring contest. Sena said contentedly,

 

“Alright, hurry up and take it off.”

 

“Y-you’re outrageous!”

 

Sena tried to forcibly undress Astria by grabbing her pajama top. Astria quickly grabbed her clothes and turned away.

 

“No, I’m your doctor. It’s okay.”

 

“I-I’m not okay!”

 

A physician trying to undress the Empress!

 

Astria’s confusion was something that happened maybe once a year. And now was that time.

 

However, no matter how weakened Astria was, it was impossible for Sena to overpower her.

 

Sena, chuckling, lifted one corner of his mouth and said playfully.

 

“Hehe, I see. You’re embarrassed? Your Majesty was a woman too.”

 

“…!”

 

‘How dare this little punk.’

 

With furrowed brows, Astria glared at Sena with an angry face.

 

“When did I ever say I’m embarrassed? Look.”

 

And confidently, she let her clothes down.

 

“….”

 

To the extent that her collarbone was partially visible.

In a word, it was futile.

 

Sena let out a faint sigh and quickly put back Astria’s pajamas.

 

Astria looked away, her face flushed.

 

“Your right arm and shoulder. And both thighs have bruises. Did you swing a sword?”

 

“I only swung it once.”

 

“Your Majesty’s body is in a very weak condition. It’s difficult if you move like this. Please be careful from now on.”

 

She couldn’t show weakness in front of Granz.

 

Even if she used magic to deceive, a knight like Granz would notice.

 

Astria had no choice but to show the strength of her body with pure physical strength.

 

“…Is that all?”

 

“I’ll apply some herbs.”

 

Sena applied crushed herbs to Astria’s body. It felt extremely cold, causing Astria to shrink.

 

‘How dare someone do this to me.’

 

In fact, according to Astria’s original temperament, it wouldn’t be strange if Sena’s head fell off ten times.

 

The nickname “tyrant” was not obtained solely because of the incident when she ascended to the throne. Even afterward, Astria showed an attitude that was almost ‘insane’.

 

But strangely, it wasn’t easy for Sena to behave like that. Perhaps every action felt like it was for himself.

 

“Now it’s done.”

 

After applying the medicine, Sena wrapped bandages around and then properly dressed her.

 

And then, at that moment, Sena’s hand caught Astria’s eye.

 

Red burn marks that seemed to scream at first glance. There were also slight scratches.

 

Thunk.

 

Astria grabbed Sena’s wrist and asked with a serious look.

 

“What’s this?”

 

“…Huh? It’s just a slight burn.”

 

“While you can’t just pass by someone else’s bruises, you don’t even properly heal your own wounds?”

 

Astria was incredulous, even angry. Sena’s injuries were worse than her own bruises.

 

But she didn’t even notice a common bandage.

 

Of course, Astria didn’t know that putting a bandage on such a minor burn could actually hinder natural healing.

 

But seeing how upset Astria looked, Sena remained silent.

 

“How did you get hurt?”

 

“I… hit myself with a pot.”

 

“A pot? Did you boil it yourself?”

 

“W-well, yeah.”

 

Astria stood up with genuine anger.

 

“Sena Birkender.”

 

“Why are you suddenly…? You’re scaring me by using my full name.”

 

She grabbed Sena’s wrist and pulled him over. Sena hesitated halfway and sat down half-heartedly. Astria looked fiercely down at Sena.

 

‘Did I push you too hard?’

 

At times like this, when death seems imminent.

 

Astria spoke in a chilling voice.

 

“If you don’t choose a personal maid by the end of today…”

 

Getting closer with her face, she spoke with a rhythmic accent.

 

“I won’t take any medicine from now on.”

 

Sena was taken aback.

 

…Is this what they call a threat, Your Majesty?

 

**

 

“What kind of maid do you prefer?”

 

Sena walked with Betty. Astria had ordered Betty to find a maid because she was about to lose her temper.

 

‘Even though it’s only three days away.’

 

He really didn’t feel like it. But since the Empress had said so, there was no choice.

 

“Well, I’m a healer, so I’d like someone with at least basic knowledge.”

 

“Knowledge?”

 

“Yeah. It would be nice if they could read and write.”

 

Well, it’s better to choose properly since they’re already choosing.

 

“I think everyone can read and write. After all, this is the royal palace.”

 

“Is that so? Then it doesn’t matter who it is.”

 

‘Oh, now that I think about it.’

 

The maids he met in the corridor yesterday came to mind.

 

Since they appealed to be chosen, maybe they would be good?

 

“Then, choose a maid you like. It’s roll call time anyway.”

 

‘Is this an army or what.’

 

About 30 maids stood in formation.

 

Betty approached the head maid and bowed. The head maid greeted her warmly. Betty whispered something to her.

 

-That person?

 

-Yes.

 

-My my. Such a pity to die with such a face.

 

‘…I can hear everything.’

 

Maybe it’s because he’s known as the tyrant’s physician, but the treatment was harsh. Well, considering that only five physicians have died so far, it’s not surprising.

 

“Everyone, pay attention.”

 

The head maid clapped her hands and focused everyone’s attention.

 

“This person is the new physician of Her Majesty. He’s looking for a new maid, any volunteers?”

 

The maids just murmured and no one stepped forward.

 

‘Well, he’s going to die soon anyway, isn’t he?’

 

But surely no one would step forward.

 

Sena felt a pang in his heart!

 

‘Those maids I saw back then were unusual.’

 

In the world, there are people who are okay as long as they have a pretty face.

 

Sena had no intention of forcing someone he didn’t want. He carefully examined the maids.

 

But the maid he saw at that time was nowhere to be found.

 

“Are these all the maids here?”

 

When he asked Betty, she nodded.

 

“Yes. Unless they have a specific duty, these are all of them.”

 

“Since we’re busy, can you choose quickly?”

 

The head maid said with a smiling face. Her words weren’t friendly at all, but still.

 

‘Even if you say that, if no one wants to, what can we do.’

 

Sena was also in a quandary. Everyone was looking down, probably afraid to meet his eyes.

 

“Umm…”

 

Just as he was thinking about what to do.

 

A clumsy sound. Everyone’s gaze shifted to one side.

 

“How many times have I told you to fetch water quickly? Get out of sight now.”

 

“S-Sorry.”

 

Maids with buckets in hand, whimpering, were seen leaving.

 

The face looked familiar.

 

These was the maid he saw last time.

 

“Uh.”

 

“Oh.”

 

Sena’s face brightened. They must have been working somewhere. Luna was also there.

 

Sena pointed at the two of them.

 

“I’ll choose those two.”

 

“…!”

 

The head maid covered her mouth in astonishment, and Betty said with a worried expression.

 

“Um, Sena-nim.”

 

“Why?”

 

“They probably can’t read or write.”

 

“…Is that so?”

 

Sena blinked. Serilda spoke confidently.

 

“But I have a good memory instead!”

 

And grabbing Luna’s shoulder, who was timidly looking at the ground, she said.

 

“This one can read and write!”

 

“Oh, is that so? Then it doesn’t matte—”

 

“What kind of insolence is this from you?”

 

Interrupting Sena, the head maid spoke.

 

Serilda awkwardly lowered her head.

 

“S-Sorry.”

 

“Stay on topic.”

 

‘…Who’s being insolent here?’

 

Even though it was their first meeting, Sena didn’t quite like the head maid.

 

“Excuse me, physician?”

 

The head maid approached with a smile.

 

“These two aren’t suitable.”

 

“Why?”

 

“Because they’re not maids.”

 

Sena looked at Serilda. Sweat was trickling down her forehead. Whether it was from fetching water or the situation, he wasn’t sure.

 

“Explain.”

 

As the head maid spoke gently, Serilda awkwardly smiled and said:

 

“Yes, we’re not maids, we’re servants.”

 

‘Ah, I see.’

 

In medieval times, there was a difference between maids and servants.

 

Maids mainly assisted their masters. They fetched water, assisted with bathing, or attended to their masters’ needs during the night.

 

Servants performed simple household tasks like cleaning, laundry, or errands.

 

Most maids were nobles. Since this was the royal palace, most of the maids here were probably from noble families.

 

‘Anyway, what I need doesn’t require a maid.’

 

It was a matter of little concern to Sena.

 

“It’s fine. I’ll choose those two.”

 

“Ar-Are you serious?”

 

The head maid was extremely taken aback. Sena couldn’t understand why she was so shocked.

 

‘Why such a reaction when no one wanted to in the first place?’

 

Anyway, Sena had already made up his mind.

 

“Betty.”

 

When he looked at Betty, she slightly lifted the corners of her mouth and bowed her head.

 

Unlike the head maid, it was a genuine smile from the heart.

 

“Yes, Sena.”

 

However, the head maid couldn’t accept it.

 

“It’s inappropriate. As the head maid, I must say it’s impossible.”

 

Sena just stared as if urging her to continue.

 

“As the physician, you serve Her Majesty. It’s unacceptable to assign a commoner instead of a noble to someone like her.”

 

By now, he was getting a little annoyed. He said he would, but they kept saying no.

 

But Sena smiled kindly without reddening his face. Anyway, as long as it’s not a servant, right?

 

“Then they’ll be maids from today.”

 

Sena is Cruyff’s adopted son.

 

And Cruyff was a priest, and before becoming a priest, he was ‘Marquis Birkender’.

 

Cruyff was already having a hard time because people around him were worried because a priest had a noble title.

 

When Sena was adopted by him, he suddenly threw the burden of being a ‘Marquis’ on Sena.

 

In other words, Sena was a noble with an official title.

 

He had every right to promote a servant to maid.

 

“From today, these two are maids. Maids of Marquis Birkender, officially.”

 

With the sudden promotion news, Serilda and Luna looked dazed.
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The fact that Sena himself had a title was kept confidential. In this world, nobody knew except Cruyff.

 

The reason for keeping it hidden was purely because he didn’t like it.

 

‘Marquis Sena Birkender’.

 

The title didn’t sit well with him. It felt somewhat uncomfortable and awkward.

 

So Sena went on a hunger strike because he didn’t want to inherit the title.

 

“Are you finally going to become a priest?” Cruyff said, which led Sena to binge eat right away, resulting in failure.

 

‘Well, he’s just noble in name.’

 

The Birkender territory remained tucked away in a very remote countryside.

 

Nobility had its standards. Even if you were a viscount, if you had money and land, you’d be respected, but if you lacked substance, you’d be looked down upon, and that’s exactly what happened to Birkender.

 

Birkender was the latter. In the first place, he beat up all the noble family members and became a priest, which was a natural result.

 

But even rotten, he was useful at times.

 

-See? I told you someday it’d come in handy.

 

… In the end, it seemed like Cruyff’s words had come true, which annoyed Sena.

 

“Thank you for choosing me…”

 

“I-I’ll do my best…!”

 

Seeing the two people happy, Sena didn’t feel too bad about it.

 

Sena thought with pride in his heart.

 

‘When it’s time to leave, let’s send them to the old man.’

 

The old man mentioned here was Cruyff’s father.

He was the former head of the family managing the Birkender Marquisate.

 

“If anyone bothers you, tell me. Whether it’s a servant or anyone else.”

 

“Yes, yes…!”

 

“Oh, your name was Luna, right?”

 

A timid-looking maid. When her name was called, she opened her eyes wide like a squirrel.

 

“You said you know how to read, right?”

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

“Good timing then.”

 

Sena took out a notebook and briefly wrote down the items needed.

 

“Could you buy these items for me? You can get the money from Betty.”

 

“Okay…!”

 

Luna nodded eagerly and hurried off.

 

“Leave the cleaning to me!”

 

Serilda said confidently.

 

“You can just stay still, master. Cleaning is my specialty.”

 

“But my room isn’t that easy to clean.”

 

“It’s okay! Please focus on Her Highness’s treatment! That’s my job, you know?”

 

“I feel really sorry…”

 

“…It’s the first time I’ve seen someone apologize to a maid, I don’t know what to say. But is it really that dirty…?”

 

Sena started to ponder.

 

‘Since I’ve hired her anyway, why not give her a chance?’

 

During his time at the academy, Sena never entrusted cleaning to anyone.

 

But the palace room was just too big.

Frankly, cleaning it alone was burdensome.

 

With determination, Sena said to Serilda.

 

“Alright. It’s time for cleaning, would you like to try?”

 

“Leave it to me!”

 

Serilda said energetically. She even rolled up her maid’s sleeves in front of Sena’s closed door.

 

When the door opened, Sena’s room came into view.

 

“Oh.”

 

Thinking she might have come to the wrong place, Serilda looked at Sena.

 

It was cleanliness she had never seen before in her life.

 

Everything inside was perfectly organized and tidy.

 

“It’s too clean, isn’t it…?”

 

“It may seem so at first glance. But bacteria multiply quickly. It would be troublesome if not cleaned properly.”

 

‘Bacteria… multiply…? What’s that.’

 

Serilda blinked several times. She didn’t understand Sena’s words at all.

 

‘As expected, my master is smart. Is this what doctors are like?’

 

Sena smiled broadly.

 

“Shall we start?”

 

**

 

“Oh, fold that and put it in the corner.”

 

“Sure. You also need to clean under the bed. Pay extra attention to the cups under the tea table. They touch the lips, so be thorough.”

 

“This is a tool called a ruler. Use it to neatly arrange the cups at equal intervals.”

 

From initial excitement and anticipation to now, Serilda was like a dried squid, limp and lifeless.

 

The intensity of work exceeded her imagination! Sena’s cleaning obsession, due to his OCD, was beyond anyone’s expectations.

 

“…I have to work hard. They chose someone like me.”

 

Fortunately, Serilda was full of determination. She began cleaning with all her might.

 

Two hours later.

 

“Hmm, hmm. Is this, is this good enough?”

 

Sena was asked by Serilda, her face turning pale.

 

Sena walked over, carrying a feather duster, and swept the shelf with his hand.

 

Pointing at the dust, he said.

 

“Dust.”

 

“Aaaah!”

 

Serilda hurriedly approached and wiped the dust so vigorously that her hand disappeared.

 

‘Still not bad for a first time.’

 

Sena looked around the tidy room and nodded satisfactorily.

 

It wasn’t a lie when they said cleaning was his specialty.

 

‘It’s convenient to have a maid around.’

 

He used to spend five hours a day cleaning, but with more people, two hours seemed enough.

 

It felt like extending his lifespan!

 

That alone satisfied Sena enough.

 

“Okay, then let’s go.”

 

“Huh?”

 

“Yeah?”

 

They blinked at each other.

 

“I mean it’s time to go home.”

 

“Ho-home?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Sena nodded as if it were obvious.

 

“Uh, Sena?”

 

“What?”

 

“Forgive me for asking, but…”

 

With a sudden motion, Serilda grabbed the hem of her skirt.

 

“Did I, did I make a mistake?”

 

“Huh?”

 

‘Why did it end up like this?’

 

Sena raised both hands.

 

“No, no. I liked it.”

 

“T-then why are you telling me to leave so soon?”

 

The girl who had seemed so cheerful just a moment ago now sounded choked up, and Sena was also taken aback.

 

“Well, what should I say. I actually prefer being alone.”

 

“Then, I’ll wait outside the room.”

 

“You don’t have to…”

 

She choked up.

 

Tears welled up in Serilda’s eyes.

They seemed like they would spill any moment, so Sena hastily spoke.

 

“Okay, okay, don’t cry.”

 

“Really…?”

 

Sniffing, Serilda wiped her eyes.

 

“Yeah, if you want, you can wait outside.”

 

‘It’s awkward if she’s crying.’

 

There seemed to be no way other than hiding it well.

 

It’s not like he did it all the time, so it should be okay.

 

“Thank you!”

 

“But, won’t you be bored? Being my maid is just about running errands.”

 

“Sena.”

 

Serilda said with a rich face.

 

“It’s a huge happiness for a maid to serve her master.”

 

“Oh, is that so?”

 

Medieval people have such a unique mindset. Even the knights are like that.

 

…He says that as a person from the medieval era too.

 

“But, Serilda.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Why did you want to be my maid? Others usually avoid being maids.”

 

It was a question raised out of simple curiosity.

 

But Serilda flinched as if she’d been stung by something.

 

“Th-that’s…”

 

“Oh, it’s okay. You can tell me.”

 

‘Did she want to make a name for herself?’

 

Sena roughly guessed the reason and chuckled.

 

He didn’t think there was some touching reason behind it.

 

“…I have a younger brother. He’s ten years old.”

 

What was initially a joke suddenly turned into a heavy story, leaving Sena bewildered.

 

“Oh, really? That must be tough. What about your parents?”

 

“They passed away when I was young.”

 

‘Is there a time rewind function?’

 

He tried to avoid it, but he stepped on a mine.

 

“S-Sorry.”

 

Covering her mouth, Serilda chuckled.

 

“You’re really kind, Sena. Such a reaction over a mere maid’s story.”

 

She finished her story with a quiet smile.

 

“Unlike me, he has talent.”

 

“So, I need a lot of money.”

 

Sena understood why she wanted to be his maid.

 

But he felt a slight discomfort.

 

‘But don’t other maids think I’m going to die soon anyway?’

 

Then isn’t it pointless?

 

I don’t know well, but isn’t there some drawback to losing the master you served?

 

‘Could it be another scheme…’

 

Ah, no way.

This girl who looks so kind. No way. Sena quickly dismissed the thought.

 

“Are you… disappointed?”

 

And seeing Sena like that, perhaps misunderstanding something, Serilda asked with a gloomy expression.

 

“You’re just trying to make a living to feed your brother. Why would I be disappointed?”

 

“…!”

 

Serilda’s expression momentarily froze.

 

“Uh, anyway, would you mind waiting outside? I need to prepare for Her Majesty’s examination.”

 

“Oh, yes. Understood.”

 

As Serilda stepped back, Sena sighed and stood up.

 

“We have to go see the royal doctor.”

 

Just thinking about calming down Astria’s ticking condition and undergoing rehabilitation therapy made him sigh.

 

But rehabilitation therapy had to be done regularly for it to be effective.

 

“Oh right.”

 

As he packed his things, a sudden realization struck him.

 

“…Since you became a maid, I have to pay you a salary, don’t I?”

 

Having lived through being kidnapped and then working, he had forgotten the logical sequence of working for money and giving money when work was done.

 

He almost ended up exploiting people for free.

 

Can’t have that.

 

Sena searched through the drawer. It was to prepare the salary in advance.

 

“…Huh?”

 

Sena searched the drawer in confusion.

 

“It’s not here…?”

 

There was no money. He was sure he had neatly stored it here as soon as he got it.

 

He couldn’t have forgotten such a place he never touched…

 

-Huh? You don’t need to clean the drawer.

 

-But I have to be thorough!

 

“Serilda.”

 

He remembered Serilda opening the drawer and cleaning it.

 

He called out her name. But there was no response. With a sense of doubt, he opened the door…

 

But there was no one there.

 

“…Wow, this is just too much.”

 

This is what being a scapegoat is.

 

Sena shuddered at the harsh reality.

 

**

 

Steady, steady.

 

Sena lay on the bed, giving Astria a gentle massage, lost in contemplation.

 

This was tricky.

 

He didn’t aspire to become wealthy, but that was his entire fortune.

 

To live out the rest of his life in peaceful leisure, he needed a certain amount of money.

 

There’s a certain sadness in retiring and continuing to work.

 

“Earlier, my leg moved a little as I wanted. I haven’t walked without using mana in a long time.”

 

Incidentally, Astria seemed happier than usual.

 

‘…There’s only one way to do this.’

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Astria turned her head to look at Sena.

 

With a heavy heart, Sena spoke.

 

“Um, could you advance my salary a bit?”
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“Just wanted to buy something.”

 

“What do you want to buy?”

 

Astria lazily rose from the bed.

 

What’s this physician talking about again?

 

“Oh, an artifact.”

 

Astria, who was staring blankly at Sena, turned her back.

 

“Lies. Keep hiding like that. There’s no advanced payment.”

 

“Oh, no, no. I’ll tell you.”

 

Sena began to reluctantly explain the situation.

 

After hearing the story, Astria spoke with a bewildered expression.

 

“She stole money?”

 

Astria doubted what she had just heard.

 

A maid stealing money? It was the most absurd thing she had ever heard.

 

“I’ll look into it for now.”

 

“With just a word from me, you can see that impudent maid’s face within 10 minutes.”

 

“Your Majesty, are you going to kill a child who stole bread because he was hungry?”

 

Sena put his hand on his hip and spoke seriously.

 

“Stealing bread was wrong, but it’s better to consider the circumstances and move on with a light reprimand. It’s better than condemning someone to guilt without understanding the situation.”

 

Astria was quite annoyed.

 

How dare he lecture me?

 

It was undoubtedly a case of someone letting loose reins in their mind. Or perhaps he had forgotten the subject after making a fuss.

 

But curiosity outweighed anger. What kind of situation could lead him to defend himself like this?

 

“What’s the situation?”

 

Sena remained silent for a moment before speaking.

 

“…I don’t know.”

 

‘Are you kidding me?’

 

Astria’s entire body tensed.

 

Let’s just handle this in return this time.

 

The maid was selected from the palace, and she was the mistress of the palace.

 

If she let that incompetent physician be, he would surely suffer greatly somewhere. Or perhaps he would forget his place and lose sight of his subject.

 

“Nevertheless, something must have happened.”

 

But looking into Sena’s eyes, Astria changed her mind.

 

Deep eyes.

 

She had regretted ignoring the opinions of someone with such eyes before.

 

“She’s your maid. Dispose of her as you wish. But-”

 

Astria laughed as she looked at Sena.

 

It was a judgment that she could not understand at all from her perspective.

 

“How perfect. Don’t stand in front of the nobles. You’ll lose everything except your underwear.”

 

Sena grinned.

 

“Then Your Majesty can help me then.”

 

Astria sighed softly.

 

“……Betty. Grant gold to this idiot.”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

But when Sena actually received the money pouch, he looked embarrassed.

 

“Oh, I don’t need this much.”

 

Astria, whose patience was now at its limit, twitched her eyebrows.

 

“Then give it back. Let’s just forget it ever happened.”

 

“Have a good and comfortable night, Your Majesty.”

 

Sena fled immediately.

 

Astria suddenly remembered what Chris had told her.

 

-When Sena lies, his hair on the top of his head stands up.

 

‘…Such a peculiar creature.’

 

Earlier, when he lied to her.

 

It was true. The hair on his head stood up.

 

**

 

He was a good person.

 

That was clear from the moment she saw him.

 

‘That person seems to sparkle.’

 

Maid Serilda.

 

When she looked at people, she assessed the atmosphere. With that atmosphere, she could gauge their tastes well.

 

Sena’s atmosphere was a color she had never seen before. A blinding white. Just walking down the street seemed to brighten the surroundings.

 

“…Luna.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

The Empress’s physician. The number of replacements had exceeded 10, and all the ones who had been in charge had died.

 

So everyone was afraid. It was rare for harm to come to a maid because the master died, but the dying physicians were all equally nervous.

 

But this was an opportunity for Serilda. If she played her cards right, she could become a personal maid.

 

“I’m going to steal that healer’s money and run away.”

 

“W-What are you talking about?”

 

“You know. Ast is sick. With a maid’s salary, it would take 20 years to save up. Now, this is the only way.”

 

She has a sick younger brother.

 

The only way is for a priest to use advanced healing magic.

 

However, for commoners like Serilda to mobilize a high-level priest, a considerable amount of money was needed.

 

500 gold. In fact, there was no such thing as advanced holy magic for commoners. But Serilda had put all her hope into it.

 

“You push. Steal the money and run away when the gods aren’t looking.”

 

“I-I can’t do that.”

 

“It’s for the best. Or do you want to become an accomplice? If you push, you can stop living this miserable maid life.”

 

Before Luna could answer, Serilda moved forward and greeted Sena with a bright voice.

 

-Hello!

 

-What’s your name?

 

‘Sorry.’

 

Yes, she knew from the start that he was a good person. There were hardly any cases where Serilda’s intuition was wrong.

 

But Sena was even kinder than she had imagined.

 

-Then you’ll be a maid from today.

 

-I’m sorry.

 

-You have a sick younger brother. It must have been difficult.

 

He gave undeserved grace to them, who were just maids.

 

Even promoting her to a maid was more than enough. She even left words of encouragement, worrying that she might be harassed.

 

She knew he was going to die soon. Yet he still had the capacity to care for others.

 

If saints existed, surely this person in front of her would be one to consider.

 

But—

 

Every second was urgent. If it was the maid’s salary, it would take two years to save up, but her brother’s life was like a candle that could go out at any moment.

 

“I’m sorry…”

 

It must have been precious money. Not in terms of the amount of gold, but by looking at the well-preserved bag, one could tell.

 

She stole something precious from someone akin to a benefactor. The weight of unbearable guilt made Serilda shed tears.

 

She was genuinely happy when Sena made his choice. She was so grateful, even for the stories she heard about him helping in the future.

 

All the stories he told her were true. She wanted to be with him as much as possible… if possible.

 

But she had no other choice.

 

“The money you mentioned, I brought it.”

 

“The Lord has been touched by your grace.”

 

The elderly priest accepted the pouch with his wrinkled hands.

 

He untied it and counted the gold coins one by one. Serilda was anxious at how meticulously he counted them.

 

“Hurry, please. He’s in such bad shape he could die any moment.”

 

“Hmm, you’re right. Very well.”

 

The old priest chuckled unpleasantly. There were 20 extra gold coins in the pouch. But he decided not to mention it.

 

The money offered to him by believers was wealth offered to the goddess Justitia. Wouldn’t it be better to praise the goddess with as much wealth as possible?

 

“Please follow me.”

 

Serilda started to guide him.

 

Over the winding hills, into the alleyways endlessly.

 

To some slum. A remote place.

The maid’s salary was enough to escape the slums, but escaping was futile as most of it was spent on her sick brother’s medicine.

 

The elderly priest covered his nose with his hand, showing signs of disgust at the unbearable stench.

 

‘If you’ve received the money, don’t show your displeasure…’

 

Serilda had no choice but to endure it. After a while, they arrived at a dilapidated shack.

 

“Ast.”

 

She opened the makeshift door and went inside. A young boy lay on the bed.

 

The bedding around him was soaked with blood. He was breathing heavily, barely conscious, but his breath was so weak.

 

Serilda hurriedly approached. She wiped the sweat from his forehead and spoke with a choked voice.

 

“As, it’s me, your sister. Everything will be okay now. So please hold on a little longer….”

 

“Is this the child?”

 

The priest came in, still covering his nose. He seemed very careful not to touch anything inside.

 

Serilda wiped her tears and said.

 

“Yes. His health has been deteriorating rapidly for the past year. He vomits blood, has a fever, and hardly eats…”

 

“You don’t need to explain the symptoms.”

 

Approaching as if annoyed, the priest took out a sacred book from his pocket.

 

Flipping through the pages, he stopped at one place.

 

It was a page with <Lesser Holy Magic> written on it.

 

“Lord, please save this lost lamb.”

 

As he muttered, the sacred book glowed brightly. Serilda’s eyes filled with hope.

 

Tap.

 

The priest closed the book. He turned around quickly to leave. He didn’t want to stay in this dirty place for another moment.

 

“Healing is complete. That’s it.”

 

“Now, wait a moment.”

 

Serilda grabbed the priest’s robe.

 

The priest only moved his eyes. There was a subtle anger emanating from him.

 

“Is it really over like this?”

 

“How dare you doubt the grace of God?”

 

“T-That’s not it. He still can’t get up. Th- The magic you just used, it’s ‘Advanced Holy Magic,’ right?”

 

Cough, cough.

 

Astin coughed, clutching his chest in agony.

 

But even seeing that, the priest didn’t bat an eye.

 

“The offering you gave was merely in exchange for using ‘Holy Magic’. If that isn’t enough for him to get up, it means the offering was insufficient.”

 

“…!”

 

“That’s it for now.”

 

“But where is it! You said if I gave you 50 gold, you would heal him!”

 

Serilda grabbed the priest’s robe and pleaded. The priest distorted his face like a demon, then kicked Serilda’s stomach.

 

Thunk.

 

She was hit squarely and easily fell out. The priest clicked his tongue and left.

 

“These commoners…”

 

Serilda clutched her abdomen and collapsed.

She couldn’t get up for a while. She just stared blankly at the spot where the priest had left.

 

“…That’s right.”

 

It was a fitting end for betraying a benefactor.

 

“I… I deserve this punishment.”

 

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

 

“But…”

 

In her blurred vision, she saw Astin coughing.

 

His throat was blocked.

 

“Astin… He didn’t do anything wrong. Why… Why…”

 

Wiping her tears with her sleeves, Serilda struggled to stand up.

 

She couldn’t sit here and hesitate.

 

Ast was still alive.

 

She had to do everything she could.

 

**

 

On the way back with the heavy gold pouch.

 

At the door, he met the maid who had stolen the money and fled.

 

“Um, Sena.”

 

Whatever she was doing, she looked a mess.

 

Disheveled hair. Dirty maid outfit. White tear stains.

 

“…Come in.”

 

Sena let her in first.

 

He set down the supplies for treatment and hung his coat on the rack.

 

Sitting at the table, Sena spoke to Serilda.

 

“What’s wrong?”

 

As soon as Sena spoke, Serilda collapsed to the floor.

 

“My brother is in critical condition. I gave money to the priest, but he didn’t heal him. If this continues, he’ll… he’ll die.”

 

Her half-sobbing made her words incomprehensible at times, but Sena understood the gist.

 

“I know it’s shameless.”

 

“I know I shouldn’t speak out of turn to you.”

 

“I’m willing to die. I’ll accept any punishment.”

 

“But still, still… I’m desperate. Please, Sena.”

 

“Please, please save my brother.”

 

“What are you doing?”

 

In the voice close enough to whisper, Serilda looked up.

 

Through tear-filled eyes, she could clearly see Sena’s resolute gaze.

 

“Lead the way. If it’s urgent.”

 

Sena put his coat back on without hesitation.
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The slums.

 

Where those closest to death dwell.

 

Yet, a place where one cannot expect any medical benefits.

 

The downside of capitalism is the wealth gap, but the downside of feudalism is too tedious to mention one by one.

 

“It’s serious.”

 

Sena, tending to the patient, lowered his gaze.

 

For nearly a year, the most critical patient he had seen was Astria, but Serilda’s brother was in an even worse condition.

 

[0]

 

When the number reached zero, it meant death within an hour.

 

How much time was left? 30 minutes? 10 minutes?

 

One thing was certain: there was no time to hesitate.

 

Sena hurriedly prepared for treatment and asked Serilda,

 

“What are the symptoms?”

 

“About a year ago, he suddenly started vomiting blood and collapsed. His fever is severe, and he struggles to breathe… Recently, he hasn’t been fully conscious for even an hour.”

 

Difficulty breathing, hemoptysis. Is it a respiratory illness?

 

Sena placed his hand on Astin’s body and checked internally. There were no abnormalities in the brain. The fever was severe.

 

Pneumonia? No, it couldn’t be that if it hadn’t spread to Serilda. Moreover, it’s not easy for such a state to occur within a year of the symptoms appearing.

 

This is pulmonary tuberculosis.

 

“Has he ever complained of chest tightness or anything like that?”

 

“Yes. He often said his chest hurt.”

 

He focused on Astin’s lungs with his ‘Medicine’.

 

Sure enough, there were small nodules inside the lungs. Fortunately, they weren’t so damaged as to be inoperable.

 

However, there was another reason for such a serious condition.

 

…It could be understood even without using abilities.

 

Malnutrition. Astin appeared emaciated, and the most dangerous thing for a pulmonary tuberculosis patient is malnutrition.

 

The situation was dire. Whether he could be saved or not,

 

“Will Astin be okay?”

 

“We’ll find out.”

 

Sena clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. Surgery was necessary. A lobectomy to remove the tuberculosis confined to a certain part of the lung.

 

Ideally, he should first get Astin out of malnutrition, but there was no time for that. He hoped with all his strength that Astin could withstand it.

 

Sena began the lobectomy without hesitation.

 

First, check the scope. It was essential to cut out the lung as minimally as possible.

 

Luck was on their side. It seemed possible to remove the tuberculosis by cutting out only one lobe of the lung. That should pose no problem for daily life.

 

The problem was…

 

‘It’s gotta be quick.’

 

Leaving the excised lobe inside the body could cause serious complications. To avoid that, the excised lobe needed to be removed from the body by resecting the chest.

 

“Serilda.”

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

“Do you trust me?”

 

Serilda spoke without hesitation.

 

“Yes.”

 

“Then, close your eyes for just 10 seconds. Don’t open them under any circumstances.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“10.”

 

Serilda tightly shut her eyes.

 

Simultaneously, Sena’s pupils lit up brightly.

 

“9.”

 

He undressed Astin. With his flesh exposed, Sena focused on both sides of the chest.

 

“8.”

 

He precisely pointed to the chest with his fingers.

 

As he slowly made an incision above the lungs, the skin parted.

 

“7.”

 

A dirty environment.

 

Opening a patient’s chest in such conditions was madness.

 

However, this body was quite useful in a time-limited situation.

 

Whether this was what they called “an iron body” in martial arts novels, Sena didn’t know, but not only toxins but also bacteria would perish upon contact with his body.

 

In other words, Sena’s body was in a perfectly sterile condition.

 

“6.”

 

Sena cut the lobe with a steady hand.

 

“5.”

 

Blood spattered on his face through the cracked chest.

 

But Sena didn’t even blink and immediately reached into the gap in the chest.

 

In an instant, he grabbed the excised lobe, pulled it out, and placed it on a tray.

 

“4.”

 

As he attempted to close the chest, Sena’s fingers trembled.

 

[0]

 

The numbers didn’t return. Astin’s chest, which had been steadily rising and falling, showed no response at all.

 

It was cardiac arrest.

 

Without hesitation, Sena plunged his hand deep into Astin’s chest.

 

He grasped the heart and began stimulating it rhythmically.

 

“3.”

 

Sena’s counting stopped.

 

Although ten seconds had passed, Serilda still hadn’t opened her eyes.

 

It was well after that when Sena spoke again.

 

“2.”

 

Thump.

 

Feeling the strong heartbeat, Sena withdrew his hand.

 

Concentrating for a moment, he sutured the chest and exhaled.

 

“1. You can open your eyes now. You did well, enduring.”

 

Serilda opened her eyes.

 

“…!”

 

Sena was covered in blood.

 

And Astin, lying much more comfortably than before.

 

Sena wiped his face with his sleeve. The blood splatter was uncomfortably warm on his skin.

 

“We’ll have to monitor his progress, but the urgent issue is resolved.”

 

[382]

 

The numbers changed. It was dynamic compared to zero, but it wasn’t a reassuring number. Perhaps the issue of malnutrition hadn’t been resolved.

 

All that was left was ample rest, good food, and sleep.

 

“Your brother will probably be fine now.”

 

Hearing the longed-for words, Serilda grabbed Sena and burst into tears.

 

**

 

The night passed.

 

As the gloomy dawn approached, Sena would often reflect on the meaning of his name.

 

Just before morning.

 

Sena found the name feminine and didn’t like it much, but he didn’t consider changing it because he liked its meaning.

 

It was something filled with hope, wasn’t it?

 

Sena wanted to be like the meaning of his name to someone—a morning.

 

Even if it’s a bit dark now and visibility isn’t great, morning will come without fail.

 

If you know that, night isn’t scary anymore, nor is it a lonely existence; it becomes a pleasant time of awaiting morning.

 

This time was like that, too.

Sena wanted to be the morning for Serilda.

 

“You can leave now… I can’t cause any more trouble.”

 

“But we’ve only finished the urgent matter. We still need to monitor his condition.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Serilda spoke softly.

 

She couldn’t refuse, especially when she was worried about Astin.

 

Even in this situation, she found her own selfishness repulsive.

 

In front of Sena, who came to help without a moment’s hesitation, especially after a maid stole money, she felt even more so.

 

At the same time, a desire to serve him welled up within her.

 

‘But that’s not possible.’

 

Serilda bit her lip.

 

‘I shouldn’t dream of such things.’

 

As the crisis passed, she gradually realized the reality of the situation.

 

What she had done to Sena.

 

Helping was helping, but sin was still sin.

 

The sin didn’t disappear.

 

 

 

After that, a quiet time passed. Serilda waited for words of reproach.

 

But why didn’t Sena say anything?

 

“…A-Are you mad at me?”

 

Serilda asked with her head bowed, her voice barely audible. Strands of her chestnut hair touched her lips.

Sena glanced at her once and then fixed his gaze on Astin again.

 

“Of course, I’m angry.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

It was all too natural.

 

No matter how kind Sena was, he couldn’t forgive her, a maid, for stealing money.

 

“I’m sorry. I’ll definitely pay for my sins. And the money, I’ll definitely…”

 

“No, I wasn’t angry because you stole money.”

 

Sena said, looking directly at Serilda.

 

“I was angry because you didn’t trust me.”

 

“…!”

 

“Why didn’t you speak up sooner? If you had been just an hour, no, even thirty minutes later, your brother would’ve died.”

 

Serilda was just dumbfounded. Sena smiled faintly.

 

“But still, I’ll give you as much credit as you deserve for coming to me. You did well. You made the best judgment and choice to save your brother.”

 

“Oh.”

 

Serilda was speechless.

She betrayed such a person.

 

Even if she regretted it, it was already too late.

 

…She felt remorseful.

 

She thought her tears had dried up earlier, but they flowed again.

 

“I’m sorry… I’m really, truly sorry.”

 

“You were thankful earlier, and now you’re apologizing.”

 

Sena gently stroked Serilda’s head.

 

“I don’t need you to repay me with your life for that.”

 

“…No, there’s no need for that. What can I do for you?”

 

Sena’s eyes cooled.

 

He fixed his gaze on Astin again.

 

Astin, who had been lying still like a mouse, blinked his eyelids thinly.

 

“He’ll wake up soon.”

 

Sena stood up. Since the condition was stable, it was time to leave.

 

Now it was time to explain the precautions to the guardian.

 

“Listen carefully. Your brother’s deteriorating condition is partly due to the illness, but the fundamental cause is malnutrition. He needs to eat well.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“The environment is also an issue. There’s too much dust here. It’s fatal for someone with lung disease. If possible, you should move. Can you do that?”

 

Serilda couldn’t easily answer.

 

Even though Sena had saved her life with his kindness, there was no one in this world who would employ a maid who had stolen her master’s money.

 

And the environment issue…

Serilda wasn’t in a position to move out of the slums.

 

“Don’t worry, I’ll provide the money.”

 

“Y-yes?”

 

“Huh? Should I say it again? I’ll give you the money.”

 

“I-I can’t accept it.”

 

Serilda hastily got up, forgetting her tears.

“I stole your money, Lord Sena. Even if I repay it, it won’t be enough…”

 

Serilda was bewildered. Why was he going to such lengths? She had never done anything to deserve this kind of help.

 

Sena tousled Serilda’s already disheveled hair. Though she was already a mess, now she looked even more disheveled as she gazed at Sena with blank eyes.

 

“It must have been hard taking care of your little brother, huh?”

 

With that brief statement, Serilda’s past flashed before her eyes.

 

At the age of 8, she lost her parents and ended up in the slums with her 3-year-old brother.

 

He was her only family left, her precious family, her reason for living.

 

So even though it was so hard, she never let go of his hand until the end.

 

But sometimes it was so unbearably tough.

 

Countless nights she cried silently, trying to hide her tears from her brother.

 

She was only 8 years old. She was supposed to be taken care of, too.

 

But no one acknowledged that. No one ever acknowledged it, and she never brought it up to anyone.

 

But just now, with Sena’s words, it felt like she was receiving compensation for all those days.

 

“If you can’t handle the responsibility, I wouldn’t have helped you from the start. Both you and I are the same in that regard.”

 

Sena took out a pouch of gold from his pocket and held it out.

 

“Take it. Feed him something delicious, and move to a better environment.”

 

Serilda couldn’t say anything.

 

In the warmth she was feeling for the first time, she just bowed her head and let the tears flow.

 

“Don’t cry. Consider it a lifetime salary in advance. You’re my maid now, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

 

**

 

Sena was in a bind.

 

It was all well and good to put up a front, but in the end, he was out of money again.

 

But was it embarrassing to rummage through his pouch and count out gold again at this timing?

 

‘What should I do?’

 

In the end, the only thing one could trust was one’s gold.

 

At this point, he was not sure who had the gold.

 

“Your Highness, please pay in advance.”

 

“…Again?”

 

Even in her drowsiness, Astria looked at him with a puzzled expression.

 

“Hmm, hmm.”

 

Sena coughed awkwardly after speaking, feeling embarrassed.

 

“Where did the money I gave you yesterday go?”

 

“…I gave it to the maid.”

 

Astria shot him a look that seemed to say he was the most pathetic person in the world.

 

“What a gullible fool.”

 

Still, Astria granted his request.
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The only sun of the Laperci Empire, Empress Astria is always busy with her work.

 

But not today.

 

Instead of the usual mountain of paperwork, there were only two sheets left. Today would end with that.

 

“…Tsk.”

 

It’s regrettable. Truly regrettable, but the serene ‘Granz’ was an excellent knight.

 

All the piled-up work was resolved as soon as he returned.

 

Thanks to him, today was leisurely.

 

Astria roughly signed the remaining two documents and vigorously shook the cord on her right.

 

-Clang, clang.

 

At the sound of that frantic noise, Betty promptly entered and bowed.

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

“Bring me a cake. The sweetest one. With strawberries.”

 

“I apologize, Your Majesty, but desserts are prohibited by Sena-nim’s orders…”

 

“Tsk.”

 

Astria clicked her tongue with a displeased expression.

 

“Are you my maid? Or that fool’s maid?”

 

“I am Your Majesty’s maid. But who knows? Serving Sena-nim might not be bad either.”

 

Yesterday’s incident involving Sena spread throughout the palace.

 

While other substitutes pretended to be polite, among the maids, it seemed like Sena was being treated as some kind of ‘adult’.

 

To Astria, he just seemed like a fool.

 

If she stole money, her arm would be cut off, and if she didn’t properly fix things, a priest who stole from a poor maid should have his tongue cut off, right? That was the proper way to handle things.

 

“It’s a pity. You’ll live and die as my maid. Whether it’s tomorrow or right now, I don’t even know.”

 

“It doesn’t matter.”

 

“Get out.”

 

Betty smiled brightly, bowed, and left her office.

 

Astria tapped the table with an annoyed expression.

 

‘So audacious. Truly audacious.’

 

Who dares to snatch Empress’s dessert?

 

There were no shortage of priests worthy of being on the dining menu before, but every time, they would flee at the sight of her wrath.

 

Even though Sena continued to boldly look at her with a face that said, ‘What?’

 

It’s a death sentence. There’s no doubt about it.

 

But there was a reason why she had to leave him alone.

 

‘…I feel my legs returning little by little.’

 

Her small feet moved. One step, two steps. Nothing abnormal.

 

Before, even standing up was a struggle for her body, let alone walking, even with mana. It’s unbelievable.

 

Could she even run by tomorrow? Arrogant, but a useful physician. That’s why it’s even more ridiculous.

 

‘To hand over the money I granted to help the maid who stole? And to personally visit the slums for her brother.’

 

She couldn’t believe her ears when she heard that this morning.

 

The slum was not a place for someone like Sena, who looked noble from head to toe, to visit without an escort.

 

Astria’s eyes sank deeply.

 

“Fearless.”

 

If Sena gets hurt, wouldn’t she be in a difficult situation, having been saved the only competent physician she could find?

 

“…I suppose I should go and say a word.”

 

It wasn’t particularly out of boredom today.

 

Nor was it out of worry.

 

**

 

Astria was moving in her wheelchair, her chin resting on her hand. She asked Betty, who was leading from behind.

 

“But what about the punishment for that maid?”

 

“…Sena didn’t want any punishment for her.”

 

“Don’t tell me you just let that maid off the hook.”

 

“That’s exactly what happened.”

 

The wheelchair stopped. Astria looked up.

 

The maid, Serilda, looked flustered upon seeing her.

 

“How predictable. Doesn’t he have any sense of urgency?”

 

She knew he was kind-hearted, but she didn’t expect it to be to this extent.

 

Astria let out a faint sigh. Let’s handle this instead of an incompetent physician.

 

“You there, trash.”

 

“I-I greet the sun of the Empire…”

 

“Pack your things and leave my palace immediately.”

 

Astria said with a tone of indifference. Serilda’s pupils dilated, but she bowed her head and replied shortly.

 

“I und…erstand.”

 

“If you understand, then move aside.”

 

Betty pushed the wheelchair. Towards the door. But Serilda didn’t step aside.

 

“What are you doing? I said move aside.”

 

“…Is it presumptuous of me?”

 

Serilda lifted her head.

 

“I cannot carry out that order.”

 

“What?”

 

Astria wondered if she misheard. Only then did she look at Serilda.

 

In an instant, Serilda’s face turned pale. She felt extreme terror.

 

Most criminals react like this when facing Astria. It was natural and familiar.

 

But Serilda didn’t yield.

 

“Sena-nim ordered that no one should enter the room.”

 

“Hah.”

 

Even his maid not obeying her orders infuriated Astria.

 

“Do you understand that with just one word, I could kill an insolent wench?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

However, seeing Serilda’s unwavering gaze, Astria’s anger slightly abated.

 

Even though her hand holding the skirt was trembling, Serilda still had something to say.

 

It was quite intriguing.

 

“Ho, even if it means risking your life, you’ll still obey your master’s command? No regrets for disagreeing?”

 

“…No.”

 

Did this maid know?

 

That her answer just saved her own life.

 

Astria said with an unimpressed face.

 

“You have quite the backbone. Well, it’s not too bad.”

 

“I rescind the command to give up. Move aside.”

 

Yet, even as Astria said so, Serilda didn’t move, causing Astria’s eyebrows to twitch.

 

“I am your master’s patient. What kind of doctor avoids his patient? Your master will understand this, so move aside. I won’t say it again.”

 

“Yes, yes…!”

 

Finally, Serilda hurriedly stepped aside and opened the door.

 

The wheelchair carrying Astria moved.

 

As soon as they crossed the threshold, Astria spoke.

 

“Betty, wait outside as well.”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

With a click, the door closed—

 

Astria slowly got up.

 

The soft sheets. Sena was lying on them, asleep.

 

“Physician. Wake up. It’s time for your duties.”

 

“….”

 

But Sena, deeply asleep, had no intention to wake up.

 

Astria frowned and walked to the bed.

 

“I said wake up. Arrogant physician.”

 

Even though she approached, Sena showed no sign of movement.

 

“Hmm.”

 

He was simply sleeping with a peaceful expression.

 

“Just because you stayed up all night, you’re in such a vulnerable state. Anyone could abduct you without you knowing.”

 

Astria pulled a nearby chair and sat down. Crossing her legs, she looked down at Sena with an arrogant expression.

 

‘He’s quite pale.’

 

Sena was really white.

 

Sometimes when the sunlight shines in, it feels like it won’t disappear like this.

 

Watching Sena sleep, Astria slowly reached out to his cheek.

 

‘Soft.’

 

It felt as soft as pudding.

 

Afraid she might get addicted, she withdrew her hand.

 

Instead, her attention shifted elsewhere.

 

“Sleeping like this must be uncomfortable.”

 

Sena’s sleeping posture was awkward.

 

Astria wasn’t exactly graceful either, but Sena was a bit extreme.

 

Aside from curling up his body, the blanket was barely covering him.

 

“Why am I doing this?”

 

Muttering to herself, Astria covered him with the blanket. He might catch a cold.

 

But then…

 

Swoosh.

 

Sena pulled down the blanket that covered him and kicked it off with his foot.

 

“How dare you kick off the blanket the Empress covered you with?”

 

Unacceptable behavior.

 

Astria covered him again, but…

 

Swoosh.

 

Sena pulled it off once more.

 

Fuming, Astria repeated the action, but no matter what, Sena kept pushing the blanket away.

 

Finally…

 

“…!”

 

Sena tightly hugged the blanket. It was impossible to cover him anymore.

 

“How can such a lowly creature exist?”

 

Sighing, Astria sat back down.

 

Something she hadn’t noticed caught her eye.

 

On the shelf.

 

There were round cookies arranged neatly on top.

 

Astria felt unfair.

 

“Are you saying I shouldn’t, while you’re eating cookies?”

 

Without hesitation, Astria picked up a cookie.

 

But as soon as she took a bite, her whole body froze.

 

‘Mint…!’

 

Of all flavors, it had to be mint chocolate cookies!

 

Repulsed by the taste, Astria dropped the cookie from her hand.

 

Drrrrr.

 

Rolling away, the cookie went far.

 

Sena suddenly sat up.

 

Startled, Astria looked at Sena.

 

Sena got out of bed, half-awake.

 

“Hey, you’re awake, don’t get me wrong. I didn’t eat the cookie, the cookie got to me…”

 

But Sena didn’t pay attention to Astria.

 

‘What’s he doing?’

 

He staggered over and picked up the cookie.

 

Throwing it in the trash, he went back to bed and lay down.

 

Astria was so bewildered that she couldn’t move for a while.

 

“…What am I doing here?”

 

Suddenly feeling pathetic, Astria got up from her seat.

 

It was the moment she was about to leave.

 

“Hurry.”

 

Sena spoke, half-awake. Judging by his restless movements, he seemed to be just talking in his sleep.

 

“Hurry… Fix the legs and let’s run away.”

 

Even after hearing that, Astria just walked toward the door.

 

Before leaving, she glanced at the sleeping Sena and whispered softly.

 

“…I’m sorry, physician, but that dream of yours cannot come true.”

 

“I’ve never let go of anything I’ve held in my hands.”

 

 

 

 

 

After waking up a while later, Sena’s eyes widened at an unexpected fact.

 

“Her Majesty?”

 

“Yes. She briefly visited while you were sleeping.”

 

Honestly, there was a vague memory.

Astria doing various things in front of him when he was asleep.

 

And she seemed to have said something.

 

‘Huh?’

 

Sena’s pupils shook.

 

“N-no way.”

 

“S-Sena? Is there a problem?”

 

Sena hastily searched through the drawer.

 

“Thank goodness….”

 

His money bag was intact.

 

He worried about what would happen if it was stolen.

 

**

 

Rehabilitation time came without fail.

 

Sena tilted his head.

 

“What’s this necklace for?”

 

“I thought if I’m raising a dog, I should at least have a leash.”

 

“I don’t like it.”

 

Sena grimaced.

 

A man wearing a necklace?

 

He didn’t want to wear it. He already felt stressed sometimes being called girly.

 

“Oh, really? Well, this is worth 50,000 gold.”

 

“An artifact, huh?”

 

Sena was already wearing the necklace.

 

It was too expensive to refuse.

 

A silver necklace. If he hid it well in his clothes, it would seem to disappear.

 

“…Easy to recognize, that’s good.”

 

“But, Your Majesty.”

 

“What?”

 

“What did you say when I was asleep? Before leaving the room?”

 

Astria said, lifting the corners of her mouth.

 

“Nothing.”

 

‘Was it just a simple illusion?’

 

Feeling like he was missing something very important, he felt uneasy.

 

‘…Well, whatever. It’s probably nothing important.’

 

Anyway… he didn’t have much time left here.
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Astria really loves the garden.

 

It’s said that she has been here every day since her illness worsened.

 

“Why do I like the garden?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sena was curious about that.

 

Flowers and such seemed the farthest from him.

 

‘It looks good on the outside, but.’

 

“Surprisingly, I unexpectedly like harmless things. Flowers, spring, shade, things like that.”

 

It sounded like a line from some drama somewhere.

 

“What about trees?”

 

“I can cut people with withered branches too.”

 

“… What about laughter?”

 

“You can also kill people while laughing.”

 

“Oh…”

 

Sena was impressed.

 

It seemed quite plausible.

 

Astria looked at Sena from her wheelchair and said,

 

“By the way, physician. Thinking about it now, you’re one of the harmless thing too.”

 

“It’s nice that you like me, but… please give up.”

 

Perhaps because of the emotional story, Sena spoke with a serious expression.

 

“Physicians belong to everyone.”

 

“…Push faster.”

 

“Yes, Your Highness.”

 

The morning consultations were over.

 

It was time to go back, but since talking with patients is also part of a physician’s duties, he decided to spend a little more time.

 

However, there was one strange thing. Sena whispered to Astria’s ear with a lowered voice.

 

“You can start moving little by little, why are you still in a wheelchair?”

 

Come to think of it, there was no need to push her.

 

Astria’s legs had recovered enough to walk without difficulty now.

 

It was still too much to run, and she couldn’t walk for long periods of time, but it was enough to take a walk in the garden.

 

Astria glanced at Sena once and spoke after a while.

 

“It’s because of the tranquility.”

 

“You mentioned Duke Granz, right?”

 

“He’s also an enemy, but what I’m talking about now is different.”

 

“You have many enemies.”

 

Astria smiled sarcastically.

 

“As my body deteriorated, my power split into three.”

 

‘Is this about the Imperial faction and the noble faction?’

 

Sena wasn’t completely ignorant about the royal affairs.

 

Well, it’s because it’s the country he lives in – and he attended the academy run by the royal family. Even if he didn’t want to know, he couldn’t help but know.

 

The Imperial faction centered around Astria.

 

The noble faction led by Duke Linehart. He knew about these two major factions… but what’s the remaining one?

 

He was curious, but decided not to ask. Somehow he had a feeling it would give him a headache.

 

However, he roughly guessed that Duke Granz, known for his powerful tranquility, represented that “third force.”

 

“If that’s the case, wouldn’t it be better to show resilience?”

 

“Surely it would be better for Granz. But those cowardly nobles aren’t like that.”

 

Astria propped her chin up. Her brilliant blonde hair spilled down.

 

“They won’t move until I’m at death’s door. However, if they hear news that my condition is improving, it might be different.”

 

“No way…”

 

“They’ll fiercely retaliate. Especially, against you, physician. To kill you.”

 

‘…This is unsettling.’

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and tried flattery.

 

“Your Majesty will protect me, won’t she…?”

 

“Well, I’ll try my best to get revenge after you die.”

 

‘You arrogant…!’

 

Even if it’s empty words, shouldn’t she say something like, ‘Hoho, do you think I’d just let go of a talented physician like you?’?

 

Then maybe his respect would increase by a gram.

 

“Please assign a knight or something. They seem idle.”

 

He often encountered the guards when planting herbs in front of the knights’ headquarters, and they seemed incredibly idle.

 

He hadn’t seen them do anything other than card games.

 

“I refuse.”

 

Astria shook her head from side to side.

 

He really wanted to feed her a sweet lie just once.

 

“At first, it was two years. Then it was six months. After that, I killed one person every week.”

 

“… Yes?”

 

Astria suddenly said something grim.

 

She gazed at Sena with a stern look.

 

“The number of physicians I’ve killed so far. Among the departed, they call it the ‘Week of Promise’.”

 

“….”

 

“In such a situation, what would happen if I assigned a knight to you?”

 

Astria uttered aloud what Sena was thinking inwardly.

 

“This week’s physician might be different, being cautious and all. They might kill you.”

 

Astria touched her lips with her hand as if she realized something.

 

“Come to think of it, today was the eighth day. The Week of Promise has passed. Maybe you’ll start moving already.”

 

“Your Majesty…?”

 

Sena trembled nervously.

 

“Now leave. It’s time for business.”

 

“Ah, no, it’s not like that.”

 

“Why.”

 

“You should do something, you know, humanely!”

 

Sena finally spoke directly with his own mouth.

 

But Astria only smiled.

 

After a while, Astria spoke in a faint voice.

 

“Hurry, physician. There’s no time. Unfortunately, the Empress who would protect you currently lacks even the strength to lift a sword.”

 

**

 

“That’s why I didn’t want to do this.”

 

Sena detested complications. Yet, here he was, in the most complicated place in the world.

 

Still, he wasn’t worried. This was the royal palace. The Empress’s bedchamber was nearby. Before resorting to drastic measures, the guards or Chris would protect him.

 

Above all else-

 

‘Within two days, let’s leave.’

 

Astria’s condition had improved considerably.

 

Only her legs, though.

 

To be honest, a corner of his heart began to feel uneasy.

 

It was the first time he was considering fleeing with a patient in front of him.

 

But Sena’s wish to return to his birthplace and spend his remaining time in peace was strong enough to overcome that guilt.

 

Until that day came, he would stay locked in this room. Quietly, of course.

 

Smart.

 

-Sena.

 

Luna’s voice was heard from outside the door.

 

Serilda was still on duty. She had insisted on standing guard even though she had stayed up all night.

 

-A guest has arrived.

 

“Let them in.”

 

‘At this hour, is it Sylvia?’

 

Contrary to expectations, the unexpected person appeared.

 

“Nice to meet you, Sena. I’m Priest Lucia. Please feel free to call me Lucia.”

 

She was quite a young priest with long wavy hair that reached her waist, and impressively closed eyes.

 

Sena didn’t have much aversion to people, but he disliked members of the clergy as much as cockroaches.

 

So, he greeted the guest with a very uneasy face.

 

“Uh, yes.”

 

‘If I knew she was a priest, I wouldn’t have let her in.’

 

It was already a late regret.

 

“I am honored to see the disciple of Cruyff.”

 

“Why did you come to see me?”

 

She spoke in a low voice as she let go of her robes, two rows of golden thread on her right side.

 

“The Inquisitor.”

 

Under the pretext of the name of God, a group of murderers who kill innocent people without hesitation.

 

That’s how Sena defined them. Naturally, he despised the Inquisitors far more than ordinary priests.

 

‘How many has she killed so far?’

 

“You still don’t plan to rely on the church?”

 

Sena said firmly.

 

“No, I don’t. If that’s what you’re here to talk about, please leave.”

 

“I’m sorry. It’s just that even someone as insignificant as myself can feel that Sena has been chosen by Justitia.”

 

“… Please leave.”

 

“Oh, dear, you seem to be receiving dislike from the moment we meet. It’s quite sad.”

 

Lucia truly wore an expression of sadness.

 

Sena knew better than anyone not to be fooled by such appearances.

 

Members of the clergy were more authoritarian than anyone else, even to those without status.

 

Their hierarchy was so eerily accurate and strict.

 

Showing such a courteous attitude was because of the connection with Archbishop Cruyff.

 

If there was nothing in front of them but a commoner, they would scream “Heretic!” and rush in.

 

It was the fidelity that varied depending on the rank of the possessor.

 

That, Sena found disgustingly repulsive.

 

“I asked you to leave. I have no interest in the church.”

 

“Even if you say so, as Cruyff’s disciple, you can’t completely ignore the church. Right now, you might tell me to leave, but you’re listening.”

 

Lucia’s words were on point.

 

Cruyff was like a father to Sena, perhaps even more.

 

No matter how much Sena disliked priests, he couldn’t make things difficult for Cruyff.

Despite hating the church the most, Sena was closest to the church among those who were not clergy.

 

“… I’ll hear what you have to say.”

 

“Recently, I’ve heard that you’ve become the Empress’s personal physician and it’s been quite difficult.”

 

“There’s nothing difficult.”

 

Lucia smiled quietly and took a glass bottle out of her pocket.

 

It contained a transparent liquid.

 

“This.”

 

“What’s this?”

 

“Holy water. Please use it for treatment.”

 

“If it’s just ordinary holy water, I’ve used it already. The church isn’t foolish.”

 

“As you say, it’s a bit special. It’s made according to the testimonies of the priests of the church who have been her physicians so far.”

 

Sena took the holy water. After shaking the bottle in the light once, he opened the lid.

 

 

Then he lightly touched it to the back of his hand.

 

And then…

 

Sting.

 

The holy water evaporated immediately.

 

It was poison.

 

“Ah…”

 

Seeing that, Lucia clasped her hands together. Then, with a look of ecstasy, she approached Sena and took his hand.

 

“This, the body bestowed by God as I’ve heard.”

 

Her face was flushed.

 

‘Is she a psychopath?’

 

Sena knew that the Inquisitors were not right in the head, but he didn’t expect it to be to this extent.

 

Feeling nauseated, Sena spoke coldly.

 

“Get out of here right now.”

 

“It’s an honor to see it with my own eyes…”

 

Lucia stopped talking.

 

Then, she took a few steps back, placed her hand on her chest, and bowed her head.

 

“I apologize for causing a scene.”

 

“Leave.”

 

“Yes, unfortunately, I’ll leave from here.”

 

Lucia slowly raised her head.

 

“However.”

 

“….”

 

Sena was feeling the worst he had felt in a while.

 

“If you need the power of the church, don’t hesitate to find the nearest cathedral.”

 

“I don’t need your power. I can handle things by myself.”

 

“Indeed, is that so?”

 

Lucia half-opened her eyes with a hint of sarcasm. Even her pupils were white. Then she smiled subtly.

 

“Although I can’t touch Sena, those around you are different.”

 

“….!”

 

“Please be careful.”

 

After Lucia left.

 

Sena couldn’t move.

 

‘What does that mean?’

 

He soon understood the meaning of those words.

 

Suddenly, the door opened, and Luna entered with a cold sweat on her forehead.

 

“S-Serilda, I can’t find her.”

 

Access 10 Chapters Ahead of the Release on Our Patreon <3
Be Notified of Releases on Our DiscordCh. 16 No, I Got Caught Too
Serilda, imprisoned underground, struggled to breathe.

 

“Serilda, please. I don’t want to harm you either.”

 

A man with a large scar over one eye grabbed Serilda by the hair and lifted her up.

 

“Tsk.”

 

“It’s simple. Just tell me Sena Birkender’s whereabouts.”

 

Jack the Swordsman.

 

In the slums, there was no one who didn’t know his name.

 

A monster born in the shadows of the law, willing to do anything for money.

 

Rumored to have physical abilities comparable to a knight’s.

 

A terrifying figure even rumored to have been scouted by the secret organization ‘Labella’ for those who have nothing.

 

“What time does he go out, what’s his favorite food, things like that. If you’re a maid, you should know.”

 

Such a figure wouldn’t bother asking about Sena.

 

Serilda knew Jack’s danger well. She had no thought other than to inform Sena as soon as possible.

 

“Why are you curious about that?”

 

“Well, will you answer if I tell you?”

 

“I might.”

 

“It’s a request. Just a request.”

 

“It seems quite big. But still, I thought of you as a friend, seeing that you’ve brought me here.”

 

Jack brushed his hair back.

 

“It’s quite big. Enough money to buy the entire slum. Why, would you join?”

 

Jack laughed deviously. Serilda nodded firmly.

 

“I have to risk my life too, so I hope it’s worth it.”

 

“Kuk, I’ll let you live peacefully with Astin.”

 

“Okay. I’ll join.”

 

Jack said nothing and stared at Serilda intently.

 

“First, let me out of here. Then, I’ll bring him.”

 

After a moment of silence.

 

Jack pointed at Serilda and laughed for a long time.

 

Then, he approached and said seriously.

 

“Where are you playing tricks? You sly fox.”

 

Snap-

 

“Kleh.”

 

Jack grabbed Serilda by the neck and lifted her up. She struggled, but it was no use.

 

“Finally, tell me Sena Birkender’s routine.”

 

Betrayal once was enough. There couldn’t be a second time.

 

Even if her body was torn to shreds.

 

Serilda smirked and raised her middle finger.

 

“Go to h*ll.”

 

Smack!

 

Jack immediately slapped her face. Serilda, thrown against the wall from the impact, trembled.

 

“I can’t understand. Hah.”

 

Jack paced restlessly around the prison, grabbing his waist.

 

His subordinates asked him.

 

“Should we t*rture her?”

 

“You know, those arrogant guys with those eyes won’t swell even if we beat them.”

 

Things got tricky.

 

Jack furrowed his brow and tousled his hair in frustration.

 

He went back to Serilda and crouched down.

 

“Hey, let’s make it easier. You’ve only been a maid for two days, what loyalty do you have? Your master probably forgot about you already…”

 

Jack’s head tilted to the side.

 

Come to think of it, the woman he knew wasn’t the kind to risk her life for a master she barely knew for two days.

 

“Maybe he forgot, didn’t he? Why not send a threatening letter?”

 

Serilda’s pupils shook subtly. But she replied with a mocking smile.

 

“Just a futile trick. Did you really think that, as a mere maid, I’d blink if I disappeared? I didn’t expect you to be so naive, Jack.”

 

Jack’s lips split all the way to his ears.

 

“You worry about me so much? You, aren’t you such a good girl?”

 

**

 

[If you want to get the cute maid back, come to the Windy Inn in District 3. Of course, if you show up with something following behind, it won’t be fun.]

 

Sena clenched the letter tightly.

 

After hearing Astria’s words, he had thought he might get involved in internal political struggles.

 

But he never imagined it would be someone other than himself who would be targeted, especially not a maid.

 

Usually, even if there were kidnappings, it was Sena himself they wanted. Because he seemed like nothing but a powerless healer.

 

“S-Sena.”

 

“Don’t worry.”

 

Sena reassured Luna first.

 

“Serilda will be safe.”

 

“Because I’ll make sure of it.”

 

Medieval times.

 

It’s a world where kidnapping in broad daylight is done without hesitation.

 

The only thing that can stop it is strength, status, and power.

 

‘I sensed something. But, it won’t be Lucia. There’s no way someone from the church would try to turn me into an enemy.’

 

That’s why the clergy is excluded.

 

Despite appearing somewhat crazy, there wasn’t a clergy member who would consider Sena, who had Archbishop Cruyff’s backing, an enemy.

 

Because they would be defrocked on the spot.

 

So, only nobles would be likely to do such a thing. Even commoners with connections could exert influence within the palace.

 

But.

 

‘The handwriting and tone were rough. The sender of this letter isn’t a noble. Even the paper is cheap.’

 

That narrows down the suspects instantly. Someone who is both a commoner and bold enough to kidnap a servant from the royal palace.

 

A person from the underworld. Probably hired by some noble to easily scapegoat someone from the lower class.

 

Fortunately, Sena could handle it.

 

Sena hastily wrote a letter and left the room.

 

Coincidentally, he met Sylvia in the hallway.

 

“Oh, Senior. Where are you going? If it’s okay, let’s play poker together…”

 

“Sylvia.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“Were you a noble?”

 

“Of course. I’m the youngest daughter of Count Clifton.”

 

“…Then, can you deliver a letter for a commoner?”

 

“Why is Senior considered a commoner? You’re the only disciple of the famous Archbishop Cruyff. And if it’s a request from Senior, I’ll do anything. I consider it a favor.”

 

Sylvia said with dignity. Sena extended the letter. Sylvia cautiously took it.

 

“Where should I deliver it?”

 

“To Labella.”

 

“Yes. Labella…yes?”

 

Sylvia was taken aback.

 

The dark organization, Labella.

The only commoners the nobles fear.

An anti-noble force so formidable it could even bring down a noble’s flying carriage.

 

“In front of the Fountain of Justice, there’s a shabby inn. Go there, tell the owner my name, and hand over this letter. And, keep this a secret from anyone else.”

 

“Now, wait a moment. What…”

 

But Sena didn’t offer further explanation and passed by Sylvia.

 

Waving his hand as he ran.

 

“I’ve entrusted it to you. Trust me!”

 

“Oh, no, Senior…!”

 

Labella was known as the Empress’s only headache.

 

Naturally, they were trying to catch them. The problem was, they couldn’t even guess their location.

 

To entrust such a secretive matter to the Empress’s guard…!

 

“What would you do if it weren’t for me…! Really, so defenseless.”

 

Sylvia quickly scanned her surroundings and stuffed the letter into her pocket.

 

Watching Sena disappear into the distance, she thought.

 

“How much does he trust me, anyway? Hehe.”

 

It seemed like today would be a good day.

 

**

 

“Your Majesty, please calm down.”

 

“Calm down? Let go.”

 

Astria was fully armed as soon as she noticed Sena was missing.

 

Naturally, she wasn’t in a condition to walk around wearing armor, so Chris restrained her.

 

“Sena will be fine.”

 

“Ridiculous. He’s probably crying by now.”

 

Astria closed her eyes for a moment.

 

The necklace she gave Sena was enchanted with a location tracking spell.

 

‘The slums.’

 

That’s why she had planned to clear them out when the opportunity arose.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“…How dare you lay a hand on my body? Sir Chris.”

 

Sensing Astria’s murderous gaze, Chris gulped and swallowed his saliva.

 

“As my Guardian Knight, do not think that you are far from death.”

 

“Really, Sena will be fine. Your Majesty doesn’t have to go.”

 

“Don’t say such ridiculous things…”

 

Astria had a good ‘hunch’.

 

And her hunch was rarely wrong.

 

Right now, her intuition told her that Chris wasn’t lying.

 

He already ‘believed’ that Sena would be safe.

 

“How can you be sure of that?”

 

Astria decided to listen to what he had to say.

 

“Do you remember what I said when I described Sena in the past?”

 

-Sena?

 

-He’s a good kid.

 

“Good? I’m tired of hearing that.”

 

“Besides, I mentioned he was upright even in the dark world.”

 

“…What does that have to do with the current situation?”

 

“Your Majesty already knows.”

 

Chris looked down at his hands.

 

Justice.

 

If you dream of becoming a knight, everyone carries it in their hearts at least once.

 

But that burden of justice can be quite terrifying. Not everyone can carry it to the end.

 

Blocked by the wall of reality. Various circumstances arise.

 

During the journey, they discard the burden of justice, lightening their bodies to scale the wall of reality.

 

Only one category can carry that heavy burden all the way to the end. The strong.

 

Chris knew.

 

Sena is more just than anyone else.

 

“Being just is impossible without strength.”

 

“Strength?”

 

A story that’s hard to believe. In fact, Astria was suspicious.

 

Chris smiled as he looked somewhere, probably where Sena might be.

 

He expressed his sincere condolences. Not to Sena, but to the thugs who will be attacked by Sena.

 

“Yes. And surprisingly, he’s quite manly.”

 

“I can’t believe that.”

 

Chris bowed deeply.

 

“Please trust Sena once, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria couldn’t help but hesitate when Chris was so earnest.

 

‘…Can I trust him?’

 

It was still difficult to trust him outright.

 

**

 

‘I knew it would come to this.’

 

Sena was being dragged somewhere, his whole body bound.

 

By the way, they blindfolded him too. He was in this state when he was dragged to the palace.

 

“Is Serilda unharmed?”

 

“He’s the type to keep promises even in this situation.”

 

‘It doesn’t seem like a lie. That’s a relief.’

 

By the way, their treatment will be decided based on Serilda’s condition.

 

If they even touch a single hair, they won’t get away with it.

 

‘Serilda, are you crying again?’

 

Even Sena himself found this quite moving. Helping twice, not just once, in this world.

 

“Alright, the long-awaited Serilda. How about you two leave a testament?”

 

Thud.

 

Bang.

 

Sena was thrown into the cold underground dungeon.

 

“S-Sena?”

 

“Oh, Serilda. Are you there? Are you okay?”

 

Seeing the already imprisoned Serilda, Sena couldn’t believe it.

 

Of course, Sena, whose eyes were covered, couldn’t see her.

 

“A-Are you here to rescue me…?”

 

Sena turned his head slightly.

 

Honestly, it’s a bit awkward.

 

“No, I got caught too.”

 

“Ah.”

 

Serilda despaired.
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“It felt like I was dying from frustration.”

 

With Serilda’s help, Sena managed to loosen the blindfold that covered his eyes.

Although his hands and feet were still bound, he could see much better now.

 

As he looked at Serilda with a bright expression, his face quickly hardened.

 

It was a mess. Lips chapped; maid’s uniform dirtied.

 

“Why did you come to save me?”

 

“First, give me your arm.”

 

He grasped Serilda’s thin wrist in his hand.

 

‘Just a minor scratch.’

 

But Sena was angry. Tormenting a defenseless maid?

 

In Sena’s mind, judgment had already been passed on those responsible.

 

“Sena-nim, you shouldn’t be here. Why did you… why didn’t you just ignore someone like me?”

 

“I couldn’t. I was worried.”

 

“Who risks their life for a maid…!”

 

Tears welled up in Serilda’s eyes.

 

“Are you really that foolish…?”

 

‘Can’t you be a bit more sincere?’

 

Sena merely smiled awkwardly.

He wished he had appeared more reliable.

 

“Let’s go now.”

 

“It’s impossible.”

 

Serilda buried her face between her knees.

 

“This room is all obsidian. The handcuffs on your arms and ankles are the same.”

 

Obsidian was a stone that blocked magic and divine power.

It was like poison to wizards and deadly to priests.

 

“Jack is thorough. Once he catches prey, there’s no escape. There’s no point in trying.”

 

Sena grinned.

 

“Don’t worry.”

 

“…Yes?”

 

“I didn’t come here without a plan.”

 

Clang!

 

The shackles binding Sena were severed. At least 5cm of them were clearly cut off.

 

“What…?”

 

Serilda couldn’t believe it. Obsidian wasn’t something that could be cut so easily, and if the shackles were that size, breaking them with strength was impossible.

 

“I also called in a favor.”

 

Sena lightly stretched and then grabbed the lattice made of obsidian with his hand.

 

And then…

 

Crack!

 

The cell bars shattered into pieces like tofu.

 

“…!”

 

“I’m not that weak either.”

 

Apologies filled his unfamiliar world.

 

Sena called that ‘medicine’, but in reality, its original use was elsewhere.

 

Understanding the structure of what he touched and the ability to manipulate it as desired.

 

In short, he could ‘cut’ anything with just a thought.

 

He only used the ability to ‘kill people’ for ‘saving people’.

 

After all, isn’t the person using the tool more important? There’s no such thing as a perfect knife like a surgeon’s scalpel for cutting human flesh.

 

Sena narrowed his eyes and held out his hand.

 

“Let’s go, Serilda. Her Majesty will be angry if we’re late.”

 

**

 

‘What’s going on?’

 

Perplexed, Serilda followed Sena. A silver-haired youth. Undoubtedly handsome, but honestly not very strong.

 

“It’s surprisingly empty here, isn’t it?”

 

“Well, yeah. There were a lot more until I arrived.”

 

The underground prison was empty. Sena looked around and approached a wooden table.

 

Crack!

 

He casually cut the table and picked up a piece of wood.

 

“But we should still take a weapon just in case.”

 

‘…A weapon?’

 

It looked too meager to be called a weapon compared to the rock-like axe Jack always carried.

 

“By any chance, do you know the strength of this group’s forces?”

 

“Yes, yes. They’re famous in the slums.”

 

“…Surely, they’re not called ‘Labella’, right?”

 

When Sena asked seriously, Serilda gasped and shook her head.

 

“No way. They’re not that impressive. Just a newly established power in the slums.”

 

“Ah, they were withdrawing from the slums.”

 

“…Yes. So usually, they’re just a bunch of troublemakers.”

 

Serilda thought of a man. A man with a scar on his face.

 

“Jack. That guy is different. There are rumors that he can even defeat knights, so be careful.”

 

“Okay.”

 

Sena took the lead up the underground stairs. Gradually, sunlight began to filter in. He was honestly relieved that there weren’t too many people around.

 

But as expected, life doesn’t always go as planned. Sweaty and panting, Sena came face to face with Jack, who looked like he had just come from a revelry.

 

“Uh…”

 

Sena scratched his head nervously.

 

“Can’t we just let this slide?”

 

“Nonsense.”

 

Jack smirked, his massive axe held in his right hand. Just a brush against it felt like it could shatter bones.

 

“The situation has changed. Just come quietly, and I’ll spare your life.”

 

’20 points.’

 

From a kidnapping pro’s perspective, Jack’s line scored a 20. It couldn’t get any higher.

 

“Serilda, stick to the right wall.”

 

Of course, Sena had no intention of complying with Jack’s offer.

 

Sena aimed a piece of wood at Jack.

 

“…What are you doing?”

 

Jack chuckled.

 

“What can you do with a piece of wood like that?”

 

“Excuse me. This is the weapon responsible for more human deaths than any other.”

 

Jack sighed heavily as he trudged down the stairs.

 

“Listen. I’m in a really bad mood right now.”

 

“Huh?”

 

“I’m coming from being betrayed by someone I trusted.”

 

“…Ah, that must be tough.”

 

“I respected that idol, only to end up with scars on my eyes like this.”

 

Jack gestured towards the long scar around his eye.

 

Now Sena understood. That scar reminded him of someone.

 

Isabella, the boss of Labella.

 

“But… Do you know what she said to me?”

 

‘Is Isabella here?’

 

To be honest, Jack’s words were hard to follow. He seemed a bit unhinged.

 

But contextually, it seemed like Isabella was here.

 

Could it be that the boss of the resistance with a 50 million gold bounty on her head had come here?

 

“She told me I have no talent! She even said I shouldn’t dream of joining Labella!”

 

Jack raged as he sharpened his axe. Sena snapped out of his reverie. It was time to offer some comfort.

 

Jack swung his axe upwards towards Sena.

 

“Does this look like the work of someone untalented? I was a prodigy who killed a knight at age 10! There’s no way I don’t have talent!”

 

“…A prodigy?”

 

“Yeah, a prodigy!”

 

Jack roared like a beast. But seeing Sena’s cloudy eyes, his pupils shook as if in shock.

 

“W-wait, do you think the same way? That I’m not a prodigy?”

 

“I know only one prodigy. Sorry. You don’t seem…”

 

Sena poised the wooden piece menacingly.

 

“This seems sufficient.”

 

“Aaaah!”

 

Jack screamed as he swung his axe.

 

Crash!

 

The low ceiling of the stairs was sliced through by his axe, rushing towards Sena.

 

Monstrous strength. But…

 

‘You shouldn’t exert that much force on stairs. Doesn’t he know about the laws of physics?’

 

Sena took a step diagonally to the right, then leaned forward and tapped Jack’s knee from behind.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Jack staggered, trying not to fall. Sena pushed him away with the piece of wood.

 

Thud!

 

Jack tumbled down below. The screams grew fainter.

 

‘Ouch, that must hurt.’

 

“Sena, are you…?”

 

“Yeah?”

 

Serilda swallowed dryly.

 

The duel moments ago had left her palms sweating.

 

And that nonchalant expression.

 

There was no doubt.

 

“Sena, are you… a Sword Master?”

 

Sena’s body swayed.

 

‘You surely don’t believe Jack’s skills are exaggerated…!’

 

Indeed.

 

Sena hailed from the slums.

 

Therefore, he knew. Tales like defeating knights, just like “Jack the Swordsman”, were common brags among slum thugs.

 

Most of their skills were exaggerated…!

 

**

 

In the end, Astria had to force herself to come.

 

Arriving where Sena was waiting, her mood was far from good.

 

It was because she was facing an unwelcome adversary.

 

“Your Majesty, what brings you here?”

 

An attitude that even dared to be disrespectful in front of the Empress.

 

A woman with charred skin, a sturdy body, and a spear held in her right hand.

 

A woman with a striking black eye patch.

 

Isabella, the leader of Labella.

 

“Chris, since when has the Empress’s garden been crawling with cockroaches?”

 

“To a Knight Commander I haven’t seen in a long time, I have no words.”

 

Isabella walked towards Astria while observing her sitting in a wheelchair.

 

But before long, when Chris stepped forward and placed his hand on his sword, she stopped.

 

“Oh, I heard you were about to die, but seeing you quite intact, I guess rumors are unreliable after all.”

 

“I met a skilled healer. But, Your Majesty looks like someone who’s about to die.”

 

Astria’s brow furrowed at the clearly mocking tone.

 

“I should have killed you then.”

 

“After a long time, feeling the Empress’s presence, my right eye stings. I want to kill you right now.”

 

“How insolent.”

 

Chris spoke calmly as he drew his sword halfway.

 

Isabella smirked.

 

“If you’re so confident, draw it, Chris. But the moment you do, I’ll have to attack the powerless Empress in front of me.”

 

Chris had no choice but to sheathe his sword.

 

Isabella, also the head of the Royal Knights, was a skilled individual within the Empire.

 

When self-loathing overwhelmed her,

 

Astria spoke arrogantly.

 

“Try it.”

 

Between Isabella and Astria, an unusual tension filled the air.

 

In a tense moment,

 

-Se… Sena?

 

-Quiet! Stay hidden!

 

All three turned their heads simultaneously at the sound of hushed voices.

 

Stairs leading down to the underground prison.

 

Two rabbits peeked out, staring in their direction.

 

“…”

 

“…”

 

Suddenly, everything seemed trivial.

 

Isabella smiled wryly, adopting a knightly manner towards Astria.

 

“We’re leaving for today. In the first place, I only came to listen to my benefactor’s personal request.”

 

“I don’t particularly care right now.”

 

“You’re always so stubborn. Well then, until the next time we meet. My only wish is to defeat a perfect Empress.”

 

Isabella glanced at the bewildered Sena.

 

“…I’ll heal myself without you having to say it.”

 

Astria said sharply.

 

“Get rid of those dirty eyes. He’s my personal physician.”

 

“I’m sorry, but Sena wrote the letter to me, not to Your Majesty. It’s obvious who he trusts, isn’t it?”

 

Isabella chuckled knowingly.

 

Astria was visibly irritated, her hand trembling slightly.

 

Nevertheless, Isabella waved to Sena and shouted loudly.

 

“Sena!”

 

“Whenever you need us like today, find us. Labella is always with you.”

 

Isabella disappeared into the distance, saying what she had said when parting with Sena some time ago.
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Sena, from within the carriage, constantly watched Astria’s demeanor.

 

“You shouldn’t be out when you’re not feeling well…”

 

“…”

 

“The weather’s been chilly lately. You might catch a cold…”

 

Astria hadn’t said a word since earlier.

 

She simply gazed out the window.

 

Which made it even scarier!

 

‘No way, meeting Isabella there. Isn’t this a cosmic collapse?’

 

The most unfortunate people in the world had encountered each other.

 

Watching them face each other, it felt like a clash of light and darkness, with their starkly contrasting skin tones.

 

First, an apology was in order.

 

“I’m sorry.”

 

Astria, who had been ignoring him, finally turned her head slightly and asked.

 

“For what?”

 

“Um, well…”

 

‘But what should I be sorry for?’

 

This was as awkward as when a girlfriend asks, “Do you know what today is?”

 

Sena scrambled his thoughts.

 

“I asked for help from Labella. But please don’t misunderstand. Isabella is just an acquaintance, and I have no connection with Labella.”

 

“…Hmm.”

 

Astria sighed and looked out the window again.

 

Was that the wrong answer…?

 

In Sena’s mind, a near future unfolded unexpectedly.

 

-How dare you secretly communicate with Labella? Sena Birkender. You’ll be executed for treason.

 

It felt like an instant death sentence, not 70 days away. Cold sweat trickled down. What should he do, what should he do, he couldn’t decide.

 

“Was it you who treated Isabella?”

 

“Ah, yes.”

 

If Astria was the golden one, Isabella was mad.

 

She was seriously injured when first seen. Thirty poisoned arrows, fourth-degree magic on her abdomen.

 

Thanks to that, Sena had no choice but to stay up all night, saving her as soon as he was kidnapped.

 

While everyone in the room were exuding “save her or die” vibes, how nervewracking it was.

 

“I see. So she said that.”

 

“Yes…?”

 

“Are you more trusting of Isabella than me?”



Sena blinked and looked at the back of Astria’s head.

 

Through the glass by the window, Astria looked radiant.

 

‘Could she be jealous?’

 

No way.

 

She’s a tyrant.

 

The Empress!

 

But would she get bent out of shape over this…?

 

“Are you upset by any chance?”

 

“…Not really.”

 

‘You totally are!’

 

Sena was shocked. Right now, Astria looked simply bent out of shape.

 

“Hmm.”

 

Sena collected his thoughts and said.

 

“Sending a letter to Labella first wasn’t because I distrust you. And of course, it’s not because I’m closer to Isabella.”

 

Finally, Astria turned her head again.

 

Arms crossed, she looked like she was saying, ‘Go ahead and explain. This is your last chance.’

 

“A letter from a commoner came to me without any filter, which was odd. I couldn’t help but suspect a collaborator. If I had gone directly to your Majesty, it might have fallen on deaf ears and could have caused harm to Serilda.”

 

And organizational matters are best handled by the organization.

 

It was best for Sena to find someone completely trustworthy to deliver the letter.

 

Sena smiled broadly.

 

“Above all, you’re still a patient, Your Majesty. It’s unreasonable to ask for help from a patient who needs rest. Besides, you’re always so busy with work.”

 

It felt like auditioning for a program.

 

‘I hope I get the pass necklace…’

 

He was lost in thought.

 

“…It’s fine.”

 

Astria said very softly.

 

“Yes?”

 

“Next time something like this happens, you can ask me for help. There’s nothing urgent in the empire right now.”

 

Astria’s expression softened even more.

 

“Well, I’ll forgive this incident. But there won’t be a next time.”

 

‘Guess I should’ve asked for forgiveness.’

 

Sena awkwardly chuckled and rubbed his nose.

 

**

 

It hadn’t been even half a day, but it felt like he had returned after a long time.

 

“I’m starting to feel at home here too.”

 

Sena began organizing herbs. Seeing the drawer full of fresh herbs put his mind at ease.

 

He labeled each herb for easy identification. After about an hour, his shoulders felt stiff from maintaining the same position for so long.

 

He sat down to relax his tired muscles. Leaning on the old wooden desk, he enjoyed the cool sensation unique to wood. Honestly, he considered taking it with him when he left.

 

Rustle.

 

Sena opened the book placed in the top right corner. The title of the book read: <The Empress’s Personal Physician’s Patient Journal>.

 

Inside were detailed records of Sena’s daily treatments up to now.

 

This was for future generations. He didn’t know who the next physician would be, but he hoped it would be of help.

 

“Let’s also write down how to use the herbs.”

 

Sena began writing, keeping it as concise and simple as possible.

 

How much time had passed? Before he knew it, it was time for Astria’s rehabilitation.

 

Yawning, Sena suddenly looked back. A transparent glass window. Medieval glass wasn’t known for its clarity, but this one was quite clear, even reflecting his face.

 

Just looking at that, he could gauge the empire’s technological level. And the numbers floating on the glass.

 

[70]

 

“In the army, they say time passes slowest when there are 100 days left… I’m jealous.”

 

His self-perceived time passed quickly.

 

As it approached the [0] where activity finally ceased, it would likely accelerate.

 

Absolute time remained unchanged and in place, which fascinated him.

 

‘Yeah, time’s really running out now.’

 

Sena suppressed his apprehension and rose to face the window.

 

Regrets in life. Who wouldn’t have them? Sena wanted to live longer than anyone.

 

But there was no way to change what was already decided. Sena had accepted death long ago.

 

However, Astria bothered him.

 

Her remaining time was [64].

 

Fixing her legs wouldn’t solve her physical condition.

 

“…”

 

Parkinson’s disease. There was a lack of knowledge and equipment to treat it.

 

It was a rare disease. Sena’s knowledge was limited to what a medical student would know.

 

Yet, even now, he wasn’t attempting to fix her comprehensive hospital-like body.

 

Even though there might be a ‘slim’ chance of fixing it, he knew he was the only one in the world who could.

 

<The Empress’s Personal Physician’s Patient Journal>

 

Was there any meaning in this? It was merely a shield against responsibility. He bowed his head under the weight of guilt.

 

Astria’s face came to mind. Rough words, but always trusting eyes.

 

A warmer personality than she seemed, and sometimes even cute in her actions.

 

“They’re all liars. What kind of tyrant is that supposed to be?”

 

To Sena, she looked like just a girl. A girl who had ascended to the throne at a young age, with an unfortunate life.

 

Maybe she was desperately holding onto a sandcastle that could crumble at any moment.

 

To be honest.

 

…He wished Astria would live for a long time.

 

Although their time together was short, such thoughts kept circling in his mind.

 

‘Just a bit, just a little, I should try.’

 

Sena swallowed, lifted his head. His reflection appeared in the glass window like a mirror.

 

“…Am I crazy?”

 

He bit his lip. Who was to govern who in the face of impending doom?

 

Hadn’t he promised to use his last moments for her?

 

“You’re really going to fall for that.”

 

With determination, Sena headed towards the Empress’s bedside.

 

No more delaying time.

 

Tomorrow.

 

He was leaving tomorrow without further delay.

 

Before his heart grew weaker.

 

**

 

“It’s finished.”

 

Sena, who usually exchanged various conversations, remained silent and finished the treatment.

 

“Your Majesty’s legs have recovered to some extent. You are stable. We’ll have to see more tomorrow, but you can even run now.”

 

“Is that so?”

 

Astria slowly got up. Walking as Sena described seemed natural, and she even seemed like she could run.

 

“Your Majesty, may I ask you one thing?”

 

“Sure.”

 

“Why did you ask for only your legs to be fixed, not anything else from me?”

 

Astria responded promptly as if it were an obvious question.

 

“Asking for too much is called greed. I don’t ask for more than that. I’m satisfied with just my legs.”

 

Saving her life but never being able to walk.

 

She could walk, but she couldn’t escape her fate.

 

Nine out of ten. They chose the former.

 

He had long been curious why Astria was fixated on her legs.

 

“By the way, I’ve identified the mastermind behind the people who tried to kidnap you.”

 

‘Quite fast. I thought it would take longer.’

 

Sena didn’t ask who it was.

 

After all, he was leaving, and he wasn’t particularly curious.

 

He entrusted Jack to Isabella.

 

Even if he didn’t know, given Isabella’s personality, she wouldn’t just let it go.

 

The punishment for troubling Serilda was enough.

 

“What do you want to do?”

 

So it didn’t matter how things turned out.

 

Sena smiled.

 

“I’m fine. I’ll leave it to Your Majesty’s decision.”

 

“Boring guy.”

 

Astria sighed and paced around the room, seeming a bit excited. It was as if she found it fascinating just to be able to walk.

 

Sena had been considering when to leave, but Astria’s steps stopped just then.

 

“I’m thinking of holding a celebration in a few days.”

 

“A celebration?”

 

“An occasion to celebrate my recovery and show that I’m still well.”

 

“When will it be?”

 

“In three days.”

 

By then, Sena would be gone.

 

He would leave without anyone noticing tomorrow morning after his final examination.

 

Looking down, he gave a vague response.

 

“I see. Well then, I’ll leave. See you tomorrow morning.”

 

As he turned to leave.

 

Astria’s gentle voice stopped Sena in his tracks.

 

“Sena, attend the ball at least.”

 

‘I’m at a loss.’

 

Were all emperors always like this?

 

Was everyone always able to speak as if they knew everything?

 

…Did they always seem to know someone was leaving?

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria looked satisfied.

 

With a somewhat melancholic expression, Sena opened the door.

 

As he stepped over the threshold, a sudden realization came to mind.

 

‘It was the first time she called me by my name.’

 

That the Empress had called him by his name for the first time.

 

And that they had become that much closer.

 

Sena was afraid.
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Sylvia was sitting crouched in front of a small field, guarding her spot diligently.

 

The training grounds of Teutonic Knights were not the ideal place for this, being quite secluded and not interfering with the training.

 

A blind Auror or even a mole might destroy the garden.

 

Therefore, Sylvia had recently been keeping a close watch over it. If it were to be destroyed, someone she cared about would be saddened.

 

At that moment, Sylvia turned her head with a fierce expression, sensing a presence.

However, as soon as she saw who it was, she quickly straightened up with reverence.

 

“Commander Gallahad. Good morning.”

 

Sylvia promptly saluted. She was that kind of person.

 

Guard Captain Gallahad.

 

Ranked second among the Imperial Knights.

 

But there was a lot of talk about this being mere ‘deference’ towards the former Guard Commander Granz.

 

The debate was fierce. Is Granz the strongest, or is Gallahad?

 

Sylvia was on Gallahad’s side. She had joined the Teutonic Knights because she admired Gallahad from the start.

 

“Sylvia. What are you doing here instead of training?”

 

Gallahad approached, his lips curled upwards. The fangs that showed when he smiled were reminiscent of a wolf.

 

“I was just taking a short break.”

 

“I heard you spend the whole day guarding that garden.”

 

‘That Reston b*stard.’

 

Sylvia glared fiercely. Reston was the worst man she knew, devoid of any loyalty. Time would tell.

 

“Well, I won’t say anything about your talent, but babysitting stops here.”

 

Gallahad handed her a paper.

 

There’s only one reason a commander hands over documents.

 

Sylvia immediately stood at attention and respectfully accepted it.

 

“It’s an order. Our Empress was quite bothered by this incident.”

 

The contents of the paper were simple.

 

– Select one person and send them to my physician.

 

“Am I that one?”

 

“Yes. You’re the chosen one.”

 

Sylvia was pleased, yet not pleased.

 

The Teutonic Knights were now on the brink of a major campaign.

 

“…Do you not trust me?”

 

In that situation, power leakage was the thing that Gallahad hated the most.

 

Of course, it might be because she was the closest to Sena. They were fellow alumni of the Academy.

 

Nevertheless, Gallahad raised his eyebrows as if to say, “What are you talking about?”

 

“Because you excel the most in guarding within the Teutonic Knights. I can tear people apart, but I can’t protect them.”

 

“Am I the most skilled?”

 

The genius had long abandoned her pride.

 

Here, the Empire’s most skilled individuals gathered in the Teutonic Order.

 

Even in the Academy of geniuses, it was a place where one had to be acknowledged as a ‘genius’ by everyone to enter.

 

Naturally, Sylvia thought of herself as the weakest. Therefore, she worked harder than others.

 

“Yes. And contrary to what you think, I consider this mission more important than the upcoming campaign.”

 

However, contrary to Sylvia’s thoughts, Gallahad held Sylvia in high regard.

 

Despite being young, she was strong. The advantages gained from this short conversation were beyond imagination. Above all, it could induce the effect of ‘complacency’ in the opponent. She was suited for guarding.

 

It was the selection of the most exceptional individual for the most important mission.

 

“I can see that Her Majesty’s condition is improving day by day.”

 

“Of course. Senior Sena is more remarkable than any other priest I’ve seen.”

 

In this aspect, Sylvia felt proud as if it were her own achievement. The melancholy had been dispelled without her realizing.

 

“That’s right. About ninety percent of the Empire’s issues would be resolved if Her Majesty’s health continues to recover. So-”

 

Gallahad aligned himself with Sylvia.

 

“Protect him.”

 

Usually somewhat playful, he spoke with a serious expression unlike any other time.

 

“Protecting him is the path to saving Her Majesty.”

 

**

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and tilted his head.

 

“So, you’re my guardian knight now?”

 

“Do you have any objections?”

 

“No, no objections. Thanks for looking out for me, Sylvia. I feel reassured.”

 

Sena quickly hid his travel bag behind him and briskly stepped back.

 

Wait, this wasn’t part of the plan.

 

Sena’s plan to quietly leave was now in jeopardy.

 

‘Come to think of it, this has happened before.’

 

He remembered encountering Sylvia when he was packing to leave the Academy.

 

Why does she always have such good timing?

 

Sylvia blinked and pointed behind Sena at the protruding travel bag.

 

“But what’s that?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“It’s a big bag that’s hard to hide, even if you try.”

 

“Ahaha.”

 

Looks like hiding it was pointless!

 

Sena swallowed hard.

 

“Well, I was planning to go out to town for some necessary medicine. Why? There’s a new potion out at the most famous alchemy shop in the area.”

 

“…I haven’t heard that rumor.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Sena’s spiky hair.

 

If they attended the Academy together, everyone except Sena knew a certain fact.

 

If he lies, the hair on his head will stand up. No magic student had figured out why that was.

 

“You lied.”

 

“…!”

 

Sena was confident about anything except using magic.

 

However, there was one exception. He always got caught lying. Why was that?

 

“I didn’t lie.”

 

“That’s a lie too.”

 

Sylvia’s expression seemed somewhat sad. Sena awkwardly smiled in confusion.

 

“Leaving again?”

 

“…”

 

“Senior, do you really have to leave without saying anything?”

 

“No, it’s just that…”

 

Sylvia seemed like she might burst into tears if he poked her.

 

“At least when you leave, say something. Do you know how hard it is for those who stay behind? Even during our academy days, when you suddenly left, do you know how difficult it was for me…?”

 

Something transparent seemed to fall from Sylvia’s eyes.

 

Sena squirmed. The most awkward thing in the world was when someone cried in front of him.

 

‘…But how do I say that?’

 

To leave.

Why?

Because of time.

 

He wanted to avoid conversations with this pattern. Sena didn’t want anyone to sympathize with him until the end.

 

He wanted to die alone in a place where no one knew. That was Sena’s only wish, with 69 days left.

 

“What are you talking about?”

 

Sena stroked Sylvia’s twitching head.

 

“Where am I going? I’m not leaving.”

 

Not yet.

 

Sena smiled broadly while keeping his true intentions hidden. Sylvia, who had been sniffing, looked up.

 

“Really?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

‘…Maybe I’ll just attend the ball.’

 

Three days.

 

Seeing Sylvia’s tears, he thought he should use that much.

 

He decided to stay just a little longer.

 

Really, just a little more.

 

**

 

Early afternoon.

 

Sylvia held a bucket of cloudy water with a blank expression and created a subtle vibration with magic.

 

‘Why am I…?’

 

“Miss Sylvia, you look like you have some complaints.”

 

When Astria asked playfully, Sylvia quickly snapped out of it.

 

“Oh, no, nothing like that.”

 

Astria’s face turned pink as she soaked her feet in warm water.

 

Feeling quite pleased at the moment, Astria was willing to overlook minor rudeness.

 

“How’s the temperature?”

 

“Fine.”

 

Astria closed her eyes quietly. She never expected such a method to exist. She would probably use it often.

 

“Then, I’ll start the examination now.”

 

“Already?”

 

Astria looked disappointed.

 

“…Your Majesty, this isn’t just to make you feel good; it’s strictly within the realm of treatment.”

 

“Whatever.”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“I got it.”

 

Astria stared intently at Sylvia. Sylvia, feeling flushed, quickly got up upon seeing Astria gesture towards the door.

 

The Empress’s health status was highly confidential. It was the same even for the Imperial Guards.

 

Only Chris, the Guardian Knight, and Sena, the Physician, could accurately assess the condition.

 

There was ample potential for exploitation.

 

As Sylvia left the room, Sena checked Astria’s pulse.

 

‘I think I understand why you got called a saint.’

 

With long eyelashes and skin as white as snow. Silver hair that seemed like it would be soft to touch.

 

A handsome boy. Perhaps no one else but Sena fit that description.

 

The atmosphere was so solemn that his nickname seemed fitting.

 

Sena opened his eyes with a gentle smile.

 

“Your condition is very good. Starting tomorrow, you can begin with light exercise.”

 

“Can I wield a sword?”

 

“Not yet.”

 

“When can I start?”

 

“For activities like that, you’ll need at least a week.”

 

“That’s inconvenient. I must wield a sword at the ball.”

 

Sena tilted his head.

 

“You’re planning to wield a sword instead of your partner’s hand?”

 

“I did say it’s a celebration of my recovery. So, I’ll need to prove it.”

 

‘Is she planning a sword dance?’

 

Sena couldn’t quite imagine it, but he figured Astria must have some plan.

 

“If it’s a short time, it should be fine as long as you don’t overdo it.”

 

“Then, it’s enough.”

 

Astria smiled leisurely.

 

“It might be quite interesting, so just wait and see.”

 

**

 

On the way back to the room with Sylvia.

 

They found Serilda sweating profusely at the door.

 

‘What’s going on?’

 

Around five or six of them.

 

People who seemed to be nobles were gathered at the door.

 

Serilda desperately shook her head when she spotted Sena. She seemed to be warning him not to come over.

 

However, Sena walked over without any hesitation.

 

As he approached, the nobles causing a ruckus turned to look at Sena.

 

“Are you the physician to Her Majesty?”

 

Count Iso scrutinized Sena.

 

“Yes, I am Sena Birkender. What’s the matter? Are you bothering my maid?”

 

“Your maid? She’s a commoner.”

 

There it was! Seven out of ten nobles used that line!

 

Sena was amazed at Count Iso’s stereotypical behavior.

 

“I am Count Iso. The central noble of the realm, under the leader of the nobility faction, His Excellency Duke Reinhardt’s authority…”

 

‘Painful.’

 

Central nobility. He was someone not influenced by the Cruyff Shield.

 

Priests at least pretended to listen when Sena spoke, unlike nobles.

 

Of course, that didn’t mean clerics were better than nobles.

 

“I’m sorry, but I’m pressed for time. Can we get to the point?”

 

Count Iso’s eyebrows twitched as he eagerly spoke.

 

“Well, there’s no need for a lengthy discussion.”

 

He cleared his throat once and then spoke authoritatively.

 

“Physician, give me the medical records of Her Majesty.”

 

“…Excuse me?”

 

Sena wondered if he misheard.

 

Produce the medical records of the Empress?

 

National secrets?

 

‘The Empress’s condition was deteriorating, and the nobility faction is gaining dominance, but could it really be this reckless?’

 

Sena looked discreetly at Serilda.

 

If she hadn’t intervened desperately, Astria’s medical records might have embarrassingly fallen into the hands of the nobility faction.

 

“Didn’t you hear? Produce the medical records.”

 

“Of course not.”

 

Sena replied incredulously.

 

“Outrageous!”

 

Sena was startled by the sudden shout.

 

“It seems you fail to grasp the situation. You have no right to refuse from the beginning. If you do, then…”

 

Iso lowered his voice menacingly. It wasn’t particularly intimidating.

 

At that moment, Sylvia covered her mouth and whispered.

 

-‘Shall I handle it?’

 

…Sylvia could be intimidating at times. Sena signaled with his mouth.

 

-‘Wait.’

 

If they couldn’t solve this much, they wouldn’t survive in the medieval era. Ugh.

 

Crossing his arms, Sena mimicked Astria’s expression as much as possible.

 

“So, what now?”

 

“What?”

 

An eye for an eye.

 

Power against power.

 

“What’s going to happen?”

 

He was curious.
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Medieval folks tend to get flustered when someone says, ‘I’m someone important.’ Unless they can count the powerful figures on their fingers.

The nobles, including Count Iso, seemed unfazed.

 

‘I hope this is all.’

 

At this moment, Sena didn’t want to allocate energy to such things. It all felt pointless when his life was nearly over.

 

However, looking at the displeased faces of the nobles, it seemed like a lost cause.

 

“Of course, someone will be held accountable.”

 

“Accountable?”

 

“Indeed. How can we trust someone who isn’t even a qualified priest to be Her Majesty’s physician?”

 

Baron Martin approached Sena, bearing the burden.

 

“We should review those medical records. It’s for the Empress’s sake.”

 

“Ah, I see. However, I understand that medical records are classified. Do you have the authority?”

 

Sena grinned.

 

Martin also smiled.

 

“We are central nobility. We are the engine of this empire. Knowing the health of our ruling Empress would facilitate governance, wouldn’t it? And vice versa. Who are you to refuse our request?”

 

‘They’re coming out with it—’

 

The other side began to push forward with their argument. It was tiresome, but Sena had to play along.

 

Otherwise, he’d be disliked, and that would be even more troublesome.

 

Suppressing his annoyance, Sena gathered his hands and spoke with a touched expression.

 

“You are people who work for the empire. You should have said so earlier. I had no idea…”

 

“Haha! Finally starting to understand. Now, bring us the medical records.”

 

“But what about Her Majesty? I must inquire with her about your request.”

 

“No need!”

 

Iso asserted firmly, while Baron Martin intervened.

 

“We will report later. Wouldn’t that be easier for you too?”

 

In other words, ‘You don’t want to face tyranny? I’ll relieve you of that burden.’

 

“It may seem easier, but choosing the easy path doesn’t always lead to good outcomes.”

 

Sena smiled. It implied, ‘What if Her Majesty gets upset? How will you take responsibility?’

 

“There’s no absolute rule that it’ll end badly. Easy paths aren’t always made for convenience. And it’s the role of us central nobles to ensure that people like you can use that easy path without burdens. Oh, I almost forgot to mention. Here’s a little gift.”

 

-Of course, I’ll take responsibility. But why do you keep talking back as a commoner? Just show the medical records. I’ll make sure your retirement pay is generous.

 

Sena glanced hesitantly at the pouch extended by Baron Martin.

 

It was probably filled with gold.

 

Sena liked gold subtly, but he wasn’t so desperate that he’d lose his mind over it.

 

“…Although I’m not a priest, I was raised under Archbishop Cruyff’s care since childhood.”

 

-If I have Cruyff behind me? Manageable?

 

He asked once, and Sena clasped his hands. It was one of Sena’s few finishing moves.

 

To appear devout!

 

‘Truly detestable, but what can I do.’

 

“How could I accept such an offer? Lady Justitia might see this and be frightened. Please, put it away.”

 

“Haha, an offer? I’m simply expressing gratitude for your cooperation.”

 

Ah, look at this guy. He was casually acknowledging the handing over of medical records.

 

Let’s do a priest cosplay.

 

“Justitia says that expecting a reward for a good deed is not true kindness.”

 

“Ah, indeed. Growing under an excellent priest has made you truly faithful.”

 

Well, he wouldn’t have bad intentions, would he? Let’s let him think that.

 

Above all, he could reinforce his next words.

 

“She also said, ‘If you witness a friend’s good deed and don’t spread the word, you are also a skeptic.’ I will make sure that your kind-heartedness is known to Her Majesty and others.”

 

Of course, Justitia probably didn’t say that.

 

It was just something Sena made up just now.

 

But checkmate.

 

Now, even if Sena went around making a fuss, they’d think, ‘He must mean no harm.’

 

Blocking their intentions could lead to being questioned by the Inquisition as a heretic, with a mace-wielding inquisitor charging towards him, calling out, ‘Are you a heretic?’

 

In other words, while thwarting their intentions, Sena could also ensure his own safety.

 

However…

 

“Well, it doesn’t matter. Can you just hand over the medical records?”

 

‘Huh?’

 

Do I have five lives…?

 

Sena could only feel bewildered. Those words implied that it didn’t matter even if this fact was reported to Empress Astria.

 

But that couldn’t be. Astria’s personality was no joke. She wouldn’t just let this go… would she?

 

“Excuse me.”

 

When things got difficult, Sylvia stepped in front of Sena.

 

“Anything more will be considered disrespect towards Sena-nim, and I will tear you apart. Get lost.”

 

By the way, Sylvia’s family, the Cliftons, are counts.

 

Being a count, they stood at the pinnacle of power.

 

**

 

“I’m exhausted!”

 

Sena immediately lay down on the bed and tossed and turned. He didn’t want to move for a while.

 

“You’re quite adept at noble-speak. I tried to become a knight for that.”

 

“Sylvia could use a bit of learning, don’t you think…?”

 

“What?”

 

Sylvia was already blaming herself for getting upset earlier.

 

When Sena spoke, everything seemed plausible, but when she spoke, it seemed like there was nothing to say.

 

“…But thanks to that, I’m alive. It would have been really troublesome otherwise.”

 

“Actually, Senior being too kind is the problem. You just need to swear at those guys once. Try it. ‘B*stard’, ‘son of a b*tch’.”

 

“…Who taught you that?”

 

“Reston.”

 

“Is this Reston guy from the slums?”

 

“H-How did you know?”

 

…Well, those words were only used in the slums.

 

And he could openly say those things because the Clifton counts held such high power that they rivaled even dukes.

 

It was a world apart from Sena, who was just a viscount.

 

“However…”

 

Sena murmured into his pillow.

 

“You know, Her Majesty.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Honestly, it was hard to understand.

 

‘Astria holds the strongest imperial authority of all the emperors in history. She’s quick to kill and has even been called a tyrant.’

 

But today, seeing the nobles, they didn’t seem afraid of Astria at all.

 

“Has her authority weakened a bit? It’s different from what I heard at the Academy.”

 

Sylvia spoke in disbelief.

 

“…Did you quit the Academy and got stuck in some rural countryside?”

 

“…Well…”

 

Actually, he was confined to an underground city.

 

Before that, he was trapped in a cave.

 

He learned then that kidnapping wasn’t something only humans did.

 

“Tell me.”

 

Sylvia sighed and began her story.

 

“Four years ago. It’s right when Senior left the academy.”

 

Sylvia hesitated before continuing.

 

“The news that Her Majesty collapsed spread throughout the whole capital.”

 

“…Really?”

 

That long ago?

 

Parkinson’s disease, which develops at a young age, progresses very quickly.

 

Around four years ago, she would still have been mobile. What happened?

 

“Yes. Since then, the Empire has changed rapidly. We’re now in a state of semi-peace, but back then, we were in the midst of war. The sudden collapse of Her Majesty at the front lines caused a lot of turmoil.”

 

One thing was certain: this was a story Sena hadn’t heard before.

 

He lifted his face from the pillow and looked at Sylvia.

 

Sylvia spoke with a downward gaze, as if even she didn’t particularly like what she was saying.

 

“We needed a new leader. Someone to stabilize the chaotic empire and handle various tasks in place of Her Majesty.”

 

The name ‘Reinhardt’ popped into Sena’s mind.

 

Simultaneously, he recalled that Astria’s rule had other opponents as well.

 

“Then, suddenly, Duke Reinhardt appeared. Originally a simple provincial lord, he swiftly consolidated power and emerged as a strong candidate to fill the void. There was no choice but for the Empress to appoint him. If someone else had been chosen, the Empire would have fractured.”

 

Sena stared blankly at the patient diary he wrote yesterday.

 

The image of Astria seemed to flicker in his mind.

 

Sylvia continued grimly

 

“And now, three years after he seized power, the Empire is on the brink of collapse. The corruption among the nobility, unimaginable during Her Majesty’s reign, still persists, and the high taxes imposed during the war continue to starve the majority of the empire’s citizens.”

 

A tower built of accumulated fear crumbles easily.

 

He should have known from studying countless histories of modern times.

 

“Senior.”

 

Why hadn’t he noticed?

 

Four years after the Empress’s collapse.

 

It was enough time for the once formidable imperial authority to crumble.

 

“… Please fix Her Majesty, no, the Empire. Only Senior can do this.”

 

Sena was too shocked to respond.

 

**

 

The 12th Central Noble Conference convened in a somewhat secretive location.

 

Today’s agenda: ‘The Future of the Empire’.

 

Given the grandiose topic, all central nobles attended.

 

“Being a saint was not just a rumor.”

 

Martin spoke solemnly, addressing someone on one side.

 

Around the long rectangular table, at the end in a gilded chair, sat Duke Wilhelm Reinhardt, where the emperor should have been.

 

That was originally the seat where the emperor should have sat.

 

“As rumored, he was an extraordinary individual. The first time I saw him, I thought he might be capable of achieving the impossible.”

 

At that moment, Count Iso raised his hand and spoke flippantly.

 

“Isn’t killing him the better option then?”

 

“Hah.”

 

A young man sitting closest to Reinhardt sighed contemptuously, looking at Iso with disdain.

 

“Count Iso really is worthless.”

 

“What did you-!”

 

“Count Iso, if you have a brain, use it. How do you propose to remove him? Sena Birkender is the adopted son of Cruyff Birkender.”

 

“And what does that mean?”

 

“Cruyff Birkender is currently the most strongly mentioned candidate for the next pope. Unless something unexpected happens, he will likely be the next pope. If we oppose the pope, who will crown an emperor?”

 

The emperor of an empire gains legitimacy only when he is recognized by the Vatican of Justitia.

 

The Empire’s monarch had to be recognized by Justitia for legitimacy.

 

“Even if you’re throwing out nonsense-”

 

“W-What did you just say!”

 

“If it’s been 500 years, we could do without someone like you.”

 

Iso’s eyes rolled back in response to the obvious mockery.

 

Just as he was about to angrily turn his head towards the one who spoke, he realized it was Duke Wilhelm, and he bowed deeply. His shaking pupils couldn’t hide the truth.

 

“If the next Pope becomes a problem, it is a problem that can be resolved before the Pope changes.”

 

“Are you suggesting…?”

 

“So be it.”

 

The only man who appeared to be a knight sharpened his gaze.

 

“When would be a good time?”

 

“At the ball. It wouldn’t be bad to embellish the Empress’s final moments.”

 

“Then, what about the physician…?”

 

Duke Wilhelm chuckled cruelly.

 

“Kill him if he gets in the way.”

 

The day of the Empress’s era coming to an end was not far off.

 

All the nobles present here thought the same way.
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Despite learning about the situation of the Empire, Sena’s morning remained bright.

 

Nothing had changed.

 

[68]

 

Sena’s expression in the mirror was dark.

 

‘I’m sorry.’

 

He hadn’t meant to ask Sylvia that yesterday.

 

… If he hadn’t, perhaps he would have been less sorry.

 

The ball.

 

That was Sena’s limit.

 

He didn’t want to do anything beyond that.

 

Yet…

 

‘If my feeble power can be of help.’

 

Until he left, he had intended to assist.

 

**

 

“What’s this?”

 

“Cake.”

 

“Who told you not to even touch dessert?”

 

“… I thought I’d been too hard on you. Actually, it’s okay to have a little.”

 

Astria looked at the strawberry cake prepared since morning.

 

Sena’s attitude was a bit strange, but Astria was not one to refuse.

 

“Enjoy.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Astria picked up the knife and sliced the cake.

 

A cake after a long time. It felt great.

 

Astria, who had been eating for a while, was starting to feel annoyed by Sena’s presence.

 

Sena was staring at her with an intense look.

 

“Why are you being so kind today?”

 

‘Is it because of the advance payment again?’

 

Astria munched on her cake and looked at Sena.

 

“Kind? Anyone would think I’ve been disrespectful to Your Majesty all this time.”

 

“Are you saying you weren’t aware of it? I thought you were someone who wouldn’t cling to life, about to die.”

 

“Ha, haha… No, I’ll live a long life.”

 

Astria paused as she ate the cake.

 

Sena’s hair was standing on end.

 

‘… What a ridiculous guy.’

 

Does he really have no attachment to life?

 

Why does he value other people’s lives so much?

 

The more she thought about it, the more it displeased her. Astria began angrily stabbing at the cake with her fork.

 

“Enjoy your meal.”

 

“Don’t talk. It’s annoying.”

 

Astria attacked the cake fiercely.

 

But she stopped midway.

 

“… Aren’t you eating?”

 

“Me?”

 

“Want one?”

 

Betty’s eyes grew wide and irritated as she quietly held her hands together and watched.

 

‘My Majesty, you are giving up the cake you were eating.’

 

She quietly covered her mouth. It was unbelievable.

 

“”Please enjoy it, Your Majesty.”

 

“To be honest, I didn’t feel like sharing.”

 

Astria’s satisfaction wavered slightly at Sena’s smiling face.

 

Satisfied, Astria set down her fork.

 

“Clean this.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Betty came over and cleared the round, small table.

 

Since there was only one plate, it didn’t take long.

 

Astria looked at Sena with a slightly disappointed expression. If she was going to share, she should have shared more; isn’t this too little?

 

‘She’s like a retriever.’

 

Sena, after a brief thought, approached Astria.

 

“Excuse me.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Astria revealed her forehead by pulling back her bangs slightly.

 

It felt a bit warm.

 

Sena spoke up.

 

“How’s your ankle?”

 

“No discomfort.”

 

“And your leg?”

 

“Same.”

 

Sena smiled faintly.

 

Her bones were intact, and her Achilles tendon was unharmed.

 

Now he felt confident enough to speak.

 

“I’ve healed them.”

 

“…Is that so?”

 

Astria looked down at her leg.

 

Her leg had started to deteriorate four years ago.

 

It had been about two years since she couldn’t stand without mana.

 

-Move.

 

-It’s an order, move.

 

How many times had she prayed?

 

She had even sought out gods she had never considered before, hoping her leg would move.

 

All the exceptional priests in the empire were summoned to observe her condition.

 

She knew no one could fix it, and her leg was already half given up on.

 

Was her leg really so easily fixable?

 

No, Astria knew better than anyone that wasn’t the case.

 

It was Sena who was exceptional. It wasn’t that the previous priests were incompetent.

 

“Sena Birkender.”

 

Astria rose from her seat.

 

It had been a few days since her leg had become sufficiently functional.

 

But only now, hearing Sena’s words of ‘healed’ directly from him, did it truly sink in.

 

“I will keep my promise right here and now that I will do anything if you fix my legs.”

 

Astria was an empress.

 

It was natural for someone to make an effort for her.

 

Gratitude was something she had never felt. It was merely a right she should naturally enjoy.

 

For the first time in her life, she was feeling grateful.

 

She turned to a silver-haired saint who was slightly shorter than herself.

 

“If there’s anything you desire, say it. Whether it’s wealth, status beyond compare, or even a kingdom. Name a suitable country. I will grant whatever you wish.”

 

He had made an empress who couldn’t walk, walk again. What greater miracle could there be?

 

As an empress, she had to show him a miracle befitting that title.

 

What would he want?

 

Astria was ready to grant Sena anything he desired.

 

“It’s a secret.”

 

“…A secret?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria glanced at Sena for a moment, then stroked her chin.

 

Her brows furrowed slightly as she spoke.

 

“If one must keep a wish secret from the wish granter, how should it be fulfilled?”

 

Sena grinned slyly, carrying a hint of burden.

 

“I’ll tell you after the ball.”

 

“…There’s no rush.”

 

Astria looked at Sena with a suspicious gaze.

 

It was a good opportunity to display her majesty after a long time.

 

But feeling manipulated was quite irritating.

 

Astria turned her head abruptly and walked toward Betty.

 

Betty unfolded the clothes she had already prepared.

 

“If you’ve finished your business, leave.”

 

“greatness.”

 

Sena twirled in place with a fake cough.

 

Astria put on her uniform with Betty’s help and looked at him.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“?”

 

“Today, would you like to be together?”

 

Astria remained silent for a moment.

 

Betty stepped back, covering her mouth in surprise.

 

It seemed that spring was finally coming to the Empress.

 

**

 

Astria reluctantly agreed to the arrogant physician’s request.

It was rather distasteful, but she decided to show some kindness in celebration of her recovery.

 

And so, the audience with the Empress.

 

Sitting with crossed legs on the throne at the far end of the grand hall, Astria was in a rather foul mood.

 

“Your Majesty…”

 

“…”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Beside her, a young attendant kept making noises.

 

“Didn’t I tell you last time that your posture isn’t good?”

 

“Physician.”

 

Astria had tried various approaches.

 

“Do you want to die?”

 

She even resorted to threats…

 

“Are you trying to disrupt my duties?”

 

She attempted to reason with him.

 

“But some things simply cannot be allowed.”

 

However, Sena remained stubborn.

 

Finally, Astria exploded.

 

“If you’re going to keep babbling, get out.”

 

“…”

 

Apparently displeased, Sena kept his mouth shut.

 

Astria turned her head slightly, chin resting on her hand.

 

Sena’s lips protruded slightly.

 

“Hah….”

 

But even then, she didn’t consider changing her posture.

 

There was a reason.

…Astria’s feet didn’t quite reach the ground from the throne.

 

They were just slightly off.

 

Nothing more, nothing less.

 

Maybe when she was alone with Sena, but soon she’d be meeting with several nobles, and she couldn’t afford to be so unseemly!

 

“Good day, Your Majesty.”

 

Another person entered the conversation. It was Rafiel, one of Astria’s few trusted aides.

 

Rafiel’s eyes widened as he looked at Sena standing beside the Empress.

 

“Why… is Sena here?”

 

“He’s being stubborn.”

 

“I see you trust him quite a bit. Your Majesty, it’s unusual to see someone unrelated to the matter at hand standing beside you.”

 

Of course, the Empress trusted Sena, but there was a specific reason for allowing him to be present in such an important meeting without reservation.

 

‘What kind of person has his hair stand up when he lies?’

 

She was certain there was no safer person.

 

“Show me the documents.”

 

“Of course. There’s only one today.”

 

Astria carefully read through the four-page document.

 

In summary:

 

< Duke Wilhelm convened the central nobility >

< Attempted assassination of Sena Birkender >

< Conspiracy for rebellion confirmed >

 

Astria smirked.

 

A rebellion?

 

Surprisingly, she didn’t dislike such playful schemes.

 

Violence, struggle, conquest.

 

These were all things Astria loved without exception.

 

“Chris did well. Tell him to continue his mission.”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty. I will take my leave then.”

 

Watching Rafiel leave, Astria was briefly lost in thought.

 

‘If my legs hadn’t been healed, it could have been quite dangerous.’

 

With that thought in mind, she looked at Sena with a slightly softened gaze.

 

“Sena.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“I grant you permission to stand by my side today.”

 

The throne Astria sat on was located in a place where there were separate stairs to go up.

 

Because the emperor must be located in the highest place.

 

Therefore, it was impossible for anyone but a trusted individual to stand beside the emperor.

 

Just standing next to the emperor preserved a person’s position of power.

 

‘Will he understand this generosity?’

 

Of course, coming from a humble background and with no education other than in healing, Sena knew nothing of the inner workings of the imperial court.

 

“Stand.”

 

At around 10:30 AM, the Empress’s duties began.

 

**

 

The first visitor appeared to be a noble with a friendly demeanor.

 

Marquis Ashmont. A simple noble satisfied with managing a province despite holding central noble authority.

 

‘Lucky.’

 

He’d been worried that he wouldn’t know any of the nobles who would be meeting with the Empress today.

 

Fortunately, there was a connection with the Marquis of Ashmont.

 

“Ashmont acknowledges the Empire’s one and only sun.”

 

Marquis Ashmont glanced at Sena before courteously addressing Astria.

 

He presented a simple matter and conversed with Astria.

 

Unfortunately, during their conversation, his gaze kept returning to Sena.

 

Noticing this, Astria raised an eyebrow and interjected.

 

“Do you have something to discuss with my physician?”

 

“Pardon me… Is the person standing beside you Sena-nim?”

 

“There can’t be two silver-haired healers with such an unusual name in the Empire. Do you know him?”

 

“My daughter has received his help.”

 

“Hooh, your daughter?”

 

“He saved my daughter’s life when she was in dire straits. I could never repay that debt fully. I wanted to repay him for his kindness, but I couldn’t find him to do so…”

 

Sena becoming the physician was kept secret externally.

 

It was out of concern for potential complications.

 

‘Now that it’s come to this, hiding it further is impossible.’

 

But Sena had no regrets.

 

Seeking permission from Astria, Sena spoke up.

 

“It’s been a while, Marquis Ashmont. How is Chloe?”

 

“Oh, have you been appointed as Her Majesty’s physician, Sena-nim?”

 

The Marquis’s eyes widened, realizing his unintentional rudeness as he hastily composed himself.

 

“Your Majesty, may I make a rather audacious request?”

 

“Why hesitate? I granted you a wish. Physician, speak your wish.”

 

Astria nodded joyfully towards Sena.

 

“I didn’t help you hoping for anything in return. However, if I were to express a wish… I would wish for you to continue supporting Her Majesty for a long time, just like I have been. That’s all I desire.”

 

Marquis Ashmont, though mild-mannered, was not foolish enough not to perceive the hidden intent in Sena’s words.

 

Supporting the Empress for a long time.

 

Given the current state of the empire, it was a challenging request. However, he knew Sena’s capabilities well.

 

‘Her Majesty will rise again.’

 

Above all, nobles always repay their debts, whether of gratitude or vengeance.

 

Finally, the day had come to repay his daughter’s debt.

 

Marquis Ashmont replied with determined resolve.

 

“Yes, Sena-nim. I will make sure to do just that.”

 

And so, Sena successfully recruited one noble into Astria’s faction.
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Even after that, the noble Sena’s parade of praise continued.

 

“I’m glad you’re well.”

 

“If my humble abilities can be of help, certainly.”

 

“There is a debt I owe to Sena.”

 

Initially wearing a relaxed smile, Astria began to look puzzled.

 

“You too?”

 

Astria raised an eyebrow and turned to Sena, who smiled.

 

Among the ten nobles present, four expressed gratitude to Sena and wished to repay their debt.

 

The number of nobles in the Empire is countless. Did he really save this many people?

 

‘What happened during your time at the academy?’

 

One question. Sena smiled slyly in response.

 

“Lucky me.”

 

Astria doesn’t believe in luck.

Results come from skill. There are limits to what can be achieved through luck—limits that have now been surpassed.

 

Tick-tock—

 

“One year.”

 

Late in the lunchtime proceedings.

A newcomer causes Astria’s expression to stiffen.

 

Court mage Elundir.

Well into his seventies, he had been drawn to this place by rumors spreading through the palace.

 

“Why is a dying old man here?”

 

Elundir chuckled quietly.

 

“That dying old man once said to a young boy with the earnestness of catching a straw.”

 

“I don’t ask for long, even a year would do, just give me a chance.”

 

“The boy kept his promise. That dying old man is still alive and kicking four years later today.”

 

The founder of modern human magic and a genius of the century.

 

Archmage Elundir.

 

A figure that words alone fail to do justice.

 

Now on the brink of retirement, he was looking for a successor.

 

Astria spared no expense to capture him, but stopping the retiring Elundir was impossible.

 

However.

 

“Your Majesty, this old man here intends to postpone his retirement for another four years. Please allow it.”

 

Thus, he rescinded his retirement and remains active.

 

Astria had no choice but to respond.

 

“Granted.”

 

**

 

Was Astria’s Sad Ending prevented?

 

Sena’s only concern was that.

 

‘It’s good to see so many familiar faces.’

 

Of course, this alone couldn’t restore the weakened authority to its former glory.

 

Still, thanks to the last figure, the pieces were likely put in order. Grandpa Elundir was quite a figure.

 

It felt like the seeds sown were blooming splendidly.

 

The preceding acts must have been for today’s events. It felt so good.

 

Helping people is truly rewarding.

 

‘I must have averted the worst possible outcome.’

 

Thanks to this, Sena’s heavy heart lightened considerably.

 

Astria hoped to pass away among many people.

 

In the end, not a lonely tyrant stripped of all power.

 

 

 

Around 1 PM, Astria and Sena went for a slightly delayed lunch.

 

Sena pushed her wheelchair slowly and spoke.

 

“The weather’s nice. Looks like spring is finally here.”

 

“Physician.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“How many people did you really save?”

 

This time, Astria looked at Sena as if she expected a proper answer.

 

“Um… I’ve never counted, so I’m not sure.”

 

“Are you saying you saved countless people?”

 

Astria asked calmly, looking directly at him.

 

“Why? Why did you go to such lengths to save so many? Are you truly a saint incarnate?”

 

There was nothing more difficult than this question.

 

Sena pondered briefly before replying.

 

“Well… because I could, perhaps. It’s not like I did it with grand intentions. They were just there, and I had the time. That’s all.”

 

Astria smiled softly. Sena couldn’t see it, but she appreciated his answer more than that of any renowned saint.

 

Because it was an honest, pure response.

 

“Above all, I’m not that kind-hearted.”

 

“I can’t believe that.”

 

Sena’s expression turned melancholic.

 

“You shouldn’t trust me too much, Your Majesty. Just think of me as a passing physician.”

 

Well. That sounds too good to be true.

 

Better than any dessert.

 

Astria swallowed her words.

 

**

 

Astria’s schedule was busy but straightforward.

 

In the morning, it was the scheduled audience with the nobles.

 

In the afternoon, it was office work at her desk.

 

By the way, Sena followed along to the office.

 

“You won’t find anything interesting here. Go back.”

 

Sena shook his head.

 

“I’ve decided to spend today’s time with Your Majesty.”

 

A stubborn expression.

That stubbornness seemed unyielding.

 

“…Then sit over there.”

 

Astria pointed her finger towards a desk just to the left in front. It was Rafiel’s spot.

 

“Um, it seems like someone already owns this desk.”

 

There were documents on the desk with a pen that hadn’t even dried yet. It was clear someone had been working there just moments ago.

 

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve instructed him to attend to other matters in the afternoon.”

 

“Oh, I see. I apologize.”

 

“Why greet when there’s no one around?”

 

“It’s just my nature.”

 

“You really are a trivial person.”

 

After neatly folding away Astria’s interjection, Sena pulled back his chair.

 

‘By the way, is this seating arrangement for real?’

 

It was a structure where Astria could monitor everything he did.

 

Thinking of the Empire as a black company, he sat down carefully, rearranging the documents and pushing them aside.

 

“Then shut up and sit quietly there. There isn’t much work today, so you can play after it’s done.”

 

“Do you think I’m a child…?”

 

Sena spoke as if he was astonished. Without giving any further response, Astria handed him some documents.

 

“…”

 

Five minutes later.

 

Sena blinked in the quiet office.

 

Hmm.

 

This is boring.

 

‘I just want to go back to my room and make herbal medicine.’

 

He already felt that way.

 

It can’t be helped!

 

Sena was terminally ill. Every minute and every second was precious. He had escaped from the Academy because he hated wasting time like this.

 

-Do you think I’m a child?

 

…But because of what he said just five minutes ago, he couldn’t leave.

 

Tap, tap, tap.

 

Sena, who was aimlessly tapping a thick file, looked around the silent office.

 

He checked under the desk and even tapped the file holder unnecessarily.

 

However, he discovered something hidden between the thick files.

 

“…Oh.”

 

Sena’s eyes sparkled as if he had found treasure.

It was a book he had never seen before.

Sena loved books he had never seen before.

 

‘Today is really my lucky day.’

 

To someone like Sena, who was addicted to dopamine in modern life, this medieval setting was particularly agonizing.

 

Chess and reading were the only entertaining pastimes. But in the medieval era, ‘books’ were considered rare treasures. He had read almost all the books available because there were so few.

 

So, finding a book he had never seen before in a place like this was truly lucky.

 

Sena flipped through the book, examining it. Its name was <Diary of the Gray Wallpaper>.

 

…It didn’t look very interesting, but since there was nothing else to do, he decided to read it for now.

 

 

 

 

Astria turned her sore wrist for a moment.

 

Normally, she shouldn’t be able to feel such sensations, but it was due to her physical condition. Sometimes she had to loosen up.

 

“Phy…”

 

Just as she was about to ask for a massage, Astria looked at Sena, who was sleeping with his face on the desk, and her eyes narrowed.

 

“…Does sleep usually come so easily in front of the Empress?”

 

Astria looked at the sleeping Sena with a serious look on her face.

 

Was there a lack of urgency? Or perhaps, was the dignity of the Empress diminishing?

 

‘I am a tyrant.’

 

Astria’s gaze turned cold.

 

She secretly took pride in the title ‘tyrant’. She thought it was a fitting title for someone who symbolized fear and domination.

 

Everyone should be afraid of her. Astria enjoyed being an empress who instilled fear.

 

But he dared to fall asleep in front of the Empress with such nonchalance?

 

Even if he were a close aide, he would have been confined in an underground dungeon for a while and fed water. If it had been silent, he would have had his throat slit on the spot.

 

‘Still, he did quite an admirable job today, so a light punishment should suffice.’

 

Astria got up silently from her seat. Plucking out the strands of hair that were half-tucked into her clothes, she approached Sena.

 

The more she approached, the more Astria’s lips curved upwards. Just pulling out a single hair. It was a cheap price to pay for daring to fall asleep in front of the Empress.

 

Sena’s hair, perhaps because it never lied, was well covered. He had quite long hair, also akin to a pillow.

 

‘…The priests really do light the fires and charge, huh.’

 

It was the first moment she understood those cult members. Sleeping unknowingly, Sena looked like an angel without any flaws.

 

Of course, Astria was a devil who secretly plucked the feathers from angels. With a cruel smile, as she raised her hand towards the top of his head…

 

Sena shivered. Then, in a very quiet voice, he mumbled,

 

“…Cold.”

 

As he twisted around, he changed his posture. In the lying position, he faced towards Astria.

 

A face that had not been visible appeared.

A face that resembled a wet cat.

 

Astria could assert confidently that there was no one else in the world who slept with such a forlorn expression as Sena.

 

“…?”

 

Unconsciously, Astria removed her coat and covered Sena with it. With only her white blouse remaining, she returned to her seat.

 

Rustle—

 

Distracted, Astria absentmindedly glanced at Sena, who was still sleeping.

 

…For some reason, she couldn’t take her eyes off him and couldn’t concentrate on her work at all.

 

Astria finished her work late into the night.

 

**

 

Rubbing his eyes, Sena walked to Astria’s room. Although he felt her gaze pitifully, it didn’t matter. People could sleep well sometimes.

 

‘But that was really not fun.’

 

The contents of <Diary of the Gray Wallpaper> were as the title suggested, a novel written from the perspective of a wizard turned gray wallpaper by a witch.

 

Whoever wrote it, Sena thought a fire pit would suit the book.

 

“Thank you for your hard work today.”

 

After guiding Astria to her room in the wheelchair, Sena bowed his head slightly.

 

…Although he hadn’t done anything in the afternoon, overall, it had been a fulfilling day.

 

“Weren’t you just sleeping?”

 

“Well, you see.”

 

Astria stood up from her wheelchair with her arms crossed and looked at Sena.

 

“Are you leaving?”

 

“Oh, yes. That’s right. It’s late.”

 

“Hoo.”

 

Astria snapped her fingers.

 

‘Is she calling me?’

 

Without any suspicion, Sena took a few steps towards Astria.

 

She extended her hand. Sena unconsciously placed his hand on top of hers.

 

Astria’s hand dug in deeply, grasping Sena’s wrist. It seemed like she wasn’t giving much force, but it appeared to be a gesture that she could grasp tightly at any moment.

 

“…Your Majesty?”

 

“Didn’t you say ‘let’s be together today’?”

 

“Yes?”

 

Sena tilted his head in confusion.

 

“Then we should sleep together, right?”

 

“…?”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled.

 

What is she saying right now?

 

Access 10 Chapters Ahead of the Release on Our Patreon <3
Be Notified of Releases on Our DiscordCh. 23 Tell Me Who’s in Danger
“Ah, that’s quite an amusing joke, Your Majesty.”

 

Ahaha. Sena forced a smile, but Astria’s expression was serious.

 

“I’m not joking.”

 

Sena started to feel a sense of crisis. As he stepped back, Astria moved closer.

 

“Well, I am a man, after all. Isn’t it a bit inappropriate for me to share a bed with Your Majesty?”

 

“What’s wrong with a man sharing a bed with a woman?”

 

‘This conversation is getting weirder and weirder…!’

 

The world seemed to spin around him. It was incredibly disorienting.

 

“I-I’m busy, so…”

 

“I allow work to be done in my bedroom.”

 

“But that’s not appropriate! Please let go of me.”

 

Sena struggled to break free from Astria.

 

‘Why can’t I move…!’

 

But she didn’t budge.

 

Though her legs were fixed, Astria’s condition seemed more like that of a comprehensive hospital patient.

 

Astria spoke with great interest.

 

“Why not? Give me a reason.”

 

“I-it’s dangerous.”

 

“Dangerous?”

 

Astria tilted her head, wondering if she had just heard wrong.

 

Soon, a smile spread across her lips. She pulled Sena closer.

 

Sena was abruptly pulled into Astria’s embrace.

 

Her breath, even the down on her skin, was too close.

 

Astria looked down. Her slightly cloudy eyes were overflowing with some kind of desire.

 

“Indeed, who’s in danger, tell me.”

 

‘What’s happening here?’

 

Sena felt as if time had stopped.

 

So, he followed Astria all day today and walked her to her room.

 

In the afternoon, he fell asleep reading a book… How did it all lead to this?

 

Sena was confused. So confused that he couldn’t think straight.

 

“You seem to have forgotten momentarily, but what’s before you is a tyrant.”

 

Indeed. Astria was a tyrant. No historical account could explain her logic.

 

Without any reason at all…

 

“A tyrant takes, seizes, conquers. The ones next to the tyrant are the ones in danger. So, the one in danger now is my personal physician, you.”

 

She did what she wanted.

 

Astria released Sena from her embrace. Facing him directly, she stood him to her right.

 

Then, slowly, she extended her right arm and gently pushed Sena.

 

“Eh.”

 

Losing his balance, Sena collapsed onto the bed. Before he could rise, Astria climbed on top of him.

 

She pressed his resisting hands firmly into the sheets.

 

Sena’s face turned red up to his neck.

 

“You pale one, showing this color too.”

 

Laughing, Astria leaned over him. Looking down at Sena, she undid a button or two of her blouse.

 

“Your Majesty? What are you doing…”

 

“Do you still not understand? Trying to make a baby. I’m at the age where I need at least one heir.”

 

Watching Astria, who seemed to have no intention of turning back, Sena swallowed.

 

‘Is this my first time? So suddenly like this?’

 

The first experience Sena had imagined was supposed to be more thrilling, in a special setting.

 

But this didn’t seem so bad either.

 

Limited time.

 

If it’s not now, there won’t be a chance to form a relationship until his death.

 

After all, wouldn’t it be a pity if he died without ever being able to do it?

 

Sena, who had mentally prepared himself, opened his eyes at the sound of the door opening.

 

“The bath is ready… I apologize. I’ll come back later.”

 

It was Betty, Astria’s personal maid. Betty, a professional maid, was not at all surprised by her mistress’s secretive activities.

 

As the door closed, the awkward tension that had been barely suppressed between them surged back.

Astria glanced back after a moment, her expression now cooled.

 

“Trying to have a little fun, and yet my maid has no sense, hmm?”

 

“Uh, uh, ugh.”

 

“…Is that Elvish? There’s no human who understands it. Oh well.”

 

Astria caressed Sena’s cheek and whispered in his ear.

 

“The night is long.”

 

**

 

Dressed in pajamas, Astria confidently approached Sena sitting on the bed without a trace of hesitation.

 

“Go wash up.”

 

“Yes, yes…”

 

Sena couldn’t properly meet Astria’s gaze. Astria smirked at him.

 

“A face I like.”

 

“I’ll…, I’ll go wash up.”

 

“I can’t wait too long. I sleep a lot.”

 

That was a known fact.

 

Sena stiffly left the Empress’s bedroom.

 

Just before grabbing the door, Astria spoke.

 

“If you try to escape, I’ll kill Chris.”

 

“…Why does poor Chris have to die?”

 

“Because you seem like you wouldn’t mind losing your own life. Your attitude tells me that much.”

 

“…I won’t try to escape. For now.”

 

Astria thought it was cute as she watched Sena walk out with Betty with her head down.

 

-‘For now.’

 

He said something similar last time in his sleep.

He thought about it then, too…

 

“Do you really believe you can escape from me? How amusing.”

 

Astria smiled and turned her body. She climbed into bed and lay down.

 

Not in the exact center like usual, but at the far left.

 

 

Sena’s body didn’t need a bath.

 

Did God consider there might be obsessive compulsions when making this body? Even after days without washing, he only smelled pleasantly.

 

Yet Sena took a bath. It was a complete waste, but bathing held meaning beyond its practical sense of cleanliness.

 

“You really can take a bath without a bath attendant.”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly, holding onto his dripping hair.

 

“Could you bring me some clothes? And then, please leave.”

 

“I have to check everything that enters Her Majesty’s jade body.”

 

“Don’t worry, it functions well enough!”

 

“Excuse me.”

 

Sena safely dressed. The clothes were made of soft fabric that gently embraced his skin. They were loose-fitting and very comfortable.

 

“You look good. But, perhaps it’s best to avoid white. It’ll soon disappear.”

 

Betty’s short commentary left Sena unsure if it was praise or gossip, but either way, he followed Betty nervously.

 

The crisp night air filled his lungs.

 

The moon was properly in the sky. The royal guards patrolling a few courtyards were romantic.

 

However.
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[42]

 

Sena blinked. Had he seen that wrong?

 

The knights’ lifespans were all short. Not just one or two, but many.

 

Sena glanced around anxiously.

 

“Is there something bothering you?”

 

“It’s nothing.”

 

“…Even soaking wet, your hair stands up.”

 

“Ah, really?”

 

Sena raised his eyebrows. He couldn’t see the top of his head, but he ran his hand near it.

 

“Indeed.”

 

Sena had a tendency for unruly hair.

 

It was an unforgivable trait for someone with obsessive-compulsive tendencies like Sena.

 

Because of this, despite being bothered by it, he let his hair grow long, except for his hair standing up, which seemed inevitable.

 

‘Anyway, what’s going to happen?’

 

Sena’s eyes lowered.

 

There was no immediate rush to check his pulse.

 

If everything ended like this, all the remaining time would still be insufficient for treatment.

 

But a fundamental curiosity arose. Could it be an epidemic? No, if so, Betty wouldn’t have been unharmed. Betty’s time had been normal.

 

So the possibilities narrowed down to one. People don’t necessarily die from illness alone.

 

Accidents. It seemed something big was about to happen in the palace soon.

 

‘Sorry.’

 

He couldn’t get involved that far. Sena was trying to run away, even abandoning Astria.

 

For his own sake in his final hours.

 

Though Sena muttered a few times—he soon focused his attention back to Astria.

 

[76]

 

Her remaining time. Just thinking about it soured his mood.

 

‘Now there’s only one thing I can do.’

 

At the very least, nominate a good successor.

 

Someone trustworthy, skilled, and capable of exerting influence even if Sena himself were to leave this world.

 

There was only one person. A classmate from the academy, Priestess Seria. If it were her, she’d even cooperate with Cruyff if necessary.

 

Normally, meeting an old friend wouldn’t be daunting—but given today’s events, news of him becoming the physician had likely spread throughout the capital.

 

‘Tomorrow, spend time meeting Seria.’

 

As Sena continued his thoughts, he suddenly found himself in Astria’s bedroom.

 

‘Now’s not the time for this! What should I do? Should I escape now?’

 

Betty politely bowed and said.

 

“It’s Her Majesty’s first time, please be gentle.”

 

‘F-first time?’

 

That comment only added to his confusion.

 

After all, she was the Empress. Wasn’t it typical for an Empress to be licentious?

 

It was the medieval era, so bearing children was considered an important state affair.

 

…It surprised him a bit to hear it was her first time.

 

He was relieved she likely wouldn’t notice his clumsiness.

 

“Haaah.”

 

Sena took a deep breath and opened the bedroom door.

 

As his vision cleared, he saw Astria lying on the bed.

 

Sena couldn’t muster the courage to look at her and gazed at the floor instead.

 

Strangely, no sound reached him, prompting Sena to look up.

 

“…Your Majesty?”

 

Astria was peacefully sleeping.

 

‘Is she sleeping?’

 

Sena’s body slumped. What am I worrying about?

 

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

 

But soon, he was grateful she’d fallen asleep.

 

If he’d experienced his first time tonight, Sena would have been plagued by regret.

 

That regret would torment him, causing him to lose sight of his original goal.

 

Ultimately, he would have become trapped, unable to leave.

 

 

Sena watched her sleep. Her tousled blonde hair was near her mouth, so he carefully brushed it aside.

 

While awake, she could be forceful, but asleep, she was just an ordinary girl.

 

Sena gazed at Astria for a long while, as if etching her image into his corneas.

 

The passage of time seemed unknowable, making it amusing.

 

After a while, Sena pulled the string beside him and turned off the light.

 

‘…It’s too late to go back now. It’d be awkward to wake up and move.’

 

As she’d said, let’s sleep here tonight.

 

Above all, if she’d awoken and found her expected companion absent in the morning, Astria would likely feel lonely.

 

Lying next to her, Sena turned his body to the right.

 

His eyes adjusted slightly, revealing a glimpse of Astria’s face. Sena whispered softly.

 

“Goodnight, Your Majesty.”

 

And so, Sena’s 67th remaining night passed.
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“Congratulations!”

 

As soon as Sena returned to his room, Serilda greeted him excitedly. Sena, taken aback by Serilda’s sparkling eyes, took a step back.

 

“Why are you like that…?”

 

“Didn’t you have a love affair with Her Majesty yesterday?”

 

Does the word “privacy” not exist within the palace?

 

It was just yesterday, and it was early morning now. But Serilda seemed to already know about it…!

 

“Sena-nim, are you going to become Her Majesty’s consort?!”

 

No, Her Majesty was sleeping. He had just bathed and gone to sleep. Besides, she hadn’t mentioned anything about it in the morning.

 

But her eyes were so full of expectation, it was a face he didn’t want to betray.

 

“Should I tell you?”

 

Sena turned mischievous and whispered to Serilda with a wicked expression. Serilda gulped nervously.

 

“Yes, yes…”

 

But when Sena actually started speaking, Serilda was taken aback. She had no immunity to such conversations.

 

Taking a step forward, Sena said meaningfully.

 

“It’s about Her Majesty….”

 

Gulp, Serilda swallowed saliva.

 

Indeed, Her Majesty was the lone star of this magnificent empire.

 

What might Her Majesty look like in bed? Sena was surely the only one who knew.

 

“Patient.”

 

“… Yes?”

 

“What do you do with the patient?”

 

Serilda’s shoulders slumped in disappointment.

 

“Just do the cleaning.”

 

 

“Yes…”

 

Sena recalled the morning’s events as he watched Serilda get the broom.

 

It was the morning after that awkward incident yesterday. Sena had been pondering what to say for the morning greetings, but those thoughts became meaningless fantasies.

 

-Your Majesty, it’s time to wake up.

 

It was Chris who had come all the way to the Empress’s bed in the morning.

He didn’t even flinch when he saw Sena, bowing and speaking calmly, but the expression on Chris’s face was incredibly solemn.

 

Because he had the expression of someone who was about to go to war.

 

-It took a long time for this day to come.

 

Even Astria’s response was somewhat unusual.

 

‘It doesn’t seem like an ordinary morning greeting.’

 

Although Astria had a curious expression that seemed to ask, ‘Aren’t you curious?’ Sena didn’t bother to inquire.

 

…It’s definitely not an ordinary event.

 

Above all, there was an important matter to attend to today.

 

“Where’s Luna? And Sylvia.”

 

“Luna is collecting the herbs you mentioned, Sena-nim, and Sylvia is training in the morning.”

 

“Oh? Still collecting herbs?”

 

“Among the herbs you mentioned, ‘Luden Grass’ seems hard to find.”

 

Luden Grass was a type of herb unique to this world. It bloomed on clean grounds rich in mana and had an ‘adaptive’ effect.

 

Like a living being, it automatically filled in the target’s deficiencies. Sometimes it enhanced the effectiveness of other herbs.

 

That’s why it was often used in compound medicines.

It was so rare that even Sena didn’t have high hopes. Therefore, he had left a note to either acquire it if available or return.

 

“Luna always works diligently, no matter what! She’d risk her life for any task you give her.”

 

“But there’s no need for her to go that far.”

 

It was starting to feel a bit burdensome. I told her to come back.

 

At that moment, Sena flinched. Luckily, Serilda, who was cleaning, didn’t notice.

 

“Serilda.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Serilda stopped cleaning and turned to Sena. Sena awkwardly smiled and said.

 

“There might be a guest coming today.”

 

“A guest?”

 

“Yeah. Would you like to prepare for the reception?”

 

“May I ask who it is?”

 

“Yeah. A close friend. From my Academy days.”

 

“But if it’s for receiving guests, isn’t your room already prepared enough?”

 

“Black Tea from Rendel. I like that.”

 

“R-Rendel?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Rendel. It was a name Serilda had never heard of.

 

“I’ll go out and buy it. How many should I prepare?”

 

“Prepare until the afternoon. Probably… for one person.”

 

“Understood.”

 

After Serilda resolutely responded and left the room, Sena waved with a smile.

 

As soon as she left.

 

Sena closed the door with a strained expression.

 

Swoosh, his body collapsed against the door. Sena’s pupils dilated. He covered his mouth with his hand and coughed.

 

Cough.

 

A considerable amount of blood seeped through his fingers.

 

“Hack.”

 

His heart tightened, and he felt insanely suffocated.

 

He coughed as quietly as possible, but it only intensified the pressure on his lungs. He gripped his chest tightly.

 

Since earlier. Actually, since last night.

 

Sena endured the urge to cough up blood. It wasn’t just enduring; it was more like he couldn’t help it.

 

‘It’s coming soon. This is why my body…’

 

Chloe, Seria, Chris, and Sena.

 

These four were the closest friends at the Academy. They were always together, experiencing many things together.

 

When Sena left the Academy, he didn’t say a word to them. He had avoided the pursuit trying to find him.

 

Staying with Labella for a year had made it easier to avoid pursuit.

 

He didn’t want to meet them. From the moment he first thought of becoming Her Majesty’s personal physician, meeting those two was his greatest concern.

 

In the end, it turned out like this. In fact, he might have expected it from the moment he set foot in the capital. Even though wandering priest Seria probably didn’t know, he knew Chloe was also in the capital.

 

‘What should I say?’

 

Maybe she would get angry.

 

The Chloe Sena knew had a fiery personality. There was no restraint, and she always returned any harm received.

 

But, she was warm in that way.

 

No, not just her. Sena had built close relationships with many good people. Sylvia, Chris, Seria, and Chloe were all precious connections.

 

…That’s why he couldn’t say it.

 

With not much time left, after tomorrow, he would leave again.

 

The ball was coming.

 

After tomorrow, Sena wouldn’t be here.

 

So.

 

“Just until tomorrow, please…”

 

Sena’s clear, clean eyes gradually lost their light.

 

“Let’s not get caught.”

 

**

 

‘What? Seriously?’

 

Crash!

 

Several living armors broke.

 

Normally, fellow knights would joke around nearby while watching Sylvia’s training, but they were far away now.

 

Sylvia’s movements were unusually dangerous.

 

“What’s wrong with her?”

 

“She’s swinging like she wants to kill someone.”

 

“…Let’s run away today. No point in sparring and breaking bones.”

 

Sylvia shouted at the knights who were murmuring.

 

“What are you looking at!”

 

The knights flinched and ran away.

 

-What? Her Majesty and Senior had an affair?

 

-Yes! Looks like they had that kind of relationship!

 

-What kind of relationship is that supposed to be?

 

-Huh, why are you upset…! You’ll get in trouble with Sena.

 

Tears welled up in Sylvia’s eyes.

 

“Really, really, that bad man. Always flirting with girls.”

 

She gripped her sword so tightly her hand turned pale. All Sylvia could do right now was beat the training armor as if to kill it.

 

The living armor, emitting black smoke, looked particularly sad today.

 

Then, Sylvia sensed a presence and stopped swinging her sword. She sharply turned to the side. Serilda, dressed in a maid uniform and with a perplexed expression, was standing there.

 

“What.”

 

“Umm, respected Lady Sylvia. May I ask you something?”

 

“I don’t want to.”

 

“P-Please! I’m in big trouble!”

 

Sylvia’s lips pouted slightly. Ignoring Serilda’s plea, she said.

 

“What did Senior say? I heard something happened yesterday.”

 

“Nothing happened. I was really hoping, though.”

 

Despite Serilda’s sagging shoulders, Sylvia’s complexion turned red.

 

“Oh really? Nothing at all happened? I see, I see.”

 

‘Does that mean… I still have a chance?’

 

Sylvia’s happiness circuit began to turn.

 

“So, what did you want to ask?”

 

Sylvia grinned. Serilda, taken aback by Sylvia’s sudden kindness, narrowed her eyes, but now wasn’t the time to worry about such things.

 

“Do you happen to know where to get black tea from Rendel?”

 

“…Rendel?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Senior, it must be in his suitcase. He always hass plenty with him.”

 

“…Yes?”

 

“Surely Senior said that? ‘Get tea from Rendel’.”

 

“Well…”

 

Sylvia covered her mouth and burst into laughter.

 

“Pffft, he tricked you. That’s a lie Senior often tells when he wants to be alone.”

 

“…!”

 

Serilda was greatly shocked!

 

If that’s the case, why not just ask her to go out normally instead of lying?

 

“I miss it. I was tricked as well. When that happens, look at the top of his head.”

 

Sylvia pointed to her own head.

 

“The top of his head…?”

 

“Yes. When he lies, the hair on the top of his head stands up.”

 

Serilda said bluntly.

 

“No matter how stupid I may be, do you think I’d believe that?”

 

“…I feel bad. You said the same thing as me.”

 

Sylvia herself didn’t believe it at first.

 

How can human hair indicate lying?

 

But it’s true. While lying, the hair on this head really stands up as if alive.

 

“…Anyway, what should I do? Since he asked me to get it, I have to.”

 

“You don’t have to.”

 

“I have to!”

 

Serilda shook her head vigorously.

 

“How can I disobey my master’s words?”

 

“…Even if you don’t get it, Senior won’t say anything. He probably forgot what he said.”

 

“But still! He said a friend is coming. Lady Sylvia’s words may be right, but Sena’s expression was genuine.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes widened.

 

“A… friend?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Who?”

 

“I don’t know that yet. But… he said they were close friends. They were friends from the Academy.”

 

“Academy?”

 

After a brief thought, several names came to Sylvia’s mind.

 

Sena knows many people, but he didn’t really get close to many.

 

If he said they were close friends, it would be Chris, Seria, and Chloe.

 

‘Senior Seria is such a strange person, so she wouldn’t be in the capital. Then, Senior Chloe?’

 

“In that case, I’ll at least go and look around the market! Thank you for letting me know!”

 

Serilda lifted her skirt and hurried off. Sylvia sighed briefly and sheathed her sword.

 

There were many questions. She would have to ask Sena when she meets him. It was time for work, and she still had a lot to do.

 

As she turned to head back to her lodging…

 

‘The monsters really come when I call.’

 

Chloe was standing there.

 

Looking somewhat pale, dressed in a black dress.

 

Sylvia felt apprehensive, but seeing Chloe’s troubled expression, she couldn’t help but approach.

 

Chloe was staring at the ground, seemingly lost in thought.

 

“Are you here to see Senior Sena?”

 

Sylvia asked, and Chloe slowly raised her head. Her eyes were swollen. She spoke in a half-broken voice.

 

“Lies, aren’t they?”

 

“…”

 

“Sena is here.”

 

“Senior.”

 

“That’s right. Isn’t it strange? He’s not far away. It’s strange that he didn’t visit even once after becoming the personal physician. It’s too, too… cruel that he suddenly left without a word and came back without saying anything.”

 

Sylvia couldn’t say anything.

 

She was quite shocked too.

 

-Did Senior Chloe know?

 

-Of course. Do you think I’m… the same as you? The trust built up over time is different.

 

‘That was a lie.’

 

Sylvia lowered her eyes.

 

No matter how you look at it, that’s not right, Senior.

 

Surely, Senior Chloe would have been told something.

 

“Sena. Not anyone else, but Sena. Why would such a kind person be…?”

 

The relationship between Chloe and Sylvia was the worst.

 

From the Academy. And especially after Sena disappeared.

 

However, Sylvia couldn’t brush off Chloe’s hand grasping her clothes.

 

Chloe’s fiery personality had never seemed so fragile before.

 

“Tell me, Sylvia. How hated am I?”
Ch. 25 Old Friend (2)
Chloe Liam Ashmont.

 

Chloe Liam Ashmont, the eldest daughter of the Ashmont family, possessed the greatest magical talent as a prodigy.

However, her life was not as lavish as one might expect.

 

“Have you heard? Marquis Ashmont fled from the battlefield.”

 

“What’s the point of being a magician if you can’t use it in war?”

 

Her father, Marquis Liam Ashmont, was destined to be the court magician and ranked among the most powerful, nearly reaching the level of the Archmage.

 

It was natural for him to be called to the battlefield.

 

He was supposed to be the mage who succeeded Elundir. It should have been easier for him to cast spells on the battlefield than eating a piece of cake.

 

Magicians were considered the pinnacle of the battlefield, and except for Elundir, Marquis Ashmont was the greatest magician of all.

 

His path to success was wide open. Everyone speculated that perhaps a new duke would emerge for the first time in 200 years.

 

However…

 

“…I’m sorry, Your Majesty. The magic… my magic won’t come.”

 

Marquis Ashmont failed. With his magical abilities, he could have wiped out five thousand or perhaps even ten thousand at once.

 

Yet, he hesitated to even cast a simple fireball. Even the reason was trivial.

 

He was simply born with a weak constitution. So fragile that he couldn’t even kill an ant on the road.

 

It was impossible for someone like him to cast magic recklessly towards hundreds of thousands of troops.

 

“Not everyone can massacre tens of thousands. I understand, Ashmont.”

 

Empress Astria did not rebuke Marquis Ashmont, who failed to manifest any magic in front of a large army.

 

But there was no greater punishment for Marquis Ashmont.

 

“But don’t even think about putting your foot in the middle. Ashmont. Manage your own territory. You’ll live like that for the rest of your life and then wither away.”

 

After that, the Ashmont family rapidly declined.

 

The land, which was the size of an average kingdom, had half of it taken away, and Marquis Ashmont’s position among the central nobility narrowed.

 

He was even deprived of the position of court magician’s successor. Because a magician who couldn’t kill a single person couldn’t hold such a position.

 

“Must you go to the Academy, Chloe?”

 

“…I’m different from Dad.”

 

By the time Chloe was fourteen years old.

 

Marquis Ashmont opposed Chloe’s admission to the Academy because he was worried about how she would be treated.

 

But Chloe and Liam were different.

 

“I will go to the battlefield and prove it. I will rebuild the prestige of the Ashmont family that has fallen to the ground.”

 

Unlike the fragile Liam, Chloe was ready to demonstrate her abilities.

 

And so, she entered the Academy.

But the reality was not much better.

 

“Ashmont…?”

 

“What kind of face did you come here with?”

 

The title of fleeing from the battlefield was the worst disgrace for a noble.

 

What is the difference between commoners and themselves? Why do they hold wealth and power and collect taxes from them?

 

Nobles take responsibility. They stand at the forefront of the battlefield to protect them instead of commoners.

 

To Marquis Ashmont, who couldn’t even follow this basic logic, other nobles showed no mercy.

 

The Ashmont family was still in a powerful position as great lords, but this was not a problem at that level.

 

“Dirty blood.”

 

“Coward.”

 

“Trash.”

 

Everywhere Chloe walked, she heard whispers of gossip.

 

At first, she got angry and even used her position as a great lord.

 

But the criticisms only intensified, and eventually, she was labeled as the ‘Villainess of Larden’.

 

While others were called ‘just’, ‘light’, ‘invincible’, ‘saint’, and ‘genius’, Chloe was called ‘villainess’.

 

Although Marquis Ashmont was a coward, his heart was kind. He knew how to take care of his people, his wife, and loved his daughter.

 

It was difficult for Chloe, who grew up under such a father. Only then did Chloe remember her father’s worried eyes.

 

“Chloe, are you okay?”

 

During the vacation, when Chloe returned to her family, she burst into tears and hugged Liam.

 

“I’m sorry, Dad… I want to quit.”

 

Ambitious aspirations to restore the fallen honor of Ashmont were no longer present in her. She felt it was impossible, a realization that cut deep.

 

‘This isn’t where I belong. No one wants someone like me. Building a reputation? I can’t even salvage my own honor.’

 

 

All that remained were these negative perceptions.

 

 

After Chloe had finished her studies, she started packing to return to the academy.

 

However, before she could leave, a young boy appeared before her.

 

“You’ll truly become a coward if you continue like this.”

 

Sena Birkender, someone loved by everyone, unlike herself.

 

He always wore a smile, ready to help even those who insulted him or committed misdeeds. He knew how to sacrifice for others and show respect to everyone, drawing everyone to him.

 

Chloe envied and admired Sena. When even she was called a coward, Chloe became angry.

 

“What do you know to speak like that?”

 

“I’m not a coward. Why should I be treated like this for something I haven’t done?”

 

“You too, you too… Is that what you think of me?”

 

Chloe spoke with emotion. Sena listened silently and then smiled when she finished.

Then he reached out his hand.

 

“I’ll help.”

 

“Let’s try again.”

 

It was said that people glow in hindsight, a falsehood.

 

But Chloe clearly saw it at that moment. It was Sena’s radiance that shone behind him.

 

It was too bright, and that brightness…

 

From that moment, Chloe began to like Sena.

 

“To change perceptions, you have to change first. If someone speaks badly, and you react badly, you become the same.”

 

“…What about you?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“Do you like people like that?”

 

“Um… do I?”

 

Sena likely didn’t know. Following the advice given to change his perception was to earn Chloe’s favor.

 

“It seems like I’ve misunderstood you. My name is Chris. Let’s get along.”

 

Just being by Sena’s side made Chloe’s perception of him better.

 

Of course, not everyone’s perception could change. But now, Chloe wasn’t alone. She had a friend to eat with and share stories.

 

That hellish academy was transformed into an enjoyable place in just one day thanks to Sena’s intervention. Now, the cold night air in the mornings was no longer unpleasant.

 

But just one thing.

 

“Romance?”

 

“Um, well… for your information, I’m not engaged or anything. I’m considering dating and marriage.”

 

“Oh, congratulations.”

 

…Sena’s obliviousness could sometimes be annoying.

 

Chloe liked Sena. From their first meeting, their closeness grew uncontrollably.

 

She still cherished the hairpin he first gave her.

 

Even so, Chloe could handle this much.

 

It was okay if Sena didn’t choose her. Just continue smiling, conversing, and experiencing things together.

 

Being by his side was enough. If she had to be a little greedy…

 

‘Once we graduate, shall we go on an adventure together? Now that I think about it, our party composition is good. One priest, one knight, one mage. Sena… helps with his good eyesight. Great, let’s talk about it tomorrow.’

 

That’s about it.

 

However, those hopes were shattered.

 

“Chloe! Sena’s gone!”

 

“W-What?”

 

“Damn it, can’t we do something? Like, tracking spells or something. Use dark magic!”

 

“It’s impossible. Sena has no magical ability. But what are you talking about? Just yesterday, he left laughing with me.”

 

Sena disappeared.

 

Aside from Sylvia’s testimony that she had encountered him before he left, there was no trace of him, so much so that it would be appropriate to say that he had truly ‘evaporated’.

 

“Sena wouldn’t leave us. This is a conspiracy. He must have been kidnapped. Let’s find him.”

 

Serilda used the power of the church to try to find Sena.

Chris used his connections in the Knight Order.

Chloe hired a large number of mercenaries to find Sena.

 

“I’m sorry. There’s no trace anywhere.”

 

“He must not have told anyone, not even … Cruyff.”

 

However, Sena was nowhere to be found.

 

Occasional rumors surfaced, but even if they were followed up on immediately, not a single trace of him could be found.

 

With his distinctive silver hair, he would stand out anywhere, which was strange.

 

However, this only revealed one thing: Sena Birkender had not been kidnapped. He had left the Academy of his own will, on his own two feet.

 

 

“Adventure… It must have been fun.”

 

As time passed and they were halfway to giving up on finding Sena, the three met again.

 

“Sena will be fine. As you know, he’s secretly strong.”

 

Chris, who used to skip classes to drink and gamble, had become the Empress’s Guardian Knight.

 

“Indeed. Chloe, don’t worry too much.”

 

Seria wandered around using holy magic to help the poor. If Sena was the Saint of Larden, then Seria was its Saintess.

 

Everyone was living their own lives. Chris achieved his dream, and Seria realized hers.

 

But Chloe…

 

“…So, Chloe, please stay healthy too.”

 

“To be honest, I’m worried.”

 

She became thinner.

 

It was also something Chloe didn’t know. The presence of Sena that had settled in Chloe was bigger than she had imagined.

 

She could endure because he was there. She could envision a future and dream.

 

Now that Sena was gone, there was nothing left for Chloe. It just felt that way.

 

 

Four years passed since Sena left.

 

At first, she was confused. Then she was sad, and now she was angry.

 

So, if she were to meet him somewhere, she intended to express her anger.

 

Really, she wanted to be angry.

 

At the subject she had stopped herself from running away from, the subject she had stopped herself from.

 

In the end, didn’t she run away? She would say bad things. She would tell him that she shouldn’t have met him in the first place.

 

For four years. For a whopping four years, she had imagined. When she met Sena, she would say this, she thought.

 

 

 

“…Hello, Chloe. Long time no see.”

 

But when she actually saw his face, Chloe couldn’t think of anything. Her thoughts scattered like mist.

 

“It’s really… you.”

 

Now she was just glad she could see him.

 

“Sena is here.”

 

Splat, Chloe’s tears fell.
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“Are you really calm now?”

 

Sena placed his tea on the table and took a seat.

 

“You seem distant.”

 

Seeing Chloe after so long, Sena noticed her pallor. Her once glossy hair had lost its luster, and her characteristic stern demeanor seemed subdued.

 

“Yeah.”

 

“I thought you’d be angry.”

 

“I can’t be. I can’t summon any anger. Seeing you, feeling glad, nothing else comes to mind. My mind’s gone blank.”

 

Sena managed a bitter smile.

 

I’m glad to see you too, Chloe.

 

But we shouldn’t be seeing each other.

 

After all, I’ll be gone soon. You have more days ahead without me.

 

“Why did you leave? Did you hate me? Whatever it was, I must’ve done wrong. I won’t do it again. I’ve been bad.”

 

Sena’s throat tightened.

 

Chloe had done nothing wrong.

 

Of course.

 

But he couldn’t tell her.

 

“You did nothing wrong.”

 

“T-then why did you…? Why did you suddenly leave like that?”

 

“That’s…”

 

‘Choose your words carefully, Sena.’

 

Sena closed his eyes.

Much hinged on these few words.

 

He must play the villain.

Being loved while on borrowed time is too much.

Let’s not leave any regrets.

 

“It wasn’t fun.”

 

“…”

 

“I left because it wasn’t fun. It’s not like we had any precious memories, right? Honestly, I don’t understand why Chloe’s making a big deal out of this.”

‘This is right.’

 

It was merely a life that wouldn’t last more than two months. Even if he had just appeared, he would leave this place tomorrow.

 

 

Sena gazed sharply at Chloe. His words carried a weight of absolute truth.

 

But—was deceiving a long-time friend too much?

 

“That’s… a lie, Sena.”

 

“…”

 

“Thank goodness. There must have been another reason.”

 

Caught red-handed. How could she see through his lie so easily? Was he that bad at pretending?

 

Sena forced a bitter laugh.

 

“Yeah, it was a lie. They were all precious memories to me. But it won’t change, Chloe. I’m leaving. From here too.”

 

“…!”

 

Chloe’s pupils got bigger.

 

Sena looked down.

 

“I hope you don’t come looking for me. It would be awkward if you suddenly appeared like this.”

 

The restrained tension around Chloe’s eyes dissipated in an instant.

 

She rose from her seat and knelt at Sena’s feet.

 

Chloe’s pride was stronger than anyone’s. Her act of kneeling meant she was desperate enough to set aside all pride.

 

“Please don’t leave.”

 

“I’ll do better. I won’t get angry anymore, or throw tantrums. Or, you don’t even have to meet me. Just stay in the Order. Maybe I’ll catch a glimpse of you passing by. I can endure not greeting you. Really. I don’t ask for anything else. Just let me see your face from afar.”

 

Towards the end, Chloe’s voice trembled so heavily it was barely comprehensible.

 

Sena felt as if someone had struck him hard on the head.

 

“I can’t live without you… So please.”

 

Sena avoided Chloe’s gaze.

 

If he saw her now, he would embrace her and promise not to leave.

 

The words to say were already decided, weren’t they?

 

“I’m sorry.”

 

“At least that much…”

 

Chloe’s tears soaked the carpet once again.

 

“You can at least do that much…”

 

Sena desperately suppressed the urge to embrace Chloe, who was on the verge of tears.

 

A brief silence passed.

 

Sena patiently waited for Chloe’s tears to dry.

 

The oppressive silence stretched on. Should he be the first to speak, he wondered.

In a subdued voice, Chloe finally said.

 

“I think I’ll call it a day.”

 

“…Yeah. Take care.”

 

“Sena.”

 

Chloe looked at Sena expressionlessly.

 

“Just as you did what you wanted, I will do what I want. I’m glad I met you. Thanks to you, I’ve made up my mind.”

 

“…That’s good.”

 

Chloe stood up from her seat.

 

In the end, not a single sip of tea was had. Her rolling eyes shone with the reverberation of her magical power.

 

 

 

The room felt eerily silent after Chloe disappeared. It was almost desolate.

 

Perhaps they would never meet again. This might have been their last encounter.

 

Sena shook his head. His heart felt suffocated.

 

“…It hurts.”

 

**

 

A somewhat melancholic morning passed.

 

Meals were skipped. There was no appetite, and there was no time.

 

He needed to revise his will. The testament Sena would leave behind for everyone.

 

The best outcome would be that no one even knew of his death, but that would be difficult.

 

His father was an archbishop. Even if unknown, wouldn’t there be a loud funeral?

 

To acquaintances who might come then, it would be a misdeed not to have a will.

 

“It’s more like an excuse than a will.”

 

I’ll read it again later and make corrections if necessary. Today’s efforts would end here.

 

Sena sealed the letter named ‘To Chloe’ and placed it at the very bottom of his suitcase.

 

Knock, knock.

 

Closing the bag at the sound, Sena slid it under the bed.

 

“Come in.”

 

Creak.

 

Serilda entered. She held a basket in her hand.

 

“I-I’m sorry.”

 

“Hm?”

 

“I got the tea your friend likes, but it seems I’m too late. Sylvia mentioned they had already left.”

 

“It’s okay, really. I didn’t expect you so soon.”

 

Sena grinned and took the basket. Inside were stacks of Rendel black tea.

 

“Oh, you really got it. And the premium kind, too.”

 

Fetching Rendel black tea was a task Sena often assigned. Many patients wanted to repay him, and it seemed impolite to keep refusing, so the more, the better the items chosen.

 

Of course, it was also handy for times when he needed a brief respite like now. In that sense, Serilda did an excellent job with her duties.

 

“My friend likes this tea too, but I think I like it best. Thank you, Serilda. Thanks to you, I worry less about tea.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

However, Serilda couldn’t meet Sena’s eyes. She seemed unusually fidgety.

 

“Hm? I said it’s really okay.”

 

“Um, S-Sena, Sena-nim. It’s just that…”

 

Serilda kept glancing out the window. Sensing her unease, Sena walked towards where her gaze fell.

 

“Ahhh…!”

 

Though Serilda reached out her hand, a maid couldn’t stop her master’s steps.

 

Sena opened the window and peered outside.

 

 

-Well, they say you shouldn’t be drunk.

 

– I’m sorry, Sister. I’m just here because I followed Justitia’s guidance.

 

-Then could you at least do something about the smell of alcohol before coming here!

 

-Justitia likes alcohol.

 

-You just decided on your own! You drunkard!

 

…The noise was so loud that one might wonder why no one heard it.

 

Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

“…I’m not sure if I should be relieved that she’s still the same or worried about alcohol addiction.”

 

Priestess Seria.

 

She was a disciple of Cardinal Nemesis. Nemesis and Cruyff were priests who get along very well.

 

They had been close since childhood. Like childhood friends.

 

…But she grew up a bit strangely. When she was young, she had a cute side…

 

-Would you like to do it once before I become a priest? S*x.

 

That didn’t happen.

 

Let’s bury those memories.

 

“Oh, Sena. Hello. Your face has gotten longer since we last met. Hmm? Now it looks like two faces.”

 

Sena sighed and gestured for her to come up.

 

**

 

Sena handed a letter to Seria.

 

“I was going to write a letter anyway. Read this.”

 

“Uh, some water…”

 

But Seria trembled as if she were about to die.

 

Sena sighed deeply and said to Serilda.

 

“Would you give this drunkard a glass of water? Something cold to clear her mind.”

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

Carefully, Serilda handed Seria a cup of water. Seria gulped down the water and wiped her mouth.

 

“Whew, I thought I was going to die.”

 

After spitting out tough words, she glanced alternately at Sena and Serilda with a gentle smile.

 

“God bless you both. I am Seria, a priest of the Order of Justitia. Thank you, sister, for giving me the gift of Justitia.”

 

“It’s too late to pretend to be faithful.”

 

Sena looked at her as if he were looking at garbage.

 

‘Can I trust her with this?’

 

The thought passed briefly, but the reality was that there was no suitable alternative.

 

Although she seemed otherwise, she was an excellent priest. At least when dealing with patients.

 

“You read the letter first, and Serilda, please step out for a moment.”

 

“Yes, Sena-nim.”

 

Serilda left the room. Seria sat down at the table with a serious expression and received the letter.

 

After a moment.

 

Seria looked up and said to Sena.

 

“I understand. It was indeed like that.”

 

Sena’s lips trembled.

 

“Will you read it with your eyes open?”

 

Seria had her eyes closed. To be precise, she always kept her eyes closed.

 

“Did I get caught…? Everyone else didn’t notice.”

 

“We’ve known each other for 15 years.”

 

“It’s been 11 years. You were gone for 4 years.”

 

Seria grinned. Sena was already gazing at a distant mountain.

 

Seria, who read her letter in the meantime, responded.

 

“Yes. I’ve confirmed the contents. It says to continue from you and become the Empress’s physician.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“That means you’ll run away again soon.”

 

“…”

 

“How much time is left?”

 

Sena turned his back to Seria and approached the window.

 

Sylvia was seen leaning against a large tree and drooling with her eyes closed.

 

The numbers reflected in the window and the figure of Seria looking eerily at him with red eyes.

 

Sena spoke briefly.

 

“66 days.”

 

“Not much time left. Really, now.”

 

Seria had a unique ability.

 

The ability to see the ‘fate’ of living creatures. It was a little different from Sena’s case.

Sena could discern the ‘exact’ lifespan, including ‘disease’ and ‘accidental death’.

 

However, what Seria saw was the predetermined lifespan of a human being. It was about how long one could live without any illness or accident.

 

She can’t even see detailed numbers. Humans with long lifespans have a blue flame that burns brightly as if it would burn everything.

 

The smaller its lifespan, the smaller the blue flame, she said.

 

For reference, she said that Sena had a precarious flame that could go out at any moment.

 

So, he couldn’t hide anything from her.

 

He was just asking for a favor. Not to tell anyone. Seria had only kept half of her promise. She told Cruyff.

 

“You said some harsh things to Chloe.”

 

“…It couldn’t be helped.”

 

“You should have been honest.”

 

“Then that girl will be trying every possible method to keep me alive until I die. She might even become a dark mage.”

 

Seria chuckled.

 

“I can’t deny that. It would be troublesome if Chloe became a dark mage. She might become humanity’s greatest enemy.”

 

Sena looked at Seria again.

 

“I’m asking you.”

 

“However, if that person’s ‘fate’ is short, I will stop without hesitation.”

 

“I understand. You don’t cling to hopeless patients. But… guide them well until their permitted lifespan.”

 

Seria felt reluctant, but she couldn’t ignore the final request of her dying friend.

 

“I promise.”

 

Sena felt a slight weight lifted off his shoulders.

 

A faint smile crept across his face. This would fulfill his duty to Astria.

 

‘The atmosphere feels a bit heavier.’

 

Seria and he didn’t fit into such a mood.

 

Sena joked while carrying the burden.

 

“But aren’t you taking a risk by not quitting alcohol even after becoming an official priest?”

 

“Excuse me, Sister. If someone sees me, they might think I’m addicted to alcohol. Yesterday, I met Sister Chris after a long time and let off some steam.”

 

Seria tended to talk more when she felt guilty. Like now.

 

“Oh, really? But even if you didn’t meet Chris, you would have drunk, right?”

 

“It depends on how you see it. Even now, among those who know, I’m called a saint.”

 

“If you’re a saint, that deity must have made a mistake.”

 

Seria’s lips curled up slightly. She half-opened her eyes.

 

“Justitia won’t forgive that. Repent.”

 

“You don’t believe in Justitia.”

 

“Oh dear.”

 

Seria clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle a burp.

 

“Uh, may you be punished.”

 

The smell of alcohol lingered.

 

Sena wished she would leave quickly.
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The departure time was set.

 

‘If it’s during the ball, everyone will be too preoccupied.’

 

If not then, it would be difficult to escape cleanly.

 

This place was the palace, the most heavily guarded in the empire, where even ants passing by were named.

 

Escaping from such a location was no easy feat, but Sena was confident. Escaping was his specialty.

 

“Oh, I almost forgot.”

 

Astria, seated in a wheelchair, caressed the flowers in the garden.

 

“What is it?”

 

“I need to choose someone to escort me.”

 

“Why not ask Chris?”

 

“Hand my fate to a Guardian Knight? How unromantic.”

 

Astria rubbed her chin and looked up at Sena.

 

“You do it. Escort me.”

 

“Me?”

 

“Yes.”

 

‘This complicates things.’

 

With this, the grand plan of escaping during the ball would become doubly difficult.

 

Sena awkwardly chuckled and said.

 

“May I?”

 

“There’s nothing you can’t do.”

 

“But tomorrow is an important day.”

 

“What are you trying to say?”

 

“On a day like that, if I stand next to Her Majesty, people might… pay too much attention. I don’t particularly like being in the spotlight.”

 

Rattle.

 

“That’s a surprise.”

 

Surprised, Astria stopped her wheelchair with her foot.

She stood up and grabbed Sena by the collar, pulling him closer.

 

“Sena.”

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

“Do it.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Astria, who brooked no opposition, could be irksome at times.

 

Live life as you please, forever.

 

**

 

“That’s enough. Let’s go eat.”

 

How many times had they circled the garden? Astria spoke briefly.

 

‘She really likes gardens.’

 

She liked harmless things; I thought that was a joke, but maybe it wasn’t.

 

“Why do people call Her Majesty a tyrant?”

 

“Do not know the minds of fearful bugs. What about you? Do you think of me as a tyrant?”

 

Sena, pushing the wheelchair, glanced down. A tuft of yellow fur. The unusually small head caught his eye.

 

Astria’s outward appearance was girlish. If not for her flashy golden clothes and unique aura, she might have looked merely cute.

 

But even with all that considered, honestly, Sena didn’t find her intimidating.

 

“When I heard the rumors, ‘Yes,’ but having seen you, ‘No.'”

 

“Hoo, what was your impression of me?”

 

“Uh, kill for a slight mistake, kill for joking, kill while eating… and again.”

 

Astria raised her hand with a bewildered expression. Had she been seen as a killer rather than an empress all this time?

 

“That’s enough. I understand. But what you think of as a tyrant is what I would call a ruffian.”

 

Astria glanced at Sena with a slight smirk.

 

“A tyrant is someone who doesn’t hesitate. They do what needs to be done. In your eyes, would a servant accidentally tipping a carriage deserve to die?”

 

“Well, no.”

 

“I think the same way. If a skilled servant vanishes due to such a simple mistake, the time to find a replacement will be delayed by at least 3 minutes. Three minutes. That’s enough time for an entire country to vanish.”

 

Astria occasionally revealed her firepower. It was an aspect of the Empress that couldn’t be hidden.

 

‘The empire will live long.’

 

Sena was also a healer. Sometimes he chose who to treat. Of course, he didn’t let bad people off the hook, but he hoped good people would live long.

 

If the price of his healing was connected to the blood of many, it would be sad. Therefore, Sena pushed the wheelchair with relief.

 

“That’s a splendid thought. I’ll give you credit for that.”

 

Astria still smiled, but the corners of her mouth twitched slightly.

 

“You should consider yourself fortunate to have been born with that face and body. Otherwise, you’d be dead.”

 

“I’m aware of that.”

 

“Knowing only makes it more frustrating.”

 

The two continued chatting as they headed to the dining room.

 

Under the luxurious table, Sena ate heartily while Astria ate with a stern expression.

 

Salad was the end of today’s menu.

 

Fortunately, Astria didn’t say anything negative. It was a familiar sight by now.

 

‘I suppose she’ll have to get used to it even when I’m not around.’

 

Could Seria control Astria? He wasn’t sure, but she had to be grateful that she wasn’t dead.

 

Still, if what the Empress said earlier was true, Seria would live long. She only kills people based on necessity, after all. Seria would recognize her usefulness.

 

“It’s already evening.”

 

“Tonight, it’s best to sleep early. I really dislike it when someone steps on my foot while I’m dancing.”

 

“You shouldn’t step on someone’s foot in the first place. It’s better to ask Chris to be your partner…”

 

“Sena.”

 

“I’m sorry.”

 

“Fine. That’s all.”

 

Sena smiled meaninglessly, but inside, he felt differently.

 

‘Time has passed so quickly.’

 

The yellow evening sunset glow appeared.

 

Sena liked sitting on cliffs and watching the evening glow. The sky in the medieval era, with no factories running, was more beautiful than imagined.

 

‘…Could I have spent more meaningful time? Is this really the maximum?’

 

The allotted time was rushing towards its end. Sena suddenly looked back on the past and wondered if he had wasted it.

 

Could he have spent more time with Astria? Was there a better way than how he had dealt with Chloe yesterday?

 

Regardless of his thoughts, it was already too late. Time lost for Sena wouldn’t return.

 

However, one thing was clear: Sena wished this time could continue a little longer.

 

Just a few more hours.

 

“Sena, cover your nose.”

 

“Huh?”

 

“A foul-smelling human is approaching.”

 

Lost in thought, Sena raised his head.

 

“…!”

 

A middle-aged man and several knights surrounded him.

 

There were quite a few people, but Sena’s gaze was fixed on one man.

 

A man dressed in pitch black. His cheeks were sunken, his gaze grim, and his eyes bulging as if they would roll out any moment.

 

He had a menacing appearance that could be straight out of a horror movie.

 

Seeing this unfamiliar man, Sena was reminded of one thing.

 

A raven.

 

It wasn’t just because of his black clothes.

 

It was because he didn’t seem alive at all. He felt just like a raven, that thought crossed Sena’s mind.

 

They stopped in front of Astria.

 

“Duke Wilhelm Reinhardt. I’m sorry, but my audiences are over.”

 

Wilhelm looked down at Astria with a suffocatingly ruthless aura. However, he quickly put on a friendly smile.

 

“Is that so? I was worried when I heard about the ball despite Her Majesty’s poor health, so I came to check. What a pity.”

 

“Oh, thank you for worrying about my health. But don’t worry. Tomorrow, the ball will proceed as planned.”

 

Sena’s gaze on Wilhelm was uneasy.

 

‘What’s with this person.’

 

It was the first time.

 

[1]

 

[2142]

 

[324]

 

[12]

 

[4251]

 

The numbers above his head were fluctuating in real-time. It seemed as if the numbers were going crazy.

 

“However… Your legs look uncomfortable. Are you okay to dance?”

 

“Don’t worry. I can dance even lying down.”

 

“Heh.”

 

At that moment, the two knights on either side chuckled. Soon, they realized their mistake, closed their mouths, and returned to their poker faces.

 

Without even looking at them, Astria spoke.

 

“What’s your affiliation?”

 

“I’m Sir Anthony of the First Imperial Knights.”

 

“Likewise, I’m Sir Patrick.”

 

“Anthony, Patrick.”

 

Astria spoke dryly.

 

“Commit suicide.”

 

“Yes…?”

 

“Are you defying the imperial command, Imperial Knights?”

 

“I, um…”

 

“I ordered you to die. Is that difficult?”

 

Sena’s pupils trembled. He couldn’t grasp what to do.

 

If he intervened, it would mean disregarding Astria’s authority. Allowing the knights, who dared to mock the Empress in her presence, to go unpunished was equally untenable.

 

Silence would result in bloodshed, not just the knights’, but it would surely have negative political implications as well.

 

‘In situations like this, it’s better to divert attention to myself.’

 

Just as Sena was about to clap to shift attention away…

 

“Have you not heard Her Majesty’s words?”

 

Duke Wilhelm sneered and drew the sword of the knight beside him.

 

Then he swung it precisely two times.

 

Sena moved unconsciously, reaching out as if to grab the knight’s pulse.

 

It was too late when he realized there was no way to save someone whose neck had already been severed; his expression stiffened.

 

He had seen many people die. It didn’t disgust him to see a corpse.

 

But the manner of death was shocking.

 

“Are you satisfied, Your Majesty? These two loyal knights are dead.”

 

“Distasteful. Leave.”

 

Wilhelm bowed slowly in front of Astria. He lowered his head slightly and spoke.

 

“As you command.”

 

He rose and passed behind Astria. Just before he left, he whispered to Sena in a low voice.

 

“Today is your chance to escape, physician of the Empress.”

 

His voice was as dry as a chalk scratching on a board. It was more unpleasant than a screeching sound.

 

No matter who tried to stop him, Sena would leave without fail.

 

“Physician. Did you hear?”

 

“…”

 

“You’re supposed to escape. What will you do?”

 

It was the same.

 

No matter who told him to escape, he wouldn’t until the appointed time arrived.

 

“I won’t escape. At least not today.”

 

**

 

Time for everyone to fall asleep.

Sena, too, prepared to sleep.

 

[I’ll see you sometime soon.]

-Sena.

 

Sena wrote a letter to Cruyff.

It was his last plan to meet before returning to his hometown.

 

‘…Wilhelm. That man is dangerous.’

 

It wasn’t necessarily about the previous act he witnessed.

 

It was just that his whole body was telling him. Duke Wilhelm Reinhardt is dangerous.

 

‘And that last phrase, it bothers me.’

 

-Today is your chance to escape, physician of the Empress.

 

There were various interpretations.

 

In some ways, it sounded like he knew that Sena would run away tomorrow, but there was no way he could have known that.

 

The most likely one was ‘I’m going to do something tonight’.

 

Creak.

 

Sena opened the window with a troubled expression.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

He spoke softly, and a silver figure turned this way. Even in the dark night, her silver eyes shone strangely bright.

 

With a graceful movement, she climbed up the wall and stood on the balcony with one foot crossed over.

 

“Wow. So, you’re a knight.”

 

Sena found himself clapping unintentionally.

 

Sylvia blinked in surprise.

 

“How did you see through me? You don’t think I became Senior’s escort through connections, do you?”

 

“No way, that can’t be it. I know your skills best.”

 

“…Fine. What is it? By the way, just like I told Serilda, even if you tell me not to work today, I won’t listen.”

 

“It’s not that. Then I’ll die.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes immediately became serious.

 

“What have you heard today?”

 

She stepped inside over the balcony. Sena closed the window.

 

“Yeah. It’s not certain, but Duke Wilhelm threatened me.”

 

“I’ll go deal with it right now.”

 

“Wait, wait, wait.”

 

Sena grabbed Sylvia’s wrist, though he couldn’t get a good hold because of her thick armor.

 

“I told Chris too, but if anything happens, wake me up. That’s why I called you.”

 

Sylvia glanced at Sena and said curtly,

 

“…What can Senior do?”

 

“I can do something.”

 

“Is that an order?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“Hah, alright then.”

 

Sylvia waved her hand.

 

“You don’t have to worry so much. Because Teutonic Knights will never lose to anyone other than themselves.”

 

“I trust you.”

 

Sylvia went back onto the balcony. Sena poked his face out the window and whispered softly.

 

“…Be careful.”

 

Sena’s worried eyes were enough to turn Sylvia’s face red.

 

“Good night.”

 

Sylvia lowered her head nervously, closed the window, and turned around.

She murmured softly as she cooled her blushing face against the cold plate mail.

 

“You’re too cute, Senior.”
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-‘Early this morning, Sena will probably ask to be awakened. But don’t wake him.’

 

-‘Why?’

 

-‘Do you know the meaning behind the name Sena?’

 

Sylvia recalled her conversation with Chris while seated under the oak tree. In Sylvia’s memory, Chris was an unusual senior.

 

He was a scoundrel, to put it mildly.

 

Sneaking into the women’s dormitory at night and emerging in disheveled clothing in the morning, skipping classes to drink and coming back intoxicated—it was beyond mere mischief.

 

It was said that even this behavior had improved somewhat after meeting Sena. Sylvia hadn’t been at the school then, but she was well aware of the story’s fame.

 

‘They said they fought tooth and nail at the beginning of the semester. Chris started it… Men are said to become closer through fighting.’

 

Honestly, it was hard to imagine. Chris, unusually kind to Sena, but Sena making a fist was still difficult to picture.

 

However, it was true that Sena had changed Chris. Sylvia had witnessed it firsthand. From some point on, Chris abandoned his rough speech and adopted a more ‘knightly’ manner of speaking.

 

He even started using honorifics with everyone. But when things got serious, his old habits tended to resurface.

 

Chris arrived in the afternoon, using informal speech. It signified a serious situation and hinted at something about to unfold.

 

-‘It means ‘the one who brings the morning,’ doesn’t it?’

 

-‘More precisely, it means just before the morning arrives.’

 

-‘And how does that relate to not waking Sena?’

 

-‘Her Majesty desires the night. She doesn’t want the morning to come too soon.’

 

-‘Senior. I’m so stupid that I won’t understand when you say that.’

 

-‘Today, there’s a lot of killing planned. But if Sena wakes up, she won’t be able to kill anyone.’

 

-‘Indeed, I wouldn’t want to kill anyone in front of Sena.’

 

Chris’s guess was astute. Sena had called for her. If anything happened, wake him.

 

But Sylvia sincerely upheld her role as a knight.

 

The Empress’s personal guard. Currently, Sena’s escort. Although temporary, her lord was Sena.

 

Where would you find a knight who defied their lord’s orders? But to wake Sena would mean ignoring the advice of a senior knight.

 

When faced with difficult choices, Sylvia always chose everything.

 

“…Fine, let’s just kill them all and wake him.”

 

Reaching a simple conclusion, she opened her eyes, lowered her gaze that had been closed, and rose slowly, drawing her sword.

 

“You all have no manners, passing by while the escort is wide awake.”

 

“We thought you looked like a suitable escort. You should’ve just pretended to be asleep, lady.”

 

Two men in black robes.

Their inner garments seemed quite thick, likely armored, and their main weapon appeared to be swords.

 

Sylvia extended her magic to check if there were any mages nearby. If there were, she’d need to target them first.

 

“I’ll give you a chance. If you sit there pretending to sleep, I won’t kill you.”

 

“What should we do? We could pretend to sleep and still win, but then you’d wake your dear Senior.”

 

There was a gap among knights. Handling a sword was more important to them than anything. Sylvia intentionally moved into their gap.

 

“Until I kill you, you must not let Senior wake up. So, would you kindly die quietly?”

 

“What nonsense. You think you can kill me? You?”

 

“Yes. I do.”

 

The next response was a sword strike. Sylvia deflected it at an angle almost imperceptible to the man in the black robe.

 

‘What happened?’

 

The man was momentarily taken aback. Sylvia had closed in on him, even in the most dangerous position. At this range, unless there was a significant difference in skill, he couldn’t block her strikes.

 

‘Am I really at such a disadvantage against this young girl?’

 

He couldn’t believe it. The man swung his sword several times, even trying to deny this fact. To a normal knight, this relentless flurry of attacks would have left them as a mere pile of chopped meat.

 

‘This can’t be happening.’

 

But Sylvia emerged unscathed. It was as if something was preventing his strikes from landing, like swinging a sword underwater.

 

“Don’t you get it yet? Show me what you’ve got.”

 

Sylvia spoke with a hint of pity. She was a much smaller figure than him, and she hadn’t even used magic yet. The difference in stature was significant. Yet, he was being pushed back like this?

 

“This is ridiculous.”

 

His pride wouldn’t allow it.

 

“I didn’t want to draw attention by using magic.”

 

Vwoom! The man’s longsword glowed red.

 

“You’re an assassin sent to kill the Empress’s physician. But, would it matter if your identity were revealed?”

 

“Hmph, no one who sees this color of magic survives anyway.”

 

Sylvia infused just enough magic to prevent her sword from breaking. The man attacked, but Sylvia effortlessly parried every strike without taking a single step, her gaze fixed beyond him.

 

‘A knight too.’

 

He was indeed a knight. Wearing a black robe and sneaking in to commit murder at night seemed inconsistent with knighthood.

 

Using assassination was not something a true knight would do.

 

‘And this man.’

 

He used magic. Naturally, only a ‘knight’ could wield both a sword and magic. The problem was, his skill wasn’t particularly remarkable.

 

An unremarkable knight couldn’t infiltrate the royal palace. That meant he was an insider, and those who could engage in such deeds…

 

‘Imperial Knight.’

 

There wasn’t much more to discern.

 

Thunk.

 

The man’s head fell.

 

The man whose head had flown away collapsed in the same posture as he swung his sword.

 

His expression was twisted in agony. He had failed to breach Sylvia’s defense, and right at the moment of his counterattack, he realized he was outmatched.

 

“Well done.”

 

The remaining man approached Sylvia unfazed.

 

“Not even a blink when your comrade died. The Imperial Knights are indeed impressive.”

 

“I’ve heard of you before. Sylvia the Shiver. Surviving multiple attacks, once you discern the pattern, you kill in one strike—that’s how you earned that reputation.”

 

He had been using magic from the beginning. His magic emitted a burning emerald light.

 

“Then if I kill you before you discern my pattern, that’s all it takes.”

 

“If that were easy, would I have joined Teutonic Knights?”

 

“Quite arrogant.”

 

“Only Senior Sena can say that. And…”

 

Sylvia was already behind the man.

 

She wiped the blood off her sword as if it were dirty.

 

“I’ll end it before I have to use my finishing move.”

 

The man’s body split in half. Sylvia gazed calmly at the corpse.

 

“If you’re an Imperial Knight, you should be loyal to Her Majesty. Rather than letting anger over an unfounded incident drive you to serve the dukes like lackeys.”

 

When Astria ascended to the throne,

She single-handedly slaughtered the Imperial Knights who sided with the crown prince.

 

That act was considered the sole disgrace of the esteemed Imperial Knights’ long tradition.

 

Even so, isn’t it rather unbecoming for an Imperial Knight to defy the Empress?

 

“…Then, let’s go wake up Senior.”

 

‘Maybe a little praise?’

 

Sylvia cleared her throat once and prepared to jump to the balcony.

 

But then, she sensed a formidable presence and widened her eyes, gripping her sword tightly.

 

‘They’re coming.’

 

Sylvia gathered all her magic. She rarely felt this tense. Just from the aura, she knew. What was approaching was a giant.

 

At least a Master. Perhaps even more.

 

When her hand trembled slightly—

 

Thunk!

 

A man fell from the sky. Clad in silvery armor beneath his robe, the knight grinned cruelly as he twisted his sword. The silver-armored knight in agony spoke.

 

“Kill, me.”

 

“It won’t be easy.”

 

“Yes, don’t you lack even the dignity of a knight?”

 

“A traitor doesn’t deserve a knightly appearance.”

 

It was a face everyone knew. The name of the knight who drove the sword into the heart was Chris. And the knight who was stabbed by Chris was Lopang. He was the Commander of the Imperial Knights.

 

Lopang moved his impaled body. He was preparing to take his own life. Chris intentionally did not move.

 

In agonizing pain, Lopang screamed and soon collapsed. Only then did Chris rise. Sylvia muttered a word.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Seeing Sylvia’s disgusted expression was more unsettling than witnessing the orc’s head explode a month ago.

 

Chris grinned, showing his teeth to Sylvia.

“I came to help, but it looks like I didn’t need to. Excellent. As expected, you were the only one worthy of being selected by the Teutonic Knights from your ranks.”

 

“What’s going on? Please explain. I didn’t hear anything properly. Also, could you wipe the blood off?”

 

Chris was covered in blood. However, Sylvia could bet Sena’s travel suitcase on the fact that the blood wasn’t his.

 

Above all, Chris now looked almost animalistic. It was like seeing Chris again when he first entered the Academy.

 

‘I thought he’d changed, but it seems he was just hiding it.’

 

“The Duke has revealed his ambition. He mentioned tomorrow, but it seems he’s preparing in advance today.”

 

“…The timing is good. With the Teutonic Knights away on an official trip, he thought I wouldn’t be much of a threat being a new knight.”

 

It was not surprising that Duke Wilhelm would rebel.

 

He was already gradually devouring the empire. Most nobles were under his control, and he had even succeeded in taking over the Imperial Knights.

 

The person Chris had just killed, Lopang, was originally a knight of Duke Reinhardt.

 

“Fools, falling into the trap Her Majesty set. It was foreseen since Sena’s arrival.”

 

“…Since Senior’s arrival?”

 

“Yeah, thanks to that, tomorrow at the ball, we’ll announce the Empire’s restoration. Finally, the stalled clock of the Empire will start ticking again.”

 

Chris smiled happily. Sylvia pondered deeply.

 

Is everything fixed already? How long has he been a physician? How competent is he really?

 

“What is it that I need to do?”

 

“Protect Sena.”

 

Chris replied without hesitation.

 

“Even with rebellion happening?”

 

“That’s why we must prioritize protecting important people.”

 

“…In that case, shouldn’t Senior Chris be by Her Majesty’s side?”

 

“Lord Granz is currently not at the palace.”

 

In other words, as long as it’s not Granz, Astria won’t be in danger.

 

“The Duke won’t be targeting Her Majesty today; he has no justification. Probably tomorrow, at the ball. They will attempt treason in front of everyone. Today is just a preliminary to make that gathering a bit easier.”

 

Sylvia nodded quietly. Chris smirked towards the balcony.

 

“Tonight seems like it will be a long one. Sena seems to be oversleeping.”

 

It was a joke often told at the Academy. Students used to blame Sena for no reason when the morning didn’t come. Sena couldn’t lie, so it was easy to tease him.

 

“Take care.”

 

Chris walked away confidently. Though Sylvia didn’t know where he was headed next, it was likely to be hell.

 

Today’s Chris seemed utterly merciless.

 

But there was one thing. He was wrong. Tonight wouldn’t be that long. Because…

Since earlier, a fluffy white lump had been visible on the third-floor balcony.

 

“Senior. You can come out now.”

 

After Chris’s presence completely disappeared, Sylvia stared intently towards the balcony.

 

“…D-Did I get caught?”

 

Sena smiled mischievously and peeked his head out.

 

It would be abnormal not to wake up after hearing that noise when Chris appeared earlier.

 

Chris, whose attention was completely focused on the enemy, didn’t notice.
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Sena had been watching Sylvia’s battle from the beginning.

 

But there wasn’t much to see in reality.

 

‘It’s too dark to see anything.’

 

Would it have been different if it were brighter? Sena never really caught a good glimpse of Sylvia’s sword.

 

She instinctively knew the blind spots that existed between human beings.

 

Because of the sword that always moved angularly, everyone at the Academy avoided sparring with Sylvia the most. Even if they were more skilled than Sylvia, they could end up with a blade at their throat if they let their guard down for a moment.

 

Still, Sena watched Sylvia’s fights nervously. Objectively, Sylvia was strong, but to Sena, she was just like a younger sibling. He worried she might get hurt.

 

Fortunately, those worries were unfounded. There was a flash, and Sylvia’s sword swiped through empty air.

 

Sena knew from his swordsmanship lessons at the academy that it was a signal the battle was over.

 

He smirked faintly. It felt rewarding to have corrected Sylvia’s mana colorblindness.

 

“Phew.”

 

He almost called out loudly to Sylvia, waving his hand. Sena hesitated and sat down on the balcony. Blood poured from his lips.

 

‘I woke up soon.’

 

Sena’s pupils dilated. He was wearing a white shirt now. He would stand out.

 

‘What should I do? I’ll get caught by Sylvia.’

 

Sylvia had good night vision. Even in the darkest places, she could identify small objects far away.

 

First, Sena hurriedly wiped the blood from his hands onto his shirt and pants. He planned to change clothes quickly. But—

 

Boom!

 

A spark flashed, and Sena turned his head to see Chris grappling and pummeling someone with a half-dazed look on his face.

 

‘Why are you showing up at this moment?’

 

Damn bad luck. If Sylvia had good eyesight, Chris was good at everything except seeing. He was especially sensitive to sound.

 

-A man infiltrated the women’s dormitory. Is it Yuri’s room? Yuri is mine. Sena, I have to catch this intruder. Don’t touch the pieces. I’m the best for this.

 

-…Can you hear that? The women’s dorm is ten meters away. And you only have one piece left, the king. You really got lucky.

 

Now, how could he move? Sena couldn’t make a single move.

 

If he accidentally woke up someone who was awake, Chris would likely knock them out to keep things under control. Tonight seemed to be a dangerous night with a lot going on.

 

-Lord Granz is currently not at the palace.

 

Through the serene dawn air, Chris’s calm voice reached him.

 

It had been a long time since Chris had spoken casually. It felt like seeing the early Chris again. Back then, he was truly remarkable. Chris was like a watercolor painting that expressed the essence of a vagabond.

 

At some point, he had turned over a new leaf, but in serious situations like this, he tended to revert to his original self.

 

-The Duke won’t be targeting Her Majesty today; he has no justification. Probably tomorrow, at the ball. They will attempt treason in front of everyone. Today is just a preliminary to make that gathering a bit easier.

 

These were unfamiliar stories. They were probably information that wasn’t even allowed to the chief physician.

 

Sena’s mouth twitched.

 

‘You could’ve told me sooner!’

 

Of course, he had fixed things as quickly as possible, but if he had known, he would’ve done more!

 

Grumbling quietly, Sena was about to reproach Chris when Chris, quite stylishly, said.

 

-Tonight seems like it will be a long one. Sena seems to be oversleeping.

 

He hadn’t slept yet.

 

Keeping quiet about being awake was the right answer, after all. Who wants morning to come so quickly?

 

Since when did the sun show sympathy for humans? Morning will come. But because it’s a deadline morning, he’ll rush a little.

 

‘If this is Astria’s trap, then the best I can do here is… to complain to Cruyff and tidy up tonight’s events with the Church.’

 

Hmm, isn’t that all a bit unnecessary?

 

Well… still, wouldn’t it be nice if the Church supported him? Even if he doesn’t like it, their influence is like a cheat code.

 

The Emperor is inaugurated in the name of the Church. The will of the Church is the will of the God. How dare mere humans forcibly bring down an Emperor recognized by God?

 

The justification collapses instantly. The most fearsome ‘Inquisition’ of this era to be held accountable. Once the Duke is on the stand, the bought-and-paid-for fake priest Cruyff will issue a ‘you’re sentenced to death’ verdict.

 

Of course, it’s all about justification. In reality, the Church is nothing but a sect that supports the powerful.

 

Surprisingly, Sena’s voice carries weight in the Church. Or rather, he’s trusted.

 

The moment Sena supports Astria, people will start thinking, ‘Whoever opposes her is doomed.’ Then, betting on the Empire and Astria regaining power is the plan.

 

So, tonight, he planned to stay awake. To witness the Duke’s behavior with his own eyes and report it.

 

Sena stuck her head out.

 

‘Is he gone?’

 

If he is, let’s quickly go inside and change clothes.

 

But at that moment, Sylvia’s eyes met his.

 

Sena immediately recoiled. Cold sweat dripped down his back.

 

“Senior. You can come out now.”

 

“…D-Did I get caught?”

 

Awkwardly smiling, Sena peeked out again, and in an instant, Sylvia was on the balcony. Without hesitation, she grabbed Sena and leaped down from the balcony.

 

“Anyway, what else did you want me to wake you up for?”

 

Carefully setting Sena down, Sylvia spoke. Sena looked at Sylvia with blurry eyes.

 

Astria was taller than Sylvia by even a little, and Sylvia was clearly smaller. Being held by someone like her… felt a bit pathetic.

 

“Well, about that…”

 

“What should I do?”

 

“Go to Her Majesty.”

 

“No, I can’t.”

 

“Why not?”

 

“Considering how Senior Chris felt about Senior Sena, I’ll get scolded. Please think of your Junior.”

 

‘Come to think of it, she’s now officially the escort.’

 

Knights might be oblivious to other things, but hierarchy was strict. The worst-case scenario was unimaginable, and to top it off, with the Academy graduation just a year apart, Sylvia couldn’t push back.

 

“Well, even so, Chris won’t be by Her Majesty’s side.”

 

“The battlefield changes every minute. Moreover, if that’s considered treason, who knows what might happen?”

 

“Then wouldn’t it be better to go protect Her Majesty?”

 

“Senior?”

 

Sylvia looked at Sena suspiciously. Sena’s lips curled in discomfort.

 

“…Am I being treated like a burden here?”

 

“It’s better than just being a burden. Senior, you’re fragile. I worry you might break.”

 

“I’m not that fragile. Remember, I was the top student of the Academy.”

 

“The ‘former’ top. Remember when you were a first-year and forbidden to use magic? How long are you going to dwell on it? Since the second year, Senior Chris has never missed being the top.”

 

Sena was already gazing into the distance, clearly avoiding the conversation.

 

‘Who looks this perfect right after waking up?’

 

In the faint moonlight, Sena resembled a painting—a cuteness that no painting could capture.

 

Sylvia discreetly stepped back, wanting to take in Sena’s entirety.

 

Then Sena took a step forward.

 

“?”

 

Perplexed by this inexplicable action, Sylvia quickly stepped back three paces. Sena advanced exactly three paces.

 

“W-Why do you keep stepping back?”

 

“Why do you keep coming forward?”

 

Sena looked puzzled. Sylvia gave him a suspicious look. ‘Something’s not right.’ But before she could say anything, Sena spoke first.

 

“Did you… kill them all?”

 

Sylvia blinked belatedly, realizing she had forgotten to hide away the bodies.

 

“Ah, yes.”

 

Looking strangely at Sena, who seemed unaware. Sena disliked seeing people die—it was common sense among those who knew him.

 

“Can you check? There might be survivors.”

 

“…Yes. But…”

 

Sylvia looked uneasy.

 

“Senior, they’re traitors. If we mourn even their deaths, how can we survive in this harsh world?”

 

“I’m not mourning.”

 

Sena crouched beside a fresh corpse. Having adapted somewhat to the darkness, he could discern the features a bit. The head was missing.

 

“I have power, but the true strength lies in the testimony of the involved parties.”

 

“Testimony?”

 

“I plan to put Reinhardt on trial for heresy. Just in case, I want to secure witnesses for the situation.”

 

‘And I hope she doesn’t see the blood on me.’

 

Sylvia still hadn’t caught on, despite the blood stains on Sena’s shirt.

 

“…Senior, you have quite the plan.”

 

“That’s why you should have left one alive.”

 

“I think we’ve gathered all the information we need. But what’s with that tone?”

 

Sylvia glared at Sena.

 

“You’re blaming me after I’ve kept watch? I didn’t kill him for fear of what might happen to you, Senior.”

 

“You killed him because you thought it might be a threat to me?”

 

“I didn’t say that.”

 

Sylvia turned her head silently.

 

‘Her character is really peculiar upon closer inspection.’

 

Sena looked at the next corpse. This time, it was a fully armed enemy. It wasn’t just about ending a life but also ensuring no chance of survival.

 

‘…What do they think of me?’

 

He could see the treatment. He must have gotten the wrong idea. He’d save an assassin who was trying to kill him.

 

Could that be true? Sena wasn’t the kind to protest in the midst of war, holding a sign that said, ‘Killing is wrong’.

 

Some deaths are unavoidable. Some people deserve to die. Sena understood that fact.

 

Anyway, the initial purpose was achieved. Now, he would naturally think about the blood stains on his shirt.

 

“We can’t help it here. Let’s move to the next scene. Chris mentioned visiting the Imperial Knights, right? We might find witnesses. If we’re lucky, we might even get direct evidence of rebellion.”

 

Sena spoke as he stood up, addressing Sylvia. But Sylvia was staring at Sena with a chilling gaze.

 

“Stay still.”

 

“Why?”

 

Sylvia drew her sword and infused it with mana. A clear blue light illuminated the surroundings.

 

Bloodstains were visible on Sena’s shirt. Sena hurriedly covered the blood.

 

“Explain.”

 

Sylvia gave him a chance to speak. Sena hesitated.

 

“It’s obviously not my blood. No one came into my room. This just happened. Just now. Haha.”

 

Sylvia’s cold gaze now moved to Sena’s head.

 

“…!”

 

With certainty, she approached closely. She reached out and brushed Sena’s cheek.

 

A faint trace of blood was on his lips.

 

Though Sena continued to smile, his back was already soaked.

 

“S-Sylvia?”

 

Without delay, Sylvia put her thumb into Sena’s mouth.

 

“Ugh.”

 

After a quick search, she withdrew her hand and touched it to the blue-lit sword.

 

A considerable amount of blood. It was just a brief touch, but apart from multiple wounds, there was no other sign.

 

“Uh… I suddenly feel a bit sleepy. I’ll go rest.”

 

Sena decided to make a run for it.

 

Of course, he couldn’t even take a step before Sylvia grabbed his wrist. It felt like his hair was standing on end.

 

“…From now on, I want you to answer my questions honestly.”

 

“W-What?”

 

“This, it’s vomited blood, isn’t it?”

 

The worst-case scenario he had imagined had come true.

 

Sena couldn’t move his stiff body.

 

“Why are you vomiting blood? W-Where does it hurt?”

 

Sylvia’s pupils trembled anxiously.

 

“Oh, no, it doesn’t hurt. I’m fine. Look.”

 

Sena smiled brightly, spreading his arms wide and turning around.

 

But today, he seemed to be vomiting more blood than usual.

 

Thump-

 

Dizziness from anemia caused him to stagger slightly. Sylvia hurriedly supported him.

 

Sena’s pupils shook.

 

This might be more serious than he thought. Sena tried to reassure her.

 

“It’s just a mild respiratory illness. I’ll be fine once I take some medicine.”

 

However, Sylvia’s shocked expression showed no sign of returning.

 

“How… severe is it? Surely it’s not life-threatening or anything, right?”

 

‘Everything else is fine. Justitia. If you’re really real, please let this lie pass.’

 

Sena thought this as he gently stroked Sylvia’s hand.

 

“What are you even thinking? Don’t worry. I’m healthy. It’s just… a very slight discomfort.”

 

Sena’s gaze remained steady.

 

He didn’t stumble in his words, and perhaps this was the best lie he had ever told in his life.

 

However, Sylvia’s eyes quickly welled with tears.

 

“Liar.”

 

Watching Sylvia’s tears fall, Sena thought to himself.

 

There is no God.
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Perched on a large tree branch, Sena absentmindedly gazed at the sky while holding his knees close.

 

London, the birthplace of the medieval era, was said to be as misty as a foggy city, but here the seasons were distinct, and the air was clear, making the stars very visible.

 

Occasionally, he wondered which planetary system this was. Probably not our solar system. Although he wasn’t interested in astronomy, he knew enough to recognize constellations like Leo and Polaris.

 

‘Maybe what I occasionally saw due to the Y*uTube algorithm was a real UFO.’

 

He wondered if there are Protoss here too? And Zerg?

 

He didn’t know about that, but one thing was certain: He was just a tiny speck of dust. Poof, disappearing into thin air. That’s how he’ll vanish. Flying away far, far from here.

 

But denying reality didn’t change the situation.

 

“Could you say something, please…”

 

Right beside him, Sylvia’s trembling voice was heard. Sena kept his lips sealed shut.

 

He couldn’t speak. If he did, he’d be found out.

 

‘Maybe the best way to live in this world is not as a doctor but as an actor. Pretending to be a scam artist like in that movie DiCaprio starred in might be a better way to live.’

 

Today, Sena’s dissatisfaction with his foundational knowledge was unparalleled. Why did it have to be medical school? If only he knew how to be hit by a reincarnation truck, he’d even opt for engineering.

 

Of course, if given the chance to choose again, he’d choose medical school. This time, he’d look up more information on rare diseases. Oh, and learning chemical information to make medicine would be more useful…

 

“But avoiding reality won’t change anything…!”

 

‘Well, that’s true.’

 

Sena buried his face deeper between his knees.

 

His mental state was as dry as autumn leaves.

 

Why do his lies get exposed so easily? It’s fascinating at this point.

 

Everyone seems to be a mind-reader or equipped with some kind of sensor. They say knights can move mountains with their swords, so having superpowers isn’t far-fetched.

 

“I was almost dead, but you fixed me. Her Majesty is healed now too. What about you? Why not you, Senior?”

 

“You always seemed confident when dealing with patients. But why do you look like you’ve given up now? Why this face of resignation?”

 

Did it really look like that?

It wasn’t resignation; it was acceptance.

 

“Say something. Since when did you become like this? What’s the reason? It can be fixed. Why aren’t you speaking like the normal Senior…!”

 

‘I don’t even know the cause of my illness.’

 

Who wants to die?

Sena was one of those who wanted to live longer than anyone else.

 

But he realized that it wasn’t allowed.

 

It was better to live protecting the remaining time than to waste it on what couldn’t be.

 

 

After a long silence, Sena spoke.

 

“Oh, come to think of it, I haven’t asked recently. How’s your health?”

 

Sylvia shouted in frustration.

 

“Please, please…! Start by worrying about your own health.”

 

“…”

 

“Senior. Why do you always care so much about others’ lives but never think about your own? Ugh.”

 

There was an unusually eerie silence today. Was it because it was the quiet dawn when everyone was asleep? It was eerily silent.

 

Was it because of this silence? Sylvia’s sobbing was particularly loud.

 

It would be unrealistic to hide it at this point.

 

“Hey.”

 

Sena raised his head. A calm white hair flowed down.

 

“I wish you’d keep this a secret.”

 

Sylvia didn’t answer. Because it was such an important issue to Sena, he looked at Sylvia.

 

Sylvia was pointing her head down with an extremely fearful expression.

 

Unable to grasp what to say, Sena finally managed to say:

 

“It’s a request. There’s not much time left to accept everyone’s feelings.”

 

“Lie.”

 

“…It’s not a lie.”

 

“Why are you speaking as if you’ll disappear soon?”

 

“…”

 

“Say it’s a lie, please.”

 

Sylvia placed both hands on Sena’s shoulders. With a sad face, Sena replied:

 

“Yeah, it’s all a lie.”

 

Sylvia, who had been sniffling, burst into tears like a broken dam.

 

Sena wiped it away with his hands. Sylvia leaned against Sena. Sena patted her on the back.

 

“…Please.”

 

After sobbing for a while, Sylvia said softly.

 

“Yeah?”

 

“Promise me.”

 

Sylvia looked at Sena.

 

“Do your best.”

 

“…”

 

“To do your best to fix your body. Then I’ll keep the secret.”

 

“That’s…”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled. Even if he said it, Sylvia would know it’s a lie.

 

“W-Why… won’t you tell me?”

 

“Uh, well.”

 

Impossible. That word wouldn’t leave Sena’s mind.

 

‘Perhaps this is my predetermined lifespan.’

 

Seria seemed to see the same thing. Although it wasn’t something to say from the perspective of someone dreaming of becoming a doctor, it seemed that this world had entities akin to gods.

 

To overturn the lifespan set by God.

 

It was not Sena’s job to spend time on hopeless patients. It was better to save other patients with that time.

 

How could he make it acceptable? Sena was about to carefully choose his words when…

 

“….!”

 

A tingling sensation in his chest.

Sena quickly opened his mouth, but it wasn’t enough to stop the cough.

 

“Cough.”

 

A warm reverse flow surged through his body. A metallic taste lingered on his lips. He had indeed shed too much blood. Sitting down was difficult, so he laid down and gasped for air.

 

“Senior!”

 

Sena was supported by a voice that seemed half torn.

 

“I’m f-fine.”

 

Sena forced a smile. Sylvia grabbed Sena’s arm with trembling hands to check.

 

In the dark night, even a small hand soaked in warm blood was clearly visible. She felt something crumbling inside her.

 

“Oh, no-”

 

Sylvia shook her head as if denying reality.

 

“God, why does God allow people like you?”

 

Resentment. It was incredibly resentful. The knight’s first law. “Revere Justitia and protect Her Church.”

 

That law that had always seemed clear and unquestionable died hundreds of times within Sylvia.

 

Why did God want to take Sena’s life among so many?

 

‘Don’t cry, Sylvia. What you need to do isn’t cry. Senior hasn’t died yet. We need to find a way.’

 

When one was at their most difficult point.

When one wanted to give up everything and collapse exhausted.

 

Sena came forward. He showed the lost self the way to go.

 

How comforting it was at that dead end.

The gratitude couldn’t be erased or forgotten after lifetime.

 

Now he had to repay that grace.

 

There was only one way Sylvia could do that.

 

To make Sena value his life and try his best to live.

 

Sylvia stood up. Removing her gloves and drawing half of her sword, she knelt down with one knee and solemnly spoke.

 

“I swear by Justitia, who sanctifies this land.”

 

The Knight’s Oath.

 

A right that only comes once in a lifetime, which no power or strength can obstruct.

 

“I, Sylvia Clifton.”

 

Sena realized what Sylvia was trying to do. That couldn’t happen. It was a curse and shackles he placed on himself.

 

Trying to put the half-drawn sword back, Sylvia grabbed Sena’s wrists, pushed him against a tree, and held him down.

 

“No, Sylvia. I’m soon…”

 

“I will be loyal and faithful to Sena Birkender, to love all that he loves and shun all that he shuns.”

 

Sylvia looked down at Sena in a half-crying voice and continued her words steadfastly.

 

“I will shed blood for him, and dedicate myself to him no matter what hardship or adversity that may come.”

 

Only then did Sylvia release Sena’s arms. Sena sat down hesitantly in that spot. If he said more, there would be no way to stop him.

 

Sylvia drew her sword. Holding the blade against her own heart, she knelt down again with one knee. Her crimson blood flowed down the sword.

 

“But if my loyalty is doubted, do not hesitate to take my life with this sword. I pledge my loyalty with my life.”

 

Sena looked sadly at Sylvia’s sword held out before him.

 

The knight’s oath.

 

Apart from professional loyalty, knights have only one chance in their lifetime to choose a lord.

 

What would happen if such a precious thing was used for a dying person?

 

Moreover, since this oath is so terrifyingly lifelong, if you refuse the oath, you must strike Sylvia’s neck.

 

That was the way of this era.

 

Therefore, the moment Sylvia uttered the oath of loyalty, Sena’s choice was originally nonexistent.

 

“…Sylvia Clifton.”

 

Sena slowly approached and accepted the sword. He gently patted Sylvia’s shoulders with both hands, weakly.

 

“You are my knight.”

 

Another thing.

The recipient of a knight’s oath must reciprocate the knight’s loyalty.

 

It was clear what Sylvia wanted in return.

 

“…Now, Senior, you must make every effort to recover your own body, as that is the only thing a knight who has just sworn a lifelong loyalty desires.”

 

It was getting awkward.

 

**

 

“…Are you stupid? You shouldn’t grip the sword blade so tightly.”

 

Once they returned to the room, it was all because of Sylvia’s torn grip during her loyalty oath.

 

Sylvia still had her head down, and Sena applied medicine to her hands and bandaged them.

 

Anyway, she had done what she wanted to do, so now it was Sena’s turn to speak.

 

“And what if you’ve sworn loyalty to me so strenuously like that?”

 

“…It doesn’t matter to me. It’s not like I swore allegiance to an enemy. I’m your escort knight.”

 

“Anyway, keep it a secret from Her Majesty for now.”

 

Sylvia bit her lip and glared at Sena.

 

“No, I’ll report it. I’ll spread the rumor to everyone in the world that I’ve become Senior’s knight.”

 

“…What if you get dismissed?”

 

“Then I’ll just return to Senior’s side.”

 

“I don’t have money.”

 

It was a matter of course, but knights were high-ranking personnel.

The maintenance cost was no joke.

 

“…Then repay me with your body.”

 

“What?”

 

“What?”

 

“…”

 

“…”

 

‘I feel like I just heard something I shouldn’t have.’

 

A moment of silence fell. Sena wrapped the bandage without saying a word. His mind was racing. What should he do tomorrow?

 

Should he go with her? But…

 

Ah, he didn’t know. Let’s think about it tomorrow.

 

“…Senior.”

 

“Yeah?”

 

“It’s best for you to just rest today.”

 

“Still, the Imperial Knights’ quarters…”

 

“Where are you going in that condition?”

 

“But still…”

 

“You said you would inform the church. With Senior’s authority, they’ll take it as fact without needing evidence. I’ve seen it happen at the Academy.”

 

But Sena preferred certainty.

 

Just as he was about to say that it couldn’t be done, let’s leave immediately.

 

“If you’re in pain, be quiet.”

 

Sylvia lifted Sena up.

 

“…Sylvia?”

 

“Rest.”

 

Then she laid him down on the bed, covered him with a blanket.

 

After turning off the lights, she drew the curtains, closed the windows, and locked the door.

 

Sena felt dizzy with her decisive attitude.

 

Sylvia stood with her arms crossed in front of the window, glaring sternly at Sena.

 

“Don’t even think about moving.”

 

Sena blinked and grasped the blanket. Under Sylvia’s forceful presence, he answered unintentionally.

 

“…Yes.”

 

She was, after all, a scary Junior.
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“Sena-nim, Sena-nim.”

 

It was early morning.

Serilda’s soft voice woke Sena up.

 

“Mmm.”

 

Sena, who was still half asleep, tossed around for a moment.

 

“Sena, you need to get ready for the ball.”

 

“Just 5 more minutes…”

 

Sena struggled to lift his heavy eyelids and rubbed his fingers across his face.

 

‘He’s so cute.’

 

“Yes.”

 

Serilda waited patiently. Sena slowly opened his eyes.

 

“Normally, you should say ‘no’.”

 

“Well, you do look sleepy.”

 

“I am.”

 

Sena yawned as he sat up. He fumbled around consciously for his smartphone but then remembered he was in a medieval setting.

 

Even though it’s been 20 years since reincarnation, some habits are hard to break.

 

‘My throat hurts.’

 

He coughed up blood yesterday. His throat was sore.

He rubbed his neck and got up from bed.

 

“Is there much to prepare for the ball?”

 

“Her Majesty instructed us to bring you immediately if she starts coughing.”

 

“Oh, okay.”

 

Sena sat in front of the dressing table, struggling to wake up.

 

Serilda began combing his hair. Sena’s disheveled hair was not easily tamed. After a moment of contemplation, Serilda spoke.

 

“Hmm. Looks like we’ll have to braid it today.”

 

“What? Absolutely not.”

 

Serilda saw Sena’s vehement expression for the first time.

 

“But it’s so tangled.”

 

“Hand.”

 

Sena held out his hand. Serilda absentmindedly braided his hair.

 

“Just for today.”

 

Sena took off Serilda’s maid accessory and tied it around his own hair to keep it in place whenever it unraveled involuntarily.

 

It was a trick he used when his hair stretched uncontrollably. Good thing it didn’t go up like this.

 

“Wow.”

 

Exposing his pale neck, Sena looked overly dramatic. His hair, usually thick and voluminous, appeared much smaller now that it was tied up.

 

Serilda placed her hand over her chest. Sena’s morning appearance was not good for her heart.

 

“Why are you like this?”

 

“You… you’re just too cute.”

 

“…It’s meant to be a compliment, but I’m not exactly thrilled. I just tied up my hair. By the way, did Sylvia go to sleep?”

 

Sena asked as he headed towards the balcony. Serilda followed him briskly, recalling their earlier encounter.

 

“I saw her when I was leaving for work.”

 

“She’s still awake.”

 

“I thought she was asleep. She said something when I passed by. ‘Already morning? That was quick.'”

 

“Yeah, it’s already morning.”

 

Mumbling to himself, Sena stepped out onto the balcony. Sylvia was leaning against the tree with her eyes closed.

 

She looked like she was sleeping, but she was ready to draw her sword at the slightest suspicion or threat.

 

‘…Is there no other way than taking her with me?’

 

A knight’s oath is not to be taken lightly. Leaving her behind would be too cruel.

 

Moreover, once sworn as a knight, Sylvia was unconditionally on his side. Whatever direction they took, she had to trust and follow him.

 

Even if it meant fleeing to avoid everyone.

 

He had to strive to live up to the knight’s oath.

 

For both of them, it was a shackle.

 

‘Let’s take her. I would have been kidnapped if I go by myself anyway.’

 

Thinking positively led to positive outcomes. Sylvia was a brilliant standout even at the Larden Academy.

 

Among their peers, she was an overwhelming force. It was a simple assumption, but without being a Master, no one could rival Sylvia.

 

Most importantly, she was now his knight. There was no returning that. Even if it felt like coercion.

 

“Sylvia. Wake up.”

 

It was a soft voice that only Serilda behind him could hear. But even with that soft voice, Sylvia opened her eyes.

 

-Yes.

 

From a distance, Sylvia replied with her mouth. Sena smiled slightly and replied the same way.

 

-Good morning.

 

 

The ball. The day they had been waiting for had finally arrived.

 

They were ready to depart, and their thoughts were sorted out.

 

Today, they leave. There’s no turning back. The remaining time is precious for their own sakes.

 

**

 

“Is that Sena with his hair tied up?”

 

“It almost sounds like a tribal name. What’s the problem with that?”

 

“It’s a problem. When Sena ties his hair…”

 

Chris swallowed hard, looking at Astria in shock.

 

“There’s a possibility that some ladies might faint. It’s quite a headache to handle.”

 

“… Sir Chris.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Are you about to faint right now? By the fist of your master.”

 

Astria subtly raised her fist. Chris lowered his head.

 

“It was a joke.”

 

“Well… doesn’t quite sound like one.”

 

Astria sat in her wheelchair and looked at Sena walking.

 

When he first arrived as the physician, Sena had a naturally striking appearance, almost to the point where one would think he was always meant to be in the spotlight.

 

Today, however, he seemed dressed up enough to be taken directly to the bedroom rather than the party hall.

 

Even the Empress herself, who could see all the valuable things in the world, seemed momentarily distracted. One could imagine how ordinary maidens might truly faint at the sight.

 

“So, was the problem just a joke?”

 

“I doubt it. In that state, Sena becomes completely unreadable, even if he tells a lie.”

 

“…Come to think of it, that makes sense. With his hair tied up, it won’t be able to stand up.”

 

“Yes, exactly.”

 

As Astria quietly nodded in agreement, Sena arrived.

 

“Oh? Your Majesty, are you going straight from here?”

 

Sena grinned upon seeing Astria still in her wheelchair.

 

‘Weren’t you planning on revealing that you were fine at the ball?’

 

Sena had envisioned Astria confidently stepping forward on both feet in front of the nobles who knew she had been unwell and unable to stand.

 

However, she was still seated in her wheelchair, despite being perfectly capable of walking.

 

“I heard that the nobles prepared many things for me today. If I do that, won’t they all be scared and not be able to do funny things?”

 

Astria showed a hearty smile for a moment. Then, gesturing towards Sylvia, who was standing beside Sena in formal attire, she said.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“No need to dress up in my garden.”

 

Sylvia cautiously rose from her seat. She seemed slightly tense. Astria, still smiling, rested her chin on her hand and spoke.

 

“I heard of your deeds last night. I will soon bestow an honor upon you. Thank you for diligently guarding my physician.”

 

“It was my duty, Your Majesty.”

 

“Continue to do well.”

 

After a brief moment of thought, Sylvia responded firmly.

 

“Yes. Even if it means risking my life.”

 

“Good attitude.”

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth. She seemed quite pleased with this sturdy new recruit.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“What is it?”

 

“May I check your pulse?”

 

“Didn’t you say my legs had recovered?”

 

Sena said sadly.

 

“Come on.”

 

“Don’t hesitate.”

 

Astria sighed and extended her arm.

 

Sena took her arm and closed his eyes. It had been a while since he had used this ability.

 

‘What could have happened yesterday, I wonder. Did you really have to draw your sword?’

 

[72]

 

Yesterday, Astria’s remaining lifespan was [81].

 

It wasn’t much, but it had significantly decreased.

 

“Your Majesty…”

 

After examining her pulse, Sena said with a stern face.

 

“No way, yesterday.”

 

Astria immediately got up and covered Sena’s mouth with her hand.

 

“Mmm.”

 

“Whatever you saw, do not speak of it now.”

 

Astria whispered into Sena’s ear in a low voice.

 

“…”

 

Of course, Sena was not going to simply accept this. He looked at Chris and Sylvia.

 

“Could you two step aside for a moment?”

 

‘How foolish.’

 

Astria raised an eyebrow with a relaxed expression.

 

One was a Teutonic Knight, and the other was her Guardian Knight.

 

Would the knights of the Empress listen to the mere ramblings of an impudent physician?

 

It was out of the question.

 

Her loyal knights were meant to shield her from the frivolous banter of this somewhat cute yet arrogant physician.

 

“Do not move. This is my palace…”

 

It was when Astria spoke grandly.

 

Sylvia, who had already pledged her loyalty, was trembling with fear as she reluctantly followed along. Meanwhile, Chris, beside Sylvia, was casually waving his hand as they exited the garden.

 

“Hey.”

 

“I told you not to go?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Astria’s eyes trembled in shock.

 

“This… can’t be happening.”

 

Astria glanced subtly at Sena.

 

“… Now, Your Majesty, you yourself know what you did wrong, right?”

 

Sena glared menacingly at Astria.

 

But Astria was resolute.

 

“You’re arrogant. Just because you’ve rendered medical services, don’t think everything is forgiven.”

 

“What?”

 

“Really?”

 

Astria was about to scold Sena. No matter how cherished he was as her physician, he had just crossed a line…

 

“Are you fine? Sneaking in and indulging in desserts at night when I’m not around.”

 

“…But I didn’t.”

 

“Cake. Chocolate.”

 

“…I didn’t.”

 

Astria’s voice grew quieter as he went on.

 

Sena sighed heavily and shot back sternly.

 

“I’ve warned you repeatedly not to eat. Your recovery was only in your legs. Other organ functions are much weaker than an average person’s. If you keep behaving like this, I’ll get angry. I mean it.”

 

“But I…”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sena’s words hit Astria’s heart like a dagger.

 

It was merely a small celebration for the successful resolution of yesterday’s events.

 

Of course, she ended up eating more than she intended, but why did she have to endure this kind of talk over that?

 

However… for some reason, Sena right now seemed quite intimidating. More so than an army of 100,000 on some distant battlefield.

 

“Even though it’s a ball tonight, you shouldn’t eat desserts. I’ll be watching.”

 

“This is supposed to be a celebration of my recovery. It’s too much to forbid desserts at such an occasion.”

 

“A… st…ri…a… Your Majesty.”

 

Sena leaned closer to Astria’s face. His voice firm.

 

“No. Don’t dream of it.”

 

‘If she has diabetes, it would make sense.’

 

While it was just speculation before, the results of his recent medical examination confirmed “diabetes”.

 

Congratulations, Your Majesty. You’ll be featured in the Guinness Book of Records as someone who contracted a rare disease in their early twenties.

 

But isn’t this a bit extreme? How much can eating a few desserts shorten your lifespan by nine days?

 

“…Fine.”

 

Astria spoke very softly.

 

“What was that? I couldn’t hear you.”

 

“I said I understand.”

 

“What?”

 

As Sena pretended not to know and continued to ask, Astria, now irritated, said,

 

“I said I understand. Don’t eat desserts.”

 

“And no alcohol.”

 

“I don’t normally drink alcohol. If you keep bothering me, leave my garden.”

 

“I don’t want to. I’m your escort.”

 

For a moment, Sena and Astria bickered back and forth, then fell silent, glaring menacingly at each other.

 

‘Cute.’

 

‘Quite cute.’

 

Unbeknownst to each other, they shared the same thought.

 

Their intense standoff continued until Betty arrived to report that all the nobles had arrived.
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The party celebrating the Empress’s recovery was more grand than any before.

 

The large hall was adorned with crystals, and golden tables were covered with sumptuous dishes and lavish candles.

 

The feast was extravagant. Despite the Empire’s current food shortages—referred to as a ‘famine’ in some quarters—the tables were laden with abundant food, presented like offerings on golden platters.

 

“When was the last time such a grand feast was held?”

 

“From what I recall, it was eight years ago, at Her Majesty’s coronation.”

 

It was quite unexpected that Astria, who typically did not indulge in extravagance, would host an event of this scale.

 

Nobles greedily tore at barbecue and savored the delicacies.

 

“It seems urgent, doesn’t it?”

 

“Perhaps this is the final flourish.”

 

Astria was already a weakened empress, labeled as a dying ruler across the realm. Even the common folk were aware of her failing health.

 

This in itself was proof of Astria’s waning power. A ruler with strength would ensure that only the highest ranks of the Empire knew of her condition, even if she were to perish immediately.

 

Hence—

 

“Who do you think will be the next emperor?”

 

“Most likely Duke Reinhardt, don’t you think?”

 

“Indeed. He alone possesses the charisma to navigate this turbulent situation.”

 

No one believed Astria’s condition was improving.

 

This gathering was a last-ditch effort. It was a gamble to prolong the fading political life.

 

Everyone believed it and was convinced.

 

“Today, the history of the Empire will change. We are standing on the edge of history. Isn’t it thrilling?”

 

A noble swirling a wine glass remarked.

Others responded in agreement.

 

“Regardless of who wins, it will be us, the central nobles. Not like those stagnating in the countryside.”

 

“Haha, they won’t stand a chance.”

 

The central nobles, occupying the most prominent spots in the hall. However, the few scattered in the corners caught their attention.

 

“Long time no see, Marquis Ashmont.”

 

A noble with a wine glass approached them.

 

The gazes of the nobles in the hall turned toward them.

 

Even the music seemed to quiet down.

 

“Long time indeed, Count Iso.”

 

“Ah, you look quite weathered. Still no plans to come to the capital?”

 

Marquis Ashmont smiled quietly and stood up.

 

“I wouldn’t come without an invitation from Her Majesty.”

 

“Haha, that’s quite a joke. That famous saying has come to naught, hasn’t it? Her Majesty’s condition is… well. The more reason for you to assist, my friend.”

 

A duke. The difference in status between a marquis and a count was substantial. Yet Iso was clearly speaking down to him.

 

But Ashmont remained unruffled, not batting an eye.

 

“What are you implying? I heard Her Majesty has recovered. Isn’t this ball a testament to that?”

 

“Hmm?”

 

Iso wondered if he misheard. Surely he wasn’t unaware that this gathering was the Empress’s final act before her demise?

 

“Hahaha! Ho-ho-ho! Did you hear?”

 

How could they be so naive?

It was unbelievable among fellow nobles.

 

“Timid Ashmont, wasn’t that just a rumor? Hahaha! Are you still afraid? Marquis. Her Majesty can’t even stand.”

 

The Empress is a sinking ship.

 

Who would gamble on a single ray of hope aboard that ship?

 

Foolish.

 

The central nobles erupted into laughter together. But the local nobles did not join in. They waited patiently.

 

The one and only sun, the Great Sword Empress. Astria, the seventh Empress of the Empire.

 

“The one and only sun of the Laperci Empire, the United Kingdom of Pirestia and other nations and territories, our great protector, Her Majesty Empress Astria, has arrived.”

 

The commotion that greeted the empress’s arrival instantly quieted the hall. The music changed, and all eyes turned toward Astria in her wheelchair.

 

The nobles kneeled, showing respect. Before her appearance, they had mocked her openly, but the terror of the tyrant Astria was deeply ingrained.

 

They dared not lift their heads. But their hearts harbored different thoughts.

 

‘Today, history changes.’

 

**

 

Sena felt like he was about to throw up from the nerves he had.

 

‘I shouldn’t have agreed to this. I didn’t sign up for pushing a wheelchair.’

 

The weight of the noble gazes was overwhelming. There were far more people than Sena had imagined.

 

Could it be because the empire occupies nearly half the world map? The psychological pressure was no joke.

 

“Sir Chris.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Why is Sena acting like a wet cat?”

 

“That’s probably it.”

 

Sena glanced at Chris. They had been together for a long time, but he know how he felt, right? Couldn’t he tell that he needed a break?

 

“Because the decorations aren’t symmetrical.”

 

“…That’s not it.”

 

It was more like OCD than just a desire for symmetry.

 

Sena let his shoulders slump and looked at the decorations Chris mentioned.

 

There was a lion-shaped decoration, subtly asymmetrical.

 

Hmm… That’s a bit annoying.

 

“For someone who’s been around as long as I have, you sure don’t know me.”

 

But Astria smiled. She glanced towards where the central nobles were gathered.

 

“They must have looked disgusting eating.”

 

“Indeed, Your Majesty’s insight is unparalleled.”

 

Unable to hold back any longer, Sena spoke up.

 

“I’m just nervous.”

 

Astria seemed surprised.

 

“So you’ve finally regained your senses.”

 

“I’ve always been sensible.”

 

“Don’t lie. I was worried I might need to search for a new physician.”

 

“…Even if I wanted to.”

 

Still, it helped to ease some of the tension.

 

“You’ll find one soon, a new physician.”

 

“?”

 

Astria frowned, but Sena, as always, brushed it off with a smile.

 

“Today, are there representatives from the church? I’ll greet them briefly and be back.”

 

‘Is Cruyff here?’

 

The odds were fifty-fifty. Sena had sent a letter detailing the current state of the Empire to Cruyff last night.

 

Physically impossible if he’s far away, but perhaps luck is on his side.

 

‘Then today’s matters will be resolved easily.’

 

But Sena had one question. The nobles seemed to fear even looking at Astria.

 

In this situation, would rebellion really occur?

 

“They said the church was close, and it’s true. They’re even looking for priests in a place like this. Can they really become saints?”

 

“Even so, my adoptive father is part of the church. It’s just courtesy to greet them.”

 

‘I have something to do.’

 

Of course, usually Sena didn’t even bother with greetings, let alone pretending to know others.

 

But today, it was a fact that their support was needed.

 

“There’s really no need for you to go. It’s about to start.”

 

“Start?”

 

Astria’s smile deepened, strangely cruel. Then it happened.

 

“The pillar supporting the Empire, His Excellency Duke Wilhelm Reinhardt, was arrived.”

 

A commanding voice echoed through the hall. The music changed, and all eyes focused on one spot. Sena’s eyes widened.

 

‘Isn’t the music louder than when the Empress appeared?’

 

He wasn’t particularly skilled in etiquette. But they say even a village bumpkin can recite poetry after ten years. He knew a thing or two about ‘crossing the line’.

 

That was the central nobles openly paying respects despite the Empress’s presence…

 

It was clearly Reinhardt, who arrived much later than the Empress.

 

That, more than anything, indicated the Duke’s authority over the Empress.

 

Duke Wilhelm approached Astria without hesitation and bowed.

 

“Greeting, Your Majesty.”

 

“Indeed.”

 

Astria regarded the duke with a displeased expression.

 

“Congratulations on your recovery.”

 

Wilhelm raised his head halfway and cast a low gaze towards Astria’s legs.

 

Sena felt frozen, unable to move with his gaze fixed on Wilhelm.

 

[12821]

 

[0]

 

[12821]

 

[0]

 

‘It’s the same as last time. It keeps changing intermittently.’

 

What has changed is that the numbers are now at extreme extremes.

 

Sena felt a shiver run down his spine, and this time he looked at Astria.

 

“I received the gift you sent yesterday. But it wasn’t quite to my liking.”

 

[3]

 

Sena froze like a statue. Did he misread the numbers just now?

 

“…That’s strange. I didn’t send any gifts yesterday.”

 

“Oh? Is that so? Perhaps I was mistaken.”

 

“Yes. It must have been a mistake.”

 

[12821]

 

Wilhelm’s number remained fixed. Sena finally realized there was some correlation between the two.

 

Sena tried to calm his trembling heart and think calmly.

 

‘This means either Duke Wilhelm dies, or Astria dies. There’s no other possibility.’

 

Based on the information so far, Wilhelm would initiate a rebellion today.

 

If successful, Astria would die. If unsuccessful, Wilhelm would die.

 

Then why was Astria’s number 3 instead of 0?

 

‘What does the number 3 signify? Even if he rebels, saying he can’t just kill the Empress is too risky. From Duke Wilhelm’s perspective, there’s no choice but to kill Astria.’

 

As Sena desperately racked his brains, the conversation between the two continued.

 

“Then who sent such a gift? I’m curious.”

 

“What kind of gift was it?”

 

“Just a small gesture. They prepared a cane for me since I can’t walk.”

 

“How audacious. Such a thing for someone in good health.”

 

Astria smiled deeply.

 

“We’ll have to investigate again after the celebration. We must find out who did this and punish them, don’t you agree?”

 

“But still, their intentions were noble. How about sparing them?”

 

“I won’t allow it. That act crossed the line.”

 

[71]

 

Astria’s lifespan, and conversely, Wilhelm’s became [0].

 

What’s changing the conditions?

 

Sena still couldn’t grasp it.

 

But one thing was clear.

 

“If the opportunity arises, I want to kill them here. Will you assist?”

 

[3]

 

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

 

[12821]

 

One thing was certain. There was a task that needed to be done.

 

He had to diagnose it perfectly and save Astria.

 

After all, he was the Empress’s physician.
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“Your Majesty, I’ll be back shortly.”

 

“Where are you off to now…”

 

Before Astria could finish her sentence, Sena was already moving.

 

Astria glanced at Chris and spoke softly.

 

“Sir Chris, am I mistaken? He’s outright ignoring us now.”

 

“It’s just Sena being himself. He has his moments.”

 

“Quite exasperating.”

 

Astria sighed but then perked up slightly at the sight of a chocolate cake on the table.

 

Rather good.

 

 

 

 

Meanwhile, Sena quickened his pace.

 

‘I need to make a change.’

 

In the distance, Sena spotted Duke Wilhelm engaged in conversation with nobles, holding a wine glass with a smiling face.

 

There was still time to act.

 

But first, he needed to diagnose and eliminate the cause.

 

However…

 

 

 

“Excuse me, I’m Vivianne Queensberry. If it’s not too much trouble, would you dance with me?”

 

“Sena, long time no see! Did you tie your hair up today? You remember me, right? I’m your junior of two years!”

 

“Are you the Saint of Larden we’ve heard rumors about? It’s been chilly at night lately…”

 

Sena found himself surrounded and unable to move forward.

 

Although he had started with determination, Sena now found himself lost in the crowd.

 

Confused, disoriented!

 

“Please, my lower back is stiff. Is it because of my age? My daughter recommended you…”

 

“…Eat some eel.”

 

“Eel…! Thank you. By the way, my hair’s been thinning a lot lately. Can’t you do something about it?”

 

“I can’t fix that either.”

 

“I see…”

 

Baron Lepti made a sullen face. But there were some things that even Sena couldn’t do.

 

Trying to politely respond to everyone, Sena searched diligently for Duke Wilhelm.

 

“Sena.”

 

Sena froze at the familiar voice.

 

Slowly she turned her head and saw Chloe in her red dress with her hair neatly done up.

 

‘Hah, at a time like this.’

 

“Nice to see you again, Chloe.”

 

“…”

 

Chloe’s expression was tense.

 

She might have frightened off the young ladies who were about to ask him to dance.

 

“I’ll get you out of here.”

 

“…Huh?”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and tilted his head. Get me out of where?

 

“This seems to be the only way to have you.”

 

“…?”

 

“I’ll do my best. Take care of yourself until then.”

 

With that, Chloe turned and walked away.

 

Sena knew Chloe was misunderstanding something, but he had no time to explain.

 

He needed to gather information quickly to mobilize the organization. If he wanted to leave today, he had to resolve things in the morning.

 

‘Sorry, Chloe. Remind me to look at my will later.’

 

But as Chloe disappeared, the noble young ladies once again surrounded Sena.

 

“I’m Lena of House Hasberry. Sena, would you dance with me…”

 

“Oh my, young lady. Didn’t you see I asked first? How rude.”

 

“What did you say just now? Miss Queensberry. Should I make your family as insignificant as you with your modest bosom?”

 

“This is quite awkward. You act like a lady but you’re nothing more than a loudmouth. Being fat doesn’t mean you have a big br*asts. Right?”

 

“Did you want to show off your corset reduction today? You’ll end up with ribs sticking out, my dear~ Hohoho.”

 

Both had formidable skills in verbal combat. Sylvia’s past remarks about not wanting to deal with this were now understandable.

 

‘This really isn’t the time…’

 

The problem was Sena’s unsuitable personality. Moreover, rejecting a dance request from a noble lady at a ball was out of the question.

 

In the past, Chris once refused and woke up to find his name on a strange wooden doll stuck with pins.

 

He didn’t want to face that fate…! Even if he didn’t believe in superstitions, it was unsettling. Especially in a world where real black magic existed.

 

“Excuse me, could you please move aside?”

 

At that moment, a dark voice caught Sena’s ear.

 

“Yes, of course, Your Grace.”

 

“Apologies…”

 

Duke Wilhelm was in front of Sena’s back.

 

Just as the person he had been looking for arrived, Sena found himself rather taken aback.

 

Was it good luck or bad?

 

Anyway, it’s definitely a good thing. Sena put his half-floating spirit back into his head.

 

“I think this is our first time meeting. Marquis Sena Birkender.”

 

Wilhelm spoke with an unexpectedly friendly expression that didn’t match his dark demeanor.

 

‘…He know I’m a Marquis?’

 

Until now, only a select few knew. And anyone who did, surely had thoroughly investigated Sena.

 

Nevertheless, Sena responded appropriately.

 

“Yes, indeed, it is my first time meeting you. I am honored to make your acquaintance, Duke Wilhelm Reinhardt. …Thank you for your attention yesterday.”

 

“Haha, it was my way of preventing any unfortunate incidents. I was concerned you might take it the wrong way.”

 

‘Considering he sent assassins.’

 

But Sena maintained his composure, smiling angelically and extending both hands as if truly embarrassed.

 

“Oh no, not at all. There’s nothing to take offense at. Thanks to your advice, I was able to safely avert a threat. I’m actually unsure how to properly express my gratitude for your help to someone as insignificant as me…”

 

“Aren’t you the Saint of Larden? Many of my associates have benefited from your assistance.”

 

Wilhelm took a step closer to Sena, his eyes crinkling with a polite smile.

 

It felt ominously wrong to Sena. More than anything, it was frankly terrifying.

 

Duke Wilhelm’s ‘life’ was changing wildly. Not a single second remained fixed; it kept changing.

 

‘I can cure this illness.’

 

Sena steadied his resolve. The fact that he transformed more upon meeting Sena than during the conversation with Astria was proof of how crucial this conversation was.

 

“A saint, you say. I am not worthy of such a title.”

 

“Oh, come now, show some humility. I’ve heard that within the Church of Justitia, there are preparations to canonize you as a saint.”

 

‘Even the internal circumstances of the church… There is no doubt that he is the current powerful figure in the Empire.’

 

It seemed there were strings even within the church. To what extent?

 

…It didn’t matter who it was. Even if it was the highest rank in the church, the ‘Pope’.

 

‘Cruyff wins.’

 

Sena was confident.

 

“In any case, it’s a relief. With someone like you as Her Majesty’s physician, surely Her Majesty will soon rise and shine?”

 

Sena glanced at Wilhelm for a moment.

 

He was clearly gauging Astria’s condition.

 

[12821]

 

The number that had been changing wildly came to a halt. And it was on a positive note.

 

There was clearly something pivotal in that question.

 

Let’s entertain one assumption.

 

‘If he assumes Astria is healthy, would he live longer because he wouldn’t be rebelling?’

 

Then why did Astria have only three days left?

 

Or rather, what answer did the Duke want?

 

Sena chewed his lip. He needed to answer right away. Duke Wilhelm was clearly not an ordinary person.

 

If Sena gave a vague answer and then realized and provided a different one, he wouldn’t be believed.

 

“I will go along with Justitia’s wish. It is not for us humans to decide.”

 

“…You are remarkably loyal. If someone called saint, like Sena, could you also interpret Justitia’s intentions?”

 

“If I have sufficient grace, perhaps.”

 

The Grace of Justitia.

 

That was a slang term for bribery.

 

Duke Wilhelm smiled unpleasantly. With a thinly opened ominous look, he gazed at Sena.

 

“If grace is what you seek, it shall be yours. I will visit you soon.”

 

“If you are one who seeks Justitia’s teachings like Duke Wilhelm, you are always welcome. Although I am not a priest.”

 

“Haha, what nonsense. Are you not one who faithfully follows Justitia’s teachings more than anyone? From what I understand, it’s important for anyone, regardless of status, to follow Justitia’s teachings. Please speak freely. Where is Justitia looking? I am truly curious and unable to move.”

 

‘He seems to be in a hurry.’

 

He seemed desperate to know Astria’s condition.

 

Now Sena had two options.

 

Is he going to let him know that Astria is healthy?

 

Or should he report that she is still in critical condition?

 

‘Choosing the former seems preferable.’

 

Then the Duke would put off the rebellion.

 

But is that really the correct answer?

 

‘Not entirely sure.’

 

Sena closed his eyes for a moment.

 

The events flashed by quickly.

 

 

-Then scared nobles will give up the rebellion.

 

-Today is just the start of making this situation more manageable.

 

Wilhelm’s intentions were unclear. In a faint haze, distinguishing what was real from fake depended entirely on luck.

 

But Sena had seen and heard many things while with Astria.

 

Although Wilhelm’s intentions were unclear, Astria’s were understandable.

 

Her intentions were clear.

 

‘As of now, Astria is still in the wheelchair.’

 

“What will be the future of the Empire?”

 

“….”

 

“Justitia can be ruthless to the point of cruelty. I cannot change what it has already been decided. But do not worry. Justitia only sends trials that humans can overcome.”

 

‘It’s nice to know how to tell the truth without lying when I’m always hanging out with priests.’

 

Sena realized that he could lie without actually lying.

 

With this, he could avoid getting caught even if his lies were clumsy.

 

“It’s really a shame. Thank you for your words. I will remember them well.”

 

Duke Wilhelm chuckled slightly.

 

Sena looked up at him.

 

[0]

 

‘I can’t relax yet. Ultimately, because of this, Duke Wilhelm will incite rebellion.’

 

Duke Wilhelm returned to his camp.

 

Sena was about to quickly find a group from the church and play the ‘Inquisition’ card.

 

“Sena, please grant me the honor of our first dance…”

 

“Beautiful lady. I fell in love with your gem-like eyes the moment I saw them. Please, give me the chance of honor…”

 

“…But I’m a man?”

 

“It doesn’t matter.”

 

Sena felt a genuine punch. More than that, as soon as Wilhelm disappeared, the nobles flocked to Sena like a swarm.

 

Was it because of the conversation with the Duke? There were more people now than before.

 

“I am…”

 

“Sena.”

 

“Sena!”

 

Sena stepped back in surprise.

 

Thunk.

 

But there were people behind him too.

 

‘This is really bad. I can’t move. How do I find the church from here?’

 

The ballroom was already huge. How could he get through this crowd and reach people’s ears?

 

It seemed comical, but it was a serious crisis.

 

“Senior.”

 

Sena felt like his body was being sucked somewhere.

 

“I knew this would happen.”

 

Sylvia sighed and grabbed Sena’s wrist. Sena’s eyes sparkled.

 

She’s here to save me!

 

“Excuse us. Her Majesty is looking for Sena.”

 

Sylvia dismissed all the clamoring nobles with a cold expression.

 

Sylvia brushed off the shouting nobles with a cold expression and quickly led Sena away.

 

“Senpai, are you incapable of learning?”

 

“W-well.”

 

He looked away, feeling embarrassed.

 

“Why do you keep wandering around knowing this would happen? …Especially when you’re not in good health.”

 

“It’s my fault.”

 

“If someone like you wanders around at a ball, it’s only natural you’ll get kidnapped.”

 

‘…Was that it?’

 

Sena blinked at this new knowledge.

 

No, that can’t be right.

 

Even if he’s prone to getting kidnapped, he wouldn’t get kidnapped in a place like this.

 

Still, thanks to Sylvia, they safely arrived in front of Astria.

 

“I should put a leash on you.”

 

Astria looked at Sena with a bored expression, resting her chin on her hand.

 

“Physician, stop wandering around without permission.”

 

Sena smiled awkwardly but felt relieved when he saw the number above Astria’s head.

 

[70]

 

Fortunately, it seemed like the emergency treatment had worked.

 

…But why is it one day less?
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“Your Majesty, I said you shouldn’t eat the cake.”

 

“I didn’t.”

 

Astria played it off, but Sena, with a dubious look, spoke up.

 

“… Please clean up the whipped cream from the corners of your mouth before speaking.”

 

“I had cream on my mouth?”

 

“You did. Quite visibly.”

 

“I see.”

 

Astria quickly wiped the cream off her lips with her tongue and then closed her mouth.

 

Sena smirked slightly and glared at Chris. Seriously, giving cake to a severe diabetic patient?

 

Chris quietly showed his right hand. It was swollen and red. …You’ve been through a lot too.

 

Sena then addressed the Empress.

 

“You want to live long, right? Then you should stay away from sweets.”

 

“I understand.”

 

Astria’s response didn’t indicate any understanding.

 

Sena sighed lightly.

 

“Eating everything you want isn’t good for your health. Especially for you, Your Majesty.”

 

“If you’re worried, just stay close to me. Even when sleeping, even when working. I’m your personal physician, after all.”

 

Sena tensed. She’s talking about her pain.

 

“…You’ll have to endure even without me.”

 

“Whenever you crave sweets, you can just eat me instead.”

 

Sena subtly backed away, cautious of Astria. Astria quickly grabbed Sena’s wrist and pulled him towards her.

 

Sena was drawn to Astria like being embraced. With a deep chuckle, Astria whispered into Sena’s ear.

 

“If you keep running away like this, I’ll do it right in front of everyone.”

 

“W-what are you talking about?”

 

“Making a baby.”

 

‘She’s shameless…!’

 

Sena’s face turned red. In medieval times, such slightly risqué jokes were common, and people were immune to them. However, Astria’s comment didn’t feel like a joke at all, leaving Sena flustered.

 

“Even if nothing else, won’t the greatest prince ever be born with a face like mine?”

 

Astria smirked.

 

“I’m curious whose personality the child will resemble. Will it be me or you?”

 

“You… You really don’t know. A person’s personality isn’t innate; it’s influenced by their upbringing.”

 

“Is that so?”

 

“Yes. Education plays a significant role.”

 

Sena nodded. Ignoring innate tendencies would be foolish, but with good upbringing, a child would flourish.

 

…Why is he talking about this? Is he forgetting something important?

 

‘Not the time for this!’

 

He had been too relieved to think that Astria’s lifespan had been restored to normal. Meeting the most important members of the church and invoking a religious trial.

 

“Is that so? Then teach well.”

 

“…Since when did we become like this?”

 

“Why are you suddenly asking?”

 

“Suddenly indeed. I’m your physician, not your husband. Make a baby with your husband.”

 

“You’re so clueless. An emperor naturally creates a child when they find a passing face they like. That’s how I was born.”

 

‘Was she an illegitimate child?’

 

Though taken aback by the absurd joke, curiosity overwhelmed him.

 

As far as Sena knew, Astria’s legitimacy was unquestionable. He believed her to be the daughter of the Second Empress, Marianne.

 

“To do that, we need to handle this matter well.”

 

“What matter?”

 

“Remember?”

 

Astria gazed sharply at the Duke.

 

“The interesting event I mentioned.”

 

“Oh, yes. You did mention that.”

 

“This is a result we are able to reach thanks to you. Enjoy and watch.”

 

Before Sena could ask more, Astria turned to Chris.

 

“Chris.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Chris bowed with a faint smile.

 

“Put an end to this tiresome play now.”

 

“I’ve been waiting for this.”

 

With a document in hand, he ascended the platform, surveyed the hall, and spoke in a voice neither too loud nor too soft.

 

“This is a message from Her Majesty that an audience will begin at this hour.”

 

Nobles dancing.

Nobles conversing.

Nobles eating.

Nobles waiting silently.

 

All of them stopped their activities and turned to look at Astria simultaneously.

 

She was about to do something.

 

“I hope you’ve brought good gifts.”

 

Right now.

 

**

 

The first petitioner was a face Sena was familiar with.

 

Someone he had been waiting for, yet not particularly keen on being close to.

 

“I am the Inquisitor Lucia.”

 

Lucia smiled, bowing slightly.

 

“I have come here under the guidance of Justitia. Your Majesty, I sincerely congratulate you on your recovery.”

 

“Lucia, was it?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Stop killing my people.”

 

Lucia responded with a bright smile.

 

“Would you like a world without heresy?”

 

It sounded disrespectful to hear.

However, surprisingly, Astria didn’t seem bothered by such things.

 

She asked with an amused expression.

 

“What do you think? Is there much heresy here?”

 

“Very much so. It makes me nauseous.”

 

It was Sena who was surprised by Lucia’s response.

 

‘Was this person sent by Cruyff?’

 

The answer just given meant ‘I’ll crack down on anyone you name’.

 

The target also includes dukes. Her words of salvation were that she could get rid of them once and for all.

 

Cruyff must have acted quickly after receiving the letter. The fact that Lucia was now looking at Sena was evidence of that.

 

‘It’s resolved.’

 

Sena’s expression brightened slightly.

 

But—

 

“Sorry, but I have no intention of borrowing the power of the church.”

 

For some reason, Astria said to Sena.

 

“That’s all debt.”

 

“…”

 

‘Did she know?’

 

“Answer.”

 

Astria said with a blank face.

 

Sena looked down.

 

Concern for Astria.

 

Resentment towards Astria for finding a definite solution.

 

Sena had no choice but to answer.

 

“Yes.”

 

With Sena’s response, Astria turned to Lucia again.

 

“So be it. Anything else?”

 

“The saint has spoken. It wouldn’t be appropriate for me to act on my own whims. I shall withdraw.”

 

“Inquisitor Lucia.”

 

Astria spoke calmly.

 

“Go to the right.”

 

What did that mean? As Sena wondered, the next guest arrived promptly.

 

“I am Hans, the Count of Saturn.”

 

“Hans. I haven’t heard of you.”

 

“In Your Majesty’s esteemed view, I am merely a lord of a very small village that cannot be seen. However, I was able to become a central noble thanks to the grace of Duke Reinhardt this time.”

 

“Go left.”

 

“For Your Majesty’s comfort due to a leg injury, I have brought authentic goods… What?”

 

As he hesitated, Chris, who was standing next to Sena, forcefully approached and dragged him away.

 

“Who do you think I am!”

 

“How dare you raise your voice in front of Her Majesty. Do not cause a commotion.”

 

Astria said calmly but sharply.

 

“Next.”

 

 

 

 

 

How much time had passed?

Sena, watching, was tired from Astria’s selection process.

 

Sena stood beside her, calmly observing the ‘lifespans’ of those petitioners gathered.

 

[0]

 

The number of those at this extreme crossroads was not insignificant.

 

Without exception, they all stood on the left.

 

‘I’m not sure yet, but this is…’

 

He could tell it was the difference between life and death.

 

 

 

“Your Majesty, this is Marquis Ashmont.”

 

Astria cut straight to the point.

 

“I have already abandoned you once. Yet, do you still pledge allegiance to me?”

 

“Your Majesty, did you not strip a mere mage who couldn’t even wield magic on the battlefield of the title of Grand Lord?”

 

“Answering a question with another question. The gap between us has grown wider, Marquis Ashmont.”

 

Despite her words, Astria spoke as if she were enjoying herself.

 

“I apologize.”

 

After a moment, her laughter subsided, and Astria spoke seriously.

 

“It’s simple. Despite being a lowly mage who couldn’t use magic on the battlefield, I thought you would care for my people. You used it where it was needed.”

 

Ashmont’s fist clenched.

 

Sena’s suggestion to stand by Astria’s side.

 

Even if it wasn’t that.

 

“My loyalty…”

 

He wanted to wash away the mistake from  eight years ago, where he couldn’t repay her trust.

 

“Will you accept it?”

 

“Granted.”

 

Astria closed her eyes briefly before speaking.

 

“You go to the right.”

 

Marquis Ashmont stood on the right. There weren’t many people on the right. Most were on the left.

 

At that moment, Sena hardened his expression. The next in line was Duke Wilhelm.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“Do you have something to say? By the way, you’re also on the left.”

 

“A bit bold, aren’t we? May I ask what your intentions are?”

 

Somewhat arrogant. Astria’s brow furrowed.

 

But Wilhelm’s expression showed that he had no more tricks up his sleeve.

 

‘Now?’

 

Sena swallowed hard. He glanced between Sylvia and Chris. Chris seemed somewhat relaxed, and Sylvia’s hand was already near her sword. She sensed it too.

 

He felt like he was standing before a time bomb about to explode. He needed to grab and throw it before it detonated, but he couldn’t.

 

‘If only I could—’

 

He was having these thoughts when…

 

“You seem surprised.”

 

“…”

 

“Why, isn’t it about time the Imperial Knights arrived?”

 

“…!”

 

The nobles who had been silent until now murmured upon hearing the conversation.

 

“They can’t come. They’re probably all dead.”

 

Astria’s laughter deepened. Wilhelm’s pupils dilated as he quickly glanced behind him.

 

Clang.

 

The giant doors of the banquet hall opened, and through the gap, about twenty armored knights entered, surrounding the nobles inside.

 

Wilhelm looked back at Astria.

 

“How… The Teutonic Knights shouldn’t be here.”

 

“You’ve caused quite a stir. Did you provoke the monsters in the west? If Teutonic Knights doesn’t leave immediately, it could be dangerous. However, I could delay sending reinforcements for three days. Granz’s Knights are subduing the north, so the number of monsters isn’t as large as expected. Rihatton can hold out for three days. It’s probably the limit, though.”

 

‘…So that means.’

 

Sena realized the truth about the number 3.

 

The core of the rebellion was ‘Teutonic Knights’s absence’. That was the key, and during the three days Teutonic Knights were secretly staying at the royal palace, the rebellion couldn’t succeed.

 

In other words, if Duke Wilhelm hadn’t instigated the rebellion today, he would have known and moved more cautiously, and the rebellion would have succeeded.

 

“Go left.”

 

Duke Wilhelm could not refuse.

 

Now, the nobles in the hall were beginning to understand the difference between ‘left and right’.

 

The faces of the nobles on the left turned ashen.

 

“Next.”

 

Astria’s voice echoed through the hall.

 

In this silent place, where even the sound of a crawling ant couldn’t be heard, someone approached.

 

It was a nobleman who had faced him in the past in front of his room.

 

“You are the last. Count Iso.”

 

Count Iso was not merely observing the etiquette; he was beyond completely composed.

 

“Your Majesty, it’s not me.”

 

“What do you mean, it’s not you?”

 

“I-I joined the noble faction only because of Duke Wilhelm’s coercion.”

 

Iso rose to his feet, gesturing dramatically towards the back.

 

“The people on the left are the same. Aren’t they?!”

 

It was a desperate gesture and movement.

 

Astria tapped her finger on the armrest of her chair.

 

Iso quickly turned towards Astria again.

 

“Y-Your Majesty. It’s true. I-I never harbored impure intentions…!”

 

Astria smiled subtly.

 

“I believe you, Iso. Was that all?”

 

Hope flickered on Iso’s face.

 

“But I cannot forgive you for messing with my physician.”

 

“Pardon?”

 

“As expected, die.”

 

Astria raised one finger with a bored expression.

 

And she precisely traced that finger on Iso’s neck.

 

Kwaang-!

 

With a loud noise, white dust rose from the ceiling of the banquet hall.

 

Some parts crumbled, and rocks fell.

 

Some were crushed to death. But the nobles didn’t even think about moving.

 

More accurately, their bodies couldn’t move.

 

Because of the dense aura emitted by Astria.

 

Sena slowly turned his head.

 

Boom!

 

The upper part of Iso’s chest was completely gone. Blood gushed out like a fountain.

 

“There have been rumors lately.”

 

Astria stood up from her seat.

 

It was unbelievable to most of the nobles.

 

“About my physical condition.”

 

“About my character.”

 

“About my reign.”

 

She walked lightly, as if taking a stroll.

 

She stopped next to Duke Wilhelm.

 

Duke Wilhelm couldn’t even blink.

 

“It’s a ridiculously despicable question.”

 

Astria’s blue eyes flashed.

 

Why was she so obsessed with her legs?

 

Astria never considered a full recovery from the beginning.

 

The only thing she was interested in was a purge.

 

[0]

 

[0]

 

[0]

 

[0]

 

[0]

 

… …

 

All the nobles on the left indicated the number 0.

 

Sena finally realized who he had revived.

 

Before him was a tyrant.

 

Simply a tyrant.

 

“Rejoice. Your tyrant is back.”
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Sena could not accept opening a religious trial and killing people because they did not believe in God, but he understood.

 

It was never right, but it was the current of this era. Humanity had to suffer once. That’s just the way it goes.

 

So what about the current situation?

 

Is this era killing people, or is it Astria’s tyranny?

 

‘What happens when so many people die?’

 

The number shown above numerous people was [0].

 

Astria drew her sword, showing a cruel smile. Her eyes were ominous, almost gleeful in appearance.

 

It was a matter of killing them all. Clearly, there were about 80 nobles in sight.

 

Sena didn’t know what was right or wrong.

 

Politics wasn’t his field, and he knew Astria was an exceptional empress to usher in the empire’s revival.

 

However, it was hard to accept that all 80 had committed crimes deserving of death.

 

What about the nobles swept along by the current trend?

 

The nobles who naturalized to protect their territories from the nobility faction’s threats?

 

The nobles who, despite being somewhat corrupt, at least knew how to protect their subjects?

 

Those nobles who, since ancient times, were part of the nobility faction to constrain the emperor out of sincere devotion to the Empire?

 

If their punishment is the same as those who led the rebellion, is that right?

 

There should be distinctions in guilt.

 

A country that executes r*pists won’t be just r*pists because they will also commit murder after r*pe, knowing they’d be executed anyway.

 

Most importantly, what happens to the subjects if all these nobles are killed?

 

Corrupt or incompetent, the Empire’s nobles had a duty to protect their subjects from monsters, neighboring countries, and bandits.

 

It would lead to great chaos. Astria herself must have known.

 

“How long I’ve waited for this moment.”

 

As Astria took a step forward, overwhelming fear crushed Sena’s body.

 

Even Sena, without magic, found it difficult to breathe in Astria’s aura.

 

Astria, who sometimes showed a cute side, now seemed like a completely different person.

 

“I’ve lost some power, but do you have any idea how much I wanted to kill you crawling insects who crept in during that time?”

 

Astria stretched out her hand in the air. The space distorted, and a golden sword slowly appeared.

 

It was like the Holy Sword from the fairy tales Cruyff read to him as a child.

 

The sword shone brightly now, but it seemed it could turn red and lose its light at any moment.

 

“Every one of you will die. From today, the Empire will rise anew from your fallen bodies.”

 

‘…This can’t be.’

 

Sena bit his lip.

 

Clearly, the current Astria had lost her reason.

 

Considering that the lifespan of everyone on the left was not initially [0], Astria hadn’t intended to kill them all from the start, it seemed.

 

To Sena, Astria seemed like she was crossing an uncrossable river.

 

‘I have to intervene.’

 

He didn’t want the treatment he had given to her, consuming his remaining lifespan, to end up like this.

 

He might regret it until he died.

 

“Sena.”

 

Did Chris know what Sena was thinking?

 

Chris raised his hand in front of Sena, silently shaking his head while making eye contact.

 

“At this moment, no words will reach Her Majesty.”

 

Chris warned firmly.

 

Astria was in a frenzy. In Chris’s eyes, Astria’s magic seemed to be going wild.

 

It was like a wave seen on the battlefield. In that state, Astria only had the instinct to strike down enemies. Even if she cherished Sena, she might not hesitate to kill anyone blocking her path.

 

“Sorry.”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled.

 

In this atmosphere, Sena’s smile was probably the only one.

 

Chris lowered his hand with a bitter expression.

 

“Come to think of it, you are also don’t listen to others.”

 

 

Sena moved forward.

 

Without any hesitation, Sena advanced toward Astria.

 

He approached the nobles on the left side and stood in front of Astria.

 

Under the overwhelming pressure that could not be defied unless one was a Master, everyone stared dumbfoundedly at the silver-haired boy who dared to block the Empress’s path.

 

Well, he looked overly stupid.

 

But at the same time profoundly sacred.

 

However, there was an imminent danger that seemed to fade away at any moment.

 

‘No.’

 

Sylvia felt her heart sinking. She tried to move but couldn’t.

 

She bit her tongue. Crimson blood trickled down her lips. But her trembling legs showed no sign of moving. She needed to go, but she couldn’t.

 

 

Astria’s murderous eyes stared at Sena.

 

“Move aside.”

 

The irrational Astria was annoyed by Sena’s defiance.

 

“You shouldn’t be here. Go to the right.”

 

Sena was terrified.

 

In fact, he was very terrified, unable to even lift his head.

 

So this was Astria’s true nature.

 

Truly, she was terrifying to the point of him trembling.

 

How did he manage to feed her any medicine?

 

“…I give you three seconds.”

 

Three seconds. It was the maximum patience that the current Astria, who had her legs healed by Sena, could afford.

 

“Three.”

 

“Two.”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sena barely managed to speak before his permitted time diminished further.

 

His locked voice trickled out.

 

He knew he should say something cool in situations like this.

 

But his mind couldn’t quite roll that far.

 

He didn’t know what he should do, but he had to do something.

 

Sena lifted his head even as he trembled.

 

And step by step, he approached Astria.

 

Though Astria had lost her reason and only her instincts remained, she didn’t strike down the approaching white fluff.

 

Even if anyone else came, the current Astria would have killed them, but…

 

This was because Sena had already been recognized as a ‘harmless being’ by Astria for a long time.

 

Flowers, wind, laughter. Those kinds of things.

 

That’s why Sena could bridge the gap with Astria.

 

Sena opened his arms and embraced Astria’s neck and waist.

 

Astria’s pupils dilated. In the warmth, it felt as if she was being doused with cold water.

 

She only turned her eyes. She couldn’t tell if she was holding him or being held. When she realized she could have just killed Sena, anger surged within her.

 

Sena whispered into Astria’s ear.

 

“No.”

 

It was a miraculous thing.

 

Once Astria lost her reason, she rarely regained it.

 

She had to soak her sword with enough blood, but she barely came to her senses.

 

But now.

 

Astria’s body, once filled with vitality, was now empty.

 

“…”

 

But it wasn’t because the excitement had subsided.

 

Instead of the “desire” to kill, another “desire” had emerged.

 

“Physician.”

 

Sena looked up at Astria from within the embrace.

 

Despite his fear, Astria couldn’t resist the unwavering determination in Sena’s face to do what needed to be done. She felt an irresistible impulse.

 

An impulse she wanted to indulge.

 

“Close your eyes.”

 

Astria raised her hand to Sena’s cheek and slowly kissed him.

 

**

 

The Vatican.

 

The room was modest to the point of feeling empty.

 

A high-ranking priest, adorned with a golden cross on his collar, was reading something.

 

Approaching him, a priest with her eyes closed presented him with steaming coffee.

 

“You seem awfully delighted reading the same thing over and over. Is it that exciting, Cruyff?”

 

Seria placed the coffee down and sat in front of Cruyff. Folding the paper, Cruyff chuckled.

 

“News that carries good tidings never gets boring, they say.”

 

“News? What’s that?”

 

Seria looked puzzled as she glanced at the official document lying before Cruyff.

 

[The Empress has awakened from her long slumber and taken action. Five rebellious nobles and all members of the Imperial Knights executed. Swiftly recovering imperial authority. Details below.]

 

It was like a report, summarizing significant events of the current empire, compiled by the church’s informant for the archbishop.

 

“Sena called it. He believes there will come a day when even common folk will read such official notices.”

 

“Sometimes Sena says nonsensical things like that. It’s cute, though.”

 

Seria smiled mischievously. Cruyff also smiled back, and Seria handed him the steaming coffee.

 

“Thank you for always making coffee despite the hassle. After Sena, you’re the next best at handling it.”

 

“I still don’t understand what’s so appealing about that black liquid.”

 

“Hahaha. I used to think the same. Bitter, with no taste. But once you start drinking it, there’s nothing quite like it.”

 

Cruyff briefly savored the aroma of the coffee before taking a sip.

 

Seria muttered while looking at the official document.

 

“Did you send Sena knowing things would turn out this way from the start?”

 

“No way, I never imagined Sena would be the one to save a crumbling empire.”

 

“Don’t lie. You knew exactly what you were doing.”

 

“Hahaha.”

 

Cruyff chuckled confidently. Seria gave him a sharp look. If only he could be as straightforward as Sena, she wouldn’t feel so frustrated.

 

Seria sighed and spoke.

 

“The Empire will find its way. It may have lost its path momentarily, but Astria is capable of resolving the situation quickly.”

 

“We’ll be busy for a while. If the Church can help, we should.”

 

“… Do you support the status quo?”

 

“Because Sena supports it. It’s been three years since he last wrote to me. Initially, it was a curse, but within a week, he was asking for help.”

 

Seria’s eyes widened.

 

“Come to think of it, he asked me for help too. I realized Sena isn’t the type to ask for help.”

 

“He’s not one to ignore others’ misfortune easily. If he lacks strength, he’ll borrow someone else’s to help. Clever kid.”

 

“…Unlike Sena, Astria isn’t like that. She’s been silent for a while due to poor health, but now that she’s recovered to some extent, she’ll be unstoppable.”

 

Seria’s expression darkened.

 

“Can Sena withstand her tyranny?”

 

Cruyff smiled calmly at Seria’s concern.

 

“He’s not my son for nothing. Sena possesses a strength stronger than any knight, magician, or priest.”

 

“What kind of strength does Sena have? He’s just a fool who knows how to save lives. A naive fool.”

 

“But he knows how to draw people in. Even in the midst of a battlefield, he can rally people to his side. No arrow devoid of reason can reach my son.”

 

Cruyff spoke with strong conviction.

 

Seria muttered weakly.

 

“That’s true. That’s why it’s problematic.”

 

Seria’s face seemed on the verge of tears.

 

“Wouldn’t it be best to let Sena peacefully close his eyes in his hometown, as he wishes?”

 

“…”

 

“If we fail to save Sena like this, both you and I won’t be able to bear it. Perhaps… it’s not too late even now. Before Astria becomes obsessed with Sena.”

 

Cruyff sipped his coffee, tightening his lips. Today, strangely enough, the coffee tasted bitter.

 

After a long silence, he spoke with difficulty.

 

“Even if this choice is wrong… Still… Still, there is no other way.”

 

Cruyff smiled sadly.

 

“To save Sena.”
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[64]

 

Astria, who had regained her senses, did not punish all the nobles.

 

She divided the severity of their crimes as Sena had hoped. Five were executed, including Iso, who were directly involved in the rebellion.

 

However, no one escaped consequences. Even at the least, they had to pay hefty fines and, in the worst case, were stripped of their noble titles and had their territories confiscated.

 

“Now, are you satisfied?”

 

Astria sat on the garden bench and spoke.

 

There was no longer a fussy wheelchair. She seemed refreshed.

 

“Satisfied…”

 

Sena touched his lips with a vacant expression. The warmth from yesterday still lingered.

 

“You were quite stubborn. Now you seem defeated.”

 

Astria plucked a flower. Interferences to harmony must be dealt with promptly. She looked at the flower she had plucked, imagining it might have served a purpose elsewhere.

 

“Aren’t you even afraid?”

 

A petal released from Astria’s hand fluttered in the wind and accidentally brushed against Sena. He staggered momentarily.

 

“To think a frail man stumbling from a drifting petal dares block my path.”

 

“I… didn’t stumble.”

 

“You did stumble. I thought you were going to fall.”

 

“Just how weak do you think I am? Even during my Academy days…”

 

“You still fear being prohibited from using mana, claiming to have been the top of your class. How accurate was that?”

 

“…If I did fear, how much did I fear?”

 

Sena muttered discontentedly. Don’t speak of others’ weaknesses, Chris.

 

“There’s no next time.”

 

“…”

 

“When my eyes turn blue, stay away. It means I’ve gone blind.”

 

Saying this, Astria stood up. Sena glanced at her feet. She was barefoot.

 

Perhaps it was her preference not to wear shoes while in a wheelchair, looking carefree. Or maybe she generally disliked shoes. Well, this world doesn’t have glass shards scattered on the ground. It shouldn’t matter much.

 

Still, isn’t it dangerous?

 

“But Your Majesty, they’re blue even now.”

 

“I have gray eyes. I’m talking about my vision.”

 

“Gray… is it? They look blue.”

 

“Can’t you distinguish colors? Physician?”

 

As if to make a point, Astria grasped Sena’s face and stared at him intently.

 

“Gray.”

 

“Well, they still look blue to me.”

 

Though her eyes were gray, there was a bluish hue in her ashen eyes.

 

Her ashen eyes lacked the eerie feeling typically associated with them.

 

…Of course, even if it wasn’t the eye color, Astria could perfectly embody that eerie feeling.

 

Anyway.

 

“…Please let go, I’m embarrassed.”

 

Sena bowed his head deeply. Observing Sena’s blush, Astria smirked.

 

There’s more to be come, and it’s already gotten to this point.

 

Sena mumbled, barely audible.

 

“That was my first kiss.”

 

“…Your first kiss?”

 

Astria looked surprised at Sena’s unexpected revelation.

 

Even without Chris’ occasional rumors, Sena was undeniably popular.

 

Seeking beauty is human nature. Having attended the Academy, he must have attracted the attention of the Empire’s most scandalous youths.

 

Of course, Astria didn’t know. The fact that there was someone who worked hard to protect Sena’s purity.

 

“Yes.”

 

“It was my first too. So, we exchanged our firsts yesterday.”

 

“Your Majesty’s first kiss?”

 

This time, Sena was astonished. Wait, she became Empress without ever having kissed anyone?

 

…More underwhelming than he thought.

 

“You’re thinking of something very rude.”

 

“…Not at all.”

 

Astria stiffened as she looked at Sena’s stiff hair.

 

It might not matter whether this was a lie or not. He had always been painfully honest.

 

“Your Majesty, your hand.”

 

“Haven’t I been healed?”

 

‘Healed? Not exactly.’

 

[69]

 

Astria was only slightly better off than himself, who was on the brink of death.

 

‘To leave it to Seria, I need to know as many complications as possible.’

 

Astria had embraced all the complications resulting from Parkinson’s disease.

 

The road ahead was long. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t be walking it with her, but he had to say it.

 

“We still have a long way to go.”

 

“You can take your time.”

 

Astria reached out her hand to Sena.

 

Sena half-clasped Astria’s delicate-looking wrist.

 

Honestly, it’s hard to believe. He had thought the tales of tyranny were just noble exaggerations, but yesterday he had truly feared for his life.

 

But there were still things that needed to be done. Sena closed his eyes. This was a gesture of gratitude towards Astria, who had listened well to advice that could have been ignored.

 

‘After all, it’s like a general hospital. I don’t know anything else, but the insulin drop is at the level of someone who has taken dr*gs.’

 

What’s the use of saying this? It was severe diabetes that caused it. By concealing it in such a way, it was her own fault.

 

“You really need to be careful with sugar intake.”

 

“Again with that?”

 

“Promise me.”

 

Sena extended his pinky finger, filled with concern.

 

“Even if you really want to, promise me you’ll hold back.”

 

“What’s that?”

 

“It’s a promise we make in my hometown. Just hook little fingers with me.”

 

“Hmm, is this like a sacred oath? Quite presumptuous. Daring to risk your life against the Empress.”

 

“…No, it’s not that scary.”

 

“What happens if you break it?”

 

“Hmm.”

 

Sena pondered before answering.

 

“You have to eat a thousand needles.”

 

“…A new form of torture. I might have to try it.”

 

Sena hooked his pinky finger with Astria’s.

 

‘If it’s Seria, it would be okay.’

 

If they could just manage the diabetes, he would trust Seria with the rest.

 

Seria was different from other priests that Sena disliked.

 

Unlike ordinary clergy who believed that employing any other methods was sacrilegious and merely cast spells without any intervention.

 

Seria used basic medical knowledge to respond initially before resorting to spells.

 

There shouldn’t be any mishaps like last time when she mistakenly set a bone.

 

“You promised.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Sena grinned sheepishly at Astria.

 

Perhaps it was the pretty garden background.

 

Today, Astria’s face looked especially pretty.

 

…He wanted to stay a bit longer.

 

“What are you thinking about?”

 

“Nothing at all.”

 

“Is that so.”

 

Sena silently spoke to Astria.

 

‘You need to stay healthy even without me. If possible, this time, truly heal.’

 

A parting greeting said to oneself.

 

It had become a familiar habit of Sena’s.

 

**

 

Returning to his room, Sena started cleaning.

 

Dust was quite fascinating.

 

No matter how much you sweep and wipe, it returns to normal by tomorrow morning.

 

It would be nice if it could clean itself like his body.

 

‘…It’s sterile.’

 

Absently, Sena leaned against the warm morning sunlight.

 

The light shooting through the glass was quite intense.

 

Contrary to those who seem to have a terrible affinity for evil, Sena’s skin was delicate.

 

Even a slight grip would leave marks.

 

It was as pale as someone who had never seen sunlight in their life.

 

Usually, with this kind of skin, merely being exposed to sunlight for long periods should cause it to peel or turn red.

 

However, no matter how long you waited, Sena’s skin remained the same.

 

He was as white as the first snow of winter.

 

“Perhaps even ultraviolet rays can’t penetrate. Then maybe uranium is okay.”

 

Just pure curiosity. Sena let out a humorless laugh.

 

A body devoid of germs.

 

Even in a fantasy world, that’s too far-fetched.

 

Well, from the start, the concept of mana doesn’t make sense.

 

In this world, it wasn’t too far-fetched to accept the idea of a fifth element.

 

However, bacteria were a different story.

 

There are more bacteria in the human body than there are cells.

 

Without them, could one even live? According to Sena’s common sense, it would have posed a serious health problem.

 

‘The short lifespan may have something to do with it.’

 

But if that were the cause, there was nothing that could be done about it.

 

What should he do about Sylvia? No matter how much he thought about it, there’s no way to stay alive.

 

Crunch.

 

“Sena-nim?”

 

Sena turned his head and lowered his sleeve. Serilda was standing there with a mop.

 

“Did you come to clean?”

 

“Oh, yes… but…”

 

“It’s okay today. I already did it.”

 

“…”

 

“Don’t make that face. Sometimes I feel like cleaning too.”

 

Sena approached Serilda.

 

“Is your brother okay? His name was Astin, right?”

 

“Oh, yes! Thanks to you, Sena-nim, he’s fine. He eats well, moved, and his eyes have noticeably improved. These days, he’s practicing swordsmanship.”

 

Serilda spoke joyfully.

 

“He aims to enroll at Larden. Isn’t that reckless? It’s not easy.”

 

For a commoner to enter Larden, there’s only one way.

 

A genius.

 

That word describes it to an extent that is indescribable. In Serilda’s eyes, Astin wasn’t quite that.

 

But she liked that recklessness. Because one could be reckless when alive.

 

“He can do it.”

 

“…Really?”

 

“People with exceptional motivation can do anything.”

 

Sena smiled as he spoke.

 

“Astin was sick for a long time, right? He must have felt sorry for you, Serilda. To repay the favor, enrolling at Larden is nothing.”

 

“Oh no. Astin… wants to repay you, Sena-nim.”

 

“…Me?”

 

“Yes!”

 

Serilda said confidently.

 

“How admirable.”

 

It was when Sena faintly smiled. The sound of someone approaching was heard, and Serilda went out first.

 

“It’s not Luna… What’s going on? It’s the first time I’ve seen you without armor.”

 

“I finished my duty. Any complaints?”

 

“…I don’t have any complaints, but must you speak in such a manner?”

 

The person who entered was Sylvia. She glared at Sena a little fiercely.

 

“Playboy.”

 

“Not really?”

 

Sena stretched out his body.

 

‘Well, this works out nicely.’

 

Sena first spoke to Serilda.

 

“Could you step outside for a moment?”

 

Serilda lowered her head without hesitation.

 

“Yes, understood. Call me when you’re done.”

 

“Yeah. Please close the door when you leave.”

 

After Serilda left, Sylvia turned her head sharply and spoke.

 

“There’s a rumor spreading that you’re the Empress’s man.”

 

“Troublesome.”

 

“You kissed in front of everyone, what was that about?”

 

“No, not that.”

 

Sena’s silver hair fluttered.

 

Sylvia’s pupils gradually dilated as Sena nearly collapsed before supporting himself.

 

“Se-Senior?”

 

Sena’s body slackened. The once radiant gaze in his eyes was dimming.

 

Sylvia’s eyes flickered with concern.

 

“It seems like I’m reaching my limit.”

 

He never thought he would be able to walk around without any issues until the day he died.

 

Even Astria, someone beyond the level of a Master, couldn’t avoid the specter of death.

 

Although he knew it wouldn’t be long before this happened.

 

Still, he never thought he would be visited by death so suddenly.

 

Isn’t 64 days still quite ample?

 

“W-Where does it hurt? Wait a minute, I’ll call a priest.”

 

Sena grabbed the hem of Sylvia’s clothes and stopped her as she hurriedly tried to call someone.

 

“You know. Even magic doesn’t work on me.”

 

“S-Still, I can’t just stand by and do nothing.”

 

“No. Right now, just stay with me.”

 

“…”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

“You’re my knight, right?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Sylvia said, her voice trembling.

 

Sena felt sorry.

 

‘I shouldn’t have been caught.’

 

Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to burden a childlike person.

 

But human hearts are so tricky.

 

Knowing someone close by who understands, he felt relieved.

 

It would have been dangerous if he were alone.’

 

Sena wiped away the tears in Sylvia’s eyes.

 

“Don’t worry too much. I’ve just lost a bit of my balance.”

 

‘The loss of bodily functions is beginning.’

 

Was it from this morning?

 

Walking straight had become difficult.

 

It felt like walking with a heavy burden tied to his legs.

 

If he lost his mind even a little, he stumbled, and now this was the result.

 

When did it start?

 

The blood-vomiting started about three years ago.

 

It became more frequent about a year ago.

 

He realized there was a problem with his motor function about six months ago.

 

Now, with only about two months left, his sense of balance. What’s next after that?

 

One thing was certain, as always, Sena had something he needed to do.

 

“Sylvia, get ready.”

 

Still, it was better than before. When he stepped into the Academy, Sena was alone.

 

When he left everyone behind, he felt a bit lonely.

 

But now, at least one person was by his side.

 

Sena looked at the bewildered Sylvia.

 

“I’ll be leaving soon. As soon as today, if possible. At the latest, before tomorrow morning.”
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Crunch, Crunch.

 

Sena nibbled on his chocolate. His brow furrowed slightly.

 

“Ugh. Bitter. Not tasty at all.”

 

This was what they called dark chocolate, with a cocoa content exceeding 70%.

 

It was also the only chocolate that diabetic patients could eat.

 

He had asked Old Man Elundir in the palace to produce it.

 

Cutting out sugar was harder than one might think.

 

Normally, sweetness was desired, and since diabetic patients tended to like sweet things, they often ended up with diabetes.

 

…Of course, he wondered if this taste could be comforting.

 

‘Well, it’s better than having nothing.’

 

Sena neatly folded the chocolate in paper and stacked it.

 

‘Once every three days!’

 

After marking the schedule diligently, Sena turned his gaze. He saw the piles of herbs.

 

The herbs scattered around the room were prepared to handle most illnesses.

 

He didn’t prepare too much on purpose. Since it was for the royal family, they could easily acquire more, and the important thing was how to use the herbs.

 

“Just need to finish up.”

 

The sunset outside had just crossed the horizon.

 

Night was approaching.

 

It was the last night in the palace.

 

Sena closed his suitcase.

 

It would be difficult to find these herbs again once they were used up.

 

No need to be regretful.

 

There was still time left, and the journey back home was long.

 

“Sylvia, are you sure that’s all you need?”

 

“…A knight can manage with just one sword.”

 

Sylvia was dressed comfortably.

 

A lace-adorned white blouse and loose pants. It looked like the least expensive outfit she owned, resembling pajamas.

 

‘At least it’s not a dress.’

 

Looking at things like this, she didn’t look like a Teutonic Knights, who were said to be the strongest in the Empire.

 

Wearing dazzling silver plate mail would draw attention quickly.

 

“Senior, are you sure it’s okay?”

 

“I have quite a few things in my suitcase.”

 

“Not that, though. Is your body really okay to move around?”

 

“If I have a sense of balance, I’ve adapted somewhat, so it’s okay.”

 

Sena looked around again. He saw scattered clothes.

 

He hugged each garment and began folding them neatly in their places.

 

Cough, cough.

 

Sena coughed weakly. Luckily, no blood came out, but Sylvia flinched each time he coughed.

 

He wasn’t that weak yet.

 

 

“You could ask a maid to do that. Seriously.”

 

As if disappointed, Sylvia came over and helped fold the clothes.

 

Though blunt, there was no junior like Sylvia.

 

But it would be nice if she folded symmetrically.

 

“I’ll do it. Keep people out, Sylvia.”

 

“Anyway, no one but Her Majesty comes to Sena’s room. If Her Majesty comes, I can’t stop her.”

 

Sylvia assumed Sena’s glance was due to discontent with the symmetry and proceeded to fold.

 

Sena’s clothes. They seemed smaller than they actually were. Whether it was because of the perception of weakness or not, they seemed smaller than they looked.

 

‘This…’

 

Sylvia’s hand stopped at a familiar piece of clothing.

 

It was a robe she had often seen since her Academy days. The white robe still maintained its color, but it was heavily patched.

 

There were even darn marks inside.

 

Sena was known for valuing items and clothes. He was quietly famous for being stingy.

 

But this was too much.

 

“Oh, you don’t have to fold that. I’ll wear it outside again.”

 

“Senior, why don’t you get a new robe?”

 

Sylvia’s eyes felt itchy. Sena awkwardly smiled. There was a sad truth behind it.

 

-Cherish it.

 

The robe was a gift from Cruyff when Sena entered the Academy.

 

Of course, he didn’t keep it all this time because it was a gift from that stubborn priest.

 

-If you can’t wear this, your next clothing will be a priest’s vestment.

 

…He really hated that. Sena intended to cherish that robe until he died.

 

“It was a gift from Cruyff on my birthday.”

 

“Oh.”

 

Sylvia shook her head. She looked at the robe with a wistful gaze. It was a cherished item filled with precious memories.

 

It touched her heart to see Sena’s kind nature to still hold on to something so precious after all these years.

 

‘Compared to him, I…’

 

Sylvia quietly recalled the items she received on her birthday.

 

It was apparently a villa in some distant domain. Judging by the fact that she couldn’t even remember its name, she had received it and left it abandoned.

 

‘Now’s not the time for this. I need to help Senior. I’m his knight.’

 

Shaking off her thoughts, Sylvia reached out to start folding the next piece of clothing.

 

“When did you finish folding everything?”

 

“Oh? Just now.”

 

For reference, he even folded Sylvia’s share of her mess.

 

After folding the last piece of clothing, Sena brushed off his hands and stood up. He wanted to take everything, but that would reduce the amount of herbs he could carry in his suitcase.

 

He took a few steps back and glanced around the room. It was well-organized. Still imperfect, but it would do.

 

Looking towards the door, Sena spoke.

 

“Luna.”

 

–Yes.

 

“Come in.”

 

The door opened promptly.

 

Luna’s face, which he hadn’t seen in a long time.

 

He felt a pang of guilt towards her.

 

Unlike Serilda, he hadn’t spoken much with Luna.

 

She was often on night duty, and he frequently sent her on errands during the day.

 

Luna must have had it harder than Serilda. But he never divided the work between them.

 

It was intentional. He purposely avoided building closeness for today.

 

Because if he did, she wouldn’t help.

 

“There’s something you need to do right away.”

 

Sena handed her a letter.

 

“Deliver this to Marquis Ashmont.”

 

“Yes, Sena-nim.”

 

Luna politely accepted the letter in a soft voice.

 

She didn’t raise any questions. Sena was curious, so he asked.

 

“Aren’t you curious?”

 

“It’s my role.”

 

Luna smiled faintly. She politely bowed and left the room.

 

‘She’s a good maid. A remarkable maid, indeed.’

 

Luna had never disobeyed Sena’s words. Her response was always ‘yes’, and she efficiently carried out tasks and requests more quietly and reliably than anyone else.

 

She would make a good maid.

 

At Marquis Ashmont’s estate.

 

After Luna left and enough time had passed,

 

Sena turned around.

 

“At 1 a.m. tonight.”

 

He remembered the time he first arrived at the palace.

 

77 days. Now it was 64 days.

 

He had stayed in the palace for a total of 13 days.

 

There had been quite a lot going on in such a short period.

 

At first, he wondered how it would be, but Astria turned out to be nicer than he thought.

 

Astria, who had been labeled by the public as a tyrant.

 

…He couldn’t deny that label anymore.

 

Nevertheless, Sena believed Astria was a good person.

 

She understood the circumstances of her subjects.

 

She listened to the grievances of the unjust.

 

She didn’t indulge in unnecessary things, only what was necessary.

 

While he didn’t hesitate for a moment to eliminate traitors, she cherished the flowers in the garden.

 

Above all, she trusted and followed his words without complaint.

 

Truly, truly.

 

He hoped she would live a long life.

 

Unlike himself.

 

“We’ll leave the palace, find a carriage, and escape to an unknown place.”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia bit her lip slightly.

 

Is there really no other way?

 

She knew best the emptiness that followed Sena’s disappearance.

 

It was beyond imagination.

 

The everyday stability that Sena brought was irreplaceable by anything else.

 

“I wish you could come with me.”

 

Sena extended a small hand. Sylvia raised her head slightly and looked at that hand.

 

Her head told her to resist.

 

But Sylvia’s current emotions were overwhelming joy.

 

She couldn’t resist that joy, so she held his hand.

 

“Whoever tries to stop us, I’ll definitely send Senior back home.”

 

“You’re reliable. When did you grow up like this?”

 

Sena laughed as he gently patted Sylvia’s head.

 

Sylvia blushed slightly. At this moment, she felt like she had returned to the noblewoman she had abandoned years ago.

 

However, suddenly Sylvia couldn’t shake off her practical concerns.

 

“…But how do I escape?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“It won’t be easy. If they’re causing a rebellion at the ball, they must think the Empire has fallen. But that was only true until yesterday when Duke Reinhardt, who was influential until then, was implicated.”

 

The imperial palace.

 

A place where even an ant’s movement is reported.

 

Escape from such a place was, by Sylvia’s standards, impossible.

 

Alone, she might have found a way somehow. Teuton was relatively free to come and go, and skill-wise, she had confidence.

 

‘Holding each other and leaping over rooftops might be an option. But eventually, I’d be caught at the walls. If I cause a commotion, Senior Chris will show up. If Senior Chris catches us, even if we had ten of me, we couldn’t escape.’

 

However, Sena was more cunning than he appeared.

 

Escaping was his specialty. Not just talk, but the real deal.

 

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan too.”

 

From the start, the calculations were already made when entering the palace.

 

The only worry was that the palace was so vast; her legs might hurt.

 

“I think mornings would be better to avoid Senior Chris. After work, he’s like a blade.”

 

Sylvia seemed to not entirely believe Sena had a plan.

 

“Trust me a little.”

 

Sena grinned. Even so, the trust seemed lacking.

 

“How can I trust you? Leaving the palace is no easy task. Do you know how many gates you have to pass?”

 

“I know, I know. But I’ve really thought this through.”

 

To get out, four gates had to be passed.

 

It wasn’t simple. Honestly, just stepping out meant knowing Astria wouldn’t allow it.

 

Moreover, once caught, escaping a second time would be even harder.

 

Yet Sylvia looked skeptical.

 

“Tell me. Otherwise, I’ll find my own way.”

 

“…You’re really suspicious.”

 

“Think about what Senior has done so far.”

 

Sena was clueless outside his field.

 

More so than anyone.

 

She was Sylvia, and she knew that better than anyone else.

 

“…Do I really have to show you?”

 

“Just saying it is fine.”

 

Sena hesitated.

 

‘I can’t just say it.’

 

Just the thought was embarrassing; speaking it was impossible.

 

Might as well show her.

 

With no appointments this afternoon and planning to stay in his room until dusk anyway.

 

Above all, he needed to get used to embarrassment. Mistakes due to embarrassment were unacceptable.

 

“Alright.”

 

Sena nodded reluctantly, unable to meet Sylvia’s eyes.

 

“Um, could you step outside for a moment?”

 

Sylvia blinked.

 

Sena’s face turned red down to his neck.

 

What was going on?

 

Nevertheless, Sylvia nodded.

 

“I’ll wait by the door. Let me know when you’re done.”

 

“Okay.”

 

 

After Sylvia left.

 

Sena, whose face was now crimson, quietly opened a drawer.

 

A maid’s uniform was neatly folded inside.
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“Your Majesty, I feel like I’m going to die.”

 

Rafiel was groaning. It was the night of the ball, or perhaps even before that, Rafiel hadn’t slept properly.

 

Endless heavy tasks, especially dealing with the mess that Duke Wilhelm caused, were a real headache.

 

“We really need to hire some competent people now.”

 

Astria fiddled with her pen in disbelief. Scan, sign, scan, sign. If it didn’t please her, it was discarded. It took less than 10 seconds per page.

 

“All we have to choose from are corrupt nobles.”

 

‘Monster.’

 

Rafiel looked at Astria, who had been working for hours without changing her expression, with a tired expression.

 

But Astria felt exasperated too.

 

“There is no mess like this. “There is a limit to how much it hurts.”

 

The commoner’s tax is 39%, and the noble’s tax is 9%.

 

Crazy b*stards.

 

Astria made a cool decision.

 

0% tax for the commoners, 60% for the nobles.

 

They’ve had it good enough; it’s time for them to cough up. On the flip side, the commoners, who had been exploited for so long, deserved some time to build their wealth.

 

Smart move.

 

While engrossed in paperwork, a knock on the door was heard. Rafiel tried to get up, but Astria stopped him.

 

“Come in. Rafiel, stay put and get back to work.”

 

Rafiel’s hope of taking a brief break to greet the guest was shattered. He slumped back into his chair, tears welling up.

 

“Your Majesty, are you free for a moment?”

 

“Ah, sit down if you have the time and lend a hand. You must know the basics having attended the Academy.”

 

“I mostly hung out with girls and drank, so I didn’t attend classes much.”

 

Astria raised her head.

 

“That’s not why the Academy was created.”

 

“Your Majesty, you once said to enjoy our youth.”

 

“It’s a military academy, for goodness’ sake.”

 

“But I did learn swordsmanship properly. That’s how I became Your Majesty’s Guardian Knight.”

 

Astria lowered her gaze momentarily. Her bright blonde hair seemed slightly disheveled.

 

“…Did Sena do the same? He’s a friend of yours.”

 

The Perfect Empress Astria.

 

However, she also had a few minor concerns.

 

That was, her lack of experience.

 

Of course, Astria hadn’t been idle. Even amidst her busy schedule, she sought out potential husbands to produce heirs.

 

But they kept doing unpleasant things, so she ended up killing a few, and eventually, there were no nobles left who wanted to marry Astria.

 

“Friends can be influenced, but Sena was too bright for me to influence.”

 

Chris reassured Astria in a way that seemed comforting.

 

“In fact, it was I who was influenced. Being black, I was dyed myself white, so Sena truly is a magician.”

 

Astria regained her confidence. With a proud expression, she asked.

 

“So he is really pure?”

 

“Yes, I guarantee it.”

 

“I guess he passed.”

 

Astria smiled with satisfaction. Chris blinked. Did he just hear that correctly?

 

Rafiel felt the same. Astria seemed like someone who would never marry in her lifetime.

 

‘Interesting.’

 

Chris stroked his chin. Since his academy days, he’d been most curious about who would win the ‘War for Sena’.

 

Considering their actions so far, it seemed most likely that his childhood friend, Seria, would quit her job as a priest and marry Sena.

 

He never imagined that the latecomer, Astria, would use her power to claim Sena.

 

‘You’re in trouble, Sena.’

 

Chris smiled delicately. At this point in the Empire’s history, Empress Astria, having suppressed the rebellion, had truly become the most powerful ruler in the Empire’s history.

 

When such an empress proposes marriage, no matter how much Sena likes to run away, he can’t escape and will inevitably be caught.

 

“So, why did you come to me? Chris. Didn’t I tell you to check Sena’s movements?”

 

“I was curious whether Your Majesty intended to monitor Sena instead of Duke Granz during this chaotic situation after suppressing the rebellion.”

 

Chris spoke seriously, without jest.

 

“It seems Sena secretly acquired the identification of his personal maid, Serilda, and a maid uniform that fits his size.”

 

Astria tilted her head.

 

“Maid uniform?”

 

“Probably to escape. Just hearing about it, I never thought he would run away by dressing up as a woman to cause trouble.”

 

Astria quietly put down her pen.

 

With swift, concise movements, she closed the documents and stowed them away.

 

She rose from her seat, put on her coat.

 

Her smile reached up to her ears.

 

“I can’t afford to miss this.”

 

“It seems Your Majesty thinks the same way.”

 

“Are you of the same opinion?”

 

“Of course. I’ll remember it forever and recall it whenever needed.”

 

Astria and Chris smiled at each other like villains.

 

At that moment, Rafiel quietly raised his hand.

 

“I, I want to see too.”

 

Fortunately, Astria was merciful at the moment.

 

“Well, alright.”

 

“Yes!”

 

Rafiel was simply happy to have a brief respite.

 

 

The three walked leisurely.

 

“If we catch him this time, how about at least having him imprisoned so he can’t escape again?”

 

Half-jokingly, half-seriously.  Chris was displeased with Sena, who continued to run away without saying a word, just like he did at the Academy.

 

Wasn’t he his closest friend? If Sena had mentioned it beforehand, Chris would have helped. But since he didn’t, Chris was determined to catch him desperately.

 

“No.”

 

However, Astria’s response was unexpected for Chris.

 

“If Sena wants to leave, let him go.”

 

“…Yes?”

 

“Wouldn’t it be alright for him to experience leaving my side once? To understand what it means.”

 

Astria, fundamentally a tyrant, swiftly eradicates anything she doesn’t like and if anyone rebels, she’ll strangle them.

 

But sometimes, she was lenient. Depending on the target, depending on the situation.

 

Like reducing taxes for commoners.

 

When a war breaks out later, won’t they need to collect more taxes?

 

To prepare for that, you need to create breathing room in advance.

 

In other words, when Astria becomes more lenient –

 

It was to tighten the grip even further.

 

**

 

“Changing your hairstyle makes you a different person? What kind of creature are you?”

 

“Quiet.”

 

Upon seeing Sena in maid attire, Sylvia laughed so hard she held her stomach for 30 minutes.

 

He’ll remember this for a lifetime. This grudge.

 

Anyway, Sena’s change wasn’t just about clothes.

 

He cut his bangs into what was called a goddess hairstyle and put on cute hairpins.

 

…He even did some makeup.

 

After looking down at the floor, Sena quickly moved, clutching the skirt hem.

 

‘But it’s better not to meet anyone I know.’

 

Even with this effort, meeting someone like Chris would be disastrous.

 

This alone had significantly changed his impression, but still, close friends would recognize him.

 

 

“Halt.”

 

“Who’s blocking the way?”

 

“W-Who are you?”

 

“I’m Sylvia of the Teutonic Knights. Here’s my identification. And this is the personal maid of Her Majesty’s physician. We need to go outside briefly for an urgent matter, so step aside.”

 

Sena blinked while looking at the floor. Sylvia is amazing… the best…

 

“Ah! It’s an honor to meet a Teutonic Knight!”

 

“Take care.”

 

“Take care!”

 

He passed through the gate with surprising ease.

 

This gate was the innermost part of the palace.

 

Once through here, there were hardly any people he knew outside.

 

In essence, he had passed the biggest hurdle necessary for escape.

 

After walking a bit further away, Sena breathed a sigh of relief.

 

“Puh-ha.”

 

“…Why are you holding your breath?”

 

“I felt like I had to.”

 

Sena glanced hurriedly behind him.

 

In the dark night, he could see the torches and lanterns burning in the imperial palace.

 

And he smiled brightly.

 

“We did it, Sylvia. It seems like we’ve escaped properly.”

 

“We still have three more gates to go.”

 

“Haha. Once we’ve made it this far, the rest is easy. Victory after victory.”

 

With a slightly excited gaze towards Sylvia, Sena took a few steps back. Sylvia looked at Sena with satisfaction, then glanced beyond him, her face draining of color.

 

 

“Ah.”

 

Sena bumped into someone and instinctively twitched his shoulders.

 

“S-Sorry.”

 

‘I must have been too careless.’

 

As he turned around, he saw a familiar black-haired knight and his expression froze in a smile.

 

Chris was standing there, emitting an ominous aura.

 

‘W-What should I do?’

 

Sena’s eyes were spinning in disbelief. He never imagined he would end up standing here.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

Sylvia quickly snapped to attention. She was considering sacrificing her senior and making a run for it.

 

“Who is this beautiful lady?”

 

Sylvia’s eyes widened. Did he really not notice her altered bangs?

 

Could something as drastic as a dragon’s tail splitting happen?

 

“I, um, I’m Celine.”

 

Sena quickly replied.

 

He couldn’t turn back now.

 

Fortunately, Chris didn’t seem to recognize his disguised appearance.

 

‘I guess I usually seem more manly.;

 

It was a relief that the disguise worked. His transformation was so convincing that even his friend couldn’t recognize him.

 

“Celine. It’s a lovely name.”

 

Chris lowered himself slightly and locked eyes with Sena.

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

“But, what are you doing out so late at night?”

 

Chris asked with a smiling face.

 

But there was an edge hidden in his tone.

 

“Oh, um, I-I was sent by my master.”

 

Sena’s heart raced, unaware of how high his hair was.

 

Sylvia was astonished and bit her lip in disbelief.

 

Senior Sena, he could even imitate a woman’s voice.

 

Today, she saw a new side of Sena.

 

“To be sent on errands at this late hour. It’s absurd to demand something like that.”

 

“Heh, heh.”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly and sidestepped like a crab.

 

It was in preparation to run at any moment.

 

“I also work under such a master, so I understand the predicament. It’s really troublesome.”

 

Chris’s eyes narrowed. But it was momentary, and he chuckled.

 

“Please hurry back. The night is not as carefree as a lady might think.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Chris got down on one knee in front of Sena.

 

He looked Sena straight in the eyes and said.

 

“Well then, I’ll be going. Please, stay safe until you return.”

 

Then he stood and walked away.

 

Chris never looked back.

 

 

Sylvia approached Sena, trying to calm her pounding heart.

 

“Senior, that was amazing. Did it really work? I honestly didn’t believe it… How did he not recognize you?”

 

But Sena said nothing.

 

‘He recognized me.’

 

It occurred to him later.

 

Chris was more sensitive to magic than anyone.

 

Sometimes, without even looking, he could tell who was who.

 

Did he say that the wavelength of magic power is different for each person?

 

And Sena had no magical presence.

 

Chris once said that among living humans, only Sena lacked magical presence.

 

It wasn’t that he was deceived. This was something Chris arranged.

 

He didn’t know why.

 

It could be out of consideration or simply because Chris was naturally cool-headed.

 

Either way, Sena felt the same emotions.

 

“…Senior? Are you listening?”

 

‘Sorry.’

 

He had already abandoned Chris twice.

 

No, not just Chris. Astria, Serilda, Luna, Chloe too.

 

He was turning away from them and trying to escape.

 

But this was already decided.

 

He had no intention of changing his mind now.

 

Suppressing his wavering heart, Sena watched Chris’s retreating figure and whispered softly,

 

“Goodbye.”

 

64 days remaining.

 

Sena fled from the Empress.

 

This was the second time he had abandoned precious relationships.
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The night in the Empire is bright.

 

The Empire, with its orbit around the equator, never fully sleeps even when night falls.

 

Among them, the capital feels particularly luminous.

 

This bright city, with a different atmosphere from modern neon signs, is known as such by the people.

 

The Awake City. Silania.

 

“It seems like there are still quite a few people out.”

 

“It’s the capital.”

 

Sena only partly liked Silania.

 

He appreciated its lively atmosphere even at night, but found its people somewhat lacking in warmth.

 

Silania, which seemed more romantic than anywhere else, was ironically devoid of romance.

 

As expected, the countryside is the best. No matter where you go.

 

“Since it’s late tonight, let’s find a place to sleep. Do you know of a good inn?”

 

“Hmm, from what I heard from Reston, the inn called ‘Night Over Day’ is of good quality.”

 

“Then let’s go there. We’re only staying for a day anyway.”

 

‘We won’t be followed, will we?’

 

Sena glanced at Sylvia. She seemed to be contemplating something, nibbling her finger as they walked.

 

It should be fine with Sylvia. She was the most brilliant knight Sena knew. She would surely detect magic first and let him know.

 

‘If worst comes to worst, we can break through the walls and escape.’

 

With that thought in mind, Sena followed Sylvia to the inn she knew.

 

“Do you know ‘Night Over Day’ inn?”

 

“You two are going there?”

 

A passerby frowned suspiciously.

 

Sena and Sylvia looked at each other in confusion and chuckled.

 

“Well, I can tell you…”

 

The man hesitated but eventually gave them directions.

 

Following the path he indicated, Sena started feeling uneasy.

 

It was in a somewhat remote area, and the buildings obscured the moonlight.

 

‘Oh, here.’

 

This was the area where Chris always came while skipping class.

 

Once, when Sena asked Chris where it was, he replied like this:

 

‘You don’t need to know. It’s the darkest place in the capital.’

 

“It looks like it here.”

 

Sylvia said innocently. Sena absentmindedly looked up at the sign.

 

-Night Over Day.

 

“Hmm. Doesn’t look very appealing.”

 

But since it was recommended by a knight, it must be decent. It’s often the case that the best places are in obscure locations. Sena pushed open the door.

 

“Oh? Female guests. Great. Our place welcomes women.”

 

Click.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled after closing the door with both hands.

 

Just now, a big-sister type was partially undressed.

 

It was a br*thel.

 

Reston or whatever.

 

The problem was that the refined young lady from a prosperous house was too innocent to even consider such a notion.

 

“Have you seen anyone suspicious? It’s frustrating. Why worry when I’m here.”

 

Before Sena could respond, Sylvia grabbed his wrist and pulled him into the inn.

 

“There were two of them? With three is also okay.”

 

“Yikes.”

 

Sylvia quickly covered Sena’s eyes.

 

‘…Why are you covering my eyes?’

 

Sena genuinely couldn’t understand.

 

**

 

After a minor mishap, Sena and Sylvia found a nearby small inn.

 

Fortunately, this time it was run by a kindly old man with a reassuring demeanor, not a busty lady threatening with two watermelons.

 

“Ah, long time no see, travelers. Here to stay?”

 

“Yes, just for a day. Please breakfast too!”

 

Sena was somewhat excited. He loved this atmosphere. So there are romantic inns like this even in the Empire.

 

“First, let’s unpack. I’ll prepare dinner later. It’ll be three shillings for everything.”

 

With a cheerful face, Sena paid and went upstairs.

 

“Here’s your key. Your room is the one on the left.”

 

Sylvia nodded expressionlessly.

 

‘Let’s rest well tonight.’

 

Perhaps due to the long walk, Sena’s legs were a bit sore.

 

And wearing a maid outfit all day certainly didn’t help. The mental fatigue was overwhelming.

 

‘Let’s take off this outfit as soon as we enter the room.’

 

Sena walked into the room.

 

As he turned to close the door, he saw Sylvia standing there.

 

“Well, they said your room was on the left, right?”

 

Sena said with an awkward smile.

Top of Form

 

However, Sylvia confidently entered and locked the door behind her.

 

“S-Sylvia?”

 

With an inexplicable forcefulness, Sena stepped back. Sylvia continued to approach.

 

Finally, Sena backed into the wall. Sylvia raised her hand to Sena’s cheek.

 

“Senior.”

 

Their faces were close. Sena’s pupils trembled.

 

But he tried to play it off casually.

 

“W-Why are you…”

 

“My knight oath, remember?”

 

“Y-yeah…”

 

“A knight is not a free volunteer. I require compensation.”

 

Sena slipped halfway down the wall.

 

Hastily, he pulled out a pouch from his pocket.

 

Carefully, he extended it with both hands.

 

“Will this be… enough?”

 

“…Of course, I didn’t mean gold.”

 

Gulp.

 

Sena swallowed nervously.

 

‘Surely she doesn’t mean… I have to repay her with my body?’

 

He’d heard stories like that before.

 

They said female knights who spent all day with men tended to have strong desires.

 

Could Sylvia be like that too?

 

“S-Sylvia.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“I’m sorry. That’s not appropriate.”

 

However, Sena was a man of integrity.

 

He couldn’t engage in such relations with someone he wasn’t dating.

 

‘…But if she forces it…’

 

Sena’s eyes anxiously darted around.

 

Sylvia was a formidable knight for her young age.

 

Naturally, if she were to use force, there would be no other way. Except to patiently wait until Sylvia was satisfied…

 

“It’s not right. As I protect you with my life, Senior, you also have a duty to give me what I want.”

 

“B-But still… this isn’t right. We’re not even dating.”

 

Sylvia blinked.

 

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

 

“Wha—”

 

“You promised to make an effort to recover. That’s what you said. Please, you must keep it.”

 

Sena’s face flushed.

 

‘So that’s what this is about.’

 

Why had his mind wandered so strangely lately?

 

Sena nodded.

 

“Yes. I’ll keep my promise. I’ll do my best to heal myself… satisfied?”

 

Sylvia ruffled Sena’s hair. Then, with a sigh of relief, she stepped back.

 

“You’re not lying, it seems.”

 

“Why would I lie? I’m simply saying I’ll take care of my own body.”

 

“Because that’s the kind of person you are, Senior.”

 

Sena chuckled bitterly and set down his travel bag. Sitting on the bed, he stared at the floor.

 

“Thank you. For worrying about me.”

 

He meant it. It wasn’t easy for someone to worry about others. But Sylvia did it as if it were only natural.

 

“It’s not like I did it for you, Senior.”

 

“R-Really?”

 

“Yes. Please don’t misunderstand. Unlike Senior, who flirts with any girl, I take relationships seriously.”

 

‘Being honest in strange places.’

 

And that last bit was completely unrelated.

 

“Anyway, since I promised, go back to your room.”

 

“I don’t want to.”

 

Sylvia replied matter-of-factly. Sena was at a loss.

 

“Then getting two rooms was pointless.”

 

“We didn’t need to get two rooms from the start. Since we need to protect Senior, we should stay in the same room.”

 

“I’m fine.”

 

“No. There could be trackers, or even kidnappers.”

 

“…Even though we’re in the heart of the capital, are there really kidnappers?”

 

“That’s not the only issue. Senior, your health isn’t great right now. How can we know when it might become dangerous?”

 

‘…But still.’

 

Sena pondered for a moment.

 

Of course, sharing a room wouldn’t be a problem.

 

He trusted Sylvia.

 

But…

 

‘I feel like I’m going to cough.’

 

He didn’t want to show her the endless hemoptysis.

 

No, it was not just the hemoptysis.

 

He didn’t want to show any weakness to his junior, Sylvia, who was like a younger sister to him.

 

… His pride was wounded. How long would he be treated with pity like this?

 

Sena resolved to journey happily with Sylvia, return safely to his hometown, and deliver Sylvia back to Astria.

 

“Um, well, Sylvia.”

 

His chest felt tight and itchy. It was definitely going to happen now.

Sena spoke a bit urgently.

 

“Let’s talk about this later. Shall we go wash up?”

 

“Let’s bathe together.”

 

“…That’s really not possible, I’m afraid. It’s too much.”

 

“Senior?”

 

Sylvia’s pupils wavered. Sena gestured that he was fine and turned away.

 

“Um… that’s why.”

 

“Senior!”

 

Sylvia urgently got up and approached Sena.

 

Cough, cough.

 

Sena started coughing. Not knowing what else to do, Sylvia simply embraced him.

 

“It’s okay.”

 

Huff, huff.

 

Breathing was becoming painful for Sena. As time went on, once he started coughing, it was hard to stop.

 

Sena hugged Sylvia tightly to endure the pain of the coughing fits. Due to the ongoing bleed, Sylvia’s white clothes were stained red with Sena’s blood.

 

How much time had passed?

 

Sena’s coughing subsided.

 

“Sylvia, you’re warm.”

 

Sena muttered hazily. Before long, his body relaxed. Sylvia widened her eyes and gently laid Sena down.

 

She brought her fingers to his nose. Luckily, he was still breathing. He had just fallen asleep.

 

Sylvia wiped her eyes with her sleeve. With a somber expression, she stood up and moved away. Leaning against the wall, she looked at Sena.

 

Sena was still asleep in his maid outfit. His disheveled appearance, his fair skin, his vulnerable form. Blood stains. A lingering warmth on her body.

 

This was Sena’s appearance that only she knew. The expression of Sena who had partially resigned himself to misunderstanding.

 

 

 

‘No, Sylvia.’

 

In truth, he had lied.

 

Earlier, when Sena had sensed something and bowed his head.

 

Wouldn’t now be okay?

 

After all, she’d be forgiving.

 

Should she interfere?

 

If it would be taken from someone, wouldn’t it be better to take it for the first time?

 

Given Senior’s nature, wouldn’t he inevitably accept it even if it were forced?

 

She had thought so. To this person in pain.

 

“I’m really trash.”

 

Sylvia laughed self-deprecatingly. Was this what humans did?

 

But what could she do? She liked him.

 

Sylvia clutched her chest. Frustrated as if something was blocking her.

 

‘Now I’m Senior’s knight. I chose this myself. So I shouldn’t be thinking like this.’

 

A knight cannot be with a lord.

 

It wasn’t a personal feeling, but a target to protect.

 

To repay a favor.

 

No, for the sake of ‘being there at least’, Sylvia had chosen it herself.

 

Because she knew. Sena wouldn’t choose her.

 

So she thought she could be satisfied with that, but still.

 

Her desires kept growing.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Even now, barely—truly barely.

 

She was enduring with superhuman patience.

 

Tonight would probably be long.

 

 

 

And so, for some, it was a comforting night.

 

For some, a painful night passed.
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Sena squatted in front of a bucket.

 

His face faintly reflected in the clear water, along with the rippling numbers above it.

 

“Senior, when will it be finished?”

 

“It’s done now.”

 

Upon hearing Sylvia’s voice from outside the door, Sena stood up.

 

He put on his robe and grabbed his travel bag.

 

Before leaving, he suddenly looked out the window.

 

‘I really ran away.’

 

As he welcomed the morning in a different place, he realized he had finally stepped outside.

 

‘…I felt sorry for Sylvia yesterday. Today, at least.’

 

Returning joyfully. Back to the place he was born and raised.

 

There was no more gloom.

 

Sena opened the door with a cheerful smile.

 

 

 

 

“Our final destination is Rendel. It will take about two weeks from here.”

 

“That’s not too far, is it?”

 

Sena and Sylvia walked side by side, discussing their upcoming tasks. Sylvia found Sena unusually cute today.

 

Carrying his baggage, Sena turned to Sylvia.

 

“Well, we’ll make a stop somewhere along the way.”

 

“Where?”

 

“The Vatican. There’s something I need to do.”

 

‘Before we go, I should see Cruyff’s face at least.’

 

The location of the Vatican was close by, in a place called Hamus, about a three-day journey by carriage.

 

“That works out well. If it’s that place, we might figure out what’s wrong with Senior’s body.”

 

Sylvia’s words stung Sena a little and he flinched. His only reason for going to the Vatican was to say his final goodbyes to his adoptive father.

 

‘I’ve given up, but Sylvia hasn’t.’

 

He had made a pact with Sylvia. Naturally, Sena intended to keep it. But realistically, it seemed impossible.

 

So, he set a goal. Even if recovering his body was too much to ask, he wanted to die without suffering. Perhaps that was achievable.

 

 

“Excuse me, are you heading to Hamus? We’re looking for a carriage to get there.”

 

“Hamus? Do you really think a merchant like us would go to that fanatical city?”

 

“Please, be nice. Do you know who this is…!”

 

Sena covered Sylvia’s mouth, which was about to protest.

 

‘Well, this is awkward.’

 

Finding a carriage to Hamus seemed challenging.

 

Of course, Hamus wasn’t a popular destination for ordinary people.

 

It was known as the Holy City.

 

As expected of a place with the Vatican, it was a location where many priests resided.

 

The issue was its reputation as the primary residence of the Inquisitors.

 

‘…Well, who would want to go to such a brutal place where they hang you if you seem weak in faith.’

 

Sena was afraid of going to such a grim place, but he desperately needed a carriage.

 

“But isn’t there a way to get there at least part of the way?”

 

“No, there isn’t.”

 

Sena took out a gold pouch from his pocket.

 

“I’ll give you all this.”

 

“…!”

 

Contained within was 50 gold paid in advance by Astria.

 

In terms of value, 50 gold equated to about 5 million won for nobles.

 

Considering the era, it was worth about 50 million won.

 

The merchant swallowed dryly at the sight of the gold inside the pouch.

 

Yes, indeed. If a merchant doesn’t covet money, they’re not a merchant. Hurry up and get the carriage running!

 

“Okay, isn’t this a little bit not enough?”

 

Eh.

 

Sena blinked at the merchant’s false cough, then narrowed his eyes.

 

‘He’s trying to squeeze more out of me.’

 

A good merchant, but not a smart one.

 

He was too greedy.

 

50 gold could change someone’s life. Better to give it to a good person. There were plenty of merchants with carriages in the area.

 

Sena tucked the pouch back into his pocket.

 

“I’ll look for someone else.”

 

“Wait, wait!”

 

“Changed your mind?”

 

“It’s not a joke when I say it’s not enough! I really have to put my life on the line for this!”

 

The merchant fidgeted around before whispering to Sena.

 

“There are circumstances I can’t discuss openly.”

 

“What kind of circumstances can’t you talk about?”

 

“Saying we can’t get off in Hamus is already too much here.”

 

Sena was bewildered. He understood not wanting to go, but it was still a city where people lived.

 

“Ah, well, I guess there’s no helping it.”

 

The merchant, eyes fixated on the gold, gestured momentarily.

 

“I’ll tell you once, so listen carefully. Lately, to leave the empire…”

 

As the merchant was speaking, he sensed a presence and turned around.

 

“Brother! Can I borrow a carriage?”

 

About five mercenaries approached, waving their hands.

 

Naturally, the merchant stopped talking. But to Sena, it seemed like the merchant was being cautious, as if he might be “exposed”.

 

“Huh? Who are those people?”

 

“Oh, it’s nothing. But why do you want to leave town so early in the morning?”

 

“Brother, you’re not planning to thrive as a merchant in ignorance of such news, are you? Listen up. Rumor has it that the Imperial Knights are recruiting in force this time.”

 

“And what does that have to do with you, who couldn’t even defeat your own wife?”

 

“Well, listen. So, not only from all over the Empire, but from other countries as well, they’re flocking to the capital. Do you even know the condition to take the Imperial Knight test?”

 

“I don’t know that, but it’s obviously none of your business.”

 

“They’re supposed to bring back an orc. How about it, worth a try?”

 

“You couldn’t even handle a goblin, and now you’re talking about orcs.”

 

“This guy! That’s why I hired companions. If you can’t do it alone, do it with others, right?”

 

A mercenary behind them grinned, showing his teeth.

 

…Looks like they’ve been hired.

 

One even gave a thumbs up, looking happy, which was fortunate.

 

‘But asking several people to catch one thing seems a bit much.’

 

This person must be seriously mistaken. Sena chuckled awkwardly.

 

“Anyway, we need to catch that orc near the capital before it dries up. Please provide the carriage quickly.”

 

The merchant sighed heavily as if there was no reply.

 

However, this man, whether a farmer or a mercenary, seemed rather oblivious.

 

“Huh? Why such a reaction? Oh, wait, is it because of ‘that’?”

 

And then, as if suddenly realizing something, he chuckled.

 

“My bad, do we really have to do that between us? Well, considering how scared you are, I guess we have no choice. One, two.”

 

After giving a sign, he sat down on the ground, raising both hands to the sky.

 

“Long live Her Majesty, Empress Astria!”

 

“Long live Her Majesty, Empress Astria!”

 

“Long live Her Majesty, Empress Astria!”

 

Sena stared dumbfoundedly at the mercenaries, who were cheering with raised arms.

 

“Oh, I see.”

 

Sena quickly understood and looked at Sylvia.

 

“I’m still dreaming, aren’t I?”

 

“…It’s not a dream.”

 

“But, this doesn’t make sense! Why would mercenaries suddenly cheer Empress Astria as they pass by?”

 

Sena pointed and gestured, but Sylvia seemed unimpressed.

 

“What’s wrong with praising Her Majesty? It’s only right to worship her constantly.”

 

“…”

 

For a moment, Sena had forgotten. Knights who had recently become Imperial Knights were often immersed in what was commonly called ‘nationalism’.

 

‘Wait a minute. Isn’t this merchant also watching the three cheers as if it’s obvious?’

 

Am I the only one who finds this situation strange?

 

Sena was deeply concerned, questioning if he was the odd one out.

 

“senior.”

 

“Senior.”

 

Suddenly, Sylvia grabbed Sena’s wrist and pulled him, hiding against a wall in a nearby alley. Sena looked bewilderedly at Sylvia.

 

“W-why all of a sudden?”

 

“Shh. I sensed a presence. It’s a Teutonic Knight.”

 

“…!”

 

Could it be the tracking squad!

 

Sena covered his own mouth and raised his head.

 

Shortly after, three knights in shining armor passed by. One of them was someone Sena knew.

 

Reston. He still couldn’t forgive being treated like a woman.

 

Their conversation could be heard carried by the wind.

 

“I never thought they’d go to my recommendation.”

 

“Sylvia is so naive.”

 

“Even if she’s naive, there’s a limit. If it’s that bad, she’s a fool, stupid.”

 

“Wasn’t it rumored that she had low intelligence?”

 

“True.”

 

“…”

 

‘Cold.’

 

Sena felt a chill and immediately looked back.

 

Sylvia seemed to be emitting a dark aura.

 

“I’ll go somewhere for a moment.”

 

“You can’t go now, you can’t…!”

 

Sena desperately grabbed Sylvia’s sleeve and clung to her.

 

Fortunately, thanks to Sena’s persuasion, Sylvia was able to calm down.

 

‘My skills as the top graduate of the Larden Academy are still alive and well. I managed to stop a Teutonic Knight in her tracks.’

 

The form may be temporary, but class is eternal, was that the phrase?

 

Sena felt a subtle sense of pride, but the reality was a bit different.

 

‘Cute.’

 

Sylvia glanced sideways, pulling Sena’s arm and trying hard to contain her amusement. Sena, who was exerting all his effort, embodied the word ‘adorable’ in its truest sense.

 

Heart-wrenching.

 

“Oh, I’m coming back.”

 

The odd mercenaries who were bothering the merchant seemed to give up and waved as they disappeared.

Sena quickly rushed over to the merchant.

 

“What’s going on? Why suddenly chant?”

 

“…Is there anything wrong with praising Her Majesty?”

 

The merchant said lifelessly. But Sena knew.

 

-Damn, I’ve fallen for a trick. It’s all because of Her Majesty.

 

The merchants, those who blamed Her Majesty for their own failures…!

 

“Don’t lie. Merchants are on the side of those who pay in gold, aren’t they?”

 

“Where did you hear that? Sounds like a wise saying.”

 

The merchant sighed in admiration.

 

“From someone I know. But more importantly, weren’t you just on the side of a gold-paying mercenary? What’s the reason for that?”

 

The merchant looked slightly puzzled at Sena’s boldness.

 

He was told he shouldn’t say this. But, well, there are people everywhere who are indifferent to the news. Could it be that such a young-looking person is the ‘Her Majesty’s personal physician’?

 

“Last night, Her Majesty issued a decree throughout the city. ‘Anyone leaving the capital must chant praises three times before leaving. And, do not inform my physician, ‘Sena Birkender’, of this fact. If you find Sena Birkender, report it. If you disobey this, I will wipe out eight families.’ Do you understand now? The amount is certainly abundant in gold, but it’s not enough to stake my life…”

 

 

Sena listened to the merchant’s story in a daze. He also gave the merchant a reward of ten gold for sharing the information.

 

Sylvia looked worriedly at Sena. She now understood. How much disappointment had Sena felt and how much did he want to return to Rendel?

 

‘He must have been very disappointed.’

 

But Sylvia half knew this would happen. There was no way Astria would willingly send Sena away.

 

As they walked in silence for a while, Sena stopped.

 

Then he chewed his lips thoughtfully.

 

“Astria.”

 

So he was pretending to stay quiet.

That was his intention.

 

 

-‘If you want to run away, try.’

 

It was as if Astria was saying that.

 

He was really furious.

 

It was like telling a puppy you’d been raising to go play for a bit.

 

“What if you just call out Her Majesty’s name like that?”

 

Sena’s eyes were filled with anger and stubbornness. When Sena looks like this, he’s always up to something big.

 

“Listen carefully.”

 

Sena compressed his suppressed emotions.

 

She didn’t bother to look for him and just prevented him from going outside the capital.

 

That meant only one thing.

 

She was tired of struggling, so she was waiting for him to come back on him own.

 

In other words, try it, that’s what it meant.

 

‘…Did she think I couldn’t do it?’

 

Astria had underestimated Sena.

 

Even though Sena was like this… He was an expert in the field of running away.

 

If he decided to hide, not even the Empress could find him.

 

Of course.

 

“We are going to the church from now on. Because my father is here to help in times like this.”

 

‘Cruyff wins everytime anyway.’

 

The power of Pope-to-be Cruyff was truly invincible!

 

Filled with confidence, Sena’s necklace shined for an instant.
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Silania Cathedral.

 

Sister Ellie, who was just appointed this year.

 

She paused her sweeping with her broom as she sensed someone’s approach.

 

Two people so beautiful that she was entranced for a moment were walking by.

 

One of them in particular looked like a pure white snowflake.

 

‘Angel?’

 

The thought crossed her mind suddenly.

 

“Hello.”

 

The silver-haired boy greeted, clasping his hands together. Ellie found herself momentarily speechless.

 

‘The doll speaks.’

 

“Yes, yes. hello.”

 

Ellie managed a reply, taken aback.

 

Then she snapped back to her senses.

 

You can’t act like this, Ellie. It’s been so long since someone visited the cathedral; you should guide them properly.

 

“This is the Silania Cathedral. Unauthorized access is prohibited. If you need assistance from Justitia, would you please go to church?”

 

Sena cleared his throat, tousling his soft hair and casting a sidelong glance.

 

What’s this? Is he looking for praise?

 

“That… is such a beautiful color. Silver hair is quite rare, and Lady Justitia must hold Sister in special regard… Wait a moment.”

 

While the doctrine of the Church of Justitia was “All humans are equal”, there was also the belief that “Good humans should live longer than evil ones”.

 

Therefore, there existed a hierarchy within the clergy.

 

In urgent situations, priority was given to those who were considered morally better than others.

 

This priority was disseminated throughout the entire clergy, with brief personal profiles and assigned ranks.

 

From Grade 1 to Grade 5, with lower numbers indicating higher priority.

 

Of course, as a gatekeeper of the church, Ellie didn’t memorize everything, but she remembered some notable details.

 

[A handsome boy with silver hair. Quite cute.]

 

To blatantly state “cute” and “boy” was unprecedented.

 

The name was unmistakable.

 

<Special Protection Target, Sena Birkender>

 

-If this subject wants something, it’s best to comply.

 

“Um, may I know Sister’s name?”

 

“…”

 

However, Sena gazed into the distance.

 

“Sister?”

 

“…”

 

The priest asked tentatively.

 

“Brother?”

 

Sena’s expression brightened as if mocking the thought of ever appearing troubled.

 

“It’s Sena.”

 

**

 

Sena rarely got angry, except at peculiar moments that triggered his pride.

 

That was when his pride was hurt.

 

Secretly, Sena had a lot of pride. And, Astria really touched Sena’s pride.

 

‘That’s shameful.’

 

He didn’t easily dismiss it.

 

Astria was willful, unlike his kind academy friends; her eyes were filled with possessiveness.

 

So he had thought of ways to handle her. But he never imagined she would prevent him from escaping the capital.

 

 

Sena also chose a desperate method.

 

If he fled to the church, what could the Empress do? It was a strategy.

 

“May blessings be upon the future. What brings you to our cathedral?”

 

Reception room inside Silania Cathedral.

 

Sena assumed a posture of prayer and politely responded.

 

“I came to offer a brief prayer while passing by.”

 

“You are faithful as expected!”

 

Ellie’s eyes sparkled. That was the typical response of a priest seen through their eyes.

 

In reality, it was not about prayer but about exerting the clergy’s authority in a very personal matter.

 

‘By the way, this person seems like a good priest.’

 

Sena carefully picked up Ellie’s tea without making a sound, and she sipped it politely.

 

A priest of the church, was mostly just a dirty people, but she didn’t show any signs of that.

 

Normally, a rotten priest would emit a strange smell just by approaching them.

 

However—

 

[45]

 

…It was slightly annoying to think that her days were numbered.

 

Where does it hurt?

 

Her complexion seemed quite normal.

 

“But who is this person…?”

 

Ellie, who had been observing Sylvia standing beside him, asked.

 

“Achoo.”

 

Sylvia let out an adorable sneeze and sniffled.

 

… Still not healed yet. Priest allergy.

 

“This is my knight. Isn’t she impressive?”

 

“Ah…! Yes! Very impressive!”

 

Ellie didn’t find it strange that a young boy had already had a sworn knight.

 

Special Protection Target.

 

Being tagged as such meant that, depending on circumstances, the clergy might need to safeguard them as a crucial figure even if it meant declaring religious wars.

 

Currently, there were only ‘three’ such targets.

 

Ellie, a novice priestess dispatched to this area just a year ago, didn’t know much about Sena, but she understood how remarkable he must be without needing an explanation.

 

“It’s always a pleasure to meet someone who prays to Justitia. Well then, I’ll step aside so as not to disturb your prayers.”

 

“Hey. Sister Ellie.”

 

As Ellie stood up, Sena hastily followed suit.

 

“Yes, what is it? Brother Sena.”

 

‘She called me brother… she’s really kind.’

 

Sena was moved. Normally, , some people stubbornly referred to him as Sister, but Ellie was different.

 

Isn’t this sufficient justification for treatment?

 

Sena clasped his hands together and closed his eyes.

 

“You seem extremely kind, Sister. I was so impressed that I wanted to pray to Justitia for Sister Ellie. Is that okay?”

 

Seeing Sena’s complete turnaround from his usual demeanor, Sylvia stared at him incredulously.

 

Sena felt a bit embarrassed but didn’t drop the facade.

 

When meeting priests, one must use a ‘cleric tone’. It wasn’t because of Cruyff’s brainwashing education… but rather because he didn’t want to cause even the slightest harm to the future Pope Cruyff. Ordinary people who spoke carelessly often stirred up unnecessary rumors.

 

“Do you really want a blessing prayer for me?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“You’re just too kind…! I’m touched.”

 

Ellie was genuinely moved, tears welling up as she extended her hand.

 

…It pricked his conscience that this was just for treatment.

 

Anyway, Sena cautiously took Ellie’s small hand in both of his.

 

He meticulously examined her body with ‘Medicine’.

 

After a while, Sena exhaled silently.

 

‘There’s nothing wrong with her body.’

 

What he discovered was that there was an abundance of divine power within Ellie’s body, enough to make one’s insides quiver.

 

That was an innate abundance of divine power.

 

Those kinds of humans were immune to most diseases.

 

Was she dying from an accident instead of an illness?

 

What would happen in 45 days?

 

‘Oh, no.’

 

Sena’s curiosity sensors were activated, along with a habit of not leaving behind a patient just like that.

 

At least for Astria, he had taken minimal measures before departing, which lessened his worry.

 

But this was a calamity.

 

“I can feel Sena’s warm heart.”

 

“…”

 

“You really are a good person. The thought of protecting you, it resonates deeply within my heart.”

 

Ellie grinned and let go of his hand.

 

Then, with a soft nod, she said.

 

“Call me when you’re done praying.”

 

‘Let’s think about this later.’

 

Sena also nodded slightly.

 

“Thank you for your kind reception.”

 

 

 

 

After Ellie left.

 

Sylvia exhaled the breath she had been holding.

 

“Achoo.”

 

“You still haven’t cured that illness?”

 

“Senior, think about it. For five years, from the age of seven, I was surrounded by priests and infused with divine power.”

 

“…That’s kind of scary.”

 

Sylvia recalled that she used to suffer from a genetic disease. Still, she was fortunate that her parents took good care of her.

 

“But why did you come to the church? Look at this.”

 

Sylvia grumbled and showed her arms. Indeed, they were covered in goosebumps.

 

‘She must be hurt for real.’

 

Who speaks like that because they like them …! Live as a successful clergy child!

 

“You’re not thinking of hiding in the church, are you?”

 

Sylvia thought about whether Sena would go so far as to use a drastic measure.

 

Sena suddenly remembered a fantastic joke and smirked, lifting the corners of his mouth.

 

“What’s the fastest in the world?”

 

“Suddenly?”

 

“Quickly.”

 

“Dragon?”

 

“Wrong.”

 

“Pegasus?”

 

“Wrong.”

 

Sylvia’s lips twitched.

 

“Senior, tell me before I get mad.”

 

“It’s the word of the Inquisition.”

 

“?”

 

“So, the words of the inquisitor are the fastest. They have special means of communication.”

 

“That’s totally far-fetched, you know?”

 

“Hey, wasn’t it fun?”

 

“Huh.”

 

“…”

 

Seeing Sena crestfallen, Sylvia couldn’t help it.

 

“It was fun.”

 

“I thought so.”

 

Sena smiled again. Sylvia wanted to ruffle Sena’s well-groomed hair.

 

She wanted to tease Sena because he was embarrassed and straightened his hair, and once again she wanted to mess it up again.

 

Whether Sylvia thought about it or not, Sena continued enthusiastically, arms crossed.

 

“From now on, I’ll call for the Inquisitor. We’ll use that to get out of the capital. When Cruyff says ‘come here’, the clergy will take us to Hamus. So, we came to a distant cathedral on purpose.”

 

The difference between a cathedral and a church was simple.

 

The church is a familiar feeling. It treats wounds and where ordinary people or nobles pray.

 

It has a somewhat ‘private’ feeling. The bishop manages the church as a whole.

 

On the other hand, the manager of the cathedral was the ‘Pope’. Therefore, it was like a control tower.

 

Just as in the Middle Ages, corrupt bishops were common, and they were a place to monitor such people from doing futile things.

 

It is mainly used as a residence for inquisitors dispatched to various places or as a prayer place for the same clergy.

 

Therefore, calling an inquisitor from a cathedral was simple.

 

“Sylvia, would you like to try following my words?”

 

“Yes? Yes.”

 

“Magic is cool.”

 

“…Magic is cool?”

 

“Put some magic power into it. Powerfully.”

 

Sylvia didn’t know why she had to do that, but she tried anyway.

 

“Magic is cool.”

 

The relationship between mages and priests.

 

The two are not on good terms at all.

 

Basically, magic ‘creates’. You create fire out of thin air or create water.

 

In the doctrine of Justitia, only Justitia can create.

 

Therefore, ‘magic’ is a seizure button for inquisitors.

 

Since she said this with magic in mind, an inquisitor who should be very strong will notice and appear right away…

 

Bang!

 

But that doesn’t mean you have to break the ceiling!

 

“… Who dares to contain such blasphemous words in the cathedral.”

 

Lucia swung her mace at Sylvia, piercing through the ceiling in the process.

Although Sylvia managed to block it, she was sent flying backward.

 

“Do you want to be killed?”

 

Sena said with great fear.

 

“I-It’s Sena.”

 

Lucia, who had been exuding a deadly aura, quickly softened upon seeing Sena’s face.

 

Innocently, she said.

 

“It was you, Sena.”

 

“Yes yes.”

 

Sena was a little scared of Lucia.

 

“I knew you liked pranks, but pranks like that are troublesome. I almost judged Sena’s knight.”

 

“What did you just say?”

 

Suddenly, Sylvia appeared beside them, her sword aimed precisely at Lucia’s throat.

 

Lucia remained unfazed.

 

“I’m truly sorry. I must have been half asleep and misjudged.”

 

“Sylvia. Sorry…”

 

As they both immediately apologized, Sylvia, who was suddenly struck by that unexpected blow, had no choice but to tremble and sheath her sword.

 

‘We’ll see about this later.’

 

Sylvia glared fiercely at Sena.

 

 

“I told you to come if you need help. It’s an honor to meet you so soon. What assistance do you require?”

 

Lucia was dressed in pajamas and spoke quickly.

 

‘…She must want to go to bed.’

 

Such an attitude was unusual for a priest.

 

“I have a message I want Cruyff to receive quickly.”

 

“Ah, understood.”

 

Lucia closed one eye and whispered something in a low voice.

 

Suddenly, a red light gathered around her, holy magic to send a message to someone far away.

 

“Yes, the connection is established. What message should I relay?”

 

“Because of the Empress Astria, I’m unable to leave the capital. Please inform him to summon me.”

 

“…”

 

Lucia closed both eyes.

 

She muttered for a while.

 

A tense moment of anticipation.

 

“Yes, I’ve received the response. Thank you.”

 

Lucia opened her eyes.

 

“What did he say?”

 

Whether heard or not, Cruyff’s response was already decided.

 

Sena smirked.

 

Sometimes unpleasant, but he could only trust Cruyff.

 

He resolved to treat him well next time they met.

 

Lucia yawned halfway through her sentence.

 

“He said to just stay here.”

 

Sena, not quite understanding Lucia’s words, tilted his head.

 

Realizing belatedly, he replied briefly.

 

“Ah.”

 

As expected, it was right to hate Cruyff.
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It was a late lunch.

 

Astria slowly opened her eyes.

 

The overly bright sunlight, her languid body, and the growling hunger in her stomach clock pointed to lunchtime.

 

Looks like he overslept again.

 

She did tell her not to wake her, didn’t she?

 

Clueless maid.

 

…If it were someone else, enjoying their vacation, they would have easily ignored such words and woken her.

 

“Your Majesty, Priest Seria wishes to speak with you.”

 

“Tell her to leave.”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“My physician is the only one I need. Only one person can see my body.”

 

Yesterday, a priest came.

 

She said Sena had chosen his successor.

 

That cat-like guy.

 

It looks like he had been preparing to leave secretly.

 

“…She said Sena would be sad.”

 

Astria twitched her eyebrows.

 

“Still, should I yield?”

 

At Betty’s mournful voice, Astria turned her head sharply.

 

“Summon her.”

 

 

 

“A 1st Grade Priest, Seria, requests an audience.”

 

Astria didn’t like Seria’s face from the first encounter.

 

“Don’t lift your head. No need to respond. Just listen.”

 

Astria glared coldly at Seria, who bowed her head.

 

“My physician will return soon. You’re not needed.”

 

Seria replied nonchalantly.

 

“Could I at least treat you until then?”

 

“…”

 

Astria remained obstinate.

 

She’s sure she told her not to speak.

 

But Seria persisted firmly.

 

“I will come tomorrow morning.”

 

“Tomorrow?”

 

‘Right. Come to think of it, Sena won’t be here tomorrow morning either.’

 

“…”

 

Moreover, this priest, she really didn’t like her.

 

There was no reason. she just didn’t. From head to toe.

 

Especially her chest area.

 

Astria patted the armrest and lost herself in her thoughts.

 

I wanted him to come back by himself. I guess I can’t stand it.’

 

Suddenly, Astria felt uncomfortable with mornings without Sena.

 

What could fill this emptiness?

 

Probably no one else but the person involved.

 

“I should bring him back soon.”

 

Just as Astria freed Sena on her own terms, she decided that she should capture him on her own terms.

 

She was planning on letting it go for about a week.

 

A week was too long for a tyrant.

 

“That’s a very good idea. I’ll bring him back now.”

 

“How presumptuous.”

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth.

 

“Would I leave another woman’s hands untied? Me?”

 

She glared fiercely at Seria.

 

“I will go myself.”

 

Thus, for the first time in 3 years, the Empress’s inspection tour of the capital was carried out.

 

**

 

“Do I look like someone who would give up?”

 

Sena was genuinely annoyed.

 

“Leaving the capital without Cruyff’s help is a piece of cake.”

 

When he asked for Isabella’s help.

 

In that moment, Sena remembered the determined face of the youthful Astria.

 

-Oh, quite proper, my physician.

 

-How dare you insult me like that? I will destroy the three families.

 

Shiver.

 

Perhaps it’s best not to use that method after all.

 

“Looking for a solution is good, but…”

 

Sylvia said with a face full of dissatisfaction.

 

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“Treatment, treatment.”

 

“Uh, uh, of course I know. I’ve been thinking about it all along.”

 

Hair standing up.

 

Sylvia sighed.

 

Was asking him to take care of himself such a difficult request?

 

“Since we’re here at the church, it’s best to get checked here.”

 

“Well, after leaving the capital…”

 

Sylvia grabbed Sena’s arm and dragged him out of the prayer room.

 

“Hey, Sylvia? We’re in a cathedral, so they won’t provide treatment here.”

 

Sena protested, but it was futile. Sylvia was determined not to delay any longer.

 

Creak, Sylvia opened the door, sensing the presence of someone outside, and pushed Sena forward.

 

“Have you finished your prayers?”

 

“There’s a sick person.”

 

“…?”

 

Ellie blinked and tilted her head.

 

“Please treat him.”

 

“Sister, this is a cathedral. It is not a space to use holy magic.”

 

“Yes, right? She said no. Let’s go back.”

 

“But…”

 

Ellie smiled broadly.

 

“It’s a different story with Brother Sena. I can’t just turn away someone who prayed for me.”

 

‘This special treatment isn’t really appreciated…’

 

Sena’s shoulders slumped. He didn’t want to waste time on meaningless things.

 

But unable to resist Sylvia’s insistence, he approached Ellie.

 

“Where does it hurt?”

 

“I’m not in any pain.”

 

Sylvia spoke from behind.

 

“Frequently coughing blood. Difficulty breathing at night, and imbalance in the body.”

 

“Oh dear.”

 

Ellie’s expression turned serious.

 

She had initially thought it was just a minor cold based on appearances, but the condition seemed worse than expected.

 

“It’s not that serious.”

 

“Senior. I’m really willing to tie up Senior and go around all the churches in the Empire.”

 

“Isn’t that a bit too much?”

 

Ellie chuckled.

 

“You two seem to get along really well. I envy you. Now, Brother Sena, would you give me the opportunity to hold your hand?”

 

Sena extended his hand with a resigned expression.

 

Ellie took Sena’s hand and closed her eyes.

 

Soon, a warm energy flowed into his body.

 

It was Ellie’s divine power. Did Ellie feel the same sensation?

 

He felt a bit drowsy and relaxed. Divine power had a pleasant flow.

 

 

 

“This is…”

 

Ellie slowly opened her closed eyes.

 

“…Unbelievable.”

 

“What’s wrong!?”

 

Sylvia leaned in, banging the table and bringing her face close.

 

Ellie didn’t hear Sylvia’s voice like that. The shock was too great. A drop of cold sweat trickled down her cheek.

 

She had seen many people.

 

Countless priests and apprentices.

 

But this was the first case. No, there wouldn’t be another like it in the future.

 

“Most of his body is made up of divine power. How is that possible? I understand Brother Sena isn’t even a priest.”

 

Sena’s face was stained with embarrassment.

 

‘What is this person?’

 

Her words were right.

 

Half of Sena’s body was indeed composed of divine power.

 

An overwhelming talent received at birth.

 

This was also a reason why the church was eager to recruit Sena.

 

With this level of divine, he could achieve ‘any miracle’.

 

Therefore, he suppressed his divine power as much as possible in everyday life.

 

Certainly, no ordinary priest could diagnose Sena’s body.

 

At least, not below the rank of cardinal. Couldn’t they tell from his deliberately restrained aura?

 

‘What is it?’

 

“This… is evidence that he’s greatly loved by Justitia.”

 

Ellie was slightly excited.

 

“Why aren’t you a priest? I don’t know much about worldly matters, but it seems like there’s no better option for you than to become a priest.”

 

Because both the church and Justitia were disliked by him.

 

He would never become a priest, even if he died.

 

“Don’t I have the right to refuse?”

 

“…”

 

“I wasn’t born like this because I wanted to be.”

 

Sena said somewhat bitterly. Ellie released his arm with a blank expression.

 

“I dreamed of becoming a priest since I was born and raised, so I thought having even a little divine power was just a good thing. I guess excessive divine power to someone who doesn’t want it is just a burden. I’m sorry.”

 

Ellie was indeed a good priest.

 

There was no need for her to apologize.

 

“So, what about the Senior’s body? What’s the problem?”

 

Ellie lowered her head.

 

“I’m not sure myself. Divine power naturally returns to its original state. With this level of divine power, any abnormalities should improve quickly. However…”

 

Ellie touched her lips for a moment. She should avoid making speculative comments to patients. But she didn’t know about this case, one of her own little thoughts might matter.

 

“It’s possible that it’s the recoil of Holy Magic. When someone who isn’t a formal priest uses divine power, there’s a cost. Brother Sena, do you usually use divine power to heal people?”

 

Sylvia’s pupils dilated.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and extended his hand.

 

“No way.”

 

However, Sylvia, who had partially turned her eyes, couldn’t hear Sena’s voice.

 

She just received the feeling of her heart sinking.

 

“…Is that true?”

 

“If someone who isn’t a priest uses divine power, it’s bad for the body.”

 

“Yes. It probably shortens your lifespan. Justitia does not allow that.”

 

Sylvia bit her lip.

 

 

“Okay, then.”

 

As soon as the moisture started to build up, she looked at Sena.

 

“Senior Sena, have you been using your lifespan to save people all this time? Even… me?”

 

No, no.

 

That can’t be.

 

It’s just the power of modern medicine and fantasy.

 

Using divine power without learning it has always been strictly prohibited by Cruyff.

 

He knew that his body would recoil, and Sena didn’t go to such lengths to save someone.

 

Of course, he unavoidably used a bit when performing ‘medicine’.

 

It was enough to be allowed by Cruyff.

 

It slightly accelerated natural recovery.

 

More importantly, if that were the case, Sena’s lifespan would have decreased day by day when saving Astria.

 

But Sena had never seen his number change since he saw it.

 

It didn’t increase or decrease.

 

That wasn’t the cause. There was no relationship between divine power and his body. On the contrary, it was more credible that God shortened his lifespan as a reward for receiving excessive divine power.

 

“No, really. I’ve never used even a bit of divine power.”

 

Sena dismissed it briefly.

 

It was technically a lie because he used it a little, but he thought it best to be firm to avoid misunderstandings.

 

“Ah.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes fell on Sena’s hair, which stood up straight on the top of his head.

 

Lie.

 

He lied.

 

Her body sank.

 

“Why, why on earth.”

 

“Why did you have to go to such lengths?”

 

Sena was taken aback. It seemed like she was misunderstanding something absurd.

 

“Sy-Sylvia? I really didn’t…”

 

Sylvia’s eyes, already blurred, couldn’t see anything.

 

It felt like falling into an endless abyss of despair.

 

“Sylvia? Sylvia!”

 

 

“Sylvia!”

 

Sena shouted with force, gripping Sylvia’s shoulders tightly.

 

She looked incredibly anxious.

 

It was heartbreaking to see her so scared and fearful.

 

“Snap out of it.”

 

Sena said firmly.

 

With all sincerity.

 

“I’m really okay.”

 

But it wasn’t much of a comfort for Sylvia.

 

The compass indicating Sena’s condition had been pointing north all along.
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Sena’s healing abilities have been talked about since ancient times.

 

For someone who wasn’t a priest, his exceptional healing skills were unusual.

 

Everyone was curious about his secret, but Sena never revealed it. He always avoided the topic with a vague expression.

 

As time passed, discussions about the method began to fade among the Academy students.

 

Saving lives is usually a concern for the clergy alone. Instead, they focused on Sena himself, loving how he helped anyone without prejudice.

 

No one tried to fathom the weight Sena carried on his shoulders, not even Sylvia, who thought she was close to him.

 

Now she understood how Sena achieved such remarkable healing. It was the result of Sena consuming his own lifespan.

 

 

 

“Ta-da. Here’s a candy.”

 

Sena handed Sylvia a candy with a smiling face, perhaps trying to cheer her up.

 

Already worn out, Sylvia looked at Sena sharply.

 

How could this person smile?

 

Feeling sad and angry, Sylvia spoke sharply.

 

“…I don’t need it. It’s candy from a liar.”

 

“Really? You’re still saying that? I’m genuinely upset.”

 

Sena glared menacingly, but it only seemed cute. Sylvia sighed.

 

“Please take it back.”

 

“What?”

 

“The lifespan you gave me, take it back. I was destined to die a painful death from Hydra poison. Even if you save me like this, I’m not happy…”

 

Thud.

 

Sena shoved the candy into Sylvia’s mouth. With a smirk, he asked.

 

“How’s that?”

 

“…It’s sweet.”

 

“Good. It suits your taste. Let’s go over there this time.”

 

Sena led Sylvia with a cheerful laugh.

 

This had been going on for a while.

 

After they left the cathedral.

 

No matter how much Sylvia asked, Sena wouldn’t answer.

 

Just smiling vaguely.

 

Today, he wanted to have fun, dragging his sore body around.

 

Eating sweet desserts.

 

Throwing darts.

 

Even bargaining for unnecessary items.

 

When he caught a swindler, though delighted by applause, he wasn’t happy.

 

‘It’s not fun.’

 

It wasn’t enjoyable.

 

No, a lie.

 

It was fun, it wasn’t fun.

 

Sena’s smile, warmth, kindness today.

 

Realizing there wasn’t much time left.

 

 

“Although brief, it was fun, right?”

 

Early afternoon.

 

Sena and Sylvia looked down from the rooftop of a tall building where the capital was visible.

 

Sylvia muttered with her face buried in her knees,

 

“If it’s so enjoyable, why can’t you live longer?”

 

Tears she had been holding back flowed quietly.

 

“I’m afraid there will be a morning without Senior.”

 

Sena looked at Sylvia with complex feelings.

 

After some hesitation, he sat down beside her. Unable to face her, he looked up at the sky.

 

“That moment will surely come.”

 

Though night hadn’t fallen yet, faint stars dotted the sky. Those stars were reflected Sena.

 

Sylvia stared blankly at Sena. Feeling that she must remember this moment forever, she never took her eyes off him.

 

“People eventually die.”

 

For the first time, Sena mentioned death, speaking frankly without any intention of hiding.

 

And looking playfully at Sylvia, Sena said.

 

“I can’t deny that I’m a little fast.”

 

Sena shrugged.

 

“Well, what can you do? It’s fate. But still…”

 

Sena smiled broadly.

 

“I want to live happily. The time remaining is too precious to be spent in sadness, you know? That’s all I want.”

 

Sylvia bit her lip.

 

What kind of person says such things when faced with death?

 

It’s okay to struggle to survive, even if it gets a little desperate.

 

But why, in the midst of this, try to comfort others?

 

‘Who needs to receive comfort right now?’

 

The more she thought, the tighter her chest felt.

 

In a small voice, Sylvia said,

 

“Isn’t Senior afraid of dying?”

 

“Not really?”

 

Sylvia’s shaking eyes were focused on Sena’s head as always.

 

Liar.

 

Sylvia had a bitter taste in her mouth. She lowered her eyes. Nevertheless, she now understood what Sena wanted to say.

 

He seemed to quietly want to leave.

 

Perhaps he wanted to run away, not wanting to be found dead.

 

Even the lie that he wasn’t afraid right now was because he didn’t want to be this sad.

 

That’s who he was. A person who cared so much for others, almost foolishly.

 

‘If that’s what Senior wants.’

 

Sylvia was Sena’s knight.

 

She never made the oath lightly. Being fond of someone with such a personality, she willingly put on her own shackles.

 

She felt she must fulfill that responsibility. In Sylvia’s eyes, a stronger conviction than ever took hold.

 

“Senior.”

 

“Yeah?”

 

“…Whatever Senios desires, I will make it happen. I’ll be by your side. Until death.”

 

Sylvia swore once again.

 

The truth she learned today would never be revealed to anyone.

 

No matter the hatred she received. No matter the cost, she would do it all for Sena alone.

 

“Is the misunderstanding cleared?”

 

Sena’s eyes looked a bit uncertain.

 

He was hoping to make today’s events a misunderstanding.

 

Sylvia barely swallowed her tears.

 

She smiled as brightly as she could.

 

“Of course, Senior. Making strange misunderstandings, you’re quite something.”

 

“Hahaha, sorry.”

 

**

 

It was fortunate that the misunderstanding was cleared.

 

Another case resolved today!

 

‘But still, not much time left to send the official.’

 

It was a painful truth,

 

But it was inevitable.

 

No matter how much he told her, she wouldn’t believe it. It felt like being a shepherd boy.

 

She felt the need for the truth. Ultimately, Sylvia ended up misunderstanding because Sena himself wanted to hide the truth.

 

Her expectations were correct. Since leaving the cathedral, he had been saying, ‘It’s not because of divine power. I don’t use such methods when healing people’. Even when back then, she didn’t believe until he spoke sincerely.

 

…He would regret it someday.

 

But it was better than becoming the most pitiful person in the world.

 

‘By the way, why exactly did people believe the fact that I use my lifespan for treatment?’

 

It was absurd beyond belief. How selfish was he? Just now, he secretly ate candy behind Astria’s back.

 

Anyway.

 

Since he comforted Sylvia, it was time to do what had to be done.

 

“Well then, let’s go to the church.”

 

“…Why the church again?”

 

“Well, because there are many corrupted priests in the church! If you give them some money, they’ll gladly take you outside the capital. Mix in a bit of coercion if necessary.”

 

“You haven’t given up yet?”

 

Of course not. If he gave up on that, his existence would lose its meaning.

 

Returning home for his death.

 

He had no intention of changing that single sentence for anything of value.

 

He only thought of fulfilling it, no matter the cost.

 

If he gave up so easily, it would be as good as dying right now, not 63 days later.

 

It was when Sena’s determination burned resolutely.

 

“Yes.”

 

Sylvia gently hugged Sena from behind.

 

“Please do whatever you want.”

 

Sena blinked, feeling the touch of Sylvia’s hand on his head.

 

“Uh, yes?”

 

When did she become so proactive?

 

Even knowing how to pet her Senior’s head.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled.

 

“But…”

 

“…?”

 

“I, too, will be a bit greedy.”

 

What does she mean by being greedy?

 

Although he wasn’t not sure what it was…

 

‘When it comes to Sylvia, I no longer have a choice.’

 

He had burdened Sylvia with so much.

 

Whatever choice Sylvia made, it was now a departed ship.

 

She had no choice but to accept it humbly.

 

“Here it comes.”

 

“…Yeah. I understand.”

 

“You can refuse this if you want.”

 

With a bitter look in her eyes, Sylvia pulled Sena closer, a little more forcefully.

 

Sena scratched his nose and replied.

 

“There are things we can’t avoid, right?”

 

“Even a slight resistance would help, wouldn’t it?”

 

“I won’t. There’s no way.”

 

Sena looked down with a faint smile on his face.

 

A moment of silence.

 

Sylvia whispered into Sena’s ear.

 

“Just stay like this for a while. Then let’s go to the church.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“Please forgive me.”

 

“It’s okay to hold me a bit longer. I don’t mind.”

 

The wind blew.

 

It was not a cool spring breeze but a cold wind announcing the imminent arrival of winter.

 

Yet Sena wasn’t cold, as Sylvia’s warmth enveloped him. Sena grasped Sylvia’s arms wrapped around his neck.

 

How much time had passed? Sylvia let go of Sena. But it seemed like a gesture that could be repeated anytime.

 

She spoke with her usual bright face.

 

“Let’s go now, Senior.”

 

 

Sylvia helped Sena to his feet.

 

They hurriedly walked toward the church.

 

In the jurisdiction, there were two churches. One in the city center and the other closer to the slums.

 

Though they were currently in the bustling district, Sena’s destination was the church near the slums. Calculating that the church in the city center might not readily accept his request.

 

Lovers laughing, mercenaries arguing loudly, infuriated merchants lying down after a heated negotiation.

 

Sena observed the capital’s appearance. Probably, there wouldn’t be another opportunity like this.

 

Sena and Sylvia moved away from the city center towards the outskirts. Along the way, they passed by the Silania Cathedral they had visited earlier that morning.

 

Sena recalled the earlier conversation.

 

-The Church is not particularly beautiful.

 

-Yet when lost and unsure where to go.

 

-Feel free to come by anytime. The Church—or at least Silania Cathedral—will assist Brother Sena as much as possible.

 

-It would be best to demonstrate that Brother Sena can become a priest, wouldn’t it?

 

Priestess Ellie.

 

She was a rare, proper priest.

 

He didn’t know what the remaining 45 days of Ellie’s life would bring.

 

But as that number decreased, the outline would start to become clearer.

 

‘Let’s inform Seria in advance.’

 

By then, Sena would truly be a last-minute case, with only about 23 days left to live.

 

…It was disheartening to rely on others again, but it couldn’t be helped.

 

 

“Senior.”

 

As they finally reached the front of the Silania Cathedral, Sylvia swallowed hard and spoke.

 

“I sense Senior Chris’s presence. And this magic…”

 

“Hmm?”

 

It was when Sena looked at Sylvia with confusion.

 

-Her Majesty the Empress!

 

At the booming voice that seemed to split heaven and earth, Sena’s hair stood on end.

 

“Her Majesty is nearby.”

 

“…!”

 

Sena quickly made a decision.

 

Without hesitation, he dashed into the cathedral.

 

Throwing open the door with force, he shouted loudly.

 

“You said you’d help me earlier!”

 

“B-Brother Sena?”

 

Ellie, who was preparing for a baptism, looked startled as she gazed at Sena.

 

She looked like she was about to perform some kind of religious ceremony, as she was wearing a flower crown and holding a container of holy water in her arms.

 

He was really sorry, but he didn’t have time to ask for forgiveness now.

 

“Please hide me!”

 

Swiftly, Sena squeezed himself into a cleaning supply cupboard.

 

“Sylvia, you too!”

 

“Why hide? And why in such a cramped space? Could you pick somewhere a bit more proper…”

 

Sena grabbed Sylvia’s arm and closed the door of the cleaning supply cupboard.

 

The smell of musty rags and a faint light filtering through a narrow iron grate greeted them. Through the gap, they could see outside.

 

“It’s… cramped in here, Senior.”

 

“Keep quiet…! And suppress your magic power! At least try to be discreet like me!”

 

‘If they catch us now, it’s over.’

 

Had they been too careless?

 

But he never imagined she would come in person.

 

What kind of dry sky is this, Astria?

 

“Dear Sisters…!”

 

Ellie, who was very embarrassed, looked at the white furball that was slightly visible between the cracks in and said.

 

“This is quite a predicament…!”

 

“You’ll protect us, won’t you? You will, won’t you? You wouldn’t abandon a lost lamb, would you?”

 

“Abandon? No, I wouldn’t do such a thing, but please explain the situation in detail.”

 

“The wicked Empress is trying to take me away. Please help!”

 

“W-What?”

 

Ellie looked dumbfounded after hearing the word ‘Empress’.

 

What should we do, Brother? You’re out of luck.

 

 

 

 

“The wicked Empress. Did I hear correctly, Sir Chris?”

 

“If it’s disrespectful, the punishment will be severe.”

 

“Well, that’s just great.”

 

Sena’s already pale face turned even whiter.

 

Astria was looking directly in their direction.

 

As if she had just taken a bath, she used a towel on her wet hair.

 

With an exceedingly pitiful expression.

 

“What are you doing, physician? Hurry up and crawl here. If you behave well, I might even go easy on the leash.”
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Sena glanced at Astria, unsure where to look.

 

“Um… Can you just appear like this?”

 

The words he managed to utter were filled with confusion and indignation.

 

It felt like the fabric of reality had been torn apart.

 

Wasn’t an empress supposed to be a distant figure, observing the world from a dull throne?

 

Appearing so blatantly in reality was cheating!

 

This is unfair, completely unfair.

 

“I have nowhere in the world that I cannot set foot in.”

 

“W-well, that’s true, but…”

 

“Oh, I guess there is one place. Even if it’s me, I don’t belong in the cleaning supplies cupboard. Why were you even there?”

 

Sena felt embarrassed seeing Astria genuinely curious.

 

In that fleeting moment, he couldn’t see anywhere else to hide.

 

Time to change the subject.

 

“Ahem. Your Majesty, why were you at the cathedral?”

 

“Can’t you see the holy water? I came for a baptism.”

 

‘A baptism, huh?’

 

Astria was still drying her hair with a towel. It would take a while for her long hair to dry completely.

 

But Sena found it irritating that she kept touching the same spot over and over.

 

Is it okay to be so clumsy while drying your own hair?

 

Eventually, Sena reached out his hand.

 

“Give me that.”

 

“Hmph.”

 

Astria handed him the towel.

 

‘I show my back to no one.’

 

At least that’s what Sena expected, but unexpectedly, Astria politely turned around for him to dry her back.

 

As Sena dried Astria’s hair, he asked.

 

“Why the baptism?”

 

“My recovery is solely thanks to my cute physician, but the world won’t acknowledge that.”

 

Sena vaguely understood what Astria wanted to say.

 

He was not a priest; just a simple healer.

 

In a world where “Holy Magic ” existed, healers like him were treated poorly.

 

“I needed to claim that the Church’s aid helped me recover. It’s more fitting to say that Justitia took pity on me and saved me.”

 

Astria was not pleased.

 

She didn’t like such false claims.

 

But—

 

If the Church hadn’t supported Sena, those lunatics would have done something to him.

 

To Sena.

 

Astria was willing to fight the Church, but she had other tasks at hand and didn’t want to complicate things unnecessarily.

 

“You did well. Surely, it will be better for others too.”

 

“Aren’t you mad?”

 

Sena seemed oddly resolved.

 

Astria found that even more irritating.

 

“You act like someone stole your glory.”

 

“Well, I think a patient recovering is more important, not the reputation of saving lives.”

 

‘And she’s not fully recovered yet.’

 

Despite saying that, Astria herself was also on a ticking clock.

 

The number was [59].

 

But why did it decrease again…?

 

“Is that so? I was annoyed.”

 

Astria’s eyes narrowed.

 

“To the point where I want to kill everyone.”

 

“Uh huh, no bad language allowed.”

 

Astria sighed.

 

A nobody, yet so audacious.

 

Even then, doing everything she wanted was the behavior of an arrogant cat.

 

Suddenly wanting to see a face, she turned around.

 

Sena blinked innocently.

 

Looks quite appetizing.

 

She might want to keep him.

 

When Astria’s possessiveness reached its peak, she spoke with a playful expression.

 

“You don’t think I came looking for you, do you?”

 

Wasn’t that the case?

 

Must have been a misunderstanding.

 

Then he must be a fish caught by chance.

 

No luck at all.

 

It was when Sena thought this that Astria suddenly spoke.

 

“Right.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“I did come to find you.”

 

Sena’s face turned red.

 

Gripping the towel soaked with holy water tightly in both hands to cool down.

 

“Ahaha.”

 

“Wow, what a coincidence.”

 

“It’s, uh, just a coincidence.”

 

“I don’t think Your Majesty actually came to find me…”

 

Sena sweated profusely, quickly concocting a lie that would soon be exposed.

 

Astria looked out the window as she spoke.

 

“Did you even bother choosing a successor?”

 

“…Just in case.”

 

“Running away as you please, but still ensuring the patient’s stability.”

 

“…”

 

“Ambiguous. Choose one. Either abandon the patient and run away or take responsibility for them till the end.”

 

“What if I can’t do either?”

 

“Then give up.”

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth at Sena, who met her gaze without flinching.

 

He too had thoughts of his own.

 

“Your Majesty, you’re the great Empress of Laperci, right?”

 

What was he saying again? Astria tilted her head as if to say, “Go on.”

 

“In that case, you wouldn’t tell lies, would you?”

 

“Indeed. Even if there’s a way to turn falsehood into truth, I don’t tell lies.”

 

Sena took a deep breath.

 

“Then, please keep your promise. The first day I was appointed as Her Majesty’s personal physician, when I fixed your legs…”

 

Astria gently pressed Sena’s lips with her index finger.

 

“Don’t test my patience, Sena.”

 

She was barely restraining herself.

 

Astria knew Sena might try to escape.

 

But if he actually executed that plan and momentarily escaped her grasp in her garden, it would make her very angry.

 

Not expressing anger was because she had something to gain from it.

 

Always. Astria never forced others’ actions. She only made them take responsibility for their actions.

 

“Remember.”

 

“…”

 

Sena was so scared he couldn’t even look her in the eyes properly.

 

Astria’s momentum was truly intimidating.

 

“A while ago, I let go of a group planning a rebellion. Guess why?”

 

“W-well…”

 

“Curiosity, perhaps. Rebellion gives me a reason to eliminate them.”

 

Astria smiled provocatively. Countless chains were already ensnaring Sena in her mind.

 

“Congratulations on momentarily escaping my garden. But, unfortunately.”

 

“Yes…?”

 

“You’ve given me a reason. A reason to confine you for life.”

 

Astria grabbed Sena’s cheek, leaning in as if to devour him, then pulled back with a subtle smile.

 

That smile disappeared as she gazed out the window with a perfect poker face.

 

“Sena Birkender.”

 

“From today, the place you will sleep is next to me.”

 

“No objections are allowed.”

 

**

 

Astria returned to the imperial palace after a short schedule.

 

The royal courtiers who saw her all bowed their heads deeply.

 

And behind them, Sena followed, holding a large travel suitcase in both hands. Perhaps because of the luggage, he looked unusually solemn today. It even gave off an aura of guilt.

 

“Gardener. The view there is not good. Remove the obstructing trees.”

 

“Seems like there’s a shortage of maids. Ah, is it due to illness? Fill in the missing staff.”

 

“Teutonic Knights. You’ve done a great service. I permit you to drink my favorite wine.”

 

Astria commented as she passed by.

 

It was almost catastrophic. Everyone who heard her words moved very, very busily.

 

Especially the trees. One of the Teutonic Knights was wielding a sword given by Astria, chopping down trees to the sky.

 

He wasn’t supposed to be a lumberjack. But after hearing the compliment just now, his enthusiasm was blinding enough to close one eye.

 

Even Chris was discreetly glancing at Astria with great anticipation.

 

Astria didn’t even look at him.

 

“Chris. Don’t even dream.”

 

“You’re too harsh.”

 

Sena covered his mouth.

 

‘Looks good.’

 

Why is she punishing him for being disrespectful?

 

Sena decided to keep that thought for the rest of his life. Sena was somewhat narrow-minded.

“By the way, it’s an honor to see you again, Miss Celine.”

 

Chris’s mocking tone seemed to irk Sena subtly.

 

For Sena, it was quite offensive. If he were a friend, wouldn’t he just let it slide as a harmless joke about dressing up as a woman?

 

Sena finally swallowed a harsh response.

 

“Eat sh*t.”

 

“…”

 

“Didn’t hear me? My physician is prescribing you to eat something. Must be good for your health.”

 

Astria chuckled gleefully. Chris’s face turned ashen. Feels good to put him in his place.

 

‘…Not really in that position, though.’

 

What should he do?

 

Sena’s future looked bleak. Once caught, escaping would require considerable effort.

 

‘Wait for an opportunity. It will come someday.’

 

The Empress is busy. She wouldn’t bother with a lowly physician like him.

 

If he could find a chance, this time he would escape even using his ‘power’ to ‘cut through the walls’.

 

 

 

“Oh my. It’s been a while, Sister. How are you, Your Majesty?”

 

Inside the palace, in the audience chamber.

 

Sylvia and Chris had gone somewhere else first. They seemed to have something to discuss. He told them not to scold her, but he should check again later.

 

There was already one person in the audience chamber. It was Seria.

 

She looked suspicious just sitting there doing nothing, as if waiting for Astria to arrive.

 

“Don’t call me Sister.”

 

“Sister, sister, sister.”

 

‘How annoying…!’

 

If only Her Majesty weren’t here, she’d be dead for real.

 

As Sena trembled, he suddenly thought of someone.

 

The kind Priestess who sometimes called him ‘Brother’.

 

Ellie.

 

‘Let’s tell Seria.’

 

“Were you two friends?”

 

“Yes. Sena and I have a long history. We were childhood friends.”

 

“…Childhood friends.”

 

“Also distant relatives.”

 

“…Relatives.”

 

Astria, who was about to demonstrate one last ‘performance’ to ensure he never made a foolish mistake again, changed her mind.

 

In that moment, her perception of the troublesome and somewhat absurd priest, Seria, also changed.

 

“Nevertheless, you’ve worked hard. If you have any wishes, ask for one thing. I’ll grant it.”

 

Free wish voucher event.

 

It wasn’t a gift for just anyone.

 

When Seria, who always regarded Astria with disdain, heard her offer, a look of surprise briefly flashed across her face.

 

“May you have the blessings of Justitia. Your Majesty, you look particularly holy today after receiving baptism.”

 

“Still trying to act sanctimonious as a priest.”

 

Despite the blatant flattery, Astria wasn’t particularly displeased.

 

Priests were a breed that would praise even a jumping frog.

 

“Well, what is it that you want?”

 

“It may sound unusual, but I would like to borrow Sena for a moment.”

 

Wrinkles creased Sena’s forehead.

 

Seria knew Sena hated being treated like a woman and enjoyed subtly teasing him with terms like ‘Miss Sena’, ‘Sister’, and ‘Unnie’.

 

It had been ten years. Truly an insufferable childhood friend.

 

“It won’t be for long. I’ll allow you to borrow him for a moment.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

“Priests all use their wishes for trivial things.”

 

She didn’t understand, she really didn’t.

 

Astria shook her head graciously and stepped aside for them.

 

 

 

“Fake priest. A drunken priest. I will reach out to Cruyff, and I will also reach out to Nemesis.”

 

Sena spoke as if he would devour anyone who crossed him. Seria opened her eyes slightly, her red eyes flashing.

 

“Seems like you’ve been speaking ill in my absence, Sister Sena. I’ll be sure to tell Cruyff that Sena bought an expensive maid outfit.”

 

There’s no other way but to commit s*icide.

 

Sena immediately recoiled.

 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

 

“Forgiveness is a virtue of the clergy. I’ll forgive Sister Sena’s momentary lapse.”

 

“But this time you were too harsh.”

 

Sena was quite angry with Seria.

 

It wasn’t just about being treated like a woman.

 

“Her Majesty’s lifespan has decreased. You haven’t been doing your job properly.”

 

“You expect a lot in just two days.”

 

“Seria.”

 

When Sena made a truly angry expression, Ceria shrugged her shoulders a little.

 

Perhaps feeling awkward, she walked coolly to the window and spoke.

 

“She didn’t listen to me at all.”

 

“…Is that so?”

 

“Yes. Her Majesty did not accept any of my requests. Frankly, I admire you. How did you manage such a patient?”

 

“The word ‘manage’ isn’t appropriate for a priest to use…”

 

“I still have a long way to go. Perhaps, only Sena can heal Her Majesty now.”

 

Seria spoke seriously, and Sena pretended not to hear, staring at the ground.

 

“I wanted to meet Sena separately to say these words.”

 

She’s doing it too.

 

If he had enough strength to live like that, he would have liked it if he closed his eyes in his hometown at the end.

 

 

“I’d like you to stop by the Silania Cathedral.”

 

Ignoring Seria’s words, Sena spoke.

 

“There’s a priestess named Ellie there, and she’s not doing well.”

 

The moment Seria lifted her eyebrows and was about to say something.

 

The door of the audience chamber opened.

 

Astria’s personal maid, Betty, bowed politely.

 

“Sena-nim. It’s time.”

 

“Oh, right. Her Majesty has other things on her schedule, right? I’ll return to my room.”

 

Sena hurriedly spoke and tried to leave.

 

But Betty didn’t step aside.

 

“Betty?”

 

“Oh no, Sena-nim, your destination is over there.”

 

It was Astria’s room.

 

Sena was puzzled, tilting his head.

 

“Huh?”

 

“Her Majesty’s next appointment is…”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Blushing slightly, Betty turned her gaze away and spoke softly.

 

“Today, Her Majesty said she would like to produce an heir.”

 

“…Umm?”

 

“With Sena-nim.”

 

Sena didn’t quite understand.

 

What does she want with him?

 

“And from now on, the place where Sena-nim will stay is Her Majesty’s quarters. Sena-nim’s room is gone.”
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Sena, thrown into Astria’s bedroom, knocked on the door with a stern expression.

 

However, she had no intention of opening the tightly closed door.

 

Sena turned around with a contemplative expression. Astria, wearing only a blouse, was approaching with a relaxed smile.

 

“Your Majesty, you seem to have lost your… pants.”

 

“I usually sleep without pants.”

 

“That’s not good for your health.”

 

Sena tried to retreat, wary of the approaching Astria. Unfortunately, the door blocked his escape.

 

“It’s fine. I’ll soon eat something good for my health.”

 

“Good for health? What could that be? Ahaha.”

 

He tried to pretend not to know, but she had forgotten about that part of Sena for a moment. Astria was a tyrant who only knew how to go straight.

 

“Sena, it’s you.”

 

“…!”

 

Astria stood in front of Sena.

 

She scrutinized Sena from head to toe.

 

A good size to hold.

 

Silver hair to dirty.

 

Every strand of hair. Now, everything was hers.

 

Astria’s possessiveness grew uncontrollably.

 

Everything valuable should be hers.

 

So naturally, the most beautiful gem in the world should also be hers to possess.

 

“Sena.”

 

Astria lifted Sena’s chin with her index finger, who was half-sitting.

 

“From today, you are mine.”

 

Sena’s vision filled with Astria.

 

“Don’t even dream of running away.”

 

“…”

 

Feeling the possessiveness just by looking, Sena swallowed hard.

 

His ‘first time’ had often been threatened in the past.

 

Medieval women were subtly licentious. Sena had been tempted frequently, whether it was because they had nothing else to do.

 

Yet he had persevered, only wanting his ‘first time’ with a woman he loved.

 

Sena did not love Astria. In fact, such feelings were difficult for Sena.

 

‘Would refusal change anything?’

 

Being powerless, Sena was not even a meal for women with power. There was no way to refuse if they insisted.

 

Chloe, Seria, Sylvia, among others. If they wanted, they could have taken Sena at any time.

 

But Sena couldn’t engage in relationships he didn’t want.

 

There was a trick.

 

That was…

 

‘Beg for sympathy.’

 

Pretend to be weak, pitiable once, and they couldn’t continue to the end.

 

“I am not someone’s property.”

 

“From today, you are mine.”

 

“And I come from a family of priests, so chastity is fundamental to me…!”

 

Sena shouted desperately. Astria smirked even more.

 

“The precious ‘first time’ you’ve safeguarded until now is for my sake.”

 

“N-no.”

 

“No?”

 

Astria chuckled.

 

“Then cry. I quite enjoy conquering a despairing opponent.”

 

‘Is she a psycho…’

 

Astria couldn’t care less.

 

Perhaps Sena’s perfect adversary.

 

“…I won’t cry.”

 

“So, what’s the conclusion?”

 

“Do as you please. If Justitia doesn’t mind, that is.”

 

Sena stared solemnly at the floor.

 

This might raise the pity score, making her give up.

 

Like others.

 

“I can’t bear it.”

 

But without hesitation, Astria seized Sena.

 

“Oh.”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled as he looked up.

 

This isn’t right, what’s happening?

 

Astria threw Sena onto the bed.

 

“Your Majesty?”

 

Astria, with burning eyes, gazed down at Sena lying beneath her.

 

Sena was very taken aback. It seemed like a switch had been flipped.

 

“W-would you please calm down?”

 

“Impossible.”

 

Astria was about to pounce on Sena.

 

“…Wait.”

 

Sena tightly closed his eyes.

 

Alright, I understand.

 

I’ve lost, Your Majesty.

 

Just allow it.

 

“Let’s, uh, take a bath first!”

 

“Hmm?”

 

“I’ll do whatever Your Majesty desires. Anything.”

 

Sena’s face flushed.

 

However, for Sena, who had a condition of mysophobia, this was quite a significant issue.

 

“Instead, let’s wash first. It would be too uncomfortable without washing.”

 

She’ll allow that, right? Isn’t that so?

 

“Do we really need to wash just to make a baby? Do it in the morning.”

 

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

 

“I need to have a baby right now. I’m starting to feel sleepy.”

 

Is she sleepy just because it’s midnight…!

 

Sena felt unfairly treated to his core, but he had no choice but to show consideration to Astria.

 

She spoke as if she didn’t like it.

 

“Your robe looks stuffy.”

 

“I-I’ll take it off.”

 

Astria tilted her head.

 

Why all this trouble?

 

She grabbed Sena’s robe, seeming ready to tear it off.

 

With his eyes tightly shut, Sena cried out.

 

“It’s a precious robe!”

 

“…Even in this situation, you’re a stubborn one.”

 

Astria, slightly regaining her senses, moved aside from atop Sena’s body.

 

She just stood by the bed, looking down at Sena.

 

“Hurry up and take it off.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Sena wanted to cry.

 

‘Why does my first night have to be like this?’

 

Isn’t there supposed to be a difference between men and women?

 

At least, he wanted to approach his first time as a man.

 

He wanted to lead and see a shy woman.

 

What is this, seriously.

 

Instead of leading, he was being led around on a leash.

 

‘I’m really so upset.’

 

Sena knelt on the bed, his face flushed to his neck.

 

Unfastening the robe’s tie, he bowed his head deeply.

 

“Please don’t look.”

 

“I will.”

 

“You’re too much.”

 

“And what will you do about it?”

 

Astria crossed her arms, watching. Her bare feet caught his sight.

 

Her feet were really small, he suddenly realized.

 

‘Wait a moment.’

 

Halfway through untying his robe, Sena looked up.

 

‘This is also Astria’s first time, right?’

 

Let’s see beyond the title of Empress.

 

Astria was just a pretty blonde girl.

 

Physically, she was quite petite. To the point of being similar to him, enough said.

 

Even if she was a tyrant, she might not be one in bed, right?

 

In fact, he might not need to be scared.

 

She won’t be using mana when she does that.

 

‘How long will I live like this? Huh? Will I be forced into my first experience too?’

 

Sena recalled the days when he was constantly bullied by this golden girl.

 

Huh, so annoyed.

 

But sometimes, she showed a girlish side of her age.

 

As Sena unbuttoned his shirt, his hands were no longer shaking.

 

“…Your Majesty?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Your Majesty, you should also undress.”

 

“Alright then.”

 

Come on, Your Majesty, be embarrassed too.

 

I’ll stare back at you.

 

This was a counterattack. Sena thought so.

 

 

Rustle.

 

“…”

 

With one hand, Astria tore her blouse.

 

As buttons fell, her pure white skin…

 

“… What are you doing under the blanket?”

 

“Please turn off the light. Lights out, lights out!”

 

Sena, wrapped in the blanket, mumbled desperately.

 

‘It seems she has no shame!’

 

Astria’s delicate eyebrows furrowed.

 

“Now telling the Empress to turn off the lights…”

 

“Quickly!”

 

“No, first, you need to undress. You can’t undress if the lights are off.”

 

Swish.

 

Sena slipped something out from under the blanket.

 

It was neatly folded clothes.

 

In the midst of this tidiness, Astria’s face turned incredulous.

 

“If that’s a skill, then it’s a skill.”

 

“Now, please turn off the lights.”

 

“…Alright.”

 

Astria switched off the lights. Finally, Sena cautiously peered out from under the blanket.

 

When he couldn’t see anything, Sena was relieved.

 

When Astria lay down next to him, he was distraught again.

 

Thump, Thump.

 

His heart pounded loudly. At this rate, Astria next to him could probably hear it.

 

‘Am I really going to do this now?’

 

Sena’s pupils shook even in the darkness.

 

The day had finally come.

 

“Then, let’s begin.”

 

“…!”

 

“To create a successor.”

 

Astria’s calm voice was heard, and at the moment Sena swallowed dryly.

 

Astria took Sena’s hand. It was soft and small. It felt like his heart stopped momentarily.

 

“With this, your first time belongs entirely to me.”

 

And with a satisfied tone, Astria spoke.

 

By the way, apart from holding hands, there was no other physical contact.

 

“Just as I heard, it’s sweeter than any other dessert, and it feels like walking on clouds. It feels really good.”

 

“…Your Majesty.”

 

Sena asked Astria, who had just held his hand.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

“What do you think? Making a baby.”

 

“…Yes?”

 

“Didn’t you hear? I heard that by doing this, the goddess will bless my womb with a successor.”

 

Are you a hermaphrodite…?

 

Suddenly, Sena remembered Astria’s history.

 

She became Empress at the age of 12.

 

It was an extremely rare occurrence, but what if she didn’t know how to make a baby by the age of 12?

 

… There was no one who can tell the Empress how a baby is made.

 

Sena blinked tearfully.

 

Why was he scared this pathetic Empress?

 

Give me back my precious time.

 

“Will it be a daughter or a son…?”

 

Nevertheless, it looked like she was happy, which was fortunate.

 

She really did have a cute side.

 

Finally, Sena smiled and fell asleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Thump.”

 

In the late hours of the night, whose time was unknown.

 

Sena hastily woke up, covering his own mouth.

 

The inevitable flow of blood, regardless of Sena’s desperate will, stained the bedsheet.

 

‘Again.’

 

Sena’s pupils dilated. His body twitched, but he managed to stay silent.

 

In the darkness, it wasn’t clear, but most likely, there were red stains on his hands and the bedsheet.

 

‘This must not happen.’

 

Feeling a shiver down his spine, Sena calmed himself.

 

‘Can I keep hiding like this?’

 

In truth, he knew.

 

Today was lucky, but…

 

If they sleep together like this every day, he’ll get caught someday.

 

However.

 

Sena clasped his hands together.

 

And fervently prayed to Justitia.

 

‘No one else may know, but please don’t let Astria know that I’m sick. Then, I will go quietly as you wish.’
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Chirp chirp.

 

The warm sunlight bathed the morning palace in its glow.

 

In front of the Empress’s chamber door, two maids faced each other.

 

“Remember the protocol.”

 

Serilda nodded with a tense expression.

 

“Yes, Miss Betty.”

 

“No matter what happens, no smiling. No cuteness. Remember, we are perfect subordinates.”

 

“Yes.”

 

The inner chamber.

 

…Sena wasn’t exactly a palace resident.

 

Nevertheless, as a similarly titled figure, Serilda had every right to awaken the couple after their rendezvous.

 

“Let’s go in then.”

 

“Yes!”

 

The maids on either side simultaneously opened the doors.

 

As the grand Emperor’s bedroom doors swung open.

 

Betty and Serilda couldn’t decide where to fix their gaze upon entering.

 

Clothes scattered around.

 

A disheveled bed sheet.

 

The two figures atop… embracing each other.

 

Blonde and silver hair entangled in a surprisingly harmonious manner.

 

The issue was the scene was quite intimate.

 

Both were unclothed.

 

Covered by a blanket, but perhaps that made it worse. It left more to the imagination.

 

However, Astria was unusually awake. Sensing Betty’s caution, she turned towards her.

 

“Your Majesty, did you cough?”

 

“Betty.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria spoke while quietly looking at Sena who was sleeping right in front of her.

 

“Remove this furball.”

 

“It seems difficult.”

 

Betty was in a bind. She couldn’t lay a hand on the Empress’s body. The same applied for her consort.

 

“Then today the Empire has no choice but to stop for a while.”

 

Astria couldn’t lift a single finger. Physically, it was a very simple matter for her to remove Sena, who was hugging her tightly.

 

Just the act of holding hands could give an estimate of someone’s strength. Sena was weak and light.

 

Wouldn’t he roll to his side just with a breath? The only reason she couldn’t move…

 

She felt like it would be a shame if his warm body temperature disappeared.

 

She didn’t want to regret. Astria abhorred it the most, being cautious.

 

“That, too, is difficult. While Sena enjoys a pleasant private life, Your Majesty must rebuild the devasted Empire due to rebellion.”

 

“I said remove this furball.”

 

“…Serilda, at least, please do it.”

 

“Leave it to me!”

 

Serilda raised her arm and smiled. Approaching Sena, she playfully shook both hands.

 

“Come on, Sena-nim. Her Majesty is troubled, and…”

 

“Awaken, Physician.”

 

However, Astria woke up Sena herself. It was a desire for exclusivity.

 

As Astria gently stroked Sena’s head, he tossed.

 

“…Just a little longer.”

 

How dare you sleep a little longer when the Empress herself woke you up?

 

‘Perhaps exhausted from making a baby yesterday.’

 

Astria thinks that babies come out of nowhere.

 

She decided to be generous and understanding.

 

Astria stood up. With Betty’s help, she dressed. Then, Sena, with a voice laden with sleep, spoke.

 

“The medicine is at the far-right end of my suitcase…”

 

“You’re still asking for medicine at a time like this?”

 

“Take it…”

 

Astria sighed softly and opened Sena’s suitcase.

 

Inside the packed suitcase filled with thoughts of departure.

 

Though displeased, she found the medicine bottle and took it in one shot.

 

‘It tastes awful.’

 

To Astria, who only liked sweet things, it tasted incredibly bitter.

 

“I’ve taken the medicine.”

 

“Well done…”

 

Sena, still half asleep, gave a thumbs-up.

 

“It’s nothing special.”

 

After hearing the compliment, Astria felt secretly happy and the corners of her mouth twitched. But in an instant, her expression turned blank as she turned to Serilda.

 

“Maid.”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

“When the physician wakes up, send him to my study.”

 

Almost habitually, Astria wanted to say, “Or else I’ll kill you,” but she remembered Sena always saying, “No bad words,” and omitted her final remark.

 

“Understood?”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

She left the bedroom with Betty.

 

“What’s on the agenda today?”

 

“The most urgent matter concerns the Knight’s Order. Currently, the loss rate is 98%, and as Your Majesty instructed, we have sent out notifications to fill the void, but…”

 

 

 

 

Astria’s receding voice faded, and Sena blinked awake to confirm.

 

‘Did she go?’

 

As a morning person, Sena rarely overslept. In fact, he had been awake for quite some time.

 

Yet this play was due to a mistake made in the early hours yesterday. Unable to endure it, his blood ended up on the bed. The evidence now lay beneath Sena’s body.

 

‘This will never be discovered.’

 

Sena pulled himself up, wrapping the blanket around himself

 

Serilda was looking at him with her sparkling eyes.

 

“Sena-nim! Congratulations on your success!!”

 

Serilda was tremendously excited.

 

The lord’s joy was also the maid’s joy.

 

“How was it?! Is Her Majesty different in bed?”

 

Sena said with an awkward smile.

 

“Could you bring some clothes?”

 

“Of course.”

 

Sena looked at Serilda as he buttoned his shirt.

 

Though inexperienced in lying.

 

Serilda’s a bit stupid, so it should be fine, right?

 

“Serilda, I have a favor to ask.”

 

Sena subtly showed the bloodstains hidden under the blanket.

 

“Could you dispose of this without anyone knowing? It could be dangerous if rumors spread.”

 

“This…?”

 

Serilda’s pupils widened as she saw the bloodstains.

 

“How intense were you yesterday…”

 

There was no mistaking the maiden’s blood. If it doesn’t go in smoothly, do it slowly.

 

“S-Sena-nim. Still Her Majesty is a woman, you must treat the ladies gently at night.”

 

“No matter what, there’s a limit to how far you can go!”

 

He had sensed it all along, but Serilda’s imagination was excessive.

 

‘Still, it’s a relief she took it well.’

 

A sudden sense of relief.

 

Is it really relief?

 

Let’s consider today a smooth sail.

 

But tomorrow? And the day after?

 

‘How long can I keep up this deception?’

 

Sena’s long silver hair fluttered.

 

‘…This is not the time to choose between means and methods.’

 

That’s why Sena had to leave this place as soon as possible.

 

He had an intuitive sense that if he was caught, there would be no turning back.

 

However, since Sena had already shown an intention to flee once, it wouldn’t be easy.

 

In times like these, surprisingly straightforward methods work best.

 

‘There’s no choice but to speak seriously with Astria.’

 

Sena decided to formally submit his resignation letter.

 

**

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sena half-opened the study door and stuck out his head.

 

His voice was quieter than a passing mosquito.

 

Nevertheless, Astria, somehow catching Sena’s voice, gestured with her hand.

 

Sena hesitated for a moment before ultimately opening the study door and entering.

 

“Your Majesty, why did you summon me to the study?”

 

“I didn’t ask anything unimportant.”

 

“What is it?”

 

Sena stood before her, puzzled.

 

Astria gestured to the side.

 

“Stand over at my side, not there.”

 

“I’ll stand wherever you want me to.”

 

With a sigh, Sena reluctantly stood beside Astria.

 

Astria turned her chair sideways and extended her arm.

 

“Come on, confirm whether I’m pregnant or not.”

 

There was no burst of laughter like usual. At least not outwardly.

 

But if he had relaxed even a bit, he would have burst out laughing.

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

‘Let’s not get caught.’

 

Sena pretended to check her pulse.

 

“You’re not pregnant.”

 

“Check properly.”

 

Astria glared fiercely.

 

“I don’t feel the usual warmth.”

 

“…There’s no need to go that far just to confirm a pregnancy.”

 

There is no case in the world where you can get pregnant just by holding hands, Your Majesty.

 

“I told you to do it now.”

 

Astria snapped angrily. Was it because her lips protruded slightly?

 

[71]

 

And the number visible above Astria’s head.

 

‘She has improved a bit since she took the medicine in the morning. So, she didn’t take the medicine during that time. Do I have to feed her? This golden lady is something else.’

 

He should check her condition.

 

Sena closed his eyes and focused.

 

 

 

“Hah.”

 

A sigh escaped as soon as he assessed her condition.

 

Severe diabetes, for starters.

 

The muscle stiffness has returned.

 

It was proof that she hadn’t been receiving physical therapy regularly.

 

At this rate, she would lose the ability to move her legs again.

 

“Your Majesty, what did I say?”

 

Sena spoke through clenched teeth.

 

“…What.”

 

“Take your medicine, do rehabilitation exercises, and get massages regularly. I’ve told you so many times.”

 

Several times.

 

But if she still didn’t listen to this extent, Sena felt upset.

 

“If it was rehabilitation training, I did it.”

 

“You’ve only been using magic, haven’t you?”

 

“…Can you even tell that?”

 

“Your Majesty, I’ve told you to do at least 30 minutes of exercises every day.”

 

Astria frowned at Sena’s whining.

 

“When did I ask you to do that? I asked you to confirm if I’m pregnant.”

 

“You’re not pregnant. You don’t need to worry about that.”

 

“Is that so…”

 

Astria looked sullen. She gazed down at her belly with a defeated expression.

 

…Why does a person who thinks holding hands makes babies stare at her belly?

 

“Ah.”

 

In the midst of it all, Sena happened to notice.

 

Astria, sitting with her legs crossed.

 

“How many times have I told you not to sit like that?”

 

Astria hurriedly covered her legs.

 

“Stop making a fuss. This is the dignity of an Empress. I cannot compromise.”

 

“You occasionally indulge in desserts too.”

 

“Who told you? Was it Betty?”

 

Astria seemed slightly agitated. Who leaked this top-level state secret?

 

Meanwhile, Sena’s heart sank.

 

‘How am I supposed to leave with all this worry?’

 

Astria wasn’t terminally ill.

 

The issue was the various calamities brought on by Parkinson’s disease.

 

If she calmly managed each disaster one by one, she could live for several more decades.

 

It was possible if she kept her promises. But if Astria continued like this, all efforts would be in vain.

 

“…In the end, you haven’t kept any promises with me.”

 

Sena murmured sadly, looking down.

 

Astria flinched and tried to explain.

 

“I was busy. It hasn’t even been a week since we suppressed the rebellion.”

 

“Is the anything more important than your own body?”

 

“To an Empress, there is.”

 

Astria cut him off firmly. It was a speech that left no room for rebuttal.

 

But then again, she probably wouldn’t listen. That’s just who she was.

 

“…Everything else is fine, but please keep this promise. It’s not a difficult request.”

 

“I understand, so don’t get angry.”

 

“Really?”

 

“Instead.”

 

Astria grabbed Sena’s arm and pulled him closer.

 

Sena, suddenly embraced by Astria, was startled and opened his eyes wide.

 

“Promise me you won’t run away again. That’s all I ask to overlook this incident.”

 

“…”

 

Sena’s pupils dilated upon hearing her words. He closed his mouth with a sad expression. No matter how much time passed, he showed no signs of speaking.

 

“Insignificant b*stard.”

 

Even if he died, his refusal to speak was enough to irk Astria.

 

Astria unfolded a document and said.

 

“Kneel in that corner with your hands raised. Stay like that all day.”

 

Sena loathed Astria.
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Astria was in the midst of her duties, but her attention was fully focused on Sena.

 

Sena was standing in a corner, hands raised and shaking nervously. Without a doubt, he couldn’t have looked more miserable.

 

“…That’s enough.”

 

Astria sighed lightly. She needed to concentrate on her work despite the irritation. Sena lowered his arms and nervously massaged with his wrists.

 

“Do you understand your mistake?”

 

“I don’t know.”

 

“Do you want to raise your hands again?”

 

“…I’m sorry for running away.”

 

‘But I can’t help it.’

 

Sena had plenty to say in his own way. Even if it wasn’t him, Astria could somehow continue living, but only Sena could fulfill Sena’s own wishes.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sena put his hand into his chest. It was the resignation letter he had been carrying all day. As he handed it over, he spoke seriously. Due to personal reasons, he cannot stay here for long. This is where his service as Her Majesty’s physician ends.

 

Astria was admittedly stubborn, and the future refusal was clear.

 

Nevertheless, this provided a pretext for any kind of conversation. At least there was a justification for escape. In medieval times, justifications were crucial, and even Astria couldn’t overlook them.

 

He wouldn’t miss any chance. Despite being a priest’s son, he was adept at handling situations.

 

It was just as he was about to take out the secret weapon from his chest. Astria gathered the documents she had signed, tapped them neatly into place, and set them aside before standing up.

 

The morning sunlight illuminated Astria’s blonde hair brightly. She spoke mysteriously today.

 

“Let’s proceed with the next item on the schedule.”

 

“…Pardon?”

 

Sena, momentarily captivated by her mystery, responded belatedly. Then he pointed to himself.

 

“Me too?”

 

“Isn’t it obvious?”

 

“I-I’m your physician.”

 

“What if my condition worsens suddenly?”

 

“I-I’ve been acting separately until now.”

 

“I said it. From now on, wherever I go, you’ll be by my side.”

 

Sena was perplexed. Surely Astria didn’t intend to drag him around all day?

 

Then there was no way to escape.

 

“Hoho, you still have audacious thoughts.”

 

Astria gently grabbed Sena’s collar and pulled.

 

“I don’t enjoy repeating myself, but I’ll say it once more.”

 

Cruelty. Desire. Possessiveness. These were the ingredients that made up Astria.

 

A desire for an exceptional healer who had healed her legs beyond the reach of any exceptional priest.

 

Possessiveness for a face that matched her tastes from the first sight.

 

The cruelty of wanting to confine Sena, who met those conditions, for a lifetime, and make him look only at her.

 

“With the excuse of once escaping, I’ve conquered you. You are now my possession. Your time belongs to me.”

 

Although not the story Sena had in mind, he flinched.

 

‘But conquering to the extent of holding hands and sleeping… isn’t that a bit of an overstatement?’

 

Even amidst these thoughts, Sena inwardly made a retort.

 

“Then what will I take from you if you try to run away?”

 

“W-What do you mean?”

 

This was quite an important question. Sena thought Astria should have told him beforehand.

 

Astria smirked slyly.

 

“Your dignity.”

 

“D-Dignity.”

 

She raised her eyebrows as if to say imagination was limitless.

 

“Still, if you continue, I won’t stop you.”

 

Astria released Sena’s collar and said seductively.

 

“You’ll regret it if you give me more reasons, physician.”

 

**

 

Astria’s destination was the Colosseum.

 

The Colosseum. If someone asked why Rome’s landmark was here, Sena could confidently reply that it was human nature to create something cool.

 

The emperor’s seat was the largest and had the best view in the Colosseum. Several people were already seated there.

 

Sylvia, Chris, and Rafiel.

Rafiel handed over documents as soon as Astria arrived, and Astria accepted them, looking through each one carefully.

 

Sena, arriving late, locked eyes with Chris. Chris chuckled and playfully teased Sena.

 

“Are you Her Majesty’s boyfriend?”

 

“Don’t say that with such a straight face.”

 

Chris lowered his waist and extended his hand as if to a lady.

 

“I recognized you from the first moment, Sena. You’re quite the playboy. Chloe must be in tears.”

 

Naturally, Sena ignored the hand and sat down. However, he suddenly had a question.

 

“By the way, what’s Chloe up to these days?”

 

“She established the ‘Magic Tower’.”

 

“…Magic Tower?”

 

“Until now, there hasn’t been a group representing magicians, right? I see it as a kind of guild.”

 

Sena looked at Chris with a clouded gaze.

 

He whispered.

 

“Did Her Majesty approve of this?”

 

As far as Sena knew, Astria was an empress obsessed with swords. He had seen her often since his Academy days. Foreign students used to shout, “Stop suppressing the magicians!” in front of the principal’s office.

 

“Ashmont just appealed to me.”

 

But it was Astria who replied, perhaps having heard the conversation.

 

“Don’t get any strange ideas.”

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth.

 

“I hate magicians.”

 

‘She dislikes a lot of things.’

 

Sena laughed awkwardly.

 

“…My lord.”

 

At that moment, Sylvia spoke with a low gaze. Perhaps because it was a public place, she referred to him not as her usual “Senior” but as “my lord”. Oh, it felt cringey when Sylvia said something.

 

“You need to stay still today. Absolutely. Promise me.”

 

“Yes, Miss Knight.”

 

‘Maybe she’s saying this because it’s part of the knight’s test? Cute.’

 

But no doctor watching UFC would say, “Oh! How could they do such a thing!” It was needless worry.

 

Anyway, Sena grinned and nodded. Now, in this bleak palace, Sylvia was the only one he could trust. He had to show his best.

 

“Don’t even look at it if you can’t bear it. Just close your eyes.”

 

“Concerned about your senior, as always, Sylvia.”

 

“My lord. It’s serious.”

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

Sena praised Sylvia for her concern and patted her head. Sylvia blushed slightly but quietly enjoyed Sena’s touch.

 

At that moment, Astria looked at them.

 

“Sena.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“Come over to my side.”

 

With a somber expression, Sena went to Astria’s side.

 

Astria hugged Sena’s waist and glanced at Sylvia.

 

What will you do about this?

 

It seemed as if she were saying that.

 

“Do you have any complaints, Miss Sylvia?”

 

…Was she just jealous a moment ago? Because he patted her head?

 

Childish, Your Majesty.

 

Sena sighed and looked ahead. Indeed, the view was good from this seat, perhaps because it was elevated.

 

Prospective knights were packed tightly in one spot.

 

“There are so many people.”

 

“Most of the Imperial Knights are practically wiped out.”

 

“…That’s true.”

 

Because of the aftermath of the recent rebellion.

 

Most of the Imperial Knights had been dismissed.

 

‘Fools.’

 

Even if the Empress was weakened, what was the point of clinging to the nobility?

 

The name “Imperial Knight” had become a mockery.

 

“How many do you plan to choose?”

 

“There’s no limit. But, by the end of today’s test, there won’t be many standing.”

 

Astria seemed to have already assessed them.

 

Each time, Sena felt a strange sensation. He couldn’t see anything without magic.

 

What could she possibly be seeing? Were there even numbers?

 

“Miss Sylvia.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“You will take the test.”

 

Both Sylvia and Sena were surprised.

 

“Excuse me?”

 

“You are a Teutonic Knight. Your qualifications should be more than sufficient.”

 

Imperial Knight’s test.

 

Even if she was eliminated, it was important to demonstrate an ‘overwhelming difference in strength’.

 

Even those who didn’t become knights would spread rumors about the strength of the Imperial Knights.

 

Therefore, it was customary to select the strongest knights possible for the test.

 

To have chosen oneself for such an important position, Sylvia couldn’t believe it.

 

“But.”

 

Astria looked at Sylvia with sharp eyes.

 

“30%.”

 

“…!”

 

“Overwhelm them with only 30% of your strength. If you feel like you couldn’t overwhelm them.”

 

Gulp, what kind of punishment is she planning?

 

‘She wouldn’t kill her or anything, right?’

 

Sena decided he would have to stand up to the Empress this time. Sylvia was a precious knight to him.

 

Astria looked at Sena and said.

 

“It would be embarrassing.”

 

“?”

 

“There is no punishment greater than that.”

 

Astria smiled triumphantly. Sena breathed a sigh of relief. What? She made it sound so serious, but it’s nothing special.

 

But Chris wiped his cold sweat.

 

“As expected of Your Majesty. You’re truly a cold-blooded one without any blood or tears.”

 

“I, too, am sometimes surprised by my own cruelty.”

 

Chris was making a fuss.

 

‘Where? It’s just a blow to her pride.’

 

Sena couldn’t understand at all. Indeed, those knight types were hard to understand.

 

‘I don’t really get it, but I hope Sylvia does well.’

 

Sena briefly escaped Astria’s embrace.

 

Then he approached Sylvia with a bright face and hugged her once.

 

“Sen…ior?”

 

“Cheer up. I’m sure Sylvia will do great.”

 

A white furball looked up at her with innocent eyes.

 

It’s not just cute, it’s holy.

 

In that moment, Sylvia burned with determination.

 

Sena was dumbfounded as she watched Sylvia jump with great momentum and land beautifully.

 

“It’s hot.”

 

He had thought she was cooling down just now.
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Sylvia looked ahead with a tense gaze.

 

‘I can only use 30% of my power.’

 

The Imperial Knight Trials were straightforward. Astria preferred simple tests.

 

The first gate: prove minimal strength by defeating a monster.

The second gate: not fleeing from existing knights.

 

The current test was the second gate. Not fleeing.

 

To pass, one had to be strong. Strong enough to eliminate most candidates.

 

It wouldn’t be difficult if she used her full power. Just displaying Sylvia’s immense magic could make someone faint or wet themselves.

 

But showing only 30% of her power was not enough to make them faint.

 

‘Besides, I can’t fight them one by one.’

 

Hmm, Sylvia sighed, deciding to stick to what she did best.

 

 

 

“I am Sylvia Clifton of the Teutonic Knights.”

 

The 29th Imperial Knights Examination.

 

It gathered the most applicants ever, from commoners to nobles to mercenaries—even criminals, as long as the crimes weren’t severe.

 

It was a report on an official document stating that unless it was a serious crime, one’s background would not be asked.

 

They focused on Sylvia, who clearly appeared to be a difficult knight.

 

 

“A woman?”

 

“And so young.”

 

“…She could be my daughter.”

 

“But Teutonic Knight?”

 

Some people reacted by saying they couldn’t believe it.

 

Some people commented, ‘The Teutonic Knights, who were said to be the strongest in the world, are no big deal.’

 

But a few remained silent.

 

“We’re already inside.”

 

“What do you mean, Caron?”

 

“She’s within the range to kill people.”

 

Range. A measure of a knight’s skill more critical than detecting magic.

 

Without mastering this, one couldn’t be considered an exceptional knight. Sylvia noted the changed expressions of those around her.

 

‘I just need to watch out for them.’

 

Assessment complete. Sylvia suppressed her magic to 30%.

 

“…!”

 

Those who now held their swords eyed Sylvia warily.

 

Lowering her magic actually made her more noticeable. Most were already overwhelmed.

 

But that wasn’t enough. Sylvia needed to convincingly disqualify these individuals without resorting to any aggressive actions.

 

“The test is simple.”

 

“If you can even touch the edge of my clothes, you pass. Otherwise, you fail.”

 

People were uncomfortable with the blatant simplicity of the test.

 

“…Is this a joke?”

 

“Does this look like a joke to you?”

 

“The entrance criteria for the Imperial Knights are that simple?”

 

Sylvia calmly drew her sword.

 

“Try it.”

 

“You’re mocking us!”

 

A mercenary wielding a massive sword dashed forward at an insane speed.

 

He swung as if to cleave Sylvia in two.

 

But—

 

Thud!

 

He crashed into a wall of the Colosseum upon contact with Sylvia.

 

No one saw Sylvia move. All they saw was the outcome.

 

They couldn’t deny the gap in skill.

 

 

 

 

“Next.”

 

For the next hour, several challengers failed.

 

No one doubted Sylvia anymore.

 

The challengers who had rushed forward were thrown aside like sacks.

 

Yet Sylvia didn’t shed a drop of sweat.

 

 

“Is there no one else?”

 

The participants stepped back. Sylvia had a different worry now—what if there were no successful candidates at all?

 

 

“I want to believe it’s just a coincidence.”

 

This time, a man with a large scar over one eye stepped forward, grinning as he drew his sword.

 

“Just a touch of your clothes, right?”

 

“I did say that, but if you can maintain your composure, you pass.”

 

“Any means necessary, I assume.”

 

“Don’t worry about that.”

 

“Hmm, really?”

 

Sylvia narrowed her eyes in confusion. She hadn’t experienced being notified of her own success in the first stage, so she wasn’t sure.

 

But shouldn’t the Knights prioritize knightly conduct? Then again, with the Teutonic Knights, standards of knighthood were… well, many were not even human.

 

‘Oh well.’

 

Sylvia decided to focus on her own job. She would figure out those details in the third test.

 

“It seems like if you make a careless move, you’ll face a counterattack and be disqualified.”

 

The man didn’t enter immediately; instead, he casually circled around Sylvia, twirling his sword.

 

 

“I’m Garumel, the Mercenary King.”

 

“I’ve heard you rival Masters.”

 

He seemed suspicious, almost like a notable participant. Sylvia raised the corners of her mouth in amusement.

 

Perfect. With this kind of big name challenging her, she could easily sift through the mediocre contenders. It was a relief; the challengers were becoming tiresome with their futile actions.

 

“I was worried the first test was too easy. Did they raise the difficulty too abruptly starting from the second test?”

 

“As I said, even if your skills are somewhat lacking, if you can endure, you pass. Is enduring that difficult?”

 

“Haha. Three minutes ago, you made someone faint. Don’t act like you can’t do it. Anyway, there’s only one way to pass this test: end it with one blow.”

 

“Are you okay with revealing your strategy like that?”

 

“If I don’t, they’ll call me a crude mercenary. Still, even though it’s a test to select knights, I have to act like one.”

 

Garumel stopped, as if his reconnaissance was over.

 

“This is my range now. May I proceed?”

 

“You’re quite talkative. It’s fine. If a beginner like you were to fall to me, I would be the one who gets scolded.”

 

“A beginner, huh. Reminds me of what I heard when I first became a mercenary ten years ago. Well, can’t be helped. I came here to meet a new strong opponent. If you’re that opponent, welcome.”

 

Garumel smiled, baring his teeth. Sylvia, who had been sighing, suddenly widened her eyes. The man’s demeanor had changed. From a caterpillar to a butterfly.

 

‘Is 30%, 30% okay?’

 

Red magic filled the Colosseum.

 

Sylvia felt a little nervous.

 

“Oh, by the way, I forgot to ask one thing.”

 

Garumel grinned cruelly.

 

“Instead of touching your clothes, can I kill you?”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia paused at his words.

 

“Give it a try.”

 

“In that case, don’t blame me.”

 

Two lines flew towards her immediately. Sylvia deflected them from her spot. At the same time, another line was drawn in the middle. It seemed quite powerful.

 

‘It would take another 200 years for this to kill me.’

 

Sylvia opened her eyes slightly wider. Was he anticipating it? She was also disappointed. The sword was too slow. Sylvia waited until the sword was right before her neck. It was Sylvia’s habit. She liked to knock the balance of power.

 

However.

 

Sylvia felt a prickling sensation and a strong sense of unfamiliarity.

 

‘What is this?’

 

“Sylvia, no!”

 

Sena’s voice rang out loudly.

 

It was almost instinctual. Sylvia, unlike before, quickly positioned her sword in the path of the crimson aura, not waiting until the last moment.

 

Then Garumel smiled. Sylvia’s pupils quickly scanned her surroundings. It was then that she noticed it—a sword that was trembling slightly.

 

‘Phantom Swordsmanship.’

 

What you see is a fake. The real one was slightly lower than that.

 

‘A Magic Swordsman. How? I couldn’t feel any magical power other than that sword!’

 

It was too late to alter the course of the sword she had already moved to block. A fleeting future flashed before her—an image where both her arms were severed, overlapping with the sword reaching her neck.

 

‘This isn’t the time to hold back.’

 

Sylvia released all restrictions. She hastily emitted her magic to conjure an aura, intending to block the attack like shield.

 

But Sylvia saw it. An intangible sword effortlessly passing through the magic she had unleashed.

 

‘The magic is dispersing. A unique constitution…!’

 

In an instant, despair clouded Sylvia’s eyes. If things continued like this, she would die. Just as the sword about to reach her neck passed through her magic.

 

Swiish!

 

With a sound resembling something being cut, Garumel kneeled and hesitated, clutching his side.

 

“No one has ever seen through that. The world is vast.”

 

Blood gushed like a waterfall from his half-severed right hand. Yet, he smiled, or rather, reveled in the moment.

 

 

 

Sylvia slowly turned her head with a dazed expression.

 

Rumble—

 

The wall of the Colosseum, cut diagonally, was collapsing.

 

‘Your Majesty?’

 

No, Sylvia denied that possibility. Astria’s swordsmanship was more overpowering than this. Above all, if Astria had looked down upon Sylvia’s dire situation, she would have found it pitiful but not intervened.

 

Not even Chris. If he had helped, he would have blocked Sylvia’s path. He was the type to be faster than the sword. This man wasn’t someone who would unleash such nonsensical sword techniques. Even if he did, this man’s sword could have ignored his magic.

 

That leaves only one person by process of elimination.

 

The direction from which the slash came. And the one not using magic.

 

“…Senior?”

 

**

 

[18234]

 

‘That was dangerous…!’

 

Sena’s legs gave out and he slipped down, holding on to the wall of the Colosseum.

 

Earlier, Sylvia’s lifespan had suddenly changed.

 

[0]

 

In the context, it meant she would lose her life in this incident.

 

He couldn’t lose Sylvia like this in vain.

 

So he used ‘Medicine’.

 

Sena’s hand trembled. If he had been a little late, what would have happened?

 

Just the thought was horrifying.

 

“Physician.”

 

“…!”

 

Astria’s voice was low, making Sena jump.

 

‘I messed up.’

 

Could it be that she noticed?

 

No, there was no trace of the ‘Medicine’. It didn’t use magic power or divine power.

 

Even if it were Astria, she couldn’t have known that Sena was responsible for the recent slash. It was impossible to tell from the outside.

 

“Indeed, a knight’s fight is impressive. I was so surprised that I jumped…”

 

“Do you know how to use a sword?”

 

Sena said with a smile.

 

“Justitia allows it. It’s fair, but I only the ability to save lives.”

 

“When you’re cornered, you always talk like a priest. Although it’s not like you, is it? Do you know how to use a sword?”

 

Astria stared him down.

 

How long has it been since the last time the walls of the Colosseum were destroyed?

 

“Quite a skilled individual.”

 

Her smile reached her ears.

 

She looked back at Sena.

 

Her eyes were devouring him.

 

“Congratulations, Physician. Your value has increased thousands of times for me.”

 

“But… I didn’t do anything…”

 

“It’s truly troublesome.”

 

Astria’s gaze was somewhat unfocused.

 

She loved talent.

 

Sena had the talent for healing.

 

He was so gifted with his looks that she wanted to have children with him.

 

That was enough for her.

 

But now.

 

She saw another side of Sena.

 

The slash just now.

 

There was no starting point.

 

It wasn’t an eruption.

 

‘Space’ itself had been cut.

 

The distance was at least 200 meters.

 

He did it without any preparation.

 

This would have been difficult. Truly difficult.

 

If she allowed herself to be further tempted here, Astria couldn’t hold back.

 

 

“This is the first time I wanted someone this badly before.”

 

Sena swallowed nervously and stepped back.

 

It felt like Astria was going to devour him. Her burning possessiveness was palpable.

 

Sena clapped his hands once to lighten the mood.

 

“Ah, there’s an injured person. I’ll go help.”

 

With a quick movement, Sena descended the Colosseum steps. First, he had to tend to the person he injured.
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Mercenary King Garumel.

 

Garumel always found that title amusing.

 

‘Where’s the king of mercenaries who can just watch others’ backs because he couldn’t become knights?’

 

Mercenaries were a dead-end chosen by those without money or talent, giving up on the path of knighthood.

 

A profession where one couldn’t witness honor, where merely earning a meal a day was considered fortunate, and a profession too shameful to even call a profession.

 

Being a king in such a field was no different from being a knight working in a small fiefdom. Garumel thought his life was utterly insignificant.

 

Perhaps mercenaries lacked honor because of this. It was an empty existence, no matter what they did.

 

“I don’t understand.”

 

One day, he was commissioned to kill an old nobleman. The old man was quite malicious, making it somewhat satisfying, but there was a disturbing incident.

 

It was because of the senile nobleman’s senile knight.

 

An old knight with no strength left blocked Garumel’s path, his body already falling apart.

 

“Why do you persist so much? I wasn’t commissioned to kill you.”

 

The old knight persistently obstructed Garumel. Of course, he wasn’t an opponent. He staggered and collapsed before even receiving a blow. Yet his gaze was youthful.

 

“Trying to flee from here. How much longer can this old man live? If I die protecting my lord, there’s no greater honor than that.”

 

“That damn chivalry. Damn, today’s dreams will be brutal.”

 

“Not even chivalry. This was the purpose of my life.”

 

Garumel swung his sword like a flash. There was no special skill, yet the old knight crumbled before him. Garumel attempted to sever his neck in one breath.

 

“Thank you.”

 

Garumel couldn’t understand. Why would the old man thank the mercenary who killed him?

 

Strangely, the old man continued to smile until his head fell off. Garumel felt envy for the first time.

 

Can a knight die smiling? It was beyond Garumel’s comprehension.

 

So, he came here. He wanted to experience that feeling.

 

But this was the result.

 

Garumel chuckled in disappointment as he saw Sena bandaging his wound.

 

Far from feeling a shock, he didn’t even witness it. He didn’t even realize his right arm was severed.

 

What was that? And who is this boy? What makes him cut off his own hand and treat it?

 

“Did you intend to kill?”

 

White lights, like fireflies, hovered around the wound.

 

Is it divine power? Surely, the person who delivers such a slash could not be a priest.

 

“I did swing my sword with that intent.”

 

But Garumel felt as if he were confessing to God.

 

“It was just a test, was there even a need for that?”

 

“Was it a test that had to be done while considering the examiner’s circumstances?”

 

“It’s not right to kill someone without a reason.”

 

“What if you still want to do it?”

 

Such a bothersome character.

 

Garumel grudgingly cut Sena off.

 

Sometimes there were complaints: Isn’t killing too much? Isn’t that unjust? They were idealists.

 

Well, he wasn’t the one to talk about striving to become a knight among those idealists.

 

“There’s nothing I can do about that.”

 

But Sena didn’t say much. He simply focused on his task, quietly closing his mouth after carefully tying up the wound. He stood up and bowed.

 

“I apologize for hurting you.”

 

“No need for apologies. If you’re going to kill, you must be prepared to die.”

 

“Then, I’ll take my leave.”

 

“Are you also a Teutonic Knight?”

 

As Sena turned away, he stopped.

 

“No. I’m just a simple healer.”

 

Garumel held his stomach and laughed for a while. He said coldly with a straight face.

 

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve never seen anything more remarkable than that slash. If you really are a healer, that’s the problem. My life feels invalidated.”

 

“Even so, the world is vast.”

 

“My world was narrow.”

 

“Perhaps.”

 

“Healer, one last thing to ask.”

 

Garumel looked at the tightly bound bandage. Although it was quickly stained with red blood, it was clearly hemostatic.

 

“If I go to a broader world, can I find a reason to live?”

 

Sena was cautious about discussing things he didn’t know.

 

Above all, he didn’t really understand what Garumel was talking about.

 

But occasionally, he knew how to respond to those who were lost.

 

“You won’t know unless you try. Would you like to try it and tell to me later?”

 

Sena didn’t know. He had just given purpose to one empty human.

 

**

 

“About four seem capable.”

 

“That’s how it appears to me too.”

 

The second test came to a close.

 

Upon seeing Mercenary King Garumel’s partially severed right hand, most were terrified and fled.

 

Still, those who persevered were able to pass for the most part. Ultimately, no one succeeded in cutting Sylvia’s clothes.

 

“This group is disappointing.”

 

“The South is warm and lacks many monsters. The North’s trials must be different.”

 

“In the end, was Sena the only one to pass the test?”

 

Astria said this like a joke, but it wasn’t a joke.

 

Assuming Sena took the test officially, he would indeed have passed.

 

“Did you know? My personal physician’s abilities.”

 

“I do. He seems to think he hasn’t been found out.”

 

“What’s that about? Is it the result of effort or simply talent?”

 

“I’ve never seen Sena make an effort. At least not when it comes to swordsmanship. But occasionally, he surprises people.”

 

Astria recalled a certain image.

 

Sena holding a sword. Sena on the battlefield. Sena with eyes that can kill.

 

Certainly attractive.

 

“I don’t really want to put a sword in his hand.”

 

“Do you value it that much?”

 

“I do.”

 

Astria looked at Sena, who was treating the injured person. The caliber of the displayed slash would be difficult to match even for a Master.

 

It was a difficult talent to reconcile. The ability to kill the most unlikely person and save the most deserving.

 

Just as expected, Justitia was undoubtedly trash. It wasn’t an ability worthy of Sena. But, ironically, Sena possessed it. In one hand, the power to save lives; in the other, the power to take them.

 

‘Maybe I still don’t know Sena well enough.’

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth. She was intrigued. She was filled with emotions, wanting to find out more.

 

“Desperately.”

 

**

 

After finishing the treatment, Sena approached Sylvia with an awkward expression. However, she seemed intent on going somewhere.

 

“Sylvia, where are you going?”

 

“Training.”

 

‘Did I come off as sarcastic? Surely she thinks I don’t trust her.’

 

Worry filled Sena’s eyes. Sylvia bit her lip and walked away.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

Sena followed along. He stumbled and fell, a clumsy mistake resulting from having lost some sense of balance.

 

Sylvia turned back in surprise. Sena was holding back tears and rolling up his pants.

 

There were bruises and a slight gash on his knees. Sena realized Sylvia was watching and awkwardly pulled down his pants.

 

But she had already seen it. The bruises, now a deep shade of purple.

 

“…”

 

Sylvia approached sternly. Sena resisted, but she subdued him with one hand and pulled up his pants.

 

“Sylvia?”

 

It was worse there. It was almost purple.

 

It was merely bruises from kneeling with hands up, but it was enough to create a misunderstanding for Sylvia.

 

At night, the tyrant. A face that even Sylvia would want to torment.

 

How badly did he have to suffer at night?

 

It was a time when Sylvia was greatly shocked.

 

 

“Don’t touch other people’s things. Miss Sylvia.”

 

Astria’s voice echoed softly. Looking down, she gazed at them with an unpleasant expression.

 

“Truly unpleasant.”

 

Sylvia released Sena’s hands. Sena stood up with a bewildered expression and whispered to Sylvia.

 

“I’m fine. You can do it.”

 

To Sena, it sounded like a plea not to die.

 

“I… I don’t do such things.”

 

“Huh?”

 

“No matter what happens, I won’t hurt my Senior.”

 

A bit of blood trickled from Sylvia’s bitten lip.

 

“Oh, blood…!”

 

“Just a bit. Please wait. When I become stronger, then…”

 

After saying that, Sylvia disappeared.

 

 

 

Sena watched Sylvia’s retreating figure with a troubled expression.

 

What did she want him to wait for?

 

**

 

After finishing the morning schedule, Astria walked with a strange smile she’d had since earlier.

 

Sena followed behind with a tense face.

 

‘It’s about time to say it.’

 

The dream of a working man, Sena’s only hope. The resignation letter in his pocket.

 

It seems the time has come to hand it over.

 

“Umm, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria stopped in her tracks as she entered her study, staring at the white furball in confusion.

 

Sena cleared his throat a few times and then spoke seriously.

 

“I actually have personal reasons for this.”

 

“Mm-hmm.”

 

“Pl-please accept this!”

 

Sena retrieved a letter from within his coat and handed it to Astria.

 

Astria blinked a few times, then accepted the letter and read it on the spot.

 

[Resignation Letter]

 

– The initial terms of the contract have been fulfilled.

 

– However, I will not be renewing the contract next term.

 

– I have certain beliefs that I wish to uphold, and I intend to travel the Empire to do so.

 

– Please accept this resignation letter.

 

– Sena Birkender

 

 

“Hmm.”

 

Sena gazed at Astria with a tense expression.

 

“You have beliefs?”

 

“I want to travel around and help more people.”

 

Truthfully, he had tried not to write this part. Really.

 

It’s quite cliche.

 

However, is it because what he learned from a young age was the Church’s treacherous management techniques?

 

He knew there was nothing else like this.

 

‘No matter how much of an Empress you are, you won’t be able to refuse him because he wants to do something good.’

 

Even if she refuses, it will only give Sena a pretext.

 

In other words, it was a pretext.

 

I’m sorry, Your Majesty. Because I’m a little smart.

 

“Really, it’s amazing.”

 

Astria’s long eyelashes fluttered.

 

“It’s so admirable. Isn’t it, Sir Chris?”

 

“Sena’s head isn’t small. His brain is pure.”

 

“Even if it’s small, could it be that you want to show this to the Empress of the Empire and let her see it? I’ve never even accepted a resignation letter from the 102-year-old Elundir.”

 

“Yes?”

 

How old is he?

 

102 years…?

 

“Come to think of it, the Archmage Elundir also said he would try to work harder. It was all thanks to my physician.”

 

“It’s not just that. Aren’t the emerging powers that have grown in size by consolidating the current Empire’s forces also those who listened to Sena’s advice and sided with Her Majesty?”

 

“You have accomplished something that most ministers cannot do. Why did I limit your value to a healer?”

 

Sena trembled slightly.

 

“Sena, I value talent. Employing good talent is the foundation of an emperor.”

 

Astria was still smiling. The eyes, that is. The expression wasn’t like that at all.

 

Staring coldly at Sena, she tore up the resignation letter with both hands.

 

Seeing his dream and future torn apart, Sena’s eyes widened.

 

‘Ah, I haven’t lost yet.’

 

Up to this point, the future was predictable enough.

 

Sena wasn’t scared.

 

This is where it gets important. Astria rejected the resignation. To do that, he had to negotiate a new contract.

 

Of course, he didn’t think it would be easy. The tactics he had accumulated so far were for times like this.

 

He drew the outline. Astria would make him obediently accept. Reluctantly accepting the stance that would later allow him to escape.

 

“Traveling the world and wanting to heal people?”

 

“Yes. It’s Justitia’s guidance.”

 

Astria raised one corner of her mouth as she looked at the stiff hair on the top of Sena’s head.

 

“Are you trying to become a priest?”

 

“It’s possible.”

 

This was Sena’s trump card. No matter how much Astria resisted, if Sena became a priest, there would be no stopping him.

 

The Church was a burdensome group to cede power to. Since Sena was the son of Cruyff, it was reasonable.

 

But.

 

“I’ll give you three seconds.”

 

“…?”

 

Astria stared at Sena.

 

“Come into my arms.”

 

“If you don’t…”

 

She said with a cruel smile.

 

“I’ll start a war. Whether against the Church or the world, it will be the most terrible conquering war in history, that will happen because of you.”

 

What would you do if this happens, physician?

 

Astria’s words dissipated in the air. Sena wanted to pretend he hadn’t heard what he just heard.

 

But there was no way to erase what he had already heard. Sena fell into Astria’s arms.

 

There was no other way.
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“You should have done this sooner.”

 

Sena, held in Astria’s arms, felt incredibly sorrowful.

 

Starting a war?

 

Who would use such cowardly and despicable methods?

 

“It suits you. Continue to obey me and bow down. And be this submissive while in my embrace.”

 

Moreover, Astria had a knack for getting under people’s skin.

 

Sena’s lips pouted.

 

There are things one should say and things one shouldn’t.

 

Starting a war—such terrifying talk shouldn’t be joked about.

 

Especially not by someone like Astria who could make it a reality.

 

She needed to be careful with her words.

 

 

“Do you have a problem with me expanding my empire’s territory?”

 

Astria asked as if even the idea of Sena having a complaint was annoying.

 

“Oh, what can you do if you have a problem? Are you going to cry?”

 

A small spark in Sena’s heart flared up.

 

So that’s how it is?

 

Even someone as seemingly weak as Sena had a few tricks up his sleeve.

 

‘I will never forgive this.’

 

Sena entered a vow of silence.

 

**

 

Early evening.

 

Sena went to the herb garden with a hoe.

 

The tiny garden, tucked away in the farthest corner of the Teutonic Knights’ training ground, seemed oddly out of place, yet fitting.

 

Perhaps because Sena had created it, the perfect symmetry was visible. The color combination of the various herbs, the psychological comfort provided by the even spacing.

 

As a result, the knights did not disturb it. Even without Sylvia guarding it all day with hawk-like eyes, it would have been the same.

 

Few people throw trash in a pristine place, and humans tend to protect what appears precious and beautiful.

 

“I told you before, this isn’t something you should be doing.”

 

Of course, Astria would never allow it.

 

Astria was already displeased that Sena was merely cultivating a garden.

 

Now that Sena’s value had increased, Astria did not want him to waste time on such trivial matters.

 

But—

 

Sena ignored all of that. He was still squatting, tending to the herbs.

 

If he didn’t manage this himself, it won’t be done right.

 

Weeds have grown in the garden.

 

Sena worked diligently, but he was not taking out his anger on the weeds.

 

“Physician. Answer me.”

 

Unable to bear it any longer, Astria looked down at Sena and asked. But Sena neither stopped tending to the garden nor responded to Astria.

 

“Until you apologize, he probably won’t say anything.”

 

Chris, who was watching the scene leisurely, crossed his arms and made a simple assessment. It was a familiar sight.

 

“Do you expect me, the Empress, to apologize?”

 

Astria spoke as if she couldn’t comprehend it.

 

“I’ve committed war crimes and never apologized.”

 

An empress has dignity, and the absurd word ‘apology’ should not be uttered.

 

Chris gave a faint smile. He used to think like that too, he reminisced.

 

“Then you’ll have to watch Sena not talk and just hoe the garden forever.”

 

“Watch him hoeing the garden in silence forever?”

 

“Sena holds a grudge for a long time.”

 

“What the…?”

 

What an absurd creature.

 

Astria’s face was full of disbelief. Naturally, this was her first experience of this kind.

 

 

“It’s getting late. Didn’t you say the patient needs to sleep early? Let’s go back to bed quickly.”

 

“…”

 

Astria tried to coax him gently, but Sena didn’t even pretend to listen. He usually had a faint smile on his face, but now he was completely expressionless.

 

“Your Majesty, it may be presumptuous, but I think it would be best to apologize.”

 

“If it continues like this, you’ll see Sena hoeing until dawn.”

 

Chris respected Astria.

 

He firmly believed she was a perfect empress and an unprecedented genius.

 

But even the Empress herself couldn’t break Sena’s stubbornness. Not even if Justitia herself descended.

 

Chris knew this well from past experience. Even the fierce Chloe and the eccentric Seria couldn’t handle a sulking Sena.

 

“…The Empress does not apologize. To anyone.”

 

But Astria’s stubbornness was formidable too. Watching the two stubborn people, Chris sighed deeply from his core.

 

‘I miss Seria. If we made a bet, we could pass the time more enjoyably.’

 

If that were the case, Chris would have bet his entire fortune on Sena.

 

“Fine, I understand. You’re not in a good mood. I’ll give you a gift.”

 

“…”

 

“What do you want? Just say it. I’ll grant you one wish.”

 

Sena wrote on the ground with his hoe.

 

[Resignation]

 

“That won’t do.”

 

Astria’s expression turned serious, and Sena pouted again.

 

“Ask for something else.”

 

Sena turned away and continued diligently tending to the herbs, stacking them neatly in the basket beside him.

 

“Physician. If you keep this up, I won’t take it as a joke.”

 

Astria’s voice grew cold.

 

“I will punish you severely.”

 

Sena turned his head, his lips jutting out even more.

 

“What does that mean?”

 

“He’s not just sulking; he’s angry.”

 

“Does that mean the situation has worsened?”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty, you’re in big trouble.”

 

Astria was flustered.

 

Sena, adding insult to injury, lazily pointed somewhere with half-open eyes.

 

Naturally, Astria looked at Chris.

 

“He wants you to stay over there.”

 

“…I am the Empress.”

 

“There’s no one here who doesn’t know that, Your Majesty.”

 

“But, does this treatment make any sense? Am I dreaming?”

 

Her incredulity was palpable.

 

Chris cleared his throat and carefully asked if he could borrow the white cloth Sena had. When Sena nodded, Chris spread the cloth on the ground. After all, he couldn’t have the Empress sit directly on the bare ground.

 

Astria looked at Chris with a blank face, then at Sena. After a moment’s hesitation, she wordlessly sat down in the spot Sena had indicated.

 

 

 

How much time passed like that?

 

Before the darkness fully settled.

 

Sena stood up.

 

Astria, who had been watching Sena quietly, also stood up awkwardly.

 

“Is it over now?”

 

Sena looked at Astria, then quickly turned away. He gathered the basket full of herbs and started walking somewhere.

 

“Physician. No, Sena.”

 

Astria stepped ahead of Sena with a slightly hurried pace.

 

“Stop it. I understand now.”

 

“…”

 

Sena stopped walking.

 

‘Is it over now?’

 

As Astria felt a glimmer of hope, Sena took out a herb from his basket, broke off its root, and handed it to Astria.

 

“What is this?”

 

“What is this?”

 

Sena offered no explanation, simply bringing the herb close to her face.

It seemed like he wanted her to eat it. Astria frowned.

 

“I’m not a goat.”

 

“…”

 

Sena stared at Astria intently, the coldness in his gaze almost chilling.

 

“…Fine.”

 

Usually ground, brewed, and prepared to be palatable, Astria had never known this raw form of her medicine.

 

M*rijuana and bellflower. The only herbs that seemed to help her condition.

 

Astria picked up the herb, stared at it briefly. She really didn’t want to eat it.

 

But sensing something serious would happen if she didn’t, she reluctantly closed her eyes and gulped it down.

 

[102]

 

Her lifespan increased significantly.

 

‘Unrefined really is more effective.’

 

One new fact discovered.

 

Seeing Astria’s extended lifespan, Sena resumed walking.

 

**

 

Astria’s patience had already reached its limit.

 

“Do you still have no intention of speaking?”

 

Grabbing Sena’s wrist as he entered the bedroom with still damp hair from his bath, she threw him onto the bed.

 

“Do as you please. I will do as I please.”

 

Astria climbed on top of Sena.

 

She looked down at him with an arrogant expression and grabbed his arms. She leaned in closer.

 

Her golden hair tickled Sena’s face.

 

“If you don’t speak, something severe will happen.”

 

Sena remained indifferent, thinking she might just want to cuddle and sleep.

 

 

Astria unbuttoned Sena’s shirt. Sena turned his head away and remained still. Undressing a non-resisting Sena was easy.

 

When she had half-unbuttoned it, revealing his collarbone, Sena still appeared resigned.

 

Astria’s eyes darkened.

 

Strangely, she felt no excitement.

 

Previously, she had been consumed with the thought of wanting a child.

 

 

 

Astria got off Sena’s body. Sena and sat on the edge of the bed. Sena also awkwardly sat up, holding his loose clothing.

 

Astria’s small head came into view. Sena considered giving her a light smack but hesitated when Astria muttered very softly.

 

“I’m sorry.”

 

Sena’s eyes widened. So, she can apologize.

 

“…For what?”

 

“For saying I would start a war.”

 

“Right? Her Majesty was bad.”

 

“Yes, I was bad.”

 

Astria’s golden hair drooped as she answered softly.

 

Her eyes looked a bit sad, and her vigor had diminished significantly.

 

Sena’s lips twitched into a slight smile.

 

What’s this? Cute.

 

“Ahem. You mustn’t do that again.”

 

“…Okay.”

 

“Your Majesty is the Empress of a hegemony. You shouldn’t say such things even as a joke.”

 

“I understand. I won’t do it again.”

 

Sena cleared his throat and then spoke slyly.

 

“But there’s a condition.”

 

“What is it?”

 

“Give me three hours of free time every day. It’s too much to be stuck together all day.”

 

‘Otherwise, I can’t even hope to escape.’

 

Of course, Sena never gave up hope of escaping.

 

Astria looked at Sena, thinking, ‘Isn’t that a different story?’ but then sighed weakly.

 

More than anything, she wanted Sena to return to his usual self quickly.

 

“…Okay. So, stop being angry now.”

 

Sena hesitated a little, then gulped.

 

He patted Astria’s drooping head.

 

It felt nice, like petting a retriever.

 

“I forgive you.”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

 

 

 

 

Alright! Tomorrow, he’ll go out and plan his escape route!
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Sena was in a good mood today.

 

There hadn’t been many times he felt good after seeing his shortened lifespan, but today was one of those times.

 

Today, there was a good reason.

 

Finally, it seemed he could go outside.

 

“Really?”

 

Sena followed closely behind Astria, who was heading toward the garden, and spoke excitedly.

 

“I’m not lying.”

 

“But you didn’t keep your promise about not eating the cake.”

 

Astria, with a narrowed gaze, gestured towards somewhere.

 

“Can you see that building over there?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“I’ve locked up a few people there. Do you want to be locked up too?”

 

“No.”

 

“Then stay quiet.”

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

Sena, looking slightly dissatisfied, glared at Astria before diverting his gaze elsewhere.

 

‘Every day is different.’

 

They say the speed of the imperial palace is a step ahead of the world’s clock hands, and it was true.

 

Decorations that were there just yesterday were gone, and new people who hadn’t been there before appeared.

 

The failed rebellion. The regained control. The shift in manpower. All of it could be felt happening quickly.

”

“Elundir.”

 

On the way to the garden, they encountered a group of magicians. How did Sena know they were magicians? Because of their robes.

 

When he was attending the academy, he wanted to get one because it looked cool, but it was out of the question. Those robes, although they looked simple, were incredibly expensive.

 

“Your Majesty the Empress.”

 

The white-haired magician bowed deeply. Astria smiled and said.

 

“Good to see. Keep working hard until you die.”

 

“For these four years.”

 

“Was it Sena who granted you that time?”

 

“It seems like it’s been longer.”

 

Elundir gazed at Sena with a nostalgic look.

 

“The time you’ve given me, I’m using it well. If you need anything, just let me know.”

 

Sena had a connection with Elundir. They met by chance, but isn’t that how human relationships work?

 

Anyway, he was a reliable grandfather figure. Archmage Elundir could really create anything. Getting this medicine was also thanks to Elundir’s help.

 

“I need a lot of things. Are you sure it’s okay?”

 

“Hahaha. Don’t overwork an old man too much.”

 

Elundir patted Sena with his wrinkled hand. A child just like a grandchild. Sometimes he wondered what it would have been like if Sena really was his grandchild.

 

“Elundir, is the recruitment of magicians going well?”

 

Elundir straightened his back.

 

“Managing what we have now is already a struggle. Please don’t hate magic too much.”

 

“It depends on your actions.”

 

“You are truly mischievous, Your Majesty. Isn’t that right?”

 

“Absolutely.”

 

“You must have a hard time.”

 

“You have no idea.”

 

“Hahaha.”

 

Astria squinted her eyes. But no matter how reckless she was, she didn’t nitpick the minor rudeness of a loyalist who had protected the empire long before she was born.

 

“Since we’ve met, why don’t you show off some of your skills?”

 

“My humble skills, Your Majesty?”

 

Humble, yet he was the only Archmage in the Empire.

 

“Yes. Sena is going outside. Cast a spell that might help if it becomes dangerous.”

 

“Hahaha. For Sena?”

 

Elundir looked at Sena intently. He awkwardly smiled and hid behind Astria.

 

“I don’t think it will be necessary.”

 

“What?”

 

Elundir smiled.

 

“A spell to find the way would be good. Sena often gets lost. He should at least know where to come back to.”

 

Lemon-colored magic flowed from Elundir’s body. The enchanting color entered Sena’s body. He looked at his hands. He didn’t feel much different.

 

“For a while, no matter how difficult the path, she should be able to find it quickly.”

 

Of course, Astria had wanted a more direct protection spell rather than one to find the way back.

 

But she decided to respect Elundir’s choice. A genius of the century surely had his reasons.

 

“Well then, I shall take my leave.”

 

With that, Elundir and his group disappeared, leaving just the two of them again.

 

“Let’s go.”

 

At Astria’s command, Sena began to walk.

 

“By the way, Your Majesty.”

 

“What?”

 

“Why do you always walk alone, Your Majesty?”

 

Sena suddenly wondered. Elundir, whom they had just seen, moved around with several people, but Empress Astria always traveled with the bare minimum of attendants.

 

“I am walking with you.”

 

Astria answered briefly.

 

“Seriously, tell me.”

 

“More importantly, do you know where we are going right now?”

 

Astria deliberately changed the subject.

 

‘She doesn’t want to talk about it.’

 

It seemed like there was a reason, so Sena decided not to press further.

 

“The garden.”

 

“Wrong.”

 

“…No?”

 

“We’re going to the treasure vault.”

 

“What business do we have in the treasure vault…?”

 

“To put you in it.”

 

“Wow, thank you for considering me a treasure… wait, what?”

 

Sena trembled. Astria grinned.

 

“Just kidding.”

 

Astria’s jokes never felt like jokes. They made his heart drop.

 

‘You really have a bad personality.’

 

If possible, Sena wanted to fix this golden child’s personality too.

 

**

 

On the way to the treasure vault, Sena kept stumbling.

 

He wanted to walk straight, but he kept bumping into Astria despite his best efforts.

 

‘I probably won’t get used to this until I die.’

 

A body that had once deteriorated never fully recovered. No matter what herbs were used, the balance issues couldn’t be fixed, so occasionally he staggered.

 

At that moment, when Sena staggered again.

 

“Why do you keep bumping into me?”

 

Astria gently embraced Sena from behind and whispered in his ear.

 

Sena gulped, swallowed dryly, and tried to respond as calmly as possible.

 

“I often bump into people when I walk with them.”

 

“Really?”

 

Astria looked at the top of Sena’s head with interest but didn’t say anything further.

 

“Then we can do this.”

 

Astria took Sena’s hand. The soft touch made Sena’s pupils enlarge.

 

“From now on, let’s walk holding hands.”

 

Not immune to such gestures, Sena’s face quickly turned red.

 

His heart rate sped up. If he diagnosed this condition himself, it would be called the sickness of excitement.

 

Astria was definitely not good for his terminally ill heart.

 

“Th-that aside, it seems like we’re almost there. Please tell me now.”

 

“Tell you what?”

 

“Why are we going to the treasure vault? Please don’t make scary jokes about putting me in it.”

 

“You think it’s a joke?”

 

“Y-Your Majesty.”

 

“Well, today, instead of putting something in, we’re here to take something out.”

 

Astria glanced at Sena.

 

“You never ask for things even when you need them. So I’m going to give you something. Choose whatever you like. Refusal is…”

 

‘She’ll be difficult again.’

 

Astria thought that Sena would say, ‘I don’t need anything, it’s fine’, so she was ready to drag him along by force.

 

 

“Hurry up!”

 

Sena was already ahead. The small figure of Sena looked even smaller from the distance.

 

Astria wore a slightly sour expression.

 

“If he refuses…”

 

Contrary to Astria’s worries, Sena was the type to take what he could get.

 

**

 

The Empire’s treasure vault he had only heard about.

 

It was beyond anything he could have imagined.

 

No doubt, just selling one of these would be enough to buy a country.

 

Weapons and artifacts that could evoke such thoughts were scattered around carelessly. The empire was indeed wealthy.

 

“…It’s amazing.”

 

“Most of these are spoils of war. Some were taken from kingdoms we destroyed, and others were brought by my knights and specially selected to be placed here. Each one is a legendary weapon.”

 

Astria walked around the treasure vault with her hands behind her back. It always looked the same here. She glanced at Sena with a raised lip.

 

“Did you know? You are the first person to be allowed into this vault. Not even Chris is permitted here.”

 

Astria patted Sena once. Sena, looking at the floor, quietly took Astria’s hand. Astria felt like she wanted to have a child.

 

And so, they walked, hand in hand.

 

 

 

“It’s cold.”

 

As they went further inside, an unbearable chill enveloped them. Sena tightened his grip on Astria’s hand slightly.

 

“It’s because of Rirne’s sword.”

 

“Rirne’s Sword?”

 

“They say it was made by an ice fairy. I don’t know the details, but that’s one thing the empire originally had. It’s imbued with a miracle that can freeze anything it touches, even briefly. It’s right over there.”

 

Rirne’s Sword was stored separately. Its blade was blue, and it was encrusted with jewels all over. It might be the most ornate of all the swords here.

 

For some reason, it reminded Sena of Astria.

 

“…It’s beautiful.”

 

“Why, do you want it?”

 

Sena shook her hands vigorously.

 

“N-no, of course not.”

 

‘I knew it was a mistake to accept this.’

 

He had been confident, but now that he was here, he wanted to run away. Everything he saw was too magnificent to easily say he would take it.

 

“Oh.”

 

Then, something caught Sena’s eye. He pointed at it.

 

Among the ornate swords, a wooden practice sword lay on the ground.

 

“What is that?”

 

“…Can’t you tell? It’s a wooden sword.”

 

Judging by the wear, it was a well-used practice sword. Filled with curiosity, Sena crouched in front of it.

 

“Why is it here?”

 

Astria reminisced about the past.

 

“I’m not sure. I probably forgot and left it there.”

 

‘…Please organize your things properly.’

 

He imagined Astria tossing the wooden sword aside after a training session.

 

“I guess I should throw it away.”

 

“It’s too precious to throw away.”

 

“…Don’t be mistaken just because it’s here. It’s just a wooden sword.”

 

“But it’s proof that you trained hard, Your Majesty.”

 

Sena found this wooden sword appealing.

 

Perhaps more than any of the ornate swords here.

 

So he grabbed the wooden sword without hesitation.

 

It fit his hand perfectly, probably because he and Astria were of similar height.

 

He was immensely satisfied.

 

“I’ll take this.”

 

“Are you out of your mind?”

 

Astria muttered, bemused.

 

“Absolutely.”

 

“Do what you want. Prick.”

 

To think he couldn’t even take a proper gift.

 

Astria sighed lightly. Sena smiled brightly.

 

 

On their way out of the treasure vault.

 

“I’ll leave right away then.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“Just so you know, I don’t need any guards. Sylvia is enough.”

 

“What are you talking about? You don’t need any guards.”

 

It was the answer he wanted, but Sena felt slightly disappointed.

 

“That’s because I’m going with you.”

 

“Oh, I see. Of course, Your Majesty was coming too… wait, what?”

 

What did he just hear?

 

Sena turned around. Astria was standing right there. She was holding a sword.

 

The sword Sena had called beautiful. Rirne’s Sword. She was examining it curiously. Is this really impressive? He wasn’t sure.

 

“What?”

 

Astria looked at Sena like a squirrel.

 

“I said, I’m going with you.”
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Sena barely managed to persuade Astria, who insisted on following. Although his resolve weakened when she looked sulky, going out with Astria was simply out of the question.

 

‘Then I can’t escape.’

 

The sole purpose of this outing was to find an escape route. With Astria around, nothing could be more troublesome.

 

However, Astria wasn’t easily swayed and wouldn’t let him leave without a fuss.

 

“What is this?”

 

“Guards.”

 

“I can see that much.”

 

The guards were lined up in rows. Four lines of seven each, surrounding an imposing carriage.

 

Aside from the Teutonic Knights, they were the only remaining intact force in the otherwise barren royal family.

 

“My people fear the guards more. Perhaps because they feel them directly. They will be effective.”

 

“No, no. I’m not going to war.”

 

Sena waved his hand with an awkward smile, attempting to assert himself.

 

“I’m just going to look for some herbs for about three hours and then have a meal. I think I’ll be fine without an escort.”

 

Astria glanced at Sena.

 

She was not the type to assign escorts to anyone.

If someone was weak, it was only natural they would be eliminated, right?

 

But Sena was different. She didn’t know why, but she was worried.

 

“Not allowed.”

 

“…Your Majesty?”

 

Sena looked straight at Astria and gently reasoned with her.

 

“You promised me free time, didn’t you? If I go around with so many people, it’s not really free time, is it?”

 

“Prick.”

 

Sena realized that Astria used ‘prick’ whenever she was at a loss for words.

 

“This is my best compromise. Take Sylvia with you. The Teutonic Knight should be able to protect you from assassins.”

 

“Scary words. There’s no one trying to assassinate me.”

 

“Sena.”

 

Astria looked at him with a stern face and spoke firmly.

 

“Take her.”

 

“…”

 

‘She’s really stubborn.’

 

Sena thought it was fortunate that Astria became the emperor. Her natural tendency to suppress others with power made her a born ruler.

 

-‘Your Majesty! It’s time for the meeting! You’re late!’

 

Just then, Rafiel’s voice was heard from afar. Seizing the moment, Sena spoke quickly.

 

“You should go. You’re busy, aren’t you?”

 

“…”

 

Astria looked at Sena with a face full of things left unsaid. She wanted to postpone the meeting, but today’s agenda was crucial.

 

“Many guards. One Teutonic Knight.”

 

Astria spoke briefly. Sena nodded with a bright smile.

 

“If I’m late, I’ll come find you myself.”

 

“Got it, so go to the meeting.”

 

Astria looked at him with a reluctant face before finally moving away. Sena waved at her from behind.

 

But Astria kept glancing back at him, taking one step and stopping, again and again.

 

“I’m really fine!”

 

It wasn’t until Sena shouted in frustration that Astria walked toward Rafiel, but her eyes had narrowed significantly.

 

Why does this feel so uneasy?

 

She had a premonition that her cute physician was about to cause a big mess.

 

 

 

Left alone, Sena stopped waving as soon as Astria disappeared from sight.

 

‘Hmm.’

 

Now then.

 

He needed to leave.

 

Sena glanced at the distant guards.

 

Shiny armor, luxurious carriage.

 

If he went out like this, people would definitely mistake it for the Empress’s outing.

 

‘Gotta run.’

 

There was no other way.

 

The thought was brief. The action was quicker.

 

“Guard, I forgot something in my room. I’ll just go get it.”

 

Sena’s hair stood up.

 

 

**

 

After lying about going back to his room, Sena secretly circled around to the back of the building.

 

There was a solid wall protecting the royal palace. It was incredibly high.

 

Even if a highly skilled knight could manage to get past it, it would be impossible to climb over.

 

This was the imperial palace. Naturally, it wasn’t an ordinary wall. It must have been enchanted with all kinds of magic.

 

Sena squatted in front of the wall.

 

“Would this spot be good enough?”

 

Sena placed his fingers on the wall and slowly traced them along its surface. A circle of silvery light appeared around his body.

 

Numerous blue magic circles manifested on the wall. Although Sena shuddered for a moment, he didn’t stop his actions.

 

Sparks flew.

 

The sensation was akin to welding.

After a short while, Sena pushed against the wall with all his might. A circular hole formed.

 

“Not all the magic circles should be broken, right?”

 

If so, that would be a huge problem.

 

I might get trapped in that strange palace.

 

While pondering, Sena thought of a good idea and scribbled on the ground.

 

-Grandpa Elundir, I’m sorry.

 

Alright, done.

 

If there was a problem with the magic circles on the wall, the first person to appear would be the court wizard, Elundir.

 

Fortunately, Elundir owed Sena a favor from past good deeds. Perhaps he would forgive this.

 

Sena dusted off his hands and squeezed through the hole. It was just large enough for his body to fit through.

 

‘Made it too small…!’

 

Sena wiggled as he got stuck in the wall. Fortunately, his soft robe acted as a lubricant, allowing him to slide through.

 

Thunk.

 

Sena tumbled to the other side of the wall, only to be met with a steep slope.

 

“Argh.”

 

Rolling down, he crashed into a tree. Lying spread-eagle, a green leaf fell on Sena.

 

“I almost died.”

 

Fortunately, aside from his robe getting a bit dirty, he was unharmed.

 

Oh, my back. At this age, getting a disc problem would be a nightmare.

 

Sena stood up gingerly and surveyed his surroundings. He was in the forest, but not far off, he could see the city.

 

Success!

 

His eyes sparkled with excitement at having found a good escape route.

 

‘Why not run away right now?’

 

The thought briefly crossed his mind, but he shook his head. He couldn’t do that.

 

-‘Just in case, leave this behind.’

 

This is because the meticulous Astria took Sena’s suitcase hostage.

 

That was something really, really precious to Sena. Not just because of the suitcase itself, but because it held all his memories.

 

Returning home without it wouldn’t bring him peace.

 

“Hmm. What a shame.”

 

No use dwelling on the inevitable. Instead, he decided to gather information while visiting various places today. This was a rehearsal for the future.

 

Just as he was about to head toward the city, Sena stopped. He noticed an old wooden sword.

 

“Oh, almost left it behind.”

 

That wouldn’t do. It was a gift from Astria.

 

Picking up the wooden sword, Sena began walking again. The green forest rustled in the breeze.

 

**

 

Got any questions? Want a cheap meal? Looking to make friends? Need to place a request?

 

Then head to the Mercenary Guild!

 

In this world, mercenary guilds were all-purpose establishments. They were information hubs, provided lodging, and offered protection.

 

There’s a reason why mercenary guilds are frequently mentioned in fantasy stories.

 

What Sena needed here was information. He needed someone who could safely escort him out of the city no matter what happened.

 

To put it simply, he needed someone who would do anything for money.

 

‘It’s been a while.’

 

The tavern looked like something straight out of a western movie. Sena nervously opened the door.

 

 

“How many did you down yesterday?”

 

“Haha, it was awesome.”

 

Sena felt the dangerous atmosphere as soon as he entered and hesitated. Pushing through the thick smoke, he quickly drew attention.

 

“Huh?”

 

Sena looked too fresh and clean to belong in such a rough place. The mercenaries frowned at him.

 

‘Maybe I should just leave.’

 

It wasn’t a place for a small fry like him.

 

Just as Sena turned to leave through the back door, someone called out.

 

“Hey.”

 

“Yes, sir?”

 

A mercenary slammed his hand on the table and stood up, striding toward Sena.

 

His face was intimidating, with a scar over one eye and arms as thick as Sena’s waist.

 

Sena suddenly missed Sylvia.

 

“I don’t recognize your face, but I recommend the lamb stew.”

 

“…What?”

 

“The lamb stew here is the best bang for your buck.”

 

“….”

 

“Kids who look as innocent as you always get the short end of the stick. I’m just giving you a heads-up so you don’t get taken advantage of.”

 

The mercenary, despite his menacing appearance, gave a friendly thumbs-up and returned to his seat.

The tavern, which had gone quiet for a moment, quickly became lively again.

 

“Seriously, it was killer! I’ve never had such spicy barbecue before.”

 

“Come on, though, does it make sense that five people got sick from it?”

 

Even the dangerous-sounding conversation Sena had overheard upon entering turned out to be just about spicy food.

 

Sena breathed a sigh of relief.

 

‘You really shouldn’t judge people by their looks.’

 

Not that he ever thought those people were intimidating. Honestly.

 

 

“One lamb stew, please.”

 

Sena ordered the stew the mercenary had recommended and cleared his throat, glancing around.

 

Near the bulletin board, mercenaries were scratching their heads and frowning, likely due to the lack of decent jobs.

 

‘There’s a big customer here…!’

 

Sena pulled his hood down and brightened his eyes. Mercenaries would do anything if the price was right.

 

Finding one wouldn’t be hard. He just needed to give a hint and make an initial contract.

 

‘After that, maybe I’ll visit the cathedral. Oh right, I should check out the herb shop. Might find something good.’

 

While Sena was happily planning his next steps, a commotion caught his attention.

 

“So, you took the job but don’t have the money?”

 

“I-I got pickpocketed on the way here. If you give me just a little more time…”

 

“That’s not my problem. Pay up now.”

 

“Haha! I never thought someone would be gutsy enough to try and stiff the Mercenary King, Garumel!”

 

The noise came from a familiar face. A young girl was bowing deeply before Garumel.

 

“If you can’t pay up right now, we’ll settle it by the rules of the mercenaries.”

 

“R-Rules?”

 

“Pay with your body.”

 

‘I knew he was trouble from the moment I saw him that time with Sylvia.’

 

Sena watched with eyes full of displeasure.

 

Garumel’s behavior was despicable. Even if he was angry about not being paid, this was not the conduct befitting someone aspiring to be a knight. He couldn’t imagine someone like Garumel upholding chivalry.

 

‘I should pay for her. And I’ll definitely report this to Astria.’

 

Just as he was about to take out some money, the server placed the stew in front of him. Sena nodded politely.

 

“Thank you.”

 

“Three shillings.”

 

A toad-sized palm appeared in Sena’s view.

 

No wonder it was a mercenary guild; even the server was intimidating, a large black man covered in tattoos.

 

“Do I pay now?”

 

“Too many dine-and-dashers around here. It’s become a rule.”

 

“Oh, I see.”

 

Sena reached into his inner pocket. He had plenty of money.

 

But—

 

‘What?’

 

He felt nothing.

 

Panic set in as Sena frantically checked his pockets. A cold sweat broke out.

 

Could it had fallen when he rolled in the forest earlier?

 

“Don’t tell me, you don’t have any money?”

 

The server’s menacing words cut through the air. In a mercenary guild, ‘no money’ was nearly a death sentence. All eyes turned to Sena.

 

He felt the blood drain from his face.

 

“I-I had it…”

 

“You had it?”

 

“I don’t have it now….”

 

Sena looked up at the server with his lost puppy eyes.
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“What is it, Garumel? Are you offering to pay?”

 

“Well… how much is it?”

 

“Three shillings.”

 

“Cheap. I’ll pay.”

 

“I don’t mind, but this is unusual. I didn’t know you had such a charitable side.”

 

Sena felt a little, no, very embarrassed.

 

When a commotion arose, Garumel spotted Sena and offered to pay for him.

 

Sena, who had been criticizing Garumel behind his back, felt a pang of guilt for accepting his help.

 

 

“Thank… you.”

 

As Garumel sat down opposite him, Sena bowed his head deeply.

 

“Come on, no matter how well off you are, you should know you need money to eat.”

 

“…”

 

In truth, Sena had simply lost his money, but he didn’t correct the misunderstanding. It was less embarrassing to be seen as ignorant than to admit he had been careless.

 

“I’ll repay you when we get back.”

 

Anyway, it was kind of Garumel to help him out of a difficult situation. Sena expressed his gratitude sincerely.

 

“Forget it. Think of it as payment for treating me last time.”

 

“…You’re generous. I thought you were someone who’d be merciless when it came to money.”

 

“I’m not going to make a fuss over just three shillings.”

 

“I think the word ‘fuss’ is inappropriate.”

 

“Is that what matters to you?”

 

Garumel’s face turned incredulous. Sena hesitated for a moment before speaking. He wondered if he was being presumptuous, but decided it was better than regretting it later.

 

“I heard you haven’t been paid for your last job.”

 

“Huh? You heard about that?”

 

“Could you forgive the client, just as you showed kindness to me?”

 

Sena looked at the shabby girl standing nearby. Her expression was dark, and she was on the verge of tears.

 

“That won’t be possible.”

 

But Garumel was firm.

 

“I can pay on her behalf.”

 

Garumel looked at him with a face that screamed he didn’t understand.

 

“…Do people often call you a pushover?”

 

He was right. Sena turned his gaze away quietly.

 

Garumel sighed. He was dealing with a troublesome personality.

 

“I’ll do anything for money. Most people here would. Money is the only goal for mercenaries.”

 

“I understand that. But…”

 

Garumel cut him off.

 

“You’ll pay? I don’t doubt your sincerity. Given your status, you wouldn’t trade your honor for a small amount. You don’t seem like that type. But it would be credit. If I allow it this time, others will start expecting the same.”

 

“I don’t know much about mercenaries.”

 

But Sena wasn’t naive about this part.

 

“But I know about knights.”

 

“What are you trying to say?”

 

Garumel had applied for the Imperial Knights’ test. He had tried to pass the test, even if it meant killing someone. Sena spoke firmly.

 

“A knight wouldn’t do that.”

 

“….”

 

Having given the medicine, it was time for the cure. Sena spoke with a kind smile.

 

“You’ll forgive her, right?”

 

Garumel was speechless. Just as Sena didn’t know much about mercenaries, Garumel knew little about the world of knights.

 

I see. Now that I aim to be a knight, should I at least pretend?

 

“Damn it.”

 

He cursed briefly, held his head, and spoke to the girl.

 

“Just go.”

 

“Th-thank you.”

 

“Disappear before I change my mind.”

 

The girl thanked Sena with teary eyes and quickly vanished.

 

Garumel was very displeased about the lost payment. Of course, Sena was in a good mood.

 

“You did well. I’ll tell Her Majesty, ‘Garumel is working hard to become a knight.'”

 

“Yeah, make sure you tell her. Every little detail.”

 

“So, what was the job?”

 

Sena asked out of personal curiosity.

 

Mercenary King. It sounded like an impressive title.

 

But does he accept jobs from ordinary girls?

 

“I can’t tell you that. Even if I don’t get paid, a client is a client. I can’t divulge the details.”

 

Garumel spoke firmly. Sena’s eyes sparkled.

 

So he wouldn’t reveal his client’s intention to run away either?

 

‘…No. He really seems to aim to be a knight. If I mention it, it might reach Astria’s ears.’

 

In that case, it would be a confinement ending for sure.

 

Let’s find another mercenary.

 

Sena picked up his spoon.

 

Steam had been rising from the stew for a while, and the aroma was very fragrant. With a bright face, Sena asked.

 

“How’s the preparation for the third test going?”

 

“It’s not going well. The third test is tomorrow.”

 

Garumel complained with a lethargic expression.

 

“What kind of test doesn’t give you any time to rest?”

 

‘That’s just how Astria is.’

 

From what he had observed, Astria had no concept of ‘rest.’

 

Yum Yum. Sena spoke while eating a spoonful of his stew.

 

“How many people passed?”

 

This lamb stew is delicious.

 

“Thirty people.”

 

“Oh, that’s quite a lot.”

 

“The test was divided into four regions: east, west, south, and north. You only saw the eastern one.”

 

“I see.”

 

“Now, it’s my turn. Why are you out here? Someone as noticeable as you.”

 

“Am I that noticeable?”

 

Garumel seemed genuinely curious.

 

Even with his hood pulled low, Sena’s long silver hair couldn’t be hidden. His pale skin was exceptionally white, even among the nobility.

 

Setting aside appearances, Sena’s demeanor, gestures, and speech were imbued with an undeniable elegance.

 

“Yeah. It’s quite unusual to see the Empress’s physician eating stew at the Mercenary Guild.”

 

“I came out to gather herbs. I am a healer, after all.”

 

Sena said evasively.

 

“Without a guard?”

 

Garumel immediately dismissed that thought.

 

“That was a mistake. You don’t need a guard.”

 

“??”

 

No, I do need one, Sena thought as he looked at Garumel with a bit of stew on his lips.

 

“Still, I didn’t expect you to come out with just a wooden sword. Is that enough?”

 

Garumel smirked, but Sena couldn’t understand the meaning behind it.

 

“…You seem full of openings. On the surface, you don’t look like a strong person at all.”

 

That’s because he’s not strong.

 

“Allowing gaps like that means you’re confident you can handle anything.”

 

Please stop misunderstanding.

 

“Last time, I didn’t even notice until my hand was halfway cut off.”

 

That was just a lucky skill.

 

“How humiliating.”

 

Garumel clicked his tongue.

 

‘He’s definitely a strange person’, Sena thought, continuing to eat his lamb stew contentedly.

 

**

 

Sena left the Mercenary Guild.

 

He couldn’t comfortably search for people with Garumel around.

 

To shake him off, he decided to start with a different task: gathering herbs that would help Astria’s health.

 

But…

 

“Why do you keep following me?”

 

Garumel had persistently followed him.

 

“I’m the type who can’t live with debts.”

 

“Oh, it’s really fine.”

 

“It’s fine with me too.”

 

“…But I’m not fine with it.”

 

“Where are you going? This path leads to the church.”

 

Garumel looked at Sena suspiciously.

 

“Are you a priest?”

 

Sena narrowed his eyes. This person is annoying.

 

“I’m not a priest.”

 

“Then why are you heading to the church?”

 

“Justitia seems to like me.”

 

“So, you are a priest after all.”

 

“…Do mercenaries not understand the concept of a joke?”

 

Sena sighed lightly.

 

“I’m going to look for herbs, not to the church.”

 

“I see.”

 

Sena stopped walking. He put his hand on his hip and looked at Garumel with a determined face.

 

“Why are you following me? If you won’t give me a reason, please go back.”

 

Garumel stroked his pointed beard with his index finger.

 

“I’m just heading in the same direction by coincidence.”

 

“Oh, really?”

 

Sena decided to ignore him and resumed walking.

 

 

 

Garumel followed Sena like a wandering wolf.

 

Curiosity. That was the real reason Garumel was moving.

 

Sena was a type of person Garumel had never encountered before. From the beginning, he was curious about what exactly Sena’s identity was.

 

A skilled healer, but with an incongruous strength. Which side was his true nature?

 

 

 

“Are you hurt?”

 

However, the interesting scenario Garumel imagined did not unfold.

 

Sena’s daily life was boring. Boring enough to make him yawn.

 

He would treat an injured cat he happened to come across and stop to admire any pleasant scenery for a long time.

 

There was no excitement, yet he lived such a life without ever seeming bored, like a priest.

 

 

‘Is he really not a priest?’

 

To Garumel, Sena seemed more like a priest than any priest he had ever seen. His speech and behavior were priestly.

 

He even looked like a saint, the kind you’d read about in fairy tales.

 

Just a while ago, hadn’t Sena persuaded him to help a complete stranger?

 

 

 

– Recently, there are many sick people in the slums. If they see them, they will surely say it’s because they don’t believe in Justitia and execute them.

 

-They are desperate to get rid of the slums.

 

-Please block the church’s investigation. That’s the content of the request.

 

Perhaps that was why the request that came to Garumel’s mind was one of the unpaid ones.

 

The ridiculous difficulty of the request.

 

For most mercenaries, it was an absurd task.

 

It was impossible for a lowly mercenary to exert even a bit of influence on the church.

 

But Garumel was a mercenary known as the Mercenary King.

 

As long as he was paid, there was nothing he couldn’t do.

 

– Do you have the gold? It’ll take quite a lot.

 

– …Yes.

 

That was an obviously false answer.

 

How much money could a girl from the slums possibly gather?

 

However, Garumel accepted the request. It wasn’t out of sympathy, compassion, or charity. At least, that’s what Garumel thought.

 

He was simply a mercenary who was sometimes easily deceived. Today, he wanted to be one of those times.

 

-Here it is.

 

The situation was worse than it seemed. The injuries on the people were horrific. Their hands and feet had turned black as if charred.

 

It reminded Garumel of ‘demons’.

 

He understood why the girl was more worried about the church than their lives.

 

Even Garumel, who didn’t believe in God, thought they might have been ‘hated by God’.

 

The girl was right. If the church found out, they would be eradicated.

 

Moreover, they would destroy the place where they lived. Garumel had heard before that the church wanted to eliminate the slums.

 

They would probably erase it without a trace.

 

Therefore, Garumel moved the injured to a hidden location and silenced those involved.

 

But Garumel knew that information was like water that would eventually leak out. There were no eternal secrets in this world.

 

Unless the root cause was removed, it was just a matter of time.

 

‘… Now that I think about it, it was covered up by that ridiculous slash, but he healed my half-cut arm in an instant.’

 

So Garumel was looking for a healer who wasn’t a priest.

 

It seemed he found one right in front of him.

 

A good healer, as kind as a fool.

 

From the moment he first saw him, Garumel wanted to ask for his help, but he had to confirm if Sena was a priest or not.

 

He didn’t seem to be a priest. If he were, he wouldn’t be so broke.

 

But Sena was genuinely poor. Garumel had a keen sense for money, and he felt that Sena didn’t have a cent to his name.

 

That shabby wooden sword Sena carried? Garumel initially thought it was enough, but now he was sure it was because Sena didn’t want to spend money on a proper sword.

 

 

“Wow, they have this here. It’s hard to find, where did you get it?”

 

Sena was now excitedly looking at herbs in a shop. Garumel approached him. Sena sensed him and widened his eyes.

 

“You’re still following me? I’m really sorry to ask, but could I borrow some money? I’ll pay back double! Double!”

 

Does he think everyone else is as gullible as he is?

 

Although he didn’t know.

 

Garumel smirked and said.

 

“I have a patient. Could you help?”

 

Garumel carefully chose his words. He doubted Sena would follow him just on his word. How could he bait this naive healer?

 

However, Garumel’s worries were unfounded.

 

Sena tilted his head slightly, then handed him a four-leaf clover.

 

“Sure, I’ll help. But could you buy this for me?”

 

Garumel glanced at the price tag. The clover cost 1 shilling.

 

For the record, Sena thought this was a very good deal.
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‘Another patient in the slums.’

 

The alleyways behind the slums marked the boundary of the city with a single hill.

 

As if scared away, the light rapidly disappeared when entering this area, nicknamed the “Darkness of the capital”.

 

The hopeless eyes of wandering vagrants, the drunken shouts of men; everything was a mess, as if to prove that even darkness had diverse colors.

 

‘Every time I come here, it seems more broken.’

 

It was particularly eerie today. Sena hoped this was just a metaphor.

 

“Is this your first time in the slums?”

 

“It’s not. I’m quite familiar with this place.”

 

“You? That’s hard to believe. The people here wouldn’t leave someone like you alone. This is a place where nobles who come without guards are found with their limbs cut off the next day.”

 

“…Do you have to scare me like that?”

 

“Are you scared?”

 

Garumel glanced at Sena. But seeing the bright, clear blue eyes that shone even in the darkness, he quietly understood.

 

Light never fears the dark.

 

 

 

 

They walked past shacks that grew haphazardly like weeds, down winding paths.

 

Not all slums were the same. Naturally, the closer to the capital, the better the environment. Like the house Serilda lived in.

 

But where Garumel was heading was deep within the slums. Sena had never ventured this far in.

 

“We’re here.”

 

Just as Sena was about to suggest a break, Garumel stopped walking.

 

A large wooden box appeared. It looked like a box used to supply goods to ships. In modern terms, a container box.

 

“…Surely, you’re not saying someone lives here.”

 

The box must have drifted into the slums. Its condition was terrible. The gaps and cracks would make it a disaster in the rain, let alone serving its original purpose of carrying goods.

 

“You didn’t even flinch at the dung scattered on the streets, but this surprises you?”

 

“That’s different. No one could live here. They’d catch a cold every day.”

 

“Don’t worry. No one lives here. I just gathered them.”

 

“Gathered them?”

 

“There’s a reason. I needed to keep them out of sight. But more importantly…”

 

Garumel glanced at the four-leaf clover Sena was holding dearly.

 

“Are you really going to treat them for 1 shilling?”

 

“Of course not.”

 

“Well, I didn’t mean it seriously either. I’ll pay you well.”

 

“No. You’ve already paid.”

 

“I only remember giving you that leaf.”

 

‘A leaf, how rude.’

 

Sena’s lips twitched but he held back and spoke.

 

“The girl’s payment, remember? Consider it a reward for good deeds.”

 

“Quite the saint, aren’t you?”

 

Garumel scratched his ear.

 

Sena put the glass jar with the four-leaf clover into his pocket and said,

 

“The patient is here, right? Let’s go in.”

 

“Wait. There’s something to discuss first.”

 

Garumel stopped Sena from walking and approached him closely.

 

Looking down at Sena with a stern face, he asked,

 

“You’re really not connected to the Church?”

 

“I wouldn’t say I have no connection. My father is a priest.”

 

“…What?”

 

Garumel frowned. Damn, he should have checked this beforehand.

 

He was too captivated by Sena’s mysterious aura to ask.

 

“Why didn’t you mention it before?”

 

Sena replied with a sour face.

 

“You didn’t ask.”

 

“Damn.”

 

Garumel rubbed the back of his neck, looking frustrated.

 

“Then things are different. I can’t let you in here. Sorry, but let’s forget this.”

 

“Will the patient disappear if we forget this?”

 

Naturally, Sena wasn’t convinced. He was full of questions. What’s with this guy?

 

“Sorry to waste your time, but we have our reasons.”

 

“Whatever the reason, there’s still a patient.”

 

“I’m telling you, that reason no longer exists. It’s none of your concern. Besides, if I’m okay with it, what’s the problem?”

 

“I didn’t come here because of your request, Lord Garumel. I came because I heard there’s a patient.”

 

Sena looked straight at him. Garumel felt conflicted. He was weak against people with such a look, unsure of how to deal with them.

 

“It’s not a significant person. I brought you just in case.”

 

“To me, anyone who is sick is the same.”

 

While they were arguing, the door opened. A cute little girl appeared.

 

The young girl was visibly carrying dirty water. The bucket was rusty.

 

She smiled brightly at Garumel, then became dazed upon seeing Sena and stumbled.

 

Sena reflexively approached. He couldn’t catch her because of the distance.

 

“Are you okay?”

 

She had fallen rather hard because she was carrying a heavy bucket. Seeing her scraped knees, the girl began to tear up.

 

Sena quickly covered the wound with his hand and said,

 

“I’ll show you something amazing.”

 

In the tear-filled eyes of the young girl, Sena’s face was reflected. Sena closed his eyes briefly.

 

Then—

 

White lights floated around Sena. The girl forgot her tears and exclaimed, “Wow!” with her mouth wide open.

 

“Pretty…!”

 

“Right? This is one of the few things I am proud of. And voila.”

 

Sena removed his hand from the wound. It wasn’t completely healed, but the deep scrape had turned into a minor scratch.

 

“It’s all better.”

 

“Wow…!”

 

The girl looked at Sena with admiration.

 

“Are you a magician?”

 

“No, I’m a healer.”

 

“No way! I saw a healer today who couldn’t do anything. My mom is still sick and lying down.”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

“I’m a very skilled healer.”

 

“Really…?”

 

“Of course. Didn’t you see? I healed your wound quickly, right? You can trust me. Your mom will get better soon.”

 

Sena patted the girl’s head. The girl, enjoying Sena’s touch, smiled brightly and then asked with wide eyes,

 

“But are you really a brother? You look like a sister.”

 

“…”

 

A young child couldn’t tell a lie.

 

‘At that age, they think anyone with long hair is a girl. Yep.’

 

As Sena was reassuring himself, Garumel approached. Sena stood up with a serious face. He had just made a promise. If stopped, he would have had to use force.

 

‘Who knew I’d have to use this wooden sword.’

 

Even so, he was the top of the Academy’s swordsmanship club. But fortunately, Sena did not have to use the small wooden sword that was tailored for Astria’s body.

 

Garumel, seeing Sena treating the child without hesitation, changed his mind.

 

“…I’d like to keep what happened here a secret from everyone. Even if we can’t cure them.”

 

As long as he could heal the sick, it didn’t matter. He nodded.

 

**

 

‘What kind of talent does this kid have?’

 

The child’s lifespan was [60225].

 

Approximately 165 years.

 

She had an incredibly long life ahead.

 

Of course, an ordinary human couldn’t live that long.

 

Only an Archmage or a Master could. In other words, this child had extraordinary potential.

 

Right now, she was just a chubby-cheeked little girl.

 

‘I shouldn’t interfere unnecessarily.’

 

There was the option of recommending her to Astria as a talent, but Sena didn’t prefer that method.

 

The fact that her lifespan was such meant that she would naturally grow splendidly in the future.

 

Interfering clumsily might lead to worse results.

 

 

“There are quite a few patients, huh?”

 

Inside the box, there were about four patients lying on beds. The hard wooden beds were considered excellent in the slums.

 

“If you’re surprised by this, you won’t be ready. There are more inside.”

 

Garumel pointed to a tent. There seemed to be more space beyond.

 

Hearing there were more patients, Sena was a bit surprised and smiled awkwardly.

 

‘I’m going to be late.’

 

Astria had granted him three hours, but that time was almost up.

 

If he treated them all, he wouldn’t return until late at night.

 

“That’s my mom! Healer, healer. Can you really heal my mom?”

 

“Of course. Just a moment.”

 

Sena stood by the bed. The woman had a pale face. She was unconscious, but her breathing was labored.

 

[1]

 

‘She looks like a pr*stitute.’

 

Her heavy makeup was noticeable.

 

The first suspicion was poisoning. In this era, it was common for makeup to contain lead or mercury. Drugs could also be a possibility, given the environment.

 

Sena placed his hand on her forehead first. Even before he used ‘his medical skill’ to check internally, he was startled by her high fever.

 

High fever, difficulty breathing, and some other symptoms.

 

“How’s my mom?”

 

“Kid, when did your mom start feeling sick?”

 

“I’m not a kid! I’m Perna!”

 

“Sorry, sorry. Can you tell me, Perna? When did your mom start feeling sick, and what did she say hurt?”

 

“Since she came back from work yesterday! She suddenly said she felt dizzy, then she collapsed and hasn’t woken up.”

 

Perna looked sullenly at her mother.

 

“All the patients here show the same symptoms.”

 

Garumel, who had been watching with his arms crossed, said.

 

“Strangely so.”

 

“All of them, the same?”

 

“Yes.”

 

‘Influenza?’

 

The first thing that came to mind was the flu. Sena pulled back the blanket and inspected her body.

Then he noticed it. Her fingertips were blackened and necrotic.

 

“…”

 

Sena’s usually gentle expression hardened instantly.

 

Garumel understood. He, too, couldn’t control his expression when he first saw it.

 

But Sena’s expression hardened for a different reason.

 

A dreadful possibility. A continuously growing ominous feeling.

 

 

 

“You said there are more patients.”

 

“Yes. These here are the ones in relatively good condition. The severe cases are isolated.”

 

Before Garumel could even finish answering, Sena was already moving.

 

His heart was racing. He desperately hoped it wasn’t ‘that’.

 

He roughly pulled back the tent flap. The stench of sweat and pus hit him.

 

About ten people were lying there. Their lifespans were all at [0]. Some were already dead.

 

What stood out the most was the blackened, burned-looking skin.

 

The moment suspicion became certainty.

 

The devil whispered in Sena’s ear. ‘Plague’, it said.

 

“…The Black Death.”

 

Commonly known as the plague.

 

In a time without antibiotics, it had a 100% mortality rate, causing the most deaths in human history.

 

The horrific reality he had only seen in faint black-and-white photos during medical school was now before him.

 

Sena had never seen a more dreadful sight.
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Tick, Tack.

 

Astria looked at the clock with a face full of dissatisfaction.

 

She had just finished a meeting. However, even though it was well past the appointed time, he hadn’t come back yet. Her eyebrows furrowed, reflecting her displeasure.

 

‘When you come back, I will tie you up and humiliate you.’

 

The thought of Sena trembling made her feel a bit better.

 

At that moment, the door quietly opened, and Betty bowed her head.

 

“Your Majesty, Sylvia of the Teutonic Knights requests an audience.”

 

An audience with the Empress was not granted to just anyone. Astria did not enjoy unscheduled meetings.

 

However, she had made an exception for the Teutonic Knights, allowing them to request an audience at any time. She favored them greatly, and showed unusual leniency toward them.

 

“Let her in.”

 

 

Sylvia, who had come to see her, bowed deeply. Astria glanced over her body. Her clothes were soaked with sweat. It seemed she had endured quite a strenuous training session today.

 

“Sena is nowhere to be seen. Did Your Majesty give him special orders?”

 

“Sena has gone out.”

 

‘I told him to take her with him.’

 

The physician, who couldn’t be left unattended for even a moment, was truly a handful.

 

“Hoh, alone?”

 

“We have posted guards. I instructed him to take escorts as well, but he did not comply.”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

At that moment, Betty interrupted.

 

“Due to the meeting, the report is delayed. It seems that Sena left alone.”

 

“What?”

 

Astria could not believe her ears.

 

“He disappeared after saying he had left something in his room and hasn’t been seen since.”

 

‘I told them to be thorough when controlling the gates.’

 

Sena’s escape was impressive, but the guards failing to catch a frail physician was pathetic.

 

Astria looked at Sylvia with disdain.

 

Sylvia’s eyes, like those of a fierce cat, were ready to dash out at any moment.

 

Astria nodded slightly.

 

“Bring him back. That furball.”

 

**

 

“Have I been abandoned by God?”

 

The woman spoke to Sena in a dying voice. The pain was excruciating, but what terrified her more was the fear of being abandoned by God. She was a devout follower of the Church of Justitia.

 

“That cannot be.”

 

Sena wrapped a bandage around her blackened, necrotic arm. It was not an ordinary bandage. It carried Sena’s divine power.

 

‘I can’t be sure if it will be effective.’

 

He was taking a chance.

 

“Justitia only gives trials that one can endure. This too must be a path guided by God.”

 

Sena spoke with a smiling face, but inside, he was burning with worry. Perhaps, like her blackened hand, his insides were being consumed by anxiety.

 

‘How far has the infection spread? What is the source? It might already be too late for any intervention.’

 

The speed of the Black Death’s transmission was fast. Though it didn’t spread through the air, it was contagious through droplets. That alone made it highly threatening.

 

Above all, the primary vector of the Black Death, the rat flea, was difficult to control without changing the entire environment.

 

The slums were vast. Even if he ran around now, there was no way to stop the spread of the plague. It had probably already spread extensively.

 

‘This requires a national effort.’

 

There was a limit to what he could do alone. He needed to inform Astria. As soon as possible.

 

But before that.

 

“The Black Death, huh. Whoever named this disease did a fine job. It’s utterly devoid of hope.”

 

He needed to fully understand the situation.

 

Sena patted Perna’s head, who was looking up at him, and spoke first.

 

“Will you take care of your mother? Come to me immediately if things get worse.”

 

“Yes!”

 

Watching Perna run off, Sena turned his gaze to Garumel.

 

Outside, Sena crouched down and looked at the lush weeds growing despite the lack of light.

 

“It looks quite serious.”

 

“Because it is a serious matter.”

 

Garumel, who had approached from behind, looked down at Sena.

 

Garumel felt uneasy seeing Sena’s silver hair almost touch the dirt of the slums. Realizing he was worrying about someone else’s hair getting dirty, he made a puzzled expression.

 

“Will you help?”

 

Sena asked abruptly, without any prior explanation.

 

Garumel paused to understand and then nodded.

 

“Half-heartedly completing a request isn’t my style.”

 

“Thank god.”

 

Sena smiled faintly. He stood up, noticing a bit of black dirt clinging to the tips of his hair.

 

“When did you first discover this disease?”

 

“Around five days ago. The first infected person is already dead.”

 

Garumel stared at the dirt on his hair with an intensely annoyed look.

 

“And the other patients?”

 

“They are being confined here as soon as they show symptoms.”

 

Sena felt relieved. At least the most crucial step, isolation, was being handled properly. However, a question soon arose. How did they know it was an infectious disease?

 

“If we don’t, the Church will notice.”

 

“…So that’s why you asked if I was from the Church.”

 

“Exactly. You understand now? If the Church sees this, who knows what they’ll do.”

 

They would likely gather their Inquisitors and attempt to eradicate the slums.

Even the innocent would be labeled heretics and killed. With such visible black spots on their bodies, it would be more than enough to incite misunderstanding.

 

‘Still, it’s fortunate.’

 

If they hadn’t at least attempted this crude isolation, Sena wouldn’t have had a chance to intervene.

 

“Can it be cured?”

 

Sena looked at the ground with a somber expression, hands behind his back.

 

Squeak.

 

A gray rat, munching on something unidentifiable, glanced mockingly at Sena and scurried away.

 

“I should tell you the truth.”

 

“Why say something so obvious?”

 

“People already infected are hard to save.”

 

Sena spoke honestly.

 

“But we can prevent future victims. This is a contagious disease.”

 

“…I didn’t dismiss that suspicion entirely.”

 

Garumel shook his head, rejecting the notion of it being an infectious disease.

 

“If that were the case, my friends and I should have contracted this Black Death.”

 

“…No one has shown symptoms?”

 

“Not a single one. Even those who nursed the patients closely.”

 

Sena stroked his chin. That was strange. The Black Death did not discriminate.

 

If they had been in close contact with the patients, they should have been infected with high certainty, if not inevitably.

 

‘But I can’t be certain. The Black Death is from Earth. This world has two moons, so it can’t be exactly the same.’

 

Moreover, this was a world with mana and divine power. There would be differences.

 

This required careful, long-term observation.

 

“…Not all contact spreads contagious diseases. There must be a transmission route we haven’t identified yet, but I’m certain it’s an infectious disease. Please trust me.”

 

Garumel was not one to easily trust others.

 

However, Sena had a way of instilling confidence with just a simple plea for trust.

 

Garumel nodded quietly. There must be a reason for his insistence. At the very least, he knew more than a mercenary would.

 

“I’ll trust you.”

 

“When contacting patients, please wear a helmet that covers your entire face. Under no circumstances should you remove it.”

 

“Is it really necessary to be that cumbersome?”

 

“Yes, absolutely.”

 

Garumel scratched his head in frustration but nodded.

 

“…And, please ensure strict isolation, even if it requires harsh measures.”

 

“That won’t be difficult.”

 

Garumel grinned, baring his teeth.

 

“But, is it really that serious?”

 

Garumel didn’t fully grasp the situation.

 

To him, the primary concern was keeping this from reaching the Church.

 

He didn’t understand the gravity of the ‘plague’. Sena knew he had to be brief for the message to stick.

 

“Half.”

 

“Half of the infected die? That’s severe.”

 

“No.”

 

Sena closed his eyes for a moment, then turned his body towards Garumel and spoke.

 

“Half of humanity.”

 

“That’s the estimated death toll if this plague is left unchecked.”

 

**

 

Half of humanity.

 

It was a statement that couldn’t even be considered a joke.

 

How many would believe such an absurd claim?

 

But it was also impossible to dismiss it entirely.

 

 

“Is anything bothering you?”

 

“Even if it’s tough, please bear with it for a little while. You can get better.”

 

“Really, Justitia hasn’t abandoned you. Don’t say such things.”

 

Sena didn’t bat an eye at the wounds Garumel found hard to look at.

 

He treated everyone with a bright smile, despite the clear difference in their social status.

 

“How can I possibly receive treatment from someone like you?”

 

“I’m not a noble. I’m from the slums too.”

 

Even when it was an obvious lie.

 

Garumel might have dismissed it if it had been just once or twice. He had seen people being kind to others a few times.

 

But—

 

It had been eight hours.

 

That was how long Sena had been treating people.

 

Eight hours spent treating strangers without expecting anything in return.

 

The intensity of the work was not low, but Sena was still smiling.

 

This couldn’t be explained by anything other than a genuine crisis for humanity. That’s why Garumel decided to believe him.

 

If he didn’t help Sena, half of humanity might perish.

 

 

 

“What’s your dream?”

 

Sena was holding Perna in his arms, stroking her head.

 

Perna was a child from the slums. Naturally, she was dirty. Water for washing was an excessive luxury.

 

Sena’s white robe quickly became soiled, but he didn’t care and continued to cherish Perna.

 

Garumel thought, those stains couldn’t diminish Sena’s light at all.

 

“A dream?”

 

“Yeah. Something you want to do, something you want to achieve later.”

 

“I want to become a knight!”

 

“A knight?”

 

“Yes! I want to become a knight so that my mom can rest from working!”

 

Perna’s mother, lying on the bed, turned her back and cried silently, covering her mouth.

 

“Perna will become a great knight. Because I’ll pray for you every day. Justitia listens to me quite well, so you can believe it.”

 

‘Amazing.’

 

It was hard to pinpoint what exactly was amazing.

 

Not wrinkling his nose in a smelly place?

 

Not blinking an eye at the horrific wounds that would make even non-believers cry out to God?

 

Working tirelessly for hours without rest, treating patients?

 

Facing the people of the slums without prejudice? And all this stemming from a simple request from someone he met for the second time today?

 

No, it wasn’t any of those.

 

Garumel was amazed at him.

 

He had no reason to live. He chased money because he felt a mercenary should do so.

 

The only value he found was in strength. With strength, he could do anything. That’s why he never understood knights.

 

Why use that great strength for others and not for oneself?

 

But now, he felt he could understand the old knight he once killed.

 

“Thank you for taking care of me, someone so insignificant, and for giving such warm… such warm words to my child.”

 

“I should be the one thanking you. Your adorable daughter is giving me strength.”

 

Garumel felt that dying for the silver-haired boy in front of him wouldn’t make him feel his life was wasted.

 

He felt he might find a reason to live.

 

His emotions were a complicated mix. Unable to contain them, Garumel stood up.

 

He wanted to wield his sword with these feelings. It felt like he might reach something.

 

“I’m going to go out for a while.”

 

“Can you check when the herbs will arrive? I asked a few hours ago, but they’re late.”

 

“Got it.”

 

Garumel hurriedly grabbed his sword and stepped outside. The cool night air greeted him. But as soon as he stepped out, he saw someone.

 

A knight with flowing pink hair. Her suppressed magic power was so extreme that he hadn’t felt her approach until she was right there.

 

And beside her were the three mercenaries he had sent for the herbs, their faces battered.

 

Sylvia, approaching Garumel with a clear look, drew her sword with a simple motion.

 

She gritted her teeth.

 

“Finally found you, kidnapper. You b*stard.”
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“Speak. Where is Senior Sena right now?”

 

Sylvia’s sharp sword was pointed at Garumel’s throat. Garumel was lying in the mud, looking up at the sky.

 

As if the trial of that day was just a joke, Sylvia’s sword overwhelmed Garumel. All he could do was laugh.

 

He knew what it meant to be the king of the well, but he didn’t expect such a difference. Is this the Teutonic Knights’ sword, said to be the strongest in the empire?

 

“I think there’s some misunderstanding. That little saint came here of his own accord.”

 

“I didn’t ask about that.”

 

“…Just go inside. He’s in there.”

 

“You should have said that from the beginning.”

 

Sylvia turned her back. Garumel spoke.

 

“How was my sword?”

 

“Check that in the third test.”

 

 

Sylvia opened the door. As soon as she entered, she wrinkled her nose at the stench.

 

But more importantly, she was looking for a white furball.

 

‘He’s really dead.’

 

She didn’t expect anyone to leave her behind.

 

And to hide in a place like this. That’s why it took so long.

 

If she hadn’t encountered mercenaries looking for rare herbs, she would have taken even longer.

 

Even then, it was a struggle to get any information out of them.

 

Sylvia moved forward step by step. Patients immediately caught her eye. A young child looked at her with bewildered eyes.

 

Sylvia noticed why Sena had come here. Probably just his usual meddling. She just sighed.

 

He should take care of himself for once.

 

“…”

 

Sylvia stopped in front of a rusty cabinet.

 

She slowly turned her head with cold eyes.

 

White fur sticking out of the cabinet.

 

If it wasn’t a cat, it was something only Sena would have.

 

“What are you doing there?”

 

Without hesitation, she opened the cabinet. Sena inside looked at Sylvia with surprise.

 

Awkwardly scratching his head, he said,

 

“I-I got caught.”

 

“…”

 

Did he really think he wouldn’t get caught?

 

But more importantly.

 

Sena was always pure white.

 

But now he was spotted.

 

There were black stains on his clothes and hair.

 

Sylvia was really angry.

 

She grabbed Sena’s cheeks and stretched them out.

 

**

 

“M-my cheeks…”

 

Sena, whose cheeks were being stretched, muttered.

 

Having your cheeks stretched by a junior was the greatest humiliation in life, but he couldn’t say anything.

 

He felt sorry for leaving her behind.

 

‘So Sylvia was going to take me…!’

 

Regretting past mistakes was meaningless. After tormenting Sena’s cheeks for a while, Sylvia finally let go.

 

“Senior. What did I say?”

 

“…Please tell me in advance.”

 

“But what’s this?”

 

“I didn’t know either. I didn’t go out to treat anyone.”

 

“You’re always good at something. Sitting and writing letters! Why aren’t you doing that this time? Luna was in the capital.”

 

“Luna? Oh, I didn’t know. Then can you tell Luna? Uh, I need some herbs right now.”

 

Sylvia glared at Sena with cold eyes.

 

Sena shuddered. Sylvia was indeed a frightening junior.

 

“Sorry.”

 

Sylvia sighed. She’d scold him later. For now, she had to get Sena out of this dirty place.

 

“Anyway, let’s go back quickly. Her Majesty is waiting.”

 

Trying to hold his hand and pull him out, Sena resisted with reluctance.

 

Of course, Sena’s resistance was at a level better than having no strength at all.

 

Facing the strength of Sylvia, the knight, he couldn’t resist, but Sylvia, who considered Sena fragile, didn’t exert more force than necessary.

 

She just gave him a stern look.

 

“Surely you’re not thinking of just treating the patients and then leave.”

 

I’ll just finish this and go…! I can’t just leave sick people.”

 

-‘If he insists, knock him out and bring him back.’

 

Had Her Majesty anticipated this? Sylvia recalled what Astria had said earlier.

 

In fact, Sylvia secretly acknowledged that it was easier that way. Sena was quicker to forgive than to persuade.

 

Even if he occasionally got sulky and threw tantrums, Sena was never one to hold grudges. It might take some time, but he would eventually forgive.

 

But.

 

“Brother, do you have to go…?”

 

A young girl grabbed the hem of Sena’s robe and looked up at him with sad eyes.

 

Sena squatted down, patting the girl’s head.

 

“I want to stay longer, but this sister keeps insisting. Can you ask, Perna? She doesn’t listen to me.”

 

Perna approached Sylvia with a pitiful look.

 

“Sister, Sister… Can’t Brother Sena stay a little longer? Please?”

 

“Please.”

 

Sena joined in too. He gathered his hands and looked up at Sylvia with sparkling eyes.

 

Under the combined gaze of the two, Sylvia stepped back a few steps with a helpless expression. This was too much, their teamwork was too strong.

 

In the end, Sylvia couldn’t hold out for long.

 

“…Fine, but not for too long.”

 

Sena grinned and looked at Perna. Perna smiled back.

 

“Success!”

 

Sena and Perna high-fived.

 

**

 

They had asked Garumel for herbs to use for treatment. Hours had passed, and Sylvia wondered why they hadn’t returned yet. The culprit turned out to be Sylvia.

 

“No wonder it took so long! You were the culprit, weren’t you?”

 

“I really thought Senior was kidnapped.”

 

Sylvia looked at the distant mountains.

 

The two mercenaries who had been scolded by the suspicious lady had a pitiful look on their faces.

 

Sena put his hands on his hips and glared at Sylvia. He remembered how she stretched his cheeks earlier.

 

“If you had just been honest from the beginning, you wouldn’t have gotten us into this mess.”

 

“But you’re the one who didn’t properly communicate.”

 

“I didn’t know you were a knight of this healer. If you had revealed your identity from the beginning, I would have guided you.”

 

Sylvia glared at the mercenary whose eye was turning purple.

 

The mercenary trembled. Someone tapped Sylvia’s side.

 

Sena was looking at Sylvia, his cheeks puffed.

 

“…”

 

The most troublesome thing in the world was when Sena got upset.

 

When Sena got upset, he either went on a hunger strike or locked himself in his room to write angry letters to Cruyff.

 

… Either way is threatening.

 

“I’m sorry for hitting you.”

 

Sylvia quickly made a judgment. Quick judgment was Sylvia’s strength.

 

Sena looked satisfied and patted Sylvia.

 

“…Is giving wounds and then healing them your specialty?”

 

Garumel approached with his hands in his pockets. He too had a disheveled appearance. He had suffered some verbal abuse.

 

Sena sat down in front of the package brought by the mercenaries. He selected herbs for healing wounds, crushed them in a mortar, and applied them using a wooden spatula.

 

“It’s a bit warm.”

 

Then, he approached the mercenaries with the bowl and applied it to their wounds. To those with swollen eyes, it infused a sense of sanctity.

 

The swelling quickly subsided. For those with other injuries, he applied additional herbs before bandaging them.

 

“Thank you for your help.”

 

“Uh, yeah.”

 

The mercenaries were bewildered. They had received some scolding from Sylvia, but Sena’s treatment was a reminder that some wounds heal with a little ointment. They hadn’t even considered the idea of treatment.

 

“Think of it as a lifelong family heirloom. That bandage.”

 

Sylvia warned sternly.

 

“Whose do you think made these wounds?”

 

Sena said brightly, handing the bundle to Sylvia.

 

Because of the large bundle, Sylvia’s face couldn’t be seen. Flustered, Sylvia asked.

 

“Senior, what are you doing…?”

 

“Bring it over here.”

 

Sena chuckled and said. Sylvia, who was engulfed by the bundle, looked adorable. How could such a small kid be so strong? It had been a mystery since their Academy days.

 

“…Why do I end up in these situations?”

 

Sylvia grumbled once, but followed Sena.

 

In the center, there was a stove with a large pot hanging on it. There was water inside. Since it was difficult to obtain clean water, Sena had been boiling water as a makeshift solution.

 

“Put it down there.”

 

As Sylvia put down the bundle, Sena grabbed a handful of herbs and put them into the pot.

 

“Are you making food?”

 

“We’ll be consuming it, but it’s not exactly food. You could call it medicine.”

 

The name of these herbs was Thyme.

 

It was a type of herb and one of the representative herbs helpful in treating the Black Death.

 

In the treatment of the Black Death, the use of antibiotics was essential. Naturally, those antibiotics couldn’t be found in medieval times.

 

Thyme contained antibiotic properties.

 

Of course, the direct therapeutic effect wasn’t significant, but among what could be found in medieval times, it was the best.

 

“Indeed, herbs are a godsend.”

 

It was fortunate that they could use herbs as a makeshift solution. Herbs were so beneficial to the body.

 

“…It’s an herb. Would brewing it into tea also help with illnesses?”

 

“Yeah, to a certain extent. But the important thing is the steam.”

 

The warm and refreshing air, characteristic of herbs, filled the space. Sena felt better.

 

“This itself is medicine. It should be quite helpful.”

 

Drinking the steam of Thyme was a simple yet effective way to help many patients.

 

Even the simple methods could be quite effective.

 

‘Now, what we can do here is done.’

 

They informed about quarantine measures.

 

They cleaned the space where the patients were as much as possible.

 

Using bandages imbued with sanctity on necrotic skin.

 

Sena used the most effective herbs he knew within common knowledge.

 

This was all they could do right now. Now, all that was left was to spread awareness about the Black Death and make efforts at the national level.

 

‘I also need to conduct research. The most urgent thing is to determine to what extent sanctity can counteract the plague bacteria.’

 

Sena nodded to himself. Sylvia had come at just the right time.

 

Now, it was more important to return to Astria and inform them of the existence of the Black Death than to stay here.

 

“Sylvia, let’s go back now.”

 

“You said it first. You’re quite commendable.”

 

Sylvia said, seeming puzzled. Sena smiled and moved forward.

 

“I’ll visit the palace for a moment.”

 

“…You’re making terrifying statements so casually.”

 

“Please rest assured that you will have nothing to worry about. I’ll protect the slums.”

 

“Well, I’m not particularly worried. If it’s the palace, it should be fine. The only thing I’m wary of is the Church.”

 

“You’ve done well. Of course, you’ll have to do more.”

 

“Is it not a bit demanding to ask a knight apprentice about to take the test?”

 

Garumel chuckled and extended his hand.

 

“Go on. No need for… well, anything.”

 

Sena trembled under Sylvia’s fierce cat-like eyes.

 

Sena slightly bowed his head and headed towards the exit. As he stepped outside, he heard Perna running after him.

 

“Are you leaving?”

 

Perna had already filled her eyes with tears. Sena, taken aback, hurriedly nodded.

 

“No, no. I’ll be back soon.”

 

“Really…?”

 

Perna seemed to like Sena a lot. Sylvia could understand that feeling. Somehow, Senior always seemed to be popular with the younger ones.

 

“Wait just a moment, please!”

 

“Hmm?”

 

Perna dashed off somewhere again, but kept glancing back to see if Sena was leaving or not.

 

“I’ll wait, so don’t worry!”

 

Relieved, Perna ran off again.

 

“What is she up to?”

 

“Well, it’s hard to know what’s going on in the mind of a child.”

 

Perna returned shortly, holding something behind her back.

 

‘Is she planning to give me a gift?’

 

It was incredibly cute. Sena’s eyes sparkled.

 

“Just sit down for a moment, please!”

 

“Sure thing.”

 

Sena adjusted himself to Perna’s eye level.

 

Perna pulled out what she had been hiding behind her back and placed it on Sena’s head.

 

Sylvia’s pupils subtly shook as she watched.

 

She spoke softly.

 

“Magic Crystal.”

 

‘Magic Crystal?’

 

Sena reached up and looked at the head ornament.

 

“This is…”

 

It was a snowflake-shaped crystal. Very beautiful.

 

“This was given to Perna by Justitia! Mom said it was because Perna is a good girl!”

 

Of course, that wasn’t entirely true. Justitia wasn’t that kind.

 

This was a Magic Crystal.

 

If she was born with excessive magical power, it will eventually overflow.

 

It eventually took this form and fell. These were called Magic Crystals.

 

‘I knew she had talent, but I didn’t expect this. I knew it takes someone of Sylvia’s caliber to produce it.’

 

 

 

“Are you giving this to me…?”

 

“Yes! You healed Mom for me!!”

 

Sena was deeply moved. He carefully placed the ornament back on his head and gently stroked Perna’s hair.

 

“Thank you for giving me something so precious.”

 

‘I’d like to give you something too.’

 

Unfortunately, he didn’t have anything right now. He cannot give her the wooden sword he received from Astria.

 

After a moment of contemplation, Sena realized he had one thing he could give to Perna. He reached into his pocket.

 

“I’ll give you this too.”

 

It was a four-leaf clover.

 

“What is this?”

 

“It’s a clover. It symbolizes luck because it has four leaves.”

 

Perna’s eyes sparkled with the clover reflected in her innocent eyes.

 

“What happens if there are three of them?”

 

“If there are three, it means happiness.”

 

“Wow…”

 

Sena handed the four-leaf clover to the impressed Perna.

 

“I’ll give you the luck I found.”

 

“Thank you!”

 

Perna happily accepted the four-leaf clover. She carefully inspected it inside the glass bottle before smiling brightly.

 

Fortunately, she seemed to like it.

 

But suddenly, a thought crossed Sena’s mind.

 

“Let’s take one off.”

 

“Happiness is something you find yourself.”

 

 

Perna plucked one petal off herself. Sena smiled as he watched her. Sylvia couldn’t help but feel like she would never forget this scene for the rest of her life.

 

A shooting star streaked across the sky between them.
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When Sena returned to the palace, it was already past midnight.

 

Sena knew that Astria had a habit of going to bed early.

 

Perhaps the debriefing could wait until tomorrow.

 

‘Sylvia’s lifespan hasn’t changed.’

 

There was no 100% infectious epidemic. However, one could not ignore the high probability.

 

Mercenaries, Sylvia, and even himself. There were none infected by the Black Death.

 

Up to this point, Sena couldn’t confirm the exact cause. However, through Perna’s existence, Sena could know the transmission route of the Black Plague unique to this world.

 

‘The trigger is magic power. It seems that it doesn’t infect those with high magic power.’

 

In reverse, the Black Plague is weak against magic. Sena still didn’t fully understand, but it seemed that magic played some role as an antibiotic.

 

But one thing bothered him.

 

‘Then why didn’t I get infected with the Black Death?’

 

Sena had no magic power.

 

All he had was divine power.

 

Then, does divine power also have an effect against the Black Death?

 

If that were true, there couldn’t be anything better than this. Then, all he had to worry about was transmission, ignoring everything else.

 

Sena saw a glimmer of hope that the disaster of the Black Plague could be easily resolved more than he thought.

 

“Senior.”

 

Inside the building.

 

Sylvia closed the large door.

 

Perhaps because it was late at night, there were no maids bustling inside the building.

 

Sylvia approached Sena in the darkness.

 

“Do you plan to leave again?”

 

“Yeah. I made a promise.”

 

“I can’t allow it.”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and took a step back.

 

There’s something strange about Sylvia’s mood.

 

“Do you know what I’m going to say?”

 

“You can’t leave a patient behind?”

 

“Yeah, that’s right.”

 

“Senior, you’ve already done enough. You’ve done your best until your body is a mess. That’s enough. Now, you just have to leave the rest to others.”

 

“Um… that’s not possible.”

 

“Why?”

 

Sena suddenly found himself blocked by the wall.

 

Sylvia didn’t stop, looking at Sena with half-dead eyes.

 

‘Why is she acting like this all of a sudden?’

 

Sena was perplexed.

 

“This is an epidemic. It could be a big problem if not dealt with properly.”

 

“…Epidemic?”

 

Sylvia still didn’t know. Sena breathed a sigh of relief. If Sylvia understood the seriousness of the situation, she would understand.

 

“Yeah. It’s a serious epidemic that could kill the majority of humanity.”

 

“…So, Senior, did you go there knowing it was an epidemic?”

 

“You know I have a strong body, right?”

 

Sena laughed proudly. His body didn’t catch even a small cold.

 

But Sena chose the wrong words. Sparks flew from Sylvia’s eyes.

 

“Then, I can’t let you go even more.”

 

“Sylvia is on my side…? Because you’re my knight.”

 

“As long as Senior’s life is not in danger.”

 

‘This is troublesome.’

 

Sena only had thoughts about the Black Plague in his mind.

 

Anyone would. It was the black disaster that took away 30-60% of the European population.

 

Discovering it early on might have been lucky. The fact that Sena witnessed it firsthand was also lucky.

 

Now was the golden time. There was no thought of dealing with it lightly.

 

Even if someone tried to stop him, it would be the same.

 

“If you don’t change your mind, I’ll stop you by force.”

 

“…I don’t want to fight Sylvia.”

 

He was determined to go even if it meant fighting. Sylvia bit her lip hard.

 

She will help you if you want to run away from Astria. Because Sena wants it.

 

If Sena were to escape from Astria, she would help him, because Sena wanted it.

 

She made a vow to help even if he chose to quietly face death alone without informing anyone.

But if he were to spend even the remaining short lifespan for others, Sylvia would throw her own knighthood into the trash.

 

But even calling it an epidemic…?

 

Sylvia was furious. So furious that it was the moment she wanted to explode.

 

“Cough, cough.”

 

Sena suddenly coughed and staggered. Sylvia quickly supported him.

 

“Sen… Senior? Are you okay?”

 

“Ah… I think I overdid it.”

 

Sena jokingly winked with one eye. But his whole body was already drenched in cold sweat.

 

Taking care of patients was quite a laborious task. His body couldn’t handle the accumulated fatigue.

 

He wanted Sylvia to disappear as much as possible and suffer alone, but it seemed that the God didn’t allow even that.

 

“Se… Sena. I’ll call a priest.”

 

“No, don’t go. Just stay by my side.”

 

Sena grabbed the hem of Sylvia’s clothes.

 

Even holding it seemed difficult with his strength.

 

Sylvia choked back tears. She no longer had the heart to issue a strong warning.

 

“Yes, I’ll stay by your side.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

Sena’s rough breathing sounded through the dawn air into Sylvia’s ears.

 

Sylvia wanted to take away even a little of that pain. She felt resentful of her own helplessness.

 

They endured painful moments together. Sena barely managed to catch his breath.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

“I wish you would trust me more.”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia just lowered her head.

 

**

 

Sneaky.

 

Sena walked on tiptoes in case Astria woke up.

 

Astria was lying face down on the bed, breathing quietly.

 

What a bad sleeping posture…!

 

Anyway, Sena finally managed to reach the bed. After swallowing his saliva, he carefully tried to climb onto the bed.

 

‘Right, I’m dirty.’

 

Realizing that there were some stains, he looked around.

 

The clothes scattered around looked like a mess to his tired eyes.

 

Sena approached and picked up the clothes. It was a white dress.

 

“…”

 

As a man, it was embarrassing to wear this, but today, he had no choice.

 

Sena took off all his clothes, put on the dress, and cleansed himself with divine power before climbing into bed.

 

Rustle.

 

Sena tucked himself under the blanket and poked his head out.

 

“Do you have anything to say?”

 

At that moment, Astria, whom he thought was sleeping, spoke in a faint voice.

 

Sena was so startled that he almost screamed. He swept his hand over his heart and replied.

 

“…Sorry for being late.”

 

“If that’s… all, then. You’ve come back to me.”

 

Sena clutched at his pounding heart. Thankfully, it was just a mild scolding.

 

‘Right. Let’s talk about the Black Death now.’

 

He turned his head. Astria was sound asleep.

 

‘Let’s not be too hasty. After all, there’s nothing I can do by telling her now.’

 

Sena slowly closed and opened his eyes repeatedly.

 

A wave of exhaustion that had been held back surged like the tide.

 

He needed a hug.

 

He worked hard today.

 

He wanted a reward.

 

With blurred vision, Sena followed Astria.

 

He wiggled closer and hugged Astria.

 

It was warm.

 

Sena felt like he had finally returned to home.

 

**

 

Chirp Chirp.

 

The warm sunlight felt pleasant. Sena, with a groan, swallowed his saliva and slowly opened his eyes.

 

“Your Majesty, it’s time for your medicine….”

 

Half unconsciously, he spoke while turning his body to the side. But there was no one there. Only a golden thread lay there.

 

“Huh? What time is it now?”

 

Sena quickly got up from the bed.

 

He looked at the clock. It was already lunchtime.

 

He grabbed his messy hair.

 

‘Am I stupid? What will happen if I oversleep at such an important time?’

 

Even at this hour, the plague bacteria would be asserting their presence. Every hour, every moment was precious, and oversleeping at such a time was unacceptable.

 

Anyway, there was no time to scold himself now. Sena quickly got up and went straight out of the bedroom.

 

“Sena-nim! Good morning! Luna is also here toda…”

 

“Sorry, I’m busy right now!”

 

Sena ran down the hallway at a fast pace. He flung open the door to the study.

 

Inside, Astria was holding documents. Chris glanced at Sena’s face and turned his head to suppress his laughter.

 

Astria glanced at Sena with a side glance before refocusing on the documents.

 

“You came? Then sit over there and raise your hands.”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sena usually avoided serious situations. He disliked serious atmospheres.

 

But when it was really important, he became serious. And that time was now.

 

“I have something to tell you. Something really, really important.”

 

Astria put down the documents she was holding.

 

“Tell me.”

 

“Yesterday, I…”

 

Sena explained with a more serious expression than ever before. The danger of the Black Death. The origin of the outbreak. Although some measures had been taken, they barely scratched the surface of the problem.

 

 

 

Astria, who heard the whole story, did not show the slightest emotional agitation.

 

Sena felt something strange, but he confidently continued.

 

“Please entrust it to me, Your Majesty. I will try to solve it.”

 

Sena’s eyes sparkled. Astria rested her chin on her hand and spoke with a calm face.

 

“What will you do?”

 

“First, I want to go back to the scene and investigate the epidemic. We still have too little information.”

 

Astria smiled softly.

 

“You’ve saved this empire several times.”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

Who said Her Majesty was a tyrant?

 

When he speaks like this, she listens to everything.

 

“Those with a certain level of magic power are not infected. It’s valuable information. I won’t ask for a reward.”

 

“It’s okay to give you a reward for something you should do anyway.”

 

That’s what he received yesterday.

 

“In return, please lend me a few magicians.”

 

‘All right! Luckily, Astria is cooperating. With her help, we can definitely handle it.’

 

The golden time had not passed yet, and Sena had some knowledge about the Black Death.

 

Just a little bit more. Just a bit more information. And with the wizards, there was nothing to fear.

 

As Sena was listing what needed to be done in his head, Astria tilted her head slightly.

 

“I think you’re mistaken about something. Don’t directly intervene in this matter.”

 

Sena doubted his ears. There was no doubt that he had heard something wrong just now.

 

“…Why?”

 

“Because it’s dangerous. If, by any chance, I lose you, who will fix my body?”

 

“It’s not… dangerous…”

 

“I said no.”

 

Astria was firm. She didn’t give any room for persuasion, and Sena was shocked and took a step back.

 

‘Why are you making such a mean face?’

 

Sena felt hurt. More than that, Astria seemed almost hateful.

 

“Eat sh*t!”

 

Sena shouted and ran out of the room.

 

Astria, who had been unexpectedly surprised, slowly looked at Chris.

 

“What does that even mean?”

 

Chris remembered when Astria had laughed at him for hearing the same phrase last time.

 

It was time to return the favor. Chris smiled cheerfully.

 

“It means, that’s the worst insult Sena knows.”

 

“So, he wants to curse but doesn’t know how, so he said that to me?”

 

“As expected, your insight is fitting for the Great Empress of the Laperci Empire.”

 

“Insignificant furball.”

 

Astria sighed lightly and stood up.

 

Chris followed, asking.

 

“Sena is rarely wrong in his judgments. Your Majesty, what will you do?”

 

The epidemic was a major issue.

 

During the Empire’s previous conquest wars, the hardest challenge was when the enemy used an epidemic against them.

 

Losing many soldiers without a fight had angered Astria, leading her to charge with a few knights and turn the tide to victory.

 

Thus, she was well aware of the dangers of an epidemic.

 

Naturally, it was the most urgent problem to solve.

 

“Postpone the third test of the Imperial Knights until this issue is resolved.”

 

“I will send a messenger.”

 

Chris bowed low, waiting for the next command.

 

Astria glanced at Chris, then clasped her hands behind her back and walked to the window.

 

She looked at an old castle not far away.

 

It was a separate building used as an exile for the royal family.

 

‘If having a certain level of magic protects one, then sending the Teutonic Knights should suffice.’

 

On the other hand, Astria was not a healer. Let alone a priest.

 

She didn’t know how to deal with the disease.

 

But she knew how to handle an epidemic effectively.

 

She had experienced it firsthand.

 

There was one most efficient method.

 

“Eliminate them.”

 

“Don’t leave even one person alive.”

 

Gambling something precious for a great gain.

 

Sacrificing much to achieve a definite result.

 

If she had to choose, Astria always chose the latter.
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-If it hadn’t been for someone, the Church might have elevated you to sainthood.

 

Ellie, at 19, had just completed a grueling course of study and had been a novice priest for only a year.

 

One day, while sweeping fallen leaves, she encountered a cardinal. She thought the meeting was too much for her, but what the cardinal said next was even more overwhelming.

 

-Go to Silania, the capital. You are appointed as the church’s administrator there.

 

-How can someone as insignificant as I…?

 

-Does it matter what your status is when spreading the will of Justitia? After all, we priests have no concept of status.

 

-But can I really handle such an overwhelming task?

 

-You just need to go there and dream. In this era of chaos, you are the light illuminating the Church. Please guide us.

 

At that moment, Ellie felt her heart drop.

 

How did they know she had ‘dreams’?

 

Thus, Ellie, a novice priest, rapidly rose in rank within the church, from a mere lower-ranking priest to the rank of bishop.

 

This was possible because of Ellie’s secret. Her dreams. She dreams of the future.

 

 

 

“Ahhhhhh!”

 

A piercing scream that seemed to tear the sky echoed through the dark city.

 

Knights in silver armor moved in perfect unison.

 

They set fire to the city and killed the screaming people with a single stroke. They died without any resistance against the overwhelming violence.

 

Over the burning city stood the Silania Cathedral. On its bell tower, a man watched the scene. He looked like a lone wolf standing against the moonlight.

 

His dark face briefly flickered as he closed and opened his eyes. The man suppressed his emotions. One wolf fell vertically. Drawing his sword in an instant, he killed a fleeing woman. Before her blood dried, he killed the next citizen.

 

He killed and killed and killed. Countless amounts of blood were spilled. Screams were buried. They were no longer audible.

 

Yet Ellie covered her ears. The inaudible screams were more terrifying.

 

‘No.’

 

Ellie tried to speak, but her voice didn’t come out, as if her throat was filled with water. She clutched her aching chest and looked up. Overcoming her fear, Ellie ran.

 

She desperately reached out her hand. The wolf looked towards Ellie. He walked slowly.

 

‘Please don’t kill any more.’

 

Ellie’s voice still didn’t come out. Her eyes, filled with hope, were the same.

 

The wolf passed through Ellie’s body. Her eyes widened. At the moment she realized she couldn’t interfere with this world, a huge explosion sounded.

 

Boom!

 

The wolf turned his head. In his fierce eyes, he saw the crushed arms and legs of a knight. The knights who were committing the massacre stopped and all looked in one direction.

 

A flame, darker than the burning city, floated in the air. A girl with blood-red tears emerged from the shadow of the flames. The black flame grew larger.

 

The girl with purple hair glared at the wolf with intense hatred.

 

“There is no God.”

 

“If there is, I will kill it.”

 

The clover with three leaves on the girl’s head burned. The wolf disappeared. The vanished wolf reappeared above the girl’s right side. The sword he wielded was precisely aimed at the girl’s neck. At that moment.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Ellie woke up from the dream. She got up from her bed. Her white nun’s habit was drenched in sweat.

 

“This is… no, before that.”

 

Stumbling, Ellie opened her notebook and wrote down the details of the dream.

 

The massacring knights. The burning city.

 

A gray wolf. A girl with a three-leaf clover in her hair.

 

The Silania Cathedral in the midst of it. The place where Ellie was.

 

After frantically writing down the details of her dream, Ellie finally took a breath.

 

“…What is Justitia trying to warn me about through this?”

 

A compass with no direction.

 

Ellie, a mere human, had no way of knowing the deep will of God.

 

She could only do what she had to do as the administrator of the Silania Cathedral.

 

“I must inform the Church.”

 

Something evil was blooming in the slums.

 

**

 

Sena was always sitting by the old tree visible from the window, hugging his knees.

 

‘I guess my head was too full of flowers.’

 

Modern knowledge can sometimes be a poison. Sena thought this was one of those times.

 

In this world, there was no one better equipped to handle this epidemic than Sena. Arrogant as it may be, he firmly believed it to be true.

 

But others did not. It seemed he fell short of earning their trust.

 

‘I’m just a ball of fur with no talent other than being white and clean.’

 

Sena, uncharacteristically, sank into his own gloom. Usually, Sena would cheerfully shout, “Let’s do it!” even in the face of difficulty.

 

-Don’t directly intervene in this matter.

 

Astria’s words were stern and left Sena feeling hurt. He spent time rocking back and forth, feeling lost.

 

Someone approached Sena.

 

He looked up with a hopeful face, thinking it might be the owner of this grand tree, only to see Chris. Sena buried his face in his knees again.

 

“Sena.”

 

Chris plopped down next to Sena. He gazed at the sky for a moment, squinting at the bright sunlight, looking almost like a wolf smiling.

 

After a long silence, Chris finally spoke.

 

“Being so downcast is unlike you.”

 

“Remember? When I tried to kill my family’s enemy, you stood in my way.”

 

Sena lifted his head slightly at the unexpected story. The image of Chris during their academy days, when he was wild and reckless, overlapped in his mind.

 

‘Those were the days.’

 

But Sena wasn’t worried about the high-ranking nobles, just about Chris.

 

Revenge. It sounded good. But then what?

 

Even in the medieval times, murder was a grave sin. Especially if a noble died, it wouldn’t be overlooked easily.

 

If he took revenge, Chris would spend his life as nothing more than a drunkard.

 

So Sena stopped him.

 

“I couldn’t see anything. I was just resentful of the world.”

 

“But you convinced me, despite that.”

 

Chris looked at Sena with sincere eyes.

 

“You have a power. The power to change people.”

 

“So if there’s anyone who can change Her Majesty’s mind, it’s you, Sena.”

 

He was sorry for Chris, he didn’t have much time left to accept that request.

 

But the words were comforting.

 

Sena stood up.

 

Nothing changes if you just sit still.

 

Time is too precious to waste on depression. Thanks to Chris, his motto resurfaced.

 

“You know what, Chris? Her Majesty likes the title ‘tyrant’. But I hate that word. I’ll solve this problem so well that she’ll be praised as a benevolent ruler by everyone.”

 

 

 

Sena moved forward. Watching his departing figure, Chris smiled.

 

“That’s a pretty terrifying threat.”

 

After Sena disappeared from sight, Chris lay down on the lush green field. He watched the leaves of the great tree sway in the gentle breeze.

 

He repeated to himself, words he should have said earlier.

 

‘Tomorrow at dawn, Sena.’

 

‘I have to massacre the slums with my own hands.’

 

Astria had ordered Chris not to tell Sena about this.

 

As the Empress’s Guardian Knight, Chris couldn’t defy that command.

 

So this was the only way he could help.

 

But Chris believed.

 

His only friend would save everyone.

 

As he always does.

 

**

 

Hush, hush.

 

Revitalized, Sena’s energy was almost a problem.

 

Holding Sylvia’s hand, who had just woken up, he hid behind a wall.

 

“…What are you doing?”

 

“Lower your voice, Sylvia. This is no joke. I’m like a platypus in front of a beast.”

 

“…You mean a badger.”

 

Sylvia’s shoulders slumped.

 

‘He looks healthy, but.’

 

What is he up to now? Sylvia sighed, looking at the white ball of fur in front of her.

 

“Now!”

 

Sylvia sighed deeply and followed Sena.

 

Sena was heading towards Astria’s bedroom. Why are we sneaking in here? Sylvia wondered, but her expression hardened as she saw what Sena was doing.

 

Sena grabbed his travel suitcase. He was dressed in the white robe he always wore when going out.

 

“Now, Miss Sylvia, I am giving you an order.”

 

Sena smiled triumphantly.

 

“Escort me safely out of the palace. We must not be seen by anyone.”

 

With a confident “Follow me,” Sena moved past Sylvia towards the door. Sylvia, with a dark expression, grabbed Sena’s arm as he passed by.

 

Sena stumbled but didn’t fall, thanks to Sylvia holding him.

 

“Where are you going?”

 

“Huh? As I said before, I’m going to the slums.”

 

Maybe he sounded sarcastic? Sena thought, and added seriously,

 

“We don’t have much time. We must hurry.”

 

But Sylvia didn’t let go of his arm.

 

Sena was puzzled.

 

“Sylvia?”

 

“…I’m sorry.”

 

“What?”

 

“I can’t accept this.”

 

Sena, already in poor health, couldn’t be allowed to go to the epicenter of the epidemic.

 

Sena’s face darkened for a moment.

 

“I’ll go even without you. Let go.”

 

Sena tried to shake off her grip, but it was futile. He bit his lip slightly and squirmed, trying to pry Sylvia’s fingers off.

 

“I told you before, if you insist on going, I’ll stop you by force.”

 

Sena’s vision suddenly tilted towards the ceiling.

 

The next thing he saw were Sylvia’s bright red eyes.

 

His body was on the floor.

 

“I…”

 

Sylvia pinned Sena down. She instinctively resisted his attempts to break free, holding his hands firmly against the floor.

 

Sena, too astonished, was about to demand she get off. But seeing Sylvia’s face, on the verge of tears, he averted his gaze.

 

“Senior’s life is more important to me than the lives of hundreds in the slums.”

 

“That’s not right…”

 

“It is for me!”

 

Sylvia lowered her head.

 

“You’re kind, and so kind you don’t realize there are people like me. People who value the life of a dear one more than the lives of thousands of strangers.”

 

“…Sylvia.”

 

Sena called out to her calmly, but Sylvia ignored him.

 

“You can’t go. I won’t let you. If you want to go, you’ll have to defeat me first.”

 

“No matter what you do, my decision won’t change.”

 

Knowing he couldn’t win against Sylvia’s strength, Sena still struggled. This was the only way he could show his determination.

 

But Sylvia, equally resolute, didn’t relax her grip. She was determined not to let him go, no matter what.

 

While they were arguing with each other like that.

 

The two were so focused on each other that they didn’t feel it.

 

The cold air that was seeping into the room.

 

 

 

“What is this?”

 

A low voice made them both freeze. Sylvia’s eyes trembled slightly. Sena’s expression also stiffened.

 

“I asked, what is this, Miss Sylvia?”

 

Astria’s eyes were blazing with anger.

 

Access 10 Chapters Ahead of the Release on Our Patreon <3
Be Notified of Releases on Our DiscordCh. 59 Canary in a Cage (2)
Astria calmly walked over to Sylvia.

 

Without hesitation, she delivered a powerful kick to Sylvia’s abdomen.

 

Crash!

 

Sylvia tumbled across the floor and slammed into the wall.

 

Astria only shifted her eyes to gaze coldly at Sylvia before speaking.

 

“Return to your position.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Sylvia struggled to stand. Pieces of the broken wall fell around her. Sylvia prostrated herself before Astria. Astria didn’t even glance at her as she kicked Sylvia again.

 

Bang!

 

“Return to your position.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sylvia coughed, bringing up blood-tinged phlegm. She swallowed it down and approached again.

 

Sena, regaining his composure, stepped in front of Sylvia.

 

“Please stop.”

 

“Did you forget what I said last time? When my eyes turn blue, I can’t see anything, so don’t interfere.”

 

Blue.

 

Like something burning.

 

But this isn’t right.

 

“I told you to step aside.”

 

Sena chose his words carefully, searching for the ones that might reach Astria in her current state.

 

“Stop it, Astria.”

 

“There’s a limit to how much you can coddle someone.”

 

Astria’s fury turned to Sena. He was so terrified he almost hiccupped. Yet, he did not avert his gaze.

 

That annoyed Astria immensely. She roughly grabbed Sena’s wrist and lifted him.

 

“Or do you enjoy things like this?”

 

“I’m very skilled at doing the same thing.”

 

“Do whatever you want with me, just please stop.”

 

Astria’s eyebrows twitched at Sena’s defiant gaze.

 

This bold guy.

 

But seeing Sena’s wrist turning red and swollen, Astria loosened her grip.

 

“Fine. There are plenty of ways to punish you.”

 

“Don’t punish her. Sylvia did nothing wrong.”

 

“The one I’m punishing is you, Sena Birkender.”

 

Astria spoke harshly as she headed for the door. As she exited, she gave instructions to Betty, who was waiting outside.

 

“Confine Sena Birkender to Windsor Castle. No one is allowed to visit him.”

 

**

 

“Haha, you didn’t have to get locked up with me.”

 

The place used for confining nobles who couldn’t be sent to a cold dungeon.

 

Windsor Castle. At the top floor, Sena stood facing Serilda and Luna.

 

“Don’t say that. We’re your personal maids.”

 

Serilda looked at Sena with concern.

 

“For a place of confinement, it’s not bad. It’s the largest among the places I’ve lived.”

 

Sena looked around the room, seemingly cheerful. However, the maids couldn’t smile. They didn’t seem happy.

 

 

“Sena.”

 

“Are you alright?”

 

Sena’s eyes widened at Serilda’s sincere voice. Then his hair seemed to droop.

 

“I’m fine.”

 

‘Is Sylvia okay?’

 

Sena was only worried about that. She had coughed up blood at the end, how much pain must she be in?

 

He just hated Astria. Even if there was a misunderstanding, how could she not give a chance to explain?

 

“Alright, let’s get to work.”

 

“Doing what…?”

 

With a smile, Sena glanced at Serilda. He put his hands behind his back and whispered as if revealing a great secret.

 

“We’re going to escape.”

 

“Sena…”

 

Serilda looked at Sena with pity. Luna had been staring at the floor the whole time.

 

“Why are you looking at me with such sad eyes? I’m really fine.”

 

Sena forced a smile and walked to the window with a heavy heart.

 

It was a dizzying height.

 

Jumping down was not an option.

 

“How far can I go?”

 

“…You can go as far as the garden.”

 

“I see.”

 

Sena immediately headed to the lower floor. Serilda and Luna followed behind.

 

‘What should we do?’

 

‘There’s nothing we can do.’

 

They communicated with their eyes. Sena stepped outside.

 

A garden spread out widely with a fountain at its center. Sena surveyed the surroundings.

 

Reston, a Teutonic Knight, was sprawled out on a bench.

 

‘If I play this right, I might be able to get out of here.’

 

Sena moved carefully, trying not to wake Reston. As he passed, Reston spoke without opening his eyes.

 

“The canary in the cage can’t leave until its master opens the door.”

 

Sena stopped. So, he was awake.

 

Sena forced a bright smile and turned to Reston, raising one finger.

 

“There is another way.”

 

“What?”

 

“Someone other than the master can open the door.”

 

“That someone is definitely not me. I’m too afraid of the master’s wrath for losing the canary.”

 

Sena erased his smile and frowned, looking away as he spoke.

 

“Coward.”

 

Reston chuckled softly. Sena wasn’t entirely wrong.

 

Sena turned back and returned to his original spot.

 

Words that Astria had said in the past flashed through his mind like a revolving lantern.

 

-If you do that one more time, I will confine you.

 

-Do you want to be confined to that castle?

 

Now that she’s got what she wanted, Her Majesty must feel more at ease.

 

Sena’s eyes turned cold.

 

**

 

Astria was busy with her work, reading the same document for the umpteenth time.

 

She couldn’t concentrate. Finally, Rafiel, unable to bear it, spoke up.

 

“Um… Your Majesty? If you’re so concerned, you could lift Sena-nim’s confinement.”

 

Astria glared at Rafiel with her narrow eyes, making him shrink back.

 

“Sorry…”

 

“As long as you understand.”

 

But Astria continued to fidget with the document.

 

Rafiel spoke cautiously.

 

“Perhaps it’s best to forgive him… Sena-nim has disobeyed your orders many times before.”

 

“I told you to shut that mouth.”

 

Rafiel mimed zipping his lips and focused on his documents.

 

Astria pushed the papers to the side and sighed.

 

-He was trying to go to the outbreak site to stop it. Things got a bit out of hand.

 

-It wasn’t Senior’s fault. It’s all my fault, Your Majesty. Please, if you’re going to punish someone, punish me.

 

…She knew it was a misunderstanding.

 

But she had no intention of rescinding her order.

 

‘It’s best to keep him confined until tomorrow.’

 

Astria planned to wipe out the slums.

 

If Sena found out, he would undoubtedly cause a huge commotion. It was better to keep him locked up until the slums were eradicated.

 

Of course, Astria was aware that this was not the best decision. It was merely the lesser of two evils.

 

But whether it was a sin or a mistake, it was part of the Empire’s history.

 

She had no intention of passing that responsibility onto someone else.

 

“Stop talking nonsense and give me the report. How’s the investigation of the slums going?”

 

“The results confirm that Sena-nim’s testimony was accurate. The plague is spreading from the slums. Fortunately, it’s in the early stages.”

 

Rafiel sighed in relief. If Sena hadn’t brought that information, it would have been disastrous.

 

If an epidemic broke out in the current state of the Empire, the already fragile public sentiment would plummet further. The Empire, already devastated by a rebellion, was busy trying to recover. There wasn’t enough manpower to handle another crisis.

 

“And there’s something remarkable. Do you want to see this?”

 

Rafiel handed over a document. Astria glanced at it.

 

Rafiel summarized the report briefly.

 

“In Sector A-7, where Sena-nim intervened, only three people died. The remaining 72% of the infected are slowly recovering. In other sectors, the death rate is 100%. He managed to treat a disease with a high mortality rate with considerable success.”

 

“Thanks to Sena-nim’s advice, we’ve been able to consolidate the infected in Sector A-7, and the death rate is dropping.”

 

“Frankly, it’s astonishing. To achieve such results with the intervention of just one person in such a short time.”

 

Astria smiled faintly.

 

“What do you think?”

 

“Excuse me?”

 

“I asked what you think of this result.”

 

“Well, I… um.”

 

Rafiel rolled his eyes, speaking carefully.

 

“Sena-nim is exceptionally skilled, so utilizing him could be beneficial.”

 

“Is that so?”

 

Astria felt that this report reinforced her belief that she was right.

 

“Seeing his talent, I think he should be cherished and used wisely.”

 

“…”

 

Astria’s smile faded.

 

“The decision will not be reversed. At dawn today, the slums will be erased from the map of the Empire.”

 

**

 

“There’s nothing here. Go back.”

 

Sensing something amiss, Ellie visited the slums for an investigation. She was accompanied by Lucia, an inquisitor.

 

However, they were barred from entering by a mercenary.

 

“If you don’t step aside, I’ll have to consider you a heretic.”

 

Lucia said quietly. Carmel frowned and raised the corners of his mouth.

 

“I don’t care. I’ve got nothing to lose, living today and dying tomorrow.”

 

“You insolent…”

 

“Sister Lucia.”

 

Ellie intervened, stopping Lucia from drawing her mace.

 

“Please, let’s not be too aggressive. We should try talking first.”

 

Ellie spoke calmly to Garumel.

 

“We’ve come here because we saw ominous signs. If it’s alright, could you let us in? We promise not to cause any harm.”

 

“And you say that while bringing along an inquisitor? That’s rich. I have nothing more to say to you.”

 

“…”

 

Garumel waved them off.

 

“Go back. There’s nothing here.”

 

Lucia’s grip tightened on her mace. Just then, a gaunt man passing by caught sight of Ellie and widened his eyes.

 

He suddenly rushed toward Ellie, collapsing at her feet.

 

“P-please, priestess…! Please grant me grace…! Forgive my sins! Please, please!”

 

Ellie, startled, stepped back. Lucia moved in front to protect her. Garumel grabbed the man’s shoulder with a look of dismay.

 

“Hey, calm down!”

 

“Move, move out of the way! I must atone.”

 

The man struggled violently, shaking off Garumel’s grip and rolling up his sleeve to reveal black marks spreading across his arm.

 

Ellie covered her mouth. Lucia’s eyes turned deadly.

 

“Damn it.”

 

Garumel clicked his tongue, placing his hand on his sword as he watched Lucia warily.

 

Lucia asked with her serene face.

 

“What should we do, Bishop?”

 

“This is…”

 

A mark of the devil. There was no other way to see it.

 

But the dream Ellie had last night kept nagging at her.

 

‘Were those the Teutonic Knights in the dream? And the part about there being no God…’

 

Ellie’s dreams only showed shapes. She couldn’t see the faces of the people in them.

 

‘If I report this to the Church now…’

 

A massacre would occur. The same thing would happen even if she shared the contents of her dream.

 

The black mark was a clear sign of heresy. And the church never backed down in the face of heresy.

 

‘Then, according to the dream’s content…’

 

Ellie’s eyes wavered slightly. She grabbed Lucia’s arm.

 

“Let’s go back, Sister Lucia.”

 

Lucia was reluctant but couldn’t refuse.

 

Garumel’s face was a mix of confusion and distress as he watched them leave.

 

After they had walked a distance, Garumel shouted from behind them.

 

“If you’re truly a priest, don’t inform the Church!”

 

Ellie stopped and turned around. Garumel was sweating as he spoke.

 

“They deserve to live too.”

 

His sincerity reached Ellie. She answered him earnestly.

 

“I’ll do my best.”

 

After responding, she quickened her pace, her mind in turmoil.

 

-Don’t inform the Church.

 

Garumel’s words echoed in her mind like a refrain.

 

The real answer to that plea was this:

 

‘I can’t conceal this incident.’

 

That would go against the laws of the Church.

 

But she was determined to prevent things from unfolding as they did in her dream.

 

‘I don’t have enough influence to decide on my own.’

 

The Church made decisions through voting. As a bishop, Ellie had three votes, but that was far from enough.

 

Moreover, she wasn’t well-connected among the clergy. Voting wouldn’t work.

 

Ellie swiftly assessed her options. One possibility crossed her mind.

 

“Sister Lucia, may I ask you something?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

“If Sister Sena were involved, could he sway the Church’s decision?”

 

Special Protection Target Sena Birkender.

 

Perhaps he could stop the Church’s actions.
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Sena was pacing around the garden, biting his nails. He kept glancing towards the main gate.

 

At that moment, he saw a figure in the distance and broke into a wide smile as he ran over. It was Luna, who had been gathering information in the slums.

 

“How did it go?”

 

Luna clasped her hands together and bowed politely before reporting.

 

“They say many have recovered.”

 

“They particularly mentioned that your bandages were very effective. So they need as many as possible…”

 

“Yes, of course. That’s not a problem. What else?”

 

Sometimes Luna felt overwhelmed by Sena’s brilliance. After calming her racing heart, she continued.

 

“They said the Church has caught wind of it.”

 

“The Church?”

 

‘So it’s come to this.’

 

Sena blinked.

 

The plague had nothing to do with the God.

 

But this was the Middle Ages. In this world, people always turned to the gods when strange things happened.

 

Probably someone whom Garumel couldn’t control had gone to the Church.

 

‘Maybe they went to Ellie?’

 

Where would a desperate patient, suddenly afflicted, turn to seek divine intervention?

 

The church was mainly frequented by the nobility. Plus, the cathedral was the closest place to the slums.

 

Realistically, a person from the slums, seeking divine help, would go to the cathedral rather than the church.

 

Sena imagined Ellie meeting the patient.

 

Ellie was a devout girl. She might initially think it was heresy. But she would also surely think about what would happen if she reported this to the Church.

 

A kind girl like her wouldn’t choose to massacre all the people in the slums.

 

In other words, what Garumel feared wouldn’t happen. At least, not immediately.

 

“Whew.”

 

Sena sighed in relief. Whoever decided to build the cathedral near the slums deserved praise.

 

“Wait a minute, then-.”

 

Sena touched his chin as a thought occurred to him.

 

Could Ellie handle the Church’s bigwigs on her own?

 

That wouldn’t work, right? She’s probably a new priestess with few connections.

 

Trying to hide the plague while living with the fanatical Inquisitor Lucia was another matter entirely.

 

Ellie was of the same kind as him, bad at lying.

 

On the other hand, Lucia, being a sharp Inquisitor, would catch on quickly. At best, Ellie could hide it for 30 minutes.

 

So, in the current situation, the best decision Ellie could make was…

 

“… Does she need me?”

 

Sena grinned. He had no special skills but had a knack for making connections.

 

He should head out to meet them immediately.

 

“Sena?”

 

“Good job, Luna! Serilda is making strawberry pie inside, so go have some!”

 

“Wa-wait, Sena! There’s more to report… and he’s already gone.”

 

Luna muttered, watching the white-haired figure already moving far away.

 

Her Majesty was supposed to visit today.

 

 

 

“What is it, canary?”

 

Before meeting Reston, Sena mentally prepared himself.

 

Don’t laugh, don’t laugh. From now on, you’re the world’s greatest swordsman.

 

Alright, good to go. Sena approached Reston, mimicking Chris’s expression.

 

“Sir Reston.”

 

“What?”

 

“At the call of Justitia, it’s time for me to leave.”

 

“So?”

 

“Let me go.”

 

“…”

 

Reston sighed.

 

This was the ninth attempt.

 

“Or else I’ll use force.”

 

But this time the pattern was a bit different. Reston looked at Sena with a dumbfounded face.

 

“You?”

 

“Did you forget?”

 

Sena tilted his head, raising one corner of his mouth, eyes shining. A very mysterious atmosphere was created.

 

“I once blocked your sword with a hoe. That wasn’t even a fraction of my true strength. Can you handle me if I get serious, Sir?”

 

“I’ve heard the stories. They say you have no magic in your body.”

 

Flinch. Sena’s body trembled.

 

“How do you plan to beat me without magic? Give up, girl.”

 

Reston sneered at Sena with all his might.

 

Wow, that’s infuriating.

 

‘Not even worth a punch.’

 

Sena clenched his fists and glared at Reston.

 

But he lowered his fists.

 

It wasn’t because Reston’s forearm was the size of his head.

 

Being kind, he should hold back.

 

“What about Sylvia?”

 

“Are you asking me? I’m locked up with you.”

 

“You’re her senior. Aren’t you worried about your subordinate getting hurt?”

 

“There’s a flaw in your statement. Sylvia is not a junior; she’s my senior. In the Teutonic Order, I’m the youngest.”

 

Sena looked at Reston as if he were the most pitiful person in the world.

 

He looked well over thirty, yet he was below Sylvia.

 

“…Hey, I get the feeling you’re thinking something very rude right now. I’m in my twenties.”

 

Sena found that even sadder. That meant he’d look like he was in his forties in his thirties.

 

Anyway.

 

“If you catch me, you’ll have to live bald forever!”

 

Sena ran away, sprinting towards the main gate.

 

‘This time, for sure…!’

 

As he was about to step outside the gate…

 

“Could you please stay still? Do you know how annoying it is to catch a runaway cat?”

 

For the tenth time, Reston grabbed Sena by the back of the neck and lifted him.

 

After one brief struggle, Sena went limp, glaring at Reston and cursing.

 

“Baldy.”

 

“Don’t worry, it’s still dense.”

 

“Put me down.”

 

“Promise you won’t run away again. I haven’t slept for two days. Let me sleep, please.”

 

“Put me down.”

 

“Promise?”

 

Sena covered his ears and struggled. The exit was right there…!

 

He couldn’t give up now…!

 

Just then, a familiar voice came from a little distance away.

 

“Trying to escape again?”

 

With a face full of dissatisfaction, Sena looked up.

 

And when he saw who it was, his pupils shook.

 

Astria was walking over with an arrogant expression.

 

“Ah.”

 

Sena’s face turned hot.

 

‘Embarrassing…!’

 

This was terrible timing.

 

**

 

The strawberry pie was served.

 

Sena picked up his fork with a heavy heart.

 

Just then, Astria’s fork intercepted the strawberry pie Sena was about to eat.

She deftly picked out only the strawberries.

 

Sena glared at Astria, his lips twitching.

 

Suddenly, he remembered that even though his freedom was taken away, his title as the Empress’s personal physician was not.

 

“Strawberries are bad for your health.”

 

“…”

 

“If you eat that, I’ll resign.”

 

Astria dropped her fork from her mouth, looking annoyed.

 

Sena quickly stuffed Astria’s fork into his mouth.

 

He chewed the strawberries, glaring with fierce eyes.

 

“What is this? Are you asking to be devoured?”

 

To Astria, it seemed like a temptation.

 

Sena recoiled and turned his head sharply, not wanting to look at her. Really.

 

‘I will never forget this until the day I die.’

 

Astria already had over 500 strikes against her in Sena’s book.

 

For context, Seria, who had teased Sena for ten years, only had 450 strikes. So, this was a significant number.

 

“Look this way.”

 

“No.”

 

“If you don’t, I’ll take away your walking privileges too.”

 

“…”

 

When Sena didn’t respond, Astria immediately turned to Betty.

 

“Betty. Go to the dungeon and bring the shackles.”

 

Sena shouted in a voice full of resentment.

 

“Fine, I’ll look!”

 

“Hmph, you should’ve done that from the start.”

 

Astria, holding the strawberry pie, was about to take a bite. Sena said just one word.

 

“Strawberry.”

 

“…”

 

Astria’s expression, as she ate only the dough, looked utterly tasteless.

 

‘Serves you right.’

 

In truth, even diabetics can eat strawberries.

 

Sena was just being a bit spiteful.

 

‘But what has she been looking at all this time?’

 

Astria’s gaze was fixed above Sena’s head. Was she seeing a ghost? This golden…

 

Never mind. It wasn’t his concern. Sena cut the strawberry pie with a knife. Astria, sneaking glances, also removed the strawberries from her pie and spoke.

 

“Are you managing well?”

 

“Is the one who imprisoned me asking?”

 

Sena spoke gloomily as he drank some water.

 

On second thought, this was not the time to be sitting around.

 

‘I decided to get angry, remember?’

 

So why were they having a normal conversation?

 

Doesn’t he have any guts?

 

Sena couldn’t answer his own question.

 

It was strange. Just seeing Astria, he couldn’t get angry.

 

Maybe it was because it had been so long since he had last gotten angry.

 

…Come to think of it, he never had.

 

If he’d known it would come to this, he would have practiced beforehand.

 

“What do you plan to do?”

 

“About what?”

 

“The plague. You’re not going to do nothing, are you?”

 

“That’s none of your concern.”

 

Sena’s hand, about to eat the strawberry pie, stopped.

 

“Oh, really?”

 

“Really.”

 

Sena abruptly stood up from the table.

 

“Your Majesty is the person I hate most in the world.”

 

Astria froze for a moment. Her eyes slightly drooped, giving her a sad look.

 

‘Why does Your Majesty have that expression?’

 

Sena didn’t understand. That should have been his expression.

 

He stormed out of the dining room.

 

‘What’s the deal? Does she really not trust me?’

 

He was full of dissatisfaction. Not telling him anything was too much, wasn’t it?

 

He could tolerate being confined in this strange castle. Sena was used to being locked up often.

 

He could even accept not being sent out, though he couldn’t understand it. Maybe they were worried about sending him to the plague’s origin.

 

But keeping everything secret was a different issue. They could have discussed it and considered what to do.

 

Sena buried his face in a pillow. Chris’s words came to mind.

 

-‘You have a power. The power to change people.’

 

Maybe not, Chris.

 

No one can change that golden child.

 

 

-‘So if there’s anyone who can change Her Majesty’s mind, it’s you, Sena.’

 

-‘She may seem like that, but she’s surprisingly lonely.’

 

Then he recalled Astria’s sad look.

 

“…”

 

Sena slowly lifted his head.

 

“…This is really the last time.”

 

Anyway, without Astria’s permission, he couldn’t leave this castle.

 

Sena took a deep breath to calm his anger.

 

Then he went back down the stairs.

 

Astria was still there, eating the tasteless pie alone, looking somewhat lonely.

 

“Why are you here, when you said you hate me?”

 

“I am not a canary in a cage.”

 

Astria’s face remained expressionless. Few could stand before the Empress’s blank face. But Sena managed it.

 

“I am a skilled healer who managed to heal Your Majesty’s leg, something no one else could do. Please trust me.”

 

Astria stared at Sena in silence for a long time.

 

Sena gulped, feeling the tension.

 

Astria lowered her gaze. She resumed eating the strawberry-less pie as if nothing had happened.

 

“Prick.”

 

‘As expected, Astria listens to no one.’

 

Sena was about to despair at Astria’s response.

 

Astria put down her fork and spoke.

 

“Then convince me.”

 

Sena didn’t know that it was the first time in her life Astria had ever uttered the words “convince me”.

 

“Why it has to be you.”
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The church never sleeps, even at dawn.

 

Even now, it was teeming with priests engaged in early morning prayers.

 

“They say Empress Astria has imprisoned Sena Birkender in Windsor Castle.”

 

Though their prayers seemed to have a slightly different tone.

 

“As planned.”

 

“Yes, as planned.”

 

“This makes it easier to secure Sena Birkender.”

 

The priests laughed joyfully.

 

They had been worrying about how to deal with him, as he had fled to the only place beyond the church’s reach—the imperial palace.

 

Thankfully, an excuse had presented itself.

 

“While the Empress may not know Sena Birkender’s ‘true’ value, she is aware that he is an excellent physician. Will she release him easily?”

 

“She will have to. Unless she wants her grip to be pried open.”

 

Bishop Andrea swirled the half-filled glass of red wine in his hand.

 

“Above all, that kind saint will never stand by the Empress, who seeks to obliterate the slums.”

 

He sneered as he spoke.

 

“That’s why he should have been handled more delicately.”

 

“A laughable empress. She’s so drunk on victory, picking knights, unaware that the most precious treasure is right beside her.”

 

The priests laughed uproariously, standing before the statue of Justitia holding scales.

 

“By the way, we must express our gratitude this time. To our collaborators.”

 

“Erasing the slums that have long been an eyesore, and delivering our Special Protection Target to us.”

 

“Oh, may the blessings of Justitia be upon that traitor.”

 

At the priest’s jest, another priest, who had tooth decay, laughed so hard he held his stomach. After laughing for a while, he wiped his tears and spoke.

 

“Not just Sena Birkender, who will come to us, but I also look forward to the holy temple that will rise on those filthy lands.”

 

“No matter what you belittle, it won’t exceed the value of the saint.”

 

Andrea gulped down the red wine. Red droplets spilled onto his bloated stomach.

 

Having drained the glass in one go, Andrea spoke with a face filled with desire.

 

“Once we have the saint, our Church of Justitia will have nothing to fear.”

 

“But, the variable is still Cruyff, isn’t it?”

 

“How could he possibly reach the capital from Hamus in a day? Everything will be over before then. Still…”

 

Andrea acted as if Sena was already in his grasp, but he did not forget to be cautious until the end.

 

“Until ‘education’ is complete, do not make any mistakes with the saint. You must deceive him well. The saint is naive but has an extraordinary sense of smell.”

 

“Haha, who among us is not devout?”

 

“Indeed.”

 

The saint would surely be a delicacy. More so than this wine. Andrea thought as he licked his lips.

 

At that moment, the door to the prayer room burst open. All eyes turned towards it.

 

A woman in shabby clothes bowed politely.

 

“The manager of Silania Cathedral has returned from the slums.”

 

“Faster than expected.”

 

“Oh dear, we’re not ready yet…”

 

When everyone looked at Andrea, the decision-maker, he raised his wine glass theatrically towards the sky.

 

“Raise the curtain.”

 

“Justitia is pleased.”

 

Andrea seemed to see the mouth of the statue of Justitia reflected in the glass curling into a smile.

 

**

 

-Prick. Do as you please.

 

Five hours. It took five hours.

 

In the end, Sena managed to persuade Astria.

 

– Do not expect any help.

 

‘Petty. Stubborn. Prick.’

 

Even at the end, she was nasty. Despite being upset about having her decision overturned, she declared she wouldn’t provide any help.

 

Sena resented Astria. Once everything was resolved, he would make sure to repay her with all his might.

 

“Did you know? Convincing Her Majesty is unprecedented in history.”

 

“Ahem, well, it wasn’t particularly difficult.”

 

“What method did you use? Please, enlighten me.”

 

Chris asked with genuine curiosity, but Sena’s hair stood on end as he recalled the earlier incident.

 

-…Finish it quickly. I want to have a child who resembles you soon.

 

Blush.

 

Sena clutched his reddening face.

 

The shame of earlier resurfaced.

 

But what could he do? No matter how he explained, Astria remained expressionless.

 

Sena, thinking this was truly his last chance, had to do his best.

 

So, he briefly acted like a cat. Meowing, and meowing.

 

‘Get out of my head!’

 

Even if the world ended, it was an absolute secret that had to be kept.

 

“That, that’s because I’m logical. You know I’m smart, right?”

 

“Hmm. It’s hard to believe Her Majesty changed her mind just because of that.”

 

Chris smirked, looking at the slightly visible red mark near Sena’s neck under his robe.

 

Suddenly, he recalled a past incident with Astria.

 

-Did you get hurt, Sir Chris? Your neck is red.

 

-That’s called a kiss mark.

 

-A kiss mark?

 

-Don’t you know? It’s a procedure that always occurs when expressing affection between the opposite gender.

 

-How fascinating. Explain in detail.

 

 

Sena hurriedly covered the mark with his hand. Was it slightly visible through his robe?

 

‘For someone who thinks holding hands can make babies, where did she learn this?’

 

The sensation and feeling from earlier came back vividly. The blood rushed to his head, making him dizzy. Why does she have to take every first experience from him?

 

Unforgivable. Giving his body was the last time. There would be no next chance for Astria.

 

…Even thinking that, all that returned was a sense of shame.

 

To forget, Sena changed the subject.

 

“Th-then why are you all here? You said you wouldn’t help with anything.”

 

Sena glanced at Chris and Sylvia. Even Reston was there.

 

“Believing that shows you still have a long way to go, Sena-nim. Her Majesty says such things but does what needs to be done.”

 

“… Okay?”

 

“We are under orders to protect you with our lives. Two Teutonic Knights and the Empress’s Guardian Knight. Quite the luxurious escort.”

 

Reston yawned and tapped Sylvia’s shoulder, then gestured towards Sena.

 

Sylvia had been silent from the beginning. She kept looking at the ground, avoiding Sena’s gaze.

 

Sena stared at Sylvia, who seemed to have something to say. Sylvia swallowed hard and approached Sena.

 

“Senior.”

 

“For protecting me then, I…”

 

“Thank, thank you…”

 

Sylvia kept moving her lips but then lifted her head. Looking at Sena’s innocent face, Sylvia suddenly burst out.

 

“I’m not thankful! What were you thinking, acting like that?”

 

She suddenly got angry. Sena scratched his head. It seemed she was about to thank him just now.

 

She was still a dishonest junior. Sorry sorry. Sena replied casually and looked ahead.

 

Even though it had only been two days, it felt like returning after a long time.

 

“Where are you going?”

 

“To the church.”

 

“That’s unexpected. Isn’t that the place you hate the most?”

 

“Yes, but… I can’t delay any longer. Not for my petty pride.”

 

Sena smiled bitterly and moved forward.

 

Thud. Thud.

 

In the quiet dawn air, only the sound of the three walking could be heard.

 

‘It feels eerie.’

 

It was when the church came into view.

 

 

“Sena, step back for a moment.”

 

Chris stepped in front of Sena, placing his hand on his sword hilt. Sylvia and Reston did the same, drawing their swords and forming a protective formation around Sena.

 

Surrounded by three knights in an instant, Sena blinked. Quite a luxurious escort indeed. But, was there really a threat? This was the capital.

 

“There.”

 

Sena saw a figure walking towards them behind Chris.

 

It was Lucia, covered in wounds. Staggering, she was holding an unknown person’s head in her right hand. She discarded the head into the air like trash.

 

“Brother Sena.”

 

“Sister Ellie is calling you.”

 

“Go to the church quickly.”

 

**

 

Sena hated the church.

 

But it wasn’t like that from the start.

 

Although he had initially rejected Cruyff’s offer to become a priest, it was simply a matter of personal belief. It wasn’t because he hated the church.

 

Sena merely thought that when one falls into the depths of despair, the only thing that can pull them out is their own strength, not faith.

 

Isn’t that right? If something goes wrong, they say, ‘Oh, I must have lacked faith.’ If it goes well, they say, ‘It’s thanks to Justitia!’

 

No. If something goes wrong, it’s your fault. If it goes well, it’s also your fault. Even if God exists, it would be the same.

 

Not that he thought those who believed in God were wrong. It was just his personal belief. Forcing this belief on others wasn’t right. Everyone has their own way of living.

 

So, Sena didn’t hate the church. At least until he was ten.

 

-Cruyff, can a priest kill people?

 

At first, he tried to think positively.

 

Every organization has its bad apples. Don’t judge the whole by a part.

 

However.

 

He saw a priest r*ping a child, claiming it was a way to repent. He saw the church declare that priest innocent after he reported it.

 

At that time, Cruyff was just another clergyman. He wasn’t in a position to exert direct pressure on the main church as he is now.

 

That priest was released without any punishment.

 

Sena still remembers the face of that priest looking down at him with a mocking smile.

 

It made him lose all affection.

 

Since then, Cruyff never once pressured Sena to become a priest.

 

Sena despised priests.

 

They use God to satisfy their own desires.

 

A priest is someone who believes that no matter what wrong they do, a single repentance will absolve them of all sins.

 

Of course, there are occasionally good priests. Ellie was one, Cruyff was one, and Seria was one.

 

But.

 

Sena decided not to make the mistake of judging the whole based on a few.

 

“It’s a trap.”

 

“I basically don’t trust priests who speak while holding someone’s head.”

 

“Me too, Senior. Let’s go back to the palace. It’s very late.”

 

Lucia had already left. She didn’t offer any explanation for her message to come to the church because Ellie was calling.

 

Sena leaned quietly against the wall in front of the church.

 

“Now or tomorrow morning, it doesn’t really make a difference for healing the sick, does it?”

 

Sylvia spoke soothingly, her eyes filled with concern.

 

“I know you’re stubborn, but let it go this time. No matter what you say, we can’t let you go in there. That woman is a warrior who could match a Master, yet she was covered in wounds. Something is definitely happening.”

 

Chris spoke informally, a sign of how serious the situation was.

 

Sena took a deep breath, filling his lungs with fresh air.

 

He turned to Chris with a strange smile.

 

“Chris, are you not confident?”

 

“…”

 

“Confident in protecting me.”

 

A silence hung in the air. Sena spoke again after a long pause.

 

“I trust you. You all should trust me too.”

 

As soon as Sena finished speaking, Chris moved swiftly towards the church’s main gate. He drew his sword with a smirk.

 

He summoned his Aura and struck the ground with it.

 

Craaack!

 

The ground cracked, and part of the building crumbled.

 

Startled horses ran away.

 

Under the moonlight, Chris lifted his sword to his shoulder and looked back at Sena.

 

“Will this do? For the first question’s answer.”

 

Well, he didn’t mean for him to go that far.

 

He hasn’t gotten rid of that reckless streak yet.

 

Sena smiled awkwardly.
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Ellie sat down with a haggard expression.

 

‘Even though I sent Sister Lucia, will it be alright?’

 

She was on her way to check on the disease in the slums and ask Sena for help.

 

 

She had been told that due to a significant matter in the Church, she must come immediately.

Ellie had no grounds to refuse.

 

“Then, wouldn’t it be best to do that?”

 

“Heh heh, that would indeed be for the sake of Justitia.”

 

The meeting proceeded quickly. Ellie bit her lip slightly.

 

‘I didn’t expect them to have understood so much already.’

 

They already knew about the “Black Death”.

 

However, one thing was puzzling—the response was too quick.

 

“Let’s eradicate the demon worshippers hiding in the slums.”

 

“The only thing for heretics is death.”

 

“Ellie.”

 

Andrea handed over some documents.

 

When discussing significant matters of the Church, the approval of the cathedral administrator was always required.

 

“Please sign here.”

 

‘Justitia, what choice should I make?’

 

Ellie had two choices.

 

One was to sign the document and kill those in the slums.

 

The other was to discuss this plan with Sena.

 

Ellie was a priest. The choice of killing someone was something she wanted to avoid as much as possible.

 

But, if they really were “demon worshippers” as these people claimed?

 

She would be missing the opportunity to nip it in the bud.

 

Waiting for Sena was also an issue. In this situation, how could he help?

 

Even if he could help, was it right to trust him? He was a Special Protection Target, but he was not a priest.

 

Ellie took a deep breath.

 

 

“I think seeking advice from Brother Sena is the right thing to do. We will decide on this matter then.”

 

Ellie decided to trust.

 

-I will pray for you, Ellie.

 

The boy who had prayed sincerely for her.

 

What was important was not the title of clergyman but the faith in Justitia. In Ellie’s eyes, Sena believed in Justitia more than anyone else.

 

“Ellie. This is troubling. This is the decision of the Silania Cathedral. How can you oppose it?”

 

“My decision remains unchanged.”

 

Even after that, the clergy continued to try to persuade Ellie.

 

Ellie said nothing, clasping her hands together and closing her eyes.

 

‘Please come quickly, Sena. I can’t hold out for much longer.’

 

As Ellie quietly prayed.

 

Bang!

 

A loud noise like an explosion answered her prayer to Justitia.

 

**

 

The commotion brought out the paladins and priests. Among them, a priest who introduced himself as Andrea greeted Sena warmly, saying it was an honor to meet him.

 

Sena felt uneasy. It was because of Andrea’s protruding belly. It might be rude to think this upon first meeting, but he had never seen a proper priest with a protruding belly.

 

“Before entering the church, could you please surrender your weapons?”

 

Andrea said with a smiling face. Sena raised his arm to stop Sylvia, who was about to flare up.

 

“If you don’t put down your weapons, there won’t even be a conversation.”

 

Chris was the first to hand over his sword to the paladins. Next was Sylvia. The last was Reston, who remained suspicious until the end.

 

“Take good care of it. If it rusts because you spill beer on it, you’re dead.”

 

“Paladins do not indulge in drinking and revelry like you.”

 

“…That’s kind of sad, isn’t it?”

 

 

They walked down the wide corridors of the church, passing the second floor and reaching the third. Andrea stopped in front of a door.

 

It was marked ‘Conference Room’.

 

 

‘Ellie!’

 

As soon as he entered and saw Ellie, Sena smiled brightly.

 

Thank goodness. She didn’t seem to have been deceived. But her complexion wasn’t good.

 

He calmed his excitement and adopted a serious demeanor.

 

From here, it was war—a war of words.

 

“Hello. I am Sena Birkender, a disciple of Cruyff Birkender. Thank you for inviting me. May I ask what the agenda is? If I can help, I will do my best.”

 

Sena sat down in the seat Andrea indicated. It was originally his seat, clearly the head seat.

 

The knights surrounded Sena as if to guard him, eliminating any blind spots.

 

“The agenda is the ‘Black Death’ spreading in the slums.”

 

‘As expected, they knew about it.’

 

“…What is the decision of the Church?”

 

“Heh heh, shouldn’t heretics be judged? However, those who are not heretics should be saved.”

 

‘So, they mean to kill those who are sick and not touch those who aren’t?’

 

“We plan to build a cathedral in the slums. After all, these events occurred because of their lack of faith, didn’t they?”

 

“Indeed, indeed. Ha ha.”

 

“Justitia will surely be pleased with this.”

 

It was only then that Sena understood their true intentions.

 

Hamus was a holy city because it had a cathedral.

 

They wanted to make the capital city, Jeodo, into a holy city as well, taking advantage of the current chaotic state of the Empire.

 

From their perspective, the Black Death had come as a savior at the perfect time.

 

Sena was enraged by this incomprehensible situation. However, getting angry wouldn’t change anything. He barely managed to suppress his anger and spoke.

 

“Bishop Andrea. I have something to say about that disease.”

 

“Oh, really? That’s welcome news.”

 

“…They did not distrust Justitia, nor were they tempted by demons. They simply contracted a disease that can be cured. I have verified this.”

 

“Hmm, even if they are not heretics, it doesn’t change anything, Brother Sena.”

 

A priest wearing glasses stood up.

 

“For the salvation of others, some sacrifices are inevitable, aren’t they?”

 

Exterminating those who were infected.

 

In the Middle Ages, that might have been considered the right approach.

 

It was an era where people were treated as sl*ves.

 

Expecting any ethical sense from such a time would make one a fool.

 

“…Do you all think the same? That those infected with the plague should die for the sake of others.”

 

‘After all, I am a fool.’

 

Ironically, Sena was aware of this and yet pursued an ideal.

 

He believed that such actions should not happen. If they did, he would use all his resources to prevent it.

 

‘And, even if the slums were exterminated, it wouldn’t solve the disease.’

 

People in the slums didn’t stay there exclusively.

 

There were prostitutes there. What about their clients?

 

There were also criminals hiding their identities. What about those who unknowingly interacted with them?

 

If it were a disease that could be resolved so simply, would it have consumed 60% of Europe’s population in that era?

 

“I think it’s wrong.”

 

Someone couldn’t hold back and let out a mocking laugh.

 

‘Think it’s wrong?’ It was nothing more than a child’s tantrum.’

 

As expected, everyone thought that Sena Birkender, hailed as a promising saint candidate, was an idealist who didn’t understand reality.

 

However, there was one thing they didn’t know.

 

Sena was one of the few people who could turn such ideals into reality.

 

Looking at each person’s face one by one, Sena spoke.

 

“I will not accept this. If necessary, I will use the power of my teacher and father, Cruyff.”

 

At the mention of Cruyff’s name, the expressions of the priests clearly hardened.

 

There was no one here who could defy the next-Pope’s order.

 

At that moment, Andrea stepped forward.

 

 

“Poor Sena.”

 

“How pitiable you are.”

 

Andrea wore a sorrowful expression, but couldn’t completely suppress the anger in his heart.

 

“Is this the Empress’s doing?”

 

“Is she desperately blocking the Church’s response because she doesn’t want the glory of ending the plague to be taken by the Church?”

 

“Has there ever been anyone who came out of Windsor Castle before 30 days? How is it that Sena is here? My, my.”

 

‘What is he talking about?’

 

It was at that moment when Sena was dumbfounded.

 

Seeing Sena’s face, Andrea was startled.

 

“You’ve been brainwashed.”

 

Sena gaped.

 

What is this pig priest saying?

 

Andrea shouted in the loudest voice he could muster.

 

 

“What are you doing?!”

 

“Quickly, remove them and rescue Sena!”

 

Boom. Like a flood, the paladins burst through the door.

 

There were enough of them to fill the not-so-small conference room.

 

Chris grinned.

 

“I knew he’d do this.”

 

“Surrender. Disgusting knights of the imperial family.”

 

“You? How dare you. We are the Empire’s strongest knights.”

 

“You have no swords. We do. Still think you’re the strongest?”

 

“Who said we have no swords?”

 

Without hesitation, Sylvia reached under her skirt.

 

She had a dagger in each hand and threw them to Chris and Reston.

 

Sylvia stuck her tongue out slightly at the bewildered paladins.

 

“You should have checked a female knight’s skirt properly.”

 

Reston, blinking at the warm dagger in his hand, murmured.

 

“…It’s warm.”

 

Sylvia, who glared at Reston with narrow eyes, suddenly smacked the back of his head.

 

Reston shouted indignantly.

 

“You shouldn’t hit the head! It’s already not great, and you’ll make it worse!”

 

“Just die, Reston.”

 

 

Sena clasped his hands and looked at the table.

 

The noise buzzed around him. He couldn’t hear it well, nor did he want to.

 

It’s a complete mess.

 

There was no reason left in the conference room. He realized that from now on, conversation would be meaningless.

 

Sena felt a certain impulse. It was like a fire igniting inside him.

 

He thought this:

 

‘I envy cats.’

 

Dogs get scolded, but cats can mess up things and just give their owners a ‘meow’ and get away with it.

 

…Maybe he should become a cat.

 

Why not?

 

He has already mimicked a cat before.

 

Sena pushed himself up from the table. His long silver hair flowed down over his shoulders.

 

He explosively released the ‘certain energy’ he had been suppressing in his body. He drew countless lines.

 

The blades held by the paladins split like tofu, shattering into pieces and falling to the floor.

 

A cat causing trouble. But here, the words Sena uttered were not ‘meow’.

 

“Shut up and invest everything in me.”

 

“I’ll solve it.”

 

 

 

A cold silence hung in the conference room. Chris struggled to suppress his laughter, his shoulders shaking as he snickered.

 

Sylvia rubbed her ears as if wondering if she had heard correctly. The phrase ‘shut up’ wasn’t part of Sena’s usual vocabulary. It was the first time she had heard him say such a thing.

 

 

 

 

“Didn’t you hear?”

 

Multiple priests appeared in the open conference room door.

 

At the forefront was Cruyff, waving his hand and laughing, followed by Seria and other familiar faces.

 

It was Cruyff’s squad.

 

“He said shut up.”

 

“My son.”

 

Cruyff patted Sena’s head, who was looking up at him with blank eyes.

 

**

 

On the rooftop of the Silania Cathedral.

 

Someone, backlit by the moonlight, was watching the currently chaotic church.

 

A dragon emblem was engraved on his cloak.

 

It was the symbol of the Duke House of Kairos.

 

Soon, a carriage bearing the church’s main headquarters’ flag hurriedly stopped in front of the church.

 

Granz watched coldly as Cruyff’s group entered in perfect order.

 

“…It failed.”

 

He stared at the empty glass bottle in his hand before letting it go.

 

Crash.

 

The bottle shattered into pieces.

 

‘Even after all this, I couldn’t get rid of them. Who would have thought the church could be this incompetent?’

 

Granz placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.

 

At this point, he would have to take action himself.

 

 

 

 

“Where are you going?”

 

A presence. Granz slowly turned around, his eyebrows twitching.

 

A barefoot girl approached, smiling mysteriously.

 

“You will play with me.”

 

Astria was coming, sword in hand.

 

“Lord Granz.”

 

Granz also raised the corners of his mouth in response.

 

“It’s been a while since we dueled, Your Majesty.”

 

Though Granz was smiling, his eyes were somewhat cold.

 

‘How did she know to come here?’

 

‘Does she know?’

 

That he was the one who had spread the ‘Black Death’ in the slums?

 

Or did she recognize his purpose?

 

Complicated thoughts filled his mind as Granz spoke.

 

“Do you remember? It was I who taught you the sword, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria drew her sword, her face filled with a crazed glee and a cruel smile.

 

“Should I remember that?”

 

Astria’s sword flashed.
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Fake priest.

 

Sena always called Cruyff that.

 

-Have you been drinking again?

 

-At least don’t drink when you come to see the children.

 

Cruyff, who visited regularly every week, was always half-soaked in alcohol.

 

There were days he wasn’t, but he drank more often than not. To seven-year-old Sena, he was nothing more than a fake.

 

In fact, Cruyff was the fundamental reason why Seria came to like alcohol.

 

Seria respected Cruyff and wanted to be like the person she admired.

 

The root of all evil, but someone you couldn’t help but love.

 

-Haha, you talk as if you’re not a child.

 

-I’m not a child. Have you seen a child as smart as me?

 

-No, I haven’t. So, what shall we learn today?

 

That’s why Sena had complex feelings when he saw Cruyff.

 

A quack priest who liked to drink, but his actions were warmer than anyone else’s.

 

Sena grew up in that warmth. Flourishing.

 

-My life was originally dreary.

 

-But these days, I feel like I’ve found a reason to live.

 

One day, under the setting sun, Cruyff patted Sena’s head.

 

Sena was honestly happy to hear that, but she grumbled, not showing it.

 

-If you’re grateful, stop drinking. Otherwise, you’ll die early.

 

-I’ll try.

 

After that, Cruyff didn’t quit drinking…, but he drank less.

 

Occasionally, when he did drink, he had to endure Sena’s nagging barrage.

 

Even so, the frequency gradually decreased.

 

By the time Sena went to the Academy, he only drank on very happy occasions.

 

Sena liked that about Cruyff. How nice it was not to smell alcohol.

 

But…

 

After learning that Sena didn’t have much time left, Cruyff started drinking again.

 

It was severe. Cruyff became half a drunkard. He lost his daily life and was always intoxicated.

 

-Do you think I’ll be happy if you do this? What I always wanted from you was the same.

 

Sena fought fiercely and ran away. And he was kidnapped to various places and treated, ending with Labella and becoming the Empress’s personal physician.

 

‘How long has it been?’

 

Although he checked his exact lifespan every day, he couldn’t remember well.

 

It seemed to be about three years.

 

 

“I’m glad I’m not too late.”

 

Sena stopped his long contemplation at Cruyff’s kind voice.

 

In the church’s visiting room.

 

Cruyff brewed coffee and placed it on the table where Sena was sitting.

 

“…Why are you here?”

 

“I came to see you after a long time. Is there any other reason?”

 

The atmosphere was a bit awkward. They had written letters recently, but this was the first face-to-face meeting.

 

Nevertheless, gratitude was expressed.

 

“Is that so? Thank you for the coffee.”

 

Sena took the mug and, feeling its weight, grasped it with both hands.

 

‘It’s a bit heavy.’

 

Cruyff looked at Sena’s mug with sad eyes.

 

“How is your health?”

 

Sena smiled nonchalantly.

 

“Perfectly healthy.”

 

“…You’re still a terrible liar.”

 

Cruyff didn’t seem convinced at all.

 

Sena’s smile disappeared.

 

He silently set the mug down and spoke with a face full of discontent.

 

“Fake priest.”

 

“Haha.”

 

Cruyff smiled awkwardly.

 

“I’ve heard the gist of it.”

 

“You’re doing commendable work.”

 

“You’ve been through a lot.”

 

“Ahem, there’s still a mountain of work to do.”

 

Being praised made Sena feel a bit better.

 

“But you must not use your divine power. No matter what.”

 

Sena turned away and mumbled.

 

‘I thought he’d praise me a bit more.’

 

“…I’m trying not to use it beyond what’s necessary.”

 

“No, don’t use it at all.”

 

“Your body can’t handle it.”

 

‘The first thing he says after we meet after so long. I’m not a child anymore.’

 

Sena was dissatisfied. He can take care of is own body. Not a single day more or less here.

 

“Sena?”

 

“Fine. I won’t use divine power.”

 

In the end, Sena had no choice but to answer.

 

He covered his mouth and yawned.

 

What time is it now? It must be at least 2 a.m.

 

He felt a bit tired. He had been through a lot.

 

Cruyff smiled as he saw the sleepy Sena.

 

After taking a sip of coffee, he looked at Seria, who had been standing there with a fidgety look, and said.

 

“By the way, Seria has something to say.”

 

Seria’s narrowed eyes curved gracefully. She stepped forward with her hands clasped, as if she had been waiting.

 

“Sister Sena.”

 

“Brother.”

 

“Sister Sena.”

 

“Brother.”

 

“Sister Sena.”

 

‘…Annoying.’

 

Finally, Sena half-heartedly responded, his voice faint.

 

“…What.”

 

“You told me to check on Sister Ellie at the Silania Cathedral last time, right?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“There was indeed something wrong with her lifespan, just as you said.”

 

“Right? The numbers I saw were…”

 

“Today.”

 

Seria cut Sena off.

 

“Sister Ellie’s lifespan ended today.”

 

Then she opened her eyes and spoke softly.

 

As always, when Seria opened her eyes, she looked a bit scary.

 

“Sena, your actions extended Ellie’s lifespan.”

 

“Conversely speaking.”

 

“Something should have happened today that would have caused the death of the cathedral’s bishop.”

 

“Congratulations. You changed more than you thought. …Though you couldn’t change anything about yourself.”

 

 

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

 

Sena’s consciousness began to fade.

 

Not in a bad way.

 

Just sleepy.

 

 

“Sena?”

 

Seria looked at Cruyff in disbelief. Cruyff was leisurely drinking his coffee.

 

“…Cruyff, he’s dozing off.”

 

“I used to always put him to bed by 10 o’clock.”

 

“He must have been very sleepy for a while now.”

 

Sena, who had fallen asleep on the sofa, was sleeping so soundly that he wouldn’t wake even if someone carried him away.

 

He looked so adorable that Seria licked her lips.

 

“I should have eaten him before I became a priest. It’s insanely regrettable to give him to some woman who appeared out of nowhere.”

 

Seria tilted her head as she looked at Cruyff.

 

“Cruyff, if you’re going to change your decision, now’s the time.”

 

“You know, there’s only one way to cure Sena……”

 

 

“Let’s take him back now.”

 

 

‘What are they talking about?’

 

The conversation could be heard faintly through Sena’s hazy consciousness.

 

It was surely something he needed to hear, but.

 

He was too sleepy now.

 

He’d ask again after he got some sleep.

 

**

 

Cruyff moved while holding Sena.

 

Sena’s weight in his arms felt incredibly light.

 

Endlessly light.

 

‘Oh God. Why do you want to take this good child into your arms?’

 

‘Why do you want to take him away from us?’

 

‘I’d rather sacrifice my own life.’

 

‘Please… just let this child stay with us a little longer.’

 

There was no response to Cruyff’s earnest prayer.

 

As always.

 

 

“A distinguished guest has arrived.”

 

The imperial palace in the early morning.

 

He worried everyone might be asleep, but fortunately, the Empress of the Empire was awake.

 

Astria was sitting cross-legged on the throne.

 

Her eyes looked quite sleepy, making her appear somewhat trivial today.

 

Her gaze shifted to something Cruyff was holding.

 

 

“Moreover, you brought something precious.”

 

“That’s mine, so hand it over.”

 

“Your Majesty’s possessiveness is well-known.”

 

Carefully, Cruyff laid Sena on the floor.

 

Astria’s gaze fell to the floor.

 

A white furball, wrapped in a blanket, sleeping peacefully.

 

It was worth the wait.

 

 

“Hmm?”

 

Astria’s gaze returned to Cruyff.

 

He took something out from his robes.

 

A luxurious glass bottle, wrapped in golden and silver runes.

 

Inside, a golden liquid shimmered.

 

“An offering?”

 

“Unfortunately, I came empty-handed today.”

 

“It looks valuable for being empty-handed. Hand it over.”

 

Astria shamelessly tried to take the priest’s possession.

 

Being a tyrant, she felt no guilt. Conversely, it meant that what Cruyff brought was precious enough to tempt a tyrant.

 

Cruyff laughed heartily.

 

“Please bear with me. This is a gift for Sena.”

 

“For Sena?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Carefully, Cruyff placed the glass bottle beside Sena.

 

“This is something Sena truly needs.”

 

Cruyff’s expression looked very serious as he said that.

 

Normally, Astria would pour the glass bottle into her mouth to show off, but for some reason, she didn’t feel like doing so.

 

“…Let me know when he wakes up.”

 

Cruyff slowly stood up.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

He bowed deeply.

 

“Please take good care of Sena. Do not harm him or let him be taken away.”

 

A priest serves God.

 

They don’t bow down to anyone.

 

Especially not Archbishop, who hold their head high.

 

Cruyff raised his head after a long moment.

 

He nodded slightly, then slowly turned and left the throne room.

 

 

 

“There is nothing for you to worry about.”

 

Just before Cruyff exited, Astria spoke in a voice neither too loud nor too soft.

 

Cruyff’s steps paused.

 

With her legs crossed and a haughty expression, she rested her chin on her hand.

 

“I do not harm what is mine.”

 

“Nor do I let it be taken away.”

 

**

 

‘Hmm.’

 

Sena rubbed his sleepy eyes and woke up.

 

A dimly lit bedroom.

 

“…When did I get here?”

 

Still half-asleep, Sena squinted. He must have dozed off.

 

 

“Are you awake?”

 

Looking towards the voice, he saw Astria, wearing a gown, water dripping from her still-damp hair.

 

“Yes.”

 

Sena answered drowsily. Astria walked over and handed something to Sena.

 

“What is it…?”

 

“Cruyff said to give this to you.”

 

“Show it to me closely.”

 

“…You’re giving orders to the Empress now?”

 

Astria, though annoyed, approached and held out the glass bottle.

 

Seeing the object through his blurry vision, Sena’s eyes widened.

 

“This is… the Potion of Lazarus.”

 

“Lazarus?”

 

“Oh my. I only read about this in fairy tales.”

 

It was a rare overreaction from Sena. He was now wide awake, his eyes sparkling.

 

“What is it that warrants such a reaction?”

 

“You know about Elixirs, right? It’s one of those. There’s a legend that it can even revive the dead. To make it, you need an herb called Moly, which blooms only once every 500 years. And to refine it, you need about 200 high-ranking priests.”

 

Where did they get this? Sena’s heart raced at the appearance of the legendary potion.

 

“…It can revive the dead, you say. Is that really true?”

 

“No, no. How could it revive the dead? It’s not like it turns you into a zombie.”

 

“…?”

 

“Just think of it as something incredibly, unbelievably good for your body!”

 

‘This is amazing.’

 

This was something even an emperor couldn’t easily obtain.

 

Sena didn’t know how Cruyff had managed to get it, but it was something he desperately needed.

 

“Please, Your Majesty, drink it!”

 

‘Moly can even cure Parkinson’s disease. If she takes this, I won’t have to stay in the palace. I can deal with the plague and then leave.’

 

Sena was grinning from ear to ear at the unexpected stroke of luck.

 

“…Cruyff instructed that you should drink it.”

 

“…Me?”

 

Sena blinked in surprise at the unexpected statement.

 

“…Why me?”

 

“I don’t know. That’s just what he said.”

 

“Oh, it’s alright. Your Majesty should drink it.”

 

‘…My body won’t benefit from this.’

 

To put it simply, the Potion of Lazarus exponentially amplifies existing divine power.

 

It replenishes what’s lacking in the body and corrects what’s wrong. That’s the nature of divine power, and Lazarus enhances this quality significantly.

 

For example, if someone had lost an arm, no ordinary priest could heal it, but Lazarus could regenerate it.

 

In other words, it operates within the scope of divine power.

 

Sena’s body already had an excessive amount of divine power.

 

Drinking it himself would be of little benefit.

 

“Is that so? Then I’ll drink it.”

 

Astria didn’t know the word “refusal”.

 

She was the Empress.

 

Concession, moderation, refusal… these were foreign concepts to her.

 

She only knew how to take.

 

Astria opened the glass bottle. The runes resisted the touch of a stranger, but she simply forced it open.

 

With a popping sound, the bottle was open. Astria unhesitatingly took a gulp.

 

She looked at Sena, her mouth full of the liquid.

 

As the corners of her mouth lifted, some of the Potion of Lazarus trickled out.

 

In an instant, she pulled Sena close and pressed her lips against his.

 

“…!”

 

Astria’s breath enveloped Sena as something indescribably soft flowed into his mouth.

 

Sena tried to resist, but it was a futile struggle. He couldn’t resist Astria’s forceful action. Realizing the futility, he relaxed his body.

 

Gulp, gulp.

 

Sena’s throat moved. His head felt hot, like he had a fever.

 

Only after Sena had swallowed everything did Astria slowly pull away.

 

A strand of saliva, whose origin was unclear, stretched between them.

 

Astria wiped her mouth with a satisfied look and spoke confidently.

 

“Now we’re both healthy.”

 

Sena hung his head low.

 

‘This was really expensive, you know.’

 

The lingering taste of Astria in his mouth was sweet.

 

Access 10 Chapters Ahead of the Release on Our Patreon <3
Be Notified of Releases on Our DiscordCh. 64 Conclusion
Sena stood firmly on the ground with one foot.

 

“Oh…”

 

It was precarious, but he found his balance.

 

The Potion of Lazarus had some effect after all.

 

Could it be?

 

Sena hesitated for a moment, then leaned his head forward into the mirror.

 

Disheartened.

 

[59]

 

“…My lifespan is still the same.”

 

Well, let’s not expect too much.

 

Regardless of how long it may be, what good is a healthy body if it doesn’t move?

 

 

“Are you ready?”

 

Astria swung the door wide and entered.

 

“Your Majest, your makeover is not yet complete.”

 

Betty hurriedly followed behind, holding a brush.

 

Sena felt his cheeks flush as he looked at Astria.

 

‘…Why does she look fine after that kiss yesterday?’

 

Isn’t it supposed to be awkward and uncomfortable?

 

But Astria was confident. As always.

 

In truth, Sena still felt embarrassed. He couldn’t look at Astria’s face as usual.

 

…She looked prettier and cuter than usual.

 

‘But I still have to do it.’

 

“No, not yet.”

 

Sena went up to Astria with a cup he had prepared in advance.

 

Astria openly showed her displeasure.

 

“Did you add mint again without permission?”

 

“It’s good for you. Drink it all.”

 

She hesitated for a moment, looking at the contents of the cup, then gulped it down.

 

She handed the empty cup back to Sena. He took it and patted Astria.

 

“Well done…”

 

‘Huh.’

 

Sena often found himself stroking someone’s head.

 

It was a fond memory from childhood when Cruyff used to pat his head.

 

Wouldn’t others like it if you stroked their heads? He thought so.

 

However, he was stroking the Empress’s head out of habit.

 

The tremendous act made Sena’s body tingle as if an electric current passed through him.

 

“T-That…”

 

Astria’s unusual eyes caught his.

 

She might be the fiercest cat in the world right now.

 

Since her eyes aren’t blue yet, is it okay…? Or is she staring because she’s too surprised?

 

“What is it?”

 

Surprisingly, Astria didn’t say anything.

 

“It’s getting late for work. If you’re ready, let’s go.”

 

Astria yawned and walked away with small steps.

 

Sena looked at Betty with a dazed expression.

 

Betty wiped her tears and her eyes adjusted.

 

Finally, Her Majesty was getting married.

 

**

 

“Shall we discuss the matter at hand?”

 

Astria sat in her office chair, looking at Sena intently.

 

Sena nodded slightly, feeling a bit tense.

 

In fact, this was more of a problem than the church.

 

There are many hypocritical priests in the church. That’s why they can’t ignore Sena’s words.

 

Cruyff’s support should be solid.

 

But Astria wasn’t like that.

 

Sena could say with certainty that Astria was the most difficult person to convince in the world.

 

She already has the answer in her mind.

 

If it’s different from that, she refuses it.

 

 

“I heard you spoke at the church. They said to invest everything in you.”

 

Astria rested her arms on the table and propped her chin.

 

Her long blonde hair flowed over the table.

 

“Try it.”

 

‘You trusted me.’

 

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

 

Sena smiled broadly.

 

 

 

There couldn’t be a more reliable ally than her.

 

Astria is quick to make decisions. Her actions are even faster.

 

“The capital?”

 

“Bringing clean water, right? First, do you want to test it in the slums?”

 

“Laperci.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“Build water pipes in the slums.”

 

‘Even though you’ve decided to entrust me, shouldn’t you at least ask what they’re about?’

 

Her efficiency was so high that Sena was bewildered.

 

“…Ah, understood. Sena-nim. But what are water pipes?”

 

“Well, um. It’s bringing water from distant places and distributing clean water to people.”

 

“…How do you do that?”

 

“That… by making pipes in the ground…”

 

Sena glanced at Laperci.

 

“By making them…”

 

“Right. I’m sorry. I don’t really know either.”

 

“…Yes?”

 

Laperci looked at Astria with pleading eyes.

 

“That’s detailed enough to make a whole country.”

 

Though Laperci looked even more tired with his dark circles, Sena couldn’t help it. Improving hygiene was essential to prevent the spread of the Black Death, and reforming the sanitation system was the first step.

 

Still, Sena tried his best to explain what he knew to Laperci, gesturing and explaining as much as he could. Laperci didn’t seem to understand much, but… he was the Empire’s top administrator, so he should manage, right?

 

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“May I… go… out?”

 

Flutter. Astria, who was turning the pages, raised her head.

 

Sena, who was already committed what he had done, cleared his throat and quietly took a step back.

 

“If you promise to go with 50 guards, then I’ll allow it.”

 

“Really?”

 

Sena’s eyes widened in surprise at how easily she agreed.

 

“I’d like to go with you, but I fear my aide might die if I do.”

 

Laperci quickly nodded.

 

“Promise me.”

 

“I promise!”

 

However, Astria seemed hesitant. She gestured, and Sena approached.

 

Astria extended her pinky. Sena firmly grabbed it.

 

“If another incident like last time happens when you’re out alone, I’ll make you eat a thousand needles.”

 

Sena was truly terrifying, as he seemed like she would really make him eat a thousand needles.

 

**

 

“As expected?”

 

Sena, carrying a group of guards, met Seria at the church.

 

Seeing Seria wandering around the church almost as if it were her own home, it was clear what was happening inside.

 

It seemed like the Cruyff Division had completely taken over the church.

 

Sena got straight to the point. Fortunately, Seria already understood the problem and had been trying various things.

 

“Divine power can be heard, but the spread of the disease is faster than the accumulation of the priest’s divine power.”

 

“It’s difficult to quarantine when symptoms don’t appear immediately.”

 

“To prevent this, we need to bring in more than half of the priests from the headquarters. We don’t have enough manpower with those in the system.”

 

‘Fortunately, divine power works.’

 

He had anticipated it from the moment the bandages infused with divine power worked, but…

 

It wasn’t a situation to be relieved about. Priests were valuable personnel.

 

Even considering that their numbers were few, their pride was very high.

 

There were only a few kind priests with an exceptional sense of professional duty who used divine power without any reward.

 

The Cruyff Division would probably be fine. But even they numbered barely 20. It was impossible to treat the epidemic spread across the system with that.

 

So, the most important thing was the cooperation of the priests in Silania.

 

“Cleanliness is the most important. I’ve already asked Her Majesty about it, so it should be resolved over time, but is there any resistance?”

 

Seria sighed softly. She ran her hand through her tough hair and sat on the stone wall, crossing her legs. She was back to being Sena’s friend, Seria.

 

“How did you know?”

 

“Forgot? I grew up in an orphanage affiliated with the church. I know a priest’s thoughts well.”

 

Nyah.

 

At that moment, a faint sound reached Sena’s ears.

 

‘Wow, cat!’

 

His eyes sparkled as he noticed a kitten a fair distance away.

 

“The priests of the capital are the most expensive individuals in the Empire. They seem to have a lot of dissatisfaction with the idea of stripping away all their divine power without gold.”

 

Seria opened her eyes slightly. With a very focused expression, she looked at Sena approaching the cat and smiled slightly.

 

“Give up. That cat is extremely wary of human hands.”

 

Seria had already seen the cat approaching humans several times and running away.

 

Just when she was a little looking forward to seeing Sena’s disappointed face.

 

Seria made a plump face.

 

“Cute.”

 

The kitten was flicking Sena’s fingers. When he stroked its head, it seemed to be purring happily.

 

‘Come to think of it, the Black Death was caused by fleas from rats, right?’

 

He remembered that even during the actual Middle Ages, cats were actively used to control rats.

 

Let’s encourage everyone to raise a cat. Cats are love.

 

“…Anyway, don’t worry, Sister Sena. Cruyff is taking action.”

 

Sena said quietly, stroking the cat with a smile.

 

“If they instill fear, they might pretend to comply. But sincere cooperation is impossible. This is a problem that everyone needs to tackle together.”

 

Sena stood up, holding the cat in his arms.

 

“Seria, will you gather the original church priests?”

 

“I’ll talk to them.”

 

**

 

At the central fountain of the church, several priests gathered.

 

“Why are we suddenly gathered here? Do you know, Brother?”

 

“I’m not sure. But perhaps someone is going to give a speech.”

 

– Use divine power mainly in the slums.

 

There was much dissatisfaction with the current directive from the Church.

 

‘Whatever they say, we have to deal with it appropriately.’

 

Most of the priests had the same mindset. Just pretend and move on.

 

Using the divine power bestowed upon them to help only the poorest of the poor was unacceptable.

 

It was a waste of time.

 

Even if someone came to give a speech, it would be difficult to change the minds of the priests.

 

“Someone’s coming.”

 

“Who’s that…?”

 

When Sena entered, the murmurs quieted down a bit.

 

Sena politely greeted everyone, then looked around and climbed onto the fountain.

 

“Hello. I’m Sena Birkender. I apologize for taking your precious time. I’ve gathered you all here because I have something to say.”

 

As soon as the introduction ended, a priest frowned and spoke.

 

“I’m not sure if wasting divine power on these potential heretics is the right thing to do. Isn’t it said, according to Justitia, that the treatment of the good and the evil should be different? Isn’t this doctrine conflicting?”

 

Everyone nodded in agreement with his words.

 

Sena looked at each dissatisfied face.

 

They were confused and unhappy with the sudden directive from the Church, and understandably so.

 

‘How many of them can I turn around?’

 

One thing was certain, though; it was worth a try.

 

 

“Why did each of you choose the path of a priest?”

 

When asked the question seeking explanation, someone answered with an unrelated remark, prompting a priest to furrow his brows.

 

Sena paid attention and continued his speech.

 

“After seeing the smile of a priest who used divine power for injured children without expecting anything in return.”

 

“After seeing the tattered robes of priests who rejected wealth and fame and wandered to help.”

 

“After seeing priests who went into the battlefield of life and death to offer salvation.”

 

“Regardless of what led you to become a priest, I believe it’s because you all had such dreams.”

 

“And even now, I believe you still dream.”

 

The priests remained silent.

 

Sena just stood on the fountain and spoke calmly. because he was so sincere, it felt like a teaching from God.

 

“Have you achieved your dreams?”

 

“If not, then why?”

 

Sena smiled quietly.

 

“Now is the opportunity to fulfill your dreams.”

 

Sena’s speech felt like a reprimand.

 

‘At first, they must have become priests with such noble aspirations, but somehow, did they end up pursuing personal gain?’

 

Amidst kind words, they always carried thorns in their hearts, these priests understood.

 

However, for some, Sena’s appearance left a lasting impression.

 

It became a catalyst, touching upon memories of childhood momentarily forgotten.

 

It stirred up some deeply buried emotions in their hearts.

 

 

 

 

And here, there was one more person who was impressed by his words, even though he wasn’t a priest.

 

Garumel. He chuckled at Sena’s sparkling eyes more than the morning sun.

 

‘Wasn’t the third test of the Imperial Knights postponed to tomorrow?’

 

‘I guess I should go practice.’

 

He had come out of curiosity about the Church’s decision, but once his curiosity was satisfied, he disappeared into the dark shadow beyond.

 

However, he soon stopped and turned back.

 

Sena’s figure wasn’t visible, but he deeply bowed in the direction where Sena was.

 

‘Thank you. Because of you, I now understand why that noble knight could die smiling.’

 

It was surely because of admiration.

 

At some point in life, even if just for a moment, one must have the desire to shine like that.

 

And now, Garumel had a dream.

 

A dream of dying with a smile.
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“Wouldn’t it be better to review the reports first?”

 

As always, in the garden.

 

Astria was crouching in front of a newly bloomed flower.

 

“Do you think being the Empress is an easy job?”

 

“Still, I think it’s better to review the reports.”

 

The topic of conversation was today’s Imperial Knights’ test.

 

However, unlike the second test, this time she said she wouldn’t go, and Sena blocked her way.

 

“It’s Your Majesty’s knights, after all.”

 

“Why are you so concerned?”

 

Astria stood up and looked at Sena crookedly.

 

“Why aren’t you concerned, Your Majesty?”

 

“Because it’s rare for a knight to meet my expectations. If I go, probably very few will pass.”

 

“Ah.”

 

That was certainly a convincing argument.

 

“Then it’s my turn. Why have you been chattering since earlier?”

 

“Well…”

 

Sena slightly turned his head.

 

‘Because I want someone good to be by your side when I’m gone.’

 

“What if the same thing happens again?”

 

Besides, the previous Imperial Knights didn’t seem very loyal to Astria.

 

Sena thought he knew the reason why.

 

“When you selected the last group of knights, you chose them based on ‘skill alone’, didn’t you?”

 

Astria flinched a little.

 

She walked with her hands behind her back towards another flower.

 

It was the same flower she had been staring at blankly for five minutes earlier.

 

“Yes.”

 

She seemed a bit embarrassed. Sena thought Astria was a little cute.

 

“I thought so. Then how about focusing on their character this time?”

 

Astria realized it was the same flower and awkwardly stood up. She looked around and this time headed towards a tree.

 

“That won’t do.”

 

“A knight’s skill is what matters. Loyalty from the weak is unnecessary.”

 

“I’m weak too.”

 

“Just with your face alone, you’re already contributing.”

 

Sena scratched his cheek. Sometimes Astria’s remarks hit hard.

 

“Anyway, don’t regret it later and select them after seeing them yourself this time.”

 

 

Astria glanced at Sena and extended her arm into the air.

 

Her Holy Sword appeared in her hand. Sena was startled by the sudden appearance of the sword. Had he spoken too commandingly?

 

Astria walked gracefully over and handed the sword to Sena in reverse grip.

 

“Hold it.”

 

“Me?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sena tilted his head with a puzzled expression.

 

Astria gave the sword a push, indicating Sena should take it.

 

With no other choice, Sena took the sword, and Astria spoke.

 

“Take your stance.”

 

It was absurd, but Sena did as she was told.

 

Seeing Sena’s obedient demeanor, Astria’s lips curled up.

 

“Is it okay? This sword is heavy.”

 

Sena held the sword close to his centerline, with the tip pointing towards the ground, almost touching it.

 

“Is that Alber?”

 

Astria’s eyes sparkled.

 

“Perfect.”

 

“Ahem.”

 

“You could be used as a teaching model.”

 

“I don’t think I’m that good.”

 

But Sena was pleased with the compliment, feeling a bit proud.

 

“But it’s a presumptuous stance.”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly. It was something he often heard.

 

“That stance openly reveals your weakness. With the sword near the ground, both attack and defense are disadvantaged. Moreover, when you take that stance, it looks like you have no intention of harming anyone.”

 

But Astria’s lips twitched. For reference, she was very fond of Sena at this moment.

 

The reason was…

 

“Do you know? It’s the same stance as mine.”

 

“Really?”

 

Sena’s eyes widened in surprise.

 

“Why are you so surprised?”

 

“I thought Your Majesty favored Vom Tag.”

 

Vom Tag: A very aggressive stance that excludes defense. Depending on the person, it can be seen as extremely arrogant, almost as if provoking someone.

 

“You seem to know a lot about swordsmanship.”

 

“Well, I was in the swordsmanship club.”

 

“That’s right.”

 

‘This is really heavy.’

 

Sena subtly relaxed his stance and, with a groan, handed the sword back to Astria.

 

Astria took the sword with half-closed eyes, and it disappeared into thin air.

 

“But why do you use Alber, Your Majesty?”

 

Sena asked out of pure curiosity.

 

Alber was the first stance taught when learning defense.

 

It was, in fact, a very basic defensive stance.

 

Hearing that Astria primarily used it was honestly quite surprising.

 

“Haven’t I mentioned? I surprisingly enjoy harmless things. Like this garden.”

 

Sena was touched.

 

Even if her words were violent, she was warm and kind on the inside.

 

“And it’s the simplest stance. Perfect for mocking an opponent.”

 

Sena’s sense of admiration shattered in an instant.

 

“By the way, aren’t you going out today?”

 

“Oh, that.”

 

“By now, you’d usually be whining, but you’re surprisingly quiet.”

 

Astria muttered with a dissatisfied look.

 

“When have I ever whined?”

 

“Yesterday.”

 

Sena looked into the distance, recalling yesterday’s events.

 

After the speech and some general coordination, Seria had approached him.

 

-Leave the rest to us. What’s left is just simple labor.

 

-Of course, I should help too.

 

-Sena.

 

 

-Don’t waste your precious time.

 

Sena couldn’t argue with Seria’s words.

 

But feeling sorry, he suggested helping with patient care, and Seria knocked him on the head three times.

 

When she tried for a fourth, Sena went to tell Cruyff.

 

But Cruyff too.

 

-Sena, go back quietly before you get in trouble.

 

Sena resented both Cruyff and Seria, but he understood that it was all out of consideration for him, so he had no choice but to comply.

 

Instead, he asked them to let him know if anything urgent or difficult came up.

 

“Unless it’s urgent, I don’t think I’ll go.”

 

“A wise choice.”

 

Astria was very satisfied.

 

“Then let’s go.”

 

“Where to?”

 

“Where else?”

 

Astria gestured with her head. It was in the direction of the Colosseum.

 

Sena’s face lit up and Astria started walking.

Sena hurried after her.

 

“You’re going to watch the test?”

 

“You made a good choice!”

 

Astria paused for a moment.

 

Originally, she had no intention of going, no matter how much Sena pleaded.

 

But an interesting thought occurred to her, and Astria wanted to act on it.

 

“Physician.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“I have an imperial decree for you.”

 

“?”

 

“You will be today’s examiner. Sena Birkender.”

 

**

 

“Your Majesty, you’ve come personally?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“I guess there won’t be many who pass today.”

 

Chris knelt before Astria, a relaxed smile on his face.

 

He thought it would be a very difficult test today.

 

“Well.”

 

But Astria’s response was unexpected.

 

“We’ll have to see.”

 

Chris looked up in surprise. Sena, who had been hiding behind Astria, was shaking his head and trembling.

 

“I can’t possibly do it. I only know the basics of swordsmanship. How can I decide the contents of the test? I’m clearly a non-expert, a non-expert.”

 

“Why? Earlier you were so confident, saying that knights should be selected based on firm principles.”

 

“I didn’t mean it like that!”

 

Sena clung to Astria’s sleeve, making a pitiful face.

 

It was one of Sena’s few secret weapons. But such things had no effect on Astria.

 

“Are you planning to defy an imperial decree? If so…”

 

Sena swallowed hard.

 

‘Oh Lord, as long as it doesn’t involve killing me, I’ll just take the punishment.’

 

Whether it was holding his arms up all day or being crushed under Astria, those seemed far better options.

 

Choosing the knights? He couldn’t handle such a burdensome task.

 

“…I’ll fail all of them.”

 

“W-What?”

 

Astria sat on the throne, expecting to be entertained by Sena’s antics. She propped her chin up and smiled.

 

“I’ve heard that someone sold their estate to come for today’s test. Others have risked their lives to achieve their lifelong dreams.”

 

Sena stammered. Astria recounted the unfortunate circumstances of those who had come today.

 

“I-I’ll do it. I’ll do it!”

 

‘As expected of the supreme ruler of the Empire.’

 

Chris was impressed.

 

Perhaps no one knew better than Astria how to handle Sena.

 

“Tell me the contents of the test. You have three Teutonic Knights and two swords at your disposal.”

 

Sena urgently looked at Chris for hints.

 

If he only knew the original test content…!

 

“Speak and I will kill you. Sir Chris.”

 

Chris shook his head. He had no desire to die.

 

Sena despaired.

 

‘What should I do? This could ruin people’s lives.’

 

Sena racked his brain desperately.

 

Then, a sly smile crossed his face as he looked at Astria.

 

Your Majesty, you underestimate me.

 

I’m not just a helpless furball.

 

“Use of magic is prohibited.”

 

Sena didn’t even know how to see or use magic.

 

He knew a bit about swordsmanship, so he could judge pure swordsmanship.

 

He’d confirm the candidates’ innate magic levels through Chris.

 

The important part came next.

 

“Each knight candidate must choose a single opponent for a duel.”

 

And he had a perfect opponent in mind.

 

“And the announcement of this rule should be made by Your Majesty, in front of everyone, standing!”

 

Astria was momentarily taken aback.

 

**

 

Astria stood, reluctantly, and spoke.

 

“Each of you will have the chance for a single duel with an opponent of your choice.”

 

Astria, also known as the Sword Empress.

 

Gaining insight from a duel with a Master was invaluable.

 

Even if they didn’t pass the test, dueling with her was an honor and a tremendous learning opportunity.

 

The knight candidates were fired up.

 

 

“…Candidate No. 1, Garumel. Step forward and choose your opponent.”

 

Astria watched Garumel, who was stepping forward with an unwilling expression.

 

Garumel bowed deeply and spoke.

 

“Does it matter who I choose as my opponent?”

 

“No.”

 

“Even if that person is Your Majesty?”

 

Astria sighed.

 

The thing she hated most was fighting the weak.

 

“I will not repeat myself.”

 

“Then, I will make my choice.”

 

Garumel lifted his sharp gaze.

 

He looked at Astria.

 

But Astria quickly realized his gaze wasn’t directed at her.

 

“Sena Birkender.”

 

“I challenge you to a duel.”

 

Sena smiled and tilted his head, wondering if he had misheard.

 

This wasn’t supposed to happen.

 

On the other hand, Astria’s smile reached her ears.
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-‘Sena, why don’t you wield a sword?’

 

Chris had asked one day.

 

-‘You’re incomparable to others.’

 

He didn’t know what Chris saw in him to say that.

 

But he clearly remembered what he replied.

 

“Chris, I’m afraid of getting hurt. So, I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

 

**

 

Whish.

 

The wind blows.

 

In the Colosseum, where sandstorms rise, Sena stood holding a single wooden sword.

 

‘…Why am I here?’

 

Sena pondered deeply.

 

It is said that gladiators entering the Colosseum usually have at least committed one or two crimes.

 

They fight to the death to atone for their sins.

 

…Then why was he here?

 

He hadn’t done anything wrong.

 

“You seem completely clueless as to why I asked for you.”

 

“Ah, yes. I really don’t know.”

 

Garumel aimed his sword at Sena.

 

The fortunate thing was that it was also a wooden sword.

 

“I do not serve those weaker than myself.”

 

“Oh, I see.”

 

It was truly a grand mindset.

 

A perfect line for a supporting character in a movie.

 

…But why to him?

 

“Prove that you are someone worthy of my loyalty.”

 

Garumel was smiling as if he was enjoying himself, but Sena’s already pale face became even paler.

 

No, he didn’t want to do this.

 

“Do I… have to?”

 

“You don’t think like you’re going to lose.”

 

“…”

 

That’s true.

 

During his time at the Academy, he had countless sparring sessions.

 

Nothing has changed. It was still a wooden sword like back then.

 

Magic usage was forbidden.

 

Under these rules, Sena…

 

Had never lost even once.

 

“Alright.”

 

Sena let his arms drop.

 

Garumel smirked at his unique stance.

 

‘It seems full of openings at first glance.’

 

But he did not let his guard down.

 

Since magic usage was forbidden, she couldn’t use the same kind of flash techniques as before, but she was someone who had once nearly cost him his right hand.

 

“Please, make the first move.”

 

“I refuse. I’m a knight candidate being tested.”

 

Wow, so petty.

 

No matter what Sena thought, Garumel leisurely moved forward.

 

“I’ll make the first move.”

 

‘Even though you’re within my range, you show no reaction.’

 

Moreover, that unique stance.

 

Seeing the sword pointing downward, he guessed it was a defensive technique.

 

‘A straightforward strike won’t reach.’

 

He planned to feint with his right hand and target his abdomen with his left arm.

 

Garumel executed his plan immediately. He lowered his stance and thrust his wooden sword towards Sena’s head. It was a sharp thrust by any onlooker’s standards.

 

‘Dodge it.’

 

But it was a feint. The sword wasn’t meant to hit from the start.

 

Instead, Garumel watched Sena’s movements closely. Dodging a thrust is easier than blocking it.

 

If he dodged, he planned to punch with his left hand. He thought he could win with just this move.

 

But Sena showed no movement.

 

‘…Did he fail to react?’

 

The sword was still pointing to the ground, and he remained in the same position, just staring.

 

Garumel’s sword, which was a feint from the start, stopped in front of Sena’s eyes. His long hair brushed against the wooden sword. Even then, he remained still, and Garumel felt something strange.

 

‘Damn it.’

 

He hadn’t blinked even once. Sena knew from the start. This sword wouldn’t touch him, so there was no need to dodge.

 

‘Unbelievable reflexes.’

 

Garumel retrieved his left hand and twisted his body to defend. At that moment, Sena swung his downward-pointed sword upward. It was a movement as swift as lightning.

 

“No way!”

 

Garumel swung his sword down with all his might, aiming to intercept the incoming attack and create a brief opening.

 

But his sword sliced through empty air. It should have met the opposing blade midway.

 

“…!”

 

Garumel broke into a cold sweat as he watched the shadow of Sena’s sword approach.

 

It was a misjudgment. He thought he was swinging quickly, but his slower pace caused their swords to miss each other entirely.

 

He lost in the timing battle. With their swords crossed, it was impossible to retract and block in time.

 

Garumel made a bold choice. Using the rotational force of his body, he ducked and rolled.

 

Thud!

 

Garumel tumbled awkwardly across the Colosseum floor. After rolling a considerable distance, he finally used his sword to get back on his feet.

 

He took a tense stance and looked at Sena. Sena stood in the same position as he raised his sword.

 

Sena turned and tilted his head. Unlike Garumel, covered in dirt, his white robe was spotless.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

Garumel grinned.

 

“And you demanded to make the first move with such skill? You have no shame.”

 

“There’s such a difference in our builds…”

 

There was a height difference of at least 30 cm. Sena felt it was unfair. In a fight without magic, physique mattered a lot. To be fair, Garumel should be fighting with a reed instead of a wooden sword.

 

“It’s frightening to think how many people have been deceived by that innocent face of yours.”

 

“Innocent?”

 

Sena looked at him, clearly offended, and coughed a couple of times.

 

“For your information, I was the top graduate of the Larden Academy. I’m not an easy opponent.”

 

Sena felt a bit proud.

 

Garumel circled around Sena.

 

“Did you know? Many knights from that esteemed Academy have knelt before me.”

 

“Top graduates are a different level.”

 

“We’ll see about that.”

 

Garumel dashed forward, quickly closing the distance and aiming a strike at his abdomen.

 

‘Block this.’

 

Sena was right. This fight was mismatched from the start due to their physical differences.

 

No matter how skilled he was, the difference in strength was undeniable.

 

Even if he blocked this strike, it would be disadvantageous for him.

 

Whish!

 

Garumel swung his sword wide. But Sena was no longer there.

 

‘Blind spot!’

 

He had stayed still for so long that he couldn’t imagine him moving quickly enough to get out of his line of sight.

 

Instinctively, Garumel turned his head. Sena, who had crouched, was about to swing his sword upward again.

 

‘Not this time.’

 

Garumel opted to block rather than deflect. This time, he managed to meet his sword head-on.

 

‘A feint?’

 

But the force behind his wooden sword was very weak. This was an attack designed with the next move in mind.

 

Anticipating this, he assumed a defensive stance. But Sena did not continue his attack.

 

‘Is he waiting for a counter? You’ve made a poor choice.’

 

Combos were Garumel’s specialty. Seizing the opportunity, he prepared to swing his sword.

 

At that exact moment, Sena’s sword came flying in.

 

‘I was caught. But how did he know when I was going to attack?’

 

He aimed for his left side. Garumel positioned his sword accordingly. But Sena’s sword was incredibly slow.

 

Slow enough for him to adjust his angle.

 

Wham!

 

“…”

 

Garumel took a hit. One or two hits could be tolerated.

 

Grinding his teeth, he prepared to counterattack. But Sena swung his sword in the same manner at the same time.

 

‘Your speed is unreasonable.’

 

He was confident. He had gauged Sena’s range, speed, and timing.

 

Garumel believed his sword was faster. However…

 

This time, Sena swung his sword with unbelievable speed. Feeling a sting on his wrist, Garumel stepped back to distance himself from Sena.

 

‘Damn furball.’

 

He was about to explode with rage. As he retreated, Sena didn’t let up and chased after him.

 

Typically, one would take a moment to catch their breath. Not Sena. Garumel attempted to ward him off with his sword. But again, Sena’s shoulder moved first.

 

He extended his sword to block. This time, his strike was slow and deliberate, catching him off guard as Sena adjusted his angle for another strike.

 

Wham!

 

“…”

 

Garumel took another hit. He clenched his teeth and thought.

 

‘I’ll have to get serious.’

 

 

 

And it continued. Not once could he break Sena’s timing. Every time he tried to swing, he attacked first, and when he tried to block, he was out of sync.

 

His timing was so uncanny it seemed like he could read his mind. Enraged, Garumel resorted to a reckless barrage of powerful strikes, as if hoping to win by sheer force.

 

At that moment, Sena’s eyes gleamed.

 

Garumel’s strike, though powerful, was straightforward.

 

Sena seized the opportunity.

 

He deflected his blow diagonally and spun his wooden sword in an oval arc before striking it down onto the ground.

 

As Garumel’s wooden sword hit the ground helplessly—

 

Thunk.

 

Sena stepped on Garumel’s sword with his foot.

 

‘What just happened?’

 

It was like his sword moved like a snake, as if it were alive.

 

Garumel was in a daze, staring at his wooden sword pinned by Sena’s small foot.

 

He raised his eyes only to see his face.

 

“Do you surrender?”

 

Whack, whack, whack.

 

Sena lifted his sword high and repeatedly smacked Garumel on his head with the flat side of the blade.

 

After about fifteen strikes, Garumel yelled out.

 

“F*ck! Stop that!”

 

“Don’t use bad language!”

 

“You’re driving me crazy!”

 

Garumel, now indifferent to the test, swung his sword wildly at Sena, intent on hitting him at least once.

 

**

 

Astria watched the ridiculous scene before her with a bemused expression.

 

“What am I witnessing right now? He’s completely toying with him.”

 

“That clumsy-looking swordplay hurts more than it seems, Your Majesty.”

 

Chris gave a withering smile, recalling his own past PTSD.

 

“It hurts more in the heart than the body. It feels like your entire existence is being denied. The problem is, once you feel that way, you’ve already fallen into Sena’s trap, and you end up getting hit even more. Just like that.”

 

“…”

 

Garumel was being thoroughly pummeled, illustrating Chris’s point well.

 

Despite his rugged, battle-hardened swordsmanship, Garumel now looked like a novice.

 

“The reason I chose defensive swordsmanship was to avoid getting hit by Sena’s strikes.”

 

“…Chris.”

 

Astria glared at Chris with a stern look.

 

“Don’t go around telling that story. It undermines my dignity.”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

Chris quietly retreated.

 

 

The duel still wasn’t over. Sena was running around the Colosseum floor, laughing, like a little devil.

 

Astria, watching Sena’s antics, suddenly recalled something and spoke softly.

 

“Chris. You were part of the 17th class of students, right?”

 

“The most troublesome class in the history of Larden.”

 

The 17th class of Larden was infamous for being the most challenging. It had an unusually high number of outstanding talents. Typically, only two or three graduates would join the elite knights, but that class had seventeen.

 

“Yes, and Sena was the strongest knight among the 17th class. No one could match him pure swordsmanship. He is truly a natural talent.”

 

“A child who is called a saint managed that?”

 

Chris, who had been quiet, folded his hands behind his back and watched Sena with a nostalgic smile.

 

“Indeed, Sena’s nickname was the Saint of Larden.”

 

“But before that, he was called something else.”

 

Chris looked at Sena’s flowing silver hair and murmured softly.

 

“Invincible Sena.”

 

Clang!

 

Sena held his sword unwaveringly at Garumel’s neck.
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After that, the test continued.

 

Seeing Garumel’s pitiable state, no knight dared to point fingers at Sena.

 

“I wish to challenge Her Majesty.”

 

Instead, someone pointed at Astria.

 

Sena’s eyes sparkled with anticipation.

 

But the result was disappointing.

 

“Ugh…!”

 

Astria snatched Sena’s wooden sword in one second.

 

Astria, walking leisurely as if returning from a stroll.

 

“Now, make the announcement.”

 

“What are the criteria for pass and fail?”

 

Sena smiled warmly.

 

She had already thought about it.

 

“The test isn’t over yet.”

 

“What more is there to do?”

 

“The final test is an interview.”

 

“…An interview?”

 

“Yes. I want Her Majesty to personally speak with each candidate and make a decision.”

 

They had assessed everyone’s skills through duels.

 

However, Sena believed that the character of a knight was crucial.

 

Loyalty was more important than skill.

 

If a criminal who casually disregards life became a knight, problems would eventually arise.

 

Above all, Sena had one goal from the start.

 

‘In the end, Her Majesty should make the choice.’

 

Astria chuckled.

 

“What a surprising argument.”

 

“Is it not allowed?”

 

Sena spoke cutely. It would be a problem if it wasn’t allowed.

 

Fortunately, Astria, who had seen enough of the “interesting stuff”, seemed somewhat satisfied.

 

She turned her back.

 

“Chris, call them to my garden one by one.”

 

**

 

The interviews were conducted in reverse order of the tests.

 

Just as the duels had ended with a single bout, the interviews were quick and easy.

 

“Get out.”

 

“Pathetically incompetent.”

 

“My sick old mother could swing better than you.”

 

“A knight, you say? Go be a mercenary.”

 

“A knight of Carmot? Judging by your skills, I could single-handedly destroy it tomorrow.”

 

“Disappear from my sight immediately.”

 

“Your abilities were so poor they were hard to watch.”

 

Astria was practically a troll.

 

She never said anything nice.

 

Even those whom Sena thought deserved to pass received the same treatment.

 

‘This isn’t what I expected.’

 

Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

“Is this the last one?”

 

Sena was bewildered.

 

“You haven’t selected anyone.”

 

“I told you, if I make the choice, this is what happens.”

 

Astria spoke proudly.

 

‘This golden one, really.’

 

Sena trembled. There was nothing to be proud of.

 

“Then let’s do this.”

 

Sena proposed a compromise.

 

“If Her Majesty spoke more than two words, they pass. If it was just one word, they fail.”

 

“What are these standards?”

 

“Her Majesty doesn’t speak at length to those who don’t interest her. You just tell them to leave.”

 

It was something even Astria didn’t know about herself.

 

I just said that because I really thought so.

 

Sena just honestly thought it and said it.

 

“I only called them trash because they were trash.”

 

“No bad words allowed.”

 

Poke.

 

Sena poked Astria’s cheek.

 

Astria’s eyes narrowed.

 

“Cheeky furball.”

 

“I’m not a furball, I’m a person.”

 

“You cried well last time.”

 

“T-That’s cheating.”

 

Sena blushed and took a step back.

 

It was already a forgotten memory.

 

So unfair.

 

“Hoo, really?”

 

On the other hand, Astria had an amusing thought.

 

“Cry. Then I’ll do as you say.”

 

“…”

 

Astria spoke firmly.

 

“If you don’t cry, everyone fails.”

 

“That’s not fair.”

 

“Then cry.”

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth and approached as if she was going to eat him.

 

Sena broke into a cold sweat.

 

‘We can’t not select knights.’

 

He looked around.

 

Honestly, showing it to Astria once was fine.

 

But not in front of anyone else. Not Chris, or Chris, or Chris.

 

‘Oh, he’s not here.’

 

Gulp, Sena swallowed.

 

Slowly, he brought his hands to his cheeks.

 

“Nya, nyaa~.”

 

Astria’s eyes widened.

 

“Come here.”

 

“Don’t come any closer!”

 

Sena hastily ran and hid among the nearby bushes.

 

Astria smiled and crouched in front of the flowers.

 

She didn’t bother to chase.

 

After all, Sena would eventually return to her bedroom.

 

‘Tonight will be interesting.’

 

Besides, Astria liked to savor good things.

 

-Your Majesty, the final knight candidate.

 

At that moment, Betty’s voice interrupted, dampening Astria’s excitement. She spoke in a cold voice.

 

“Enter.”

 

The last knight entered.

 

Garumel.

 

Seeing his face sparked a bit of interest in Astria.

 

Garumel approached with slightly nervous eyes and stopped at a distance.

 

Still gazing at the flowers, Astria spoke.

 

“The knight who got beaten to a pulp by Sena.”

 

“……”

 

“Do you think a knight who loses to a physician can become an Imperial Knights? Then here’s my question.”

 

Astria stared coolly at Garumel.

 

“What did you think when you were defeated?”

 

“Self-doubt, embarrassment, anger, but most of all…”

 

Garumel smiled broadly.

 

“It’s the least he could do for me to die for him.”

 

“You’re insane.”

 

Moreover, utterly ridiculous.

 

Before meeting Sena, Astria would have surely said that.

 

It hadn’t been long since the rebellion.

 

Swearing loyalty to someone other than the Empress?

 

Even setting that aside, it was arrogant to talk like this after losing.

 

“Are you the mercenary Garumel?”

 

“Yes. But not just any mercenary, the Mercenary King.”

 

Astria smirked.

 

“Then, Mercenary King, slash at me with your best strike.”

 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Garumel drew his sword and executed his finest strike.

 

It was the same strike he had shown Sylvia before. His ultimate move that drew four simultaneous lines, making it impossible to counter.

 

Astria took a single step back and dodged it.

 

“…!”

 

With an expressionless gaze, she looked at Garumel.

 

His pupils shook. This was not an attack one could simply dodge.

 

 

Astria spoke briefly.

 

“You pass.”

 

Meanwhile, a cat peeking through the bushes watched nervously.

 

‘Well done.’

 

Sena smiled warmly.

 

Garumel would make a good knight.

 

He had a kind heart for the weak.

 

Even with his strength limited, he was skilled enough to corner Sylvia.

 

Without a doubt, he will fulfill his role.

 

Especially, he believed there won’t be any absurd situations like before, where he turned his back on the Empress.

 

That’s enough.

 

Even if it’s just a little, having someone on his side within the palace without self-doubt.

 

Sena was satisfied with that.

 

**

 

Although the selection of the Imperial Knights was completed without any issues, Astria’s work was not finished.

 

“Who will you appoint to oversee the Knights?”

 

Rafiel reported to Astria.

 

While signing and flipping through documents, Astria casually responded.

 

“Chris.”

 

“The temporary commander will be Garumel.”

 

“Garumel, the… hmm. Will the others follow him?”

 

Everyone had seen him get severely beaten.

 

“They call him the Mercenary King. Let him prove himself as much as he uses such an arrogant title. If he can’t handle it, that’s his problem.”

 

Sena was sitting there, munching on a baguette with both hands.

 

All the while, with an innocent expression, not knowing he might be the root of all problems, he tilted his head.

 

“…Don’t mind it and just eat.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sena focused on eating the baguette again.

 

It took him quite a long time to swallow a bite, so it seemed it would take a while.

 

“And next are the nobles. The central noble seats are largely vacant, causing disputes over who will fill those positions.”

 

“They say territorial wars are breaking out every day. What will you do?”

 

“Let the nobles fight. After they keep killing each other, half will survive, right? Appoint the survivors as central nobles.”

 

Sena paused while eating his bread.

 

He looked at Astria, startled.

 

At that sharp gaze, Astria sighed.

 

“Tell them to settle it with rock-paper-scissors. If they can’t do their jobs well, I’ll dismiss them then.”

 

Sena reassured, continued eating his bread.

 

“The next issue is the tax rate. The nobles are starting to complain.”

 

“It hasn’t even been a month yet. After all they’ve embezzled, they should return some of it.”

 

“But it seems to be a heavy burden. Setting a deadline might be necessary.”

 

‘Have I been too quiet lately?’

 

Astria couldn’t imagine that there would be anyone who would dare complain.

 

Astria was furious.

 

“Bring the one who dared to voice their complaint. I’ll cut their heads off immediately.”

 

Sena, with his mouth full of baguette, stared at Astria.

 

What? Cut off heads?

 

“…Tell them to endure for about three months.”

 

Sena, relieved, gulped down some milk.

 

With white milk around his mouth, he took another bite of the baguette.

 

By now, Astria was amazed. Who knew someone could eat a single baguette for 30 minutes?

 

The next agenda moved along smoothly.

 

Rafiel’s ability to summarize the core points was excellent, and Astria’s decisions were quick.

 

But there was just too much to do.

 

It took a long time to finish all the work.

 

 

‘Have we handled the urgent issues for now?’

 

What remained was simple paperwork. Stabilizing the Empire was next.

 

Before starting the next task, Astria glanced at Sena.

 

No matter how slow he ate, he should have finished by now.

 

“Sena.”

 

Nod.

 

He was dozing off on the sofa.

 

Watching him for a moment, Astria approached the sofa.

 

She sat down next to him and gently laid his body down.

 

Sena, lying on Astria’s lap, soon fell soundly asleep.

 

 

“Mmm.”

 

Astria brushed the hair off his face and carefully stroked him.

 

Sena, just by being so pure, made her feel good just by looking at him.

 

Like seeing a pristine snowfield where no one had yet walked.

 

Astria’s face softened into a gentle smile.

 

“Live like this forever, Sena.”

 

“In my arms, only looking at me.”

 

“I’ll make you feel pretty.”

 

And so, Sena’s 58th remaining night passed.
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[57]

 

Today, a childhood friend came to visit.

 

Upon hearing the news, Sena dashed to the reception room.

 

“Sena! Your hair is still wet!”

 

“It’s fine! It’ll dry eventually!”

 

Sena left Serilda’s plaintive voice behind.

 

 

“How did it go?”

 

Seria was already seated in the reception room.

 

“Stop wagging your tail and take a seat calmly.”

 

“Okay.”

 

Sena, a bit excited, sat down facing Seria.

 

Despite feeling pressured by Sena’s sparkling eyes, Seria calmly set down her teacup and spoke.

 

“The epidemic named ‘Black Death’ is rapidly disappearing. It’s only a matter of time before it’s eradicated.”

 

“Whew.”

 

Sena sighed in relief.

 

‘I’m glad it was resolved faster than I thought.’

 

It was fortunate that it was discovered early.

 

If it hadn’t been, no matter how much modern knowledge Sena applied, or how actively they used the power of the Church, there would have been no way to deal with it.

 

“But it’s not something to be happy about.”

 

“Huh? Why?”

 

“Within the Church, support for Sena has doubled compared to before.”

 

“R-Really?”

 

“They say your appearance during the speech was like the second coming of Justitia. You might have more bothersome matters to handle from now on.”

 

“Ugh. Being popular is tough.”

 

Sena smiled, scratching his chin.

 

Seria admired Sena.

 

How beautiful must the world seem with a head so full of flowers?

 

“More importantly.”

 

Seria opened her eyes.

 

Her eerie red eyes fixed on Sena.

 

“Even after taking the Potion of Lazarus, it’s surprising that your lifespan wasn’t affected.”

 

Sena scratched his head.

 

“But I’m much healthier now. It’s true. I don’t cough up blood these days, and I don’t stagger when walking. But how did Cruyff get the Potion of Lazarus?”

 

“He requested it politely from the Pope.”

 

Sena clapped his hands.

 

“So Cruyff’s position in the Church has strengthened!”

 

In reality, it went like this:

 

-Since I’m likely the next Pope anyway, isn’t this just a formality?

 

-I’ll take it.

 

It was almost taken by force.

 

But Sena wasn’t entirely wrong.

 

Recently, Cruyff had been using every possible means to strengthen his position within the Church.

 

For someone who originally had no lust for power, it was a significant change.

 

‘The reason for that change is obvious.’

 

Seria elegantly sipped her tea with her eyes closed again.

 

She felt sorry for Cruyff, but she disagreed with him.

 

She only thought about Sena’s happiness.

 

Would Sena really want to live even if it’s by doing ‘that’?

 

Probably not.

 

Even if he lived in such a way, Sena would take his own life.

 

In that case, it would be better to…

 

 

“Seria.”

 

Seria stopped her thoughts at Sena’s words.

 

Sena fidgeted, looking at the table.

 

In fact, he was glad Seria came today not just because of the plague but because he had a concern.

 

Seria had always been good at resolving Sena’s worries since childhood.

 

“Please tell me, Sister Sena.”

 

For today, the word ‘sister’ did not make him cringe.

 

Sena took a deep breath and spoke cautiously.

 

“I want to go to my hometown.”

 

“I know.”

 

“But the situation… has become difficult. Isn’t there any way?”

 

Seria let out a heavy sigh.

 

She was one of the few who understood Sena’s circumstances well.

 

And the only one who wished for him to return home.

 

‘I knew he was frustratingly clueless, but I didn’t realize it was this bad.’

 

With a small head, his brain must be small too.

 

“Sena.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Think about what you’ve done so far.”

 

 

“The Empress’s Treatment.”

 

“Strengthening the imperial faction.”

 

“Eradicating the epidemic.”

 

Sena was already breaking out in a cold sweat.

 

“Wouldn’t it have been better to hide your swordsmanship skills at least?”

 

“I-I tried to hide it, but when I held a sword after a long time, I just couldn’t help myself… So, um, well.”

 

Sena timidly spoke, nervously watching Seria’s reaction.

 

Seria couldn’t hold back.

 

“You stupid furball.”

 

“I’m not a furball.”

 

“Anyway, do you now understand your sin? Be grateful that I’m not an Inquisitor.”

 

“Haha, what crime would you execute me for?”

 

“The crime of having a head full of flowers.”

 

Seria pointed to the top of Sena’s head.

 

Sena looked up at the sky.

 

Did he really have flowers growing from his head?

 

“Sena, Empress Astria values talent above all else.”

 

Seria offered sincere advice.

 

From the start, Cruyff’s plan was based on the assumption that Astria would become obsessed with Sena.

 

Without that, Cruyff’s plan wouldn’t work.

 

“If you want to escape, you need to show your incompetence.”

 

Who would have thought such a drastic method existed?

 

Sena’s expression brightened.

 

**

 

“Betty, Betty.”

 

“Yes, Sena-nim.”

 

Betty, who was carrying laundry, stopped.

 

Seeing Sena with his hands behind his back, she thought to herself.

 

‘How cute.’

 

“Tell me, what kind of behavior does Her Majesty dislike?”

 

“Behavior that Her Majesty dislikes?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Betty pondered.

It wasn’t that she didn’t know, there were just too many.

 

‘He wants to avoid actions that Her Majesty dislikes.’

 

How adorable.

 

He passes.

 

Betty decided to set aside her duties as a maid for a moment.

 

Having served the Empress for ten years, Betty was perhaps the person who knew Astria best within the palace.

 

“You were right to come to me. I’ll tell you a few things.”

 

“Okay.”

 

“She dislikes being disturbed while working.”

 

Sena began to take diligent notes.

Pleased, Betty continued to explain.

 

“She dislikes lies.”

 

“This one you might already know, but she dislikes it when the garden is messy.”

 

“The most important one is—”

 

“She despises incompetence.”

 

“If you avoid these, you should be fine.”

 

Having noted everything, Sena smiled broadly.

 

“Thank you.”

 

“You’re welcome. I’ll take my leave now.”

 

After Betty left, Sena carefully tucked the notebook into his pocket.

 

What Betty had told him wasn’t difficult.

 

None of it was too burdensome for Sena.

 

‘…From now on, I’ll slowly become hated.’

 

Sena smiled bitterly.

 

His desire to return home hadn’t changed.

 

But why did he feel sad at the thought of being hated by Astria?

 

**

 

The Empress’s audience chamber.

 

A long red carpet, red banners hanging along it.

 

And at the end, Astria sat.

 

She was sitting cross-legged, as usual.

 

If Sena were there, he would have scolded her, but he wasn’t, so it was fine.

 

Astria enjoyed this time with a relaxed expression.

 

Then she looked up. Half of the red banners bore no emblems.

 

They symbolized the ‘Central Nobles’ who could make decisions about the Empire’s major affairs.

 

Many had been purged recently, and most had lost their qualifications.

 

They would need to be filled again with people Astria liked.

 

‘Ashmont. He should be appointed as a representative first.’

 

Astria’s lips curled into a smile. The first person who came to mind was Marquis Ashmont.

 

The genius mage to succeed Elundir. Not only was the head of the house impressive, but his daughter Chloe Ashmont was also a remarkable talent.

 

She had achieved great success again recently. It would be good to call her soon.

 

As Astria was solving problems one by one in her head.

 

Recently, the biggest problem had surfaced.

 

‘But when am I going to get pregnant?’

 

The courtiers were incessantly urging her to establish an heir, and she had been planning to find a suitable partner.

 

The recent events had made her aware of her mortality. If she died without an heir, it would be quite problematic.

 

In that sense, meeting Sena was fortunate. At the very least, his face alone made him a worthy candidate.

 

Sena was even talented. Especially remarkable was the inclusion of ‘swordsmanship’ in his skills.

 

Everything was great, everything except for one thing.

 

‘Why haven’t I gotten pregnant?’

 

It was a serious issue.

 

She had already gone through the procedures to conceive several times.

 

Holding hands and sleeping together.

 

Feeling Sena’s body warmth beside her — it had already been quite some time since then.

 

In the mornings, she should have heard the sound of a baby crying, but there was none.

 

“Some people have a constitution that makes it difficult to conceive.”

 

Astria wore a deeply worried expression. This expression was more severe than when three kingdoms simultaneously declared war seven years ago.

 

‘I should ask Betty about this.’

 

-Your Majesty, Sena-nim is here.

 

“There’s no need to report the cat’s visit.”

 

It seemed the person in question had arrived. Astria naturally uncrossed her legs and sat up straight.

 

‘Where does she keep wandering off to?’

 

Astria’s eyes narrowed. She knew that Sena had gone to meet the priest named Seria. A childhood friend, he said.

 

Though she pretended not to care, honestly, it bothered her. Astria knew Sena’s worth. He would be welcomed anywhere.

 

‘I need to make sure he doesn’t take a single step away from my side.’

 

As Astria’s possessiveness began to rise, the door opened slightly, and Sena peeked his head in.

 

Why Sena always entered this way was a mystery, but he always surveyed his surroundings before fully entering.

 

Then he walked in with his hands behind his back, hiding something.

 

Astria, resting her chin on her hand, spoke to Sena.

 

“Report. Tell me about the conversation you had and what you thought, in full detail.”

 

“…Uh, I can’t remember everything that well.”

 

Haha. Sena smiled awkwardly. Astria narrowed her eyes again and nodded.

 

“What are you hiding? Hand it over. Everything of value in this world belongs to me.”

 

“Ta-da.”

 

Sena produced the item as if he had been waiting for this moment.

 

It was a flower with bright yellow petals. Small and round, like a little sunflower.

 

“I’m giving this to you.”

 

“What is this?”

 

‘Marigold.’

 

As expected from someone whose only hobby was gardening, Astria recognized it immediately but pretended not to.

 

…In her opinion, it didn’t seem fitting for an empress to know so much about flowers.

 

With a slightly nervous expression, Sena explained.

 

“It’s a marigold. I picked it from Your Majesty’s garden.”

 

“From my garden?”

 

What a useless thing to do.

 

Astria looked indifferent.

 

“…You’re not angry?”

 

“About what?”

 

“Disturbing Your Majesty’s garden.”

 

“Picking up a fallen flower is disturbing?”

 

“Yes yes?”

 

Sena was a little embarrassed.

 

“Um… no? I actually picked a perfectly fine one.”

 

“The cut on the stem doesn’t look like it was torn off forcibly.”

 

Caught in a lie, Sena scratched his cheek. But he hadn’t come unprepared.

 

He had something truly impactful.

 

After taking a deep breath, Sena approached Astria’s throne and offered the flower.

 

“It’s a marigold. The flower’s meaning is happiness. I brought it because I wish for your happiness.”

 

“Happiness, you say.”

 

Astria looked down at the marigold Sena was offering, narrowing her eyes.

 

She took it gently, turning it in her view.

 

Although she didn’t need Sena’s stiffly upright hair, Astria, who liked flowers, knew the flower’s meaning.

 

Grief.

 

The opposite of happiness.

 

“…It seems to look that way too.”

 

But Astria thought that the bright marigold seemed more suited to the meaning of happiness than grief.

 

‘To turn grief into happiness. Such a trivial person.’

 

Astria hated lies.

 

But perhaps this kind of lie wasn’t so bad.
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‘Strange, I’ve done everything I needed to.’

 

Sena’s ambitious plan had gone to waste.

 

‘…Why does she look even happier instead of hating me?’

 

Sena glanced at Astria’s yellow back of the head, swinging her feet right next to him.

 

A while ago, he even used his secret weapon, stealing the strawberries saved for lunch.

 

-‘Is it delicious?’

 

-‘Yes, yes.’

 

-‘Good. The new court chef seems to be quite skilled. Betty, double his salary.’

 

It was just Sweet Astria mode.

 

According to Betty, in the past, a nobleman was executed for this kind of behavior, and since then, all meals with other nobles were entirely abolished.

 

He was truly an enigma.

 

 

 

“Your Majesty, I am Nicholas, a merchant.”

 

Sena blinked and looked at Nicholas, who bowed his head.

 

He was a handsome man, the kind that would make ten out of ten people nod in agreement.

 

“You are permitted to speak, Nicholas.”

 

“Yes. Recently, I returned from a trading journey near the neighboring territory. I encountered four ogres.”

 

“Where exactly?”

 

“Near the ‘Giaanan Mountain Range’.”

 

“That’s quite close.”

 

“Because of those monsters, it’s difficult to engage in trade.”

 

‘After dealing with the monsters in the north, now it’s the monsters in the south causing trouble.’

 

The Giaanan Mountain Range is a huge range to the south of the Empire. It was used as a shortcut to the south in the past, but after Astria built the ‘Gold Road’ after her accession, it was rarely used.

 

Astria squinted her eyes. She looked at Nicholas with disdain.

 

“Merchant. Are you confessing to tax evasion in front of the Empress?”

 

“Well, that’s…”

 

Nicholas laughed awkwardly. The Gold Road is a well-maintained road that couldn’t be found in any other country.

 

What would have taken a month originally was reduced to 10 days, thanks to this groundbreaking road.

 

However, there’s a downside. The toll for merchants is extremely high. So merchants without money would take a detour through the mountains. They prioritized money over safety.

 

“Fine. You people would sell your souls for a single gold coin. However, consider the losses due to the monsters and the value of this information compensated.”

 

“You are merciful, Your Majesty, how could I dare ask for such a thing? I’m just satisfied that you listened to me.”

 

“Get out.”

 

With Astria’s dismissive words, Nicholas left with a smile.

 

After he left, Astria descended from the throne.

 

If the monsters are not dealt with promptly, they will burst out and threaten the people. Astria didn’t want to lose her people to something as trivial as this, not even in wartime.

 

“Summon the Imperial Knights.”

 

‘Besides, it’s a good opportunity to give them some experience.’

 

The importance of real combat goes without saying. To also check the skills of the newly recruited knights, Astria decided to take care of the monsters immediately.

 

“Will you go yourself?”

 

“Yes. It’s been a while since I moved my body. Before my sword rusts.”

 

“Ah, I see.”

 

‘Why is he smiling like that again?’

 

Sena smiles so often. Sometimes he communicates more with his smile than with words.

 

Now Astria roughly understood the meaning of Sena’s smiles. This one clearly showed ‘I don’t want to do it’.

 

That guess became reality. Sena folded his hands neatly and spoke with a gentle face.

 

“Please come back safely, Your Majesty. I’ll be waiting.”

 

“Hooh.”

 

This was indeed interesting. Did he really believe he could escape from her embrace even for a moment? Truly?

 

That was never going to happen. Astria had never let go of what she held in her hand.

 

Sena was hers. Forever—.

 

So, she had a duty to remind this insignificant furball of his place. To whom he belonged. Astria spoke arrogantly.

 

“I’ll give you three seconds. Embrace me.”

 

Blushing, Sena embraced Astria.

 

**

 

To be honest, he didn’t really want to go.

 

Monster hunting. As a member of the swordsmanship club at the Academy, he had done it before. But it was the outdoor activity Sena hated the most.

 

Because it was brutal.

 

Monsters harm humans. They are malevolent creatures incomparable to modern predators. They were born solely to kill humans.

 

Of course, he wasn’t suggesting that ‘Monsters are life too!’ Even Sena didn’t think that far.

 

But, teabagging was a problem. It wasn’t hard to find someone with a grudge against monsters. Even without a personal vendetta, many people hated monsters for killing countless humans.

 

As a result, three out of ten people would do various things to a monster’s corpse. Cut its face, skin it, and enjoy the act itself.

 

Barely keeping them alive to torture them, and so on. Sena had a physiological aversion to such things.

 

‘…Wait. Isn’t this actually an opportunity?’

 

-Her Majesty hates incompetence.

 

Suddenly, Betty’s words came to mind. When talking about incompetence, Betty emphasized it so strongly that she used the word “hates” instead of merely “dislikes”.

 

So, more than anything else, what Astria hates the most is incompetence?

 

‘This is it.’

 

A spark lit up in Sena’s eyes. He would display thorough incompetence. Like those frustrating characters you sometimes see in zombie movies.

 

Sena felt confident. He had a knack for frustrating people.

 

 

 

“What are you thinking about?”

 

Inside the moving carriage, Sena abruptly stopped his thoughts and faced Astria.

 

“Just thinking about what would be good for dinner tonight.”

 

“Pathetic fool.”

 

“Ahaha.”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly and looked out the window. The knights escorting the carriage were the newly selected Imperial Knights. Their posture while riding their horses was filled with vigor.

 

In addition, Sylvia and Chris were also accompanying them as escort knights.

 

‘But why is Her Majesty riding in the carriage?’

 

Sena tilted his head. It was a trivial question. Usually, wouldn’t they ride horses on such occasions?

 

“Your Majesty. Isn’t riding a horse more comfortable than a carriage when going on a hunt like this?”

 

“…I find the carriage more comfortable.”

 

Astria quietly turned her head and spoke softly. That was Astria’s reaction when she felt embarrassed.

 

At that moment, the carriage suddenly came to a halt.

 

The unpleasant ride made Astria’s eyebrows twitch. Sena quickly waved both hands.

 

“Even coachmen make mistakes sometimes…!”

 

“Humans lose their lives over a single mistake. The coachman surely has no regrets.”

 

“T-The coachman probably has a lot of attachment to life.”

 

As Sena hurriedly tried to placate Astria, the carriage door opened, and Chris appeared with a troubled expression.

 

“Your Majesty, you need to step outside for a moment.”

 

“Alright.”

 

Sena got out first, followed by Astria, who hopped down lightly. Seeing the scene before him, Sena’s mouth dropped open. A boulder the size of a house was blocking the road.

 

“That’s one huge rock.”

 

“It’s a boulder, Senior.”

 

Sylvia, who had followed and jumped off her horse, drew her sword. She raised it high into the sky, gathering a significant amount of aura into it.

 

…Was she planning to smash it? Such a huge rock?

 

“Sylvia, look below.”

 

Sylvia glanced downward. A village was visible.

 

“I almost got in trouble.”

 

Sylvia hastily sheathed her sword and, feeling embarrassed for acting rashly, hid behind Sena.

 

Chris chuckled and approached the boulder. He lifted his foot and kicked it hard near the edge.

 

Bang!

 

The rock shattered, creating a space large enough. Chris looked at Astria and spoke.

 

“Your Majesty, there’s now enough room for the horses to pass, but the carriage won’t fit.”

 

Sena looked around. Fortunately, there were plenty of spare horses.

 

“Thank goodness. We can ride the horses then.”

 

But Astria’s reaction was strange.

 

She kept her lips tightly shut and stood still like a stone.

 

“Your Majesty?”

 

Puzzled, Sena approached her, but Astria turned her head slightly.

 

Sena moved closer to get into Astria’s line of sight.

 

But Astria kept avoiding his gaze. This was the first time something like this had happened, making Sena’s hair stand on end.

 

“…I will ride the Dragonot.”

 

“Your Majesty, if you do that, people might think a war has broken out.”

 

“Be quiet.”

 

“Dragonot?”

 

Chris explained with a smile.

 

“It’s Her Majesty’s mount. A creature passed down in the Empire, only Her Majesty can ride it. It’s called the Dragon of Terror on the battlefield.”

 

‘So, there’s such a thing.’

 

As expected of the Empress of the Empire, she possesses many fascinating things.

 

But Sena didn’t understand. Why was she insisting on the Dragonot when there were horses right in front of her?

 

“Well, His Majesty does not know how to…”

 

“Chris.”

 

Astria glared at Chris as if she would kill him.

 

“Do not cross the line.”

 

“Yes, I apologize, Your Majesty.”

 

“??”

 

Sena put his hand to his lips and pondered.

 

No way.

 

Could it be…?

 

‘This is strange.’

 

Ahaha. Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

As the Empress of the Empire, could it really be possible that she doesn’t know how to ride a horse?

 

This is the medieval era. Horses are the only means of transportation, and without them, life becomes extremely difficult…

 

“Your Majesty, forgive me for asking, but do you not know how to ride a horse?”

 

Unable to contain his curiosity, Sena asked.

 

Astria’s pupils visibly trembled.

 

Seeing her reaction, Sena was convinced. With a glint in his eyes, he thought, Really?

 

“Your Majesty, Your Majesty.”

 

“Do you really not know how to ride a horse?”

 

“Come on, that can’t be right. After all, you are the Empress.”

 

“Yes?”

 

Sena openly teased Astria.

 

Astria’s face turned red with embarrassment.

 

Sena’s eyes sparkled.

 

‘Wow, it’s cute.’

 

She had never looked so adorably flustered. Sena covered his mouth and chuckled, then brought over a horse and mounted it lightly. Extending his hand to Astria, he said with a bright smile.

 

“It’s okay if you don’t know how to ride. I can ride, after all.”

 

**

 

How insolent.

 

Astria thought as she watched the silver-haired person swaying in front of her.

 

Truly insolent.

 

“I don’t particularly not know how to ride a horse. It’s just that there’s no need. Why should I ride a horse when I can fly?”

 

“Yes, yes.”

 

A frown appeared on Astria’s forehead. She sighed. Sena glanced back slightly.

 

“More importantly, Your Majesty, you shouldn’t talk while riding. And you should hold onto my waist, or you might fall.”

 

“And yet you are talking.”

 

“We’re walking right now, so it’s fine for someone as good at riding as me.”

 

But Astria did not grab Sena’s waist.

 

‘That’s the last bit of pride.’

 

In fact, it was the first time she had ridden behind someone else. The old Astria would never have allowed such a thing.

 

But, wouldn’t it be okay if it was Sena? … That thought just occurred to her out of nowhere.

 

A cool breeze blew, causing Astria’s blonde hair to brush against her cheek. As she pushed it aside, she glanced at Sena’s back.

 

It should have been the same small frame as usual. But for some reason, it seemed larger. By about 1 cm. Maybe it was because of the hair at the top of his head swaying in the wind.

 

Astria placed her hand on her chest.

 

‘What is this?’

 

Her heart beat a little faster. More than usual. Did she get sick again? She would have to ask later.

 

 

 

Sylvia caught up with Sena’s pace and rode beside them.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Gulping, Sylvia swallowed nervously. But she had to say it. No, she wanted to say it. She couldn’t stand the envy anymore.

 

“…Isn’t it uncomfortable? Senior isn’t that good at riding.”

 

“What are you trying to say?”

 

“Don’t talk while riding… Ouch.”

 

Astria looked at Sylvia with disdain after watching her bite her tongue, and then turned back to her.

 

Sylvia took a deep breath and spoke.

 

“I will carry Your Majesty.”

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth.

 

“Miss Sylvia.”

 

Then, as if to show off, she hugged Sena and rested her face on his back.

 

“Don’t even think about it.”

 

Access 10 Chapters Ahead of the Release on Our Patreon <3
Be Notified of Releases on Our DiscordCh. 70 Sena's Operation (3)
Trolling

 

Even in modern times, this term refers to deliberately engaging in negative behavior during team play to annoy others and then enjoying their reactions.

 

In this world, it is used similarly, originating from the actual monster known as a troll.

 

Among magical creatures, trolls possess relatively high intelligence and take pleasure in intentionally frustrating people.

 

Sena was determined to engage in this trolling.

 

“These are troll footprints.”

 

When they reached about halfway up the mountain, Chris dismounted after spotting the traces. Sena also halted his horse nearby.

 

“Indeed. The footprints are huge.”

 

Sena crouched down in front of them, marveling. The prints were obviously larger than his head.

 

Moreover, to encounter actual trolls while intending to troll—it must be divine intervention.

 

“There are several.”

 

“Judging by the number, there seem to be at least five.”

 

“Do trolls usually move in groups?”

 

“Not to my knowledge.”

 

Astria closed her eyes for a moment. When she reopened them, still looking drowsy, she pointed to the right.

 

“That way.”

 

“Everyone, tie up the horses and move out!”

 

From behind, Garumel quickly issued the order.

 

‘Is he the leader?’

 

Judging by how everyone responded to Garumel’s command, it seemed so. He was rising through the ranks swiftly.

 

Somehow, it suited him. It was hard to imagine Garumel not leading everyone.

 

Sena followed closely behind Astria. Chris spoke to him from the side.

 

“Doesn’t this remind you of the old days?”

 

“Hm?”

 

“The first day we went out for field training. We were leading the group, chasing trolls just like now.”

 

Sylvia perked up her ears. She didn’t know much about what happened when Sena was in his first year. Astria pretended not to listen but was clearly paying attention.

 

“Do you remember?”

 

“Of course, I remember.”

 

Sena looked at Chris with a half-smile.

 

“You got caught kissing a female student in a corner back then.”

 

“We were young then.”

 

“…It was only four years ago.”

 

“Haha, anyway. It reminds me of those days. We couldn’t find the monsters, night fell, and everyone was exhausted. Then someone got hit by a poisoned arrow thrown by a troll. It was an ambush by the troll, waiting until we were worn out.”

 

**

 

“We have to leave her behind.”

 

While Sena was assessing the situation, Chloe spoke up on behalf of the group. She waved her hand in the air, igniting a fire that illuminated everyone’s faces.

 

“Without magic, we can barely see ahead. In this situation, we can’t handle trolls with an injured person.”

 

“There’s another problem. Soon, the scent of blood will attract other monsters.”

 

That was certainly true.

 

Trolls and other monster — it was difficult to deal with both even in perfect condition.

 

However, the thought of abandoning a friend was hard to accept. Chloe frowned and spoke sternly.

 

“There’s no choice. Rina is going to die anyway. That poison is lethal.”

 

“Did you have to say it like that?!”

 

Someone shouted at Chloe. She snapped back.

 

“If you let emotions dictate your actions and decisions, we’ll all die. You idiot.”

 

The seriousness of the situation began to sink in for everyone.

 

Sena, who had been watching Rina, stood up. He was smiling even in this dire situation.

 

With his hands behind his back, standing in a spot well-lit by the moonlight, he addressed everyone.

 

“Let’s split up here.”

 

“Then, what about you…?”

 

“I’ll support Rina and take her with me.”

 

The students murmured. Sena, with a confident face, whispered.

 

“Don’t worry. Did you forget? I’m the top student. I’m the strongest among you.”

 

The top student in the first year. However, he had no mana. A half-strong champion.

 

Escaping the forest with an injured person in this deep darkness? And in a situation where trolls are prowling?

 

“Still pretending to be a saint in this situation? Don’t be ridiculous. Just leave her. It’s better than all of us dying.”

 

Chloe’s words were true. Sena’s suggestion was akin to inviting everyone to their deaths.

 

Yet, Sena had an oddly compelling presence. It was strong now, but even stronger back then.

 

“Then I’ll go with you.”

 

The first to be drawn in was Chris.

 

“Me too.”

 

“We’ll manage somehow.”

 

“How can a knight candidate abandon their comrades?”

 

One by one, the hesitant students stood by Sena’s side.

 

No one remained by Chloe’s side. She bit her lip and turned away.

 

“Do as you please. I’ve said my piece.”

 

Chloe tried to distance herself. No one paid attention to her.

 

Except for one person — Sena.

 

“Let’s go together.”

 

“It’s better to be in a group than alone.”

 

**

 

“And thus, he became a light that shone for everyone. We completed our field training without a single casualty.”

 

“Should I say it was boring? It’s always the same Senior. A fluffy furball that turns rational decisions into foolish ones.”

 

“So how did you catch the troll? A troll isn’t something that would be defeated by mere Academy students. Sir Chris, was it your doing?”

 

Astria, pretending not to listen but paying close attention, crossed her arms and asked.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled.

 

“Trolls target the weakest-looking person first. So I became the bait. Everyone worked together to barely capture it.”

 

Chris chuckled, recalling the time. The troll they encountered wasn’t just an ordinary one—it was a Troll Gladiator, an awakened species with mana.

 

Even Chris, aspiring to be a Master, had to prepare for mutual destruction against such a formidable foe.

 

It was an undeniably overwhelming monster. Sena scratched his head and reluctantly spoke up.

 

-Please keep everything you see here a secret.

 

Shk—!

 

The way the troll was sliced into pieces was the first and last time Chris had seen such a thing.

 

‘I’d like to see it again.’

 

Chris was deeply moved back then. The sight of the severed troll left him in awe.

 

It was the most beautiful slash imaginable, closer to art than swordsmanship.

 

 

 

 

‘That’s it! Thanks for the hint, Chris.’

 

Sena wore a cat-like grin, inspired by Chris’s words. Back then, Sena had kept his mouth shut, avoiding harsh words, but—

 

Even Sena had to admit the actions of a classmate seemed cancer-inducing.

 

‘Let’s do it.’

 

Sena’s eyes sparkled as he approached Astria. He cleared his throat to draw attention.

 

“It’s so dark and eerie here in the forest, don’t you think?”

 

Astria gave him a sidelong glance.

 

“An insignificant furball.”

 

“…I’m not a furball. No, that’s not the point.”

 

Sena was a little nervous, but since he was terminally ill, there was no backing away.

 

He said as he held Astria’s arms, his eyes shining brightly.

 

“If a troll appears, will you protect me, Your Majesty?”

 

“Let go of my arms. It makes it difficult to draw my sword.”

 

‘…Is she a psychopath?’

 

Of course, this reaction was somewhat expected, but Sena was still a bit disappointed.

 

 

“Your Majesty. There is a group of trolls ahead.”

 

At the front, Chris raised his fist and spoke quietly. Sena looked through the foliage at the trolls.

 

There were indeed about six trolls sitting around a campfire. The scene was strange. Trolls were known to be solitary creatures, yet here they were, gathered together.

 

“Unpleasant.”

 

“What are your orders? In my judgment, they might be a bit too much for novice knights to handle.”

 

“Sir Garumel.”

 

Astria glared at Garumel with disdain.

 

“What do you think?”

 

Garumel was already drawing his sword.

 

“Leave it to me. I’ll show you that I’m more than capable.”

 

Astria’s lips curled into a smile. It was a satisfactory answer.

 

“Insignificant one. Let’s see you put on a little show.”

 

‘This is it!’

 

Sena felt it was the perfect timing and clung to Astria.

 

“Your Majesty, I’m scared…!”

 

Astria was genuinely curious about what absurd idea Sena had come up with this time.

 

As she stared at him, Sena spoke with his eyes tightly shut.

 

“I think it’s best to go back. If we fight such terrifying trolls, we’ll surely get hurt.”

 

‘He must be up to some strange plan again.’

 

Astria was certain. Scared? A person who could deliver a Master-level slash without any preparation?

 

Moreover, worrying about getting hurt didn’t make sense. Sena never worried about people getting hurt. He could just heal them.

 

But saying something so nonsensical meant…

 

‘Could he be trying to run away again?’

 

Astria’s expression turned cold.

 

She had tolerated a lot. But if Sena disregarded this kindness and tried to escape again, Astria had no choice.

 

She would literally put a leash on him and drag him around.

 

“Don’t make me angry. This is your last warning.”

 

Sena inwardly smiled victoriously.

 

‘Right? This is infuriating, Your Majesty, isn’t it?’

 

This was Sena’s idea of the ultimate trolling.

 

Whining in the face of a monster. Not even Justitia could stand this without grabbing her head.

 

 

 

 

Meanwhile, Sylvia swallowed as she watched Sena acting cute.

 

‘He’s adorable… I wish I were the one he was clinging to.’

 

Sylvia felt depressed.

 

On the other hand, Chris was dissatisfied.

 

‘Those trolls wouldn’t even make a meal for my friend.’

 

Why was Sena hiding his abilities?

 

Chris couldn’t understand this one thing.

 

That divine slash should be shown to everyone and praised.

 

Especially if Astria saw it, she would surely be delighted. Astria loved competence. She particularly cherished those skilled with the sword.

 

Sena deserved more appreciation.

 

 

 

“Sena.”

 

Chris grabbed Sena by the nape and lifted him up.

 

“Huh?”

 

Sena looked blankly at Chris.

 

No, Chris? I trust you.

 

I’m trying so hard.

 

You’d be a real jerk if you did this.

 

“Go and tear them apart.”

 

Chris put all his strength into his right arm and threw Sena into the troll group.
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“Grr?”

 

The troll, breathing heavily, stared at the furball that had suddenly fallen. Sena awkwardly smiled.

 

“That’s too much…!”

 

However, there was no trace of fear in his voice. The troll realized it was a human and raised its large sword high into the sky.

 

“How could you throw Senior Sena, no matter what?”

 

Sylvia drew her sword and was about to rush in.

 

Thud-.

 

An arm was cut off and fell. The troll looked bewildered by the situation.

 

“Where do you get off just throwing people like that?!”

 

Sena wanted to say something harsher, but nothing came to mind when he tried to curse. So, he just mouthed silently.

 

Chris looked at Astria with a pleased expression.

 

“What do you think?”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia had already sheathed her sword.

 

Astria stared intently at Sena, as if intrigued.

 

How could such strength come from that small frame?

 

“Are you listening?!”

 

The trolls that had threatened Sena were already dead.

 

They were in pieces. Only then did Astria understand who had killed the troll Chris had mentioned in his story.

 

“At the very least, he’s confirmed to be lower Master level.”

 

**

 

“Since we’re here, let’s clear out the monsters in this area. If we do a thorough job today, things should be quiet for a while.”

 

At Astria’s command, they walked back into the forest. The plan was to continue the subjugation, as it was also a chance for the novice knights to gain practical experience.

 

Sena kept sweating and frequently looked back. Astria walked beside him, draping an arm over his shoulder and half-hugging him as they walked.

 

It felt as if he was being restrained to ensure he couldn’t escape. Sena made a small, tentative assertion.

 

“Your Majesty… it’s hot.”

 

“It’s winter.”

 

“You’re very warm, maybe a fever.”

 

“Am I? I suppose it can’t be helped. Something that was always precious has become even more precious.”

 

‘That’s not me, right…?’

 

Sena tried to deny reality, but as Astria’s body drew closer, he realized her attachment had grown even stronger.

 

It’s all over. He’ll never escape Astria. When they return, she might really put a leash on him.

 

“Give up, physician.”

 

“…Pardon?”

 

Astria spoke as if she could read Sena’s mind.

 

“You cannot escape from me.”

 

‘This is infuriating.’

 

Sena was also a man with pride.

 

Hearing such things repeatedly would inevitably grate on him.

 

‘Don’t give up, Sena.’

 

Sena steeled his resolve again. He couldn’t give up here. It wasn’t over until it was truly over.

 

 

 

“Wow, what pretty flowers.”

 

Sena ran to a spot near a tree where the grass was thick.

 

“Sena, shouldn’t we finish up and head back?”

 

Chris sighed and tried to reason with Sena, who was fiddling with the plants.

 

‘This is all because of you.’

 

Earlier, it had been a perfect opportunity. If it weren’t for Chris, he could have fallen out of Astria’s favor.

 

Sena looked around with a face full of dissatisfaction. He planned to dawdle here and be a nuisance.

 

Still, if he was going to pick something, he might as well pick some herbs, right?

 

‘Huh? This is Yarrow?’

 

It’s called Rowe here. It’s an herb often used to stop bleeding. There was an enormous amount of it.

 

Although it was a common herb, seeing so much in one place was unusual. Sena, somewhat excited, gathered a lot of rowe and put it in his robe.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

Astria asked coldly.

 

“Picking flowers.”

 

“Why?”

 

“Aren’t they pretty? It would be a shame to pass them by.”

 

Sena tried his best to look thoughtless.

 

“Yes. They are pretty.”

 

‘…Why are you agreeing?’

 

Rowe had white petals. Sena picked some and tucked them into the hood of his robe.

 

“For the record, Your Majesty, this is a completely meaningless and unnecessary action.”

 

“So?”

 

Astria looked at him as if asking what he was trying to say.

 

At this point, it was the perfect moment for her to get angry, but she didn’t, which left him bewildered. However, he quickly regained his composure.

 

“I am wasting your precious time right now.”

 

‘This will surely make her angry, right?’

 

Sena wore a triumphant smile. A physician picking flowers on a subjugation mission?

 

How useless can someone be!

 

Isn’t this a capital offense? It was practically a criminal level of being a nuisance.

 

“Do as you please, you insignificant furball.”

 

Astria sighed and turned her back. She spoke to Chris. Let’s take a short break.

 

“Th-Then I’ll really do as I please.”

 

“I said, do it.”

 

Sena wore a puzzled expression.

 

Why is she being so lenient?

 

For now, let’s finish what I started.

 

Sena crouched down and continued gathering rowe.

 

In the end, this battle was Astria’s loss. She felt her patience reaching its limit.

 

“Stop gathering and let’s go.”

 

“Just a little more.”

 

‘Yes. Just a little more…!’

 

She looked like she was at the end of her patience.

 

If he kept this up, wouldn’t he be able to see Astria get angry?

 

Her patience was notoriously short.

 

“We need to get back quickly to make a baby.”

 

“Don’t say weird things.”

 

“Otherwise, I’ll do it here.”

 

Sena was momentarily flustered but then smiled slyly.

 

“Will you hold my hand again?”

 

“Hand?”

 

However, Chris, who had been listening quietly, tilted his head in confusion, causing Sena’s hair to stand on end.

 

“You don’t know?”

 

“What do you mean?”

 

“Oh, it’s surprising. You mingled with women without even knowing that?”

 

“?”

 

Sweat dripped down Sena’s face.

 

‘Oh no! If Astria finds out the ‘real way to make a baby’, I’m going to…!’

 

He quickly stood up, clutching the herbs to his chest.

 

“A-Ahahaha. Sorry. Let’s go quickly.”

 

Astria looked at the flustered Sena suspiciously, but decided to move on. She was eager to return, as she had mentioned earlier.

 

**

 

They soon encountered monsters.

 

Watching the knights fight diligently, Astria uttered only one word.

 

“Pathetic.”

 

‘Starting a war right now would be impossible.’

 

There had never been such a disorganized group.

 

They got in each other’s way, tripping over their own feet, or they were too eager to catch one more monster, ending up fighting among themselves.

 

A total mess.

 

Astria sighed.

 

Still, since they had been chosen for the test, their individual skills were outstanding. It didn’t take long to clear out the monsters.

 

A brief lull.

 

The knights removed their helmets and sat down, wiping the sweat that had poured off them.

 

Astria’s gaze was fixed on a single spot.

 

“That is…”

 

Sylvia furrowed her brow and started to step forward. But she stopped immediately, feeling the murderous intent emanating from Astria.

 

“I ordered the Imperial Knights, not the Teutonic Knights.”

 

“I-I’m sorry.”

 

Sena flinched at Astria’s rare display of anger. Why is she like this? Are their skills really that poor?

 

“Graaaar!”

 

Just then, an ogre sprang from the pile of what had seemed to be corpses. The ogre swung its solid fist.

 

Boom!

 

A knight standing right in front took the blow directly and was slammed into a tree. The shocked knights quickly finished off the ogre, but the knight who had taken the blow, known for the ogre’s tremendous strength, was now hovering between life and death.

 

“Move aside!”

 

Sena instinctively sprang forward. He laid the knight down in a comfortable position and checked his condition.

 

“Are you okay? Can you hear me?”

 

The knight’s condition was dire.

 

‘Unconscious. Carotid artery rupture. Breathing, but weak. Organs? …Good, protected by mana. But.’

 

It seemed the knight had instinctively used his sword to shield himself when the ogre struck. However, that had been the worst decision.

 

Fragments of the shattered sword were embedded in his body. One piece, in particular, had grazed his carotid artery.

 

Sena immediately felt for a pulse and channeled divine power into the area near the carotid artery. It healed quickly, but the bleeding had been severe.

 

‘If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve brought my suitcase…!’

 

At that moment, he remembered the rowe he had gathered earlier. Sena reached behind him, grabbed a handful of rowe, plucked the petals, and crushed them in his hands to apply.

 

Sena half-removed his robe, tore his white undershirt with his ability, and used it as a makeshift bandage, wrapping it tightly around the most critical area on the wrist.

 

Using his teeth to secure the bandage tightly, he then dispersed divine power over the entire body.

 

The knight’s condition stabilized. His breathing was steady.

 

‘Phew, safe.’

 

He sighed in relief, realizing how close it had been. As he stood up, Sena remembered something he had forgotten.

 

‘R-Right…! I’m supposed to appear incompetent! What have I done!’

 

But, but he couldn’t just leave a patient unattended. This was an irresistible force. Hopefully, they would accept it as something natural…

 

Sena tensed slightly and raised his head. At that moment, Astria was approaching his.

 

He smiled weakly.

 

 

“You gathered herbs for this? Then you should have said so.”

 

It seemed Sena had a knack for lying about unnecessary things.

 

“There have been countless times when a knight was lost needlessly.”

 

Sometimes people said the Empress’s heart was made of iron.

 

Well, Astria didn’t particularly deny that.

 

She wished for it, and it was the ideal image of an empress for her.

 

This time was no different. She had stopped Sylvia, who had noticed and tried to act.

 

Humans have their own duties. Astria valued that. Ending the monster’s life should have been the job of the Imperial Knights.

 

But she didn’t wish for their deaths. She hoped they would realize and survive on their own.

 

She was tired of being alone on the battlefield.

 

Astria didn’t wish for the knights to die.

 

Even if it was glorious for them.

 

She wanted them to live as long as possible. That was Astria’s honest feeling.

 

“Perhaps, this was one of those times. But today, we didn’t lose a knight. Thanks to a certain capable physician.”

 

Astria patted Sena’s head.

 

“Well done, Sena.”

 

‘I’m supposed to be disliked.’

 

It should have been a sad moment. In the end, Sena didn’t achieve what he wanted from this subjugation.

 

Sena’s operation had failed.

 

But he didn’t feel bad. Astria’s touch was warm as she patted him.
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The sound of monsters attracted by the scent of blood could be heard approaching.

 

Astria made a swift decision.

 

“Sylvia, Chris.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Both knights knelt simultaneously.

 

“Today’s walk ends here. Exterminate the surrounding monsters as quickly as possible.”

 

With the Holy Sword in hand, Astria made a light slash. Her golden sword aura split the front.

 

Simultaneously, Chris and Sylvia split up and charged into the group of monsters.

 

 

 

 

“How can you be so distracted in the middle of a fight?”

 

Sylvia hung her head in embarrassment. For a knight of Sylvia’s caliber, hunting monsters in this area was merely a mundane task, a tiresome routine.

 

‘How can I not be concerned about Senior?’

 

However, she had been too distracted by thoughts of Sena, allowing a monster’s attack to slip through. It was just a minor scratch, but there was some bleeding.

 

Sena puffed out his cheeks slightly. He was very upset that his knight had been injured.

 

“You careless fool. You’ve always been like this.”

 

Sena sat demurely, treating the wound.

 

Her grumbling brought back nostalgic memories.

 

Sylvia, being a bit of a genius, often got overconfident and occasionally ended up with unexpected injuries.

 

Every time that happened, Sylvia would hover around Sena. And without fail, Sena would immediately come to heal her.

 

Sylvia liked that. Because during those times, Sena devoted his time solely to her.

 

‘If I marry Senior Sena, will he do this for me every day?’

 

He would greet her every morning.

 

Welcome her home after work.

 

She would hear his worried voice.

 

She could cook; she needed nothing else. Just having a place to return to was enough for Sylvia.

 

…But she knew that was impossible.

 

“Physician.”

 

Sylvia looked up at the cold voice.

 

‘Please forgive me this much, Your Majesty. You already have everything.’

 

Sylvia’s eyes grew sad.

 

She did not want to lose this time.

 

“I am also injured.”

 

But she knew it was not meant to be.

 

The place where Sena belonged was next to Astria, not her.

 

She knew she had to let him go. It was inevitable.

 

“I’m treating Sylvia right now. Go away.”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia’s eyes widened, and she smiled slightly.

 

“It’s done.”

 

She hoped this time would never end.

 

“…Already?”

 

Sylvia looked at him with regret, but Sena had already stood up.

 

“Yes. It doesn’t look like it will worsen. Be careful not to get hurt next time or I’ll scold you.”

 

Sena walked away.

 

Sylvia held up the bandage that shone in the sunlight.

 

Sylvia decided she needed to get hurt more often.

 

**

 

‘This is troublesome.’

 

Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

‘Will I ever return to my hometown?’

 

Inside the rattling carriage.

Sena pondered over his uncertain future.

 

His plan to be disliked hadn’t worked at all.

Instead, he had new concerns.

Whether he would be devoured immediately.

 

“Why are you like that?”

 

Sena was wrapped tightly in his robe. He had torn up his clothes too much to use them as bandages.

 

“Ah, ahaha. I’m cold…?”

 

“Really? I thought you were reflecting on your audacious behavior from earlier.”

 

Sena broke out in a cold sweat and moved further into the corner. But there was not much space to escape within the limited confines of the carriage.

 

“What else could I do? My knight was injured.”

 

“I was also injured.”

 

Astria proudly extended her arm.

 

It was spotless, like someone who had never seen sunlight.

 

“…Where?”

 

There wasn’t a single scratch, let alone a wound.

 

What could our little empress possibly be displeased about?

 

‘Could she be jealous?’

 

“Prick.”

 

Astria lowered her arm, her eyebrows twitching with considerable irritation.

 

“When I say I am injured, I am.”

 

“Saying it doesn’t make it true.”

 

“Insignificant furball.”

 

‘She always says that when she has nothing else to say.’

 

Sena hung his head.

 

“I’m not a furball.”

 

A brief silence.

 

Astria continued to stare at Sena, who deliberately avoided eye contact.

 

A strange tension filled the cramped carriage. Astria was displeased that Sena wouldn’t meet her eyes and had deliberately sat far away from her.

 

“Come here.”

 

“N-No.”

 

“Then I will come to you. Today, you will answer for your impudence.”

 

As Astria stood, Sena swallowed hard.

 

‘Don’t be afraid. After all, the only thing this precious empress knows how to do is hold hands.’

 

Wasn’t she just a naive tyrant?

Sena resolved not to be intimidated.

 

“What are you going to do?”

 

“This.”

 

Astria sat on Sena’s lap and straightened her back.

 

Too close. The proximity and awkward position made Sena’s head spin. This was unexpected.

 

“This is inappropriate.”

 

Astria gave a peculiar smile, slowly wrapping her hands around Sena’s neck.

 

“You are gravely mistaken.”

 

Her whisper sent shivers down his spine. Her eyes gleamed with intense desire.

 

“You belong to me. I will allow no one else to touch you.”

 

Something soft entered Sena’s mouth. It was gentle yet overpowering. His face turned crimson, and he twisted away as he realized what was happening.

 

Astria tightened her grip with her legs, making it clear she would not allow escape. She grabbed both his wrists and forced him into submission.

 

It was a domineering, unavoidable kiss. There was no tenderness, only a taker and the taken.

 

It was a stark reminder that Astria was, indeed, a tyrant.

 

 

 

“Your Majesty, we have arrived.”

 

Only then did Astria stop the prolonged kiss. A thin string of saliva stretched between them. Sena wiped his mouth with his robe sleeve.

 

Astria smiled with satisfaction at Sena’s dazed expression.

 

She wanted to ruin him.

To make him see no one but her. Completely hers.

Today, it seemed she had made some progress.

 

“Smile at another woman one more time, and I will do even more.”

 

Even after Astria left the carriage, Sena couldn’t move for a while. His legs had no strength.

 

He adjusted his disheveled clothes. Thankfully, kissing was the extent of Astria’s ability, or else he might have suffered even more.

 

Sena placed a hand on his pounding heart. He repeated “Calm down, calm down.”, but the beating didn’t slow.

 

‘I can’t take this anymore.’

 

At this rate, he would be conquered by Astria.

 

He would be completely subdued, and his desire to return to his hometown would be snatched away.

 

That couldn’t happen. But resisting was becoming difficult.

 

**

 

“Welcome back.”

 

Astria walked barefoot through the palace.

 

She had never worn shoes since she was young.

 

Although her magic created a thin barrier around her body, preventing dirt from sticking, she still felt the need to bathe after being outside.

 

Upon returning, Astria went straight to the bath.

 

With a plop, she sank into the large tub, her face softening as she closed her eyes and thought about her tasks for the day.

 

‘Today, I must make a baby.’

 

This was the foremost thought in her mind.

 

Throughout the campaign, it was the only thing she thought about. She longed to have a child who resembled Sena.

 

Astria was the type to achieve whatever she set her mind to. And there was nothing she wanted more than this.

 

 

“You stayed in longer than usual today.”

 

“I had things to think about.”

 

Betty, who had been waiting with a towel, sat Astria on a chair and diligently dried her long blonde hair.

 

‘Perhaps I should ask someone else.’

 

Astria decided to act on the solution that had come to her in the bath.

 

“Betty.”

 

Astria looked at Betty’s reflection in the mirror as she spoke.

 

“I am having difficulty getting pregnant. What should I do?”

 

Betty smiled gently.

 

“There’s no need to be too impatient.”

 

“Is that so? Am I being impatient?”

 

“Today is your cycle day, so there should be good news.”

 

Astria stroked her chin thoughtfully.

 

“I’m worried that the method might be wrong.”

 

“The method…?”

 

“Whether it’s better to interlace our fingers or just hold hands.”

 

“…Pardon?”

 

Betty was so taken aback that she made the rare mistake of questioning the Empress’s words.

 

“Why are you so surprised?”

 

Astria asked, genuinely puzzled.

 

“Your Majesty…”

 

‘Of course. Her Majesty became the Empress at such a young age that she never had time for such education.’

 

Betty felt a pang of sympathy, nearly to the point of tears.

 

“May I borrow your ear for a moment?”

 

“You may.”

 

Betty leaned in.

 

Whisper Whisper.

 

Astria’s mouth opened and closed as she listened to her belated s*x education.

 

By the end of it, her ears were bright red.

 

“Do you understand now?”

 

“You mean… that… has to go inside my body? There is no place for it.”

 

“No matter how large, it will fit. …You may feel some pain, though, since Her Majesty is on the smaller side.”

 

“It sounds very painful.”

 

Astria, uncharacteristically flustered, stared intently at her navel.

 

Is something really supposed to go in there? Do they have to cut her open to insert it?

 

“…That’s not the place, Your Majesty.”

 

“What? Then where is it?”

 

“Ahem.”

 

Blushing slightly, Betty pointed directly at Astria’s body.

 

“Here.”

 

Astria’s face contorted with disbelief.

 

“Do you wish to die?”

 

“…I wish to live.”

 

“Hmph, you dare deceive me? That is a place where things come out, not where things go in.”

 

“…Things can go in there as well.”

 

“I don’t believe it.”

 

Seeing Astria’s stubborn expression, Betty sighed softly.

 

But she knew what to do in this situation. Astria needed to come to her own conclusion.

 

After drying her hair, Astria walked away with a look of irritation. She was annoyed at having wasted time on such a trivial conversation.

 

But then Betty suddenly stopped and bowed her head.

 

“Please wait here for a moment.”

 

“I must see the furball.”

 

Astria was busy. She had to quickly hold hands with Sena to conceive a child.

 

“I beg you.”

 

Despite her words, Astria still pretended to listen to Betty.

 

She gave a small nod, and Betty quickly walked towards the nearby library.

 

 

Not long after, Betty returned with a book in her arms.

 

“Your Majesty, please read this.”

 

“What is this?”

 

[The Duke’s Affairs]

 

“It’s a novel currently popular among the noble ladies in the capital.”

 

“…You want me to read such trivial nonsense?”

 

“It contains answers to Your Majesty’s questions. It’s a new cultural artifact.”

 

Astria was incredulous.

 

Read a novel that only noble ladies read? The Empress of the Empire?

 

“…It also describes various techniques, to the point that there’s talk of making it an official manual. Don’t you want to make Sena happier?”

 

“…I suppose I’ll read it.”

 

Astria was surprisingly open-minded.

 

Having heard it described as a new cultural artifact, she felt it was worth a look before making a judgment.
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The expansive imperial bathhouse.

 

In a bath that could almost be called a swimming pool, Sena submerged his head halfway.

 

Bubbles rose to the surface.

 

‘How long were we kissing earlier? An hour?’

 

It was the first time he had kissed for such a long duration.

 

…And his first kiss was also with Astria.

 

‘It’s strange. She thinks that holding hands and sleeping together is enough to make a baby, but she’s such a good kisser.’

 

Who in the world taught Astria about s*x? Was there really no one to tell her?

 

More than anything.

 

‘We’re not even in a relationship yet, so we shouldn’t be kissing like this.’

 

A kiss was a gesture of affection between people who liked each other. Sena and Astria were nothing to each other yet.

 

But they kissed all the time, slept in each other’s arms at night. Honestly, weren’t they doing everything together except ‘that’?

 

The sequence was a bit… no, very out of order.

 

The Confucian culture ingrained in his soul screamed, ‘This is not okay!’

 

“Puh.”

 

Sena got out of the bath and shook his head.

 

This was definitely not okay.

 

He decided to go back and talk properly.

 

Kissing was something for people who were in a relationship.

 

Sena finished his bath and hid himself in front of the passage. He sneakily peeked his head out.

 

“Sena-nim!”

 

Of course, Serilda was there. Today, Luna was with her.

 

Sena spoke as he always did.

 

“Can you just leave the clothes and go?”

 

“Why do you never grant us the honor of drying your body? You even bathe alone. I’m honestly a bit hurt.”

 

“…”

 

In medieval times, nobles would have maids attend to them even during baths. It was common sense here, but to Sena, it was anything but.

 

“Sorry, it’s not that I don’t trust you… I’m just used to it.”

 

“…Understood. We’ll wait outside.”

 

A sullen voice. Only after the sound of their footsteps faded did Sena carefully examine the interior.

 

Seeing that no one was there, Sena went in and looked at the clothes Serilda had left.

 

It was a cute pink pajama set.

 

Realizing it was Serilda’s subtle revenge, Sena’s lips twitched.

 

But since there was nothing else to wear, he couldn’t help but put it on.

 

 

 

 

“Your Majesty?”

 

Sena carefully opened the door and entered.

 

“…”

 

Astria, who always welcomed him, was lying on the bed reading something.

 

It was the first time she’d brought work to the bedroom. She must be quite busy lately.

 

‘Well, the monsters we saw in the recent subjugation were unusual.’

 

Sena, dressed in pajamas, gently lay down beside her.

 

Rustle.

 

Astria turned a page. Sena watched her closely. She was so focused that her tightly closed lips somehow looked cute.

 

What is she reading? Sena’s gaze turned to the book Astria was reading.

 

‘The Duke’s Affairs?’

 

A report on the affairs of the duke’s household?

 

Sena leaned closer to read along with Astria.

 

-Lady Rosaria’s mouth was filled with the Duke’s white…

 

Wait.

 

Did he read that wrong?

 

Sena smiled awkwardly and scratched his head.

 

‘It’s an erotic novel!’

 

Who gave such a thing to a child!

 

Of all people, Astria should never be reading something like this.

 

“Y-Your Majesty, you shouldn’t be reading this.”

 

When Sena hurriedly covered the contents of the book with his hand, Astria blinked in surprise.

 

“When did you get here?”

 

“A while ago…”

 

“Sometimes I miss your presence due to your lack of magic power.”

 

Astria sat up. Sena also got up, hiding the book behind him.

 

But while he hid the book, he didn’t maintain a safe distance. They were so close that he could feel her breath. Astria came so close she almost kissed him. Sena closed his eyes.

 

‘Give what you must.’

 

This was Sena’s judgment. Give her the lips, but protect the important things!

 

But fortunately, Astria wasn’t trying to kiss him.

 

“Why are you hiding the book?”

 

“What are you talking about? I don’t understand.”

 

“Give it to me. It was just getting to an important part.”

 

Astria held out her hand. Sena turned his head away, pretending not to notice.

 

Twitch. Astria’s eyebrows moved. She moved to retrieve what Sena was hiding behind him.

 

Sena resisted desperately.

 

‘If she reads all of this, my life is over!’

 

Already, Sena’s body was reaching its limit just from kissing. If they went further than that?

 

He would truly be conquered then.

 

He decided to protect the book with his life.

 

“Don’t make me annoyed.”

 

Astria moved more assertively.

 

A yellow cat and a white cat entangled messily. But the yellow cat was faster and stronger. The white cat was quickly overpowered.

 

“This is the one thing I can’t let happen…!”

 

Sena clutched the book to his chest and curled up.

 

“If you keep this up, I’ll ravage you.”

 

Astria’s tone was slightly irritated. But Sena didn’t budge.

 

Smooch.

 

Astria bit and sucked on Sena’s neck. The strange sensation he felt for the first time made Sena’s blood rush. He barely managed to hold back a moan as his whole body trembled.

 

Even so, he didn’t let go of the book.

 

After a while, Astria licked her lips.

 

“Do as you wish.”

 

“Really?”

 

“Yes.”

 

 

‘It was still in the early chapters. The important scenes wouldn’t have come up yet.’

 

While Sena was spinning his happy delusion, Astria examined Sena’s pajamas. Today’s outfit had a fluffy, overall feeling. He looked like a cute little rabbit, but…

 

“From now on, you’re banned from wearing pants.”

 

“…Yes?”

 

“Unless it’s a skirt or a dress, you can’t wear it.”

 

“I’m a man… and why…?”

 

Astria blinked.

 

“So that you can put it in whenever I want. Starting today, I’ll only wear dresses too.”

 

“…!”

 

Sena’s hair stood on end. What did he just hear?

 

‘You, put in what? Where?’

 

The white furball was confused. His head was spinning, and he didn’t know what to do.

 

 

“Your Majesty, just to be clear…”

 

“Yes.”

 

“How much of this book have you read?”

 

“I read it all and I’m reading it again.”

 

“Oh my god.”

 

“Why that reaction?”

 

Astria tilted her head.

 

And then she smiled a strange smile.

 

“It’s different from the common knowledge I had.”

 

“…”

 

“At first, I didn’t believe it. I dismissed it as Betty’s joke. But the book said the same thing.”

 

Sena couldn’t believe it.

 

Astria delivered the final blow.

 

“Physician, did you know? To create a child, you have to have s*x.”

 

Astria smiled deeply, looking at Sena’s stiff hair.

 

“You’ve mocked me well, furball.”

 

He must have laughed so much, thinking she believed that holding hands and sleeping together was enough to make a baby.

 

The thought of being seen as more insignificant than a furball made her grit her teeth.

 

“It’s not like that…!”

 

Growling, Astria climbed on top of Sena in an instant.

 

She looked down at him arrogantly.

 

She began unbuttoning her blouse one by one. She was already only in her underwear below.

 

“I’m fertile today.”

 

But Astria was pleased.

 

She finally understood why she couldn’t get pregnant.

 

It wasn’t because of any other problem. They just didn’t know the right method.

 

Now that she knew the method, it was only a matter of time. She would be able to bear Sena’s child.

 

“To maximize the probability, we’ll start with just ten times today.”

 

That wouldn’t be the end.

 

They would do it all the time.

 

As soon as they woke up in the morning. During breaks from work. After meals. While bathing.

 

She would fill her belly with Sena’s seed.

 

 

All the buttons on her blouse were undone.

 

Astria lowered Sena’s pants, leaving them halfway down.

 

Her hand searched for a position. There it was—something that existed on a man’s body but not on hers.

 

But…

 

‘Is it supposed to be this big?’

 

Astria felt a bit tense.

 

Would this really fit inside?

 

It didn’t seem like it would.

 

She froze for a moment. Her mind was strangely blank.

 

 

 

Mmph.

 

At that moment, Astria was snapped back to reality by the sound of sniffling.

 

“…”

 

Sena was sobbing, covering his eyes with his arms.

 

“Are you crying?”

 

“No.”

 

Sena turned his head away.

 

“Just get it over with. I can’t resist anyway. My feelings don’t matter to you at all.”

 

“…You don’t want to have a child with me?”

 

“That’s not the issue.”

 

“Then what is?”

 

It was only then that Sena realized that Astria truly knew “absolutely nothing”.

 

“Your Majesty, this kind of thing.”

 

“It’s something you do with someone you love.”

 

“You can’t force it.”

 

“…”

 

Astria couldn’t do anything.

 

Sena’s expression was too sad as he said that.

 

“…My excitement has waned.”

 

When Astria moved off him, Sena turned his back to her.

 

His small shoulders shook.

 

He looked more desolate than anything.

 

For some reason, Astria felt an inexplicable guilt.

 

After some time had passed, Astria asked.

 

“…What is love?”

 

“You’re trying to reach the final stage without even knowing that?”

 

“…That’s.”

 

Astria’s lips moved.

 

“I understand.”

 

“…Let’s put it off until I understand what this love is.”

 

Astria’s eyes lowered.

 

“So don’t turn your back on me.”

 

Sena hesitated for a moment, then rolled back toward Astria.

 

She cautiously stepped closer and wrapped her arms around him.

 

Feeling his warm body against hers, Astria felt a bit reassured.

 

She gently stroked Sena’s hair.

 

 

 

“Then, can we not kiss either?”

 

“…Kissing is okay.”

 

“I see.”

 

“Even though it’s not supposed to be.”

 

“Then why allow it?”

 

“If I say no to everything, Your Majesty would do it all anyway.”

 

Astria chuckled softly.

 

“You know me well.”

 

Astria held Sena’s chin and kissed him.

 

Sena didn’t resist at all. Instead, he wrapped his arms around Astria’s neck.

 

After the short kiss, Sena looked at Astria with a slightly flushed face.

 

Astria felt her heart pounding. She spoke impulsively, but it was undoubtedly the truth.

 

“But I can’t wait too long.”

 

Sena lowered his eyes. He spoke in a small voice.

 

“…Two months.”

 

“Hmm?”

 

“In two months, I’ll allow it. Whatever it is.”

 

It’s a secret that he had less than two months to live.
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[56]

 

“The most suspicious one is Labella.”

 

Several central nobles and actual administrative aides were summoned for a meeting early in the morning.

 

The agenda was the peculiarities of the monsters that Empress Astria had personally witnessed during the recent subjugation.

 

Astria suspected human involvement, and the central nobles pointed to Labella as the culprit.

 

“Still haven’t managed to subjugate them?”

 

“…They’re incredibly well-hidden, and even if we find them, it’s difficult to eradicate them.”

 

Astria muttered softly.

 

“They live quietly, preserving their long lives, if only temporarily.”

 

“Shall we take this opportunity to subjugate them?”

 

Labella was a troublesome hornet’s nest. It was better not to touch it, but if losses were acceptable, it was not impossible to subjugate.

 

“Is it possible? I feel like I’ve given that order five times already.”

 

“…I apologize, but if we send a large force this time, it is doable. Leave it to me! I’ll root out Labella!”

 

Marquis Asperger of the imperial faction said. He was an excellent knight, except for the fact that his brains were worse than a passing pebble.

 

Astria had long thought that whatever Marquis Asperger suggested should be done the opposite way.

 

She spoke with narrowed eyes.

 

“No, leave it.”

 

“It’s just a group led by Isabella. If she intended to rebel, she’d have come forward herself.”

 

As things seemed to get complicated, Count Blackqueens wiped the cold sweat from his forehead.

 

Astria ordered the search for the cause of the monsters’ group behavior in the mountains.

 

It was an imperial command. Even if there was no substance, a plausible figure had to be put on the execution stage.

 

“But if it’s not Labella, who else would do such a thing…”

 

Astria cut off the count’s words.

 

“What about the possibility of black magic involvement?”

 

The nobles froze for a moment.

 

Black magic. A presence that instilled great fear beyond the empire to the entire continent.

 

It was the first thing that came to mind when controlling monsters, but there was a reason they didn’t mention it.

 

“Black magic has been extinct for over 300 years, Your Majesty.”

 

“We can’t be sure. Even the Empress you thought dead is walking around.”

 

Astria looked at someone with a bored face.

 

The Duke sitting next to her.

 

“Isn’t that right, Duke?”

 

Granz nodded silently.

 

‘If anyone is plotting, it must be Granz. I need to be careful.’

 

Astria stood up from her seat.

 

“This concludes the meeting. Inform all nobles of this and investigate the surrounding territories thoroughly.”

 

**

 

Clip-clop.

 

Astria walked confidently inside the imperial palace.

 

A large crowd followed her: maids, knights, aides, and so on.

 

She was the empress of the empire. This scene was not awkward.

 

However, as she reached the garden in front of her palace, Astria glanced back and spoke.

 

“Return to your positions.”

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

The crowd, familiar with this routine, bowed once and withdrew.

 

When only Betty and Astria were left, Astria resumed her walk with a nonchalant face.

 

She minimized the entry of people into her palace. Even as the Empress, she did not frequently interact with many people, thanks to this practice.

 

 

“Betty.”

 

Astria felt at ease as she entered her palace.

 

She withdrew the magic she had been exuding to maintain her dignity. Betty, looking slightly more comfortable, bowed her head.

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

“What is love?”

 

‘I don’t think that’s something to ask with such a blank face.’

 

Betty closed her eyes briefly to calm her mind. She almost laughed at the empress’s question.

 

“Love is when just looking at someone makes your heart race, and the world seems beautiful as if enchanted by magic.”

 

“A type of hallucination magic? Then love is impossible for me. I can counter all magic.”

 

“….”

 

Betty closed her eyes tightly again.

 

After calming down, she spoke again.

 

“It’s not a type of hallucination magic, but a psychological state that anyone can feel. You too, Your Majesty, can love.”

 

“Is that so?”

 

Astria stroked her chin with a serious face.

 

Betty cleared her throat and subtly helped.

 

“Don’t you feel such emotions towards Sena?”

 

“Towards Sena?”

 

“Just looking at him makes your heart race.”

 

“I often find myself in that state. Sometimes, it feels like my heart is malfunctioning.”

 

Betty’s face turned bright red.

 

Even without realizing it, to say something so embarrassing without batting an eye…

 

But this was enough.

 

“That is love.”

 

“But Betty, that’s incorrect.”

 

“Why do you say that…?”

 

“Because the world doesn’t look beautiful to me.”

 

Astria furrowed her brows.

 

“Earlier, all I could see was how filthy everything was. I restrained myself from burning it all to ashes. Outside my garden, everything is just trash.”

 

‘So that’s why she was in a bad mood.’

 

Recently, Astria had been quite mild-mannered, contrary to her reputation as a tyrant. But that was only because nothing within the palace was bothering her.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“What?”

 

“Why do you ask such a question?”

 

‘I am so curious. I’m dying to know.’

 

On the outside, Betty maintained the demeanor of a stoic maid, but internally, she was in turmoil.

 

Although Betty wasn’t one to indulge in gossip, she couldn’t help but be curious about this.

 

“Sena said that if we’re not in love, we shouldn’t perform the act of making a child.”

 

“Is that so.”

 

‘Sena is adorable, too.’

 

Love? In this world, such a thing was unheard of.

 

The opportunity to have a child with the Empress. Love wasn’t important. Just that one thing could bring immense wealth and power.

 

Especially considering Astria’s personality, she wouldn’t look at anyone else. Perhaps, among all the emperors, the person sitting next to her would never shine as brightly as now.

 

To reject such an enormous opportunity because of “not being in love”—perhaps it was such determination that made Sena worthy of being Astria’s choice.

 

In any case, it was cute how Astria stopped because of that remark, and how firm Sena was in that belief.

 

“Frankly, I’d like to go back and take him right now.”

 

“That’s the usual Your Majesty.”

 

Astria poured cold water on Betty’s racing heart. As expected.

 

“…But then he’d cry. I don’t want to see tears falling from Sena’s eyes.”

 

Yet with that one statement, Betty’s romantic feelings were reignited.

 

‘How should I help her?’

 

In love, the feelings of the other person are crucial.

 

In this case, it was slightly different. It was more important for Astria herself to be convinced, “This is love.”

 

After some thought, Betty made the best decision she could.

 

“I will summon the most renowned young ladies of the capital and select recommended books for you, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria looked at Betty as if she were absurd, but Betty had no intention of retracting her words.

 

‘Your Majesty, I will let every young lady in the empire know and support you. Trust this Cupid Betty.’

 

Thus began the Operation Love of the Century.

 

**

 

As she told Astria, Betty invited the most prominent young ladies of the capital to a tea party.

 

Being the sole dedicated maid of the Empress, very few declined Betty’s invitation.

 

Called on the same day, except for those with prior engagements, all the wealthy young ladies with free time gathered.

 

Initially, they were surprised to see Betty in her maid uniform, but soon they listened to her story.

 

It was a story they all loved—romance!

 

Up to that point, everything was fine. But when they found out who the object of affection was, the lady of the Percy family widened her eyes in shock, and she exclaimed,

 

“Sena?!”

 

It was a natural reaction.

 

“That will be difficult.”

 

“Sena was every young lady’s first love at the Academy. This will be difficult.”

 

Sena possessed all the qualities young ladies admired.

 

Always smiling, with a bright personality. Kind-hearted and considerate.

 

Moreover, he was unexpectedly strong, and as the son of the future pope, he had a strong background. He had also done many favors for several major nobles, giving him many connections.

 

Even without considering all that, Sena’s appearance alone is so cute that it makes you want to support him even if you were a household head.

 

“Well… it’s Sena of all people. For a beginner in love, he’s a bit of a difficult first target. Where do we even start giving advice? None of us have succeeded either.”

 

“True, if you’re a young lady in the capital, you’ve probably tried to approach Sena at least once.”

 

“Ugh, that impenetrable barrier. The first time I got hurt by a smiling face was with him.”

 

“…Is Sena really that hard to approach?”

 

Betty recalled her usual thoughts of Sena.

 

Rolling around on the bed, picking up anything that falls on the floor.

 

In the office, chewing on a baguette all day and lounging around when bored.

 

His hair fell out so easily that his presence was evident wherever he went.

 

From a maid’s perspective, Sena seemed like a completely idle person. So Betty hadn’t taken much notice, but the young ladies’ reactions were surprising.

 

“Everyone aimed for him but failed. He’s subtly elusive. He charms many but acts as if he doesn’t know.”

 

“Oh, it makes me mad just thinking about that time again.”

 

“Honestly, if you want to win Sena’s heart, wouldn’t it be better to just force yourself on him and have his child?”

 

“…….”

At the words of the daughter of Count Spencer, the smallest, most elegant, and most timid among them, everyone fell silent.

 

“Did I hear that right? Did a count’s daughter just say ‘r*pe’? Someone wash my ears.”

 

“But… it’s oddly realistic. Sena is so kind that he’d probably propose if that happened.”

 

“…”

 

The young ladies couldn’t deny it.

 

“Maybe that really is the best way…?”

 

“Come to think of it, it’s pretty straightforward… Honestly, there are quite a few who got married after forcing the issue.”

 

As they were intrigued by this unexpectedly plausible strategy, Chloe stood up abruptly.

 

“That won’t do.”

 

She seemed almost desperate.

 

“Do you know Sena’s personality?”

 

“Even if he doesn’t mind anything else, he won’t forgive that.”

 

Lady Cavendish, who didn’t get along well with her, spoke mockingly.

 

“I don’t know if an evil woman should be saying that.”

 

Recently, the hierarchy among the young ladies in the capital had changed dramatically.

 

Due to the recent rebellion, the noble faction, including the Cavendish family, had fallen.

 

Chloe’s family, the Ashmonts, had risen rapidly. Therefore, Chloe had taken over the position previously held by Amelia Cavendish as the leader of the young ladies.

 

There was quite a bit of tension between them.

 

As the atmosphere froze instantly, Betty intervened.

 

“Sorry, but I’d like everyone to think seriously.”

 

A white sheet of paper was placed on the table.

 

“Please write down three books where one can study love, along with your advice. If it proves to be effective, Her Majesty promises substantial benefits to that family.”

 

Of course, no such promise had been made, but Betty spoke boldly.

 

It wasn’t entirely untrue.

 

Though Astria rarely listened to others, she granted considerable authority to her close aides.

 

As Astria’s exclusive maid, Betty had more power than one might think. The benefits she could bestow on a family were significant.

 

Hearing this, the young ladies’ attitudes changed.

 

They began writing down their expertise and recommended books. They genuinely wanted to support Astria not just as an empress but as a fellow woman.

 

Except for one.

 

Only one person had different thoughts.

 

‘…Sena. I can’t give up on you yet.’

 

Chloe Ashmont. Her pen moved with a slightly different intent.
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“You’re a bit late today.”

 

In Astria’s office, Sena was lounging on the sofa.

 

Seeing Sena welcome her with just a nod from that position, Astria felt an inexplicable twinge of irritation.

 

“The Empress is here, and you don’t even bother to stand up? You insignificant furball.”

 

“Yes, yes. A furball.”

 

Astria frowned as she walked past Sena, who continued munching on cookies and reading a book.

 

In fact, this behavior was something Sena would never usually do. Eating while lying down? Not only is it unhealthy, but it makes him look pathetic.

 

But…

 

“Whatever. Eat a lot and die.”

 

Crunch.

 

Sena had now let go of such concerns.

 

“You’re different today. What’s the matter? Such a disheveled appearance.”

 

Astria sat down, her arms draped over the back of the chair, staring intently at Sena.

 

“…Trying to catch up on the delayed tasks, thanks to someone.”

 

“What?”

 

Sena deliberately changed the subject.

 

“I was reading about some new herbal concepts. It seems there are herbs that could be useful for Your Majesty too.”

 

“I see.”

 

Astria’s lips moved slightly.

 

She had never found it so difficult to speak in her life. Now, it was hard.

 

Feeling awkward in the brief silence, Astria looked around her desk. Something caught her eye.

 

< Top Secret Document >

 

The author was Betty.

 

‘Come to think of it, she mentioned something like this earlier.’

 

Astria opened the document.

 

She skimmed through it, lowering her gaze.

 

It contained the names of several noblewomen and various pieces of advice.

 

‘Does she have time for such foolish things?’

 

Yet Astria continued to read carefully.

 

-To make someone feel love, I believe nothing is better than being cute!

 

Most of it was things she despised.

 

But a few points caught her attention.

 

-To attract young noblemen, the most important thing is to share hobbies or interests.

 

Why not play chess with them? If you know it well, it can give you a smart image, and if you don’t, the process of learning can spark love.

 

 

 

‘Not a bad idea.’

 

It was something she could use immediately, and Astria didn’t find chess burdensome.

 

Astria gently lifted her head to look at Sena. Sena was still engrossed in herbal studies, swinging his legs in delight.

 

“Sena.”

 

She called softly, and the furball tilted his head. He looked like a humanized squirrel, which only increased Astria’s possessiveness.

 

“Yes?”

 

“Do you know how to play chess?”

 

“Uh… yes, I know how to play.”

 

“Then let’s play.”

 

“Oh, okay.”

 

‘What’s up with this golden one?’

 

Sena was puzzled but slowly got up. Ugh, lying down for so long made his chest hurt.

 

He held the herbal book close and quickly walked over to the study to put it back.

 

“I’ll bring it.”

 

“No, I will get it…”

 

But Sena was already holding the chessboard.

 

“What did you say?”

 

“…Nothing.”

 

-Show more kindness!!

 

Did she fail at one thing?

 

Astria clicked her tongue.

 

“Do you like chess, Your Majesty?”

 

“I learned it because some idiots said that if you can’t play chess, you can’t handle real war.”

 

“Some people do think that way.”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly. In the medieval era, chess snobbery was more intense than any game pride he had seen so far.

 

‘Well, this is perfect. I was getting bored anyway.’

 

Feeling pleased, Sena hummed a little tune. To Astria, he looked like a puppy wagging its tail.

 

 

‘The advice from the noblewomen was correct.’

 

This moment raised the credibility of the report. Sena carefully placed the pieces on the chessboard, precisely in the center of each square.

 

As Astria watched him, she suddenly asked,

 

“I’ve always wondered.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“Why do you always wear those ragged clothes?”

 

There was genuine curiosity in Astria’s eyes.

 

It was understandable. Sena had a very limited wardrobe: a shirt for daily wear, a robe for going out, and ragged clothes like the ones he was wearing now for comfortable activities.

 

The common factor was that all his clothes were white.

 

“Do you not have money? I told you to use as much as you need.”

 

Astria was no fool. She knew well how previous emperors treated their favored companions.

 

Of course, she had done the same for Sena. However, Sena didn’t seem to indulge in luxury and didn’t spend much money.

 

“But to wear such ragged clothes. It’s an affront to the Empress’s pride.”

 

“They’re not ragged.”

 

Sena’s perspective was a bit different.

 

These were custom-made clothes from the tailor’s shop.

 

They were called tracksuits!

 

Medieval clothes were extremely uncomfortable. The most comfortable thing was pajamas, but even Sena felt too embarrassed to wear those around.

 

So he had ordered the tailor to make modern-style tracksuits. The tailor was skilled and had made them quite similar.

 

They were even made of velvet, making them very cozy. Sena was very fond of these clothes.

 

However, since they were plain and without any decorations, they seemed quite strange by the standards of this place.

 

Sena thought they looked cute. He even wanted to dress Astria in them.

 

“Someday, this outfit will become a trend.”

 

“I don’t care about fashion, but there’s no way people will like those ragged clothes.”

 

“Want to bet? Since I’m wearing them, they’ll become trendy in the capital within three years…”

 

Sena stopped talking. He realized he had only two months left to live.

 

“I heard you can be stubborn about absurd things, and it’s true.”

 

Astria dismissed Sena’s strange comment and looked at the chessboard. Sena clapped his hands.

 

“Since we’re playing, how about making it a wager?”

 

“Oh, you’re a man, aren’t you? You seem to have quite the competitive spirit.”

 

Astria’s lips curled into a smile.

 

“Very well. What should the terms be?”

 

“Well… would you like to go first, Your Majesty? Then I can set my stakes accordingly.”

 

“Simple enough. If I win, I will claim you.”

 

“I told you to wait two months.”

 

Sena responded kindly but firmly.

 

“Didn’t I say that if you fall in love, it would be fine right away?”

 

“Do you even know what love is?”

 

Astria averted her gaze slightly.

 

This was Sena’s sneaky tactic.

 

The term “love” was very ambiguous.

 

No matter what she said, he could deny it, and even if she truly came to understand it, he could claim he didn’t feel it.

 

In the end, Astria couldn’t claim him before the two months were up.

 

…And after two months, Sena would no longer be in this world.

 

‘I’m sorry. I do want to, but…’

 

He had a feeling that if he did, he wouldn’t be able to leave.

 

“Then you state your terms.”

 

“Grant me one wish.”

 

Sena spoke as if it were a passing thought, like it was nothing significant, though his expression turned feline and his hair stood on end.

 

Astria’s eyebrow twitched.

 

“A vacation?”

 

“Yes. About… two months?”

 

“Two months is too long.”

 

“Then… one month?”

 

‘One month is fine. It’s enough time to visit home. If I leave in 26 days, it’ll be perfect.’

 

Sena was hopeful.

 

But Astria shook her head.

 

“I cannot grant even a single day anymore. You have made it this way.”

 

“…When did I do that?”

 

“Haven’t you tempted me? Do not think of leaving my side for even a moment. That is an imperial command.”

 

“Ahaha.”

 

Sena twisted his hair. Tsk, it’s not going to be easy.

 

“Then let’s do it this way.”

 

Astria pointed at Sena. More precisely, at the clothes he was wearing.

 

“If I win, you are forbidden to wear those clothes. Instead, wear a dress.”

 

Astria had clearly had enough of Sena’s tracksuits.

 

“…Your Majesty. Please remember that I’m a man.”

 

“Hmph, you’ll look a hundred times cuter in a dress than in those ragged clothes.”

 

“My clothes aren’t ragged, and they’re cute too.”

 

Sena stretched out his arm in protest.

 

Swoosh.

 

The sleeve drooped down limply.

 

“…It is cute.”

 

Even Sena had to admit that looked a bit shabby.

 

‘I should have gotten a better fit….’

 

Tracksuits are supposed to be a bit loose, so he asked for an oversized fit, but he hadn’t expected them to make it this big.

 

“…Anyway, fine. What’s the time period?”

 

“Two months.”

 

‘So, forever, essentially.’

 

Wearing a dress? That was something Sena absolutely did not want to do. But he nodded readily.

 

“Then I’ll state my condition.”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

“If I win, you grant me one wish.”

 

“A wish?”

 

“Yes. I won’t ask for anything unreasonable.”

 

“Agreed.”

 

‘Thank goodness.’

 

Sena was relieved that Astria accepted his condition. He was worried she might not.

 

He smiled widely.

 

“Shall we start then?”

 

And so, the chess game between them began.

 

Sena played white, Astria played black.

 

A quiet time passed. At first, both were busy moving pieces without speaking a word.

 

“…!”

 

Before long, Sena’s eyes widened in surprise.

 

He was astonished at Astria’s skill.

 

She was terrible.

 

“It seems… you’re not very familiar with chess.”

 

“I dislike wasting time on unnecessary things.”

 

“Some say it’s like moving a battlefield.”

 

“My battlefield doesn’t move with these trivial pieces.”

 

The game was not in Astria’s favor. She had lost a bishop and a rook, and many pawns had been captured. Meanwhile, Sena had only lost his queen.

 

“I always wondered. Why is the king the weakest?”

 

Astria declared proudly.

 

“I am the strongest.”

 

There it was, a comment befitting a tyrant.

 

Sena moved his piece with a small smile.

 

“Being the strongest doesn’t guarantee victory.”

 

Astria’s queen was in a precarious position.

 

Sena’s bishop was directly targeting the queen, and his knight blocked its retreat.

 

She could save the queen, but at great cost.

 

“Even in a game where the queen is threatened, there are still opportunities. Like this.”

 

Astria, without hesitation, invested everything to save the queen.

 

Countless pieces left Astria’s side.

 

When the battle ended, Astria’s camp was desolate.

 

“It would have been better to sacrifice the queen.”

 

Sena said this with an expression that showed he found Astria’s persistence almost insane.

 

Astria responded firmly.

 

“She is not someone who should lose her life here.”

 

“What’s the point if you lose two knights and a bishop just to save one queen?”

 

“Sometimes, the life of one person is more important than thousands of others.”

 

She valued talent greatly. Conversely, if someone wasn’t valuable, she had no mercy.

 

Sena’s eyes darkened. He knew he couldn’t spend his remaining time here.

 

Especially not with someone who thought like this.

 

“No life is unimportant. Look. By losing insignificant pawns, the queen was threatened. In trying to protect the queen, you ultimately gave up the most crucial piece: the mate.”

 

Astria blinked.

 

How did this happen?

 

‘I lost purely by skill.’

 

Astria was surprisingly quick to accept her defeat.

 

In fact, she felt a keen interest in anyone who could beat her at anything.

 

Unbeknownst to Sena, winning the chess game only intensified Astria’s obsession with him.

 

Unaware of this, Sena spoke.

 

“…If I were a piece on this chessboard, what would I be?”

 

“The queen.”

 

Sena looked sad.

 

“I’ll make my wish.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Think of me as just a pawn, and treat me accordingly.”

 

Astria looked up.

 

“I’ve been lenient with you because I saw you as a queen. If you’re a pawn, the treatment will be harsher. Are you okay with that?”

 

It would certainly hurt, but Sena nodded slowly.

 

Parting would be even more painful if things continued as they were.

 

“I’m fine with it.”

 

Astria stood up with a cold expression.

 

“I always honor my promises in a contest.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Sena bowed his head. Then, Astria lifted him up.

 

“…?”

 

Sena looked up at Astria in confusion. She walked forward with a blank expression.

 

“Where are you going…?”

 

“To the bedroom.”

 

“Why…?”

 

“To make a baby.”

 

Astria added as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

 

“I don’t honor promises made with pawns.”

 

Sena struggled and shouted.

 

“I’ll be the queen! I’m Your Majesty’s queen!”
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“I had a good meal.”

 

With a flushed face, Sena wiped the corners of his mouth with his long sleeve.

 

I’ve done it again.

 

Can I really leave?

 

Setting aside whether Astria would let him go, Sena was recently content with his current life.

 

He seemed to be good at physical activities since Astria’s kisses had increased daily.

 

Honestly, it felt like an addiction.

 

‘Ugh, I don’t know anymore.’

 

Sena sat quietly on the sofa. As he glanced sulkily at Astria, who had just kissed him passionately a moment ago and was now engrossed in her work, he saw her precious little face.

 

“Your Majesty…?”

 

“Yes?”

 

“When will you be done with work?”

 

Sena stood up and stood next to Astria for no reason.

 

He saw the bright red lips perfectly placed on Astria’s tiny face.

 

He unconsciously covered his mouth.

 

She kissed him for an hour just now, and she already wants to do it again? Was she a p*rvert?

 

“Go to sleep. It will take a while today.”

 

“But I already slept a lot earlier.”

 

“Didn’t I ask you to come with me?”

 

“How could I go there? It’s the Empire’s main conference hall.”

 

“As a marquis, you have enough status to attend the meeting.”

 

Sena blinked.

 

“You knew?”

 

“…Do you think I wouldn’t?”

 

“There are so many nobles in the Empire, I didn’t think you’d know. Besides, it’s not well-known.”

 

Astria looked at Sena in disbelief.

 

“Physician, what is your status in the royal court right now?”

 

“I’m just Sena.”

 

Sena looked disgruntled. She wanted to be called by her name properly.

 

“…Sena.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“What is your official capacity beside me?”

 

“A physician…?”

 

“Would I appoint someone who doesn’t know their status as my personal physician?”

 

“Oh.”

 

Sena scratched her head with a sheepish smile. Thinking about it, that made sense.

 

Astria sighed faintly and turned over a document.

 

Even though he knew he shouldn’t, Sena kept glancing at the documents. It was understandable since anyone would be curious about the Empress’s work.

 

“…Just look at it openly if you’re curious.”

 

Astria said softly, feeling Sena’s gaze. Sena’s eyes sparkled.

 

“Is that okay?”

 

“You are my queen. You need to be aware of the current situation.”

 

“Haha, I don’t really need to know, but I’m curious, so I’ll just take a peek.”

 

Sena placed his hands on his knees and bent forward.

 

His silver hair touched the desk. Astria, half-awake, grabbed Sena’s wrist.

 

“Sit.”

 

“Where?”

 

“On me.”

 

Without waiting for a response, Astria pulled Sena onto her lap. She then wrapped one arm around Sena’s waist.

 

“…”

 

Sena’s face turned red. Astria was wearing thin clothes, so Sena could feel all her curves.

 

“… Your Majesty can’t see like this. We’re the same height.”

 

“I am taller.”

 

Astria said confidently. Sena glanced back and smiled softly.

 

‘She can be cute sometimes.’

 

Even though Sena was small, Astria was just as petite.

 

“…What does that smile mean?”

 

“Nothing. Can you see well?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria’s vision was filled with Sena.

 

That was the most important thing.

 

So, yes, she could see well.

 

 

“It’s a memorial. Several nobles are complaining.”

 

“That pile is trash. There’s no need to read it.”

 

‘Is that okay?’

 

…Astria would handle it well.

 

Sena shifted his gaze to another document.

 

“Monsters…? Oh, is this the monster report from yesterday?”

 

In an instant, Astria became serious.

 

“This is the most important issue recently.”

 

“Indeed. It seemed a bit odd to me as well. Trolls living in groups… and in such unusually large numbers.”

 

“What do you think is the cause?”

 

Sena pondered for a moment.

 

“Could there be an ecological problem in the mountains?”

 

“…What?”

 

Astria blinked at Sena’s completely different perspective.

 

“For example, a very powerful monster could have recently entered the mountains. The trolls might have chosen to coexist with it to survive.”

 

“Hoo.”

 

It was quite an interesting interpretation. It hadn’t occurred to her, but once she heard it, it seemed the most plausible.

 

“Is it still possible that humans are involved?”

 

“Yes. Considering the timing, if it were a naturally introduced species, it wouldn’t have evolved this quickly.”

 

Astria stared at the back of Sena’s head, lost in thought.

 

Appearance, intelligence, talent. Not a single aspect is lacking.

 

Is there a more perfect candidate for a husband?

 

‘There can’t be. There’s only one in this world who encompasses everything.’

 

Astria’s smile deepened.

 

“In that case, the officials’ seemingly nonsensical remarks might have some validity.”

 

“What did they say?”

 

“They suggested that a group with a grudge against the Empire might be behind it.”

 

“That makes sense. It’s impossible to release monsters without anyone noticing unless it’s a group effort.”

 

“They pointed to Labella as that group.”

 

“La-Labella? It can’t be Labella.”

 

Sena had been to Labella’s headquarters.

 

Labella, the Empire’s largest rebel force.

 

It was the base of a dark force. Sena had imagined a crime-ridden city filled with all sorts of rough individuals.

 

But it wasn’t. It was just an ordinary village. A place where people smiled over small happiness.

 

There were children and old people. Women laughing happily despite their impoverished lives.

 

‘…They didn’t seem to be thinking about rebellion.’

 

It was just a village where people with various wounds gathered to live happily together.

 

What Labella actually did was mostly threaten corrupt nobles and extort money from them.

 

They stood up for those who suffered unfairly and helped them. Sena didn’t agree with their methods but didn’t think they were entirely wrong.

 

Moreover, their village was already self-sufficient. It was hard to believe that such people would release terrifying monsters into the mountains.

 

“Why are you so certain?”

 

“The Isabella I saw… wasn’t that kind of person. The people affiliated with Labella were all kind-hearted.”

 

“How absurd.”

 

Sena gave a troubled smile. After all, Labella was a clear enemy of Astria.

 

Astria smirked.

 

“How audacious. Are you defending a rebel force in front of me?”

 

“That’s not what I meant. …I’m sorry. But Labella really isn’t behind this. If my judgment of people is right.”

 

“Well.”

 

Astria had a distant look on her face. She was briefly recalling the past.

 

“I also think Labella isn’t behind this.”

 

“Really?”

 

“Isabella isn’t the type to plot in the shadows. If she were going to oppose me, she would have come at me with a sword openly.”

 

‘That seems slightly off the mark…’

 

But since they reached the same conclusion, it should be fine, right?

 

Sena’s eyes wandered in search of another topic. Then she noticed a stack of papers piled up in one corner.

 

“Huh? What’s that, Your Majesty?”

 

Sena picked up one of the papers and read it. It contained the profiles of various nobles.

 

“These are engagement request documents.”

 

Sena’s expression visibly stiffened.

 

No way. Astria wouldn’t consider meeting anyone. It’s a miracle if she doesn’t tear them apart.

 

Sena tried to sound casual.

 

“Are you going to reply?”

 

“What? Me, to those trash…”

 

Astria paused for a moment.

 

She recalled the advice she had carefully read from the ladies earlier.

 

-There’s no better way to test someone’s love than by making them jealous! Below are detailed methods and sample scripts.

 

 

“…I am considering meeting them out of respect for their courage to propose. Who knows, I might find someone who can give me a child.”

 

Sena’s eyes wavered.

 

Forcing a smile, he spoke.

 

“…That’s good news.”

 

Sena’s body slumped. He looked utterly defeated.

 

It was a good thing.

 

Astria was at an age where she should find a partner, and it was time for her to do so.

 

That partner wasn’t him, who only had two months left to live.

 

“Ha ha, congratulations. I should find someone too.”

 

“What? No, you can’t.”

 

Astria’s shock was palpable.

 

“Why not…?”

 

“Don’t even think about it.”

 

“Why is it okay for Your Majesty to find someone, but not for me to…?”

 

Sena flinched at the cold sensation. Astria was biting his neck.

 

‘How many more times is this golden one going to mark her territory…!’

 

Sena’s body was already covered in marks. Astria’s kiss marks, to be precise.

 

Especially around his neck, there were three red spots visible from a distance. Now, with this new one, there were four.

 

This possessive Empress.

 

Sena felt a bit wronged.

 

Astria would glare murderously even if he talked to Sylvia briefly, yet she openly accepted engagement proposals?

 

‘Besides, the emperors practice polygamy.’

 

It was natural. An empress, needing to leave as many heirs as possible, would marry multiple people.

 

Of course, it didn’t concern him, as he would be leaving soon…

 

“I told you, you are mine. I won’t give you to anyone else.”

 

‘Why is this so irritating?’

 

Sena found himself inexplicably annoyed.

 

…And he wanted to be a little greedy.

 

Sena turned around. Normally, he would never do this.

 

Just this once. For the first and last time, he wanted to flirt back.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sena turned around and held Astria’s cheeks with both hands.

 

“…?”

 

Astria was dumbfounded by the audacity of someone daring to touch the Empress’s face.

 

“You know.”

 

“What are you doing?”

 

“Actually, I know how to do that too.”

 

Smooch.

 

Sena bit Astria’s neck.

 

He bit a very, very visible spot.

 

As he sucked in the air, Astria’s body shuddered.

 

He felt her warmth.

 

And her rapidly beating heart.

 

At the same time, Sena’s blood began to pump faster.

 

 

After a long while, he released her neck.

 

Feeling it wasn’t enough, he marked her collarbone as well. And another spot elsewhere.

 

He marked her territory messily.

 

Astria’s breathing became rough. In the slightly dim office, her eyes glowed a bright blue.

 

Sena smiled mischievously and gently touched the bright red kiss marks.

 

They were well marked. They should be clearly visible.

 

“Now, Your Majesty is mine too.”

 

(TLN: Btw, new cover)

https://ellotl.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/tyrant-doctor-official-cover-2-resize-1.png
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Night had fallen.

 

As always at the hour just before midnight, Sena would often remind himself of the time he had left.

 

[55]

 

He wiped the mirror, fearing the number might change. But nothing was different. His time neither decreased nor increased.

 

“Why are you looking at the mirror with such a distant look? Come to me, Sena.”

 

Astria, sitting on the bed, spoke with discontent, making Sena smile as he clasped his hands behind his back.

 

‘Why did I do that earlier?’

 

It was something he shouldn’t have done. To make someone who was about to leave have any regrets.

 

“Are you sleepy?”

 

“I am sleepy.”

 

It is human nature to prioritize oneself over others. Therefore, humans are selfish. Sena was no exception.

 

He tried to be considerate of others as much as possible, but sometimes his own desires would take precedence.

 

It was the same earlier, and it was the same now.

 

‘This time is precious.’

 

They say humans spend a third of their time sleeping. For Sena, who had little time left, even that time was too precious, so he reached out to Astria.

 

“Would you like to go for a walk?”

 

“…At this late hour?”

 

“If you don’t want to, I’ll go alone.”

 

“Absurd furball.”

 

Astria sighed.

 

But she didn’t want to let Sena go alone at this late hour.

 

“Alright.”

 

“Hooray.”

 

Sena, rejoicing softly, stood at the door with an excited step. He turned his head.

 

“Hurry up. We don’t have much time to walk.”

 

**

 

Astria had a disdainful look. Her eyes were half-closed, and she clutched the cardigan wrapped around her tightly, seemingly cold.

 

“I can’t understand the meaning of this. Why go for a walk at such a late hour… Achoo.”

 

Astria sniffled. Sena was lost in thought.

 

‘How much time do I have left?’

 

From the beginning, from the moment he became Astria’s personal physician.

 

Sena’s goal was only to return to his hometown. For that, he had healed Astria’s legs as quickly as possible and improved her condition.

 

With the Potion of Lazarus and the medicine Sena made, Astria’s condition had somewhat improved.

 

Currently, her remaining time was [791].

 

At this rate, while it wasn’t much, the time gained was faster than the time lost.

 

Being a superhuman who was at the level of a Master, her recovery speed was incomparable to an average person.

 

In reality, she had no significant issues in daily life. Though it might be difficult to return to her previous prowess, her strength had recovered considerably.

 

This meant she didn’t need Sena’s help as much anymore.

 

‘I still want to return home. But honestly, I want to stay longer.’

 

Not just for Astria. For Chris and Sylvia as well. He was happy to see their faces every morning.

 

Ah, come to think of it, he forgot to apologize to Chloe.

 

He had been harsh, thinking he would leave soon, but ended up staying much longer.

 

‘…Since I have to leave anyway, should I just push it aside? I’ll be resented quite a bit.’

 

Sena looked at the ground.

 

More than wanting to return home.

 

If he stayed like this, he would hate dying, so he had to leave.

 

‘Even though I knew it would come to this, why didn’t I leave earlier?’

 

Sena blamed himself for no reason.

 

He could have left anytime if he had made up his mind.

 

It was a reproach for not having given his all sincerely in the past.

 

‘Still, let’s stay just a little longer. Really just a little. A week. No, until the first digit changes to 4. I want to feel this happiness until then.’

 

 

 

“Sena.”

 

Sena snapped out of his thoughts at Astria’s voice.

 

“Yes?”

 

“Come here. There are mist flowers.”

 

At some point, Astria had squatted down in the garden.

 

As he approached, he saw the mist flowers glowing blue with magic.

 

“Today we are lucky. These flowers don’t usually bloom in winter.”

 

“Really?”

 

“Yes. The blooming of mist flowers means that summer is coming. Seeing them now means tonight is the night that divides summer and winter.”

 

Astria, seemingly fond of the mist flowers, carefully stroked them with her fingers.

 

With eyes reflecting the magical glow, she kept the mist flowers in her sight. Sena watched too. Not the mist flowers, but Astria gazing at the mist flowers.

 

‘Was the mist flower’s meaning purity?’

 

Just like that flower’s meaning, Astria looked purely innocent right now.

 

“It’s almost summer. Time really flies.”

 

Astria slowly stood up and looked at Sena.

 

“Do you wear that shabby outfit even in summer?”

 

Sena blinked, grabbing his velvet tracksuit with his hand.

 

“No. Wearing this in the summer would be too hot.”

 

“Is there a set outfit for summer?”

 

“…Are you scolding me for wearing the same clothes all the time?”

 

Sena turned his head, half-closed eyes looking elsewhere.

 

“Unfortunately, there is. I actually dress even simpler in the summer.”

 

“I’m curious.”

 

Astria’s face was full of curiosity.

 

“Shall I tell you? Or should I go back and change to show you?”

 

When Sena asked subtly, Astria shook her head.

 

“I’ll save that joy for later. It’s no fun knowing ahead of time.”

 

“…I see.”

 

Sena lowered his head, holding his arm.

 

There will probably never be a moment when Astria looks at his summer clothes.

 

By summer, he would no longer be in the imperial palace.

 

‘Why do I keep coming to this conclusion? It’s not like I’m dying right away.’

 

Sena lightly slapped his cheeks to snap out of it.

 

“Are you really that sleepy?”

 

Astria looked at him with curiosity. Sena smiled, pretending it was nothing, and approached Astria.

 

“I’ll show you something nice.”

 

“Hmm?”

 

Sena suddenly grabbed Astria’s hands with both of his.

 

Astria blinked, not knowing what was going on.

 

She looked cute, like a squirrel.

 

“It’s a bit odd since we’ve already done everything else.”

 

Sena lifted Astria’s hand while holding it.

 

“Originally, this should have come first.”

 

Astria looked at her hand, tightly held by his small hands.

 

“…I see.”

 

Beyond their hands, Sena’s hair shimmered in the moonlight.

 

His clear blue eyes resembled the sparkle of the sea.

 

Sena, being devoid of color himself, was often influenced by his surroundings.

 

Maybe that’s why he now looked as if he was imbued with the moonlight.

 

 

‘Again.’

 

Astria looked down with an expressionless face.

 

Her heart was racing.

 

It was so loud that she wondered if it could be heard even from a distance.

 

 

Sena smiled brightly and spoke.

 

“Shall we walk a bit? Together.”

 

 

 

 

They were just walking.

 

Without saying much, simply holding hands and walking together.

 

However, the garden they always saw looked a little different.

 

It was beautiful.

 

Had it always been this beautiful?

 

Astria suddenly realized another purpose for Sena.

 

She had always liked the garden, but being with Sena made her like it even more.

 

 

“Are you used to taking your medicine now?”

 

“It’s nothing. I can do anything well.”

 

“Haha, you always grumble though. Can you take it by yourself now?”

 

“The aftertaste is still bitter. I need something sweet.”

 

“Sweets are forbidden. Otherwise, taking the medicine is pointless.”

 

“It doesn’t have to be dessert. Just having you by my side is enough.”

 

Sena’s shoulders twitched, and he laughed awkwardly.

 

“You’re impossible.”

 

And then he stopped walking.

 

Astria stopped simultaneously. In these small moments, Sena was once again in awe of Astria’s reaction speed.

 

‘Last time, she caught a flying butterfly without even looking.’

 

She had seriously scolded the butterfly for stealing flowers from her garden, nearly sentencing it to beheading.

 

Sena had to convince her otherwise, explaining that butterflies help plants reproduce, so the flowers would be grateful. Her surprised, wide-eyed reaction had been extremely cute.

 

Now, watching her walking cutely towards a flower to crouch down in front of it was endearing as well.

 

But today, he wanted her to look at something other than the flowers.

 

“Your Majesty, look here.”

 

“Hmm? Okay.”

 

Astria turned to look at Sena.

 

It struck him again how beautiful Astria was. Her golden hair that didn’t lose its shine even in the dark and her enchanting eyes revealed the effort Justitia had put into creating her.

 

Sena etched her image into his memory.

 

As long as possible, slowly.

 

So he would never forget this moment.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

‘What are you doing? This is wrong.’

 

He felt a sudden impulse.

 

It was a powerful attraction.

 

Even though he knew he shouldn’t, Sena couldn’t stop this feeling.

 

“Do you want to kiss?”

 

Astria quietly closed her eyes.

 

Sena wrapped his arms around Astria’s neck and kissed her softly.

 

**

 

“They say that the Empress is unusually obsessed with the saint.”

 

At the Vatican in Hamus, in a meeting room where the important matters of the church were discussed, thirteen figures gathered around a large round table to begin the meeting.

 

Five archbishops, seven cardinals, and one pope.

 

All the people who could move the church with a single glance were present.

 

“No one can approach Empress Astria’s palace. To return the saint to Justitia’s embrace, we need to separate him from there.”

 

Everyone agreed with this proposal.

 

In the vast center of the imperial palace, where Astria resided, the number of people working there was so few that it could be described as extreme.

 

Only those with meticulous permission could set foot there.

 

None of the previous emperors had led such an extremely secluded life. Thus, if Sena was inside the imperial palace, the church had limited options.

 

“Plans have been prepared, I assume.”

 

The pope spoke in a leisurely tone.

 

“We have had a card prepared for over a month.”

 

“If we use this card, separating the two will not be difficult, Your Holiness. Rest assured.”

 

“Even separating them halfway will be a success. The saint is practically already in our hands.”

 

“If only the Silania church hadn’t made such foolish moves, it would have been easier.”

 

“Did anyone here truly believe in them?”

 

“No, it was a worthwhile act. Cruyff was startled and fled to the capital. That’s why we could have this meeting.”

 

The Pope, with a deep smile, stood up from his seat.

 

It was time for the final decision.

 

“Time is running out.”

 

“The papal election will be held before this summer ends. Deal with Cruyff before he gains more power.”

 

“By any means necessary.”
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“Your Majesty, please, can we talk after you get off me?”

 

Sena was trying hard to calm the excited Astria since the morning.

 

“You have a meeting this morning, so you should start getting ready… Tsk.”

 

Before he could finish speaking, Astria dug her face into his neck. Sena closed his eyes tightly and hugged her small head.

 

Astria, with a satisfied expression, left what must have been another kiss mark on him.

 

Sena exhaled roughly and said.

 

“Y-Your Majesty, this is troublesome.”

 

“You brought this upon yourself.”

 

Her eyes gleamed dangerously. Sena looked up at the ceiling with a feeling of resignation.

 

‘I’m paying for this dearly.’

 

He knew that he had brought this upon himself.

 

But what could he do?

 

The dawn air yesterday was clear, and Astria was beautiful.

 

There weren’t many men who could resist in that situation.

 

…So, he had somewhat braced himself for this.

 

But isn’t this too much?!

 

“No matter how you look at it, how can you keep going since last night? Your Majesty, don’t you ever get tired…?!”

 

Last night.

 

When Sena and Astria returned to the bedroom, they kissed from the door and collapsed onto the bed.

 

Astria, half losing her reason, devoured Sena, and Sena let her. Somehow, they fell asleep.

 

The problem was that whenever they woke up and their eyes met, Astria would do something naughty, and this had continued until now.

 

‘If this goes on, what will happen when we actually do it? I don’t think I can handle it.’

 

He swallowed hard. Astria looked at him with eyes burning with desire.

 

“I want to.”

 

“…What?”

 

“I said I want to do it.”

 

Sena blinked. Astria’s hand was already on his pants.

 

Sena’s face, which seemed like it couldn’t get any redder, flushed even more.

 

“Do you remember what I said last time?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“I asked you to wait until two months had passed, right? You remember that, right?”

 

“I do.”

 

“Then, could you please take your hand off my pants?”

 

“But you also said this. You’d do it when we were in love.”

 

Technically, it was when they both fell in love.

 

Sena glared at Astria, who had conveniently omitted the most important part.

 

But it would take a hundred years for this brat to understand what love was.

 

“What is love, then?”

 

“Before that, let me ask you one thing.”

 

Astria lowered her eyes.

 

“If I get the answer right, will you permit it?”

 

Sena was a bit flustered but decided to go for it.

 

“O-Of course. I don’t lie.”

 

Was it an illusion that Astria’s smile deepened?

 

Sena swallowed nervously.

 

Was his purity threatened again?

 

…Would he ever be able to return home at this rate?

 

His feelings were complicated. But the die had been cast, and Sena was now waiting for the result.

 

Astria confidently said.

 

“Love is something that makes your mouth water.”

 

“…?”

 

Astria smiled deeply. It was the attitude of someone who was sure they were right.

 

“In other words, it’s something delicious.”

 

Sena’s face clouded over.

 

Of course.

 

He replied coldly.

 

“Incorrect.”

 

“Huh?”

 

Astria raised an eyebrow and grabbed Sena’s wrist.

 

“How hard is it to do it just once?”

 

“W-Well, I said no.”

 

“Just once and I’m sure I can get pregnant!”

 

“Stop saying weird things!”

 

“Come on, let’s just try it once. I’m curious.”

 

Astria whined and moved her hips.

 

Sena’s body stiffened from the dizzying sensation.

 

“D-Don’t move.”

 

“Huh?”

 

“It’s just… it’s like that!”

 

Sena’s face turned red. Oblivious, Astria tilted her head in confusion.

 

“Please, just get off of me already!”

 

Sena shifted to the side, but Astria’s balance was perfect.

 

With a smirk, she laughed at him.

 

“No.”

 

“Really, really…!”

 

Sena realized that to stop Astria in this state, he would need to offer something in return.

 

His gut told him it wouldn’t happen otherwise.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sena smiled as charmingly as he could, something he was quite good at.

 

“If you stop here for now, I’ll do something nice for you tonight.”

 

The effect of Sena’s full-power cuteness was remarkable.

 

Astria stared blankly for a moment before getting off him and kneeling neatly beside him.

 

“Now I understand, Sena.”

 

Astria’s eyes were blue again.

 

“Her lower abdomen is tingling. Is this love?”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly.

 

“…That’s just arousal.”

 

**

 

Sena’s grooming was usually handled by Serilda and Luna together.

 

It wasn’t much, just tidying up his messy hair and preparing the usual clothes.

 

However, today seemed to require a bit more effort, so Serilda, feeling nervous, spoke up.

 

“Indeed, even in bed, Her Majesty is a tyrant.”

 

“…Uh, what?”

 

“Th-The marks are too noticeable even with makeup.”

 

‘She succeeded.’

 

Sena looked in the mirror.

 

Red marks covered his body, especially the neck, to an alarming degree.

 

At this level, it was obvious that he belonged to someone.

 

“It’s okay. I can cover it with my tracksuit. The neck part won’t show. Can you give it to me?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Just as Luna handed over the tracksuit and Sena tried to stand up, he felt a sudden weakness.

 

“Sena!”

 

Seril Da supported her Senna. Sena was reassured for now.

 

Serilda caught him. Sena quickly reassured her.

 

“I’m fine, I’m fine.”

 

On the outside, he appeared calm, but internally he wasn’t.

 

He recognized this feeling.

 

‘It’s starting again.’

 

A legendary herb, and he couldn’t last even two months?

 

How relentless.

 

**

 

They say late bloomers are the most intense.

 

Astria, who had never been exposed to such things until she was 21, found everything with Sena in the past few days to be immensely stimulating.

 

Her obsession doubled.

 

She couldn’t bear to be apart from Sena for even a moment. If he wasn’t by her side, she felt uneasy.

 

“Come with me.”

 

Astria didn’t forget to bring Sena along before heading to the meeting.

 

“W-What?”

 

Sena looked a bit flustered. That annoyed Astria.

 

Now that she couldn’t stand being without him, wasn’t he the same?

 

“How impertinent. My word is law.”

 

“But… is it really okay for me to attend such an important meeting?”

 

Astria had been exposed to noble rhetoric enough to understand the underlying meaning of Sena’s words.

 

In short, he didn’t want to go. Of course, if Astria were the type to be persuaded, she wouldn’t have brought it up in the first place.

 

“It is.”

 

“But still…”

 

“The Empress of the Laperci Empire is speaking.”

 

Astria’s resolve was clear, and as always, Sena couldn’t refuse the words of someone with such resolve.

 

“Yes, understood.”

 

However, Sena looked uneasy. He bit his lip slightly and gripped the hem of his pants.

 

“Hmph, you should have agreed from the beginning.”

 

Astria didn’t notice and started walking.

 

‘I need to make a lasting impression.’

 

Bringing Sena to the meeting had multiple implications.

 

Just attending together would allow the ministers to infer Sena’s significance to Astria.

 

After all, such a thing had never happened before.

 

‘Today’s meeting needs to be positive.’

 

Though Astria usually believed that true human potential emerged under fear, she decided to be generous today.

 

“By the way, I’ve never been to the citadel before.”

 

“That’s ironic. The Empress’s personal physician has never been to the citadel?”

 

“I’m still a novice physician. Besides, Your Majesty dislikes going to the citadel.”

 

The two crossed the bridge over the Emerald Lake.

 

Beyond that, the green trees welcomed them along the citadel’s walkway.

 

This was the heart of the palace, the citadel.

 

Originally, Astria should have resided here. However, finding it tiresome to drive out all the people, she had moved to the outskirts alone, shaping the current palace structure.

 

“That used to be the case.”

 

“Is it not anymore?”

 

“Thanks to someone, today doesn’t feel too bad.”

 

Astria laughed.

 

The gentle breeze felt pleasant today. Had it always been this nice?

 

She had never felt this good on the way to the citadel.

 

Could such a change come from just one person? Astria was both surprised and delighted by her transformation.

 

‘I ask for nothing else. Just stay by my side.’

 

Come to think of it, she had learned something new yesterday.

 

Astria believed in applying what she learned immediately. She reached out her hand.

 

“Sena. Your hand…”

 

Astria’s pupils trembled.

 

Sena sat down and was catching his breath.

 

“…Sena?”

 

“I’m just a bit tired. Should we rest for a bit?”

 

At some point, cold sweat had covered Sena’s body.

 

Astria, flustered, approached Sena.

 

“We’ve only been walking for five minutes.”

 

“R-Really? That’s strange.”

 

Sena scratched his forehead with a silly laugh, looking genuinely puzzled.

 

Astria considered one possibility.

 

A grim thought she didn’t want to entertain again.

 

“Are you sick?”

 

Sena stood up with a bright smile, acting as if nothing was wrong.

 

“Yes, I am. I think I have about 55 days left.”

 

Hearing that, Astria felt oddly reassured.

 

“You can predict your lifespan? Then, how many days do I have?”

 

“Um… 814 days?”

 

“That’s an oddly specific number.”

 

Astria laughed softly.

 

Sometimes, Sena’s ridiculous jokes were part of his charm.

 

“Oh, my back. It’s because Your Majesty played with me since morning.”

 

“If you find that exhausting, the rest of your life will be tough. I have no intention of stopping.”

 

“You’re too much.”

 

Sena and Astria laughed as they looked at each other.

 

“Make way!”

 

At that moment, a frantic voice called out. A maid, carrying an elaborate set of candlesticks, was rushing toward them.

 

The next scene was unfortunate for the maid. Even though the candlesticks blocked her view, she was moving in a way that shouldn’t have hit anyone.

 

No one could have predicted that Sena would suddenly stagger and lean into her path.

 

In the end, the maid lightly brushed against Sena’s side as she passed by.

 

Even that slight touch almost made Sena fall to the ground. Astria instinctively caught him with her arm, preventing him from collapsing, but Astria saw it.

 

A faint red scratch appeared on Sena’s cheek.

 

 

 

The maid, startled by nearly dropping the expensive candlestick set, turned around to the right.

 

‘What just happened? Didn’t he lean towards me on purpose?’

 

From her perspective, the person’s attire was unusual, and since he didn’t have any attendants, she assumed he wasn’t of high status.

 

Not necessarily because of that, but merely brushing past him causing him to almost fall seemed like an exaggeration.

 

The maid smirked cynically.

 

As she glanced at the person beside him, she recognized the blue, flickering eyes, finally matching the figure to the one she had only seen in portraits.

 

Empress Astria.

 

It felt as if her heart had dropped.

 

Never would she have thought that the Empress would be walking on such a regular path.

 

Realizing this, the maid bowed deeply.

 

“I-I’m sorry.”

 

“It’s okay.”

 

Thanks to Astria, Sena hadn’t fallen. He clapped his hands to draw attention.

 

“Anyone can make a mistake. You can go.”

 

“Ah, y-yes, yes.”

 

There was a famous rumor among the maids of the citadel.

 

No maid who had seen the Empress’s face three times remained alive. Those who encountered her that many times usually died.

 

‘Ugh, why is my luck so bad today? Only two times left.’

 

When there was only one left, she planned to resign. As she quickly tried to pass by, it happened.

 

“You there.”

 

Astria spoke without even looking back. The maid froze in place.

 

“Where do you think you’re going?”

 

“Your Majesty, I’m really fine.”

 

From that moment, everything seemed to move in slow motion.

 

As the maid turned her back.

 

Astria summoned her holy sword.

 

-Slash!

 

She cut without hesitation.

 

Without any time to intervene, Astria alone moved swiftly in the slowed world.

 

Somehow, no blood was spilled.

 

Sena, without thinking, ran out and supported the maid, checking her wound.

 

A deep gash was carved into her chest, and the maid wasn’t breathing.

 

It was a clean strike.

 

No more, no less. She took only her life with precision.

 

Surprisingly, killing someone cleanly is not easy.

 

Executing a perfect kill requires a lot of experience.

 

Astria had said to him once:

 

-I do not engage in unnecessary killing.

 

-However, I do not hesitate when it is necessary.

 

Sena recalled that conversation.

 

“Step away from her, Sena. She is too filthy for you to touch.”

 

Sena believed those words deeply.

 

Even if he saw her kill someone later, he tried to understand—there must be a reason.

 

Why did this maid die? Because she bumped into him? Because she smirked afterward? Because of the faint scratch on his cheek?

 

Maybe there was a deeper reason. That part, he didn’t know. But.

 

“Your Majesty, was this death really necessary?”

 

Sena was simply sorrowful for the loss of one life.
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-After investigating, there are no traces of black magic.

 

-It must have been the work of Labella.

 

 

The council meeting of the Empire had begun.

 

However, those voices did not reach Sena.

 

“……It seems some investigation is necessary.”

 

Sena could feel Astria’s gaze, but he kept his mouth shut and looked down.

 

“Excuse me, may I ask something?”

 

“I am permitted to speak. Lord Gyro.”

 

“……Who is that person?”

 

The elderly nobles in the meeting hall all turned to look at the white-haired furball.

 

It was a long-standing curiosity. The meeting hall’s table was rectangular. Astria sat in the very center, and the closer one was to her, the higher their rank.

 

Sena was seated in the closest row. In front of him was Duke Granz Kairos.

 

From the nobles’ perspective, Sena seemed like someone who had just fallen from the sky. They had only heard vague rumors about him.

 

“Didn’t the lords say it was time for me to produce an heir? I simply chose an appropriate candidate.”

 

Murmurs.

 

The meeting hall seemed to shake greatly for a moment. What did they just hear? Did that noble empress choose someone to be her consort?

 

“Congratulations, Your Majesty.”

 

“Blessings to you.”

 

“This eliminates the Empire’s sole concern.”

 

“May we ask your name?”

 

A nearby noble kindly addressed Sena.

 

Sena gave a small smile.

 

“Ahaha. Her Majesty was just joking. There’s no way that could be true. I am merely the new attending physician.”

 

Astria’s expression slightly stiffened. Sena continued speaking.

 

“My name is Sena Birkender. As for titles you might recognize, I am the disciple and son of Cruyff, and the head of the Birkender Marquisate.”

 

“Oh.”

 

The nobles quietly admired him upon hearing the name. While the central nobles focused on the name Sena, the elderly ones noted the Birkender Marquis.

 

The Birkender Marquis. Once a prestigious family that flourished in the Empire, second only to the Kairos Dukedom.

 

Though they had declined recently, to those who valued tradition, the status of the Birkender family remained significant.

 

They considered the Birkender family a hundred times more honorable and dignified than the newly rising noble families. Look at him now.

 

The current head of the family, even with just a few words, exuded nobility. That was the air a noble should have.

 

Even before knowing his status, the elderly nobles found Sena surprisingly likable. They looked at him almost like they were gazing at a grandchild.

 

Though to some, he might have been seen as a granddaughter.

 

“Haha, though I’ve heard you’ve been quiet lately, it’s nice to meet Marquis Birkender. How is Frederick doing?”

 

Frederick Birkender. Sena’s grandfather, the previous head of the Birkender Marquisate before Cruyff.

 

Currently, he managed his territory leisurely in his later years. Hearing the nostalgic name brought a soft smile to Sena’s face. It was one of the places he must visit before returning home.

 

“He is doing well. Would you like me to convey your regards? I plan to visit him soon.”

 

“Oh, that would be wonderful. Then please tell my old friend Isaac that he still wishes to see the result of their chess game. They were the only ones who tied with Frederick, you know.”

 

A baron sitting at the end of the table widened his eyes.

 

“Are you saying that Lord Isaac, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, lost in chess?”

 

“Haha, indeed. The young ones may not know, but Frederick was an excellent strategist and knight. Isn’t that right, Your Majesty?”

 

“…Even I don’t remember much from when I was ten years old.”

 

“To be humble after having excelled on the battlefield at such a young age.”

 

What did they just hear?

 

Ten years old?

 

‘…This world is truly unbelievable.’

 

No matter how medieval or fantastical it might be.

 

The thought of a ten-year-old emperor standing on the battlefield was unimaginable.

 

Sena’s eyes were filled with sadness.

 

Was it inevitable? Astria’s world was drenched in blood. To ascend the throne, she had purged around 1,500 people with her own hands.

 

For someone like her, killing a maid might not be any different from picking up a piece of trash.

 

However, Sena still couldn’t understand it in his heart. This was probably a personality difference that would never be reconciled in his lifetime.

 

A fundamental difference that could never coexist unless someone yielded.

 

It wouldn’t be him. And it couldn’t be Empress Astria either.

 

“Of course. I will pass it on. Isaac.”

 

“Hmm, Marquis Birkender might not know this, but Frederick and I are blood-sworn comrades. Therefore, his grandson Sena is also like a grandson to me. Could you call me grandfather in that sense?”

 

Hahaha, Isaac smiled gently as he stroked his beard.

 

Although he was a veteran in his 80s, he had a fierce presence that rivaled that of the young. Among the empire’s nobles, he was known as the “Iron-Blooded Minister”.

 

To think that such a person wanted to be called grandfather? The nobles’ faces showed their astonishment.

 

“Is he senile?”

 

Astria glared sharply. Her possessiveness didn’t discriminate between women and the elderly.

 

“…Well then, could you approve my resignation?”

 

“Denied.”

 

“You’ve been holding it off for five years now.”

 

“Die in that position.”

 

“You’re as firm as ever.”

 

“Indeed, I am.”

 

Astria crossed her arms with a stern face.

 

Sena now realized how foolish it was to submit a resignation to Astria.

 

Shouldn’t you grant it at 80 years old?

 

I’ll have to say something when I get back…

 

‘Forget it.’

 

Sena pouted slightly.

 

He wouldn’t let this go easily.

 

Not until she truly repented and asked for forgiveness.

 

“Anyway, it’s a joyous occasion. To meet Frederick’s grandchild like this. Hahaha.”

 

“The honor is mine, Sir Isaac…. No, grandfather.”

 

Isaac was a bit surprised that he was called grandfather right away. But he soon smiled warmly.

 

“How beautifully you’ve grown.”

 

“I thought Frederick had failed in raising his children, but I was wrong.”

 

Sena was a hit among the elders. His appearance was cute, and he was well-mannered. There was no reason to dislike him.

 

Sena didn’t dislike the elders either. They felt like kind grandparents, and he found them endearing.

 

“Have you forgotten we’re in the middle of a meeting?”

 

Astria felt sick to her stomach. She had explicitly told them to focus only on her.

 

“Proceed.”

 

Annoyed, Astria bit her lip.

 

Sena’s warm smile, he had never shown that to her.

 

 

“The first item on the agenda is related to the Church.”

 

The meeting, briefly halted by Astria’s irritation, resumed.

 

“So they’re at it again, despite seeming quiet.”

 

“Before we proceed, may we summon the concerned party?”

 

“Bring them in.”

 

 

 

 

“We have come to officially lodge an official complaint.”

 

The atmosphere in the meeting hall turned cold. Sena opened his eyes wide and lifted his head.

 

‘…Cardinal Raymond?’

 

It was a familiar face. Raymond Burke. He was known as the right-hand man of the current Pope. Ranked first among cardinals, he was the second most powerful person in the Church after Cruyff.

 

“A complaint?”

 

“Because of the operational orders His Majesty gave to the Teutonic Knights.”

 

 

‘Operational order?’

 

Sena tilted his head in confusion.

 

“What order?”

 

“Are you pretending not to know? The operation named ‘Massacre’. The order to completely exterminate every person in the slums.”

 

‘…?’

 

Sena looked at Astria in disbelief.

 

What did he just hear? Exterminate the slums?

 

No way. It couldn’t be.

 

“What does that have to do with the Church?”

 

But Sena’s hope was shattered.

 

Astria did not deny it. Raymond wasn’t lying.

 

“It’s related. Undertaking such an inhumane act without consulting the Church? This is a statement signed by 40 clergy members.”

 

Raymond handed a thick document to Astria.

 

Astria received it with a displeased expression.

 

Whoosh.

 

She burned it with her magic.

 

“Go report to your master.”

 

The ashes of the document crumbled from Astria’s hand.

 

This was clearly crossing a line.

 

It was an unspoken rule that the Church and the Imperial Family should not interfere with each other.

 

Pressing with such an unreasonable pretext suggested highly suspicious ulterior motives.

 

‘Are they up to some nonsensical actions again because of the upcoming papal election?’

 

This was a political issue.

 

“If he has complaints, come in person.”

 

Sena couldn’t shake off the shock for a while.

 

The cruelty of attempting to obliterate the slums.

And the autocratic action of burning the Church’s statement without even listening to it.

 

These were all things Sena detested.

 

“Sena.”

 

“The Church is always open to you.”

 

Normally, Sena would have rejected this offer outright.

 

But this time, he gave a slightly bitter smile and responded positively.

 

He hoped someone would hear and feel something.

 

“…Would Justitia accept me?”

 

Raymond responded as if pleased.

 

“Of course. If you entrust yourself to the Church, it would be the day the youngest archbishop is born…”

 

“Enough.”

 

“Do not make me angrier.”

 

At Astria’s icy voice, Raymond bowed his head with a faint smile.

 

“The words I wanted to convey have been burned, so I have nothing more to say. It was a regretful meeting.”

 

Astria felt her neck stiffen for the first time in a long while.

 

Today had started off as one of the best days in recent times, yet paradoxically, two of the most infuriating events occurred.

 

‘They keep provoking me.’

 

Astria glared coldly at Sena.

 

Despite numerous warnings, his attitude remained the same.

 

It seemed she had been too lenient.

 

Astria recalled the letters from the ladies.

 

Chloe Ashmont.

 

A lady from a family she personally trusted had given her advice.

 

-As Sena’s academy classmate, I dare to offer this advice. He must be handled firmly. If treated too gently, he will only run away.

 

‘Could that be true?’

 

It seemed it was time to show him.

 

**

 

Sena was dragged by his wrist by Astria.

 

“Your Majesty, you’re going too fast.”

 

“Shut up.”

 

Did she just tell him to shut up?

 

Sena had a surprisingly fragile mentality. Perhaps the reason he never spoke harshly to others was because he hated hearing such words himself.

 

Hearing “shut up” was both frightening and hurtful.

 

‘Please treat me with more respect.’

 

The words were on the tip of his tongue, but he kept his mouth shut.

 

Sena, panting, was pushed into Astria’s bedroom.

 

As soon as they entered, Astria pinned his hands against the wall and tried to kiss him.

 

Sena didn’t want to do it with this version of Astria. He kept his mouth tightly shut and turned his head away.

 

Astria’s eyebrow twitched.

 

“Are you defying me? How insolent.”

 

“Your Majesty is always like this. Only your feelings matter.”

 

“What?”

 

“Do you not realize what you did today?”

 

Sena asked with a sorrowful face, and Astria’s shoulders momentarily flinched.

 

She then spoke with a haughty face.

 

“I am the Empress. Such things are beneath my concern.”

 

Sena gave a self-deprecating smile.

 

‘This is too much.’

 

He had hoped she would at least reflect on her actions.

 

He thought she would admit it was done in anger and promise not to do it again.

 

But instead, she was coming at him with sheer force?

 

Sena was furious.

 

He had rarely been this angry in his life.

 

Slap.

 

“We.”

 

Sena slapped away Astria’s hand and spoke firmly.

 

“Will sleep in separate rooms.”
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-I forbid it.

 

That was all Astria said that day.

 

‘Of course. She is the type of person who believes everyone should move according to her will.’

 

Usually, when Astria spoke like that, no one could refuse. She was a clear predator. At least as far as Sena knew, there was no one above her.

 

But Sena had his own ways too.

 

 

 

“Look, Chris.”

 

Creak—.

 

The large doors to Astria’s bedroom swung open. Chris, who had been mingling with the newly appointed Imperial Knights, entered with a frown due to a hangover.

 

And then he saw the person meditating quietly under the bright sunlight on the bed and his eyes widened.

 

“He’s been like that since earlier. Is Sena broken?”

 

“…This is.”

 

Chris approached with a face that showed he could hardly believe it.

 

Sena, with his eyes closed and not moving a muscle, had his hands neatly placed on his knees.

 

“Your Majesty, what on earth did you do yesterday?”

 

“Not much.”

 

“That’s impossible. This is the first time I’ve seen Sena so angry.”

 

Astria’s eyebrows twitched.

 

“Angry?”

 

She glanced at Sena.

 

“That?”

 

“As I mentioned before, Sena’s way of showing anger is quite simple.”

 

Chris spoke almost like an expert.

 

“When he’s somewhat angry, he stops talking. When he’s more angry, he stops eating. And when he’s extremely angry, he stops moving.”

 

Chris extended his hand in front of Sena.

 

At that moment, Sena opened his eyes. It was the look of a cat ready to bite if touched.

 

Chris immediately gave up and withdrew his hand. Only then did Sena close his eyes again.

 

“But to see all three signs at once…”

 

“All three signs?”

 

“It means he’s truly furious.”

 

Chris couldn’t understand it. Recently, the atmosphere between the two had been very good.

 

“Did you kill someone?”

 

It was almost a joke, but Astria nodded her head.

 

“I did. I immediately executed the person who dared to harm my property.”

 

“…!”

 

Chris’s pupils trembled. Killing someone in front of Sena was almost a taboo unless it was a life-threatening situation.

 

“No, what do you mean you killed someone in front of Sena?”

 

“…Is it my fault?”

 

“It is Your Majesty’s fault.”

 

Chris shook his head. This was indefensible.

 

Astria folded her arms, looking exasperated.

 

‘Is this how he shows anger?’

 

He was truly an insignificant furball.

 

“Sena.”

 

“…”

 

“I killed that maid yesterday because your authority was threatened.”

 

Sena half-opened his eyes and stared at Astria with a cold gaze. Astria spoke with an expressionless face.

 

“Authority that has been threatened once cannot be restored. The same goes even if it was a mistake. Any act of confronting or mocking you is unforgivable. It is also for the sake of my own authority.”

 

“It was an unnecessary death.”

 

For the first time in almost 12 hours, Sena spoke. His body still didn’t move.

 

“Authority exists because there are others. The only person who saw the confrontation with the maid was Your Majesty.”

 

“The maid was there too.”

 

“If she knows she’ll die for talking, there’s no one foolish enough to spread it around.”

 

“Humans still talk even when they know they’ll die. Sena, I’ve seen countless people like that.”

 

Sena bit his lip. He closed his eyes again and kept his mouth shut.

 

“He closed his eyes again. What does this mean?”

 

“It means the last chance has just flown away.”

 

“…That’s troublesome.”

 

“But is that really all there is to it?”

 

Chris felt a sense of unease.

 

Sena hated seeing people die, but that would only cause a reaction like refusing to eat.

 

One of Sena’s principles was that once someone was dead, there was nothing that could be done. He prioritized preventing people from making the same mistakes over expressing immediate anger.

 

“He learned at the council that in the past, I ordered a massacre to fight against the Black Death.”

 

Chris ran his hand down his face.

 

“How could you let him find out about that?”

 

“I still think it’s a very rational response.”

 

‘What? Was everyone aware except me?’

 

Geeee.

 

A harsh glare from Sena pierced Chris.

 

“At this rate, I’ll end up being hated too. Your Majesty, I’ll take my leave.”

 

“Where is the Empress’s Guardian Knight going, leaving the Empress behind?”

 

“Didn’t you once lament that you shouldn’t need protection from someone weaker than yourself? I’m going to train.”

 

Chris waved his hand and disappeared.

 

Eventually, the room was left with just the two of them.

 

After a long silence, Astria sighed.

 

“Name your conditions.”

 

Sena still looked dissatisfied, lips tightly sealed, not even glancing at Astria.

 

“Keeping silent like that won’t change anything.”

 

“Separate rooms.”

 

Sena spat out the words.

 

“…No.”

 

Astria shook her head.

 

“I will give you anything else, but not that.”

 

“I don’t want anything else from you, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria toyed with her golden hair.

 

What should she do now?

 

She was someone who usually got everything done with just a word.

 

The concept of persuasion was unnecessary for someone in her position.

 

So, she had no idea how to handle this situation.

 

-Your Majesty, the time is late.

 

At Betty’s voice, Sena spoke again.

 

“You should go.”

 

“…I won’t leave like this. I’ll go when you calm down.”

 

 

 

“Go.”

 

Sena’s usually clear blue eyes were colder than ever. His low, soft-spoken voice was filled with anger.

 

Astria, who could face an army of 100,000 without flinching, was completely subdued by Sena’s aura at this moment.

 

“Uh, okay.”

 

**

 

“Evidence has been found that Labella has mobilized a large merchant group.”

 

“It seems likely that Labella is the main instigator of this commotion.”

 

In the audience chamber, Astria sat on the throne, resting her chin on her hand.

 

She considered the recent disturbance in the mountain range quite significant.

 

Before a major flaw appears, there are usually several smaller ones. These are warnings, and ignoring them leads to significant consequences.

 

What happened in the Giaanan Mountains seemed minor on the surface, but the timing was problematic.

 

The Empire was currently recovering from a significant wound. For hyenas targeting an injured beast, there couldn’t be a better opportunity.

 

Astria believed it might be part of a larger scheme. Although she typically didn’t involve herself in such trivial matters, she even convened the Senate to discuss it this time.

 

However, none of the nobles’ reports registered in her mind. Her thoughts were elsewhere.

 

‘Could he still be sulking?’

 

‘It would be better if he just yelled at me. He is not the type to be mindful just because I’m the Empress.’

 

‘Where did he learn that infuriating way of expressing anger? From Cruyff?’

 

Tap tap.

 

Astria drummed her fingers on the armrest, lost in thought. The thing she worried about most was the Church.

 

She was well aware that the vile organization targeted Sena. Protecting him from them was not difficult, but—

 

What if Sena himself desired it?

 

If he decided to turn to the Church, there was little she could do.

 

‘What did he do to make him so irresistible to them?’

 

Clicking her tongue, Astria snapped back to the present.

 

“…Your Majesty?”

 

“….”

 

Returning to reality, Astria glanced around the chamber.

 

“This is truly unpleasant.”

 

“Do you have actual brains in your heads? I want to split them open and see if they’re properly there.”

 

 

-‘Her Majesty is not in a good mood today.’

 

-‘Indeed.’

 

The nobles exchanged wary glances. They hadn’t seen this side of Astria in a long time, though this was her true nature.

 

“I told you to find out, and all you discovered was Labella? Did you feed your creativity to the passing dogs?”

 

For context, it had only been three days since the strange occurrences in the Giaanan Mountains were detected.

 

Moreover, Astria’s command was to chase after something without a tangible form.

 

Most thought it was too much. Abnormalities among the monsters were common, after all.

 

The fact that it happened in the mountain range closest to the capital was a bit unsettling, but whatever it was, it could be dealt with through a subjugation campaign.

 

“Your Majesty, may I speak?”

 

“If you’re hesitant, don’t speak at all.”

 

“…”

 

Astria seemed to be in a particularly bad mood today.

 

Still, the noble suppressed his anxiety and spoke calmly.

 

“Speak.”

 

“There is no one besides Labella who could orchestrate such an event. We have substantial evidence, albeit circumstantial. Moreover…”

 

The noble paused briefly but decided to stick to his belief.

 

“…Investing resources into something so intangible seems like a waste of time.”

 

“…!”

 

The nobles were shocked.

 

‘Is he insane…!’

 

Something unimaginable had occurred. Everyone observed Astria’s reaction.

 

Instead of anger, Astria smiled.

 

Now that she thought about it, there were many new faces among the central nobility.

 

She stood up, and the atmosphere in the chamber instantly grew heavy, almost stifling.

 

“You there.”

 

Astria walked towards the noble who had just spoken. The monocle-wearing baron’s face turned pale.

 

Astria reached into the air, and one of the Teutonic Knights on duty approached and placed a sword in her small hand.

 

“Do you wish to die?”

 

Astria quietly addressed the noble. The sound of him swallowing hard echoed in the chamber.

 

It seemed today a central noble’s position would become vacant. Everyone thought so.

 

 

-Is this death really necessary?

 

Sena’s sorrowful voice flashed through Astria’s mind.

 

Just as she was about to strike, Astria clicked her tongue and withdrew the sword. With a disgruntled expression, she dropped it to the ground.

 

Clang.

 

The sword fell weakly and rolled on the red carpet.

 

Astria fastened her short cloak and walked toward the door.

 

 

“Investigate Labella.”

 

“We shall obey that order.”

 

**

 

“Here, baguette for my favorite senior.”

 

Sylvia, who had just finished training, handed over some bread. She had heard from Serilda that Sena, in his anger, had refused to eat and rushed over.

 

“I’m not eating.”

 

Sena turned his head away. Normally, he loved baguettes so much that he would munch on them for up to three hours a day, but then it wouldn’t be a hunger strike.

 

Sylvia sighed and sat next to Sena.

 

“I don’t want to say this, but…”

 

She took a bite of the baguette and looked up at the ceiling, swinging her legs.

 

“Just forgive her this once. She’s inexperienced with such things.”

 

Sena responded after a long pause.

 

“…Sorry. I have no intention of forgiving her.”

 

Sena believed that forgiveness was a virtue, no matter how bad the offense.

 

But this time, he had decided not to forgive. Deciding the outcome first wasn’t like Sena, but this time it seemed right.

 

‘Maybe it’s for the best.’

 

Sena thought with sad eyes.

 

If not now, there would never be a chance to return home.

 

It was time to sever ties with Astria and her affection. Before it would become more painful.
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“…I’ll give you back your room.”

 

Astria finally gave in. Sena’s protest, which included not eating or even drinking water, left her with no other choice.

 

Only then did Sena rise from the bed, rubbing his stiff shoulders. Spending two days being angry felt like such a waste of time.

 

But it was necessary. He needed to distance herself from Astria to plan her escape.

 

 

“Now, are you done being angry?”

 

Astria, uncharacteristically, watched Sena’s reaction. Sena replied coldly.

 

“I’ll see how it goes.”

 

With a cold demeanor, he grabbed his travel suitcase. Astria couldn’t stop Sena as he passed by.

 

After Sena left—

 

Astria lay sprawled on the bed with a blank expression.

 

She looked around indifferently, but no one was there.

 

She looked up at the ceiling again.

 

Without realizing it, she bit her thumb hard.

 

Her chest felt empty.

 

She didn’t know what to do with this unfamiliar emotion.

 

‘What am I supposed to do?’

 

When there was no method, Astria always made up the answer.

 

But for the first time in her life, she couldn’t see the answer.

 

**

 

“It feels like it’s been ages.”

 

Sena’s room looked exactly the same as when he first set foot here.

 

Someone must have been cleaning it. Serilda? Or maybe Luna? Whoever it was, he was grateful.

 

Sena tried standing on one foot. He wobbled, losing balance quickly. He tried again several times. By the tenth attempt, he could stand for about five seconds.

 

It was better than before. When the symptoms first appeared, he couldn’t even walk properly until he got used to it.

 

‘The medicine still seems effective. But the progression of my body’s deterioration is faster.’

 

Sena diagnosed himself.

How much time did he have left to move around freely?

 

He set a conservative estimate. Maybe half of the time left. Until about 25 days from now, he could still move somehow.

 

‘It’ll take at least two weeks to get back home.’

 

Considering various variables, he generously estimated three weeks. He needed 21 days.

 

‘I should leave before the first digit of the countdown reaches 5.’

 

That gave him about three days to prepare to leave this place.

 

Organizing and tidying up was one of Sena’s specialties. That part wasn’t a problem. He would have to tell a lot of lies, though.

 

The biggest problem was something else entirely.

 

‘Can I shake off any pursuers in this condition?’

 

Astria would not let him escape easily.

 

Maybe he should seek help from someone else.

 

Two groups came to mind immediately: Labella or the Church of Justitia.

 

As he continued his thoughts, he heard a knock on the door.

 

Knock knock.

 

“Come in.”

 

“Sena-nim.”

 

It was Luna who entered.

 

“Hello.”

 

Sena waved as he approached.

 

Luna was hiding something behind her back. Tilting his head, he asked,

 

“What’s that? A gift for your recently freed master?”

 

It was a light joke, but Luna didn’t laugh.

 

His timid maid hesitated for a while. Sena waited patiently without pressing her.

 

“…Please, take this.”

 

“Huh?”

 

Sena took the letter from Luna.

 

He opened it on the spot and read it, his eyes widening in surprise.

 

The content was quite shocking. Sena stared at Luna with wide eyes, his mouth agape.

 

“You…”

 

‘Labella is always by your side!’

 

The saying she always repeated was actually true.

 

What timing.

 

Like a ghost, really.

 

 

-I’m writing this letter as you begin to regret your decision. Sena, why are you staying by that Empress’s side? The longer you stay, the more regret you’ll accumulate. Come to my side.

 

P.S. If you decide, tell Luna.

 

To my eternal benefactor, Sena, Isabella.

 

 

Sena chuckled softly, putting his hands behind his back as he walked towards the window. Luna followed, her head lowered.

 

“It was strange, indeed.”

 

“A maid who can read and write, walks with perfect etiquette, is good at arithmetic and smart.”

 

Sena turned to Luna with a bright expression.

 

“I thought you might be some fallen noble lady, but Labella? That’s surprising.”

 

“Are you angry?”

 

“No, I’m not angry. Labella or not, you’re the maid I chose. It seems there are quite a few Labella members within the royal palace.”

 

Luna didn’t respond, which was enough of an answer for Sena.

 

‘This is perfect timing. This is probably Justitia’s way of saying it’s now or never to escape.’

 

Sena walked over to the table, pulled out a piece of paper, and started writing.

 

 

-Let’s meet first. But Isabella must come herself.

 

P.S. If you do anything bad when you come, you know what will happen, right? ㅎ_ㅎ

 

Sena sealed the letter and handed it to Luna.

 

“Give this to Isabella.”

 

With 54 days remaining, that late afternoon, Sena began what should have been done long ago.

 

**

 

-Hoo.

 

At the training ground of the Teutonic Knights.

 

Despite the late hour, one knight was fully immersed in training.

 

A girl with pink hair flowing behind her.

 

It was Sylvia Clifton of the Teutonic Knights.

 

‘I must get stronger to protect my senior.’

 

She had been completely focused on her sword recently.

 

Various recent events had made her question her abilities.

 

She had a gut feeling that, at this rate, she wouldn’t be able to protect the things most precious to her and would become a worthless knight.

 

 

“Wow.”

 

Clap clap clap.

 

Someone appeared under the faint moonlight, clapping with a smile on their face.

 

“Senior?”

 

“Our Sylvia, you’re working really hard.”

 

Sylvia was startled by Sena’s sudden appearance, but she was more happy than surprised. Now that his silence was lifted, she could finally feed him.

 

“Come here. Since you worked hard, you deserve a reward.”

 

Sena hugged Sylvia.

 

Sylvia, flustered, struggled a bit.

 

“Se-senior?”

 

‘I’m probably sweaty.’

 

No woman would want someone they like to smell their sweat.

 

After holding her for a while, Sena lifted his head.

 

“See? My words about you becoming a good knight weren’t wrong, right?”

 

“…I would have become a good knight even if you hadn’t said that.”

 

“Then that’s great. Yes, you’re a good knight without my help.”

 

Sylvia’s expression stiffened.

 

Sena, unaware, headed towards the brook where there was a stepping stone bridge.

 

“But why are you suddenly working so hard? I haven’t seen you much lately.”

 

Sylvia muttered softly.

 

“This new recruit, Garumel, has talent. He’s improving at an alarming rate every day.”

 

“They say a position makes a person.”

 

Sena climbed up on the stone wall and stood on one foot. Though his body wavered, he somehow managed to keep his balance and smiled proudly.

 

“I’m a Teutonic Knight. I must not lose to anyone in the Imperial Knights.”

 

But he was being too reckless. Sena lost his balance and was about to fall.

 

Sylvia swiftly moved a few steps and grabbed the back of his neck.

 

“Th-thank you. Uh…”

 

Sylvia lifted Sena effortlessly, carrying him over her shoulder as she walked, speaking seriously.

 

“There are limits when you’re alone. Honestly, my magic has reached its peak for now… I’m still young, too.”

 

“Could you put me down? This is embarrassing.”

 

Sena struggled, but Sylvia’s knightly strength was unyielding.

 

He finally gave up and mumbled.

 

“How old are you again? I only know you’re a year below me.”

 

“You don’t even know my age?”

 

Sylvia puffed her cheeks in mock indignation.

 

“S-sorry.”

 

“I’m 17.”

 

“…What?”

 

Sena tilted his head, thinking he misheard.

 

“17?”

 

“Why?”

 

“So you entered the Academy at 13?”

 

“That’s right.”

 

“You didn’t seem that small back then. Haha.”

 

“You’re the one who’s small, Senior. I’m still growing.”

 

“Unfortunately, girls usually stop growing around your age. Sylvia has already finished growing.”

 

“But I’m taller than you. Want to see?”

 

Sylvia put Sena down and stood close in front of him. Sena looked up.

 

She was indeed about a hand’s breadth taller.

 

‘She really is.’

 

Sena felt his pride stinging.

 

 

“That’s why I’m asking you a favor.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes sank low.

 

-You will become a good knight.

 

How many times have I pondered those words, Senior?

 

And now you say something similar, so I can’t help but notice.

 

 

“Could you teach me your swordsmanship, Senior?”

 

“What?”

 

“Please.”

 

“…My swordsmanship?”

 

“I’ve never seen anyone use your techniques before. And you’ve never lost to anyone. I think your swordsmanship is unparalleled.”

 

Sena scratched his cheek, looking troubled.

 

But Sylvia’s expression was serious.

 

She genuinely wanted to learn his techniques.

 

“…Honestly, it’s not something I’ve taught anyone before, but alright.”

 

Sylvia fetched two wooden swords. She held one and handed the other to Sena.

 

‘I’m not sure how much help I’ll be, but… I hope I can at least be of some use to Sylvia.’

 

 

“Actually, it’s not that complicated. The secret to my swordsmanship.”

 

Sena stood in front of Sylvia, holding the wooden sword.

 

“Try blocking this.”

 

Sena swung his sword straightforwardly.

 

Tap, tap, tap, tap.

 

The rhythm was steady. Sylvia blocked it without difficulty.

 

“Now I’ll take out a few strikes.”

 

-, tap, -, tap,

 

Sylvia barely managed to block the attacks. Even with just a few exchanges, she felt overwhelmed.

 

‘I’m a knight of the Empire’s strongest Knight Order. But this is the difference?’

 

“…It’s actually harder to block when you don’t swing your sword. It feels awkward when the timing is off, and when I try to attack, you come in at just the right moment.”

 

“Exactly. Now, mix in some movements during the empty parts. This time, you take the initiative.”

 

Sylvia nodded and swung her sword straight. Sena moved into the gap between Sylvia’s right armpit, seemingly disappearing from her view. By the time she noticed, the hard tip of the wooden sword was pressing into her waist.

 

“I call this the Metronome.”

 

“Metronome?”

 

“Haha. It’s like music. Don’t you think the sound of clashing swords is like music?”

 

“I think you’re the only one who would think that, Senior.”

 

‘He really does think about that while holding a sword.’

 

To Sena, the sword felt like rhythm. He always heard the steady beat of a metronome when he wielded it. He simply swung in time with that rhythm.

 

It was like Beethoven’s “Surprise” Symphony, calm and then suddenly startling.

 

“Now, Sylvia, you try.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sylvia swung her wooden sword. Sena blocked it easily. After a few repetitions, Sena laughed awkwardly.

 

“Sylvia?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

 

Sylvia was a genius.

 

The reason she was called a genius was because she had a very special talent.

 

She could almost perfectly copy any sword technique she saw, making it her own.

 

Currently, Sylvia’s swordsmanship resembled Chris’s because she had copied the techniques of the person she deemed the strongest.

 

However, Sylvia was unable to replicate Sena’s sword technique. It wasn’t the kind of technique that could be mimicked just by watching, but it didn’t make sense that Sylvia, the prodigy, couldn’t grasp it even after being taught.

 

“It’s just that your technique is very difficult, Senior.”

 

“That’s…”

 

Just as Sena was about to deny it, Sylvia placed her hand on his cheek.

 

“I need to learn more.”

 

Sylvia spoke clearly.

 

“You’re planning to leave, aren’t you?”

 

“…!”

 

“This time, not as a joke. You’ll find a way to get out, no matter what.”

 

“N-no.”

 

Sylvia glanced over Sena’s head and sighed.

 

“Take me with you, Senior.”

 

“…I was planning to.”

 

Once again, Sena’s hair stood on end.

 

Sylvia smiled bitterly.

 

Was it a lack of trust?

 

It didn’t matter.

 

What mattered was the present, not the past.

 

“Promise me.”

 

Sylvia got down on one knee and extended her right hand.

 

“No matter when you leave, you won’t abandon your knight.”

 

Sena weakly took her hand.

 

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

 

With a heartfelt apology, he kissed Sylvia’s hand.
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Slowly but steadily.

 

Sena was preparing to leave.

 

“…Sena-nim. You really don’t have to go this far.”

 

The first place he visited was Serilda’s house.

 

Although he knew her brother’s condition had improved, it had been almost three weeks, so it was time to check up on him.

 

“He’s been taking his medicine regularly, and the environment is good.”

 

The room was small but cozy.

Much better than the slum they used to live in.

 

“Since it’s a place provided by the imperial family. It’s a bit expensive, but we managed with the money you gave us, Sena.”

 

“I’m glad it helped.”

 

“Astin, you should thank him too. You’d be dead by now if it weren’t for Sena-nim.”

 

“…Sis, watch your language.”

 

Serilda’s brother, Astin, couldn’t look Sena in the eye. After hesitating for a while, he finally spoke.

 

“…I’m so indebted to you that I don’t know how to properly express my gratitude.”

 

‘Kids these days are so mature.’

 

Isn’t it surprising? This was spoken by a child around ten years old. What was I doing at that age? Probably pestering Cruyff every day to tell me more stories.

 

“Your sister has already repaid the favor. So you just focus on growing up healthy.”

 

Sena, finding Astin adorable, patted his head and gave him advice. His precociousness likely stemmed from his early home environment.

 

I hope he can be happy from now on.

 

“I’ll be going.”

 

“Sena, please wait a moment!”

 

Just as Sena finished the brief consultation and was about to head back to the palace, Serilda hurriedly searched through a drawer in the corner of the house.

 

After a while, she came running with a rather heavy-looking pouch.

 

“Um, Sena-nim. It’s not much, but please accept this.”

 

“What’s this?”

 

“It’s 50 gold. I saved it up with the remaining money and this month’s salary. I’ll definitely repay the remaining 50 gold as well.”

 

Sena waved his hands.

 

“Ahaha, use it for your brother. I’m fine.”

 

“But…”

 

“How did you manage to save anything with that meager maid’s salary?”

 

“As a personal maid, I earn several times more, so it’s okay! Please, take it!”

 

Serilda closed her eyes tightly and bowed deeply.

 

Sena felt nothing but pride.

 

Indeed, when you help others, it always comes back to you.

 

He wished a certain someone knew this too.

 

Still, there was one thing that was disappointing.

 

‘Oh, but I don’t have any money?’

 

“…I’ll accept it then.”

 

It would have been cooler if he left without taking the money.

 

He always ends things so sloppily.

 

**

 

‘The last thing to do is meet with Cruyff, but that can wait.’

 

Sena casually postponed it and returned to his room. He intended to fulfill his most important duty.

 

There was a book he had written last time detailing Astria’s physical condition, but he wanted to check it again just to be sure.

 

As he opened the door, he saw a stranger.

 

A maid with red hair, wearing an eye patch, sat sprawled out on his table, yawning.

 

She had her legs spread out in a crude manner, looking almost like a thug.

 

“…Wrong room.”

 

Sena blinked and tried to leave. She was too intimidating. The maid noticed Sena and smirked as their eyes met.

 

“I came because I was called, but the reception is quite poor.”

 

Her name was Isabella.

 

The leader of Labella. Known to the public as the revolutionary Isabella.

 

“Isabella, what brings you here?”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly.

 

Even so, how could the leader of an anti-empire group like Labella appear in the imperial palace in a day?

 

Isabella shamelessly pointed to her face.

 

“I’m in disguise.”

 

“…I see.”

 

“I’m wearing an eye patch and a maid outfit.”

 

Can that even be called a disguise?

 

Sena sighed.

 

Still, it was interesting to see Isabella in a maid outfit.

 

“Well, that’s how it is. Astria is arrogant. If there’s a challenger, she won’t avoid it. She might even welcome it. In other words, the palace security is surprisingly lax.”

 

“…Really?”

 

“Of course, no random riffraff can break in. However, it is not that difficult for the former Empress’s Guardian Knight.”

 

Isabella walked over to Sena with cat-like grace.

 

Being quite tall, she looked down at Sena from her height, which seemed to be around 175 cm.

 

“Taking you out of here is not difficult at all.”

 

“…I see.”

 

“Sit down. Let’s hear why you called me.”

 

Sena nodded and sat quietly on the sofa. Isabella sat opposite him, crossing her arms.

 

“What was that about in your letter? Saying it’s time to start regretting things.”

 

“You and Astria can never coexist. If she’s fire, you’re water. Together, you’ll only end up destroying each other.”

 

“Then what about you, Isabella?”

 

“I am the wind. I can extinguish the fire if it gets annoying, but I can’t do anything about the water.”

 

‘Is that really the case?’

 

What does Astria mean to him? Sena thought about something he had never considered before.

 

Astria was a person who embodied everything he disliked. At first, he thought it was just rumors, but now he knew those rumors were not exaggerated.

 

She only does what she wants. Anything that bothers her, she removes, and she doesn’t listen to any advice.

 

She treats human lives lightly, and her rule is undoubtedly tyrannical.

 

But why?

 

Why doesn’t he feel any hatred? Even now, rather…

 

“Most importantly, she doesn’t have the capability to keep you.”

 

“Haha, what am I to her?”

 

Sena, with a sigh, played with the empty teacup, smoothing down his hair.

 

“Join Labella, Sena.”

 

Isabella got straight to the point. Sena hesitated for a moment before speaking.

 

“What kind of work would I be doing if I joined Labella?”

 

Isabella frowned as if the question was unexpected, responding as if it was a given.

 

“Labella means freedom. If you thought we’d confine and bind you like Astria, you’d be disappointed. Did we do that when we brought you?”

 

“…No. You let me move around freely.”

 

“And you didn’t run away. Perhaps that’s the strongest kind of restraint. Show someone paradise, and they’ll want to stay.”

 

Sena asked the crucial question, seeking a clear answer.

 

“Can I return to my hometown?”

 

“There’s no one to bind you anywhere. Go to your hometown, do whatever you want. Just promise to heal any patients we send your way and send them back.”

 

“That’s not difficult.”

 

Sena smiled bitterly. It was surprisingly easy. If he had known, he would have contacted Labella sooner.

 

‘…It’s because Astria got angry when I first contacted Labella. If I hadn’t done that, I would have used Labella during my first escape. Then I would already be in my hometown, right?’

 

There was no one to blame. It was all his own doing.

 

Yet somehow, he didn’t regret it. Otherwise, everything that happened with Astria would have been for nothing.

 

“Take my hand, Sena. Close your eyes, and when you open them, you’ll be in Labella.”

 

Isabella smiled and extended her hand.

 

It was a sweet offer. The long-awaited dream was right in front of him.

 

But Sena, looking at her hand, shook his head calmly.

 

“There are still things I need to do.”

 

“What do you need to sort out when you’re running away?”

 

Isabella awkwardly withdrew her hand.

 

“I need to tidy up before I leave. And…”

 

Sena gazed out the window.

 

“There’s something I still have to do.”

 

Thinking of someone who would probably be in the garden at this hour.

 

**

 

‘You should have treated me better.’

 

Isabella’s smirk didn’t fade. She had just stolen what her most hated opponent cherished the most, right from their palace.

 

It was worth coming here herself. Now, all that was left was to return to Labella’s base and prepare to extract Sena.

 

‘I’ll create a commotion, and in the chaos, I’ll secretly bring him out.’

 

True to her role as a revolutionary leader, she quickly formed a plan and moved. The bright flower beds greeted Isabella.

 

This route was a place unknown to most except for the royals. If you crossed the garden, a secret passageway would appear.

 

By the lakeside, Astria was squatting and throwing stones. Seeing this, Isabella’s body froze completely.

 

She was the last person Isabella wanted to encounter. She was about to turn back when her curiosity got the better of her.

 

That empress never wastes time on meaningless things, so what is she doing now?

 

And there was no way that yellow fool wouldn’t notice someone coming this far.

 

“What are you doing, Your Majesty the Empress?”

 

If you can’t hide, be bold.

 

Isabella approached Astria with a crooked smile.

 

But inwardly, she was nervous. She confidently called Astria names in front of others, but the sight of Astria’s face always made her right eye sting.

 

Perhaps what Astria had given her was not just the scar on her right eye, but fear.

 

 

“If you’ve come to play in my garden, leave quietly. I am not in a good mood right now.”

 

Splash, Astria threw another stone into the lake.

 

Isabella squinted her eyes. Had she finally gone mad?

 

It would be something to celebrate. She was about to smile when Astria spoke again.

 

“Did you cause the monsters in the Giaanan Mountains?”

 

‘…Does she know?’

 

Isabella’s shoulders flinched.

 

The darkest place is under the lamp. Labella’s current base was the peak of the Giaanan Mountains, closest to the capital.

 

But the question was wrong. Isabella shook her head.

 

“We’re having trouble because of that too. The monsters keep causing problems while we transport supplies.”

 

“I see.”

 

Even while conversing, Astria didn’t turn around. She only spoke coldly.

 

“Get lost.”

 

“Gladly.”

 

 

 

Isabella crossed the mountains with Labella’s members.

 

“Is Sena really coming?”

 

“Hahaha! Of course! Sena is now one of us, Labella!”

 

People from Labella smiled at each other.

 

Sena was quite popular within Labella.

 

Due to the nature of Labella’s activities, many got injured, and Sena, who had stayed with them for a year, treated them sincerely.

 

“We should prepare a gift.”

 

“And some delicious food.”

 

It was only natural they welcomed Sena warmly.

 

“If we tell everyone this news, they’ll be thrilled.”

 

“Right? Huh?”

 

“Boss. The monsters are dead over here.”

 

A cleanly severed head of a Cerberus lay nearby. Isabella crouched down, sniffing the air.

 

“…Our people?”

 

But Isabella’s expression quickly hardened.

 

‘This is the work of a Master.’

 

Her pupils trembled as she stood up. A bad feeling crept over her.

 

“Boss!”

 

With quick movements, she climbed the highest peak nearby. Through the faint mist, she could see her village.

 

“…!”

 

And then she saw it.

 

The village was burning.

 

Knights and soldiers ravaging it.

 

It looked like hell.

 

Isabella’s face twisted like a demon, her blood vessels bursting. Enraged, she screamed the name of the only person capable of such an atrocity.

 

“Astria-!”
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Have you been in good health?

 

I’m sorry for not keeping in touch often.

 

As you probably know, I’ve been working as the Empress’s personal physician recently.

 

It’s been a delightful time.

 

Oh, I spoke with someone named Isaac, and I heard he is an old friend.

 

I will visit you soon.

 

We can discuss more in detail then.

 

– From Sena to Grandfather.

 

————

 

 

 

“What? Really?”

 

Early in the afternoon, Sena was enjoying tea time with Seria when his eyes widened in surprise.

 

Seria nodded with a worried expression.

 

“They say his condition is not good. The message said he might not make it through this summer.”

 

“…He is quite old. But still, I thought he would be okay for a little longer.”

 

They were talking about Sena’s grandfather, Marquis Birkender.

 

“What about Cruyff?”

 

“You know how it is. They don’t get along.”

 

Bang.

 

Sena hit the table and stood up.

 

“No matter what, he’s still his father. That’s not right.”

 

“Sigh, I know. I wish he were at least half as considerate as you, Sister Sena.”

 

Seria sighed deeply. It seemed she had already tried discussing it and got a harsh rejection.

 

‘…Honestly, it would’ve been the same if I had said it.’

 

Sena made a complicated expression.

 

Even as a pacifist, Sena couldn’t easily meddle in the issues between the father and son.

 

It was a simple story.

 

Cruyff was originally the heir to the Marquis Birkender family.

 

The Birkender family had three sons, but two were lost to illness and accidents, leaving only Cruyff.

 

But then that sole remaining son suddenly decided to become a priest and left the family—

 

It was no wonder that his father almost had a stroke.

 

However, knowing Cruyff’s circumstances, it seemed understandable, which made it all the more complicated.

 

No one expected that he would stick to his resolve even when his father was critically ill.

 

“That’s too much, no matter what. I need to go see Cruyff right away.”

 

“He’s busy preparing for the election. If you go, he’ll probably send you back.”

 

Seria glanced sideways. Even with her eyes closed, she seemed to be staring right through Sena.

 

“You won’t interfere, will you?”

 

“…”

 

Sena pouted and sat back down.

 

If it were anyone else, he wouldn’t mind, but he didn’t want to cause trouble for Cruyff.

 

He knew how much Cruyff wanted to become the Pope and what he hoped to achieve after that.

 

Given the sensitive timing, if this matter spread within the church, it would be the worst-case scenario.

 

“Thank you for telling me, Seria. If I hadn’t known and he had passed away, I would’ve been very sad.”

 

‘Honestly, I haven’t been the best grandson either.’

 

Sena had to admit that.

 

Even when he visited, he didn’t stay long.

 

Currently, Marquis Birkender was managing the family affairs.

 

Still… at least he wanted to be there for his grandfather’s final moments.

 

If he could heal him, he would do everything in his power.

 

“When are you planning to leave?”

 

“…As soon as today, at the latest, tomorrow.”

 

“That’s why you called me.”

 

“No, I found a way to sneak out on my own.”

 

Sena smiled quietly.

 

“Cruyff doesn’t want me to leave, does he?”

 

Seria paused for a moment but then asked casually.

 

“Why do you think so?”

 

“Because Cruyff wouldn’t force me to do something I don’t want to do.”

 

“…”

 

“Perhaps it’s because there’s a reason I should continue to stay here. Does he think the Empress holds the secret of immortality?”

 

Hahaha, he’s not so sure about that.

 

Sena smiled casually, but Seria’s heart sank deeply.

 

Her furball, her own old friend, showed such sharp insights, surprising even her.

 

“Can I ask you a favor?”

 

“What is it?”

 

Sena took out three envelopes and placed them on the table.

 

“One is to be sent to my grandfather.”

 

“Alright. And these?”

 

“They’re from the convent where we grew up. I wonder how Sister Maria and Sister Teresa are doing.”

 

“They’re doing well. Especially Sister Maria, she’s quite lively.”

 

“Yeah… except for her love of vodka.”

 

“And Sister Teresa too.”

 

“She’s always diligent.”

 

“Though she tends to break things.”

 

Sena chuckled awkwardly.

 

“Please tell Cruyff not to push himself too hard.”

 

“…Alright.”

 

“I’m really fine.”

 

Seria nibbled her lip.

 

While he never gave up on treating others, why did he so easily give up on himself?

 

“And the last letter.”

 

“…You wrote it with such tiny hands. Who should I give the last letter to?”

 

Sena lowered his head.

 

“I’ll deliver this one personally.”

 

“?”

 

“I have to. But it’s something only you should know about. Will you place holy magic on it?”

 

“It’s not difficult. What kind of holy magic?”

 

There are different types of holy magic. Just as there are different types of magic.

 

Originally, using holy magic to revive someone is like invoking a “miracle of God”.

 

But a miracle of God isn’t just about increasing human regeneration speed.

 

“Place a holy seal. For one week, ensure that no one can read the contents of this letter.”

 

“Even if a Master tries to peek.”

 

Seria was quick to catch on.

 

“Yeah. If someone tries to force it open, let it burn to ashes.”

 

“Understood.”

 

Seria placed her hands together in front of the letter, contemplating silently.

 

“If anyone removes the words of this prophecy, Justitia will withdraw her presence from the sacred sanctum written in this letter—”

 

Seria’s words trailed off. The golden chains were sucked into the letter.

 

It looked enchanting yet somewhat terrifying. The miracle of God had become reality.

 

Seria opened her eyes narrowly.

 

“As this is a sealing spell using the words of the sanctuary, for the week Sena has specified, no one will be able to know the contents of this letter.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

Once again, he had a good friend.

 

Sena stood up from his seat.

 

“Where are you going?”

 

“I still feel I should at least say goodbye.”

 

“…Don’t let yourself be bound again this time.”

 

Sena smiled strangely.

 

“I won’t.”

 

**

 

Astria was still sitting by the lake in the garden.

 

She hadn’t done any work today.

She canceled all her meetings.

She couldn’t grasp anything, so she couldn’t do anything.

 

Come to think of it, this scene feels familiar.

 

‘It was like this back then too.’

 

-It was just one failure, wasn’t it?

 

-The knight who just died in your hands, he dedicated his entire life for you.

 

-Did it have to be this way?

 

 

 

Astria was the Empress.

Not just any Empress, but a young Empress.

 

-A child so small is the Empress?

 

-…The empire is now over.

 

-Taking orders from a small girl like that?

 

When she ascended to the throne at thirteen, she had only one path to choose—become a tyrant.

She believed she couldn’t maintain her throne otherwise.

 

-Cut his head off. No, I’ll do it myself.

 

Over time, her thoughts never changed. If anything, her conviction only grew stronger.

 

She became more ruthless. On the battlefield and in everyday life alike.

 

She never forgave even a single mistake. If someone annoyed her, she would cut them down; if they resisted, she would kill them.

 

-I gave the order to exterminate the Lord.

 

There was one knight she cherished.

 

Astria gave them an order. Before dawn, they had to execute all of the kingdom’s royals.

 

However, that knight couldn’t do it. More precisely, they chose not to.

 

They spared one princess. Out of pity. From such a pointless emotion.

 

The knight made no excuses. They simply smiled faintly and said:

 

-Your Majesty.

 

-It was an honor to serve you.

 

There could be no exceptions during her reign of terror.

When the Empress was driven by personal whim, the consequences were unimaginable.

 

That was what the knight had said.

 

Astria respected that. That flattery. That decision.

 

-Die embracing that honor.

 

 

“…Did you come here again to visit my garden?”

 

Astria, lost in thought, rose up and looked back.

 

“Isabella.”

 

“… There was a time when I thought you had changed.”

 

“…”

 

“Even if someone like me disappears, you wouldn’t bat an eye. But still, I left because I hoped you might feel something, even just a little.”

 

Isabella extended her arm holding the sword.

 

“Is that so?”

 

“But you didn’t change. Not even once in seven years since that day.”

 

Isabella vanished.

 

Astria summoned her Holy Sword and swung it to the right.

 

Swoosh!

 

When the two swords clashed, the impact shook the trees like they might uproot.

 

Clang!

 

The friction of swords rang loudly. Astria gazed at the flames as if bored.

 

“What is this, you’re doing?”

 

Gritting her teeth, Isabella retreated. The garden was already in ruins.

 

“Astria—!”

 

Filled with rage, Isabella shouted. Her voice trembled at the end, unable to control her anger.

 

“Taking everything from me, did it satisfy you? Burning down the village, killing the powerless, I must… I must…”

 

Astria frowned.

 

What is she talking about?

 

“What?”

 

In that moment of inquiry.

 

“I will never forget, even in death. I curse you and all who died by your hand for eternity!”

 

Isabella rushed forward like lightning. It was a devastating attack, leaving no room for Astria to respond.

 

Astria silently watched that blow. Isabella gritted her teeth. It won’t be easy. It was none other than Astria.

 

‘But I will surely kill her.’

 

 

It was a matter of life and death. When Astria blocked it, she intended to exhaust all her life force and self-destruct.

 

However…

 

“…?”

 

Astria did not retaliate in any way.

 

Isabella looked at the sword that effortlessly pierced through Astria’s abdomen with trembling eyes.

 

“Why…?”

 

A deep question. Astria’s expressionless face cooled Isabella’s mind, filled only with anger that she must kill Astria.

 

“It’s a misunderstanding.”

 

Astria spoke to Isabella with a stoic face.

 

“I wanted to say those words.”

 

Isabella’s eyes widened in shock.

 

If Astria had said that from the beginning, Isabella wouldn’t have believed her.

 

Of course, only the Empire would have the power to find out where Labella was based and destroy it.

 

But now…

 

She couldn’t say anything.

 

 

“…You’ve changed.”

 

“Well…”

 

Astria blinked slowly as she looked at the hole in her pierced abdomen.

 

The sword filled with aura not only pierced the stomach, but also ruined the inside.

 

It seems even her excellent personal physician won’t be able to heal this. Unless Justitia herself comes down.

 

“I am weaker than when I lost you.”

 

“… … .”

 

“But I don’t want that to change.”

 

“I don’t hate it.”

 

Astria’s expression turned sad. Her blonde hair gradually faded in color.

 

“I wish I had realized this sooner.”

 

Isabella couldn’t find her voice. It was strange. Although she was the one who stabbed, it felt like her heart had stopped.

 

That moment…

 

 

 

“Isa…bella?”

 

Isabella looked up at the faint voice.

 

She met Sena’s eyes as he brought an apple. The apple fell weakly to the ground.

 

“Ast… Astria.”

 

Isabella drew her sword in a state of hyperventilation. Her back was soaked with cold sweat. She exerted all her strength to flee. But it felt heavy, as if someone was holding her ankles.

 

 

 

“Don’t lose consciousness.”

 

The bleeding is too severe. No, the wound is too extensive for the bleeding.

 

‘No, it can’t be.’

 

Sena closed his eyes and assessed the situation.

 

‘I can’t let this happen.’

 

Damage to the carotid artery. More serious is the damage to the organs.

 

There were hardly any organs left.

 

Even with modern medical knowledge, this was…

 

This was a patient he had to give up on.

 

 

 

-Sena, you must not use divine power no matter what.

 

-Your body is barely holding on with divine power. Without it…

 

-Justitia will curse you.

 

Cold air entered Sena’s lungs. Without hesitation, he made the best decision he could make.

 

“Oh God.”

 

“Please forgive me.”

 

Bleep-!

 

The divine power suppressed within Sena’s body burst out.

 

The whole world turned white.
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Astria was submerged in water. Warm and comforting water.

 

-‘You have changed, Your Majesty. If permitted, may I return to your side?’

 

It was Isabella’s voice. Astria chuckled. The woman who had just stabbed her wouldn’t say such a thing.

 

However, it didn’t feel bad. She had never heard such words, even in dreams.

 

-‘I permit it. However, you must never leave my side again.’

 

Even though it was just a delusion, Astria felt a sense of relief.

 

After the execution incident, Isabella had left. Since then, they had been like enemies. However, neither Astria nor Isabella had ever turned their swords completely against each other.

 

Isabella might have left the palace with the intention of rebelling, but she couldn’t bring herself to draw a sword against her former lord.

 

-‘Were you the type to let a traitorous knight live?’

 

Perhaps that was why Isabella had always seemed to want Astria to kill her first.

 

At that time, Astria had said:

 

-‘You say you live holding your breath. As long as you don’t get in my way, I will spare your short life.’

 

Isabella wouldn’t have known. Hidden within those words was the permission to return anytime.

 

After she left, her absence was significant.

No, the absence of all the knights who had left was significant.

 

Perhaps it was lonely. The only solace in the lonely position of an empress was the knights who crossed the line of life and death with her.

 

Now, only a few remained. Each had left Astria’s side for their own reasons.

 

Then, Astria’s world turned white.

 

 

-‘Your Majesty, have you been well?’

 

-‘Kahaha! Could it be that you have forgotten the face of this Gert?’

 

-‘Welcome. However, isn’t it a bit too soon?’

 

The faces of the departed knights floated to the surface. Astria smiled as she looked at their familiar faces.

 

“I have protected the Empire well without you all. So you can return anytime.”

 

-‘That is fortunate.’

 

-‘You have changed. I never imagined you would allow Isabella to strike.’

 

-‘It’s a good change. Now we can go.’

 

“…Come anytime. Heroes who fell for the empire. The empire has never forgotten you, not even for a moment.”

 

With a gentle smile, Astria closed her eyes.

 

She could finally say the words she wanted to say, even if only in a dream.

 

For the first time in a while, she had a good dream.

 

But as an empress, she couldn’t dream for long.

 

It was time to wake up.

 

Astria opened her eyes with a peaceful mind.

 

‘Am I not dead?’

 

She touched her stomach. The place where there should have been a hole was smooth.

 

Feeling a sense of strangeness, Astria lifted her head.

 

A silver-haired boy was lying on the ground.

 

The strong scent of divine power and blood flowing from the corner of his mouth.

 

“…Sena?”

 

Astria’s mind went blank for a moment.

 

She hurriedly stood up and shouted loudly.

 

“Betty! Betty! Call for a priest!”

 

**

 

“What happened to Sena?”

 

Astria spoke, unable to take her eyes off Sena, who lay quietly on the bed with his eyes closed.

 

Around her were a group of priests dispatched from the Church, bowing their heads.

 

“Well…”

 

The priest who had checked Sena’s condition lowered his head apologetically.

 

“…There appears to be no external abnormalities.”

 

“No abnormalities?”

 

Astria slowly turned her head to look at the priest.

 

“Even a layman can see that Sena’s condition is serious. Yet, you say there are no abnormalities?”

 

“We have already performed advanced holy magic several times. But judging by the lack of response, it seems certain there are no abnormalities in his body.”

 

“Then why isn’t he waking up!”

 

Astria grabbed the priest by the collar roughly. Anger flickered in her eyes.

 

“I-I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria wanted to kill him right then and there. A person who exists to save lives couldn’t even identify the cause, let alone save someone?

 

What purpose does such a person serve?

 

“…Check again, properly.”

 

“Your Majesty, may I check?”

 

Another priest stepped forward. Astria nodded.

 

He knelt on one knee and carefully took Sena’s hand. Then he closed his eyes.

 

“Oh…”

 

Soon, the priest opened his eyes. Astria asked.

 

“How is it?”

 

The priest looked up. He had a look of ecstasy on his face.

 

“He is a saint, undoubtedly. To think the love of Justitia is so abundant here. I had only heard rumors, but this… this is surely the Messiah.”

 

“…What?”

 

“Your Majesty! Please, allow the Church to take custody of Sena’s body! This is a treasure for all humanity…”

 

Astria couldn’t hold back any longer. She swung her fist at the priest.

 

Thud!

 

The priest’s head snapped to the side. Astria kicked him hard in the abdomen.

 

“Ugh…!”

 

The room was instantly filled with a murderous aura. The priests trembled in fear, and Astria grabbed the head of the priest who had dared to speak such disgusting words.

 

“Now I understand why Sena despised you guys so much. Your existence is a blight.”

 

She was about to kill him when she hesitated. Astria looked at Sena.

 

…Would this be what Sena wanted? Astria knew the answer.

 

“Get out.”

 

“Yes.”

 

The priests exited the room like the tide ebbing away. Astria bit her lip and sat down beside Sena.

 

She placed her hand on his forehead. It was hot. He definitely had a high fever.

 

“Don’t worry.”

 

Astria lowered her gaze.

 

“I will use all the Empire’s power to ensure I won’t lose you like this.”

 

 

-Your Majesty, Archbishop Cruyff is here.

 

Betty’s voice came from outside the room. Astria stood up abruptly.

 

If it was Cruyff, known as the ‘miracle worker’, there must be a way.

 

“Bring him in quickly.”

 

 

Creak.

 

The door creaked open, and Cruyff led a group inside. Seria was with them.

 

As soon as Seria saw Sena lying there, she froze. Cruyff walked in calmly and bowed.

 

“Your Majesty…”

 

“Never mind that. What about Sena’s condition? Is it very serious?”

 

“Before that, I need to ask one thing.”

 

Cruyff’s eyes lowered.

 

“Did Sena use his divine power?”

 

“Yes. When I woke up, the air was already filled with divine power.”

 

“As I suspected. Only Sena could produce such an amount.”

 

Cruyff took something out from his robe. It was a book with an ominous appearance.

 

“Seria, first check the divine power within Sena. See how much it has increased. Consciousness comes after that.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Seria swallowed nervously and approached Sena.

 

 

“What happened to Sena?”

 

Astria asked, tense with anxiety. Cruyff pondered briefly.

 

He wasn’t ready to reveal the truth yet. It would disrupt his plans. It wasn’t the right time.

 

But…

 

“Sena.”

 

Cruyff clenched his fist tightly.

Despite all the warnings, Sena had used his divine power.

 

His son’s life was already hanging by a thread.

How much shorter had it become because of this incident?

 

Indeed, this child needed intervention.

 

 

“Have you heard of the divine illness?”

 

“Divine illness?”

 

“It’s a condition that occurs when one rejects the love of God.”

 

“Are you saying Sena has this illness?”

 

“No, it’s a bit different. But the essence is similar, Your Majesty.”

 

Cruyff looked at Astria seriously.

 

“The more Sena uses his divine power, the shorter his lifespan becomes. I don’t know what happened this time, but you must prevent it from happening again.”

 

“…!”

 

His lifespan shortens every time he uses divine power? Such an absurd thing…

 

“Then…”

 

“So, are you saying the reason Sena is suffering right now is because of me?”

 

Astria was struck with shock.

 

There was no answer to her question.

 

Suddenly, Seria, who was examining Sena, coughed up blood.

 

“Seria!”

 

Cruyff rushed to support her. Tears welled up in Seria’s eyes.

 

“Are you an idiot…?”

 

Transparent tears streamed down Seria’s cheeks.

 

‘You said you were going back home. Is this the action of someone returning home?’

 

It was foolish. Beyond foolish, it was idiotic.

Seria barely suppressed her flowing tears.

She reported Sena’s condition to Cruyff.

 

“Twice as much.”

 

“……”

 

“The divine power has doubled. In short, to save Her Majesty this time, he used all his divine power.”

 

“Cruyff.”

 

Astria wasn’t interested in anything else. She just wanted the conclusion.

 

“Tell me what I need to do. Whatever is needed, I will get it.”

 

“…It’s fine.”

 

Cruyff spoke so softly that Astria couldn’t hear him.

 

“What?”

 

“Your intention is enough.”

 

“…?”

 

“Would you promise to maintain the intention you have right now?”

 

Cruyff smiled gently even in this situation.

 

“That’s enough.”

 

“…Sena has saved my life twice.”

 

Astria turned her gaze away.

 

“You don’t need to say it. I already plan to do so.”

 

Cruyff nodded.

 

“That reassures me. If you don’t mind, could you leave the room for a moment?”

 

“Am I in the way?”

 

“Haha, not at all.”

 

“What do you intend to do?”

 

“Sena is suffering because Justitia desires it.”

 

Cruyff looked up at the sky outside the window.

 

“So, the only way is to pray earnestly.”

 

Astria barely restrained herself from suggesting she could bring Justitia’s head right now.
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He had done it now.

 

The first thought that came to mind when he opened his eyes was exactly that.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Sena struggled to sit up. Just that alone was quite taxing; he keenly felt how weakened his body had become.

 

‘How much time is left…’

 

He managed to light a lamp and stand before a mirror. He would quickly find out what had happened, but he didn’t want to go that far.

 

Honestly, it was frightening.

 

“Sena?”

 

He turned at the familiar voice. Even in the dark night, Astria’s figure was clear. Sena felt relieved. But had it been stretched out like this all along? His hair was quite disheveled.

 

“I’m glad you’re safe. Are your wounds all healed?”

 

“You…”

 

Astria bit her lip and lowered her head.

 

“You, uttering such words even in this situation.”

 

“Ahaha, I’m sorry.”

 

Sena scratched his head in embarrassment.

 

“How’s your body?”

 

“I’m completely healthy.”

 

He said firmly, clenching his fist. Astria followed his head.

 

“…Alright.”

 

An awkward atmosphere passed.

 

Sena clapped his hands to lighten the mood.

 

“Oh, I’m hungry. Is there anything to eat? Baguette, perhaps.”

 

“Here you go.”

 

Astria handed him a baguette. Sena took a bite. Strangely, it had no taste.

 

‘…Has my sense of taste dulled?’

 

That would be troublesome. There are so many delicious things in this world.

 

“…Are you not going to ask?”

 

“About what?”

 

“Why Isabella attacked me. Didn’t you trust her quite a bit as the leader of the just Labella?”

 

Astria clenched her fist tightly.

 

“Isn’t it in your nature to trust the leader of justice, Isabella, rather than me, a tyrant? If you had trusted her, she might have spared me… If only.”

 

Sena hugged Astria tightly.

 

Astria’s pupils widened at the warm touch.

 

“I am your personal physician, Your Majesty. I’ve never forgotten that fact.”

 

“…”

 

“Of course, I wish Your Majesty wouldn’t be so careless with your life.”

 

Sena grinned broadly.

 

“So you don’t need to worry about that. It’s only natural for the Empress’s physician to use every means available.”

 

That’s how it was.

 

Astria smiled bitterly.

 

Her personal physician was such a person. Foolishly kind, perfect for exploitation.

 

“Still, I’m curious. What happened to Isabella? …Did you kill her?”

 

Sena thought that was unavoidable. What Empress would leave alive someone who threatened her life?

 

“No, I spared her.”

 

“…Really?”

 

Sena opened his eyes wide in surprise.

 

It was the most astonishing news he had heard recently.

 

‘Could it be because of me?’

 

If that were true, it would be unbelievably joyful. Sena patted Astria’s head in excitement.

 

“You did well. I’m very proud of you. The most foolish thing in the world is revenge. That kind of revenge will bring about generations of sorrow, so preventing that is Your Majesty’s duty.”

 

“…Are you that happy about it?”

 

“Yes! I’m really happy that my nagging could be of some help.”

 

Sena looked genuinely happy. Astria felt conflicted. Could he really be this happy just because she didn’t kill someone?

 

‘But, the instigator must be executed without fail.’

 

There was a mastermind behind this incident.

 

The knights who annihilated Labella were the Shadow Knights. They used people who had no name or affiliation.

 

They are under interrogation right now, but it seems that they are holding their tongues tightly, as they are highly trained.

 

But there was a suspect. He has the power and authority to oppose himself.

 

Duke Granz Kairos. It was clear.

 

Only.

 

‘…Even if he is identified as the mastermind of this incident, the basis for execution is weak.’

 

Labella was clearly an anti-empire faction. The grounds for execution were weak, even though she had violated orders.

 

So we are preparing elsewhere. The one who held the key was Chris. Astria had instructed Chris to monitor Duke Granz within the permissible range.

 

The problem was that Chris was missing at the moment. There had been no contact since the incident. It clearly seemed something had happened.

 

“Cough.”

 

Sena’s cough woke Astria from her thoughts.

 

“The room feels a bit chilly. I’ll turn on the heater.”

 

“Oh, no. It’s not that cold. It’s just a simple cough, so don’t worry.”

 

Astria nodded weakly, but noticed something bothering her in her line of sight.

 

Sena, as if hiding something behind him. His actions seemed like he was nervously guarding against being caught.

 

“…What are you hiding behind you?”

 

“W-what? Hide? I’m not hiding anything.”

 

Sena’s hair stood on end. Astria sighed and grabbed his wrist, hidden behind his back.

 

Reluctantly, Sena extended his hand, still clenched into a fist.

 

“Open it.”

 

“…D-do you really need to see?”

 

Sena smiled awkwardly. Astria nodded.

 

“Hmm. There really is nothing.”

 

Sena relaxed his grip with a muttered tone. Indeed, there was nothing inside his fist.

 

Except for blood soaking through.

 

“…”

 

Blood. Astria wasn’t unfamiliar with it to the point of ignorance. She looked at Sena with trembling eyes. Sena continued to smile like a fool.

 

“It’s nothing. Cough, Cough.”

 

Sena started coughing like mad. Each time, blood seeped out, enough to wet his lips. Astria was frozen and unable to move.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Sena grabbed his trembling body tightly.

 

‘How had he hidden this for so long?’

 

It was heartbreaking, truly.

 

 

 

“…Sena.”

 

Uncertain of what to do, Astria pulled Sena close, just as he had done.

 

“Rest for today. It’s late.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Sena quietly fell asleep in Astria’s embrace.

 

**

 

“I never thought I’d have to reuse this.”

 

Astria brought a wheelchair. It was the one she used to move around. Sena looked bewildered.

 

“But it’s not that bad. I can walk on my own.”

 

“…You’ve fallen over five times already.”

 

“Really? That many?”

 

Sena laughed. He did have bruises on his knees from all the falling.

 

“Yeah. Sit down.”

 

“But… sitting there would make me look too feeble.”

 

He had his pride.

He couldn’t move in a wheelchair.

Above all, it wasn’t that bad.

 

“There’s no one sicker here.”

 

Astria firmly tapped the wheelchair. Seeing Sena stay still on the bed, Astria’s eyebrows slightly raised.

 

“Come on.”

 

He reluctantly sat in the wheelchair, as if afraid of angering her.

 

But he couldn’t hide his discomfort.

 

“Doesn’t this feel like the situation’s reversed?”

 

“That’s right. When we first met, I was sitting there, and you were pushing the wheelchair.”

 

Astria smiled faintly.

 

“It’s just that things have reversed. That’s all that has changed.”

 

“But isn’t it fundamentally different? By the way, I wanted to ask you since this morning.”

 

Sena looked up at Astria like a puppy.

 

Then he reached out his arm.

 

“What’s this?”

 

“It’s bandages.”

 

Bandages were wrapped around various parts of Sena’s body. Thighs, ankles, knees, arms.

 

Yesterday, he didn’t notice due to lack of experience, but this morning, it was definitely irritating.

 

“Even if you look at me like that, I don’t know the details. It’s a treatment by Cruyff.”

 

“By Cruyff?”

 

Sena was taken aback.

 

“…Why are you telling me this now?”

 

Why hide such an important detail now?

 

“You didn’t ask.”

 

“…”

 

“Anyway, Cruyff instructed me never to remove those bandages. He said they underwent special treatment.”

 

Sena wasn’t sure so he tilted his head.

 

He didn’t know it was because of the lack of magic, but he didn’t feel anything special from the bandages. At least it wasn’t related to divine power.

 

‘…He must have known what he was doing.’

 

Sena decided to keep it simple. From experience, it was usually best to follow Cruyff’s words.

 

Although he didn’t like the effect of making him look sicker than he actually was.

 

“Okay.”

 

Sena cleared his throat lightly and nonchalantly asked.

 

“Your Majesty, isn’t it about time to start work?”

 

Astria felt uneasy under Sena’s expectant gaze.

 

But as Sena said, there was something she had to do herself today.

 

 

“I’ll finish urgent matters and be back soon. Stay quiet here. If you really want to move, call Betty or Serilda and take a walk.”

 

“Got it. I’ll wait quietly here.”

 

Sena’s hair felt like it was swaying.

 

It actually moved. His forehead hair was neatly combed.

 

“…If you do anything foolish in that short time.”

 

Astria decided to make a slight threat.

 

“I’ll put a leash on you.”

 

Sena stood up from the wheelchair with a slight hesitation. He sat on Astria’s bed. As if this was his own place.

 

“Don’t worry. I won’t even budge from here.”

 

His hair was still facing towards the sky.

 

‘…It would be impossible to escape in his current condition. Still, I should warn Betty just in case.’

 

Astria sighed softly and left the room.

 

 

…Is she gone?

 

As soon as Astria left, Sena wiped the cold sweat off his face and stood up.

 

“Phew. I was wondering what would happen if this was discovered too.”

 

He was in a highly tense situation.

 

Now, let’s get to work.

 

His gaze naturally turned towards the mirror.

 

“…How much time is left? Judging from my condition, about 20 days?”

 

Bingo.

 

Slowly, he stretched his head.

 

[29]

 

“Huh? This isn’t so bad.”

 

To be honest, he had thought about 10 days.

 

It was much better than that.

 

But.

 

‘…I don’t have much time to relax.’

 

Sadly, there wasn’t much time left.

 

He felt sorry for Astria, but he had to leave.

 

As soon as possible.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Sena grabbed his suitcase.

 

After a few steps, his legs gave out, and he hesitated to sit down.

 

He blinked, unable to understand the situation.

 

“Huh.”

 

Sena brushed his hair off his mouth and thought.

 

…Is this a really big problem?
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“…Your Majesty. I think it’s time for you to step outside.”

 

A face hidden in the shadows.

 

Granz spoke, prostrating before the person.

 

“Chris Pertian will not have the strength to recover for a while.”

 

“But he’s still alive.”

 

A frail but venomous voice was heard.

 

“Neither the attending physician nor the guardian knight. Nothing has changed.”

 

“The former has collapsed, and the latter is dying.”

 

“Do you intend to repeat the failure from ten years ago?”

 

“…”

 

“First, finish off Chris Pertian. Then, there will be no one left to threaten us.”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“It is an order, Lord Granz.”

 

At the chilling voice, Granz could only bow his head deeply.

 

“Make up for the disloyalty of not protecting me back then, this time for sure.”

 

**

 

First, he wrote down the plan in the notebook.

 

Two weeks to his hometown of Rendel. But if he detours through the Birkender estate, it would take three weeks.

 

There was almost no time left.

 

The problem was physical condition. At the moment, even walking properly was difficult. It was a sigh-inducing situation.

 

“…Will it get better if more time passes?”

 

Whatever Cruyff did, thanks to these bandages, his strength was gradually improving.

 

But still, time was short. At this rate, returning to his hometown would be physically impossible.

 

‘No. I must return to my hometown.’

 

Sena put down the pen. Giving up was not an option. The place where he closes his eyes for the last time had to be his hometown.

 

“Senior.”

 

Sylvia quietly closed the door and came in. Sena asked urgently.

 

“Did you check?”

 

Sylvia shook her head.

 

“Slipping out unnoticed is impossible. Orders reaching near-martial law have been given to the entire knight order. It might be possible if we kill a few, but…”

 

“That’s not an option. I can’t kill someone else just to save myself.”

 

“I knew you would say that, Senior.”

 

Sylvia looked at Sena.

 

Originally, he was cute with some amount of fat on him, but now he had become quite gaunt. The boyish charm he once had was gone, making him look like a frail young girl.

 

“……Is your body okay?”

 

“Aside from not being able to walk well?”

 

“That sounds like it’s not okay at all.”

 

“Ahaha.”

 

Sena laughed thoughtlessly. But it wasn’t as if he had no thoughts at all.

 

‘Chris is nowhere to be seen.’

 

Isabella, the leader of Labella and former Guardian Knight of the Empress, had once told Sena how she became the guardian knight.

 

-There are differences in skill even among masters. But not significantly. Even so, I was chosen because I was the strongest in one-on-one duels.

 

It is said that the superiority among masters is subtle. However, each has their own strengths. For example, Chris is the best at defensive swordsmanship. No one can endure like him. Moreover, Chris’s magic detection is excellent. Isabella admitted she was poor in that area.

 

In other words, it was impossible for Isabella to assassinate Astria without Chris noticing. But back then, she appeared perfectly fine.

 

It meant she could enter the royal palace without any interference.

 

“What’s the current ranking of the knights? Chris was second, right?”

 

“…Excluding Her Majesty, Duke Granz Kairos is first.”

 

“Duke Granz. He was one of Her Majesty’s political opponents.”

 

Sena muttered while drawing lines in the relationship chart.

 

‘Isabella wouldn’t suddenly attack Her Majesty.’

 

‘Chris wouldn’t allow it either.’

 

‘For this to happen, a third party’s intervention is necessary. Someone stronger than Chris and powerful enough to deceive Astria.’

 

Let’s make a simple assumption. Granz, who doesn’t get along well with Astria, planned this.

 

First, to sow discord between Astria and Isabella, he did something terrible to Labella.

 

Simultaneously, he dealt with Chris, who would be the biggest obstacle to assassinating Astria. And the only person capable of this was Duke Granz Kairos.

 

But this was just speculation. Evidence was needed.

 

“To lift the martial law, we need to find Chris.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes widened.

 

“How did you know? That Senior Chris is missing.”

 

Sena bowed his head bitterly.

 

It would have been better if it were just a delusion.

 

So he really is missing.

 

“He wouldn’t be absent in such a situation.”

 

Sena staggered to his feet. Sylvia, surprised, supported him.

 

“I need to meet Duke Granz.”

 

**

 

“You insisted so much that I brought you out, but I still think it’s best to return.”

 

Sylvia said as she pushed the wheelchair.

 

“There’s no certainty that Duke Granz is in the palace. They said he didn’t appear in the conference room.”

 

“No, Sylvia. Duke Granz is in the palace right now.”

 

Sena whispered, “Please stop here.” After the wheelchair halted, he carefully stood up.

 

He thought he could walk around for about five minutes.

 

‘If Duke Granz is indeed behind this, he will come to check on the palace situation himself.’

 

The culprit always returns to the scene. There’s a reason that saying exists.

 

The problem was whether he was somewhere in this vast palace. Sena thought of two possible locations.

 

One was the observatory, where one could oversee the entire palace.

 

The other was…

 

“Sylvia, please go to the observatory.”

 

“I can’t leave you alone, Senior.”

 

“Knight?”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

“I won’t leave you behind, so as my knight, please follow my command.”

 

“…”

 

After delivering his persuasive words, Sena pointed somewhere with his finger. A large watchtower with a guard keeping watch was visible.

 

“Check each of the watchtowers one by one and ask if Duke Granz has been there.”

 

Sylvia responded reluctantly.

 

“…Got it. What about you, Senior?”

 

“I’ll go to the garden. I think he’ll be in one of these two places.”

 

 

 

 

Fortunately, Sena’s guess was correct.

 

Granz was in the garden.

 

He was wearing his uniform, inspecting areas that showed signs of a battle.

 

When Sena entered the garden, Granz turned his head.

 

“Hello.”

 

Sena greeted him with a bow. Granz stood up from his crouched position. In a low voice, he asked.

 

“How did you know I was here?”

 

“I prayed. Sometimes it lets me know.”

 

Sena stuck his tongue out slightly.

 

It was a fresh, playful expression, but Granz didn’t seem to perceive it that way.

 

“Where is Chris?”

 

Sena approached Granz carefully, one step at a time.

 

“The missing guardian knight?”

 

Sena tilted his head innocently.

 

“That’s strange. Did I say he was missing?”

 

“I heard it from Her Majesty.”

 

“Ah, I heard there were several meetings today. You must have heard it then.”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Even though Sena knew Granz was lying, he simply smiled.

 

Granz’s eyes grew cold, but he soon turned his back and started walking away, waving his hand dismissively as if annoyed.

 

“I’ll be leaving now. Stay well.”

 

“Are you injured somewhere?”

 

At Sena’s bright voice, Granz stopped moving.

 

“Your right shoulder seems to move unnaturally.”

 

-Why do you always aim for the right arm? Usually, it’s the neck.

 

He had once asked Chris that.

 

-Because for knights, sometimes the right arm is more precious than their life. Often, aiming for the right arm can lead to beheading.

 

Fearlessly, Sena approached Granz and grabbed his wrist.

 

“It must hurt a lot. I’ll heal you quickly.”

 

“…”

 

For a moment, a murderous intent flickered in Granz’s eyes.

 

Sena, not paying any attention, infused him with divine power. Not just an ordinary amount, but an excessive one that could even shorten his own lifespan.
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“You must have faced a remarkable swordsman.”

 

Sena faintly smiled.

 

Chris always scolded him to fix his OCD.

 

However, the real one with an OCD was Chris.

 

When he cut something, it was so clean it could truly be called obsessive.

 

This was Chris’s trace.

 

“The wound is deep and wide, but it’s straight. You couldn’t react, could you? The top knight of the Empire.”

 

“No matter how strong, sometimes even the best fall to a blind sword.”

 

A scene from Sena’s memory flashed by.

 

The dawn when she left the Academy.

 

A conversation he had with his then-roommate, Chris.

 

-I’m going out for a while. This time, it will take longer.

 

-Anytime. If you need my help, come to that place.

 

Sena was convinced.

 

The trade city of Celine.

 

Chris was there.

 

He was waiting for him there.

 

“…I see. The treatment is finished.”

 

Sena let go of Granz’s arm, bowed once, and walked out of the garden.

 

Srrng.

 

Granz quietly drew his sword. Sena stopped walking. Without turning around, he said,

 

“You can kill me if you want, but if possible, could you make it painless?”

 

Sena continued walking with a blank expression.

 

“I really hate pain.”

 

“…”

 

In the end, Granz couldn’t strike Sena down.

 

Killing someone who knows they will die is a boring task.

 

**

 

Astria, returning from the meeting, had a hardened expression.

 

Sena was organizing his belongings in his travel suitcase.

 

It was easy to understand what that meant.

 

“Where are you planning to go in that condition?”

 

However, Sena did not panic.

 

Instead, he welcomed her as if he had been waiting.

 

“Hello. Did the meeting go well?”

 

“Answer my question. Where are you planning to go in that condition?”

 

It seemed the meeting had not gone well. Astria’s expression was not good. Sena closed the travel bag with a faint smile.

 

“I have a request.”

 

“It might be my last request.”

 

Astria’s expression instantly hardened.

 

“I have somewhere I must go.”

 

“…Somewhere you must go.”

 

“The Birkender estate. My grandfather is critically ill, and I must go check on his condition.”

 

“….”

 

That was a reason Astria couldn’t firmly refuse.

 

However, Astria’s expression remained displeased. No matter how she thought about it, her intuition told her that letting Sena go like this was a bad idea.

 

Sena, with a bright smile, wrapped his arms around Astria’s neck.

 

Lovingly, he whispered in Astria’s ear.

 

‘I am a liar.’

 

Someday, he will be punished.

 

“If you grant me this.”

 

So, Your Majesty.

 

“After that, you can have me.”

 

When you learn the whole truth later.

 

Please, do not forgive me.
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Spending the little life force he had left to heal the wound was Sena’s resolve.

 

A resolve not to delay any longer.

 

Even if Astria refused his proposal, Sena was determined to leave this time, no matter what it took.

 

“I permit you to go on this trip, Sena Birkender.”

 

Did she understand that resolve?

Or was it simply because she couldn’t refuse to let him go when his family was in danger?

 

“However, you must return within a month.”

 

Astria gave permission surprisingly easily.

Almost as if all the past efforts were in vain.

 

 

“You’ve been singing about wanting to go home for so long, and now you’re finally going. How do you feel?”

 

Even at Sylvia’s question, Sena said nothing.

He just felt bewildered.

 

 

‘It’s really happening.’

 

He looked at his robe with a fresh expression. Even the weight of the heavy travel suitcase in his hand felt real.

 

“I’m finally going home.”

 

After blinking for a while, Sena finally smiled brightly.

 

“It’s done, Sylvia! I can finally go back home.”

 

“Is it really that good?”

 

“Of course. This is something I’ve always dreamed of.”

 

Sena smiled broadly with his hands behind his back. He winked at Sylvia as he turned to look at her.

 

“But you have to protect me well. I’m the type to get kidnapped more than you think.”

 

“No one has such a personality.”

 

Sylvia squinted her eyes.

 

“It’s because you always go around flirting. If you stayed put, you wouldn’t get kidnapped.”

 

“Haha, just watch. If it’s bad, I could get kidnapped three times a day.”

 

“Are you okay? It still looks hard for you to move.”

 

“Hmm… This bandage is surprisingly effective. Maybe it’s because it was made by the future Pope.”

 

Sena looked at his bandaged arm in the sunlight. It seemed like an ordinary bandage, but it made moving his body much easier.

 

“But what are you wearing?”

 

“…Ahem. Is it strange?”

 

Sylvia was wearing a fresh outfit. A white blouse and black skirt. The sword sheathed at her side gave her an oddly mismatched yet fitting look.

 

At least, until that point. The problem was the black strap on her thigh and the large chain around her waist.

 

‘Are you in middle school?’

 

If this were modern times, it would be an outfit easy to mistake as something from an anime.

 

“I-it suits you very well.”

 

It wasn’t a lie. Sylvia’s proportions were good enough to make anything work.

 

Sylvia couldn’t hide her happiness despite pretending otherwise. She chattered away with a slight twitch of her lips.

 

“I can’t let anyone outside know I’m a knight. So, I dressed as a normal adventurer.”

 

‘That looks more like an immature noble lady’s outfit…’

 

But since it suited her, Sena let it go.

 

“Yes, it’s pretty.”

 

“I didn’t dress like this to please you, so don’t get the wrong idea.”

 

“Uh, oh, okay.”

 

As they chatted back and forth, Sena and Sylvia soon reached the main gate leading out of the imperial palace.

 

“Isn’t that Sir Sena?”

 

A familiar guard greeted him with a bright expression.

 

“And the one next to you is… Oh.”

 

Upon recognizing the Teutonic Knight, the guard stiffened and saluted.

 

“It’s an honor to meet you!”

 

“…It’s always an honor.”

 

Sylvia, still not used to the constant respect she received, turned her gaze awkwardly.

 

“Are you going out?”

 

“It’s more of a business trip than an outing.”

 

“Haha, I see.”

 

Though the guard smiled, he didn’t forget his duty.

 

“Do you have a permit?”

 

As always, this guard was unyielding.

But it was understandable.

A special order regarding Sena had been issued to all the palace guards.

 

‘Today is different!’

 

Sena chuckled and pulled a document from his coat.

A permit with the Empress’s large seal.

 

“Ta-da. I got it.”

“Wow, it’s real.”

 

The guard was astonished.

He thought it would be another one of those times when Sena would beg, “Can’t you let me out?”

 

He didn’t expect an official permit.

 

Still, to be sure, the guard meticulously examined the permit. His eyes widened as he did.

 

“The imperial seal…”

 

Not just an ordinary permit, it even had the Empress’s seal.

 

This certification meant an imperial decree. Even if the world were to end, they had to let Sena leave.

 

Sena just smiled proudly.

 

It’s reassuring how reliable she is in situations like this.

 

Her decisiveness was unparalleled.

 

“You may pass.”

 

Sena made a light V-sign and passed through the gate.

 

His heart raced with excitement.

 

“I’m free.”

 

What to do first?

There were so many things he wanted to do.

 

Having been constantly kidnapped, he planned to do all the things he missed out on.

 

‘They say the chicken skewers at the night market are so delicious.’

 

The night market was a must.

He also planned to watch the fireworks display that the magicians occasionally put on.

And he couldn’t miss the village festivals.

There were so many unique villages on the way to his hometown.

 

Exploring their customs and cultures would be a great pleasure.

There were so many fun things to do outside.

 

“…I should’ve brought him out sooner.”

 

Sylvia muttered quietly. Sena, lost in his daydreams, didn’t quite catch it.

 

“Hmm?”

 

“Nothing. Let’s go, Senior. I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

 

“You’re very reliable.”

 

“Hmph, I’m a knight from the empire’s best knight order. I’ll protect you from any bandits or monsters.”

 

Sylvia didn’t forget to highlight her usefulness.

 

The two of them safely left the palace.

 

Sena was confident.

No more variables!

All that was left was to return to his hometown smoothly.

 

However, the world was always harsh to Sena.

 

 

 

“You’re late.”

 

 

“…?”

 

Huh.

Sena tilted his head with an awkward smile.

 

This was strange.

Why was Her Majesty here?

 

“After personally issuing the permit, why are you so late? Knight Sylvia, report.”

 

“Yes, y-yes. I-I came as quickly as I co-could.”

 

Sylvia, flustered, bit her tongue.

 

She looked at Sena with spinning eyes. But Sena also didn’t understand what was going on.

 

“Your Majesty…?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria stood with her hands behind her back.

 

She was even dressed in a plain dress.

 

Sena forced a smile and asked.

 

“Why are you here… Your Majesty?”

 

“I’m going too.”

 

Sena doubted his ears.

 

“…What?”

 

“I said, I’m going with you.”

 

“No, no. That’s absurd. Haha. You must be joking.”

 

But Astria’s expression was very serious.

 

“What kind of empress goes on a trip?”

 

“There’s no law I’ve made that forbids it.”

 

“Of course not…!”

 

Sena was very troubled.

 

‘My goal is just to go back to my hometown.’

 

He got Astria’s permission on the premise that he’d treat his grandfather and return.

 

Taking the Empress on a country trip was out of the question.

 

That was against common sense…!

 

“Your Majesty, you’re busy. Besides, I heard there’s a lot you need to do.”

 

“Rafiel is competent.”

 

“That’s unfair to Rafiel…!”

 

“So.”

 

Astria squatted in front of a yellow flower.

 

“There’s no need for you to worry. Betty can handle simple paperwork, and if the Empire can’t function for a month without me, it means I chose the wrong people.”

 

More importantly, there was a more urgent matter than simple administrative work.

 

Astria kept this to herself.

 

The critical issue now was dealing with her political enemies rather than administration.

 

If there was even a suspicion that Granz had rebelled, it was better to move personally than to sit idly on the throne.

 

…Moreover.

 

‘She doesn’t want to be apart.’

 

That was the main reason.

 

“I need to see how my people live. And, I intend to bring back my runaway Guardian Knight.”

 

“Th-that’s something you don’t need to do yourself.”

 

Sena, after saying it, quickly covered his mouth.

 

It felt like their roles had reversed from just yesterday.

 

Astria plucked a flower.

 

“…I’ve never stepped outside the capital.”

 

Uh-oh.

Sena made a whimpering sound like a distressed puppy.

 

How could she say something like that?

 

It’s unfair.

 

“I’ve had this thought for a long time. Once, I need to see the outside world.”

 

Seeing Sena’s hardened face, Astria gave a self-deprecating smile.

 

“Is it truly not possible?”

 

Sena pressed his lips tightly together.

He couldn’t find the words to respond.

 

For personal reasons, it would be better if Astria didn’t come along.

 

The chances of reaching his hometown would decrease.

He had already made up his mind to sever ties, and this would only make parting more painful.

Surely, a day of regret would come.

But…

 

More than that, he wanted to show Astria the world outside.

It was pitiful.

Never having left the capital even once in her life.

 

“Isn’t it okay?”

 

“…”

 

“Well, you know. I’ve seen it before. Past emperors have sometimes gone out in disguise. Haha…”

 

Sena smiled warmly and extended his hand.

 

“Let’s go together, Your Majesty.”

 

**

 

“Your Majesty…?”

 

Sena seriously pondered whether this was a dream or reality.

 

Understandably, it was because something so unreal was happening.

 

“What is this…?”

 

“Eek.”

 

Sylvia was also terrified and completely frozen.

 

Astria alone was unbothered.

 

“Is this your first time seeing a wyvern?”

 

Crreeeeek.

 

The low growl rumbled.

Its appearance resembled that of a dragon.

The reddish wings alone exuded an intimidating presence.

 

“I don’t know how to ride a horse.”

 

“But you can ride a wyvern.”

 

“With this, it won’t take long.”

 

The wyvern chirped and rubbed its face against Astria.

 

It was clearly displaying affection.

However, it was strange to see a notoriously fierce wyvern so tame.

 

‘So that’s why she came out first—to bring this thing out.’

 

Sena could only laugh awkwardly.

 

He had always been curious about how such a small Astria managed to perform so impressively on the battlefield, and now he understood.

 

Flying around, scattering aura from above would leave the enemy with no answers.

 

She was indeed a calamity from the sky.

 

Well, it would be faster this way.

In any case, it was a good thing, right?

 

 

 

 

Thus began Sena’s final adventure with the Empress.
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How about a trip with the boss?

 

Sylvia was extremely anxious, although she didn’t show it.

 

She refused to leave Sena’s side.

 

‘…Poor thing.’

 

Feeling sorry, Sena patted her head.

 

 

The place they arrived at, flying through the sky, was a clearing in the forest.

 

Sena dismounted from the wyvern and stretched her stiff body.

 

“Sena. Are you really okay?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“You said it was urgent, so we even used the wyvern.”

 

“There’s an order to things.”

 

Sena had insisted on finding Chris first. That’s why they had come to the outskirts of the Celine Forest instead of the Birkender estate.

 

‘I hope he’s alright.’

 

He had heard it wasn’t a situation where every minute counted.

Of course, Sena was eager to get going.

 

‘It’s not that far from the Birkender estate to home. This journey ends there.’

 

One way or another, the plan was to say goodbye at the Birkender estate.

But first, he had to deal with other matters. The most urgent task was finding the missing Chris.

 

“Where on earth is that senior?”

 

Sylvia complained.

 

“Anyway, is our destination nearby?”

 

“Yes. We can walk from here.”

 

“I see. Blue, make yourself a lair somewhere suitable and wait.”

 

Growl.

 

The wyvern folded its wings and walked off somewhere. They heard the thudding sounds of its footsteps.

 

‘That thing is so convenient.’

 

Sena blinked. It was the best ride in the world. A journey that would normally take two days had been completed in less than two hours.

 

‘This drastically reduces travel time. I actually like it.’

 

It felt like his life had been extended. Sena was in a good mood. It was a great start, almost unbelievable for a last trip.

 

He walked briskly. His physical condition wasn’t bad, although it felt like he was carrying a ticking time bomb.

 

“Is it true?”

 

Astria’s eyes widened at Sena’s claim that they had a lead on Chris’s whereabouts.

 

“There’s a village close by. The Village of Heroes. Have you heard of it?”

 

“Hero? That’s an odd name for a village.”

 

“…There’s a story behind it.”

 

“A story?”

 

“Yes, Senior. I’ve been curious about it for a long time too.”

 

“Sylvia, you didn’t know either? You’ve been there often enough.”

 

“I only followed my seniors.”

 

Sena looked at Astria and subtly asked,

 

“It’s a bit of a walk. Shall I tell you the story?”

 

“Sure.”

 

‘She was curious after all.’

 

Seeing Astria’s curiosity-filled eyes, he awkwardly smiled.

 

Sena deliberately stepped on the scattered pebbles as he started the story.

 

Unfortunately, there are no demon lords in this world.

 

Therefore, there are no heroes. The closest equivalent might be demon worshippers, but according to Cruyff, they were eradicated a hundred years ago.

 

After all, worshipping Justitia grants greater power than worshipping demons, so there’s no reason to praise demons.

 

Then why is this village called the Hero’s Village? The reason is both simple and complex.

 

“Once upon a time, there was a baron who dreamed of becoming a hero. He was the lord of this village.”

 

The young lord always had nightmares.

 

Late at night, a demon lord appeared and killed people in his dreams.

 

It made sense. This village, located midway between the capital and Celine, would inevitably become a target.

 

But why a demon lord instead of enemy forces?

 

The Empire is too strong. The people of the Empire can’t even conceive the possibility of another country invading.

 

A fictitious demon lord is more frightening to them.

 

“He firmly believed that one day, the demon lord would invade this village. So, he thought to prepare in advance.”

 

From a medical perspective, the baron probably suffered from a mental illness.

 

Becoming a lord at a young age, responsible for many lives, must have been overwhelming. The burden would have been greater for a kind-hearted person, and the child’s mind, unable to cope, found a different solution.

 

“But the demon lord didn’t come. Naturally.”

 

“People were dissatisfied. Struggling to make ends meet, why was the lord insisting on these strange things?”

 

“To reach Celine, one must pass through this village. Given Celine’s wealth, they funded this village, which acted as a breakwater.”

 

“The lord invested all that money in defense. People who had previously lived well without much effort were naturally discontent.”

 

“Still, the baron stubbornly believed that the demon lord would come, no matter what anyone said.”

 

“How trivial.”

 

Astria seemed to be deeply engrossed in the story. Now, she was fuming with anger.

 

“Does such a foolish lord actually exist? I must tell Betty to revoke his title immediately.”

 

“Uh… this happened 300 years ago. Besides, that noble family no longer exists.”

 

“What? Their line has ended?”

 

“Yes. Besides, a baron’s title isn’t exactly prestigious. Moreover, no noble would marry a baron known for waiting for a demon lord that would never come, who was widely rumored to be insane.”

 

However, when Sena first heard this story, he had his doubts.

 

After all, even a rotten noble is still a noble. Even commoners would have lined up to marry someone of noble status.

 

Could it really be that there were no descendants of that baron?

 

“So? What was the end of that foolish noble? I assume a rebellion occurred?”

 

“Aha, that’s a very imperial way of thinking. Quite violent.”

 

“…”

 

Sena continued the story with a gentle smile.

 

“The demon lord didn’t come. But something else did.”

 

“It was the Pacius Kingdom’s army. Yes, the famous Hundred Years War. The empire fought and eventually triumphed over three kingdoms simultaneously. During that time of chaos, they managed to penetrate to the heart of the empire. They planned to capture Celine and then advance to the capital.”

 

The kingdom’s army arrived at the Hero’s Village on their way to Celine.

 

Naturally, the empire was depicted as demons to them, and they were about to commit a massacre.

 

The baron stepped forward. Having trained steadily to face the demon lord, he stood bravely with a single sword.

 

The villagers saw it. Their lord, who they cursed every day, was fighting to protect them with his life.

 

“Of course, no matter how well-prepared, a mere village couldn’t stand against a kingdom’s army. The situation quickly became dire. Soon, the outer walls were about to collapse. At that moment, the baron made a crucial decision.”

 

Sena imitated a serious tone, though his naturally cute appearance lessened the effect.

 

“The current momentum of the demon lord’s army is formidable. Retreat. Prepare for the future of humanity. I will buy you time.”

 

“The baron charged alone and held the bridge for two days.”

 

“In war, two days is…”

 

“Not just critical, but decisive.”

 

Astria said definitively.

 

“A war delayed by two days cannot be won.”

 

“Exactly. He not only bought time for the villagers to escape, but also gave the empire time to rally against the kingdom’s army. The dream of the young lord, which everyone mocked, was certainly realized.”

 

“That was quite an interesting story, Sena. If history lessons were this engaging, I wouldn’t have killed my history teacher.”

 

“…”

 

Let’s pretend we didn’t hear that.

 

“So, that’s why the village is called the Village of Heroes. Many heroes live here. People who strive tirelessly to prepare for the demon lord that may never come, regardless of anyone’s gaze.”

 

Sena liked this village.

 

The people had bright expressions, and living with a dream was admirable.

 

“But I haven’t mentioned the most important part. Why is Chris here?”

 

“Chris liked the Village of Heroes. He often said that perhaps the only sensible people in the empire live here.”

 

Chris had a bit of an old-fashioned streak.

 

He particularly despised complacency and believed that the villagers, regardless of their reasons, were among the few who were diligently preparing for war.

 

“There’s a cabin at the top of the hill behind the village. Chris is likely there.”

 

Sena tripped over a stone he didn’t see, stumbling. Sylvia quickly caught him by the waist, pulling him towards her and even brushing off the dust from his mouth.

 

‘Lately, Sylvia’s been touching me without hesitation.’

 

He might end up getting devoured at this rate.

 

As they neared the village, Sena began to tell a reserved story.

 

“We can’t call you Your Majesty outside, can we?”

 

“What?”

 

“I’ll call you Ria.”

 

Astria flinched. Did he just shorten the Empress’s name…? It was shocking in many ways.

 

“Sylvia, you too.”

 

“H-how can I…?”

 

“Ah, who was your lord again…?”

 

“Of course, it’s me.”

 

Astria glanced sideways, as if the question was absurd.

 

“The Teutonic Knights exist for me.”

 

“That’s not true. She pledged her loyalty to me. Sylvia belongs to me, you know?”

 

Sena grabbed Sylvia’s hand. Just that action made Sylvia’s face almost burst with embarrassment.

 

“Hmph, that only means she’ll take care of you after she retires. Sylvia is still active duty.”

 

“Then let Sylvia decide. Who is your liege?”

 

“Th-that…”

 

Sylvia gulped.

Sena would pout for a month if slighted, and Astria was simply terrifying.

 

“A-A-Astria.”

 

Sylvia made the best choice. By choosing Astria, she also fulfilled Sena’s wish to call her by name.

 

“Knight, do you want to die?”

 

“I still want to live…”

 

“Hahaha.”

 

 

As they chatted, they eventually arrived at the village.

 

A man in a loose outfit was crouched near a ditch, yawning.

 

Though he looked unimpressive, he was a guard. Astria whispered in admiration.

 

“Oh, they can at least mimic a hero.”

 

“The kid speaks like a noble who’s aged thirty years. The world is doomed.”

 

Astria turned to stone on the spot.

 

Sylvia trembled. Should she draw her sword and shout, ‘You insolent fool! Do you know who this is?’

 

“Hello.”

 

“Hmm?”

 

The man glanced at Sena with disinterest, then his eyes widened.

 

“You’re cute.”

 

“…?”

 

“…”

 

Astria’s face hardened, and Sylvia looked at the man like he was trash.

 

Only Sena stood there with a bright smile, hands behind his back.

 

But inside, he was thinking, ‘If only I weren’t terminally ill. If this were the old me…!’

 

Though he’d probably only pout and say nothing more.

 

“Have you seen a tall man with red hair? He probably looked like a knight.”

 

Sena stood on tiptoes to illustrate Chris’s height.

 

The man grinned widely, clearly taken with Sena. Finally, Sena hid behind Sylvia.

 

“Hey, p*rvert. Stop looking at my senior like that.”

 

“P-p*rvert?”

 

The man scratched his head and glanced at Sena.

 

“If you’re talking about that guy, he was here two days ago.”

 

“Really?”

 

Joy spread across Sena’s face.

 

It seemed they’d find Chris easily.

 

But then the man’s next words made his expression stiffen.

 

“But what’s with that guy anyway?”

 

“There have been too many people asking the same question lately.”

 

From the guard’s response, Sena deduced three things.

 

Chris was being pursued.

 

He had an idea where Chris might have gone.

 

And things were about to get more complicated.

 

Access 10 Chapters Ahead of the Release on Our Patreon <3
Be Notified of Releases on Our DiscordCh. 89 Last Trip (3)
“Am I not the only one who asked about this?”

 

“It seems there were three others.”

 

“Please tell me. I beg you.”

 

Sena bowed his head. The man replied as if it wasn’t a difficult question.

 

“A knight, a priest, and a mage. They’re all looking for a tall man with red hair. To answer your question, if I say no, will you leave? We welcome everyone except the Demon King. You may pass.”

 

 

Walking into the village, Sena was deep in thought.

 

‘The knight is likely someone from Duke Granz’s faction.’

 

‘But what about the Church and the mage?’

 

“It’s certain that Chris is here. Sylvia, prepare in advance.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Astria spoke leisurely as she walked. Sylvia stayed close to Sena, staying alert to their surroundings.

 

“Why, why are you like that? All of a sudden.”

 

“I can sense presences all around. Senior, please don’t leave my side.”

 

Gulp, Sena swallowed hard.

 

“Okay.”

 

“Don’t be too scared.”

 

Sylvia smiled gently, patting Sena on the head.

 

Sena looked up at Sylvia, staring.

 

‘I’m being patted by a junior.’

 

He was even starting to get used to it. Sena felt sad. Was he really becoming a public fluffy pet?

 

“Sena.”

 

Sena flinched and his body trembled. Luckily for him, he didn’t get caught being petted by Sylvia.

 

‘Why am I surprised? It’s just Sylvia.’

 

…But somehow, he didn’t want to show that scene.

 

“Yes.”

 

“You said you knew where Chris might be, right?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Where should we go?”

 

Astria glanced around. There was a signpost.

 

-> Welcome, Demon King, this way.

 

<- Not the Demon King? Then get lost. (Road to Celine.)

 

He knew it was a serious situation, but his shoulders slumped. Still as childish as ever. He weakly pointed to the right.

 

“Didn’t they say they welcome everyone except the Demon King earlier? Seems they only welcome the Demon King.”

 

Astria was dumbfounded. What kind of village is this?

 

Walking a bit further, they came across a skull-shaped warning sign.

 

-If you’re really the Demon King, you’ll live. If not, you’ll die.

 

“……I thought a hero’s role was to kill the Demon King?”

 

Sena chuckled at Astria’s reaction.

 

Just as he was about to explain, a loud voice came from behind.

 

“That’s right, to kill him, you need to be alive first! I didn’t expect you ladies to come this way!”

 

The man who had answered about Chris earlier was now perched in a tree.

 

He landed gracefully and walked towards them.

 

“My name is Luke. Since you’ve come this far, you must be prepared, right?”

 

Whoosh, whoosh.

 

Luke twirled his spear a few times, pointing it at them.

 

“Turn back while I’m still being nice. This place isn’t for just anyone.”

 

Sylvia whispered in Sena’s ear.

 

“Was there originally such an event?”

 

“No, I don’t think so.”

 

Sena just awkwardly smiled.

It seemed the current gatekeeper was an interesting character.

…Although he didn’t think the village needed to be any more interesting.

 

“How long have you been the gatekeeper here?”

 

“…Hm? About two years.”

 

“Could you call the person who was here before? Or anyone else from the village?”

 

“…I am a villager too, you know?”

 

Sena clasped his hands behind his back and smiled brightly.

 

“Then you should know me. You haven’t been in the village for five years, have you?”

 

“……”

 

Sena’s words were correct. Luke lowered his spear.

 

“You’re quite a bold young lady. I don’t dislike that.”

 

‘Ugh.’

 

That guy just winked at me.

 

“May I kill him?”

 

Astria asked seriously.

 

 

With Luke’s guidance, they managed to reach the village safely.

 

The Village of Heroes is divided into two parts: the common village and the hero’s village.

 

Since many people pass through on their way to Celine, it disrupts their training, so they separated it like this.

 

“Sena, is that you?”

 

‘Impressive. Even now, most knights wouldn’t stand a chance against him.’

 

Astria made a quick internal assessment. The old man might have aged, but he still had the strength of his younger days.

 

Furthermore, the village was filled with people training with swords. Each one of them was either comparable to or surpassing the knights.

 

Astria mentally noted to recruit them later.

 

“I’m glad to see you’re healthy, Joseph.”

 

“Haha, I’m fortunate to see you once more before I die.”

 

“Old man, do you know who this lady is?”

 

“Rascal!!!!!”

 

“Whoa, you startled me.”

 

Village Chief Joseph shouted loudly, his voice almost deafening. He struck Luke on the head with his staff.

 

“How dare you speak to the Saint like that!”

 

“The, the Saint? Ouch! It hurts, old man!”

 

“Bah, do you know how many heroes he saved from the Demon King’s army?”

 

“R-Really?”

 

“Of course, you fool! Do you think I’d lie about something like that?”

 

“Stop hitting me!”

 

By the way, the Demon King’s army here refers to monsters.

 

In the Village of Heroes, they believe that monsters are created by the Demon King.

 

“Furball.”

 

“I’m not a furball.”

 

Sena pouted.

 

“I’m Sena, Ria.”

 

“…Sena.”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

“Yes!”

 

“……What on earth have you been up to?”

 

Astria genuinely wondered now. Why did this furball know so many people?

 

“It’s a secret.”

 

Sena put a finger to his lips and shushed, which somehow made Astria even more irritated.

 

“What brings you here?”

 

“I was wondering if you’ve seen Chris.”

 

‘It doesn’t matter who’s chasing him. The villagers wouldn’t let in suspicious people.’

 

Sena spoke with half-confidence.

 

Finding Chris here and sending him back to the palace with Astria would complete the perfect plan.

 

“It’s about that matter, isn’t it? Yes, he came here, but he was severely injured.”

 

‘As expected!’

 

Sena’s face brightened.

 

“Is he in that cabin?”

 

“Hmm, about that…”

 

Joseph glanced at Astria.

 

The strong scent of blood was impossible to hide. How many people had she killed?

 

She could never be called a saint.

 

“…He has already left.”

 

“L-left? That can’t be.”

 

Sena was bewildered. Had Chris really left without waiting for him after coming all this way?

 

Moreover, since they rode a wyvern, they should have arrived much faster than expected.

 

“Where did he go?”

 

While Sena stuttered, Astria crossed her arms and asked.

 

“Well, I don’t know the details either.”

 

Joseph stroked his beard as he spoke. His demeanor was much colder than when he spoke to Sena.

 

“Listen, chief, if you don’t speak clearly, right now….”

 

Sena quickly covered Astria’s mouth.

 

“S-sorry. Is it alright if we stay for a while? We’d like to stay in that cabin.”

 

“Of course. Sena, you’re always welcome. Stay as long as you like.”

 

Joseph walked away with a kind smile.

 

Luke, standing nearby, looked at Sena in a daze and muttered.

 

“A Saint? Not a Saintess?”

 

Sena slumped with a dejected look.

 

**

 

“You almost died this time.”

 

In the cargo compartment of a speeding carriage, Chris clutched his abdomen, grinning at the person in front of him, who was wearing a wizard’s hat.

 

“It was close.”

 

“Is Duke Granz really that strong?”

 

“Don’t misunderstand. It was just an ambush, Chloe.”

 

Chloe hugged a large staff tightly.

 

“Still, it’s surprising. I didn’t think you’d find me before Sena.”

 

“That furball is always a step behind. Acts like the busiest person in the world.”

 

“True, cough.”

 

Chris coughed, and the bandage on his abdomen, recently applied, was quickly soaked with blood.

 

“Hey, are you okay?”

 

Chloe asked with a worried expression. Chris waved his hand dismissively.

 

“Don’t worry about it. This will heal soon enough.”

 

“…Still, how about going to Sena now? He could fix this quickly.”

 

In truth, they knew Sena was on his way.

 

They had just left after seeing him arrive.

 

“That bastard, I told him to come alone, not to drag Her Majesty along.”

 

“…So what?”

 

“I am the Guardian Knight of the Empress. How can I face her when I couldn’t protect her? And, before that, I can’t face her out of sheer embarrassment.”

 

Chloe had tried to persuade Chris multiple times, but he was too stubborn. She sighed deeply.

 

“What if you die like this?”

 

“That would be better. All these problems arose because I’m still alive.”

 

“If Sena were here, he’d say, ‘If you’re going to say such nasty things, go eat dirt.’”

 

“It’s almost funny because it’s so true.”

 

“Ah. How did it come to this?”

 

Chloe looked at the ground.

Even now, it didn’t feel real.

 

The only duke of the Empire turning his back on the Empress and plotting schemes.

 

And even knowing those schemes, there was nothing they could do.

 

“More importantly, Chloe. Are you okay?”

 

“What do you mean?”

 

“You always called me a boring man. Now you’re on a journey with this boring man.”

 

“A journey… huh.”

 

Chloe spoke with a sad look.

 

“I always wished to travel with a friend. It would be perfect if Sena were here too.”

 

Chris didn’t mind Chloe mentioning another man in front of him. Instead, he spoke earnestly.

 

“Sena must have done something terrible to you.”

 

“He’s a liar.”

 

“You hold a grudge against him.”

 

Chloe quietly laughed.

 

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. That furball always said harsh things to me but got along well with you guys. Why did he keep his distance from me? Did he hate me that much?”

 

“The only thing Sena hates is the Church. I can guarantee that.”

 

“Then why?”

 

Chloe smiled through her tears.

 

“Why was he so harsh to me? Tell me, Chris.”

 

“…”

 

Chris did not answer.

Chloe wiped her tears.

 

“I’ll repay this grudge a hundredfold someday. …But if you ask whether I hate him, I don’t.”

 

Chloe quietly shook her head.

 

“I like Sena so much that this much doesn’t bother me. I still want to see him. I want to run to him and hug him right now.”

 

Chris, who had been silent, spoke seriously.

 

“Where you belong is not by my side.”

 

“Go to Sena.”

 

“The things you just said, you need to tell them to Sena, not me.”

 

Chloe spoke softly.

 

“You.”

 

 

“I can’t go back until I kill that b*tch.”

 

Chris gritted his teeth.

 

“I will kill Isabella. And Granz too. I can’t return until then.”

 

“Do you think Sena will like me if I leave you, a half-dead man, behind? Even if I leave you, Sena wouldn’t like me.”

 

Chloe closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them.

 

“My first journey will be with you. I’ve decided my last journey will be with Sena.”

 

Chris smirked.

 

Chloe.

 

Being his peer, he knew her.

 

She had a talent.

 

Only for magic that kills people.

 

So—

 

“That last journey won’t take long. Thank you, Chloe. I’ll repay this friendship by helping you achieve your love.”

 

“You must keep that promise. That’s why I’m helping you.”

 

“You’re so sly.”

 

They laughed together for a long time.
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“Still nothing.”

 

Sena entered the cabin, crouching down as he set his suitcase in front of the fireplace.

 

Burnt bandages were left inside the extinguished fireplace.

 

Sena put his hand inside.

 

‘It’s warm.’

 

It seemed like someone had left not too long ago.

 

“Where could he have gone?”

 

Sena’s eyes were filled with worry.

 

‘Given the amount of blood loss, he shouldn’t be able to move yet. And this shows signs of a hasty departure.’

 

At that moment, he noticed an unusual white paper among the burnt logs.

 

Despite being stained with black, it was a letter placed there after the logs had completely burned.

 

Sena discreetly grasped the letter.

 

“If we meet, there will be punishment.”

 

Astria spoke coldly. Sena stood up with his hands behind his back.

 

“Couldn’t even subdue Granz’s men and got critically injured?”

 

“Hey, don’t be too harsh.”

 

“Hmph, no matter what you say, Chris will be punished.”

 

Astria turned her head sharply. Sena asked something he had been curious about.

 

“The hierarchy of power within the empire is quite accurate, right?”

 

“Of course. Some insignificant fools say that I don’t disclose the hierarchy correctly. That it’s different in reality. It’s a lie. There is no difference between what is announced publicly and what is true.”

 

Astria spoke in a low voice.

 

“Just as Chris, ranked second, cannot defeat Granz, who is ranked first.”

 

“…Then, if we include Isabella, how does the empire’s hierarchy change?”

 

Astria looked at Sena with an expressionless face.

 

“Even if we include that traitor, there is no significant change. The first place does not change.”

 

“So, the rest do change.”

 

“To begin with, the position of the Guardian Knight of the Empress is an honor that only the best knight can achieve. Isabella, being a former Guardian Knight, is naturally stronger than Chris.”

 

“Hmm. It’s complicated. Then shouldn’t Duke Granz have become the Guardian Knight?”

 

Sylvia hiccuped. Sena tilted his head in confusion. Astria sighed and explained, looking at the innocent furball who knew nothing.

 

“Duke Granz is not a trustworthy person.”

 

“Ah, I see.”

 

Sena propped his chin and continued his thoughts.

 

‘So, Granz is first, Isabella is second, and third is…’

 

-I couldn’t even make Her Majesty draw her sword.

 

So, the third is Astria? And Chris is fourth.

 

Chris is surprisingly weak.

 

“By the way, Sylvia, what rank are you?”

 

“M-me?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sylvia’s shoulders shrank. With a slightly embarrassed face, she said,

 

“21st.”

 

“That’s lower than I thought.”

 

Sena muttered thoughtlessly. It was a big blow to Sylvia.

 

“T-that was the rank when I first joined. In reality, I’m much higher now?!”

 

Astria smirked.

 

“Oh, come to think of it, the ranking ceremony is soon.”

 

“One month left. I’ll show you this time, so watch closely.”

 

Sylvia puffed her cheeks and stared at Sena. Sena chuckled and patted her head.

 

“Yeah. Show me well. You’re my knight after all.”

 

‘…I probably won’t be there by then.’

 

For a brief moment, Sena showed a sad expression. He turned his head away.

 

The disheveled bedspread and the food still left uncleaned. He wanted to tidy up, but even more pressing was…

 

‘I shouldn’t be having such foolish thoughts.’

 

If Chris knew that Isabella attempted to assassinate Astria, what choice would he make?

 

He would probably first check on Astria’s condition. Once he knew she was safe, it wouldn’t be surprising if he immediately stormed into Labella’s base.

 

After all, Chris’s creed was to repay any blow he received many times over. Especially since he was not someone who would stand by and watch his loved ones face danger.

 

In the past, he would cause an uproar at the Academy if Chloe was even slightly bullied.

 

“Chris will be fine.”

 

As if reading his mind, Astria said quietly. Sena’s eyes quivered slightly.

 

“Do you know why I created the hierarchy system in the Empire?”

 

“…I don’t really know.”

 

“Reputation is also an invisible power. Just having a high-ranking knight participate in a war can be a significant threat to enemy nations.”

 

So Astria had created it.

 

Sena felt a bit embarrassed at learning this for the first time.

 

“But more importantly, it’s about competition. Competition is the driving force to reach higher positions. It’s the fastest way to become stronger.”

 

Astria’s lips curled up.

 

“Chris put all his efforts into surpassing Granz’s rank. He said it was disgraceful that the Guardian Knight of the Empress was not ranked first, and he pushed himself to the limit.”

 

“The last time I checked, Chris had become several times more capable than before. So trust him. He won’t be easily killed by Isabella.”

 

However, Sena was still filled with worry.

 

And for good reason…

 

‘Her Majesty is also weak…’

 

That’s right.

 

Sena didn’t know the detailed circumstances.

 

He had only witnessed Astria being pierced by Isabella’s sword.

 

In other words, Sena thought that Astria was weaker than Isabella.

 

“It seems like you’re having some very disrespectful thoughts.”

 

Astria looked at him with suspicious eyes. Sena awkwardly smiled and waved his hands.

 

“No way.”

 

After staring at the floor for a moment, Sena seemed to make a decision and spoke up.

 

“Um, Your Majesty.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“…You really can’t forgive Isabella, can you?”

 

“…”

 

Astria gave a self-mocking smile.

 

Sena couldn’t understand what that smile meant.

 

“I’ve already forgotten.”

 

But what was clear was that she had changed a bit.

 

“I’ll praise you.”

 

Sena patted Astria’s head.

 

**

 

-Thank you for keeping your promise. See you at Birkender territory.

 

 

The letter was brief.

 

Sena burned the letter on the logs.

 

“Seria, you’re really loose-lipped.”

 

He recalled Seria smiling with squinted eyes, saying, “As if you aren’t.”

 

‘What should I do now?’

 

It seemed like finding Chris would somehow solve things. He was a trustworthy person. Someone who could bear this heavy burden.

 

But he was gone. It was predictable. A Guardian Knight who couldn’t protect the Empress had few choices.

 

He must have wanted to wash away that disgrace. Sena was in a position where he couldn’t take sides. In fact, he couldn’t understand why Isabella did what she did.

 

However, he knew there was a mastermind, and it was likely Granz.

 

‘There was one more person in the cabin. There were two teacups.’

 

Who could the other person be? What was certain was that they were friendly to Chris and knew about this hut. And…

 

‘A priest, one knight, and one magician, right? It’s unlikely that the priest or the knight would be friendly with Chris. So the wizard… could it be Chloe?’

 

“Senior.”

 

Sylvia approached Sena.

 

“Where is Her Majesty?”

 

“She’s been sitting by the flowers for a long time.”

 

“She’s the same as always. Surprisingly, she really likes flowers.”

 

“…Indeed. I was surprised too. I didn’t know Her Majesty had that side.”

 

“You just didn’t know. Our Empress has always liked harmless things. Flowers, the wind, butterflies, those sorts of things.”

 

“Did you know?”

 

Sylvia asked as she set down the firewood she had been holding.

 

“Before you came along, Her Majesty wasn’t like that.”

 

“Huh? Maybe you were just scared.”

 

“Senior? You know she’s been sick and hasn’t been around much lately, right?”

 

Sylvia glared at Sena. Sena smiled and apologized. Sylvia sighed.

 

“She was like someone who could explode at any moment. Before you arrived, Her Majesty was always in a wheelchair, and even then, I couldn’t even look her in the eyes because the atmosphere was so terrifying.”

 

“…”

 

“Do you know how many people in the palace died each day? You once said you didn’t understand why people called her a tyrant.”

 

Sena turned around and opened the window. He saw Astria a little distance away, gently caressing the flowers.

 

Her blonde hair seemed to shimmer in the moonlight.

 

“After you came, everything changed quickly. Her Majesty was soon able to walk, and the smiles gradually returned to the faces of the maids who didn’t know if they would be alive the next day.”

 

“That wasn’t because of me.”

 

“No, I’m certain. All those changes came about because of you. You might not realize it, but you have a way of brightening the world around you.”

 

“…Do you think I’m a firefly or something? That I have such a quality?”

 

‘The month I spent in the palace was the most selfish month of my life. There’s no way.’

 

From Sena’s perspective, it didn’t make sense. All he did was help someone walk again, which was nothing compared to his daily life of healing patients. Yet, it still felt good. Compliments can make even a whale dance, after all.

 

“Senior.”

 

A soft sensation pressed against his cheek. As he lifted his head slowly, he found himself against Sylvia’s chest.

 

Sylvia held Sena close, stroking his ear and cheek.

 

“You have to live a long life.”

 

“…”

 

“Everyone, including me, will do our best for that.”

 

‘It’s impossible, though.’

 

Sena leaned against Sylvia’s chest, feeling melancholic. He could hear her slightly rapid heartbeat. No heart disease, then. She seemed healthy, and that was a relief.

 

‘…Someday, I’ll have to tell them, Sylvia and Astria.’

 

Thinking this made him realize that he really didn’t have much time left.

 

When would be the best time to tell them? Sena thought the later, the better. He had hidden the fact that he was dying so they wouldn’t harbor any false hopes.

 

He decided the best time to tell them was when it was imminent. That way, they might be able to accept his death.

 

He had once hoped they would find out only after he had died, but that bucket list item seemed impossible now.

 

‘Bucket list, huh.’

 

Things to accomplish before dying. Sena had his own list.

 

Up until 100 days ago, he wanted to help as many people as possible. If he had another 100 days, he decided to spend that time on himself.

 

There was still one unchecked item on his bucket list: returning to his hometown. Other than that, he had achieved everything he wanted.

 

And that, too, was about to be realized. He had left the palace and was on his way to Birkender territory. From there, it was less than a week’s journey to his hometown.

 

“Sylvia, what meaning did my life have?”

 

“Why are you saying something like that all of a sudden…like someone who’s about to die.”

 

“Well, it’s true. I want to do something grand with my life.”

 

“…If what you accomplished wasn’t grand, then nobody else’s life has any meaning either. Not many people have the nickname of Saint.”

 

‘Is it really okay for me to die now?’

 

Sena’s eyes filled with emptiness. Was there really nothing left for him to do but breathe?

 

Sena stood up.

 

“Let’s go. It’s time to eat.”

 

“…Okay.”

 

Sylvia responded somewhat reluctantly.

 

 

 

 

“Your Majesty, shall we go hunting? If we’re lucky, we might find some delicious herbs.”

 

“…Where in the world are there delicious herbs? You’re still as pathetic as ever.”

 

Astria turned around with an indifferent expression and gestured to Sylvia.

 

“Miss Sylvia, check if your sword has rusted. It’s almost time for battle.”

 

“…W-what?”

 

Sylvia was taken aback, her expression hardening in an instant. She quickly moved to get a better view of the village from the hill.

 

Doo-doo-doo-doo-.

 

The ground beneath them rumbled. Only Astria remained unfazed by the commotion.

 

-You filthy heretics! How dare you injure a knight of the Justitia Church? Hand over the heretic you’re hiding immediately!

 

-Nonsense! You attacked us first! We’ve got one injured here too!

 

The confrontation involved a paladin, clad in silver plate mail, and the villagers. It seemed tensions were high.

 

The villagers didn’t back down. Instead, they drew their weapons, ready for the inevitable clash.

 

“Did Cruyff lose the power struggle, or is this simply a rebellion? In a situation where an empire’s empress can be stabbed by an assassin, neither seems unlikely.”

 

Astria casually summoned her holy sword, reaching into the air.

 

“One thing is certain: I cannot abandon the people who provided me shelter.”

 

“Sena, stay in the cabin. We don’t know what the Church will do if they see you.”

 

“I’ve been itching for a fight.”

 

Astria’s eyes glowed blue, filled with unmistakable killing intent, a stark contrast to her serene demeanor while tending to flowers.

 

This was likely the true face of Empress Astria—the visage of a bloodthirsty predator.

 

As Sena watched in a daze, a thought crossed his mind. There was still something left to do. In this moment, his nearly complete bucket list gained a new entry.

 

“Astria.”

 

“…If you try to stop me in this situation, I’ll knock you out, furball.”

 

Astria spoke fiercely.

 

“Can’t you see? The only solution here is violence. There’s no other remedy.”

 

“Sylvia.”

 

Sena, hands behind his back, smiled at the two of them.

 

“Leave this to me, will you?”

 

“What…”

 

“W-what nonsense…!”

 

But before they could finish, Sena began to walk forward.

 

At that moment, the paladin threw a spear towards the villagers. Sena swung his arm simultaneously.

 

Ka-aang—!!

 

The intangible sword strike blocked the spear. No, it ‘cut’. The miraculous sight drew everyone’s attention to Sena. He walked calmly, neither too fast nor too slow, exuding an aura of confidence.

 

‘I want to show them.’

 

Sena’s pace quickened.

 

‘That there’s another choice besides violence.’

 

The fuse was about to blow, and Sena stood precariously between both sides. The knight on horseback, seeing the new target, readied another spear.

 

‘I want to color Astria with my colors. To be remembered forever for my existence.’

 

26 days remained—a short time to achieve anything significant. When Sena had a hundred days left, he decided to spend the time on himself.

 

And this was something he was doing for himself. To be remembered. What more primal desire could there be for someone nearing death?

 

Sena boldly stepped between the two sides, arms spread wide. His silver hair fluttered sharply.

 

“That’s enough. Please stop fighting.”
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“Please stop fighting.”

 

Razes, the commander of the Temple Knights, raised an eyebrow upon seeing the mysterious silver-haired boy.

 

‘Sena Birkender, a special protection target. Why is he here?’

 

Sent by the Pope to eliminate the heretic Chris, any obstruction could only mean more heresy.

 

Right now, Sena Birkender’s actions were highly suspicious.

 

‘How could someone not even affiliated with the Church be called a saint?’

 

Razes’ brows furrowed even more. He had always disliked the exaggerated title attached to Sena.

 

There were also rumors of Sena receiving excessive favor from Justitia.

 

“What is this nonsense? How dare you block the sword of a knight executing the will of God?”

 

Moreover, Sena’s actions just now were clearly against the Church’s orders. Hence, Razes couldn’t help but speak harshly.

 

“No matter who you are, if you side with heresy…”

 

“What is the will of God?”

 

“What?”

 

“I asked, what is Justitia’s will?”

 

Without hesitation, Razes drew his sword and aimed it at Sena. Yet Sena walked toward him without a hint of fear, even at a distance where his neck could be pierced at any moment, showing no hesitation.

 

It was as if he wasn’t afraid of death. Razes flinched and stepped back, and upon realizing his actions, his pupils trembled.

 

‘Did I just step back? Me, Razes?’

 

It was undoubtedly the first time in his life. He was taken aback by his own actions.

 

“Is it Justitia’s will to intimidate the powerless villagers?”

 

“Impertinent—!”

 

“Or, sister, are you perhaps distorting Justitia’s will?”

 

“Do not dare speak that name, you who are not even a priest. If you say anything more, I will cut you down.”

 

“I am saying that no one can know the true will of Justitia.”

 

Sena smiled brightly and walked toward the villagers with his hands behind his back.

 

“…Don’t know God’s will? A person called a saint doesn’t know?”

 

Razes still pointed his sword at Sena with dangerous eyes.

 

“Eliminating heretics is what Justitia wants. And killing those who protect heretics is what those who follow God should rightfully do!”

 

Sena approached the village chief and whispered something. This was enough to irritate Razes.

 

“Are you daring to ignore my words right now? Just because you are the son of Cruyff, you think you have nothing to fear? I, as the commander of the Templar Knights, have the authority for immediate execution—!”

 

Sena spun around with his hands behind his back and spoke with a natural smile.

 

“Aren’t you hungry?”

 

“…What?”

 

Razes couldn’t believe his ears. What did he just say?

 

This was completely out of context.

 

“Let’s have a meal.”

 

Sena even mimed eating to ensure he was heard.

 

Razes’ brows furrowed even more deeply.

 

“Future saint, are you mocking me right now?”

 

“What about the people behind you? Aren’t they hungry?”

 

“This guy…!”

 

“Anyone who’s hungry, raise your hand!”

 

Sena cheerfully raised his hand.

 

Razes was so taken aback he was at a loss for words.

 

‘Whatever your intention, don’t think the knights who follow God’s will are going to play along.’

 

Razes turned his head sharply, imagining the knights staring menacingly at Sena.

 

But she overlooked one thing.

 

Without the prior knowledge that Sena was a boy, he just looked like a pretty girl.

 

And no matter how devout, no one could refuse the meal request of a cute silver-haired girl.

 

“…Are you guys seriously not putting your hands down?”

 

Razes’ eyes grew dim as he looked at the knights, who were raising their hands with cheerful faces.

 

A cold wind blew past them, despite it being summer.

 

**

 

“Here, this is the antidote. The poison of Isu cannot be detoxified by holy magic. If you administer this now, it should be fine. And… I apologize for attacking first.”

 

It was quite a peculiar scene.

 

In a large clearing, a bonfire burned in the center. On the left side sat the Templar Knights, and on the right, the villagers.

 

Razes, still in his armor, received the antidote. He handed it to his lieutenant standing behind him and spoke.

 

“…Give this to Polon and use the holy arts on the ones we attacked earlier.”

 

“Yes.”

 

The knight who responded briefly disappeared, and silence fell over the area. Caught in the middle, Sena clapped his hands with an awkward smile.

 

“Well done. Isn’t it nice to resolve things through conversation? Now, let’s eat!”

 

Sena bit into a baguette with a happy expression.

 

‘Baguettes are truly divine.’

 

The main ingredient of baguettes, wheat, has characteristics unique to each region, and a baguette best captures the flavor of that wheat.

 

Although Sena didn’t like all baguettes, he generally enjoyed them unless they were from the northern regions. The baguette here was very tasty.

 

“…Everyone, take the meat. You’ve all worked hard during the long march.”

 

With a sigh, Razes spoke, and the knights, who had been maintaining discipline, each grabbed a large piece of barbecue and began eating.

 

“Sister, you should eat too.”

 

“…You don’t call a knight ‘sister.’”

 

“Oh, right. Sorry about that.”

 

“If possible, go to the cathedral and receive formal education.”

 

Razes half-closed his eyes and took a bite of the barbecue.

 

…This is tastier than I expected.

 

“…We were discussing the will of Justitia earlier, and now you suddenly tell us to eat. What kind of attitude is that?”

 

Razes asked, and Sena, who was munching on the baguette, looked up.

 

“Well, I thought this was the will of Justitia.”

 

“What nonsense.”

 

“Wouldn’t Justitia want hungry knights to be fed? That’s what I would think.”

 

“Huh.”

 

The nearby knights, close enough to hear the conversation, all stopped eating and looked at Sena.

 

Their faces showed how moved they were.

 

“Well, it’s not entirely wrong.”

 

Razes chuckled and looked at the meat.

 

This was an unprecedented situation. When the Teutonic Knights revealed heresy, people usually reacted in one of two ways.

 

They would either tremble in fear or show hostility. But this was the first time there had been such harmony.

 

‘Is this the grace of someone called a potential saint?’

 

Having only known Sena through rumors, Razes began to understand why he had such a nickname despite not being a clergyman.

 

“But.”

 

Razes looked coldly at the village chief.

 

“The fact that we are peacefully eating here is based on the assumption that you have not harbored heretics.”

 

“Well, I told you, we have never taken in such people.”

 

The village chief spoke coldly, but Razes openly sneered at him.

 

“Do you underestimate the Church’s intelligence? The Church’s eyes see even the tiniest crawling insect. Do you think we wouldn’t know if an impure person had infiltrated this village?”

 

“Razes, the villagers have nothing to do with this. I vouch for them.”

 

“That’s something the future saint says out of ignorance. One of our knights was taken down by a gatekeeper. Are you telling me a ‘normal’ villager could defeat a knight?”

 

Razes’ suspicion was reasonable. What kind of villager could possess the strength equal to that of a knight?

 

However, it’s a different story if the village had been training for centuries to become strong enough to face the Demon King.

 

“Razes, do you know the name of this village?”

 

Sena cleared his throat a few times and then told the same story he had shared with Astria.

 

After hearing everything, Razes’ eyes widened.

 

“Training for centuries to become strong enough to face the Demon King?”

 

“That’s right. We all take pride in that.”

 

Sena was genuinely curious about what Razes would think. A typical person, like Astria, might dismiss it as ‘trivial.’

 

“Remarkable. Truly remarkable. In my entire life, I’ve never seen anyone with such a noble purpose.”

 

That was Razes’ answer. She tore into her barbecue with a fervor that showed she was still excited by what she had just heard.

 

“No matter what others may call an illusion, they pursue their mission to the end! The Baron is surely looking upon this village with pride even now.”

 

Razes was clearly someone who struggled to express emotions. This was likely the highest praise she could muster.

 

‘Thank goodness.’

 

Are you watching, Astria?

 

Fighting isn’t always the answer. Sena felt proud, believing he had proven his point through his actions.

 

He wanted to return quickly to receive praise from them, but there were still things left to do.

 

“…However, even after hearing such a wonderful story, the information that a heretic is hiding here does not simply disappear.”

 

“The person you’re looking for is Chris, right?”

 

“You knew, after all.”

 

“How could I not? He’s my friend. If possible, could you tell me why he’s been labeled a heretic?”

 

“A report came in saying he possessed items used to worship demons.”

 

“That’s nonsense…! He doesn’t care about demons or even God.”

 

“Whether that’s true or not will be decided in a trial. First, we need to find and arrest him.”

 

Razes put down the meat and asked seriously. However, it sounded more like a request than a threat.

 

“Where is he now? If you tell me, I won’t cause any trouble. Not here, not in the next village.”

 

‘…I’ve never seen an acquittal in an Inquisition.’

 

The infamous nature of medieval Inquisitions was well-earned. It was even more severe in this world, where gods actually existed.

 

Thus, Sena gave the most definitive answer he could within the bounds of what was permissible.

 

“I’ve told you several times he’s not here. How many more times do I have to say it?”

 

The village chief spoke, sounding exasperated.

 

“Chief.”

 

“Yes. Please, go ahead.”

 

Despite not flinching in front of the Templar Knights, the chief immediately bowed his head to Sena. Razes found it unbelievable.

 

“…If it’s alright, could you let them stay in the village for a while?”

 

“What?”

 

Razes reacted first.

 

“Wouldn’t that be better for the Templar Knights too? If you don’t trust these people, it’s better to stay here and observe them.”

 

It was the best solution.

 

By keeping the knights searching for Chris tied up, a significant amount of time could be bought.

 

“That makes sense. But will they agree?”

 

“They will.”

 

“…You wouldn’t even let us set foot in the village earlier?”

 

“It’s a request from Sena. Besides, we realized that you’re people just like us.”

 

The chief looked around nostalgically. The knights, forgetting their dignity, were relieving their hunger. They certainly seemed like ordinary hungry young men.

 

“If it’s alright, please stay here. Even if the Demon King’s army attacks, having the Church’s knights here would be reassuring.”

 

“Why even ask? I will be the one to slay the Demon King.”

 

Razes chuckled and picked up the meat again. Sena breathed a sigh of relief.

 

‘It seems to be sorted out.’

 

Mission accomplished.

Now it was time to collect the quest reward.

 

Sena got up, dusted off his pants, and looked around.

 

He spotted Sylvia’s pink hair in the distance and approached stealthily.

 

However, the closer he got, the more confused he became.

 

Astria and Sylvia were sitting by a fire, grilling meat like defeated soldiers.

 

“Huh…? Why do you look so lifeless?”

 

“…I thought being cute was your only strength, but I forgot how powerful that one strength was.”

 

Sylvia had a face full of existential crisis.

 

“Truly insignificant.”

 

Astria spoke with a blank expression.

 

“This time, it was truly insignificant.”

 

Sena couldn’t understand.

 

This time, he really did something impressive. Why?
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“This is something I shouldn’t tell you, but…”

 

“Yes.”

 

Whisper, whisper.

 

The village chief whispered into Sena’s ear. Hearing the information, Sena flinched.

 

“…Thank you for telling me.”

 

“Hehe, I had to tell you, Sena.”

 

“Stay healthy.”

 

“You too, Sena. Stay safe.”

 

Turning his back, Sena left the village, deep in thought.

 

Astria asked curiously.

 

“What did the village chief say?”

 

“He told me which direction Chris went.”

 

“I see.”

 

The place Chris had headed to was the County of Roam, located southwest of here. It was a location that could be reached by slightly detouring around the Birkender estate.

 

Sena clasped his hands behind his back and looked at Astria.

 

“We can go straight there.”

 

“No. We’ll stop by the Birkender estate first.”

 

“What?”

 

“Finding Chris comes next.”

 

Sena doubted his ears.

 

After finally finding a clue, they weren’t moving immediately?

 

As he looked at her with a puzzled expression, Astria raised an eyebrow.

 

“Is there a problem?”

 

“No, it’s just… Why? Clearly, finding Chris should be our top priority right now.”

 

“There are things you don’t need to know.”

 

True to her tyrannical nature, she didn’t even intend to explain the reason.

 

‘Wasn’t she being too much, even yesterday?’

 

Despite his efforts yesterday, she only belittled him.

 

And after telling him not to fight next time and to act like her, she even mocked him.

 

‘She’s going to get upset.’

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“What?”

 

“You know, Senior might get upset…”

 

“…”

 

Astria sighed deeply as she looked at the forlorn fluffball.

 

“As I said yesterday, I initially planned to deal with your matter first. Now that I’ve confirmed he’s alive, that’s enough. Sir Chris will manage.”

 

“That’s nonsense. Chris is being chased by the Church and Duke Granz. We need to help him quickly.”

 

“Well, I see someone who seems in more urgent need than Chris.”

 

“If it’s my grandfather, he’s fine. I’m worried, but he’s not in a critical situation.”

 

“No, not him. I’m talking about you.”

 

Astria lifted Sena’s wrists.

 

Sena was taken aback, and his robe slid up, revealing his pale waist.

 

“Try to break free.”

 

“…”

 

Sena closed his eyes tightly and strained, but his efforts were so feeble they barely registered.

 

Astria’s eyes darkened. Sylvia, who was standing with her hands behind her back, also looked down at the ground.

 

“It’s clear to see your condition is worsening. You’re not fit for travel. Let’s finish this quickly and get you some rest.”

 

‘This is my last chance.’

 

Sena smiled bitterly.

 

“We’re going to the Birkender estate. This decision is final.”

 

Astria said coldly, releasing her grip.

 

“But.”

 

Sena spoke up immediately.

 

“Let’s go on foot, not by wyvern.”

 

“…Didn’t you hear what I just said? We don’t have time.”

 

“There are some things I can’t compromise on.”

 

‘This journey is only going to last three weeks at most.’

 

The time he had left with Astria and Sylvia was fleeting.

 

Sena wanted to create unforgettable memories during this brief period.

 

For that, they couldn’t travel comfortably by wyvern. That would strip away all the romance.

 

“If we go a little further from here, we’ll reach a point that passes through Celine. This is also the Village of Heroes. There will be at least a carriage here.”

 

“Sena.”

 

“Please, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria stared intently at Sena for a long time.

 

Suddenly, she remembered something Chris had said in the past.

 

-Did you know? Sena is surprisingly stubborn. Once he makes up his mind, no one can change it.

 

Now she finally understood what he meant.

 

However, it felt a little different. It wasn’t that Sena’s stubbornness couldn’t be broken.

 

‘There are some flowers you just don’t want to trample.’

 

Astria chuckled softly.

 

“Do as you wish.”

 

**

 

Fortunately, the villagers readily provided them with a carriage, easing their worries.

 

They didn’t even take money for it. Sena felt a bit guilty, wondering if that was okay.

 

The carriage looked more expensive than he expected, which brought a sense of relief.

 

Well, even if they had to spend all their money, having Astria around meant it wouldn’t be a big problem.

 

“What’s our next destination?”

 

“Count German’s territory. See here?”

 

Sena pointed at the map. It was an estate located slightly below the Village of Heroes. Incidentally, if they went straight from the Village of Heroes, they would reach the Birkender estate.

 

“Why are we taking a detour?”

 

“Um, it’s tough to go that way. There are lots of monsters.”

 

“…?”

 

Both Sylvia and Astria looked stern simultaneously.

 

“You’re traveling with the Empire’s greatest knight and the most powerful Empress in history.”

 

Of course, it wasn’t because he didn’t trust the two of them.

 

If Chris’s destination was the Birkender estate, they would inevitably meet him there.

 

‘Chris may have left first, but this route is faster. We might get there first and wait.’

 

Though he felt sorry for Astria, Sena intended to pursue Chris.

 

“Well, I have some business there.”

 

“Prick.”

 

“Ahaha.”

 

As Sena laughed awkwardly, the coachman ahead was startled and stopped the carriage.

 

“Bandits!”

 

“…What?”

 

Sena’s eyes sparkled.

 

‘Here they are! The indispensable bandits!’

 

Whether they were directly threatened by bandits or ended up saving someone from bandits who turned out to be a princess, these were the thrilling parts of any journey. Essential elements, really.

 

“I’ll be back shortly.”

 

Sylvia quietly stood up.

 

“Do not stain the sword I bestowed upon you with such filth.”

 

“…I’ll fight with a fallen branch then.”

 

“That will suffice.”

 

Astria smiled contentedly, and Sylvia moved to open the carriage door. Sena held onto Sylvia’s arm, stopping her.

 

“Senior?”

 

“Just wait a moment!”

 

‘Do you think I’ll let this perfect opportunity slip by?’

 

Sena grinned widely.

 

‘I’m showing it here. To Astria.’

 

He still harbored ambitions to win over Astria with his own unique flair.

 

Sena reported confidently to the Empress.

 

“Please trust me.”

 

Astria was curious about what this white-haired furball was plotting now.

 

-Everyone, get out of the carriage!

 

“…Looks like they want us all to get out.”

 

“Everyone, don’t say a word. Leave everything to me.”

 

**

 

“Boss, we hit the jackpot!”

 

Seeing Sena, Astria, and Sylvia step out of the carriage, the bandits gulped.

 

They were beauties the likes of which they had never seen before.

 

“Don’t get any foolish ideas. Greed will get you all killed.”

 

The bandit leader, Hans, warned them.

 

‘Excessive greed leads to trouble.’

 

That was the bandit’s creed. Though, it also depended on their attitude.

 

“Ladies, are you on a trip? Just the three of you?”

 

“Heh heh heh.”

 

“Don’t be too scared. Hand over all your money and we’ll spare your lives.”

 

“Kuh kuh kuh.”

 

“…”

 

Astria’s lips twitched in anger. Sylvia was equally tense.

 

In contrast, Sena’s eyes sparkled. These were real, local bandits.

 

“Ahem.”

 

Sena stepped forward. Hans glanced at Sena.

 

‘This white one must be the highest-ranking among them.’

 

Of course, his assumption couldn’t have been more wrong.

 

‘Let’s see how they react.’

 

Hans’s smile widened, imagining all the possible scenarios.

 

The most common reactions were ‘Do you know who I am?’ or ‘Can you handle this?’ Sometimes one of the three would turn out to be a knight.

 

In today’s world, banditry didn’t always go as planned. But Hans was different.

 

‘We’re the Leviathan.’

 

He was an exceptionally skilled bandit who kept his band thriving in these harsh times, ready for any scenario.

 

‘Show me your move…!’

 

However—

 

Hans’s expectations were completely wrong.

 

Sena pulled a money pouch from his robe.

 

“Here. This is all I have.”

 

“…”

 

Hans reached out and snatched the pouch.

 

‘Typical. He’s definitely hiding more. This is a decoy.’

 

It was probably a small, insignificant amount.

 

But it didn’t matter. Giving up money indicated a desire to avoid conflict, and as long as the amount was decent, Hans wouldn’t complain.

 

However, upon seeing the amount, Hans staggered in shock.

 

“What, what, what is this?”

 

It was at least 50 gold coins.

 

Enough to allow the bandits to live comfortably for a year without needing to rob anyone.

 

“Did you really give us everything?”

 

“Didn’t you ask for it all?”

 

“Are you an idiot?”

 

“…Excuse me?”

 

Sena was puzzled.

 

He had given them what they asked for, so why the confusion?

 

Regaining his composure, he spoke with a kind smile.

 

“This should be enough for you not to rob others for a while.”

 

Sena smiled warmly, gripping Hans’s hands tightly.

 

“If possible, consider leaving this lifestyle and finding better work. This money should help.”

 

“…!”

 

Hans’s pupils dilated.

 

Never before had he encountered someone like this.

 

Never before…

 

Had there been such a fool!

 

‘Damn, must be wealthy to give away 50 gold coins so easily. And traveling without a proper guard?’

 

This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

 

Greed in banditry was dangerous.

 

But sometimes, you had to bet everything on a chance.

 

No one in their right mind would hand over all their money to a bandit with a smile.

 

This had to be just a fraction of their wealth. If he could take it all?

 

‘My life would be set.’

 

Just as Hans’s eyes gleamed with greed.

 

Woosh.

 

He sensed something strange and looked up.

 

“Gasp.”

 

A blonde girl was smiling slightly, looking directly at him.

 

That was all it took, but Hans couldn’t move a single finger.

 

A predator. The unmistakable aura of a predator.

 

Just meeting her eyes felt like his body was being torn apart.

 

In this moment, Hans experienced death.

 

 

“Excuse me?”

 

Sena tilted his head, looking at Hans. What was wrong with him all of a sudden? Sena tapped his shoulder lightly.

 

“Hah, hah.”

 

Hans was breathing heavily, looking at Sena with a face as pale as a ghost’s.

 

‘Is it a panic attack? Or PTSD?’

 

Either way, it was plausible. But that wasn’t the important thing right now.

 

“Well then, goodbye.”

 

Sena bowed politely and started back towards the carriage. But Hans hurried after him.

 

“I-I’m sorry!”

 

“?”

 

“I mistook you for someone else!”

 

He bowed deeply and placed the money pouch back into Sena’s hands.

 

“Everyone, retreat! Now!”

 

Without giving Sena a chance to say anything, Hans and his men quickly fled.

 

“Oh.”

 

Sena looked at the money pouch back in his hand and wore a serious expression.

 

It felt quite unsettling.

 

But since the outcome was good, it was fine, right?

 

Sena smiled brightly and turned to Astria.

 

“Did you see that? Goodwill is repaid. The bandits were so moved by my goodwill that they returned the money.”

 

“…Indeed.”

 

Astria chuckled, finding the situation amusing.

 

Sena still felt a bit uneasy, but with his hands on his hips, he offered some advice.

 

“Ast…, I mean, Ria, you should do the same in the future. Showing kindness to others isn’t just for them; it’s also for yourself.”

 

**

 

Softly breathing, Sena was asleep in Astria’s arms. Given his physical condition and the exhausting day, he seemed quite tired.

 

Astria quietly adjusted his disheveled silver hair. Sylvia watched the scene with envy and spoke up.

 

“I should scold him when he wakes up.”

 

“Does this happen often?”

 

“…Yes. Even at the Academy, he would give away all his money to anyone in need. And then he’d have nothing left for himself, buying a single baguette to eat all day. No matter how much I scolded him, he never changed.”

 

Astria blinked.

 

That’s a bit extreme.

 

“Does Miss Sylvia think Sena’s way is wrong, then?”

 

“Isn’t it obvious? If you act like him, you’re just being a pushover.”

 

“Well, I don’t necessarily think he’s wrong.”

 

Sylvia looked at Astria with surprise.

 

Astria gently patted Sena’s small head and spoke softly.

 

“Goodwill does come back.”

 

Astria smirked. She didn’t disagree with Sena’s words. In fact, they were almost a universal truth.

 

However, there was one crucial condition.

 

“When backed by overwhelming power.”

 

And for Empress Astria, there was no easier condition.

 

She would use it for this little furball. That power.

 

Astria made up her mind. She would grant Sena whatever he desired from now on.
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It had been a while since he had a dream.

 

-Child.

 

It was a very faint dream.

 

In a misty place, it felt like he was lying down without a thread of clothing.

 

-Come into my arms.

 

A voice that sounded like moonlight echoed through.

 

It was neither distinctly male nor female.

 

The strange thing was that as soon as he heard the voice, he forgot what it had said.

 

-I will be waiting.

 

It was truly like a dream.

 

**

 

[25]

 

“They say we’ll be arriving at the town soon.”

 

When I opened my eyes, I was still inside the carriage. Empress Astria’s indifferent face came into view.

 

“Get up, it’s about time.”

 

‘What kind of dream did I have?’

 

Sena blinked. Strangely, he couldn’t remember. It felt like he had an important dream.

 

‘I can’t recall.’

 

Sena awkwardly raised his body. But it felt like the world was spinning. He instinctively touched his forehead and felt a fever.

 

‘A cold? If not…’

 

“Senior, are you feeling unwell?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“You’ve been sleeping for a long time.”

 

“How long did I sleep?”

 

“You slept for at least 8 hours.”

 

Sylvia said worriedly. Sena was surprised that he had slept for 8 hours but decided not to mention his illness.

 

This time was precious to Sena. He didn’t want this joyful time to turn sad because of an illness.

 

Stretching, he spoke with a bright face.

 

“I feel refreshed after sleeping so much. Are we almost at the town?”

 

Sena leaned out the window of the carriage, smiling brightly like a puppy wagging its tail.

 

“It’s true, I can see the town!”

 

“Senior, your hair is a mess.”

 

Sylvia sighed and untangled Sena’s hair. It flowed smoothly over his shoulders, likely due to its fine texture.

 

“This is my first time going there!”

 

“You’re that excited?”

 

Sena nodded with a bright face.

 

“Of course! Aren’t you excited to see what awaits us?”

 

“Do whatever you want, Senior.”

 

Astria chuckled, and Sylvia patted his head with a satisfied look.

 

Just as Sena was feeling treated like a child, the carriage came to a stop. Sena was the first to get off.

 

The coachman held the reins and bowed.

 

“This is where I must part ways.”

 

“Why is that?”

 

“Ha ha, it’s only natural. I am from the Village of Heroes, and this is now Baron Lihaton’s territory.”

 

Movement between territories was restricted. Astria, recalling the law she had established, walked away with a disinterested expression.

 

“Thank you for your service, Sena, give him a suitable reward.”

 

‘She does think of these things, doesn’t she?’

 

Imagining that perhaps she had changed a bit, Sena gave the coachman a bonus.

 

 

 

“Present your identification and state your purpose for coming to Lihaton’s territory.”

 

Sylvia and Sena looked at each other simultaneously.

 

Huh?

 

Did they usually check identification to enter a regular city?

 

‘I do have one.’

 

Being the Archbishop’s son, albeit a fake one, he carried an apprentice priest’s identification badge.

 

But in Sylvia’s case, she only had the insignia of the Teutonic Knights.

 

‘With Duke Granz possibly chasing us, we can’t reveal our identities.’

 

Not to mention Astria. It was strange to even ask for identification in the first place. Medieval people typically didn’t carry such things.

 

“Is it normal for Lihaton to check identification…?”

 

Sena asked awkwardly, and the helmeted guard sighed lightly.

 

“So you’re outsiders. Haven’t you heard? The Earls of Seton and Queensbury are currently at war. Lihaton is right in the middle of it.”

 

“Oh.”

 

To put it simply, they didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire.

 

Lihaton was being extra cautious to prevent the sparks of war from spreading to them.

 

The problem was that they couldn’t send people into an area currently at war. The northern gates were likely tightly sealed.

 

“This is bad. We can’t proceed like this. Actually, the issue is whether we can even enter this territory.”

 

“Do you happen to have identification?”

 

“Oh, yes, I do.”

 

Sena nervously pulled out his identification from his pocket.

 

The guard, after a quick glance, widened his eyes slightly and bowed respectfully to Sena.

 

“You’re a priest. Please forgive my rudeness.”

 

“Heh, just an apprentice, though.”

 

“Among those saved by the Church of Justitia, apprentices are the most plentiful.”

 

It was a famous joke. In order to hide their status, high-ranking individuals in the church often disguised themselves as apprentices.

 

Therefore, among those with apprentice priest identification, there were few actual apprentices. Of course, Sena wasn’t a priest at all.

 

‘If I use this well, will they just let us through?’

 

He was thinking along those lines.

 

“I’ll verify the next person’s identification.”

 

Sena’s hopes were dashed with the guard’s words.

 

There’s no way!

 

“Um, can’t you just let us pass?”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and tilted his head. It was a move that sometimes worked.

 

However, the guard’s helmet was quite thick. Sena’s charm bounced off.

 

“I’m sorry, but no.”

 

“Just this once?”

 

“No.”

 

“This is troublesome…”

 

“I’m sorry too.”

 

The guard sighed.

 

“If you keep insisting, I’ll have to detain you.”

 

Scary!

 

Sena looked at Sylvia with pleading eyes. What should we do?

 

With a puzzled expression, Sylvia was holding something between her fingers.

 

It was the most famous insignia in the Empire, the emblem of the Teutonic Knights, called the dream of every knight.

 

Sena fidgeted and snatched the emblem, hiding it in his pocket. He whispered to Sylvia.

 

“What if they find out?!”

 

“…Why won’t it work?”

 

Sylvia said with a troubled expression.

 

Sena looked at Sylvia, who seemed completely unaware of her own status, and his expression turned desperate. The prestige of the Teutonic Knights was beyond imagination. It was almost like a nuclear bomb.

 

It wouldn’t be good to cause such a commotion. Now was the time to calmly negotiate and resolve this…

 

“There! Where do you think you’re going?”

 

Startled by the loud voice, Sena turned his head. Astria was walking away.

 

“Darn it, when did she slip away?”

 

The guard slowly walked towards Astria. It was the moment he put his hand on her shoulder.

 

“Sir.”

 

Astria turned her head slightly. Sena wrapped his arms around himself, feeling a chill down his spine.

 

The air around them froze.

 

With an expression colder than anything imaginable, Astria said.

 

“Leave.”

 

**

 

“This is outrageous.”

 

Sena muttered blankly. Astria was examining the city with a dignified expression.

 

‘I knew she was different from ordinary people, but does it make sense for the guards to just accept her command and step back like that?’

 

After hearing one word from Astria, the guard said, ‘Excuse me!’ and did not even make eye contact with her. Astria walked calmly like that. As if it was so natural.

 

“Well, Ast, no, Ria’s spirit itself is different from ordinary people.”

 

In short, the spirit radiating from the person itself was different. Sometimes, a person’s presence itself becomes a status.

 

Of course, he had never heard or seen anything like that until it just happened.

 

“This city has a lot of windows.”

 

“Y-yes.”

 

“From now on, we’ll impose taxes based on the number of windows.”

 

“…?”

 

Did Her Majesty really create the infamous window tax…?

 

Sena awkwardly chuckled upon learning this new fact.

 

 

While the Lihaton territory couldn’t be called a metropolis, it was still a fairly developed region.

 

They quickly found a suitable inn. Sena’s hands were trembling slightly as he set down his suitcase.

 

‘My body really isn’t feeling too good.’

 

He noticed his trembling hands and suppressed a bitter smile.

 

He hoped it was just a temporary cold. If it’s permanent… How will he hide it for long?

The worst-case scenario is Astria seeing this and deciding to turn back. How does a patient care for another patient?

He definitely wanted to avoid that.

 

‘…Anyway.’

 

“What should we do now, Senior?”

 

Unlike Astria, Sylvia was aware of the seriousness of the situation.

 

“We’re in the midst of a war, so it won’t be easy to move to the next territory through normal means.”

 

“Wow.”

 

This fact was quite unexpected for Sena.

 

“You knew?”

 

“…Were you treating me like an idiot?”

 

“Oh, ahaha, surely not.”

 

Sylvia’s shoulders slumped as she saw Sena’s hair stand up. Astria lightly poked fun at Sena for being clueless.

 

“Y-you’re sensitive about that.”

 

Sena gently touched his forehead.

 

“Why worry about such things, Sir?”

 

Astria laughed cruelly.

 

“If anyone dares to block our path, they’ll all be killed.”

 

“…”

 

“I agree-”

 

Sylvia grabbed Sena’s shoulder like she was wielding a weapon, pointing at Sena whose mouth was slightly agape.

 

“Isn’t Senior Sena different?”

 

“Prick.”

 

Astria turned her head sharply and sat on the bed with her legs crossed.

 

Sena put his hand on his hip and boldly spoke.

 

“Leave it to me.”

 

“You’re the last person in the world I’d trust with that.”

 

Sena’s cheeks puffed out. Astria sighed faintly and waved her hand.

 

“Alright, tell me.”

 

“Ahem. I have a good idea.”

 

Sena spun around, leaving the burden behind, and just looked cheerful.

 

“I’ll go visit the church for a moment.”

 

**

 

Sena’s plan was simple.

 

‘Because there is no such thing as a face on a medieval identity card.’

 

He could go to the cathedral, reveal his own status as Sena, and confidently obtain something to prove his status.

 

A badge would be fine, or even robes that only priests can wear. It didn’t matter. In medieval times, no one would dare question the status of a priest.

 

He would share this with Astria and Sylvia, confidently step outside the cathedral gate, and that would be that. It wasn’t unheard of for clergy to be seen on the battlefield.

 

“Excuse me.”

 

Opening the large cathedral door, Sena glanced around nervously. No one was inside.

 

“Huh.”

 

Where did everyone go? Sena chuckled and stepped inside.

 

Creak-

 

“Huh?”

 

Suddenly, the previously closed door opened.

 

“That’s the prayer room, right?”

 

There was nobody there.

 

Did it open automatically?

 

Awkwardly smiling, Sena twirled his hair.

 

Something feels uneasy?

 

“L-Let’s go back.”

 

Sena felt a sense of foreboding and quickly turned around.

 

At that moment.

 

Thud!

 

The wide-open cathedral door slammed shut.

 

Sweating profusely, Sena turned around.

 

Clang-

 

Golden light poured out from the prayer room.

 

Ordinary priests would probably shed tears and kneel down to pray upon seeing this sacred light, but…

 

To Sena, it was more terrifying than any horror movie.

 

“Please save me.”

 

Frantically, Sena pounded on the cathedral door.
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Sometimes in life, inevitable things happen.

Things you have to experience despite your own will.

 

Seriously, what is this?

 

“Please let me out.”

 

Sena himself didn’t know whom he was speaking to.

One thing was clear: no one responded to his cry.

 

Gulp.

 

He swallowed his saliva and looked back. The door to the prayer room was still open, and a bright light spilled out.

 

‘I guess if I don’t go in there, they won’t let me leave.’

 

He calmed his mind and stared fiercely at the prayer room, raising his arms.

 

It’s all come to this. Yeah, let’s figure out why this is happening to me.

 

“Is there someone…?”

 

He grasped the prayer room door and cautiously stuck his head in. At that moment, his body was suddenly drawn, forcibly pulled into the prayer room.

 

With a clang, Sena sat down heavily, his expression that of a lost soul.

The statue of the Goddess, holding a scale in one hand and a sword in the other, was staring at Sena with her expressionless face.

 

It was the statue of Justitia. Sena sobbed and kneeled gracefully, resting his rear on his heels. He had already given up on protesting to the Goddess.

 

“Did you call me…?”

 

Sena stammered nervously toward the statue. But the statue showed no change. It simply existed as before.

 

‘What am I doing? Even in a world with gods, statues don’t speak…’

 

That’s when it happened. Sena widened his eyes and stood up. Slowly, he moved toward the large headstone behind the statue.

 

“This, this here.”

 

Gulp, he swallowed. He looked at the headstone with an expression of disbelief. Strange characters were written in ancient script, and light emanated from them.

 

The problem is—

 

Was there originally something written on this headstone?

 

 

-Cruyff, what is that?

 

-Haha, interesting, isn’t it? This is a prophecy.

 

-But there’s nothing written on it.

 

-Normally, yes. However, when the prophecy comes down, the same script is simultaneously written in all cathedrals and churches.

 

-Oh, where does such a thing exist in this world?

 

-Even if it’s dismissed as an old rumor, it’s not that strange. The last inscription on this headstone with golden letters was 300 years ago.

 

 

“Phew.”

 

Sena covered his mouth and stepped back.

 

What luck!

 

“S-So, this writing is now written in all the cathedrals…?”

 

That was truly unbelievable.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled.

 

“Ahaha, surely it’s not about me. …No, it can’t be.”

 

Muttering, he stared at the characters.

 

If this were in a novel, it would be written in ‘Korean’, a traditional cliché, but it’s not that either.

 

It was clearly written in ancient script. Sena doesn’t know anything about ancient languages.

 

But—

 

But why,

 

Can I read it?

 

“…After the night of the 25th, a new angel will be born. Those who try to obstruct the birth of the angel will burn in eternal damnation even after death…?”

 

What does this mean?

 

Prophecies are originally difficult.

 

Sena, who hasn’t even studied basic theology, couldn’t possibly understand the meaning of the prophecy.

 

But there was one word that was easy to understand: ’25th’

 

Sena focused on the word ’25th.’ Because it was the same number always written above his head.

 

“Could it be about me?”

 

He tilted his head. If he was the protagonist of that ’25th’—

 

Becoming an angel?

 

After I die?

 

Obstructing that means someone is trying to interfering with his death.

 

Is this a warning to them?

 

Sena’s eyes narrowed. He read the next passage.

 

“Quickly, behold your true self…?”

 

Unlike the previous sentence, this one didn’t resonate with him at all.

 

The context seemed completely different from the beginning.

 

As he pondered the meaning deeply,

 

The kind Justitia responded with a white furball.

 

Thud—

 

The sound of something falling.

It was the sound of Sena’s heart plummeting to the ground.

 

The writing on the stone had been cleanly erased.

Instead, light refracted and illuminated Sena.

 

“Ah.”

 

What reflected within was truly shocking.

 

Long silver hair cascading to the waist.

 

Above that head, a golden circular ring floated.

 

And on the shoulders, large wings were spread out.

 

Pure white wings that seemed untarnished by anything.

 

After Sena’s dumbfounded state, words appeared in real-time on the headstone.

 

 

[ Hurry and come into my arms ]

 

Sena slumped down.

 

Partly due to being too shocked, and partly overwhelmed by the supernatural phenomenon he couldn’t resist.

 

However, compliance with reality was one of Sena’s strengths.

 

With a bitter expression, he spoke softly.

 

“Why… do you want someone like me?”

 

“But surely… this problem is something I can’t do anything about.”

 

It seemed as if the statue of Justitia was smiling at Sena’s obedient appearance.

 

“…Still. I will try a little rebellion. I’ll run away every day, and I won’t listen. My stubbornness is subtle, so even if you’re Justitia, you won’t easily break it, will you?”

 

Sena lifted his head. His eyes were full of hope.

 

“If you don’t like that, please grant me one request.”

 

He stared intently at the headstone.

 

There was no answer. Whether it couldn’t be done or simply wouldn’t be done, he didn’t know.

 

To Sena, it felt like a dilemma.

 

After a while, surprisingly, elegant script appeared on the headstone in response to Sena’s question.

 

[ If I grant that request, will you not run away? ]

 

Sena nodded.

 

“Yes. If you grant it, I’ll listen well.”

 

As if to say speak your mind, Sena locked eyes with the expressionless statue of Justitia.

 

Negotiations with the Goddess had just begun.

 

Sena took a deep breath and said firmly.

 

“I won’t ask for much.”

 

“Just a month, no, even a week is fine.”

 

“Please give me a little more time.”

 

Sena waited with firm conviction in his eyes for the writing on the headstone to change.

 

[ My beloved child. ]

 

After a brief hesitation, the writing on the headstone changed.

 

[That is your choice. ]

 

**

 

“Are you still waiting?”

 

Upon leaving the cathedral, Sena saw Astria and Sylvia sitting side by side on a bench.

 

“I told you it was free time.”

 

Astria casually looked at him and asked.

 

“What happened?”

 

Sena replied cheerfully.

 

“Everything went smoothly. Ta-da, here are your badges. These will prove your identity.”

 

They received the ‘Mark of Initiation,’ which signified their apprenticeship as priests.

 

They took it with nervousness.

 

“Now we can safely head to the next fief. Let’s go buy some food.”

 

Sena smiled as if he had no worries at all, but inside, it was different.

 

‘What does it mean? It’s my choice?’

 

Afterwards, despite trying various conversations, the headstone remained unchanged.

 

It still displayed the same message as before. Threatening messages about eternity and whatnot.

 

Interestingly, the phrase ‘Behold your true self’ was no longer there. Sena speculated. Perhaps the portion about eternity was a divine mandate, while the rest were words from Justitia herself.

 

He didn’t know the mind of God well, but he believed she wouldn’t allow personal conversations to be seen by others.

 

Then, what did Justitia want to convey?

 

‘ I really don’t know. I’ve already made my choice. But why hasn’t my lifespan changed?’

 

If this was originally a matter he could decide on his own, it should have been set to ‘9999’ long ago.

 

Sena wanted to live longer than anyone else. It’s human nature not to want to die.

 

‘Am I going crazy? No, can’t you explain it more clearly? Why do you speak in such riddles?’

 

It was when Sena grumbled to Justitia, even though abstractly, about being too abstract.

 

“Uh? You guys, adventurers?”

 

An elderly woman from the general store spoke in a kindly voice. Sena smiled and replied.

 

“Yes.”

 

“Oh dear, girls like you are adventurers? Shouldn’t you be working in the fields?”

 

“Ahaha.”

 

‘Why does everyone I meet recently automatically think I’m a girl?’

 

Sena just awkwardly smiled.

 

Astria seriously pondered how to respond to the elderly woman who suggested an empress like her should work in the fields.

 

“Oh my, tsk tsk. Still, thank you for your hard work. Here, take these.”

 

The elderly woman struggled to stand with her cane and took out apples one by one to hand over.

 

Astria took a bite of the apple as soon as she received it, deciding it didn’t taste bad enough for her to be executed.

 

“Oh, we have money.”

 

Sena said as he took out his pouch.

 

“Boom! Are you ignoring this old woman’s kindness?”

 

The elderly woman exclaimed loudly enough to startle Sena, who quickly hid behind Sylvia.

 

“So-called Adventurers are such scaredy-cats. Tsk Tsk”

 

Though she teased, the elderly woman seemed genuinely fond of Sena.

 

She spoke as if making a concession.

 

“If you’re adventurers, you must have come to Lihaton because of ‘that thing’. Give it up.”

 

“…’That thing’?”

 

“You came to Lihaton without knowing about it?”

 

“Please tell us, Granny.”

 

When Sena asked curiously, the elderly woman clicked her tongue as if she had said something unnecessary, turned abruptly, and sighed.

 

“It’s really a mess. This area has always been infested with monsters, but lately, some strange creature has been causing chaos. All the adventurers around here are causing a ruckus trying to catch that one strange creature, but they haven’t been able to catch it!”

 

Sena waved his hands to calm her down.

 

“Granny, please don’t be angry and take your time…”

 

“Am I not supposed to be angry?!”

 

“I-I’m not that strange creature.”

 

The elderly woman sighed and tapped her chest.

 

“I might as well die now, but that strange creature… how it devours young people.”

 

“…”

 

“Pity, pity. I haven’t been able to sleep well lately. So don’t think foolish thoughts, and take care of yourselves. Got it?”

 

 

 

After parting ways with the elderly woman and walking down the road,

 

Astria, who had taken a bite of the apple, said firmly,

 

“Don’t think foolish thoughts, furball. Guarding the city is the lord’s duty.”

 

“…Senior. I checked earlier while waiting for Senior, but there’s no sign of such a strong monster. If we leave it alone, it’ll take care of itself.”

 

At that moment, Sena stopped walking. Sylvia sighed, and Astria looked at Sena with a dismissive expression.

 

Sena clasped his hands together and stared brightly at the two.

 

“People are worried.”

 

Paaat!

 

It seemed like light was spreading from Sena’s body.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Sylvia shielded her eyes from the dazzling light.
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By a stroke of luck, they managed to catch a carriage that was heading out to hunt down monsters.

 

Without hesitation, Sena paid the gold.

 

“Got it? What was Ria’s name again?”

 

“Astria von…, the 17th Empress of the Laperci Empire…”

 

“No, no…! Ria, the ordinary village girl from Rendel! Chosen as a Holy Knight candidate and on her final training mission!”

 

Before getting on the carriage, Sena made sure to drill it into Astria’s head, but honestly, Sena wasn’t sure if she got it.

 

Still, they managed to board the carriage safely. There were already many people inside.

 

“Did you hear? There’s been a divine oracle.”

 

“Is it true? Do you know what it was about?”

 

“No idea. Just that the Church has been turned upside down.”

 

It felt like an arrow piercing the chest.

 

‘Of course, it wouldn’t be unknown to them, right?’

 

Sena sighed deeply. But still, there’s no way they’d imagine it was him.

 

“They’re looking for someone because of it. From what I overheard, they have silver hair.”

 

Flinch.

 

“Blue eyes.”

 

Flinch.

 

“And the person is male. Supposedly on the shorter side.”

 

“Quite a distinctive look, wouldn’t you say? If they were in front of us, we’d notice right away.”

 

“True, silver hair isn’t exactly common…”

 

The mercenary talking naturally glanced at Sena, who was sitting in front of them.

 

Sena’s hair was quite long, not something easily hidden even under a robe.

 

“Right here? Silver hair.”

 

At that moment, everyone’s gaze in the carriage turned towards them.

 

“Wait, no way…”

 

Thump thump.

 

Sena’s heart raced. Sylvia, too, had a tense look, with her hand on her sword. Only Astria was leisurely yawning.

 

The mercenary brought their head closer to Sena. The moment they saw Sena’s face…

 

“What? It’s a girl.”

 

“?”

 

Sena looked up, expressionless. The mercenary was already back in their seat, laughing with their group.

 

“Hahaha! There’s no way we’d find them so easily. If the Church is looking, they could be hiding at the ends of the earth. Who would come to a city like this?”

 

That crazy person would be me.

 

And I am not a girl.

 

Why are you so sure after just seeing my face…!

 

Even though Sena had dodged the crisis, they couldn’t laugh.

 

“By the way, are you mercenaries too? Or adventurers?”

 

Sena was quite irritated but smiled brightly.

 

“We’re more like adventurers. We’re apprentice priests.”

 

“Oh, priests.”

 

The mercenaries in the cargo hold focused their attention. Some even uttered words of admiration.

 

“You really do look like priests.”

 

‘…What does looking like a priest mean?’

 

Sena wasn’t sure if it was a compliment but decided to smile anyway.

 

“But those two don’t look the part.”

 

Astria was sitting arrogantly, leaning on one knee.

 

Sylvia was on high alert, watching their surroundings with cat-like eyes.

 

…Even to Sena, they made a strange group.

 

“Oh, haha. There are many types of apprentices. These two are Holy Knight candidates.”

 

“I’ve seen apprentice priests before, but never Holy Knights candidates. How strong are they?”

 

Astria’s eyebrow arched.

 

“Don’t you dare speak to me, worm.”

 

Sena waved both hands frantically.

 

Did you forget the setup, Your Majesty…!

 

“…Their rudeness suggests they’re indeed Holy Knight candidates.”

 

But the mercenaries seemed convinced instead.

 

…Is this right?

 

“Senior, I think walking would be better. The smell of these pigs is giving me a headache.”

 

“That’s a Holy Knight for you.”

 

“Definitely a Holy Knight.”

 

…Sena wondered what kind of reputation Holy Knights had. Just how bad were their personalities?

 

“But I’ve been curious about something.”

 

Fortunately, the mercenary shifted their gaze from Sena. Instead, they spoke to someone else in the corner.

 

It was a female knight in expensive-looking armor.

 

“You, by any chance, are you a knight?”

 

“…A free knight.”

 

“Oh, what’s your rank?”

 

“1899th.”

 

At the female knight’s heavy words, Sena tilted his head in confusion.

 

Is that strong?

 

“My goodness! To think we’d encounter a knight ranked in the thousands.”

 

So it is strong!

 

‘Wait a minute, then Sylvia’s 21st rank isn’t weak at all, is it…?’

 

He realized something new.

 

His knight is unbelievably strong.

 

“If you understand your place, cooperate with me. You lot should consider it an honor just to speak with me.”

 

“Pfft.”

 

Sylvia covered her mouth. The female knight glared at Sylvia with a stern expression.

 

Sena put his hand on Sylvia’s shoulder.

 

“Oh, come on. Was my joke that funny?”

 

“What joke? For your information, Senior’s jokes are probably the funniest in the world.”

 

“…”

 

Does she have no sense…!

 

“You there, why did you laugh just now?”

 

The female knight, clearly angry, directed her question at Sylvia, making Sena tense up.

 

“Isn’t it laughable?”

 

Astria, who had been silent, smirked as she spoke.

 

“How can one not laugh at a fool who doesn’t know their place?”

 

“…Can you handle it?”

 

“Try it, fool. Show me how you can entertain me.”

 

Sena anxiously looked back and forth between Astria and the female knight.

 

The female knight slowly reached for her sword, while Astria leisurely watched her.

 

It was a tense moment, where anything could explode at any second.

 

“We’ve arrived!”

 

Just in time, the carriage came to a stop.

 

Sena hurriedly pulled Astria’s arm and stumbled out of the carriage.

 

**

 

“What are you doing?”

 

Sena was biting Astria’s arm.

 

“…This is something Sena does when he’s upset.”

 

Sylvia briefly interpreted the action.

 

Astria looked at Sena with a face that couldn’t be more unimpressed.

 

“If you’re upset, just say so.”

 

“What is Ria’s identity?”

 

“The 17th Empress of the Laperci Empire…”

 

Sena’s cheeks puffed up.

 

Astria smirked.

 

“Then let’s make a deal.”

 

“What kind of deal?”

 

“It’s simple. If you want me to act according to your wishes, you need to pay a corresponding price.”

 

“A price…?”

 

“It’s nothing special. Just the usual.”

 

Sena looked at Astria innocently, then his face turned red.

 

“I-I-I don’t know.”

 

“Then, let me enlighten you.”

 

Astria whispered, holding Sena’s cheek.

 

Sena hiccuped and lowered his head.

 

“…Okay. But please, listen to me carefully.”

 

‘Do you really have to do this in front of Sylvia?’

 

Embarrassed, Sena quickly ran away.

 

Sylvia stood still for a moment, seemingly in shock.

 

“Senior. You’ll get hurt if you run around like that.”

 

She soon followed with a sad smile.

 

 

 

 

 

“Hurry up.”

 

The fluffy white furball seemed to be having a great time exploring here and there.

 

Astria, following behind, shook her head.

 

“It’s a completely different scene from the palace.”

 

“But this is also the senior I know.”

 

Astria walked leisurely as she spoke.

 

“If someone tracks Sena, kill them.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sylvia responded briefly.

 

“Of course, make sure Sena doesn’t find out.”

 

“…Can it be hidden?”

 

“Hide it.”

 

“…”

 

“I want Sena to only see what he wants to see.”

 

‘So this is the method Your Majesty has chosen.’

 

Sylvia understood.

 

Sena wouldn’t want this.

 

If he knew, he would be extremely disappointed in Astria.

 

But she didn’t reveal this fact.

 

‘I suspected it, but I didn’t think they’d advance that far.’

 

A lord and their knight.

 

It wasn’t such a rare occurrence, as her senior knights had mentioned.

 

‘…I’ll do my best too.’

 

 

“Um, Senior.”

 

As Sylvia approached, Sena turned his head.

 

“Yes?”

 

“Your hand.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Sena grasped Sylvia’s hand without hesitation. As Sylvia looked at him with a slightly bewildered expression, Sena cutely tilted his head.

 

“…Shouldn’t you hesitate a little?”

 

Despite her bafflement, Sena responded with a cute smile and a V-sign.

 

“It’s my knight’s command. I can’t hesitate.”

 

‘He’s like this with everyone.’

 

Sylvia was quite dissatisfied with Sena’s affectionate behavior. She knew this cute smile was automatically given to others as well.

 

But the expression she saw earlier was different. Sena had blushed. Surprisingly, that fluffy ball of mischief could be sly too.

 

For Sylvia, it was a shock. Sena had never blushed at anyone else before. He had never been that embarrassed either.

 

“…What are you doing now?”

 

At Astria’s cold voice, Sylvia flinched. Astria stared at their hands with a distinctly displeased expression.

 

“Miss Sylvia. How dare you touch the Empress’s man…”

 

As Sylvia started to sweat, Sena boldly intervened.

 

“Don’t scold our Sylvia.”

 

“What? Our?”

 

“I’ll get angry about this, if nothing else.”

 

Astria clicked her tongue in annoyance and walked forward.

 

“Don’t sulk!”

 

Sena chased after Astria, naturally letting go of Sylvia’s hand.

 

Sylvia looked down at her now empty hand with a bittersweet expression.

 

‘That was my greatest act of courage.’

 

Accepted too easily, and it ended too quickly.

 

Sylvia bit her lip.

 

Was it really impossible for her?

 

Did she have no chance at all?

 

‘But still…’

 

Sylvia took a deep breath.

 

Think back to the beginning.

 

The fact that she got to see Sena again was a miracle for her.

 

She had thought she would never see him again.

 

Wasn’t she satisfied just with being his knight?

 

Being in this place was a testament to that qualification alone.

 

So.

 

‘I have nothing to lose.’

 

Sylvia clenched her fist.

 

‘I’ll give it my all.’

 

As Sylvia resolved herself.

 

She sensed something with the magic she had faintly spread around.

 

“Oh.”

 

Astria also stopped walking and stared at something.

 

Sena tilted his head in confusion, not knowing what was going on.

 

“Senior.”

 

Sylvia drew her sword and spoke seriously.

 

“Return to the lodging. I can’t guarantee I can protect you here.”
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“I sense the presence of a formidable monster.”

 

“With the forces we have in this forest, it’s undoubtedly beyond us.”

 

Sometimes, he wonders.

 

What is the meaning of being born into this world?

 

Sena had many talents from a young age.

If life were a game, he was born with numerous advantages from the start.

 

Memories of a past life.

That alone was enough, but he also had a body that could resist any harmful traits.

 

His memory was quite good, and his physical abilities were decent until he got sick.

He could even enter the Empire’s top academy as the best student.

 

Above all—

The ability to cut through anything.

 

‘Except people.’

 

Of course, Sena’s personality was the biggest penalty.

In a town where people died every day, he couldn’t bring himself to kill anyone.

 

But what if the target was a monster?

 

“You don’t have to worry about me. I can protect my own life.”

 

Sena didn’t hesitate.

 

“More importantly, if it’s a monster that makes you nervous, others are in danger. Let’s go quickly.”

 

Sylvia put her hand on her forehead and sighed deeply.

 

“You know better than anyone what a furball he is.”

 

Astria comforted the distressed Sylvia.

 

Is he making things difficult for many people?

 

 

 

The deeper they went into the forest, the more Sena could sense something.

 

A feeling of queasiness, like seasickness, made him uncomfortable.

 

This was a sensation he had never experienced before. It wasn’t just that he felt unwell; the air here was bad.

 

‘There really is something here.’

 

As he nervously followed Sylvia closely, Astria reached out and covered Sena’s eyes.

 

“Don’t look, you insignificant furball.”

 

“…My God.”

 

Even without seeing, the thick scent of blood told him enough.

 

Sena quietly raised his hand to grab Astria’s arm.

 

“It’s okay.”

 

“There’s no need for you to see this. Just walk past.”

 

“I’m used to it.”

 

Astria flinched and slowly lowered her hand.

 

A corpse. It was a corpse, horribly mutilated to the point where it was hard to look at for long.

 

But Sena didn’t blink an eye. He walked silently to the corpse and knelt beside it.

 

‘The neck and jaw are just starting to stiffen. Rigor mortis hasn’t fully set in.’

 

“He died two hours ago.”

 

Sena closed the eyes of the person who hadn’t been able to shut them and stood up.

 

“Senior.”

 

Sylvia looked at Sena with worried eyes. Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

“It’s okay. More importantly, can you tell where the monster is? Let’s go as quickly as possible before more people die.”

 

Seeing that Sena seemed unbothered, Sylvia felt uneasy but nodded and led the way.

 

Before moving, Sena took one last look at the corpse.

 

‘I’m sorry. We’ll hold your funeral after this is over.’

 

 

 

As time passed, Sena’s bright expression hardened more and more.

 

The bodies were endless.

 

Even without Sylvia’s guidance, they could tell where the monster was headed.

 

Pretending to be unaffected was hard.

 

‘Is there anyone I can save? … Anyone still breathing, even a little?’

 

Even if there was?

 

What would you do?

 

Sena couldn’t answer his own question.

 

Would you save them?

 

Judging by their state, even if they were alive, their chances were slim.

 

With modern medicine, there was no way to help. He would have to use a ‘miracle.’ A miracle that lay dormant in his body, one he was sick of.

 

One that required sacrificing his life span.

 

Twenty-five days left to live.

 

Could he use it for others?

 

For complete strangers he had never met before.

 

Sena couldn’t easily answer.

 

“They’re ahead. Senior, stay close to Her Majesty.”

 

“Can you handle it?”

 

“Yes. It’s close, but I can manage.”

 

Schwing.

 

Sylvia drew her sword and advanced. Sena’s eyes widened.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“Looking at the bodies so far, there were no signs of resistance. It means they died instantly. Be careful.”

 

Sylvia smiled kindly.

 

“That’s good information. Thank you, Senior.”

 

 

 

Pushing through the undergrowth, they came to a large clearing. No, it was a forest that had become a ‘clearing’. The large trees that should have been there were cut down, evidence of a battle.

 

Many people were standing guard around something in the center.

 

“Ho, the lord is here. At least he intended to solve the problem himself.”

 

As Astria said, those at the forefront appeared to be the regular troops of this territory.

 

But what caught Sena’s eye first was another group.

 

People wearing the same robes that he was wearing now.

 

Priests.

 

Why are priests here?

 

Sadly, priests weren’t the kind to come just because monsters were threatening people.

 

At that moment, he heard the answer to his question.

 

“A demon…!”

 

‘A demon?’

 

A demon.

 

The filthiest existence known even to those who don’t believe in God.

 

A creation that betrayed God, corrupting humans to incite rebellion against God.

 

Though, in this case, it looked more like a ‘devil worshiper’ than a demon.

 

Sena felt relieved.

 

‘Thank goodness. The situation won’t escalate further.’

 

Devil worshipers are incredibly strong.

 

To ordinary people.

 

But they could never stand against a priest.

 

They were extremely vulnerable to divine power.

 

Especially for someone like Sena, who had an abundance of divine power. He was confident in dealing with any situation.

 

However…

 

‘I need to be careful…’

 

Sena’s face grew somber.

 

Seeing the devil worshiper brought back bad memories.

 

The main reason the Church was obsessed with Sena.

 

It all started because Sena had defeated a devil worshiper in the past.

 

Leave the devil worshipers to the Church and focus on treating the injured.

 

But then—

 

‘Why are the priests so tense?’

 

There were about three clergymen.

 

Devil worshipers should be falling to their knees at the sound of a prayer.

 

Why weren’t they doing anything?

 

As Sena pondered the reason, Astria spoke to Sylvia.

 

“Miss Sylvia. I grant you the honor of displaying your prowess before me.”

 

Astria ordered Sylvia.

 

“Show them the might of the Teutonic Knights.”

 

“Teutonic Knight Sylvia, at your command, Your Majesty.”

 

Sylvia bowed briefly and rushed towards the devil worshiper.

 

Sena’s hand hovered in the air. He had tried to grab Sylvia’s hand, but she was too fast.

 

“S-Sylvia.”

 

Devil worshipers were indeed weak against priests.

 

But they were different when it came to non-Holy Knights like Sylvia.

 

Worry washed over Sena’s face.

 

“What are you worried about?”

 

Astria seemed to read Sena’s mind.

 

“The Teutonic Knights are the Empire’s strongest.”

 

Astria looked at Sena skeptically.

 

“I’ve noticed for a while, you seem to underestimate Sylvia and the Teutonic Knights.”

 

“……!”

 

“Take this chance to watch closely. See how your dear junior has grown.”

 

Crack!

 

This was when the devil worshiper swung his black-stained arm at the lord.

 

When the devil worshiper swung his blackened arm, Sylvia moved almost as if she was a flash of light, blocking the attack and swiftly severing the arm.

 

“Argh!”

 

With a scream, black spikes protruded from the devil worshiper’s body. Sylvia lightly jumped, spun, and slashed the devil worshiper’s neck.

 

It all happened in less than two seconds. Sena watched in a daze, then his eyes sparkled.

 

‘My knight is amazing!’

 

Overwhelming. It was overwhelming.

 

Sylvia dominated the devil worshiper without giving him a chance to breathe.

 

However, the reason devil worshipers are formidable against non-clergy became immediately apparent.

 

Ssshhh—

 

Black smoke seeped into the severed parts, rapidly regenerating them, even the cut neck.

 

“Figures, just slashing won’t work. Damn, this is going to make me tired for days.”

 

Sylvia murmured as she raised her sword high into the sky.

 

Closing her eyes, she focused.

 

Crimson light swirled up from the earth, gathering one by one onto Sylvia’s sword.

 

The symbol of a Master, Sword Aura.

 

Though Sylvia was not yet a Master, so it took longer and the amount of light was smaller—

 

It was more than enough to deal with the devil worshiper.

 

“To the enemy opposing the Empire, eternal rest.”

 

With a twist of her wrist, she uttered briefly.

 

“Aurora.”

 

In that instant, light burst from Sylvia’s sword.

 

A breathtakingly beautiful light, like seeing a real aurora.

 

Sena had never seen such a beautiful slash.

 

The devil worshiper, hit directly by the light, dissipated like smoke.

 

There was no black left. Only the aurora decorating the sky remained.

 

“Sylvia!”

 

Sena ran towards Sylvia.

 

He wanted to hug her and pat her head.

 

“Well done!”

 

“Senior—! No!”

 

Sylvia spotted Sena and screamed instinctively. Sena, puzzled, turned to his side.

 

“…!”

 

‘There wasn’t just one…?’

 

There stood a mist shaped like a demon right in front of him.

 

It had an expression so malicious it seemed like an actual demon, not a mere devil worshiper.

 

Black horns, glaring eyes, sharp fangs.

 

[Justitia—!]

 

The mist, filled with intense hatred, reached out for Sena.

 

The violence in its gesture suggested it could crush Sena’s small body with a single touch.

 

The problem was, it was already too late for anyone to react.

 

‘Damn it.’

 

Astria bit her lip, about to swing her Holy Sword.

 

Then, something flashed, blinding everyone.

 

It wasn’t so much that light spread, but more that the world seemed to momentarily disappear.

 

It took a while for everyone to regain their vision.

 

When they did, Astria was stunned.

 

Sena sat on the ground, white wings spread wide.

 

Next to him, a black demon writhed in pain.

 

Cawww—!

 

The demon’s scream, reminiscent of a crow’s cry, gradually faded as it turned to ash and vanished.

 

Left behind were warm, white feathers enveloping the area.

 

It felt as if eternal rest had been granted, and the surroundings fell into a serene silence.

 

The priests were already on their knees, praying and weeping.

 

“Oh.”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled at the calamity that had unfolded.
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“Today marks the one-year anniversary.”

 

Baron Lihaton, with his bushy beard, was the epitome of a general.

 

Standing with his hands behind his back, he gazed out the window and spoke wistfully.

 

“It has been a year since my son left, vowing to vanquish the demons threatening our land.”

 

Baron Lihaton turned around.

Seated on the office sofa were Sena, Astria, and Sylvia.

 

“Thank you. I am deeply grateful, more than words can express. Today, I can finally pray for my son’s repose.”

 

Sena, sweating nervously, forced an awkward smile.

 

“Ah, no, I just did what I had to.”

 

“The demon revived no matter how many times we killed it. Without you, we might never have been able to put an end to it. Truly, thank you.”

 

Baron Lihaton bowed deeply, expressing his gratitude multiple times.

 

‘This is awkward.’

 

Sena, usually quick with a comforting remark, was too overwhelmed to offer any at the moment.

 

His grip on his thigh tightened, and the sweat had soaked his bangs.

 

‘I did something immense in front of the Church of Justitia members.’

 

In truth, there had been similar incidents in the past.

 

Sena’s body was somewhat peculiar.

 

He was immune to all sorts of vile things.

 

That included devil worshippers.

 

In the past, a devil worshipper who attacked Sena had been suffocated by the immense holy light emanating from him.

 

The grandeur of that event had made the church continue to pursue Sena to this day.

 

The problem was…

 

‘The wings were too much!’

 

Even then, it hadn’t been as dramatic as this time.

 

“Name your wish.”

 

Sena scratched his cheek with a faint smile.

 

Logically, he should leave immediately.

 

The Church would surely come after him upon learning of this.

 

“For now…”

 

However, something was bothering him.

 

“Let’s hold funerals for those who died fighting this time.”

 

**

 

It was said that the Lihaton family had spent a year capturing the demon that suddenly appeared in the forest.

 

Astria, with a furious expression, remarked, “I was not informed of this.”

 

She claimed that if she had been informed earlier, she would have dispatched the knights.

 

However, Sena thought he understood why Baron Lihaton hadn’t informed the empire.

 

Perhaps it was out of a parent’s desire for revenge for his deceased son.

 

Yet, as Astria raged, such a belief might not have been right for a lord.

 

Countless casualties resulted from trying to handle uncontrollable devil worshippers.

 

The problem was not only the devil worshippers but all the “monsters of the Lihaton forest.”

 

Sena had always wondered why devil worshippers were called demons, and it turned out they had the power to control monsters.

 

Coincidentally, today they had exterminated all the nearby monsters, leaving only one “demon.”

 

But, it was stronger than expected, putting them at a disadvantage. Even the clergy who came to support were of little help.

 

“…Senior was right. We should have come earlier. If only we had known.”

 

Sylvia, who had no interest other than Sena’s safety, was even shocked by the number of casualties gathered in the clearing.

 

The knights and guards of Lihaton, with heavy hearts, buried each one.

 

When the wails of the bereaved families reached them, the knights would occasionally bite their lips hard.

 

“Let’s help.”

 

Unable to stand still, Sena picked up a shovel and helped with the work.

 

It was surprising that even Empress Astria, who Sena thought would say, “How dare you make the Empress do such a thing?” helped with a serious face.

 

It was late at night when the work was roughly finished.

 

Just before Sena’s count turned to 24.

 

However, Sena did not regret spending this time.

 

 

 

 

“They were brave.”

 

Baron Lihaton delivered a speech, looking solemnly at each grave.

 

“They fought with their beliefs to protect the land and their families.”

 

The baron, touching his son’s tombstone, smiled.

 

“Their noble sacrifices will be recorded forever in this land.”

 

After the short speech, the bereaved families offered flowers.

 

People wept.

Some were in despair, unable to find their family member’s name.

 

Among the various people, what stood out was a young child smiling innocently beside a crying mother.

 

Sena closed his mouth tightly, walked to a nearby grave, knelt, and prayed.

 

Seeing this, the clergy snapped to attention and followed Sena’s example, offering prayers to each person.

 

Sena, slowly but without missing anyone, prayed in turn.

 

“Priest.”

 

Sena opened his eyes. Looking up, he saw a young woman with teary eyes speaking.

 

“He never believed in God.”

 

“Is that so?”

 

“He always said that believing in God was foolish and often acted in ways that would easily label him a heretic.”

 

Finally, tears fell from her eyes.

 

“Can he be saved?”

 

“Do not worry.”

 

Sena smiled brightly.

 

“Justitia grants salvation equally, whether one believes or not.”

 

 

Neither Astria nor Sylvia spoke a word until Sena finished his prayers.

 

After praying at the last grave, Astria finally spoke.

 

“That’s not the doctrine of Justitia, is it? Am I wrong?”

 

The Church of Justitia is quite exclusive.

 

They do not acknowledge other gods, and without belief, there was only the option of hell.

 

Whether this was truly Justitia’s will or something decided by the clergy was unknown.

 

Sena scratched his head.

 

“Even so, it’s comforting to hear that, isn’t it?”

 

“Even if it’s a lie?”

 

“You always have something to say.”

 

Sena glared at Astria.

 

“Even Your Majesty received a baptism. That could be a lie too, so why do you receive it?”

 

Baptism has only one meaning: the forgiveness of sins.

 

That’s why many of the world’s powerful receive baptism.

 

Sena doesn’t believe in it.

 

How could a little sprinkling of water forgive sins?

 

“Because there is no harm in believing.”

 

Sena blinked.

 

It was frustrating but somehow made sense.

 

Rubbing his eyes, Sena yawned.

 

Maybe it was the all-day prayers, but he felt strangely drowsy.

 

‘I wonder how much of my lifespan was shortened.’

 

Sena looked down at his trembling hands.

 

He had hidden it well, but he could feel his body wasn’t in good condition, likely due to the dramatic display with the wings earlier.

 

‘It’s scary.’

 

He deliberately hadn’t checked his lifespan yet.

 

But it must have shortened.

 

“It’s late. Let’s head back.”

 

As Astria spoke, Sena instinctively nodded, but then he noticed a grave that hadn’t been prayed over yet.

 

“Just let me finish there.”

 

The grave was a bit off to the side, which is why he noticed it now.

 

Standing there, Sena tilted his head. Why was this grave separated from the others?

 

Baron Lihaton approached and answered his question.

 

“These are the ones without status, who couldn’t return to their families.”

 

‘I see.’

 

Their tombstones had no names.

 

It had been a year-long battle. That was somewhat expected, but it was still bitter.

 

“So now we’re at a loss. We need to inscribe something on the tombstones, but what should we write for those without names?”

 

“It’s a difficult issue.”

 

Baron Lihaton looked somewhere. Naturally, Sena’s gaze followed.

 

The young woman who had spoken to Sena earlier was sobbing her heart out.

 

Unlike the others, the ones buried here had no family to cry for them, and that thought was heartbreaking.

 

“What should we inscribe on the tombstones?”

 

“…May I decide that?”

 

“If it weren’t for you, they wouldn’t have returned.”

 

Baron Lihaton looked earnestly at Sena.

 

“So please.”

 

“…”

 

With such earnestness, it would be rude to refuse further.

 

Despite his hesitation, Sena pondered what name would suit these individuals.

 

After a brief contemplation, he spoke up.

 

“The Graves of the Nameless Heroes.”

 

Sena smiled faintly.

 

“That would be best.”

 

**

 

“Are you really leaving at this hour?”

 

Baron Lihaton asked worriedly.

 

His tone had shifted from semi-formal to highly respectful.

 

This change came after witnessing Sena’s sincere prayers for each individual.

 

That heartfelt behavior marked Sena as a saintly figure.

 

“Senior, even I don’t think leaving at this hour is a good idea. There might still be monsters left.”

 

“I’m sleepy.”

 

Ignoring everyone’s pleas, Sena grabbed his suitcase. Sylvia sighed and helped him lift it into the carriage.

 

Feeling a bit embarrassed, Sena cleared his throat a couple of times before speaking softly.

 

“If we wait until morning, it will be too late. The Church will undoubtedly come with their forces.”

 

“Please don’t worry about that. The Lihaton family will do everything in their power to stop anyone from opposing your intentions.”

 

Though reassuring, Sena knew the Church’s resolve.

 

Once they decided on something, they would achieve it, even if it meant splitting the world in two.

 

‘Still, if I hurry back home, I can hold out for about a month.’

 

“No, I don’t want to cause any trouble. But if the Church people come looking for me, could you please offer them warm tea and delicious food?”

 

Baron Lihaton looked puzzled.

 

“Forgive me, but I thought you were antagonistic toward the Church. Did I misinterpret?”

 

Sena waved his hands.

 

“Oh no, not at all. I don’t hate them… Well, maybe a little.”

 

He couldn’t help but reveal his true feelings at the end.

 

Then he smiled brightly.

 

“While they’re eating, it’ll buy us some time.”

 

Baron Lihaton chuckled.

 

It might be the most sensible approach.

 

“I’ll prepare a lavish feast.”

 

“Thank you. I’ll be off then.”

 

Satisfied, Sena climbed into the carriage.

 

As it slowly started to move, Baron Lihaton called out loudly.

 

“Attention!”

 

At his command, the few knights present straightened their postures.

 

“Salute the Saint.”

 

 

 

Inside the carriage, Sena blushed up to his neck and shrank into himself.

 

Astria, looking incredulous, asked.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

“I-I’m embarrassed.”

 

Astria grabbed Sena by the collar and dragged him to the carriage window.

 

“Respond to their heartfelt salute.”

 

Sena had no choice but to lean out the window and wave.

 

Even in the dark night, Sena’s silver hair gleamed brightly in the moonlight.
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“What on earth happened to you?”

 

Barony of Bernard.

 

At an inn.

 

There, Chloe, who had lit the stove, looked at Chris’s wound with a bewildered expression.

 

“Healing magic isn’t working at all. Despite learning from Sena, my healing magic is several times stronger than others.”

 

“It’s the Granz’s sword. It wouldn’t be ordinary.”

 

“No matter how special it is, I poured my magical power for three days and nights. I even coerced a passing priest to perform holy magic, yet why is the recovery so slow?”

 

When he thought he had passed the critical point, he was slightly relieved.

 

But he soon realized that it wasn’t time to relax.

 

Chris, who had reached the peak with the sword, was a superhuman in his own right.

 

His recovery ability also far surpassed ordinary people’s understanding; he was a master.

 

“If you fight the same Master like this, you will really die. I, who was by your side, would be hated by Sena until my death. Healing the wound takes precedence over chasing Isabella.”

 

“No, dealing with Isabella is the priority.”

 

However, Chris’s determination was firm.

 

“It’s certain that Isabella passed through this area. Although I don’t know what she is aiming for, there are two possibilities in this direction. The Duchy of Kairos or the Marquisate of Birkender.”

 

“…”

 

“There’s no need to explain the danger.”

 

Either one was a threat.

 

Chris leaned towards the idea that Isabella was heading to the Duchy of Kairos.

 

Sena was also a precious existence to Isabella. He didn’t think she would do anything strange in the territory where Sena’s family, who saved her life, lived.

 

The problem was if she headed to the Duchy of Kairos.

 

Isabella, who slashed at the Empress and fled.

And the suspicious Granz.

If Granz rebelled—

He had to avoid their contact at all costs.

It would be a meeting of the first and second rank.

No matter how strong Astria was, she couldn’t handle both of them attacking together.

 

“We need to get ahead and cut Isabella’s head off first.”

 

“I know that but…! I’m saying it’s impossible right now!”

 

Chloe put her hand on her waist. Then, with a shy expression, she gave a kind smile.

 

“Sometimes you have to take a step back when you’re in a hurry. There are few things in this world that can be achieved by being impatient.”

 

She was imitating Sena’s way of speaking. Chris, watching Chloe blink excessively with a kind face, spoke briefly.

 

“Are you sick…?”

 

“Just die here.”

 

Chris was relieved to see Chloe return to her usual self.

 

It didn’t seem like she was in pain. He got up.

 

“I’ll take a bath first.”

 

“Sir Knight, to which dog did you give the concept of ‘Ladies First’?”

 

“Where is the lady here?”

 

“Indeed, there is no knight here.”

 

Both were convinced.

 

 

 

“Phew.”

 

While immersing his painful wound in the bath, Chris let out a deep breath.

 

‘I wish this journey would end soon.’

 

Chris suddenly thought.

When this is over, he wanted to return to the Imperial Palace quickly.

To an ordinary life that flows without incident.

Astria strolling through the garden. Sena charming people here and there. Sylvia sitting under a tree. Watching over all that.

 

No.

 

‘I hope Chloe will be there too.’

 

Chris smiled faintly.

It wouldn’t be too difficult.

Astria loved talent.

And Chloe was an excellent magician.

 

Drip.

 

As he heard the sound of water dripping from his wet hair, Chris slowly opened his eyes, speaking leisurely.

 

“I don’t want to bathe with another man, even if he is my best friend.”

 

“You let your guard down.”

 

Through the open window of the bathroom, men in black masks flowed in like water.

 

Despite falling from a fairly high window sill, they were skilled assassins, making no sound at all.

 

“Hunting dog of the Empress. Didn’t you know that dragging a wounded body around would get you bitten by hyenas?”

 

“Just because I’m a little hurt, doesn’t mean I would lose to mere hyenas.”

 

Chris yawned lazily, tilting his head even in front of the enemy.

 

“Who sent you? Granz? Or Isabella?”

 

“Well, it could be a Holy Knight.”

 

“It’s not entirely implausible, so I’m worried.”

 

The assassins laughed, scratching their necks lowly.

 

“Bragging. What can a knight without his sword do?”

 

“Are you interested in me? So much concern. If you’re here to kill me, do it quickly.”

 

Snap-.

 

The laughter stopped.

As if the joke was over, the black-clad assassins surrounded Chris.

 

 

 

 

“Chris—!”

 

Chloe, who had been lying in bed daydreaming about Sena, jumped up when she heard the sounds of a fight.

 

‘It’s dangerous. If I move too aggressively here, the wound I’ve barely stitched up will reopen.’

 

Without time to think, Chloe grabbed her staff and rushed to the bathhouse.

 

Her hair was getting wet and her blood was pumping quickly. Please, be safe. As she opened the bathroom door without hesitation, she saw it.

 

“Ugh…!”

 

Chris was lifting an assassin by the neck.

 

Around him lay the bodies of assassins, twisted and dead, their eyes rolled back.

 

“Are you hurt anywhere?”

 

Chris smiled slightly and let the already dead assassin fall from his hand. Chloe pointed at Chris with trembling hands.

 

“You, you, you…!”

 

Chris, thinking it was more nagging, swept his hair back.

 

“If you’re done with your bath, hurry up and get dressed, you idiot!”

 

“?”

 

“I had decided my first time seeing a man’s naked body would be Sena’s, and now… Ah, my eyes. Water, water. I need to wash them out… I need to wash them out…”

 

Chloe sat down, covering her eyes with both hands, and shouted.

 

“How are you going to take responsibility for this! You must absolutely keep this a secret from Sena.”

 

“…”

 

Chris was deeply hurt.

 

**

 

“It’s impressive how much he can sleep.”

 

Sena was sleeping soundly in Astria’s arms, completely unaware of the world around her.

 

To the extent that, despite Sylvia’s clumsy driving almost overturning the carriage on stones several times, she didn’t even flinch.

 

“That’s strange. He’s not normally such a deep sleeper.”

 

“He performed a miracle. It’s no wonder his body is exhausted.”

 

“I’m sorry. If I had done my job properly… Senior wouldn’t have had to exert himself.”

 

Sylvia, sitting in the coachman’s seat, looked particularly dejected.

 

Astria nodded seriously with a stern face.

 

“You’re right. Your guarding was almost as useless as trash. You must strive harder.”

 

Sylvia flinched her shoulders.

 

She dared to look at the Empress with cool eyes and spoke.

 

“It’s fortunate that Your Majesty was born an Empress.”

 

“What?”

 

“…Nothing.”

 

Astria pondered what punishment to give this increasingly insolent knight as she looked down.

 

Seeing Sena’s perfect face from any angle soothed her anger.

 

She spoke softly.

 

“What territory lies ahead?”

 

“According to Senior’s map, it’s some barony.”

 

“Speaking of which, it’s during wartime.”

 

“Ah, not that side. Before we left, Senior adjusted the route. It’s a precarious neutral zone, so to speak… Anyway, unless we’re extremely unlucky, we shouldn’t pass through a war zone.”

 

“That can’t be.”

 

Astria spoke indifferently.

 

“If two Earls are fighting, there’s no way a nearby barony isn’t involved in the war.”

 

“Really…?”

 

“War is a spreading flame. Unless it’s a family as solid as Lihaton, the barony we’re heading to—one so insignificant I can’t even remember its name—would already be engulfed. Your head is as full of flowers as ever. So, what’s the exact name of this barony?”

 

Sylvia, who had almost crashed into another tree, broke out in a cold sweat and said,

 

“Well, I can’t quite remember.”

 

“Even for a knight, your memory is terrible.”

 

Sylvia was afraid of Astria. She had that kind of image.

 

But fear is something one can get used to. Growing tired of Astria’s constant nagging, Sylvia’s patience was wearing thin. With trembling lips, she spoke,

 

“When Senior was diligently explaining before we left, where and what were you doing, Your Majesty?”

 

In short, she was saying that she wasn’t the only one who didn’t remember, so why keep nitpicking.

 

Astria replied confidently,

 

“I was admiring a flower I had never seen before.”

 

Who’s the one with the head full of flowers now!

 

Sylvia wanted to retort but didn’t have the courage yet.

 

“…It’s the Barony of Bernard.”

 

At that moment, Sena, seeming to come to his senses, rubbed his messy hair and spoke.

 

“I thought it was odd too, but since it came from Count Lihaton, I believed it wasn’t wrong. Honestly, it’s not so much that we chose a non-war zone but that the Barony of Bernard was the shortest distance, so we took this route. Ugh, my head.”

 

Sena grabbed a water bottle and gulped it down quickly, so quickly that the water dribbled down his chin. Astria watched intently.

 

“Your Majesty, you must promise me. You can’t cause any trouble here. You’re not the Empress of the Laperci Empire here; you’re just a simple country girl named Ria.”

 

“Um, Senior… I’ve thought this for a while, but isn’t that setup problematic? Honestly, who would see Her Majesty as a country girl? She exudes grace just sitting still.”

 

“R-really…?”

 

Sena was reluctantly convinced. However, there was a reason she insisted on the country girl concept.

 

-What are you looking at? Lower your eyes before I gouge them out.

 

They had to go with the naive persona to at least partially mask Astria’s rough language.

 

“Sylvia, do you remember your role?”

 

“I just do what I always do, right? I’m a count’s daughter who thought being a priest was cool and naively started training as an apprentice priest.”

 

“Right. That suits you perfectly, Sylvia.”

 

‘Sylvia’s a genuine tsundere count’s daughter, after all.’

 

Sena laughed, thinking of something she couldn’t say to Sylvia.

 

“Well, I am actually a count’s daughter. Wait, does that mean my status is higher than Her Majesty’s?”

 

“Uh, yeah, I guess so?”

 

Sylvia thought about it nonchalantly and then suddenly realized.

 

“N-no, I think I’d rather play a different role! How can I, a Teutonic Knight, pretend to have a higher status than Her Majesty?”

 

‘Now that I think about it, it might be too much pressure for Sylvia.’

 

Sena squinted her eyes in thought for a moment.

 

“Hmmm. Or how about this? You could play the role of a noble lady from another family and use the most refined speech you can. You know proper etiquette, right?”

 

“I think that might be best too… but will Her Majesty cooperate?”

 

“Will you cooperate, Your Majesty?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“You’re too close.”

 

Sena awkwardly laughed and tried to push Astria away, who had come close enough to almost touch him.

 

Of course, Astria didn’t budge.

 

“It’s time to collect on your promise.”

 

“A p-promise…?”

 

“I told you I would claim you as I usually do.”

 

“Still, isn’t this the wrong place? We’re inside the carriage.”

 

Sena tried her best to calm down the aroused Astria.

 

“Ho, did you hear our conversation just now…?”

 

It was no use.

This golden being, her eyes were completely out of focus.

Sena swallowed hard.

 

“Obey quietly, as usual.”

 

Eventually, Astria pounced, and Sena struggled underneath her, desperately trying to protect his lips.

 

Snap—.

 

Biting down hard, Sylvia spoke with eyes blazing with determination.

 

“We’ve arrived. Country girl Ria.”
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“The cities we’ve passed through so far were different.”

 

“That’s because they were either strategic points or at least under the jurisdiction of a count. But this is a barony.”

 

The gap in social status during the medieval era could easily be seen from the fiefdoms.

 

A marquisate was large enough to be called a big city.

A county was at least a bustling city or a military stronghold.

A barony… was just an ordinary rural village.

 

Still, Baron Bernard’s territory seemed more developed due to its location, but to Astria, it was still lacking.

 

“Hmm, it’s more run-down than the slums of the capital.”

 

“Uh… does it look that way to you?”

 

It wasn’t that severe, so Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

“Look at the expressions of the people.”

 

“…!”

 

“They have darker expressions than any other city we’ve passed through.”

 

Sena hadn’t noticed that much.

 

‘It’s true.’

 

The faces of the people walking around were gloomy.

 

Sena gulped and looked at Astria’s profile.

 

Maybe because Betty hadn’t fixed her hair, she looked like a retriever.

 

No, that’s not what’s important.

 

‘She’s really been paying attention.’

 

He thought no one else would care, but she was surprisingly kind-hearted.

 

“Those are the eyes of people with no future. How dare there be such faces in my empire. I want to see the face of their lord.”

 

“P-please, calm down.”

 

‘But it’s strange.’

 

Considering the village’s development, it wasn’t that desperate of a place.

 

It wasn’t affluent, but it had an environment where people could live happily.

 

Sena knew people living much happier lives in more backward rural villages.

 

“Look, it’s the lord.”

 

“How are they out at this early hour…”

 

A luxurious carriage was moving slowly.

Around it, knights on horseback held what were clearly expensive swords.

It was already a procession.

 

Too luxurious a procession for a mere baron.

 

“…It be damned.”

 

“Sylvia?”

 

“Ahem, sorry.”

 

“You’re always picking up bad habits from the Teutonic Knight uncles.”

 

‘…But this is too much.’

 

Although he scolded Sylvia, it was indeed excessive.

More than the luxurious procession, the villagers were bowing deeply.

Even a marquis wouldn’t have such an excessive ceremony.

 

‘This is too much for our precious one. Let’s escape to an inconspicuous place.’

 

“Ria, let’s go into an alley… huh.”

 

Astria, who had been by his side, was nowhere to be seen!

 

“S-Sylvia. Where’s our empress… I mean, where’s Ria?”

 

“T-there she is.”

 

Sylvia was so shocked she started hiccuping.

 

Sena slowly turned his head, feeling a sense of foreboding.

 

“Who goes there-!”

 

“How dare you!”

 

There, Astria stood confidently with her sword drawn, blocking the lord’s carriage.

 

“Sylvia, tell me I’m seeing things.”

 

“Sorry, but you’re seeing it right.”

 

“This is crazy!”

 

Sena grabbed Sylvia’s shoulders with teary eyes and shook her.

 

“It’s crazy that she’s doing this despite my pleading!”

 

“Senior. You’re making me dizzy.”

 

Sylvia was helplessly shaken.

 

‘In this situation…!’

 

There was no choice. He looked at Sylvia urgently.

 

“Lend me your hair tie for a moment!”

 

“What?”

 

“Hurry!”

 

He snatched the hair tie from Sylvia’s hand, which lacked any sense of urgency.

 

Holding it in his mouth, he braided his hair while watching the situation unfold.

 

Despite his appearance, he was a medical student. He had quick hands!

 

Sena braided his hair unbelievably fast and tied the end with the hair tie.

 

“Tell the insolent one inside the carriage to come out.”

 

“Drop your weapons and surrender!”

 

Thud Thud. 

The lord’s knights surrounded Astria. Astria didn’t even glance at them, still pointing her sword, she tilted her head slightly.

 

“Come out now. If you don’t come out by the count of three, it’s execution.”

 

People get tense when someone acts outside their expectations.

 

Especially if a stranger blocks the lord’s carriage and threatens to kill everyone.

 

“Damn it, who are you! Identify yourself!”

 

A knight shouted, sweating. Astria grinned as if she had been waiting for this.

 

“Did you dare ask my name?”

 

Astria lowered her sword and tilted her head arrogantly.

 

“Loyal knight. Are you prepared to hear my name?”

 

“W-who exactly are you?”

 

The knight, intimidated by Astria’s confidence, used an honorific.

 

It was a sensible reaction. No commoner would block a baron’s carriage. It had to be someone with significant power.

 

Astria decided to meet their expectations.

 

“I am the 17th Empress of the Laperci…”

 

‘She’s crazy! She’s really crazy!’

 

Sena calmed his shocked heart. He took a deep breath, and when he opened his eyes, the insignificant furball was gone.

 

What remained was a noble, perfect priest. Sena walked through the crowd with the softest smile.

 

“Our apprentice priest has been disrespectful.”

 

This was Sena’s ultimate skill…

 

The act of the most humane priest in the world.

 

“And who are you?”

 

“I am Sena, a priest dispatched from the main church headquarters.”

 

Sena drew out a symbol from his neck with a benevolent smile.

When the knight saw the golden cross symbolizing a bishop, he sheathed his sword with supernatural speed and knelt on one knee.

 

 

“My apologies! I am Lieutenant Leighton, under Baron Bernard. However…”

 

A bishop in the Church was equivalent to a count. Naturally, there was no reason for someone of such status to pass through a secluded barony.

 

The knight looked at Sena with a hint of suspicion.

 

“What brings you to this place?”

 

Sena responded smoothly.

 

“The Church wishes to spread the teachings of Justitia more widely. Therefore, I am seeking a site to build a new church. Since it is a place I will govern, I came personally.”

 

Sena patted Astria’s head.

 

“I will also oversee the training of the new Inquisitors.”

 

“…!”

 

‘Is it working?’

 

Though Sena wore a smile that couldn’t be more amiable, inside he was flipping out.

 

Anyone would feel this way if they had to lie in front of Astria, who had the expression of a fierce cat.

 

It felt like holding a ticking time bomb that could go off at any moment.

 

“A new church, you say. May Justitia’s grace bless the noble work you are doing, Bishop.”

 

“Thank you. This child has caused you much trouble. I wonder how I should make amends…”

 

Sena subtly glanced at the knight.

 

For reference, this knight also considered himself a walking time bomb.

 

Under one sky, there could not be two suns.

 

If Sena declared his intent to settle in this fief, the baron’s power would immediately wither.

 

‘Two birds with one stone.’

 

So, naturally, he would want to send them away quickly.

No noble would welcome a new power on their turf.

 

Moreover, an inquisitor?

 

There’s a saying in the empire: “An inquisitor’s sneeze can knock birds out of the sky.”

 

It means that even the highest authorities are terrified of inquisitors, as a simple “You’re a heretic!” from them could lead to excommunication.

 

So, the lieutenant would desperately want them to pass without causing trouble.

 

And that’s exactly what Sena desperately wanted too.

 

There was a reason he asked the often rebellious Astria to act for him.

 

This was the quickest way Sena had thought of to get home.

 

“How could we punish an apprentice priest? There’s no need to worry at all.”

 

The lieutenant waved his hand awkwardly. Sena clasped his hands together and put on a sorrowful look.

 

“How can we shamelessly stay after causing such disrespect? We will accept any punishment.”

 

“N-no, no. There’s no need for such talk of punishment. I’m afraid of who might hear. Ha, ha.”

 

‘Success!’

 

The lieutenant’s reaction confirmed it.

He was scared! Tremendously so!

 

“Oh, how merciful. Truly, you won’t hold this innocent inquisitor in training accountable for anything?”

 

Sena grabbed Astria’s shoulder and showed her to the knight, implying he should be the one to face her fierce expression.

 

With a look that seemed capable of burying someone alive, Astria’s scowl made the poor lieutenant step back. He forced a smile and shouted.

 

“O-of course! Don’t worry and continue on your way!”

 

‘Phew, it worked.’

 

Sena gently grabbed Astria’s arm and spoke kindly.

 

“Ria, you should apologize if you’ve done something wrong.”

 

Twitch. 

Astria’s brow furrowed. Sena quickly changed his expression and whispered in her ear.

 

“You can have strawberry cake today.”

 

Then, smiling brightly at her, Astria spoke to the lieutenant with an indifferent face.

 

“For the sake of this white furball’s sincerity, I will let this go.”

 

“…Thank you.”

 

The lieutenant gritted his teeth.

It was true that Sena’s status as a bishop was untouchable, but Astria was just an apprentice priest.

 

Yet, status was a powerful thing. The lieutenant had no choice but to bow his head and keep his mouth shut.

 

‘Let’s leave quickly.’

 

Just as Sena was about to move with Astria’s hand in his.

 

Squeak.

 

The carriage door opened. As Sena naturally turned his head, his eyes widened.

 

“Sister. Meeting you here, could this be Justitia’s guidance?”

 

The face emerging from the carriage was all too familiar.

 

The ‘real’ Inquisitor, Lucia.

 

“Have you seen the contents of the oracle?”

 

Sena’s already pale face turned even whiter.
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“Oh my, to meet two bishops in a place like this. This is a once-in-a-lifetime honor.”

 

Inside the still stationary carriage, the kidnapped Sena clutched his suitcase, staring at the floor.

 

‘Why…?’

 

This was the domain of Baron Bernard, a place quite distant from the capital.

 

But why was Lucia, who should be in the Silania Cathedral, here?

 

Well, let’s set that aside.

The job of an inquisitor involves traveling across the empire.

By sheer coincidence, it might be possible to run into someone.

However…

 

“I’m glad to see you looking healthy, Sister Sena.”

 

‘Why are you here…!’

 

Before him was not a ‘fake’ like himself, but the ‘real’ Archbishop.

 

It was Ellie, the youngest archbishop.

 

“Ah, ahaha. I’m pleased to meet you as well, Sister Ellie.”

 

This must be a mischievous prank by Justitia.

 

While Sena was desperately trying to deny reality, Baron Bernard licked his lips and looked at Sena.

 

The man had a large mole on his face and was fat, making Sena feel nauseous.

 

“To think there would be such a beautiful bishop. Indeed, the clergy following Justitia are different.”

 

“Indeed. I never knew there was such a beautiful sister in the church.”

 

Lucia smiled gently. Chills ran down Sena’s arms.

 

For the record, pretending to be a priest so nonchalantly was a significant crime.

 

It wasn’t unusual to be sentenced to hanging immediately.

 

In a way, the two people in front of him held Sena’s life in their hands.

 

Ellie was kind, so it felt like she would keep the secret.

 

But Lucia…?

 

‘I still remember her bringing a human head from the slums.’

 

She was undoubtedly a certified lunatic.

 

“Well then, since we’ve exchanged greetings, I shall be on my way.”

 

Sena stood up and bowed his head. He looked at the two in front of him with desperate eyes.

 

Ellie waved with a gentle smile, and Lucia was also smiling, but her eyes were menacing.

 

‘It’s okay to leave, right? Anyway, Ellie has the highest status here.’

 

The church hierarchy was too tiresome to explain. No matter how much Lucia tried, she couldn’t interfere if Ellie didn’t say anything.

 

Sena stood up, but couldn’t move.

 

“Eh, Sister Ellie…?”

 

Sena looked down at Ellie, who was holding his hand, with an awkward smile.

 

Ellie placed her hand over Sena’s with an innocent smile.

 

“We’ve met like this, so it would be nice to have a chat, even if just for a bit.”

 

‘I’m doomed!’

 

Ellie might not have bad intentions, but her innocent kindness was the biggest poison to Sena.

 

What to do? With Baron Bernard in the carriage, he couldn’t properly explain the situation.

 

‘No, they say even in a tiger’s den, if you keep your wits about you, you can survive.’

 

Sena swallowed nervously and tried to think as quickly as possible.

 

“I-I would really love to, but unfortunately, I have an urgent task from the church that I must attend to first.”

 

Wouldn’t even the clueless Ellie understand this?

 

Ellie was kind, after all. Sena believed that if he conveyed his intentions, she would understand.

 

“Oh, in that case, you should hurry along.”

 

As expected, Ellie easily let go of Sena’s hand.

 

I’m saved…!

 

With a joyous expression, Sena bowed his head and was about to finally leave the carriage.

 

“Lies.”

 

“…!”

 

Sena turned his head like a wooden puppet. Lucia spoke with a leisurely smile.

 

“A mission to deal with heretics, a grave sin more important than anything in the church, right? If that’s the case, I think I can help. I am an inquisitor, after all. Sister Sena?”

 

Sena smiled brightly and sat back down modestly.

 

“It’s not such a mission, but now I think it would be good to have a chat.”

 

“That’s a great idea!”

 

Ellie suddenly hugged Sena tightly, patting his stiff hair.

 

“Oh, then we should have this bishop stay at our mansion as well. There are plenty of rooms, so please rest assured.”

 

The baron agreed with Sena’s words.

 

Sena’s lips trembled slightly.

 

Is that really okay?

 

What kind of noble welcomes an inquisitor, an archbishop, and a bishop into his home?

 

“Baron Bernard is such a kind person. May the blessings of Justitia be upon you.”

 

Unaware, Ellie offered a blessing.

 

“Haha, it’s a great honor to host such a beautiful priest.”

 

“Indeed. If there were a contest for the cutest and most lovely bishop in the church, it would surely be Sister Sena.”

 

Lucia licked her lips, eyeing Sena.

 

Sena painfully realized, ‘I’ve chosen the wrong disguise!’

 

He tied his hair to avoid suspicion.

 

Female bishops usually possessed significant beauty.

 

Sena, perceived as male, looked like a young boy, and as female, conjured an image of a saint.

 

So he braided his hair to appear feminine, but it turned out to be a misstep.

 

“So, what brings you both here? Haha…”

 

“When an inquisitor is away, there is only one reason.”

 

“Indeed, it must be something like that. So, the person suspected of heresy is…?”

 

When Senna secretly looked at the Baron, the Baron, who was looking at him p*rverted eyes, was embarrassed and waved both of his hands.

 

“O-Of course not! I donate to the cathedral every month!”

 

Lucia, looking at the baron with disdain, turned to Sena with a serious expression.

 

“The war between the Earl of Seton and the Earl of Queensbury nearby. Both sides have accused each other of heresy.”

 

“Really?”

 

Sena’s eyes widened at this rare news.

 

Accusing someone of heresy is an excellent way to kill them without direct action.

 

But accusing someone of heresy carries great risk.

 

Accusing someone means they can also accuse you of heresy.

 

If both sides accuse each other of heresy, what happens?

 

The church’s choice is simple.

 

Kill them both.

 

‘Heresy trials are entirely at the inquisitor’s discretion. What will Lucia choose?’

 

“This is a tricky situation. Someone likely fabricated the evidence, meaning the proof is probably false.”

 

Fortunately, it seemed there wouldn’t be a problem.

 

Ellie was one of the few good priests Sena acknowledged.

 

And Ellie was Lucia’s superior. No matter how psychopathic and crazy Lucia was, she couldn’t ignore that.

 

Sena smiled gently.

 

“If it’s Sister Ellie, she’ll handle it well.”

 

At that moment, Ellie grabbed Sena’s hand and gazed at him with bright, hopeful eyes.

 

“Sister Sena.”

 

“Y-yes?”

 

“…Would you help us? Like last time, your presence would be a great help!”

 

Sena seriously considered jumping out of the carriage.

 

**

 

“Is one room really sufficient?”

 

“What better environment for prayer than this? Having many rooms would be wasteful and against the doctrine.”

 

Lucia smoothly dismissed the baron.

 

As soon as the baron left and the door closed, Lucia’s smile vanished.

 

“You need to explain.”

 

Sena hiccuped, hiding behind Astria.

 

“Why is Her Majesty the Empress here?”

 

“You, you’re the priest I saw at the banquet.”

 

Astria sat on the bed with her legs crossed as if she was sitting on her throne.

 

‘I feel so reassured.’

 

Sena felt tears of relief welling up in his eyes.

 

“I applaud you for trying to help me back then, and I forgive you for scaring my physician.”

 

Astria tilted her head sharply.

 

“If you cross that line, you will be executed immediately.”

 

“You tried to help me at that time, not Sister Sena.”

 

Lucia threw away her serious expression and smiled ambiguously as usual.

 

“Apprentice Priest LRa.”

 

“…”

 

“You said your hometown was Rendel, right?”

 

Lucia seemed to want to say something straightforwardly.

 

It was better to cooperate with the Empress or whoever was on this side.

 

“I said it.”

 

But Lucia might have underestimated Astria.

 

“If you cross the line, you will be executed.”

 

There was no compromise with this tyrant.

 

Crash!

 

“…!”

 

Lucia was thrown to the right and slammed into the wall, leaving a big hole where the outside could be seen. When the dust settled, Lucia was literally in a mess.

 

Her robe was torn, and she glared at Astria while coughing up blood.

 

‘W-what…?’

 

Sena didn’t see anything.

 

As if only the result was visible without any process.

 

“I see.”

 

Lucia healed her wounds with self-healing magic.

 

Then she looked straight at Sena and said,

 

“I understand Sena’s choice.”

 

There was even a hint of subtle anger.

 

Sena froze in a confused posture, about to rush to treat Lucia.

 

… Yes?

 

What choice?

 

“As you wish, I will inform the church about Sister Sena. Sister Ellie, let’s ask the Baron for another room.”

 

“S-Sister Lucia…”

 

Lucia grabbed Ellie’s wrist and tried to leave the room.

 

Sena stuttered and grabbed Lucia’s hem.

 

“Uh, um, um, excuse me.”

 

Lucia looked down at Sena with a cold gaze.

 

“Why are you doing this, Brother Sena.”

 

The word “brother” couldn’t be more ominous.

 

Even though Sena had always hoped to be called that.

 

‘In church language, this means no cooperation.’

 

It meant not adhering to this concept, not just for Sena himself, but also to inform that the Empress is here.

 

“You… are too much.”

 

“?”

 

Sena had to choose.

 

Pathetic pride.

Comfortable retirement.

 

It was a story that was not worth considering.

 

“For a woman like me, calling me brother…!”

 

“Pfft.”

 

In the end, Sylvia couldn’t stand it and burst out laughing.
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‘I want to die.’

 

Bubble bubble.

 

Sena was cooling his head, half-submerged in the luxurious hot spring befitting a noble.

 

He had said the one thing he least wanted to say. A woman? Despite appearances, Sena had a firm gender identity.

 

“But still…”

 

Sena reached out his hand towards the black night sky. A small hand, hard to believe belonged to a man.

 

“When I grow up, maybe I’ll look more impressive.”

 

He used to think that way when he was younger.

That once he grew older and his frame became more robust, he’d be seen as a man.

 

“I’m already 21 years old… and I don’t have much time left.”

 

Sena sighed and submerged himself deeper. He had never tried a hot spring in his previous life, and now he was experiencing one in the medieval era.

 

It felt much better than a sauna. Sena closed his eyes briefly to savor the sensation.

 

“Right. I should check my lifespan anyway.”

 

Normally, he wasn’t the type to procrastinate, but knowing his end was near seemed to have changed him a bit.

 

Nowadays, even seeing messy things didn’t bother him as much.

 

Let’s check the lifespan.

 

Sena stayed as still as possible to stop the rippling water.

Maybe it was his specialty, but the water calmed quickly.

Enough for him to see the number above his head.

 

“Let’s see, the lifespan…”

 

Huh?

 

Sena rubbed his eyes, thinking he might have seen it wrong.

 

“…What is this?”

 

He opened his eyes wide and stood up.

 

“This isn’t a dream, right?”

 

[26]

 

His lifespan had increased.

 

**

 

“Ah, Senior. Finished your bath?”

 

“Yeah, I’m done.”

 

“You insisted on going alone despite our invitation.”

 

“…Just remember, I’m a man.”

 

At Sena’s shy assertion, Sylvia covered her mouth with her hand.

 

“I don’t think that’s something to say while wearing such a pretty dress.”

 

“I can’t help it. Since they prepared clothes for a woman after I revealed it.”

 

Sylvia gently pinched Sena’s cheek.

 

“Yes, it looks great on you. If I were a man, I wouldn’t be able to resist.”

 

Is that a compliment?

 

Sena didn’t know whether to be happy or sad about being told he looked good in a dress.

 

Anyway.

 

“That’s not the important thing right now.”

 

Sena looked seriously up at Sylvia.

 

Sylvia, who was drying her hair with a towel, tilted her head in confusion.

 

‘Even if it’s just two days, it’s definitely increased.’

 

Sena remembered his lifespan as 24 days.

But now, his lifespan was 26 days.

It had increased exactly by two days.

It was the first time his lifespan had ever increased, even by a single day.

 

“Sylvia, check for me.”

 

Sena extended his hand.

It’s not just his lifespan that needed checking.

 

“How much my grip strength has improved.”

 

His tone was dead serious, a rare sight in Sena.

 

Sylvia swallowed nervously and nodded.

 

“Alright.”

 

“Grab my wrist. I’ll try to shake you off.”

 

Nod.

 

Sylvia grabbed Sena’s wrist.

But she couldn’t hide her worried expression.

Sena’s wrist felt so thin in her grip, as if it might break with a bit of force.

 

Sena took a deep breath and used all his strength to shake off her hand.

 

“How was it?”

 

“This is…”

 

Sylvia’s eyes wavered.

 

‘As expected, my hypothesis was correct.’

 

Along with his lifespan, his physical condition had definitely improved.

 

No wonder he felt full of energy since morning.

 

“This is unbelievable.”

 

“Go ahead, tell me. I won’t be surprised.”

 

“You’re weaker than an average adult woman.”

 

“What?”

 

‘It’s not like I naturally got healthier and my lifespan increased.’

 

So what’s the reason for the extended lifespan?

 

‘I suspect it’s just a reward for banishing the demon.’

 

Could it be that his lifespan was extended as a reward for banishing the demon?

 

One thing is certain—

 

In Sena’s previously bleak future, a tiny ray of sunshine seemed to appear.

 

“Why suddenly bring that up?”

 

“Oh, it’s nothing. Just wondered if I’ve gotten a bit healthier.”

 

As Sena spoke, he wrapped a bandage around his thigh.

 

Sylvia glanced at Sena with a slight blush on her face.

 

“Still bashful, I see.”

 

“…What do you mean?”

 

“I took a bath right next to you, and you’re the first woman who hasn’t peeked at me.”

 

“What kind of p*rvert do you think I am? Sneaking a peek at guys bathing!”

 

“Well…? It’d be nice if everyone were like Sylvia.”

 

At times like this, thoughts of the Academy came to mind.

 

This is because there were numerous people who were caught spying on Sena’s bath several times a day.

 

“…I’ve been curious about those bandages of yours.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“You don’t seem to have any visible wounds, so why do you consistently wrap it?”

 

After returning from his journey, Sena always had bandages on his body.

 

In truth, Sena found it difficult to answer Sylvia’s question. To him, they were just ordinary bandages that he couldn’t even feel.

 

“Well, I’m not sure. My dad told me to. But since then, I haven’t coughed any blood. Maybe it’s good for my health.”

 

‘Maybe because of these bandages, my lifespan is increasing.’

 

Even if he didn’t understand the principle, since it was clearly beneficial, he continued to wrap the bandage every day.

 

“I see. Your father, it must be Cruyff, right?”

 

“Yeah, that’s right.”

 

“He’s the next pope… quite a prestigious lineage.”

 

“The papal election is coming up soon. So I have to stay quiet.”

 

Sena smiled quietly.

 

Cruyff would handle things well.

 

And Seria, who was by his side, would surely fill the emptiness left by his death.

 

‘…But I hope I can live until the end of the papal election.’

 

As Sena tied the knot on his bandage, he suddenly thought about that and his expression stiffened.

 

Is it really so greedy to want just one more day of lifespan increase?

 

“Well, that’s fortunate…”

 

“Huh? What’s the matter?”

 

Sylvia approached Sena closely, looking fixedly at the bandage wrapped around his thigh and stroked her chin.

 

‘Something’s not right.’

 

There was nothing unusual about the bandage as Sena had described it.

 

Sylvia’s magical perception was excellent, even comparable to the strongest knights within the order.

 

However, for some reason, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something ominous was lurking.

 

“Hey.”

 

At that moment, Sena gently grasped Sylvia’s head, which was staring intently.

 

Perhaps it was after the bath, but his hand felt slightly cold.

 

“Even if it’s me, it’s a bit embarrassing.”

 

“…Huh?”

 

Only then did Sylvia realize that Sena was now wearing her dress.

 

And just now, they had been very close to a crucial area.

 

“If you’re going to do something like that, at least do it in a more discreet place… Ahaha.”

 

“W-what are you saying! You’re misunderstanding!”

 

“Well, Sylvia, at your age and as a knight, you’re probably more lustful than an ordinary person…?”

 

“Hey, this joke has gone too far!”

 

Sylvia’s face flushed deeply.

 

Sena found Sylvia so cute that he laughed so hard that tears came to his eyes.

 

“This is punishment for teasing me all along.”

 

Finally realizing it was a joke, Sylvia pouted.

 

Satisfied, Sena stood up and started to leave.

 

Sylvia hugged him from behind.

 

“Sylvia?”

 

“Please don’t make jokes like that to someone who can barely hold back.”

 

“…”

 

“Unless Senior resolves it.”

 

Originally a line where one would break into a cold sweat, Sylvia’s voice sounded too sad for that.

 

In response, Sena became equally saddened. However, Sena soon smiled.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

Sena tightly held Sylvia’s hand.

 

“You don’t have to hold back. If it’s really tough, just tell me.”

 

Sylvia slowly looked down at Sena’s head.

 

His bangs calmly rested down.

 

His eyes sank deep.

 

‘How absurd sincerity is.’

 

Perhaps it was a feeling of sympathy.

 

Sena was subtly perceptive and, like a fool, exceedingly kind as a senior.

 

There was no way he wouldn’t notice a junior harboring feelings for him.

 

Therefore, it was only natural for him to do whatever he could to help.

 

That was the kind of person he was.

 

Not thinking of his own well-being, always concerned about how to make others even slightly happier.

 

‘How about Her Majesty.’

 

Sylvia suddenly thought of that.

 

Would Sena have permitted a kiss with the Empress out of sympathy?

 

Out of mutual affection, with such pure intentions?

 

It was different from her own situation.

 

‘…Would he have done that too?’

 

Suddenly, her thoughts reached that point.

 

‘If he didn’t.’

 

Sylvia knew she wasn’t the first to be kissed by Sena.

 

‘If I go first, I’ll be Senior’s first experience.’

 

With that thought in mind, something snapped in Sylvia’s head.

 

“Well then, Senior.”

 

Sena thought Sylvia’s eyes seemed a little cloudy.

 

“Can I kiss you?”

 

Only then did Sena realize he shouldn’t have said that to Sylvia.

 

But he had no intention of taking it back.

 

This was all he could offer Sylvia.

 

“Yeah.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sylvia stopped exploring Sena’s mind a long time later.

 

Disheveled clothes. Red stains scattered across the body. Sena’s expressionless face.

 

“It’s over, right?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

“I’ll go first.”

 

Sena got up with a slight sway.

 

Sylvia, who was unconsciously trying to support him, stopped her hand.

 

‘He’s worthy of that.’

 

Astria had sent Sena to bathe first, saying she had something to ask the Church.

 

Sylvia went along as Sena’s escort.

 

Originally, Sena going alone would have been unthinkable.

 

But Sylvia couldn’t bring herself to suggest going together.

 

“…Thank you for not going all the way to the end. See you tomorrow.”

 

Before leaving, Sena quietly said to Sylvia.

 

 

Thud.

 

After Sena closed the door and disappeared, Sylvia, who had been blank-faced, laughed out loud.

 

“Ahaha.”

 

She immediately grabbed her hair and bowed her head. Transparent droplets fell one by one.

 

“What have you done, you idiot.”
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‘Maybe I should have just given it to you. It’s not like I’m going to wear out.’

 

Sena walked with sad eyes.

 

‘I hope you don’t get too hurt.’

 

It would be strange if he didn’t know.

 

When he was kissed, the feeling he felt from Sylvia was earnestness itself.

 

Sena isn’t completely oblivious.

 

But he couldn’t reciprocate that feeling.

 

Well, there isn’t much time left.

 

‘If I had a longer lifespan, I would have tried to like her.’

 

Sena tightly gripped the hem of his skirt.

 

The last expression of Sylvia kept coming back to his mind.

 

Regretting that she did what she shouldn’t have. Self-loathing.

 

He shouldn’t have made Sylvia feel such emotions.

 

‘Why am I scared of what I told her to do? Am I still a man even if I’m like that?’

 

Sena bit his lip and kicked a stone.

 

The rolling stone stopped when it hit someone’s foot.

 

“I-I’m sorry.”

 

There was no answer.

 

‘Are you really angry?’

 

Sena lifted his head nervously.

 

He looked like a man in his late twenties.

 

What was strange was his eyes.

 

The part where the whites should be was black.

 

His irises were crimson. There were dark circles under his eyes.

 

Has this person overworked?

 

…That’s unlikely.

 

[18246666]

 

There was no one who could live that long.

 

So, that’s not human.

 

“You’re truly an unlucky human.”

 

Shhh— The demon licked his lips as he turned his arms.

 

“It seems like you’re a high-ranking priest, but if you had come ten minutes earlier, the outcome would have been different. Unfortunately, now I’ve regained my strength.”

 

The demon’s hands were covered in red blood.

 

Sena scanned the surroundings to find the owner of that blood.

 

It was hard to see because it was dark, but he could see clearly now that he had boosted his divine power.

 

He soon found a maid bleeding and collapsed around the corner.

 

A maid holding her chest and blood flowing.

 

‘Thank god. She’s not dead yet.’

 

“Where are you looking?”

 

“Just in case, are you a demon?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“It’s the first time I’ve seen a real demon. I’ve only seen your followers until now.”

 

Sena’s strangely relaxed attitude was enough to irritate the demon.

 

Demons feed on human fear by nature.

 

When they see a human who shows no fear, it’s quite unpleasant.

 

“You seem to be mistaken.”

 

The demon bent his back.

 

With a sound of bones and flesh grinding, black wings spread out.

 

“I’m far different from those petty worms you’ve seen so far.”

 

The demon cruelly smiled.

The air changed.

A black aura emanated from the demon’s body.

 

“Feel the fear—!”

 

“This time, I hope the wings… won’t appear.”

 

Sena sighed and muttered. Despite going this far, he didn’t show fear, and the demon’s veins burst in his eyes.

 

“How dare you ignore me! Die, human!”

 

Only then did Sena look at the demon.

 

Finally, he felt fear. It was when the demon was about to smile with satisfaction.

 

Thud—

 

“…!”

 

The demon’s vision went out for a moment.

 

In the dimly lit room, Sena’s sword was visible.

 

Countless cuts had turned into chunks of flesh.

 

Without showing any emotions, Sena moved his steps.

 

He headed towards where the fallen person was.

 

“Ka, Kahaha—!”

 

As he passed by, a loud laugh came from behind.

 

Sena exhaled deeply and looked back.

 

The demon, perfectly cut, had somehow maintained its original form.

 

“You did something. You had hidden such confidence. Unfortunately, such tricks don’t work on me, human. Demons nullify any attack from humans. The accomplishments you have achieved throughout your life are meaningless to demons!”

 

“Thank you for explaining in detail. It must be the divine power after all, right? Just a moment.”

 

Sena glanced around. After squinting a few times, he nodded at the demon.

 

“Since no one else is around, I can take you on.”

 

“You arrogant human—!”

 

The demon’s wings fluttered. At an unbelievable speed, he charged towards Sena.

 

‘Don’t expect me to kill you in one go.’

 

The demon hadn’t forgotten the insult Sena had given about such a trivial topic.

 

He would cut off the arms, cut off the legs. He would make sure Sena couldn’t escape and use his powers freely.

 

Throwing him into the goblin’s lair wouldn’t be bad either. Just thinking about hearing screams begging to be killed made his mouth water.

 

“Are you dreaming a happy dream?”

 

That was as far as the demon’s thoughts went.

 

Even though it was a dark night, it was bright.

 

Shiny feathers fell from the sky.

 

Two pairs of wings sprouted from Sena’s back, and instead of his extended hair, a halo appeared above his head.

 

The angel silently stared at the demon, grasping him by the throat.

 

“It’s a dream too big for a devil.”

 

Pssss-

 

The demon’s body twisted into ashes.

 

As Sena briefly watched the evidence of the body being burned away, he quickly ran towards the injured person.

 

‘It’s not a wound that will go away with treatment.’

 

He rushed to assess the patient’s condition.

 

There was a fatal trauma to the abdomen.

 

Judging by the blood on the demon’s hand, it was a puncture wound.

 

There was a high likelihood of fatal damage to internal organs—.

 

It wasn’t a matter of surgery.

 

Since a moment could mean life or death.

 

Therefore, there was only one way to treat the maid in front of him.

 

Just a miracle from God.

 

“Hah… Hah…”

 

Despite not covering much distance, Sena was out of breath.

 

He wiped his mouth with his sleeve, hesitated, and checked on the maid’s condition.

 

Up close, the maid looked worse.

 

Her face was pale blue, and the bleeding was so severe it formed a puddle.

 

It was too late to call Ellie.

 

The likelihood of her dying while going to get help was high.

 

Should he do it alone?

 

‘A demon is incomparable to those who worship them. My lifespan must have increased more than before.’

 

With these assumptions in mind, Sena summoned his divine power without hesitation.

 

“Justitia, please save this maid. …Thank you for taking a bit of more life.”

 

Ending his respectful prayer, a bright light emitted from Sena’s body, flowing directly into the maid.

 

When the light disappeared, the maid looked much more comfortable.

 

“Thank goodness. These wings didn’t seem to be of any help after all.”

 

It wasn’t just for show.

Pouring out enough divine power to perform an instant healing.

 

With this state, using divine power has good value!

 

He guessed that about ‘3-4 days’ worth may have been reduced.

 

With just 3 days of lifespan, he can save a critically ill person!

 

Aha-ack!

 

Sena’s eyes shined with the light of his deep emotion. Isn’t this the timing to shout, ‘Eureka!’?

 

“Okay then, shall we wait in a quiet place for these wings to disappear?”

 

Sena stood up, satisfied.

 

And found the most desolate place he could, sitting down and folding his knees together.

 

Heh heh.

 

He has found a way to extend his life and has saved a person.

 

Sena has been laughing happily ever since.

 

Flutter-.

 

“No, anyway, when will these disappear?”

 

Sena opened his eyes carefully and got up. Were there any mirrors here?… Found a puddle.

 

Carefully he sat down in front of the puddle and cautiously checked the remaining lifespan.

 

It was like the feeling of checking a Christmas present.

 

However.
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“…Ah?”

 

**

 

The message from Justitia mentioned earlier was quite simple.

 

Do not speak to the Church. If you touch Senna, I will kill you. Get lost.

“We have to steal that furball and run away.”

 

Lucia spoke firmly, standing before Ellie, who was sitting on the bed with a troubled expression.

 

“You must have seen it, too. I’m afraid Sister Sena might get corrupted if he stays by the Empress’s side. Even if not that, it wouldn’t be good for someone who might become a saint in the future.”

 

Even without saying it, Lucia’s anger towards Astria was evident.

 

“… But would Sister Sena want that?”

 

“Now, it’s not a matter of whether he wants it or not. Don’t you know that we must prevent him from falling into the hands of Cruyff’s division? Even excluding Astria’s personality, being by her side is the worst choice.”

 

The church was currently split into two factions.

 

Cruyff’s division, which had been operating independently for about a month, was the culprit.

 

They openly defied the current Pope and disregarded all commands from headquarters.

 

Obvious treason. They couldn’t hand over the Sena Birkender, which might be the most powerful weapon to those traitors.

 

The problem is that the person involved is almost like an idiot. He was a fool who didn’t even know how valuable he was.

 

“With Ellie’s power, it shouldn’t be difficult to separate Sena from the Empress’s side. If we ask the baron for help and inform the nearby churches…”

 

“To be honest, I’m worried. I had a dream.”

 

Ellie clasped her hands together and prayed.

 

“In a desolate city, countless swords stuck in the ground. And above them, Empress Astria standing proudly. The only living human in that world was Empress Astria.”

 

“I don’t mean to disrespect Ellie, but…”

 

Because of such uncertainties, leaving Sena in the Empress’s hands was an unreasonable thing to do.

 

That’s what Lucia thought. However, Ellie smiled calmly.

 

“But I understand. Sister Lucia is right.”

 

“…”

 

“If Her Majesty, Empress Astria, does not understand this fact-”

 

Ellie opened her eyes.

 

Kind and gentle Ellie.

 

But Ellie wasn’t such a naive priest.

 

“We’ll have to wield Justitia’s scourge. Eventually, if she dies, the dream won’t come true.”

 

“A wise decision, Ellie.”

 

Lucia gripped her mace.

 

“I’ll inform the church and come back.”

 

“I will kidnap Sister Sena.”

 

Knock knock.

 

At the sound of a knock, Lucia and Ellie looked at each other with serious expressions.

 

Silently, Lucia stood up, took the large mace, and hid behind the wall. Then she gestured to Ellie.

 

With a slightly tense face, Ellie opened the door.

 

“Yes?”

 

The perpetrator was Sena. Ellie stared blankly at Sena.

 

“Ellie?”

 

Sensing her puzzlement, Lucia also put down her mace and stuck out her head.

 

And even Lucia’s expression turned blank.

 

It couldn’t be helped.

 

Because there were pure white wings sprouting from Sena’s back.

 

And a halo above his head.

 

Sena stuttered.

 

“D-Do you know how to get rid of these strange wings?”

 

Ellie and Lucia knelt before Sena’s feet almost simultaneously.
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Until just a moment ago, Ellie and Lucia had been attempting to forcibly take Sena away.

 

Now, they were knelt before Sena, sweat dripping from their foreheads.

 

“We apologize for our rudeness!”

 

Trembling, Lucia spoke, still unable to lift her head.

 

Sena was puzzled whether Lucia, who had been somewhat arrogant until now, liked being scolded like this or if she was saddened by it.

 

‘What are these wings for!’

 

Sena himself was confused. He placed his hand on Ellie’s shoulder as he staggered over.

 

“That’s not important right now. Ellie, please tell me how to get rid of these wings. You do know, right?”

 

“I-I’m E- Ellie?! No way! Please lower your voice!”

 

Ellie exclaimed haltingly, her usually quiet demeanor now trembling.

 

‘This isn’t going anywhere.’

 

Sena took a deep breath to calm himself down. Excitement wouldn’t help in getting his message across.

 

Kneeling in front of the anxious girls, Sena calmly spoke.

 

“Ellie, Lucia, please lift your heads.”

 

“H-how can we be on the same level with the Apostle of Justitia?”

 

“That’s not what I am.”

 

Ellie cautiously raised her head, swallowing hard.

 

Then she glanced at the ring on Sena’s head and quickly lowered her gaze again.

 

“We’re sorry for looking you in the eyes!”

 

“It’s okay…!”

 

Sena ruffled his hair in frustration.

 

‘I can’t believe this!’

 

It seemed the two girls, who sincerely believed in Justitia, were more shocked than he had imagined.

 

There was no choice now.

 

“Both of you, lift your heads. If we can’t talk properly, I’ll get angry.”

 

“Y-yes.”

 

Ellie reluctantly lifted her head, her eyes downcast.

 

It wasn’t that Ellie was unusually weak-hearted. Lucia, the Inquisitor who wouldn’t flinch even if faced with several deaths, was already shedding tears.

 

“How can this sinner lift her head…”

 

‘Even though that’s not her usual character…!’

 

“You’re not a sinner.”

 

Sena sighed and sat on the edge of the bed.

 

“It seems like you both have a strange misunderstanding. So, let me explain everything from the beginning.”

 

Sena began his story.

 

He intended to talk only about the wings, but ended up telling them everything—about lifespan, about how defeating a devil worshiper had prolonged his life, and so on.

 

It was something he had never confided to anyone before.

 

He prayed that it was something he normally would never say.

 

Perhaps because he was cornered this time.

Or maybe it was the intimacy of being them being priests.

 

For some reason, after letting it all out, he felt strangely relieved.

 

“…This time, they won’t disappear. Do you know why?”

 

‘If Ellie, who roughly grasped the cause of my illness as soon as she saw me…’

 

In this hopeless situation, maybe she could play the role of a compass.

 

Ellie cautiously spoke, placing her hands on her knees.

 

“I-It’s just a guess, but could it be a surge of divine power…?”

 

“A surge of divine power?”

 

…But would having a lot of divine power really make wings appear?

 

Anyway.

 

“So, how do I get rid of the wings?”

 

This time, Lucia answered.

 

“Perhaps you should learn how to control divine power.”

 

“Hmm.”

 

Sena pondered, pressing his lips with his hand.

 

Ellie swallowed hard.

 

In his white dress, Sena’s small body was completely covered by the large wings.

 

With hair as pure as silver, not allowing any other color, and a golden halo above his head.

 

It was truly the appearance of a complete angel. Even suggesting such advice felt like a great sin.

 

“That’s true.”

 

Sena hesitated a bit before speaking.

 

“…Even now, it’s at its limit.”

 

“…What?”

 

Ellie widened her eyes.

Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

“Even now, I’m barely holding back the divine power.”

 

“…I-Is that so.”

 

Ellie’s pupils shook.

 

The divine power emanating from Sena’s body was already making it difficult for Ellie, who was highly sensitive, to even breathe.

 

But he’s managing to hold back?

 

‘He really is an angel!’

 

At that moment, Ellie was convinced by her misunderstanding.

 

Not knowing any of this, Sena inserted his hands into his armpits and crouched down.

 

Holding back divine power was something he had been doing all his life.

 

If we were to compare, it’s like holding in the urge to use the bathroom.

 

The problem was that since he had driven away the demon earlier, he had been feeling like it would burst out at any moment.

 

“What should I do?”

 

Because of Sena’s sad voice, the two of them simultaneously lifted their heads.

 

“I…”

 

It was his only wish.

 

To return to his hometown.

 

Knowing he had only a short time left, Sena’s calm acceptance was all because of that one wish.

 

If he could fulfill this sole wish, he thought he could die without regret.

 

He had lived without lingering attachments.

 

But now…

 

‘Having wings and going that far is impossible. How do I hide this?’

 

It had become impossible.

 

“Is it over now?”

 

Sena smiled, but his expression seemed on the verge of tears, making him look desolate.

 

It was only now that Ellie and Lucia came to their senses.

 

Before them was undoubtedly an angel.

 

But inside was Sena Birkender.

 

He was no different from the being they knew.

 

“…From all that Sena has said until now.”

 

Ellie, her trembling hand still on her chest, spoke.

 

“Firstly, Sena’s wings are not the only thing that has emerged; your physical body itself is no longer human.”

 

“…Yes?”

 

“I always felt something was off from the beginning. A vessel capable of containing such divine power simply does not exist.”

 

They were well aware of Sena’s abnormal divine power.

 

Ellie had always thought so.

 

Could a purely human body contain such divine power?

 

The answer was that his body was never human from the beginning.

 

“You mentioned that defeating a devil worshiper extended your lifespan.”

 

“That’s right.”

 

“You said that the moment you defeated it, you could no longer restrain the divine power. In that case, maybe…”

 

Ellie pondered, her hand at her lips.

 

“Well, I think you’ve figured something out! Ellie!”

 

Sena stood up suddenly and placed his hand on Ellie’s shoulder.

 

Ellie blushed and sniffled.

 

It was because of the overwhelming presence of the angel before her.

 

“The principle of divine power is simple. The more favor you receive from Lady Justitia, and the more you please her, the more divine power you gain. However, Sena has an excessive amount of divine power. That’s why your health is deteriorating.”

 

Excessive favor. Sena’s shortened lifespan was because of that.

 

He knew that. He just didn’t know what to do about it.

 

How could one prevent God’s favor?

 

Moreover, what kind of deity takes away what is most precious while favoring you?

 

“Thinking about it, it makes sense. If you please her so much, it’s natural that she would want to keep you by her side.”

 

“Keep me… by her side?”

 

Ellie looked at Sena again.

 

From deep within her heart, she couldn’t bring herself to reject him.

 

Perhaps now, even if Sena were to say “commit s*icide”, she would obey.

 

“Yes. This is just my speculation, but maybe Sena’s lifespan decreases because the more you please Lady Justitia and she likes your actions, the more she wants to keep you by her side.”

 

Sena’s expression stiffened at this thought he had never considered before.

 

“In that sense, when Sena defeats a demon and saves a human corrupted by a devil worshiper, Lady Justitia would have found it more pleasing than anything else.”

 

But Sena had a question.

 

If that were the case, it wouldn’t explain why his lifespan increased when he defeated the devil worshiper.

 

“But when I defeated the devil worshiper, my lifespan increased.”

 

This time, Lucia spoke up.

 

“I humbly apologize, but demons and devil worshipers are different.”

 

“D-Different?”

 

“While a devil worshiper may offer their soul to a demon, fundamentally, they remain human.”

 

Lucia stopped there and politely bowed her head.

 

Ellie hesitated for a moment.

 

As a priest, she doubted if she should speak these words.

 

Now, what they were discussing was “how to get rid of divine power”, and “how to prevent an angel from returning to its original place”.

 

That was akin to speaking blasphemy.

 

But…

 

As much as her faith in Lady Justitia, there was something in Sena at the moment that she couldn’t possibly defy.

 

“Sena.”

 

Ellie took a deep breath in her tense state and looked at Sena.

 

Senna flinched and trembled.

 

“Have you ever killed someone?”

 

**

 

-‘This method might be possible after all. Without using divine power, you could save many people.’

 

When Sena had just entered the Academy.

 

Sena once worried about his ‘ability to cut anything’, which he had no use for other than chopping wood.

 

At that time, Sena, who was still stubborn, was determined not to become a priest, despite having so much divine power.

 

But gradually, he could see his limits.

 

The medicine of this world relied too much on “God’s miracles”.

 

In his previous life, Sena was a medical student in his graduating class. He had dissected cadavers several times and excelled academically, amassing a considerable amount of knowledge.

 

Nevertheless, here he could only perform simple tasks. At best, he could use herbs, apply basic hemostasis techniques, or perform CPR.

 

The medical tools in this world were too outdated to utilize knowledge.

 

Even if he disregarded proper hygiene, there was no concept of “surgery” to cut into flesh and resolve issues.

 

Therefore, it was obvious that such actions would brand him a heretic and lead to execution.

 

– Instead of consuming divine power, let it flow into the other person’s body. Then, accept it back into my own to grasp its form to some extent.

 

He had learned a lot at the Larden Academy.

 

It was a great help.

 

The principles of magic, how to wield it, and several advanced pieces of knowledge.

 

Using such knowledge, Sena gained a single power he could wield.

 

It wasn’t visible to the eye, but a method of using divine power to inspect the human body internally.

 

It could be considered a kind of endoscopy, or even a CT scan. It took a year to implement that technology.

 

– Goodness me. S-Sena, what on earth? Healing people without using divine power.

 

The effects were remarkable.

The combination of this world’s mysteries and modern medical technology was remarkable.

 

It allowed him to perform surgery without evoking any aversion.

Sena was delighted. Therefore, he went around curing many sick people.

He never just passed by anyone who was even slightly injured.

 

That was the proof after one year.

As the technology continued to advance, it was around the time when it had almost reached perfection.

 

“I see.”

 

Numbers appeared above his head.

 

“…The moment I changed the power that could only harm someone into the power to save them, it began. I guess you liked that. Lady Justitia.”

 

‘Then, the method to extend lifespan…’

 

When you save someone, your own lifespan decreases.

 

So, if you want to extend your lifespan, you do the opposite.

 

You kill someone.

 

“Ahaha.”

 

Sena was crumbling.

 

His legs were weak, and he couldn’t stand up.

 

“Where does that leave us?”

 

Survival of the fittest.

 

The mindset that to survive, you must kill the weak.

 

It was a logic of life that Sena detested the most.

 

If indeed one had to defeat someone else just to stay alive, then surely the structure of that world was flawed from the start.

 

Yes, it was flawed.

 

His own body structure was flawed from the beginning.

 

“…No wonder I didn’t want to live long.”

 

Sena raised his head with a bitter smile.

 

Ellie and Lucia still maintained their gentle postures.

 

‘If I kill others, my own lifespan increases.’

 

Of course, he had no intention of staying alive by harming others.

 

Such selfish behavior was inherently unreasonable.

 

That settled it. Sena completely abandoned the foolish idea of extending his lifespan at this opportunity.

 

The only thing I’m worried about is… …

 

“Ellie, and Lucia.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Please say.”

 

“Absolutely, absolutely-”

 

What would happen if Astria and Sylvia found out?

 

Especially if Astria, who holds the belief that she doesn’t care how many others die as long as it’s for the sake of someone special, were to learn this truth…

 

‘Wow… Just thinking about it gives me chills.’

 

It was something he wanted to avoid so much that his hands trembled.

 

“Please keep this a secret from those two.”

 

Sena said with a determined expression.

 

“No one but us should know about the conversation that took place in this room. No matter what happens.”

 

But it seemed the whims of God were not yet over.

 

Cruelly, the door to the room meant for only the three of them slowly opened.

 

“Senior.”

 

Sena slowly raised his head and saw her.

 

Hope and despair. Sylvia’s eyes held a vague, ambiguous gaze.

 

“Is what you’re saying true?”
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“What is going on right now, Senior?”

 

“Th-that is…”

 

That was a look in Sylvia’s eyes that he had never seen before.

 

Cold enough to send shivers down my spine.

 

Sena gulped and took a step back.

 

Cornered, and Sylvia seemed twice as big as usual.

 

“How rude. How dare you speak to the angel like that.”

 

Lucia raised her mace.

 

Sylvia, still staring intensely at Sena, spoke in a low voice.

 

“Step aside.”

 

Grabbing the mace with her hand, Sylvia growled.

 

“If you don’t want to die.”

 

“…!”

 

It was a murderous intent that even made the Inquisitor shudder.

 

‘This is going to turn into a real fight.’

 

Lucia wouldn’t back down.

She was already an apostle of Justitia.

 

“Lucia. Ellie.”

 

Sena had no choice but to separate the two.

 

“…Please wait outside for a moment.”

 

**

 

With Ellie and Lucia gone, the room was filled with an awkward silence.

 

If there were water here, it would freeze.

 

‘Sylvia was always an awkward junior.’

 

She would be angry if she heard this, but to Sena, Sylvia was only like a little sister.

 

Sylvia always seemed her age. In her actions and speech. To Sena, who had lived a past life, she seemed even younger.

 

However, Sylvia was a genius who had passed through the ranks of the Teutonic Knights at that age.

 

Sena knew this intellectually. What could happen if Sylvia set her mind to it.

 

But she didn’t expect her to emit such a chilling aura.

 

“Explain.”

 

‘Should I play dumb?’

 

Sena scratched the side of her head and tilted her head.

 

“Ahaha, what are you talking about?”

 

“Senior.”

 

“Y-yes?”

 

“Do I look like I’m joking right now?”

 

Shaa-

 

Sylvia’s dark aura intensified. Sena hiccuped.

 

‘Right, this situation isn’t something I can joke my way out of.’

 

Sena lowered her head.

 

This time, it really seemed like a dead end.

 

“…How much did you hear?”

 

“From the part where you asked to get rid of the wings.”

 

“So you heard everything from the beginning.”

 

Tick-

 

In the chilly silence, the ticking of a pocket watch could be heard.

 

Whose pocket watch was it? The Inquisitor Lucia’s, who needed to record time of death?

 

Or Ellie’s delicate pocket watch?

 

“Yes.”

 

“…”

 

“I’m going to die soon.”

 

Tock-

 

The ticking sound stopped.

 

Only then did Sena realize that the sound of the pocket watch belonged to Sylvia.

 

Sylvia’s pupils trembled slightly.

 

Sena managed to force a smile.

 

“Isn’t it cool? It’s a bit cumbersome, though.”

 

“I knew that Senior’s health wasn’t good. But, but… to say you don’t have much time left?”

 

“Tada-. I even got a halo over my head. Now I’ll be easy to see at night, right?”

 

‘Stop it.’

 

Sylvia bit her lip.

Sena always deflected when asked difficult questions.

 

Despite being easily found out, Sena was a liar who always spouted obvious lies.

 

Until now, Sylvia often let it slide, charmed by Sena’s unique cuteness.

 

But this time, there was no way she could let it slide.

 

“…Please wait here. I’ll bring some death row inmates.”

 

Sylvia turned to leave the room immediately.

 

Sena hugged Sylvia’s back tightly.

 

“My knight.”

 

“…”

 

“Don’t go. That’s an order.”

 

Feeling the breath of the small figure holding her, Sylvia closed her eyes.

 

‘No matter what is said, I won’t be swayed.’

 

It was Sena, after all.

The one who would smile even when kidnapped, and try to save the very person who tried to kill him.

 

Such a person would never accept extending his life at the cost of someone else’s.

 

“Senpai, do you remember?”

 

“Huh?”

 

“My knight oath.”

 

Instead of answering, Sena tightened her embrace around Sylvia.

 

“To do my utmost to heal our own life. That was the content of the contract.”

 

“Yes, I remember.”

 

“…If there’s a way to make Senior healthier, I’ll do anything. Because I’m your knight. So this takes precedence over any order.”

 

“Sylvia.”

 

Sylvia felt her back grow wet and her body stiffened.

 

“No.”

 

“…”

 

“That’s wrong.”

 

“…Even with your body in this state, you say that?”

 

“I don’t want to live that badly. Not by taking someone else’s life. You know that too.”

 

“I may be different from you, Senior. If you can’t do it, I’ll knock you out and do it by force. So let go of me.”

 

Whatever Sena said was pointless.

 

Sylvia had already made up her mind.

 

She had resolved it when she listened to Sena’s conversation from behind the door.

 

‘I’ve finally found a way to cure Senior’s illness. No matter what is said, I must achieve it. Absolutely.’

 

Even if she was resented to death, she had no intention of letting Sena go like this.

 

“I’m sorry about earlier.”

 

It was at the moment she was prepared to knock Sena out.

 

Sylvia’s actions halted at the unexpected apology.

 

“You said I could, but you essentially refused.”

 

“…It’s too late for that now.”

 

“You were very sad, weren’t you?”

 

Sena’s hand touched Sylvia’s chest. Sylvia couldn’t move a single finger.

 

“The way to extend my life isn’t murder.”

 

“Y-your hand.”

 

Despite the situation, Sylvia stuttered. Her face quickly turned red.

 

“It’s about doing something Justitia would hate.”

 

“L-let’s talk after you take your hand off.”

 

Sylvia’s icy demeanor shattered in an instant.

 

Sena removed her hand from Sylvia’s chest, but Sylvia still felt the lingering warmth.

 

Her head felt dizzy. Sylvia slowly turned her head.

 

Sena, bathed in moonlight, was fidgeting with his hands, looking a bit embarrassed.

 

“What do you think it is? Something Justitia would hate.”

 

“H-how would I know?”

 

“A priest must remain pure. They say a nun loses her divine power the moment she loses her purity. Justitia probably hates it when her creations are defiled.”

 

Sena whispered.

 

As a man, he wondered if it was okay to say this, but honestly, he was too embarrassed.

 

But there was no other way.

 

This was the only way to get through this crisis.

 

And, the only way to make up for the earlier mistake.

 

“Would you like to… do something bad with me?”

 

Sena extended his hand to Sylvia with a smile.

 

“But we might be punished by heaven.”

 

Sylvia’s rationality snapped at that moment.

 

With a sound like something breaking, she threw Sena onto the bed.

 

Sena, extremely flustered, awkwardly hugged Sylvia as she burrowed into his chest.

 

“S-Sylvia. I’m not going anywhere, so slow down a bit…”

 

Soft lips touched his. Sena closed his eyes.

 

‘So this moment has finally come.’

 

Should he be glad that he gets to experience it once before dying?

 

The certainty was that he felt strangely at ease.

 

If things had continued as they were, he would have died feeling sorry towards Sylvia forever.

 

‘Maybe I’ve been holding on well until now.’

 

But now that this moment had arrived, Sena felt worried.

 

‘…What exactly am I supposed to do during this?’

 

He knew the theory, of course.

 

But he wasn’t exactly sure about the specifics.

 

In his previous life, he had been too busy studying.

 

In his current life, the thought of doing anything as a minor felt inappropriate.

 

After that, he was too busy surviving.

 

‘Do I just stay still?’

 

…But wouldn’t that be too pathetic?

 

He was a man, after all. Losing during the day and at night too was too much.

 

At least at night, Sena wanted to win.

 

Perhaps his desperation was heard.

 

A scene flashed through his mind.

 

-‘Remember this, Sena.’

 

-‘Huh? What’s with you all of a sudden?’

 

It was the night before he entered the Academy, when Seria became an official priest, and they were sleeping together.

 

-‘Someday, you’ll find someone you love, right? You look like that.’

 

-‘…Is that a compliment? Thanks. You’re pretty too, Seria.’

 

-‘Hah, you should have said that yesterday. I wouldn’t have hesitated to eat you up.’

 

-‘Huh?’

 

-‘Anyway, for that day, I’ll teach you something, so just follow what I do from now on.’

 

-‘…What?’

 

-‘This is for me, no, for you. First…’

 

Seria had taught him various things.

 

Honestly, they were embarrassing actions to do in front of a childhood friend.

 

However, Seria was a bit scary that day. She talked about the sadness of having to live as a celibate from now on.

 

So he had no choice but to do everything she asked.

 

-‘I’ve raised you well, and now thinking you’ll give it to another woman makes me furious.’

 

-‘Father Seria…?’

 

-‘What, Sister Sena?’

 

Surrk.

 

Sylvia took off her clothes

 

Sena stared blankly at Sylvia’s body for the first time.

 

She had a good figure, probably because she was a knight.

 

Sena slowly touched Sylvia’s abs.

 

Sylvia’s body trembled slightly at the touch.

 

It seemed to bring her back to her senses a bit.

 

Sylvia, having shown everything, covered her chest with her arms.

 

“W-what are you looking at?”

 

“I was just noticing how hard you’ve been training.”

 

“…Of course. I’m a knight, after all.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Sylvia bit her lip and turned her head slightly.

 

“If you don’t want to, just say no. I can stop now. It’s not like I want to do this with you either.”

 

“Sylvia.”

 

“What.”

 

“You’re drooling. And, you’ve been pretty wet down there for a while.”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia’s body suddenly heated up enough for Sena to feel it.

 

Her face turned bright red too. Sylvia quickly wiped her lips.

 

“I-it’s weird if I’m the only one undressed.”

 

Sena thought for a moment, then grabbed the skirt below and pulled it over his head.

 

“I’ve made up my mind, but if you keep hesitating, I’ll run away…?”

 

“…!”

 

“Don’t hold back, just go ahead.”

 

Sena held the skirt in his mouth and turned his head to the side.

 

“… It’s my first time, so please be gentle.”
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The sound of sparrows chirping came with the morning sunlight.

 

As Sena slowly opened his eyes, he saw Sylvia sleeping soundly in front of him.

 

The transparent skin was visible. With a flushed face, Sena grabbed the blanket tightly.

 

‘I did it.’

 

The feeling of the first experience was not as great as he had imagined.

 

Just that it was hard to keep up with Sylvia’s stamina.

 

And that women seem to be in pain to some extent.

 

What’s certain is…

 

‘I’ve become an adult…!’

 

Now, he really feels all grown up.

 

If he meets Cruyff before dying, he should share his impressions.

 

And he should tease Seria. After all, he experienced something she would never do in her entire life.

 

‘You must be very hungry, right? And, and again… ’

 

‘She’ll be really jealous, right? And, and also…’

 

While Sena was contemplating who he should share this fact with, his hair stood on end as he realized he had forgotten something very important.

 

‘That golden one.’

 

Gulp-.

 

Yesterday was so hectic that he had completely forgotten about it.

 

What happened to Astria?

 

Is she sleeping? She must have been looking for him.

 

No, more than that, how angry would she be if she realized he gave his first to Sylvia…?

 

‘…I have to face it.’

(TLN: I can’t anymore… I can’t…)

 

Sena looked down at Sylvia, who was still asleep, and patted her head.

 

It was a responsibility he had to fully bear.

 

No matter what, he had no intention of running away from a situation that required responsibility.

 

Even if any consequence were to come, he would accept it.

 

‘She wouldn’t hit me, would she?’

 

Being careful not to wake Sylvia, Sena got up and looked around the room.

 

Scattered clothes were visible. Sylvia’s underwear too. Despite having done everything, his face became hot again.

 

Having somehow found his own clothes, Sena quickly dressed. He felt sad that even in this situation, he had to wear a dress.

 

After getting dressed, he instinctively moved towards the window. He wanted to open it. Morning sunlight is good for health.

 

‘The fact that there’s no sense of incongruity is rather annoying.’

 

While sighing at how natural he looked in a dress, Sena suddenly lifted his head and opened his eyes wide.

 

…The wings are gone.

 

Then what about the lifespan?

 

[11]

 

“…”

 

It hadn’t increased at all.

 

More than that, no matter how he calculated it, the number was somewhat despairing.

 

11 days?

 

Even if he traveled by horse at the fastest pace from here, it would take two weeks.

 

He really couldn’t go back to his hometown.

 

But Sena decided not to give up.

 

‘For now, the wings are gone. There’s nothing I can’t do. No, it might even be better than before.’

 

He had found a way to increase his lifespan.

 

By killing devil worshippers.

 

Though Sena valued life above all, devil worshippers were different.

 

-‘Sena, if you discover a devil worshipper, dispose of them immediately.’

 

-‘But weren’t they originally human?’

 

-‘Yes. But the moment they become demon worshippers, their soul is taken by the Devil. In other words, they are already like the dead. Isn’t it sad to be used even after death?’

 

-‘As long as it’s within my reach.’

 

Sena quietly burned with determination.

 

Just yesterday, he killed a demon.

 

If demons were walking around openly, there must be more than a few demon worshippers following them.

 

Dispose of them and extend his lifespan. Then return to his hometown and rest peacefully.

 

“…Senior?”

 

At the thin voice, Sena turned his head.

 

Sylvia had woken up before he knew it. She pulled the blanket up to her neck.

 

“Good morning.”

 

Sena greeted her with a smile. But Sylvia didn’t smile back.

 

“I’m sorry.”

 

“Huh? For what?”

 

“For not being able to protect you.”

 

She had a very, very sad expression.

 

Sena briefly wondered why Sylvia was like that.

 

‘Is she feeling guilty about yesterday? I was the one who seduced her?’

 

One thing for sure, it wasn’t the first words a girl who spent her first night should say.

 

It’s probably best to ease her burden in times like this.

 

Sena thought for a moment about what to say, deciding that a light-hearted joke would be better than getting serious.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

Sena approached Sylvia with his hands behind his back, giving her a playful smile.

 

“Was I delicious?”

 

Blush.

 

Sylvia’s face turned red once again.

 

“T-That…”

 

She half-hid under the blanket. After a moment, she shyly averted her gaze and spoke.

 

“…Yes.”

 

“It’s the lord’s role to provide something tasty for their knight.”

 

Sena quietly smiled.

 

Sylvia mumbled in response.

 

“…What kind of lord gives themselves?”

 

“How is it? Don’t you think you made the right choice becoming my knight?”

 

Sena’s joke was effective.

 

In reality, Sylvia was greatly relieved to see that Sena was fine.

 

‘I guess it’s okay with me.’

 

She even felt a little happy about it.

 

“Senior.”

 

“Hm?”

 

After hesitating for a while, Sylvia timidly asked.

 

“…How was I?”

 

“What?”

 

“How… was I?”

 

Sena thought Sylvia’s shy demeanor while hugging the blanket was quite cute.

 

Sena smiled and whispered in her ear.

 

“You were really delicious.”

 

**

 

[11]

 

“You need to make a decision.”

 

Astria yawned and rubbed her eyes.

 

“I don’t want to see your face this early in the morning. Bring me my furball instead.”

 

Astria, who had lived her entire life as royalty, found this journey quite taxing, though she wouldn’t admit it due to her pride.

 

Moreover, someone like her, who preferred to end battles quickly rather than sleep uncomfortably in the field, found it intolerable to sleep in a moving carriage.

 

‘This is the first time a baron’s house has better beds than an earl’s.’

 

Thanks to that, Astria, who hadn’t slept a wink for days, had managed to get a good night’s sleep after a long time.

 

So, Astria was in a rare good mood.

 

That is, until she saw the two religious figures the moment she woke up.

 

“I’m in a good mood today. Leave while I’m still speaking kindly.”

 

Astria, still sleepy, waved her hand dismissively.

 

Ellie looked at Lucia with a troubled expression. They had waited all night for Astria to wake up because they had something very important to tell her about the future of the empire, but they hadn’t expected such a clear dismissal.

 

“Y-Your Majesty? This is extremely important for the future of the Empire.”

 

Ellie, trying to muster her courage, spoke up. Astria stopped rubbing her eyes and glared at her as if she were about to kill her.

 

The calm atmosphere changed in an instant.

 

“How dare you refuse my generosity?”

 

Ellie, startled, clung to Lucia, looking up at her with tear-filled eyes.

 

Lucia sighed, placed a hand on Ellie’s head, and spoke confidently.

 

“It’s about Sena. If you still won’t listen, we’ll leave.”

 

Astria frowned deeply.

 

“Get out.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Without hesitation, Lucia grabbed Ellie’s hand and stood up.

 

“S-Sister Lucia?”

 

Ellie spoke with a troubled tone, but Lucia quietly shook her head.

 

“We apologize for the intrusion.”

 

As they bowed and were about to leave, Astria growled.

 

“Who said you could leave?”

 

“…?”

 

Lucia looked bewildered.

 

Astria, without even glancing at them, spoke indifferently.

 

“I’ll allow you one minute to speak.”

 

‘What an infuriating personality.’

 

Lucia gritted her teeth.

 

Before speaking, she seriously reflected on whether she should share this information with Astria.

 

Astria was a double-edged sword that, when swung, would certainly kill someone.

 

The problem was, no one could predict whether it would be an enemy, an ally, or herself.

 

‘But Ellie and I can’t do anything on our own… everything is for the angel.’

 

“What would Your Majesty do if there was an enemy targeting Sena-nim?”

 

Astria glanced at her with irritation, as if the question were trivial.

 

“Kill them.”

 

“No matter who it is?”

 

Astria curled her lips into a smile.

 

“Even if it’s God. I don’t forgive those who touch what’s mine.”

 

She wasn’t lying.

 

There was no need for her to lie, given her position.

 

But making blasphemous remarks in front of an inquisitor wasn’t without reason.

 

‘I’ll test your resolve.’

 

Astria did not trust people.

 

However, she trusted situations.

 

Words spoken by those who have staked their lives.

 

The moment a knight pledges loyalty.

 

When someone is willing to abandon their beliefs to accomplish something.

 

Lucia was the latter. She had lived her life for the sake of inquisition. How would she react to a blaspheming emperor?

 

“…Then I can trust you.”

 

“Ho?”

 

In that moment, Astria, who had shown no interest, became intrigued.

 

She adjusted her posture and faced Lucia directly.

 

“You may speak in detail.”

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Lucia spoke with a slightly tense face.

 

“Please, eliminate Cruyff Birkender.”

 

After Lucia’s words, a cold silence filled Astria’s room.

 

“Cruyff Birkender… isn’t he Sena’s father?”

 

It felt like the calm before a storm.

 

Ellie trembled as she watched Astria.

 

Her face was expressionless, devoid of any emotion.

 

However, Ellie was sure.

 

But Ellie was certain.

 

Astria was furious.

 

“Why? I told you to speak in detail. Move that detestable mouth of yours.”

 

Lucia felt it too.

 

But unlike Ellie, she directly sensed Astria’s murderous intent.

 

“Ugh.”

 

The air was heavy. It was an immense pressure that made it difficult to speak.

 

‘Is she really human?’

 

She had never felt such an aura, even from the seven cardinals, known as monsters within the church.

 

Lucia opened her mouth with great difficulty.

 

“Cr-Cruyff Birkender is…”

 

Astria’s eyebrow twitched as she spoke.

 

“I didn’t permit a beast’s audience.”

 

“…!”

 

Death.

 

A word she had always associated with others now lingered in Lucia’s mind.

 

Astria, from her seated position, swung her fist into the air to her right.

 

Smack!

 

With a sound of something bursting, blood splattered by the window.

 

It was a bat. A pitch-black bat, now shattered, clung to the window.

 

Astria smiled broadly at the sight of the bat’s blood dripping down.

 

“Now they’re openly defying me. Granz—.”

 

(TLN: … As of today, I believe that Astria killing everyone is the good path. Perhaps some kind of god saw me reading this chapter earlier today and flooded my kitchen, it surely took my mind of this for a few hours. I didn’t see no Harem tag… What is this?? I’m about to make a 1 Star NU review fr.)
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Sena tilted his head at the eerily quiet atmosphere of the corridor.

 

“Is she still sleeping?”

 

He thought it was unlikely that the golden one would be this quiet in the morning.

 

Moreover, there had been no sign of a maid in this luxurious mansion for a while now.

 

However, the sunlight streaming through the window was warm, and he resumed walking, thinking nothing of it.

 

Honestly, he was a bit worried. What would he say if asked where he had been yesterday?

 

If caught? He would try to hide it, but he had never succeeded in keeping a lie hidden before.

 

‘Ugh, just in case, I should think of some excuses.’

 

That was all he could do anyway.

 

He was almost at Astria’s room when it happened.

 

“Ahhhh—!”

 

He stopped in his tracks at the sharp scream.

 

‘Upstairs.’

 

His body moved before he could think.

Sena headed quickly to the third floor.

The very top floor. The baron’s room.

As soon as he got up there, he saw the maids standing with panicked faces.

 

“What’s going on?”

 

“Well, um.”

 

A shattered teacup on the floor.

A maid sitting nearby, trembling and pointing somewhere with a shaky hand.

 

“Th-the baron.”

 

“Move aside, please.”

 

Pushing through the crowd, Sena entered the room and was met with a shocking scene.

 

The baron, eyes open, bleeding.

The bedroom already soaked with blood.

 

“Priest, please use your healing arts!”

 

Even before the panicked knight who arrived first finished his plea, Sena was already moving.

 

‘This is a dangerous amount of blood loss. But…’

 

If there was even a breath left, he could heal.

As he summoned his divine power and checked the baron’s breathing, he realized.

 

“…!”

 

“How is he?!”

 

Sena bit his lip.

No miracle could revive someone who was already dead.

 

“He’s already passed away.”

 

**

 

Sylvia, who had been sitting blankly for a while, snapped back to her senses at the sound of the scream.

 

“R-right. I need to get dressed.”

 

Even while putting on her unfamiliar ceremonial robes, Sylvia was not fully herself.

 

The events of last night kept replaying in her mind.

 

Hot air. Rough breaths. Soft skin. The first-time sensations. Pleasure.

 

Her face flushed as if on fire.

 

‘I-I did it with Senior.’

 

It still didn’t feel real.

It was like walking on water in a dream.

 

Sena was a fascinating person.

He seemed to give his heart to everyone, yet to no one.

 

During their academy days, how many noble ladies had tried to court Sena?

Everyone wanted him, but no one could claim him.

 

Though he appeared harmless and gentle, he had a surprisingly firm side.

 

He always walked around with a smiling face, but he would never do anything he disliked, no matter what.

 

‘What should I do? I think I like him twice as much now.’

 

Sylvia placed her hand on her chest, feeling her heart pound.

 

A smile crept onto her face.

 

‘So, I can have moments like this too.’

 

A past event came to mind. One day, a lady from their class had returned after spending quite a night.

 

-‘Lily, is it true? You spent your first night with Young Master Oliver…’

 

-‘How was it?! Does it hurt? Tell us!’

 

-‘It wasn’t as painful as I thought. How should I put it? It felt like the whole world was blooming with flowers…’

 

 

Back then, she dismissed it as nonsense.

 

The world blooming with flowers?

 

That’s just because you’re a typical noblewoman with your head in the clouds.

 

Even if it were true, such a moment would never come to her as a knight. And even if it did, she would push it away.

 

But-.

 

“Maybe I should change my hairstyle today?”

 

Blushing, Sylvia fiddled with her hair.

 

Right now, her mind was filled with vibrant flowers.

 

Just like that noblewoman had described.

 

“And, well, it’s properly attached. Quite a large… yes.”

 

One thing was certain, Sylvia would never forget what happened last night, not even in death.

 

While she was basking in happiness-

 

She blinked at the sharp scream from above.

 

“That’s not the direction where Senior went.”

 

She had no interest in anything that didn’t involve Sena.

 

Above all, she didn’t sense any hostile presence.

 

It was probably just a maid breaking a dish.

 

Thinking it was nothing, she opened the door.

 

“This, this is.”

 

Sylvia hastily turned her head.

 

It was as if a hot wind had suddenly hit her face.

 

A dense, familiar killing intent.

 

It was Astria’s aura.

 

‘Did she find out?’

 

Her heart sank.

 

Stealing her superior’s man was not something to be taken lightly.

 

Sylvia broke out in a cold sweat and ran.

 

“You arrived just in time, Miss Sylvia.”

 

Astria was standing by the window.

 

Lucia and Ellie stood tensely at the door.

 

Astria, with veins visible on her forehead, looked extremely angry.

 

She stretched her hand into the air. A silver sword appeared.

 

It was Sylvia’s sword. Since she had to pretend to be a priest, Sena had hidden it in a dimensional pocket.

 

Astria grabbed the sword by the blade and threw it in front of Sylvia.

 

Bang!

 

The sword, still in its scabbard, struck the ground at Sylvia’s feet.

 

“Duke Kairos’s betrayal has been confirmed as of this moment. Playtime is over. Draw that sword and slay the enemies of the Empire.”

 

Sylvia instantly eradicated the happy feelings within her and knelt on one knee.

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

“Where is Sena?”

 

“Senior went to see Your Majesty first…”

 

“Dame Sylvia.”

 

The room’s atmosphere grew heavier.

 

Astria’s eyes blazed with a clear, intense color.

 

“Did you not detect any threats approaching the mansion last night?”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia always spread her magic lightly around her.

 

It was a basic practice for any knight of a certain level, but Sylvia’s magic detection was unparalleled.

 

She never missed even the slightest hint of anything. Whatever it was.

 

But last night, Sylvia had withdrawn her magic.

 

She had been preoccupied with something else.

 

Swoosh!

 

Sylvia’s hair fluttered.

 

A shallow cut appeared on her cheek.

 

Astria was pointing her sword at her.

 

“There is only one person allowed to treat this journey as a mere game. And that person is not you, is it?”

 

Sylvia could offer no excuses.

 

“You should prepare to face punishment.”

 

Astria spoke with eyes ablaze.

 

“Yes.”

 

Just then, the door burst open with the sound of hurried footsteps.

 

It was a knight guarding the mansion.

 

“You need to come and see this!”

 

**

 

Sena was kneeling on one knee, praying.

Ellie and Lucia were also kneeling behind him, offering their prayers.

 

In front of them were three corpses.

 

The corpse of Baron Bernard.

And his wife’s corpse.

 

The most shocking was the cold body of a young child on the far right, presumably their son.

 

Astria summarized the situation calmly.

 

“The entire Bernard family has been slaughtered.”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia couldn’t lift her head.

She bit her lip hard and clenched her fists.

 

‘What am I doing?’

 

Half of the world in flowers?

She had failed to do what she needed to do, driven by her own desires.

 

If she hadn’t withdrawn her magic, this would not have happened.

She could have identified and stopped the intruders.

She could have prevented their deaths.

So, it was as if Sylvia herself had killed them.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Having finished his prayer, Sena stood up.

Surprisingly, Sena looked calm.

Even though he had seen the child’s body, he seemed unfazed, as if he were used to it.

 

“What level of knight would be capable of such an act?”

 

“They must have considerable skill. To kill three people without causing any commotion, they would need to be at least in the top 10.”

 

Astria rubbed her eyes, still not fully awake.

 

“No matter how distracted she was, if a knight lower in rank had shown intent to kill, she would have noticed.”

 

When her name was mentioned, Sylvia spoke in a small voice.

 

“I’m… sorry.”

 

“…”

 

“It’s my fault.”

 

Tears welled up in Sylvia’s lowered eyes.

Sena quietly approached and wiped away her tears.

Sylvia’s eyes widened.

 

“It’s not your fault.”

 

Sena gently stroked Sylvia’s cheek with a faint smile.

 

“No one here is to blame. The only evil one is the murderer who killed these people. Don’t mistake that.”

 

Sylvia stared blankly at Sena.

At that moment, he seemed like an angel.

But Sena’s heart was far from peaceful.

 

‘I can’t forgive this.’

 

Sena never harbored ill feelings toward anyone.

He believed that such negative emotions were useless and brought no benefit.

 

He could forgive any mistake.

 

But this time was different.

 

For the first time, Sena felt the emotion of anger.

 

‘The child wasn’t even five years old.’

 

The cause of death was excessive bleeding.

Unlike the baron, there were signs of resistance.

 

That meant the child had felt significant pain before dying.

 

The expression on the child’s face was twisted.

There were clear tear streaks, even without looking closely.

 

‘I will find them and make them pay for their sins.’

 

Sena resolved to find the culprit, even if it took up the little time he had.

He couldn’t let this matter slide.

 

“If they are within the top 10, there won’t be many suspects.”

 

Astria found Sena’s angered face intriguing.

 

‘So, this gentle furball can get angry too.’

 

It was a look that pleased Astria quite a bit.

 

“The ranking system does not encompass all the forces within the Empire. There are those who are not included in the ranks.”

 

“Who might that be?”

 

“The Church, for example.”

 

“The Church wouldn’t do such a thing.”

 

Lucia spoke, her tone full of displeasure.

 

“That’s correct. The Church doesn’t need to resort to such methods.”

 

Sena agreed with this view.

However, it wasn’t because the Church was a benevolent organization.

It was because they could kill openly without fear of repercussion.

 

“There’s one more.”

 

Astria’s eyebrows twitched.

 

“Duke Kairos.”

 

“Aren’t they also knights of the Empire?”

 

“Duke Kairos is allowed to maintain a private army. He has a knightly order comparable to the Teutonic Knights.”

 

“Is Your Majesty suspicious of Duke Granz?”

 

“That’s not it.”

 

Astria cast a cold glance at the corpses.

 

“A knight is a knight, even when corrupt.”

 

When a knight kills a person, he does not aim for the heart.

 

This is partly because the hearts of enemies on the battlefield are protected by thick chain mail.

 

But more importantly, it’s to ensure a swift death with minimal suffering.

 

A knight of such skill would find it difficult to abandon the habit of beheading.

 

“In any case, the Bernard family is finished.”

 

Astria shook her head.

 

“Perhaps it’s for the best. Despite their wealth, they cast a shadow over their subjects.”

 

Sena looked sternly at Astria.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“This case will be handled by the deployment of the Imperial Knights. For now, let the knights of the Bernard territory take charge. They need to avenge their lord.”

 

Astria yawned lazily and turned around.

 

“I refuse.”

 

“What?”

 

“If a force has knights within the top ten ranks, they must have a specific target. We can’t wait for the knight order to be dispatched. The damage will increase.”

 

“You’re right. Good insight, Sena.”

 

Astria smiled faintly.

 

Sena placed his hand over his chest.

 

“Then…”

 

“However.”

 

But Astria’s face quickly turned cold.

 

“That is not something for you, as the physician, to worry about. Miss Sylvia.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“We’re returning to the palace.”

 

Sena’s eyes widened.

 

“What?”

 

Astria smiled wryly at Sena.

 

“Hasn’t this been a rather enjoyable diversion?”

 

“…Diversion?”

 

“I merely took a canary from its cage because it seemed pitiful to keep it locked up. Now that we know the outside air isn’t good, it’s time to return home.”

 

“What… What are you talking about?”

 

Astria frowned as if annoyed by a disobedient puppy.

 

“Silence.”

 

“You… you gave me permission! To go treat my grandfather!”

 

“Yes, I did.”

 

“Then…!”

 

Astria slowly walked toward Sena.

 

“But you showed no urgency.”

 

“T-That’s just my nature…”

 

“You’re the one who flips out and challenges the Empress when a stranger is sick. If your family were ill, you would’ve bitten me and ridden a wyvern to get there as quickly as possible.”

 

Sena realized he had made a huge mistake.

 

Astria was an empress.

 

She had an innate talent for reading people’s hearts.

 

“Let me ask you something, Sena. Is this journey purely for your grandfather’s treatment?”

 

A tremendous pressure bore down on him.

 

‘But I didn’t lie.’

 

Sena shouted, filled with frustration.

 

“It’s true! Really, I never lied!”

 

“Is that so? This journey was purely for your grandfather’s treatment?”

 

Sena broke into a cold sweat.

 

Of course, it wasn’t solely for that reason.

 

The most important thing was that he wanted to return to his hometown and spend the rest of his life there.

 

But Astria had no way of knowing this.

 

He nodded slowly.

 

“Yes, it’s true. If you don’t believe me, you can ask Seria…”

 

Astria’s smile deepened.

 

She wrapped her hand around Sena’s neck and whispered.

 

“That’s a lie.”

 

“…!”

 

“I’ve already conceded a lot to you. I played along when you wanted to have fun, and I refrained from killing when you asked me not to. I even participated in this ridiculous charade. Now it’s your turn. I want only one thing from you. Obedience. Then, who knows? Maybe I’ll let you out of your cage again, just like this time.”

 

As Sena tried to respond, Astria struck his neck.

 

Sena collapsed, unconscious. Astria picked him up.

 

She spoke monotonously to the shocked Sylvia.

 

“Miss Sylvia. When we return to the palace, summon the knights of the Teutonic Order immediately. We are going to erase the Duchy of Kairos from the map.”

 

Sylvia stood frozen for a moment, unable to move.

 

She now acutely remembered who had truly been by their side all this time.
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Astria gently placed Sena down after reaching the rooftop. She then precariously stood on the edge, overlooking the territory below.

 

‘Clouds of war are hovering over me.’

 

It wasn’t a thought derived from logical conclusions. Rather, it was her intuition, honed by countless battles, telling her so.

 

This place would soon become a battlefield. It wasn’t surprising. The territorial wars were already happening nearby.

 

Since hearing about it, she had suspected this would happen.

 

Of course, this fact wasn’t crucial to her. No battlefield posed a threat to her. But—

 

‘I must return as quickly as possible.’

 

Duke Granz had pinpointed their location. It wasn’t merely the behavior of a servant concerned for the Empress. It was so subtle that even Astria hadn’t noticed it immediately.

 

This was an ominous sign. She had wanted to accompany Sena to the Birkender territory, but since that was no longer possible, returning was the only option.

 

Astria extended her hand into the air. A momentary golden flicker appeared, revealing her magnificent holy sword.

 

Without hesitation, she drew it and slashed her own wrist. Blood dripped down. Astria extended her hand further to let the scent of blood spread in the wind.

 

Soon enough, a wyvern would catch the scent and arrive.

 

“Y-Your Majesty.”

 

Sylvia, panting, arrived on the rooftop. Astria slightly turned her head.

 

“You arrived just in time.”

 

“Um…”

 

“Use this to restrain the physician. He will surely struggle when he awakens.”

 

A golden chain fell from thin air around her. It was the hardest material that could not be cut with anything.

 

“From now on, nothing would be strange. Granz has pinpointed our location, and he will use any means necessary. This is a race to see if I reach the imperial land first or if Granz stops me before then.”

 

“…Senior wasn’t lying.”

 

“What?”

 

“It’s true that the grandfather is sick. I heard it from Seria too. So…”

 

Sylvia was scared. But she thought this was the time to muster her courage. She clenched her teeth and lifted her head.

 

“How about going to Birkender territory?”

 

“The fate of the Empire is at stake, and you think that’s important now?”

 

Astria looked at Sylvia incredulously.

 

“It’s a confirmed fact that the Empire’s only duke has rebelled against me. And that’s what an imperial knight says?”

 

“When I first became an imperial knight, Your Majesty’s illness had already worsened to the point where you couldn’t walk.”

 

Astria looked at Sylvia with disdain.

 

“So?”

 

“Even in that situation, it was Duke Granz who did not rebel. It must have been a prime opportunity for him.”

 

“So, are you saying that Duke Granz did not plot a rebellion from the beginning?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

“Your Empress is certain now. Are you denying my conviction?”

 

Anger. The Empress’s clear anger was evident.

Despite normally being terrified of Astria, Sylvia felt this was the time to speak her mind.

 

“Before Senior Sena arrived.”

 

“…”

 

“Your Majesty used to kill people almost daily. As if trying to prove your own vigor.”

 

Astria was a tyrant.

However, she only started being called that seriously three years ago.

When she was bedridden.

 

“If something slightly displeased you, you would kill them on the spot, shouting they were plotting a rebellion.”

 

Sylvia had seen this several times.

As a member of the Teutonic Knights, who guarded the Empress from the closest proximity.

 

The Astria Sylvia saw back then was simply a tyrant driven mad.

 

“Within the Imperial Knights, there were rumors. That the Empress went mad after the previous Guardian Knight left. And that she couldn’t endure this era of peace because she had lived through countless battlefields.”

 

Astria’s expression hardened.

 

Sylvia clutched her trembling arm and spoke softly.

 

“…Empress Astria is a monarch who is not fit for a time of peace.”

 

And that was the reason why all the knights, except the Teutonic Knights, turned their backs on Astria.

 

Everyone saw it. The scene of her killing an innocent maid, the scene of her killing a loyal subject who criticized her actions.

 

“Miss Sylvia.”

 

Veins appeared on Astria’s face.

 

“What you just said is treason.”

 

“Duke Granz was a loyal subject who protected Your Majesty even in such situations.”

 

Hundreds of Imperial Knights indeed plotted a rebellion.

 

The first person they sought was Duke Granz Kairos.

 

But the rebellion failed. Duke Granz did not join them. The person they turned to afterward was Duke Wilhelm.

 

Then, thanks to Sena successfully curing Astria’s illness, they were able to purge Wilhelm and the Imperial Knights.

 

As a member of the Teutonic Knights, Sylvia witnessed this series of events in detail.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sylvia lifted her head.

She met Astria’s gaze without flinching.

It was Astria’s eyes that wavered instead.

 

“Do you still think Duke Granz is plotting a rebellion?”

 

“…!”

 

‘Are you saying I’m mad?’

 

Astria, flustered, stepped back.

 

Half of Astria’s life had been stained with blood.

 

Even when she ascended to the throne, she had killed all her kin with her own hands to claim the throne.

 

What followed was endless war. This was the first time peace had come during Astria’s reign.

 

‘Do you think I long for conflict? Me?’

 

Suddenly, memories of the past resurfaced.

When Sena said he would cure the “Black Death”.

Above the cathedral.

The encounter with Granz.

 

-You’re the one who caused the ‘Black Death’. Otherwise, there’d be no reason for you to glare at my physician as if you wanted to kill him, up here in the cathedral.

 

-… You still go too far. Can’t you see me grieving for the deaths of the people, Your Majesty?

 

Could it be that back then, he wasn’t standing there to do something to Sena?

 

Was he simply worried? Could it be that she had misunderstood?

 

“Dame… do you think I’m mad?”

 

“I don’t know. Maybe Duke Granz is really plotting a rebellion. But one thing is clear: right now, Your Majesty looks…”

 

Sylvia swallowed hard and continued.

 

“Like you did before you met Sena.”

 

Astria remained silent for a moment.

She smiled weakly.

 

“Now that you mention it, I haven’t taken my medicine recently.”

 

“You haven’t? Sena always nagged you to take it.”

 

“Medicine is bitter. I don’t like taking it.”

 

‘Like a child…’

 

Despite the situation, Sylvia couldn’t help but think that.

 

“But Miss Sylvia.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Duke Granz is no loyal subject.”

 

Astria sent her holy sword back.

 

The oppressive aura that had been suffocating the air disappeared as well.

 

Without the tyrannical atmosphere, Astria looked like an incredibly frail girl.

 

“He would never swear loyalty to me.”

 

-‘Do you pledge your loyalty to me, Duke Granz Kairos? I find that hard to believe.’

 

Astria had killed her father to ascend to the throne.

 

Granz had been the Guard Knight of the previous Emperor. He was considered the strongest Swordmaster in the Empire’s history.

 

-‘I pledge my loyalty to the Empire. But please, spare Lady Marianne. She is your mother, after all.’

 

Granz had sworn loyalty.

As the strongest knight in history, many knights followed him.

 

Astria, judging it would help stabilize her rule, accepted his request.

 

“But it’s not just because I’m mad with paranoia that I doubt him.”

 

However, she only half-granted his request.

 

She cut the Achilles tendon of Marianne, her mother, and exiled her.

 

“If Duke Granz could ask God to kill just one person, he would undoubtedly say my name.”

 

Astria smirked, glanced at Sena once, and then passed by Sylvia.

 

“Indeed, this is not the right time. I’ll heed your advice, Sylvia Clifton.”

 

**

 

Sena regained consciousness a whole day later.

 

“You’re awake.”

 

“Yes, good morning.”

 

Sena, still groggy, nodded off again.

 

“I’ll help you get dressed.”

 

“Huh, thank you.”

 

Sena weakly allowed Lucia to assist him.

 

“Give me your foot.”

 

“Please lift your feet.”

 

Hmm.

 

Sena watched Lucia put on his socks with a blank expression.

 

Why is an inquisitor putting his socks on?

 

And with such care, too.

 

“Your hair is so beautiful!”

 

Why is the archbishop brushing his hair?

 

“…Huh?”

 

Isn’t this strange?

 

Finally feeling a sense of oddity, Sena’s eyes widened.

 

“This is strange… Why won’t the hair on the top of your head stay down?”

 

“Why are both of you here?”

 

“Of course, it’s to assist our angel.”

 

Sena realized for the first time that Lucia could smile so warmly.

 

‘This is not the time for this!’

 

Fully awake now, Sena recalled the events of the previous day.

 

He hurried to the window. Could it be that they had already returned to the imperial palace…

 

“Huh? This isn’t the imperial palace.”

 

Sena looked bewilderedly at Ellie.

 

Ellie sat gracefully, smiling softly.

 

“Though there was some commotion, Lady Sylvia managed to persuade them to stay until you woke up. Her Majesty said we would depart to the next territory as soon as you awoke.”

 

Sena blinked in surprise.

 

Hwaaah-.

 

A burst of warmth filled him.

 

“Sylvia…!”

 

It seems he can only trust his knight!

Sena quickly opened the door and stepped outside.

 

“Sylvia!”

 

‘I will hug you when I see you.’

 

He was energetically calling out Sylvia’s name as he wandered around.

 

Suddenly—

 

“Guh.”

 

With a warm sensation at his lips, blood spurted out.

 

His hand trembled, and his body felt weak as if struck by an illness.

 

A terrible premonition.

 

Sena covered his mouth and slowly turned his head.

 

The number reflected above his head in the window.

 

[10]

 

Only 10 days left.

A number that signified how little time was left.

The collapse of his body had begun.

 

Access 10 Chapters Ahead of the Release on Our Patreon <3
Be Notified of Releases on Our DiscordCh. 108 I Already Forgave You
The time has come to face reality.

 

“There really isn’t much left now…”

 

Sena muttered while wiping the blood from the corner of his mouth with trembling hands. There was no more time or luxury to hesitate.

 

‘I need to extend my lifespan.’

 

The task at hand was clear. Even if he traveled home as quickly as possible, ten days would not be enough.

 

Especially since he had to hide the secret of his lifespan from Astria. If she found out, she would return to the imperial palace immediately.

 

Just like what happened yesterday. Any objections or opinions would be ignored.

 

‘I need to catch the devil worshippers. That’s my only choice.’

 

Sena barely stood up by holding onto the railing. Just then, Lucia, who had been following him, supported him.

 

“Sena!”

 

Seeing the bloodstains covering Sena’s white clothes, Lucia’s eyes quivered.

 

“Ahaha, Sister Lucia worrying about me feels strange.”

 

Lucia’s pupils shook at Sena’s words. She immediately reached into her pocket.

 

“I… I’ll commit seppuku.”

 

“No, no. Don’t say such scary things.”

 

‘I can’t even joke.’

 

The moment Lucia mentioned seppuku, her number briefly changed to 0.

 

She was genuinely considering killing herself.

 

“S-Sena, huff, you shouldn’t move.”

 

Ellie, who had followed late, was panting. Sena squinted as he looked at the room Ellie had come out of. It was right in front.

 

‘Isn’t she more out of shape than I am?’

 

“It’s not just that you fainted, but Sena’s body is already collapsing. It’s not the time to be moving around.”

 

“W-was I that weak?”

 

“…Pardon my boldness, but I’m already amazed that you’re still alive. It feels like Justitia is standing with open arms, ready to embrace you at any moment.”

 

“Th-that’s… I haven’t even been forgiven for my past sins yet. It would be troublesome to return to Justitia’s embrace already.”

 

Tears were streaming down Lucia’s face.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled.

 

“I still vividly remember the scene of you bringing the head of a dead person in front of me.”

 

“I-I’ll commit seppuku after all.”

 

“…No, don’t.”

 

The number briefly changed to zero again.

 

Sena let out a small sigh and straightened up.

 

His vision wavered. His body was still in bad shape. His head felt dizzy.

 

The red bloodstains on his white clothes felt torturous to Sena, who had a compulsion for cleanliness. He also felt something like residue in his throat, which was extremely uncomfortable.

 

‘What is the best course of action? The best I can do in this situation?’

 

Under no circumstances should Astria find out about his poor health.

 

He didn’t want Sylvia to find out either, but now wasn’t the time to be talking about such luxurious concerns.

 

He would have to tell Sylvia.

He needed to rely on her.

But first…

 

“…I need to change my clothes.”

 

**

 

“This is the shortest route to the Birkender territory. It’s better to take the well-maintained road than to cross the mountains.”

 

At the round table, Astria spread out the map and drew a line with her hand.

 

Sylvia gulped.

 

“But taking that route…”

 

There were no other issues, but there was one major problem.

 

“…The Marquisate of Rockefeller.”

 

Rockefeller.

A family of great merit to the empire and the most loyal to the previous Emperor.

 

When Astria rebelled, killed the emperor, and took the throne, the Rockefeller family disappeared, stating, “We will withdraw from all affairs of the empire.”

 

Naturally enraged, Astria not only downgraded their original status from dukes to marquises but also stripped them of all military authority and imposed various disadvantages.

 

As one of the emperor’s closest aides and a prestigious family, the Rockefeller family, with its accumulated wealth, was able to endure the severe blow.

 

In short, it was the family that had suffered the most from Astria’s tyranny.

 

“Will it be alright?”

 

Sylvia couldn’t bring herself to mention the incident and gave an awkward smile.

 

Entering the territory of a family she half-destroyed after killing their liege?

 

If they knew their arch-enemy was brazenly walking around, they wouldn’t stand still.

 

While the emperor’s absolute power was unchallenged in the capital, it was different in the empire, where some autonomy was allowed for the sake of war.

 

“Hah, weren’t you so confident yesterday? Now you lack confidence?”

 

“I-I don’t lack confidence! I will protect you, Your Majesty!”

 

Sylvia stammered for a reason.

 

The Rockefeller duchy, as a prestigious family, had two Masters in their service.

 

Though Astria had imposed many disadvantages on the family, she couldn’t strip away the master’s authority to choose whom to protect.

 

No matter how angry she was, Astria had a basic respect for talent.

 

“…Protect Sena instead of me. It’s impossible for your dull blade to protect me anyway.”

 

Sylvia’s lips quivered for a moment. But there was nothing she could do. Her body slumped.

 

“…Yes.”

 

“And even if they find out I’m in the territory, nothing will happen.”

 

Astria propped her chin on her hand, looking bored.

 

“Whether they respond or not, I tormented them out of curiosity for two years, and they didn’t budge. Out of loyalty to the previous emperor, they refuse to follow my rule, but they maintain basic decorum towards the Empire’s Empress. Pathetic.”

 

“I-I see.”

 

Sylvia was now even more reluctant to step foot in Rockefeller territory.

 

“Stop worrying about that and think about who killed the baron last night. If they’re related to us, kill them; if not, move on… Who is it?”

 

Astria turned her head sharply, her eyes fierce.

 

Sena, who had been peeking through the door, hesitantly stepped in.

 

“Senior.”

 

Sylvia’s face brightened.

 

Astria flinched and looked away.

 

“…May I come in, Your Majesty?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

Sena blinked at Astria’s evasive gaze.

 

Usually, she would say, ‘You’re too late,’ or ‘Bow immediately,’ but why this reaction?

 

As if… she felt guilty?

 

‘Does she feel guilty for making me faint yesterday?’

 

Considering the possibility, Sena’s eyes widened.

 

If that were true, it would be a significant development.

 

Clearing his throat a few times, he approached Astria and leaned in.

 

“Your Majesty?”

 

“…”

 

“Your Majesty???”

 

But Astria kept turning her head whenever she saw the white-haired Sena in her view.

 

Sena smirked slyly.

 

“Are you feeling guilty towards me?”

 

“…”

 

“If you want to apologize, now is the time. I’ll forgive you. Your Majesty??”

 

“S-Silence!”

 

Astria snapped, her face turning red.

 

“I’m thirsty. Brew some tea.”

 

‘So she still can’t apologize first?’

 

Sena squinted his eyes and stepped back. He was slightly disappointed, hoping she’d apologize first this time.

 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

“…About yesterday…”

 

As he turned to brew the tea, Astria spoke in a tiny voice.

 

“I-I’m sorry.”

 

A brief silence followed.

 

Sena beamed and hugged Astria from behind.

 

“I already forgave you.”

 

Sylvia watched them, feeling slightly downcast.

 

**

 

Oh my, oh my, oh my.

 

With only ten days left to live, Sena poured the tea with a genuinely happy smile.

 

‘The shortest route? You definitely said the shortest route.’

 

This was indeed good news.

 

Yesterday had been a close call.

 

Astria had planned to return to the palace and had even made Sena faint when he tried to stop her.

 

Really, he thought it was the end.

 

He thought he’d never return home.

 

But now, there was hope!

 

He didn’t know how Sylvia managed to change Astria’s mind, but it was a great relief.

 

All that remained was the short time needed to take that shortest route.

 

He just needed to buy that time. It wasn’t impossible. There had to be a way.

 

‘If all else fails, I’ll beg.’

 

If he went to the cathedral and prayed with tears, wouldn’t they give him a week?

 

After all, it’s the Goddess; she would have that much mercy.

 

“Sena, let me do it.”

 

“Ellie, please sit down. And Lucia, stop being so anxious. This is my job.”

 

Holding the warm teacup, Sena wore a sad expression.

 

“This is the least I can do.”

 

“Sena…”

 

Ellie’s eyes began to well up.

 

Lucia spoke in a stern and serious tone.

 

“That can’t be true. Someone with the power to annihilate demons in an instant, only able to brew tea?”

 

Sena blinked.

 

“In moments like this, you’re supposed to join in the sentiment… Sister Lucia, you really lack tact.”

 

Lucia bowed her head at his words.

 

“…I’ll commit seppuku.”

 

“Don’t.”

 

Sena spoke firmly and tried to lift the tray with teacups.

 

But—.

 

Tremble, tremble.

 

“…”

 

The tray didn’t budge.

No matter how much effort he put in, the tea in the cups only trembled slightly.

 

‘Is this real? I can’t even lift a tray with five teacups?’

 

Unable to believe it, Sena focused his strength on lifting it.

 

Just as he strained to lift the tray, Ellie, watching from the side, gently held his trembling hand.

 

“Justitia once said: Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill my law. If this is your task, it is also ours. So please, don’t feel burdened.”

 

Ellie smiled warmly and took hold of the tray for him.

 

But even as she applied force, the tray didn’t lift.

 

Ellie, still with a graceful smile, said,

 

“The tea tray is a bit heavy.”

 

‘…Isn’t this a serious lack of exercise?’

 

Sena genuinely worried about Ellie’s health.

This was a level of muscular weakness bordering on non-existent.

 

“…Both of you, please sit down quietly.”

 

At that moment, Lucia lifted the tray with one hand.

 

Sena and Ellie replied timidly.

 

“Yes…”
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“Eat a lot.”

 

“Se-Senior, I can’t eat anymore.”

 

“You need to gain some weight. You’ve gotten too thin.”

 

“…Should you be the one saying that, Senior?”

 

Sena firmly extended a spoonful of chocolate cake towards Sylvia.

 

With a small sigh, Sylvia took a bite.

 

“And what about mine?”

 

Astria, watching them intently, questioned. Sena’s expression changed from gentle to stern as she addressed Sylvia.

 

“Your Majesty, you can’t eat sweets.”

 

“It’s already been a month since I last had dessert.”

 

“Then go get it yourself. Don’t think about touching this. It’s for our Sylvia.”

 

“Aren’t you already eating your fourth piece alone? And ‘our’…?”

 

Astria froze at the obvious change in attitude.

 

Sylvia covered her mouth, chewing, and had a slightly irreverent thought.

 

‘Serves her right.’

 

Sylvia had not yet forgiven Astria for knocking Sena unconscious.

 

‘Besides, Sena, you’ve become incredibly submissive to me.’

 

Sena’s knee had been pointed towards Sylvia from the start. When Sylvia looked at her, Sena tilted her head slightly.

 

‘Is this what it feels like to be married…?’

 

It was excessively cute.

 

A blush appeared on Sylvia’s face.

 

“Let me tell you an interesting story, Miss Sylvia.”

 

“Y-yes?”

 

“Do you know what happened to the knight who coveted their lord’s lover?”

 

A terrifyingly lethal aura enveloped Sylvia for a moment.

 

Sylvia quickly shrank back, whimpering as she clung to Sena.

 

“Senior.”

 

“Yes, I’m here. Don’t worry.”

 

Sena comforted and soothed her while glaring sharply at Astria.

 

“Your Majesty, did you do something strange again?”

 

“N-no, I did nothing.”

 

“A normal knight would have died from that killing intent just now.”

 

Lucia added her simple opinion. Astria glared at Lucia as if she could kill her.

 

“Y-Your Majesty.”

 

“W-What?”

 

“Why do you always pick on others? It’s mean.”

 

Sena’s lips pouted out.

 

Astria was utterly perplexed.

 

‘What on earth is this? What’s going on?’

 

The Sena she knew would have been frightened and submissive by now.

 

But this cold attitude, what was it?

 

‘Is he sulking? Because I knocked him out? But we made up.’

 

Astria bit her lip in nervousness.

 

She couldn’t figure out why. Something was clearly bothering him.

 

Crunch.

 

Astria ground her teeth.

 

‘Am I really being considerate of that furball?’

 

That made no sense.

Astria was the Empress.

For an Empress, the choices were either domination or plunder.

Staying like this was not in Astria’s nature.

 

‘It seems I’ve been too lenient.’

 

She had tried to handle things carefully, but it ended up the same as always.

 

‘Like that woman.’

 

Astria’s heart darkened.

 

‘The one who should only look at me, who should only crave me, dares to look at another woman?’

 

As Astria seemed lost in thought, Sena whispered in Sylvia’s ear.

 

“I need to talk to you. Find a time to leave us alone.”

 

“…!”

 

Sylvia’s mind quickly became a field of flowers. Just the two of us?

 

‘S-Sena, really? Do you want to do that from the morning?’

 

Sylvia’s body squirmed, and she smiled shyly.

 

Astria, watching this, grew increasingly jealous, without even realizing it herself.

 

Clap.

 

At that moment, Sena clapped his hands, drawing everyone’s attention.

 

“Now, shall we talk about the plan? What’s our next move?”

 

“We’re going through Rockefeller, Ashford, and Armand. But why do I have to report to you?”

 

Despite her complaints, Astria explained the plan. And it wasn’t a bad one. Originally, they had considered crossing the mountain range, but if they could pass through Rockefeller, it would be faster.

 

‘This will do.’

 

Sena quietly put down his tea. The future was decided, so now…

 

“Ellie, Lucia. What are you two going to do?”

 

He asked the question he had long been curious about.

If it weren’t for those strange wings, these people wouldn’t have shown such a fanatical attitude.

 

“We…”

 

“We have no choice but to follow Sena.”

 

Lucia said firmly, placing her hands on her knees.

 

“As a priest who witnessed the miracle, how could we take another path? Please guide our way.”

 

No, no. I don’t want to guide you.

 

‘This is troublesome.’

 

Given they had seen an angel’s wings, their reaction wasn’t exactly surprising, but their fanaticism was excessive.

 

What kind of Inquisitor puts on socks for you in the morning?

 

‘…But it’s not all bad.’

 

Ellie. Especially Lucia, who was that scary heretic inquisitor.

 

Most people would see Lucia and plead to pass by quickly.

 

This could neatly solve the biggest problem of hiding his identity.

 

“Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t trust you.”

 

But of course, the ‘golden child’ wouldn’t just let it pass with an ‘Oh, really?’

She questioned them skeptically.

 

“With all due respect, we have nothing to do with Empress Astria. The only important thing is Sena’s words.”

 

At this point, even Astria seemed baffled.

 

“Since when did you become Sena’s fanatics? You weren’t like this just a few days ago.”

 

“That’s…”

 

“A divine oracle was received.”

 

Ellie interrupted Lucia’s words.

 

‘Thank goodness it didn’t get to the wings.’

 

Sena sighed in relief inwardly.

 

“…An oracle? Tell me what it said.”

 

“Protect your angel. And eliminate any enemies who obstruct this mission.”

 

“Quite straightforward. Is Sena the angel mentioned in the oracle? Does the entire Church know this?”

 

Sena was curious about this too.

While it could be specific, it might also just be Ellie’s particularly sharp intuition.

 

“Yes. As soon as it was received, everyone knew. Hamus has already dispatched Holy Knights to serve Sena.”

 

Sena almost spit out his tea at those chilling words.

 

The Holy Knights?

 

Aren’t they the most unreasonable military group in the world?

 

In a world with an actual god, a divine-backed military force is practically a cheat code.

 

And even Empress Astria found the Holy Knights to be a nuisance.

 

“We have one more reason to leave quickly. Let’s depart immediately.”

 

“W-wait a moment.”

 

Sena hurriedly stood up.

 

“Aren’t you going to clear the Baron’s name?”

 

Astria frowned.

 

“You still…”

 

He knew. This wasn’t the time for such carefree talk.

 

But with death looming, he didn’t want to leave even a shred of regret.

 

After all, he had lived well so far.

It would be a waste to end things poorly.

 

He was not saying he’ll save the entire world, but at least it’s a person’s duty to right the wrongs of those within their sight.

 

“Please, I beg you. A child has died. Even on the battlefield, children are not killed. We must make them pay for their crimes.”

 

More than anything, Sena could not forgive that.

 

“No.”

 

However, Astria was resolute.

 

How infuriating.

 

But, as they say, even a dog learns a few tricks in three years.

 

Sena had already figured out how to handle Astria.

 

“Ahem. Your Majesty.”

 

Senna sucked in a breath, and for the first time in her life, she made the face that could piss off the most infuriating of people.

 

“Tsk?”

 

**

 

“The baron has passed away.”

 

Karon, from the vassal family that had long protected Baron Bernard, clenched his fist tightly.

 

Baron Bernard was not a lord that could be considered good, even in a polite sense. He was greedy and often indulged in luxury.

 

But he was not a foolish lord. When the two neighboring counts waged war, the baron, fearing his territory would be swept up, immediately reported it to the church to buy time.

 

During that time, he sold war supplies to both counts at high prices, accumulating wealth.

 

Karon knew. An evil lord is far better than a foolish one. The days when romantic ideals fed you are long gone.

 

“The title should be succeeded through proper procedures, but both the baron’s wife and son are dead.”

 

“Then, Sir Karon, why don’t you take over?”

 

The head butler, Hannes, adjusted his glasses as he spoke.

 

Karon chuckled.

 

“You know as well as I do. If I were to take over, I wouldn’t last a month. For now, you should act as the regent lord.”

 

“If I were one of the counts, I would deploy my knights as soon as I heard that a butler was acting as regent lord.”

 

“That’s true.”

 

Shaa—

 

Rain began to pour.

 

[Baron Bernard]

 

Karon and Hannes, standing in front of the gravestone, were soon soaked.

 

But they didn’t even notice.

 

The Barony of Bernard was the place they had protected all their lives.

 

To others, it might just be a small territory, but to them, it was more precious than their lives.

 

The old woman who would hold their hands tightly and give words of wisdom.

The fruit shop owner with rough words but a warm heart.

The children whose mere presence brought smiles. The future of this land.

 

“…It’s over. In the end, I couldn’t protect it.”

 

Early that morning, when he went to report, the baron was already dead.

 

All his lifelong training had been to protect that life.

 

The light of Karon’s life was slowly dimming.

 

“I will take my own life.”

 

“…”

 

“If I live, I must fight. But if I die, I cannot.”

 

A knight who loses his lord must seek vengeance.

 

However, those who had breached the strict security and killed the lord couldn’t have been a mere force.

 

They would have had the power to erase the Barony of Bernard without a second thought.

 

To fight such a force for vengeance would only bring harm to the common people.

 

“Sir Karon.”

 

“Don’t stop me.”

 

“I will join you.”

 

“…!”

 

Hannes smiled faintly.

 

“How could the responsibility of failing to protect our lord rest solely on you?”

 

“You must live.”

 

“You know, don’t you? I lost my family four years ago. Do you expect me to live on after losing my only friend as well?”

 

Hahaha, Hannes laughed heartily.

 

“I have no more reason to live. I might as well join you in your decision. Who knows? Perhaps the Goddess Justitia will pity us and send us to heaven.”

 

“Hannes.”

 

Hot tears streamed down Karon’s face.

 

“I’m sorry. If I had protected it, this wouldn’t have happened.”

 

“As I said before, not being able to protect it is just as much my fault.”

 

Butler Hannes drew his rapier. Karon paused his weeping, then picked up the sword and stood up.

 

At the moment he resolved to die, the rain began to ease.

 

A breeze blew through. Despite the rain, the wind felt oddly warm.

 

“Oh, that’s too bad.”

 

A husky voice spoke. Yet, it was also a voice so beautiful it would linger in the ear.

 

“According to the doctrine of Justitia, those who take their own lives cannot go to heaven.”

 

They both turned their heads at once.

 

A girl with beautiful silver hair that reached down to her shoulders stood before them. However, before long, the figure seemed more like a ‘boy’ in their eyes. There was no clear reason, but both sensed instinctively that the person before them was a boy.

 

Yet, the beauty of the girl was so overwhelming that they were not entirely sure.

 

It was as if she were something ambiguous, neither fully male nor female.

 

“Who are you!”

 

Karon, still in shock, aimed his sword at the intruder.

 

‘She’s gotten very close without us sensing a thing. It’s not just strength; it’s as if she’s not even human…’

 

He was certain he was seeing clearly.

He knew this wasn’t a dream. But it felt unreal.

The situation felt entirely that way to Karon.

 

“I’m Sena.”

 

Sena approached with a mischievous smile, paying no heed to the sword aimed at him.

 

“If you come any closer, I’ll cut you.”

 

“I know you won’t.”

 

Sena continued to approach with a friendly demeanor. Karon’s sword was aimed precisely at Sena’s heart, but Sena did not stop, and just before the sword would have struck, Karon had to lower it.

 

‘This is a peculiar person. I’ve never felt such strange emotions from anyone before.’

 

Overcome with pure curiosity, Karon asked.

 

“…How did you know I wouldn’t strike?”

 

“There are still ten days left.”

 

“What?”

 

As he tried to understand the meaning of the words, Sena glanced at Karon’s head and smiled brightly.

 

“Fortunately, it has returned. Congratulations. You are destined for a long life. You will live happily for a long, long time.”

 

“…What on earth?”

 

Everything was filled with uncertainty, from the identity of this ambiguous figure before him to all that Sena was saying.

 

“By the way, this is a continuation of what I mentioned earlier. Instead of something as frightening as self-destruction, I’ll show you a better way.”

 

Sena extended his hands. To both of them, it felt like an angel’s salvation.

 

Even though the weather wasn’t particularly clear, it seemed like the most radiant day imaginable.

 

“Take my hand. Then, you will be saved.”
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Sena walked with his hands clasped behind his back.

 

He hummed a tune, looking like a picture-perfect image.

 

“So, who are you?”

 

Karon, who had accepted the proposal but was still curious about Sena’s identity, asked.

 

‘He’s not an ordinary person.’

 

That was half a certainty.

Sena exuded an aura completely different from that of ordinary people.

 

“I’m Sena.”

 

Sena replied with an unchanging smile.

 

“No, that’s not what I’m asking. What is your position?”

 

“I’m a bishop of the Silania Church… I’d like to say.”

 

Sena scratched his head.

 

For some reason, he didn’t want to hide his identity from these people.

 

“I’m a physician. Just an ordinary, someone’s personal physician.”

 

“Physician…?”

 

In this world, healers are not highly regarded.

 

That’s because there are priests, who are considered superior in every way.

 

But, an ordinary healer emitting such an aura?

 

It’s an unbelievable lie.

 

Karon was pondering the true intent behind Sena’s answer when two women who had discovered Sena hurriedly approached.

 

“Sena-nim! We’ve been looking all over for you.”

 

“So, this is where you were. Are you hurt anywhere?”

 

‘Who are these people?’

 

This time, he could ascertain their identities.

 

Unlike the plainly dressed Sena, the women were wearing sacred robes.

 

They were an inquisitor and an archbishop who had come for an investigation.

 

‘That, such people are addressing him with honorifics?’

 

Priests address equals or inferiors with titles like ‘sister’ or ‘brother’.

 

Not using those titles and calling him ‘nim’ meant one thing: an obviously higher rank.

 

But, was there a higher rank within the church than the archbishop?

 

‘Just who exactly is this person?’

 

“I’m surprisingly good at running away.”

 

“…You really do run well. We can’t even sense you because you have no magic. Please inform us next time you leave. It’s worrisome.”

 

“Huh? I did tell you. In my mind.”

 

Lucia’s body slumped.

 

“A-Are you Inquisitor Lucia?”

 

Hannes asked nervously.

 

“Yes, is there a problem?”

 

Lucia spoke in a chilling tone, unlike when she had spoken to Sena.

 

“…N-No, I just thought you had already left for the investigation.”

 

That’s right. Lucia had come to this territory to find devil worshippers, hadn’t she?

 

Sena stroked his chin. He hadn’t forgotten something quite important.

 

‘War. Devil worshippers. And the Baron’s murder.’

 

He thought they might be related. The possibility of those three terrible events occurring by chance was slim.

 

“Who stands to gain from the baron’s death?”

 

Hannes answered Sena’s question.

 

“It’s likely the two Earls.”

 

“Why?”

 

“The baron was looking to profit from the war. He was selling large quantities of supplies to only the disadvantaged fronts. He wanted this war to last as long as possible. But from their perspective, it must have been quite annoying. They want to end the war quickly, but they can’t.”

 

“How long has this war been going on?”

 

“Three years.”

 

‘A territorial war for three years?’

 

Usually, people don’t go to territorial wars with the intent to die.

After all, they’re still part of the same empire.

The longer the war drags on, the more it’s a curse that eats away at both sides.

Even if they win, there’s no real benefit.

 

“I see. I understand the situation.”

 

‘You were too greedy, Baron Bernard.’

 

Thus, it was certain that the two counts had the motive.

 

Sena briskly walked and opened the mansion door.

 

“Come to think of it, I apologize. I’ve been treating this mansion like my own home.”

 

In truth, this behavior was quite irritating to the two retainers.

 

No matter his status, he was acting as if he were the master of the house.

 

However, neither Karon nor Hannes thought much of it. That was because it felt so natural for Sena to open the mansion door.

 

“No, it’s fine. You’re helping us who have nothing.”

 

‘Revenge might be possible.’

 

Although they still couldn’t grasp Sena’s identity, they were certain he held a significant position within the church.

 

There was no way an inquisitor would act so humble otherwise.

 

There was hope.

Karon and Hannes began to see hope.

 

“I’m going in.”

 

Sena opened the door to the room where Astria and Sylvia remained.

 

The two were discussing with a map of Baron Bernard’s territory.

 

They were strategizing on how to deal with the Holy Knights should they arrive.

 

‘So, we need to resolve this quickly.’

 

He didn’t want them to fight.

If possible, he wanted to avoid it until his dying breath.

 

Moreover, he didn’t have much time left.

 

“You’re back.”

 

“Where have you been wandering off to, Senior?”

 

‘But, something about their atmosphere feels tense.’

 

For some reason, it felt like their relationship had suddenly worsened.

 

“It seems likely that one of the two earls engaged in the war is the culprit.”

 

“I thought as much.”

 

“Did you know?”

 

Astria nodded slowly without taking her eyes off the map.

 

“Judging by the location, the side that takes over this barony has a higher chance of winning the war.”

 

She seemed to be looking at the incident from a war strategist’s perspective.

 

“Can you handle it?”

 

Astria spoke quietly as Sena was pondering how to solve the case.

 

“Yes?”

 

“I’m asking if you can really solve this case by yourself.”

 

That was Sena’s determination.

 

While the two considered how to deal with the Holy Knights, Sena focused on solving the case.

 

Since he had insisted on taking it on, it was only right he resolved it himself, according to Sena’s logic.

 

“Of course.”

 

“You seem quite confident. Do you have a plan? You know we’re running out of time.”

 

Astria took a deep breath.

 

“Judging by the structure of this castle, we can hold off the Holy Knights for about half a day. Of course, if we kill them all, we can hold indefinitely.”

 

Sena shook his head four times, indicating his strong refusal.

 

“I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

 

Astria narrowed her eyes.

 

“You heard that, Miss Sylvia? This furball is hopeless.”

 

“Senior…”

 

This time, even Sylvia couldn’t defend Sena.

 

Preventing the Holy Knights from breaking in without anyone getting hurt?

 

“I still refuse. And by the way, I won’t allow either of you to get hurt either. If it comes to that, I’ll just surrender to the Church.”

 

But Sena’s resolve was firm.

 

Astria furrowed her brows.

 

‘I’d like to dismiss his opinion, but…’

 

Fear.

It was Astria’s favored tool for achieving her goals.

She was proficient in its use.

Thus, Astria knew.

 

‘Truly precious things’ should never be touched.

She had seen it many times. People who lost what was most precious to them would do anything.

 

To Sena, the most precious thing was ‘human life’ itself.

Astria instinctively understood that if she disregarded Sena’s most valued principle any further, there would be no turning back.

 

“If we calculate their arrival time, we have about three days. You must resolve everything within that time.”

 

‘This is the last. The very last concession. Once this is over, I will address all the rudeness I have endured.’

 

Astria resolved herself.

 

Once they left this territory, she would properly educate that insolent furball.

 

Who he belonged to and what he should do.

 

Just the thought of what she would do in the future relieved her so much that Astria smirked.

 

“Ugh.”

 

Sena rubbed his arms as goosebumps rose.

 

He felt an ominous premonition.

 

Anyway.

 

“Don’t worry.”

 

Sena had already thought of the only way to solve this case.

 

“I have a plan.”

 

“Oh, that’s quick.”

 

“Our senior is surprisingly smart.”

 

“…Why are you happy? And don’t say ‘our’.”

 

Astria growled at Sylvia, then barely held back her anger and looked at Sena.

 

“So, what’s the plan?”

 

“I’ll be the bait.”

 

Sena whispered as if sharing a crucial secret.

 

“…What?”

 

“The culprit not only killed the baron but also wiped out his entire family. Conversely, it would be troublesome for them if any family members were still alive.”

 

Sena clasped his hands behind his back and walked around the room.

 

He stopped in front of Karon and Hannes.

 

Initially, he thought it was an earl’s revenge against the baron who had involved the Church.

 

But one thing puzzled him. The Church operates like a meticulously wound clock. Once it’s set in motion, it keeps going even if the person who wound it dies.

 

In other words, killing the baron wouldn’t help at all.

 

However, after hearing the story from the baron’s retainers, he realized the truth was more practical and straightforward.

 

‘In the Empire, if there’s no legitimate heir, the territory automatically reverts to the monarch.’

 

Once it reverts to the emperor’s domain, all previous entanglements of the territory are reset.

 

“Do you know which earl had the last significant transaction with the baron? It must have been a substantial deal.”

 

“The Earl of Queensbury. He took a large quantity of military supplies. And food too.”

 

“The payment hasn’t been received yet, has it?”

 

“No. During the war, it’s common to deliver supplies first… Wait, could it be…?”

 

Simply put, it might have been a scheme by the Earl of Queensbury to avoid paying that large sum.

 

But thinking a bit more intricately, it could have been a message to someone who might catch on to the truth.

 

“That’s pure heresy. They must be judged immediately.”

 

Lucia’s voice was filled with murderous intent, and Sena smiled.

 

There was no group as pure as the Church in this world.

 

“I get the gist. But what do you mean by becoming bait?”

 

Astria asked, sensing something unusual.

 

“Senior, I really don’t want to lock you up somewhere.”

 

Even Sylvia was cold this time.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and motioned for everyone to sit.

 

“Anyway, regardless of the truth, one thing is clear. If someone appears to succeed the baron, they will probably come to kill again.”

 

Sena looked at Karon, who seemed dazed, clasped his hands, and looked at him with sparkling eyes.

 

“Sir Knight, did you know?”

 

“Yes, yes?”

 

“I am actually the hidden illegitimate child of Baron Bernard.”

 

“…!”

 

“So, I am the next in line to inherit the title of Baron Bernard.”

 

There was a brief moment of silence.

As Astria and Sylvia stared at Sena’s upright hair with sour eyes, Karon and Hannes simultaneously knelt on one knee.

 

“Your Excellency, the 31st Baron Bernard.”
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All the maids and guards in the mansion were evacuated.

 

They were asked to spread the rumor that the baron had died, and that his illegitimate child remained.

 

Now, all that was left to do was wait.

 

Sena, in his pajamas, headed towards the balcony.

 

‘It’s bright tonight.’

 

He opened the window and stared blankly outside.

 

Once the clock passed, there would be 9 days left.

 

9 days.

 

Finally, it had decreased to a single digit.

 

‘Can I do it?’

 

He knew how to extend his life.

 

The problem was time.

 

Could he find the devil worshiper within 9 days?

 

More importantly, could he solve this case in 9 days?

 

-I disagree. This matter should have been entrusted to the knights. As Her Majesty said, you’re a physician, not a knight.

 

Sylvia had given this advice until the very end.

 

She wasn’t wrong.

 

That might be the most rational choice.

 

Would solving this case be more valuable than fulfilling his last wish of returning to his hometown?

 

If he asked himself, the answer would still be the same.

 

‘Yes.’

 

Sena had imagined his end countless times.

 

A little over 9 days. If he didn’t extend his life, he would die in a carriage.

 

If so, he would rather die helping others. At least then, his existence would have some meaning.

 

Sena’s resolve was firm. It had been ignited at some point.

 

At that moment, a silent figure suddenly appeared.

 

“Senior.”

 

“Oh, you scared me.”

 

“Why are you so startled?”

 

Sylvia lightly jumped over the window sill.

 

‘This is the third floor.’

 

It was always surprising how knights of this era displayed superhuman strength.

 

“Did you come because you were worried about me?”

 

“That’s not it.”

 

Sylvia seemed eager to make up for her past mistake.

 

“…As long as I’m here, unauthorized intrusions are impossible. I won’t make the same mistake as last time.”

 

What should he say?

 

The decision didn’t take long.

 

“I trust you, my knight.”

 

Sena smiled faintly.

 

“By the way, why did you come here?”

 

“…You called for me, Senior.”

 

“Oh. Right, I did.”

 

– The two of us have something to talk about.

 

He recalled the words he had whispered to Sylvia.

 

“What is it?”

 

“Well, you see.”

 

Sena’s face was slightly flushed. It was probably the cold. But perhaps it was also a bit of excitement.

 

“Um, it’s nothing.”

 

“What is it? Don’t leave me hanging.”

 

“Haha.”

 

“It’s about your lifespan, isn’t it?”

 

“…Yes.”

 

“It’s alright. I already know and I’m prepared to hear it. And don’t worry too much.”

 

Sylvia closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

 

“I’ve encountered a devil worshiper once before. And I never miss the presence of someone I’ve met, even once.”

 

“Oh, how reassuring.”

 

Sena clapped his hands with a happy face.

 

The applause soon faded, and Sena smiled faintly.

 

“Alright, I’ll tell you.”

 

But when he actually tried to speak, the words wouldn’t come out.

 

He had been hiding this for so long.

 

‘I never thought this day would come.’

 

A secret he had vowed never to tell anyone. A secret he desperately wanted to keep hidden.

 

Now, it was time to speak.

 

Sena spoke neither too seriously nor too lightly.

 

“I’m going to die in 9 days.”

 

“What do you mean…”

 

Sylvia didn’t quite understand what Sena was saying.

 

“What… are you talking about?”

 

“Just as I said. It’s past midnight now, so I have 9 days left. There’s very little time left, isn’t there?”

 

“What do you mean, what are you talking about right now?!”

 

Sylvia’s sharp voice echoed in the air. Sena was momentarily surprised by the loud voice but then smiled bitterly.

 

The normally pitiful sight of his drooping silver hair didn’t evoke any sympathy today.

 

“9 days? You’re saying 9 days?”

 

“…You know, right? I don’t have much time left.”

 

“No, right? You’re lying, right? That doesn’t make any sense. No matter how great of a physician you are, how can you know that so precisely?”

 

Sylvia couldn’t believe it. No, she didn’t believe it.

 

“How can you make such a scary joke, Senior? I know your health isn’t good, and that your remaining lifespan isn’t long. But 9 days is just too short. At least a year, that much…”

 

“Wow, it would be really nice if I could live for a year.”

 

He knew.

 

He knew that Sena didn’t have much time left.

 

He had seen and heard enough to know.

 

So he had been prepared.

 

But Sylvia only just realized it now.

 

She didn’t know what it meant to lose this person standing before her.

 

The fear made her mind go blank.

 

“…How can you say that?”

 

“What?”

 

“You only have 9 days left.”

 

She looked at Sena. He had the same face as usual. He looked somewhat relaxed, with no sign of anxiety. A saintly face.

 

“But how can you be so calm? No, what are you doing when you have so little time left?”

 

“Haha, sorry, sorry. I’m a bit slow. You know? It takes me two hours to eat a baguette.”

 

“You’re too slow! This is no time to be like this! We don’t have enough time even if we start looking for the devil worshiper right now!”

 

Every minute and second felt incredibly precious to Sylvia now, moments that had passed by unnoticed until yesterday.

 

Sena, as if reading Sylvia’s thoughts, said.

 

“Don’t be so impatient. The demon who will extend my lifespan will show up.”

 

“How can you be so sure…!”

 

Sena got up from the bed and wiped Sylvia’s tears.

 

“Don’t cry, or Santa won’t bring you a gift.”

 

“What’s Santa… sniff.”

 

“…There’s no Santa here, right? I forgot. Anyway, don’t worry too much. I’m fine. I’m the one who’s going to die, so if you cry, what am I supposed to do?”

 

He felt a small hand in his grasp.

 

Though she was small, her attempt to comfort him was touching.

 

Her silver hair fluttered, and her pure eyes were like lakes.

 

Sena’s unique clear scent. The soft touch. His voice that seemed to tickle her ears.

 

All of it.

 

Really? I won’t see you anymore?

 

“Lies.”

 

“…”

 

“Please, tell me it’s a lie like you always do.”

 

“Yeah. It’s a lie.”

 

Sena said it as if it were nothing.

 

However, unlike usual, Sena’s hair was calm.

 

Transparent drops fell from Sylvia’s eyes.

 

Sena smiled weakly. There was nothing he could do except hold her.

 

‘How long did it take me?’

 

He thought as he held Sylvia.

 

The time it took to fully accept his death.

 

At first, he couldn’t believe the reality, so he desperately tried to cure his illness.

 

‘Was it about a month?’

 

After doing everything he could, he realized that his illness wasn’t something he could cure.

 

It took him a month to accept his death.

 

Sylvia didn’t even have that month.

 

‘If I had known it would come to this, I should have told her sooner.’

 

“I will definitely.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“…Find the devil worshiper and offer them to you, Senior.”

 

Sena didn’t know.

 

He didn’t realize how strong Sylvia’s resolve was.

 

**

 

On the city wall.

Astria faced the cold night air directly, looking down.

 

“Why are you here? Go and guard my furball.”

 

Ellie and Lucia had come to Astria’s location.

 

“…If you’re so worried, why don’t you guard them yourself?”

 

Lucia spoke with a prideful expression.

 

“Even if I combine my strength with Miss Sylvia’s, it wouldn’t reach half of Your Majesty’s power.”

 

“Oh, you’ve noticed that.”

 

“I am a servant of Justitia. No matter how much you suppress it, the truth is bound to be revealed.”

 

Astria glanced at Lucia as if she were surprised, then chuckled.

 

“You knew I was suppressing my magical power. Are you saying you can see through anyone?”

 

“As you say. An inquisitor must be able to discern the truth.”

 

Ellie looked back and forth between Astria and Lucia.

 

While Lucia’s gaze was directed at Astria, Astria’s gaze was fixed on the distant darkness.

 

‘What is she looking at?’

 

Ellie tilted her head in pure curiosity.

 

“That’s a very arrogant statement. Then tell me, why are you suspicious of Cruyff? You must have come to advise me about that anyway.”

 

Astria’s guess was accurate.

 

Ellie nodded as she looked at Lucia.

 

“We are from the Silania Cathedral.”

 

“I know.”

 

“That church holds greater power than any other church. In other words, it’s not our place to come to a remote territory like this for an inquisition. There is another reason why we came here.”

 

“Go on.”

 

Ellie took a moment to catch her breath.

 

She pulled out a cross from her chest and handed it to Astria.

 

Astria took the cross without much emotion.

 

“A direct order from the Pope?”

 

The Laperci Empire’s royal family had a very old debt to Justitia.

 

For certain reasons, the Church helped the royal family, and in return, the first Emperor declared that he would grant the Church three requests.

 

Even after a thousand years, that promise had continued.

 

It was also the first thing Astria inherited when she ascended to the throne.

 

Astria held the cross in her fist and extended it into the air.

 

It ignited brightly, burning with a blue flame, but the cross did not disappear.

 

This relic was genuine.

 

“…Speak. The church, which hasn’t made any requests in a thousand years, now brings a holy relic and makes a request to the Emperor. What is it?”

 

“His Holiness the Pope believes that only the Empress can resolve the current situation. However, he also said that he cannot trust the Empress.”

 

Lucia was the one who answered. Astria did not get angry at the mention of mistrust. It was a given.

 

She herself did not trust the Justitia Church in the slightest.

 

“He asked us to gauge your intentions. And based on Archbishop Ellie’s judgment, he was certain that you would not refuse this proposal.”

 

“That’s very displeasing. But, it has piqued my interest. I will listen.”

 

Lucia looked at Ellie.

 

Ellie nodded and stood respectfully before Astria.

 

“We detected a Great Demon. It has regained considerable power and seems to have been summoned about two years ago. The summoning point is near here. It has likely been growing stronger by instigating war.”

 

Astria spoke nonchalantly.

 

“Whatever it is, I’ll just kill it, won’t I? After all, I am here. The Pope has wasted a precious relic on something trivial.”

 

“…According to the Church’s findings, the Great Demon has already regained so much power that it’s impossible to stop it with human strength. Even Sena, who possesses immense divine power, cannot stop it.”

 

“And the solution?”

 

“We must eliminate the summoner using the Empire’s full might. If the summoner, who is the medium, dies, the Great Demon will have no reason to exist in this world.”

 

“Who is the summoner?”

 

After a brief silence, Ellie spoke.

 

“…The archbishop in charge of this area is Lord Cruyff. And no matter how great a demon it is, it cannot hide from the Church’s eyes early in its summoning. Unless it is concealed by a high-ranking priest who can manipulate the Church.”

 

Astria reached into the air with an expressionless face. Soon, her Holy Sword was in her hand.

 

“So that’s why you mentioned Cruyff Birkender to me.”

 

“…Yes. We wanted to gauge your intentions.”

 

“And why reveal your hand now?”

 

Ellie slowly lowered her eyes.

 

“It’s today. The day the Great Demon will come to kill the only priest who might be able to kill it.”

 

“Indeed, the tension in the air must be because of that.”

 

As soon as Astria finished speaking, the ground beneath them shook.

 

Thud, thud, thud-.

 

Having experienced numerous battlefronts, Astria immediately recognized the sound.

 

It was the sound of an army charging on horseback.

 

“Hey, church people.”

 

Lucia, annoyed but realizing she was being addressed, responded immediately.

 

“…Yes.”

 

“You said you could gauge the amount of suppressed magic power?”

 

“That’s correct.”

 

Astria’s smile deepened.

 

“Is that so?”

 

Kuhwaaak-!

 

The air around Astria roared.

 

Lucia realized she had made a grave mistake.

 

The power she had perceived as a lake within Astria was just a fraction of her true might, akin to the surface of an ocean.

 

“Seeing that nauseating expression, it seems you’ve finally realized.”

 

Astria’s eyes burned calmly.

 

“Whether it’s a Great Demon or whatever, to me, it is nothing more than ordinary.”
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The plains of Baron Bernard’s territory were filled with dust. A force of at least 3,000 troops had gathered in front of the walls.

 

The black knight at the forefront, after staring at the walls for a moment, approached on horseback. The gatekeeper of Baron Bernard’s territory, who was watching the scene through a small gap in the wall, trembled with fear.

 

“Open the gate.”

 

At the low female voice, the guard turned his head. He was drenched in cold sweat and shook his head in disbelief when he saw the blonde girl.

 

Astria drew her sword with a disinterested expression. At that moment, the soldier felt as if his head had been cut off and was rolling away.

 

“Open it.”

 

Astria merely held her sword at the guard’s neck with a calm gaze.

 

“Y-Yes, ma’am.”

 

Rumble—

 

The heavy gate slowly opened. Astria walked toward the army.

 

Seeing the soldiers with her own eyes, she became certain.

 

‘They’re mixed in.’

 

About half of the soldiers had faces filled with terror. The object of their fear was not the enemy but the comrades beside them.

 

‘Those must be the devil worshippers. It’s easy to tell since they look so killable.’

 

Astria yawned lazily as she walked, as if she were taking a stroll.

 

-‘You said that even lives with no value are precious. Tell me, what about devil worshippers?’

 

She recalled the conversation she had with Sena. Sena had responded with an ambiguous smile.

 

-‘I think human lives are more important. After all, I’m not a veterinarian.’

 

Step.

 

Astria stopped walking.

 

Astria stopped walking. A few meters away, the black knight also stopped his horse and slowly removed his helmet.

 

He appeared to be in his mid-forties.

 

His eyes were slit-like, and countless eyeballs rolled incessantly within them.

 

“There’s no need to be so afraid.”

 

His tone was completely flat. Astria said nothing, whether out of shock or not.

 

Misinterpreting her silence, the black knight unnaturally curled his lips into a smile and dismounted.

 

“Human, I sense immense divine power from within. Kill and bring them to me. Then, I’ll let you live.”

 

“…You’re ugly.”

 

The demon cocked his head, as if he misheard her.

 

“What?”

 

“You’re so ugly, it’s unpleasant. For the sake of future generations, kill yourself.”

 

Understanding her words at last, the demon reached into the air. Black mist gathered and formed a spear.

 

“Foolish answer.”

 

The spear thrust from the demon’s hand. The attack was sudden, without any point of origin. Astria did not move even as the spear tip approached her head.

 

Just as the spear was about to pierce Astria’s head, it stopped. It seemed to be blocked by something invisible, quivering as if resisting a force, then slowly redirected.

 

It turned towards the demon. The spear shot forward instantly. The demon bent his body grotesquely to dodge it.

 

Astria’s brow furrowed in displeasure at the sight.

 

“What are you doing? I gave you the chance to kill yourself.”

 

“…You’re no ordinary human. But even so, you’re just human.”

 

The black mist gathered again, forming countless spears.

 

These weren’t ordinary spears. Each one was imbued with a terrible curse. Even a slight touch would bring death to any living being.

 

“You cannot contend with a demon like me.”

 

The number of spears was disturbingly large, enough to fill the sky.

 

Dodging was impossible. Deflecting such a dense barrage of spears was equally unthinkable.

Yet Astria remained indifferent.

 

“An impressive trick. Who commands this army?”

 

“Since you’re going to die anyway, I’ll tell you. My name is Kavrium. A Duke of the Demon Realm and a Great Demon. A noble servant of the ‘Great One.'”

 

Kavrium wiggled his index finger to shoot the spears.

 

Countless spears rained down.

 

However, Astria, who had been right in front of him, was nowhere to be seen.

 

‘Where did she go?’

 

“A duke, lying to me.”

 

Her voice came from right beside him.

 

Astria was suddenly standing next to the demon.

 

“…Lying?”

 

“You are not the Great Demon.”

 

She spoke as she passed Kavrium.

 

“You are far too weak for that.”

 

Crunch, crunch—.

 

The sound of flesh and bones being crushed echoed. The demon stared blankly at Astria’s back.

 

“How is this—”

 

Thud!

 

The demon’s body exploded. The scattered blood was all that remained to prove he had ever been there.

 

**

 

On top of the walls.

Lucia stood with her mouth agape.

 

“Is that really a human?”

 

Even seeing it with her own eyes, she couldn’t believe it.

 

The demon Astria killed felt powerful enough to make one’s skin tingle even from a distance.

 

Yet, Astria killed the demon with the casual demeanor of someone taking a stroll.

 

The demon, which could only be killed by a priest, was crushed purely by brute strength.

 

The method was as crude as it was effective. She concentrated and compressed her magical power in one place.

 

“If she can do that, we might not need to eliminate Cruyff to kill the Great Demon.”

 

“Sister Lucia, that’s not the case.”

 

Ellie spoke sternly.

Lucia looked at Ellie, who was standing on tiptoe to peer over the wall, with a mix of pity and amusement.

 

“Of course, Empress Astria has impressive strength, but the power of a Great Demon is incomparable to that of an ordinary demon. If you look closely now… hmm, it’s hard to see.”

 

Ellie, who had little physical strength, struggled to keep on tiptoe and began to shake.

 

With a small sigh, Lucia grabbed Ellie’s waist and lifted her up.

 

Ellie spoke again, trying to maintain her stern demeanor.

 

“Right now, Her Majesty is selectively killing only the devil worshippers and merely knocking out the ordinary soldiers. It might look effortless, but she’s undoubtedly expending a lot of energy.”

 

“That’s odd. She’s not known for being so kind-hearted.”

 

“Tsk-tsk. Sister Lucia, you still don’t understand a girl’s desire to impress the man she likes.”

 

“Sister Ellie, I don’t think this is the time for jokes.”

 

“I’m not joking.”

 

“Ellie?”

 

When Lucia spoke in a gentle voice, Ellie shrank back.

 

“Anyway, in a fight with the Great Demon, she will have to use even more extreme methods. It will be much harder and more painful.”

 

Demons always seek the most troublesome ways to make humans suffer.

 

After all, they are called demons for a reason.

 

This time, too, the demon mixed devil worshippers with ordinary humans, making it difficult to deal with them.

 

But the demon underestimated Astria’s power and paid the price.

 

A Great Demon would undoubtedly be more cunning and challenging.

 

“…I can see she’s getting tired. Empress Astria’s great strength also seems to be hard for her to control.”

 

“That’s why ancient records say this: We humans must fight while keeping an eye on the angels, but demons don’t have to worry about anything, so they are strong.”

 

“So, it means that since the angels are watching, we have to fight the Great Demon while being mindful of their presence.”

 

A Great Demon is something you can’t guarantee victory against even in the best condition.

 

As Ellie said, a Great Demon wouldn’t come alone.

 

Demons are more cunning and vile than any other creatures. They never tire, and even when injured, they heal quickly.

 

Fighting one-on-one is already uncertain, and Astria would have to bear all these penalties while fighting.

 

“…We have no choice but to eliminate Cruyff.”

 

“The problem is, will the angel accept that?”

 

“The angel….”

 

 

Lucia thought of the angel.

 

The angel, whom she could only think of as a perfect being.

 

As a human, it was impossible to fully understand the angel’s intentions.

 

But one thing was certain.

 

“The angel will surely open a way for us.”

 

After all, the angel Lucia had seen so far was perfect, beautiful, and invincible.

 

**

 

“Kyaa, Sylvia, I’m scared! I’m scared!”

 

Sena hid behind Sylvia, eyes tightly shut.

 

“S-Senior! It’s a devil worshipper! You need to handle this to extend your lifespan!”

 

“N-no! It’s too scary! Just this once, Sylvia, please handle it…!”

 

Sylvia had kept her promise. She immediately sensed the presence of the devil worshipper.

 

The devil worshipper headed straight for their room. It was highly likely they were the ones who had slaughtered the entire Bernard family.

 

Sena gritted her teeth, determined to avenge the family no matter what.

 

The problem was the devil worshipper’s appearance.

 

It had a human head. Had it been just that, Sena wouldn’t have been so frightened.

 

As a doctor, she had more tolerance for gruesome things than an ordinary person.

 

But—

 

‘A human head with arms attached! It’s disgusting! And it’s holding sh*t in its mouth… ugh.’

 

Instead of ears, there were arms attached.

 

Where a neck should have been, numerous thin legs were sprouting.

 

And most disturbingly, the mouth…

 

“Kyaa! Kyaa! It’s moving! It’s moving!”

 

For Sena, who had a fear of dirt and hated disgusting things, it was like a 4D horror movie.

 

“It’s coming! The dirty thing with arms on its head is coming! I-I can’t… handle this anymore.”

 

Sena couldn’t withstand the shocking sight and fainted.

 

“S-Senior? Senior!”

 

Sylvia supported Sena and shook her shoulders urgently.

 

But Sena had already lost consciousness, her mind reeling.

 

“How much did you hate it if you fainted?”

 

It was the first time Sylvia had seen Sena like this.

 

Sena, who always carried herself with nobility and cleanliness, never showed signs of surprise or raised his voice.

 

Yet here he was, screaming like a little girl.

 

It was so…

 

‘So cute!’

 

Unfortunately, there was no time to continue finding Sena adorable.

 

Squelch, squelch.

 

The devil worshipper had come right up to them.

 

“…Even I think this is pretty disgusting.”

 

Sshring.

 

Leaving Sena on the bed, Sylvia drew her sword.

 

She approached the devil worshipper with half-closed eyes.

 

“That person… For that person. I have to obey that person’s orders…”

 

The devil worshipper, now just a head, muttered incessantly.

 

Sylvia, uninterested, quickly stabbed it with her sword.

 

“Kee-! Kekk!”

 

‘It won’t die immediately, but it does smell awful.’

 

The stench was truly revolting.

 

Sylvia was actually relieved Sena had fainted.

 

Sighing deeply, Sylvia slowly brought the skewered head towards Sena.

 

“Sorry, Senior. I wanted to give you only good things.”

 

Bringing such a filthy thing to the purest person she knew felt terribly wrong, but Sylvia was willing to do anything to extend Sena’s lifespan.

 

As soon as the devil worshipper’s head touched Sena’s white skin…

 

Sssaaa—

 

A massive release of divine power burst from Sena’s body, reducing the devil worshipper to dust.

 

“It worked!”

 

Sylvia beamed.

 

As expected, Sena’s body, brimming with divine power, was lethal to devil worshippers.

 

After a moment of looking out the window, Sylvia sat by Sena’s bedside, gently stroking his tousled hair.

 

Her gaze was filled with concern.

 

“…I wonder what happened. Did it increase? Or is it still the same? I can’t tell.”

 

[9]

 

The number above Sena’s head wavered faintly.

 

[11]

 

It was a very small change, invisible to Sylvia.
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[11]

 

The incident was successfully concluded. Not only was the culprit caught, but most importantly, his lifespan increased.

 

It was truly a joyous moment to see the numbers increase upon waking up. Sena stared at the top of his head in the mirror for a while.

 

“But Your Majesty, what came to the outer walls?”

 

“Nothing happened.”

 

[224]

 

‘Then why did her lifespan decrease?’

 

There was something bothering him, but it was fine. The medicine worked well, so as long as Astria continued to take it regularly, there should be no issues.

 

However, from now on, he planned to be as careful as possible. He couldn’t forget his duty as her physician.

 

Thus, Sena and the others were able to prepare to leave the barony. Early afternoon. They said their farewells in front of a large carriage and five horses.

 

“How can I repay this kindness?”

 

Watching Sir Karon bow deeply, Sena waved both hands.

 

“Haha, I didn’t do anything.”

 

‘Except faint.’

 

Last night was a black mark he wanted to erase. No matter how terrifying it looked, he never expected to faint.

 

Still.

 

“It was thanks to you, Sena-nim, that things were resolved so well.”

 

It was always a pleasure to receive gratitude from people.

 

Sena smiled gently and shook Karon’s hand.

 

“Take care.”

 

“Yes. And may you arrive safely, Sena-nim.”

 

After greeting Hannes as well, Sena moved towards the carriage. At that moment, Astria took out a piece of paper and handed it to Karon.

 

“What’s this?”

 

It was a scroll, tied with golden thread. It seemed quite thick, as if several sheets were stacked together.

 

“Read it after we’ve all left.”

 

‘What is that?’

 

Setting aside his curiosity for a moment, Sena got into the carriage. After a short wait, Astria entered the carriage a little later.

 

“What was that just now?”

 

“Nothing important. Depart.”

 

The carriage started moving. Hannes and Karon saluted simultaneously towards the departing carriage.

 

Sena, remembering Astria’s words about reciprocating a knight’s courtesy, leaned out of the carriage and waved.

 

Unlike the Baron Lihaton’s territory, this time, due to the need for secrecy, only those two were there to see them off. Even so, to Sena, the road seemed full.

 

Once they were just a speck in the distance, Sena sat back inside the carriage and looked at Astria with a slanted gaze.

 

“Please tell me.”

 

“I’m not telling you.”

 

“Why not?”

 

“Because I don’t want to.”

 

‘How petty.’

 

Sena, who had been looking at Astria with discontent for a moment, started whining. In the end, it was Astria who raised the white flag. She blurted out with an annoyed face.

 

“It’s an appointment letter.”

 

“An appointment letter?”

 

“Yes. It’s an appointment letter recognizing Karon and Hannes as joint lords. With the imperial seal, no one will be able to dispute it.”

 

Sena was stunned by the unexpected revelation.

 

“From Your Majesty?”

 

“…Who else could stamp it besides me?”

 

“R-Really?!”

 

Realizing it late, Sena jumped up, hitting his head on the low ceiling and wincing in pain.

 

“Insignificant furball.”

 

Astria looked at him with disdain. Normally, he would have been very angry, but now it was different.

 

“What’s gotten into Your Majesty?! Doing such a kind thing! Wow, well done. I’ll pat your head.”

 

He hurriedly moved to pat Astria’s head. Her lips twitched in irritation.

 

“How insolent!”

 

“Good job, good job. Pat, pat.”

 

No matter how much Astria lashed out, Sena kept smiling and showering her with praise.

 

It’s important to praise her properly at times like this so she’ll do good things in the future. Sena was determined.

 

As a result…

 

“S-Stop it.”

 

Astria blushed and looked out the window.

 

Sena, holding onto Astria’s waist and looking up at her, tilted his head.

 

Is she embarrassed?

 

‘Cute!’

 

Sena’s eyes sparkled. The more they did, the less Astria could look at him.

 

“Heh, are you embarrassed right now? You are, aren’t you? You don’t know what to do because of all the praise, right? Then I should praise you more! Good job!”

 

“S-Silence.”

 

Sena found Astria’s reaction amusing and laughed out loud. Time passed in this manner for a while.

 

‘I’m happy.’

 

11 days left.

 

An unbelievably short time, but Sena felt that this journey would end in a happy ending.

 

**

 

[9]

 

Lucia and Ellie traveled on horseback.

 

The carriage was big enough for them, but they refused.

 

—We can’t possibly sit in the same place as an angel…

 

This was their reasoning. Initially, it was bothersome, so Sena kept trying to persuade them, but they wouldn’t budge. Eventually, Sena had to give up.

 

Sena’s time was gradually decreasing.

 

The Rockefeller estate was quite close, but even so, the empire was vast.

 

Still, thanks to occasionally imbuing the horses with holy power, they could travel without wasting time.

 

Thus, late at night, with the clock’s second hand pointing at 9, they were almost at Rockefeller.

 

Sena was looking at the map.

 

Beyond Rockefeller, past Ashford, and through some smaller territories, they would reach Birkender!

 

Of course, the destination was slightly beyond in “Rendel”, but…

 

‘As long as we get past Marquis Rockefeller, we’re practically there!’

 

Judging by the map, Rockefeller occupied a large area, but once they crossed it, they would be almost at their destination.

 

“We’ll be at Rockefeller soon.”

 

As he was happily lost in thought, Sylvia’s voice interrupted.

 

“Are you really sure about this?”

 

She asked Astria again. It was the third time, according to Sena’s memory.

 

Astria could have been irritated by the repeated question, but she merely closed her eyes and spoke calmly.

 

“Do you think they would really turn me away?”

 

“Well, no, but…”

 

“I’ve been wondering, just how much did you torment them?”

 

Sena had an idea from eavesdropping on a previous conversation but didn’t know the details.

 

Astria slowly opened her eyes at Sena’s question.

 

“I demoted them, doubled their taxes, allowed only one child per family, and confiscated all their heirlooms.”

 

Wow. Sena was genuinely impressed.

 

“It’s a miracle they didn’t rebel.”

 

“Hmph, they’re just a merchant family who only know how to play with money. They don’t have the guts to stand against me.”

 

Sena, who had seen a kinder side of Astria during the previous barony incident, couldn’t let it slide.

 

With hands on his hips, he spoke firmly.

 

“If we meet the Marquis of Rockefeller, you need to apologize properly.”

 

“I’ve done nothing wrong.”

 

“No, no. Anyone can see you’ve done wrong.”

 

“The wrong was on Rockefeller for not siding with me.”

 

“It’s about time you forgave them, don’t you think?”

 

“Forgive? Rockefeller still has the audacity to remain neutral. They didn’t participate in the last war. They are a founding family, no less.”

 

Astria fumed just thinking about it.

 

She ground her teeth for a moment before looking at Sena’s face and realizing it was futile, sighing deeply.

 

“In any case, my decision is final. While they may not have committed outright rebellion, they essentially defied me. Don’t bring this matter up again in my presence. Even you, Sena, would not be spared from a severe punishment.”

 

Sylvia, from her position as coachman, turned to look at Sena and mouthed the word, ‘senior.’

 

In fact, Sylvia had already given him a heads-up. Even though it seemed excessive, refusing a command to join the war was a grave offense that could have resulted in the annihilation of the entire family.

 

‘I know that, too.’

 

Sena hoped Astria wouldn’t make any more enemies. Approaching the matter with logic was a mistake from the start. You can’t beat this Empress with logic; her word is law!

 

At times like this…

 

“Can’t you do it for my sake? Please?”

 

“Mind your own business.”

 

‘This golden one.’

 

Even his ultimate cuteness tactic was ignored, making Sena puff out his cheeks in frustration.

 

Neigh—

 

Just then, the carriage came to a stop.

 

“It’s too late at night, the gates are closed. Let’s rest here for the night and continue in the morning. We also need to scout the area for any suspicious activity.”

 

Stepping out of the carriage, Sena looked around.

 

Night without street lamps was darker than he had imagined.

 

So dark that he couldn’t see an inch ahead.

 

“I can’t see anything.”

 

“It’s night, after all.”

 

“Yikes!”

 

A voice startled Sena, appearing without any sign.

 

“If you get that surprised, it hurts my feelings.”

 

“S-Sorry.”

 

Just as he was consoling a dejected Sylvia.

 

“Lord, illuminate our path.”

 

With Ellie’s soft voice, light burst forth.

 

Sylvia’s downcast face was clearly visible.

 

Sena stood on tiptoes and patted Sylvia a few times.

 

“Hold on.”

 

“…This is.”

 

Astria turned her gaze to a spot on the ground.

 

Ellie’s light revealed a pile of extinguished logs. From the faint smoke still rising, it was clear someone had been there.

 

“Someone was here. Sylvia.”

 

Sylvia closed her eyes, spreading her magical power thinly throughout the forest.

 

After a short while, she opened her eyes, looking quite perplexed.

 

“There’s nothing detectable by magic.”

 

“It’s one of two things: either they’re a master, or they’re a normal person without even the slightest bit of magical power. Like that furball.”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly.

 

“Couldn’t it just be that they’re not dangerous? I mean, if I were out here and saw a carriage approaching, I’d hide too.”

 

“Even so, it’s best to be sure. We’ll start the search. I’ll take this side.”

 

Astria moved without hesitation. The others followed suit. Just as Sena was about to join them.

 

“Furball.”

 

“Yes?”

 

“You stay here. No matter what happens, do not move.”

 

Astria saw no signs of movement in the area.

 

Naturally, they would center the search around this spot, making it the safest.

 

Sena, with cat-like eyes, replied.

 

“Understood.”

 

Astria felt uneasy but sighed lightly and moved on.

 

In the dark night, With the ability to examine a human’s internal state just by touching their arm.

And an invisible sword strike.

 

In such conditions, there was no one who could match Sena’s abilities.

Though, from the outside, his combat prowess seemed lower than a passing squirrel, which was certainly disconcerting.

 

After a while—

 

When everyone had completely disappeared, Sena blinked.

 

His hair stood on end.

 

“Everyone will be hungry when they come back, right? Let’s go pick some fruit.”

 

Astria’s command to “never move” had long vanished from Sena’s mind.

 

**

 

“Don’t worry, we won’t get caught.”

 

In a well-concealed spot in the forest, Chloe and Chris were hiding with tense expressions.

 

“Are you sure about that? Sylvia is highly sensitive to magic.”

 

“Don’t underestimate my magic. It’s a trick that only another magician would be able to detect.”

 

“…I’ll trust you.”

 

They had quickly hidden themselves upon seeing Sena and his party’s carriage.

 

‘How did they get here so quickly?’

 

It was a big question, but avoiding detection was more important right now.

 

Rustle, Rustle—

 

“…!”

 

At the sudden noise, they held their breath and crouched lower.

 

And then—

 

“This should be enough.”

 

Sena appeared, his robe filled with coconuts.

 

He didn’t seem to consider his own size, wobbling as he walked.

 

Chloe covered her mouth. His cuteness was almost too much to bear.

 

‘No, there’s no time to be happy about this reunion. If we get caught, they’ll misunderstand. They’ll think I’m with Chris… Should I destroy the evidence?’

 

She was dead serious.

 

“Oh.”

 

One of Sena’s coconuts rolled away.

 

“Did I take too many after all?”

 

‘Yes, think about your size, you idiot. Just leave it and go.’

 

“Hmm, it’s dark. If someone trips over it, they could get seriously hurt.”

 

‘No one’s coming here!’

 

Their hiding spot was completely within the bushes.

It wasn’t a place where anyone would be walking.

 

Sena toddled over. The problem was, the coconut had fallen right in front of them.

 

‘He won’t find us anyway. Don’t panic.’

 

Chloe had confidence that they wouldn’t be found.

This was a spatial separation spell.

 

It looked like they were in the same space, but a hidden magical wall separated their hiding place from where Sena was.

They had also cast a cognitive impairment spell.

 

Finding this place was difficult, and even if found, it was impossible to recognize it.

 

However, Chloe overlooked a few things.

 

First.

 

-…Just asking, what is that?

 

-Hmm? I found it on the road.

 

-Seriously, who finds a land deed just lying on the road?

 

Sena was incredibly lucky, as if blessed by God.

 

Second.

 

-Why can’t I do it? I want to fly too.

 

No magic worked on Sena.

 

“… What are you guys doing there?”

 

Hiccup.

 

Chloe froze, staring into Sena’s clear eyes.
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In a secluded forest.

 

Lucia and Ellie were walking.

 

“We should definitely inform Sena.”

 

“You know it’s pointless to say anything when we don’t know all the facts.”

 

Cruyff Birkender.

 

The Church of Justitia was already certain he was a traitor.

 

There might be another motive. Maybe it’s a misunderstanding.

 

That stage has passed. There were too many clues already found.

 

Especially, Ellie became convinced due to this incident.

 

However, Lucia thought there was no rush.

 

The Holy Knights had already advanced nearby, and given Empress Astria’s power, they could handle even if a Great Demon were to come here.

 

“My dreams have been restless.”

 

Lucia’s steps stopped.

 

It wasn’t something to be easily overlooked.

 

Ellie’s dreams meant reality.

 

“What kind of dream?”

 

“…A dream where Sena destroys the church.”

 

“…!”

 

“I don’t know the details, but it’s probably the future that occurs if we eliminate Cruyff Birkender without Sena’s consent.”

 

Cruyff Birkender. Sena’s father.

 

She knew he was the only support for Sena, who grew up in quite a harsh environment.

 

However, it was hard to believe that Sena, who valued human life above all, would do such a thing.

 

“There’s no way. No matter how much he hates the church, he wouldn’t go that far.”

 

“…Sister Lucia, aside from maintaining my basic physical state, I’m using all my divine power for mystical purposes.”

 

This was also why Ellie’s physical strength had weakened.

In other words, the chances of her being wrong were rare now that she was more focused on her powers than ever.

And Lucia knew this very well.

 

“It will be difficult.”

 

“I think it’s beyond our capabilities.”

 

Both knew their positions well.

 

No matter what they said, they, who hadn’t known him long, wouldn’t be believed if they claimed his father was a traitor to humanity.

 

They needed an ally.

 

“Can’t we persuade the Empress somehow?”

 

Ellie shook her head.

 

“I think it would be better to bring Miss Sylvia in. I don’t think even Her Majesty the Empress will be able to persuade him.”

 

“…Indeed. Miss Sylvia seems to be on better terms with him. They seem almost like lovers rather than just friends.”

 

“Oh my, if you say such things openly, Lady Justitia won’t like it.”

 

Ellie covered her mouth and chuckled.

 

But, it wasn’t just Justitia who disliked such talk.

 

“Congratulations.”

 

“…!”

 

From the dark forest, a blond girl with gleaming blue eyes appeared.

 

Her eyes were like those of a predator.

 

“You’ve managed to pique my interest.”

 

And a very angry predator at that.

 

**

 

“Mmmpf, mmmpf.”

 

“Don’t make a sound, Sena.”

 

Sena was tied up with his mouth gagged. He struggled for a moment, but it was no use.

 

‘What is this!’

 

He was gathering coconuts when he accidentally ran into Chris.

 

Before he could even enjoy the joy of reunion, he was half-kidnapped.

 

Chloe was also there.

 

But why was his mouth gagged?

 

‘…At least they’re safe.’

 

No, first he needed to free his hands. Sena tapped Chris’s arm. Chris stared at him intently. He seemed a bit tense.

 

“I’ll release you if you promise not to scream.”

 

Nod, nod.

 

Sena hastily nodded several times, and the large hand covering his mouth slowly moved away.

 

“How… how did you get here?”

 

“That’s what I want to ask. How did you get here so quickly?”

 

Because they had a capable priest.

 

Anyway, Sena was very happy to see Chris.

 

He had been extremely worried about the missing Chris.

 

He feared he might do something reckless alone…

 

There was one more person he was glad to see.

 

Chloe, looking slightly down at the ground.

 

When he stared at her, she spoke in a very small voice.

 

“…Hello.”

 

“Uh, hello, Chloe.”

 

Sena awkwardly waved his hand.

 

It made sense; he had done something terrible to her.

 

On the other hand, while talking naturally with Chris, Sena’s reaction when talking to her was hesitant, making Chloe look sad.

 

-‘Sena?’

 

-‘That furball. I should have kept him tied up.’

 

Flinch.

 

The faint sound carried by the wind made his shoulders shake.

 

Chris glanced briefly in the direction the sound came from and frowned.

 

“Sena. I’ll explain later. Just, you must keep our presence here an absolute secret.”

 

“Can I… can I keep it a secret?”

 

Chris chuckled at Sena’s clueless face, which he hadn’t seen in a long time.

 

“You can do it. Besides, it’s best to keep it sealed for now.”

 

“Ouch.”

 

Chris took Chloe’s hair tie and roughly tied up Sena’s hair. Ponytail Sena blinked.

 

“Huh?”

 

“I trust you, Sena.”

 

Chris spoke seriously. Sena had no choice but to nod in agreement.

 

“Got it. But I’ll come back later when I get a chance, so stay here for now.”

 

“If you leave this area, you’ll be caught by Sylvia anyway.”

 

“Yeah. I don’t really get it, but I’ll go for now. Just wait a bit, Chloe.”

 

Sena pushed through the bushes and came out. He took one last look at the spot where Chris was hiding before walking into the clearing.

 

‘It was dark, so I couldn’t see well, but Chris was sweating a lot.’

 

Empire. Rebellion. Empress. Guardian Knight.

 

Sena doesn’t know much about politics.

 

But surely, there must be some reason behind this.

 

Honestly, he couldn’t imagine the fiery Astria handling things smoothly.

 

“Senior.”

 

As soon as he reached the clearing, Sylvia came striding over, panting.

 

“Where have you been… what’s that?”

 

“Coconuts. They contain antioxidants, medium-chain fatty acids, vitamins, and minerals that help boost immunity.”

 

“…Senior, are you sick?”

 

Don’t look at me like that. …I have my own reasons.

 

Sena dropped the coconuts he had gathered into his robe.

There were quite a few. It was worth the effort of walking around with sore arms.

 

“Doing something useless again.”

 

Astria passed by with a light comment.

 

“Then I won’t give any to Your Majesty!”

 

“I wouldn’t eat it even if you gave it to me.”

 

‘Who do you think I brought these for?’

 

A balanced diet is important for patients.

Seeing her health decline, he went through all this trouble, only to be treated like this.

He wasn’t wandering around out of boredom.

Feeling disappointed, he looked at Astria, who turned her head sharply and headed to the carriage.

 

“For us… How can I thank you?”

 

“As expected, Sena, you’re such a warm-hearted person!”

 

The only ones who appreciated it were the priests.

His feelings towards the Church were starting to improve a bit.

 

“Nothing unusual happened?”

 

“It’s strange. There were traces, but no people, even when we looked closely.”

 

Sylvia picked up one of the coconuts on the ground.

 

A very hard, round thing. Is this really good for you?

 

Sena wouldn’t be wrong, but honestly, it felt cumbersome to eat.

 

“I see. It’s strange that Sylvia missed any signs…”

 

Sena felt a sense of déjà vu as he spoke.

 

‘Wait a minute, so that campfire belonged to Chris.’

 

He realized the culprit belatedly.

 

“We did find out something, though.”

 

“Find out something?”

 

“It’s obvious. We looked quite far but found nothing, which means they’re around here somewhere.”

 

“…Then wouldn’t Sylvia have found them? If they’re nearby, Sylvia wouldn’t miss them.”

 

“My magic detection isn’t perfect. I’m a knight, after all. There are specialists in this field, like mages. If even Her Majesty couldn’t sense them, then it means the mage is quite skilled… and such skilled mages aren’t common.”

 

Sylvia’s precise speculation almost made Sena’s legs give out.

 

He trembled slightly.

 

‘Chris is finally trusting me after almost a century…!’

 

If he failed this time, it was clear how Chris would see him.

 

He might be remembered at his funeral as ‘a clumsy oaf who always missed a screw.’

 

He hated that idea!

Sena wanted to leave behind good memories.

 

“But there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask since earlier.”

 

“Uh, yeah? What is it?”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly as Sylvia approached. Sylvia started playing with his hair.

 

“You tied it up.”

 

“Yeah, it was inconvenient when picking fruit. How does it look? Does it suit me?”

 

“It suits you, but…”

 

Sena’s nape was damp with sweat.

 

She slowly backed away.

 

“You, who hates tying your hair up because it makes you look like a girl, tied it up just because it was a bit inconvenient? And a ponytail, no less?”

 

“Even I want a change sometimes.”

 

However, Sena wasn’t very good at lying.

 

It was more that his hair kept sticking up.

 

Actually, he was quite good at lying. He always lied about one thing or another.

 

“Well, you are rather unpredictable, Senior. I’ll go look around a bit.”

 

Sylvia started walking precisely in Chris’s direction.

 

“S-Sylvia?”

 

Sena grabbed her arm.

 

“Yes?”

 

“Let’s… eat first.”

 

“What are you talking about? It could be dangerous. Let go of me.”

 

“Uh, um…”

 

“Really, you’re going to get in trouble.”

 

‘Darn cheeky junior…!’

 

Sena’s pride was deeply wounded.

But he had to endure it for Chris.

He couldn’t let Sylvia go that way.

 

“But, I want to stay with you.”

 

Sena said as he hugged Sylvia.

 

‘I want to die.’

 

He is a senior.

He is a man.

He has to act cute to survive.

Sena felt utterly pathetic.

 

“Ahem.”

 

Sylvia coughed, her face turning red.

 

“Come to think of it, today seems… difficult to endure.”

 

“Huh? What’s hard to bear?”

 

Sena tilted his head in confusion.

Realizing Sylvia had misunderstood something, her pupils wavered.

But she couldn’t take back what she had said.

Showing embarrassment now would mean losing.

 

“…Didn’t you promise, Senior? Don’t you remember? You told me to tell you if it was hard to bear.”

 

Sena awkwardly scratched his head.

 

“I-I did?”

 

“Yes, you did. Shall we go?”

 

“Uh, where?”

 

“Of course, to a quiet place.”

 

Sena was dragged away by Sylvia.

 

Not even noticing the blue light flickering through the gap in the carriage door.
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“Your Majesty? Where are you going?”

 

“Wait here.”

 

Astria, with a cold expression, followed Sena into the forest.

 

‘How did their relationship develop to that point?’

 

She bit her nails in anxiety.

 

-It’s hard to endure.

 

What does that mean?

 

Astria hoped that it wasn’t ‘that’ she imagined.

 

She herself didn’t know how she would react.

 

-‘Why did you come all the way here?’

 

-‘Well, you see…’

 

-‘Hm?’

 

Soon, voices drifted through the air of the forest shrouded in darkness.

 

Astria stopped walking, her expression calm.

 

If she went any further, she would be discovered.

 

But the reason she stopped wasn’t solely because of that.

 

It was a fundamental question.

 

‘Why am I here?’

 

Even Astria, who had everything, had worries.

 

It was about an heir.

 

In a situation where she could die at any time, the fact that the Empress of the Laperci Empire had no children was a significant issue for the state.

 

If not for the title of tyrant attached to her, the officials would have forced a marriage upon her.

 

Therefore, when Sena appeared and Astria showed interest in him, the happiest person was Betty.

 

She vividly remembered Betty’s joyful face, proclaiming that the Empire’s only wish had finally been fulfilled.

 

Betty taught her many things.

 

“Your Majesty, to welcome a consort, you must change as well.”

 

At first, she didn’t understand.

 

She had been incessantly told to marry anyone and produce an heir as soon as possible.

 

They said it was a national issue. So, if she declared it, anyone should comply.

 

Political marriage and romantic feelings? Love? Such things were unnecessary. Astria needed only a child to continue the line.

 

Sena, with his exceptional looks, intelligence, and powerful abilities, was very suitable for that role.

 

“Yes. That’s right. If Your Majesty commands, you can marry anyone. But Sena is different. He is the son of Cruyff. If you marry without his consent, you will have the Church of Justitia as your enemy.”

 

Betty made a logical argument to Astria, who judged everything rationally.

 

“So, for Your Majesty and Sena to marry, love is necessary. At least, Sena must come to love Your Majesty.”

 

Astria decided to accept Betty’s advice.

 

It was partly because her words were credible, but fundamentally, Betty was the only person in the imperial court Astria trusted.

 

However, gaining love was not an easy task.

 

Astria only knew one way to achieve anything: violence.

 

If she wanted a country, she invaded. If there was no food, she plundered. If she desired something, she took it. If someone displeased her, she killed them.

 

“Love is difficult for me. I’ll possess Sena, even if it means making the church my enemy. The timing… yes, on the day Sena returns from the Birkender estate.”

 

One day, when Sena received a letter and sought permission to visit his grandfather for treatment.

 

Astria made her decision and informed Betty while having tea.

 

Although the empty palace without Sena would be bothersome for a while, she intended to fully possess him once he returned, so she decided to be patient.

 

“Please reconsider.”

 

At that moment, Betty did something uncharacteristic by showing surprise.

 

Betty, who never asked twice, dared to question the Empress’s words.

 

“What do you want me to reconsider?”

 

“It’s a shame to let go of everything we’ve built so far. If you must proceed, why not embark on a journey together for the last time?”

 

“What nonsense is this? Are you telling me to leave my position in such times?”

 

“A month should be fine. Sir Rafiel can endure a bit more…! If that’s too much, you could hire more people.”

 

“Hire people? Are you telling me to entrust my duties to vermin?”

 

“Your Majesty, if it’s out of your sight, it won’t be bothersome. It’s only important to cover the gap of a month. Please trust Sir Rafiel.”

 

“I just don’t understand. Why go to such lengths?”

 

“…If you spend just a little more time, Sena will surely come to love you. More than anything.”

 

“More than anything?”

 

“I have a strange feeling that if Your Majesty doesn’t follow Sena right now, you’ll deeply regret it. Your Majesty is still only 21. Life is long. Even without this month, it won’t make much difference in the grand scheme of things.”

 

To find the missing Chris. To track down Isabella. To confirm Duke Granz’s intentions.

 

Various reasons were attached to the journey, but the biggest and most fundamental reason was Betty’s persuasion.

 

Betty’s eyes, pleading as she spoke, revealed no hint of falsehood.

 

Betty truly believed that with a little more time, Sena would come to love Astria.

 

“Just a moment, Sylvia.”

 

“…I’m not lying about how much I’ve endured.”

 

“B-but in a place like this…”

 

“If you don’t like it, just say so.”

 

The large tree.

There, Sylvia grabbed Sena’s arms and held them still.

 

They kissed.

Sena flinched slightly, but didn’t refuse.

Astria’s pupils sank low.

 

‘Betty, you were wrong.’

 

The kiss wasn’t long. Though it felt like time itself had stopped for Astria, it was only brief.

 

Saliva stretched between them. Sena lowered his red face.

 

“…I have something to show you. Since we’ve kissed, you need to listen to what I have to say.”

 

“Of course, I will listen to anything.”

 

‘For someone who has never been loved by anyone, obtaining the love of the most desired person was always an impossible task from the start.’

 

Sena took Sylvia’s arm and led her somewhere.

 

Astria, with a somewhat dazed look, followed slowly.

 

“Chris?! What are you doing here?”

 

“Damn, I didn’t expect to trust this idiot.”

 

“Idiot is a harsh word! Sylvia is trustworthy. She’s my knight.”

 

‘Chris?’

 

Astria was considerably surprised by Chris’s voice.

 

And that surprise quickly turned into anger.

 

How dare her own Guardian Knight not show his face even though he was so close?

 

If he feared her wrath, he could at least have left a small note.

 

‘And how dare you lay hands on what’s mine?’

 

The anger spread to Sylvia as well.

 

Though the leash had been loosened for a moment, Sena was still Astria’s possession.

 

And yet, a member of the Teutonic Knights dared to lay hands on the Empress’s property?

 

Bold. So bold that it momentarily stunned her, but this was an act that couldn’t escape immediate punishment.

 

‘Even if that furball defends her, I will administer severe punishment.’

 

No, it might not be so bad to demand love as compensation for forgiving Sylvia.

 

‘If I can just obtain that love, I will bind you perfectly.’

 

Astria made up her mind and continued forward.

 

To ensure a perfect capture, she suppressed her presence as much as possible.

 

Although the trees obscured her view, she could still hear the voices.

 

Sena was talking to an unknown woman. Astria didn’t know who she was.

 

But from the conversation, it was clear they seemed quite close.

 

Astria found even that unbearable. She thought to herself that she needed to issue an imperial edict preventing Sena from talking to any woman.

 

As Astria pushed through the underbrush.

 

Her view cleared. She could see Sena’s figure from a distance.

 

But the blue flame of her burning gaze extinguished.

 

In her murky eyes, a sight reflected.

 

Sena’s smile, looking so genuinely happy.

 

It was probably the first time she had seen Sena’s sincere smile.

 

“It feels like a class reunion. All the people I like are gathered. I’m so happy.”

 

And now.

 

Astria realized.

 

She was the only one who needed Sena.

 

But Sena didn’t need Astria to the same extent.

 

**

 

“So, Chris. What really happened?”

 

Chris was tending to his bandaged arm.

 

It had been a wound almost rotting away due to poison, but now the unpleasant sensation was gone.

 

Sena had examined the wound, cut it open without flinching, and reached inside with his hand.

 

Chris had shouted, “Are you trying to kill me!” but, after a brief moment, the poison that had been tormenting him was gone.

 

‘Sena Birkender can even save the dead.’

 

The famous rumor from the Academy came to mind.

 

That might not have been an exaggeration.

 

If Sena hadn’t healed him, Chris would have been contemplating cutting off his right arm, which was as important as his life.

 

“Can you also neutralize poisons?”

 

“Oh, yes. Visible poisons are easy to remove. But stop changing the subject, will you?”

 

“If you have questions, ask them.”

 

Chris, half resigned, leaned against a tree. He heard Chloe’s triumphant voice saying, “I told you we should go to Sena quickly.”

 

“…You’re chasing Isabella?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Do you know where she is?”

 

“The Granz estate.”

 

Sena was at a loss for words in response to Chris’s straightforward answer.

 

“The Granz estate?”

 

Sylvia was the one who reacted to Chris’s words.

 

“Are you saying… the Duke Granz is rebelling?”

 

“It’s confirmed. When we put a spell on the assassins sent to kill us, they revealed that the Duke Granz was behind it.”

 

“That’s…”

 

Sylvia’s pupils trembled at Chloe’s words.

 

‘Her Majesty was right.’

 

Sylvia herself had been the one to stop Astria from leaving after the Granz rebellion was confirmed.

 

She was internally quite alarmed. What if something irreversible happened?

 

“Anyway, we’ll be leaving now. We can’t let the Her Majesty see us like this.”

 

“Chris.”

 

Sena asked with a worried voice.

 

“Are we going to the Duke Granz’s territory?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“But…”

 

Sena had a face that clearly showed his desire to dissuade them.

 

Chris, an old friend, knew this well.

 

At the same time, Sena also knew.

 

Chris would never be swayed.

 

Of course, Sena still tried to persuade him.

 

“Her Majesty has already forgiven Isabella. At the very least, we should hear her out. If the Duke of Granz is truly rebelling, then Isabella is just a pawn in this.”

 

Chris knew Sena’s approach all too well.

 

Which was to simply ignore it.

 

Chris was already prepared to leave. While Sena continued to babble beside him, Chris listened with one ear and let it go.

 

“This is so unfair.”

 

Sena was deeply shocked. But Chris, indifferent, kept moving.

 

“Chloe.”

 

“…Again?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“You’re making me do everything.”

 

Chloe sighed and picked up her staff.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

“Sena, you’re always getting kidnapped from somewhere, which you might not realize.”

 

“Huh?”

 

“New magic is being introduced to the world of magic every year.”

 

A magic circle was drawn on the ground where Chloe and Chris stood.

 

“This is one of them. It’s a teleportation spell.”

 

“Wait a minute! The conversation isn’t over yet!”

 

Sena, startled, tried to grab Chris. Chris nodded at Sylvia.

 

“I’m sorry. Senior.”

 

Sylvia embraced Sena from behind.

 

Seeing Sena move out of the magic circle’s range, Chloe closed her eyes and completed the spell.

 

“Take care.”

 

The forms of Chris and Chloe grew faint.

 

Just before they completely vanished, Chris spoke in a serious tone.

 

“Don’t trust anyone, Sena.”

 

“Even if it’s your father.”

 

Sena wanted to ask what that meant, but he couldn’t.

 

There was nothing left in front of him.
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After Chris disappeared, Sena walked slowly.

 

He was definitely worried about the two of them.

 

Sylvia asked cautiously.

 

“Senior… are you okay?”

 

“Hm? I’m fine.”

 

But Sena surprisingly didn’t seem to mind.

 

Instead, it was Sylvia who was taken aback.

 

“Weren’t you worried about the two who went to Duke Granz Kairos’ estate?”

 

“Well… it’s not that I’m not worried.”

 

Sena clasped his hands behind his back and smiled faintly.

 

“Both Chris and Chloe are exceptional. They can manage for about two weeks.”

 

“What?”

 

Sylvia tilted her head, puzzled by his words. Sena gave her a meaningful glance before moving on.

 

‘If only I can extend my remaining time to two weeks.’

 

**

 

[8]

 

As morning came, Sena instinctively opened his eyes.

 

Feeling a bit drowsy, he rubbed his eyes and habitually clenched his fists to check his grip strength.

 

‘Extending my lifespan improves my condition to some extent. But it won’t last long. By tomorrow, I probably won’t even have the strength to lift a single plate.’

 

He checked his condition and stretched. After tidying up, Sena quietly called each person’s name to wake them up.

 

“Your Majesty?”

 

Finally, he woke Astria, who grabbed his chin with one hand as soon as she rose.

 

With his cheeks squished like a steamed bun, Sena blinked. Astria stared at him for a while, then released him and stood up.

 

“Prepare to leave immediately.”

 

‘What’s this?’

 

Though Astria always had a detached air, today she seemed, if anything, a bit colder.

 

‘Have I been neglecting her too much lately?’

 

Sena opened his suitcase and prepared medicine for Astria.

 

Once the medicine was ready, he approached Astria and offered it.

 

Astria, who had been looking at the city wall, turned her head slightly.

 

“What is it?”

 

“It’s medicine.”

 

She turned her back on Sena.

 

“I don’t need it.”

 

“You must. Recently, there have been signs that your health is deteriorating again.”

 

“My body is fine. It is none of your concern.”

 

“What are you talking about? I’m your personal physician.”

 

Astria glared coldly at Sena.

 

“I said I don’t need it. I know my body best.”

 

“That can’t be.”

 

Of course, Sena wasn’t one to back down.

 

He stepped closer and held the medicine to Astria’s lips.

 

“S-Senior.”

 

Sylvia, flustered by the tense atmosphere, approached Sena.

 

Smack!

 

Astria slapped Sena’s hand away.

 

Crash!

 

The mug holding the medicine fell and shattered.

 

Everyone froze, staring at Astria.

 

She was prickly, but she had always been lenient with Sena.

 

But suddenly, why?

 

Sena’s sensitive skin turned red and swollen. Astria looked slightly embarrassed as she saw Sena rubbing his hand.

 

However, she soon turned her head sharply and left.

 

“Senior, are you okay?”

 

Sylvia supported Sena, but he just stared intently at Astria’s retreating figure.

 

‘She found out.’

 

It was pure intuition.

But he was certain.

 

Thump, thump.

 

Sena’s heart pounded loudly. His breathing became unstable.

 

It felt like endlessly falling off a steep cliff.

 

**

 

“Are you a priest… on a pilgrimage?”

 

“Yes, Brother.”

 

When Ellie gave a kind smile, the guard’s cheeks turned red.

 

“Ahem, I apologize. But just to be sure, I need to check everyone’s identification.”

 

The guard immediately looked at Lucia. Lucia, with a disdainful look, pulled a cross from her chest.

 

The symbol of an Inquisitor.

 

The guard’s face filled with shock.

 

“A-An Inquisitor.”

 

“Rest assured. We are merely passing through your territory.”

 

No guard wanted to detain an Inquisitor for long.

 

Thanks to that, they entered the territory without issue, but Sena was uneasy.

 

‘What should I do?’

 

He couldn’t help but think about what would happen if they were found out.

 

It wasn’t like he had never considered it.

 

Rarely did a lie go undetected until the end.

 

But he had honestly taken it lightly.

 

‘I thought she would just be angry, shouting, “How dare you touch what is mine!” and that would be it.’

 

He never imagined Astria would become so cold.

 

Above all, he never expected his own heart to be so unsettled.

 

“You’re wrong. The rooms here are full, too.”

 

Sylvia said, shaking her head as she exited the inn.

 

“It doesn’t seem that crowded. What should we do?”

 

“It’s obvious.”

 

Lucia glared at the inn with fiery eyes.

 

“Hosting so many priests is probably too much for them.”

 

“Does this territory dislike priests?”

 

“Large territories often do. One wrong move and it could be fatal.”

 

Infamy spreads faster than fame.

 

Moreover, it tended to be greatly exaggerated.

 

Though it was mostly the Inquisitors who killed people recklessly, ordinary people thought of it as ‘all priests’.

 

So, the innkeeper would be scared to accommodate five priests.

 

“Then should we split up and look around? If there are fewer people, they might take us in.”

 

“Not a bad idea. Or we could take off these stifling robes.”

 

“That’s not an option. It would arouse suspicion about our identities. You know… that.”

 

Sena trailed off, glancing at Astria.

 

That was enough. Sylvia nodded.

 

“Then, Senior Sena…”

 

“I-I’ll go with Ria. I’m worried about sending her alone.”

 

“Oh, really?”

 

Sylvia pouted a bit.

 

‘Is she upset because I didn’t go with her…?’

 

“Well, it works out. I needed some alone time anyway.”

 

Sylvia twirled her hair and spoke sulkily, but she couldn’t deny it.

 

If there was someone here who knew the least about the world, it was Astria, and the strongest was also Astria.

 

Sena looked at the clock tower.

 

“Alright, it’s 10 now. Let’s meet back at this square before lunch.”

 

After watching everyone disappear—

 

Sena swallowed hard and looked at Astria, who wore a displeased expression.

 

“Y-Your Majesty?”

 

Sena clasped his hands behind his back and spoke a bit cutely.

 

It was a survival skill he had learned back in the orphanage.

 

“How long should we stay in this territory?”

 

“…”

 

“Are you hungry…? What would you like for dinner?”

 

“…”

 

“The inn might be a little small, is that okay?”

 

‘Oh no…! No response at all!’

 

A cold sweat trickled down Sena’s forehead.

 

Astria continued walking without even glancing at Sena.

 

Desperately wanting to reconcile with Astria, Sena looked around frantically.

 

He spotted a decent-looking shop just in time.

 

‘Sorry, Sylvia and Ellie… Please forgive me! I have no choice this time!’

 

After silently apologizing, Sena spoke.

 

“Y-Your Majesty, there’s a dessert shop over there. Since it’s been a while since we’ve been in a big city, how about we treat ourselves?”

 

Astria stopped walking.

 

“I like strawberries.”

 

…It seemed she did want to eat something.

 

**

 

“Please, enjoy.”

 

Thankfully, Astria’s expression softened a bit upon seeing the cake.

 

If her demeanor had been like solid ice before, now it was more like thin ice.

 

She picked up her spoon. Suddenly, a good idea came to Sena, and he reached for the cake before Astria could.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

“I’ll feed you.”

 

“I have hands of my own.”

 

“Sweet things taste better when someone else feeds them to you. Here, ah-”

 

Sena confidently brought the spoon to Astria’s mouth.

 

Astria, who was about to refuse in disgust, suddenly remembered something from the past.

 

‘Even back then, he fed me medicine with that same face.’

 

As she hesitantly opened her mouth.

 

‘It’s meaningless now.’

 

Astria grabbed Sena’s wrist and pushed it away.

 

“You eat it.”

 

Mockingly, she then took a big bite of the cake herself.

 

Sena blinked and stared at the cake.

 

Then, without any hesitation, he stood up and wiped the whipped cream off Astria’s mouth.

 

“You got some on you! Such a waste.”

 

Sena then ate the whipped cream himself.

 

For a moment, Astria’s expression became blank.

 

“Your Majesty?”

 

Sena tilted his head.

 

Astria bit her lip slightly and continued eating the cake.

 

Sena propped his chin up and watched Astria.

 

This furball was now performing the biggest flirtation of his life.

 

Astria, oblivious to this, found Sena increasingly irritating.

 

Every time she took a bite, she glanced at him, and each time, he responded with a bright smile.

 

Feeling an unusual sensation in her heart, Astria quickly finished the cake.

 

“You’re enjoying it. If I had known you’d like it this much, I would have treated you more often.”

 

Sena said as she was nearly done. He offered his cake as well.

 

“Have mine too.”

 

It was not an action one would take with an Empress.

 

It was more like something one would do with a young lady.

 

Astria found it both absurd and…

 

‘…I see. From the start, he treated me more like an ordinary young lady than an Empress.’

 

-Yes, yes. Killing is killing, but for now, eat this. Ah, come on, say ah.

 

For the first time, Astria began to understand Sena’s thoughts.

 

Arrogantly, he had treated her, the Empress, the same as any other young lady.

 

No one else had been so insolent, which is why it felt special.

 

In this light, it wasn’t that special…

 

‘Is treating the Empress like an ordinary young lady truly special?’

 

If so—

 

A fleeting thought crossed her mind.

 

“Physician.”

 

“Yes!”

 

Sena quickly responded, feeling like his chance had finally come. He was also ready to apologize.

 

“Have you ever, even for a single moment, loved me? I mean, have you ever felt any romantic feelings towards me? Have you ever seen me as a woman?”

 

“…”

 

Sena’s silence was brief.

 

He answered immediately.

 

“Of course. I’m a man in my prime, after all. Ria, you’re beautiful. It would be a lie if I said I didn’t…”

 

“…Lies.”

 

Sena froze in place.

 

He scratched his head, looking genuinely puzzled.

 

“Really, you could tell…? The truth is, I’ve never been in love or had a romantic relationship, so I don’t really understand those feelings.”

 

“Have you always avoided situations by pretending to be innocent?”

 

“Haha, no way. I’m not that clever.”

 

Sena’s hair had never fallen flat for even a moment.

 

“I hate feeling frustrated.”

 

Astria reached into the air and stood up.

 

“Tell me your true feelings, Sena Birkender. Or you die here. I’m serious.”

 

Astria’s Holy Sword touched Sena’s neck.

 

 

Her eyes showed not a hint of mercy, truly eyes that could kill. Although they always had that look, it was the first time they were directed at him.

 

“Gasp…!”

 

He saw the surrounding patrons fleeing in terror.

 

Sena looked startled for a moment, then smiled faintly.

 

“I’ve been caught lying before, but this is the first time someone’s doubted that I’m hiding something inside.”

 

Feelings towards Astria.

 

It probably wasn’t love.

 

He couldn’t be sure of an emotion he had never felt.

 

But there was one thing he was certain of.

 

“No. I’ve never had romantic feelings for Your Majesty. I imagined what you might want to hear and lied accordingly.”

 

When I die, I hope you feel sad.

 

I hope you cry a lot and suffer.

 

…This was the one untainted truth.

 

Sena erased the smile from his face.

 

– You’re always expressionless, so if you look at me, you won’t be cute, so force yourself to smile. Then, you’ll probably be able to live just fine, just by relying on your face.

 

It was a fake smile he had been practicing since he was seven, based on Cruyff’s advice.

 

He decided to show her the truth she wanted.

 

“Are you going to kill me?”
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“Put away your sword immediately!”

 

Upon hearing the report, the guards stormed into the dessert shop.

 

Astria did not even glance their way and remained steadfastly focused on Sena.

 

‘Not even the slightest tremor.’

 

Astria had seen countless people on the brink of death.

 

Whether kind or wicked, strong or weak, when their lives were threatened, there was always some sign of change.

 

But Sena’s gaze showed no sign of wavering.

 

It was one of two things.

Either he knew he would not die, or he was not afraid of death at all.

 

This was a matter Astria excelled at discerning.

 

“Do you think I can’t kill you?”

 

“No. I have seen countless people die from that blade.”

 

“But you do not fear.”

 

“It’s not a matter I can choose.”

 

“Oh? If you beg and cry, I might spare you.”

 

Astria moved the tip of her sword.

 

A stream of bright red blood began to flow from Sena’s neck.

 

Yet Sena’s gaze remained unwavering.

 

He did not even pull back his neck to avoid the blade.

 

It was as if he was someone devoid of the most fundamental survival instinct of a human.

 

“No. Even if I did not do so, Your Majesty would not kill me.”

 

“…!”

 

The person whose eyes wavered was not Sena but Astria.

 

“To say you cannot choose, did it mean something like this?”

 

Sena had said he could not choose.

 

That was not a matter of whether he lived or died.

 

It was because he knew he would not die here.

 

It was unbearably unpleasant.

 

Sena’s thoughts were correct.

 

Astria truly had no intention of killing Sena.

 

‘Even if I could read the future, I would still feel a trace of fear with a sword at my throat.’

 

‘To possess such outstanding judgment and boldness. And even hide such traits behind a foolish smile.’

 

Pass.

 

If this were some sort of test, Astria would have certainly said so.

 

“It feels like I’m beginning to understand you at the end.”

 

But that was a pointless endeavor.

 

It was already too late.

 

Astria withdrew her sword.

 

The murderous intent that had surrounded them dissipated.

 

With her stiffened body now able to move, the tense-faced guards surrounded Astria.

 

“State your identity.”

 

Astria calmly replied.

 

“I am Astria Laperci, the 17th Empress of the Laperci Empire.”

 

“…!”

 

A deathly silence settled, as if freezing the very air.

 

It was a reaction of disbelief at the unbelievable fact they had just heard.

 

“How dare you insult Her Majesty the Empress—!”

 

Naturally, they did not believe it.

 

No matter how unusual Astria’s aura or how radiant her golden hair was, it made no sense for the Empress, who should have been in the palace, to be here.

 

The Empress coldly gazed at them.

 

“Kneel and show your respect. What are you doing?”

 

“That, that’s absurd.”

 

“That is not for you to judge. At the very least, summon the lord. He knows my face.”

 

Sena was saddened.

 

“…What will you do from now on?”

 

Astria turned her back without hesitation.

 

“I’m returning to the palace. However.”

 

She hesitated for a moment but then spoke calmly.

 

“You will stay here. You are no longer my personal physician from today.”

 

**

 

After Astria’s shocking declaration, Sena walked to the agreed-upon location.

 

Even though the appointed time had not yet arrived, everyone had already gathered.

 

Sylvia’s eyes widened in shock upon seeing Sena’s appearance.

 

“Senior—!”

 

Sylvia rushed over and examined Sena. Blood was still flowing from Sena’s neck.

 

‘The wound isn’t deep. But what on earth happened?’

 

Sylvia, flustered, focused not on the wound but on Sena himself.

 

He seemed empty.

 

His eyes, usually like a lake filled with many emotions, now contained none at all.

 

Perhaps due to his appearance, Sena looked more like a doll than a person.

 

“Sena… Senior?”

 

“Oh, yes.”

 

Sena suddenly snapped back to reality.

 

“What happened? Could it be…”

 

“Oh, well.”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and fidgeted.

 

The doll-like demeanor from just moments before was gone, replaced by his usual vitality.

 

However, he still looked somewhat dazed.

 

“…It’s nothing much.”

 

Sena forced a smile.

 

“I was dismissed as the personal physician. Her Majesty returned to the palace.”

 

“What?”

 

Sylvia wondered if she had misheard.

 

“Did you say Her Majesty went back to the palace…?”

 

“Yes. That’s what she said.”

 

“Why…? Why so suddenly?”

 

Astria’s actions were completely unexpected.

 

Sylvia, as well as Ellie and Lucia, were equally shocked.

 

“Well… maybe she started to hate me.”

 

“That can’t be true.”

 

Sylvia thought Astria was quite obsessed with Sena.

 

Whether it was affection or simple possessiveness, it was unclear.

 

But to suddenly leave like this?

 

‘Could it be…’

 

Sylvia had a bad premonition but quickly dismissed it.

 

It was none other than the Empress known as the Tyrant.

 

If her relationship with Sena had been discovered, she wouldn’t have just quietly returned.

 

“Then where is Her Majesty now?”

 

“She asked to summon the lord, so she’s probably with Marquis Rockefeller.”

 

Ellie and Lucia exchanged confused looks, clearly bewildered.

 

“Sena-nim, may we go see Her Majesty? There’s something we must say.”

 

Ellie’s request made Sena scratch his head.

 

“There’s no need to ask me for permission. Of course, you can go. It’s fine if you want to follow.”

 

“We won’t follow.”

 

Lucia spoke firmly.

 

“Our place is by your side. It’s just that this time, we have something we must convey.”

 

“…Really?”

 

Sena forced a weak smile.

 

He had no desire to coerce them.

 

At that moment, Sylvia grabbed Sena’s wrist firmly.

 

“We can’t just leave it like this. Let’s all go and talk to her. I’m sure Her Majesty will change her mind.”

 

Sena shook his head.

 

“No.”

 

“…Senior.”

 

Sena shrugged nonchalantly.

 

“Well, I do have some choices, don’t I? Traveling with my boss, it was awkward enough as it was, so this actually works out.”

 

Sylvia bit her lip slightly.

 

“You don’t look okay at all.”

 

“I’m really fine.”

 

Sena said in a low voice, then stretched as he changed his stride.

 

“Have you found accommodation? I’m tired from not sleeping properly last night.”

 

Sena was clearly changing the subject.

 

It was evident he didn’t want to talk about it, and continuing on the same topic would only make things worse.

 

“…I found a place. The room is a bit small, but since there’s one less person, it should be fine.”

 

“Great. Lead the way.”

 

Sena moved forward without hesitation, his steps light and seemingly cheerful.

 

“Senior, that’s not the right direction.”

 

Sylvia followed behind, while Ellie and Lucia looked at Sena’s back with worried expressions.

 

**

 

Arguments.

 

Even the best of friends have them from time to time.

 

Not to mention, there were frequent conflicts with Chris as well.

 

Although there were instances where Sena was at fault, most of the time the mistakes were on the other side.

 

Yet it was always Sena who extended the olive branch first.

 

Sena was not particularly afraid of apologizing.

 

In fact, he preferred it. He believed that the more he apologized, the stronger the bond with others would become.

 

“It heals quickly.”

 

“My body is surprisingly cost-effective.”

 

“…Please don’t talk about your body like it’s an object.”

 

“Haha, do you want to buy it? It’s on sale right now.”

 

As Sylvia said, the inn was cramped.

 

If Astria had been there, she would likely have complained, saying, ‘Are you telling me to sleep in a place like this?’ while grumbling and sleeping in the room that her knight had secured for her.

 

Despite her sharp nature, Astria was surprisingly considerate in some ways.

 

‘I brought this upon myself. It’s all my fault.’

 

It was entirely his own doing.

 

Sylvia had actually encouraged him, and it happened without any coercion from anyone else.

 

Despite that, he never told Astria about his remaining lifespan, even lying up to the very end.

 

Still, Sena had no intention of apologizing to Astria.

 

‘Only 9 days left. Even if I extend my lifespan, it won’t be long. The God of this world wants me to die soon.’

 

To reconcile, and then to cowardly die right after.

 

Wouldn’t that make him an irredeemable piece of trash?

 

That was how Sena felt.

 

“Senior.”

 

“Yes?”

 

Sena and Sylvia were sitting together on the bed.

 

“I will stay by your side until the end.”

 

Sylvia suddenly said, as if she had sensed something.

 

It was a truly grateful statement.

 

But it was also profoundly saddening.

 

After Sena died, Sylvia, who would know everything, would likely be the most tormented.

 

‘…So.’

 

Sena wrapped his arms around Sylvia’s neck.

 

Slowly moving his body, he lay on top of her.

 

“S-Senior?”

 

‘I need to give you everything I can.’

 

“I’m left with only you now, Sylvia.”

 

Sena’s head spilled over, tickling Sylvia’s face as he lay down.

 

“Sylvia, please don’t abandon me.”

 

Sena gently kissed her.

 

He straightened his back and removed his robe.

 

“I only need you.”

 

“Senior…”

 

For Sylvia, this was something she had only ever dreamed of.

 

It was like the man she had always had a one-sided love for confessing his feelings.

 

Yet she could not smile in victory.

 

Sena’s hair stood upright.

 

Every sweet word he spoke to her now was a bright red lie.

 

I’m not enough.

 

Sylvia realized this.

 

It was a maddeningly sorrowful truth.

 

But.

 

“If it hurts, tell me.”

“Isn’t that something a typical man would say?”

“What are you talking about? I’m the Empire’s greatest knight, and you’re an ordinary person.”

 

Sylvia was fine with even if this was just a play.

 

“It’s only natural that it’s overwhelming.”

 

Because she was that desperate.
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Time continued to pass after that.

 

Even after that day, Ellie and Lucia kept going to visit Astria.

 

From the consistently dark expressions they had when they returned, it could only be inferred indirectly that they did not get what they wanted.

 

Sena…

 

He spent more time not wearing clothes than wearing them.

 

‘Everything is difficult when it’s done for the first time.’

 

It took 21 years for that first time, but it didn’t even take a week for the second time.

 

The third time took less than half a day, and the next was three hours.

 

Yes, he did it every day.

 

No, it seems like he did it three or four times a day.

 

He felt empty somewhere in his chest, and without feeling someone’s warmth, he felt very anxious.

 

Sena didn’t even know himself.

 

He didn’t realize how significant Astria’s presence was, just standing there without saying much.

 

Even though he mixed bodies with Sylvia, that feeling never went away.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

He said while lying in bed, pulling the blanket close.

 

Sylvia was drying her hair after a bath.

 

“Yes?”

 

Even though only three days had passed, Sylvia’s mood had changed drastically.

 

It’s hard to pinpoint with words, but it was as if she had matured.

 

Honestly, these days, Sylvia seemed more like a senior than Sena himself, which was a bit troubling.

 

When he went down to the first floor for meals, people always saw Sena as Sylvia’s younger brother.

 

“…When is your cycle?”

 

“Cycle?”

 

“Magic day.”

 

“Oh.”

 

Sylvia stopped drying her hair.

 

“… Here it’s always irregular because we use our bodies. It’s the same for me.”

 

“When was the last time?”

 

‘It’s funny that I’m asking now.’

 

“One week ago.”

 

He avoided the fertile period.

 

Sena turned his back, feeling a bit awkward after asking.

 

“Are you washing properly?”

 

The contraception methods of this era were incredibly crude.

 

In fact, they were so crude that it’s almost embarrassing to call them methods.

 

In the medieval period, contraception involved making amulets and praying hard or consuming mercury.

 

‘Are they out of their minds…!’

 

The problem is that the praying method is said to be quite effective.

 

After all, it is a world where a real God can communicate.

 

It’s questionable whether all the prayers of those many girls are actually heard.

 

Are there any related departments?

 

…Anyway.

 

Based on Sena’s knowledge, the best methods were two: either handle it outside or wash properly.

 

The first method wasn’t used often. Even when he shouted, “Just a moment!” from time to time, Sylvia often didn’t let him go and kept pushing.

 

So, the only thing he could rely on was the washing method.

 

Of course, the physical capabilities of the culprits far exceeded that of knights.

 

But even so, one couldn’t just tell someone to consume mercury.

 

“You don’t have to worry about getting pregnant.”

 

“…I’ll pray diligently.”

 

‘I should at least have a face-to-face consultation.’

 

It was obvious, but he had no intention of having children.

 

Especially with so little time left now.

 

It would be the most irresponsible thing in the world.

 

“Please focus on something other than praying.”

 

Sylvia, who had dried her hair completely, climbed onto the bed.

 

Sylvia lay beside Sena and hugged him.

 

Their bodies met, and they quickly warmed up.

 

“Yes, I’ll work hard.”

 

When Sena gave a small smile, Sylvia opened her eyes halfway and then sighed deeply.

 

“Not that.”

 

“Huh? Then what?”

 

With a gentle touch, Sylvia caressed Sena’s cheek.

 

“We really need to go find it now. It’s faint, but I can feel it. It’s probably somewhere within this territory.”

 

This was about the devil worshiper.

 

Sylvia had not given up on any of it.

 

In fact, she had been talking about going to find the devil worshiper for the past three days.

 

“It’s okay. There’s still time.”

 

Each time, Sena’s response was the same.

 

Sylvia didn’t know.

 

She didn’t know how many days had been added since they dealt with the devil worshipers.

 

Sena had lied as always.

 

Even though his remaining lifespan was probably only six days, he had lied and said it was thirty.

 

He didn’t want this fact to be discovered, so he purposely didn’t check his remaining lifespan.

 

If it wasn’t certain, then saying it was a lie wasn’t a lie.

 

“I just want to enjoy this time a little longer.”

 

“…Senior.”

 

And if the conversation seemed like it was going to drag on, Sena always made the same choice.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

He turned around and looked at Sylvia.

 

And without any hesitation, he kissed her.

 

‘…What do I want to do?’

 

Since Astria left, Sena honestly didn’t want to do anything.

 

Even with only six days left, he was escaping from reality.

 

It seemed like the first time he had felt this way in his life.

 

Wanting to give up on everything like this.

 

‘Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to just enjoy the remaining six days and die.’

 

Suddenly, he thought of that.

 

Catching the devil worshiper would only extend his lifespan by three days.

 

Even if he went back to his hometown, it would take at least two weeks, no matter how fast he traveled.

 

And no matter how much he struggled, the picture that was drawn was of him suffering and not making it back to his hometown before meeting his end.

 

In that case.

 

“No.”

 

At that moment, Sylvia spoke clearly.

 

“Huh?”

 

“How long will you keep running away?”

 

Sylvia held Sena’s face and looked at him intently.

 

Sena was a bit taken aback.

 

“W-What are you talking about…?”

 

“Every time you talk about your lifespan, you change the subject and kiss me. Do you know it’s been three days now?”

 

Sena maintained his usual bright smile.

 

“That’s a misunderstanding. I just like you, Sylvia.”

 

“I’m not that stupid.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes were tinged with sadness.

 

“When we’re together, you’re always thinking about another woman.”

 

“…”

 

Sena firmly shut his mouth.

 

He couldn’t say anything.

 

The guilt he had been trying to ignore filled his mind.

 

Suppressing that guilt forcibly, Sena forced a bright smile and spoke again.

 

“That’s not it. There’s only you for me, Sylvia.”

 

“Then why?”

 

Tears fell from Sylvia’s eyes.

 

“Why do you look like you’re going to disappear any moment?”

 

Sena’s smile gradually faded.

 

Unconsciously, he touched his own face.

 

Had he been making such an expression?

 

He needed to be more careful.

 

Sylvia was right.

 

In his distress, he had told lies to find a little comfort.

 

But he could never make hurtful lies like this without any resolution.

 

Sena had his own resolve.

 

“I read in a book once. If you tell the same lie every day, it becomes reality.”

 

Fortunately, he hadn’t told an outrageous lie.

 

Whether one likes or dislikes someone is ultimately a matter of personal choice, isn’t it?

 

Sena had decided to like Sylvia.

 

Astria had left in disappointment.

 

And with Chloe, it was already too late.

 

Sylvia was now everything to Sena.

 

He wanted to give her as much as possible, everything he could, until the end.

 

Every tiny emotion, even a single strand of hair.

 

“…But that person won’t know. That you couldn’t find it on the first try when you first started.”

 

“There was a process to getting this good. Honestly, I’ve been feeling a bit proud lately.”

 

“So, I’m enough now. So, so.”

 

Therefore, he shouldn’t apologize to Sylvia here.

 

Now was the time to keep up the lies he had been telling all along.

 

“…Let’s stop now. Let’s go to the place where you belong. To the side of that person you like.”

 

“Sylvia.”

 

Sylvia was sobbing in Sena’s arms.

 

Sena gently stroked her head and whispered.

 

“Would you be my girlfriend?”

 

“…Huh?”

 

Sylvia opened her eyes wide and looked up.

 

Wiping her tear-streaked face, Sena gave a gentle smile.

 

“Well, we do this every day, so it would be strange if we weren’t officially together.”

 

“…But.”

 

Sena quickly covered Sylvia’s mouth.

 

He didn’t need to hear the next words.

 

She would probably say, “But you don’t really like me, do you?”

 

He didn’t want Sylvia to say something like that.

 

Instead, Sena provided a clear answer.

 

This was sincere, without a hint of falsehood.

 

“I’ll try my best. In many ways.”

 

“…”

 

Sylvia’s pupils were trembling slightly.

 

Her tears had long since stopped.

 

She slowly, very slowly, lifted her eyes.

 

Sena’s hair was calm.

 

“Are you sincere…?”

 

“It’s hard right now, but I’ll try to truly like you, Sylvia, someday.”

 

Sylvia’s emotions were like a torrent of water.

 

She was blocking them with a heavy stone to control her feelings.

 

To prevent even a drop from spilling on the person she liked.

 

But that heavy stone was removed.

 

By the hand of the person she wanted to protect.

 

Sylvia couldn’t hold back her feelings.

 

After all, this bundle of fur was genuinely enticing a person.

 

No one in the world could withstand it.

 

“Shall we finish what we were doing?”

 

Sylvia, as if drawn by something, kissed Sena.

 

It was probably an irresistible force.

 

 

 

Late at night.

 

Sena got up.

 

He touched his forehead as it throbbed slightly.

 

When Sena looked to the side, Sylvia was sound asleep.

 

‘This is odd. My head hurts a bit, but my body feels light. Not like usual. After last night…’

 

Suddenly, the events of the previous night came rushing back, and his face flushed with heat.

 

He had almost no recollection of the latter part of the night.

 

If someone asked what had happened, he would probably be unable to answer.

 

He fervently hoped that Ellie and Lucia hadn’t heard anything.

 

‘…Maybe I should visit after a long time.’

 

Perhaps due to his improved physical condition, Sena felt this urge.

 

With sleepy eyes, he slowly got up and headed to the window.

 

The moonlight was sufficiently bright, so reading the numbers above his head was not difficult.

 

Sena’s drowsy eyes widened in surprise.

 

“Huh?”

 

[38]

 

His lifespan had increased.

 

And quite significantly.

 

**

 

Morning arrived.

 

Sylvia blushed when she saw Sena’s face and quickly changed her clothes.

 

“Good morning.”

 

Sena greeted cheerfully and recalled the surprising fact he had discovered last night.

 

An increase in lifespan meant one thing.

 

This act was something that Justitia did not want.

 

‘It’s an action that earns the displeasure of God.’

 

Sena looked at himself in the mirror.

 

His appearance hadn’t changed.

 

…But even to himself, he looked somewhat exhausted.

 

Would it be correct to say he had become corrupted?

 

‘I suppose Justitia must be very disappointed.’

 

At this rate, he might end up in hell rather than the celestial realm after death.

 

‘Not that it matters too much.’

 

After all, hell is just another place where people live, so it might not be too bad?

 

“I’ll accept your proposal from last night.”

 

Sena turned his head slightly.

 

“Huh? After pushing me so hard, you’re saying this now? I’ll report it to the guards if you keep this up.”

 

“Even if you say that.”

 

Sylvia pouted as she put on her socks.

 

‘Good. She’s back to the usual Sylvia.”

 

As Sena smiled warmly, Sylvia looked at him with dissatisfaction.

 

“…Just for now. I’m a knight, so I need to take responsibility for my actions. But if you ever like someone else, let me know anytime. I’ll accept it.”

 

“Here we go again.”

 

“Senior.”

 

“Alright. I’ll go downstairs first, so hurry up.”

 

Sena left the room with a quick step.

 

For the first time since that day, Sylvia seemed to be in a somewhat better mood.

 

After being lost in thought for a while, Sylvia quietly stated.

 

“But if you cheat on me, I won’t forgive you.”

 

She timidly made her own assertion.

 

“…For now, at least, you’re mine.”
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“Lord Rockefeller, do you not harbor any hatred towards me? Your cooperation is quite amusing.”

 

The Marquis’s office. An unexpected guest was sitting arrogantly in the place where the head of the household should have been.

 

In the Marquis’s office, where the head of the household should have been, an unexpected and arrogant visitor was seated.

 

Empress Astria, the tyrant responsible for the near-collapse of the once-glorious Rockefeller Duchy, was comfortably settled in a place that should have been reserved for her family’s greatest enemy. Yet all Teolrant could do was one thing.

 

“I greet the radiant sun of the Empire.”

 

Astria propped her chin on her hand and observed him for a moment.

 

“Raise your head.”

 

Teolrant slowly lifted his head, his expression revealing no emotion.

 

But Astria remembered the dawn when her father, the previous Emperor, was killed.

 

The look of pure hatred on Teolrant’s face as he hurried to the scene was something she would never forget.

 

“Answer my question.”

 

“The Rockefeller family can no longer endure the Empire’s sanctions.”

 

“That’s an honest answer.”

 

“You made it that way.”

 

“Yet you don’t seem to harbor much hatred, unlike before.”

 

Teolrant gazed at Astria in silence.

 

Hatred.

 

Of course, he harbored it.

 

The Rockefeller family had been one of the most loyal to the Empire, and Astria, who had brutally killed the Emperor and seized the throne, was nothing more than a traitor in his eyes.

 

But now, a hatred far greater than before burned within Teolrant.

 

“Ah, so you’ve just been hiding it. I can feel your intense anger now, as if you wish to tear someone apart.”

 

“…”

 

“Well, that’s enough.”

 

Astria smirked slightly.

 

“When my knights arrive, I will leave quietly.”

 

Astria’s order to the Marquis of Rockefeller was simple: deliver the summons for the Imperial Knights.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“Do you have something more to say?”

 

“The short girl among the priests recently visiting my estate—is she the Empress’s personal physician, as the rumors suggest?”

 

Astria seemed slightly irritated by the question.

 

“Why do you ask?”

 

“I’ve heard she is highly skilled.”

 

“Is someone ill?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Teolrant swallowed hard.

To Astria, it seemed as though he was suppressing a strong urge to vomit.

 

“My daughter’s life is in grave danger… very grave.”

 

“I see.”

 

“Please, could you introduce me to Your Majesty’s physician? I would do anything if you grant this request.”

 

Astria closed her eyes briefly before opening them again.

 

Though she was the cause of near-destruction for his family, she felt a shred of pity for the loyal vassal standing before her.

 

“You’re mistaken. My personal physician may look like a woman, but he is a man. If you search the inn and explain your situation, he will likely be willing to help.”

 

“…I am deeply grateful for Your Majesty’s kindness.”

 

Astria turned her gaze away slightly.

 

“Leave.”

 

Thud.

 

Teolrant began walking, his expression void of any emotion.

 

Thud, thud.

 

His steps quickened the farther he moved from Astria, and his mind drifted back to a year ago.

 

– If you give her this, your daughter will recover.

 

The savior who appeared when his daughter was critically ill.

 

Cruyff Birkender.

 

The future Pope—extended a helping hand to the kneeling Teolrant without hesitation.

 

He gave him a small, black orb, ominous and flickering, with an unusual shape.

 

But Teolrant trusted him without question.

 

After all, it was the great Cruyff who had recommended the medicine.

 

Yes.

 

Indeed, just as Cruyff had promised, Teolrant’s daughter miraculously recovered.

 

– Kyaaaah!

 

But she awoke not as a human, but as something else.

 

-Thud.

 

Teolrant’s steps came to a halt.

 

A wave of unbearable anger surged within his previously indifferent gaze.

 

“Cruyff… May you suffer the same. The sorrow of losing a child.”

 

**

 

Whether one desires it or not, time passes.

 

A week had passed since he started that kind of relationship with Sylvia.

 

Each day, as he engaged in more stimulating activities, his lifespan increased.

 

After various trials, he found that the more intense the stimulation, the more his lifespan grew.
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This was a positive sign.

 

He had seen many people’s lifespans as he healed them.

If he could change a single-digit number to double digits, it wouldn’t take long to turn that into triple digits.

 

‘I don’t particularly want to live that long, though.’

 

Life is strange like that.

 

Once you obtain something you deeply desired, the thrill often fades away.

 

You even begin to wonder, why did I want this so badly?

 

“Do you have something to say to me?”

 

Today, Lucia and Ellie, who hadn’t shown themselves for some time, came to his room.

 

Sena, with a doll-like appearance, faced them.

 

Though he was faintly smiling, his eyes were void of any emotion.

 

Sylvia looked at him with a face that seemed on the verge of tears.

 

“Sena-nim.”

 

Ellie and Lucia simultaneously knelt before him.

 

Sena tilted his head, puzzled by their serious demeanor.

 

“Yes?”

 

“There is something we must tell you.”

 

Sena raised only the corners of his lips.

 

“Go ahead.”

 

Sena’s demeanor had changed a lot recently.

 

Ellie and Lucia, who were more susceptible to the influence of divine power, felt a shiver down their spines at the sight of him.

 

An overwhelming sense of awe filled them, making them not want to disturb him in the slightest.

 

However, they had to speak, so they opened their mouths.

 

“The devil worshippers who have been obstructing you are not mere coincidences. There is a mastermind behind them.”

 

‘That much is obvious.’

 

It was clear that something had happened—there couldn’t be so many devil worshippers where even one was rare.

 

But Sena didn’t care much about that.

 

“The mastermind is…”

 

Lucia glanced at Ellie, who swallowed nervously and placed her hand over her chest.

 

“It’s Cruyff Birkender.”

 

“?”

 

Life returned to Sena’s previously lifeless eyes.

 

“What did you just say?”

 

“It’s definitely Cruyff Birkender. Several pieces of evidence have already been discovered.”

 

“What evidence?”

 

“As you may know, a year ago, Cruyff was an archbishop who wielded great influence over all the churches in the western region.”

 

“And now, most of the devil worshippers are concentrated in the west. It’s impossible for someone as powerful as him to have missed this.”

 

To Sena, Lucia’s calm report sounded like a dull buzzing noise.

 

“So… you’re saying Cruyff orchestrated all of this?”

 

“Yes.”

 

Lucia spoke without a hint of doubt.

 

Sena remained silent for a long time before finally forcing himself to speak.

 

“Tell me, devil worshippers… they’re evil, right?”

 

“They are heretics who have forsaken Justitia…”

 

“No, no, Lucia. That’s not what I’m asking. Just one thing—do devil worshippers kill people?”

 

“Demons always crave human souls.”

 

“Ahaha.”

 

Sena laughed, tears welling up at the corners of his eyes from how much he was laughing.

 

“What… is so funny?”

 

“That’s right. That guy can’t even kill an ant, and he did something like this?”

 

“It might be hard to believe, but it’s true.”

 

“Lies.”

 

Sena walked up to Ellie.

 

“It’s a lie.”

 

Ellie hesitated for a moment, caught in an internal conflict.

 

‘Sena-nim is not in a good state. Can he even accept this? Maybe we should just say it’s a lie and try to handle this ourselves…’

 

As Ellie wavered, Lucia grabbed her wrist, stepping in front of Sena and speaking clearly.

 

“I believe that Cruyff made this choice to extend your lifespan.”

 

“Cruyff would never do something like this.”

 

“Are you certain? Can you be absolutely sure that Archbishop Cruyff wouldn’t do anything to save Sena-nim?”

 

At that moment, Sena recalled something Cruyff had once said.

 

– ‘I haven’t given up on anything. I’ll do whatever it takes to save you.’

 

Bang.

 

Sena slammed the table and stood up.

 

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. Stop acting like you do.”

 

“…!”

 

Sena abruptly ran out of the room.

 

The atmosphere grew heavy and tense.

 

Sylvia swallowed hard.

 

“This is the first time I’ve seen Senior speak like that.”

 

**

 

Sena had never once refused to help someone in need.

 

Even when pickpocketed, he would just scratch his head and continue on his way.

If kidnapped and forced to comply with unreasonable demands, he would still treat the captors without hesitation.

 

There was even a time when Sena saved someone who had tried to kill him.

Chris once called him “insane” for it, a comment that had annoyed Sena enough to bite Chris’s arm.

 

Sena was kind.

No one would dispute that.

But.

He hadn’t always been this way.

 

– ‘What’s your dream?’

 

– ‘To be a wealthy physician.’

 

Like many others who had found themselves in a new world, Sena had once harbored the same thoughts: Use modern knowledge to get rich and live comfortably.

His ethics were a bit more stringent than most, but that was more because it felt like the right thing to do, not because Sena was inherently kind.

 

He had always dreamed of becoming a doctor, a dream rooted in a desire to save as many lives as possible—like most people with that aspiration.

 

-‘Priests have a lot of money. What do you think?’

 

-‘Lies. Cruyff is a beggar.’

 

-‘…You really don’t hold back, do you? Try being as cute as your face suggests.’

 

In other areas, though, it was hard to say Sena was overly kind.

 

He believed in living life moderately. Even if he hadn’t met Cruyff, he likely wouldn’t have been able to ignore patients in need, but he would have managed his affairs more prudently—avoiding becoming a ‘pushover’ as some might call it.

 

-‘I will never become a priest. I don’t need to believe in some strange god to save people.’

 

-‘Such grand dreams you have.’

 

-‘Hmph, just wait and see. I’ll save far more people than Cruyff ever will, and make a lot more money doing it.’

 

-‘… I don’t think you really needed to say that last part.’

 

But there was one event that completely changed Sena’s outlook on life.

 

He was 8 years old. It was Christmas. A rainy night.

 

-‘There was no need to go that far to protect others. This time, if something had gone wrong even a little, you would have died.’

 

A fire had broken out at the orphanage.

 

Most of the people had managed to escape safely, but one person had been trapped too deep inside to be rescued.

That person was Raham, the director of the orphanage.

 

However, Cruyff entered the blazing director’s office without hesitation, risking his life to save him.

 

A priest is not a knight. His entire body was covered in burn marks.

 

-‘Besides, that man harassed Sister Betty. He embezzled donation money, and the kids at this orphanage couldn’t even have a simple snack. He deserved to die. Why would you risk your life for someone like that?’

 

-‘I’m sorry I couldn’t give you a Christmas present.’

 

As Sena furiously questioned him, Cruyff stroked his head and spoke gently.

 

-‘But Sena, there isn’t a person in this world who deserves to die. Even he will become a good person after this incident. Kindness has a way of coming back around.’

 

-‘No. People don’t change. I’m sure you’ll regret this later. That greedy orphanage director is going to do something terrible someday.’

 

Cruyff just laughed heartily as he looked at Sena, who was questioning him so fiercely.

 

Instead, he took Sena by the arm and led him somewhere. It was the front yard of the orphanage, now burnt down.

 

He started digging the ground with a shovel, a seemingly absurd action, and then brought out two sheets of paper, handing one to Sena.

 

-‘Then let’s make a bet.’

 

-‘… A bet?’

 

-‘If you win, I’ll give you the Christmas present I couldn’t give you today.’

 

-‘What’s that all of a sudden? I don’t need that?’

 

-‘I was really looking forward to it. I saw you sobbing earlier.’

 

-‘Wh-when did I?!!’

 

Cruyff continued speaking as he gently patted Sena, whose cheeks were puffed out in protest.

 

-‘Write down here what you think the other will be like in 20 years. Then, in 20 years, we’ll open these and see whose prediction was right.’

 

It seemed ridiculous and childish.

 

A time capsule? That’s something you do in kindergarten.

 

-‘Hmph.’

 

Still, Sena earnestly wrote the letter as Cruyff instructed. Surprisingly, Sena was very competitive.

At that time, however, perhaps because he was physically young and mentally immature, he filled the letter with stubborn and prideful words.

 

Something like, “Your values are wrong. Some people do deserve to die.”

 

But eventually, seeing how consistent and good Cruyff remained, Sena’s values began to change little by little.

 

Later on, he felt embarrassed about what he had written in that letter.

 

That’s why he wanted to return home.

 

He wanted to change the contents of that childish letter from that day.

 

And…

 

He was curious.

 

What did Cruyff write in his letter 12 years ago?

 

Could it be that he had become the person he described?

 

Sena ran frantically and stopped in front of the fountain, catching his breath. He looked back, but no one was following.

 

He washed his face with the fountain water. The cold touch of the water helped him regain some composure.

 

“It can’t be.”

 

His vision blurred. He couldn’t see clearly.

 

Drip.

 

A warm drop of water fell onto his hand.

 

“That shouldn’t happen.”

 

Cruyff was a good person.

 

He was someone Sena wanted to be like.

 

He was Sena’s role model.

 

He was someone Sena sincerely thought of as a father, a spiritual pillar.

 

If such a good person had been ruined because of him…

 

“I’d surely fall apart.”
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Sena was on his way back to his inn, trying to collect his thoughts.

 

“What the hell is going on?”

“I have no idea. Suddenly, the guards just created a complete mess.”

“Really?”

“Yes, but guess what? A woman inside took them all down.”

 

Sena’s eyes widened as he looked up.

 

A large crowd had gathered in front of the inn. Through the open door, he could see dozens of knights surrounding someone.

 

“Excuse me, let me through!”

 

Pushing his way through the crowd, he entered inside, only to see Sylvia, crouched low with her sword drawn, growling.

 

“Sylvia!”

“Senior, run away! Quickly, while I buy you some time!”

 

‘She’s injured…’

 

Sena’s pupils trembled slightly.

A faint scar could be seen on Sylvia’s cheek.

 

At that moment, the knight who had been facing off against Sylvia sheathed his sword and turned around.

 

The surrounding knights immediately parted, making way for a figure in black armor who began walking toward them.

 

The knight stopped in front of Sena and removed his helmet, letting his black hair fall free.

 

“Are you Sena Birkender?”

 

It was Dark, the aide to Marquis Teolrant Rockefeller.

 

“Senior!”

 

Sylvia shouted impulsively, trying to approach, but the surrounding knights all drew their swords and pointed them at her.

 

‘There’s no point in hiding my identity any longer.’

 

Just as Sylvia bit her lip and prepared to unleash her aura, Sena spoke.

 

“Sylvia, stay still.”

 

Sena focused his gaze on Dark as he spoke.

 

“What business do you have, injuring my knight?”

 

Dark looked down at Sena calmly. Sena knew that look well. It was the gaze of someone trying to understand.

 

“I’ll ask directly. Are you Sena Birkender, the ‘Saint’ that the Church of Justitia is searching for?”

“I don’t know if I’m a Saint or whatever, but yes, I am Sena Birkender.”

“I see.”

 

Dark briefly expressed his thoughts before suddenly kneeling on one knee.

 

“There is somewhere you must go immediately.”

“…Where is that?”

“His Excellency Marquis Rockefeller is requesting your presence.”

 

‘Marquis Rockefeller wants to see me?’

 

Are they planning to hand him over to the Church?

Or is it Astria looking for him?

There was no reason to refuse.

 

But still…

 

“I cannot go.”

“…”

“I cannot go to those who have injured my knight.”

 

Dark glanced at Sylvia momentarily before returning his gaze to Sena.

 

“Her resistance was too strong; we had no choice. Please, understand.”

“No.”

“This is problematic.”

“It’s wrong to do things that cause problems. Hurting people is wrong.”

 

Dark stared at Sena, momentarily at a loss for words.

 

He couldn’t believe people like this still existed.

 

But there was no need to complicate things.

Dark had orders to bring Sena. The method was not specified.

 

“I have no intention of going, so if you have business, come to me.”

 

Sena dismissed Dark and tried to pass by him. Dark grabbed Sena’s wrist.

 

“Then I have no choice but to take you by force.”

“By force?”

 

Sena, already exhausted from the series of events, was deeply irritated by Dark’s words.

The faint scar on Sylvia’s cheek, the cold touch of the knight’s glove gripping his arm—all of it grated on his nerves.

 

Even the knights exuding an oppressive atmosphere and the townspeople whispering as they watched—everything.

 

‘…I really feel like I might snap.’

 

Sena just wanted to return home. He wanted to go back to his hometown, to read the contents of a letter in peace. And then—he just wanted to quietly close his eyes.

 

…But how did things end up like this?

 

There was no one to blame but himself. The cause clearly lay within his own weak, overly accommodating nature.

 

Enough was enough.

 

If anyone tried to stop him, he wouldn’t hesitate any longer.

 

“Go ahead and try.”

 

Swish!

 

A sharp slicing sound echoed. Dark quickly turned his head.

 

“What is this…?”

 

A faint line appeared on the cheeks of the knights. It was in the exact same position and size as Sylvia’s wound.

 

Without realizing it, Dark raised a hand to his own cheek. When he looked at his fingers, they were stained with red blood.

 

‘Is this even possible?’

 

Dark had sharp ears. What he heard was a single, solitary slicing sound.

 

In other words, every single one of these knights had been cut on the cheek at the exact same time.

 

If it had been done with a sword, it would require someone of a master level or higher.

If it had been done with an ability, that control would far exceed human limits.

 

Dark slowly lowered his gaze to look at Sena.

 

Sena’s eyes were calm, but they seemed to burn with a cold, blue flame.

 

In a daze, Dark released Sena’s wrist. Sena turned and walked directly toward Sylvia.

 

Everyone in the area was frozen in place, so no one stopped him.

 

Dark was the first to snap out of it. He quickly spoke up.

 

“His Excellency’s child is in grave danger.”

 

“…”

 

“I’ve heard that you wouldn’t refuse to help.”

 

Sena’s steps came to a halt. He turned slightly.

 

“Who told you that?”

 

“You already know.”

 

Sena looked down and spoke quietly.

 

“Astria.”

 

**

 

In the end, Sena headed to the Rockefeller mansion.

 

“Where are the other two?”

 

Lucia and Ellie were nowhere to be seen.

 

“They went out looking for you first. They’re probably wandering around.”

 

“…I see.”

 

“Senior, this isn’t a good decision.”

 

Sena knew that too.

 

It wasn’t the wisest choice.

 

‘Patients like this are usually nothing but trouble.’

 

Not that he was in the habit of refusing patients.

But people who resorted to threats right from the start tended to be particularly dangerous.

 

Still, he smiled brightly to reassure Sylvia.

 

“It’s fine. People like this are the most grateful when you heal them.”

 

“…Senior.”

 

Sylvia sighed deeply, then smiled as she patted Sena’s head.

 

“There’s no helping it, then. I’ll protect you.”

 

The moment they stepped into the Rockefeller estate, Sena noticed that the atmosphere was different.

 

Sylvia noticed it too. She glanced around and whispered to Sena.

 

“There’s a devil worshiper here.”

 

A sense of foreboding settled over them.

 

“This way.”

 

As they moved to enter, Dark blocked Sylvia’s path.

 

“Only Sena is allowed to enter.”

 

“As his knight, I can’t allow that.”

 

Sylvia’s response was sharp, but Sena intervened.

 

“It’s alright.”

 

“If anything happens, call out immediately.”

 

“Okay. Thank you.”

 

As Sena stepped inside, he found a rather ordinary-looking office.

The man who occupied it stood by the window with his hands clasped behind his back.

 

“Are you the one who called for me?”

 

Sena asked in a calm voice.

Teolrant turned around.

 

“Yes, that would be me.”

 

Teolrant smiled kindly, but his eyes remained cold, making the expression seem eerie rather than warm.

 

“Where’s the patient?”

 

“There’s no need to rush.”

 

‘Is there no patient after all? No, he doesn’t seem like the type to lie.’

 

“I was told the patient is in critical condition.”

 

“Why don’t you take a seat first?”

 

Teolrant gestured to a table where two teacups were prepared, then sat down himself.

 

Sena, with a cautious look, followed suit, sitting opposite him.

 

Teolrant crossed his legs and spoke with a condescending air.

 

“You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to meet you.”

 

“…That’s strange. As far as I recall, I’ve never had any dealings with Rockefeller.”

 

“Your beauty is indeed worthy of being called divine. It’s hard to tell if you’re a man or a woman, and it’s impossible to discern what thoughts you harbor. You’re like a reincarnation of Justitia—no, you embody Justitia herself.”

 

‘This conversation isn’t making any sense.’

 

It felt as though there was a massive wall between them, despite being in the same room.

 

“I’ve heard you can even bring the dead back to life. Is that true?”

 

“…I’m not some grand being. I just try my best to save any patient I can.”

 

Teolrant stared at Sena, curling one side of his mouth into a sneer—an unmistakable expression of mockery.

 

“It must be true, then.”

 

“What is?”

 

“You must be his son, judging by how you spout the same nonsense.”

 

‘Is he talking about Cruyff?’

 

Sena’s eyes widened at the sudden mention of his father.

 

“…Do you know Cruyff?”

 

“He said the same thing.”

 

Teolrant continued, ignoring Sena’s question.

 

Realizing that he couldn’t have a rational conversation with this man, Sena clamped his mouth shut.

 

“A holy priest, as angelic in appearance as you, came to this very place.”

 

Teolrant toyed with his teacup as if lost in memory.

 

“He promised to do everything in his power to save my daughter. There I was, standing on the brink of hell, and he extended a hand of salvation.”

 

Teolrant’s expression shifted to one of sorrow.

 

“What parent in the world wouldn’t grasp such a hand?”

 

‘This man is insane.’

 

His voice was endlessly sad. However, his face was smiling. Sena instinctively leaned back.

 

“But who could have imagined that an archbishop, no less, would plant the seed of a demon in my daughter?”

 

“…!”

 

Sena’s pupils dilated in shock.

 

-Sena, the one who created the devil worshiper was Cruyff Birkender—your father.

 

Lucia’s words echoed in his mind like a haunting refrain.

 

The conviction he had held—that ‘Lucia must have been deceived, there’s no way Cruyff could have done that’—began to crumble.

 

“Birkender.”

 

“…”

 

“I despise you.”

 

“…Ah.”

 

“I despise you for harboring unfathomable evil behind your angelic facade.”

 

Sena’s hands trembled slightly.

 

It wasn’t just the unbearable hatred radiating from Teolrant that affected him.

 

It was the truth itself—overwhelming and unbearable.

 

Sena, who opened his mouth for a moment, lowered his head.

 

His long silver hair cascaded down his cheeks.

 

“What… do you want me to do?”

 

“Drink that tea.”

 

Teolrant’s voice quivered with emotion.

 

“If you feel even a shred of guilt, drink that tea.”

 

Through the fine strands of his silver hair, Sena saw the teacup filled with a blue liquid.

 

“It contains magic.”

 

It was an elixir that could significantly enhance one’s magical power, something priceless beyond measure.

 

However, for a priest without magic, the situation was different.

 

Magic and divine power were like water and oil—they couldn’t mix.

 

If Sena drank it, the magic and divine power within him would clash violently, wreaking havoc on his body.

 

Even for someone like Sena, this would be fatal. In fact, because his body was mostly composed of divine power, the consequences would be even more dire.

 

“……Yes.”

 

Sena took the teacup in both hands and drank without hesitation.

 

By the time Sylvia, who had sensed something was wrong, rushed into the room, Sena had already collapsed, vomiting blood.
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“Is it rare for emotions to show change?”

 

“Yes, it is.”

 

In their dead-end situation, Lucia and Ellie found Astria.

 

They believed only she could change Sena’s mind.

 

“He cares even for a stranger he doesn’t know. If that’s the case with family, it’s even more so. Trying to get help from someone with a head full of flowers is itself a mistake.”

“Then… what should we do?”

 

According to the information, the Church had already been consumed by the Cruyff faction. There was no way to break through.

 

Astria looked at Lucia with a sense of disdain.

 

“There is nothing Sena can do in this game. You should have bowed to me from the beginning.”

 

In other words, it meant that the empire would step in. If Cruyff was indeed trying to summon a Great Demon, it was a significant act of treason against the nation.

 

“I have summoned the Imperial Knights.”

“…!”

“Whether it’s a Great Demon or whatever, those who disturb my land will be dealt with by me personally.”

 

If they used the power of the empire, they could surely overcome this crisis. The empress was called the strongest of all time. However, Ellie was only anxious.

 

“Forgive me, Your Majesty.”

 

Ellie, sweating, spoke.

 

“The arrival of the Holy Knights will be faster than that of the Imperial Knights.”

 

The problem was the troops. Cruyff, having consolidated the Church’s forces, would try to block Astria with full strength.

 

And currently, most of the Church’s troops were deployed forward. This was because they were searching for Sena, as foretold by the prophecy.

 

Naturally, the Church would be faster than the Imperial Knights, who were probably rushing hard by now.

 

“…Sena holds the key. If Cruyff is doing this for Sena, there’s a good chance he will back down if Sena takes action.”

 

Ellie thought there was no other way than persuading Sena.

It was the most practical and effective approach.

 

However, Astria thought differently.

She no longer wanted to face that furball.

 

Because her suppressed desire would move.

 

But…

 

“Cruyff is doing this for Sena?”

 

Astria didn’t know that Cruyff was trying to extend Sena’s lifespan.

 

Ellie realized with a jolt that, contrary to her assumptions, she was completely unaware that Sena had kept that secret from her.

 

“That’s…”

 

Ellie exchanged uneasy glances with Lucia.

 

“…Never mind. It doesn’t matter what it is. Anyway, don’t worry about this matter any further. I’ll handle it. You only need to send that furball to where it wants to go. That will be your job done.”

 

It was a clear dismissal. No matter how powerful Astria was, she couldn’t hold out alone against the Church’s Holy Knights, who could potentially bring down an entire kingdom. Lucia urgently stood up.

 

“Your Majesty, please persuade Sena directly. As servants of Lady Justitia, we have our limits.”

“I said I won’t see that furball again. It’s noisy.”

“Your Majesty! This is not the time for this. The Holy Knights will soon arrive. There is a high chance that Cruyff will eliminate you first!”

“Miss Lucia, do you know how I came to this position?”

 

At Astria’s unexpected question, Lucia fell silent.

 

Astria smiled faintly.

 

“I have never spared those who defied me.”

 

In other words, she was willing to crush anyone who opposed her, be it the Church or anyone else.

 

Naturally, that was impossible.

 

“This time it’s different…!”

“No, it’s not different.”

 

 

Astria rested her chin on her hand leisurely.

 

“If the Holy Knights are a single kingdom, the Imperial Knights protecting my late father could have crushed three or four kingdoms.”

 

Lucia didn’t know.

 

Astria was a person who had made the impossible possible and ascended to the throne.

 

When Lucia was at a loss for words, Astria wiped the smile from her face.

 

“This tea, which we drink like water in the palace, seems quite expensive here. Empty it all and leave.”

 

As Lucia, frozen to the core, watched Astria leave the reception room.

 

“…There’s something hidden on the third floor of this mansion, in the farthest room, by Marquis Rockefeller. There, you’ll understand the danger of Cruyff.”

 

Astria, with a look of disdain at Ellie’s earnest advice, dismissed it as unworthy of her attention.

 

Danger?

 

Children are inevitably influenced by their parents. Sena was more harmless than any human she had seen.

 

If that’s the kind of parent involved, there’s nothing to worry about. Even if they turn evil, it’s merely a dog trying to imitate a wolf.

 

**

 

“Is this the place?”

 

Astria stood with a bored expression in front of a door—the room Ellie had mentioned.

 

‘Well, I have nothing else to do.’

 

It wasn’t that she had accepted Ellie’s advice.

She was simply here to pass the time out of boredom.

 

Click.

 

The door didn’t open. Was Marquis Rockefeller hiding something here?

 

Her contemplation was brief. Astria took a step back from the door and, with a bit of mana, kicked the doorknob.

 

Crack!

 

With the doorknob broken, the door slowly opened. Astria entered with a blank expression.

 

She sensed a disturbing atmosphere. Turning her head, she was met with a shocking scene.

 

“…I haven’t even had lunch yet.”

 

Astria made her way to the bed with an indifferent attitude. There, she found it.

 

Clack, clack.

 

A girl with a muzzle. Her limbs were bound, and her eyes were devoid of whites. She contorted her joints grotesquely in an attempt to escape.

 

She was almost unrecognizable as human. Astria easily associated her with something she had seen before.

 

The demon worshipers she had encountered looked exactly like this.

 

“Is she the daughter?”

 

The girl was not in her right mind. Even if Astria didn’t know she was a demon worshiper, the luxuriousness of her confinement was clear.

 

The surroundings were spotless. The girl’s clothes were brand new. The binding cloth was thick, indicating a consideration to avoid injury.

 

There were signs of careful maintenance. It would be unnecessary to go this far if they weren’t family.

 

“So that’s why you accepted my suggestion so easily.”

 

Even if Rockefeller was an enemy of Astria, she had no grounds to complain. It was odd that someone in such a position would accept her suggestion so easily.

 

She even suspected it might be Duke Granz’s scheme. That suspicion remained but had faded somewhat.

 

“So, he must have hoped I’d leave quickly since he’s hiding such a tremendous secret.”

 

Marquis Rockefeller would have wanted Astria to leave quickly. The moment this was discovered, he would face excommunication.

 

No need to go as far as the Church. The Rockefeller family was already considered an eyesore. The current empress would likely have anticipated that she would eliminate the family if given the chance.

 

“And this is Cruyff’s work?”

 

The archbishop who ruled this region was Cruyff. To think he had the capability to transform a normal human into such a state.

 

Astria saw through everything via this girl. But one thing bothered her.

 

How did turning this girl into a demon worshiper serve Sena?

 

Several possibilities crossed her mind but remained submerged. Nothing could be known at this stage.

 

However, her role here was clear.

 

“This is truly audacious.”

 

Astria smirked and reached into the air. Soon, her Holy Sword was in her hand.

 

“Just once. I’ll play according to your wishes.”

 

What kind of reaction would the father, who had gone to such lengths to protect his daughter, have if she were to die?

 

Though uncertain, he would undoubtedly struggle in every way possible. With that pretext, he would have his title removed, and his power would be consolidated under the Empress’s name.

 

Even if he reduced his forces, he was still a marquis. Before that, he was a duke.

 

The Imperial Knights. There was enough time until the Teutonic Knights arrived.

 

Such a commotion would inevitably become known, even if one closed their eyes and covered their ears.

 

Sena would have to make a choice, whether she wanted it or not.

 

To prevent a war, he would have to reveal his father’s secrets to the Holy Knights… or—

 

Or he would side with the Holy Knights and condone their killing in order to save his father.

 

Or, he could pretend not to know and escape disgracefully.

 

“Either way, it will be entertaining.”

 

Just as Astria was about to thrust her sword into the girl’s neck without hesitation—

 

“After taking everything.”

 

The sound of footsteps grew closer.

She straightened her posture and slowly turned her head.

Marquis Rockefeller, in a black suit, appeared.

 

“Are you now trying to take my daughter as well?”

 

“Perfect timing.”

 

Astria was pleased that the annoying process had been reduced.

 

“I was planning to come here anyway.”

 

“You haven’t changed.”

 

Teolrant smiled subtly.

 

“Your cruel nature.”

 

“Are you still talking after showing me this scene?”

 

“I understand you’re not particularly devoted to Justitia.”

 

To the comment of whether it was necessary to go that far, Astria responded simply.

 

“Do you pray to God before killing cockroaches?”

 

“…Do you know why I didn’t stand by you until the end? It’s because of this.”

 

“Interesting. Continue.”

 

Astria walked up to Teolrant and faced him directly.

 

“The late Emperor was a good man. At least, from the perspective of a subject. I respected him. I didn’t know much about his family matters.”

 

A brief memory passed through Astria’s mind.

 

“Father treated me very well. Is that the reason? Because a good person died?”

 

“Yes. Yet, you killed him. You don’t understand what’s precious. Therefore, you don’t understand the feelings of someone who loses something precious.”

 

Teolrant bypassed Astria and tenderly stroked his transformed daughter.

 

“You’re sure I killed him. Everyone must think my mother killed father.”

“I saw it at the funeral. Not a single tear was shed. A girl of 11 who lost her father. That was when I realized it wasn’t your mother who killed the late Emperor.”

“Yes. I killed him.”

 

Astria raised her sword, saying in annoyance.

 

“Is that the end of your will? Teolrant Rockefeller?”

 

Astria’s eyes were deeply sunken.

 

The memories of the past resurfaced, making her feel quite unpleasant.

 

“If you kill me.”

 

It seemed his final words were not yet finished.

 

“You’ll never find Sena Birkender, whom you love so much?”

 

“…What?”

 

“He will soon die. Writhing in terrible pain. My revenge is almost complete.”

 

Astria couldn’t have imagined it.

 

The choice was hers.

 

Whether to incinerate everything that obstructed her as she had done before, or to stop ignoring and protect what was precious.
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“At this point, we can escape.”

 

Sylvia, who had been fiddling with the iron bars, said with a confident look in her eyes.

 

The guards in the underground prison were not strict. As evidence of this, they had placed no restraints on Sylvia, who was close to master-level as a knight.

 

This was a message from the Marquis. If you want to escape, feel free to do so.

 

However, give up on atoning for your father’s sins on that day.

 

“Cough.”

 

Sena covered his mouth and shivered slightly. He had already coughed up blood countless times.

 

“Senior!”

 

Sylvia barely managed to support him. Sena’s white clothes were already soaked with blood.

 

“It’s no use. I don’t care what you say, Senior. We have to get out of here, even if we have to force our way out.”

 

Sylvia’s right hand was filled with magic power, as if to emphasize that she wasn’t just speaking empty words.

 

Sena, who had kept silent for a long time, finally spoke.

 

“Don’t.”

“Please, Senior!”

“I have already committed sins. Only death can atone for them.”

“What kind of nonsense is that!”

 

‘Among the devil worshippers, there were those who wore the clothes of priests. Those people were made by Cruyff. To someone who believes in God, such terrible things…’

 

There was no way to atone for the countless sins already committed. The only thing left was to prevent further harm.

 

“Come to your senses.”

“…”

“I liked the Senior who always smiled as if nothing had happened, no matter what. Not this gloomy and pathetic person.”

 

Sena was aware of how pathetic he looked at that moment.

But there was no other way. If he was committing unforgivable sins to save his own life, then dying was the only solution.

 

“Please, come to your senses!”

 

Sylvia shook Sena’s shoulders. But Sena didn’t even look at her.

 

He just lay there like he was dead. Sylvia staggered back in shock.

 

‘It’s hopeless. I can’t do it.’

 

No matter what she said, Sena remained immovable. Should she forcibly take him out? And then what?

 

Sylvia was feeling a deep sense of despair when footsteps echoed in the cold underground prison.

 

She looked sharply in the direction of the sound.

 

First, getting out of here was the priority. Sena’s condition was serious.

 

“Sylvia.”

“…What?”

“Even if the Marquis comes, don’t harm him.”

“He’s the one who put you in this state. No matter what you say, I can’t forgive him.”

“…It’s an order.”

 

Sylvia’s expression noticeably hardened. Sena, who had never used the word ‘order’ before.

Sylvia bit her lip. What on earth should she do in this situation?

 

The footsteps were getting closer. Sylvia noticed that the owner of the footsteps had a very small stride.

Her guess was correct.

 

“How amusing.”

“…!”

“When you were so confident in front of me, you couldn’t handle something like this on your own?”

 

It wasn’t the Marquis who came to the prison, but Astria.

Sena’s pupils widened as he was on the verge of death.

 

**

 

Backed into a corner, Astria made a choice that no one could have imagined.

 

“Thank you for revealing something I didn’t know. Marquis Rockefeller.”

 

Upon hearing that Sena’s life was in danger, Astria had been in doubt.

 

And in that moment, it became clear to her that Sena was a precious existence.

 

It was absurd.

 

What was that furball to her?

 

They had only spent just over three months together.

 

And even then, she had planned to cut ties and not think about him anymore.

 

Yet, it was like a thorn stuck in her throat, continuously tormenting her.

 

“If you understand now, please put down your sword. I must see the end of this revenge.”

 

“What are you talking about? You die here, Lord Rockefeller.”

 

“……What? Did you not just say that Sena Birkender is a precious person? If you kill me, you’ll never find him again. Are you sure you’re okay with that?”

 

“It would be quite bitter to lose. Probably more than anything I’ve lost so far.”

 

“Then why…!”

 

The Marquis’s composure broke at that point. His panic was evident, and seeing his state amused Astria, who laughed.

 

It was unmistakably the laugh of a villain.

 

Ordinary people focus on protecting what is precious rather than seeking revenge.

 

Ordinary people, that is. Unfortunately, Astria was not an ordinary person.

 

She was someone who would rather kill those who try to take away what she has, rather than fear losing it.

 

Rockefeller died without leaving any final words. Astria, who had killed the Marquis, left the room with a calm expression.

 

Before leaving, she looked back, remembering the girl she had yet to kill—a hideous girl lying on the bed.

 

Killing her was not difficult, but Astria decided to postpone it.

 

She had a use. It would not be too late to kill her once she had served her purpose.

 

**

 

“Dame Sylvia, I will give you the chance to redeem your honor. Gather the troops stationed in this mansion into one place. If you refuse, you may be killed.”

 

Astria said this while presenting a golden seal. It was the Empress’s seal. Sylvia did not move, staring at Sena. It was only after Sena nodded that she began to act.

 

It was a secret to Sylvia that Astria had watched her back with a disdainful look for quite some time.

 

Astria dragged Sena into a room.

 

It appeared to be the room where Astria had stayed.

 

“I killed Marquis Rockefeller.”

 

Sena’s pupils flickered slightly before settling down.

 

“How… did you find it?”

 

The Marquis had said it was a place one could never find, so there was no need to worry.

 

It was not an empty boast. Even though he had not been blindfolded, Sena had no confidence in going back to that underground prison.

 

Astria glanced at Sena and then grabbed his neck with her hand.

 

A silver necklace appeared from between his changed white clothes.

 

It was the necklace Astria had once given him.

 

“You’ve been wearing it even though the owner has changed.”

 

“…”

 

‘As I thought.’

 

It seemed that some magic to locate it had been placed on the necklace.

 

Sena smiled faintly, feeling that everything was unfolding as Astria intended.

 

“So? What about the new owner? Well, judging by the look, I can roughly guess.”

 

The new owner likely referred to Sylvia.

 

Sylvia was looking at the floor. Don’t, he’s the one at fault.

 

“…Alright. At least they’re not as coercive.”

“Is that so? To me, you seem to need someone to hold the leash and drag you around.”

“I have my own free will.”

“And the result of that is this, isn’t it?”

“I don’t want to be scolded right now. I’m already feeling down.”

 

Sena buried his face between his knees.

Astria smirked, lifting the corners of her mouth.

 

‘Completely subdued. Nice to see.’

 

She had seen countless people with such expressions.

 

Not many, but just a tiny ray of sunshine could make them perfectly her own.

 

A doll that looks only at her and relies solely on her.

 

“I don’t mind that either. Living like a doll is acceptable. Even that alone makes you valuable.”

 

Sena looked up. Acceptable? Could it be that her thoughts had changed? She had always seemed to dislike him before.

 

Astria stood up and said,

 

“But that will be after this matter is resolved.”

 

Astria grabbed Sena by the back of the neck and dragged him somewhere.

 

Weakly dragged, Sena was thrown into a room.

 

What startled Sena more than the sight of the gruesomely dead Marquis Rockefeller was the girl lying on the bed.

 

“…”

“Save her.”

 

Sena looked up at Astria in a daze.

 

“Fix your father’s mistakes yourself.”

 

An insane devil worshipper.

The sight of the pupil-less eyes alone was suffocating.

Sena felt suffocated in a different way.

This was Cruyff’s mark.

The mark of someone who sacrificed innocent lives for their own survival.

 

He wanted to run away so badly that he would have preferred to close his eyes and ignore it.

 

“Why, can’t you do it? Then kill her. It’s probably better than living like that.”

 

Astria pulled a random sword out of her spatial storage and threw it in front of Sena.

 

“Choose. To kill or to save.”

 

There had never been a time when Astria’s gaze was so terrifying.

 

“I…”

 

Even devil worshippers are human.

At least, they were human three years ago.

The moment you realize this fact, it becomes impossible to kill a devil worshipper.

If that’s the case, they must be saved.

 

Saved?

 

“Your Majesty.”

“The choice is yours. I won’t say a word more…”

“Can you stop this girl’s heart?”

“What?”

“Don’t touch anything else, just stop her heart cleanly!”

 

Sena had already risen and was examining the patient’s condition.

 

His eyes, which had been clouded just moments before, were now somewhat clear.

 

Astria, crossing her arms, said with indifference.

 

“I can do that.”

“Then please do it when I give the signal. For exactly 1 minute and 3 seconds. No, I’ll keep track of the time.”

“What kind of nonsense…”

“But Your Majesty, the great Empress of Laperci Empire! I believe you can do at least that!”

“Impudent…”

“Now! Stop her heart right now!”

 

‘How absurd. Giving orders to the Empress?’

 

Astria, bewildered, nevertheless followed the command and used her magic power to stop the devil worshipper’s heart. Sena climbed onto the girl’s bed and placed his hands over her chest. At this point, pure curiosity took over.

 

‘What is he trying to do?’

 

After confirming the cardiac arrest, Sena calmly began to time it. After 1 minute and 3 seconds, asystole would occur. This meant the heart no longer functioned, indicating death.

 

“Death confirmed. Your Majesty, please stop now.”

 

The girl’s body, which had been intermittently convulsing, went limp.

Sena continued to watch her calmly, using divine power to confirm that she was indeed a devil worshipper.

 

As time passed, Sena’s anxiety grew.

With each minute of asystole, the survival rate dropped by 10 percent.

After 10 minutes, it would be considered clinical death.

 

Fortunately, before 3 minutes had passed, the feeling of her being a devil worshipper completely vanished.

 

Sena immediately began performing CPR. The bed shook violently.

 

“What on earth are you doing?”

 

Astria watched Sena’s actions with suspicion.

He was applying forceful chest compressions, causing the bed to shake noticeably.

Sweat beaded on his forehead.

 

‘A kill confirmation? No, this is…’

 

Astria’s eyes widened in astonishment. Occasionally on the battlefield, when a commander is killed, knights sometimes draw grotesque pictures on the face to insult them.

 

Even if you ask them not to do it, stopping them is not easy.

Especially for those who enjoy such actions, like the Teutonic Knights.

 

Astria’s lips curled into a smirk.

 

‘Has the nature of this person changed after going through such major events? Finally, tainted with darkness.’

 

Corruption.

Rather, don’t you like it more?

Since you saved me the trouble.

 

“That’s it. She’s back. Are you awake?”

 

At that moment, Sena, wiping his sweat, stopped his strange actions.

 

Astria’s brow furrowed as she focused on the girl.

 

“…!”

 

And then she saw it.

The chest moving ever so slightly.

 

The heart that she had stopped with her own hands had started beating again.

 

“I’m sorry. It looks like a rib is out of place, but I’ll fix it quickly.”

“W-Where am I…”

“…Don’t open your eyes. It’s best if you don’t think about anything right now and just rest.”

 

Astria’s eyes were filled with shock.
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The devil worshiper, who could no longer be seen in human form, felt a profound joy upon returning to his original state.

 

However, as a physician, Sena could not allow himself to waver in front of a patient who had just awoken from a long slumber, so he endured it.

 

The girl fell asleep soon after. The only consolation was that she had not yet seen her father’s corpse.

 

“Remarkable. Can you even bring the dead back to life?”

 

Sena, who had been carefully checking the girl’s condition, shook his head at Astria’s words.

 

“Anyone can do this.”

 

“Well, in my opinion, it was a miracle of God.”

 

‘This is nothing more than using the gap between medieval and modern knowledge.’

 

Sena smiled bitterly.

 

“It seems there are still many aspects of you that I don’t know.”

“Are you considering taking me back as your attending physician?”

“No, your value has only increased.”

 

Astria was extremely satisfied with Sena.

 

What had just been demonstrated was more intense than any display of skill.

 

“I will establish a hospital in the capital. There, you can fully utilize your talents. I will provide unlimited authority and resources.”

“That sounds quite tempting.”

 

The Empress’s full support and the establishment of a hospital within the capital.

 

As it stood, there was nothing in this world that could be called a hospital.

There were priests who were perfect superior versions of doctors.

 

It had also been one of Sena’s long-held dreams.

 

It was an exceptionally good opportunity.

 

If only his lifespan were normal.

 

“Although the church will likely interfere, do not worry. I will protect your hospital even if it means starting a war. If you grow to a point where you can hold off the priests, I will grant you the title of Duke…”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”

 

So he had no choice but to refuse.

 

Even if it weren’t the case, he felt as if he could do nothing at the moment.

 

“…”

 

Astria’s expression clearly hardened.

 

“What’s the reason? I thought you would accept.”

 

This was not a simple proposal.

 

Astria was speaking indirectly to Sena, suggesting reconciliation and a return to how things were before.

 

Normally, Astria would have resorted to kidnapping to have a child, but instead, she had chosen to assign this role and take a gradual approach.

 

Establishing a hospital, having Astria visit frequently, and slowly developing feelings.

 

For Astria, who always thought of the shortest route, this was an extremely difficult decision.

 

And now, to have it rejected?

 

Astria was upset.

 

“I no longer have such goals.”

 

Hehe. Sena awkwardly laughed and scratched the back of his head.

 

“…I don’t deserve it anyway.”

“Could it be related to your father’s matter?”

“I can’t deny that.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

 

Astria spoke without changing his expression.

 

“If Cruyff encounters trouble, it will also affect your important tasks. Your father will become the Pope without any issues.”

“…The crimes committed by Cruyff are not something that can be forgiven.”

“How interesting. Just pretend it never happened. Whatever it may be.”

 

Astria blinked.

 

It seemed she intended to use the Empress’s power to erase Cruyff’s crimes.

 

Naturally, that wasn’t important to Sena.

 

The fact that Cruyff had committed a crime was what mattered. No, what mattered was that the crime had already been committed.

 

“I’m sorry.”

 

Upon rejecting once more, Astria’s expression clearly hardened.

 

“I knew you were frustrating, but I never imagined you’d be this foolish.”

“…I’m not foolish.”

“What exactly is the reason? Didn’t you want to save many people? For that, you would need my power.”

 

‘I’m reaching my limit.’

 

Physical symptoms were beginning to emerge.

 

Though he could barely converse now, his head was spinning. It wouldn’t be strange if he collapsed at any moment.

 

Sena wanted to quickly conclude the discussion.

 

“You killed someone, didn’t you?”

“…What?”

“Marquis Rockefeller.”

 

Astria turned her gaze to the side with a rigid face. The cold corpse of Marquis Rockefeller.

So? She looked at Sena with a face that seemed to say, “And?”

Then her expression changed to one of disbelief.

Sena hoped he wouldn’t have to say that.

It seemed it would make her very angry.

 

“Is it because of this? That I killed someone?”

 

Sge responded with a cold, expressionless face. Sena nodded.

 

“Yes. I don’t want to work alongside someone who casually kills people.”

“Haha.”

 

Astria laughed. It was so absurd that it made her laugh involuntarily.

 

“This person tried to kill you… No, never mind.”

 

She had many things to say, but she no longer felt the need to continue.

 

Astria looked at Sena with a hint of disgust.

 

“I must have misjudged people.”

 

‘Just a little longer.’

 

Sena gritted his teeth.

 

His body was in pain, and his heart was aching.

 

But he barely managed to steady his swaying body with the thought that he just needed to endure a little longer.

 

“As you wish, we will never meet again.”

 

Astria said coldly and left the room.

 

‘No more looking back.’

 

She vowed with a frigid expression.

 

It was time to forget Sena.

 

It was probably for the best.

 

The fewer people the Empress cares about, the better. It meant fewer constraints.

 

Sena would become a huge shackle.

 

A shackle greater than anything else.

 

So she should take this opportunity to erase him completely.

 

Everything related to Sena.

 

All the memories, the multitude of emotions she had felt for the first time in her life.

 

She would act as if they never existed.

 

After all, it wasn’t long. They had only been together for two months at most.

 

-Stand tall.

 

“…I forgot the necklace.”

 

The necklace she had given to Sena had a spell on it that allowed its location to be tracked regardless of where it was.

 

It was a valuable necklace, but it wasn’t strictly necessary to retrieve it.

 

However, if left as it was, it would continue to irritate her like a thorn around her neck, so it was better to retrieve it.

 

Astria turned around and went back to the room where Sena was.

 

The moment she reached for the door handle, Astria hesitated for a moment.

 

Wasn’t it enough to just dismantle the spell on the necklace, without actually retrieving it?

 

So why did she come to get it?

 

Could it be, this feeling of lingering attachment?

 

‘This is the last time. Really, the last.’

 

Astria took a deep breath and opened the door.

 

And saw.

 

“…!”

 

Sena, collapsed and bleeding.

 

His face was so pale that she could no longer endure.

 

**

 

Astria picked up Sena and ran.

 

Her heart was pounding rapidly, and an overwhelming sense of fear that she had never felt in her life engulfed her.

 

‘What am I doing right now? It hasn’t even been 5 minutes since I vowed not to care anymore.’

 

It felt as if time was moving slowly.

 

Sena’s small body in her arms felt unusually dreamlike today.

 

“Priest!”

“Y-Your Majesty, Sena?”

 

Even seeing Ellie’s bewildered face did not stop her trembling heart.

 

Astria bowed her head and sat in front of the bed.

 

Sena’s breathing was faint.

 

Ellie placed the tea on the side table and said cautiously.

 

“His condition is stabilized.”

“…How is it?”

“Honestly, not good.”

 

Ellie hesitated and added.

 

“It wouldn’t be strange if he were to go to the embrace of the Justitia right now.”

“…The cause.”

“He ingested magic power. It’s clashing violently with the divine power within his body.”

“I will get rid of the magic power.”

 

Ellie quickly shook her head.

 

“It might actually be better in this state.”

“What?”

“Sena has always had excessive divine power, which was causing his body to break down. But now, the magic power invading his body is consistently consuming the divine power.”

 

Divine power ‘used’ would be replenished.

 

However, the consumption caused by this kind of spontaneous combustion was not being replenished.

 

Ironically, the current situation was actually beneficial for Sena’s body.

 

However, due to the internal clashes, he would continue to experience terrible pain.

 

“Cruyff said he was moving for Sena.”

 

At Astria’s low voice, Ellie’s shoulders twitched.

 

Astria looked at Ellie with a sharp gaze.

 

“Tell me. Everything I don’t know.”

 

**

 

“It’s too late to turn back now.”

 

In front of the Rockefeller estate, the 500-member Order of Holy Knights stood in formation.

 

Only the order to march remained.

 

Before the speech, Seria spoke to Cruyff.

 

“Have things gone as you planned?”

“Yes. We’re almost there.”

“And it’s certain that the end goal is to save Sena?”

 

Cruyff, who had been gazing at the place where Sena was supposed to be, turned towards Seria.

 

He smiled faintly.

 

“Do you doubt me?”

“I can’t help but doubt. You’ve kept this entire plan hidden even from me.”

“It had to be that way. You wouldn’t have believed it.”

 

Seria sighed. Her complex emotions were evident in her expression.

 

“Yes. To be honest, I still can’t believe it. How does pushing the Empress to the brink of ruin help Sena?”

“The fact that the Empress is pushed to the brink is a sign of caring for Sena. This entire plan is based on the assumption that Empress Astria will have feelings for Sena.”

“…If we’ve come this far, just tell me. I have the right to know how my friend will end up.”

 

Cruyff assessed Seria.

 

Though he had been adamant about returning to his homeland, she didn’t seem to have any intention of interfering now.

 

“That way, I can ensure that my son will be protected in a world without me.”

 

Seria’s eyes widened.

 

“…What?”

“I just wanted to confirm that. I wanted to be sure whether it was safe to entrust my son to the tyrant Astria.”

 

Seria was silent for a long time.

 

“So this isn’t about saving Sena….”

“Yes. It’s a test of how far Astria will go to protect Sena.”

 

In other words, Cruyff was not acting for Sena’s sake from the beginning.

 

He was only checking how far Astria could go to protect Sena.

 

That meant.

 

“…You have already found a way to save Sena, haven’t you?”

“The more steadfast one’s faith in God, the clearer one becomes about how to incur divine wrath. It’s actually quite simple.”

 

It was madness. It was undeniably madness.

 

To cause such an upheaval for just that one thing?

 

All the beliefs and values he had upheld until now?

 

But at the same time, Seria instinctively knew.

 

How Cruyff intended to save Sena.

 

It was undoubtedly a certain method.

 

An enforced move, unrelated to Sena’s will.

 

But Seria’s expression darkened.

 

“If you do that, Cruyff. You will…….”

“Yes. Even after death, I will be hated. By Sena.”

 

It was a way Sena would never forgive.

 

It didn’t matter.

 

Two years. It took two years.

 

Knowing that his son didn’t have much time left.

 

It took two years to get here.

 

Everything was arranged.

From now on, nothing would stop the impending flow.

 

Cruyff wiped away even his faint smile and stood on the platform.

 

Looking at the assembled Holy Knights, he said.

 

“Kill Empress Astria. She is an enemy of Justitia.”

 

The Holy Knights began to march towards the heart of Rockefeller.
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In a dimly lit room illuminated by the faint moonlight, Sena tossed and turned in bed.

 

“Ugh.”

 

His throat felt dry.

His eyes were reluctant to open.

The room was dark.

 

He fumbled around, grabbing the edge of the table and struggling to sit up.

A sharp pain pierced his chest. His head was still dizzy.

 

“How long have I been asleep?”

 

Two days? A week?

 

It felt like he had slept for quite a long time. He slowly recalled his last memories.

 

To finish things up, he had hurled harsh words at Astria—words he didn’t truly mean.

 

And then he remembered Astria’s cold, blonde hair as she turned away. Sena smiled faintly.

 

‘Seems like I did it right. So, Sylvia must be the one who moved me here.’

 

He would need to do something similar with Sylvia.

His thoughts shifted.

In his final moments, he hoped no one would be around.

 

“I can’t find my place to die.”

 

He decided to abandon his only wish. There was no time or leisure for that now.

 

Sena finished getting ready and moved towards the window. After a moment’s hesitation, he opened the curtain.

 

His reflection was faintly visible in the window. Counting the days was still manageable.

 

How much time is left? His time.

 

This was different from before. This was ‘true remaining lifespan’.

 

[10]

 

Sena no longer intended to extend his lifespan.

 

In fact, he had no intention of using up all of it either.

 

**

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sylvia knelt before Astria.

 

“I have managed to gather around 300.”

“Knights, I presume?”

“…Half of them are knights.”

“Of little use then.”

 

Sylvia cautiously handed over the emblem of the Empress. Astria accepted it roughly and tossed it into the air. The black void swallowed the emblem.

 

“Well done, Miss Sylvia. Better than having none.”

 

Astria spoke to Sylvia, who couldn’t tell what Astria was thinking.

 

“What should I do?”

“I want to say, ‘Protect that furball’ … But that won’t work. I’ll have to use you.”

“Yes.”

 

Sylvia spoke without any hesitation. Astria quietly turned her head to gaze outside the walls.

 

A large army was approaching. The number wasn’t very high.

 

But each one was formidable. Not a single soldier among them.

 

The Holy Order of Knights could easily wipe out a kingdom. Cruyff had brought them here from Hamus.

 

“Quite skillful.”

“…The pretext seems to be a divine prophecy. He must be planning to draw the senior member into the order.”

“That seems likely.”

“Your Majesty… What are you planning?”

 

As a member of the Teutonic Order, Sylvia had heard much about Astria.

 

Although they had never fought on the same front.

 

‘The commander said that she was a natural warrior.’

 

The stories were like fairy tales. Almost impossible to believe.

 

If it weren’t for the fact that the leader of the Teutonic Order had shared such tales, Sylvia would never have believed them.

 

Yet even knowing such tales, Sylvia saw no hope this time.

 

The Holy Order of Knights was the source of the order’s tremendous influence.

 

One holy knight equaled ten ordinary knights. Among them, a special holy knight could even challenge a Master.

 

In contrast, the opposing force was just 300 ragtag troops. No matter how much of an empress one was, victory seemed unlikely in a direct confrontation.

 

“You seem to think I can’t win.”

“Th-that’s…”

 

Sylvia was taken aback when her thoughts were exposed. Astria continued to watch the advancing Holy Order before speaking.

 

“Cruyff must have thought a small elite force would suffice against me. But that’s his mistake. War is about quantity over quality. The most terrifying thing is not the blade of a well-trained knight but the rusty spear of a blind peasant.”

 

With that level, victory could be achieved.

 

As the Holy Knights drew closer, certainty grew.

 

‘But…’

 

Astria’s gaze fell.

 

The battlefield always had variables.

 

In this game, the only variable Astria was most worried about was one.

 

Granz Kairos.

 

A Master who could match her own skill.

 

There was no way he wouldn’t show up at this well-prepared table.

 

‘Although he isn’t visible for now, it’s ambiguous. If Granz is here, we need to conserve our strength.’

 

Astria’s mind was racing. She calculated numerous scenarios. A few times she lost, a few times she won. And winning always required the same premise.

 

“I had asked Chris a few times.”

“Yes?”

“But it wasn’t much help. Even that furball is a man, after all. It seems his attitude differs when dealing with men compared to women.”

 

Sylvia blinked at the sudden comment.

 

What does that mean?

 

Astria finally tore her gaze from the front lines and looked at Sylvia.

 

“I heard you were a junior to Sena at the academy.”

“…Yes.”

“What does Sena truly want?”

 

Sylvia felt a strange emotion.

 

‘What happened while I was away?’

 

Astria looked as pitiful as a wet cat.

 

Sylvia thought it might be due to the grim situation, but Astria seemed confident about the fight.

 

‘I’m not sure, but…’

 

Sylvia knew very well what Sena wanted most right now.

 

But she couldn’t reveal that.

 

‘If it’s this person, it will surely be possible.’

 

It wasn’t her place to fulfill Sena’s dreams or even to speak them.

 

She had realized enough over the past time. Despite being the closest person to him for a while—

 

She had failed. She couldn’t restore Sena to his bright former self.

 

‘Now, it’s time to concede.’

 

With the conclusion in mind, Sylvia felt relieved.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

Sylvia turned to Astria and smiled gently.

 

“I think it’s better to ask Senior directly.”

 

She drew her sword.

 

“I can buy you at least an hour.”

“Are you serious?”

“The gate is narrow. I doubt there will be an immediate attack, but if it comes to it, I’m confident I can hold them off for an hour.”

“…”

 

Astria only stared with a stern expression. The Holy Knights had now advanced to a distance where their faces were visible.

 

“Go on. Didn’t you say you’d use me? Isn’t this what you meant?”

 

Astria’s expression changed. She slowly nodded once and quickly descended the castle walls.

 

As she watched Astria’s retreating figure, Sylvia wiped her eyes. It felt too early, but her intuition as a woman told her otherwise.

 

Her first love had just ended.

 

**

 

“Haha, you don’t need to imprison me. More importantly, weren’t you on my side?”

 

Ellie avoided eye contact. Lucia spoke with a stern face.

 

“We are on Sena’s side. Even now, we are working for Sena.”

“Then wouldn’t it be better to listen to me?”

“That’s not possible. If Sena were to meet Cruyff, it would certainly be disadvantageous for him.”

“Well, I don’t think Cruyff would do that. Although, it seems something very sad might happen.”

 

Sena awkwardly smiled as he brushed off the blood-stained ceremonial robe.

 

It was Ellie’s ceremonial robe. Unfortunately, there were no other clothes to change into.

 

He had wanted to die in a clean state if possible.

 

“Please. Will you let me go? I’m confident I can persuade Cruyff if I meet him. No one will be harmed.”

 

He believed there was no other option.

 

The mere ten days of his small wish and the lives of innocent people.

 

The two couldn’t even be compared.

 

Dying here cleanly and ending everything seemed right.

 

But Ellie and Lucia remained unmoved.

Sena smiled bitterly.

 

“How frustrating.”

“Do you not even know who’s truly frustrated?”

 

The door opened, and Astria entered.

 

“A-Astria?”

 

Sena was flustered, addressing the Empress by her name.

 

He had been certain he would never see her again.

 

Why was she here?

 

“It’s cute to be this way once or twice, but this level of patheticness can’t be covered even by your good looks.”

“W-What are you talking about?”

 

Sena, who had been accepting death with stoic indifference, now felt an unprecedented surge of emotion.

 

Astria lightly grabbed Sena by the collar and said coldly.

 

“If your father made a mistake, it’s up to you, his child, to resolve it. You shouldn’t be sitting here like a doll burdened with the world’s sorrows.”

“…I’m trying to resolve it.”

 

Sena’s bangs fell over his eyes.

Astria, who had been looking down, glanced towards the back.

 

“Get out.”

 

It was a very simple command, but there was something in Astria that made it impossible to resist.

 

No matter what Sena said, they did not relent and quietly left the room. Sena clenched his fists so tightly that his white skin turned red and trembled.

 

“Is that method… death?”

“There’s no other choice.”

“Isn’t there a way to just run away?”

“Why do you always say such negative things? Is there a better solution in this situation?”

 

Sena, agitated, raised his voice, which was rare for him. Astria showed no sign of emotional disturbance.

 

“This doesn’t concern Your Majesty in the first place. Whether I live or die, what does it matter— Huff.”

 

Astria grabbed Sena’s wrist and forcibly kissed him.

 

Sena’s pupils trembled slightly as he hit the wall. The situation was incomprehensible.

 

An oppressive kiss with no consideration. Sena tried to escape, but with both hands restrained, he was powerless.

 

After a while, when Sena was gasping for air and finally pushed Astria away, the long kiss ended.

 

“Heh, heh. Wh-what…”

 

Sena, bewildered. Astria once again roughly explored Sena’s neck without a word.

 

“St-stop it!”

 

The actions were repeated several times. When Sena was out of breath, it would pause for a moment, and when he tried to protest, Astria would kiss him again.

 

Eventually, Sena, with a dazed expression, lost strength in his legs and collapsed to the floor.

 

“Only now have you become obedient.”

“…”

 

Fearing another kiss, Sena watched Astria cautiously.

 

Astria wore a satisfied smirk, raising one corner of her mouth.

 

“You’re fine as you are. I won’t tolerate any resistance. Look only at me, and listen only to my words. Don’t think about anything else.”

“That’s… absurd.”

 

Astria’s eyebrows twitched. Although Sena hurriedly tried to retreat, he was already backed into a corner and had no escape.

 

Astria roughly explored Sena once more and then looked down at him. Sena sat meekly with a hiccup.

 

“I’m going to the battlefield from now on. When this war ends, I’ll take you as a reward.”

“Wh-what?”

 

Sena’s face flushed red.

 

Astria arrogantly folded her arms.

 

“You have no right to refuse. It has already been decided. The spoils of this war are you.”

 

Hic.

 

Was it because he had a fever?

Astria’s words seemed to echo strangely.

 

“However, I don’t need clumsy control. To completely dominate you, I will give you the most desired item as a dowry. What is it that you want the most?”

“P-please wait. Even if I’m an easy furball to handle, I’m still a person… This kind of proposal is difficult…”

 

As Astria’s eyebrows raised again, Sena unintentionally spoke his true feelings.

 

“I… want to go back to my hometown. Even if just for a while.”

 

After saying it, he felt a sense of emptiness.

There was no value in keeping it hidden.

 

“Hmph. I should have expected this from the start.”

 

Astria, seeming to have finished her words, turned her head sharply to leave.

Sena, with trembling legs, hurriedly stood up.

 

“Y-Your Majesty.”

“?”

 

Astria frowned and turned back.

Sena was timidly looking at the floor, nervously fidgeting with his hands.

 

Hesitating, Sena unwrapped the bandage wrapped around his wrist.

Then he tightly grasped Astria’s wrist.

 

“I-I learned that you should do this for someone going to war.”

 

Sena carefully wrapped the bandage around Astria’s wrist.

 

“It seems like the gender has changed… it should be a handkerchief rather than a bandage, but unfortunately, I don’t have one. Still…”

 

After tying the final knot tightly, Sena looked up at Astria.

 

“You must return safely.”
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“An announcement from the Holy Knights of the Church!”

 

The long-awaited ‘Birkender Crusade’ in the Laperci Empire had begun in the Giraden Plains, right in front of the Rockefeller estate.

 

“Having received a revelation from Justitia, we have come here! Those who are persecuting our Messiah must cease all actions immediately and guide the Saint!”

 

The church forces numbered 300.

However, these were not just any 300, but 300 distinguished Holy Knights, including seven cardinals and one prospective pope.

 

On the other hand, the Rockefeller estate was defended by 300 poorly trained soldiers, an empress, and only one Teutonic Knight.

 

Before the crusade had even begun, the outcome seemed all too obvious.

 

“Repeat after me: Surrender! If you do not surrender, you will all be considered heretics!”

 

After the ultimatum, a deep silence settled over the Giraden Plains.

 

The Holy Knights, filled with the mission to retrieve the saint, fixed their gazes on one spot.

 

Through the swirling sandstorm, a single figure appeared faintly.

 

“Your Holiness. The enemy is here.”

“Please hold for a moment.”

 

A brief conversation with the commander of the Holy Knights occurred, and Cruyff assessed the situation.

 

“The Empress?”

 

But when the sand cleared, it was Sylvia. Cruyff relaxed his facial muscles.

 

“It’s been a while, Sylvia.”

“Let me ask. What made you start this?”

 

Precisely outside Sylvia’s sword’s range, Cruyff stood with his arms crossed.

 

“You will know when it’s over.”

“I never imagined that you, of all people, would do such a thing.”

“Indeed, I didn’t expect myself to get this far either.”

“Please stop now. Do you really think this is what Senior Sena wants?”

 

Cruyff smiled warmly.

 

“Trying to buy time, are you?”

“…”

 

Sylvia’s expression hardened.

She hadn’t expected to be discovered so quickly.

It wasn’t for nothing that she had been mentioned as a pope candidate from a young age.

 

“If you do not step aside, I have no choice but to consider you a heretic.”

“Go ahead.”

“Are you not afraid for your life?”

“Senior’s safety is more important to me than that.”

 

Sylvia grinned and drew her sword.

 

“It seems you won’t move.”

 

If he was going to stop here, he wouldn’t have started in the first place.

 

With a heavy heart, Cruyff spoke.

 

“Send her off without pain.”

“Yes.”

 

A Holy Knight in heavy plate armor approached Sylvia, closing the distance.

 

“Drop your sword, woman.”

“…”

“It is disgraceful to clash swords with a woman. If you surrender willingly, I will spare you the pain.”

 

Seeing Sylvia’s silence, the knight’s brows twitched. He sighed and raised his sword.

 

“Foolish.”

 

The knight’s sword aimed at Sylvia’s neck. Just before it reached her, Sylvia slightly turned her head. A few strands of her hair were cut. Maintaining her balance, she swiftly countered the attack with an upward strike.

 

The knight’s eyes widened as he bent backward in surprise, showing an incredible agility not fitting his size. However, he could not block Sylvia’s follow-up kick.

 

As he lost his balance and staggered, Sylvia’s sword accurately pierced his neck.

 

“…”

 

Silence lingered. Sylvia withdrew her sword and swung it through the air, standing still with her weapon ready for the next opponent.

 

“Who else wishes to go to Justitia?”

 

Actions spoke louder than words. Before Sylvia’s sentence was even completed, about five knights drew their weapons. It was a good choice. If more had moved, their movements would have tangled and obstructed each other.

 

‘Do you have no shame?’

 

Knights are fundamentally composed of pride. Among knights, one-on-many combat is not done. It’s done one by one.

 

Of course, since the opponent was a Holy Knight, Sylvia didn’t expect to fight only one-on-one. Still, she thought she would at least kill a few before starting…

 

‘In that case.’

 

Sylvia quickly ran towards the city wall. It was a bit early, but the time had come to use this device.

 

“Now!”

 

Countless arrows rained down from the top of the city wall. The approaching Holy Knights frowned.

 

For a knight who manipulates magic power, arrows are no hindrance.

 

‘It seems they’re in a hurry. Resorting to such a shallow trick.’

 

The leading Holy Knight, even seeing the arrows coming, made no attempt to dodge.

 

He merely focused his magic power at the point of impact.

 

At that moment.

 

Whoosh—!

 

“…!”

 

The Holy Knight’s eyes widened. Despite being surrounded by magic power, the arrow had pierced his body.

 

“We need to fend it off—!”

 

The knight, instinctively sensing that the arrows were not ordinary, shouted urgently.

 

“Damn it!”

 

Hiiiiing!

 

The horses neighed in alarm, raising their legs high. The knight looked up at those on the city wall firing arrows.

 

Half of them were ‘knights’, meaning the arrows were imbued with magic power.

 

“Do you lack the pride of knights?”

“What pride of knights!? Five of you coming up at once!”

 

Sylvia immediately counterattacked and charged.

 

The arrows flew indiscriminately, not distinguishing between friend and foe. Of course, not all of these arrows were imbued with magic.

 

Using magic arrows puts a significant strain on the user. Moreover, it’s inefficient because if the arrows miss, it’s all for nothing.

 

Out of ten arrows fired, about three were magic arrows. The problem was distinguishing them. Judging whether an arrow was imbued with magic or not while it was flying as fast as an arrow was challenging.

 

But.

 

Sylvia could do it.

 

“Ugh!”

 

Sylvia, confident in her magic detection, could distinguish which arrows were real and which were fake just by feeling amidst the countless arrows.

 

‘The tactic seems to have worked to some extent. But…’

 

With so many arrows to fend off and Sylvia wreaking havoc on the battlefield, handling five opponents wasn’t difficult.

 

However, the enemy was no fool.

 

‘They’re advancing slowly. Judging too quickly.’

 

After taking down the last knight, Sylvia breathed heavily.

 

She touched her shoulder and found it stained with blood.

 

The Holy Knights were exceptionally skilled.

 

Even under such dire conditions, she had managed to land a hit.

 

Sylvia forced a wry smile and re-entered between the city gates.

 

The enemy was advancing slowly. Deflecting arrows and proceeding cautiously.

 

There were no openings. Fighting outside the city gates was s*icide.

 

What remained now was…

 

A one-on-one battle utilizing the geographical advantage of the narrow city gates.

 

 

 

“Excellent.”

 

Grand Master Greol dismounted from his horse.

 

He approached Sylvia, who was blocking the city gate, and applauded.

 

“Sending such inexperienced troops into battle directly was a poor decision. It was a good move to have them shoot arrows from afar.”

 

Sylvia infused her sword with magic energy.

 

“Moreover, the resolve you showed even facing so many Holy Knights. I must acknowledge it. You are stronger than any knight I have seen in the Empire.”

 

‘How ridiculous.’

 

There were plenty of knights stronger than Sylvia.

 

As soon as she joined the Teutonic Knights, she realized how limited her talent was.

 

It was fortunate. If what this knight said represented the order’s view, the order could never be a true enemy of the Empire.

 

“That’s why it’s a shame.”

 

Greol spoke with a sad look in his eyes.

 

“The sorrow of having to cut down such a beautiful flower. Even now, do you have no intention of repenting?”

“No!”

 

Sylvia swung her sword with all her might. However, the sword, held loosely, only raised it to block her attack.

 

A knight with a certain level of skill could gauge the opponent’s ability with just the first exchange.

 

Sylvia’s eyes momentarily reflected despair.

 

The knight before her was at a level she could not defeat.

 

**
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“Let me go.”

 

Sena lay on the bed, his hands and legs bound.

 

Of course, untying these bonds was not difficult. However, once freed, he would be bound again immediately.

 

Unless he convinced those two, he couldn’t leave this room. Sena shot them a fierce glare.

 

Ellie and Lucia exchanged glances.

 

‘What should we do? We’ve tied him up, but…’

‘I was against it.’

‘T-This is it?’

 

 

“I hear the sounds of battle. Cruyff has arrived. I need to go.”

“But… Her Majesty’s orders were to not let you move an inch from here.”

 

“Since when have you followed Her Majesty’s orders? What you follow is Justitia.”

‘There’s nothing I can do. It’s a little underhanded, though.’

 

Sena stared intensely and said.

 

“And, I am Justitia’s angel. Have you forgotten? The sin of intimidating an angel won’t be forgiven no matter how much you pray.”

 

However, Sena was unaware.

 

No matter how fiercely he glared, he only looked cute to them.

 

“Don’t worry. Nothing you’re worried about will happen.”

 

Having given them a metaphorical whip, Sena thought it was time to offer a carrot.

 

He was convinced, on his own, that he had succeeded in making a formidable threat.

 

“I’m definitely not dying today. I’m going to resolve this through conversation.”

 

‘Now, I have only 10 days left.’

 

Sena, who was not some kind of grim reaper, had the ability to see lifespan.

 

Even so, he had spent years with this ability.

 

And he knew. Lifespan was paradoxical.

 

Unless one committed s*icide, one would not die during those 10 days, no matter what.

 

 

In other words, unless there was intervention from ‘God or oneself’, a predetermined lifespan would not change.

 

“I have things I want to do. I want to live more than ever right now. So, will you move aside?”

 

Sena was serious. He couldn’t afford not to be.

 

Sylvia had been missing for a while. She should have been by his side.

 

But the fact that she was absent meant she was in battle. She was likely confronting the Holy Knights Cruyff had brought with him.

 

He needed to run as fast as possible. There was no time to waste.

 

However, these religious zealots had no intention of moving aside. Why?

 

“…Even if Sena goes, it won’t change anything. The Empress’s orders were accepted because her words have merit.”

“Right now, Cruyff is not the Cruyff you know. The Cruyff you know most wants you to appear right in front of him.”

“I have my own thoughts on the matter. If you keep this up, I’ll get angry.”

 

Sena made a serious expression.

 

‘…I shouldn’t be thinking about this in this situation.’

‘You’re just too cute.’

 

But the sight of Sena, bound and struggling, looked only adorable.

 

However, the two felt guilty for finding him cute in such a dire situation where the fate of humanity was at stake.

 

Sena misunderstood their expressions. As devout believers, they must have been swayed by his threat, he thought.

 

He tried again, narrowing his eyes.

 

“Move aside. If you don’t want divine punishment.”

“No, we can’t.”

“I’m sorry, Sena. Even if you look that cute, we can’t untie you.”

 

Sena was shocked by the word “cute”.

 

And then, he lost his composure and became agitated.

 

“There’s no time for this! Untie me, I said untie me!”

 

Sena began to struggle violently.

 

The problem was that his frail body, with only 10 days left, couldn’t withstand the strain.

 

His divine power started leaking.

 

Eventually.

 

“…!”

 

Something that had always been suppressed, like holding in a bathroom urge, burst forth.

 

It was his wings.

 

The room where Sena was confined was soon filled with white feathers.

 

The two looked at Sena with wide eyes.

 

Sena’s face flushed red. This was something he really hated.

 

‘…I’m not in a position to be picky right now.’

 

Sena first untied the bonds that had restrained him and stood up.

 

Now was the opportunity. If he missed it, he would remain tied up here.

 

He closed his eyes for a moment, imagined Astria, and then opened them. Hoping for some semblance of dignity, he walked slowly.

 

Lucia, hiccuping, knelt down, and Ellie quickly knelt down quietly.

 

Sena looked down at them coldly.

 

“…I won’t let you go to heaven?”

 

Fortunately, this threat seemed to have had an effect.
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Sena hid behind a building near the city wall. The white wings flapped against the wall, twitching.

 

What was more bothersome than the unnecessarily large wings was the fact that his lower body was bare.

 

‘Can I manage in this state?’

 

Blood had splattered, making it impossible to wear his armor. So, he was currently just wearing a slightly long T-shirt.

 

Anyway, the plan was simple.

 

They were currently here under Cruyff’s orders.

 

The justification was probably a divine prophecy.

Thus, it was logical that anything obstructing their mission could be eliminated.

 

But conversely, this meant that Sena was already recognized as the ‘Saint’ mentioned in the prophecy.

 

These wings, which had even made Lucia kneel, could be used to…

 

Take control away from Cruyff.

 

There was no higher position in the Church than the saint under the protection of God.

 

Sena took a deep breath and stuck his head out.

 

“Sylvia.”

 

There, Sylvia was seen blocking the gate alone, fighting fiercely.

 

Her skills were astonishing. To Sena’s eyes, it was as if Sylvia wasn’t even wielding her sword.

 

But—.

 

‘…The opponent is stronger.’

 

The enemy, a holy knight, was easily deflecting Sylvia’s invisible sword strikes.

 

At this rate, she wouldn’t last long.

 

‘Calm down.’

 

[11224]

 

Sylvia’s lifespan had not yet decreased.

 

‘If I go out now, everything will fall apart.’

 

There was no choice but to wait patiently.

 

A suitable time would surely come.

 

 

 

“Well done holding out, Dame Sylvia.”

 

When a minute felt like an hour.

 

A girl with an incongruous delicate voice and a heavy presence appeared.

 

With her sword loosely held, barefoot, and with an arrogant expression.

 

It was Astria.

 

Seeing her, Sena’s expression brightened.

 

“Your decision has changed much in this world.”

 

The weight of her presence was different.

 

Even though only a 160 cm tall girl had joined, the previously relaxed expression of the Holy Knight visibly hardened.

 

When she was on their side, there was no more reassuring presence.

 

With the Empress’s appearance, the situation would be reshuffled. Sylvia, noticing Astria’s arrival, shouted loudly.

 

“Why are you only arriving now!”

 

Astria blinked.

 

“And if you’ve come, why are you walking so leisurely? Hurry up and help!”

 

Clang!

 

With a sharp sound, Sylvia complained.

Astria’s eyebrows twitched.

 

“I was delayed because I needed to confirm something. And the way you speak to the Empress…”

“Please hurry and join the battle! I can’t hold out any longer!”

 

As Sylvia said, it was now at its limit.

The narrow terrain was a great advantage against many opponents, but it didn’t suit Sylvia’s swordsmanship style.

 

“Complaining about not being able to defeat a mere religious fanatic?”

 

Astria, seeming disdainful, lightly stamped the ground.

 

“Move aside. If you don’t want to die.”

 

Without a hint of hesitation, Sylvia stepped back, pushing away Greol’s sword.

 

At the same time, Astria charged directly with the shortest distance. Although Greol raised his sword to block Astria’s unhesitating swing, he was pushed back significantly by her strike.

 

‘What strength.’

 

He was knocked backward by a single blow from the girl, who was only half his size.

 

Greol frowned and looked at his hand. Red blood flowed along the sword. His gloved hand trembled slightly.

 

“So this is the power of the Empress, the one with the nickname ‘Whole Body’? Truly as remarkable as they say, or even more so.”

“Kill yourself now. I’ll only kill up to the 8th degree of kin.”

 

As Astria spoke mockingly, Greol’s expression turned sour.

 

“How dare you defy the will of God? You shall not die peacefully.”

 

‘The will of God?’

 

Sena struggled to find justification during their conversation.

 

“I’ll give you a chance. If you don’t want to face the judgment of the Goddess Justitia…”

 

Astria suddenly swung her sword during Greol’s words.

 

Her sword cut through the air, and at that moment, the sound of the air tearing was followed by a deadly blow.

 

Greol hurriedly raised his aura to block it, but other Holy Knights were different.

There was nothing above the necks of the several Holy Knights around.

 

“Have more to say?”

“…Receive the judgment of God!”

 

At Greol’s enraged voice, Astria sneered and replied.

 

“Send that message to the so-called Justitia.”

 

Astria leisurely stepped out beyond the city walls. As the massive city walls closed, she raised her sword high into the sky.

 

She had given up her geographical advantage.

 

“I’ll send even more now.”

 

Whoosh-!

 

Astria’s sword resonated ominously.

 

“All units, charge!”

 

Greol also raised his sword high and shouted. The Holy Knights pulled the reins and charged with terrifying momentum.

 

The tip of Greol’s sword aimed at Astria.

 

“Empress, what can you do now?”

 

The Holy Knights was charging from all directions.

However, Astria remained unfazed.

 

‘That fool!’

 

Sena hurriedly ran out. Sylvia, who had locked the gate, looked at Sena with wide eyes.

 

“No, Senior! What are you doing here!”

“This is not the time for that! Why did you close the gate?”

“Because I was told to. More importantly, get inside quickly. It’s dangerous here.”

 

Sena replied seriously.

 

“That’s not possible.”

“Senior.”

 

Sylvia’s eyes wavered.

 

“…You’re not wearing pants?”

“Is this really the time for jokes?”

 

Sena shouted with a bright red face.

 

“Anyway, take me up to the top of the wall quickly.”

“Are those wings just for show?”

 

It was only natural that Sena didn’t know how to use the newly grown wings. As his lips began to pout, Sylvia reluctantly wrapped her arms around Sena’s waist.

 

“I understand what you’re worried about, but it won’t make a difference.”

“Hurry up.”

“…Hold on tight.”

 

They climbed up the wall at an astonishing speed. Sena squirmed for a moment before getting down.

 

He had actually wanted to appear at a better time. But there was no time. If this dragged on any longer, Astria would…

 

Be in danger… Huh?

 

Sena was confused about whether the scene below the wall was reality or a dream.

 

“Monster, monster.”

“Ah, it’s a devil. It must be a devil.”

 

‘Huh…?’

 

Certainly, there were so many knights that you couldn’t see the end.

 

But the Holy Knights visible below the wall were only a small fraction.

 

In front of Astria, there was a gigantic crater in a fan shape.

 

People were sitting down, and there were Cruyff and a few Holy Knights around, including Greoi, the Holy Knight Commander who had fought Sylvia earlier.

 

This was all that remained.

 

The rest had ‘vanished’ without a trace of their bodies.

 

“I’ve heard stories, but I can’t believe it.”

“…What is this?”

“The commander used to say sometimes. That Her Majesty could win a war just with a single strike of her sword. I roughly guessed the magic power she had from the earlier display, but it’s astonishing.”

 

Suddenly, Sena recalled what Astria had said earlier.

 

– When this war ends, I’ll take you as a reward.

 

It had seemed like a mere expression of confidence. Just a firm resolve.

 

It wasn’t that. Astria hadn’t exaggerated or made hopeful assumptions even a bit.

 

She had only analyzed the reality coldly and stated the facts.

 

That’s right. From the beginning, she had no intention of losing.

Overwhelming victory.

It was a word that was too natural for her.

 

With such power, she must have never lost even once in her life.

 

“Sylvia.”

“Yes.”

“Let me down below the wall.”

 

Though they were enemies, Sena knew they had no free will.

 

He was purely saddened by the many lives that had vanished.

 

But their deaths must not be in vain.

 

The ideal situation Sena had hoped for and had to step into had arrived.

 

“Senior. Her Majesty you know is not the same as the current one.”

 

Sylvia spoke seriously, but Sena shook his head firmly.

 

“It has to be now. And Sylvia, you’re underestimating Cruyff.”

 

Astria had never hidden her abilities.

 

It might have been something Sena and Sylvia hadn’t known due to their young age, but it couldn’t be for Cruyff.

 

There was no way Cruyff, who knew the Empress’s abilities well, would have come to the front lines without any countermeasures. There must be something more, and he had to stop it.

 

“He wasn’t called the prospective Pope just by luck.”

“…Then promise me one thing.”

 

Sylvia hugged Sena like a princess.

 

“Don’t foolishly give up on everything. Never move according to the will of the Church.”

 

Sena smiled faintly.

 

“Alright.”

 

Sylvia jumped down the high wall with Sena.

 

As they carefully set down, Sena took a deep breath and looked at the battlefield with resolute eyes.

 

At a short distance, Cruyff was visible.

 

‘Did you think I would be pleased by this?’

 

Sena wanted to ask. Why did Cruyff do this?

 

Was his only wish to return home and close his eyes in peace that unpleasant to him?

 

He didn’t want anything else. There was no way his life could be happy if he lived while causing so many victims.

 

Sena gathered his resolve and moved forward. Then, he released the reins of his suppressed divine power.
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“It is said that the Messiah is neither male nor female.”

 

Some showed their respect, while others wept uncontrollably.

 

The price of faith over time had manifested right here, in the Rockefeller Domain.

 

In the most righteous form they had longed for and imagined.

 

“And also, it has the purest white color and the softest wings that embrace everything. This is from Chapter 3, Verse 19. Yes, just like your appearance now.”

 

The Knight Commander knelt down without hesitation.

 

If one believed in God, the being that had to be revered was right in front of them.

 

If they did not revere it, they would cut off anyone’s head.

 

If anyone caused even the slightest harm to this being, they would annihilate their existence.

 

Such loyalty welled up from deep within their chest, enough to cause a shiver.

 

“O most great and illustrious being. Please give us a command.”

“A command.”

 

Sena looked around at the kneeling Holy Knights with a bit of nervousness.

 

Even Cruyff was bowing. Whether his actions were sincere or not was unknown, but it was what was desired.

 

‘It’s alright. Just as expected.’

 

The initiative had shifted from Cruyff to him. The knights were ready to act as if they would die with just one word from him.

 

“Everyone, that is enough. Step back.”

 

Sena said this and walked among the kneeling knights.

 

Every time Sena took a step, people flinched as if they were sinners.

 

It was truly overwhelming divine power that made their bodies tremble involuntarily.

 

Sena looked directly at Cruyff and spoke.

 

“Threatening innocent people will not be tolerated by Lady Justitia.”

 

‘It’s over. Cruyff.’

 

The situation was settled.

 

They would safely be sent back and return to their homeland.

 

Completing the last wish of their life safely.

 

“Seria. Can you see how much time Sena has left?”

“…10 days.”

“Not much time left.”

 

Sena calmly observed Cruyff, who was conversing quietly with Seria.

As if aware of Sena’s gaze, Cruyff stepped forward and knelt on one knee.

 

“It is an honor to meet you, Messiah.”

‘…What is this scheme?’

 

The knights were ready to give their lives for God.

 

They had the pure white wings and immense divine power that could be considered evidence of that divinity.

 

Clearly, Sena’s words would take precedence over Cruyff’s orders, who was not even a pope yet.

 

“Everyone, rise. Draw your swords and strike down those unbelievers. That alone is true worship.”

“…Didn’t you hear me say to stop?”

 

However, Cruyff had not yet lost his composure.

 

A sense of unease overtook him.

 

It felt as if everything happening now was going according to Cruyff’s will.

 

‘No. That can’t be.’

 

But nothing changed.

 

Even if Cruyff stubbornly resisted here, the initiative had undeniably shifted.

 

Sena looked around and said.

 

“Everyone, lower your swords and surrender.”

 

The knights flinched and looked around. But one by one, they were sheathing their swords.

 

Sena’s pure white wings were undeniable proof of faith.

 

“Didn’t you hear me? Do you all want to be executed? I said to take up your swords!”

“…But, Your Holiness.”

 

Confusion spread among the knights.

 

They stopped with their swords half-sheathed.

 

There was confusion about what to choose between the two overwhelming presences.

 

The Knight Commander spoke to Cruyff with a stern look.

 

“Sorry, but what we follow is……”

“Not visible to the Knight Commander’s eyes.”

“…What do you mean?”

“The brainwashed angel.”

 

‘What?’

 

The absurdity of the statement left Sena momentarily speechless. But he quickly gathered himself.

“What nonsense are you talking about? I am being brainwashed?”

“Demons tempt angels, constantly corrupting and forcing lies.”

“Don’t believe him. I am not corrupted by anyone.”

“Poor angel does not even realize that he is being deceived. That is why demons are dangerous.”

“No. I am completely sane. The bad one is Cruyff, isn’t it? Seria. Say something too.”

 

Seria avoided Sena’s gaze. She merely mouthed the words.

 

‘I’m sorry.’

 

“How much you have suffered all this time. Among those unbelievers, enduring harsh pain, no doubt. Do not worry. I, your father, have come to take you.”

“Don’t be deceived! Cruyff is lying right now!”

“I already knew everything. That the unbeliever Empress Astria has been brainwashing you for a long time. Poor child.”

“By Lady Justitia…”

 

It was the moment Sena was about to put an end to it.

 

Cruyff caressed Sena’s cheek and said.

 

“Look, this is the evidence.”

 

Cruyff lifted his finger and drew a line from left to right.

 

“Gulp.”

 

Sena immediately slumped to the ground.

 

‘W-What’s happening?’

 

His whole body was aching. Breathing was difficult, and something was rising from deep in his throat.

 

Sena covered his mouth with both hands.

 

‘No. If I vomit blood here…’

 

It would lead to a misunderstanding about Astria. He hurriedly searched for the cause. Even if his body was unwell, it wasn’t sudden like this.

 

It didn’t take long to guess the cause. The bandages, the bandages. Strange energy was seeping out from them, making his body dizzy.

 

-‘Wrap this around your body. It will help.’

 

“Cru, Cruyff…!”

 

Sena glared at Cruyff with fury.

 

“See! Do you sense the smell of demons?”

“Y-Yes, it’s true.”

“The smell of a devil worshiper from the angel’s body…”

“The divine power is shaking!”

‘No more. This is my limit.’

 

The blood he had barely held back trickled down his lips.

 

“Cough.”

 

In the end, Sena vomited a gush of red blood. His head started to spin as if he were in a dream.

 

“Senior!”

“Don’t move!”

“How dare you to the angel!”

“Damn it! What have you done to Senior!”

 

Sylvia’s cries, also mixed with vomiting, were faintly heard. Sena trembled and placed his hand on his thigh to untie the bandages.

 

But even after removing the bandages, the pain remained. Sena was shocked more by Cruyff’s actions than the physical pain.

 

‘Why?’

 

Cruyff, seen through his dim vision, was clearly showing sadness.

 

The trembling fingertips were visible. Yet, his gaze was clear.

 

That was the demeanor of someone with no regret for their actions.

 

‘This isn’t the time.’

 

He needed to pull himself together and continue his speech as soon as possible. If things continued like this, an irreversible event would occur.

 

But then.

 

“Ahahaha!”

 

Sena turned his head. Astria was laughing uncontrollably, unable to contain herself.

 

She laughed so much that tears formed at the corners of her eyes. She staggered slightly as she approached.

 

“This is amusing. Cruyff. If I had known you were such an entertaining man, I would have cast my vote for you long ago.”

 

Astria’s demeanor was more ferocious than ever.

 

“However, it seems you are mistaken.”

 

Astria’s blonde hair swayed.

 

It was not due to the wind.

 

Mana. A large amount of magical power flowing from her Dantian created an effect that resembled the blowing of wind.

 

“Do you think you can kill me? You insignificant beings?”

 

Crash!

 

A massive crater formed around her right foot. The ground split as it couldn’t withstand the excessive magical power.

 

The knights, who had been unable to raise their heads due to the overwhelming divine power, were now pressed by another pressure.

 

Not awe, but fear. A violent mana that overwhelmed everything. As humans, they could only tremble in fear.

 

A Tyrant’s Aura.

 

“Truly an interesting story. Try it. If you can, that is.”

 

Swish-!

 

It was once.

 

Just a single strike.

 

Yet, the result of that simple action was astonishing.

 

“T-This can’t be.”

 

Half.

 

Exactly half of them disappeared.

 

Knights numbering close to a hundred were struck down in one blow.

 

With no preparation stance, with a mere casual swing, as if it was trivial.

 

‘I was thinking wrong.’

 

The one who needed to be stopped was not Cruyff.

 

It was Astria.

 

He had severely underestimated her power.

 

A long silence lingered.

 

The knights could not even lift a finger.

 

At that moment, they vividly felt that death was approaching.

 

Yet, in this space thick with murderous intent, only one person remained calmly smiling.

 

Sena was stunned by that smile.

 

“Hahaha.”

 

It was a smile that seemed relieved.

 

“You surpass all expectations. To rule over this vast empire, one must be at that level, I suppose?”

“Are you flattering me because a crisis has come?”

“Not at all. Your Majesty, I have never once made a wrong judgment.”

“The time for hearing nonsense is over. I will send you to Justitia, whom you so long to see.”

“No, that’s not it.”

 

Cruyff took out a black orb from his bosom.

 

Astria’s eyes widened.

 

The pattern on the orb was familiar.

 

The emblem of the Kairos family.

 

“Do you think I would try to stop you with this mere force?”

“What? You insolent—!”

 

The worst-case scenario here was the arrival of Duke Granz.

 

That’s why he had endured until the last moment and used his strength.

 

‘So, he must have been lying in ambush nearby. Even though I didn’t feel anything when I checked the area, it must have been quite far. It would take time to arrive. That means this is a location spell.’

 

Astria quickly assessed the situation.

 

She decided to use all her magic power to kill these intruders and then retreat.

 

Of course, the best option would be to kill Cruyff before using the black orb.

 

Without hesitation, Astria swung her sword with all her strength towards Cruyff.

 

And at that moment.

 

“No! Astria!”

 

Sena shouted urgently and rushed towards Astria.

 

‘The lifespan has changed.’

 

The numbers had changed the moment Astria swung her sword.

 

[0]

 

An extremely reduced number meant only one thing.

 

With that choice, Astria would die.

 

‘Why? What is…!’

 

Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Sena focused all his nerves, ready to use his power.

 

He quickly found the cause. A knight in a helmet was making a move right next to Astria.

 

Soon, his sword was enveloped in an aura. Black. An aura color that should not come from a knight.

 

Duke Granz Kairos. He was the only one who could possibly challenge Astria.

 

Even Astria’s cold gray eyes glanced towards Granz.

 

The problem was that it was already too late. The attack, filled with Astria’s aura, was already halfway through. It was impossible to retrieve it from there.

 

‘The power…’

 

Sena had the “ability to cut through everything”. It would definitely work.

 

But, would it work against a knight like Granz?

 

If it doesn’t, Astria would die.

 

‘That can’t happen.’

 

Sena decided to choose a more certain method.

 

He pushed Astria with his body.

 

Thud-!

 

“…!”

 

Astria’s sword missed.

 

Red blood stained Cruyff’s cheek.

 

Because Sena had pushed her at the moment of impact.

 

The same went for Granz’s strike. Thanks to being pushed, Granz’s sword did not reach Astria.

 

However—

 

“…Sena?”

 

“Hahaha, th-this…”

 

Granz’s sword had pierced through Sena.

 

Sena looked at Astria with an awkward smile.

 

“I-It hurts more than I expected.”
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It is impossible.

 

The absolute rule for knights on the battlefield is not to assist comrades.

 

If you can’t trust your allies and rely on them, no matter how good your strategy is, you will lose that war.

 

Thus, the knight on the battlefield does not help comrades. They focus only on defeating the opponent right in front of them.

 

There were no exceptions for Empress Astria.

 

How many moments of death had she faced until now?

 

Being stabbed with a sword didn’t matter to her.

 

So Astria couldn’t understand Sena.

What power does he think he has to do such things?

Does this furball even realize how foolish his actions are?

 

But…

 

“You must not lose consciousness.”

 

Astria could think of nothing at the moment.

 

Except for pressing down on the wound that Sena was losing blood from.

 

“Ah… Thank goodness. The numbers, they’ve returned.”

“Don’t talk. Just focus on recovering.”

“You’ll live a long time, Your Majesty. Cough.”

 

His condition was not good. Even Astria, with no medical knowledge, could tell that.

 

He had been weak from the start. This wound would be hard to recover from even for a healthy knight.

 

‘A method. A way…’

 

“Cruyff Birkender!”

“…”

“Save Sena at once! If you do, I will forgive your previous rudeness!”

 

Cruyff’s pupils trembled like reeds in the wind.

 

The moment he took a step forward, a sound like air escaping from a balloon could be heard.

 

“Is it really so easy for you to forgive?”

 

Duke Granz removed his helmet, letting his long black hair fall.

 

“How unbecoming of you, Your Majesty.”

“Shut up. Before I tear that mouth of yours apart.”

 

Astria’s deadly gaze turned towards Granz.

 

Meanwhile, Granz looked at Sena with a relaxed demeanor.

 

“I never imagined this physician would become Your Majesty’s weakness. Indeed, the world is unpredictable.”

 

Swish!

 

Granz lightly swung his sword. Astria moved back significantly while holding Sena.

 

Astria’s blonde hair brushed against Sena’s pale cheek. Her long bangs obscured her expression.

 

“Is this how you betray me, Duke Granz?”

“Betrayal? You’re mistaken. Wasn’t it you, Your Majesty, who tried to strike me down every minute and second?”

“If you were going to kill me, you could have killed me a long time ago. Keeping you alive was my last act of kindness.”

“Well, I suppose this will be the end of that kindness. I regret it deeply.”

 

Despite his words, Granz was dry and almost seemed to be smiling.

 

Astria looked directly at Granz, coldly stating.

 

“Regret, you say? It seems you truly regret it. You should have been buried with my mother on the day of the revolution.”

 

For the first time, cracks appeared in Granz’s expression.

 

“…You must be precise with your words. That was not a revolution; it was treason and betrayal.”

 

As if no further words were needed, he lowered his posture.

 

“Don’t blame me too much. This was all your doing from the start.”

 

Astria raised the corners of her mouth.

 

“It seems you still have feelings for my mother. But what shall we do about that?”

 

She raised her head. Seeing Granz’s face, anger surged within her.

 

However, she managed to suppress her rage and sneered at Granz as best as she could.

 

“My mother is not a woman who can love someone.”

“Your Majesty!”

 

Sylvia shouted loudly. Astria seemed to know, reaching out her hand.

 

In that moment, Sylvia, riding her horse quickly, grabbed Astria.

 

“Don’t let her go!”

 

Astria lightly deflected Granz’s aura as he approached. The panicked holy knights attempted to pursue, but the horse, now accelerated, quickly distanced itself.

 

“Are you okay?!”

“You did well, Dame Sylvia. Your efforts will be acknowledged later.”

 

Astria, barely securing herself on the horse, held Sena tightly.

 

Swearing she would never let him go again.

 

**

 

In a haze, Sena opened his eyes.

 

“Where am I…?”

 

The sound of hooves echoed as the air rushed past, revealing they were on horseback.

 

The figure in front of him was likely Sylvia.

 

“I think we’re going to get caught.”

 

Sylvia’s voice trembled as she pulled the reins.

 

Though they had created some distance, they were three on the horse.

 

It was only a matter of time before they were caught.

 

Sena managed a faint smile.

 

“Thank goodness. Everyone is safe. Cough.”

 

Sena coughed and held his abdomen, which felt extremely hot.

 

“Don’t speak. Your wound will open.”

 

Astria, who had quietly spoken to Sena, lifted her head.

 

“Dame Sylvia, head towards the Ashford territory by any means necessary. I can trust the Marquis.”

 

Sylvia bit her lip slightly.

 

It was a dangerous action to take while riding a galloping horse, but the situation was equally frustrating.

 

“They’re already within sight.”

 

Even without looking back, she could feel the unpleasant aura of the holy knights behind them.

 

‘At this rate…’

 

It was impossible to maneuver a horse faster with three riders than with one.

 

Moreover, the Holy Knights likely had two horses each.

They needed rest, whereas the journey to Ashford territory would still take three days, no matter how fast they went.

 

Being caught was soon to become a reality.

 

‘Should we hide instead?’

 

Sylvia shook her head.

 

The enemies were holy knights. It was their job to find fugitives and traitors.

 

That would be too reckless a decision. And besides, there was an injured person.

 

‘Then…’

 

Sylvia exhaled sharply.

 

She had to come up with something.

 

They couldn’t all die here.

 

“Dame Sylvia.”

“…Yes.”

“Can you move the horse while holding Sena?”

 

Sylvia instantly understood Astria’s intention.

 

She was buying time, even if it meant sacrificing her own life.

 

“There’s no time. If I’m going to jump off, now is the moment.”

 

As she spoke, an advantageous terrain for fighting was just ahead.

 

A bridge. The lake looked deep at first glance.

 

“Ah, no!”

Sena shouted with all his strength.

“Just leave me behind!”

“Trust me, Sena. I will not die in a place like this.”

“Sylvia! This is an order. Do not stop the horse!”

 

Sylvia raised the corners of her mouth.

 

It was so obvious that she hadn’t even thought about it.

 

“Your Majesty, you said last time that you couldn’t ride a horse.”

“…That’s true.”

“Please, just make it work. If you don’t, Senior will die.”

“What?”

 

Astria’s eyes widened.

 

“Are you serious?”

“Please take care of Senior.”

 

That was the end of it.

 

Without hesitation, Sylvia jumped off the galloping horse.

 

“Sylvia!”

 

Sena hurriedly looked back.

 

‘Senior.’

 

Sylvia stood up, drawing her sword with a smile on her face.

 

‘Maybe I should have died a long time ago. Perhaps I survived then for this moment now.’

 

The Holy Knights were chasing them with murderous intent.

 

In the middle of the bridge, Sylvia raised her sword high.

 

“Hmph.”

 

Lowering her stance, she gathered her magic as much as she could.

 

There was only one thing she needed to do.

 

Buy as much time as possible with her life.

 

To do that, she had to succeed.

 

A wall she must overcome to become a Master.

 

A technique she had never succeeded with before.

 

‘If it’s now, I can do it.’

 

No, failing was not an option.

 

Without this technique, she wouldn’t be able to stop the monstrous Granz’s advance.

 

Taking a deep breath, Sylvia steadied her mind.

 

And she remembered Sena’s face.

 

Though she had never succeeded with this technique, she felt that now might be the time to use it.

 

– The reason you still can’t use Aura is not due to your lack of training.

 

Just a month ago.

 

When she resolved to improve her skills for Sena’s sake.

 

Sylvia had sought advice from Chris.

 

– Sylvia. You lacked a desperate reason to use your Aura.

 

Chris smiled as he patted Sylvia’s head.

 

– But now, things are different. You’ll be able to use it soon.

 

Sylvia opened her eyes and calmly spoke.

 

“Aurora—.”

 

Light burst forth from Sylvia’s sword.

 

Colors exploded and spread across the sky, transforming into a brilliant display.

 

The radiant light seemed to vow never to leave this place, illuminating it beautifully.

 

It was the aurora.

 

An aurora that could only be seen in places covered in ice appeared in the Rockefeller territory.

 

Sylvia had finally completed it at this last moment.

 

The perfect and unique aura she had always dreamed of.

 

Neigh!

 

The horse reared in surprise, kicking its legs high into the air.

 

A place where dirt and magic were mixed together and turned into a mess.

 

Sylvia aimed her sword with a fierce glare.

 

“Sylvia Clifton of the Teutonic Knights.”

 

 

“None shall pass beyond this point.”

 

 

**

 

 

The aurora lit up the dark night.

 

If one were to follow this aurora to its source, a single figure would emerge.

 

A knight holding a radiant sword that glimmered with that beautiful light.

 

The holy knights dared not approach the female knight.

 

The primary reason was fear.

 

The moment they took even a single step closer, they felt as if their very existence would be erased by that blinding light.

 

However, the Holy Knights were not individuals easily ruled by fear.

 

There was one fundamental reason keeping them from moving.

 

Awe.

 

A miraculous phenomenon achieved by a small girl.

 

A minimum of admiration shone upon someone who had reached what was deemed the highest achievement possible for a human.

 

“That’s truly remarkable.”

 

Granz looked at Sylvia with intrigue.

 

“From such a small territory, a new Master has been born.”

“Uh, what should we do? Your Holiness.”

 

At that moment, the commander of the holy knights hurried over and knelt.

 

Cruyff had maintained a stiff expression, showing no signs of change.

 

Suddenly, the Knight Commander’s gaze shifted to Granz.

 

“If I step in, it would be easily resolved.”

“Then…”

“But I won’t intervene.”

 

Granz smiled faintly.

 

“You’ve provided a good show; at the very least, some minimal praise should be given, like your dazed subordinates.”

 

The commander’s face flushed with embarrassment.

 

As Granz had said, most of the Holy Knights were slightly agape, staring at the aurora that Sylvia had created.

 

“And… it doesn’t seem very easy.”

“…She has just barely reached the level of master. I know she can’t compare to Your Grace, who has been a Master for ten years.”

“Those soaked in conviction often wield a greater power than they possess.”

 

Granz said this matter-of-factly as he sheathed his sword.

 

Unlike the horse, he wasn’t lost in trivial sentiments.

 

Killing Sylvia would not be difficult. However, even if she had just attained that level, a Master was still a Master.

 

He would drain quite a bit of energy. If that happened, he wouldn’t be able to kill Astria.

 

“She won’t be able to stay in that state for long. Once her strength wanes, that’s when we can advance.”

“Hah, but that will create quite a distance.”

“I don’t mind.”

 

Granz said with a smirk.

 

“After all, the destination is obvious.”

 

Then he turned his gaze to the stern-faced Cruyff.

 

“Isn’t that right, Cruyff?”
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“Let go of this!”

 

Astria grabbed the struggling Sena with one hand and urged the horse onward.

 

“Let go of this! Sylvia, Sylvia!”

“Stop it!”

 

Astria, who had been holding back, shouted.

But even she was surprised by her own loud voice. After a moment of silence, she spoke again.

 

“…Respect the loyalty of your knight.”

 

Only after hearing those words did Sena finally shut his mouth.

 

He knew how childish his actions must seem right now.

 

Yet… even knowing that, he could not comprehend it.

 

Why? Why must Sylvia be the one to sacrifice?

 

Did Cruyff have to go that far?

 

Where did it all go wrong?

 

It took quite some time for Sena to calm down.

 

“Are you calm now?”

 

He slowly breathed in the dark, cool night air and spoke.

 

Sena, burying his face in Astria’s back.

 

“You’re good at riding horses.”

“It’s strange for royalty not to know how to ride.”

“You said last time you didn’t know how.”

“Not knowing how to ride and not wanting to ride are two different things.”

 

Sena lifted his head.

 

He felt like he would go mad if he didn’t engage in even such trivial conversation.

 

“Can’t you tell me?”

“Alright.”

 

Perhaps noticing his need, Astria quietly began to share her story.

 

“I once fell off a horse.”

“Isn’t that common when learning to ride?”

 

He thought it strange that she became so afraid of riding from something so minor.

 

“It is common. However, the problem was elsewhere.”

“What was it?”

“…My mother saw it.”

“Is that really such a big problem?”

“She got angry. And I was locked in the stable for about a month.”

“Huh?”

 

His eyes widened at the unexpected revelation.

 

“No water, no food, nothing was provided. I had to drink the horse’s water and chew on hay to survive.”

 

In the quiet dawn air, only her voice could be heard softly.

 

“I still can’t forget the taste of that hay. Since then, I couldn’t ride horses at all. My mouth felt bitter and heavy.”

“How old were you then?”

“I was six.”

 

Sena’s mind was overwhelmed by shock.

 

To think a six-year-old child would be treated that way for falling off a horse.

 

That meant she must have endured many other severe things as well.

 

“Why… go that far?”

“My mother was an empress. An empress who couldn’t bear a child. By the time I was born, the crown prince position had already been determined.”

“Is that the reason?”

Sena said with a slightly angry tone.

 

Astria, recalling her past, smiled faintly.

 

“It’s a sufficient reason. Every time she saw the crown prince and the empress, she must have thought, ‘That should have been my place.’ My mother couldn’t endure that. So, she demanded perfection. She wanted to show overwhelming talent in any way possible to overturn the succession plan.”

 

‘Now that I think about it, I don’t know anything about Astria.’

 

It would be a lie to say he hadn’t been curious all this time.

 

A girl who became empress at just 13 years old.

 

And all the rumors that swirled around her.

 

Sena tightened his grip around Astria’s waist.

 

“Please tell me more. How have you lived until now?”

 

Clop-clop-.

 

Astria suddenly turned her head back.

 

After a moment of closing her eyes, she began to speak.

 

“Father did not dislike me. On the contrary, he cherished me a lot.”

 

It was around the time she was seven. The late Emperor called Astria to him and praised her greatly, even using the words “the future of the empire”.

 

That day, she saw Marianne’s smiling face for the first time.

 

But that smile didn’t last long.

 

“We had many private meetings. He treated me very well. After all, it wouldn’t hurt for someone skilled in swordsmanship to emerge among the royals. However, I gradually began to feel it.”

 

Astria still vividly remembers.

 

– With that exceptional swordsmanship, become an excellent knight who protects your brother.

 

Although she was young, she understood instantly.

 

“Father had no intention of passing the throne to me.”

 

The late Emperor Constantine prioritized the order of succession over ability.

 

Moreover, Astria’s older brother, Drawei, had no shortcomings either.

 

In such a situation, there was no way they would pass the throne to Astria, who was neither the firstborn nor even a male.

 

By the time she turned ten, Astria already knew that fact.

 

Astria’s mother, Empress Marianne, realized it a bit later.

 

“When my mother learned that, she was furious. She understood that all her efforts had been in vain. The spark of rebellion was ignited from that point.”

 

Marianne was genuinely committed to making Astria the Empress.

 

To achieve that, maintaining connections with various influential figures was essential.

 

However, compared to the crown prince, her influence was not significant.

 

Regardless, it seemed that the next emperor had already been decided in the eyes of the world.

 

But Marianne understood the core of the matter well.

 

“Mother. No, Marianne made one single choice.”

 

Granz Kairos.

 

The Guardian Knight of the late Emperor and the strongest knight in history.

 

Marianne brought him in.

 

Not as an empress, but as a woman.

 

“He was good-looking.”

 

Astria’s expression darkened for a moment.

 

That was when hell began.

 

Marianne did not want Astria to be satisfied with just becoming the Empress.

 

She required absolute obedience.

She needed a perfectly functioning puppet that could move according to her will.

 

Marianne relentlessly pressured Astria.

 

If Astria even slightly offended her, she would commit unspeakable acts.

 

Astria complied. She was too young.

 

But the spark of anger quietly grew.

 

By the time that day came, the flame in her heart had grown immense.

 

“On the day of the rebellion, I took up my sword.”

 

The original plan was for Granz to pave the way for Astria to become empress.

 

Astria’s role was merely to walk proudly, sword drawn, over the bodies disposed of by Granz.

 

“One day earlier than planned.”

 

Astria executed the plan she had been holding onto for so long.

 

“I wanted to repay everything that had been done to me.”

 

She struck down everything in sight.

 

In truth, she didn’t care if she died in the process.

 

She never thought she would reach her father after cutting down so many imperial knights.

 

She just wanted to show it.

 

Just once, she wanted to throw off Marianne’s shackles.

 

“Amidst wildly swinging my sword, I realized one thing.”

 

Astria smiled with her teeth bared.

 

To Sena, she looked like a wild beast.

 

“There is no one stronger than me in this world. When I regained my senses, all that remained was a calm pool of blood and the terrified figure of Father sitting there.”

 

Madness.

 

An uncontrollable madness consumed her.

 

The moment Astria looked into her father’s eyes, which she could hardly bear to face, she instinctively felt an impulse.

 

“Father pleaded with me. Just spare my life. I will hand over the throne to you. But I saw something beyond that terrified smile.”

 

-Smile.

 

Marianne would place Astria in front of the mirror at regular intervals.

 

And she would forcefully pull up the corners of her mouth to the same position.

 

Astria complied with Marianne’s wishes. But her eyes trembled with anger.

 

“I looked at myself.”

 

Her own eyes, planning for the future.

 

The grotesque expression she had confirmed in the mirror every day.

 

It reflected the late Emperor Constantine perfectly.

 

Realizing that, she killed her father with her own hands.

 

“Thus, I became Empress. The Empress of a rebellion that no one acknowledged.”

 

The first thing she did after becoming empress was to take revenge on Marianne.

 

“I decided to cut the Achilles’ heel and exile her. However, in the process, Duke Kairos strongly opposed it.”

 

At first, she had intended to kill Granz.

 

But after trying her sword a few times, she realized he was an opponent she couldn’t defeat at the age of thirteen.

 

In the first place, she was able to defeat the late Emperor Constantine because of his tacit consent.

 

“I had no choice but to negotiate.”

 

Ironically, for someone plotting a rebellion, Granz was a loyal subject.

 

He held a belief that no matter what happened, he could never kill the Emperor of the Empire.

 

Of course, it seemed he had thrown that ridiculous belief away now.

 

At that time, he made one demand.

 

He would accept everything else, but one thing.

 

Please do not kill Marianne.

 

Just allow him to be with her.

 

Astria smiled and agreed.

 

“How amusing. I never intended to kill my mother from the start. Isn’t that rather happy?”

 

Instead, Astria cut Marianne’s Achilles tendon.

 

The image of Granz wailing madly was still vivid.

 

However, originally, her plan had been to send Marianne to a brothel as her place of exile.

 

“Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. My mother’s place of exile became Duke Kairos’ residence. So, how about it? Was my life story entertaining?”

 

Astria said this as she turned around.

 

Sena had fallen into a deep sleep.

 

Asking her to tell a story and then falling asleep just like that. How arrogant.

 

As Astria narrowed her eyes to wake Sena, she felt a dampness on the back of her neck.

 

Something was wrong.

 

She touched her neck, feeling as if her heart had stopped.

 

“Sena.”

 

She sensed a very faint breath.

 

Astria felt relieved yet bit her lip.

 

The breath she had just felt was far too faint.

 

**
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He kept losing and regaining consciousness.

 

He felt his body growing weaker with each passing moment.

 

The words Astria had spoken before losing consciousness echoed in his mind.

 

He should have listened until the end, but in the end, he couldn’t hold on.

 

Was she angry?

 

Sena, holding onto his faint consciousness, slowly opened his eyes.

 

In a small hut, he saw a blonde girl uncomfortably asleep in a chair.

 

‘She’s beautiful.’

 

As he idly thought this, Astria slowly opened her eyes.

 

When their eyes met, it felt as if time had stopped.

 

“Sena.”

 

Astria urgently grabbed Sena’s wrist.

 

“Have you finally regained your senses?”

“Yes, cough.”

 

As soon as he managed to produce a voice mixed with a metallic sound, he began to cough.

The coughing didn’t stop easily.

 

By the time he finally calmed down, the white blanket was stained red.

 

“Don’t say anything.”

 

Astria was at a loss for what to do.

 

Sena smiled awkwardly.

 

He felt something warm in his chest.

 

Perhaps this was divine power.

 

After he lost consciousness, Astria must have called for a priest.

 

“Where am I…? How long have I been unconscious?”

 

Cough, Cough.

 

Sena started coughing again.

 

This time, it was a more severe cough than before.

 

It was clear that Sena looked in pain, and he truly was.

 

Astria panicked and hugged Sena.

 

“Just wait a moment. I’ll go get a priest.”

 

Just as Astria was about to step outside.

 

Sena urgently grabbed her wrist.

 

His consciousness was fading.

 

‘Please, just this…’

 

Sena grasped his fading mind and barely managed to say.

 

“Birkender… please take me to the territory. That’s all I desire…”

 

He couldn’t finish his words, and his body slumped.
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Astria rode across the vast grasslands, leading the horse.

 

It was quite a torment for her, having not handled a horse since childhood, but she could not stop.

 

– Birkender… please take me to the territory.

 

Why did Sena leave such words behind?

 

In a situation where he might die, the weight of those words was heavy.

 

Even though she didn’t fully understand, Astria rode for Sena’s only wish.

 

No, she had no choice but to do that.

 

**
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“Your Majesty…?”

 

How long had he lost consciousness?

 

Sena looked around, but there was no one there.

 

The freshly burning campfire and the sleeping bag covering him told him that someone had been with him.

 

‘How many days do I have left?’

 

He opened his hands with tired eyes.

 

Though he didn’t know exactly how much time remained, he knew it wouldn’t be long.

 

—Step.

 

At that moment, he heard footsteps.

 

“You’re awake.”

 

Astria, wearing a pure white dress, approached with an expressionless face.

 

Sena forced a faint smile.

 

“You shouldn’t walk barefoot in the forest.”

“I don’t get hurt by such trivial things.”

“Still, there’s something to be said for dignity.”

“Hmph.”

 

Astria’s arms were full of apples.

 

She sat next to Sena and handed him one.

 

“Even if it’s hard, eat.”

“I was hungry, thank you.”

 

Sena’s hand, as he received the apple, trembled slightly.

 

Astria’s gaze quietly softened.

 

—Crunch.

 

The juice from the bite of the apple was so sweet it almost brought tears to his eyes.

 

“How long can you hold on?”

“Hmm.”

 

Sena tilted his head slightly.

 

“I’m not sure. But I think I’ll be okay for about a week. How much longer until we reach the Birkender estate?”

“At this pace, we should arrive in two days.”

“That’s a relief.”

 

It was a small mercy amidst the misfortune.

 

In the end, he would achieve what he desired.

 

Even though that wish had been built upon the sacrifices of many people.

 

‘…If I die without achieving this, Sylvia’s resolve would be for nothing.’

 

Squeeze.

 

Sena clenched the apple tightly in his hand.

 

Now, there was a reason he absolutely had to return to his homeland.

 

“…Is there really no other way?”

 

Astria’s detached voice pulled Sena out of his thoughts.

 

Uncharacteristically, she sat with her knees hugged to her chest, staring at the ground.

 

Her eyes seemed so sorrowful.

 

‘I didn’t expect her to be this sad.’

 

Sena had always thought Astria’s feelings for him were nothing more than possessiveness.

 

Like someone desiring an expensive gem.

 

He thought that if she couldn’t have the gem, she would be more angry than sad.

 

Still, it was nice to know she cared.

 

It made him a little happy.

 

“Your Majesty, you should think more about yourself.”

“…”

“The situation isn’t good. We’re quite far from the capital, and this isn’t a place where you can exert your strength, Your Majesty.”

“Are you worried about me? In this situation?”

“Of course. I’m just a mere physician, but you are the only Empress of the Empire.”

“Insignificant furball.”

“Oh, I haven’t heard that in a while.”

 

Has it really been a while?

It hasn’t even been a month.

 

“Still.”

 

Sena looked at Astria with a bright smile. Astria lifted her head.

 

“You haven’t forgotten my name, have you?”

“Why would I ask something so obvious?”

“It’s Sena, me.”

 

Sena grasped the moonlight.

 

“The ancient word that means just before dawn. In other words, morning will surely come.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“Hey, this is the moment you should be moved.”

 

Sena laughed for a moment before speaking seriously.

 

“The place we’re heading to is the Birkender territory. And I am clearly a noble of the Laperci Empire with an official title.”

 

The Birkender Marquis family is one of the great nobles supporting the Empire.

 

Though the only heir has been causing trouble, it wouldn’t be easy for such a great noble to fall in just one generation.

 

I believe they have quite an army at their disposal.

 

It would certainly be a help to Astria.

 

“Arrogant.”

 

Astria understood the meaning of Sena’s words and chuckled lightly.

 

“You are claiming to be my vassal at this moment.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s not a problem, no. I acknowledge your contributions.”

“I’m glad to hear that I’ve been helpful.”

 

Sena smiled proudly.

 

Astria had seen that kind of smile before.

 

From dying knights.

 

In a past life, a smile that held no regrets.

 

To be precise, the expression of someone who believes in such a moment before death.

 

“…When we return to the palace, I will commend you greatly.”

“Commend?”

“I will give you whatever you desire. Do you remember? I have yet to fulfill the promise I made on the day my illness was cured.”

 

She had said she would grant him one wish, whatever he wanted.

 

Sena certainly remembered that promise.

 

“Anything really?”

“Of course.”

 

Astria paused for a moment before continuing.

 

“…So, let’s go to the Birkender territory first and then return together.”

 

It might be a simple delusion, but he felt a mix of emotions.

 

“When we return, I’ll treat you well.”

“Do you understand now? You’ve been a bit too much for me.”

“Did I?”

“You never took your medicine. You just told me to leave. I was doing my job.”

“…There won’t be any more of that.”

 

He thought that he wasn’t the only one who sensed death looming.

 

Maybe that’s why.

 

“Yes. Let’s return together.”

 

He told another lie.

 

**

 

“Here, there are traces.”

 

On the sloped path through the forest, one knight raised his hand high.

 

“It hasn’t been half a day since they left.”

 

It was evidence of their campsite.

 

They might have tried to hide their tracks, but it was pointless against the knights skilled in tracking.

 

“Still, they’ve managed to escape quite far. Right, Cruyff?”

“…”

 

Granz placed his hand on Cruyff’s shoulder.

 

“It seems you made the right decision not to chase after that young knight. If we had, we might have lost them.”

 

After the aurora that had devoured their legs had faded.

 

Sylvia had been fatally wounded by Granz’s sword.

 

Just as he was about to finish her off, a mysterious black knight appeared and whisked Sylvia away.

 

They could have pursued, but Cruyff stopped them.

 

“Prepare everyone. We leave immediately.”

 

Granz shouted loudly as he passed by Cruyff.

 

Cruyff, with an unreadable expression, began to move again.

 

At that moment, Seria grabbed his hand.

 

“Please, stop.”

 

Her hand was trembling.

 

“I can’t bear it anymore. Seeing Sena’s pained expression, and seeing your expression, Cruyff.”

“I’m fine.”

“Lies. Then why do you look so… sorrowful?”

 

Cruyff, who had lived his whole life like a saint, now felt like every step forward was like walking through a field of thorns.

 

“Once I’ve taken a step, the only path left is to move forward.”

 

But he had no choice but to keep walking.

 

The light of hope at the end kept him from stopping.

 

“Even if I’m hated enough to die, as long as I’m alive, that’s enough.”

 

It was something worth achieving, even if it meant dying.

 

**
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December 31st, 231 Imperial Calendar.

 

As the new year approached and the night of the sixth day since the rebellion began, the Empress was cornered.

 

The Holy Knights and the greatest military family of the Empire, the House of Duke Kairos, had pursued the fleeing Empress right to her doorstep.

 

There was no hope for victory.

 

The strength of the Empress and the Duke was equal, but the Empress had no retainers.

 

Unless a miracle from the gods occurred, there was no way the Empress could quell the rebellion.

 

But that night, the Empress made a decision that would change history.

 

She stepped onto the land of a loyal noble of the outskirts, the Ashford estate.

 

“I’ve been waiting, Your Majesty.”

 

The Empress Astria, alone and cradling a wounded angel, arrived at the House of Ashford.

 

The pitiful Empress was welcomed grandly by Marquis Ashford, who led his entire army to meet her.

 

“The House of Ashford supports the current imperial family.”

 

There was no certainty that Ashford would support her.

 

Hearing the confirmation brought a sense of relief, yet she couldn’t help but be surprised at the marquis’ unexpectedly resolute attitude.

 

“You’ve become quite bold. Is it because you have a capable daughter?”

“I only wish to complete the order given to me ten years ago.”

 

The memory of failing to carry out the Emperor’s command on the battlefield.

 

Marquis Ashford, once called a coward, wanted to erase the shame of that day.

 

“An order from that day, you say.”

 

The Marquis of Ashford had never once forgotten that order.

 

“Laorun Ashford. Annihilate the enemy. I will fulfill it now.”

 

Astria gazed intently at Ashford for a moment.

 

His resolve was clear.

 

“I permit you to lay down your life for me.”

“It would be an honor.”

 

**
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It felt like waking from a long, deep sleep.

 

‘I’m not in pain.’

 

The fever that had tormented Sena last night seemed like a lie. He felt perfectly fine now.

 

He stared blankly ahead.

 

The fire had died down a bit.

 

Beyond the wavering embers, Astria stood with her hands clasped behind her back, gazing at the dawn.

 

Quietly, he rose and stood beside her.

 

“It’s a nostalgic sight.”

“You recognize this place?”

“To meet Chloe, I had to cross this hill.”

 

Seeing this meant they were close to the Birkender estate.

 

Though he had lost consciousness for a while, Sena knew that Astria had persevered for his sake.

 

“Thank you for bringing me this far.”

“…You can save your thanks for later.”

 

It felt as if Sena was saying, ‘Your Majesty, your role ends here.’

 

Astria didn’t want to accept that fact, so she pushed it off to later.

 

“Once we enter that estate and I take care of my grandfather, my role will be over.”

 

Astria’s movements, as she prepared a place for them to rest, came to a halt.

 

Sena’s words carried a sense of relief that this was truly the end.

 

However, it was an emotion that felt less like someone waiting for a new beginning and more like someone trying to put a period on a perfect destination.

 

Sensitive to emotions, Astria bit her lip.

 

“You’re still alive.”

“Yes?”

 

Sena turned back, as if questioning the meaning of her words.

 

Astria spoke harshly.

 

“What I mean is that if you’re alive, you should make an effort to stay that way.”

“Ah… I’m sorry.”

 

It felt like trying to cut through a flowing stream.

 

Sena continued to gaze at something in the distance as he spoke.

 

“Don’t worry. I won’t forget how you helped me, even after I’m gone. I will repay you, somehow.”

 

His expression seemed both nostalgic and joyful at once.

 

“By the way, I’ve never asked you what you want, Your Majesty. If there’s anything you desire right now, I’ll grant it.”

 

Caught off guard by his pure gaze, Astria found herself at a loss for words.

 

She could only stare blankly.

 

Sena’s eyes seemed to look slightly beyond the Birkender territory right in front of them.

 

‘What I wish for…’

 

She answered in her heart.

 

‘It’s the you that exists now.’

 

Sena thought that even after death, he would never be able to give her what he truly wanted.

 

(TLN: I have no idea what’s going on between Ashford and Ashmont, this chapter implies that Chloe is an Ashford not an Ashmont, well I thought the same since Ashford only gets mentioned two times… BUT. Then again, Chloe’s dad’s name was Liam not Laolun. I believe the author forgot, so I’ll update once its mentioned again…)
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“I have been waiting, Sena.”

 

Entering the familiar territory and the familiar mansion, he had returned to the Birkender estate.

 

From here, Rendel would take only half a day.

 

He had taken many detours, but in the end, it was not much different from achieving his goal.

 

…Despite having longed for this moment, Sena felt calmer than he expected.

 

The reason? Perhaps he still couldn’t grasp the reality of it.

 

Maybe it was because the time of death was drawing near.

 

Anyway, he smiled brightly at the maid who had come out to greet him at the front gate.

 

“It’s been a while, Priscilla.”

“…You haven’t changed at all, Sena.”

 

Priscilla was a friend from the same impoverished slum.

 

“You still look so fragile.”

 

When they were children, he used to play with her and Seria.

 

‘I wonder if Seria is safe.’

 

While he was lost in thought, Priscilla turned her gaze toward Sena.

 

“And who is this?”

“Oh, this person is…”

 

‘I can’t call her an Empress.’

 

Astria looked at Priscilla with an arrogant gaze.

 

Sena awkwardly smiled and said.

 

“This is Ria. Um… a friend from the Academy.”

 

“Nice to meet you, Lady Ria.”

 

Priscilla bowed without hesitation.

 

Normally, Astria would have said something harsh, but she silently nodded.

 

“Well then, please come in.”

 

**

 

“How is grandfather’s condition?”

“…As you would know from the letter, it is critical.”

“You wrote the letter, didn’t you? Not grandfather.”

“Yes.”

 

He spoke calmly as they strolled down the long corridor of the mansion.

 

It was his grandfather, Handel, who was originally the head of the Birkender marquisate.

(TLN: It was mentioned before that his name was Frederick, but I guess author forgot.)

 

He was one of the people who opposed Sena’s adoption the most.

 

Although their relationship was fairly good now, it hadn’t always been that way.

 

He had never been fond of it.

 

Perhaps it was still the same.

 

The idea of someone who didn’t have Birkender blood becoming the head of the family.

 

Of course, his relationship with Cruyff was so bad that it could be called the worst.

 

“This mansion is too modest to be the residence of a marquis.”

 

At that moment, Astria, who had been silent the entire time, glanced around and spoke.

 

In fact, unlike other noble mansions, there were no paintings hanging in the corridors here.

 

“There used to be many.”

 

Sena smiled wryly.

 

“Paintings and expensive decorations.”

“Indeed, I can see faint traces that something used to be hung up. Is the financial state of the Birkender marquisate poor?”

“Surprisingly, it’s quite wealthy, right?”

 

Priscilla nodded slightly as she answered.

 

“The Birkender marquisate’s treasury is still healthy. Well, that’s because you sent a lot, Sena.”

“You?”

 

When Astria looked at Sena in surprise, he laughed awkwardly.

 

“Ahaha, there are many people in this world who want to buy health with money.”

“Surprisingly, it seems you were paid properly.”

 

At the royal court, Sena was always in that old robe.

 

Most of the things he owned were provided as part of his role as the Empress’s physician.

 

Given his foolishly kind personality, one would guess that he lived like a pushover, not charging for treatment.

 

But it seems that wasn’t the case.

 

“Then why did you sell off all the luxuries of the mansion? Is it your personal preference? The current Birkender marquis.”

“I had no involvement in that. It’s strange for me to be the marquis, after all. It’s just…”

“Just?”

 

Sena fell into thought.

 

Even now, he recalled vivid memories of the past.

 

-Cruyff! Are you really insane?

 

Cruyff was a priest.

 

A priest could not become a noble.

 

There were political reasons for this, but the main reason was that they could not marry.

 

However, Cruyff held a somewhat unique position.

 

He had extraordinary talent as a priest.

 

He could maintain his noble status for a while due to the church’s leniency, but he couldn’t stay like that indefinitely.

 

Cruyff had to make a choice.

 

To give up being a priest or to give up the family.

 

He found another option.

 

Adopting a child.

 

Of course, it was Cruyff’s father.

 

His father, who was truly a “noble among nobles”, opposed the idea vehemently.

 

– You want to take a child from the slums and have him carry on the Birkender name! Are you out of your mind?

 

The Birkender marquisate, which was needed the adoption, took him there.

 

It was there that Sena encountered Handel, who looked as if he might collapse from hypertension.

 

-You might as well kill me, Cruyff! I cannot bear to see that face while I’m alive!

 

Cruyff looked at Sena apologetically, but the nine-year-old Sena could only feel incredulous.

 

-Can you at least resolve the family issues before adopting me?

-Haha, I’m sorry. I’ll resolve it soon.

 

Cruyff wiped the kind smile he had shown Sena and faced his father with an utterly expressionless face.

 

-There seem to be more luxuries that I’ve never seen before. Whose possessions are these?

-Are you trying to deflect the issue? You!

 

Handel was a fiery person.

Sena understood his feelings.

 

To think that his only son would want to become a priest and then bring home a child from the slums was unacceptable.

 

It was hard to accept even in modern times, so how much more difficult would it have been in the medieval era?

 

– Don’t be mistaken. You are a noble. Nobles are different from the lowly from the moment they are born!

– Yes, it is different. The size of that greed is grotesquely large.

– Cruyff!

– My father has always been very greedy. He wouldn’t even share a gold coin and would kill for it. Sometimes he would even hand me the sword and order me to kill.

 

Abuse.

 

It was then that Sena realized Cruyff had been abused.

 

Emotional abuse. Physical abuse. All of it.

 

Handel was a noble among nobles.

 

He needed to mold the naturally weak Cruyff into a suitable heir for the family.

 

– And this is the result of that greed. I grew up witnessing ugliness, swearing every day that I would not become like you.

 

And the reason he showed all of this to Sena was that he hoped Sena would feel the same sense of resentment toward Handel as he did.

 

– I have already turned all of my father’s confidants to my side. I will no longer stand by his side.

 

Revenge. He didn’t wish for Sena to feel such negative emotions.

 

Cruyff definitely hated his father, but he did not despise him.

 

The oath Cruyff took every day and the content of his prayers…

 

He wished that one day, his father would abandon his greed and live a life of atonement.

 

That was the reason Cruyff became a priest.

 

And it was also the reason he adopted Sena.

 

– Father, please retire. It’s time to let go of that greed.

 

The abused Cruyff could not bring himself to forgive with his own hands.

 

But he believed that kind-hearted Sena would forgive even a father like this.

 

That thought was correct.

 

Sena was now standing in front of his bed.

 

To save him.

 

“Hello.”

 

Handel’s condition was clearly not good.

 

He had always been a person of great passion, but now he resembled a dying ember.

 

A body so emaciated. A wrinkled face. A look that made it seem difficult for him to breathe.

 

Handel weakly gestured toward the chair in front of the bed.

 

Sena silently sat down in that chair.

 

“That only son of mine took off one day to become a priest. The supposed heir, huh? Does Cruyff fare well?”

 

At the mention of Cruyff, Sena wore a sad expression.

 

Handel wouldn’t know. He must not know.

 

Sena nodded with an unaffected smile.

 

“Of course. He’s doing well.”

“Still, I’m relieved that he has made a grandchild. What do you think? Would you consider returning to the family to manage it now?”

 

Facing such a difficult topic, Sena could only smile awkwardly.

 

Handel saw Sena’s expression and chuckled, ruffling his hair.

 

“You rascal.”

“…”

“…Are you really going to extend your hand to this foolish old man?”

 

Sena’s white hand overlapped with the wrinkled one.

 

“I’ve done many things that I shouldn’t have done to you.”

“Given your self-awareness, you seem to still be in good spirits?”

 

Sena offered this jokingly, but Handel did not smile.

 

“Even now, with such small hands, I yelled at a child who was even smaller back then. I passed my own shortcomings onto you. What a miserable way to live.”

 

Sena listened silently and confirmed the issues with Handel’s body through his divine powers.

 

In truth, he had known the diagnosis the moment he entered this room.

 

Or perhaps he had known it since he heard it from Seria.

 

“Despite that, seeing your talent, I have even foolishly changed my attitude. I thought that with that strength, the Birkender family could prosper much more.”

 

Whatever it was, the power to cut things away.

 

Showing that had been a mistake.

 

He had been aware that he needed to hide his power, but he had been too young back then.

 

When one’s body is young, one’s psychology often aligns with their physical age.

 

Because he kept treating him like a burden and showing dissatisfaction, it was meant to encourage him a bit.

 

“I had already made a mistake once and tried to make another one with you.”

 

From that point on, Sena could feel Cruyff’s emotions.

 

Handel acknowledged Sena as his heir and educated him to befit a successor.

 

But the results were different from those of Cruyff.

 

“However, my grandchild is so kind that anyone can see it. I tried to educate him like I did with Cruyff a few times, but seeing that incredibly pure smile, I couldn’t help but feel guilt. What am I doing?”

 

Tears gathered in the corners of the old man’s eyes.

 

“It was only then that I realized the sin I had committed.”

 

The disappearance of the paintings in the mansion happened around that time.

 

Handel, who had been a bad noble who exploited others, stopped taking and began giving.

 

“But by then, it was already too late. Even though I have walked the path of atonement since then, what I did to you and what I did to Cruyff cannot be undone.”

“Please don’t say such things… Cruyff is just a little lacking in courage. I have already forgiven you, grandfather.”

“Is that so? Then, return to the family and manage it.”

“Ahaha, that might be a bit difficult…”

 

Handel chuckled softly as he ruffled Sena’s hair.

 

A moment of silence passed.

 

But it wasn’t an awkward silence; it was a natural one.

 

Handel gazed at the ceiling, reminiscing about the past.

 

“The Birkender line is probably at its end now.”

“I have no regrets.”

“It’s a shame. I have committed too many sins. I did many unspeakable things to elevate the family’s honor.”

“Do you think the Goddess will forgive you?”

 

Sena pretended to pray.

 

“I just prayed a moment ago, and she seems to be okay with it.”

“Haha, since the Saint said so, it must be true.”

 

‘I am not a saint.’

 

Sena said to himself.

 

‘After all, no one can save him.’

 

“Is this what they call a passing moment? It doesn’t hurt like a lie.”

 

With each word becoming clearer, Sena understood that his time was running short.

 

The name of his illness was simple.

 

Aging.

 

At 71 years old, he was someone who could die at any moment according to the standards of this era.

 

‘What I can do…’

 

Life extension surgery.

 

A procedure to suppress and hold onto the soul of a dying person.

 

Various terms floated in and out of Sena’s mind.

 

He decided to provide the best treatment he could offer.

 

Holding tightly to his old hand, he sincerely wished for his peace.

 

3 AM.

 

“When I ranked first at the Academy for the first time, I was truly overjoyed. I boasted to the nobles while visiting the surrounding territories. They were so envious, haha.”

 

They had shared many stories over the time.

 

The word he heard most often was “sorry.”

 

“Thank you, Sena.”

 

He spoke clearly as he gently stroked Sena’s cheek.

 

“Thanks to you, I can leave in peace.”

 

In the old man’s hazy eyes, the face of Sena, who had his head bowed low, was reflected.

 

That was the last sight he ever saw.

 

“You are, no matter what anyone says, my grandchild.”

 

Handel’s hand grew cold and fell away.

 

With a somber expression, Sena closed Handel’s eyes.

 

He fell asleep with a peaceful look on his face.

 

He would have gone into a dream from which he would never awaken.

 

Sena recited mechanically.

 

“…3:21:38 AM. Handel Birkender has passed away.”

 

“I truly thought of you as my grandfather in this strange world.”

 

“Rest peacefully there, grandfather.”

 

Transparent tears streamed down his cheeks uncontrollably.

 

Why couldn’t I have come a little sooner?

 

I couldn’t even say that simple greeting?

 

The days I had fled because of death filled him with profound regret.

 

“Waaaaah.”

 

That day, Sena cried like a child for the first time since he was born.
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The death of Marquis Handel.

 

Sena stayed up all night tending to him, but he could not rest.

 

There were still the minimum follow-up procedures to be done.

 

“The late Marquis always looked out the window.”

 

Priscilla, his personal maid, said, wiping away her tears in front of his grave.

After a modest funeral where the servants gathered in sorrow.

 

“Perhaps he was waiting for you, Lord Sena.”

 

Sena brushed his hand over the grave with sorrowful eyes.

 

“Thank you for staying by his side in his final moments. The late Marquis must have found peace in death.”

 

But did he really?

 

Sena couldn’t help but feel guilty, wondering if he should have somehow dragged Cruyff along.

 

After all, everything seemed to be happening because of his presence.

 

“Birkender has always been a territory that required little intervention from the imperial family. Despite being a region frequently plagued by monsters, they handled it on their own and maintained decent relations with neighboring lords.”

 

Astria, who had quietly stood by until now, spoke calmly, standing next to Sena.

 

“I pay tribute to the life of Handel Burkender. He was a noble and exemplary lord.”

 

‘What kind of tyrant is this?’

 

Sena thought bitterly, letting out a small, sarcastic laugh.

 

What sort of tyrant offers such respect at the death of a lord they barely knew?

 

Surely, the people of this world must have a skewed perception of her.

 

“Thank you. But…”

 

‘Now, it’s time to say goodbye.’

 

Two days remained.

 

He had confirmed this at the lakeside earlier, so there was no margin for error.

 

In this limited time, he could fulfill his only long-abandoned wish.

 

To close his eyes quietly in his homeland.

 

“I would like to be alone for a while.”

 

Astria accepted Sena’s small request.

 

**

 

The modest funeral ended.

 

Ordinarily, a clergyman would have been present to pray for the deceased’s grace in the afterlife, but there was no place for one in this instance.

 

It had been the deceased’s own wish. In his final moments, Marquis Handel had regretted his sins but still held disdain for clergymen.

 

The simplicity of the funeral meant it was wrapped up quickly.

 

Now, no one remained around the grave.

 

No one but Astria.

 

Since Sena had said he was going to rest, she hadn’t moved a muscle.

 

When all traces of presence had completely vanished, Astria finally opened her mouth.

 

“You were praying, weren’t you, Pope-to-be? Or should I now call you Saint Cruyff?”

 

Astria turned her head with an indifferent expression.

 

She gazed between the trees in the garden.

 

It wasn’t long before a man revealed himself.

 

Cruyff Birkender.

 

He had been present from the beginning to the end of the funeral.

 

“But it was reckless.”

 

The fact that he stood there, when the barrier at Ashford should have prevented him from coming, could only mean one thing.

 

Something beyond the bounds of causality.

 

The exclusive power of the Pope: a “miracle”.

 

“A foolish act. You have yet to officially inherit the position of Pope, have you?”

 

Astria said, drawing the Holy Sword that gleamed as if it boasted of her authority.

 

Cruyff, struggling even to breathe, could only stare at the sharp blade with trembling eyes.

 

“To perform even a miracle of this level, you must have exhausted all your strength.”

 

Not yet the formal Pope, Cruyff’s body could not withstand the strain of such an act.

He was struggling to even stand.

 

Astria could hardly suppress the growing disgust inside her.

 

She knew nothing of the intricate circumstances surrounding the Birkender family.

 

However, she knew why Sena had been looking around the area while conducting the funeral.

 

He was searching for someone.

 

“Die, Cruyff Birkender. You don’t even deserve the privilege of dying on the gallows.”

 

As Astria’s Holy Sword blazed brilliantly, Cruyff opened his mouth slightly.

 

“You must have countless questions for me.”

“Religious fanatics never speak plainly. I don’t enjoy wasting my time.”

“…At this moment, I’ll answer anything. Aren’t you curious?”

 

Cruyff slowly replied, locking eyes with Astria.

 

“About Sena’s lifespan.”

“…”

 

Astria stared into his eyes for a long time before letting her sword drop slightly.

 

“It would only be proper to deliver your last words.”

“I…”

 

Astria scrutinized Cruyff.

 

He looked like ash—burned out and devoid of even the faintest trace of human hope.

 

“I thought this was the only way.”

“Which part? Forcing your beloved son into ruin? Or betraying your faith and siding with demons? It’s hard to tell which one you mean.”

 

Cruyff gave a faint smile at Astria’s relentless interrogation.

 

His demeanor made her expression harden slightly.

 

“My only worry was whether there would be enough time. It seems there was.”

“What?”

“Your Majesty acts purely on instinct. I realized that all too clearly when we first met.”

 

He closed his eyes briefly, opening them again as if to superimpose the Astria of the past with the one standing before him now.

 

The difference was unmistakable.

 

This Astria was no longer the pitiless tyrant of the past.

 

Finally, the moment Cruyff had long awaited over the past three years had arrived.

 

“Now, all the conditions are met.”

 

Cruyff knew better than anyone how powerful Sena’s divine power was.

 

A blessing so cherished by the Goddess that it bordered on excessive—so much so that she seemed to want it reclaimed quickly.

 

To save Sena would be tantamount to defying the Goddess.

 

Even as a formidable priest basking in divine grace, Cruyff had no hope of prevailing against the Goddess.

 

It was an impossible task.

 

But—

 

“Your Majesty can do it.”

 

The person before him was different.

 

“You, acting outside the bounds of the Goddess’s grace—”

 

Tears streamed down Cruyff’s face.

 

“You can save Sena.”

 

Cruyff dropped to one knee.

 

“Are you telling me that all your absurd actions were for Sena’s sake?”

 

Astria asked, her disbelief freezing her tone into a sharp iciness.

 

“Your help is unnecessary. I am the Empress of this empire. Saving one life is hardly beyond me.”

 

Cruyff seemed momentarily shaken by her response.

 

But as he understood her meaning, he let out a bitter laugh.

 

‘For someone so bad at lying, you’ve managed to keep the most important thing hidden until now.’

 

“Before I explain further, allow me one question. Your Majesty, are you aware of Sena’s deteriorating condition?”

“I would have to be a fool not to notice. He coughs up blood at least once a day. How could I not?”

“Then, if my assumptions are incorrect—does it mean that even if Sena were to lose his life, Your Majesty would remain indifferent?”

 

“I value talent. Losing someone as gifted as Sena is unacceptable. However, my rejection of your help stands as truth.”

 

Arrogance.

 

Astria was fundamentally arrogant.

 

But that arrogance stemmed from unshakable confidence—so much so that even the gravest of circumstances failed to unnerve her.

 

“I will find a way. No matter the cost, I will prevent that child’s death. As the Empress of this Empire, I will exhaust every possible means.”

 

Cruyff despaired.

 

But at the same time, he felt relieved.

 

He despaired because, with Sena’s life nearing its end, Astria still knew so little.

 

He felt relieved because of her determination to use “every possible means”.

 

“However, even if such a method exists, there is no time left.”

“What?”

“Even this conversation with Your Majesty feels like a maddening waste of time.”

 

It was the kind of remark that might have cost him his head under normal circumstances.

 

Yet Astria did not get angry. Something far more pressing consumed her.

 

“It almost sounds like you know exactly how much time Sena has left.”

“Yes, I do. I swear it upon the Goddess.”

 

Whoosh.

 

A cold wind swept between them.

 

Astria’s pupils trembled ever so slightly.

 

“…Sena has only two days left.”

 

Cruyff’s words fell heavily.

 

“But there is still a way.”

“What do I need to do?”

 

Astria’s gaze sharpened, her eyes ablaze with determination.

 

Cruyff revealed the only way to save Sena.

 

It was then that Astria realized why she alone had the power to save him.

 

But it would be no easy feat.

 

**

 

Her heart raced.

 

Her strides grew larger until she broke into a full sprint.

 

Her thoughts were a chaotic whirlwind.

 

All she could focus on was seeing Sena’s face.

 

The solution Cruyff spoke of could wait.

 

– I want to be alone for a while.

 

As she reached the door, Sena’s voice seemed to echo faintly in her mind, almost like a hallucination.

 

And then, an overwhelming sense of dread gripped her.

 

It was the feeling that, even if she opened this door, no one would be inside.

 

Grinding her teeth, Astria flung the door open.

 

“Sena.”

 

Her fears became reality.

 

The room was silent, the window open, and only an icy stillness greeted her.

 

Sena was nowhere to be found.

 

“…”

 

She slowly walked into the empty room.

 

Her gaze fell upon the table, where something caught her eye.

 

Sena’s travel bag, which he always carried so preciously, was gone.

 

In its place was a single note.

 

Astria walked over and picked it up.

 

The handwriting was hurried, as though written in a rush, but still neat and composed.

 

————

 

Do you remember?

 

Your Majesty once promised me one wish if I healed your legs.

 

Your legs, your health, your condition, your reign—all are now fully restored.

 

You no longer need my help. Nor Seria’s.

 

(But sweets are still forbidden!) << Very Important!!

 

Now, I’ll make my wish.

 

My only wish is…

 

Do not look for me.

Never, ever follow me.

 

————

 

Astria crumpled the letter in her hand.

 

“Do you think I’ll let you go like this?”
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Dragging a travel bag along the precarious slope, I walked calmly.

 

My hometown, Rendel, lies just beyond this hill.

 

After all, it is part of the Birkender Marquisate’s territory, so it isn’t far.

 

Yet, to me, it felt a little farther away than it should.

 

“I’m finally back here.”

 

Perhaps because I hadn’t slept for two days, the excitement and joy only hit me belatedly.

 

Memories rushed through my mind like a panorama.

 

The earliest memory of my birth into this world.

 

The moments shared with friends.

 

My time at Larden Academy, which had been such a delight—it felt like I was the protagonist of a novel.

 

The kindness I practiced under Cruyff’s influence.

 

That’s something I’ll never regret.

 

…Though I did wish to conclude things beautifully at the end.

 

Looking back now, I’m a bit regretful that the ending wasn’t as perfect as I had hoped.

 

Still, overall, I have no regrets about my life.

 

“…Now there’s really not much time left.”

 

I blinked my heavy eyes slowly and raised my head.

 

Before I knew it, knights wearing black masks had surrounded me.

 

“You’ve come a long way. Sena Birkender.”

“If I just ask you to let me go, that won’t work, will it?”

“If you don’t resist, we won’t make it painful.”

 

As they spoke, they simultaneously drew their swords and approached.

 

‘Well, it’s obvious to anyone where I was headed.’

 

On their shoulders, I could see the emblem of a hawk—Granz Kairos, the Duke’s insignia.

 

The fact that they didn’t even bother to conceal it showed the rebellion had already begun.

 

It would be stranger if, at this point, it hadn’t.

 

Just how far ahead had the Duke planned?

 

I could almost hear the sound of Duke Granz laughing in my head.

 

‘If I use my divine power…’

 

Ten. I could probably take out half of them.

 

Then I’d escape through the gap in their formation.

 

Escape and keep running… but after that?

 

What should I do next?

 

I only have a week left.

 

Even if I drain their lifespan with my power, at best, I could take about 100,000 years.

 

I let out a bitter laugh.

 

“The gap in time is too overwhelming.”

 

What could a human with only two days left to live achieve by stealing their time?

 

I decided to accept death.

 

If possible, I wanted to close my eyes for the last time in my hometown.

 

‘Her Majesty will be fine. If I die…’

 

I closed my eyes.

 

“At least, let it be painless.”

 

It was a wish fit for a saint on the brink of death.

 

For a moment, the eyes of the knights—fearless even before the Goddess—were filled with an emotion they rarely felt: fear.

 

Right now, they were hesitating to strike down a defenseless boy.

 

Why?

 

Any romantic notions of sparing me should’ve died long ago.

 

“We are shadows.”

 

Then, one of the black knights spoke among their ranks.

 

“A shadow has no will of its own.”

 

Hearing those words, the leading knight clenched his teeth and raised his sword high.

 

As he prepared to deliver a clean strike—

 

“Who gave you permission?”

 

A golden-haired girl emerged slowly from beyond the hill.

 

“Who said you could leave as you please?”

 

It was Astria.

 

To me, it felt as though time itself had stopped.

 

“I never gave such an order.”

 

**

 

“Astria.”

“How dare you utter the Empress’s name with your vile mouth?”

 

Astria pushed Sena behind her and stood in front of them.

 

Sena was clearly flustered.

 

“Well, this is convenient. I was planning to come for the healer after dealing with him. Tyrant Astria. A coward who abandoned her throne and fled.”

“Insolent rebels with unbridled tongues.”

“Still posturing, are we? You’ve only recovered enough to stand and walk. You’re not in a condition to fight yet.”

 

Astria’s expression froze ever so slightly, and the knight smirked beneath his mask.

 

“I’ll enjoy seeing your face when you lose everything.”

“I’ve never once lost anything.”

“Then you’ll feel it now.”

 

One of the knights unleashed his Aura into the sky.

 

The massive burst of energy exploded above, creating a radiant light that was visible even in the morning.

 

A light so bright, it stood out starkly.

‘It’s a signal. There are others.’

 

Just as Sena opened his mouth to tell Astria that we should run—

Astria, who had been holding her sword for some time now, began to move.

 

“You seem to be gravely mistaken.”

 

Slash!

 

Her movements were imperceptible.

 

Only the sight of knights collapsing and spewing blood belatedly suggested that Astria had struck with her blade.

 

“Indeed, my legs have yet to fully recover.”

 

The knights, tense, charged toward Astria simultaneously.

 

It was as if black ink spilled across the ground, spreading rapidly.

 

“So?”

 

The ten knights appeared to pass straight through Astria.

 

Sena’s uneasy eyes stayed fixed on Astria.

 

Droplets of blood clung to Astria’s Holy Sword like beads of dew.

 

Thud, thud, thud.

 

“…!”

 

The knights who had passed Astria fell to the ground simultaneously.

 

Astria herself bore only a faint scratch on her cheek, without even a speck of dust marring her form.

 

With her characteristic aloof expression, she fixed her gaze directly on the knight who had dared to insult her earlier.

 

“And so, what was your point?”

“This… This is impossible. You mean to say… she’s already recovered to this extent?”

“Utterly pathetic.”

 

With a flick, Astria shook her sword in the air.

 

Blood droplets flew off her blade, landing on the knight’s face covering—a deliberate insult.

 

The knight, trembling faintly, wiped away the blood and spoke with forced composure.

 

“I concede. I underestimated an Empress who claimed the throne with nothing but her sword.”

 

Astria scoffed, enveloping her sword in a renewed aura in preparation for the next attack.

 

“But don’t think for a second that this is all we have. I’ve stationed more than enough forces around Rendel. With that signal earlier, reinforcements should be arriving any moment now.”

“Pay it no mind.”

 

Astria said with a smirk, taking a single step forward.

 

“After all, it’s a future irrelevant to you.”

 

Somehow, she was suddenly at the knight’s right side, a short distance away.

 

“…!”

 

Before the knight could react, Astria’s blade had already swept past.

 

Without leaving a single word, the knight’s head fell.

 

What followed was merciless carnage.

 

‘This is Her Majesty’s swordsmanship.’

 

Astria’s movements were devoid of waste.

 

They flowed seamlessly, like water, and her strikes always traveled the shortest possible path.

 

And with each stroke of her sword, without fail, one life was claimed.

 

There were no feints, no irregularities. She charged in the quickest manner, aiming solely for vital points.

 

Her swordsmanship was a reflection of her philosophy—stripping away the unnecessary, leaving only efficiency.

 

“…Your Majesty.”

 

Before long, the only one left standing on the bloodied ground was Astria.

 

Sena approached with sorrowful eyes.

 

“You’ve overexerted yourself.”

“As expected, I can’t deceive my capable physician.”

 

Astria let out a faint chuckle.

 

This battle had drained a considerable amount of her strength.

 

She now only had the energy to face an equivalent opponent one or two more times at best.

 

“Indeed, I can’t let you go. As for the reward I promised for your treatment, I’ll compensate you differently.”

 

Perhaps from the release of tension, Sena’s consciousness began to fade.

 

It was no surprise, given that Sena hadn’t slept in days.

 

“Your Majesty truly…”

 

Even so, there was one thing he wanted to say.

 

“You truly are… an impossible person.”

 

With those words, Sena collapsed as if his fuse had blown.

 

Astria caught him as he fell.

 

Anyone could see how much thinner he had become with each passing day.

 

Gently, Astria stroked Sena’s hair.

 

“…Don’t worry. I’ll save you. No matter what.”

 

Thud, Thud, Thud.

 

The ground trembled.

 

The sound of many horses galloping.

 

A swarm-like army on horseback was charging toward them.

 

‘That must be the reinforcements that knight mentioned earlier.’

 

Astria carefully set Sena down.

 

It was going to be a difficult fight.

 

Defeat wasn’t an option, but the real issue was time.

 

With so little left for Sena, she had to finish quickly.

 

“…This is…”

 

Just as Astria prepared to unleash her Sword Aura, her graceful brow furrowed deeply.

 

An overwhelming presence was approaching rapidly.

 

Boom!

 

Something fell from the sky.

 

The impact scattered sand into the air, obscuring visibility.

 

Astria swung her sword lightly to clear her vision.

 

“Unbelievable.”

 

She scoffed at the sight before her.

 

“Quite the dramatic entrance for a stray dog.”

 

The figure that had fallen from the sky was none other than Chris.

 

He was carrying people under each arm as if they were nothing more than luggage.

 

“Put me down! I need to see Sena right now!”

 

“…Is this any way to treat your senior?”

 

To his left was Chloe.

To his right…

 

“Isabella.”

 

At the sound of her name, Isabella flinched.

 

Chris glanced at Astria with a grin before turning and kneeling.

 

“Your Majesty.”

“Speak.”

“I have returned with a traitor and a new servant who will pledge loyalty to Your Majesty.”

 

Chloe, gasping for breath as the army drew ever closer, looked like she might faint.

 

And yet Chris, steady and unshaken, spoke with absolute composure.

 

In fact, there was even a smile on his lips, as though he found the situation thrilling.

 

“What are your orders?”

“Dispose of the beasts who dare to covet my throne.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

 

Astria gave her terse reply and picked up Sena to carry him.

 

Just as Chris stood, Astria paused briefly in her steps.

 

“Oh, one more thing.”

 

Isabella flinched again, still staring at the ground.

 

“That insubordinate servant who’s been sulking and protesting for five years since I scolded them—after I’ve finished dealing with everything, I’ll personally deliver their punishment. Ensure they’re alive and brought before me.”

 

Isabella, stunned, stared blankly at Astria’s retreating figure.

 

Chris let out a soft chuckle, grabbing Isabella by the head and forcing her to bow alongside him.

 

“We accept Your Majesty’s decree.”

 

Astria resumed walking as soon as she heard their response.
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The Hippocratic Oath.

 

When I was 8, I watched a doctor recite it in a drama I can’t even remember the name of.

 

[I solemnly pledge to dedicate my life to the service of humanity.

I will give respect and gratitude to my teachers.

I will practice medicine with conscience and dignity.

The health and life of my patient will be my first consideration.

I will uphold the noble traditions and honor of the medical profession.

I make these promises solemnly, freely, and upon my honor.]

 

– Dad! I’m going to become a doctor!

 

It was so dazzling, so brilliant, that I immediately dreamed of becoming one.

 

There were many difficult times while studying, but I barely managed to endure, holding onto that pure-hearted dream from childhood.

 

When I was finally accepted into Seoul National University’s medical school, I was over the moon.

 

…Of course, I quickly learned that surviving med school was even harder than getting in.

 

Still, I was happy.

 

Every single day was fulfilling, thinking that I could someday be like that doctor in the drama.

 

…But in the end, I died, rendering it all meaningless.

 

– I can’t let it end like this. I’ll become a doctor even here.

 

In this new life, I found a new goal.

 

A lot happened.

 

I practiced medicine in ways I could never have imagined in my previous life.

 

I received words of gratitude from many people.

 

One day, I saved a sick boy I met by chance, and his elderly mother cried tears of gratitude.

That moment still feels as vivid as if it happened yesterday.

 

It was fulfilling but also heartbreaking.

 

Even with modern medical knowledge, the most I could do was save the person right in front of me.

 

‘Do I have regrets?’

 

It would be a lie to say I didn’t.

 

There are countless times I wished I had done something differently for Sena back then.

 

‘Going back home is out of the question now.’

 

I couldn’t even achieve what I wanted most.

 

But if the goddess asked me, “Do you want to live again?” I think I’d refuse.

 

I don’t think much would change.

 

– Then why don’t you come now?

 

I heard the Goddess’s voice in my head.

 

It was like a ripple spreading gently across the surface of a tranquil lake.

 

For a moment, I was tempted.

 

If I just said yes here, I’d wake up no longer in pain.

 

There’d be no worries, and my heart would be at ease.

 

But still.

 

‘I still have something left to do.’

 

After all, there was only a little bit left.

 

Sena had something left that he absolutely had to finish.

 

“Sena.”

 

When Sena opened his eyes, Astria urgently called his name.

 

“How are you feeling?”

 

It felt like waking up from a dream.

 

Dreams are definitely better than reality.

 

The moment he regained consciousness, his mind felt hazy, like being drugged.

 

More than anything, he could feel his body breaking apart in real-time.

 

He didn’t even need to read the numbers to know his lifespan anymore.

 

Only a single day.

 

Less than 24 hours left.

 

“I’m fine.”

“…You’ve grown wings.”

“Haha, I thought I’d tucked them away neatly, but they’re acting up again.”

“I don’t care. Whether my personal physician has wings or not doesn’t concern me.”

“You’re a generous empress.”

“Can you stand?”

“Of course.”

 

However, contrary to his words, Sena’s body didn’t budge.

He realized just how absurdly weak his strength had become.

 

“…I’ll help you.”

“Thank you.”

 

With Astria’s support, Sena was finally able to stand.

 

“Follow me.”

“I’m not hungry yet.”

 

Astria grabbed Sena’s hand and led him somewhere.

 

Astria’s usual composed demeanor was absent, and his steps seemed unusually hurried today.

 

“May I ask where we’re going?”

“There’s no need for you to know.”

“Is that so…?”

“Yes. All you need to do is follow my orders, now and in the future.”

 

Astria led Sena to a dark, gloomy underground prison.

 

Sena wrinkled his nose at the musty smell typical of such places and looked at Astria in confusion.

 

“Your Majesty?”

“These are death-row prisoners.”

“…?”

 

Two unconscious men lay inside the cell.

 

Astria gestured to the guards, who opened the prison door with precise movements.

 

“I’ve heard the situation.”

“…From whom?”

“Cruyff.”

 

‘So he did come.’

 

It would’ve been nice if he’d at least shown his face.

 

“I’m sorry for not saying anything until now.”

“Reprimands come last.”

 

Sching!

Astria unsheathed her sword and handed it to Sena in reverse grip.

 

“Take it.”

“What…?”

“This is the only way to cure your illness.”

 

Sena blinked, struggling to understand.

 

An underground prison.

Two unconscious prisoners.

A sword in his hand.

 

The secret he’d long wanted to hide and the years of research Cruyff had dedicated to curing his illness—this was the result.

 

“…?”

 

Sena looked at Astria with a mixture of shock and disbelief.

 

“Do you think I can do this?”

 

It was only a brief moment, but for Sena, it felt like an eternity.

 

The fact that someone could even suggest such a thing to him was a shock.

 

“One of them r*ped 30 young women.”

 

Astria stated the facts calmly, without embellishment or understatement.

 

“The other one murdered his own parents with his bare hands.”

“…”

“Do you think even such criminals, who are unworthy of the very air they breathe, deserve to live?”

 

Who would want to save such criminals?

 

Even Sena believed that some people didn’t deserve to live.

 

But that wasn’t the role of a doctor.

 

A doctor must not pick and choose their patients.

 

“I have no intention of killing them.”

 

Astria saw the unyielding determination in Sena’s eyes.

 

As an empress, she had seen that look in people many times before.

 

Those with eyes like that would hold firm to their beliefs, even at the cost of their own lives.

 

“…You always wanted to save as many people as possible.”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever considered that you need to survive to save more lives?”

“But if that requires taking someone else’s life, then it defeats the purpose.”

“That’s nonsense.”

“Yes?”

“What you’re saying is nothing but nonsense.”

 

Astria approached one of the prisoners roughly, slashing their shoulder with the Holy Sword without hesitation.

 

“What will you do now?”

 

It was a fatal wound.

 

Not immediately lethal, but without intervention, death was inevitable.

 

“They’ll die like this.”

 

Sena silently moved toward the death-row prisoner.

 

Without hesitation, he prepared to use his healing light.

 

Astria, furious, shoved him against the wall.

 

Finally, unable to contain herself, she shouted.

 

“Why? Why do you pity them? Your conviction is wrong!”

 

She knew Sena’s character all too well—down to the point of exasperation.

 

But for him to refuse to kill even when his own life was at stake?

 

To go as far as trying to save a death-row prisoner?

 

It was beyond reason. It was pathological.

 

What was driving him? What made him so relentless?

Was it simply the conviction of a healer? Or the blessing of the Goddess?

 

Whatever the reason, Astria knew she would never understand it.

 

“No. It’s not because I pity them, nor is it about preserving my conviction.”

“Then why…!”

“Simply put, as someone who heals people, I refuse to take another life to save mine.”

 

Sena spoke quietly, then gently lowered Astria’s hand, which was gripping his collar.

 

Astria didn’t resist his touch.

 

“Please, don’t do this again, Astria. Sena Birkender will die tomorrow. That’s a fact.”

“…!”

 

Astria’s eyes filled with shock.

 

Sena walked over to the bleeding prisoner and administered emergency care.

 

He deliberately avoided using divine power, knowing Astria might try to stop him.

 

After stemming the bleeding, he left the prison with an emotionless expression.

 

Astria couldn’t do anything.

 

It wasn’t until long after Sena had left that her legs gave out, and she collapsed onto the ground.

 

– Only Your Majesty can save Sena.

 

Cruyff’s words echoed in her mind.

 

Astria had anticipated this outcome.

 

She had intended to force Sena to take a life, even against his will, believing that only by doing so could he be saved.

 

But now…

 

‘You were wrong, Cruyff.’

 

Astria couldn’t do it.

 

She couldn’t extinguish the light in Sena’s resolute eyes—a light that vowed to uphold his beliefs no matter what.

 

Because extinguishing that light would be a sadness greater than Sena’s death.

 

‘I can’t do it.’

 

**

 

[1]

 

Astria returned from the underground prison hours later.

 

Sena was in the manor.

 

He was sipping his favorite coffee and reading a book, his eyes bright as they often were.

 

“Ah, Your Majesty. You’re back?”

 

Sena greeted her with a warm, genuine smile, as if nothing had happened earlier.

 

“…Yes. What are you reading?”

 

Astria could only respond in kind.

 

Wasting the little time they had left on trivial quarrels seemed meaningless now.

 

Sena likely shared the same thought.

 

“It’s a new book on medicinal herbs. A new release just came out, so I was reading it.”

“I see.”

 

Astria’s gaze softened with a tinge of sadness.

 

“Oh, by the way, there’s something I’d like to do.”

“…Speak.”

 

Her somber tone made Sena laugh.

It was amusing to see Astria so dispirited for the first time.

 

“Let’s go eat.”

 

Closing his book, Sena stood up.

 

As he passed Astria with light steps.

 

“Aren’t you hungry?”

“…Indeed. It’s time for lunch.”

 

With a bitter reply, Astria followed after him.

 

But as Sena reached out to open the door, his hand fumbled awkwardly in the air.

 

The doorknob was much higher than where Sena was searching.

 

Astria paused, watching as Sena, after a moment of confusion, turned to her with a sheepish smile.

 

“What are you doing?”

 

Sena laughed awkwardly.

 

“My grip strength is so weak now. Could you open the door for me, please?”

“…You insignificant fluffball.”

“It’s been a while since I heard that.”

 

With a sigh, Astria stepped forward to open the door.

 

But then, a fleeting thought crossed her mind.

 

‘This is strange. No matter how weak his body is, Sena is the type to stubbornly insist on doing things himself.’

 

More importantly, she recalled Sena holding his teacup and sipping coffee earlier.

 

If he had enough strength for that, opening a door shouldn’t have been difficult.

 

‘…Now that I think about it, this door seems to have been changed not long ago.’

 

The Birkender estate appeared to have a long history, but this particular door was recently installed, reflecting a more modern design.

 

A chilling suspicion crossed Astria’s mind.

 

“Sena.”

 

Her voice trembled.

 

Sena was still smiling, but now she noticed something was off.

 

Sena, who always met her gaze squarely when speaking, wasn’t looking directly at her. Instead, his eyes were fixed on some ambiguous point.

 

Astria exhaled sharply, her words escaping like a gasp.

 

“Tell me the color of the clothes I’m wearing right now.”

“…”

“Answer me. Quickly!”

 

Sena didn’t respond.

 

Or rather, he couldn’t.

 

Because since this morning—

 

He hadn’t been able to see a thing.
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The gradual deterioration of bodily functions had been noticed long ago.

 

‘From the beginning, my lifespan was short.’

 

This body might have been designed that way.

 

When you think about it, the first time Sena was discovered was during the dawn at the orphanage.

 

No one knew who left him there or whose child he was.

 

Rendel village was rural. If someone like Sena, with silver hair, had lived there, people would have known.

 

In other words, there were no parents to begin with. If there were, it would be the Goddess.

 

The Goddess placed him here, and when she created this body, it must have been designed with a short lifespan.

 

‘I wanted to go back to my hometown.’

 

Fortunately, he wasn’t completely invisible.

 

He was just like looking at a watercolor painting where the colors had blurred significantly.

 

Yet, even within that world, the yellow stood out particularly vividly.

 

“Isn’t there… a way to fix this?”

Was she sad?

Judging by her voice, it seemed so.

 

‘How much time do I have left?’

 

0 days.

 

That was likely all the time he had left.

Though the exact moment when life would end was unclear, it would probably be within hours.

 

‘I have to do everything I can pass on while I still can.’

 

I’ll die here.

But my loved ones still live on in this world.

 

“So, to summarize the situation… Duke Granz has risen in rebellion and is marching toward us?”

“Such things are meaningless.”

 

Astria’s lifeless demeanor was a stark contrast to the commanding presence she had shown until now.

 

Sena turned his head toward Astria with a faint smile.

 

“I don’t have much time left, you know. Won’t you even listen to my final words?”

 

Clench.

Astria lowered her head and gripped her thighs tightly.

 

Sena, weakened to the extreme, could do little more than lie in bed, breathing heavily.

 

To Astria, it was incomprehensible how someone in such a condition could still worry about others.

 

But if this was truly the end…

 

‘I must honor him. He fulfilled his duty as my personal physician. He should be treated with the same respect as a knight who died on the battlefield for me.’

 

He deserved that respect.

 

“Speak.”

 

She finally said, even though the effort felt like spitting blood.

 

“I just wanted to say that there’s no need to worry too much about Duke Granz.”

“…What?”

“I met Duke Granz once, back in Your Majesty’s garden.”

 

It was when Astria had been stabbed by Isabella and collapsed.

 

At that chaotic time, Sena had encountered him.

 

He had treated Duke Granz’s injuries at the cost of shortening his own lifespan.

 

“…What did that man do to you?”

 

The burning fury in her voice was palpable.

Sena shook his head.

 

“No. Duke Granz didn’t do anything. If anything, I’m the one who acted.”

 

Madness.

 

That was the common perception people had of Astria back then.

 

The Empress was said to be neither of sound mind nor body due to her chronic illness and supposed insanity.

Thus, Duke Granz, an innocent man, was being unjustly threatened.

 

Even Sylvia shared a similar perception.

But Sena had always thought differently, even in the past.

 

‘Astria was never insane. She just wanted to protect something—whether it was her power or the lives of her subordinates.’

 

Mental health wasn’t Sena’s specialty, but he wasn’t entirely ignorant of such matters either.

 

As Astria’s personal physician, Sena had concluded she was perfectly sane.

The more conversations they had, and the closer their relationship grew, the more convinced he became.

 

Even so, it was a bit saddening.

 

No matter how much she spoke, no one believed her.

If that was the case, couldn’t at least one person stand by her side?

 

Duke Granz was undoubtedly an enemy.

Sena had speculated it, and when it turned out to be true, he regretted it.

 

It wasn’t enough to simply trust; action should have been taken.

And so, belatedly, Sena had dealt with Duke Granz.

 

“You acted? What exactly did you do?”

“I treated him. However, it was a different kind of treatment. For the first time, I acted with ill intent.”

 

Divine power carries a slight will of its own.

 

Depending on the caster’s intentions, it could be manipulated to some degree.

 

Sena treated Granz Kairos while simultaneously slicing the inferior vena cava leading to his heart into small pieces.

 

Then, using divine power, he solidified it and created an artificial vein to replace the damaged one.

 

It was a form of vascular grafting.

 

In other words, Granz’s body was now sustained by Sena’s divine power.

 

“I damaged a part of his body and made it so that he could only survive with my divine power.”

 

The procedure had consumed a considerable portion of his remaining lifespan.

 

He had worried whether it would succeed, given the limited time, but fortunately, it had worked.

The operation had one sole purpose.

 

If the Duke ever attempted to harm those Sena cherished.

Sena’s death would ensure Granz’s demise as well.

 

‘If he had been a good man, I planned to redo the surgery properly before I died. But… it would’ve made me feel terribly guilty, wouldn’t it?’

 

Fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—Granz was an enemy.

 

As a result, Sena never had to step onto the surgical table again in his current condition.

 

“When I die, Duke Granz will die as well. No matter how extraordinary he may be, no one can survive long without their inferior vena cava.”

“…!”

 

Astria’s eyes widened at the meticulous measure Sena had taken without anyone knowing.

Her lips trembled slightly.

She hadn’t known this.

 

—That furball doesn’t matter anymore.

—You are no longer my personal physician.

 

She had treated Sena with disdain, despite him doing everything he could for her.

 

For the first time, Astria felt something akin to guilt.

 

Her heart ached, a torment she hadn’t even experienced when faced with death before meeting Sena.

 

“Please handle the situation well, Your Majesty. That’s my final wish. Ah, and one more thing.”

 

Sena took Astria’s hand.

 

“Take care of Chris, Sylvia, and Chloe for me as well.”

“…That’s a given. If Dame Sylvia is alive, she will be honored as a hero.”

“She’ll survive. No matter how malicious Cruyff might have been, he wouldn’t go against his nature.”

“Even now, in this situation, you still trust that man?”

“I can’t help it. He’s my father, after all.”

“…I see.”

“One more request, if that’s alright?”

 

Sena’s voice grew weaker.

 

Astria gripped his hand a little tighter.

 

“You stand before the Empress. I’d give you half the world if you asked for it.”

“Haha, but you won’t say you’d give me everything? How greedy.”

 

Astria stiffened.

 

She should have said she’d give him everything.

 

Just as she was about to correct herself, Sena spoke again.

 

“Can you forgive Cruyff? Just as you forgave Isabella.”

“…”

“I don’t think he had bad intentions. Like a fool, he overreached, trying to save me. Maybe he was even manipulated by Granz.”

 

Sena’s breathing grew labored. Seeing him struggle to speak, Astria became agitated.

 

“Stop talking for now. You can continue later when…”

 

Sena, his face flushed red, shook his head.

He was saying it had to be now.

 

“…I will allow it. I will forgive Cruyff. Once this matter is settled, the Church’s power will inevitably wane, and I’ll ensure he can be restrained.”

 

Sena smiled faintly.

 

“That’s a relief. Still, he’s done plenty of bad things, so he deserves punishment. For example… right, exile him to my hometown, Rendel. Tell him to spend the rest of his life caring for children there.”

“I understand. Do you have any other requests?”

“I do.”

 

Sena weakly raised his hand to gently touch Astria’s cheek.

 

“Take your medicine properly.”

“…I will.”

 

“When something upsets you, try to hold back as much as you can.”

“…Alright.”

 

“And, be happy.”

“…”

 

Astria bit her lip.

 

“Are you not afraid of death?”

“I am.”

“No, I’ve never once felt that way about you. How is that even possible?”

‘When I’m so terrified of your death like this.’

 

Astria swallowed the words she couldn’t bring herself to say.

 

“Um… You know about my body, right? My death was predetermined. It’s because Goddess-nim willed it.”

 

Perhaps it was because the time of parting drew near.

For the first time, Sena addressed the Goddess with the honorific “nim”.

 

“I know. But it’s the first time I’ve heard it directly from your lips.”

“Haha, sorry… I thought you’d never accept it if I told you.”

“That’s true. A month ago, I would have done anything, no matter how extreme, to save you.”

 

‘That’s a bit scary.’

 

Sena thought, wiping a small bead of cold sweat from his brow.

He had almost been tied down for life.

 

“That’s exactly why I can be so calm. Because I know there’s another world after death.”

“Is the Goddess favorable toward you?”

“Probably. Maybe that’s why she wants to take me away so quickly. Who knows? I might even be reborn as an angel. So please, Your Majesty, don’t worry too much. I’ll probably live better than you up there.”

 

Sena said it like a joke, expecting Astria to respond with something like, “How dare you say that to me, who possesses everything? Insolent furball.”

 

But no such response came.

 

Plop.

 

A warm droplet fell onto the back of Sena’s hand.

 

“You’ve lived like a flower.”

 

Astria compared Sena to the thing she loved most.

 

“Wherever you go, you’ll thrive. But…”

 

She spoke with earnest desperation.

 

“No matter how beautiful the heavens may be, they can’t compare to this world.”

 

Her voice caught in her throat.

 

“Stay just a little longer.”

 

Shwaa—

Heavy rain began to pour, a relentless downpour that seemed to echo Astria’s feelings.

 

Sena merely smiled in response.

 

“Alright.”

 

Silence filled the room for a while.

 

Astria didn’t let her gaze stray from Sena for even a moment, trying to capture every part of him.

 

If he disappeared from her sight, it felt like he might vanish entirely. That’s the kind of presence Sena was.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

How much time had passed?

The rain had stopped, and the sunlight began to shine through.

 

When Sena spoke again, his voice was no longer faint.

It was as clear as the sky after the storm.

 

“I, am a coward.”

“…”

“I’m terribly selfish. I know I shouldn’t be, but…”

 

Astria instinctively knew.

This would be Sena’s final words.

 

“I like you.”

“…!”

 

Sena’s eyes slowly closed.

His head tilted to the side on the pillow.

The hand that had held even a faint strength just moments ago fell limp.

He had said what he wanted and left this world.

It was, as he had said, incredibly cowardly.

So cowardly, in fact, that Astria could only laugh.
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Clop—

 

A man dressed in priestly robes took a step forward.

 

The white robes were stained, sullied with blood, and bore no trace of their former purity.

 

Yet, he kept walking.

 

“…You said you’d come here on the day you died.”

 

Bereft of any will or hope for life, the man was like one already dead.

 

Still, he moved forward for one reason alone.

 

“In the end, your wish remained unfulfilled. Because you had a pathetic father like me.”

 

Sena’s reason for wanting to come here so desperately—

 

Cruyff had to know.

 

Atonement? Such a thing was neither possible nor deserved.

 

But at the very least, he had to know what his son, whom he truly considered his own, had wished for.

 

“Only now, after coming here, do I realize what it was you wanted.”

 

Before the monastery, on the dry earth, a single tree stood.

 

—’Then let’s make a bet.’

—’…A bet?’

 

As he walked, the man replayed a voice he would never hear again.

 

—’If you win, I’ll give you the Christmas present I couldn’t give you today.’

—’What’s this all of a sudden? I don’t need anything like that.’

—’You were so excited about it earlier. I saw you almost crying.’

—’Wh-when did I do that?!’

 

That was ten years ago.

 

Back when Sena was still a child.

 

There had been an abbot at the monastery.

 

A vile man.

 

He tormented children and committed unspeakable acts.

 

Then a fire broke out.

 

Cruyff had saved them.

 

But Sena resented him and sulked for a long time.

 

To console Sena, Cruyff had made a promise here.

 

—’In ten years, we’ll open this together and see who was right.’

 

Cruyff knelt before the spot and sank to the ground.

 

Devoid of hope, he summoned his last ounce of strength to dig into the earth.

 

The frozen winter soil was far too hard to dig with bare hands.

He didn’t care. Though his skin tore and bled, he didn’t stop.

Like a madman, he dug until his hands brushed against something solid.

 

It was the box.

 

The box they were meant to open together ten years later.

 

“…”

 

With trembling hands, Cruyff opened the box.

 

Inside were two letters.

 

He started with the one he had written.

 

—What kind of adult will you have become? I don’t know for sure, but I’m certain you’ve grown into a fine person, Sena. Just as you’ve become a wonderful adult, the abbot will surely have repented. Back then, you insisted he would always remain an evil man, no matter how much time passed. But look. See how he was moved by acts of kindness and became a better person. Forgiveness and kindness always find their way back…

 

“You… fool!”

 

Cruyff tore the letter to pieces, unable to contain his emotions.

 

“How dare you speak such arrogant words! When you couldn’t even keep your promises, couldn’t save him no matter what you sacrificed! You—!”

 

His cry, half a wail, half a scream, erupted.

 

The abbot had not changed, as Sena had predicted.

 

About five years ago, he was burned at the stake on charges of child m*lestation.

 

Sena had never been wrong.

 

Back then, and even now—

 

Cruyff had been a fool, and Sena had been right.

 

“I should have seen it. Somehow, I should have come here with Sena. I should have realized my foolishness. I should have… I should have…”

 

He felt bitter regret.

 

That Sena had left without ever knowing how foolish he had been.

 

That he hadn’t known what kind of pathetic man his father was.

 

“…No. Maybe he wouldn’t have been any more disappointed.”

 

Cruyff’s trembling hand reached for the other letter.

 

Sena’s letter.

 

He was terrified to read it.

 

But, he had to read it.

 

No, he wanted to read it.

 

Cruyff opened the letter.

Scrawled in crooked handwriting, it read:

 

—See? I won, didn’t I? I know you regret it now. But since I’m nice, I’ll forgive you.

 

“…Yes.”

 

Clutching the letter to his chest, Cruyff sobbed.

 

“You’ve won.”

 

**

 

The rebellion was successfully quelled.

 

The rebel forces, led by Duke Granz, met their downfall when the duke suddenly died of a heart attack.

 

It happened precisely as Astria boldly stood before the rebel army.

 

This event sparked countless stories.

 

Some said Astria was a messenger of God, and Duke Granz was so overwhelmed by divine fear that he perished on the spot.

 

Regardless of the interpretation, it was a fortunate outcome for both Astria and the Laperci Empire.

 

And so—ten years passed.

 

 

“‘The Golden Age’, they call it.”

 

The Laperci Empire, once ravaged by wars and internal strife, had stabilized.

 

Thanks to the late Emperor and Empress Astria.

 

Everyone spoke of it as an unprecedented golden age.

 

But Astria herself was far from content.

 

“If you’re a knight of the Teutonic Order, then train with your sword instead of testing my patience here.”

“I just thought I’d keep you company since I’ve got nothing better to do.”

“Leave.”

“Such harsh words from the Empress.”

 

Astria’s lips twitched as she hissed through gritted teeth.

 

“I should have let you die back then.”

“If you had, Senior Sena would have rung the bell of the apocalypse from heaven to come find me.”

 

The woman who clicked her tongue and spun around to leave was Sylvia.

 

Half-dead at the time, Sylvia had been saved by Astria.

 

Not long after, news of Sylvia’s pregnancy had reached her ears.

 

‘And of course, the child is adorable.’

 

It was obvious whose child it was, and Astria hadn’t been able to cast Sylvia out.

 

“…The bell of the apocalypse.”

 

Leaning her chin on her hand, Astria murmured idly from the imperial throne.

 

“If I tried to end the world, would you come back for that bell, too?”

 

A faint smirk tugged at her lips as she entertained the idle thought.

 

Astria rose from her throne and walked purposefully toward somewhere she cherished.

 

Lately, thoughts of Sena had visited her more often.

 

Was it because the memories were too vivid to forget?

 

Or was it his audacity in running away like that, even at the very end?

 

Because of him, she’d prepared extensively to ensure she wouldn’t lose him again.

 

Relics capable of binding angels had been gathered from all over the empire.

 

At first, people had whispered that the Empress was delving into madness, consumed by ghosts of the past.

 

But now, even those whispers had faded.

 

Astria had achieved so much, and the empire thrived in such peace that collecting tools to capture angels was merely considered an eccentric hobby.

 

“That, too, is amusing,”

 

Astria arrived at her favorite place—her garden.

 

A place she had always loved and would continue to cherish.

 

…The place where she had made the most memories with Sena.

 

She used to pray among the flowers.

 

Ten years ago, she had wished for her legs to heal.

 

Now—her wish was different.

 

Since her first wish had come true, why couldn’t the next one as well?

 

“Hmm?”

 

Astria frowned as she noticed movement in the distance.

 

Who dared to intrude upon the Empress’s private garden?

 

Not even Sylvia would be forgiven for this.

 

And soon she realized. The one who invaded this garden was none other than—

 

Snicker.

 

Astria let a smile play on her lips as she slowly began to walk.

 

Brushing her fingers through the flowers, she stopped at a certain spot.

 

A white ball of fur, poorly hidden among the blossoms, revealed its presence.

 

“What are you doing there, insignificant furball?”

“Eek!”

 

Astria plucked a white feather drifting in the air.

 

From between the flowers, the puffball lifted its head hesitantly.

 

The figure awkwardly scratched the back of his head.

 

“Ahaha, I was trying to surprise you, but I guess I failed. …You could have pretended to be surprised, you know.”

 

It was Sena.

 

The same as ever—except for one difference.

 

A golden halo floated above his head.

 

“I never thought it would actually happen. I imagined it, but I didn’t expect you to come back as a real angel.”

 

Sena sheepishly touched the halo, clearly embarrassed.

 

“Ah, I’m still just a baby seraphim. I only came down during a break in my training, so I can’t stay long.”

 

He looked uneasy, glancing around before whispering to Astria.

 

“I came without telling the Goddess. It’s a secret.”

 

Astria laughed in disbelief.

 

“So that’s why your body disappeared completely without a trace.”

“B-but you’re not as surprised as I thought you’d be. A seraphim has feelings, you know.”

 

Sena said, crossing his arms and giving her a slightly pouty look.

 

Astria shook her head.

 

“I’m surprised. More than you think.”

 

Sena broke into a radiant smile, and Astria couldn’t help but smile back.

 

She approached him and wrapped an arm around his neck to ensure he couldn’t escape.

 

“Sena.”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember the promise?”

“What promise?”

 

Astria looked at him seductively, her gaze sharp yet teasing.

 

As she thought of the past ten years, she couldn’t help recalling how envious she had been of Sylvia, even though she hadn’t shown it.

 

“You said you’d do it in a year.”

“W-wait, what are you talking about?”

“It’s already been ten years.”

“Uh, well, I don’t quite remember…”

 

Astria leaned in close and whispered into his ear.

 

“Making a baby.”

“…!”

“You’re not escaping this time. I won’t let you go.”

 

Without warning, Astria claimed his lips.

 

Sena initially resisted but eventually gave in, relaxing in her grasp.

 

Sensing his surrender, Astria smirked and deepened the kiss.

 

It was a passionate, intense kiss, one that spoke of years of restrained longing.

 

“G-geez… you really… held back a lot, huh? I can barely breathe.”

“Do angels even need to breathe? Shall we test that theory?”

“W-wait a second!”

 

Sena pleaded, looking utterly flustered.

 

He had only meant to visit briefly.

 

—Don’t worry, my child. I won’t interfere this time. Take your time and enjoy yourself.

 

‘Wait, what? Goddess? Hello?!’

 

But no answer came, no matter how much he called.

 

“What’s wrong?”

 

Astria asked, her hands gently holding his.

 

“…”

 

‘Does she not age? Maybe she’s not even human. Could she be a dragon or something?’

 

Sena paused for a moment, gazing at her with a curious look, before breaking into a bright smile.

 

“No, it’s nothing.”

 

With a light heart, Sena followed her.

 

There was so much he wanted to talk about.

 

Stories so numerous and long that even staying up all night wouldn’t be enough to share them all—
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