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Ch.1 - My head hurts
I believe that every choice comes with responsibility.

If you choose to spend time with friends instead of studying, you must take responsibility for your declining grades. If you neglect your school records while aiming for regular admission, it's your responsibility if you fail and have no alternatives.
If a young professional who barely earns money reaches for loans to help parents who can no longer borrow, placing oneself on the path to debt is also a responsibility that comes with that choice.

That's why I know I should be careful at crossroads of decision, and that hasty decisions often lead to regret.

So,

When that kid carelessly steps onto the road to retrieve a dropped ball,
Or when that truck driver, nodding off and yawning, drives at a relatively high speed,
They've made their choices and must bear the consequences themselves.

Let me reiterate:

I know very well that one should always be careful at crossroads of decision, and hasty decisions lead to regret.
With my injured ankle from excessive exercise in childhood, I wouldn't even reach there in time, and even if I did, if the truck driver suddenly regained awareness and swerved incorrectly, I'd be more likely to die myself rather than save anyone.

By now, anyone could guess what my choice would be.

Of course, as an adult, I wouldn't compare a child's future with my own life!

I surprised myself. After injuring my ankle and turning 30, I'd gained weight and could barely climb stairs, let alone run. Yet just now, I ran as if I could break a world sprint record.
Fortunately, the truck driver hadn't yet seen what was happening ahead, and I judged it too dangerous to push the kid forward.
Hoping this superhuman strength would extend to my arms, I lunged forward, grabbed the kid by the collar, and threw him toward the sidewalk I'd come from.
He might get hurt falling, but that's better than being pushed forward and run over by another vehicle.

In short, that's it.

All those useless long thoughts were actually the last things I saw before dying—

*THUD!*

* *

Male, just an ordinary office worker who happens to work outside often, 31 years old with an equally long history of being single.
Family consists of both parents. We didn't have any particularly bad relationship, and from a human perspective, I think they were both wonderful people.

Anyway, let me reorganize.

Name: Leila, female, 5 years old, no parents, living on the streets.
Until recently, I was staying at an orphanage, but without even that shelter now, I barely survive by pickpocketing and stealing as I wander the streets.

"My head hurts..."

Memories of another life are turning my mind upside down.

No, wait a minute.

"That wasn't a headache, it was a physical blow to the head..."

Seeing blood on my hand after touching my head, it seems I'm bleeding.
Apparently, the problem was falling headfirst after my foot got caught while climbing over a fence after secretly stealing a homeless person's coins.
That seems to have triggered memories of my past life.
How long was I unconscious? I wondered as I looked up at the sky, where red and blue moons illuminated me while stars beautifully adorned the black sky.

"Are you okay?"

A young voice expresses concern for me.
With my confused mind, I stare blankly at the boy extending his hand to me.

"Yeah, my head's a bit fuzzy but I'm fine, so don't worry. Piris."

The boy's name is Piris. Also from the orphanage, he's my... friend who escaped with me when the orphanage went bankrupt after failing to repay borrowed money, fearing we'd be sold as slaves to debt collectors.
From the situation, it seems I was only unconscious for a few seconds.

"You're bleeding and suddenly calling me by a name you've never used before... looks like you hit your head pretty hard... up we go."
"Whoa!?"

...There is... a bit of an age difference.
But still? Even though memories of living 30 years in a past life have returned, calling a 12-year-old kid "big brother" feels repulsive even to someone like me who always thought pride doesn't pay bills.
Maybe after my past life memories settle a bit, but in the current situation, calling him "big brother" is too much.

Despite my struggling against this sudden princess carry—something I'd never experienced in my past life—a 5-year-old girl, especially one with stunted growth from malnutrition like me, had no chance of physically resisting a well-developed 12-year-old boy.

It's not like I gave up resisting because it felt familiar and comfortable.

...Right?

"Will you stay still? It's hard for big brother."
"...Yes."

Since I don't feel particularly strong aversion, and my confused emotions about my past life memories are more overwhelming right now, I decided to use this opportunity to organize my memories.
While slowly sorting through them, I soon noticed we were moving in an unfamiliar direction.

"B-big brother. This isn't the way home?"
"You're bleeding so much, and you fell headfirst, so you're a mess."
"But still."
"In that condition, by tomorrow morning the blood and dust will harden and make things worse."
"Ugh."

Though unfamiliar, I do know this place, having visited a few times since we started living on the streets.
It's a secret passage leading to the underground waterway not far from the street.

I should probably explain.

The street where we are now is like a back alley, a slum area within a small city in the Holy Nation.
This world is called Trisia, completely different from the Earth I used to live on.

I'm trying hard to recall what I learned at the orphanage, but they wouldn't have taught much to a 5-year-old, so all I know is that this world was created and is watched over by the Goddess Ciel, the one true deity, and it's like a fantasy world from games.

Despite that, surprisingly, conveniences like plumbing and general living technologies are quite advanced, combining high technology and magic, making life not much different from Earth.
Though that hardly matters to homeless orphans like us.

Anyway, in this world, there's the Holy Nation of Elysium, which worships the one true Goddess Ciel.
The Empire of Ingris, established by a hero who defeated the Demon King as in fairy tales, has supposedly lasted for 2,000 years.
There are supposedly a few other countries too, but since my only source of information was storybooks, I don't know the details.

We lived in an orphanage in a city (I don't even know its name) far from the capital of the Holy Nation of Elysium, where the church is the main authority. When the orphanage recently went bankrupt because the director couldn't repay borrowed money, we fled to avoid being sold as slaves to debt collectors, ending up on the streets. The place we're going now is the underground waterway, the only place where we can wash ourselves.

If you're wondering why there's a secret entrance to the underground waterway in such a developed city that orphans like us can sneak into, I honestly don't know.
We just happened to find it while looking for inconspicuous places to stay.

"Here we are. You can climb down by yourself, right? If it's hard, big brother can carry you."

We seem to have arrived while I was recalling all this.
No matter how comfortable it is, I should climb down the ladder to the underground by myself.

"Y-yeah, I'm fine. I can go down alone."

Now let me address something that's been bothering me.

"I'll go down first then."
"Wouldn't it be better if I went first to catch you like last time?"
"No."
"Why are you suddenly being like this?"

But big brother, I'm not wearing any panties right now, damn it.

"I'm embarrassed."

What would orphans who fled an orphanage wear?
Any decent clothes we had turned to rags long ago, and even the underwear I was wearing recently tore, and I haven't been able to find replacements yet.
In this world, pants are more expensive than skirts, so all girls at the orphanage wore skirts as standard attire.
In other words, regardless of past or present life, male or female, I have no desire to show my exposed crotch to a 12-year-old boy, even if we're like family.

"Oh."

Piris seems to have just realized I'm walking around without underwear, letting out a sigh.
Wait, why is he suddenly trying to take off his pants?

"Sorry, it's not right for a girl to walk around without underwear."

No, that can't be right. Don't... don't do it!

"Would you like to wear my underwear for now?"
"No. It's dirty."
"That hurts even coming from me."
"Tch."
"My little sister is too harsh..."

Even for a kid, asking me to wear clothes that another guy's balls have rubbed against? Insane! I'd rather go without underwear.
Unless I encounter some deranged pedophile, no one in their right mind would feel lust for this body, and at most it would be dismissed as the shameless behavior of a young child, so I'll just go without.
Seeing Piris's hurt expression at my vehement refusal makes me feel a bit guilty, but I plan to use the fact that I'm 5 years old as a weapon.
Waaah. Me baby Leila. Leila is baby. Must protect.

"I'll go down first."
"I'll follow right after, so be careful climbing down."
"Okay."

Enough banter—the blood is starting to dry and feels uncomfortable, so I decided to go down.
The water is damn cold, but it's cleaner than I am, befitting a well-maintained waterway.
The waterway isn't very deep, so I briefly worried if I could climb down well in this 5-year-old body, but apparently my small but street-hardened body from pickpocketing has remarkable physical capabilities, as I managed to climb down without issue.
Piris followed shortly after, and we both approached the flowing water.

"I'll hold you, so you wash first."
"Thanks."

No matter how well-maintained the waterway is, if a kid like us carelessly tries to scoop water, we could be swept away by the current and sent to the next world.
That's why we hold each other to prevent falling when we wash.

*Splash*

First, I lay prone while holding down my skirt to protect my vulnerable crotch, feeling Piris grab my ankles from behind as I began washing my face.
Fortunately, my head wasn't actually cracked; enduring the stinging pain, I washed away the dried blood, feeling my face become clean.
Now that my face is clean, I thought I should also wash the dust from my hair, so I looked at my reflection in the waterway.
You might think an underground waterway would be dark, but proving how well-maintained the facilities are, there was enough light to see reflections on the water's surface.

Light green hair with a quality that belied my orphan status, a beautiful face that suggested I'd grow into a stunning beauty despite my small stature.
The water wasn't clear enough to determine the exact color, but from memory, my eyes were golden. However, looking closely, there was something red in my pupils.
...Excuse me? There's a red cross embedded in my eyeball? I definitely don't remember this!

"Eek!"
"Did something appear?"
"M-my eyes..."
"What about your eyes?"
"Something's in my eyes!"
"Where?"

Forgetting about holding down my skirt, I jumped up and brought my face close to Piris's.

"Wait, your face is too close."
"But still!"
"Sigh... alright. Can you open your eyes wide? It was dark on the way here, and you were squinting, so I didn't notice."

Following his request, I opened my eyes as wide as I could.
Opening them wide, I realized the source of the discomfort I'd been dismissing as a headache.
My eyes were constantly drying out.
Dry eye syndrome at this age... what the hell, seriously.

"Pretty..."
"What?"
"No, what am I saying. Um... Leila, there's a red cross in your eyes, like the ones on church roofs?"
"Suddenly?"
"I didn't see it until this afternoon, so maybe it appeared after you fell from the fence? Are your eyes okay? Nothing hurts? Can you see well?"
"Y-yeah... they don't hurt. I can see fine."
"Well, your eyes seem okay otherwise, so let's go home for today and ask some adults about it tomorrow."
"Okay."

After washing, we climbed back to the surface and headed home.
It sounds impressive to call it "home," but it's just a basket we found in the trash, covered and placed in a sheltered corner behind a building where the wind doesn't blow much.
Planning to ask adults about my eyes tomorrow, I wished Piris goodnight and lay down looking at the sky, starting to organize my thoughts.

I clearly remember trying to save a child and colliding with a truck... then realizing my memories cut off like a broken film while recalling my life flashing before my eyes.
The broken film reconnected, seemingly by chance, when "I" became self-aware at an age when I could remember being "me"—that is, shortly after Leila's sense of self formed. This means I didn't steal someone else's life but was born wholly as myself, gaining a new life.
That's how I'd summarize it.

I don't have thoughts like "I was a man, so I must maintain a male identity!" as in novels I used to read.
Maybe it's because I'm still young, but such trivial concerns seem inappropriate given my current situation.
For now, my first goal is simply to survive somehow.

If there truly is a God in this world, please let Piris and me live safely tomorrow as well.

Recalling memories from my past life when I still believed in God as a child, I offered this clumsy prayer before falling asleep.
Not knowing what might happen as we try to learn about these eyes.
We were still young and ignorant.

Ch.2 - Just, it was a nice day.
Morning had dawned.

I thought I'd have trouble sleeping with the memories of my 31 years as a man, extreme fatigue, and recollections of not having slept properly for over five years.
But I quickly realized the useless fact that a child's drowsiness doesn't care about sleeping conditions as I slept until the sun was high in the sky.

I stretch and look up at the sky, wanting to feel this pleasant day with my whole body—the first such day since joining the company.
Clear sky, bright sun, birds singing in the heavens.
All these peaceful things I had passed by without any emotion when living on Earth.

Yes.

I'm definitely not doing this on purpose to avoid that judgmental gaze from a short distance away.

"You wouldn't wake up no matter how much I tried."

I flinch.

"And your stomach kept growling even while you were sleeping."

I flinch again.

"Here, eat this first since you're finally awake."

As I turn my head away to hide my face, which is bright red with shame, trying to ignore what I'm hearing, Phiris approaches and holds something out to me.
Drawn by the warm, savory smell, I look toward Phiris and see him offering me a steaming potato from who knows where.

"Th..."
"Th?"
"Thank you, big brother Phiris. Hehe."

My mind had cleared up after organizing my jumbled memories late into the night, and thinking about how Phiris must have gone out early this morning to find food for my hungry self made me feel grateful. Calling him "big brother" didn't seem like such a big deal anymore.
I wasn't such garbage that I would suddenly change my attitude toward someone who had taken care of me since the orphanage just because memories of my past life had resurfaced.

"Good, eat slowly."
"Mm-hmm."

As I feel a hand patting my head while I eat the potato, I think that this is still a bit embarrassing. But then new thoughts begin to fill my mind.

How strange.

Now that I've recalled my past life, I can tell that my former self—the one without these memories—was clearly abnormal.
Phiris and the other children who had grown accustomed to me since I started walking and talking at the orphanage wouldn't have noticed, but the orphanage director and other adults must have thought I was strange.
Can a five-year-old child climb over walls on their own, skillfully climb ladder runways, and perform intricate tasks like pickpocketing and theft?
Teaching orphans to pickpocket to earn money is typically only possible with children aged 8-9 or older.
Young children generally can't concentrate well and don't learn things quickly if they aren't interested.
But in my memories, I managed to learn pickpocketing just by watching others despite having little interest, and by age four, I had already mastered language enough to read storybooks on my own.
If the orphanage hadn't collapsed, the director would have likely noticed soon enough and sold me off somewhere.

Ah.
I've already finished the potato.
It wasn't seasoned with anything special, nor buttered like the potatoes sold at highway rest stops on Earth, but it was delicious enough for hungry baby Leila's palate.

To finish my earlier thought, this body was born with an absurd level of genius and exceptional physical abilities. Ahem.

"What are you thinking about so intensely?"
"Huh?"
"You were frowning, then looking smug, then grinning."
"Eek."
"What thoughts could make your expressions change so much while eating just one potato~?"
"Sh...shut up!"
"Oh my~ she says shut up~"
"Grr."

It seems my thoughts were too clearly displayed on my face.
I felt a strong urge to plant my fist in that smirking face, but that would be cruel to someone who provided me with food, and I decided to let it slide this time for Phiris who must have been busy finding food since early morning.
My hand smells like potato.

Lick.

"Stop licking your hands."
"Slurp. But it tastes good."
"We need to go out and find out about your eyes first."

Oh right. The cross-shaped eyes.

"Where should we go first?"
"Well, we need to find someone we can safely ask questions to..."

In case you've forgotten, let me remind you.
We are orphans. Homeless street orphans, to be precise.
In this world, if people like us approach just anyone, the rule is that we'll get beaten for being "filthy street rats" who dare to bother them.
That's why we need to judge whether someone is approachable for orphans like us.

"Let's go to the square."
"The square? Won't that be dangerous?"

I express concern at Phiris's suggestion to go to the square.
When you think of a holy nation, you might imagine compassionate clergy walking around caring for the unfortunate, but that's only possible in the capital or areas close to the church headquarters.
In reality, in outlying regions like this, such clergy are hard to find, and if we catch the eye of a guard, we might be chased and thrown into an orphanage.
I don't mean orphanage life is bad, but if Phiris, already 12 years old, or a genius like me who would raise suspicions with just a glance, were thrown into an orphanage in our current state, we would almost certainly be separated and sold off or adopted somewhere.
Neither Phiris nor I wanted to be separated yet.

"It'll be fine. Today, there's apparently a dangerous criminal from another country roaming around the outskirts of the city, so the guards seem to be doing fewer internal patrols."
"Really?"
"Yes. Uncle Hans from the tavern told me, so it must be true."

Uncle Hans. The owner of a tavern we happened to see while wandering the streets.
He looked scary with his large build and fierce appearance, but he's actually a kind man who likes children and can't ignore those in need.
The potato I ate today was probably given by Uncle Hans, despite getting scolded by his wife.

"Then let's go."
"Okay. Want to hold hands?"
"I'm not a little kid, you know?"
"Yes~ yes~"

I curse my former self who until a few days ago would have grinned happily and held hands, as I dust off my bottom and stand up.
At least in this world, we have no one else to rely on but each other.
Even as I complain verbally, I can't help but move a step closer to him.
I make a promise to protect him with my greater experience and super-genius intellect as Phiris and I head toward the square.

* *

Even though we're young and don't know much, we're well aware that the cross-shaped pattern in my eyes isn't normal.
So I kept my eyes half-closed, relying on Phiris to compensate for my limited vision as we somehow made our way to the square.

"What do you think?"
"Hmm..."

Phiris groans in response to my question.
Even with a quick glance, I can tell there are too many unfamiliar faces—something must have happened.

"It's nothing like this morning..."
"Well, since we're here, let's look around."
"Okay. Let me know if you see someone who seems approachable."
"Yes. You too, big brother."

As I explained earlier, orphans in rags like us can't just question anyone.
Sometimes people with fierce appearances can be kind, but we exclude them from our priority list.
That's because most people's personalities are reflected in their faces. It's too risky to gamble on rare exceptions like Uncle Hans.
In this world of swords and magic, approaching someone with a fierce appearance could get you stabbed or hit with a spell rather than just beaten.
Next on our exclusion list are people who only smile with their mouths.
In this case, 99 out of 100 are dangerous to us.
So what should we look for? The atmosphere.
Someone who appears ordinary at first glance but, when observed from a distance, gives off a composed and calm vibe.
The kind of feeling that instinctively clicks.
With these thoughts in mind, I noticed a middle-aged man drinking coffee at a café near the fountain.

"Over there, over there. Big brother, what do you think of that person?"
"Who? Oh, that man in black over there?"
"Yes."

Phiris seems to have felt the same impression.
In such cases, we're right nine times out of ten. Today seems to be our lucky day.
The middle-aged man we found had hair beginning to turn white at the roots but was neatly groomed. He had a sturdy build, wore a black coat, and appeared quite sharp at first glance.
However, from a distance, he gave off a calm, orderly atmosphere, and judging by the tools visible on various parts of his clothing, he was likely an experienced adventurer.
Phiris seemed to have reached the same conclusion, nodding when our eyes met.
Having made our decision, it was time to act.
To gain as much sympathy as possible, I reluctantly took Phiris's hand and let him lead me toward the man.

"Hmm?"
"Ex...excuse me, Mr. Adventurer. If it's not too much trouble, could I ask you one question? Something strange has appeared on my little sister."

Phiris addressed the man, who had noticed us, as respectfully as possible while standing about three steps away.
Please don't let this be a bust.

"Sure. That's fine. Is this young lady your little sister?"

Fortunately, the man smiled kindly, stood up, and then knelt on one knee to meet our eyes as he spoke to us.

"Yes. My name is Phiris. This is my little sister, Leila!"
"Hello, Mr. Adventurer. My name is Leila."
"Ho ho... what a polite little miss."

I don't enjoy having my head patted by strangers, but since we're the ones in need, I decided to endure it.

"Well, my name is Hayden. Though it's nothing to boast about, I'm an uncle who knows a bit of magic, so I hope I can be of help to you children."
"A... a magician?!"
"Big brother..."

As soon as Hayden revealed he was a magician, Phiris abandoned all pretense and became excited. I tried to calm him down, but Hayden waved his hand to stop me.

"Though I can't show you any magic here in the city as it would attract too much attention, as a magician of sorts, I do know quite a bit. Would you tell me what you're curious about?"
"Yes! Leila, show the magician!"
"Um... would you look at my eyes?"
"Let's see..."

Setting aside the excited Phiris, I opened my eyes wide and met Hayden's gaze. I could see his expression change from interest to shock.

"No... this is! Ho ho!"
"Mr. Magician, do you know what this is?"

Seeing that he clearly recognized what my cross-shaped eyes meant, I grew impatient and urged him to answer, knowing it was impolite.

"'Mr. Magician' sounds too formal. Would you call me uncle instead? If you do, I'll explain in detail."
"Yes. Uncle. Is that okay? I could also call you big brother..."

Men are creatures who get excited when called "big brother." This is proven by my experience and data accumulated on Earth.

"Hehe... that's a charming offer, but I'm afraid my conscience would trouble me too much to have a little miss like you call me 'big brother.' Now, since this might be a long conversation, why don't you sit down here for a moment?"
"Thank you, Uncle!"
"Thank you."

Grateful for his gesture of pulling up chairs for us, we sat down across from Hayden, who dusted off his knees before sitting, and leaned in to listen attentively to what he had to say.

"The pattern engraved in your eyes is what we call a stigma."
"A stigma?"
"Oh come on. Big brother, be quiet. Uncle will explain everything."

I scolded Phiris for rudely interrupting, which made him sulk. Hayden chuckled at this. I get the feeling this uncle might be older than he appears.
Anyway, a stigma... even just hearing the name sounds cool.

"Yes. A stigma is a pattern that appears on a very small number of people who are loved by the goddess. I've heard they usually appear on the skin—on the back, hands, chest, stomach, or legs. This is the first time I've seen one in the eyes, but I can tell you one thing for certain."

Ooh... so something amazing has happened to me.

"You are a body beloved by the divine."
"Hehe... how embarrassing. The goddess's love... it doesn't feel real."

For a moment, I thought I saw a glint in the uncle's eyes... was it my imagination?

"Let me continue. As I said, stigma bearers are loved by the divine. This love is different from the love between family members like yourselves, or between lovers. It refers to gaining special abilities."
"Abilities?"

I gave Phiris a stern look, meaning "don't interrupt when I'm curious too."

"Haha. You're interesting children. Let me continue. Stigma bearers gain special abilities depending on the location and pattern of their stigma. For example, someone with a sword pattern on the back of their hand might handle swords better, or someone with a wind pattern on their legs might run faster than others.
But a cross pattern in both eyes... I've never heard of such a case, so I'm not sure. A cross pattern would typically be related to divine work... the cross pattern itself is rare, but having it in the eyes is unprecedented, so I can't say."
"I see..."
"Are your eyes feeling strange at all? Stigmas give special abilities to their bearers, but they can also cause minor side effects."
"Ah! I thought so... since this appeared, my eyes have been constantly dry and it's hard to keep them open for long!"
"What? You said you were fine yesterday!"
"This is fine enough!"

I retort to Phiris who's scolding me over something trivial, while reflecting on the uncle's explanation.
So it not only gives abilities but also has side effects? That's quite a stingy kind of love.

"Hmm... it would be a shame to leave it like this..."
"Pardon?"
"I mentioned I'm a magician, right? Actually, I'm quite interested in stigmas. If you're willing, would you come with me so I can research that stigma? Of course, I'll provide meals and lodging for both of you. What do you think? Isn't that an attractive offer for you?"
"Really? Do you mean it?"
"Leila!"

It's an offer too attractive to refuse. He'll analyze my cross-shaped eyes and provide food and shelter? How sweet is that?
Phiris gives me a reproachful look for my rudeness, but I can't help it.
With my memories of modern civilization restored, I'm too tired of being cold and hungry.
Time to use the little sister's ultimate technique against the eldest brother.
Note that with biological siblings, this technique might backfire, so be careful.

"Big brother Phiris... please? The uncle seems like a good person..."
"Sigh... alright. Are you really sure this is okay, sir?"

With the most pitiful expression I could muster, I looked up at Phiris while suppressing the nauseating feeling rising inside me. Phiris finally gave in with a sigh and asked the uncle.
Using all available weapons is the mark of a functioning member of society. Ugh...

"Hehe... of course. For a magician, the priority is always exploring the unknown. Little miss, you represent the ultimate unknown to this uncle."
"Then... I'd feel too guilty just receiving help, so please let me help with simple household chores or something."
"I would appreciate that."

Having grown up as the eldest son at the orphanage, Phiris seems to have a strong sense of responsibility and feels burdened by receiving help from others.
I would have refused too if it were baseless kindness, but magicians in any world love research. I thought today must really be our lucky day.

"Well, now that we've settled everything, follow me."
"Yes! Leila, be careful not to get lost."
"Yes. You act like I'm really a child. Hmph!"

I might be regressing too much into childishness, but we followed Hayden uncle, genuinely happy to have found a new home.
That day, we were too lucky.
Far too lucky.

Ch.3 - Lucky Day
I think today has been a lucky day for me.

Not only did I enjoy a comfortable sleep and a warm breakfast, but I also learned about the cross-shaped mark in my eyes, my stigmata, without much effort.

As Mister Hayden guided us with a gentle smile, matching his pace to ours as if being considerate of us children, I felt a slight sense of unease. But I quickly dismissed it, shaking my head to clear away the discomfort.

"I apologize, but the place I've secured is only temporary while I stay in this city, so it's in a rather secluded location. It might be quite a distance for you children."

"That's fine, Mister. Despite appearances, my brother and I have plenty of stamina to spare!"

As we turned through various alleys, heading into increasingly darker areas, Piris pounded his chest dramatically, insisting we were fine. I nodded in agreement, trying to reassure the man who seemed concerned that we might be feeling uneasy.

"Haha, Piris, you're admirably mature. Keep getting along well with your sister."

"Yes, sir!"

"We'll arrive soon. It should be coming into view... Ah, there it is. Though it may not look like much from the outside, the interior is quite well-furnished, so don't worry."

As I looked ahead while listening to his encouraging words, I saw a cozy-looking warehouse-like building that made me wonder why we hadn't been able to find such a place before.

When he added that it was his temporary workshop, Piris became excited at the prospect of seeing a magician's workshop for the first time. Watching him, I thought that no matter how mature he tried to act, he was still very much a child at heart.

*Creeeeak*

"By the way, little lady, your name is Leila, correct?"

"Yes."

"I see. What do you think of my workshop?"

As the door opened, I looked around at the surprisingly neat interior that contrasted with the shabby exterior. I examined my surroundings in response to his question.

The structure really did look like a converted abandoned warehouse, but the spacious interior seemed to be divided by purpose. To the left of the entrance were a table, sofa, some potted plants that appeared to be his hobby, and sleeping quarters. On the opposite side were various strange objects and flasks containing colorful liquids, confirming this was indeed a magician's workshop.

And crossing between these areas, in the center of the warehouse, stood a statue of the goddess.
Aren't magicians typically non-believers?

"I didn't expect to find a statue of the goddess in a place like this."

"Ho ho... You like the goddess, do you?"

"Uh... yes."

I only mentioned it because it caught my eye, but he seemed to misunderstand. I thought about correcting him, but in a world where the existence of gods was taken for granted, it felt inappropriate to say otherwise. Seeing him nod as if his expectations had been confirmed, I couldn't bring myself to contradict him.

"Mister, has that statue always been here?" Piris, who had been excitedly exploring the place, asked.

"Ah, that caught your attention? No, this was just an empty warehouse originally. I'm quite fond of the goddess, so I always keep her statue wherever I stay."

"Wow... You must be quite wealthy to carry around a statue like that!"

"Indeed."

I had initially thought he was just an experienced adventurer, but it seemed he was more remarkable than I'd assumed.

"Oh, by the way, I just remembered something about the stigmata in Leila's eyes."

"Really?"

His voice interrupted my speculations about his identity, and I focused on what he was about to say.

"I recall now that eye stigmata have been extremely rare cases since ancient times, said to be inscribed by the goddess as a sign that the bearer should see the world on her behalf."

"Ohhh... So it's more extraordinary than other stigmata!?"

It does sound impressive.
However.

"And cross-shaped stigmata are discovered only once every few decades, or even centuries."

Something feels off.
Why is he suddenly remembering these things now that we've arrived here?
An ominous feeling began to creep over me, and I thought I should flee while I still could. As I looked around, I noticed something else strange.

It was quiet.

Piris, who had been excitedly chattering about visiting a magician's workshop just moments ago, had fallen silent.

"...Brother? Piris? Where are you?"

"Well, you see..."

"Piris!!"

As the atmosphere grew increasingly eerie, I quickly scanned the area and found Piris collapsed near the statue.

"Piris! Wake up!!"

"Right..."

"Eek!"

*Thud*

Just as I was about to rush to the fallen Piris, someone grabbed my shoulders firmly from behind. I screamed involuntarily and turned around.
What I saw was no longer the kind man who had been smiling gently at us moments ago.

"It's the mark of a saint."

"Hii! Let... let go! Let go of me!!!"

Outwardly, nothing had changed.
His expression and gestures were the same as the Hayden I had seen until just now.
But one thing was different.
Those eyes were far from normal.
Those eyes embodied pure madness.

"Eek!! Let go!!"

This was no time to worry about maintaining a child's appearance.
As he continued to grip my shoulders with no intention of releasing me, I didn't hesitate to swing my right elbow backward, aiming for Hayden's groin.

*Thwack!*

"Ugh!"

"I told you to let go, you bastard!!"

No matter how good my natural physique might be, it was impossible for a five-year-old girl to escape from an adult man through normal means.
I needed to target his vulnerable points to incapacitate him momentarily so I could escape with Piris.
I had planned to act like a frightened child until Piris woke up, but seeing him completely motionless, I was worried whether he was even breathing. My instincts told me this might be my only chance, so I had to act despite knowing it might be futile.

"Piris!! Get up!! Hurry!!"

The sensation in my elbow felt strange, but I had no time to worry about that. At least the hands gripping my shoulders had released, so I quickly ran to Piris to check if he was breathing. Thankfully, he was still alive.
I called his name and shook him, even slapped his cheeks, but he didn't respond at all. Something was wrong.

"Your hidden side is quite feisty, and your antics are amusing to watch, but a child is still a child after all."

Ah.
I'm screwed.
Has this guy been training his testicles or something?

His wincing in pain after I hit his groin, his releasing his grip on my shoulders—it was all an act.
Given the situation, it was clear that Piris had fallen unconscious due to some method. It couldn't be poison, or I wouldn't be unaffected. It must be magic.

I'm terrified.

Faced with a type of fear I would never normally encounter in modern society, my mind went blank.
South Korea had good public safety, and an ordinary person like me would never have experienced the methods of kidnappers or those who could render people unconscious.
My teeth chattered as fear and dread of the current situation overwhelmed me. Is there... no way out?

No, no. Pull yourself together, Leila!

I need to assess the situation. There must be a reason for this. I need to recall what he said and determine what's true and what's false.
When we first met, we weren't in his eyes.
His reaction was like someone peacefully resting who noticed small animals approaching.
When did it change?
Yes, it was after he saw my eyes.
That expression that fluctuated between interest and shock—that was definitely genuine.
And what he just said, he definitely mentioned a saint.
This means that even if everything else was a lie, he's interested in the stigmata in my eyes, the mark of a saint, and acted impulsively because of it.
If so.
There's still room for negotiation.
I'm not a warrior, nor a magician. I was just an ordinary office worker.
Let me do what I can.
I still have my weapon.

*Thud. Thud.*

I hear footsteps approaching.
I stop my frightened expression and put on my professional mask again.
Yes. It's okay. I can do this.
After confirming my expression is in place, I stop trying to wake Piris and turn around confidently.

"Oh?"

I see a flash of curiosity cross his face, as if he hadn't expected this.
First step, capturing his interest—successful. Time to move to the second step.
I confirm what he wants while finalizing what I can do.

"I have a question."

"Let's hear it."

"Are you interested in my eyes? Or in me?"

"It would be a lie to say I'm not interested in your eyes. But ultimately, my goal is you."

Second step, got the answer I wanted.
Then I can do this. Let's move to the final step.

"Then I'd like to negotiate."

"Negotiate? Why should I?"

He's right. He's already in a position to take me whenever he wants.
He also knows I won't abandon Piris and run away after what just happened, so I'm already as good as in his hands.

"I'll cooperate."

"Hmm?"

"I'll do whatever you want."

"Do you know what I might ask of you?"

"Even if you make me a slave, use me for sexual gratification, cut off my limbs and gouge out my eyes, or use me as material for human experiments until I die."

Although it was born from the arrogance of recalling my past life, even if I never spoke of it to anyone.
I made a vow.
To protect Piris.
Even if it costs me my life, that's my choice. It's my responsibility that I can bear.
Following this man was also my choice, so I can't let Piris get involved.
So, the final step. I begin the negotiation.

"Interesting. Continue."

"I'll do anything. So..."

"You want me to release that boy?"

"Isn't it better to have someone who willingly follows your orders rather than having to tame someone rebellious after harming an innocent child?"

"Heh, you'd give your life for someone who isn't even blood-related?"

"Nevertheless, he is family."

He must have realized by now that I'm not an ordinary child.
Though he's clearly insane, he seems to still possess reason, so I judge that he can understand the weight of my words.

"..."

A moment of silence. Fortunately, it seemed my words had an effect, as he appeared to be considering.
I'm sorry, Piris, but this is the most I can do, and now all that's left is to pray that this madman chooses to spare your life.

"I've lost."

"So...?"

The silence that made each second feel like a year ended with his declaration of defeat.
Hiding my relief and joy as much as possible, I urge him for confirmation.

"I'll spare Piris. He's not particularly necessary to me anyway."

"I'm grateful for your mercy."

"However."

"Yes?"

I swallow hard, waiting for his next words.

"His memory of meeting me today will be erased."

"That's fine."

Magic can do all sorts of things, it seems.
If his memories are erased, Piris will notice I'm gone when he regains consciousness and will probably spend a long time searching for me, but at least he'll be alive.
It might take time for him to escape, but if we ever meet again, I'll apologize.
In a world where gods exist, I believe such a fate is possible.

"Let me confirm once more. If I spare Piris, you will obey me. Is that correct?"

"Yes. That's correct."

"Hmm... Good. Then let's first pack up this place. I'll release Piris after that."

"Yes. I'll follow your instructions."

"Don't worry about the packing, just stand near the statue."

"Yes."

As instructed, I stand next to the statue, and he mutters something, causing all the objects in the warehouse to disappear.
My feelings are terrible, but I should at least ask about what I'm curious about.

"What was...?"

"It's called storage magic. A type of spatial magic. Depending on the kind of magic, the quantity and volume that can be stored varies, from convenience magic inscribed on clothes to storing entire spatial structures like now."

My curiosity satisfied, I lose interest again. Seeing me go quiet, he continues talking, seemingly displeased.
But why isn't he storing the statue?

"By the way, the city seems unusually restless today. Do you know anything about that?"

"I heard they're searching for a dangerous criminal from another country who was spotted near the city."

"Hmm..."

"Do you know something about it?"

The habit of actively engaging in conversation to flatter my boss, even on topics I wasn't interested in, came out involuntarily.
It's probably better not to ignore him and risk offending him, so I'll go along with the conversation.

"They're probably people trying to capture me."

"I thought so..."

"Kekeke. You're certainly a perceptive child."

"The city guards must all be blind fools."

It seems the dangerous criminal they were referring to was the bastard right in front of me.
How could such a person be leisurely setting up a workshop and drinking tea in the city without being found?

"That's not it."

"Pardon?"

"Your eyes are unusual. They are not at fault."

"What do you mean?"

"Today, wanting to enjoy a peaceful rest while drinking coffee, I set up magic to repel people around me and cast an illusion spell."

"Does that mean your current appearance is an illusion?"

"No, the illusion magic I cast today wasn't that sophisticated. It simply made me appear non-existent to those who didn't focus their attention on me."

"Then how were we able to find you?"

I was genuinely curious.
If he had cast such magic, how did we spot him so easily? Is he just a fraud?
Though after seeing the storage magic earlier, that doesn't seem to be the case...

"Those eyes."

"The stigmata?"

"Yes. Eye stigmata can sometimes detect the flow of magical power or prevent one from being enchanted by illusions. Your eyes must be of that type."

"Damn these eyes."

"Kukuk. You're not even pretending anymore, I see."

"There's no point in hiding it when you already know. Piris will be alright, won't he?"

As he seemed to be finishing his preparations to leave, I naturally cursed my eyes for causing this situation and asked about Piris.

"It's just a simple sleep spell. He's merely in a deep sleep, so don't worry. Now I need to erase his memories."

"Please take good care of him."

"Of course. He's a precious child who will help fulfill my wish."

With a sinister smile, he extended his hand to Piris's head and muttered something, causing a purple light to envelop Piris's head momentarily.
Though it wasn't the time for such thoughts, I couldn't help but find the sight beautiful as I stared blankly.
Now it must be time to part ways. I pray that Piris survives safely. That he lives on and that we may meet again someday. I pray to the goddess.
As I watch him lay Piris down by the goddess statue, I also prepare to leave.

"Well, let's confirm the terms of our contract one last time. If I spare Piris here, Leila will follow my orders from now on. Is that clear?"

"That's what I want to ask. If I follow you, you'll truly spare Piris, right?"

"Of course."

"That's a relief."

"Then..."

I was naive.
With only memories of peaceful years lived in the modern world, I foolishly trusted myself too much.
That's why I overlooked it.
Why a madman is called a madman.

*Swoosh!*

"It means Piris will become the greatest despair I can give you right now."

"Huh?"

*Thud. Drip drip.*

Red rain fell.

*Thump.*

Piris's body collapsed to the floor with a thud.
But...

The fallen body

had no head.

That was.
The price of my foolish choice. The responsibility I had to bear.

"The way to plunge those who prioritize others over their own lives into despair is simple."

"Ah... Aaaaaaaaaaaahhhhh!!!!!!!"

"Give them hope, then let them helplessly lose the life they were trying to protect right before their eyes."

* * *

The abandoned warehouse was filled with the stench of blood.
The man standing inside looked with ecstatic expression at the girl who had fainted after screaming in despair, then turned to gaze at the statue stained red with blood that had gushed from the boy's neck.

"Ah... Goddess. Do you see? The sight of this child, favored by you, falling into despair!!"

His appearance would be enough for anyone to recognize him as a madman, but

"I am truly looking forward to it."

He also resembled a devout believer in prayer.

"This stigmata, clearer and more beautiful than any saint who has ever existed, this evidence of your abundant favor, this saint!!"

The man now looked not at the statue but at the sky, which couldn't possibly be seen from inside the warehouse, and shouted:

"I am so looking forward to seeing her curse you."

His name was Hayden. The man whom the entire world was searching for and trying to eliminate, but whose traces no one had yet found.

The Apostate, Hayden.

Ch.4 - I swear to God
I had a nightmare.

In the dream, I stupidly pushed Phiris's head into a demon's maw.
With a crunch, everything above Phiris's neck was gone.
A second Phiris appeared.
This time, I pushed Phiris off a cliff.
With a thud, Phiris at the bottom of the cliff had a shattered head.
A third Phiris appeared.
I grabbed the hand of Phiris who asked "Why?" and threw him into a man-eating plant.
The plant, which had been chewing noisily, soon spat something out.
The ejected Phiris had a melted head.
A fourth Phiris...
A fifth Phiris...
A sixth Phiris...
...
......
.........
!#(!&#th Phiri-

* *

"Huh!!"

I seem to have had a terrible nightmare.
A dream where Phiris's head kept disappearing. Truly creepy.

"Hoo... hoo-haa-"

I take deep breaths to calm my startled heart.
Then I look around, worried that I might have woken Phiris with my disturbance.
Looking around, I soon spot Phiris with closed eyes a short distance away.
Thankfully, he seems to be sleeping well. However, his complexion looks pale, making him appear cold, so I should cover him with something.
But no matter how much I search, I can't find anything suitable to cover him with, so I decide to snuggle up to him to share body heat.
As I approach Phiris's side to lie down next to him...

My body.

It wasn't there.

"Ah..."

The memories.
Come rushing back.

"Aah....."

Because of my stupid choice.

"No... aaah... aaaaaaaaaaaahhhhh!!!!!!!"

Phiris is dead.

"You've awakened quickly."
"Aaaaaahhh!!!! Ah...ah......?"

While I was screaming, unable to think of anything else,
A voice I thought couldn't possibly be there reached my ears.
The bastard who lured us here with information about the stigma, deceived us with promises of safety, and then killed Phiris.

"Hayden...!"
"You still have your sanity. Your mental strength is better than I expected, which is unfortunate. It would have been easier if you had broken down right there."

The murderer of Phiris, whom I'd gladly tear apart, was sitting on a chair near the warehouse entrance, watching me with amusement.

"Phiris's... enemy...!! I'll kill you!!"
"Enemy... how unfair."
"Stop acting innocent after killing him with your own hands!!"
"Think about it carefully, ignorant child. It was you who discovered me when I was simply planning to rest."
"What nonsense!"

What is this bastard saying? Just hearing his voice makes me sick. If I had any strength, I would tear his mouth apart right now.

"It was you who showed me those eyes and piqued my interest. You who followed my kindness without a hint of doubt. You who persuaded your hesitant brother."
"Shut up...!"
"Although I cannot say I'm blameless for taking direct action."
"I said shut up!!"

I don't want to hear any more. I lose my reason and lunge at him.

-Kiing

A purple energy from his hand forms into rings that bind my body, causing me to fall before getting very far.

"Let me go! I'll kill you right now!!"
"Tsk tsk. You've lost your reason and can't even sense the difference between us. Listen to people until they finish speaking."
"I told you to shut up!!"
"What I'm saying is that if you hadn't foolishly followed me, your brother wouldn't have died."
"What?"
"So it was you who killed that child, not me."
"...Are you... using such sophistry!!"
"Child. Do you want to kill me that badly? When you can't even break such a simple binding?"
"I'll kill you somehow!! Definitely!!"

Burning with murderous intent, I crawl toward Hayden.
If I can't hit him with my hands, I'll kick him.
If I can't kick him, I'll bite him to death.
If I don't tear this bastard apart with my own hands, I won't be able to take responsibility for Phiris's death.
That's the minimum atonement possible for me, and if I can't accomplish that, I won't be able to bear the weight of his death.

"Let me ask you one question."
"Shut up!!"
"Aren't you curious why I did it, before you kill me?"
"Just shut up already!!"

I mustn't listen to those words.
That tongue is a serpent's tongue.
He's clearly trying to charm me into falling.

"It's because you are beloved by the goddess."
"Stop talking nonsense, my ears are rotting!!"

It seems this bastard's goal is to see me die with a burst throat, bleeding out.

"Because you are beloved by the goddess, you met me as if by fate. Even that meeting was a blessing from the goddess."
"..."

Thinking he might be enjoying my responses, I decide to ignore him and continue crawling.

"Your following me here was also undoubtedly the goddess's guidance."

Madman.

"So your brother's death today was also due to the goddess calling him."

Madman. Madman. Madman.

"In other words, your eyes became that way because the goddess wanted to guide your brother to her side."

Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman. Madman.

Listening to him makes my ears rot, and I feel like my insides are burning with rage.
If I don't release this anger now, I think I'll die before killing that damned bastard.

"Then I swear to that cursed goddess, I will tear you apart with my own hands...!!"

Having reached his feet and looking him in the eyes, I say this. This madman suddenly smiles at me.

"Yes... yes... that's right... 'I swear to the goddess' you'll kill me with your own hands."
"Ha, are you scared now?"
"Of course, I fear being killed by those hands. So..."

-Woong

I heard the air vibrate.
He began gathering the same purple energy in his hand.
Unlike before, the energy started to form a direct threat.
Ha, has he seen enough of my struggle and decided to kill me now?

"You will never achieve your revenge."

-Shunk

There was a chilling sound of flesh being torn.
But that sound didn't come from me.
Because my body felt no pain, and rather, the purple rings binding me were disappearing.

-Tuk... tuduk...

Feeling something warm wetting my face, I looked up in confusion.
This madman was stabbing his own heart with his hand.

"Huh...?"
"Kuk... kukukuku..."

Despite taking his own life, he was laughing disgustingly, as if something pleased him. My frozen mind started working again at this absurd situation.

"No... stop... stop it... if you die like that, what does that make me?!"
"Kik... kikikiki... your prayer... *cough*... will never be fulfilled..."
"Shut up!! Shut up!! You can't die like that!! If I don't... if I don't kill you with my own hands, then Phiris...?"
"This... is the fate the goddess has determined for you..."

-Kuung

In the end, before my hand could even reach him, he collapsed as a corpse.
My vision blurs and my hands begin to tremble.
My legs give out, and I collapse to the ground.

"Ah... hik... hikuk... if you die like that... *sob*... what about Phiris...? What did Phiris have to die for? Why? Why? Whyyyyyyy!!!"

I failed even in my revenge.
He died, but I accomplished nothing.

They say the goddess definitely exists in this world.

So I prayed. That Phiris and I could live to see tomorrow.
So I vowed. That I would protect Phiris.
That's why I believed. That even if we parted like this, we would surely meet again.

...
......

What prayer?
Nothing came true.

What divine love?
That love killed Phiris.

They say this is truly a world where the goddess exists.
Is it because we're orphans, penniless beggars, such worthless beings that no one would care if we died on the streets, that she doesn't care about us?

"If that's the kind of goddess... I don't need her..."

If the divine being truly knows everything (omniscient) and can do anything (omnipotent), why did she abandon us?

"So..."

Then I.
This divine being who abandoned us.

"I'll curse her..."

* *

It was perfect.
I wasn't sure if the final hallucination magic would work on those eyes, so I used every means at my disposal.
She was an extraordinary girl, but apparently not accustomed to the smell of blood, making her easy to manipulate.
The result was exquisite.
The young candidate for sainthood, as expected, still didn't know how to use her eyes, like a newborn.

The candidate for sainthood, with clearer and more beautiful stigmata in both eyes than any I've studied or seen before,
was now magnificently cursing the goddess in there.

I'm filled with the desire to watch how this child changes as she grows, but if she discovers I'm alive, she might reignite her flames of revenge and return to the goddess.
Such an exquisite wine needs proper aging.
Considering the years I've waited for this moment, it's worth it.
Since she said she's 5 years old now, I've decided to hide in a place no one can find until the year she turns 20.

At this rate, she will soon become an excellent fallen one.
When she's sufficiently matured, revealing myself and watching her heart break as she sees how irreversibly she's changed would be excellent entertainment.
If she dies before then, well, that would be regrettable.
But I think it's better for her to break than to see an incomplete, defective product.

That moment that will someday come.
I look forward to it so much.

* *

The tears show no sign of stopping.

Phiris's head, which had been rolling on the floor, looked so pitiful that I sat down holding it.
I kept touching, looking at, and kicking Hayden's corpse to make sure it wasn't a hallucination, but no matter how many times I checked, it was real.

Drip. Drop. Pitter-patter.

Meanwhile, as if intent on expelling all moisture from my body through my eyes, tears continued to fall drop by drop.
But.

Yes.

It's okay. I can stand up now.

"Ahaha. Yes. I can smile."

I can't die here too.
If I did, Phiris wouldn't rest in peace and would come to scold me.

Ah, thinking about Phiris coming to scold me suddenly seems like an attractive proposition.
But no. Not now, while my tears won't stop.
I want to see him with a smiling face.
If I see him with a crying face, Phiris will surely feel sorry.
It's my fault.
Yes. Not now.

"I'll be back soon."

I leaned Phiris's headless body against the altar, and positioned his severed head so it wouldn't get too dusty, then kicked Hayden's corpse once before leaving the warehouse.
Looking at the sky, the sun was already rising, oblivious to my mood.

Leaving him like this would be too pitiful for Phiris, so I should find Uncle Hans and ask for help.

"Sniff, snort. The tears, won't stop..."

Too many things happened in one day.
My head was already overloaded, unable to properly recall the path from just a day ago, but I thought I could reach Uncle Hans's tavern by the time the sun fully rose.

As I trudged along, unable to think properly, my head collided with something, causing me to lose balance and fall backward.

"Aang~?"
"Ahaha. I'm really sorry. I wasn't thinking at all. *Sniff*. So I just..."

I forced a smile as I got up, not wanting to appear sad to the person I bumped into.
Then I looked up.

"Boss. This kid is smiling?"
"Isn't he crying?"
"Hey, he's just a kid. Don't you know kids laugh when they see your face and cry when they see his?"
"So seeing both of you at once, it's natural he's laughing while crying."

Four men with nasty expressions were passing by, surrounding a carriage with iron bars.
Apparently, I had bumped my head into one of them.

"Kid, are you okay?"
"Ahaha... yes. I'm fine. You must be upset that someone like me bumped into you? I'm really sorry."

I apologized to the man who looked the most human among the four.
An orphan like me could be killed for annoying such rough-looking men, so I tried to convey as much regret as possible.
Fortunately, he didn't seem to be that kind of villain.

-Creeak.

"Good to hear you're okay. Now, get in."
"What?"
"I said get in."

He wasn't that kind of villain.
He was a completely deranged villain, light-years away from the word "sanity."
Inside the iron cage he casually opened, telling me to get in...

It was full of terrified slaves.

And so I...
Without even being able to properly take care of Phiris's body...
Ended up being sold as a slave.

Fuck, now that my dick is gone, my life has become a dick instead.

Ch.5 - Voice
Strategy.
I became a slave overnight.
I had run away from the orphanage to avoid a slave ending, but finding myself a slave anyway was so absurd that I couldn't help but laugh.
Today, too, the sunlight felt unpleasant.

Perhaps it was because of all those days I struggled just to survive.
Or maybe because I accepted my previous life's death without regrets.
This life—barely two years since I began remembering the world—was far more precious and brilliant to me than the empty 31 years I lived before, unable to die.

I fainted at the sight of nightmarish scenes I couldn't possibly accept.
Watching someone who had smiled at me die was an unbearable pain that I could never get used to, no matter how many times I witnessed it.

I surrendered to rage even knowing I would surely die, unable to accept the truth.
Perhaps because of memories from my previous life where I had to grow up too early, enduring everything without ever crying out, I couldn't suppress the fury that built and built within me.

I experienced the transformation of directionless anger into bitter sorrow.
My mind, barely holding on with vengeance as its guidepost, using fierce rage as fuel and my soul as kindling, collapsed in an instant.

But one cannot understand such feelings without experiencing them firsthand.
Have you ever seen a madman taunt you by committing suicide right before your eyes, saying he'll make sure you can't take revenge with your own hands?
This is why one should never associate with lunatics.

In moments like these, I deeply miss the times when Phiris would smile and call my name.

Poor Phiris. I haven't even been able to recover his remains.
I hope someone finds him and gives him a peaceful rest.

Anyway, after such a nightmarish day, having spent all my energy screaming, crying, and raging, I meekly entered the cage, unable to even think about escaping from the four slave traders.
And now, two months have already passed.
Tears still roll down my cheeks when I think about Phiris's death, but two months was enough time to calm my heart, and I needed to live diligently if only to carry the burden of his death.
You're probably wondering how comfortable slave life must be for me to be thinking like this.
Yes, I'm currently living quite comfortably.

I suppose to explain my current situation, I should organize what's happened so far.

After being captured as a slave, unlike the other children, I wasn't sold immediately.
When they saw the stigma in my eyes, they put their heads together, concluding that with these unique eyes, noticeable hair color, and future potential—if they fed and raised me well, they could sell me for enough to live comfortably for years.
Those bastards were smarter than they looked.

Anyway, apparently intent on raising me as a display slave, thanks to these maniacs who fed, rested, and exercised me on a strict schedule, I was living more abundantly than I had at the orphanage or on the streets.
After that day, they spent a month traveling through several cities, disposing of other slaves, and finally selling even the cages thriftily before coming to their residence by carriage to start taking care of me.

Let me introduce these crazy bastards:

Dum, lanky and thin with facial features so concentrated in the center of his face that you'd wonder if a human face could really look like that.
Dummer, with a build that would make you question why Ma Dong-seok was here, and a face like a demon incarnate.
Jack, a dwarf with a bizarrely sideways rather than upward build, sporting flowing, glossy facial hair that creates cognitive dissonance—people mistake him for a crazed dwarf.
James, the leader who, despite looking somewhat fierce, is the most human-looking of the four.

These lunatics were apparently skilled enough adventurers to run a slave trading operation with just four people.
After selling the other slaves and cages, they started raising me in this house, spouting nonsense about a "beautiful girl slave cultivation project." That's what's happened so far.
I'm going to lose my mind.

At first, they were bewildered by my constant tears, but soon they said crying would make my eyes puffy and lower my value, so they started putting me to sleep in soft bedding.
Then they filled my stomach with homemade dishes made from quality ingredients, saying children need to eat well to grow properly.
After meals, they made me exercise by walking around the house, claiming that developing exercise habits from childhood would help me grow into a well-proportioned beauty.
They even kept me from chores like cleaning or washing dishes, saying rough hands would look unappealing.
On top of that, they didn't seem to have any pedophilic tendencies, so I really had nothing to do.

Even I, who hadn't properly processed my grief at first, was so surprised by their behavior that I wondered if they might actually be good people.
That is, until I tried to quietly leave, got caught, and had a slave collar fastened around my neck that would electrocute me if I strayed too far from my master.
Thanks to that, I now had plenty of time. Too much time.
So much time that I recovered enough in just two months to bury even Phiris's death in my heart.

Anyway, as long as I didn't try to escape, these guys were surprisingly kind and decent.
They had no qualms about slave trading and were genuinely intent on raising and selling me as a slave—they were villains to the bone.
But at least they weren't harmful to me right now.

Depending on how quickly I grow, the timing will differ, but I should slowly think about ways to escape.

I do have one plan in mind.

The stigma in my eyes is definitely evidence of a saint—that's what that madman said.
Since he went so far as to throw away his life over it, regardless of my trust in that lunatic, I think I can trust that information about 90%.

So my plan is to find someone from the church when I go out with these maniacs and ask for help.

However, there are problems:

First, they never take me to the city.
Second, if even these former adventurers just see my stigma as unusual eyes, can I be certain a cleric would recognize it immediately?
Third, even if I request help, I don't know the value a saint holds in the church.

For these reasons, I need to consider other plans.
Let's keep that method as a last resort if there's absolutely no other way by the time I'm sold.
With my genius intellect and years of time in this situation, I should be able to come up with plenty of ways to escape from these four extras.

* *

[2 years later]

There's no way out. I need the last resort.

Over about two years, I've grown considerably.
Perhaps as a rebound from not eating properly since my orphanage days, I've already grown to 130cm and developed enough to be called somewhat of a beautiful girl.

I had thought about a plan to break the collar, beat up those maniacs, and escape proudly with the physical abilities that let me climb walls and navigate waterways at age five, but there wasn't enough time.
Honestly, I felt indignant—if they wanted to sell a beautiful girl slave, couldn't they raise me for at least eight more years? But the problem was that all four maniacs were completely taken in by what a broker who visited recently said:

"Whether you sell her now or later, pretty slaves are everywhere, but this child's value is in her eyes."

Those guys who had been discussing whether to raise me for a few more years decided to put me up for auction this time because of such nonsense.

Some might think, "Surely they wouldn't sell her so coldheartedly after feeding and raising her for years..." I too had a sliver of hope.
It was a foolish expectation.

Those guys discussing behind my back about how much I would sell for, what they'd do next, or what they wanted to buy if they got a good price?
I've never seen people with such thorough professional ethics in my life. Sigh...

There is actually one more method I've thought about but really didn't want to try.
If this doesn't work, I'll truly have only the last resort left...
Knowing it would only damage my mental state, but with no other options left, I opened my mouth.

"Misters, am I really going to be sold?"
"Yep."

James, one of the four who had been chatting among themselves, answered immediately.

"But I really like you all..."
"We like money more."
"That's right, that's right."
"With money, you can buy women."
"True that."
"Hiing..."

Of course, I didn't expect it to work.
These guys could calmly say such things even while looking at my killer move—teary eyes and a pitiful expression after two years.

As expected, trying to act cute with such guys only damaged my mental state without gaining any benefit.
Is this level of aegyo for real?

"Then can't you at least grant me one wish before I'm sold?"
"Why should we?"

-Smack!

"Ouch!"
"Stop trying to pull tricks and just come quietly, kiddo."
"Tsk..."

This is really driving me crazy.
Being confined in a carriage like some sacred treasure with no way to see outside, even my last method has become useless.

What will happen to me if I'm sold as a slave to someone else?
Since they said the value is in my eyes, will they pluck them out and preserve them?
Or will I be sold to a pedophile who lusts after my cuteness, leading to an R-rated storyline?
Whatever it is, it doesn't seem like a good development.
Or maybe a champion of justice will burst in, disrupt the auction, and rescue me?

Contrary to my hopes, I ended up being sold to a noble couple emanating a noticeably purple aura.
I think I'm screwed.
Given that strange aura and atmosphere, this is at minimum heading toward human experimentation or taxidermy.
As I was led away by the noble couple, I thought:
Today, too, the wind was unpleasant.

* *

The House of Morris.

A count's family governing an unremarkable border region of the Ingris Empire, they had lived uneventfully for many years.
However, the reality of this family was somewhat special.

They were a lineage of demon worshippers.

They had maintained their position as counts by worshipping demons, offering sacrifices in exchange for abundant living.
Of course, sacrificing imperial citizens, even commoners, was burdensome for the current count and his ancestors who maintained a certain loyalty to the country, so they always preferred to purchase slaves from the market to offer as sacrifices.

Thanks to this, they were treated as premium VIPs in the underworld, and the count's appearance at this auction with his wife was due to news of a special slave being available.
After the boring introduction of products no different from usual, the final item was introduced with dramatic buildup as the highlight of this auction.
The count was about to sigh that it had been a wasted trip upon seeing an ordinary human girl who, though promising in beauty, still showed signs of youth that fell short of expectations.
That is, until he saw the girl's eyes.

"Oh...ohh..."
"What is it, Count?"
"Wife. Look at those eyes."

The countess, who had also shown little interest, became curious at the count's reaction and looked at the girl's eyes, only to be shocked.

"That's...!"

Given the setting, the count and countess exchanged glances without revealing information that might interest competitors.
They agreed that even if it cost their entire fortune, they must win the bid for this girl.

When the auction began, Count Morris decided to accept some loss to establish dominance and see if others recognized the slave's value.

"Ten gold coins! We have ten gold coins! Any more bids?"
"One hundred gold coins."

Young slaves weren't usually expensive. They lacked the strength and skill for immediate general use, limiting their value as ornamental slaves to around a dozen gold coins at most.
Unless one had unusual sexual preferences like the man who had been bidding with lustful eyes without hiding it, there was little reason to invest in raising a slave until they matured.
Therefore, the count held his breath waiting for the auctioneer's count, judging that there would be no more competitors unless someone else knew the true value.

"One hundred gold coins! We have one hundred gold coins! Any more bids? If not, the last slave will be sold for one hundred gold coins!"

Although he could have saved a significant amount with a more orthodox bidding strategy, fortunately, one hundred gold coins, while a substantial outlay, was nothing compared to the worst-case scenario he had anticipated.
Evidence of a saint—a priority protection target of the church. Though he didn't know how a saint candidate ended up in such a place, he couldn't miss such a rare opportunity over such a minor question.
He had been prepared to sacrifice all the wealth his ancestors had accumulated if even one person at the auction recognized the value, but by some divine fortune, he won the bid for just that price, for which he thanked his ancestors.

* *

[Morris County]

"Do you know why I bought you?"
"...I don't know, sir."

The first thing this nobleman said to me after rushing to his territory immediately after the auction, locking the door, was this.
Judging by his gaze, he doesn't seem filled with the creepy lust like that pig who was bidding enthusiastically earlier. With his wife beside him, he surely wouldn't say he bought me for sexual purposes.
Given his focus on my eyes, this nobleman seems to have noticed my stigma.

"I felt destiny the moment I saw those two eyes of yours."

...He noticed, right?
Don't tell me this guy is the same type as that pig earlier? Really?

"...Pardon?"
"Not just an ordinary stigma, but the divine eyes marked with the emblem of a saint."

Thankfully, it seems that's not the case.
The ending where I become a female slave trained to moan under a man doesn't seem to be happening yet.

"If I extract them and process them into magical tools, I can't even imagine what incredible items might be created."

I take that back. This could be an even more serious situation.
Wow, I'm really going crazy. Do these damn eyes have some effect that only attracts such people?
I'm starting to think I might have been better off being sold to that pig earlier.
While a fierce battle between chastity and vision raged in my head, reality remained cruel.
Life really...

"Are you not afraid of God?"

Though I don't particularly believe in God myself, I tried to intimidate him since he mentioned evidence of a saint.
This world has monotheistic beliefs, so I hoped that someone with a divine mark saying such things might at least give him pause.

"Of course not. Our family has worshipped demons for generations; why would we fear God now?"
"How dare a slave be so impudent!"

-Thwack!

Just as I was stunned by the mention of demon worship, the ill-tempered woman beside him slapped my cheek with a full swing.
It made a sound clearly different from any slap I'd imagined, and after briefly feeling like I was floating, I kissed the floor with my opposite cheek.
Is this that famous saying about turning the other cheek?
The metallic taste suggests my mouth was cut from the slap.
Is that woman's strength for real?
Or maybe my physical abilities aren't exceptional, and the average physique in this world is just bizarre?
While I was thinking this, servants who had gone to fetch something at the count's instruction returned with several colleagues.

A chair, ropes, a bottle of water, a spoon.
...A spoon? Why?
Why are they looking alternately at the spoon and my eyes?
Really? They're going to dig them out with that?
Not elegantly extracting them with magic or cleanly removing them with professional technique?

More importantly, they're going to pluck out my eyes right away without giving me time to mentally prepare?

"What happens to me after you take my eyes?"
"Don't worry. The rest of your body will be usefully employed as a sacrifice."

So they won't even leave a corpse.
No wonder that woman was just being noisy without giving me any moral education or even bothering with the slave collar.
Honestly, their decisiveness is almost admirable.
I thought typical villains would ramble on and dawdle until attacked by the forces of justice, then say something like "If only I had a little more time and resources!" But reality is different.

Meanwhile, I felt my arms, legs, waist, and neck being thoroughly tied to the chair with ropes, and with the feeling that this was truly the end, I inwardly recited:
Why has my life been like this? A final complaint.

Lord, I'm coming to you now.
-Where do you think you're going?

Huh?

Ch.6 - For Me
"Where do you think you're going?"

Huh?
Startled by the sudden voice in my head, I open my eyes wide and look around in confusion.

"Are you afraid?"

The nobleman, who mistakenly thought I was scared of him, speaks while sterilizing a spoon with fire magic, preparing to gouge out my eyes.
But that wasn't what mattered right now.

Didn't someone just say something in my head?

-I asked where you think you're going. I've finally reached you.

??????

It definitely seemed like someone was reading my thoughts and responding to them.
The voice I heard was gentle and clear yet majestic—a woman's voice that calmed my heart just by listening to it.
I focused this time, so I'm certain now.
That aside...

Who are you to be reading my thoughts?
-My child, who would you like me to be?

Is this a Zen riddle? I ask who they are, and they ask me who I want them to be.
I suppose I should answer.
They definitely called me "my child."
I recall the presence I've been secretly longing for since being born into this body.

...Mama?
-Pfft.

Ah, she's laughing at me.

"Something's happening, my lady. Inform them to strengthen the perimeter. Meanwhile, I'll finish the procedure."
"Yes. You should hurry."
"Hmm."

Thanks to whoever was speaking in my head, I'd forgotten that I was about to have my eyes gouged out in real time.
If my eyes were gouged out with that thing, I'd surely die from shock before becoming any sacrifice.
There's really no way out of this... more than anything else, I felt a bit regretful that I wouldn't even reach double digits in age before dying.

-Don't worry, be at ease.

As the spoon, apparently finished being sterilized, approached closer to dig out my eye, the voice in my head spoke again.
This time, rather than the majestic tone from before, it was a voice that somehow made my heart flutter.
Strangely enough.
Whether I'd finally gone mad or not, in this helpless situation, with malicious intent approaching right before my eyes, I felt as safe as if I were in my parents' arms.
As I swallowed the feeling of tears about to well up...

-Imagine a veil that blocks all threats approaching you.

I close my eyes and decide to follow those words.
I imagined it.
A veil that rejects everything threatening me.
Simultaneously, something began to flow within my body.

-Woong
"What is this... ugh!"

Along with a resonating sound in the air, I heard the nobleman's surprised voice as he carefully tried to insert the spoon into my right eye, followed by the sound of something being deflected.
Carefully opening my eyes, a truly astonishing sight unfolded before me.

A curtain of pure white light was surrounding me.

-It might be uncomfortable, but please wait a little longer.

Hearing that voice once more, I could no longer deceive myself.
About whose voice it was.
I had known from the beginning.

It's just that.
I didn't want to believe it.
I thought I had been abandoned.
I thought salvation was something far removed from people like us.
I thought only protagonists in stories were special, that reality was different.
Because if I didn't think that way, I felt I would truly fall apart.
It seemed like she was telling me that I didn't have to force myself to try, that I didn't have to pretend I wasn't suffering when I was dying inside, that I didn't have to force a smile when I wanted to cry.
I had continuously rejected it.

From the day after Piris died.
That warm sunlight that seemed to search for me with a tingling sensation. The wind that embraced me.
I pushed it away and rejected it with all my might.
Because if I didn't, I would end up blaming her, thinking that if she had been just a little faster, he could have lived.
I hated that.

Yet, as if it didn't matter, as if I had done nothing wrong, that warmth finally reached me when I gave up resistance in the face of death.

-I'm sorry. I feel like I've been cruel to you all this time.

I couldn't understand.

-Whatever I say might sound like an excuse, but there's one thing I want you to know.

I was the one who should apologize.
I knew that for some reason, she truly couldn't find me.
Out of spite, needing someone to vent my anger on, I had rejected her so harshly.

-The fact that I have never abandoned you.

When you say it like that, I feel utterly miserable, Goddess...

* *

At the same time Leila was encountering the Goddess's voice, screams and the sounds of things breaking continued to fill Count Morris's castle.
At the center of the commotion was a single knight.
Wearing pristine white armor with a red cross over a white priest's robe, and a pure white cape with the same red cross fluttering behind, the knight wielded a greatsword nearly as tall as himself.
Like someone determined to destroy everything in his path, he was heading relentlessly toward the count's office.

"You! Do you think a church paladin can cause such havoc in the Empire and get away with it?"
"You dare say such things to me? You, a mere pet of the evil demon."
"Eek!!"

Numerous guards with purple energy swirling around them tried to block the knight's path, but as soon as the knight's sword, wrapped in pure white energy, touched them, their bodies turned to ash and disappeared.
Seeing guards that kept emerging endlessly no matter how many he cut down, the knight clicked his tongue and paused briefly.

"It must be up ahead. Please wait a moment, Holy Maiden."

-Crack

Grasping the rosary hanging on his chest, the knight momentarily planted his greatsword in the floor, made the sign of the cross with his other hand, and then looked once more at the entrance to the office ahead.
Then, drawing his greatsword again and slowly raising it above his head, he recited a prayer.

"Lord, grant me the power to cut down evil."

-Kiiiing

As the white light gathering around the knight's body converged on the greatsword, he brought it down from above his head, and with a whoosh, the light spread out, instantly turning the soldiers blocking his path to ash.
Rushing quickly to the office entrance once the obstacles were gone, the knight kicked down the door without slowing down and leaped into the office.

The sight that greeted him was a young girl with light green hair, tied to a chair with ropes, trembling with her eyes closed in fear, surrounded by a curtain of light.
And a man who had apparently tried to break through that curtain multiple times, his body emanating purple energy in the shape of a demon as he reached out his hand.
Judging by the unconscious woman lying near the man, he had apparently sacrificed his companion to strengthen his power after noticing the knight's intrusion, finding himself unable to break through the curtain.

"Are you the master of this place?"
"How rude."
"Rudeness is warranted."

Looking at the demon worshipper who seemed confident despite seeing his attire, the knight, Soleil, snorted.
He would have liked to soak the foolish demon worshipper in holy water until he repented of his sins, but there was no time for that now.

"Die!"

The demonic form floating behind the demon worshipper suddenly swelled with his shout and swung both hands as if to crush Soleil, but—

-Swish! Swoosh!

After wrapping his greatsword in pure white divine power, Soleil quickly swung it twice in the shape of a cross, then approached Leila tied to the chair as if no longer interested in the man.

"I apologize for being late. I've come to escort you."
"Guaaack!"

At the same time, the demon worshipper who appeared to be the leader turned to ash and disappeared along with the form behind him.
Soleil removed his helmet and knelt on one knee while making eye contact with the girl who was quietly looking at him.
Thinking how truly beautiful her golden eyes were, marked with a red cross-shaped stigmata symbolizing her status as a Holy Maiden.

"Inquisitor Chief under the Papal Office. My name is Soleil. Holy Maiden. I will untie you now."

* *

As I watched the veil that had spread according to the Goddess's words, the nobleman who had been pushed back by the veil suddenly grabbed his wife by the collar and seemed to suck something in.
Then, as if he were the CEO of some planetary real estate company, he started shooting purple beams continuously, making me worried that the veil might break. I closed my eyes tightly in fear, but shortly after, someone burst through the door and jumped inside.

When I opened my eyes, I saw a knight in pristine white armor with a red cross, wearing a white cape, his body surrounded by white light that warmed my heart just by looking at it.
He exchanged words with the nobleman, who had stopped attacking the veil and was looking at him. The nobleman soon inflated the purple energy behind him to attack the knight, but the knight swung his huge greatsword at an impossible speed twice, quartering the nobleman.

I couldn't take my eyes off the scene.

The white light left a trail as it drew a cross, and the purple energy seemed to be absorbed into it before changing into red light that scattered.
As the knight approached me, wearing the scattered light like a cloak, I felt all tension leave my body in relief.
Eventually, the knight came to my side, removed his helmet, and knelt on one knee to meet my gaze, trying to reassure me. I stared blankly at the man with black hair—though the tips had a slight blue tint—the first I'd seen since being born into this world.
His blue eyes gave me the feeling of looking at the ocean, and even though I knew it was impolite to stare at someone's face for so long, I couldn't look away.

"Inquisitor Chief under the Papal Office. My name is Soleil. Holy Maiden. I will untie you now."

That statement was the final blow. Perhaps it was the light I had seen earlier, or maybe my heart, which had been racing since then, finally reached its limit, and I felt my head overloading.

-She's out cold.

I heard the Goddess mutter something quietly as my consciousness faded.

* *

"An unfamiliar ceiling..."

The number one line you have to say in this situation. I never thought I'd be saying it myself.
When I opened my eyes, what I saw was a high ceiling... or rather, a roof? Canopy? What is that?
Startled, I sat up and looked around, realizing I was lying in a bed large enough for a full-grown adult to roll around in.

"Oh... you're awake."

As I trembled, surrounded by things that seemed too luxurious for someone like me, I turned my head toward the voice of an elderly man.
What I saw was an old man wearing a white priest's robe with a red stole, looking every bit like someone of high status.

"...Who are you?"
"Ho ho, there's no need to be so alarmed. Everything here has been prepared for you."
"I'm not someone that important..."

He gave an irrelevant answer when I asked who he was.
As I was beginning to doubt whether the old man had dementia, he seemed to notice my suspicious gaze and cleared his throat before introducing himself.

"This old man's name is Augustus, sister. I humbly serve as the Pope."
"P-P-P-Pope?!"

I was so shocked that I bit my tongue.
My tongue hurt, but the embarrassment was stronger, so I covered my mouth with my hand and lowered my head, unable to make eye contact.
I was certain my face had turned bright red by now.

The Pope.
The number one figure in the Holy Nation of Elysium.
One of the highest-ranking people in this world, countable on one hand even if you lined up every human being.

...
Was I just casually leaning back in bed while having such a person sit in a chair?
Haha.
Am I going to die?

"If you don't mind, could you show me your eyes for a moment, sister?"
"...My eyes?"

I couldn't help but respond in a cold voice, as I had no good memories of people reacting to my eyes.

"...I apologize. It seems I've touched on an unpleasant memory."
"No... it's fine! Please, feel free to look as much as you want now."

Before the Pope, who was apologizing with a guilty expression out of consideration for me, could refuse, I quickly opened my eyes wide and faced him.

"Oh... undoubtedly the mark of the Goddess! How beautiful it is!"
"Heuk."

I couldn't help but make a strange sound as he said such embarrassing things right to my face, even shedding tears.

"Would you allow this unworthy one to offer greetings and apologies to the Holy Maiden, the representative of the Goddess?"
"I haven't done anything worthy of such greetings, and you haven't done anything wrong to me. I... I may have received a little of the Goddess's grace by chance, but I'm just a mere girl."
"Hoho... how humble. Still, I have proper reason to apologize to you."
"What...?"

Curious about what reason he could have to apologize, I couldn't help but ask.
The answer wasn't particularly shocking.

"Two years ago, I already knew through divine revelation that you were in this land."
"Two years... ago?"
"Yes. Through revelation, I already knew that the Holy Maiden had descended to this land, but to avoid confusion, I tried to find you with only a small number of people, and as a result, you ended up experiencing such hardship."
"Ah..."

It seems the Goddess, unable to reach me directly, tried to save me through people instead.

"It's alright."
"But..."
"Everything happened because I, in my foolishness, rejected the Goddess out of petty selfishness. So please don't blame yourself too much. Your judgment wasn't wrong, Pope. In the end, the paladin saved me, didn't he?"
"Ah... how merciful you are..."
"Ahaha... please don't say such things, it's embarrassing."

Feeling like I might die of embarrassment if this continued, I decided to change the subject.

"Um... is it alright for the Pope to waste time on someone like me?"
"Someone like you? You need to be aware of your status as a Holy Maiden. Of course, even if you weren't a Holy Maiden, this Augustus would never think of flaunting his position before those who are wounded, no matter the circumstances."
"...Thank you."
"Well then, you still seem tired, so let's have a more comfortable conversation after you get some more rest. The night is still deep. Then..."
"Yes..."

Is this what having a grandfather would feel like?
With a strange tickling in my chest and a warm feeling in my heart, I was left alone in the room again without even properly seeing him off.
I wondered if I could fall back asleep after just waking up, but perhaps because I had experienced too many things in such a short time, drowsiness quickly began to overtake me again.

However, I pushed away that drowsiness for a moment, adjusted my posture, knelt, clasped my hands together, closed my eyes, and concentrated.

Goddess, though I foolishly rejected you, please allow me to offer my prayers from now on.
I failed to truly believe in your existence and, in my arrogance, made wrong choices that led to the loss of innocent lives.
Furthermore, I couldn't acknowledge that and, giving in to anger, blamed and cursed you.
Even as you tried to embrace me, I denied that fact by deceiving myself.
Someone like me, do I deserve to receive your love?
Can someone as ugly and foolish as me receive such happiness?

-Yes. Of course you can.

I quietly feel the warm light embracing me.
It feels like a mother hugging me, and I felt like I might cry without realizing it.

-You can cry as much as you want. You are a child who is more than worthy of that.

Each word resonating in my head.

-You've worked hard until now.

These were all things I had always hoped someone would say to me throughout my past life and current one.

-Now you can cry for yourself. You can live for your own happiness, not for others'. That's all I've ever wanted for you.

For the first time since I was born.

-My child. My Leila. Go ahead and cry to your heart's content now.

I burst into tears for myself.

Ch.7 - My Beloved Child
In truth, a deity is not as extraordinary a being as one might think.
After all, we too are merely creations brought forth by this world.

It is not that gods created the world.
The world created gods.

A deity is nothing more than a caretaker with the duty to ensure the world runs smoothly.
This is the same in any world.

The fact that there needs to be a caretaker to keep things running smoothly also means that situations arise requiring such management.

Not long ago, I clutched the back of my neck in frustration upon receiving an angel's report that one of our world's souls had flowed into the world called Earth.
While occasionally some circulating souls would flow into other worlds, this was the first time a single soul had crossed over alone.
Since communication between worlds is possible only for gods, this was a matter I had to handle personally.
Because it was a soul from our world that had flowed away, I needed to go there directly to seek understanding and, with the help of that world's angels, guide the soul back to our world when its life ended.
This was necessary because most souls that crossed over had already been born by the time they were found, so they could only be guided back after living out their lives and returning to soul form.
Ultimately, to accomplish this task, I needed to cross over periodically and observe this world.

The fortunate fact—or rather, unfortunate for the souls that crossed over—

Souls born in worlds not their own.
They all ended their lives prematurely due to two problems.

The first problem: Whether they are not properly accepted as beings of this world or not, misfortune always befalls those around them.
Without directly harming them, these misfortunes continuously afflict those nearby, mentally tormenting the displaced souls.
As if that weren't enough, when no more people remain to torment around them, misfortune in the form of death finally visits them directly.

The second problem: Their hearts remain unfilled.
No matter how happy their environment, there exists within them a void that can never be filled.
Despite experiencing all manner of misfortunes, this unfillable emptiness eventually robs them of their will to live.

For these reasons, they never lived long.
So in this case too, I naturally thought it would be the same, and as expected, he grew up watching his parents suffer from misfortune.
He strove to repay everything his parents had given him, and though his heart surely remained unfilled, he ran without rest.
Although the continuing misfortunes never improved his circumstances, he never stopped.
Even while being ostracized by others due to the misfortunes occurring around him, he chose to live for others rather than care for himself.

That sight was so pitiful yet so radiant.
Before I knew it, I found myself forgetting even my beloved rest periods, watching over his life whenever time allowed.

However.
As if his life had finally reached its limit, misfortune in the form of death came for him directly.
Having finished an overnight shift and leaving work early before lunch that day, he was destined to die along with a child due to the mundane cause of drowsy driving.
The Earth's angel who came to guide the souls dying in the accident told me this that day.
It was neither his mistake nor an accident caused by his choices, they said.
There was simply a careless child who had stepped onto the road to retrieve a ball, and a truck driver who, driving while drowsy, noticed the child too late and swerved.
Already speeding, the truck would overturn due to the excessive steering, crushing him and leading to his death.
Occasionally in such situations, some would try to push the child to safety, defying fate, but this time, due to a vehicle following behind the truck, the child would die by other means even if pushed away—the angel's unnecessary addendum irritated me.

As the appointed time approached, I watched over his final moments, hoping at least that he wouldn't feel great pain.
But in that moment, he gave me an immense shock.

In normal situations, people who sense an accident either flee or remain passive, unable to make any choice.
He was different.
Driven by the determination to save the child, he ran, burning even his life in the process, and whether by instinct or something else, he succeeded not in pushing but throwing the child toward the sidewalk.
The thrown child was injured from the impact but narrowly escaped the accident zone and wasn't caught by the overturning truck. Only one life was lost in that day's accident.
The angel beside me collapsed, clutching the back of their neck and muttering about "paperwork..."
It was a miracle.

Until the very last moment, he burned his life for others, ultimately creating a miracle—I could only shed tears of grief watching him.

As I watched his end and guided his soul back to where it belonged, I wished.
That this noble soul might live a happy life, at least in its original world.
That now it could live for itself.

In our world, though varying in scale and method, anomalies that threatened the order occasionally occurred.
To maintain the world's order and correct the distortions created by these anomalies, I would sometimes imbue chosen souls with my power and send them down.
In the lower realm, they call such individuals saints and venerate them with love.
Recalling this, I filled his soul with my power and my wish that when reborn, he would live a life loved by someone, then guided him back to where he belonged.
In the process, I accidentally forgot to erase his memories, but the person I saw was not one to regret his life. I considered it a special privilege for his efforts.

Before long, that soul would be reborn, and when the power I gave awakens, I would surely find him again quickly.
I thought I would comfort that soul while bestowing blessings then.

But that wish was not fulfilled.

Just as the time approached for that soul to awaken my power, another incident occurred where some souls crossed into different worlds, and unfortunately, this time they scattered into two separate worlds. I had to entrust our world's affairs to the angels while I worked tirelessly day and night.
After resolving the matter with help from other worlds' gods, when I returned to our world, I could only weep once more.

Because of my goodwill, filled with the desire for her to be loved.
That child, Leila, was crying for others in this life too.

I tried to speak to her heart to comfort her somehow, but Leila had already closed her heart.
Seeing the child who kept rejecting me, insisting everything was her own fault to avoid blaming anyone else, I had to think of another approach.
While continuing my attempts to open her heart, I delivered an intuitive oracle to the church through an angel, instructing them to find this child somehow.
Unlike my usual oracles, which were deliberately convoluted with mischievous intent to make them rack their brains, this one was direct.

During the two years that passed, I found it utterly frustrating that my time to directly intervene in the lower realm was limited.
Once every 15 years, and even then for only 3 short hours, I could manifest directly in the lower realm, so I had to wait for the opportunity.
And finally, the opportunity came.

Leila was scheduled to be put up for auction at a slave market, and simultaneously, I manifested in the lower realm to find the closest and strongest among those searching the world for the saint.
After giving him information that a saint candidate would appear at the auction about to take place, I guided him to pursue and save Leila.

Fortunately, the holy knight moved to rescue Leila as I intended.
But those accursed demon worshippers were harming Leila at a pace far exceeding my expectations, and as I watched the scene in anguish, Leila's heart opened.
Perhaps because she had let go of everything in the face of death. Or perhaps she wanted to grumble about her life to me one last time. Through that open heart, I could finally speak to her.

"Where are you going, I asked. Only now have I reached you."

Though she knew it was my voice, the child pretended and asked who I was.
Feeling a bit mischievous at her behavior, I played along.

"My child, who would you like me to be?"

I asked with a hint of mischief, as if saying, "Are you still going to deceive yourself?"
But I received a truly unexpected answer.

-...Maman?
"Pfft."

I burst into laughter, forgetting even the situation, finding Leila so lovable as she sincerely expressed what she had secretly wished for, contrary to my expectations.
Hearing that answer, I decided to become what Leila desired—her mother.

After reassuring Leila and guiding her to use my power to protect herself, I watched the holy knight rescue her and wondered if I had chosen the wrong person.
He was certainly handsome, but perhaps because Leila's eyes perceived mana or holy power differently.
She seemed to see the knight who saved her with quite a strong filter.
Her face reddened, her heart rate increased, and finally she fainted from overload, looking just like a child falling in love. I sighed.

"She's completely smitten."

The holy knight seemed momentarily confused but quickly freed Leila and departed for the Holy Kingdom, while I decided to handle the backlog of work that had accumulated.

The holy knight seemed quite perplexed as Leila remained unconscious for over three days while being taken to the church,
but knowing it was due to all her accumulated fatigue hitting at once, I felt strangely pleased.
It meant the child had finally stopped running and was resting for a moment.

Not long after, I heard Leila's voice calling for me.
She apologized for treating me harshly, saying there were lives lost because of her.
Wanting to cry but not knowing how to cry for herself, she suppressed it.
She asked if she could receive my love, if she deserved to be happy.

To that question, I decided to tell her what I had wanted to say since Earth.

"You may cry to your heart's content. You are a child who fully deserves to do so."

To the child who had only ever grieved for others, I told her she no longer needed to do that.

"Until now, you've worked so hard."

I told her that now she could rest, having run continuously until now without stopping, knowing she would receive no reward.

"Now you may cry for yourself. You may live for your own happiness, not the happiness of others. That has been my only wish from the beginning."

Filling my words with my desire for her to love herself at last.

"My child. My Leila. Now, cry to your heart's content."

I embraced the soul of the child who was finally letting out her first cry to the world.

Ch.8 - The Child, Like a Child
I felt the goddess's love-filled comfort wash over me, and I immediately broke down in tears, sobbing uncontrollably until I eventually fell asleep from exhaustion.
After that day, I realized that the emptiness that had been tormenting me inside had finally been filled.

The next morning.

As soon as I woke up, nuns came looking for me, saying the Pope was waiting and that I needed to prepare to meet him. Without giving me a chance to speak, they dragged me off somewhere.
The place we arrived at was a bathhouse of a scale I had never seen before in my life.

...A bathhouse?

At this point, I was starting to feel that something wasn't quite right.
Of course, thanks to those lunatics who had implemented the "Pretty Girl Slave Development Project," I wasn't particularly uncomfortable bathing with others.
Jack, one of the four slave traders, was human but had such glossy, flowing facial hair that it would make you sick just imagining it. He was so obsessed with hair that people called him the "crazy dwarf." For a while, he would join me in the bathhouse, claiming to teach me how to wash properly, and instructed me on everything from hair care to countless other skills.
Naturally, I was only five years old at the time and had no awareness of having a female body. If anyone had been excited by such a small child's body, whether I was male or female wouldn't have mattered, so I didn't pay much attention to it.

However.
Now was different.
I had been dragged here by one elderly nun and several younger ones.
Although I was born female in this life, the only female bodies I had seen so far were my own short, childish one and those of the orphanage children.
In other words, I was embarrassed.
The goddess would understand, of course, but watching young nuns undressing right in front of me filled me with tremendous guilt, so I kept my eyes fixed on the floor.
That was a mistake.
My awkward behavior must have triggered something in the nuns' hearts.

"Kyaa~! Look how red she's getting! So cuuute!!"
"My, it seems the Saint hasn't experienced bathing with others before."
"Saint! It's fine, come join us~ You don't know how wonderful the Vatican's bathhouse is!"
"Saint~"
"Aah~ Seeing you so shy makes something stir in my heart! Lord, please forgive me!"

It was a mistake.
I should have endured my embarrassment and washed quietly.
By the time I was backing away from their approaching hands, insisting I needed to hurry and bathe because the Pope was waiting, it was already too late.

* *

Women... are terrifying....

I was stripped, lifted, and teased all over my body to the sound of their giggles and squeals.
During this process, I discovered that my skin was extremely sensitive.
As their soft hands caressed my body, I made strange squeaking noises and lost all strength to escape, forced to endure a thorough washing.
When they tormented me with various oils and massages for the first time in my life, I even prayed to the goddess to save me.
The goddess had apparently already overexerted herself by intervening in the mortal realm on my behalf, so she couldn't answer my prayers for a while, but she had said she was always watching.
That made me feel a little more at ease.

When I came to my senses, I had somehow become clean and fluffy, and with the nuns' help, I was now wearing a child-sized nun's habit, on my way to meet the Pope.
Upon arriving at the Pope's office, the elderly nun who seemed to be the leader of those who had been teasing me said something to the knight guarding the door. The knight then knocked and announced:

-Knock knock
"Your Holiness, the Saint has arrived."
-Oh, please have her come in!"
"Yes! Saint, please enter. I'll escort you."

As soon as the knight announced my visit, a joyful voice came from inside. I bowed my head to the smiling nuns who stepped aside, thanked the other knight who opened the door for me, and followed the escorting knight inside.

"Hello, Pope. Good morning."
"Ho ho, good morning to you too, Saint."

Being still young, I greeted him with some familiarity instead of using the formal "Your Holiness" that would be used in official settings.
He must have been in the middle of work, as he was looking at documents at his desk, but as soon as he saw me, his face lit up with a smile as he approached.
He thanked the knight who had escorted me, and after watching the knight leave, he hurried over and seated me on a sofa in his office.
The sofa was so large and soft that I was more buried in it than seated. I tried to adjust my posture, but the Pope stopped me, smiling and patting my head.

"It's quite alright. Please stay comfortable. However, it might be difficult to drink tea in that position, so how about we go out after we talk for a bit?"
"Okay..."

The Pope sat on the sofa opposite me, and once I had gotten used to being buried in the sofa, he smiled and began to speak.

"You must have many questions. Would you like to hear my story first? Or would you prefer to tell yours?"
"I'd like to hear your story first."

I wanted to know what a Saint was in this world.
What value did they hold that made me go through all those things?
So I asked.

"Hmm... I should start with how we came to look for you, Saint. It was a morning two years ago. During my morning routine of prayer in the chapel, an angel's voice descended upon me.
'Light has descended upon this land. Find the light before darkness consumes it.' Normally, divine revelations require interpretation by distinguished theologians, but this revelation was exceptionally concise.
Sensing your birth, I immediately ordered all high-ranking priests and holy knights, except the minimum necessary personnel, to search for you.
We decided to move discreetly, as a large-scale operation might alert those with impure intentions."

To summarize what he said next:
Using pilgrimage as an excuse, the Pope and high-ranking clergy traveled the world looking for me but couldn't find even a trace. Recently, someone approached the holy knight who rescued me and gave him information, which is how they barely managed to find me.
I instinctively knew that the informant must have been connected to the goddess.
That's how Soleil, a holy knight with the rank of vice-captain of the Inquisition, rescued me.
And then she carried me, unconscious for over three days, even taking expensive portal transportation without rest to bring me here.

After hearing his story, I was about to tell mine, but I felt that this kind, grandfatherly man would surely be saddened by it.
Then I would have to wait to get answers to my questions, so I asked first:

"What is a Saint?"
"Many things have happened in this world. From minor natural disasters to even a Demon King at one point.
Whenever there were overwhelming problems, individuals blessed with the goddess's power would appear, and they would invariably save people from those problems.
Such individuals always bore cross-shaped stigmata somewhere on their bodies, and we called these holy people Saints."
"Will I face similar problems?"
"...Well, I can't be certain, but this time seems a bit different."
"Different how?"
"The order has changed. Everything is the will of the goddess, and it's beyond humble beings like us to understand, but traditionally, Saints have been tasked with resolving problems that have already occurred."
"What?"
"In other words, they weren't beings who prevented problems in advance, but rather those who dealt with the aftermath of problems that had already arisen."

According to his explanation, a problem might have already occurred, but we might not be aware of it.
As I worried about this, the Pope smiled gently and spoke again.

"Are you concerned?"
"Yes..."
"I have a slightly different thought."
"What kind of thought?"
"Although there may be Saints unknown to us, all Saints in history were, without exception, already somewhat complete beings."
"Complete beings..."
"Whether in terms of character or personal strength, they were already saving others even without divine power."
"..."
"So I think this: You were not given that stigmata to resolve something, but truly because you received the goddess's love."
"But."

I think that's a naive judgment.
They don't know that I have memories of my past life.
As I was at a loss for how to explain this, he spoke again.

"There are two pieces of evidence that you are loved by the goddess."
"Not just one?"
"First is your stigmata, clearer than any Saint in history. Second is the fact that this stigmata is engraved in your eyes."
"Ah."

That was unexpected.
Come to think of it, I remember that madman Hayden mentioning something about it.
He said these eyes carried the meaning that I should see the world on behalf of the goddess.
Even that devil-worshipping nobleman definitely called them the eyes of god.

"Even without the cross-shaped stigmata that marks a Saint, there have been about two people in history with stigmata in their eyes. Though it's from the distant past, and hardly anyone remembers now."
"That's fewer than I expected."
"They all demonstrated power far beyond individual limitations."
"What?"

I became curious about how far beyond limitations they went to be recorded in history.

"There are several examples, but notably, splitting the sky with a human body, or defeating a dragon single-handedly."
"Couldn't those be lies?"
"Naturally, looking at just the content, one might think so, but these are facts verified by countless people."
"That's unbelievable..."

As I was shocked by these incredible stories, the Pope explained:

"That's why we say that those with stigmata in their eyes were given them by God as a means to see the world on His behalf."
"Wow..."
"So what kind of problem would warrant someone like you, who bears not only the mark of a Saint but has it engraved in both eyes?"

I had to agree with his question.
It seemed unlikely that such significant marks would be given for trivial matters.

"Even if such a problem does appear, it might not be now. Perhaps it's the goddess's consideration, giving us time to prepare."
"Haha... that seems most plausible."
"Now, may I hear your story? You don't have to tell me if it's difficult. This old man is just curious about what kind of life you've led to be so wise yet have such sad eyes at such a young age."

I hesitated briefly, but I had decided to live for myself now.
Rather than keeping everything buried inside, I wanted to share my story with someone and receive comfort.
I didn't think it necessary to talk about my past life, so I began telling the story of this world—Layla's story.

"On a moonlit night, adventurers found me behind my parents, who had died after hiding something from monsters in a forest and sealing the entrance. I was discovered with a name written in blood on my clothes.
One of the adventurers told me the night sky was particularly beautiful that day. Apparently, for some reason, my parents were fleeing through the forest with me, a newborn.
They didn't have time to name me properly, so they named me after the beautiful night sky. Layla means 'night' in an ancient language."

And so, I began telling a story I had never shared with anyone.
The joyful times of laughing and playing at the orphanage, escaping from the ruined orphanage with Pieris and living on the streets, meeting the madman Hayden and Pieris's death.
The absurd way I became a slave afterward, and the insane "Pretty Girl Slave Development Project"—even the serious Pope choked when he heard this.
My life as a slave-but-not-quite-slave, being sold to a devil-worshipping nobleman at the slave market who almost gouged out my eyes, and finally how the goddess saved me.

After finishing my story, gazing into the distance and recounting my memories calmly, I looked forward again to find the Pope unable to speak, with tears streaming down his face.
I was startled to see an old man crying like that, and I was about to tell him I was fine now when he slowly rose and approached me.

"I'm... fine now. Hehe... I know the goddess is watching over me—"
-Hug.

Having heard that I was fine, he slowly approached me, knelt before me, and embraced me in his arms.
Then, patting my back, he spoke to me in a serious voice.

"You are not fine. No one could be fine after experiencing such things."
"Ah..."
"Sorrow is like a child's tower of stones. At first, you think you're fine, that you can stand up again, and you keep piling it inside, making it taller and taller."

I held my breath and continued to listen intently to his serious voice.

"Eventually, even the slightest tremor will cause it to collapse. The higher it's piled, the more irreparable damage your heart suffers."

As I felt him gently patting my back while he spoke, my heart continued to stir.

"I've seen countless people who kept inflicting wounds on their hearts like that until they finally couldn't endure anymore and met their end."
"That..."
"A child should be allowed to be a child."
"Hic..."
"I know there's more you're hiding beyond what you've told me. It's okay however you think about it. Still, right now, you are a child."

The Pope seemed to have somehow noticed that there was a life before Layla's.
As I tried to hold back tears and was about to ask "how" he knew, he continued speaking.

"The position of Pope isn't won in a game of chess."
"Haha... what does that mean...?"
"It means that a child should be allowed to be a child. Rely on others, think of yourself first, and live your life."
"I... I..."
"I can tell just from your story. That you've lived prioritizing others over your own well-being."
"..."
"We should have found you sooner... I'm truly sorry we couldn't."
"It's fine, really..."
"All this old man can offer you now is his embrace... but please, even if just for now, lean on me."

My tear ducts hadn't fully recovered from crying at dawn, and now feeling such a caring touch...
They burst open again.

"Hic... sob... WAAAAAHHH!!"

I had been trying to hold back, wondering how expensive his clothes might be, but I finally broke down.
I clutched his clothes tightly, buried my face, and once again began sobbing uncontrollably.

* *

"Hic."
"Are you feeling a bit calmer now?"

Humans are mean.
As my heart calmed, embarrassment washed over me. Once I stopped crying, I realized he had deliberately put me in this situation.
I glared at the Pope with a mix of embarrassment and slight anger, and knowing his guilt, he made the sign of the cross and avoided my eyes.

"Ahem... what do you plan to do from now on?"
"..."

Yet he still asks what I plan to do next.
Of course, I don't know.

"If there's nothing particular you'd like to do..."
"..."
"Would you grant this old man one wish?"
"What wish?"

I stop my sulking and ask when I hear that even someone like the Pope has a wish.

"This old man has been living a lonely life since losing his family in his youth."
"Ah..."
"Although I have the members of the church... sometimes I still miss having a family."

I could guess what he was about to ask.

"If it's alright with you, Saint, would you consider becoming this old man's granddaughter?"

Family.
My parents in my past life were good people, but our home environment was so unhappy that we didn't properly interact as a family.
In this life, my parents passed away as soon as I was born, so I don't really know what a proper family relationship is.
Nevertheless, drawn by that appealing resonance, I nodded.

"Yes. I look forward to it... Grandfather."
"Thank you... I look forward to it too, Layla."

After losing the only person I could call family in this world due to my mistake, I had come full circle and found family again.
In this situation that could only be described as divine guidance, I decided to pray with gratitude and joy.

According to your wish, for more happiness in the future.
I will live.

Ch.9 - Holy Maiden. Leila
After that, I shared tea with the Pope, my grandfather who had now become family, and had a few more conversations before returning to the room where I had awakened last night.
Although I still felt a bit shaky since everything around me was expensive, I decided to look around slowly since I'd been told this would now be my room.

First was that bed of an incomprehensible size to me.
I learned from the nuns who had teased me this morning that the mysterious roof I saw upon waking and the fabric connected to it was called a canopy.
After running my hand over the soft, plush bed and blankets—something I couldn't have imagined even in my previous life—I turned my gaze toward the window and marveled.

Between my conversation with grandfather and now, the large window was slightly open with its curtains drawn back, presumably for ventilation.
Through the window, I could see a beautiful garden that seemed designed with the premise that sunlight would fall directly in the center when viewed from the windowsill.

Turning my head again to look beside the bed, I stood with my mouth agape at the sight of storage cabinets made of what appeared to be expensive material and large bookshelves lined up.
Approaching the bookshelf to examine the books, I found titles like "Theology Introduction for Children," "History Even Goblins Can Understand," "100 Stories Children Love"... let's stop there.
For now, I took out "Theology Introduction for Children" and decided to stop examining the bookshelf.

I had thought grandfather's early morning comment about a room prepared for me was just a formality to reassure me, but it seems it was actually true.
There were several other eye-catching decorations, but the last thing that caught my attention was an antique wooden desk.
Though it was still a bit tall for me, I felt like reading quietly after so long, and I was curious about how ordinary clergy in this world, who couldn't directly face the Goddess, perceived things.

Despite the slightly annoying "for children" in the title, the "Theology Introduction for Children" was quite interesting as it explained church doctrines in story form.
I became so absorbed in reading after such a long time that I lost track of time.
When I finally felt hungry and closed the book, I wish I hadn't discovered a nun who appeared to be in her thirties standing behind me, looking at me with admiration.

"Hohoho... the Saint reading is so cu—ahem, I was waiting because you were so absorbed."
"...Yes."

She was clearly about to say I was cute.
Of course, I am cute.
It was obvious that in a few more years, I would become an extraordinary beauty.
It wasn't for nothing that those four slave traders had said that crazy thing about a "beautiful slave development project"—I had shown promise since my short and stubby days.
But there's a difference between thinking that myself and hearing it said openly to my face like that.
I had no resistance to praise or goodwill directed at me.

"I am Teresa, the nun assigned to assist with your daily life and overall education from now on."
"For me?"
"Of course. Although you have become the Pope's granddaughter and hold the position of a Saint, or rather, precisely because you hold such positions, you need more guidance."
"I see..."

In short, she was to be my dedicated teacher.

"I will teach you basic living habits, etiquette, history, culture, and common knowledge, but beyond the minimum necessary for living, His Holiness the Pope has requested that anything further should proceed according to your choice."
"Grandfather..."

I had wondered why there was no mention of theology or doctrine in a situation where a nun was in charge of education.
It seemed grandfather had been considerate, worried that I might feel forced.
Thinking about that made my heart tingle, and unable to hide my smile, I brought up what I had been thinking about since morning to Sister Teresa.

"Please teach me everything you can. Including theology and doctrine. The Goddess told me to live a happy life.
I think there's no happier life for me than living for the Goddess who said that. So, please help me, inadequate as I am, to become a person worthy of the name Saint."
"Oh my... how admirable! I, Teresa, will follow your words! I will exceed my limits to meet your expectations!!"

Sister Teresa's reaction was a little... frightening.

"Well then, for today I need to create an education plan for you, so please rest comfortably for now. You'll need to be a bit busy starting three days from now."
"Thank you, Sister. And..."
"Is there something you wish to ask of me?"
"Um..."

I tried to speak naturally, but for some reason, I felt embarrassed and couldn't get the words out. Why?
Shaking my head to dispel the inexplicable embarrassment, I brought up what I had been curious about to Sister Teresa.

"Um... Grandfather said he would send someone to my room... do you know when that person will arrive?"
"Hup! Ahem... just a moment!"

After hearing my question, Sister Teresa turned around as if something was bothering her and took out a handkerchief to wipe something. Looking closely, it was a nosebleed.

"Oh...! Sister, if you're not feeling well, you should go rest..."

I was worried she might be pushing herself despite not being well because of me.

"It's nothing. I was just surprised by a sudden attack. You shouldn't behave like you just did in front of others."
"Pardon?"

I've heard that behaving like I just did in front of older people could cause heart problems, but I didn't understand what she meant, so I just nodded.

"Hmm... I did hear that a Holy Knight from the Inquisition would be coming soon."
"Ah...!!"

When I made my request, the Holy Knight had seemed flustered, making me think they were busy and my request was difficult, which had disappointed me a little.
But I couldn't hide my joy that they seemed to have granted my request after all.

-Knock knock.
-"Are you there, Saint? I am Soleil, a Holy Knight. I heard you were looking for me, so I've come to visit."

Speak of the devil. With the knock and the voice that followed, I felt my mood lift and called out.

"Yes! Please come in!"

Sister Teresa's gaze seemed to have a bitter expression as if she had tasted something unpleasant, but thinking it was just my imagination, I looked at the Holy Knight entering through the door.
Black hair with blue tips and eyes the color of the deep sea. A tall, well-proportioned man about 185cm with balanced muscles. I greeted him.

"Hello! I'm Leila, whom you rescued! I insisted to grandfather because I wanted to thank you and ask you something. Was it a rude request?"
"Not at all. Knights like us are basically unemployed when we're not training or at the chapel."
"Tsk."

It seemed Sister Teresa didn't particularly like Holy Knights.
I decided to ask her about it later since we would have plenty of time, and once again bowed to the knight who had saved me.

"Thank you. If it hadn't been for you at that last moment, I wouldn't have been able to choose this life. Once again, thank you for saving me. I really wanted to tell you this in person."
"..."
"..."

My sincere gratitude left both of them speechless.
Soon, Soleil, seemingly embarrassed, tried to change the subject by asking me.

"So... you said you had something to ask of me besides expressing gratitude?"
"Yes."
"What is it? If it's within my ability, I will certainly grant it."

I decided to tell him what I had wanted to say from the moment I first saw him.

"Um... well... you see..."

It seems I'm having trouble speaking due to embarrassment.
I decided to gather my courage before he could escape by saying we could talk about it later.
For some reason, Sister Teresa was looking at Soleil with increasingly murderous eyes.

"I know I'm still too young for this...!"
"...Saint?"
"But! I want you to wait for me!"

I know that right now, no one would permit it.
So I'm conveying my heart's desire for him to wait for me.

"Saint? Wait, Saint? What are you suddenly saying...!!"
"...Sir Soleil? See me for a moment when you're done talking."
"This is a misunderstanding...!!"

While I was taking a deep breath to prepare my next words with a trembling heart, the two seemed to be whispering something.
They must be worried about what I said, probably discussing that they shouldn't permit it.
But I won't back down.
From the moment I first saw him, I decided to follow my heart regardless of others' opinions.

"I want to become an Inquisitor like you!"
"Excuse me?"
"???"

What's this? Their reaction was strange. Did I say something wrong?

"Um, Saint? Could you please repeat that?"
"I want to become an Inquisitor like you!"

He rubbed his eyes briefly before looking at me again.
He seemed to have aged a bit in that short moment, perhaps from fatigue.

But.

The moment I saw that beautiful aura.
I forgot both my previous life and current one. In that moment, I admired him like a child.
I wanted to be like that too.
Someone who wields weapons to punish evil and save the weak.
Embarrassingly, I began to dream.

"Sister? I told you it was a misunderstanding..."
"...I thought she was just precocious... but this is much more serious than I expected. I need to adjust the education schedule..."

While I was having these embarrassing thoughts, I spoke again as the two were muttering something.

"I know I'm too young now and you'll surely say I can't train, but when I'm a little older, please guide me to become an Inquisitor like you!"
"...Why specifically an Inquisitor? There are many positions for Holy Knights besides Inquisitors. In fact, it's a dangerous and messy path for someone like you, Saint."
"I want to help those who suffer like I did. Grandfather explained to me what Inquisitors do."

They differ from ordinary Holy Knights.
They exist not just to protect the weak with their strength, but to punish the enemies of the Goddess and make them repent their sins.
Sometimes they cruelly torture people, and they are constantly targeted by evil.
Despite this, I found myself admiring them.

"Although I am lacking, I have decided to become a person worthy of the name Saint to repay the Goddess's love. Presumptuous as it may sound, I believe that in the future, I will be able to save someone through prayer alone."
"Then why."
"That alone is not enough. I have already faced evil that hides silently in the world. They will surely target me again in the future."

Inquisitors have a unique culture.
Regardless of rank, they don't wear black priestly robes but instead wear white robes with a red cross, and their armor differs from ordinary Holy Knights with its red cross emblem.
I heard there's a saying related to this:

"'Sinner, be afraid. Evil, we neither hide nor flee.' I heard it from grandfather."
"Hmm..."
"I have already lost my family due to my foolishness and powerlessness. I don't want to be helplessly victimized by evil that targets me again."

The memories of the past.
They became my sore spot.

"I intend to become a Saint. Not a Saint who is protected, but a Saint who protects."

Carefully touching that sore spot, I thought.
That once a situation occurs, it's already too late.
So.

"Eliminating all causes before someone gets hurt—that is my protection."

From now on, I intend to become stronger than anyone.

"Forgiveness for sinners, salvation for the suffering, judgment for evil."

That is.
My resolution in deciding to become a Saint.

* *

"If that is truly your resolution, Saint, I won't stop you."

Sister Teresa said to me.

"However, there is a condition."
"What condition?"
"You must perfectly complete all the education plans I will create. Within five years."
"Five years..."

She seemed to have already organized the education plan to some extent.

"Yes. That's my choice."

This choice was not hasty at all.
Now Soleil spoke up.

"I have heard your resolution well, Saint. After hearing such words, I cannot simply let it pass."
"So?"
"As Sister Teresa said, if you complete all the education, I will come to you."

It was a positive response.

"Even if I have to give up my position. I will train you with all my strength. Of course, you are free to give up if you find it too difficult then."
"Heh... are you challenging me? You'll regret it."
"Hmph. We'll see about that when the time comes."

Whew, though I no longer have the blood of the Korean people who were called a warrior tribe in my previous life, I felt something boiling inside me.
If he's going to talk like that, I can't lose either.

"Alright. So if I successfully complete Sister Teresa's education, I can receive training from you, Sir Knight."
"Yes. I pledge on my honor as a Holy Knight."

Good. I've got his word.

"Ah, but you won't only come to see me after five years, right? I'd like to see you occasionally regardless of that. Hehe."

I had many questions for the person who inspired my admiration, and personally, I wanted to become friends with him.

"...Let's have a talk after this is over."
"......"

* *

Later, I would complete Sister Teresa's education in just three years instead of five and begin training to become a Holy Knight earlier than planned, but that's still a future story.

This is the story of how I, as a child beloved by the Goddess, live a life for my own happiness.

My name is Leila. Child of the Goddess Ciel.
Saint Leila.

Ch.10 - The Goddess's Gift
-Congratulation!!
-Boss Clear!!

I exhale the breath I've been holding as I stare at the congratulatory message on my monitor.

"Shit! Finally, I beat it...!! I'm the first one to clear it!!"

My name is Oh Han-su. I'm 24 years old.
I'm an office worker who's recently been enjoying a gaming life at home while on leave due to certain circumstances.
Those circumstances being that both my legs were crushed while trying to save a subcontractor who nearly had an accident during a field visit.
Anyway, the doctor said if I rest well and receive treatment for about a year, I should be able to walk again, and my boss was considerate enough to tell me to take a good rest.
Thanks to that, I made the news in a positive way, and they're even continuing to pay my salary while I'm resting.
So while I was unintentionally on leave and legally living the life of a NEET, a newly released adult game captured my heart as if by fate.

"Sacred Demon Chronicles"

Just from the name, you can smell the "cliché" pouring out of it, but despite its tacky title, the incredibly appealing characters and CG art caught my eye first.
And for an adult game, it had a surprisingly intricate world-building that drew me in.
Crucially, this game wasn't just a simple RPG Maker game, but an adult game that adopted a turn-based roguelike system where the protagonist's abilities, potential, and obtainable items were all random.
While the characters and major events in the game were fixed, their movements changed randomly each time, meaning the companions you could recruit also varied from playthrough to playthrough.

Just hearing this much would probably raise the blood pressure of anyone familiar with roguelikes.
And on top of that, this is an adult game.
The files were so meticulously encrypted that you couldn't even extract them to view the CG, and the methods to obtain CG scenes were also left to chance.

As a result, there were three main approaches in the community: the so-called "harem route" where people ignored story completion and focused solely on CG collection; the "hero route" where people ignored the adult content and focused on clearing the story; and the "pure love route" where people only took their favorite character and played through in a somewhat perverted way.

In the community, people following these three routes were constantly fighting and disparaging each other. In the ten months since the game's release, not a single clear record had been achieved due to its brutal difficulty, and it seemed like everyone was getting tired as the number of people preferring the hero route was gradually decreasing.

But not anymore.
Now that I've cleared the game, the news will soon be posted in the hall of fame, and it's certain that the community will be set ablaze with this topic.

Oh, by the way, I followed the pure love route focusing on story progression.
It was impossible to progress with just my favorite character in certain sections, so I reluctantly recruited some meta characters only for those parts.
Anyway, just as I was about to check my rewards after finally beheading the Demon Lord and before posting proof screenshots...

"Huh?"

I saw something unbelievable.

"The Demon Lord... the final boss... is broke?"

Despite the difficulty of defeating the Demon Lord, when I opened the treasure chest that dropped...
Nothing dropped from the final boss.
...That's right.
Even the final boss drop table was based on luck, faithfully showing the concept of a luck-based game that could go to hell.

"Huh... this is ridiculous, seriously."

The sense of achievement that had been sky-high just moments ago was now completely replaced by emptiness.

"I might as well finish the story at least."

Pushing back the urge to delete the game right away, I decided to at least get some revenge on the broke-ass Demon Lord.
After setting fire to the Demon Lord's castle and taking a screenshot for proof, I posted it on the community with the title 'Deleted this shit game' and then returned with my companion characters.

And as I watched the continuing story, I realized that rewards didn't matter anymore.
The collection book showed that there were 5 CG scenes left to obtain, and based on the story progression, returning home would lead to a confession to my favorite character, followed by a steamy night and a wedding ceremony. In other words, the remaining CGs were definitely...

"Gasp...! A marriage ending? A pure love pregnancy ending? I can't miss this!!"

After returning to the capital, I released the meta characters I had been temporarily using and watched the story of proposing to my favorite character, enjoyed the CG of their passionate night together, and then followed the story to the castle the next day.

-Ah... at last, the Hero has defeated the evil Demon Lord!!

The clueless princess approached my character who was with my favorite character and started talking.
Thinking that this princess had no business approaching me, who had conquered the final boss with a pure love one-trick while others were busy with harem training and hypnosis scenes, I continued skipping through the dialogue.

Then came the moment of the grand wedding ceremony at the capital's castle.
As I was looking forward to the wedding dress CG of my favorite character and watching the unskippable automatic cutscene, suddenly the video stopped and something appeared on the screen.
A gift box icon wrapped with a ribbon, and a letter beneath it.
When I clicked on the letter, it unfolded and enlarged, and inside was a single sentence.

-A gift from the developers!

Thinking they should give gifts after the ending credits, I cursed while clicking on the gift.
A dazzling light suddenly burst from the screen, startling me so much that I covered my eyes.

"Damn... what is this..."

Barely holding back the curses on the tip of my tongue, I opened my eyes and was slightly dazzled by the elaborate lighting on the ceiling.

"...Ceiling lights?"

A breeze that shouldn't be felt inside a room was blowing.

"Where... am I?"

My voice sounded strange too.

"Ah... behold, everyone. The Hero who will defeat the Demon Lord has descended upon this land thanks to your sacrifices."

A woman's voice with a strangely familiar tone came from beside me. When I turned my face, I couldn't hold back my curse.

"What the fuck..."

The princess who had been annoyingly talking to me on the monitor just moments ago was now standing in front of me in reality.
She definitely said "Hero."
The congratulatory message after clearing the final boss, that mysterious light from the monitor.
It was something I'd seen many times in manga and novels.

It seemed like I had fallen into the hellishly difficult roguelike adult game with a single coin.
Without even seeing my favorite character's wedding dress and pregnancy ending scenes.

"You should at least have shown me those..."

* *

Princess Emilia, who had won first place in the community popularity poll thanks to her recognition from an impressive number of CG scenes.
Although she lost first place in the second poll to the Saint due to her overwhelming performance discovered after the first poll, I could definitely understand why she had achieved first place based solely on appearance and CG.

Silver hair that seemed to shine brilliantly, ruby-red eyes that sparkled like gems. Add to that a well-proportioned body with pleasingly large breasts.
She had zero combat ability, making her garbage in terms of performance, but seeing her in reality, I could clearly understand why so many people were obsessed with her.
To be honest, she wasn't my favorite character, but I quietly made excuses to myself that as a man, it was inevitable that my eyes would be drawn to that porcelain-like skin and the cleavage that couldn't be hidden by her dress.

According to the story, a being known as the Demon Lord had appeared in this world and started threatening humanity. In response, the Empire of Ingris, founded by the first Hero, summoned a new hero.
Many magicians sacrificed their lives attempting to summon a hero from another world, and as a result, I appeared in this world as the Hero.
As the princess guided me while explaining what kind of world this was, I was quite surprised when I saw my reflection in a mirror we passed.

My build was good, but my height, which had been a complex at just over 170cm, was now over 180cm, and I had become a stunning blonde, blue-eyed handsome man.
While following her, I tried calling out for status screens or state windows both silently and in whispers, but nothing appeared, which made me a bit sad.

By the way, is this the kind of summoning where I can return? What happened to my body?
I had so many questions.

"This is the place, Hero."
"Ah, yes."

While I was lost in these thoughts, the princess and I arrived at our destination, and soon we entered a place where, as I remembered, the Emperor of the Empire was waiting on his throne.

"Oh... Emilia. Did you truly succeed?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. Although there were sacrifices of loyal magicians, they would all be pleased to know that the Hero has been successfully summoned."
"Express our utmost gratitude and respect to all those related to them."
"Thank you for your grace."

After the Emperor and princess exchanged words, the Emperor gestured to an attendant standing behind him.
The attendant carefully picked up a crystal orb of unknown origin and approached me.

"Hero. I am Vincent von Ingris, Emperor of this country, the only Empire of Ingris."
"...I am..."

Feeling a cognitive dissonance at the thought of giving the name Oh Han-su with this appearance, I quickly thought of another name, remembering the default name given when you don't set a character name.

"Ian. My name is Ian."
"A gift from the goddess... a good name. As you may have heard from the princess, a threat called the Demon Lord has come to this world. We tried to stop this calamity with our own power as much as possible, but it was beyond our capabilities, and according to tradition, we summoned you, a hero from another world, to borrow your strength."
"I see."
"You must have had your own life, and I apologize for summoning you so suddenly. It's hardly enough as an apology, but is there anything you desire?"
"It's alright. If there are people in trouble, helping them first is the duty of a human being. I just ask if I may make a request when I have something I wish for in the future, Your Majesty?"

I wanted to ask right away what had happened to my body and if I could return after defeating the Demon Lord.
But I had a feeling that saying those words in this place right now might lead to an irreversible situation.
It seemed like I would need to find out about that part myself as I progressed through the game.
The Emperor relaxed his serious expression and smiled as he spoke in response to my answer.

"Hoho... the more I look at you, the more impressive you seem. Would you consider meeting my daughter?"
"Father! Ah! I apologize, Your Majesty!"
"It's fine. These things happen. So, what do you think?"
"The princess is too good for someone like me."
"Hmm... that's a shame. Then let's discuss this matter later. Look at the orb beside you."

I rejected the offer knowing that accepting would lock me into the princess's pure love route, preventing me from even looking at other women, just as in the game script.
The Emperor, looking somewhat disappointed, told me to look at the orb that the attendant who had approached me earlier was holding.
This was an item I had never seen in the game.

"That orb is a relic left by the first Hero. It's a special treasure passed down through our royal family for generations. To the people of this world, it's just a useless orb, but if a person from another world places their hand on it and concentrates, they can observe themselves."

It seems to be a status window exclusively for people from other worlds.

"Try using it once."
"Yes, then..."

As I placed my hand on the orb and concentrated, something gradually began to appear above it.

* * * * * *
Name: Ian
Job: Hero
Attribute: Water

Stats
- Strength: 7
- Agility: 7
- Endurance: 7
- Intelligence: 3
- Magic Power: 7
- Luck: 99

Special Abilities
- Gift of the Goddess
- Sword Master
- Blessing of Blue Mana
* * * * * *

It was amazing, even setting aside the one strange stat number.
In Sacred Demon Chronicles, the maximum initial stat was 10, and an average stat of 7 was considered very high.
Since growth was adjusted based on initial stats in the game, the higher any stat was, the stronger you could become when you grew later.

While I was a bit offended that my intelligence was 3, as if it was dissing my actual intelligence...
What concerned me more was that luck stat.
In a game where the maximum was 10, suddenly seeing 99 made it seem like a bug, but since it was luck, should I just consider it a good thing?

The special abilities were also quite good.
Sword Master was an ability that made sword-related skills increase in proficiency at an incomparably faster rate than normal.

To explain the Blessing of Blue Mana, I need to explain about mana in this world.
First, every being in this world, without a single exception, is born with one of five attributes.
These attributes can be distinguished by the color of mana, divided into five types: Fire (red), Water (blue), Wind (green), Earth (brown), and Lightning (white).
Depending on the innate color of mana, there's a characteristic that enhances the efficiency and power of the corresponding type of magic.
The Blessing of Blue Mana is an ability that strengthens water attribute mana, providing additional bonuses when using water-based magic, similar to Sword Master.

Gift of the Goddess was an ability I had never seen before, either in the game or in the community, so I wasn't sure what it meant, but just looking at the other abilities, I could tell I was in a very good situation.
I remember that in the game, you could learn about unknown abilities by visiting a church statue and praying.

"Hero?"
"Ah, it seems only I can see this. As you said, my information has been quantified."

After I had been staring blankly at the orb with my hand on it for a while, the princess called out to me from the side.
I almost clicked my tongue at the NPC who was famous for rushing the story at every progression, but I barely held back, realizing I was in front of the Emperor.

"How is it, Hero?"
"Yes. It seems the information has appeared in a way that only I can understand, so it's difficult to explain, but at least I think I can be of help to this world."
"Haha! If you can help, that's good news. Listen! This is the Hero who will save our world! Prepare everything so that he can rest comfortably and then set out on his journey!"
"Then, Your Majesty. I shall escort the Hero."
"Do so."

Since we wouldn't be seeing each other often anyway, I bowed my head appropriately to the Emperor and followed the princess to my room.
After three days of choosing weapons, learning about the common sense of this world, and receiving some travel money, a map, and a few other precautions, my journey began.

I was curious about what had happened to my body and whether I could properly return, but...
After ten months of being completely absorbed in the game since my legs were shattered, I wanted to see my favorite character with my own eyes.

For that purpose, I recalled the game's memory once more and headed toward my first goal, the Holy Kingdom, remembering the shortcuts as best I could.
Due to the game's characteristics, the first heroine you meet becomes the main heroine for that playthrough, so I planned to meet her first and make her my companion.

* *

A Demon Lord, they say.
It gives me a headache.

It's been five years since I finally got some breathing room after using too much power to save Leila and then dealing with all the work that had piled up while I was focused on that.
Now they're talking about a Demon Lord.
I had hoped my cute Saint could just rest comfortably, but it seems she's prone to attracting trouble.

"So, what's the response from the mortal realm?"
"The Empire, the Holy Kingdom, and other nations are lending their strength to stop the Demon Lord's army, but it seems they're outmatched."
"What do you think we should do?"

The Archangel Ramiel, who was discussing this matter with me, seemed to have something she wanted to say.

"...Wouldn't it be faster and easier to just send the Saint?"
"Rejected."
"Sigh..."

I understand what she wants to say, but I didn't approve.
The current Leila has grown in a somewhat different direction than I expected, but she's genuinely happy and smiling as she lives her life, so I'm letting it be for now.
I'm occasionally tempted by the thought that if I called her, she would smile and resolve everything for my sake, but the love I gave her wasn't meant for her to clean up incidents and accidents.

"...I hear the Empire is preparing to summon a Hero."
"A Hero?"
"Yes. They've succeeded in restoring the data from the initial Hero summoning before the founding of the nation. They're now preparing the summoning materials and searching for a suitable candidate."

Hero summoning. An alchemy that should be impossible due to the world's rejection, anchoring a soul from another world into this one.
Summoned heroes usually possess strong abilities and show abnormal growth rates.
However, previous hero summonings had many unstable aspects, such as being ejected back to their original world midway or having insufficient abilities.
But if they have the data from the initial Hero's summoning, it must mean a perfected hero summoning.
Hearing this, a good idea came to mind.

"Then let's send Leila too."
"What? You've been so protective of your child, and suddenly you say this?"
"But only as support for the Hero's party. I'm thinking of letting her travel with the Hero for this opportunity."
"Sigh..."
"It would be awkward to create another Saint when Leila already exists. So I'm planning to give that quota to the Hero."
"Do as you please. What power do I have to stop you?"

Looking at that disrespectful angel who seemed tired and couldn't even distinguish between superior and subordinate anymore, I thought:
It seems I'll need to send Ramiel on a vacation soon after this matter is resolved.
To Hell.

"Hmm~♪ Hmm~♪ What would be a good gift for our cute Saint~"

It's said that blessed couples are always born in Hero parties.
Since she was still a child who hadn't realized her own feelings, I made some plans, hoping she would end up with a boy her own age rather than a man nearly twice her age.
If I created an ability that could give her whatever she liked at any time, wouldn't she quickly fall for him?
If I made physical contact a condition for using the ability, they would get close quickly, right?

While I was at it, I decided to interfere with the Hero selection process as well.
Since this person could potentially become Leila's partner, I thought it would be nice if they had a pure soul.
Fortunately, they were searching in a world I was familiar with, so I received a little help from the angels there.

I truly had no idea.
That the result of what I had done out of curiosity would turn out like that.

Ch.11 - Hero Summoning
Ramiel, the capital of the Holy Kingdom, named after the archangel who serves God.
Befitting its reputation as the capital of the Holy Kingdom, the city was always vibrant and filled with a bright atmosphere.

However.

According to the rule that where there is light, there must also be shadow.
Even the Holy Kingdom had its troublesome areas.

The red-light districts that exist on the outskirts of any city were always problematic, and the Holy Kingdom was no exception.
The only difference might be that, as befitting the capital of the Holy Kingdom, there were abandoned churches scattered throughout.

Inside one such abandoned church.

A woman in white nun's attire was kneeling alone before a divine statue, offering prayers.
Her mint-green hair, uncovered by a veil, was meticulously braided down to her hips,
and her flawless, jade-like skin would have stirred the hearts of many men.

The peculiar thing was that her nun's outfit was far more revealing than usual.
For some reason, the sleeves had been cut off, exposing her shoulders and armpits, with the severed arm parts secured at the upper arm with belts to maintain their function.
Unlike typical nun's habits that conceal the legs, hers was boldly slit on both sides, revealing beautiful legs and provocative hips.
Her exposed legs were covered with stockings up to her thighs—a design that could never be seen in conventional attire.
The form-fitting design unfortunately emphasized her modest chest.

Another peculiarity was that while crosses on religious garments are typically white or gold, the cross embroidered on the white habit of the nun praying in the church was...

Red.

The nun, seemingly finished with her prayers, slowly rose. Despite her mature aura, she was somewhat short in stature.
With her eyes still closed, caressing the rosary around her neck with one hand, she addressed those who had entered the church and were quietly observing her, in a beautiful voice.

"When will you come forward?"

Simultaneously, purple energy began to surge from various corners of the church.

"Attack!"

-Whoosh!

Seven puppets flew toward the nun.

"Forgiveness for the sinners, salvation for the sufferers, and for evil..."
-Smooch.

Even as she heard the sounds of the attack, the nun calmly kissed the rosary in her hand and opened her eyes. In her brilliantly shining golden pupils...
A red cross was engraved.

"Judgment."



* *

"...Saint, please keep your hands raised properly."
"Hiing."

This is unfair. I haven't done anything wrong.
To celebrate my return to the capital after a long time, I just rounded up and eliminated the devil worshippers in the red-light district, thinking the Director would be pleased.
I never expected to be punished like this.

"How old are you now, Saint, to still be making sounds like 'hiing'?"
"...Twenty-two."
"......Sigh...."

I was quite confident in my aegyo that everyone else seemed to love, but it apparently had the opposite effect on the Director, who slapped his forehead and sighed, making me feel a bit sorry.
Still, I think this treatment is unjust.

"If you're tired, shall I help you relax?"
"Rather than helping me relax, I'd prefer if you'd please stop creating situations that make me tired in the first place."
"Aw~ What do you mean, 'situations that make you tired'? You've always said the devil worshippers in the red-light district were bothersome. So I just gathered them up and dealt with them on my way here..."
"...Saint."
"Yes?"

I don't feel guilty at all.

"I said the devil worshippers were bothersome, not that the churches and buildings in the red-light district were bothersome."
"..."

That's not my fault, is it?

"I think the buildings are at fault for collapsing against a fragile, unarmed girl like me. The Goddess would surely agree. Next time, they should build them more sturdily!"
"...Hnngh!"

The Director of the Inquisition, Sir Soleil, who had been holding his eyes with one hand, sighed and looked up at the sky before extending his hand in front of my forehead and making a fist.
No way? Is he going to hit a Saint?
Why is he putting strength into his fingers? This is sacrilege!

-Thwack!
"Eek!"

Ouch! He hit me! I don't know what part of me deserves to be hit so casually.
It's been 15 years since our first meeting, and Sir Soleil treats me too roughly these days, which makes me feel depressed.

"Just keep your hands raised properly. Your activities as an Inquisitor are suspended for the time being. The suspension will last until my mood improves."

The Director quickly silences my attempt to protest this abuse of authority.

"This has been approved by His Holiness the Pope, so I won't accept any objections."
"Then...then!"

I'll use my once-a-month Goddess chance!

'Is this my fault, Goddess?'
-...Leila. I'm busy right now, didn't I ask you to limit this to once every two or three months if possible?
'But Sir Soleil has been so cold to me lately.'
-Sigh... I don't know what you see in that disheveled old man...
'It's not like that. So, is this my fault?'
-Yes. You're at fault, Leila. So keep your hands raised properly as a sign of repentance.
'Hiing.'

"You see? That's what happens when you keep bothering a busy person with such trivial matters."
"Wait, can you hear the Goddess's voice too, Director? What a joyous occasion this is."
"My faith may be insufficient to hear directly, but I can understand the situation just by looking at your expression."
"Liar."
"Don't try to sneakily lower your hands. Keep them raised properly."
"Tch."

Since the Goddess also told me to keep my hands raised properly, I decided to maintain my posture and continue my punishment.

That's right.
It's been 15 years since the day I vowed to become a true Saint.

I managed to digest the hardcore education that Sister Teresa had sworn would take at least five years in just three years.
The corrected speech pattern I acquired during that education has become so ingrained in my body and mind that my previous way of speaking now feels awkward, which is a bit regrettable.
After that, I began training to become a Holy Knight under Sir Soleil.
The physical capabilities of this body, blessed and loved by the Goddess, displayed such remarkable performance that even Sir Soleil, who had intended to make me give up quickly, was astonished.
I was appointed as a Holy Knight at the youngest age of 14, and at 18, I defeated Sir Soleil and officially became an Inquisitor of the Inquisition.
And finally, at 21, last year, I rose to the position of Lead Inquisitor Holy Knight.

I made truly painstaking efforts to overcome Sir Soleil, who had been determined to make me a regular Holy Knight rather than an Inquisitor.

Anyway, as time passed, Sir Soleil transformed from a handsome young man into a middle-aged man.
It seems his appearance doesn't appeal to many people, as I've noticed contempt in the eyes of some who look at the Director lately, which makes me a bit sad.
Although he's retired from active duty, there are still only a handful of people who could defeat him, excluding myself.
I once suggested that if he would just shave his beard and tidy his hair a bit, he might look like his old self for about five seconds, so there was no reason for him to be dismissed as an "old man" like that.
But in response, he deliberately presented me with an even messier beard and greasy, unwashed hair, which annoyed me.
Since then, I haven't mentioned his appearance again.
Still, I sometimes worry whether it's appropriate for a cleric serving the Goddess to look like that.

You might wonder why he's the Director of the Inquisition?
After being defeated by me, Sir Soleil tried to quietly retire and escape, but soon my grandfather came, grabbed him by the collar, and forcibly seated him as the Director of the Inquisition, saying:

'I'll kill you.'

Ah, that's not right.

'You lost the bet, so you must follow my words, Sir Soleil.'

They must have wagered something important, as my grandfather spoke to Sir Soleil with such killing intent that I misunderstood their conversation.
Of course, since gambling is bad, I hugged my grandfather and told him to refrain from betting in the future, which quickly improved his mood.

Anyway, I've stopped being deceived and have been acting as I please to make myself happy.
I've been living as an exemplary Saint, occasionally conversing with the Goddess after she finishes her busy tasks.

Although many people seem to sigh and say I've become less mature compared to my childhood, that must be my imagination, right?

"If you've reflected enough, you may lower your hands."
"Yes~"

As I was lost in thought, Sir Soleil soon told me I could lower my arms, and shortly after, my grandfather entered without knocking.

"We greet His Holiness the Pope."
"We've known each other for years, yet you remain so formal, Sir."
"That's just my personality."
"Grandfather~"
"Yes, my dear. I hear you've caused trouble again today?"
"That's not true..."
"Today she demolished one church in the red-light district and three other abandoned buildings. Fortunately, there were no casualties."
"..."

Grandfather's eyes grew cold.
But I wish I had a chance to explain myself.

"If I had my staff, the buildings would have been fine."
"I'm starting to think demolishing buildings is the better option."
"That's exactly what I wanted to say."
"What do you think should be done, Sir?"
"I'd like to melt that damned staff in a furnace..."
"No way. If you do that, I don't know what I might do. This is a warning."
"...is what I'd like to do, but as you can see."
"Ahem..."

I'm getting heated watching them discuss melting someone else's weapon.
But you know what? That staff is our masterpiece, created through two years of dedicated effort by myself and the church's craftsmen!
Melting it at will would be a great loss to the entire church and an insult to the craftsmen's efforts.

Don't you think both Sir Soleil and Grandfather are treating me too harshly these days?

"Anyway, the staff is still off-limits."

I had planned to use my aegyo on Grandfather to get it back, but it didn't seem like it would be easy.

"Hmm, hmm. Let's leave it at that."
"Yes, Your Holiness. By the way, what brings you here today? I was planning to send the Saint to you soon."
"While Leila is important, I came today on business."
"Business?"
"The Empire has sent word that they will soon summon a Hero."

It seems the inevitable has come.

"Leila, you probably already know about this, but I'll explain it again."
"Yes."
"When the Hero is summoned, a special unit called the Hero's Party will be formed to defeat the Demon Lord, and you, as the Saint, are expected to be a member."
"I... still think it would be faster if I just went to defeat the Demon Lord alone."

I'm not sure how strong the Hero will be, and if they're unfamiliar with combat or weak, they might become a burden instead.

"That won't do. You've heard the divine prophecy, haven't you?"
"Yes, but..."

That's right.
The only reason I've been staying put despite the appearance of the Demon Lord is because of the prophecy.
Unlike other times when the Goddess spoke directly to me, this was a publicly proclaimed prophecy.
After interpreting the content that no one would understand just by hearing it, this is what it meant:

"The Demon Lord can only be killed by the Hero."

When I later asked the Goddess about it, she told me to follow along and see for myself.
She said not to worry about the Demon Lord and just help the Hero's Party become strong enough.
She mentioned that this Demon Lord is meticulous, so threats beyond the Hero's Party's capabilities might appear, and I should only step in then.
In summary, it means babysitting.

Indeed, I've occasionally gone to the frontlines, but the Demon Lord is so meticulous that he keeps sending decoys to areas where firepower is concentrated, using annoying tactics that tire everyone out.
If he knows that his fate is to be killed by the Hero alone, that petty person might act that way.

"Anyway, the Hero will soon be summoned by the Empire, and when that happens, he will likely come to meet you, the Saint, first. So for the time being, stop your activities, pray, and wait."
"Yes~"

So the suspension was just an excuse.
I thought the punishment seemed excessive compared to usual, but this was the reason.

* *

Some time later.

I heard that the Hero had been summoned by the Empire.
I also heard that after taking a brief rest, he headed toward the Holy Kingdom.

And.
A month has passed since the time the so-called Hero was scheduled to arrive.

The Hero has still...
not arrived.

Ch.12 - Flat
"The Empire announced that the hero has departed for the Holy Kingdom.
However, despite the fact that the hero should have arrived within a month even without using a portal, he still hasn't arrived after two months have passed.

....
I feel a bit annoyed.

If I hadn't received any news, I would have suspected that the Demon King had already noticed the hero's appearance and sent assassins to attack him.
Ironically, I hear he entered the Holy Kingdom just fine.

It's just that his first destination wasn't the church, but the Red Tower of Magic located within the Holy Kingdom.

Magic Tower.
Red, Blue, Green, White, Brown.
Groups of mages specialized in five different mana attributes.
In this world, everyone is born with one of these five mana attributes without exception.
Not having a specialized attribute doesn't mean you can't use magic of other systems, but mages naturally divide into schools according to their attributes.
That's how mages of the same system gathered to form groups, competing with each other to accumulate knowledge, eventually becoming what we now call Magic Towers.

Among them is the Red Tower, home to those born with fire mana who specialize in flame magic.
It's located in a clearly visible spot here in Ramiel, the capital of the Holy Kingdom.

According to rumors, he went there to recruit a mage as a companion.
But looking at all the information, it seems he just went there to hit on a woman.

This so-called hero, who arrived about two weeks earlier than expected and headed straight to the Red Tower,
has apparently been following around a female mage.

Am I asking if he's still trying to seduce that mage?
Sigh... According to my investigation, the mage has quite a shy personality and had been avoiding the hero who was following her.
After various incidents over about two weeks, it seems the two of them are now getting along quite well.
In other words,
Excluding the two weeks spent recruiting the mage as a companion, they've spent a month just flirting with each other.

Unable to tolerate this any longer, I went to see my grandfather.

"I've come to see His Holiness the Pope."
"Yes, Your Holiness. The Saint has come to see you!"
-Let her in.
"Yes! Saint, please enter."
"May the Lord's grace be with you."
"Thank you for your blessing."

After thanking the knight who opened the door and casting a simple blessing of good fortune,
I entered the familiar office and approached my grandfather, who was frowning while processing documents, as if something was troubling him.

"Your Holiness."
"Do as you please."
"...How did you know what I was going to say?"
"I told you, I didn't become Pope by playing chess."
"Haa... Grandfather, really."

As if he already knew what I wanted to say, he told me to do as I pleased without hesitation. Feeling guilty for calling him "Your Holiness" out of spite when I usually don't, I started massaging his shoulders.

"Hoho... With your personality, it's impressive you've held out this long. No need to feel sorry for me, just go."
"Thank you, Grandfather."
"Yes. You'll be back soon anyway, so we can discuss the rest when you return."
"Yes. Then, I'll be off."

Leaving my grandfather's office, I headed not to my room or the chapel where I'd spent my time, but outside the papal residence.
It hurts my pride, but to reduce the sacrifices at the front lines where people are fighting with all their might even now,
I plan to find the hero and drag him back myself.

Before going to find the hero, I stopped by my room to check my attire, then put on my veil and set out.
As I walked, I could hear people whispering about me.

'I heard the Saint hasn't visited since the hero came to the Holy Kingdom.'
'Oh, how pitiful. She must be heartbroken, even though the goddess surely meant them to be together...'
'First being targeted by that Orc Priest, and now being stood up by the hero, how can she have such bad luck with men....'

-Crack.

I must endure.
I wanted to correct their frivolous thinking that reduced world-saving matters to mere romance,
but I know that the bishops who adore me and my grandfather have been conspiring to spread these rumors.

Even though I've said I have no interest in the concept of romance.
Perhaps because I lived as a man in my previous life, I'm not even sure who I should like.
I've even asked the goddess about it, embarrassing as it was, but she only said I should do as I please, whether I like men or women...
Since becoming this body, I've been so focused on studying and training that I haven't particularly craved anything sexual, nor do I have any interest, but the gazes around me are becoming burdensome.
By the way, Orc Priest? I don't remember meeting such a strange being... what could that be about?

Anyway, looking at the current situation, it seems that even though they knew I would regularly pray at the chapel in my spare time, they deliberately told me to stay put,
probably intending to portray me as eagerly waiting for the hero.

Really, it's infuriating.

Still, as a Saint, I can't just go around expressing irritation freely, so I calmed myself and headed toward where the hero might be.
According to the reports I received, he should be near the fountain in the square by now.

* *

Having gone through countless grinding sessions to achieve the first clear of Holy Magic War Chronicles, I quickly arrived at the Holy Kingdom using shortcuts already ingrained in my mind, though the difference was that I had to travel with my own feet rather than in a game.
Upon arriving at the Holy Kingdom, the standard play would be to visit the church and recruit the Saint, the most overpowered character in the game, but I changed my destination slightly because I planned to focus on the pure love route.
To meet Milia, the flame mage who was eternally my favorite character.

Of course, Holy Magic War Chronicles was a roguelike game, so recruiting companions also required luck.
However, some characters remained in fixed locations until certain story progress was made.
For example, the Empire's princess, the Holy Kingdom's Saint, and some mages affiliated with the Magic Towers.
They were programmed to be encountered at least once in fixed locations during the early story, and only if you didn't recruit them during the initial encounter would they move in random patterns later.
Among them, I had already rejected the princess, and the Saint would wait for me until the moment I headed to the church, so without worry, I headed to the Red Tower located in the Holy Kingdom.

After visiting the Red Tower and saying I was looking for the mage Milia, the gatekeeper looked at my face briefly and told me to wait.
Not long after, the tower entrance opened, and she appeared.
It was an unforgettable sight.
About 170cm tall with wavy reddish-brown hair reaching her shoulders, bright red eyes, and a gentle-looking face that was cute.
Contrary to her seemingly dull first impression, she had a perfect figure with curves in all the right places and a profile size listed as D-cup.
Wearing a black aristocratic suit with purple accents and a purple robe, with no exposure at all.
She looked exactly as I remembered my favorite character.

"Um... I heard you were looking for me...?"
"Hello, Miss Mage."
"Yes... so... what brings you here...?"

Seeing her looking at me with cautious eyes due to her shy personality, I felt my heart racing at the sight of my favorite character moving before my eyes.
Worried that my heartbeat would be audible if I opened my mouth, but knowing that this cautious mage would surely run away if I remained silent,
I showed her the killer hero smile I had practiced on my way to the Holy Kingdom and spoke.

"My name is Ian. I came here because I have something I really want to tell you."
"...Um... could you please stay where you are and talk from there?"

That's right. Any other mage would never come out personally and would invite guests in.
But because she was shy and cautious, she couldn't bear having strangers enter her quarters, so she came out herself.

"Miss Mage, would you join me on a journey to save the world?"
"Eek! You're crazy! Gatekeeper! Please throw him out!"
"...Miss Mage?"
"I... I may have this kind of personality, but... I'm not stupid enough to fall for such a... scam...!"

Ah, I think I might get a nosebleed.
She was a character who, despite being shy, was full of righteousness, afraid of others yet saying what needed to be said, and showing a smile and proactive attitude only to those she became close with—that gap was what made her lovable.
Her plea to the gatekeeper to throw me out, thinking I was a scammer, was too cute to bear.
Still, at this rate, I might end up in jail, so I decided to use a bit of authority.
I carefully took out the token I had received before leaving the Empire from my pocket and showed it to the gatekeeper.

"I am the hero."
"Huh...!"
"What...?"

Both the gatekeeper, who had been glaring at me fiercely, and Milia, who had been raising her guard, froze simultaneously.

"The hero summoned from the Empire. That's me."
"Hero...!"
"Eh... ehhh...?"
"Shh. Since it wouldn't be good if my identity became known, please keep this a secret."
"Yes!"
"Hueek..."
"Now, Miss Mage. Has it been proven that my proposal is not a scam?"
"Yesss."

Seeing Milia flustered, looking as if steam might burst from her head at any moment due to the unexpected revelation, I pressed for an answer.

"I... I... I need time to think, so please visit again tomorrow!"
"Huh? Huhhh?"

After spitting out words like a machine gun, she fled back into the tower, leaving me to make confused noises.

* *

Afterward, I successfully opened Milia's heart and recruited her as a companion by reviving memories of how I had pursued her pure love route.
I had a bit of trouble finding her as she ran away for a while after learning I was the hero, but after experiencing a few incidents, we quickly became close, and I worked hard to raise her affection.
Spending time with her and seeing her cute sides made me wonder if I really needed to embark on a journey to defeat a Demon King I probably couldn't catch anyway, so I continued spending time with her until now.

"Hey, Ian."
"Hmm?"

I smiled at Milia, who called me, feeling moved that I had opened her heart and even succeeded in confessing a few days ago, becoming lovers.

"Shouldn't we start our journey now?"
"Journey?"
"Yes. I know you've been staying here for my sake... but I think the longer we wait, the more people will suffer..."

She was right. It seemed like it was time to depart.

"You're right. We should leave now. But since we're going on a journey, let's take some time to prepare carefully."
"Mm-hmm."

Just as I thought I had bought a few more days...

"I'm glad."

A cold voice came from right behind me.
Even though we were talking near the fountain in the noisy square, I hadn't sensed anyone approaching until they were right next to me.

"At least you seem to be aware that you are the hero."

I turned my head toward the source of the voice.
A nun I had never seen before was standing there.
About 160cm tall, with unusual light green hair. Her eyes were closed as she smiled, so I couldn't see her pupils, but she was a beauty who wouldn't lose even to Emilia, the Empire's princess.
Was there such a character?

"Gasp...!"

The nun's outfit had so much exposure that I wondered if she was really a nun, and her attire was distinctly different from a typical nun's habit—from the veil on her head to her shoes, everything was white, giving her an otherworldly appearance. I was thinking she might be some kind of concept nun, but Milia's reaction beside me was strange.
Come to think of it, despite walking around in such attire, the gazes from those around her were strangely filled with only familiarity and affection, with no dark emotions like lust at all.

"S-Saint!"

Saint? Where is the Saint?
I recalled the appearance of the Saint I remembered from the game.
She was definitely a bit taller than the nun before me, with lavender hair and green eyes, with breasts so large they were called "Saint Mama's Mercy Pouch" in the community.
Breasts with such overwhelming volume that even the loose black nun's habit couldn't conceal them—there's no way the Saint wouldn't be noticeable.
Something was off.

"Where are you looking?"

As I looked around trying to find the Saint, the nun from earlier asked me again.
How does she know I'm looking around when her eyes are closed?

"No, it's just... when they said 'Saint,' I was wondering where she came from..."
"Hmm..."

Responding to my answer with a curious voice, she looked at me and opened her eyes.
In her golden eyes that bloomed fully, there was a pattern that seemed familiar.
A stigmata similar to the cross pattern that symbolized the Saint, which I remembered being engraved on Dorothy's left hand.

"Wh-what?"
"Nice to meet you, hero from another world. My name is Leila. Though inadequate, I hold the position of Saint."

The Saint, who was supposed to have the best performance and the biggest chest,
had been changed to a character with a flat chest I'd never seen before.

"Since it seemed you couldn't find your way to the church, I came to escort you personally."

It had been a game with impossible difficulty.
But I thought it might somehow be possible since I had experience defeating the Demon King.
However, that hope was now shattered.

* *

The hero I met in person...
Seemed to be a rather problematic type.

While his body appeared to be well-trained,
his gait, gestures, and all other physical movements were far from those of a trained individual.

Surely, his body must have been reconstructed during the summoning.
He's the type who relies solely on his given abilities and never puts in effort.
And that look in his eyes... sigh. Let's not even go there.

Quietly observing, I thought the mage he recruited as a companion seemed more promising.
Looking at her eyes, she seemed to have completely fallen for this so-called hero, which is a waste for someone like him.
But love is a personal freedom, so I decided not to interfere.

The mage was trying to persuade the hero, asking if people weren't suffering while they were resting.
Out of respect for her efforts, I decided to wait a moment for the hero to respond.

I thought he might refuse to go altogether, but he seemed to at least know his duty and agreed to go, which made me sigh as I interjected.

"I'm glad."

I thought he might resist and refuse to go.

"At least you seem to be aware that you are the hero."
"Gasp...! S-Saint!"

The mage beside me and the people around seemed to recognize me.
It would be stranger if they didn't.
But...
The hero's reaction was odd.
He did react to the word "Saint" that the mage exclaimed,
but he started looking around as if the Saint he knew was someone else.
Combined with how he arrived in just two weeks when the map suggested it would take a month,
and how he somehow knew about the Magic Tower despite just arriving in this world,
I began to feel concerned.

"Where are you looking?"
"No, it's just... when they said 'Saint,' I was wondering where she came from..."
"Hmm..."

He seems convinced that I couldn't possibly be the Saint.
To confirm my suspicion, I deliberately opened my eyes, which I had been keeping closed, and looked at him.

"Wh-what?"
"Nice to meet you, hero from another world. My name is Leila. Though inadequate, I hold the position of Saint."

Seeing his obvious shock upon seeing my eyes, I was certain.
He...
Knows about this world.
And in great detail.

"Since it seemed you couldn't find your way to the church, I came to escort you personally."

For now, since there are many people here, I decided to escort him to the church and then conduct a thorough investigation.
To determine if he is truly our ally.
It seems this will be quite an interesting journey.

Ch.13 - Game World
I returned to the church with the warrior who couldn't gather his wits and the mage who, as reported, was uncomfortable around me, someone she was meeting for the first time.

After bringing the two to the reception room and telling them to wait a moment, I headed to Grandfather's office.
Upon arrival, I told the knight guarding the door that it was fine, then knocked directly.

*Knock knock*
"Grandfather, it's me."
-Come in.

After bowing to the knight guarding the door, I opened it and approached Grandfather.

"I'm back, Grandfather."
"Welcome back. How is the hero?"
"He seems rather useless."
"Hmm..."

I briefly reported to Grandfather what I had observed while following the two.
His lack of will, and that indifferent gaze when looking at anyone other than the mage.
Though I only saw him briefly, he disappointed me more than I had imagined.

"I think he won't even match the level of those fighting on the front lines."
"You're worried."
"So, if possible, I'd like you to see him yourself, Grandfather. I'm still inexperienced at judging people."
"Hehe."
"I hope I'm wrong."

Originally, I was scheduled to meet them at the evening welcome reception, but seeing the hero with more problems than I had imagined,
I asked Grandfather.
To meet them in advance.

"Alright. Let's go see them now."
"Thank you, Grandfather."
"It's nothing. It's a request from my beloved granddaughter."
"Hehe."

Feeling his hand patting my head, I escorted Grandfather to the reception room.

*Knock knock*
"Hero. It's Leila. May I come in?"
-Yes... yes!

Hearing the voice from inside, I opened the door, let Grandfather enter first, then followed and closed the door.
I sighed at the dumbfounded expression that appeared on his face as soon as he saw Grandfather entering with me.
That face is like an advertisement saying, "I know you very well."

"Pleased to meet you, Hero. I am Augustus, currently serving as the Pope of this Holy Nation, humble as I may be."
"Ah... yes! Your Eminence...?"
"Sigh... In formal settings, one would address me as 'Your Holiness,' but you need not adhere to our etiquette, Hero. 'Pope' is sufficient."
"Yes..."
"So, what is your name, Hero?"
"Leila, that's impolite."
"...I'm sorry."

Finding his demeanor displeasing no matter how I looked at him, I urged him to show some manners since Grandfather had introduced himself, even though he already knew who he was from written reports.
Grandfather reprimanded me as if telling me not to be too harsh, so I took a step back.

"...I apologize. My name is Ian, summoned from another world and assigned the role of hero for now."
"I... I am Milia, a mage from the Red Tower!"

Both of them seem very uncomfortable around me.

"Grandfather. Since I seem to be making them uncomfortable, I'll go help with the preparations for dinner."
"Go ahead."

Seeing how they were visibly wary of me, it seemed difficult for Grandfather to have a comfortable conversation.
Although I was curious about what would be discussed, I decided to leave for now.

* * *

Following the self-proclaimed saint, Leila—a girl with a surprisingly sharp aura and intimidating presence despite her small stature—
I was able to enter what I recognized as the reception room I'd seen a few times in the game.
After she told us to wait a moment and left, I asked Milia about something I was curious about.

"Milia."
"Uh... yes?"
"Was that nun just now really the Saint?"

I saw the stigmata in her eyes, but I wanted to consider the possibility that such stigmata might appear on multiple people.

"Umm... Ian doesn't know much, I see. That person just now is this generation's Saint."
"...There are no other Saints?"
"At least as far as I know, I haven't heard of any other Saint existing since the church announced her twelve years ago. Is there a problem?"
"...No. It just feels strange that someone so small is the Saint."
"But the Saint is older than me, you know?"
"Huh?"

That person who looked at most 15 years old?
How old could she possibly be?
Although Milia sometimes appears more mature than her age, that person is older than 19-year-old Milia?

"When I saw her at the Saint's inauguration ceremony twelve years ago, she was 10, so... she must be 22 now."
"What...?"
"She looks really young, right? Unlike someone like me, she's small and cute. I'm so envious."
"I think Milia is the best."
"Don't say such embarrassing things..."

Milia, who has a complex about her body because she likes small and cute things, seemed to quite like that woman called the Saint.
But twelve years have passed?
In the game, Dorothy, the Saint, was only announced as the Saint two years before the game's starting point.
I definitely remember that according to the setting, Saints bearing the stigmata of the Holy One appear at intervals ranging from hundreds of years at most to decades at least.
Moreover, the setting book stated that the stigmata appears and manifests its power only after one becomes an adult.
And what about the location of the stigmata? While playing the game, I saw many NPCs with stigmata, but never once did I see stigmata in the eyes.
Everything felt out of place.
However.
It was clear that she wouldn't have the overpowered abilities that Dorothy was said to possess, boasting the greatest holy power in history.
That meant we absolutely couldn't defeat the Demon King.
Because.
One of the clear conditions was to isolate the Demon King using the Saint's overpowered holy power.
As I was thinking about this, I soon heard someone knocking on the door.

*Knock knock*
-Hero. It's Leila. May I come in?
"Yes... yes!"

When the door opened, in came an elderly man whose appearance was somehow familiar, followed by Leila the Saint.

"Pleased to meet you, Hero. I am Augustus, currently serving as the Pope of this Holy Nation, humble as I may be."

That's right. I belatedly remembered that this old man was called by that name.
At the mention of Pope, I hurriedly tried to show proper respect, but I couldn't remember how to address a Pope.
Pope? Your Majesty the Pope? That's not right, for someone high in religious hierarchy...

"Ah... yes! Your Eminence...?"
"Sigh... In formal settings, one would address me as 'Your Holiness,' but you need not adhere to our etiquette, Hero. 'Pope' is sufficient."
"Yes..."

Leila had been snapping at me since she first saw me, clearly displeased about something.
Could she be a tsundere type heroine?

"So, what is your name, Hero?"
"Leila, that's impolite."
"...I'm sorry."

The Pope restrained her as she continued to berate me.
As the pressuring atmosphere seemed to subside, I started introducing myself before getting scolded again.

"...I apologize. My name is Ian, summoned from another world and assigned the role of hero for now."
"I... I am Milia, a mage from the Red Tower!"

Milia was adorable, trembling while holding onto the edge of my clothes as she introduced herself, not being the type to stand in front of others.

"Grandfather. Since I seem to be making them uncomfortable, I'll go help with the preparations for dinner."
"Go ahead."

Sensing that we were uncomfortable with her presence, Leila left, and I unconsciously let out a sigh.

"Phew..."
"Hehe... You seem quite exhausted."
"Gasp...! I'm sorry! That's not it..."
"It's alright. She's not usually like that, but with many things to worry about lately, she might have been a bit harsh with you, Hero. I'll tell her to apologize later, so please don't take it too hard."
"No... it's fine."

Looking at the Pope smiling kindly at me, the chill I felt until just now disappeared like a lie.
Glancing sideways, I could see Milia felt the same way.
After inviting us to sit comfortably, the Pope took a seat opposite us, and I spoke.

"Um... excuse me, but is Leila really the Saint?"
"Yes. She serves as the one and only Saint of the church. She's become a bit more lively compared to her childhood, but even that side of her is pleasant to see."

If even the Pope says this, it truly means that Dorothy either doesn't exist in this world or, if she does, she's certainly not the Saint.

"But you called her 'Grandfather'?"

In my memory, the relationship between the Pope and Dorothy was just that of colleagues in the same workplace.

"Yes. Due to various circumstances, I adopted her as my granddaughter when she was young."
"I see..."
"Hehe. Now, would it be alright if this old man asked you a few questions?"
"Yes. Ask anything you like."
"How much do you know?"

I quickly stood up from my seat, wary of the Pope.
"How much"—meaning he's already figured out that I know about this world.
This was a situation that could go very wrong depending on my answer.

"There's no need to be so cautious. For someone who's only been in this world for barely two months, you seem to know quite a lot."
"What do you mean by that...?"
"For us, it's good if you know a lot. If Leila had known, you might have been in some danger."

If Leila had known, it would have been dangerous.
That meant there could be dangerous situations in the future if Leila found out.
Before I could ask how, his mouth opened again.

"I often tell Leila this as well, but I didn't win the position of Pope in a game of chess. I have a certain eye for things."

Come to think of it, I remembered that he was known for resolving many issues with his exceptional insight among past Popes.
Since he didn't seem to be an enemy, I sat back down to continue the conversation.

"...I happened to come across some information about this world in my original world."
"I see. Then how much do you know about the Demon King?"
"...That he is an extremely meticulous being. That he has subordinates called the Four Heavenly Kings, and their armies are threatening the entire continent even now."
"It seems you know the basics, so let's move on."

*Gulp*

"Hero, what do you plan to do from now on?"
"...For now, I should travel. I lack strength at present, so I plan to grow stronger and gather more companions."
"Hmm..."

Holding Milia's anxious hand beside me, I shared my thoughts.
To return to my original world, I would probably need to defeat the Demon King.
Even if I couldn't return, I would need to defeat the Demon King to live in this world.
Thinking about the hellish difficulty level had made me want to escape reality, but during my time with Milia, I made up my mind.
If I couldn't see Milia's wedding dress and pure love pregnancy ending in the game, I would make it happen myself.
I might not be able to use Dorothy as bait, but now that I knew the prerequisites for defeating the Demon King, I could find another way.
After all, in a game world, I thought it would be acceptable to use a few people as bait.

"I understand. You must be tired after dealing with my granddaughter's petulance as soon as you arrived. Please rest for a while. There will be a modest welcome ceremony in the evening, and I'll send someone to inform you when it's ready."
"Thank you."
"Th-thank you."
"Then, I'll take my leave."

With that, the Pope left the reception room.

"Haaaaaah~"
"Hueeee~"

Milia and I collapsed onto the sofa as the tension drained from us.

"That was no joke..."
"...Yeah."

Milia was right—it really was no joke.
Isn't a Saint supposed to be a priest?
Earlier, I hadn't noticed her presence until she spoke.
And what about that chill I felt until we reached the reception room?
Isn't a Saint supposed to be a symbol of compassion who comforts people with prayer?

"Milia."
"Hmm?"
"Do you know anything else about the Saint?"
"Umm... I heard she's very kind and forgives even sinners if they repent."
"And?"

That doesn't match the image I just saw at all, but it seems to be the general image of a Saint.

"Come to think of it, I heard she also holds the position of Holy Knight... but I don't think I've heard of her being active in that role."
"Didn't you say she was a Saint? But also a Holy Knight?"
"Yes. I heard the Saint also received the title of Holy Knight in the past. I only heard it as a rumor, so I don't know if it's true."
"Being a Holy Knight doesn't seem like an easy thing..."
"But Holy Knights all wear shining armor and carry weapons, and they say no one has ever seen the Saint doing that. So it might just be a rumor."

Indeed, the Holy Knights I knew definitely wore pure white armor as a symbol when outside.
And a knight without a weapon?
That definitely seemed like a false rumor.

"But you said she's kind..."
"Huu... she was scary..."
"...I think I know why."

As we talked, a plausible reason came to mind.

"...I think it might be because of me..."
"Why Ian?"
"Well, actually..."

I explained to Milia that my first destination from the Empire should have been the Holy Nation to become companions with the Saint, and that I had heard the Holy Nation was preparing based on an oracle about the Saint...at least I think that's what I heard.
Honestly, I was so excited about meeting Milia that I hadn't remembered this until just now.

"Eek... so the Saint has been waiting for Ian all this time?"
"...I guess so."
"Ha... wawawa... and she must know that Ian hasn't come to find her all this time because of me... what should I do...?"
"...Let's apologize together."
"...Okay."

For now, there was still quite some time until dinner.
Since we were at the church, I thought I should resolve my curiosity about special abilities.

"I'm going to look around the church a bit. What will you do, Milia?"
"I'll rest... I'm too exhausted..."
"Okay. I'll be back soon."
"Mm-hmm. Take care."

Smiling at Milia sprawling messily on the sofa, I headed outside the reception room.
I remembered that if you pray in front of the deity statue in the church's chapel, you can learn about the effects of special abilities.

"Excuse me..."
"Yes, brother?"
"Could you tell me where the nearest chapel is? I'd like to pray for a moment..."
"You are a devout brother. The chapel is straight ahead that way."
"Thank you."
"May the Lord watch over your path."

After stopping a passing priest to ask for directions, I received kind guidance.
Bowing my head in gratitude, I followed his directions and soon found the chapel.
Entering the chapel and approaching the deity statue, I found someone already there.
Seeing the mint-green hair and revealing white nun's habit of the person kneeling in prayer,
I felt a slight urge to run away.

"Are you here to pray too, Hero?"
"Yes..."
"Don't mind me. Please be at ease."
"...Thank you."

Noticing my gaze, Leila looked up at me with eyes that were somehow much gentler than before.
Soon she made way for me, and thanking her for her consideration, I decided to prioritize my purpose for coming here.

Is this where I pray?
How am I supposed to pray?

As I concentrated with these thoughts in mind.

"Huh?"

There was some reaction from beside me.
Looking at Leila, who was making a strange face as if she had heard something odd.

"Sigh... yes."

After sighing as if talking to someone, she eventually began to look at me.

"The Goddess has spoken."
"Pardon?"
"She says you have a special ability."
"Ah."
"She will tell me how to use it, so I'm to relay it to you."
"I see."

It seems the voice of the deity comes through nearby clergy.

"May I have your hand?"
"...Excuse me?"

She said she would explain how to use the ability, but instead of an explanation, she abruptly asks for my hand.
What's going on?

Ch.14 - Hero Not Required
After leaving the reception room, I couldn't help but feel embarrassed when I objectively examined my behavior.

I made a mistake.
This is exactly what the grandfathers intended.

But the moment I first saw him.
Seeing the hero wasting over a month on romance when we barely had time for our journey, I felt my blood boil.
Someone who looks at the world with such indifferent eyes is supposed to be the only person who can save it?
I couldn't accept that.

Judging by grandfather's reaction, this was probably part of his plan all along.
Truly, it seems like he's desperate to pair me with the hero somehow.
I imagine that after their meeting with grandfather, both the hero and the mage will see me differently.
As a girl who's been desperately waiting for the hero for over a month, admiring him from afar.

Sigh...
I think I need to clear my head.

I change course from heading to my room to change clothes and instead make my way to the chapel.
I kneel before the goddess statue and offer a prayer of repentance.
Soon, a familiar voice echoes in my mind.

-Leila.
'...Goddess?'

I thought she mentioned being busy lately...

-As it happens, things resolved well, so I came to see you. Is this inconvenient?
'How could it be? Time spent with you is always my happiness.'
-Hoho, that's my child.
'Hehe...'
-Try not to hate the hero too much.
'...The hero? But...'
-He's just not adapted to our world yet, but he has a good soul at heart.
'If you say so...'

I felt a twinge of guilt since I had been planning to investigate him.
But if the goddess vouches for him, I'll choose to believe that the hero is simply struggling on his path of trials.

-This is our secret, okay? Actually, I was involved in summoning this hero.
'...Pardon?'
-I told you before. One Leila is enough to be my saint. I just want you to be loved.
'Yes, you did say that.'

Originally, saints were born to resolve anomalies in the world.
When I was worried that I too was born for such a purpose, the goddess told me otherwise.
She said that in my case, she simply wanted to give me love.
Though I felt a bit guilty for being treated differently, I simply believe that she has her reasons.
So I follow without worry.

-But when this Demon Lord suddenly appeared, you have no idea how much of a headache it was.
'Hehe... if you had just ordered me to go, I would have followed no matter what.'
-Pooh, but I don't want that.
'Yes. If that's what you wish. Your Leila will step back.'
-Indeed, such a good child. I wish the angels were a bit more like you.

Perhaps she's had some frustrations building up; her cute pouting voice is so lovely.

-Anyway, that's how it is. Don't worry too much and just support the hero from behind while seeing the world yourself.
'Yes. I will do as you wish.'
-Again, too formal. Don't you want to call me "Maman" like in the old days?
'That's a bit... like a dark history. It's too embarrassing.'
-Hoho, if you want, you can call me Maman anytime? In fact, I would re~ally like that.
'...Ugh, I'll try.'

I don't think my blanket will survive tonight.

-Well then, have a good time. I always love you.
'I'm always happy to feel your love too.'

Though I say this, conversations with the goddess truly feel like talking with my mother.
When it's time to end, I always feel a little sad.
As I savor the lingering happiness, I sense someone at the entrance of the chapel. Has someone come to pray?
With that thought, I stand up and see the hero, looking somewhat stiff.
Now that my head has cooled, I feel sorry for how harsh I was to him earlier, and remembering the goddess's words, I speak to him as gently as possible.

"Are you here to pray as well, Hero?"
"Yes..."
"Please don't mind me. Make yourself comfortable."
"...Thank you."

Seeing him visibly uncomfortable around me, I moved aside a bit.
I considered leaving to accommodate him, but I hadn't finished my prayers yet.

As I watched him pray awkwardly, seemingly unfamiliar with the practice...

-Ah, right.
"Oh?"

The sudden voice of the goddess made me react out loud without thinking.

-I have a gift for you.
'A gift?'
-I told you, didn't I? That I was involved in summoning this hero.
'Yes, you did.'

It seems she didn't just mean she interfered with the hero's selection.

-I put a gift for you with the hero, something I think you'll like.
'...Why with the hero specifically?'
-If I gave it directly, it would count as interfering with the mortal realm. I had no choice.
'I see. I'll gratefully accept it.'
-I'll tell you how to use it. It's simple. Take the hero's hand.
'What?'

She tells me to take the hero's hand to receive a gift.
What could it be? Is she going to say "Your gift is a boyfriend!" or something?

-The hero will handle the rest.
'What does that mean?'
-Just try it.
"Sigh... alright."

As I sighed in response to her playful voice, I realized the hero was staring at me.

"The goddess has spoken to me."
"Pardon?"
"She says you have a special ability."
"Ah."
"She told me to relay instructions on how to use it."
"I see."

Well, I suppose it would be startling if the goddess's voice suddenly appeared while you were praying.
Though I'm not thrilled about this, if the goddess prepared it as a gift for me, it must be something I'll like.

"May I have your hand?"
"...Excuse me?"

Since I had a similar reaction when I first heard it, I decided to wait until he processed my words.
Soon, the hero extended his hand as if for a handshake, and I took it.

"Oh."
"...?"

I couldn't hide my confusion as I watched him exclaim in wonder.
Nothing happened on my end?

"Um, Saint?"
"Yes?"
"Do you like sweet drinks?"
"I don't particularly dislike them."

Though I said that, I actually don't care for sweet things.
They say all girls love sweets, but perhaps I'm not a girl after all.
Despite being this cute.
Anyway, I generally prefer salty and savory flavors, so I don't favor sweetness...
The mention of sweet drinks brings back memories from my past life.

I didn't particularly like sweets then either.
I just consumed them occasionally to replenish energy during hard work.
Before I knew it, a can of soda during free time became an indispensable part of my routine.
While others claimed coffee was their lifeline, soda became mine—a memory that feels somewhat distant now.
It's slightly disappointing that I'll never taste it again, as the concept of carbonated drinks doesn't exist in this world.

-Click, pop!

While lost in thought, I heard a strange sound from the hero who had released my hand.
A sound impossible in this world—the opening of an aluminum can.

-Fizz, hissss~

That refreshing sound I had just been thinking about, which I thought I'd never hear again.

"...Oh?"
"Um... would you like to try this?"

In the hero's hand was a can of Dr Pepper (355ml), the very drink I used to enjoy most in my past life.

"Oh..."
"I should warn you about the fizzy sensation so you won't be surprised. There's nothing wrong with it, so feel free to drink it straight."

I'm moved by how the goddess knew even this small pleasure I used to enjoy, something I hadn't even thought about.
As my heart swells with gratitude for this overflowing love, my faith in the goddess deepens even further.

Once more, I give thanks for her grace.

* *

Though startled by the sudden request for my hand, I quietly extended my right hand as if for a handshake when I saw her expectant expression.
Wondering what she was planning, I felt her grasp my hand and was amazed by what appeared before my eyes.

"Oh."
"...?"

My reaction must seem puzzling to her.
And for good reason.
When Leila took my hand, an absurd sight unfolded before me.

-Dr Pepper (Recommended).
-Coca Cola.
-Chilsung Cider.
-Pepsi Cola.
-Sprite.
-......

Familiar drink names with images floated before my eyes.
Amusingly, certain drinks even had a "recommended" mark carefully attached, which almost made me laugh.
Is this really the goddess's gift?
True, I was practically addicted to carbonated drinks, but this was truly a ridiculous ability.
Curious about what would happen if I chose one, and not wanting to seem like a pervert enjoying the soft touch of Leila's hand, I decided to try something.

"Um, Saint?"
"Yes?"
"Do you like sweet drinks?"
"I don't particularly dislike them."

When I asked after releasing her hand, her response suggested she wasn't particularly fond of them.
The "recommended" mark on that strange-tasting beverage was bothering me.
Though I prefer Pepsi Cola, I decided to first select the one with the recommendation mark.
Honestly, part of me hoped she would dislike it and be annoyed.

-Pong

What I saw was apparently just an image; when I reached toward the floating option, the drink materialized as if from another dimension.
Leila seemed lost in thought after hearing my question, and to escape the cold chill of the can, I opened it.

-Click, pop!
-Fizz, hissss~

I offered the familiar-sounding can to Leila.

"...Oh?"
"Um... would you like to try this?"

Her expression of pure curiosity at the drink that suddenly appeared in my hand was quite adorable.

"Oh..."
"I should warn you about the fizzy sensation so you won't be surprised. There's nothing wrong with it, so feel free to drink it straight."

Since carbonated drinks don't seem to exist in this world, I warned her in case she might be startled.

"I'll drink it gratefully."

Taking the Dr Pepper from me, Leila put the can to her lips with surprising familiarity and, despite what should have been a new sensation, downed it in one go.

-Gulp. Gulp.
"Ahh~"
"Did you like it?"
"Oh! Excuse me."

The cool image she had earlier was completely gone; watching her drink so intently was like seeing a cat with a treat. When I asked with a grin, she seemed embarrassed by her enthusiastic drinking and averted her gaze from me.
As she turned her head while covering her mouth, I noticed her ears turning slightly red.

"...It's delicious."
"I'm glad you liked it."

Though I said that, I was thinking: she actually likes that weird drink?
No way.

Come to think of it, nothing like this happened when I held Milia's hand. Is this something only possible with Leila?

"Um, Saint?"
"...Yes?"
"Did the goddess not explain anything about my ability?"
"......"

Silence. It seems there was no special explanation.

"Is the ability called 'Goddess's Gift' really just for dispensing drinks...?"
"...Um."

She seemed to have something to say.

"...She said it was a gift."
"Pardon?"
"Not for you, but for me..."

The truth revealed with an embarrassed avoidance of eye contact.
...So.
The ability is exactly what its name suggests?
And that "recommended" mark was a recommendation for Leila's taste?

"...I see."

And thus, I became a hero who serves as a personal drink dispenser for the saint.
No way, seriously.

* *

A mistake, a real mistake. Truly.
I must have lost my mind at the sight of my favorite carbonated drink after so long.

When the hero handed me my favorite beverage, my body reacted before my mind could stop it, accepting and downing it in one go.
I managed to suppress an unladylike burp using holy power, but I couldn't help the refreshing feeling in my chest that made me exclaim.

"Ahh~"
"Did you like it?"
"Oh! Excuse me."

He seemed amused by my behavior, and his grinning face made me want to clench my fist in slight annoyance.
But right now, I was too embarrassed to maintain eye contact.

"...It's delicious."
"I'm glad you liked it."

I tried to change the subject, but couldn't think of anything to say.
Someone please do something about this embarrassment!

"Um, Saint?"
"...Yes?"
"Did the goddess not explain anything about my ability?"
"......"

Thankfully, the hero changed the subject.
...Though answering this would be even more embarrassing.

"Is the ability called 'Goddess's Gift' really just for dispensing drinks...?"
"...Um."

It seems he has some way to see his abilities.
Perhaps a status window like in subculture media from my past life.
One thing is now clear.
The familiar Dr Pepper can with Korean ingredient labels.
This hero is from Earth, specifically Korea.
Given his kindness, I should explain despite my embarrassment.

"...She said it was a gift."

My voice was barely audible through my embarrassment.

"Pardon?"
"Not for you, but for me..."

Fighting the growing embarrassment, I confessed the truth to the hero.
That... it's not for you, but a gift the goddess prepared for me...

"...I see."

This is terrible.
I can no longer see him as the useless hero I thought he was earlier.
I'm too embarrassed to look at him properly.

Goddess, please forgive me.
I can no longer view your chosen hero normally.

...Honestly, he looks like a walking vending machine to me.

Ch.15 - Each Person's Circumstances
The man who visited the chapel under the pretext of praying hid and held his breath as he witnessed what was happening inside.

It was a coincidence.
That is, he certainly wasn't trying to spy on what they were doing after hearing the news that Leila had brought the hero.
The man, Soleil, who was justifying his actions this way, was shocked.

Leila was acting shy in front of the man called the hero.

He had first met the Saint fifteen years ago, and the Saint he had known would never be embarrassed by something as simple as holding a man's hand.
If she truly had such innocent and pure sensibilities, she would never have been treated so unfairly within the Papal Office.
Recalling the past, Soleil thought.

* *

He had enjoyed watching the child who followed him around claiming to admire him, feeling like he was looking at a much younger sibling.
The first time he felt something was strange was probably the year that child turned 15.
That day, like today, the sky was clear.

'Sir Soleil!'
'Ah, Saint.'
'Today I turn 15!'
'Happy birthday.'
'Hehe!'

He had congratulated the child on her ordinary birthday and asked if there was anything she wanted as a gift.

'Then, would you give me your time for today, Sir Soleil?'
'If that's enough for you, certainly.'
'Hehe... then let's meet at the entrance of the office in an hour!'
'Yes. Understood, Saint.'

It's been seven years now that he's regretted not noticing sooner.
The child who normally only had nun's habits in her closet despite Sister Teresa's insistence that she try other clothes, suddenly wanted to prepare something and meet an hour later.
He truly had no idea what was about to happen.
After spending that hour and heading to the entrance in his usual priestly attire, he witnessed an unbelievable sight.

'Ah, Sir Soleil! You're here!'
'...Saint?'

Instead of her nun's habit, she wore an ordinary white dress with a white hat.
And even light makeup, which she had never worn in her life.
Anyone could see she had put in a lot of effort for a date.

Because she had been loved by everyone in the Papal Office as a little sister or daughter for eight years.
At that time, there was an unusually large crowd at the entrance of the Papal Office to witness the unbelievable sight, and she was at the center of it.
He should have fled even then.

'You look different today.'
'...Do I not look good like this?'

Seeing her expression, which looked like she was about to cry in shock, he panicked and said many things.
That it suited her very well, that it was refreshing to see her in a different look, that she looked pretty.

'Hehe. Sister Teresa helped me dress up since I'm 15 now!'

After spending that day with her and returning to the Papal Office, he was immediately summoned.
What happened after that, he doesn't want to remember.
He only recalls being threatened by His Holiness the Pope, who was holding the mace from his active days and emanating intense killing intent, along with bishops who pretended otherwise while secretly giving the child snacks and doting on her.
He thought it might have been better to face a legion of demons.

From that day on, he began to be called by derogatory names like "heretical inquisitor walking the path of heresy," "the shame of the holy knights," or "orc priest."
It was unfair.

When he later asked the child privately, she shyly said that she had felt envious seeing happy couples in the square.
When she consulted with Sister Teresa about it, the nun had prepared clothes and makeup with an irresistible force.
When he asked if she wanted a lover, she said she wasn't particularly interested in dating anyone, but was curious if spending time like that with someone she liked was truly as happy as it seemed.
Without even understanding what she had just said.
As one of the people who knew what this child had gone through in the past, he couldn't bring himself to tell her that she shouldn't do such things when she spoke with such an innocent smile.

From that day on, this child purely tormented him without even realizing it.
Despite having male peers her age, she wanted to do everything that couples do with him.

At first, he laughed it off as a child's curious behavior, but seeing her grow up and continuously professing her feelings for him.
At some point, he could no longer protest the derogatory names people called him.
Still, he decided never to cross the line unless she became aware of her feelings and confessed properly.
To prevent her from getting hurt or awakening to feelings like jealousy, he chose a life of isolation.
...Not that he needed to worry; after gaining the nickname "heretical inquisitor walking the path of heresy," the gazes of women toward him had become as cold as frost.

And even now, seven years later, she was still tormenting him without realizing it.
Honestly, he wished she would just confess her feelings and be straightforward about it.
At the very least, he wanted to be criticized for something he actually did.

* *

After swallowing the pain of his memories, he once again secretly peered into the chapel.
Not even realizing that anyone who saw him would think he looked like an excellent pervert.

Clearly, the Saint, who had no awareness of romantic relationships, had been making embarrassed gestures ever since she held hands with the hero.
From his vantage point, he could only see the Saint's back, so he couldn't tell exactly what was happening, but it was clearly an emergency.

According to the reports he had received, this hero had shown playboy tendencies, chasing after women for over a month.
Of course, they said the only woman he had actually met was a mage from the Red Tower, but in his mind, the hero had already become an orc-like man obsessed with women.

Having finished his thoughts, Soleil quietly and swiftly headed to the Pope's office.
To report what he had just seen, along with the embellished version in his head.

* *

Having unintentionally confirmed the hero's ability, my mind was in such disarray that I was in no state to continue praying.
So I said we'd meet again in the evening and fled to my room.

What on earth is wrong with my brain?
I can't even remember the hero's face, though I think he was quite handsome.
All I can see is a gold-shining vending machine with arms and legs.

This is serious.
Perhaps it's a side effect of being forcibly unable to drink for decades.
After drinking one can, my tongue keeps tingling.
Even in my past life, I couldn't drink more than one cup a day because I'd get tired of the sweetness.
I remember having a rather limited palate for sweet things.
But now I feel like I could keep drinking endlessly.

Ugh... no, Leila!
Of course, my body is perfect so I won't gain weight no matter how much I drink, and since my body is always purified by holy power, I won't get cavities, but still!

...Wait?
Is there really any need to hold back?
The Goddess said it was a gift for me.
...Perhaps it would be disrespectful to the Goddess if I were to hold back?

From now on, let's research natural ways to get drinks from the vending machine.
There's plenty of time until we depart, so it's time to put this genius brain of mine to work, Leila!

First, let's confirm the prerequisites of the ability.
Hold the hero's hand -> The hero does something.

....
There's nothing I can do?

Then let's think of natural ways to hold the hero's hand.

First: Use training as an excuse to demand compensation.
Second: Shamelessly demand a drink.
Third: Pay money.

Hmm. This should be enough.
If possible, I'll mainly use the third method, occasionally mixing in the first and second methods to keep it natural!

Being so preoccupied with making these plans, I ended up missing the time to prepare for the evening welcome party and got scolded by Sister Teresa.

* *

I gained an unexpected benefit.

While Milia's hands were soft, Leila's hands felt like a baby's skin, giving a completely different sensation.
When I held her hand, my resolve to stick to the pure love route wavered a bit.

Thinking about how she looked like a relaxed kitten right after drinking the beverage, I'm starting to think she might be quite an easy woman.
At this rate, maybe a harem is possible?

The Goddess's gift.
At first, I thought it was a useless ability, but thanks to it, I won't have to worry about cola, and the possibility of a harem has emerged.
It's a shame that Mama Dorothy doesn't have a chest, but I think it will be enjoyable to be with characters I haven't seen in the game.

Using drinks as an excuse to keep holding hands, and as that time increases, we'll naturally grow closer.
If she hadn't run away in embarrassment, I could have held her hand longer under the pretext of preparing drinks for Milia and myself.

Well, let's think about that slowly.
For now, Milia is my priority.

-Knock knock.
"Milia, I'm here. Can I come in?"
"Yes~"

Returning to the reception room, I found Milia already making herself comfortable as if it were her own home.
She had even taken off her robe and was rolling around on the sofa. I stroked her hair and helped her sit up.

"I love you, Milia."
"Haah... that's unfair."
"I have to make up for the time we were apart."

Having grown rapidly closer since my confession a few days ago, we sat close together on the sofa with her leaning on my shoulder, spending some time together with no one watching.
Now that I had more or less completed Milia's route, it was time to think about how to pursue other heroines without Milia's opposition.

As I was thinking about various methods, someone came to call us, indicating it was time for the welcome party the Pope had mentioned.

"Let's go, Milia."
"Yes, Ian."

* *

Something felt strange.

Instead of my usual Saint's robe, I was dressed in the cumbersome ceremonial attire I only wear when representing my grandfather at official events, with my braided hair undone.
After arriving at the banquet a bit late due to having several things to think about, I climbed onto the platform and stood beside my grandfather to prepare for the speech.

But something seemed off about my grandfather and the bishops visible throughout the hall.
My grandfather's expression resembled the one he had when the results of the bet I made with Sir Soleil about becoming an inquisitor were announced.

"Grandfather. Has something bad happened?"
"Oh, Leila. No, it's nothing. No need to worry about it."
"If you say it's nothing, then that's good..."

Since I had deliberately told the hero's party a later time, the hero hadn't arrived yet.
After a while, when news came that the hero's party would soon arrive, the atmosphere in the banquet hall changed dramatically.
Seeing the space filled with killing intent, it seems someone has caused trouble again.
Just as I misunderstood the hero based solely on documents before hearing the Goddess's words, perhaps incorrect information about the hero has been circulated.

"Lord, grant that I may guide Your lambs to rest in peace."
-Clap!

Before the hero entered, I recited a prayer while drawing up holy power and clapped loudly to get everyone's attention.

"Saint?"
"Leila?"

Yes, everyone is watching.

"Through Him, the lambs shall find their lost path."

As I finish the prayer, I use the holy magic "Serenity."
It's a holy magic that forcibly calms the mind and makes one rational.
After watching the white light of holy power spread throughout the hall, I address those around me.

"Everyone. I don't know what happened, but this is a gathering to welcome guests. The Goddess has never instructed us to reject strangers."
"...Ahem."
"We're sorry, Saint!"
"Rather than apologies, please prepare to welcome our guests."
"Yes, I'm sorry."
"Yes!"

Seeing that the space that had been filled with killing intent was now calm again, I nodded to the doorkeeper who had been wondering if it was okay to open the doors.
Soon, the doors opened, and the vending mach—no, Hero Ian and Mage Milia entered.

They seemed uncomfortable with the atmosphere, so I signaled to my grandfather to somehow improve the mood.

"Ahem, ahem. Our two guests of honor have arrived."

After quietly clicking his tongue once, my grandfather began his speech.

"As you all know, everyone across the continent is cooperating to respond to the threat of the Demon King that has emerged at the western end of the continent.
We have arranged this gathering today to welcome the hero, who, as foretold in the oracle, is the hope of the continent.
Everyone, please pray that they may continue forward without faltering."

-Clap clap clap clap!
"Woooo!!"

The applause and cheers sound extremely artificial.
Phew... it's fortunate they're doing even this much.

While my grandfather was giving his speech, I questioned—not threatened—one of the bishops and learned that our captain seems to have misunderstood something when he saw me confirming the hero's special ability earlier.

I approached the captain, who was quietly eating food in a corner while avoiding my gaze, kicked him once in the shin, and then returned to the platform where my grandfather was.

"Now, as you all know, our nation's hope, the Goddess's representative, the Saint, has decided to accompany the hero for the upcoming battle."
"Pleased to meet you. Though inadequate, I am Leila, serving as the Saint."

Being accustomed to standing with my grandfather at such events, I recited my prepared lines, gave a brief introduction and speech, and then:

"May the Goddess's grace be with all present here."

Unlike the holy magic I used before the hero entered, this time I spread holy power imbued with my will.
Other clergy cannot do this, but just as I protected myself from demon worshippers when I was young, I can use holy power in various ways through direct communication with the Goddess.
After blessing everyone present with a sense of peace, I approached the vending—the hero.

"Then, let me formally introduce myself again. My name is Leila, and I will be accompanying the hero's journey as a priest. I look forward to working with you."

I naturally extended my right hand to request a handshake.
Caught up in the atmosphere, the vend—oh, let's just call him the vending machine. Anyway, the vending machine naturally took my hand.

"Yes. My name is Ian, and as I mentioned before, I am a hero summoned from another world. I look forward to working with you."
"Could I have one more of those from earlier?"
"...Pardon?"

I ask while firmly holding his hand as he tries to withdraw it after the greeting.
If you don't give it to me quickly, your hand will never escape from here, you know?

"...Here you go."
"Hehehe. Thank you."

I quickly tucked the Dr. Pepper that suddenly appeared in his hand into the waist of my ceremonial robe, released his hand, and looked at the mage, Miss Milia.

"Nice to meet you. I apologize for earlier today. Red Tower Mage, Sister Milia."
"N-no! If anything, the Saint must have had a hard time because of us...! Please feel free to be casual with me!"
"I'll consider it if you call me by my name first, Sister."
"...Leila... unnie?"

...?
Unnie...?
Shouldn't I be the one calling her unnie?

"Excuse me? Unnie?"
"Yes... is that not okay...?"

I almost said it was fine, unable to refuse her pitiful gaze, but I held back and asked first to confirm.
I mean, I already knew from the documents, but...
Seeing her in person, I wondered if the documents might be wrong...

"How... old are you, Sister?"
"Nineteen..."
"...Oh."

It's amazing.
This incredible body that could put most adult women to shame belongs to someone three years younger than me.
Not that I'm envious.
I think it would be somewhat uncomfortable to have such large masses of fat attached to my body.
...Though I do envy her height a bit... yes, I admit it.

"Milia."
"Y-yes!"
"I'm not used to speaking casually with others. But if it doesn't burden you, you're welcome to call me unnie."
"...Gasp! Leila u...unnie?"
"Hehe, what a cute child. I look forward to working with you."
"Yes! Unnie!"

It's a shame that I'm too short to pat her head, but I think Milia and I will get along quickly.
After chatting for a while, we decided to depart on our journey three days later, and then I excused myself to get some fresh air and headed to the terrace.

-Pop! Hissss~

After reaching the terrace, I leaned against the railing, opened the trophy I had just acquired, and savored it. Soon, the captain followed me out.

"What is that now...?"
"It's a gift the Goddess prepared for me. Would you like to try some, Captain?"
"No, thank you. If I were to touch a gift prepared for the Saint, I would be divinely punished."
"Hehe, She wouldn't mind."
"I'll pass. I'm not particularly curious anyway."

Not knowing this happiness means you're missing out on half of life, Captain.
I thought I had forgotten it all by now, but as I drink this beverage, memories of my past life float up like distant stars in the sky.
Thanks to the Goddess's consideration, I didn't lose my past life's memories, which is why I am who I am today.
The memories of my past life have gradually become blurry, and now they're just vague impressions that things were quite difficult back then.

It's quite amusing to think that I've become more accustomed to being called "unnie" or "noona" rather than "oppa" or "hyung."
Someday, I'll also love someone romantically, right?
I wonder if the person by my side then will be a man or a woman?

As I chuckled to myself with these useless thoughts, the captain approached and began stroking my head.
It's been a while since this happened.
Thinking this, I surrendered to his gentle touch and asked:

"What's gotten into you suddenly?"
"Since I won't see you for a while after two days, I'm telling you to cause only a moderate amount of trouble."
"Boo... what do you take me for?"

I puffed my cheeks in protest at the captain who keeps treating me like a troublemaker, despite how well I've been behaving as a Saint.

"You should have been more moderate in your destruction. Even now, there are people at the Imperial Cartography Office who faint at the mere mention of your name."
"...It's not... that bad."
"So please exercise some restraint."

Really, both this person and that person treat me too harshly!

"Anyway, it won't happen. Still, take care of yourself, and remember that all men are wolves, so be careful, very careful."
"Come on, not wolves. They're just gentle puppies."
"Sigh..."

Anyone watching would think the captain was my father. A 37-year-old father with a 22-year-old daughter... pfft.
Come to think of it, there was something I needed to get from the captain.

"Um... Captain? My..."
"No."
"Heeeng."

I tried to seize the moment to get my staff back, but the captain's defenses were too strong.

My hands have been feeling empty lately...
I should find something else to use during our journey.
Anyway, fortunately, the welcome ceremony for the hero's party ended without any major incidents.

Tonight, too, was a night with a beautiful moon.

Ch.16 - "It's not underwear, so there's nothing to be embarrassed about."
"Why specifically leave on the third day?
Actually, it's nothing special.

Even if I'm just providing rear support, I still need to understand their abilities to coordinate properly.
As it happens, the vending machine uses a greatsword, so the Director has offered to personally train him for two days.
I thought about watching, but the image of a vending machine with arms and legs awkwardly swinging a greatsword kept making me want to burst into laughter, so I left.

By the way, the Director has seemed rather depressed and unmotivated to train since losing to me,
but today he's surprisingly full of enthusiasm.
Perhaps after teaching me, he discovered he has an aptitude for instructing others?
I'll take it as a good thing.

As for Milia, even if we wanted to train her here, we only have priests and holy knights, so there's no one who can objectively evaluate a mage's abilities since they're all external.
I did consider measuring her skills through practical exercises, but that will come after I hear about the vending machine's abilities and determine what level to set.
Tomorrow, I plan to do this under the pretext of practicing our coordination.

So right now, I'm heading to see Milia.

After the welcome party last evening, we assigned separate rooms to the vending machine and Milia.
Ah, I've arrived.

*Knock knock*
"Milia? Are you in there?"
"Y-yes! Please come in, Leila... s-sister!"

When I knocked, she called my name with such an adorably nervous voice.
Thinking about this, I entered the room with a smile to help her relax, but...

"...Milia?"
"Yes?"
"I'm... having trouble understanding what I'm seeing."
"Yes?"
"Was the room originally like this? If there was any mistake in our hospitality, please feel free to tell me."
"N-no, not at all! I'm... just not very good at organizing things... hehe..."

Looking closely at the furniture and other items that should have been in the room, it seems she's telling the truth...
When I first saw the state of the room, I worried someone might have messed things up thinking I was eagerly waiting for the vending machine, but thankfully that wasn't the case.
Still, the condition of this room is concerning, regardless of her being a girl...

"...Would you like to sit down for a moment?"
"Y-yes."

I picked up a desk chair that had been tossed in the corner, set it upright, and placed it in front of me before calling Milia over.
She approached nervously, as if expecting to be scolded, and sat down. I stroked her head as I spoke.

"I'm not trying to scold you, so don't be nervous. I'm aware that mages' rooms tend to be a bit messy."
"Y-yes..."
"But this is a bit extreme."
"Urgh."

Thick books, presumably magic tomes, scattered and opened throughout the room.
Blankets and pillows thrown so far that one could guess her sleeping habits just by looking.
Storage cabinets left open and abandoned, curtains clumsily unfastened and tangled as if she wanted to block the light.
Clothes carelessly discarded everywhere—what's that large thing? A hat?
...It's underwear. Something I'll certainly never wear.

"I'm a bit surprised all this happened in just one night."
"..."
"You know, as a young lady, you should at least take care of your clothes and underwear."
"Y-yes..."
"For now, let's try to develop a habit of keeping your living space somewhat organized."
"I'll try..."
"Good girl."

While stroking her head, I take a comb from my sleeve's storage magic and start fixing her disheveled hair.

"Th-thank you... sister..."
"Hehe. It's almost lunchtime, so even if you don't have time to wash up, it's good to at least fix your hair."
"Yes..."

I already knew from yesterday's written report that she was younger than me, but seeing her in person was quite... overwhelming, which made me act improperly.
I felt bad about that, and I also wanted to talk with her while the vending machine wasn't around, which is why I came here.
I never imagined the room would be in this state, though.

"How did you meet the vend—ahem, the Hero?"
"Ian? Hehe... well, it happened like this..."

At the mention of the vending machine, she brightened up and began chattering away.
She told me about how he suddenly appeared as a visitor and asked her to travel with him, how she ran away when she found out he was the Hero.
How he saved her when she slipped and almost fell into a river while running away, and how they got to know each other.
And eventually, how she fell for him.
It's almost embarrassing for me to listen to.
Still, it was interesting, so I quietly listened to her story.
Ah, I've finished fixing her hair too.

"Ta-da! Would you like to see yourself in the mirror?"
"Wow..."

I straightened her curly hair with a bit of mana infusion, then braided a thin section on the left side as an accent.
Her hair only reaches a bit past her shoulders when straightened, so I couldn't do a long braid like mine.
Her naturally curly hair seemed completely untamed, so it will probably return to its original state by tomorrow at the latest.
I smiled as I watched her marvel at her transformed appearance, then cleaned the comb and stored it back in my sleeve's storage magic.

"By the way, sister, that outfit..."
"Yes?"
"Aren't you... embarrassed wearing it?"
"I was a little at first, but not particularly anymore. The Holy Maiden outfit was designed according to my specifications."
"Gasp..."

Before creating the Holy Maiden outfit, the long sleeves of the nun's habit I used to wear were always uncomfortable when moving my arms.
But going sleeveless would have been too embarrassing for me to bear.
So I cut off the sleeves and added separate functions to create detached sleeves.
I worried that exposing just the armpit area might be a bit too niche, but I was more embarrassed by increasing the overall amount of exposed skin than showing specific areas.

The same went for my legs—I couldn't find pants that could keep up with my joint movements, and skirts restricted my movement too much...
I was really tempted to create what was called "leggings" in my previous life, but with my limited knowledge of clothing, it was impossible.
In the end, my current Holy Maiden outfit was inspired by what was commonly called a "battle suit" in my previous life.
It's not underwear, so why would I be embarrassed?
Though I suppose this would be difficult to explain.

There were similar descriptions in the books Lord Soleil had, which helped with the design.
They were full of rather niche content, but he's a man, so it's understandable he might have such books.
I quietly put them back where I found them, not wanting to embarrass him by letting him know I'd seen them.
Having once been a man myself, I understand how it feels when someone suddenly discovers your collection.

"Well, I was a bit embarrassed when it was first completed..."
"See? I knew it!"
"But when I thought about how much it cost, I quickly got used to it."
"...How much did it cost?"
"Hmm... about this many gold coins?"

I held up five fingers to show Milia.
It cost quite a lot to make, you know.
About 500 gold coins, I think.

"Five gold coins for one outfit..."
"It's 500, actually."
"Eek!"

Made with specially enchanted Arachne thread, complete with automatic repair magic, cleanliness magic, temperature control magic, and basic protection magic.
The sleeves, stockings, and shoes all have the same magical treatments!
Plus, the shoes have mithril coating, and each sleeve has high-capacity storage magic—it's a special Holy Maiden outfit.
My grandfather, the Director, and my fellow holy knights were so insistent that I couldn't wear armor because of my public image as a Holy Maiden.

'Then I'll just become strong enough not to need armor.'

When they heard that, my grandfather was so moved by my determination that he actually fainted.

Anyway, I was worried about the cost when commissioning it, but the Goddess said that the church's money was Her money, which meant it was also mine, so I had it made without hesitation.

"What an incredible outfit..."
"Indeed."

As Milia and I continued our conversation, lunchtime arrived, and the vending machine and Director returned from morning training.
Grandfather had official business, so just the four of us gathered for lunch.
The vending machine's expression when he saw Milia's changed hairstyle was quite a sight.

After lunch, we agreed to spend the afternoon separately, and after parting with the two of them, I asked the Director about the vending machine's training results.

"So, what do you think of him, Director?"
"Hmm..."

Huh? His reaction seems strange.

"It's a bit difficult to judge."
"Is he that terrible?"
"No, quite the opposite. He's lacking right now, but his learning speed is remarkable. As you suspected, his body seems to have been reconstructed during the summoning."
"Huh."
"His body is optimized for combat. He simply hasn't learned to use it yet, but his potential is overflowing."
"So the title of Hero isn't just for show."
"And that issue you were concerned about—fortunately, it wasn't too serious and was quickly corrected."
"Oh?"

It seems Grandfather was right after all.
It seems he suggested a solution to the Director after meeting the vending machine, and it's already been resolved.
If he's come to his senses, I welcome it.

"Since both of you investigated that matter, and His Holiness mentioned it..."
"Ah."
"As His Holiness requested, I informed him about it."

Hmm... I thought it might be too early, but if Grandfather judged him capable of handling it, then he must be.
There was a record of the first Hero's summoning that was suddenly restored, which made us anxious, so Grandfather and I investigated separately.
The results were... not good.
It made us suspicious of the Empire.
The only consolation is that the Empire truly did restore the records by chance and was too focused on the summoning method to pay attention to the truth behind it.
Of course, ignorance doesn't absolve them of guilt.
The Emperor himself promised to properly apologize later, so we decided to trust him for now.

"It's sad. That someone would suffer because of our world's affairs."
"...Indeed. He deserves ample compensation."
"Sigh... My reasons for protecting them keep growing."
"Don't push yourself too hard."
"Hehe. Let's stop with these depressing topics. So, what's your final assessment of the Hero?"

I change the subject, as continuing would only lead to more depressing facts.

"Honestly, I'd like to train him for another month before letting him go..."
"...You won't even spar with me anymore, but you seem quite taken with him."

It's been a while since I've seen him this bright and motivated, but...
Thinking that it's because of the vending machine somehow displeases me.

"...That's not it."
"Then will you spar with me?"
"That's a bit..."
"You don't want to spar, you tell me to train on my own. Am I that much of a bother to you?"
"That's not what I—"
"Hmph."

Whether it's delayed puberty or something else, I've been having trouble controlling my emotions lately.
Seeing the Director flustered and making excuses, I no longer wanted to listen and returned to my room.
Why is it so difficult to control my emotions when it's not even that time of the month?

Having thrown a tantrum like that, I'm sure he'll try to apologize even though he did nothing wrong, so I should avoid the chapel.
I decided to spend the day praying and reading in my room, and asked Sister Teresa to bring my dinner to my room.
I also asked her to turn away anyone who came looking for me.
I know I'm in the wrong, but I'm in a bad mood today, and seeing his face might make me lash out again. I'll apologize to the Director tomorrow.

...I'm really being foolish right now.

* *

The next morning, I immediately got ready, offered my morning prayers, and quickly headed to the Inquisition Director's office.

*Knock knock*
"Come in."
"Excuse me."
"...Holy Maiden?"

Seeing the Director already processing documents early in the morning, I bow and apologize.

"I'm truly sorry about yesterday!"
"Huh...?"
"I was feeling frustrated and irritable, and I ended up being disrespectful to you without meaning to!"
"...It's alright. These things happen."

Thankfully, he seems to have forgiven me.

"Since you've admitted your fault, you should receive punishment, right?"
"Urk."

It seems he won't let it slide so easily.

"This morning, you'll accompany me as my secretary."
"...Yes."

He says I should be his secretary, but why is he getting up from his seat?

"First, we'll have breakfast, then take a brief tour of the city before the Hero's second training session."
"...What about the paperwork?"
"Unfortunately, I just finished processing everything, so there's nothing to ask of you."
"What is this, really."

He truly lacks tact.
He could simply say he wants to spend time with me to cheer me up, rather than being so roundabout.
Still, I appreciate it.
As I smile at the ticklish feeling in my chest, the Director seems about to make another joke.

"My, you seem happy about work. This won't be much of a punishment. I must have made a mistake."
"Ahaha!"
"Hehe, you seem to be in a better mood."
"Thank you, Director."

I can't help but laugh.
Afterward, we patrol the city together, take some time to enjoy tea, and then...
It's time for the vending machine's training.

"Hello, Hero. It's been a day since we last met."
"Hello, Holy Maiden."
"Please feel free to speak casually with me. I've already told Milia to do the same. You're older than me, after all."
"...Alright, Leila."
"Once again, I look forward to working with you."
"Yeah, me too."
"Oh, I have another request today."
"Ah, sure."

Getting a drink by pretending to shake hands seems quite useful.
Of course, I'll need to use different methods once he gets used to it.

*Thud! Creeeeak~*

I create a chair-shaped barrier using holy power at the side of the training ground and sit down, ready to watch while enjoying my drink.

"Well then, I look forward to working with you again today, Lord Soleil."
"Likewise, as I mentioned, today is the final day, so I'll be increasing the intensity. I look forward to it, Hero."

Soon after some basic warm-ups, the training—or rather, what looks more like someone's one-sided venting—begins.
Wow... he's really going all out.
As the Director said yesterday, the vending machine seems to be adapting quickly, gradually starting to block attacks.
Though he still collapsed in less than 30 seconds.
Looking closely, he's got some pretty clean fractures.

Oh, did you know?
Holy Knight training is on a completely different level from regular knight training.
Because...

"I'll handle this today, Director."
"Ah, thank you."
"...What...?"
"Be healed."

Holy Knights can basically use holy power, so even if they get somewhat broken, they can quickly heal and be used again.
Anyway, he's not damaged enough to require a complex healing spell with incantations, so I simply spread my holy power with intent.

"...It seems faster than yesterday."
"Well, of course the Holy Maiden's healing would be different from that of a mere Holy Knight."
"Flatter me more."
"...The healing of the Holy Maiden, the Goddess's representative, matches the focused healing of a high priest in basic ability."

Oh, that's too much! I wanted an emotional reaction, but there's no soul in it!

"Anyway, let's continue. Since the Holy Maiden has joined us today, you won't be able to rest as easily as yesterday."
"...Haha. This is crazy."

It's definitely fast, you know?
Break, heal.
Crush, heal.
The fact that the mind's limits are far beyond those of the body...
You'll understand if you experience Holy Knight training.
Ah, it's over.

"Since you'll need to practice coordination with the three of you this afternoon, we'll stop here."
"Huff... huff..."

Despite training for a similar amount of time, the vending machine is much more damaged than yesterday due to my presence. He's sprawled out on the training ground floor, drenched in sweat.

"...Phew... Professional priest healing really is on another level."
"In a way, yes."
"Though I'm a special case."
"Pardon?"

I was thinking of hiding this, but since we'll be traveling together, I might make habitual mistakes.
So I decided to reveal this information in advance.

"Unlike ordinary clergy, I receive power directly from the Goddess, so I can use holy power without incantations with incomparable efficiency."
"What does that—"
"Though I still need to use regular holy magic for complex effects."

He seems quite surprised.
I wonder if he'd faint if he knew I was an Inquisitor?

After hearing my explanation, the vending machine eventually starts snickering.

...I hope the Director didn't hit him too hard?"

Ch.17 - Truth
# After the Welcome Banquet

The day after the banquet that was held under the pretext of a welcome party.

I was summoned by a man who called himself the Director of the Inquisition, someone I had never seen even in the game.
Standing about 185cm tall, slightly taller than me, with black hair that had slightly blue tips, and aqua-colored eyes that were somehow shooting what seemed like killing intent.
I don't remember doing anything to deserve being glared at by this guy.

"Pleased to meet you. As you may have heard when you were invited, I am Soleil, Director of the Inquisition."
"...Pleased to meet you. I'm Ian, the Hero."
"We don't have much time for a lengthy conversation. Shall we head out first?"
"S-sure."

Without any explanation, he grabbed his sword and told me to follow him.
The atmosphere suggested that if I refused, he'd slice me up with that sword, so I had no choice but to follow.
Following Soleil outside, we arrived at a training ground, where he handed me a blunt-tipped greatsword from the corner, presumably used for practice.
I took the sword reflexively, staring at him in confusion, not understanding what was happening.
Eventually, he set aside his own sword and picked up a similar practice greatsword.

"I heard you chose a greatsword as your weapon in the Empire."
"Y-yes."

I chose it because I had the "Sword Master" ability, and because the holy sword I would eventually need to obtain was fundamentally a greatsword.

"As it happens, I am also a greatsword user."
"...Pardon?"
"Although you must depart on the third day, so we only have two days prepared."
"Wait a moment?"
"During that time, I plan to teach you the basics of weaponry and survival skills as best I can."
"Um... Sir Soleil?"
"Lord Soleil will suffice."

I tried to stop him, not understanding what was happening.

"The Saint..."
"...Lord Soleil?"
"Is the child and sister of everyone in the Papacy."
"..."

Ah, this person has absolutely no intention of listening to me.

"Therefore, so that you can properly fulfill your role as a vanguard..."

I feel like I've seen this in manga before.

"I intend to teach you the most important things."

It's that thing where overprotective fathers or uncles torment someone saying "I won't let you have XX!" right?

"Please, do not say the word 'refusal.'"

This is supposed to be a church!!

* *

I thought I was going to get beaten with that blunt greatsword until his anger subsided.
Surprisingly, he was actually teaching me in detail.
Leila also came by briefly, but she didn't seem to have any particular business and left soon after.

From how to grip the sword, to how to swing a greatsword most efficiently.
How to judge whether to cut down or retreat when facing a defending enemy.
The characteristics of a greatsword as a weapon.

His teachings were all invaluable, truly befitting someone who claimed to have been a Holy Knight for decades.
As I was internally apologizing for doubting him and the church based solely on his demeanor...

"I think that's enough theory for now."
"Yes. Thank you!"
"Do you know something?"
"Yes?"
"The fastest way to master theory."
"...Yes?"

I had a bad feeling.

"It's a life-threatening crisis."
-CRACK!
"Guhak!"

With those words, the greatsword in his hand swung horizontally and struck me. Caught by the sudden attack, I couldn't do anything as I felt something breaking and lost consciousness.

* *

"Wake up."
"Huh!"

My mind snapped to attention at the cold sensation on my face.
I was certain my right arm and waist had been broken, but when I frantically checked my body, though there was pain, nothing seemed to be damaged.

"What is this...?"
"Hero."
"Huh!"

I jumped in fright at the sudden voice behind me.
Soleil was standing there, smiling while pointing his sword at me.
The cold sensation from earlier must have been the tip of his greatsword.

"Have you ever heard about the training methods of Holy Knights?"

Suddenly, the training methods of Holy Knights?
I do remember hearing that Holy Knights are much stronger than others who train for the same period.
I had thought it was just some kind of divine blessing or doping, but is it something else?
Afraid I might get hit again if I mentioned doping, I shook my head to indicate I didn't know.

"Before we are knights, we are clergy."
"Y-yes..."
"That means we possess basic healing abilities."
"..."

I just had a terrible thought, but that can't be it, right?

"It means that as long as you don't die, we can heal you somehow."
"...Please."
"Training that others would have to be careful with due to injuries..."
"S-stop...!"
"We can do as much as needed. Do you dislike it?"
"Who would like something like that...!"
"If you don't like it, block me. I've already taught you how."
-WHOOSH!

As he said that, I rolled to avoid the greatsword coming down vertically at me.
I turned to run away, but...

"Tsk. It seems you don't understand what's most important for a vanguard."
-THWACK!
"ARGHHHH!"

My leg broke.
It hurts. It hurts. It hurts. It hurts hurts hurts. IT HURTS!!!

"It's perseverance."
-CRACK!

My consciousness faded again.

* *

After losing consciousness several more times, I was so indignant that I stopped thinking about escape and moved solely with the determination to land a hit on that bastard's face.
Though I never managed to touch him.

After the eleventh time I passed out, my body was clearly healed, but I couldn't move my arms or legs.
Only then did the madman stop destroying my body, tossing his greatsword aside and carrying me to a chair prepared in the corner.

"First, I apologize for proceeding so aggressively without prior explanation."
"...What now?"
"Do you want to kill me?"
"Ugh..."

At first I did, but not so much anymore.
With each time he broke me, I was clearly gaining some kind of insight.
I was also lasting longer against him as time went on.

"Grudges are one of the strongest driving forces humans can possess."
"What?"

He handed me something that looked like pickled lemon and began to speak.
Oh god, it's so sour I can't even speak.

"I needed to see your limits."
"Bleh. My limits?"
"That's why I deliberately made excuses and made it look like I was venting my anger."
"..."

So that was an act.
He seems to be a deeper person than I thought.
In short, he induced me to hold a grudge against him to draw out my limits.

"It was half sincere, so it was easy to act. Honestly, it felt good."
"Crazy..."

I take it back. This man was perfectly insane.

"Can you now see this world properly?"
"Huh?"

Suddenly, what does that mean?

"To my eyes, it seems like you've finally truly seen me as a being, even if with hostility rather than goodwill."
"...!!"
"Pain makes you realize reality."

I understood what he was saying.
It wasn't even subconscious.
I thought this world was a game, an illusion, so I could do whatever I wanted.
I thought it was okay to use a few people as bait, to say ridiculous things about harems, to treat Leila like an easy woman.

"His Holiness the Pope asked me."
"The Pope did?"
"He said you needed to know the truth."
"The truth, what does that suddenly..."
"It's terribly sorry to say this, given that we summoned you to this world for our own circumstances."

He paused briefly, taking a few pieces of lemon from the container and swallowing them in one bite.
That was incredibly sour.

"Hoo... You cannot return to your original world."
"...What?"

Suddenly, he revealed an incredible fact.

* *

This is what he said:

The Pope and the Saint, feeling uneasy, investigated the first Hero's summoning records that the Empire had restored.
However, those records only contained the method of summoning, not how to return.
Upon closer examination, they found that the Hero summoning is a form of alchemy that only brings the subject's soul to this world and settles it here, meaning the body left behind without its soul would eventually die.
It seems the Empire was in such a hurry that they focused only on the summoning and didn't properly consider how to send someone back.

He said the reconstitution into an idealized physical form was like a compensation for this.
If there's any consolation, it's that my instinct not to ask about returning when I first met the Emperor was wrong.
The worst possibility that the Empire might become an enemy seemed to have disappeared.

While I was shocked by his words, I wasn't so distraught as to lose my mind.
I felt sorry for the family, friends, my always-kind boss, and colleagues I left behind in my original world.
It would have been nice if I could have at least said goodbye to them.

But.
In this world too, I can do what I want to do.
No, rather, it's because it's this world that I can achieve dreams I had given up on.
If it's something that can't be undone anyway, I decided to think of it that way.
I thought I could repay the debt I owed to that person.

As I was thinking this, Soleil, who had paused briefly, continued speaking.

"On the day His Holiness first met you, he told me:
'If left as is, he will surely endanger everyone around him and perish without seeing reality.' That's what he said."
"..."
"Of course, there were some misunderstandings on my part afterward that made the atmosphere awkward, but thanks to the Saint, things worked out well."

He wasn't wrong.
Until yesterday, I had definitely been thinking that since this was a roguelike game...
If it wasn't a one-coin game? If I happened to die, would I start over from the beginning, or could I return to my original world?
I had been thinking such things without any basis.

"...I'm sorry."
"What? Why are you apologizing, Hero?"
"I knew the future of this world."

More precisely, I confessed that I knew stories about various possibilities for this world.

"So I've been thinking all along that this world is an illusion."
"..."
"I was excited by the thought of becoming the protagonist of a story. Since it wasn't reality, I thought I could do whatever I wanted here."
"I see."
"Thanks to you, I've come to my senses a bit."
"I think your apologies would be better directed at the Magician rather than us."
"...!"

That's right. My feelings for Milia are certainly genuine.
But until now, I haven't been looking at this world sincerely.
I've had many disrespectful thoughts about Leila too, so I needed to apologize.

"...Thank you."
"Don't mention it. By tomorrow, all these thoughts will be gone anyway, so there's no need to thank me particularly."
"...You're joking, right?"
"Heh."
"You are... joking, right?"

Truth or whatever, please tell me it's a joke.

* *

After talking for a while, I'm not sure yet, but my perspective on this world seems to have changed a bit.

Then I met Milia and Leila for lunch.

She was stunning.
Milia with straight hair for the first time in my life was noble and elegant.
The intense shock made me momentarily forget about apologizing to Leila.

Anyway, after lunch, it was suggested that we each spend the remaining time of the day on our own.
I went to find Milia first to apologize for everything up until now.

"Milia."
"Oh, Ian. What's up?"

She was still looking in the mirror, seemingly fascinated by her new straight hair.
I knelt down, bowed my head, and apologized.

"I'm sorry!"
"Wh-what?"

To the surprised Milia, I confessed about what happened this morning.
I told her that until now, I hadn't been looking at the world sincerely.
That I had thought of everything, including her, as mere entertainment.

"I'm really sorry."
"...Ian."
"Yes?"
"Actually, I knew that much. The thing is, your eyes... how should I put it? When you looked at other people, it was as if you were seeing them as something other than people."
"...!"
"But when you looked at me, I definitely felt sincerity. That's why I accepted when you said you liked me."
"...Milia..."
"I think it's a good thing that you now want to look at the world sincerely."
"...Yeah."
"So..."
"Yes?"
"Has your feeling for me... changed in any way?"
"Of course not!... How could it?"

At first, it was just a desire to see my favorite character.
But the moment you opened the door at the Red Tower and showed yourself to me.
I fell for you all over again.
At least those feelings were genuine, I told her.

"That's enough for me."
"...Milia."
"Because I didn't fall for Hero Ian, but for the Ian who sees me."
"..."
"So, that's enough."
"Milia..."
"Hehe. I love you."
"...I love you too."

And so, Milia and I were able to reconfirm our feelings for each other.

* *

The next day.

When I went to the training ground at the same time as yesterday, summoned with a sense of dread, Soleil was standing there just as he had been the day before.
This time, Leila was with him.

"Hello, Hero. It's been a day since we last met."
"Hello, Saint."
"Since we'll be companions for a long time, please feel free to speak casually. I've already told Milia to speak comfortably too. You're older than me anyway, right?"
"...Right, Leila."
"Once again, I look forward to working with you."
"Yeah. Me too."
"Ah, I have another request today."
"Oh, sure."

Leila, who seemed much brighter than when I had seen her before, naturally initiated a handshake just like at the banquet.
Then she took a drink from me.
How can a young woman have such a strong grip?
At the welcome party, it felt like she would crush my hand if I didn't give her the drink.
Even now, it felt like she wouldn't let go unless I gave her the drink.

-Thud! Creeeeak~

She skillfully created a chair with holy power in a corner of the training ground so as not to get in the way, sat down, and naturally opened the drink to watch me.
...Is she really just here to watch?
Looking at Soleil warming up on the opposite side, I had an ominous feeling.

"Well then, I look forward to working with you again today, Lord Soleil."
"Likewise, as I mentioned, today is the last day, so I'll be increasing the intensity. I look forward to working with you, Hero."

Soon after, as if his words yesterday weren't a joke, I found myself gritting my teeth as Soleil enthusiastically battered my body.
Perhaps because I had gotten used to it, I barely managed to stay conscious as I waited for Soleil to heal my body again.

"I'll do it today, Director."
"Ah, I'd appreciate that."
"...What...?"
"Be healed."

I came to regret not losing consciousness.
Unlike the healing I experienced yesterday when I was briefly conscious, with incomparable speed...
The moment I heard her say "Be healed," my entire body was instantly restored.

"...It seems faster than yesterday."
"Well, how could the healing of a mere Holy Knight like myself compare to that of the Saint?"
"Praise me more."
"...The healing of the Saint, who is the representative of the Goddess herself, is comparable to the focused healing of a high priest in basic ability."

I thought it was quite foolish how he was actually giving more praise when she childishly asked for it.
But it was an incredible healing ability.

"Anyway, let's begin again. Since we've brought the Saint today, you won't be able to rest as comfortably as yesterday."
"...Haha. This is insane."

That statement meant I would spend less mental energy writhing in pain like yesterday.
And that meant my body would be even more thoroughly destroyed.

"Since you'll need to practice coordination with the three of you in the afternoon, we'll stop here."
"Huff... huff..."

I thought I was going to die.
Still, feeling in my body how much stronger I had become, I sighed and said:

"...Phew... The healing of the clergy is truly on another level."
"That's right."
"Though I'm a special case."
"Pardon?"

A special case?

"Unlike ordinary clergy, I receive power directly from the Goddess, so I can use holy power without prayer texts with efficiency incomparable to others."
"What does that...?"
"Still, I need to use holy magic normally to produce complex effects."

This was impossible according to the game settings I knew.
The power of the Goddess had never been drawn by any saint in history.
I thought that perhaps Leila's potential might be even higher than Dorothy's.

Lying face down on the dirt ground, exhausted, I felt a small hope growing...
That we might actually be able to kill the Demon Lord.

Ch.18 - Sabbath
I think that vending machine has a masochistic streak.

After getting beaten up by the Director, it collapsed on the floor, only to start snickering shortly after.
Still, just as the Director had told me beforehand.
The look in its eyes is completely different from the person I saw yesterday.

I should relieve some fatigue since it's almost lunchtime, and I'll need to use it several more times this afternoon.

"Lord, grant these ones the will to take another step forward."

The magic I use is "Encouragement."
It's a spell that relieves mental fatigue. Normally, it's not a magic where people feel much effect.
But in situations like this, it's quite useful.

-Whoosh
"...Huh?"

What appears to my eyes as a white light, but to others as just a faint glow, the holy power wraps around us warmly like a breeze.
The vending machine's body had already been healed, but it couldn't move due to mental exhaustion.
Just a little relief like this allows it to move again.

"Can you get up now?"
"Uh... yeah. Thanks to you. Is this also the power of holy magic?"
"Yes. It's magic that relieves mental fatigue. I don't use it often because overuse can lead to addiction and withdrawal symptoms."
"...That's a bit scary."
"Don't worry. Using it according to proper dosage and purpose is the most important thing we learn when studying holy magic as clergy."
"Pfft!"

I knew they would burst out laughing when they heard this.
The vending machine is definitely thinking of something like addictive painkillers right now.
Well, it's somewhat similar, I suppose.

Anyway, since the vending machine seems to be moving fine now, I call out to the child who's been hiding and watching us for a while.

"Miss Milia, it's okay to come out now."
"Eek!"
"Huh...? Milia?"
"Oh, Magician."

She must not have expected me to call her out since she thought she was hiding so well.
When she's that startled, it makes me feel bad.

"Really, you could have just come and stood beside me to watch together."
"Umm... it's still a bit awkward... hehe..."

As expected, seeing her hair return to normal, I gesture to Miss Milia, who approaches without hesitation despite her puzzled expression.

"As I thought, it's back to normal."
"Hehe. My hair has a strong will of its own."
"Fufu, since it's lunchtime now, shall we go ahead? Or would you prefer to wait for the Hero to get ready?"
"Umm... if it's okay with you, big sister, I'd like to go together."
"Then let's do that. You two men over there? If you heard us, please get ready quickly."
"Sure. I'll get ready and be right there."
"I'm fine as I am."
"Hmm..."
"...Let's go."

I shoot a glare at the Director, conveying my thoughts that this isn't just a casual gathering but one with the grandfather present, and he finally moves with a sigh.
Watching the two of them head toward the shower facilities, I extend the length of the holy power chair I've been sitting on and pat the seat beside me, looking at Miss Milia.

"While those two are getting ready, let's wait here."
"Okay."

I smile at the child who carefully sits down beside me, then bring up what I wanted to discuss.

"Miss Milia."
"What is it, big sister?"
"Aren't you worried about the journey?"
"Hmm... I'm very worried."
"Will you be alright?"
"I'm not sure. Hehe."

I'm concerned that this might be too harsh a path for a child not even 20 years old yet.

"When things get tough, please tell me. I have more experience than you might think."
"Thank you, big sister. But I think I'll be fine."

I quietly listen as Miss Milia explains with a smile.

"At first, I wondered if someone like me, who had been cooped up in the magic tower all this time, could survive outside. Could I be helpful to anyone? That's what I thought.
From the moment Ian first came to find me and revealed he was the Hero. I ran away because I was scared."

The child began explaining why she ran away, something she hadn't mentioned yesterday.
By the way, she calls me "big sister" but addresses the vending machine, who's actually older than me, by name. Is that how all couples are?
Even something as trivial as calling each other's names feels so full of love that it makes my heart tingle.

"But Ian said it was okay, that he needed me and no one else. He kept chasing after me until the end."
"...I was thinking this yesterday too, but should I have called the guards for this matter?"

This is something I thought about yesterday too, but in the original world, this would definitely be a crime worthy of being reported as malicious stalking.

"I found out later that Ian knew about our world even before being summoned. Even the possibilities of the future."

This matches what the Director told me.
It seems he properly revealed the truth to Miss Milia and apologized after regaining his senses yesterday.

"He said he fell in love with me when he saw me in that future, and that he was certain he came to this world to meet me. You know how he talks like that?"
"Wow..."

It seems that vending machine is quite the romantic.
At first, I thought he was just an ordinary playboy.

"With Ian, the person I love, by my side, I'm okay even if things get tough. As long as I can be with him."
"I'm sorry. I worried unnecessarily."
"Hehe, that's understandable. But I'm happy that you worried about me."
"Really. When you say things like that, I can't resist how cute you are. Come here, let me pat your head."

Perhaps it's because I've always been treated as everyone's child or younger sister at the Papal Office, and even in my previous life, the only connections I had were with people older than me.
Although I'm clearly the younger one in appearance, when I look at this child, I really can't resist wanting to dote on her.
It feels like my wish to have a little sister like this has come true, and I'm truly happy right now.
This must also be the guidance of the Goddess.

As I'm patting the head of the child who shyly rests her head in my arms with outstretched arms, the two who went to shower return.

"Gasp...!"
"Hmph."

What's with those irreverent looks?
One has a rebellious gaze as if I've stolen his lover, mixed with the emotion of seeing a new side of Miss Milia he didn't know before.
Tsk. No matter how I look at it, this child is too good for such an inadequate vending machine.

And the other one, the Director, what on earth is that...
It's clearly a reaction to seeing me lovingly embracing Miss Milia, but why does it seem like he's sneering?
I feel slightly irritated.

Miss Milia, who was purring like a cat apparently enjoying my embrace, suddenly realizes she's shown her relaxed self to those two when I pat her back.
The child's face starts turning as red as a ripe tomato.

"It's okay. You were cute."
"B-big sister!"
"Fufu, isn't that right, everyone?"
"Yeah. Honestly, it was the best."
"Pfft."

Not even trying to hide it anymore?
Feeling indignant, I stand up, approach the Director, and with just a little mana infused into my foot, kick him in the shin.

-Thud!
"Ugh!"
"Your look was, impertinent."
"Oh..."
"Eek."

I hear reactions of admiration for striking a man he couldn't even touch, and fear at the sudden violent act.
It hurts a bit when Miss Milia shows such a reaction.
This is all the Director's fault.

"Well then, shall we all go now?"

If we delay any longer, grandfather will be waiting for too long.

* *

The meal time with grandfather was ordinary.

Tomorrow there will be a modest departure ceremony at a certain time, and after that, necessary items have been prepared, so we just need to pack them and leave.
Comments about how the look in his eyes has improved, or gratitude for the consideration.
Various conversations like these took place.
After the gathering ended, the vending machine came to find me separately to apologize, which I graciously accepted along with a drink.

And then...

Finally, it's time for the joint training I've been waiting for.
Of course, there are various restrictions on me, but still.
This is the time to experience the skills of the two people firsthand and determine what adjustments are needed.

Our opponent is one of the Holy Knights from the Papal Guard Holy Knight Order, as I understand.
I've often seen him in passing, and I remember the Director saying that even he would have difficulty subduing this person quickly if focusing on defense.
I believe his name is...

"I look forward to working with you. Hero, I am Aegis of the Papal Guard Holy Knight Order."
"Likewise, I look forward to working with you."
"Magician and Holy Maiden, I also look forward to... wait, Holy Maiden?"

Aegis suddenly looks confused upon seeing me and turns to look at the Director.
...Didn't you explain this beforehand?
Only then does the Director seem to realize he forgot, asking us to wait a moment as he takes Aegis to a corner to whisper something. I sigh watching this.

"What's going on? Did something happen?"
"...It's nothing. He's probably just confused about whether he can draw his sword against me."
"Ah, I see."
"Big sister is loved by many people here."
"Well, I did grow up here after all."

By then, the explanation seems to have finished as Aegis returns to his position. I glance at him once before glaring at the Director.
It's very vexing how he avoids my eyes and pretends to be distracted.
It seems we'll need a duel before departing on our journey.

"...I apologize for the rudeness. I look forward to working with you all. Magician. Holy Maiden."
"Yes!"
"Don't worry too much, Sir Aegis."

After exchanging greetings, I explain to the vending machine who's worried about whether it's okay for all three of us to attack together.
I don't understand how someone who barely qualifies as an apprentice Holy Knight can worry about others.

"Rather than worrying if it's okay to attack together, you should be concerned about whether we can properly withstand him. Don't underestimate a formal Holy Knight."
"No, that just makes me more worried..."
"Huuuh..."
"As discussed beforehand, the Hero will be the vanguard, I'll be in the middle handling blessings, defense, and healing, and we'll aim to finish with Miss Milia's magic. Let's do our best."
"Okay."
"I'll do my best!"
"If we drag this out, we'll definitely lose, so we need to end it while our opponent doesn't know our capabilities."
"Are you ready?"

Since the Director agreed to be the referee, he asks if we're ready.
Miss Milia and I nod toward the vending machine.

"Yes. We're ready."
"You may start whenever you're ready."
"Then, begin!"

At the Director's signal to start, as expected, Sir Aegis takes a defensive stance with his longsword and shield, seemingly wanting to see how we'll approach.

"Lord, grant these ones strength to journey further, and let the tailwind lighten their steps."

A higher blessing combining strength and speed enhancement: "Augmentation."
While strengthening the vending machine, I also create a barrier infused with protective will to shield myself and Miss Milia.

"And grant your sword the power to cut down evil."

Finally, I cast the "Holy Weapon" spell on the vending machine's sword.
Although the efficiency of Holy Weapon is reduced against a Holy Knight, it's to prevent the vending machine's sword from breaking pathetically with my holy power.

As soon as the blessings take effect, the vending machine charges forward and swings his greatsword from top to bottom, but Sir Aegis smoothly deflects it with his shield.
Sigh... he seems to have forgotten to avoid big movements and buy time for magic casting due to excitement.
That's a deduction.

As Sir Aegis naturally deflects the greatsword and rushes toward the rear line to take us down while the vending machine is flustered, I slightly increase the strength of the barrier.
Just enough to withstand two sword strikes.

-Crash! Bang!
"Big sister! Step back!"

As expected, after two strikes the barrier shatters, and hearing Miss Milia's cry, I take a big step back while looking at her as she finishes casting her magic.

"Burn!"

Oh, impressive magic.
I believe it's a mid-level fire magic called "Pillar of Fire" if I remember correctly.
As I step back, a red light forms beneath Sir Aegis's feet.

-Whoosh!

Scorching flames rise up, forming a pillar as the name suggests.
Wow. Usually, even if someone says it's okay, most would hesitate to directly hit a person with such magic.
Whether it's trust in us or just boldness.
Miss Milia gets high marks for this.

Meanwhile, I see white and green light gathering inside the pillar of fire and set up another barrier.
This time, not to protect myself and Miss Milia, but to shield the area behind Sir Aegis.

"Hup!"
-Crash!
"Kyaa!"
"Wow~"

Simultaneously, Sir Aegis swings his shield filled with holy power toward the ground, dispersing the flames and creating a gust of wind.
Miss Milia screams in surprise at the sudden gust, and as Sir Aegis hears the barrier breaking and turns to look behind him.

"Haaah!"
"Ugh!"

The vending machine, having regained his stance, charges forward and swings his greatsword. Sir Aegis, who had just made a large movement to disperse the magic, takes a direct hit to the shoulder.

"Stop! The winner is the Hero's party!"
"Phew..."
"Yay! We won!"
"Thank you for your hard work. Sir Aegis too. I'll heal you right away."
"Thank you, Holy Maiden. I really couldn't handle it."
"Fufu."

After healing Sir Aegis's shoulder with holy power, I couldn't help but laugh as he shook his head as if he'd been tricked.
Of course, he was aware that the vending machine was charging from behind after regaining his stance, and he had created the gust with his shield taking that into account.
But I had blocked it with my barrier.

"Now, I will announce the evaluation."
"Gulp."
"Hueee."

Although the healing was already complete, I pretended to continue healing as I watched the two of them tense up, along with Sir Aegis.

"First, the Hero."
"Yes!"
"Your initial charge—in a real battle, it would have endangered the Holy Maiden and the Magician. Remember that."
"Ugh."
"Putting all your strength into the first strike is only possible when you have the upper hand over your opponent. Always remember that you have people to protect behind you."
"Thank you!"
"Next, the Magician."
"Yeeees!"
"Kuku."

The vending machine was reflecting on his evaluation, and I couldn't help but laugh seeing Miss Milia's voice rise in tension when she was called.

"The mid-level magic completed in a short time, the area selection, and the consideration for the Holy Maiden—all very good."
"Oh! Thank you!"
"However, it would be better to prepare the next spell in advance in case the magic doesn't work. And closing your eyes in surprise at the opponent's attack is an area that needs improvement."
"Yes!"
"Next, the Holy Maiden."
"Yes."
"...I don't have much to say. Please focus on strengthening your barriers in the future."
"Yes."

After the formal evaluation, the Director whispers:

"The effect of your blessing is too strong. It would be better to reduce it a bit."
"I was thinking the same thing."

With the vending machine's original ability, Sir Aegis wouldn't have chosen to deflect the first strike.
He would have blocked it with his shield, counterattacked to incapacitate him, and then targeted us.
It seems he chose to deflect because the blessing's effect was stronger than expected, making it impossible to block.
This is definitely an area I need to reflect on.

"If you continue to coordinate like this, you should be fine. Well done, everyone. Use the remaining time to rest and prepare for your journey starting tomorrow. Aegis, good work."
"Thank you for your help! Sir Soleil!"
"Thank you!"
"Good work. Sir Aegis too."
"Yes! You too, Holy Maiden!"

With that, the training ended, and we agreed to spend the remaining time as we each saw fit.
I spent my time in the chapel.

Since I won't be able to come here for a while.

I pray that everyone can complete their journey safely.
And that there will be as few sacrifices as possible to buy time.

Ch.19 - The Beginning of the Journey
The Fateful Day Has Come

The day has arrived when I begin my role as a caretaker, for who knows how long.
Perhaps that's why.
Since morning, the Director has been following me around, chattering away.

"If you notice devil worshippers, just report the information through communication channels and never intervene directly.
Even if you suspect heresy, don't capture and torture anyone.
Don't suddenly sanctify people.
No dipping them in holy water either.
That doesn't mean you can use aura instead.
Just don't engage in any aggressive actions at all.
......"

"Grrrr."

"...Saint. I can hear your teeth grinding."
"Really? If there were louder noises, no one would hear it, right?"
"...Even if you threaten me, I must say what needs to be said."
"I'm not a child..."
"Please put your hand on your heart and think about it."
"Hmph."
"...Sigh."

How can I help what I see?
That's why I've recently taken to just keeping my eyes closed.

"We'll be arriving soon, so I'll stop here. I trust you'll handle things properly."
"Says the person who waited outside my room since dawn and has been nagging me the entire way here?"

To think I've inspired so little trust.
After all the faith I've placed in the Director, I feel tears welling up from this betrayal.

"...Phew. I apologize. I went too far. You're an adult now, Saint."
"..."
"I'm just worried about you."
"Am I really that unreliable?"
"It's because you're too reliable. I'm concerned you'll stubbornly adhere to your restrictions until the end and overexert yourself for the Hero's party."
"..."
"The Hero is important, but please don't forget that for us, you will always come first."
"...Yes."
"I'll lift your heresy inquisitor suspension at my discretion. Use it when you feel it's necessary."
"I will."

I know the Director worries about me.
Still, we won't see each other for a while—would it be so difficult to send me off with a smile?

"Lighten your expression. Even when you frown, you just look cute."
"What—"
*Thump!*
"Ugh."

I was trying to show I was upset, but when he says something like that so suddenly, what am I supposed to do?
Blushing, I lower my head, cover my mouth that's twitching on its own, and kick the Director's shin once.

"Your eyes... are you planning to keep them as they are?"
"Yes. I've grown accustomed to keeping them closed now."
"If you need it, I can prepare disguise magic tools for you."
"It's fine. These are signs of the Goddess's love for me—I can't go around disguising them. So I'll compromise by keeping my eyes closed."
"As you wish."
"What about the item I requested?"

While I don't need disguise tools, there is something I'll need for long-term travel, which I asked for separately.
Hearing my question, the Director searches inside his garment and hands me a small blue sphere.

"The Blue Magic Tower's special artificial tears you requested. Apparently, they automatically generate medicine when you channel mana into them."
"Thank you."

The problem was chronic dry eye caused by the sacred marks engraved in my eyes.
Fortunately, dry eye is a common ailment in this world too, so until now I've been using medicine bottles kept in my room or procuring them locally during missions.
For a journey of unknown duration, I couldn't use regular medicine bottles with limited shelf life, so I decided to try the Magic Tower's artificial tears.
As for other necessities, I keep them stored in my sleeve's storage magic as usual, so I don't really have anything else to pack.

"We've arrived."
"Whew, I'm nervous."
"So even you get nervous, Saint."
"Are you trying to make me really angry?"
"Hehe. Just joking."

Exchanging such banter, I opened the familiar reception room door.

"I'm here."
"Welcome, child."
"Good morning."
"Hello, big sister!"

Since my room was the farthest from the reception room, it seems Grandfather, the vending machine, and Miss Milia had already arrived and were waiting.

"It looks like everyone has already finished packing what they need."
"Well, yes."
"Yes!"

Judging by the sack the vending machine wears at his waist and the backpack Miss Milia is carrying, they seem to have properly prepared bags with travel storage magic.

"Leila."
"Yes, Grandfather."
"If we part now, we likely won't see each other for a long time."
"Yes."
"Come here."

Smiling at his words, I approach Grandfather, who quietly pulls me into his embrace.

"You must stay healthy."
"Yes. You be careful too."
"And delegate work to your subordinates more often."
"I'll try."
"Don't torment the Director too much."
"...I'll consider it."
"Grandfather."
"Yes?"
"I'll be going now."
"Take care, child."
"Hehe."

I finish my farewell, feeling Grandfather's gentle pats on my back.
If I stay any longer, I'll want to remain here.
It's time to go.

"Thank you for waiting. Hero, Miss Milia. Shall we depart now?"
"Leila, aren't you bringing any luggage?"

To show that petty vending machine who seems disgruntled that only he packed luggage, I pull out a water flask from my sleeve.

"Didn't I tell you, Hero? These clothes are extremely expensive."
"...Oh."
"Hehe, I already knew that."

Having packed plenty of coins for the vending machine, I put the flask back and say:

"Is there anything else you're curious about?"
"Those... eyes might be a bit conspicuous, don't you think?"
"I plan to keep them closed normally, so don't worry. And anyway, because of my clothes... hmm, never mind. You'll understand as we travel."

Since I have no intention of changing my clothes, they'll surely realize I'm a heresy inquisitor as we travel.
The vending machine seems to have focused on my comment about keeping my eyes closed and missed the rest.
It was difficult at first, but since I'm not completely blind, I've trained myself to manage just fine with practice.
You should try harder.

"May the Goddess's protection be with you on your journey ahead."
"May blessings fill your path."
"Thank you, Pope!"
"Thank you!"
"I'll always pray for the church family too."

And so, with Grandfather and the Director's farewells behind us,
We leave the Papal See, hearing the cheers of the Lamiel people who have somehow already heard the news, and begin our journey.

* * *

"Hero?"
"Yes?"
"Here."

Not long after leaving the city, I call the vending machine over and place a silver coin in his hand.

"Why are you suddenly giving me silver?"
"You know why."

I extend my hand as if for a handshake.

"..."
"By the way, how many can you take out at once?"
"Let's try it now. Keep holding my hand, will you?"
"Yes."

After receiving a Dr. Pepper, I maintain our handhold.

"Hmm."

It seems one can per contact might be the limit, as he briefly releases my hand before taking it again.

"Oh."

Curious about what he's taken out this time, I slightly open my eyes to look... Pepsi?
Ugh, I never would have thought the vending machine would be a Pepsi person.
More importantly, it seems he can take out different items.

I quietly watch as he naturally releases and retakes my hand.

"...Big sister? What are you doing with Ian?"
"Eek!"

I was startled.
Having repeated the same action, Miss Milia approached silently and whispered in my ear with a chilling voice I'd never heard before.

"I was checking the Hero's ability."
"Ability? Oh, that strange drink Ian mentioned before?"
"Yes."
"Ah, I thought my new big sister had somehow developed a special relationship with the Hero without me knowing."
"...I have no interest in men, so you don't need to worry about that."
"Eh?"
"Huh?"

As I say this to the vending machine, who seems to be taking out another Pepsi perhaps for Miss Milia, both of them look at me with puzzled expressions.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Nothing, just a bit of an unexpected answer."
"Big sister, do you like women then?"
"*Cough!*"

Where on earth did she draw that conclusion from my answer?

"Sigh... I simply have no interest in romance, regardless of gender."
"I see."
"So it's not because of church doctrine, but just your personal preference?"
"Yes. The church doesn't have doctrines that interfere with personal freedom. From the beginning, our Goddess has been of the mind that such matters are for individuals to decide."
"I see."
"The other sisters at the Magic Tower say if you wait too long, you'll end up living alone forever. Are you okay with that, big sister?"
"...I suppose so?"

What kind of place is this Magic Tower?
It makes me wonder if my image of it as a gathering of proud magic scholars is mistaken.

"Anyway, this ability seems to require one contact per item retrieved."
"I see."
"Are there no limitations? The ability to produce such amazing things with just a handshake and no apparent cost—alchemists would faint if they knew."

That child must indeed be a mage.
It's refreshing to see how she transforms and begins analyzing at the mere mention of something unknown, compared to her usual demeanor.

"There don't seem to be any particular limitations."
"Does it have to be hand-holding specifically?"
"I've never thought about that."
"Me neither. The Goddess only told me to hold hands."
"Let's try other methods! Big sister!"
"Alright. Let's see."

I grab the vending machine's nape.

"Eek!"
"How is it?"
"N-nothing's coming out!"

I sequentially touch his back and waist.

"What about here?"
"Nothing!!"

Hmm.

"Then would you like to try touching me, Hero?"
"...Pardon?"
"Eh?"

I stand with my arms spread, as if inviting him to try freely.

"Ian, you're not actually thinking of doing it, right?"
"...No."

The vending machine seems to shrink at Miss Milia's voice, which is somehow filled with killing intent.

"Big sister."
"Yes?"
"...Aren't you being too careless?"
"What?"
"To... to seduce a man so shamelessly—you call yourself a saint, but you're being too lewd!"
"Seduce? What do you mean?"

I just said I have no interest in men moments ago.
Why is this child so excited?

"It's dangerous for a girl to tell a man to touch her body!"
"...Ah."
"'Ah'? Don't tell me now..."

Oh...
I apologize.
The vending machine image was so strong that I momentarily forgot he was a man.
Only now do I realize what I've done.

"...I'm sorry. That wasn't my intention."
"Phew. As long as you understand. Be careful from now on, big sister. All men are wolves, and you're sooooo cute."
"I will. Hero, I apologize to you too."
"...It's okay. These things happen. Yeah..."

I've done something embarrassing, blinded by the desire for drinks.
I apologize once more to the dejected vending machine.
It's alright, having a girlfriend like Miss Milia means you're successful as a man.
Still, I can't help feeling embarrassed, so let me change the subject.

"So, how are we planning to camp tonight?"

I see a forest ahead.
And the sun seems to be setting.

"The forest is dangerous, so let's spend the night over there and set out tomorrow."
"That sounds good."
"Yes!"

Our first destination was certainly Ark, a city a little west of Lamiel.
I remember they said we needed to find clues about the holy sword.
When I asked if they already knew where the holy sword was, since they knew the future of this world,
They said that even if we went there, we couldn't do anything without the key, so we had to follow the proper sequence.
Anyway, this is why these so-called divine powers are never straightforward.
Still, nothing beats my staff, which I hope will return to my hands soon.

* * *

After what felt like three months but was only three days, I finally began my journey as a Hero.
Since I had already told my two companions that I knew the future of this world,
I could freely discuss our first objective shortly after leaving Lamiel.

"First, we're heading to a city called Ark."
"Ark?"
"Why there?"
"To defeat the Demon Lord, I need to obtain the holy sword first."
"Huh, the holy sword."
"Oh? Are you referring to the holy sword said to have been used by the first Hero?"
"Yes. Finding the holy sword by following the correct path and clues is itself a trial for the sword."
"Hehe, it reminds me of fairy tales I read as a child."
"Amazing..."

Of course, in this world, the holy sword was a legendary weapon only found in fairy tales.
Even Leila, who had been walking around with her eyes closed until now, was so surprised that she opened her eyes when I mentioned the holy sword.

"When we reach Ark, we'll probably have to fight some monsters, so it's best to prepare in advance."
"What? We'll encounter monsters in the city?"
"No, we'll take a request from the Adventurer's Guild there and head to the wetlands. Due to an accident, it's become a restricted area, so we can't go without accepting a request."

It was understandable that they were surprised.
In this world, cities always have barriers against monsters, so monsters appearing in a city would indicate a major incident.

"I'm sorry to tell you both, but I think we'll encounter insect-type monsters, so be prepared."
"Ugh."
"Eek. I don't like bugs."

Seeing both women grimace at the mention of insect monsters, I continued:

"Anyway, the knowledge I have can change except for major events, so I plan to adapt to each situation as it comes."
"Even knowing this much in advance is a blessing."
"Yes yes! Ian is really amazing!"
"Hehe."

My facial muscles relaxed at Milia's praise, which, well, I couldn't help.

When Leila suddenly stopped me and placed a silver coin in my hand during our journey, I was truly bewildered.
She said she was giving it to me because it didn't feel right to get something for free, but it made me feel like I'd become a literal vending machine.
I almost got angry, but it was too much money to argue about.
Reconsidering the value of silver coins, I wondered why I'd been upset—she was basically paying me 100,000 won and holding my hand just for giving her a can of soda.

When Milia saw this and started experimenting with the conditions of my ability, Leila suddenly began sensually stroking my nape and back, which really startled me.
What kind of saint was she—more like a "sexual" saint than a holy one.

When she spread her arms with an innocent face and asked me to touch her, I honestly had impure thoughts for a moment.
But Milia's voice, filled with killing intent, quickly brought me back to my senses.

I was grumbling about what a seductive woman she was, only to discover that she hadn't even been thinking of me as a man.
Wait, why am I crying?

* * *

It's been a while since I last camped.

Despite the embarrassing issue earlier, everything is fine now.
Both camping tents are set up, the campfire is lit.
I could set up a barrier against monsters myself, but then I wouldn't be able to sleep, so I plant the prepared tools in the ground and infuse them with holy power to activate the barrier.

*Woong*

After confirming the barrier is working properly as the air vibrates, I approach the two people discussing something by the campfire.

"Is there a problem?"
"Ah, big sister!"
"Leila."
"Yes? What is it?"

The fact that both of them call me as soon as I sit down suggests something is wrong.

"We have a serious problem."
"A problem?"
"You see, big sister..."
"Yes, I'm listening. Take your time."

It's really confusing when they speak alternately like this.

"We don't have any food."
"...What?"
"Waaah. We were so busy packing other things that we completely forgot about food..."

I thought something serious had happened, given their grave expressions.

"I heard you two didn't pack any food at all, so I brought some. Don't worry."

Sister Teresa told me.
She said the two of them didn't pack any food, just loads of camping equipment.
Since I need to hide my powers and can't go hunting in the forest for ingredients, I had to pack something.
So I went to the kitchen and got some convenience foods and ingredients.

"Let's start with the convenience food."
"Yay!"
"You saved us."

Feeling my nose grow higher with pride at their words, I decide to take out the convenience food first.
Tonight's dinner is the most popular camping convenience meal among heresy inquisitors!
Jerky and vegetable stew!

"Thank you for providing our daily bread."
"Eck."
"...What is this?"
"Huh? It's camping convenience food?"

Special wild boar jerky—a bit tough but an essential item for heresy inquisitor camping—and vegetable stew, which has mixed reviews among squad members but I personally like.

"...Convenience food?"
"Big sister. This is food, right?"
"Yes. It is."

Well...
I admit it looks a bit questionable.
The perfectly square jerky that's gone beyond reddish-brown to completely black.
And the stew, so thick and green from too many vegetables, bubbling away.
...But it tastes good, really.
Would the royal kitchen of the Holy Kingdom serve inedible food?
These flavors are actually addictive once you try them, but seeing their reactions makes me feel like I've done something wrong.

"Munch munch... it's delicious..."

As an example, I tear off a piece of jerky first, enjoying its nutty and slightly salty taste with that addictive texture, while simultaneously preparing to serve the stew that's starting to boil properly over the campfire into the bowls I brought.

"Slurp. Really... it's delicious..."

Next, I savor the stew—the thick texture of cream with potatoes, carrots, pumpkin, cabbage, broccoli, kale, and various other vegetables dissolved in it, appreciating the chef's generous spirit in the salty taste of salt and the spiciness of pepper.
The two finally seem willing to try the food and take some jerky and stew.

"Waaah! It's too tough to chew!"
"Hack! Water! Someone give me water!"

...It really is delicious.
Really...

Ch.20 - Taking One's Life
I've made my decision.
I will never share a tent with Miss Milia again.
I'd rather sleep outside than risk the danger of sleeping with that girl.

This is the first time I've nearly died since receiving my position as a Holy Knight.

From my previous experience visiting Miss Milia's room, I knew she had bad sleeping habits.
Still, I felt reassured since it was a fairly large, high-quality tent for camping.

I fell asleep thinking that no matter how bad her sleeping habits were, surely they couldn't be life-threatening.
At dawn, I realized the truth when I woke up clutched like a doll against her violent bosom, nearly suffocating.
That's when I understood that sleeping in the same space as someone with bad sleeping habits really could be fatal.

If there had been hostility or killing intent, I might have awakened and avoided it before anything happened.
But I woke up suddenly unable to breathe, struggling to escape, yet in my panicked state I couldn't muster proper strength.
When I tried to push her away, my hands just sank into her chest with little effect.

In the end, I barely escaped by using holy power to create a barrier from within my body to push her away.
It was humiliating.

My training must be insufficient.
Yes, I've clearly been neglecting my training lately.
No matter how panicked I was, to nearly die from being clung to by a girl who just reached adulthood...

After shaking my head at Miss Milia, who continued sleeping soundly through all this, I went outside to see the dark pre-dawn sky.

"Haah..."

Since I'm up early, I might as well prepare breakfast.
Come to think of it, perhaps it was careless of us to sleep without posting a night watch, even if the city is nearby.
Since I'm no longer traveling alone, we should properly establish night watches when camping outdoors from now on.
Otherwise, I might have been killed even if it weren't for Miss Milia.

"You're quite industrious, being up before sunrise."

I notice about seven people in the distance, likely bandits, gradually approaching our camp.
With my mood already sour, I wonder whether to handle this alone quietly or wake up the vending machine and Milia for combat experience.

Hmm...
There's no need to make them experience fighting people right from the start of our journey.
If the vending machine really is someone summoned from Korea, he would likely be reluctant to face people with killing intent, except perhaps in training.

"Time for some morning exercise."

I take out my special magic tower-made canteen that produces water according to the mana supplied, fill a pot placed over the campfire, then stand up, dust off my bottom, and surround the two tents with a barrier.

Then I approach the group of bandits with a smile and greet them.
There's a saying not to judge people by appearances alone.
Though the chance is very small, they could be a group of rough-looking adventurers who ran into trouble in the forest.

"Brothers, is there something I can help you with?"
"Just as the youngest said, those are some expensive camping supplies."
"Boss, could they be nobles?"
"Idiot. Would nobles camp in a place like this? They're clearly just novice adventurers with some money."
"Hehe. That priestess looks pretty decent though. Wow, look at how she's wearing that nun outfit."
"I don't see what's so great about a little thing like her. Women should have breasts, you fool."

Sigh...
Just ordinary bandits, as expected.

It's quite fascinating.
As an Inquisitor, bandits and mountain thieves are among those I frequently encounter during missions.
Since our missions are mostly solo, they always try to threaten us relying on their numbers.
Every time, I notice something interesting.
Even ill-tempered adventurers generally avoid bothering clergy, but these types seem to take pleasure in defiling the religious.

Anyway, not one of them has answered my question.
Still, I've decided to offer forgiveness to sinners, so let me ask once more out of courtesy.
But first, let me sigh a bit.

"Haah..."
"Boss, something's off about this woman. She seems like she can't even open her eyes properly. Is she blind?"
"Look at her clothes—she's clearly not right in the head."
"Priestesses are all the same, aren't they? They don't know men, so they don't even realize what's going to happen to them."
"Hehe, isn't it charming when they resist fiercely saying 'God will not forgive you!'?"
"As if there's any such thing as God, hahaha."

What did those bandits just say?
I was about to offer them a chance for forgiveness when their shocking choice of words left me frozen.

"What, are you finally realizing your situation?"
"What did you just say?"
"Look at that, she's reacting because she calls herself a priestess! Haha!"
"Oh my, God is all a lie, little girl."
"If such a thing existed, would we still be alive? Hahaha!"

Originally, I was just going to chase them away, but...
I take out a bead engraved with a sound-blocking barrier from my sleeve, throw it toward where I had set up the barrier earlier, and activate it.

"I don't typically insist that others believe in the Goddess."
"What~?"
"Is she crazy?"
"Belief is a personal freedom. The Goddess respects everyone's free will."

That's why I don't particularly engage in missionary work outside.
Faith isn't something to be forced; it comes naturally.

"She's definitely lost her mind."
"Tsk, what's she saying? Should we listen more?"
"Let's just shut her up."

"However."

No matter what...

"Denying the Goddess in front of me..."

That I cannot forgive.

-CRACK!
"GWAAK!"

Dodging the club swung at me, I clench my fists, infuse them with holy power carrying healing intent, and strike the center of the bandit's face as he approaches me.

"It's the same as asking to be taught what faith is."

The method of teaching those who don't believe in the Goddess is simple.
They just need to experience Her grace physically.

Until faith is engraved upon their souls.

* *

It was a refreshing morning.
Though last night's dinner had been bizarre, I appreciated the effort and somehow managed to eat it before falling asleep.

As I was getting up, I thought that even with barriers against monsters, we should probably set up night watches. With that in mind, I exited the tent.
An unusual scene greeted me.

"Hehe, Sister. I was thinking of roasting rabbit for breakfast, would that be alright?"
"Fufu, of course, brother."
"Sister, is this amount of soup enough?"
"Yes. Just simmer it slowly like that."
"Sister! The preparations for grilling meat are complete!"
"Well done, brother."
"Is this the herb you mentioned, Sister?"
"Yes. You found it well. If you take it, grind it thoroughly, and let it ferment, it will make a useful recovery potion later."
"Thank you!"

About seven extremely rough-looking men, who anyone would immediately identify as criminals, were bowing and scraping to Leila while helping prepare breakfast.

"...What is...this?"
"Oh, you're awake?"
"Um...yeah. Did you sleep well, Leila?"
"Yes. Good morning. May the Lord watch over our path today."

I wanted to ask what on earth was going on, but Leila just gave a brief greeting before quickly heading to the tent to wake Milia, so I couldn't ask.

"Good morning, sir!"

Holy shit, you scared me!
A man suddenly approached me, bowing at a 90-degree angle, and I couldn't understand the situation at all.

"Um, excuse me, but what is—"
"Well..."
"I'll explain that."
"Yes, ma'am!"

The man who had been speaking suddenly bowed at 90 degrees again and backed away, leaving me dumbfounded as I turned to look at Leila, who had just poked her head out of the tent.

"Fufu, I woke up early and was taking a walk when I met these devout brothers."
"Uh..."
"They noticed I was a priestess and said they had a good morning hunt, so they offered to help prepare breakfast. I couldn't refuse fellow believers of the Goddess, so we're preparing breakfast together."
"Umm..."
"Don't worry. They have busy matters to attend to this morning, so once the food is ready, they'll take their portion and leave. Right?"
"Yes!"
"That's right!"
"Don't worry! We'll disappear quickly!"

When she said "Right?", they all responded simultaneously from different directions. Clearly something had happened, but I had no way of figuring out the current situation, so I just gave up.

"Ah, yes. You're working hard."
"Not at all!"
"What hard work!"
"..."

Apparently breakfast preparations were complete, as the seven men stood in perfect formation, all standing straight and looking at the sky.
Eventually, Leila emerged from the tent, having successfully woken Milia.

"Thank you for your hard work. Well then, perhaps we'll meet again if the opportunity arises."
"Yes!"
"Thank you, Sister!"
"May the Goddess's blessing be with you all."
"Thank you!!"
"Really, really thank you!"
"We won't forget this kindness!"

As they quickly disappeared after taking only their share, I asked Leila something I'd been thinking about.

"Leila, are those people possibly..."
"Did you notice?"
"They're bandits... right?"
"Yes, that's correct. To be precise, since we're not in the mountains, they'd be called field bandits."

The definition of field bandits in this world seemed different from what I knew.

"By chance, I met some devout brothers."
"...Uh, yeah."

Feeling like I might get hurt if I asked any more questions, I decided to stop thinking about it and just quietly drink some water.

"Yaaawn~ Good morning..."
"Sigh... Miss Milia? Please button up your clothes properly before coming out."
"Mmm... but..."
"Pfft!"

I spat out the water I was drinking in surprise when I saw her disheveled formal attire, unbuttoned in various places.
Still half-asleep, her hair was messy, and her buttons weren't properly fastened, revealing her cleavage as she whined to Leila.
My heart was racing uncontrollably.

"Here, drink this water and wake up properly."
"Okaaay."

Leila handed her water and began refastening her buttons, looking so motherly that it made me smile.

"Hero, it's impolite to stare while I'm adjusting a woman's clothing."
"Pfft, sorry!"

I got scolded by Leila.
Anyway, once Milia had somewhat regained her senses, we ate breakfast, cleaned up the area, and then, at Leila's request, I dispensed more Dr Pepper before we set off again toward the first city.

The breakfast the bandits had prepared was, honestly, quite delicious.

* *

It's a refreshing morning.
My dawn exercise was quite enjoyable.

I'm glad those men were able to become devout followers of the Goddess before the vending machine woke up.
Fortunately, some of them had excellent cooking skills, so we could enjoy a warm breakfast.

By the way, Miss Milia really is weak in the mornings.
Even if they're lovers and don't care much, trying to come out without even wearing underwear...

Worried she might appear in the casual sleepwear I glimpsed at dawn, I went in to check on her as soon as I saw the vending machine come out.
Sure enough, she was about to come out in that state, so I forced her to change clothes.

...I did feel a bit depressed seeing the two of them eating breakfast with happy expressions, unlike last night.

Anyway, it seems we'll be able to reach our first destination today.
The first destination, Ark, typically takes about three days on foot from Ramiel.
But this morning, the two of them suddenly brought up food concerns and suggested we go through the forest.

There's nothing particularly threatening, and the forest only contains creatures like goblins or slimes, so it doesn't really matter.
Did they dislike my convenience food that much? I won't give them any more even if they ask.

For that reason, we're currently passing through the forest.
I wonder when the vending machine will notice the presence I'm sensing?
I think it should be soon.

"Wait."

As expected, still within my predicted range.

"Something's there."
"Eek! I'm weak in forests."
"Don't worry. There's nothing too threatening in this forest."

If there were, the Holy Knight Order would have come to subjugate it long ago.
Sure enough, as we stop and begin to be cautious, several goblins jump out from around us.

"Kekeke!"
"Kieek! Humans! Woman!"
"Rape!"

Five of them.
That should be manageable for the vending machine alone.

"Gulp."

Hearing him swallow nervously, I look at the vending machine and see his hands trembling. Why is he so tense?
Oh, could it be...

"Hero?"
"What is it, Leila?"
"I'm just curious, have you ever killed anything before?"
"...No."

Oh my. I thought he would have at least slain some monsters on his way from the Empire to the Holy Kingdom.
It seems I made the right decision dealing with those bandits at dawn by myself.
Facing people trying to kill you is quite a high hurdle for someone who hasn't even slain monsters.

"Do you think you can do it?"
"...I have to."

His attitude is quite admirable, so I decide to help a little.

"Lord, grant courage to Your lamb."

Holy magic "Courage."
It's a spell often cast on apprentice holy knights who have never swung a sword at a living being.
It helps reduce hesitation in children who can't concentrate due to hyperventilation or fear.

"Thanks."
"Don't mention it."

Thankfully, his hands have stopped trembling, and he's gripping his greatsword firmly, seemingly less burdened by the thought of taking a life. I cheer him on.

"Don't worry about us. My barrier won't break from mere goblins. Even if you get hurt, I'll heal you."
"You can do it!"

I create a barrier around Milia and myself, as she can't use her specialty fire magic in the forest, and we watch the vending machine.
Milia, having spent sufficient time as a magician, probably has experience hunting monsters for materials, so we decided to leave this to the vending machine alone.
I gesture to stop Milia as she tries to step forward, likely intending to support with non-fire magic.
Goblins, while monsters, are close to humanoid, making them appropriately repulsive for this purpose.

"Sister?"
"Shh."

I put my finger to my lips, signaling Milia to be quiet when she calls me with a questioning look.

"HAAAH!"
-SLASH!
"KIEEEK!"

The vending machine charges forward and slashes at a goblin.
That was too shallow; cutting so half-heartedly will only cause suffering.

"It's alright. The Hero isn't someone who would fall to mere goblins."
"But still..."
"This is something he must experience at least once to move forward."
"..."
"Comfort him well when it's over."
"Yes."

I explain to Milia why I stopped her, knowing he can't hear us now.
Taking a life with one's own hands, even a monster's, is a significant matter.

Meanwhile, the vending machine has somehow dealt with all five goblins and is now covering his mouth, looking unwell.
I deactivate the barrier, approach him, and pat his back with holy power.

"Well done."
"Urgh."
"Ki...eek."
"Miss Milia, could you finish this, please?"
"Yes."
-SLASH.
"UWEEEK!"

Milia mercifully ends the still-living goblin's life with a low-level wind magic "Wind Blade," then pats the back of the vending machine as he begins to vomit.

"Are you okay?"
"Urgh! Huurk... I'm, I'm fine."

As I watch Milia comforting the vending machine, I quietly disperse killing intent to drive away nearby monsters and animals attracted by the smell of blood.
We'll need to have a debriefing once we reach our destination.

"If we hurry a bit more, we should reach our destination before sunset. It'll be tough, but let's press on."
"...Okay."
"Hang in there."

Seeing his poor expression, likely feeling powerless that only he was so shaken, I feel sorry.
It's pitiful that he was summoned to this world due to our problems, losing his own life and having to go through such experiences.
Seeing him struggle reminds me of the old days.

Although we must force this situation on him because the threat of the Demon Lord takes priority, I can't help but feel regret.
Let us pray that after completing this journey, they can live comfortable and happy lives.

Ch.21 - [Side Story] Apprentice Holy Knight
It happened when I was 13 years old.
It was during a time when I was training under the Director, aiming to become an Inquisitor as an apprentice Holy Knight.
I suppose it was something I would have had to experience eventually if I truly wanted to become an Inquisitor.
However, neither my grandfather, nor the Director, nor anyone from the church could have anticipated that it would happen the way it did.
In other words, it was merely a coincidence, an accident.

* *

"What? Me? Am I finally going on a mission!?"

During training, Sir Soleil suddenly informed me that I would soon need to earn my official Holy Knight position and would need to overcome a trial befitting that status.

"Yes. It's not a particularly difficult mission for you, Holy Maiden."
"What kind of mission is it? If I succeed, I'll become an Inquisitor, right!?"
"We'll discuss becoming an Inquisitor after you've become an official Holy Knight."
"Boo."

Just when I thought I could finally achieve my dream of becoming an Inquisitor, he gives me the same response as always.
Since I'm the one who's disappointed, let's see what he says after I become an official Holy Knight.

Hehe, does he really think I don't know?
I've been gathering information too!
The Holy Knight's trial! I know it involves exterminating a designated monster to prove one's abilities as a Holy Knight.

"For now, your mission will be assigned by tomorrow, so finish up for today and prepare to depart as soon as the mission comes in tomorrow."
"Yes!"

I'm so excited!
I can't help but feel elated at the thought of finally becoming an official Holy Knight.

However, I'm a bit concerned that Sir Soleil's expression seems darker than usual as he delivers this news.

"Um... Sir Soleil?"
"What is it, Holy Maiden?"
"You don't look well. Are you feeling unwell? If you're tired, I could..."
"...I'm fine, Holy Maiden. I'm just concerned about a mission, so please don't worry."
"Well, that's a relief..."

If it's work-related, I suppose it can't be helped.
As I'm feeling a bit dejected and preparing to return to my room, I feel a large hand gently patting my head.

"Huh?"
"Really, it's nothing to worry about. Holy Maiden, your concern gives me strength."
"Hehe."

His touch is so warm that I smile brightly and hold his hand with both of mine.
I gather holy power, wishing for blessings of fortune to be bestowed upon him.

"The Goddess's blessing will be with you, Sir Soleil."
"...Thank you."

The almost tearful expression I saw on Sir Soleil's face that day is something I'll never forget.

* *

"I still think it would be best to cancel and postpone this now."

Those were the first words Soleil spoke when he visited the Pope's office.

"These days, it seems you worry about Leila more than I do, hmm."
"I apologize. But still."
"It can't be helped, Sir Soleil."

Besides the Pope and Soleil, there was one more person in the office.
A man with platinum blonde hair flowing down to his neck, the Captain of the Holy Knights. Ain continued speaking, stopping Soleil.

"Captain."
"Though the Holy Maiden is young, you know as well as I do that her abilities surpass those of most regular knights."
"...That may be true, but it's too early."
"I share your sentiment, but is there really no other way?"
"Sigh..."

Ain sighed repeatedly, having to persuade the two men who continued to refuse despite knowing the reality, even though he himself wasn't entirely comfortable with the situation. He decided to steel his resolve, knowing he couldn't give up either.

"Look at the reality. Do you think the Holy Maiden is a fool? She already understands that she's different from other apprentice Holy Knights. Do you know how much my conscience pricks me every time I see her staring blankly at the other Holy Knights?"
"Ugh."
"Ngh."
"Every time I see her swallowing her feelings without saying a word because she's naturally kind-hearted, I'm reminded of my daughter at home, and it feels like my heart is being torn apart. If you two aren't going to do something about it, then please follow the Holy Maiden's wishes."
"Sigh..."
"..."

When the two men signaled their surrender by remaining silent and swallowing hard, Ain spoke again.

"Then, I'll take it that there are no further objections. The Holy Maiden's mission will proceed as planned."
"...I suppose there's no choice."
"Can't be helped."

Ain, celebrating the fact that it had taken so long to persuade the two, soon turned to Soleil and said:

"Ah, Sir Soleil. I heard you're heading out on a mission tomorrow."
"Yes, that's correct."
"I understand it's not a particularly difficult mission for you."
"Yes. But how did you know that?"
"Sir Soleil, I recommend that you depart for this mission without wearing armor if possible."
"Captain, what's that supposed to mean?"

Soleil expressed confusion as Ain ignored his question and continued speaking.

"The Holy Maiden's mission area is near Sariel. Armor would be a hindrance for surveillance."
"What?"
"Since it's the child's first journey, I'd like you to watch over her carefully. I've chosen a target as far from humanoid as possible, so I believe she'll be able to overcome it immediately."
"...Thank you for your consideration."
"If you're going to be this attentive, finding out even the Inquisitor's mission area, why not just postpone it?"
"Your Holiness, if you postpone it again, I'll have no choice but to confess to the Holy Maiden with her sad eyes that it was postponed by your order."
"Ahem."

* *

Finally, the day of my first mission has dawned!

"Holy Maiden, please calm down. The sun has only just risen."
"But still!"

As I bounce around excitedly early in the morning, Sister Teresa tries to calm me down.

"The mission will be assigned after breakfast, so please be patient and wait."
"...Okay."
"Sigh, sending someone so young to exterminate monsters."
"I'll be fine, really."

It seems Sister Teresa is still concerned about me going alone to exterminate monsters.
But I'm as strong as a regular Holy Knight!
Really, everyone treats me too much like a child.

"At an age when you should be adorning yourself, to be in such shabby attire instead of pretty clothes—it breaks my heart."

The reason Sister Teresa is reacting this way is because my current outfit isn't my usual nun's habit or activity clothes, but rather a rugged outfit I've put together to give off an adventurer vibe.

"Hehe, don't say that, Sister. This is my choice."
"Do you really have to go this far? Couldn't you just help people as a normal Holy Maiden, as a regular priest?"
"No. That's the one thing I absolutely cannot give up."
"Sigh... at least promise me you won't come back injured. Even if you heal yourself with holy power, I can still tell."
"I'll try!"

When breakfast time came and I headed to the dining hall, I realized that a face I expected to see was missing.

"Huh?"
"What's wrong, Holy Maiden?"
"I don't see Sir Soleil today."
"Sir Soleil left Ramiel at dawn for an urgent mission."
"Ah... he could have at least left a message..."

Feeling a bit disappointed, I picked at my breakfast without much appetite.
After the meal, I headed to the training ground.

"Ah, Captain!"
"Hello, Holy Maiden."
"What brings you here, Captain?"
"As it happens, I'm free today. I've come to deliver your mission personally."
"Ah!"

It feels strange that Sir Soleil, who has always been available since I started training, is absent, while the usually busy Captain is here instead. It gives me an odd feeling in my chest.
This is the day of my long-awaited mission—I shouldn't feel this way, Leila!
After shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I open the scroll the Captain handed me.

"Extermination of... a mutated hound near Sariel?"
"Yes. Recently, a special specimen, seemingly enhanced by magical energy, has been spotted in that area."

From what I know, a hound is normally a solitary E-rank creature like a goblin, which means...

"It's currently estimated to be an upper C-rank monster, and given the nature of hounds, it's likely leading a pack."
"I see."
"...Be careful. Overconfidence is forbidden."
"I'll do my best!"

A solitary C-rank monster should be manageable!
Even if it has a pack, they'll just be a few E-rank monsters, so no problem!
Even though this is my first monster extermination, with this level of skill difference, I should be fine.

After reviewing the mission details and precautions, I packed a bag with storage magic with Sister Teresa's help and quietly left the Papal State.

* *

"Will she really be alright..."

Watching Leila leave, Teresa muttered with a worried voice, and Ain opened his mouth as if to reassure her.

"She'll be fine. Though young, she's a strong person."

Although the training of Holy Knights was intense enough to be called inhumane, they were still clergy.
Despite having the goal of becoming a Holy Knight, they weren't cruel enough to send young chicks with apprentice tags into the field alone.
Moreover, since the purpose of the mission was not to prove one's strength, it could be dangerous regardless of the examinee's skill.
They always had a Holy Knight of at least squad leader rank follow them to intervene if a dangerous situation arose.

"Although he'll be briefly absent for his own mission, Sir Soleil will escort the Holy Maiden throughout the journey."
"I trust Sir Soleil's skills, but I'm worried about him having to leave even for a moment."
"I'm a bit concerned about that too, but we have to trust them both."
"Sigh... may the Goddess protect them both."
"She certainly will."

* *

Sariel. It's a city that's a three-day walk east from Ramiel.
Because of my short stride, it's already taken me four days.
With my destination in sight, I unpack my belongings to take a short rest and consider my next move.

First, before heading to the city, I need to find... ah, there it is. That mountain.
The mutated hound I'm supposed to exterminate should be around the middle of that mountain.

Hmm...
I've already spent four days just traveling, and there's still some time before sunset, so I might as well head up now.

By the way, I heard that salt-flavored slime jelly, which is only sold in Sariel, is a delicacy. I must make sure to visit before I leave!

* *

Watching Leila walk diligently toward her destination with her small stride, the image that came to Soleil's mind was that of a baby chick.
He found it somewhat amusing to follow her secretly from a distance, suppressing his presence.

At night, when the child fell asleep, he would circle the area to remove any potential threats and naturally scatter tree fruits and dry branches here and there.
Fortunately, the child didn't suspect anything and collected the branches to make a fire. He was worried she might burn herself, but he was reassured remembering that she had a keen interest in cooking and was quite skilled at it.
Though her taste was peculiar.

'How can she enjoy such salty food, where you can feel the saltiness just from the smell?'

After four days—a journey that should have taken three days had taken an extra day due to Leila's short legs.
Seeing Leila unpacking her belongings in front of the destination, Soleil judged that she would camp for one more night before moving, given that it was getting late.
Since his own mission would take less than an hour, he decided to handle it first, thinking that nothing would happen in that short time.

He recalled hearing a rumor about a strange slime jelly sold in Sariel.
Salt-flavored jelly, was it? The child who inexplicably loved extremely salty food would probably be delighted if he bought it for her as a celebration after the mission.
With that thought...

* *

Hounds are monster creatures that look similar to Dobermans I saw in my previous life.

-Grrrr.

Ugh. There are more of them than I expected.
Upon reaching the middle of the mountain, I found a hound that was clearly different from the others, with purple energy fluctuating all over its body.
After hiding in a tree to observe the situation, I counted a total of eight hounds gathered around the magically enhanced hound in the center.
It seems the mutated hound is indeed the leader.

Although there are more than expected, a frontal assault is the way to go here.

'Lord, grant your sword the power to cut down evil.'

After spreading holy power through my body with the will to strengthen myself, I cast the "Holy Weapon" spell on the long sword I'm holding.
Perhaps sensing the moving holy power, the hounds begin to look around warily. I wait for an opportunity.
Now is the chance, as the leader's gaze turns to the opposite direction!

"Haaah!"

As I leap from the tree and charge at the hound emanating magical energy, thrusting my sword into its neck, I realized why the monster extermination is the test for becoming an official Holy Knight.

-Squelch!
"Yip!"
"Hah!"

...The sensation of piercing flesh with a sword swung with the intent to kill for the first time was chillingly eerie.
Although I had imagined this moment many times and thought I could handle it well, reality was not so forgiving that mere mental preparation would make it easy.
Even as I pulled out my sword, I felt my breath catching in my throat, and before it got worse, I recited a prayer.

"Lord, give me... huff... courage."

I cast the holy magic "Courage" on myself.
Although my narrowing vision from hyperventilation improved somewhat, I still couldn't stop my trembling hands.

"Haa... hoo."

I take deep breaths as I watch the hounds that are cautiously approaching me but haven't yet pounced.
As they get closer since I'm not moving...

"Haaaaaaah!"

I swing my sword.
First, I behead the leader hound, which I had stabbed in the neck earlier but had only wounded shallowly due to my nervousness. I watch as it turns to ash under the influence of holy power.
Once the leader died, most of the hounds fled, but three that didn't charged at me with their sharp teeth bared.
Ignoring the fleeing hounds, I swiftly beheaded the charging ones to end their lives as painlessly as possible.

"Haa... haa..."

The eyes of the hounds, which seemed to reproach me as I beheaded them, won't leave my mind.

"It's okay, I can do this... this is the path I chose. Leila."

I remind myself of my resolve.
This is the price of my choice. So, I must face it squarely. I must overcome this trembling.
This is something I'll have to experience many times in the future.
After steeling my heart, I was descending the mountain with a gloomy mood when...

"...die...!"
"...save...me!"
"Qui...ly!"

Hearing someone shouting from a distance, I immediately moved quietly toward the sound.
What I saw upon arrival was...

"Phew, the kid's making us tired by running away!"
"P-please, spare me!"
"Do you know how many of us have been sweating just to catch you?"
"I-I won't do it again! Please, if I die, my little sister will be left all alone!"
"Ha... how many times have you said that now? Just kill him."
"No! P-please! Is anyone there?! Please, someone, anyone, save me!"

It was three adult men who appeared to be bandits and a blue-haired boy around ten years old.
It seemed the boy had been captured as a slave and was caught while trying to escape.
...I need to save him.

While they were discussing whether to kill the boy or not, I quickly ran forward to shield him.

"That's far enough!"
"Huh?"
"What's this now?"
"This is getting ridiculous."

Salvation to those who suffer.

"Are you alright?"
"W-who are you?"
"I'm a passing Holy Knight."

I reassure the trembling boy as I hide him behind me.
...I'm still an apprentice, but sometimes a little lie is necessary.

"A kid pretending to be a Holy Knight."
"But that sword looks pretty sharp."
"This one's not bad looking. Let's kill that one and take this one with us."
"Sounds good."

Forgiveness to those who have sinned.

"If you ask for forgiveness now, I'll let you go—ugh!"
-Clang!

I deflect the sword that was thrust at me before I could even finish speaking.

"Hmm, seems like you know how to use a sword?"
"But still just a kid."
"Alright, I'll handle this."

I smile at the arrogant man who seems to underestimate me and wants to face me alone.

"Just one of you is going to face me, a Holy Knight?"
-Woong.

After creating a barrier to protect the child, I take my stance.

"Holy power... so she really is a Holy Knight."
"Seems the claim wasn't a lie."
"Calm down. A real Holy Knight wouldn't look like that. At best, she's an apprentice."
"Even if she's a Holy Knight, if she's just an apprentice kid, the three of us should be enough."

The opponents seem quick to judge and experienced, having figured out that I'm just an apprentice. With their numbers advantage, the situation looks unfavorable for me.
However, they're just bandits. They're certainly not opponents I would lose to. With that assessment, I moved quickly to disable them by cutting their limbs.

"Haah!"
-Clang!
"Ugh!"

It's a bit surprising that they're stronger than expected, but if I focus and take my time, I can win.
Focus... I need to focus. Leila.

"Whoa, stop right there! Do you want to see this kid die?"
"Big sis! Help me!"
"Ah!"

However, I made the inexcusable mistake of being so focused on facing the three men that I neglected to maintain the barrier, allowing them to take the child hostage.

"If you want to save him, drop your sword."
"Ugh. You cowards."
"Bandits don't care about being cowardly or not."
"Just drop the sword already!"

-Clang!

Having no choice, I dropped my sword to the ground, preparing myself to be taken hostage by them.

"We don't need this kid anymore, so let's kill him and just take the girl. The boss will like her."
"Good idea."

Wait, what did they just say?
As I watched the sword slowly approaching the child's neck, I heard a voice in my head.

-It seems Piris will be the greatest despair he can give to you right now.

………….

Those who do not seek forgiveness are evil.

To evil...
Judgment.

* *

Soleil ran through the mountain, thinking that he had made a misjudgment.
He had assumed the child would camp for a day and move in the morning, but when he returned, she had already gone into the mountains.
Urgently searching for traces of the child, he found evidence of a battle with what appeared to be hounds, and following the trail further, he soon heard screams.

At the source of the screams, he found Leila standing protectively over a collapsed young child, with a sword discarded on the ground.
Looking closely at the child who was staring blankly at her raised hands, he could see a faint aura forming on them.
But the fact that the child had crossed the threshold wasn't the important issue right now. Both her hands and clothes were stained with bright red blood.
Around Leila were two corpses with holes in their chests and one with its head missing.
Judging by their attire and worn weapons, they were likely bandits.

She must have tried to save a young child who was being chased by bandits for some reason.
Given her dazed state, it seemed she had reached the realm of aura in a state of selflessness during a crisis.
Despite her young age, she had the talent to cross the threshold with just a small trigger, talent that could have made her an aura user much earlier.
That talent had finally bloomed in the worst possible form: murder.

"Ah... aah..."

The child finally seemed to come to her senses and spoke.

"Aaaaaaah!!"

Then she began to scream as if she couldn't believe what had happened.

"Holy Maiden!"

Blaming himself for his poor judgment and the trivial desire to spend enjoyable time with the child sooner, for causing her to be hurt, Soleil rushed to the screaming Leila.

* *

....
What have I done?

When I saw the sword approaching the hostage child's neck, a nightmarish voice echoed in my head, and then I felt a sticky anger consuming my mind before everything went blank.
When I regained consciousness, what I saw was the unconscious child, the corpses of the three bandits, and...

"Ah... aah..."

Two hands stained with blood.
Looking at my hands covered in sticky blood, the memories I thought were lost came flooding back.

"Aaaaaaah!!"

I... I...
I killed people.
The sensation of killing them with these hands begins to vividly resurface.

"Ugh... bleurgh!"

Unable to suppress the rising nausea, I vomited right there.

"Holy Maiden!"
"Ugh! Sir... Soleil."

I look at Sir Soleil who is calling me urgently and running toward me.
Thoughts like "Didn't he leave on a mission?" or "Why is he here?" crossed my mind, but those were far less important than the current situation.
Feeling my legs giving way, I clung to him as he approached.

"Are you alright?! Holy Maiden!"
"S-Sir Soleil. Please, tell me."
"...Holy Maiden."
"What I killed were monsters, right? Monsters that looked like humans, right?"
"..."

Please, please tell me I killed monsters.

"Holy Maiden."
"...Please."
"What you killed were humans."

The answer he gave me, kneeling to meet my gaze, was not what I had hoped for.

"No... ah, ah... this can't be..."
"Pull yourself together."

The sensation of tearing flesh, crushing bones, bursting a heart, and smashing a head with these hands.
It continues to turn my insides out.

-Slap!

Sparks fly in my head.
What just happened?
A stinging cheek and my head turned to the side. It seems Sir Soleil has slapped me.

"Pull yourself together, Holy Maiden."
"Sir Soleil?"
"You must have had your reasons. But don't look away. What you killed were definitely humans."
"B-but."
"Don't forget this sensation right now."
"N-no! How could I possibly... this horrible feeling!"
"Did it feel good?"
"Of course not!"

I shouted instinctively at his seemingly insane question.

"That's enough then."
"...What?"
"You are not a pleasure killer, Holy Maiden. You are someone who respects life."
"Sir Soleil..."
"Bear it."
"..."
"Didn't you say you wanted to become an Inquisitor? This was something you would have experienced eventually. It just happened sooner than expected."
"Sob, hic."
"I'm sorry. I should have postponed this mission somehow. Because of my poor judgment, you've had to go through this."
"Hic. N-no, it's not your fault."
"It's okay to cry. You're still young, Holy Maiden. It was an accident."

As I felt his warm hands patting me while embracing me, my trembling began to subside, and I hugged him tightly in return.

"It might be too hard for you alone. I'll bear it with you. So never turn your eyes away from death."

Each of his words that pointed to the truth resonated so deeply in my heart.

"Sob, hic!! I'm sorry! I was so stupid!"
"Yes. It's alright. You still saved a life. You did well."

All I could do was cry in his arms and continue to apologize.

"Let's go back. Home."

* *

The fact that I cried while eating the salt-flavored slime jelly Sir Soleil bought me on our way back that day remains a secret between us.

And so, after performing my first mission as an apprentice Holy Knight and experiencing my first kill at the same time, I underwent a one-year period of reflection for taking a life that didn't need to be taken, even though it was a mistake and I wasn't in my right mind, before officially becoming a Holy Knight.
Oh, the child I saved was named Allen, and thanks to the information he provided afterward, we were able to raid the hidden bandit hideout and rescue Allen's little sister. Unfortunately, the children's parents had already passed away at the hands of the bandits when they were captured.
Captain Ain, feeling sorry for them, persuaded his wife and daughter to adopt the two, and fortunately, they're getting along well now.

Ch.22 - Adventurer Registration
Killing something with my own hands.
It was a sensation so different from what I had imagined.
Am I still not in my right mind?
I thought I could slash monsters without hesitation, like the protagonist in a story.

Reality was different from stories.
I can't forget the feeling of the greatsword cutting through flesh.
Rather, watching Milia effortlessly finish off the goblin I couldn't properly kill...
I felt pathetic for not being able to do even this much as a man.

-Thwack!
"Ugh."

While walking quietly lost in these thoughts, I was startled by someone hitting my waist hard and looked around.

"Stand up straight."
"...Leila?"

After noticing that we had emerged from the forest onto the road, I looked at Leila.
Leila, who had been walking quietly until now, had hit my waist for some reason and was now standing still, looking at me.

"Everyone's like that at first."
"But..."
"The sensation of cutting through flesh won't leave your mind, will it?"
"...Yeah."
"Did it feel good?"
"Of course not!"
"That's enough then."
"What?"

I start to get irritated at her incomprehensible words.
Sensing this, Milia, who was sticking close to me, quietly tugs at my clothes.

"At the very least, it means you don't take life lightly, Hero."
"..."
"I'm sorry for making someone like you go through this experience because of our world's problems."
"It's not... like that."
"Unfortunately, I can't tell you it's okay to stop. But at least if you tell us when it's difficult, I'll do my best to help."
"Me too, I'll help too!"
"...Yeah."
"You'll need to get used to it from now on."
"I'll try."
"Once again, I'm sorry."
"No, I'm sorry. I've made the atmosphere like this."
"No, no. When I first started, I was trembling and throwing up too."
"That's normal."

It seems like it was Leila's way of comforting me.

"Ah, but if we don't hurry, tonight's dinner will be the convenience food I brought?"
"...What?"
"Huh?"

Suddenly, a chill ran down my spine.

"But the sun is already setting, and we still have a long way to go."
"No! Anything but that!"
"Waaah! I don't want that!"
"...It's delicious though."

It seemed like we needed to move a bit faster.

* *

...It really is delicious, you know.
Even my companions acknowledge the taste, so it's definitely not just my strange palate.
In the first place, if it were truly bad food, it wouldn't come from the Holy Kingdom's kitchen, right?
Right?

Ugh. Really... I won't give it to them later even if they ask.
I even comforted him, but he became so gloomy and dragged his feet the whole time. I never thought he would speed up so much when I casually mentioned that at this rate we'd have to camp out again tonight.

...Thanks to that, by the time the sun had set and darkness was falling, we could see the city gate standing before us with lights.

"We've arrived."
"Indeed."
"Th-thank goodness."

Seeing Milia showing genuine relief made the wound in my heart even deeper.

"Halt!"

The guards at the entrance stopped us as we approached the gate, apparently noticing our group.

"If you are visitors to the city, please present your pass."
"Here."
"Yes."

Milia and I showed the guards the passes we had prepared in advance.
But something seems off with the vending machine. His restless demeanor is exactly like that of an illegal entrant being asked for a pass.
...Surely not, right? No matter what, he couldn't possibly not have a pass?
With that thought, I asked the vending machine, but his answer was ridiculous.

"Was I supposed to have one of those?"
"...How did you even enter Ramiel? No, how did you enter the Holy Kingdom in the first place?"
"Well, when I came to the Holy Kingdom, I took a shortcut and no one stopped me, and in Ramiel, I traveled with a merchant I met on the way, so no one asked..."

I opened my mouth in disbelief at this brazen illegal entrant who was asking what a pass was.
What on earth was the Empire doing, not even providing him with a pass?
And as for Ramiel's guards, I'll have to punish them later.
By the way, how would the guards react to a suspicious person without a pass?

"Captain! We have a suspicious individual here!"
"Put your hands up and come over here immediately!"
"Everyone! Alert! There's a suspicious trio!"

...Well, that's to be expected.

"Haah..."
"Sis..."

* *

"We apologize, Holy Maiden!"
"...No, I should be the one apologizing for not taking proper care of my companion."
"They say they'll contact the city hall to issue a pass for you by tomorrow."
"Thank you. Please give my regards to Lord Irel as well."
"Yes, ma'am!"

In the end, we were taken to the guard station, and since we were starting to get hungry, I decided to use the power of authority.
Fortunately, since this was the Holy Kingdom, the captain at the gate recognized me.
While we were at it, I sent word to the Papal Office to have a new pass made for the vending machine through my acquaintance Lord Irel at the immigration office.

"...Sorry."
"It's fine. It's all the Empire's fault anyway."
"Ahaha."

Anyway, after leaving the guard station and finally entering the city, we were looking for lodging to satisfy our hungry stomachs.
It's hard to find a place to stay since all the inns around seem to be full for some reason.
Come to think of it, I realized that while I had heard we needed to find clues about the holy sword, I hadn't heard exactly what those clues were.

"Hero."
"Yes?"
"What exactly is this clue for finding the holy sword?"
"Ah, that."
"I'm hungry..."
"Pfft. Let's talk while we eat something."
"Good idea."

Luckily, when we entered an inn we had spotted earlier and asked, they had a room available as a group had just checked out.
After securing lodging and ordering food at the restaurant on the first floor, we continued our conversation.

"Please continue what you were saying earlier."
"Hmm, it's a small seal. If my memory serves me right, a seal engraved with the shape of a sword. Probably about the size of my fist?"
"I see."
"A seal?"

Milia, who had instantly finished the soup that came first and revived, joined the conversation.

"Yes, you'll probably recognize it when you see it. Anyway, we need to register as adventurers and then take on a certain request."
"A request... sounds troublesome."
"I heard different ranks can take different requests."
"It's a request that no one has touched for a while at D-rank, so we still have time."
"Well, we'll see when we get there."
"Thank you for the food!"
"Wow, that looks delicious."

As the food began to fill the table one by one, I placed a silver coin in the server's hand.

"May the Lord's grace be with you."
"Thank you! Sister!"

Let's have our reflection meeting after the meal.

* *

"Have you filled your stomachs adequately?"
"Yes. This place is delicious."
"My stomach is so full. I can't eat anymore."
"Then, before we go up to our room, shall we have a moment of reflection?"
"Ugh."
"Yes..."

Since it's late and there's nowhere outside to have tea, we should wrap things up here.
Well, even though I call it a reflection meeting, there's not much to discuss after just two days.

"First, let's start with the Hero."
"I have too many things I can guess."
"Don't worry. I'm not strict enough to point out every little thing. Even with monsters, you still hesitate to strike, don't you?"
"...Yes."
"If you hesitate with half-hearted compassion, it will only make your opponent suffer more. It's difficult, but steel your heart and strike in one go."
"I'll try."
"Also, from now on, it would be good to set up watch shifts when camping."
"Yes. I was thinking the same thing."
"Fufu, that's good. Next is Milia."
"Yes!"
"Try to develop a habit of waking up a little earlier in the morning."
"Okay."

I think it's unreasonable to fix her sleeping habits.
Milia's habits are not something anyone can control, I believe.

"Do you two have anything to say to me?"
"I don't have anything in particular."
"P-please save the convenience food until the very, very end."
"...I won't give it to you even if you ask."

* *

The next day.
After waking up early and offering prayers, I went to an open space to exercise and warm up.

"Oh?"
"Ah, good morning, Hero. May the Lord watch over our path today as well."
"Yes. Good morning. Are you exercising?"
"Yes. I felt like I've been neglecting it lately."

It seems awkward seeing me in simple workout clothes instead of my Holy Maiden outfit.
This gray workout set, consisting of a top and pants similar to the tracksuits from my previous life, is an essential item for Holy Knight training.

It would be nice if I could walk around outside dressed like this all the time.

Since I'll need to wash up after exercising anyway, I've simply tied my hair in a ponytail, which must look quite fresh.
When I was at the Papal Office, if I wandered around outside my private training area looking like this, Sister Teresa would fly in from somewhere to scold me.

"I should probably do some morning exercise too, right?"
"Well, it would be good, I suppose?"

Why is he stating the obvious?

"I don't know what kind of exercise I should do."
"Didn't the Captain teach you?"
"No."

Haah, so he really was just venting his anger.
I guess I have no choice but to teach him properly myself.

"...I've only seen it from a distance, so I'm not entirely sure."

I should say this so he won't get suspicious.

"After warming up with the basic exercises I'm doing now, keep swinging your sword. Until it becomes familiar in your hand. A hundred times, a thousand times."
"Oh."
"They say there comes a moment when holding a weapon feels natural."
"Aha. Thanks!"
"Don't mention it."

After correcting his posture as he clumsily followed my movements,
I headed back to the room to wash up after he finished the basic exercises and started swinging his sword.
I also plan to wake up Milia, who is still snoring in the room.

* *

After washing up, changing into my Holy Maiden outfit, and braiding my hair to complete my grooming, I now have one concern.

You see...
Actually, I do have one.
An adventurer's license...
Since there's nothing better for a disguise during missions...
I, um, already earned up to B-rank before.

If they look it up, it will definitely show up, so what should I do?
Since it's based on mana readings, there's no way to fake it either.

Hmm.
I guess I'll say I already have a license from before, and if the rank becomes an issue,
I can say I earned it while supporting Holy Knights on missions.

"Yawwwn~"
"Are you finally awake?"

I speak to Milia, who has finally come to her senses, washed up, and come out.

"Yesss~"
"Fufu."

Being so weak in the mornings, the vending machine is going to have quite a struggle with her later.

"The Hero will be waiting for us, so come over here after you get dressed, and I'll fix your hair."
"Okaaay."

Later, I sighed as I watched the child fall asleep again while I was fixing her hair.

* *

"Sorry, are we late?"
"Sorry. Hehe."
"It's fine, I came out a bit late too because I was exercising."

Seeing the vending machine stand up as he spotted us, I ordered breakfast from the innkeeper.
I really like soup in the morning. It's so savory.

While enjoying our breakfast, I ask the vending machine a question.

"By the way, did you say the required rank was D?"
"Yes."

Adventurer ranks start from F and go up to S.
F-rank is for beginners just starting out on adventures. Most are children a bit too young to handle things on their own.
E-rank is the first rank where you can accept extermination requests. Slime or goblin extermination falls under E-rank.
D-rank is where you start to be recognized as a full-fledged adventurer. It's the level where you can win a one-on-one fight against an orc.
From C-rank, the standards start to rise significantly, and there's quite a skill gap between upper and lower D-rank adventurers. A C-rank is about the skill level of an apprentice knight.
For these two, I think they might get around C-rank.
At B-rank, you start to receive some respect wherever you go. From this level, lords might even put in named requests.
A-rank adventurers receive named requests from countries, and in terms of combat ability, they can exterminate higher monsters like ogres or wyverns on their own.
S-rank. As far as I know, there are about 10 worldwide. Most are at the level of a country's knight commander or court magician. In my judgment, the Captain is probably at the entry level of S-rank.

"That's tricky."
"I think we'll probably rise to B-rank over time. We might already be around C-rank at this point."
"What kind of request is it?"
"A request to collect a flower that only blooms in a certain cave."
"Just that?"
"If it's a flower that only blooms in caves, are you talking about the Blue Gold Thread Flower?"

Gold Thread Flower. In my original world, it was called opium poppy.
Among them, the Blue Gold Thread Flower with blue leaves is said to bloom only in deep caves, so it's also called the cave flower.
Its effects are classified as a narcotic painkiller like opium, but the Blue Gold Thread Flower has a slightly different effect.
Mana amplification.
If you refine the Blue Gold Thread Flower properly, it can amplify mana, which is why some magicians carry it as a secret measure.
But it's so rare that it's expensive, and not many people know how to refine it.

"Yes. That's right."
"Wow, sis, are you really a priestess? Even magicians don't know much about that."
"I'm a Holy Maiden. I know a bit of everything."
"Wow."

It would be faster to find something I don't know, Milia.

"Anyway, where the flower is, we'll also find what we're looking for."
"Just thinking about it makes me feel creepy."
"I don't like bugs."

One of the things I dislike is creatures with many legs.
Just looking at them gives me goosebumps.

"Well, shall we go?"
"Let's."
"Yes!"

* *

After leaving the inn and heading to the Adventurer's Guild in the city, we went straight to the reception desk to apply for adventurer registration.

"Are you hoping to register as adventurers?"
"Yes."
"Yes!"
"Ah, I'm already registered, so..."
"Oh?"
"Really?"
"Yes. I needed it a while back when I was following others on missions."

I bring out the excuse I had prepared.

"Then, shall I help with the qualification assessment for the two of you?"
"Yes, please."
"Yes!"
"This way."
"I'll wait here. Good luck."

Adventurer qualification assessments are divided into two types.
First is the occupational ability assessment based on the examinee's aptitude.
Warriors fight with examiners prepared by each guild to evaluate their abilities.
Magicians are judged by whether they can destroy targets prepared by rank in the test site.
Priests are evaluated based on how much attack they can block.

After that, they use a magic measuring device to evaluate the amount of mana possessed, and combine it with the previous assessment to determine the final rank.
Of course, the standards for warriors and magicians are different, but even warriors with a lot of mana are likely to become aura users.
Priests get a free pass here.
They start at a minimum of C-rank just by passing the occupational ability assessment.
That's how valuable this profession is.

"Sister. Do you have a party? If not, we could..."
"Rather than those weaklings, how about joining us!"
"What did you say!?"
"Sister, how about us instead of those smelly men? We're all women."

As you can see, even if I'm alone for just a moment, people swarm around trying to get me into their party.

"I'm sorry, brothers and sisters. I already have companions, so I won't be able to accept your requests."
"That's a shame."
"Can't be helped then."
"Yeahhh."

After rejecting several party invitations, the vending machine and Milia returned shortly.

"How did the test go?"
"Good."
"Yes!"

They both look happy.
Let's see the results.
The receptionist who followed them out looked at the documents and announced their ranks.

"Swordsman Ian, Magician Milia. You have both been measured as C-rank. Magician, it's a bit unfortunate. You just barely missed the B-rank standard. But that means you can soon become B-rank, so keep it up!"
"Phew."
"Ooh!"

Both of them received a solid C-rank as expected.
Milia seems to have unexpectedly come close to a B-rank result.

"We look forward to your activities at our Adventurer's Guild from now on. If you have any requests you're interested in, please look through them and bring them to me."
"Thank you."
"Thank you, miss!"
"Have a good day."
"May the Lord's blessing be with you as well, receptionist."
"Thank you, Sister."

With their ranks comfortably measured at C-rank, we headed to the request board and soon found the Blue Gold Thread Flower collection request.
A request that had already reached a B-rank danger level.

Ch.23 - Trust in me who trusts in you
"Um, so. You said the vending machine would gradually increase in rank over time, right?
I didn't pay much attention at first, but thinking back, I remember you mentioned it would eventually become B-rank.

That means this request was actually B-rank difficulty or higher from the beginning, despite being initially labeled as D-rank.
Were you planning to attempt it with a party that barely qualifies for C-rank?"

While we were gathered away from the request board discussing our approach, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

"Hero."
"Yeah?"
"Please answer honestly."
"What is it?"
"Setting aside the time issue, wasn't this request beyond our capabilities from the start if it could rise all the way to B-rank?"
"Ah, about that."

The vending machine looked as though he'd forgotten to explain something, so I decided to hear him out.

"The reason the difficulty increases is because of the monster living there."
"I figured as much."
"That bug monster you mentioned before?"
"Yes. This monster is strong, but there's a trick to it."
"A trick?"

Fortunately, it seemed he wasn't planning to charge in recklessly.

"You all remember what I said after leaving Ramiel, right? About the insect-type monster that would appear."
"Yes."
"Mmhmm."
"Specifically, it's an enormous centipede monster. Probably called a Giant Centipede, and it's incomparably larger than normal specimens."
"L-let's give up."
"Eek!"

A c-centipede? I already dislike bugs with many legs, but did he just say centipede?
If the situation is truly unmanageable, I'd have to step in, which means fighting it barehanded since I don't have my weapon.
But a centipede? Ugh, just imagining it gives me goosebumps.
And he called it a Giant Centipede—I still occasionally have nightmares about those human-sized centipedes I once saw during an extermination mission. If this one is incomparably larger than those... Aaah!
No, I can't, I won't!

"Unfortunately, our goal isn't to complete the request, but to exterminate that monster centipede."
"Aaaahh!!"
"Eek... Sister?"
"C-centipedes are too much!"
"...Is it that bad? It'll be over quickly. Is it really that difficult?"
"I-I'll at least hear your plan."

If he says it'll be over quickly, that probably means I won't have to get involved.
I hope that confident voice isn't lying.

"Well. First, we'll buy lots of insect repellent orbs."
"Those barely work on monsters."
"Please continue."
"I mentioned the habitat is a cave, right? That cave isn't actually very large."
"Yes."
"Oh, could it be...?"
"The insect repellent orbs release smoke when used."

Judging by Milia's reaction, she seems to have figured something out.
Wait a minute—insect repellent smoke, narrow cave, and Milia the fire mage is reacting?
Could it be...?

"Looks like Leila caught on too. That's right."
"Really?"
"Is that allowed?"
"The monster is weak to fire and can't withstand being roasted all at once. People who went there before never tried using fire magic on that scale inside the cave."
"What about your request for bug preparation?"
"Well, many women hate bugs, right? I meant prepare yourselves mentally."

To be honest, I hated bugs with many legs in my previous life too.
It's not that men don't dislike such things, but unfortunately, I'm a woman now.

"...You're not wrong."
"Sister, wouldn't using smoke and fire magic in a cave cause a massive explosion? Will you be alright?"
"Yes. Holy power is inherently resistant to magical effects."
"Really?"
"Was it?"

It's true. Many don't know this, but the basic principle of holy power is the ability to restore flows to their original state.
This means it's several times more effective against magic (which twists reality's flow), demons (whose existence contradicts the world's principles), and anything demon-related.
That's also one reason why holy magic has extremely few attack spells.
Few people understand this principle unless they're high-ranking clergy.

"Yes, to give a simple example, holy fire doesn't harm nature or living beings, but it gradually erodes magical energy and magic-related things."
"I see."
"Oh, I didn't know that!"
"So, since we're dealing with magically created smoke and magically ignited fire, I can block it without issue."

Even if that weren't the case, you can't know a barrier's strength until you test it.
I plan to deploy my barrier at maximum strength whenever possible.

Well, with a plan like that, I have to admit it.
He's not the type to charge in recklessly without thinking.

"Now that I've explained the plan, we should get back to the main issue."
"...Right."
"Yeah. Seriously, how do we accept the request?"

We discussed trying to enter the restricted area through another request and heading to the cave, but apparently all nearby requests had been set to B-rank or higher after an incident about a year ago.
The request we were targeting was initially set at C-rank because it was just a collection mission, but it was adjusted upward after two C-rank parties were wiped out.

"Ugh, there's no way you two could suddenly rise to B-rank."
"That would be problematic if it happened."
"...Hmm. Wait a minute, Sister?"
"Yes?"
"You just said 'you two.' ...Could it be?"

Oh.

"Come to think of it, Leila, didn't you say you got your license a while back?"
"W-well..."
"...Sister. Show it to me."
"I-I mean..."
"Quickly."

I'm breaking into a cold sweat.
Am I caught already?
Milia is staring at me with a cold gaze that makes my heart ache.
She seems certain already, so I have no choice.

"...Sigh. It's true. I'm B-rank."
"Sister. That's unfair."
"Priests are naturally privileged."
"Oh, then can't Leila just accept it?"

I reluctantly placed my license showing B-rank on the table.
But I have something to say in my defense!

"Unfortunately, a priest alone cannot accept B-rank or higher requests."
"What? So even you can't get it, Sister?"
"Really?"
"Yes, basically, if a request is classified as B-rank or higher, it means it involves combat of that level."

This is absolutely true.
A priest alone cannot accept missions ranked B or higher.
But at this point, finding another adventurer would be problematic since we're not actually aiming to complete the request—in fact, our plan requires failing it.
Since request failure is devastating to an adventurer's career, no adventurer would accept employment premised on failure.

"Come to think of it, this is the Holy Nation, right?"
"Yeah."
"It is."
"Do we really need to follow the Adventurer's Guild's access restrictions?"
"Huh?"
"...What?"
"It's obvious that delaying will only slow down our defeat of the Demon Lord, and we don't have time to earn achievements for a B-rank promotion."
"I... guess so?"

What's this ominous feeling?
Milia is already grinning at me as if she knows what the vending machine is about to say.

"Let's use the power of authority."
"Ian really likes saying that."
"Power should be enjoyed when you can use it."
"...So you're saying I need to use my influence again?"
"Would you mind?"
"Hehe, Sister. It's easier if you just give in."

I guess I have no choice.
It's true that we can't afford to waste more time.

"Then let's go to the city hall after we eat. We needed to get the Hero's pass anyway."
"Great, thank you."
"Sister is the best!"
"Hehe."

I'm starting to feel like I'll be pushed around by these two throughout our journey.

* *

After returning to our lodging for a quick lunch, we visited the city hall as planned.

The Holy Nation fundamentally adopts a free city-state system, so concepts like kings or lords don't exist.
Of course, the Papal Office handles major administrative tasks like national policy and diplomacy, making Grandfather essentially equivalent to a king.
Still, there's no power-based enforcement like in other countries.
Nevertheless, since the church is the main pillar protecting and maintaining this country, the church's influence is quite strong.
Most people follow the church's words and decisions.
And I am an officially appointed Saint. In terms of external titles, I receive treatment similar to or even higher than Grandfather, the Pope.
Finally, citizens of the Holy Nation have deeper faith in the Goddess compared to other countries.
What does that mean?

"Oh my, the Saint has come to our city! What a blessed occasion!"

That's what it means.
This is why I didn't want to come here. The reactions are a bit... excessive.
Most officials in the Holy Nation tend to show such intense reactions.

"You have a request for me?"
"Yes."
"Whatever it is, just say the word! If it's a request from the Saint, the Goddess's representative, all of Ark will unite to help you!"
"It's not that big of a request..."

The mayor of Ark, Martin, seems to be an extremely devout person.
That makes it more burdensome because his enthusiasm is pure goodwill without any malice.
I decided to wait until he calmed down before getting to the point.

"Could you arrange for us to access the area currently restricted by the Adventurer's Guild?"
"You mean the wetlands? I heard they started restricting access about a year ago after an unexplained explosion. What business do you have there?"
"You know I'm traveling with the Hero, right?"
"Yes, it's a fact known to those who should know, though I never imagined you would come to our city."
"There's something we need to obtain, but we can't enter due to the access restrictions. We even hastily registered as adventurers, but our rank is still insufficient."
"Hmm, if your adventurer rank is insufficient, I cannot easily grant permission either."

If he knew I was an Inquisitor, he would understand that I could handle it alone and would easily approve.
Hiding my identity is somewhat inconvenient.

"Is it really that difficult?"
"While I'd like to grant the Saint's request, if it involves putting you in danger, I'm afraid I cannot."
"...Sigh."

It seems I need to reveal one of my secrets.
The vending machine and Milia are waiting downstairs, and I'm alone with the mayor, so if he keeps this confidential, there's one solution.

"Mayor."
"Yes, Saint."
"What you're about to see is one of the important secrets within the Holy Nation. Please keep it confidential."
"Don't worry about that. I, Martin, am not a man with such a loose tongue that I would go around sharing the Saint's secrets."
"Then."

I concentrate, gathering mana in both hands.
As green aura forms in my hands, the mayor looks at me in astonishment as I speak.
An aura user. Even a weak aura by Adventurer's Guild standards meets the minimum criteria for A-rank.

"Gasp!"
"As you can see, I am an aura user. I cannot explain in detail, but I also hold the position of an official Holy Knight."
"...So the rumors were true."

Ah, there were such rumors.
When I first received my Holy Knight position, despite the process being conducted in secrecy, the information somehow leaked and circulated.
"The youngest Saint to receive the Holy Knight position," I believe it was?
Since I didn't engage in any public activities afterward, it was quickly dismissed as a mere rumor.

"I ask again, please keep this fact confidential."
"...I will never speak of it."
"Hehe, now can you grant my request?"
"Of course. I'll take care of it today."
"Thank you."

* *

"How did it go?"
"Did it work out, Sister?"

After discussing a few more things with the mayor, I came outside to find the two waiting eagerly for the results.

"Yes, he said he'll take care of it today."
"Sister is the best!"
"Phew. That's a relief."

As Milia jumped up and down with joy, I calmed her down and explained the details.

"Now, now, Milia, please calm down. He said he'll definitely process it today so we can visit tomorrow, so we should rest at the inn today and depart tomorrow."
"Okay. Then on the way, I'll buy lots of insect repellent orbs. Do you two want to go ahead?"
"I have a few things to buy too."
"Then why don't you two go together? I need to visit the nearby church for a bit."
"Alright, see you back at the inn later."
"See you later, Sister!"
"Yes. Both of you have a good time."
"Ugh!"
"I-it's not like that!"
"Yes, yes."

After teasing the two, who were clearly giving off date vibes, I headed to the church near the square.
Upon entering, an elderly priest greeted me.

"My, if it isn't the Saint?"
"It's nice to meet you, Father. You recognize me."
"Haha, anyone who attended your appointment ceremony and saw you up close would recognize you instantly."
"My hair color is quite distinctive."
"Haha, you've grown well. This too is the Lord's blessing."
"All thanks to the Lord. Hehe."
"So, what brings you to this humble place?"
"I haven't had the leisure to pray properly for several days, so I wanted to focus on prayer now that I have some time."
"I see. Then would you come this way? There's a nice space."

Thanks to the priest's warm welcome, I was able to spend time praying in a quiet place.

This is a feeling I never experienced while performing my duties as an Inquisitor.
I was always serious then because I was hunting people down to kill or torture them.
Becoming bait to draw out evil, or searching dark places for hidden evil.
Memories of lurking in dark, deserted places.
Always tense, with a sharp atmosphere.
But.

Although only a few days have passed, this journey with the vending machine feels completely different.
There's a comfortable, warm atmosphere.
From the perspective of someone who needs to defeat the Demon Lord as soon as possible, having such thoughts might seem inappropriate.
But somewhere in my heart, I'm beginning to enjoy this current life.

Is this right? Even now, someone at the front lines is probably dying to protect this kind of daily life.
Enjoying such a comfortable journey makes me feel somewhat guilty.
Perhaps it would be better if I called another priest to help them and went to the front lines myself?

-Leila.

...It seems She was watching me.

'Goddess.'
-There's no need to worry.
'....'
-You still haven't broken that habit.
'I'm sorry.'
-Being too serious isn't good either.
'I know, but...'

As expected, I'm being scolded for not completely abandoning my childhood habits.

-Trying to save everyone is arrogance.
'Arrogance...'
-Focus on what's in front of you.
'....'
-What may seem insignificant now—the small things you nurture—no one knows how they will turn out in the future.
'I'm sorry.'
-Your bad habit is weighing everything by its current value.
'I know, but...'
-"What if" thoughts continue to grow, and eventually even things completely unrelated to you will feel like your fault.

I reflect on the Goddess's words, listening attentively.

-Being cautious in your choices is praiseworthy. I'm not criticizing that.
'Yes.'
-If you cannot trust yourself, trust me who trusts you.
'Goddess.'
-I judged that you following the Hero is the path that will make this world happiest. Actually, I don't really care if the world is happy, but that's what makes you happiest, right?
'...Yes.'

Saying She doesn't care if the world is happy—as I often feel, our Goddess has quite a carefree personality.
Yes, that's right. I don't want a world where only I am happy. If Grandfather, the Director, Sister Teresa, and everyone around me can't smile, it's meaningless.

'Because that's the path to my happiness.'
-Yes, if you truly believe that makes you happy, I'll help you achieve it.
'Thank you, Goddess.'
-So, if you're troubled, be sure to consult with me, okay?
'Hehe, I will definitely do that.'

Truly, the Goddess's love is so heavy.
Feeling that happy weight, I finished my prayer, bid farewell to the priest, and came outside to find the sky already turning to dusk.

"Ah, our little glutton must be waiting."

She eats more than she appears to.
The two must have already arrived at the inn, so I should hurry.

Ch.24 - Small Favor
...Hmm, seems like they were in quite a rush.
I think both of them should have just spent the night somewhere else.
Did they really think I wouldn't notice?
I may have said I'm not interested in romance, but when they're giving off such an obvious "we just did it" vibe?
Both of them with flushed faces, panting for breath, clothes disheveled and messy all over.
I understand they're full of energy, but I wish they'd at least clean up properly afterward so it isn't so obvious.

"...Miss Milia."
"Y-yes?!"
"Since you're both adults, I won't tell you not to do it, but..."
"Eek!"

Ignoring the vending machine who turns away with a red face, I approach the clearly flustered Miss Milia and whisper:

"Still, you're young, so make sure you use protection properly, okay?"
"...Y-yes."

I'll stop there before the poor girl's face explodes.
Next is the vending machine.

"Hero."
"...Yes."
"Would you like me to switch rooms with you tonight? Or perhaps from now on, should I just book a single room for the two of you?"
"I'm sorry!!"
"Haah..."

I touch my forehead, feeling the onset of a headache.
Let's stop before we attract the attention of everyone in the inn's dining room.

"...Just try not to make it so obvious. Both of you."
"Yes."
"Uwaaaa...y-yes."

I take out two silver coins from my sleeve. One I hand to the waiter after ordering food, and the other...

"Hero."
"...Yes."
"Give me one."
"Yes."

He hands it over without protest, knowing he's at fault.
I'm trying to train him to respond automatically when I hold out my hand for a coin.
Feeling frustrated, I decide to have a drink before the meal.

*Tap, hiss~*

Ignoring the curious stares around me, I gulp it down in one go to clear my mind.
Ahh~ I wonder how I survived without this for so long, honestly.

Just as I finish the can, our ordered food arrives.
Today, my choice is special sausage with mashed potatoes.

"Thank you for providing our daily bread."

After saying grace over the food, I notice the two waiting patiently.
They didn't have to wait for me, but it's thoughtful of them to consider such small things.

"Well then, both of you, enjoy your meal."
"You too, big sis!"
"Thank you for the food."

Watching them begin eating, I decide to start with the sausage.
I take my knife and cut through the middle of the thick, reddish-brown sausage with its perfectly crispy exterior.

*Slice. Sizzle.*

As the knife cuts through, delicious meat juices begin to flow out. I cut it into bite-sized pieces, spear one with my fork, and put it in my mouth.

"Mmm."

The moment it enters my mouth, I taste the savory juices enhanced with various seasonings, the perfectly crispy yet elastic casing, and the expertly deboned meat mixed with fat in just the right ratio.
The spices perfectly balance any potential gaminess of the pork. I unconsciously let out a sound of pleasure at the delightful saltiness.

"Mmm~"
"Wow, big sis, yours looks really delicious!"
"...It does."
"It really is delicious."

The mayor's recommendation was spot on.
Even without sauce, the flavor is so rich that none is needed. I dip some mashed potatoes in the meat juices and take a bite.
The fluffy texture of the finely mashed potatoes with the buttery flavor is exquisite.
And this creamy, rich taste... it can't just be from milk...
Ah, there's cheese in it. I can tell from the slightly sticky, rich texture.
As I continue chewing, the meat juices seep in, almost making me feel like I'm eating a well-kneaded meat dumpling.

"Ahh~ It's been so long since I've had a meal like this."
"Is it that good?"
"Wow, I just noticed many people around us ordered the same thing as you, big sis."

Well, it turns out this inn we're staying at is actually a famous local restaurant.
When I met the mayor earlier today, we chatted about various things besides the request.
I had originally planned to recommend menu items to these two as well, but...
Let's just say it was a small revenge.

Anyway, this combination of saltiness and richness perfectly hits my taste preferences.
I couldn't eat food like this when I was with the bishop, even when I had the chance.
He would run away at the mere smell of salty food from a distance, yet despite not being a child, he was obsessively drawn to sweet and sour flavors. It makes me shudder just thinking about it.
How can two people have such completely opposite food preferences?

After dinner, I sent the two ahead and, with the innkeeper's permission, visited the kitchen after closing time.

*Knock knock*
"Who is it?"

Contrary to my expectation of a woman's voice, I hear a surprisingly young man's voice.

"Excuse me. I wanted to ask something about tonight's dinner."

I had something I absolutely needed to ask this person.

*Creak*
"What can I help you with?"
"Nice to meet you. May the Lord's blessing be with you."
"Ah... yes. Thank you, Sister."

The person who appeared was a young man who looked to be in his early twenties, with dark brown hair tied back for cooking.

"Today, I tried the sausage and mashed potatoes on someone's recommendation."
"That's my signature dish. How did you find it?"
"It was truly, truly delicious! It will remain in my memory for a long time!"
"Haha, such praise makes me blush."
"So, I know it might be rude, but I have something I must ask."
"Of course. For someone who enjoyed my food so much, I'll answer if I can."
"The sausage surely has a special recipe that might be difficult to share, but could you possibly tell me the recipe for the mashed potatoes? Or even just a simple tip!"
"Hehe, it's nothing special really. I'd be happy to share it with someone who appreciates the taste. Come in, I was just starting to make sausages for tomorrow."

Ah... Ahh! This is an adult. This person is truly an adult.
I couldn't help but look up at him with wide eyes in admiration.

"Wh...whaaaat!?"

Oops.

"A-are you the Holy Maiden?!"

Originally, very few people recognized my stigmata, but since the Holy Maiden appointment ceremony, it seems my existence has become more widely known by the golden stigmata in my eyes rather than my hair color.
They say that while light green hair can occasionally be seen, no one else has golden eyes marked with stigmata. That's true.

"Ahaha, embarrassingly, despite my inadequacies, I have received such a title."
"My goodness, the Holy Maiden ate my food...!"
"Um, if possible, could you please keep my visit a secret? It tends to cause a commotion."
"Of course!"
"Hehe, then, excuse me."

Afterward, I was able to get the recipes for the special sausage and mashed potatoes from the 25-year-old Rick, who had been cooking since childhood to feed his siblings.
Incidentally, one of his siblings seemed to be unwell, so I arranged to visit his home tomorrow morning.

So that's how it is.

"That's fine."
"Yes! Is there anything I can do to help?"

I asked the two for their understanding to postpone our planned morning schedule to the afternoon, so we could visit Rick's house in the morning.

"Hmm, if it's an illness, we might need some herbs, so let's assess the situation when we get there."
"Yes!"
"Sure. If it's about helping someone, I'll do whatever I can."

Smiling at their willing agreement, I bid them goodnight and retired early.

* *

"It's here."

Early in the morning, when I asked the innkeeper if I could borrow Rick for a while, she nodded as if she already knew about it. After blessing her, I went with Rick to his home.
Though it's closer to the outskirts of the city, they seem to have lived diligently, as we entered a decent-looking house.

"Oh, welcome back, brother."
"Big bro, you're early today?"
"Welcome home!"

We saw three children: two boys and a girl, with one sickly-looking boy among them.
The oldest-looking boy must be the one Rick mentioned.
The situation has become a bit serious.

Because when I opened my eyes to the familiar energy, I saw purple haze parasitically attached to the boy's body, draining his vitality.

"..."
"What do you think, Holy Maiden?"

After asking the vending machine and Miss Milia to look after the other two children, I examined the boy, Alex, who was lying in a room on the second floor with Rick.
Rather than answering, I prioritized treatment by gathering holy power and infusing it with healing and purification intent, then covering Alex.
Eventually, as the purple haze slowly disappeared and Alex's complexion returned to normal, I turned to Rick and spoke.

"Rick."
"Yes, Holy Maiden."
"From now on, please answer my questions honestly."
"Huh? What do you mean...?"
"When did Alex start getting sick?"
"Well... about a year ago, I think."
"Then, in the month before he started getting sick. Any suspicious people, unusual objects, or strange places. Can you think of anything among these three?"

The weakness symptoms Alex was experiencing were magi poisoning.
When exposed to magi, the demonic energy, for a long time or to a large amount in a short time, ordinary people without resistance will gradually have their energy drained and weaken like this.

"Come to think of it, he went to play in the wetlands. Ah, it's a restricted area now, but back then anyone could go in to gather herbs."
"I see."
"When was it... about two weeks before Alex got sick, I think. He said he saw a strange purple stone in the wetlands."
"A purple stone?"
"Yes. He said there was a centipede as big as a person nearby so he ran away, but I remember him saying there was a stone about the size of my forearm glowing purple."

It was clear. A magi stone.

Magi stone. Literally a stone or gem infused with magi, the terrible energy.
In the old days, magicians thought these were stones containing magical power and would study them, only to suddenly die from magi poisoning.
Breaking a fist-sized magi stone strengthens and makes more ferocious all magical beasts within a 100-meter radius.
If a magical beast acquires the same magi stone without breaking it, it becomes at least two or three levels stronger and more ferocious.
But a stone the size of an adult man's forearm?
Based on the circumstances, the centipede Alex mentioned must be our target magical beast.
If so, this is dangerous.

A Giant Centipede is normally classified as D-rank for a single specimen, but if it acquired such a large magi stone...
It would be at least an A-rank specimen.

Such a creature wouldn't die just by being burned, even if that's its weakness.
Something is definitely wrong.
I need to check with the vending machine.
The explosion accident in the wetlands is also starting to bother me.

"Rick."
"Yes, Holy Maiden."
"Alex will be fine now. I've treated his illness, and he just needs to replenish his weakened strength by eating well and resting."
"Thank you!"
"And about what you just told me, does anyone else know about it?"
"No, our family doesn't really interact with others. And Alex hasn't shown much interest since that day, probably because he was scared of the centipede."
"I see. It would be best if you could try to forget what I've asked you about today."
"...I understand. Thank you so much for saving my brother, Holy Maiden!"

* *

After treating Alex and parting ways with Rick, we held an emergency meeting at my request.

"Hero."
"Yes?"
"The mutated Giant Centipede we need to hunt. What rank of magical beast do you remember it as? Based on normal subjugation standards, not the trick you mentioned."
"Why suddenly ask that? As far as I know, if left alone, it would eventually be classified as B-rank and be subjugated by a B-rank party."
"..."

Indeed, this seems to be a different situation from the future possibility the vending machine knows.

"Then, do you know about magi stones?"
"Magi stones? I know about them, but... did something happen?"
"What's wrong, big sis?"

Let me organize the possible scenarios.
Either another mutated magical beast has appeared separate from our target and the vending machine doesn't know about it, or someone else who knows about this world's future has deliberately interfered to escalate the situation.
It must be one of these two.

"Sigh, we have a problem."
"A problem?"
"...Magi stones and problems... surely it's not what I'm thinking, big sis?"
"You're a smart girl. It probably is."
"Eek."
"What is it? What's going on with you two?"

For the vending machine who doesn't seem to grasp the implications of magi stones, Milia and I began to explain.

"Umm, to explain it simply for Ian, a magi stone isn't what the name might suggest. It's not a stone containing magical power, but a stone containing a terrible energy called magi. You know what magi is, right?"
"I know that much. It's the energy possessed by demons and demonic races, isn't it?"
"Yes, that's right. And to be precise, a magi stone isn't simply a stone containing magi, but one where magi is condensed to its limit."
"And when a magi stone is broken, any nearby magical beasts or anything that uses magi or has an affinity for it becomes one level stronger and more ferocious."
"If instead of breaking it, a creature acquires it, demons and demonic races vary depending on their innate abilities, but magical beasts invariably accept the magi and become two to three levels stronger, based on a fist-sized magi stone."
"...Don't tell me?"

Seeing that the vending machine finally seems to grasp the problem, I add:

"Alex was suffering from magi poisoning."
"What?! But this is the Holy Kingdom, isn't it?"
"Magi... poisoning?"
"Yes. It's a disease where exposure to magi gradually weakens you until death. According to Rick, about a year ago, Alex discovered a magi stone the size of an adult man's forearm in the wetlands and fled from a centipede magical beast nearby."
"A centipede magical beast?"
"Eek, if that was a year ago..."
"Even just looking from a distance was enough to cause magi poisoning, so it's certain."

Watching Milia begin calculating, I state my conclusion to the vending machine:

"A Giant Centipede is normally a D-rank single specimen. And if that magical beast has swallowed such a large magi stone and a year has passed..."
"*Gulp*"
"...Big sis. This is dangerous."

Having finished her calculation, Milia looks at me with a serious expression, and after meeting her eyes once:

"That magical beast is at least high A-rank now. In the worst case, it might have reached S-rank."

This is beyond our ability to handle.
Since it's a magical beast strengthened by magi, I could subjugate it alone if I didn't have to protect these two, but that would require revealing most of my power.

"I believe you understand what an A-rank single specimen magical beast means, Hero."
"...A creature with intelligence, high resistance to both physical and magical attacks, and special abilities."

The ranking system for adventurers and magical beasts differs.
Typically, up to C-rank, a single magical beast's strength is considered equivalent to an adventurer of the same rank, but from B-rank onwards, it's different.
To subjugate a B-rank magical beast, a party of at least four B-rank adventurers is required.
That's why priests can't accept such requests alone.
Solo subjugation of a B-rank magical beast is one of the conditions for becoming an A-rank adventurer.

Magical beasts of A-rank and above are beings that have transcended normal specimens.
They basically possess at least human-level intelligence and have magical resistance that renders lower-intermediate magic ineffective.
If that weren't enough, their physical resistance is so high that attacks from non-aura users barely scratch them.
That's why from this point, they become national-level subjugation targets upon discovery.
Even S-rank adventurers struggle with A-rank magical beast subjugation.

S-rank... these can no longer even be called magical beasts.
It's a symbolic rank given to beings that could become global calamities.
For example, like the Demon Lord this time.

"Let me say this in advance: even if our current subjugation target isn't that specimen, we absolutely cannot go on this subjugation."
"Big sis is right. Even as a hypothetical, the mere possibility is too dangerous."
"...I agree. If what you're saying is true, then the issue isn't finding clues about the holy sword anymore. The people of this city are in danger."

Since this isn't a confirmed observation yet, we decided to contact the Papal Office for support to accurately assess the situation, and then launch a subjugation operation immediately upon confirmation.

...I think I can understand what the Goddess meant.
I never imagined that one small act of kindness would lead to such a situation.

I pray that this matter can be resolved with as little damage as possible.

Ch.25 - Weirdo
I couldn't understand the situation at all.

After learning that clues obtained in Ark would lead to acquiring the holy sword, I had tested what would happen if I left things alone out of curiosity.
The results were always the same. After ultimately stopping at B-rank, no matter how many times I repeated it, the method to obtain the holy sword would disappear after being subjugated by a party of B-rank adventurers without exception.

I knew that monsters that absorbed magic stones would become stronger. I just hadn't seen it enough times for it to sink in.
Since I understood what an A-rank monster meant, I comprehended the entire situation from their explanation.

Even if the monster we were targeting wasn't one strengthened by a magic stone, I couldn't say it was fine for such a dangerous being to exist in this land.
However, I knew that I couldn't resolve this situation with my power alone. Because I'm weak, because I'm inexperienced.
But that doesn't mean I can stand by doing nothing. At the very least, I should find what I can do now and do it.

"Leila."
"Yes, Hero."
"Tell me what I can do."

It's something I vaguely sense, but Leila is hiding many things from us. Including her abilities.
Since she said she had already lived as a saint for 12 years, I was convinced that she could certainly resolve this situation.

"...The Vatican's reconnaissance unit, which will arrive soon, plans to investigate the magic stones and strengthened monsters. However."

As I listened to her words, I met her serious golden eyes that were somehow looking at me intently.

"Personally, there's an incident I'd like to investigate. I would appreciate if you and Miss Millia could investigate it with me."

According to her, she was concerned that the timing of the magic stone's discovery and the designation of the wetlands as a restricted area were similar.
In the game, it was just designated as a system-restricted area as if it were natural, so I hadn't paid any attention to it at all.

After finishing our conversation, she said she would explain the situation in detail to the reconnaissance unit and join them to check the situation directly, suggesting we meet at the lodging in the evening.
For now, Millia and I decided to investigate the explosion accident that supposedly happened a year ago.

* *

I'm sorry, but I'd like you two to stay away from this matter.

You are both still too inexperienced to search for and subjugate a monster that could be high A-rank, or in serious cases, estimated to be S-rank.
Even within the Holy Kingdom, currently only I can subjugate such a being alone in a short time.
It might be possible if the Director or several captain-level knights from each division of the Holy Knight Order gathered.

However, they are people who cannot move for unconfirmed issues right now.
The Director belongs to the Inquisition, so he cannot openly participate in such subjugation operations, and originally, most inquisitors, including myself, specialize in combat against humans, making us unsuitable for monster subjugation.
Moreover, most of the Holy Knights are at the frontlines, and those who remain are tasked with protecting the Vatican.

Most likely, that suspicious explosion was a trace of a monster mutated by a magic stone running wild.
Originally, one reason inquisitors frequently travel to various regions is to suppress situations where magic stones are generated, so the fact that such a magic stone appeared in an area so close to the capital means...
This situation itself was intentional.

Basically, most monster mutations are related to magical energy.
In other words, a mutation that should have stopped at B-rank has mutated more severely due to someone's interference.
From what I've heard about it being much larger than normal monsters, it's likely grown even bigger than what the vending machine might know.
Perhaps... it could have become an ultra-large monster beyond just large-sized.
Even if it's just large-sized, its attack range would be incompatible with me, who fights bare-handed.
So, let's seek help.
Although this person is someone I dislike for personal reasons, I know someone who would be effective against such an opponent.
When human lives are at stake, I can't let my personal discomfort ruin the mission.

"Sir Radiche."
"Yes, Saint."

While moving toward the wetlands, I spoke to Sir Radiche, the captain of the reconnaissance unit.
As I took out a letter I had prepared in advance and a token I had received from that person before.

"I would like to ask you to deliver this letter and token to the Empire's Adventurer Guild headquarters right away. If you just deliver it, the guild will handle the rest."
"Yes! Dillon!"
"At your command, Captain!"
"Leave immediately and deliver this as the Saint has instructed."
"Yes!"

Surely, that person is probably leisurely drinking alcohol at his residence right now. If I call him now, he should arrive by tomorrow morning.

"Saint, this is the cave you mentioned."
"...Thank you for your hard work. Any reactions so far?"
"Unfortunately, none at all."

I asked the unit member who had been constantly checking the monster detection magical tool while moving, but the answer I received after he checked once more was disappointing.

"Tch. Before entering the cave, let's try once more."
"Yes. I'll prepare."

With those words, I watched Sir Radiche set up a bead at the cave entrance, and after everyone dispersed and concealed themselves at least 30 meters away, we observed the bead activating.
That bead is a reversal of the formula for a barrier that repels monsters, commonly called a bait bead.
It serves to attract nearby monsters.

After about 5 minutes since the bead was activated with no response, I was beginning to think this attempt was also in vain.
That's when I sensed an unpleasant energy approaching from beneath my feet.

-Grrrumble.

Suddenly, the ground began to shake violently. If just its movement causes such tremors...
This is dangerous. We can't fight something like that without any preparation.
After sending a hand signal for everyone to remain quietly hidden, I quickly picked up a suitable stone nearby, imbued it with aura, and threw it at the bait bead.

-Crash! Shatter!

Please, just don't come out.
As the bead shattered and some time passed, I exhaled as I felt the trembling earth subside.

"...Phew."
"Saint."
"Sir Radiche. Is everyone alright?"
"Yes. But we should hurry."
"Yes. Let's withdraw quickly. Everyone."

* *

Back at the lodging in Ark, I was clutching my head from an overwhelming headache.
Sir Radiche had returned to the Vatican first to report.

Based on the reaction shown on the monster detection magical tool that the reconnaissance unit had at the last moment...
That monster was not just a simple A-rank monster.

Ultra-large.
It's a term referring to large monsters where either the length or size of a single individual exceeds 15 meters.
Its danger level should be assessed at least one level higher than a normal entity of the same rank.
This is because at that size, its very existence approaches that of a disaster, and attacks that would normally be fatal often result in mere scratches.

If there's any consolation, based on the amount of magical energy felt at the time, it's definitely not S-rank.
It seems waiting for him to arrive is the best course of action.

It's about time for those two to arrive, so I should head down to the dining hall.

-Ding.
"Oh. Perfect timing."
"Sis! We're back!"

Just as I was finding a seat, I could see the two of them returning.

"Good work, both of you."
"You too, Leila. How was it on your end?"
"We made an incredible discovery!"

The expressions of the two as they sat down looked quite bright.
It seems they found some good news.

"I'll go first. We discovered an ultra-large monster that's confirmed to be A-rank."
"We heard a similar story."
"So it really is ultra-large, as suspected."
"Yes. Although I didn't see it directly, judging by the earth tremors, I believe it's a Giant Centipede that has evolved to ultra-large size."
"It must be a Giant Centipede."
"The information we got also clearly said it was a centipede!"
"The reconnaissance unit has returned to the Vatican, so they're probably organizing a subjugation unit now. The subjugation operation will likely begin tomorrow."

My story is finished, and I should hear theirs too.

"Did you two find anything?"
"You could say that."
"We met the person responsible for the explosion."
"...What?"

Who did they meet?

"So, here's what happened."

* *

"But even if we want to look, we need some kind of clue. How many people would remember an explosion incident from a year ago?"
"That's true."

After parting with Leila, we were aimlessly wandering the streets when we soon hit a wall.

"Hmm... should we try the Adventurer Guild first?"
"Guild?"

While pondering, Millia offered a suggestion.

"Yes. Since it was the guild that designated the restricted access area in the first place, they might tell us if we ask."
"You're right. Let's go."

Following that suggestion, we arrived at the guild and were able to get a much more detailed answer than we expected.

"Ah~ The reason the wetlands are off-limits? Of course."
"Really?"
"Yes. Many C-rank adventurers try to sneak into the wetlands to complete B-rank missions without permission, hoping for quick promotion, and end up having accidents. So we inform anyone who shows interest in the wetlands."

The story went like this: There had been several disappearances near the wetlands in recent years, and suddenly one day, the disappearances stopped being reported. Instead, from that point on, reports started coming in about an unidentified large monster crawling underground. Coincidentally, an A-rank mage was assigned to investigate it at that time.
In the process, he encountered the monster and attempted to subjugate it but ultimately failed. To prevent the monster from coming above ground, he blew up various parts of the wetlands to bury the passages the monster used to travel.
Afterward, to prevent people from getting unnecessarily involved in accidents because of the mage who kept insisting on catching that monster whenever he had the chance, they took measures. Since they couldn't reveal the truth to the public, they named it an unidentified explosion.
The mage was nearly S-rank in terms of skill, so even the guild couldn't bring themselves to tell him to stop.

"Do you know what kind of monster it is?"
"I heard it's an insect-type monster, but that mage is such an eccentric that he insisted he couldn't reveal it until he subjugated it out of pride..."

That mage seemed quite the eccentric.

"We had no choice but to give him a year, saying we'd request support from other adventurers if he couldn't resolve it by then, but recently he made a mistake and..."
"He passed away, I presume."
"He injured his back and is currently recuperating."
"Pfft!"
"...Miss receptionist, is that person's name Eileen by any chance?"
"Oh? Do you know her?"
"Sigh..."

Looking at Millia, who was unusually sighing deeply, I began to feel an ominous premonition.

"Thank you, miss. Do you happen to know where that lady is now?"
"That's personal information, so I can't tell you..."
"We're fellow disciples under the same master, so could you make an exception?"
"Mmm, can you keep it a secret that I told you?"
"Thank you!"

After Millia found out where this mage named Eileen was staying, I was practically dragged out of the guild. As we walked along a deserted alley, I asked about what I had been curious about.

"Millia, who is this Eileen?"
"...Ugh, actually, I'm currently a disciple of the Red Tower Master."
"Yes, I know that."
"Ah... right."

I already knew that Millia was a direct disciple of the Red Tower Master, as I had seen it in the game's story.
But I've never heard of a mage named Eileen before.

"Actually, there was a woman who became the master's disciple before me."
"A woman... pfft."

Even from just hearing about her, the word choice felt incredibly familiar.

"She's a complete eccentric, and she eventually got expelled by the master."
"...We're going to find such a person now?"
"Don't worry. She may have a strange personality, but she's a good person. The master didn't expel her because of a fight or anything."
"What kind of personality does she have?"
"She's obsessed with bugs."
"...What?"
"She says she must exterminate all the bugs in the world with her own hands. She ended up getting expelled after causing an accident from handling various toxic substances."

She seemed like an extraordinary person.
No, to be precise, she was clearly extraordinarily crazy.
As we walked while listening to Millia's explanation, we soon found a shabby house.

-Creak.
"Auntie~"

I was surprised to see Millia enter without even knocking.
Was she always like this?
No, more importantly, what kind of person leaves their door unlocked?

"Oh, you can come in too, Ian. She won't mind anyway."
"Uh... okay."

I entered following Millia's natural invitation, but...
Is this really okay?

-Hey, is that Millia!?
"Auntie~ Long time no see."
-My back hurts so I can't come down, can you come up to the second floor? Bring a glass of water!
"Geez."

Though grumbling, Millia quietly fetched a glass of water and headed upstairs, and I followed.
Upon reaching the second floor, I found a surprisingly clean space and...

"Yo. It's been a while, you've grown a lot?"
"You look the same, auntie."
"Heh, I do have a youthful appearance. So, who's this guy?"

There was a red-haired woman with a pure atmosphere lying on the bed, who could be mistaken for being the same age as Millia.

"Ah, hello. My name is Ian."
"My boyfriend."
"...What!?"

After looking at her, who was staring at me with shocked eyes, I turned to look at Millia.

"It's nothing. This auntie has been single for 30 years."
"No, you shouldn't say such things..."
"I-I'm not single! I've gone through several men too!"
"Yeah, right."

Millia's response was so cold that it made me feel embarrassed.

"Ian, remember? When you used to visit me a lot, I was collecting herbs and such."
"Y-yes."
"That was all to gather materials to treat this auntie's back."
"Ah, I see."

So Millia, who disliked moving around in the tower, was traveling here and there collecting medicinal ingredients. I thought she was doing some important research, but it turns out she was gathering materials to treat this woman Eileen's back.
Knowing Millia's personality well, I could quickly understand why her attitude was like that.
It clearly contained some slight dissatisfaction about having to move around when she didn't want to.

"So, what brings you here?"
"Well, I'm currently traveling with Ian."
"You?"
"Yes."
"When the master scolded you so much to go outside more, you wouldn't budge an inch. The power of love is scary indeed."
"Hehe."
"Anyway, that's all well and good, but I don't think that's reason enough to come find me."
"I heard you were blowing up various parts of the wetlands, so I got curious and came to see you."
"Ah."

As soon as Eileen heard about the wetlands, she began to grimace as much as she could.

"That damn centipede."
"So it was a centipede after all."
"Um... Ms. Eileen? Could you tell us more about that centipede?"
"Of course. I spent a year preparing to kill that centipede, but I injured my back at the last moment. Ugh."

Translating her explanation, which was filled with various curses and angry language choices: A year ago, she was investigating something underground on behalf of the Adventurer Guild and encountered an enormous centipede. It seemed to be a monster strengthened by eating a magic stone, so she engaged it, but it had apparently just evolved to A-rank, and her moderate magic couldn't even scratch it, so she chose a strategic retreat.
When her research results, which she had been developing with the goal of killing all bugs in the world, didn't work, she became stubborn. After warning the Adventurer Guild, she figured out the paths the centipede usually took and set up traps.
The creature grew at a frightening rate over the year, whatever it was eating, so it took a year to scale up her plans.
She spread large amounts of substances that centipedes dislike on the ground to prevent it from coming to the surface as much as possible, then planned to lure it to where she had set up traps on a specific day and blow it up.

"But I ended up like this."
"Sigh."
"No one but me can activate it."
"Mmm..."
"What can I do? There are still a few days left until the deadline, so I'll wait until then and request support if it doesn't work out."
"...Ian."
"What?"

After hearing Eileen's slightly regretful voice, Millia, who had been pondering, grabbed my clothes and looked up at me.
It was an incredibly cute sight that made my heart flutter, but the words that came out of her mouth afterward were not cute at all.

"Let's do it."
"What?"
"No, you can't. Even I struggled with it, it's dangerous."
"Ms. Eileen is right. It's too dangerous for us."
"I believe in auntie. Although her personality is strange, I believe in my senior's skills. Someone like her has prepared for a year. It surely won't fail. And."

Saying that, Millia looked back at Eileen.

"I bet no one except the master or us can activate it, right?"
"...That's true, but no. Absolutely not."
"No. We can do it. Ian, let's ask sis."
"...Mmm."
"I'm sure sis can help us. Actually, I know that sis is a much more amazing person than we realize."
"Millia."
"Who's this 'sis' you're talking about?"
"...She's a companion in our party."

Since it wouldn't be good for the hero party to become known everywhere, I had to tell a slight lie to Eileen.
...Leila was definitely not good at acting. It was more like a natural composure of a strong person. Traveling with her, such things were very noticeable.

"Mmm. Is that person trustworthy?"
"Absolutely."
"...Hey, Ian, was it? How long have you known Millia?"
"I've known her for a little over two months, and our other companion for less than a week."

I told the truth before Millia could speak.
If I said we trusted someone we'd met less than a week ago, she would clearly reject us, saying not to talk nonsense.

"...Promise me. Promise that you absolutely, absolutely won't do anything dangerous. Your safety comes before activating the trap. Even if the subjugation fails."
"Yes. I promise."
"Huh?"

This isn't right.

"It took the master who saved you five years to gain your trust, yet this 'sis' person gained that much trust from you in just a week? I'm curious."
"She's a kind, good sister."
"Sigh, your judgment of people is much better than the master's or mine, so I'll trust you."
"Hehe, thank you."

...Millia's cautious personality had become a disadvantage.

"Are you really okay with this?"
"This child, who was wary even of her savior, trusts someone this much. Even her boyfriend, who was worried and trying to stop her, showed an understanding expression when this 'sis' person was mentioned. So, I can trust her too."

I got goosebumps. How much had she observed from that brief exchange?

"So, you protect her. But don't die."
"...Yes."
"Millia, come closer. I'll explain the trap to you."
"Okay!"
"Ian, open the third drawer in that bookshelf. There's a blueprint of the trap. Familiarize yourself with it, organize it, and pack it."
"Understood."

As requested by Eileen, I read through the blueprint once, packed it, and got up. By then, Millia, who had learned how to activate the trap, approached me. Before we left to meet Leila, I asked something I had been curious about.

"By the way, Ms. Eileen, why do you hate bugs so much?"
"It was one summer night. I couldn't sleep because of those damn mosquitoes buzzing around my ears. Thanks to that, I messed up a spell the next day and got scolded badly by the master. That was a really important test. Damn it."
"..."

I understand, but she really is an eccentric.

Ch.26 - Murder Announcement
# The Tale of the Vending Machine and Miss Millia

Hearing the story about the vending machine and Miss Millia naturally makes me sigh.

"Haah..."
"Huh? What's wrong?"
"Sister, is something strange?"

I heard the story well.
If it's a trap set by an A-rank magician who poured their heart and soul into it for a year, it would certainly be effective.

"That person is still at home, right?"
"Since they're bedridden due to their back, I suppose so."
"Ah, it's no use, Sister."

Miss Millia seems to understand my reaction. By the way, what does she mean by "no use"?

"Pardon?"
"They're the type of person who refuses holy power, so if you forcibly heal them, they'll just attack their own back again."
"...What?"
"I've told them countless times to get healed by a priest because I didn't want to keep searching for medicine, but they absolutely refused. I don't know why though."
"Hmm. Then couldn't we at least kill that monster and then let them get injured again?"
"Leila... are you really a saint?"
"...Sister."

I tried suggesting it just in case, but both of their reactions are too cold.
Still, I'm not entirely comfortable with indulging the stubbornness of someone who let their petty pride escalate the situation this far.
And I don't like the fact that the two of them have to go to the most dangerous place to activate the trap.

"The trap is the opposite."
"Why?"
"I can guarantee its effectiveness on my master's honor!"
"Miss Millia, the effectiveness isn't the issue."
"What?"
"I've already called an S-rank adventurer I know, and a subjugation unit being organized by the Holy Knight Order will arrive tomorrow."
"B-but..."
"If a magician who has directly confronted the monster guarantees its effectiveness, then its power is certainly reliable."
"Then, why...?"

The reason is simple.
I spoke to the vending machine, who had been silent for a while, perhaps already understanding what I meant.

"Because the risk of you two heading to that location outweighs the potential outcome."
"But..."

Miss Millia closed her mouth, seemingly realizing she couldn't argue further.

"...Leila."
"Yes, Hero."
"I'd like you to be honest with me."

I open my eyes and look at the vending machine who suddenly spoke those words.
...Judging by that expression, it seems he's figured it out.
To be honest, it wasn't something I absolutely had to hide.
I was just trying to hide it so they wouldn't feel burdened.

"Yes. Go ahead."
"I've been vaguely sensing it since our training at the Papal Office. Your B-rank certificate, the blessing you cast on me during joint training, and those field rations too."
"..."
"You're strong, aren't you? Much stronger than we are now."

I think I need to reveal my abilities as a saint, or rather as a priestess, at least for this situation.

"Yes. I can tell you that my abilities are far beyond mere B-rank."
"You remember that I had prior knowledge about this world, right?"
"Of course."
"Just one thing. Leila, I honestly don't know anything about you."
"What do you mean by that?"
"It's something I've been curious about since we first met."

I wonder why the vending machine, who knows the future possibilities of this world, couldn't recognize me.

"The name of the saint I originally knew was Dorothy."

And so, the vending machine began to tell the story of the saint he knew.
The saint the vending machine originally knew was named Dorothy.
Two years ago, she was volunteering at orphanages when, at the age of 23, a holy stigmata appeared on the back of her right hand, making her a saint.
Within two years, by the time she joined the party, she had developed enough power to rival an S-rank adventurer, possessing the greatest holy power in history.
However, she apparently wasn't suited for attack magic, and could only use defense, blessing, and healing until the end.

"Dorothy also went from being an ordinary village girl to having such amazing abilities in just two years."
"I see."
"Honestly, I find it hard to believe that you, who's been a saint for 12 years, would remain at a level similar to ours."
"Perhaps that person was exceptional."
"Even the amazing Dorothy couldn't directly channel the goddess's power like you do."
"..."
"I know at least that holy power is a diluted form of the goddess's power."

I can't refute that.
I had habitually explained it to prepare for potential mistakes, but it seems I underestimated the vending machine's knowledge.

"I'll trust you and talk to you."
"Yes."
"Protect us."
"Hero."
"I understand it's dangerous. But if we back down just because of danger, we'll never escape being weak."
"..."
"I know it looks pathetic, and it's not that I don't trust the person you called or the Holy Knight Order. But I think having one more means at our disposal can't hurt."
"Sister, I'm asking too. Even though my master is a strange person, I don't want their efforts to be in vain."
"So at least let us prepare. Guard the path so we can move forward."

...Knowing how difficult it is to acknowledge one's weakness and seek help, I can't bring myself to refuse.

"Sigh... The Goddess favors those with the will to move forward."

That's why prayer texts for holy magic use the expression "move forward" so frequently.

"As a follower of the Goddess myself..."

I'm quite weak to such words.

"If you put it that way, how can I refuse to help?"

It's actually quite presumptuous to say "then you protect us so it's not dangerous" after I pointed out the danger.
But I'll let it slide because their determination is admirable. Though I should receive something in return.
Well, seeing that person with my own eyes will certainly help with growth. I'm just worried about picking up bad habits.

"So that means..."
"Yes. I'll request permission for us to act separately from the subjugation unit."
"Wow, Sister! I love you!"
"Thank you."

After listening to their explanations, I planned to order food first and then go upstairs to discuss detailed strategies. Just as I ordered food and gave the waiter a tip...

*Ding-a-ling*

Despite being seated deep inside the noisy restaurant, the sound of the door opening rang unusually loud.
Along with an ominous feeling.

"Oh, there you are."

Why already?
I called him expecting him to arrive tomorrow, since he usually wastes time in the border cities of the Empire.
The two look puzzled at the guest who's openly staring at us, but I deliberately don't turn around.
I want to reduce the time looking at him, even by just one second.
My insides are burning.
I should drink some water...

"Hey! Kiddo! Long time no see! This is unusual, you calling me. Hahaha!"
*Slurp*

Just as I picked up the cup to drink water, I suddenly felt weightless and spilled the water.
Oh, this damn drunkard, really!

* * *

After persuading Leila for quite some time, just as the atmosphere was becoming pleasant, a guest entered the restaurant.
He was a tall man, nearly 190cm, with white hair, wearing a somewhat familiar-looking black robe that gave him a loose appearance.

"Oh, there you are."

As I was looking at this man with unusual attire, rare in this mostly Western-style place, he soon looked our way and greeted us as if he knew us.
Ah, could this be the person Leila called? I've never seen him in the game.
He strode over to us and, for some reason, approached Leila who had deliberately turned her back to him and was about to drink water.

"Hey! Kiddo! Long time no see! This is unusual, you calling me. Hahaha!"
*Slurp*

He grabbed Leila's waist with both hands and lifted her up while she was drinking water with her back turned.
Leila's expression as she was lifted was so fierce that Millia and I deliberately looked away from the scene.
And then...

"Master! Please stop! You'll get arrested by the Holy Nation at this rate!"

Hearing a woman's voice that followed, I looked back at the entrance.

"Huh?"
"What's wrong? Do you know her?"
"Yeah. Probably."

A very familiar-looking woman was rushing over with a panicked expression, calling the man "Master" and trying to stop him.
If my memory serves me right, this woman with black eyes reminiscent of Koreans and black hair tied in a ponytail at the nape of her neck, wearing similar attire to her so-called master, was...
Seira, one of the heroines of "Holy Magic Chronicles" who would later be known as the Sword Saint.
No wonder the man's attire seemed familiar; it resembled hers.
By the way, if he's her master, I remember he was supposed to be dead before the story began, so I'm a bit surprised he's alive. So this is what he was like.

"Hahaha! It's fine, it's fine! Our kiddo wouldn't do that, right?"
"...Put me down. If you don't want to be thrown into the Inquisition's special underground prison."

Oh...
Surprised by her aggressive language choice, so unlike her usual self, I looked at Leila.

"Put. Me. Down. Now."

With eyes that forgot to close, devoid of light, she spoke in a menacing tone without even making eye contact with that strange man.

"Wawawa, Ian. Sister is scary."
"...Wow, I didn't know human eyes could do that."
"Ahhh! Saint! Please fix it!"

*Murmuring*

"Saint?!"
"Did that woman just call her 'Saint'?"
"Gasp! Look! Golden eyes with a cross pattern! She really is the Saint!"
"Ohhh! Saint!"
"I thought she might be from her hair color, but she really is the Saint!"

Meanwhile, Seira, who apparently knew Leila, inadvertently blurted out the word "saint" in a loud voice while trying to stop her master.
The restaurant instantly turned into chaos.

"Ugh."

Amidst all this, I heard that quiet voice that sounded extremely irritated and wondered:
What on earth did this person do to make Leila so angry just by appearing?
No, more importantly, if she was going to get this angry, why did she call him in the first place?

* * *

"Grr."
"Hahaha, our kiddo seems to be full of energy."
"S-Saint. Please fix it! I'll bow my head instead of my master!"

After calming down the excited people in the restaurant that had turned into chaos thanks to Seira, giving them blessings, packing our ordered food, giving money to the innkeeper as an apology, we fled to the church I had visited yesterday for prayer.

"...Miss Seira."
"Yeeees!!"
"You're too loud."
"Hic."

I've dealt with the noisiest person first.

"Tsk. It's been a while, drunkard."
"Hahaha! Drunkard, only you call me that, kiddo!"
"And only you dare call me that."

Sigh. I should probably introduce him to the vending machine and Miss Millia who are still struggling to follow the situation.

"Hero, Miss Millia. This is the S-rank adventurer I mentioned earlier, the drunkard."
"Hey."

He seems to protest, probably not expecting me to introduce him that way, but I ignore him.

"...Leila. Could you please elaborate?"
"Sister, I understand you dislike him, but..."
"Haah."

Since even these two are asking, I guess I have no choice.

"His known name is the Sword Demon, Orca. As his alias suggests, he's a man obsessed with swords."
"Hahaha, so this is the rumored Hero! Nice body!"
"Thank you."
"Um... Sister?"
"Yes? Ah."

Seeing Miss Millia call me and look to one side, I remember something I forgot.

"Miss Seira. It's alright now."
"Gasp! Yes!"
"Hero, Miss Millia. This is Miss Seira, the drunkard's disciple."
"Nice to meet you. My name is Ian."
"I-I'm Millia!"
"Nice to meet you. As you've heard, my name is Seira. I'm an excellent disciple with an inadequate master."
"Hey, isn't it usually the other way around?"
"For once, Miss Seira is speaking the truth."

Now that introductions are somewhat complete, I should set aside personal feelings and get to the main point.

"Have you heard the news?"
"Yeah. A huge centipede appeared, they say."
"Yes."
"But, it's A-rank, so why do you need me... Ah."

In response to his question, I quietly put a finger to my lips so the two people chatting behind us don't notice.

"By the way, congratulations."
"Oh, so you noticed."
"It would be strange not to."

When I last saw him, the long sword that was always on his back was nowhere to be seen, and he now only carried a sword hilt at his waist, suggesting he had grown considerably stronger since I last saw him.

"The Holy Knight Order's subjugation unit will arrive tomorrow morning. I instructed them to select only personnel who can support and assist you, so please judge for yourself when you see them."
"How big is it?"
"It causes earthquakes just by passing underfoot, so it must be quite large."
"Hoho, sounds like it'll be fun to cut."
"Current estimates put it at high A-rank at minimum. Based on the amount of demonic energy I felt, I don't think it's S-rank. But be cautious as its special abilities haven't been confirmed."
"Hmm."

After explaining additional details like reconnaissance results, I call over the three people who have somehow become friendly and are getting along.

"Hero."
"Yes?"
"If by chance there are no clues on that monster as you mentioned, do you have any idea where else to look?"
"That cave is the only option."
"I see."

While I'm confirming necessary information with the vending machine, I hear the drunkard calling Seira.

"Seira, do you like these folks?"
"Yes, Master."
"Hehe, it's been a while since you've seen a guy your age, right? Should I marry you off to him?"
"Master!"
"Ahem."
"He's already mine!"

His joke elicits various reactions: Seira blushing intensely, the vending machine looking embarrassed, and Millia claiming ownership of the vending machine.
Each of their reactions is quite amusing.

"Everyone, please focus."

Feeling all four pairs of eyes on me, I continue.

"As I mentioned, the Holy Knight Order's subjugation unit will arrive tomorrow morning. After reviewing the strategy once more, we'll depart immediately. The plan is simple: lure the monster to a wide-open space, and then the drunkard will cut it down with support from the Holy Knight Order."

Adding "Simple, right?" I continue.

"Given the characteristics of a Giant Centipede, it might not die just from being cut, so ultimately, I plan to purify the demonic energy after it's been chopped into pieces as much as possible."
"Excuse me."
"Yes, go ahead."

I acknowledge the vending machine's question as he raises his hand.

"Do you have to chop it into pieces to purify the demonic energy?"
"Purifying demonic energy requires either overwhelming it with a greater amount of holy power or damaging it to disrupt its flow."
"I see."
"I could overwhelm it, but while I have a large reservoir of holy power, my output is quite minimal, so it takes time for me to build up attack magic. Unless absolutely necessary, it's more efficient to chop up such a large monster before purifying it, as I mentioned."
"I understand."

This is why I need a staff.
With a staff, I wouldn't need to laboriously spread holy power and then gather it to form a spell.

"When a life form fused with demonic energy is purified, it turns to ash and disappears, so if what we need happens to be inside its body, we can find it quickly."
"The problem is if it's not there."
"Hero, I don't know what you're looking for, but not finding what you're looking for isn't the problem."
"What?"

I was about to snap at the drunkard for interrupting, but he seems to have something specific to say, so I let it go.
If he says what I was about to say, I won't let it slide.

"A-rank or higher monsters always have special abilities. You know that, right?"
"Yes."
"Insect-type monsters that exceed A-rank often have a common trait in their special abilities."
"A common trait...?"
"They're mostly related to survival. Except in rare cases where they gain multiple abilities, most have strange abilities related to survival."

Oh, that's something even I didn't know.
I was just going to warn about being cautious of special abilities.

"Of course, I'm incredibly strong, so I won't let it use such abilities, but if I might miss it, I'll definitely drive it into that trap you mentioned."
"..."
"Make sure it's ready to use at any time. If we miss it even once, you might never find what you're looking for."
"Yes."
"Well, now that everything's settled and everyone's eaten, shall we head back?"
"Kiddo, we haven't secured lodging yet."

Come to think of it, when we were getting our rooms, the city was so crowded that if some people hadn't checked out by chance, we wouldn't have been able to get accommodations.
But you know what?

"Am I supposed to care about that?"
"Eek. Saint."
"Sister, can't we do something for Seira at least? She can share my bed!"
"Millia..."
"...I guess I have no choice. Miss Seira, come to our room. My bed is wider than Millia's since I'm smaller, so we can share it."
"Yay! Thank you, Sister!"
"Thank you, Saint! You saved me, Millia."
"Hehe."

It seems they've become close enough to call each other sister, as Miss Millia's request led me to accommodate Seira.
I wonder if that child realizes she was just trying to kill Seira?

"...What about me?"
"Sleep outside, perhaps?"
"I'm getting old, and my back hurts when I sleep on the floor."
"...Mr. Orca. I'll sleep on the floor, so please come to my room."
"Oh, thank you."

Watching the vending machine volunteer for hardship, I felt a bit regretful, but it can't be helped.
After returning to our lodgings, we explained to the innkeeper that more people would be staying, paid an additional fee, and prepared for bed.
While Millia went to bathe, I warned Seira that she might die if Millia catches her in the middle of the night.

Ch.27 - A Morning Tale
The next day, I woke up at my usual time as dawn broke, but before I could properly offer my morning prayers, I felt an ominous presence calling me from outside. I headed to the same place where I had stretched yesterday morning.

"What's the matter?"
"Last night, I heard an interesting story from the Hero."

When I arrived, the drunkard was sitting in the corner, glaring at me.
Sensing the unusual atmosphere, I opened my eyes and stared back at him.

"As I listened to his story, a thought occurred to me. Perhaps you also know the future of this world."
"Excuse me?"

Did he drink some spoiled alcohol in the middle of the night? Why is he acting like this?

"The Hero claims to know various futures of this world, its possibilities."
"He has quite a loose tongue."
"Hahaha, I just took him away while you were sleeping at dawn and gave him a little alcohol."
"...That's fine for you, but doing that to a young man who has a subjugation mission today?"
"You'll just heal him anyway, won't you?"
"Tsk."

I can't believe he would blurt out such important information after drinking with someone he just met yesterday. He needs punishment.

"According to what he knows, I'm already dead in his original world."
"Is that so? What a shame."

If things had gone according to the original course, I would never have had a conversation with this man, who in my view is clearly evil.
When I first met him, I was fully intent on killing him.
Well, now I understand why the drunkard had to do what he did, and after several incidents, we occasionally exchange jokes and have minor fights.

"He says my disciple would become a vengeful ghost, wandering the world."
"That would be unfortunate."

To think that someone as kind as Miss Seira would become a vengeful ghost, and for someone like him of all people.

"But I'm alive now. Because of you."
"Indeed."
"It made me wonder. Perhaps you also know the future and kept me alive for Seira's sake?"
"Hmm."
"If you spared me out of some meager compassion..."

Well, it's a reasonable thought, but I truly don't know the future of this world.
How unpleasant. Is he showing this attitude based on mere speculation?
If he were joking to have a light sparring match with me, I wouldn't mind, but judging by his demeanor, that's not the case.
This is extremely irritating. I can feel my expression souring as I speak without hiding my displeasure.

"What do you intend to do about it?"
"Our contract will be nullified. We'll go back to that moment where one of us had to die. I hear you've been disarmed? Should be manageable against you barehanded."

As he raises his killing intent and reaches for the sword at his waist, I sigh.
If it weren't for the vending machine and Miss Millia, I would have shattered that confidence of his.
It's quite displeasing that I have to let this irreverent attitude slide when I'd like nothing more than to crush him.

"Sigh... let's keep your delusions in check. I swear by the Goddess, I don't know the future of this world like the Hero does."
"...I see. My apologies."

Knowing the weight my words carry when I invoke the Goddess's name, he immediately accepts it. I add an explanation:

"The reason I didn't kill you was because you proved your beliefs and justice through your actions. Even if I couldn't accept the outcome."
"What strange standards you have, as always."
"I am quite merciful to those who seek forgiveness. At least enough not to take a life just because I don't understand."
"I don't recall asking for forgiveness."
"Seeking forgiveness doesn't necessarily require words."
"...Anyway, I apologize for my rudeness this morning."
"Nothing new. However, I'd appreciate if you refrained from such attitudes over uncertain matters in the future. It's quite unpleasant, especially when I'm under so many restrictions."
"I apologize."

Except for situations like earlier, he usually listens to me quite well when he's serious.
I wish he would stop treating me like a toy or trying to get me drunk all the time.
Only the Goddess has the right to treat me that way.

"Well, since you acknowledge your mistake."
"What are you going to make me do now?"
"Nothing much. I'm planning to stay a few more days after today's subjugation. While looking after Seira, please keep an eye on the Hero as well."
"That much is fine. Can I be a bit rough with him?"
"As if you could be rougher than the Holy Knights."
"That's true."
"Hehe."
"Hehehe."
"As long as he's alive, I can heal him."
"I really like that! Hahahahaha!"
"Hahaha. It would be even better if he could draw out his aura soon."
"Hahahahaha!!"

Since I can't punish him directly, I'll let the vending machine train him as punishment for running his mouth.
While it's pitiful, he caused this situation by disturbing my morning prayer, so an appropriate punishment is necessary.
And noticing someone's presence nearby, the drunkard and I exchanged glances and decided to play a little prank.

"Hehe, drunkard. How about Seira too while we're at it?"
"Oh, that's good. I've been feeling limited by training her alone."

*Flinch*

"I've gained enough experience that, unlike before, I can truly heal someone as long as they're still breathing."
"Meaning?"
"We don't need to stop training and spend time healing when someone gets a bit too damaged, like before."
"Oho."

*Flinch*

Oh, still holding out?

"Hehe, maybe I should join in after knocking the Hero unconscious?"
"That sounds great."
"Aaaahh!! Please, anything but that!! I was wrong!!"

Miss Seira, who had been poorly hiding her presence, rushed out and knelt before us, sobbing and bowing her head. The drunkard and I burst into laughter simultaneously.

"Hahaha! It's really fun teasing you."
"Hehehe, when I was her age, I went through much worse. Kids these days are too sensitive, hahaha!"
"Uuugh!"
"There, there. It's alright, please get up."
"That's right, how dare you eavesdrop on your godlike masters' conversation."
"No, *sniff*. Do you two have any idea how terrifying it is for someone who knows you to see you talking with such a murderous atmosphere?"

Looking at this child who is adorably defiant with tears in her eyes, I think about how she could have become a vengeful ghost.
Perhaps keeping the drunkard alive was a good decision after all.

"Well, since there seems to be nothing more to discuss, I'll go wake the others."
"Here, take the key to the Hero's room."
"I'll see you in the dining hall, Holy Maiden!"

Leaving the two behind, I went up to the lodging and used the key the drunkard gave me to open the door to the room where the vending machine would be lying.

"Aaaahh!"
"Oh."

I caught sight of the vending machine in his underwear, doing some light stretching.
I thought he wouldn't be able to get up after drinking with the drunkard, but he seems stronger with alcohol than I expected.
Seeing him frantically trying to cover himself in panic, I politely closed the door.

"I apologize. I heard you drank with the drunkard at dawn, so I thought you wouldn't be able to get up and didn't knock."

After a moment:

"Y-you can come in now."
"Excuse me."

When I opened the door and entered, I saw the vending machine looking disheveled, as if he had dressed in a hurry.
Examining his complexion, he looked paler than usual, seemingly enduring a hangover.

"If your hangover is severe, please let me know anytime."

Originally, holy power is the ability to restore flow to its original state, so it can solve magical addiction symptoms or demonic energy poisoning.
However, it's impossible to purify natural poisoning—that is, completely natural poisons without any magical interference, like alcohol.
But my power is the undiluted power of the Goddess, unlike the diluted holy power others use.
Therefore, if I wish, I can grant small blessings. Since I'm not the Goddess, these blessings are truly small and trivial.
For example, I can partially purify even natural poisoning for substances my body has directly detoxified.

"Huh?"

Basically, I'm immune to most poisons thanks to the Goddess's protection, which constantly purifies my body, so granting such blessings doesn't necessarily enable detoxification.
However, there is exactly one thing I can detoxify using that blessing. I envelop the vending machine with holy power, imbuing it with what I've named "hangover relief."

"How do you feel?"
"Oh, much better. Thanks, Leila."
"Hehe. I'm glad you were able to get up without problems. Now, I'll go wake Miss Millia."
"Okay. See you at the dining hall."
"Yes."

On the day I became an adult.
When I said I didn't particularly want to drink, the Goddess insisted with a divine revelation that she wanted to see me drunk—that night of madness.
Thanks to my beyond-imagination alcohol tolerance, the Papal Office was nearly paralyzed for about two days.
I think I eventually got drunk too, but neither the Goddess nor anyone else will tell me what I was like in that state, which still bothers me a bit.

* * *

It was the night after discussing the monster subjugation operation at the church, when I returned to the room with the demon sword Orca.

"Hmm."
"Is something bothering you?"

I asked, noticing him continuously groaning uncomfortably since entering the room.

"Hero."
"Yes?"
"Do you drink?"
"...Pardon?"

It seems Leila's comments about him being a drunkard weren't just simple jokes.

"I'd like you to join me. It's a bit lonely drinking alone."
"Well, I can have a drink or two."
"Hehe."

What followed was as horrific as my first company dinner after getting hired.
When he briefly left and returned with only a few pieces of jerky as snacks, I thought we'd just have a light drink.
But seeing the endless stream of alcohol coming out of his bag made my head spin.
I couldn't take back my words, so I tried to pace myself, but somehow I got drunk.

"...It's strange."
"What's so strange?"
"That Seira's master is alive."
"Oh? I'd like to hear more about that."

I don't remember what happened after that.
Somehow, I feel like I might have said things I shouldn't have, but that can't be right?
As I was stretching before washing up, feeling stiff from sleeping on the floor, the door suddenly opened. I thought it was Orca, but:

"Aaaahh!"
"Oh."

It was Leila, who had unlocked the door without knocking.
I was practically naked, wearing only underwear, and having just woken up, I screamed while turning my body to hide my, well, morning sword standing tall.
As if she hadn't expected me to be awake, Leila let out a sound of surprise and closed the door again.

"I apologize. I heard you drank with the drunkard at dawn, so I thought you wouldn't be able to get up and didn't knock."

Her apology was quite straightforward, which was somewhat reassuring. She seemed to have her eyes open today, but surely she didn't see anything?
After hastily putting on clothes for appearance's sake, I called out to Leila who seemed to be waiting outside.

"Y-you can come in now."
"Excuse me."

Leila entered with her usual demeanor, looked me over once, and said:

"If your hangover is severe, please let me know anytime."

Then she suddenly started sprinkling holy power on me.
As far as I know, holy power can't detoxify...
But as I was thinking this, I felt my queasy stomach settling down.

"Huh?"
"How do you feel?"
"Oh, much better. Thanks, Leila."
"Hehe. I'm glad you were able to get up without problems. Now, I'll go wake Miss Millia."
"Okay. See you at the dining hall."
"Yes."

It seems she came after hearing from Orca, to help with my hangover.
I wondered how holy power could do such a thing, but there was a more pressing issue.
...She didn't see it, right?

* * *

Having been reconstructed with a body optimized for combat, I was generally aware of this, but it seems that "combat" category includes nighttime battles as well. With something that impressive, he could rightfully call it a holy sword.
To think he wielded such a dangerous weapon against a child like Miss Millia—I wonder if there's something wrong with him as a human being.
Mmm, of course I understand that the child doesn't appear that way at all.
To me, she's just an adorable young child, but thinking about such a child receiving that dangerous weapon makes my heart heavy.

By the way, seeing such a thing for the first time in 22 years, and it being the vending machine's, makes me feel extremely unpleasant. If I could buy eyes that hadn't seen it, I would pay any price.
Thinking that this is all because of the loose-lipped vending machine, I'm filled with the desire to work him harder during our stay here.

These thoughts keep coming as I help Miss Millia wake up and get ready.

"Sister?"
"Yes?"
"You look serious. Did something happen?"
"It's nothing, hehe."

I stroke the worried child's head, shaking off unnecessary thoughts.
Well, if the child is happy, who am I to say anything?

"Miss Millia."
"Yes?"
"Are you happy now?"
"Why so suddenly? Hmm... Yes! Extremely!"
"Hehe."
"I love spending time with you like this. And..."
"And?"
"I'm so happy that I can be with Ian every moment. Hehe."

Being with someone you love every moment—I envy that.
...Huh?

"Ah, I'm sorry. I just remembered something. Would you mind going down first? Please order just soup for me. I'll follow shortly."
"Okay."

What was I just thinking?
That I envy spending time with a lover, not the fact that she has one?
This is a thought I've never had before.
For me, who doesn't have anyone to love, to envy their relationship?
It's almost as if I already like someone.
Quietly, I tried to imagine myself walking happily with someone, smiling like Miss Millia.
After the face that appeared in my mind, I shook my head to dismiss it, then sat on the bed, held my face in my hands, and sighed.

"Sigh... that can't be. It must be because I saw that unpleasant thing this morning."

Truly, this is all the fault of the drunkard and the vending machine.
I, who don't even know whether I should like men or women, couldn't possibly be in love with someone.
It must be because I saw that monstrosity that my consciousness briefly shifted.

Whew... I should go down now before everyone starts worrying.

* * *

When I went down to the dining hall, Orca and Seira had already taken their seats and were chatting, and Millia came down shortly after I arrived.

"Huh, where's Leila?"
"Ah, sister said she forgot something and will be down soon."
"Hmm? The Holy Maiden forgot something?"
"That's what she said."
"That's unusual."

Since I was curious about something from yesterday, I decided to ask:

"By the way, how did you meet Leila?"
"Hmm. That's the kind of meeting I can't answer about. Ask her directly later. I don't want to be tormented by the little one for saying something wrong. Seira, keep your mouth shut too."
"Yes."

It seemed there was a complicated past there.

"Come to think of it, I've been wondering about something too. Millia."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"You speak casually to Ian because you're lovers, and to me too, but why are you so formal with the Holy Maiden? If we're talking about age, I'm older than her."
"Ugh, you're the same way."
"I have a connection with the master, so I can't help it, but you don't have such issues."
"Mmm. Well..."
"Didn't Leila tell you to be comfortable with her too?"

I was curious about this as well.

"Promise you won't tell her?"
"I won't."
"I promise too. I'll never tell the Holy Maiden."
"Leila seems... how do I put it... much older than she looks..."
"The Holy Maiden does give off that impression."
"...I agree with that."

While she appears to be in her mid-teens rather than her twenties, her gaze and every gesture make you think she might be in her 30s or 40s.

"Hehe, let me give you a tip. If Millia speaks casually to the Holy Maiden, you'll probably see a very interesting reaction."
"I already speak casually to her."
"That's because you're already older than her, Ian."
"Mmm. This is discrimination."
"Don't say that, just tell us."
"The Holy Maiden really loves children younger than her. Especially when they call her 'sister' or 'big sis' and cling to her innocently, her expression softens completely."
"Ooh."
"From what I've seen yesterday, she seems quite fond of Millia. If Millia speaks casually and acts cute just once, I think we'll see an amazing expression."
"Pfft."

Orca, who had been quietly listening, burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! I was trying to listen quietly, but it's too funny!"
"Master?"
"Kids, that little one is just that."
"That?"

Millia and I quietly leaned in to hear what he had to say.

"She looks like a child herself, so she's weak to being treated as older. No matter how much you call her 'sister' or 'big sis,' if you use formal speech, it's no different from others who are just being polite to her. Hahahahaha!!"
"Pfft."
"Ahaha."
"Hahaha!"

It made sense when I heard it.

"Hahaha, that's really funny, isn't it, everyone?"

Until we heard that chilling voice.

"Hic."

Millia's face turned pale as she started hiccupping.
Seira was already on her knees, bowing her head.
Orca had vanished instantly, leaving only a breeze.
As the gaze slowly turned to me, I too:

"I'm sorry."

I could only bow my head and apologize.

Ch.28 - 1+1
There was quite a commotion this morning, but I'm told the extermination squad we requested from the Vatican has finally arrived.
After receiving the meeting location through a messenger who came to the dining hall as scheduled, we finished our preparations and headed to the entrance of the wetlands.
When we arrived, there were familiar-looking holy knights and priests offering prayers.

"Greetings, Holy Maiden."
"It's been a while, Sir Ella."
"Yes! Since Count Sword Demon will be crucial to this operation, I've assembled a small elite team primarily consisting of personnel with experience in exterminating A-rank magical beasts."

The Holy Knight Order, except for the Royal Guard Holy Knights, basically manages personnel by combat specialization.
They form units by drawing people from each specialization as needed for specific purposes.
The main specializations are shield, greatsword, bow, spear, and mace—these five.
Most holy knights don't stray from these five weapons.

"Three shield bearers including myself to draw attention, two archers for ranged support, and as you requested, Holy Maiden, three high priests from the Priest Order for purifying magical energy."

The composition is thoroughly designed to support the drunkard, just as we discussed.

"Let me reiterate that in this operation, I plan to act separately with the Hero. Though not far from the expected battlefield, please abandon any notion that I'll be providing support."
"Yes!"
"Then, please follow the detailed instructions from Count Sword Demon here."
"I appreciate it. First, let's divide the personnel. Two shields will disperse attention from different directions, the remaining one will protect the rear, the two archers will spread out for suppression, two priests will each accompany an archer, and the remaining priest will assist the front line under shield protection..."

As the drunkard spreads out a map and gives operational instructions to the extermination squad, I also spoke to fulfill the vending machine's requirements.

"As planned, we'll position ourselves with four people, including the Hero, Milia, and Seira, to activate the trap."

For this purpose, we've chosen an open area near where the trap is installed as the battlefield to lure the magical beast.

"Milia, please explain the trap to Seira again in detail."
"Hmm. So, this area has a large-scale magical beast extermination formula specially created by my master."

I watch with the vending machine as Milia explains the trap to Seira in detail.

"See there, can you see those red pillars?"
"Yes."
"It's the kind of formula that only our siblings can activate, so you don't need to worry about it suddenly going off. You just need to guide the magical beast to burrow into the ground near that pillar."
"Into the ground?"
"From what I've heard, this beast hides underground when it's at a disadvantage. They've laid barrier formulas and explosion formulas to prevent it from escaping underground again."
"Ohhh."

To summarize, they plan to prevent the magical beast from escaping deep underground with a barrier formula, then blow it up along with the surrounding land using a large-scale explosion formula.
Originally, she intended to incinerate it with high-level magic if it survived the blast.
Since that's not possible this time, the drunkard will rush in or I'll finish it with holy magic during that interval.

"However, my master originally planned to remotely activate both the barrier formula and explosion formula simultaneously by himself, but I'm not skilled enough to activate two formulas at once."
"Then?"
"So I made a magical tool for the barrier formula activation and gave it to Ian."
"Ah, I see. So Ian will activate the barrier formula, and Milia will activate the explosion formula?"
"Yes."
"Then what about me?"

I just remembered that child is as battle-hungry as the drunkard.
It's cute how she's getting excited, eyes sparkling with anticipation, thinking she'll have something to do in this large-scale operation.

"What else? You're the bait."
"...Pardon?"
"When a weakened magical beast looks for a target, it first goes after prey it can swallow in one bite."
"Eh...? Holy Maiden?"
"It won't come after me since I'll be releasing holy power to counter its magical energy, and we can't let it go after the Hero or Milia."

Looking at the bewildered Seira, I smiled brightly and said:

"You just need to act in a way that attracts the beast's attention."
"Heeeng."
"Hero, after activating the formula, please come to my side as quickly as possible."
"Okay."

Originally, the trap could be activated from outside the explosion range, but to prepare for any contingencies, we decided that I would protect everyone from the explosion after the trap is activated from within the blast radius.
Now that we've reviewed the operation details, I look toward the drunkard. It seems they've finished their preparations too.
Seeing him nod as our eyes meet, I addressed everyone:

"Now then, let's focus. The Goddess will protect us."

* *

Sword Demon Orca watched as Ella, the captain of the extermination squad, placed three bait orbs in the designated area and thought.

'Come to think of it, didn't they say it was a magic stone as big as an adult male's forearm?'

An ultra-large magical beast of upper A-rank. Of course, the fact that a mere D-rank magical beast had reached that level was enough to gauge its danger.
Orca couldn't shake off an ominous feeling.

'Hmm. I'll have to see it for myself and judge.'

Orca nodded toward Ella, who was standing on the opposite side of the orbs to draw attention.
Seeing this, Ella activated all three bait orbs simultaneously and stepped back. This was to call the magical beast more reliably by resonating the orbs.

About three minutes passed after activating the orbs.

-Grrrumble.

The ground began to shake.
After a moment, the trembling stopped, and the ground beneath the orbs started to bulge.

-KWAAAANG!!

What emerged from the explosively erupting ground was:

-Kiriririk.

A giant centipede-like magical beast with a glistening purple exoskeleton, appearing to be over 20 meters long, displaying its imposing presence.
Seeing this sight, Orca smiled savagely and drew a long sword hilt without a blade from his waist—something that could hardly be called a sword even in jest.

"Hm... This will certainly be satisfying to cut."

Soon, mana began to flow from the sword hilt.
A dark brown mana, almost black in color.

-Kiiing.

The flowing mana gradually took shape, becoming sharper and longer, until it formed a two-meter-long sword.
It was an ink-colored blade made of pure aura.

Seeing him using aura itself as a weapon, beyond merely coating a weapon with it, the holy knights clicked their tongues in amazement.
After examining the ink-colored aura blade once more, Orca lowered his stance, pulling the sword back with both hands.

"Come, let's play!"

-Swack! KWANG!

With his shout, the two archers from the extermination squad who had spread out fired arrows imbued with holy power, and the extermination began.

-KIEEEK!!

Just before being hit by the incoming arrows, the beast twisted its body to block them with its exoskeleton, then let out a bizarre scream and swept around in a rotating motion.

"""Lord, grant strength to Your servant to cut down evil. Grant them strength to go further, and push their backs with a fair wind to lighten their steps."""

Prayers rang out like a chorus from three directions, bestowing blessings on each holy knight, including Orca.
Confirming the blessing on his body, Ella coated his longsword with red aura and struck down to momentarily stop the centipede's movement, but:

-KAANG!
"Ugh, what hardness!"

Ella's sword, swung to halt the movement, was deflected with only a metallic sound.

"Fall back!!"
-KWAGWAGWAGWANG!!

At that command, Ella retreated greatly, and Orca's sword, leaping onto the centipede's body, swung downward in a semicircle. Though swung from a distance that shouldn't have reached, the sword unleashed countless slashes like an ink-colored downpour.
However, despite the slashes pouring down with explosive sounds, the centipede continued to twist its body as if unaffected, and Orca blocked it with the flat of his blade in mid-air, creating distance.

"Tch, shallow."

Orca clicked his tongue, seeing only shallow cuts all over the exoskeleton despite swinging with considerable sincerity.

'Hmm. It deliberately twisted to block the archers' attacks earlier. That means...'
"Aim for the exposed belly whenever possible!!"

-KIEEK!

As if irritated by the scratches on its exoskeleton, the centipede stopped thrashing about and charged toward Orca, burrowing into the ground and resurfacing repeatedly, shaking the earth. Seeing this, the central priest offered a prayer.

"Lord, deliver us from evil."
-Woong.
-KWAANG!!

A faintly glowing barrier formed a circle around Orca, blocking the charging centipede.
In an instant of collision, as the centipede's jaws hit the barrier surrounding Orca, it began to crack with a thunderous sound.

-Crack... CRACK.
"HAAAP!!"
-KOONG!

Just before the barrier shattered, Orca, gripping his sword in reverse, struck upward with the back of the blade at the centipede's head, which had momentarily stopped upon hitting the barrier, sending it flying into the air.

"Now!"
-Swoosh! KWAGWANG!

Simultaneously, arrows imbued with holy power were continuously fired at the exposed belly, creating thunderous sounds.

-KIIING.
"Let's see if you can withstand this too!"

With the blade making a strange sound and becoming increasingly sharp, Orca jumped up, gripping it normally again, and swung it wide while rotating his entire body.
Unlike before, this time the ink-colored aura spread smoothly like ink on white paper, leaving a straight line afterimage, and bisected the centipede's body.

-KIEEEEEEEK!!

However, even with its head separated from its body, the centipede didn't die and continued to writhe.

"Tsk, just like a centipede, refusing to die even when cut into pieces."

Orca rested the sword on his shoulder and clicked his tongue in disgust at the sight.

"I'll cut it into manageable pieces one by one, so for purification... Whoa!"
-Grumble.

Once again, an earthquake shook the ground, causing Orca's group to struggle for balance as they were about to dispose of the magical beast's corpse.

-KWAAANG!!

Once more, a thunderous sound erupted with soil scattering into the air. This time, from where the Hero's group was supposed to be.

"Damn, there was more than one?"

As the ominous feeling he had before the extermination began became reality:

-Kik. KIGIEK.

He was horrified to see the severed head of the centipede beginning to regenerate, reattaching to its body.

"Huh, this is maddening. Of all abilities, it had to be regeneration."

Gripping his sword with both hands again, Orca infused it with mana and shouted toward Leila:

"Kid!! Sorry, but it looks like I won't be able to help your side! You'll have to handle it yourselves!! I'll try my best though!!"

* *

It's disgusting.
That's my impression upon seeing that enormous centipede, visible even from a distance.
Just looking at those nearly 50 pairs of sharp legs writhing independently makes me feel like my will is breaking.

"Lord, lighten their steps."

I cast a blessing on the three people to allow them to move more quickly, as the extermination has begun.

"That's... an S-rank swordsman."
"Watch carefully."
"He recently broke through another wall, and now he even creates weapons with aura."

The vending machine stares blankly at the drunkard swinging a two-meter-long dark brown aura blade, glimpsed between obstacles.

I also watch the scene while continuing to disperse holy power around me.
Well, he's definitely stronger than when I saw him before.
It's not exactly breaking through a wall, but I don't bother correcting Seira's words.
It seems he's found a way to break through. Soon, there might be another name recorded in history.

Eventually, after striking the charging centipede's head high into the air and pursuing it to sever its head, the vending machine and Seira cheer.

"Got it!"
"As expected of Master!"

As I watch the headless centipede's body thrashing about, I felt a zing—an ominous feeling, along with a large mass of magical energy approaching from below.

"Everyone, scatter!!"

-Grrrumble.

Simultaneously, a familiar ground tremor occurred.

-KWAAAAAAANG!!

As the ground right in front of us erupted with soil scattering:

-Kid!! Sorry, but it looks like I won't be able to help your side! You'll have to handle it yourselves!! I'll try my best though!!

The drunkard's shout, infused with mana, reached us.
...I gauge the amount of holy power I've dispersed so far. It seems a bit precarious, but let's give it a try. I have a trump card if needed.
Looking at the centipede with a glossy dark red exoskeleton—smaller than the one on the drunkard's side but still over 15 meters long—I gave instructions to everyone:

"Seira, come to me! Hero and Milia, prepare the trap while staying hidden as much as possible!"
"Yes!"
"Got it!"
"Be careful, sis!"
"Seira, I'll try to weaken it by purifying its magical energy as much as possible. During that opening, please cut it and guide it to flee."
"Yes, Holy Maiden!"

...It's creepy up close. Wow, look at the goosebumps already on my arms. If I keep looking at it, I'll definitely have nightmares, so let's get rid of it quickly.

* *

I was half-panicked at the sudden appearance of a second centipede.
I was shocked by the fact that there were two such enormous magical beasts.

"Seira, come to me! Hero and Milia, prepare the trap while staying hidden as much as possible!"

If it weren't for Leila's instructions that came just then, I would probably have stood there blankly and been swept away.

"Yes!"
"Got it!"
"Be careful, sis!"

After responding to her words, I hid within the range where I could activate the barrier formula and observed the magical beast.

At the same time, the area around Leila began to glow brightly.

"Lord, deliver us from evil."

Leila's prayer spread resonantly.
Unlike the holy magic I glimpsed earlier where Orca was, a brilliantly shining white sphere of light formed, enveloping both Leila and Seira.

-KWAANG!!

The centipede that charged toward Leila's barrier, seemingly displeased that it couldn't damage it despite the collision, now began to constrict the sphere of light as if trying to crush it.

"...Return the distorted flow to its original state with the flame of purification."
-Tak!

With a sound like snapping fingers, a mysteriously pure white flame that seemed capable of burning even souls began to blaze from the sphere of light.
The fire, which began to grow using the centipede's magical energy as fuel, soon spread to its entire body and burned vigorously.

-KIEEEEK!!

The centipede, suffering from the sacred fire that burned only itself and didn't spread to the surroundings, finally released its body that was constricting the barrier.

"HAAAAT!"
-CHWACK!

Seira, who sprang out from inside the sphere, began to inflict wounds on the centipede little by little, swinging a green-glowing sword.

-Kik. KIIEEK.
"Get ready!!"

Hearing the centipede's weakening scream and Leila's shout, I came to my senses and took out the rod-shaped magical tool from my pocket.
I remember being told to activate it when the centipede's head enters the ground, so part of its body would be fixed by the barrier, making things much easier.

"Aaaah! This condition is strange... KYAAK!"

With Seira's startled cry, the centipede shook its body, knocking her away, then threw itself toward the pillar at the center of the trap, bypassing Leila's barrier.
As its head burrowed into the ground, I inserted the rod into the formula at my feet and channeled mana into it.

-Wiiing.

Simultaneously, red light in geometric patterns began to engrave itself on the ground, and I ran with all my might toward where Leila was.

-Ki... gik?

The centipede's body, which had been burrowing, came to an abrupt stop, and it let out a strange, questioning cry.
From the opposite side, another pattern was being engraved on the ground, indicating that Milia had also activated her formula, and I saw her running and shouting.
Oh, I think we're both short on distance—isn't this dangerous?

"AAAAAAAH!! IT'S GOING TO EXPLODE!!"
"Don't worry. I'll protect you."

However, I heard Leila's voice as she ran to our side, holding Seira by the back of her neck, and enveloped us with a barrier.

-KUOWAAAAAAAAAAANG!!!

Immediately after, my vision turned white with a tremendous roar.

* *

Ugh, seeing the centipede up close as it writhes around, trying to crush the barrier from all sides, makes me feel like my insides are turning.
Barely enduring that, I grabbed Seira by the back of her neck as she fell, her eyes spinning from what must have been a direct hit from the centipede's thrashing, and ran toward the vending machine and Milia.
The trap activated faster than expected, leaving no time to recast the formula, so I had no choice but to weave a barrier with holy power infused with my will at maximum strength.
It might be weaker than a barrier from holy magic, but it should still be able to block the drunkard's sword swung at full power once or twice.

"AAAAAAAH!! IT'S GOING TO EXPLODE!!"
"Don't worry. I'll protect you."

As promised, I told them not to worry, that I would protect them.
Seeing signs of imminent explosion, I closed my eyes and protected my ears with mana.

-KUOWAAAAAAAAAAANG!!!

Ugh, the power is stronger than I thought. Reinforcing the creaking barrier, I endured for about three seconds, then opened my eyes to see:

-Kik... KIIEEK...

The ground surface was excavated by several meters over a wide area except around the barrier, and the centipede, its exoskeleton cracked from being thoroughly cooked on the outside, was barely alive.
...This is an A-rank magician's formula? Even with a year of preparation time, even an S-rank magician couldn't easily produce such power... And that magical beast that endured it with its bare body is also amazing.
The next thing I saw was the three people rolling around in pain, having not protected their eyes and ears despite the explosion happening right in front of them.
Though I desperately want to heal the three of them, I decided to prioritize the centipede, which seemed to be gradually recovering, likely due to its special regeneration ability.

"Haah..."

Sighing, I begin to gather all the holy power I've been dispersing around.
In my left hand, strength and will; in my right, the sign of the cross to offer to the Goddess. Let us pray.

"Lord, Your child asks. Allow me to perform Your miracle through this body. By doing so, permit me to destroy the evil of this land."

Holy Magic "Light of Judgment."
Among the few offensive holy magics, this one specializes in purifying magical energy.
However, due to burning too much sacred fire earlier, the dispersed holy power is insufficient. At this rate, I won't be able to cast the spell. Time to use my trump card.
I grab the rosary around my neck and release the holy power I've been saving for emergencies, adding it to my left hand.
It's a bit of a shame since I've been saving for quite a while, but this is what I prepared it for.

"Evil, behold! There is light in this land!! Evil, accept!! This is the natural order!!"
-Shwaaaa.

After finishing my prayer, I released the holy power along the formula I'd woven, and watched the beautiful rain of light pouring down like a shower in front of me.
As the centipede, its exoskeleton cracked from the fire, could never block this magic, I watched it gradually turn to ash under the rain of light. Then, remembering the three people rolling around in pain from the explosion, I turned around.

"My eyes! My eyes!!"
"AAAAH! I can't see! I can't hear!! Sis, please save meeeee!!"
"KYAA!! Holy Maiden, I know you're watching, so please heal us quickly!!"

....
They're just like three foolish siblings.

"Sigh."

Since I also need to check on the drunkard's situation, I dispersed holy power imbued with healing intent to heal the three of them, then helped them up.
We've finished here, I wonder how things are going on the other side?

Ch.29 - Moving Forward on One's Own
After confirming that the second centipede had completely turned to ash and disappeared, I moved with the vending machine, Miss Millia, and Miss Seira toward where the drunkard was. We couldn't risk being separated and ambushed, however unlikely that might be.

Based on the lack of commotion like before, it seemed the extermination had been successful. Oh, I could see them now. This battle must have been quite fierce too—broken trees everywhere, ground split and cratered, and priests collapsed on the ground.

Three holy knights with shields stood guard over the exhausted priests, while the remaining two knights kept watch with swords drawn, having apparently run out of arrows. And finally...

"Gaaah!! Stop! Please stop regenerating and just die already!!"

...

Looking with disdain at the drunkard who was frantically swinging his sword at a giant orange-shelled centipede about 3 meters long—where did the one we were fighting earlier go?—I snapped my fingers.

*Snap*

*Whoosh*
*Screech!!*

Unlike earlier when I had to recite prayers due to the creature's size, igniting holy fire is actually quite simple with just a basic gesture. As long as I supply holy power as fuel, it continues to burn.

The centipede must have been significantly weakened already, as it couldn't withstand the holy fire and turned to ash with a shriek.

"Hey!! I almost had it!!"
"How pathetic. Struggling so much with just one centipede. Perhaps you should have called someone else."
"That, that was—!!"

Ah, how satisfying. Watching him grab the back of his neck and tremble with rising blood pressure gives me such a delightful feeling. Hehe. Amateur.

*Thud*

"Oh, looks like that creature dropped something, Hero."
"...Just a moment."

As the holy fire extinguished and the centipede turned completely to ash, something the size of a fist fell out with a thud. The vending machine approached and picked up what appeared to be a small pentagonal seal with a sword emblem engraved on its surface.

"Yes, it's the Sword Seal!"
"Wow!"
"That's a relief."
"Huh? What's that?"
"Sword Seal?"

I suppose those two haven't heard the explanation yet. But given the sorry state of the extermination party, let's head back first and explain later.

"Good work, Sir Ella. And to all members of the extermination party."
"Th-thank you... Holy Maiden."
"Urrrgh..."

* * *

After sending the extermination party back, we returned to our lodgings. I explained about the holy sword and the seal, then asked the drunkard what had happened. Given how quickly even the elite holy knights had fallen, it couldn't have been an ordinary situation.

"So, what exactly happened out there?"
"Huff, don't even get me started."

According to him, when the second centipede appeared, something strange happened. The head of the first centipede that they had cut off began to reattach to its body and regenerate. Simultaneously, it started absorbing mana from its surroundings, and once regeneration was complete, its purple shell turned deep blue.

Everyone was caught off guard by the sudden mana drain, which made the battle difficult. They managed to split the body in half again, but once more the pieces reattached and began regenerating, draining mana from the surroundings.

Eventually, everyone except the drunkard, who managed to control his mana to prevent it from being drained, collapsed from mana depletion one by one. During the battle, they noticed that the centipede's color changed and its body shrank each time it regenerated, suggesting there was a limit to its regeneration.

From his description, it seems the color changed in reverse rainbow order with each regeneration. If I hadn't intervened, it probably would have regenerated at least once more.

"What? So it wasn't even the final form? It was orange, not red. And you had the nerve to snap at me?"
"Ahem."

He seems to know his complaint was unreasonable, as he clears his throat and turns away.

"W-well, what about you? What was all that commotion on your end? I heard it was an A-rank mage's trap, but I didn't expect such power."
"Yes, indeed. Even though I hastily erected a barrier, it was nearly at full strength among what I could manage at that moment, and I was quite surprised when it creaked a little."

That's the truth. When the explosion occurred, the barrier creaked slightly, so I added another layer inside and reinforced it. I was amazed at how tough the centipede monster was to withstand such power.

"Red flames shot up to the sky. Probably visible from the city."
"Was it that intense?"
"Well, my mistress is a bit... obsessed with firepower... hehe."
"I don't think that's all she's obsessed with..."
"That was scary..."
"And seeing you use magic afterward, I guess it survived?"
"Yes. My released holy power wasn't enough, so I had to use my secret weapon. It's a shame—I had been charging it for quite a while."

This rosary was my first birthday gift from the Director after I met my grandfather. It's specially made to store holy power and release it all at once when needed.

The drunkard looks at my chest with a bitter expression, probably recognizing the rosary. The atmosphere seems to be getting heavy, so a change of subject might be necessary.

"Where are you looking? How lewd."
"Pfft! Ack, sorry!"
"Eww! Disgusting!"
"Gasp!"
"...No, wait! That's a misunderstanding. What nonsense are you spouting, you flat-chested little wafer?"

As I covered my chest with my arms and turned away, the vending machine spat water on Seira who was sitting next to him, and Millia's eyes widened in shock, probably surprised I would say such a thing.

The mood change was successful.

"Hmph, you clearly don't know. Even flat chests have their own demand."
"This is ridiculous."

I actually take pride in having a smaller chest since it makes movement easier, so I'm immune to comments like "wafer." And it's true that smaller sizes have their own admirers! In my previous life, I wasn't particularly picky about size, so I know this for a fact.

Anyway, watching the drunkard slap his forehead with a sigh as he realizes there's no way out of this conversation makes me smile.

"Fufu. As I mentioned this morning, we plan to stay here for a while. So, please find yourself lodging."
"Huh? We have to stay here?"
"Sister, this is the first I'm hearing of this."

Ah, I didn't tell those two.

"After what happened, wouldn't it be right to stay and help with the aftermath?"
"Well... that's true."
"Is it okay to delay our journey further?"

Millia has a point, but...

"I have several reasons."
"Reasons?"
"What are they?"
"First, I intend to treat Millia's mistress, Eileen."
"Huh? But she definitely..."
"My mistress will absolutely refuse healing with holy power."
"That's why I need a week. I plan to treat her directly, not with holy power. I don't know what happened, but as long as it's not holy power, it's fine, right?"
"Is that possible?"
"...Hmm. I suppose that would be okay."
"That's enough for me. Second, we need to conclude this incident properly."
"Isn't it already over?"

The drunkard questioned.

"I'm concerned about the second centipede. Magic stones shouldn't split so easily, so we need to prepare for the possibility of more. If there was a second, there could easily be a third or fourth."
"Hmm."
"I've requested a large-scale search through the returning extermination party. For the next week, they'll thoroughly search the underground where the monsters were crawling."
"So what are we supposed to do during that time?"
"Hero and Seira will train under the drunkard's guidance, while I'll treat Eileen and in return, request magic training for Millia."
"Urk."
"Eh, suddenly?"
"You both realize you made quite unreasonable requests of me during this extermination, right?"
"Ugh. But because of that..."
"Hic."

I'm sure they want to say that thanks to me, they caught the second centipede easily. But...

"That's just an excuse. If I had properly participated as a member of the extermination party, we could have caught both monsters without any casualties."
"Ngh."

That's the truth. If the holy knights and the drunkard had been at the front line while I focused on blessings and purification from the rear, we would have caught them faster and cleaner.

"So, Hero, you need to keep your word. And Millia, since I accommodated your forceful request, you should put in effort too."

I helped you keep to your path, so now you must move forward.
Just a bit faster.

"I've made separate arrangements with the drunkard, so don't worry and focus on your training."
"...I'll do my best."
"Millia, I heard you just barely missed the B-rank qualification."
"Yes..."
"Let's work hard with the mindset of reaching beyond your mistress to your master, shall we?"
"...That's easy for you to say..."
"Excuse me? What did you just say?"
"Nothing!! I'll work hard!!"

I crush the child's attempt at rebellion, muttered in a crawling voice.

I hope both of them can reach at least A-rank level before we head to our second destination. The vending machine certainly has the talent, and Millia just needs a little adjustment to make it. I saw it with my own eyes—the way she manipulates mana.

Even I, not being a mage, could tell there was something unusual about it. Her master and mistress must have noticed too. I want to take this opportunity to hear about Millia from her mistress Eileen.

"So, is everything settled?"
"Yes. You too, thank you for your hard work today."
"Heh. I got to cut loose for once, so it was nothing."
"Thank you for your hard work, Holy Maiden!"
"Well then, Hero. I'll send Seira tomorrow morning, so follow her properly."
"...I look forward to your guidance."
"Oh, Hero?"
"Yes?"
"I also plan to help with your training whenever I have time."

I delivered what was essentially a death sentence with a bright smile.

Having experienced holy knight training for even just two days, the vending machine must understand what I meant. After the drunkard and Seira left to find lodging and disappeared from sight, I pulled out a silver coin from my sleeve and held it out to the vending machine, who had turned pale.

Without even asking, he naturally took my hand and dispensed a drink for me. Seeing this made me feel quite satisfied.

Ahh~ A drink after hard work is the best!

* * *

The next day, after seeing off the vending machine who left the inn with a dying expression, I woke Millia as usual and headed to Eileen's house.

"Is this the place?"
"Yes."

Following a deserted alley, we arrived at a shabby-looking house. I opened my eyes to observe the quietly refined flow of air.

Despite its run-down appearance, it seemed to have proper magical security measures in place. Judging by the mana flow activating as we approached, it appeared to detect intruders and respond according to the caster's judgment.

This space could certainly be called a fortress. I could tell at a glance that the owner was an excellent mage.

*Creak*
"Come in, Sister."
"Then, excuse me."
"Auntie! I'm here!"
"...Oh."

It was refreshing to see the child calling out in an uncharacteristically rude tone. Personally, I wish she would be this casual with me too. It makes me a bit sad that she speaks informally to Seira but remains formal with me.

"Come up!"

Following Millia up to the second floor, we entered a room where I slightly opened my eyes to see a red-haired woman lying in bed. She appeared to be around Millia's age at first glance, but looking closer, the luster of her skin and subtle wrinkles revealed she was considerably older.

"The trap worked well. Good job."
"It was nothing. I feel like I stole your achievement."
"Achievement? I don't care as long as the bugs are exterminated."
"You two seem close."

Feeling like I might be forgotten in this atmosphere, I politely interjected. The gaze that had been fixed on Millia turned toward me, and I smiled brightly.

"Ah, is this the one you mentioned?"
"Yes, that's right!"
"But she's a priestess. You didn't bring her to heal me, did you?"
"No, nothing like that. Sister, this is my mistress I told you about!"
"Pleased to meet you. I'm Leila."
"Um... wait, with that hair color and the name Leila...? Could you be the Holy Maiden?!"
"Oh? You recognize me?"
"Well, of course. I attended your appointment ceremony with my master long ago."

Since she recognizes me, there's no need to keep my eyes closed, so I opened them with a bright smile.

"Fufu, nice to meet you."
"Wait... if that's the case, then Ian is..."
"Hehe, that's right."

I waited a moment as Eileen seemed shocked, belatedly realizing the vending machine's identity.

She seems more normal than I expected.

"My goodness, not only a hero party, but your boyfriend is the hero?"
"Ahem."
"Miss Millia isn't quite at the level to be boasting about that yet, is she?"
"Aww."
"Eileen?"
"Yes?"

After tempering the child's ever-rising spirits with Eileen's envious reaction, I got to the point.

"I heard you refuse treatment with holy power. I won't ask why."
"Yes..."
"But if it's not holy power, that's acceptable, right?"
"...Yes."
"So I've come to examine and treat you."
"What?"

I explained to Eileen, who met my gaze with confusion:

"Healing priests learn treatment methods that don't use holy power."

Holy power isn't that omnipotent, after all. Priests specializing in healing must study pharmacy and medicine. For example, if a bone shattered into fragments is simply healed with holy power, it will fuse in a grotesque shape. Also, blood lost through bleeding cannot be restored with holy power, and if long-neglected wounds are healed with holy power, dead blood can pool inside and rot.

Healing with holy power is merely a supplementary measure and serves to heal uncomplicated wounds. As the Holy Maiden, I naturally know such treatment methods.

"Now, turn around and lie on your stomach."
"Okay."
"Millia, please prepare warm water and towels."
"Yes!"

While Millia went to prepare water and towels, I lifted Eileen's top and examined her back. Fortunately, there was no misalignment in her spine—it seemed to be just ligament damage from a back sprain.

I wish I could just heal it with holy power, but...

"This is where it hurts, right?"
"Aaack!"

She screamed when I pressed firmly on the damaged ligament.

"That's good news. There's no spinal issue, and surgery isn't necessary. How have you been managing until now?"
"I've just been making medicine from herbs good for pain..."
"...Take this!"
"Aaaah!!"

I pressed once more out of exasperation.

"With proper treatment, you'll recover in three days."
"Really? I've been suffering for months..."
"Yes. Next time you're injured, explain your situation and get treatment. Priests don't always heal with holy power."
"...I'm sorry."
"Even city healers could fix something like this. I bet you didn't know they existed."
"No..."
"Sister, I brought them!"

When Millia returned, I soaked a towel in the warm water she prepared, wrung it out, folded it appropriately, and placed it on Eileen's back.

"Millia, I'll list some medicinal herbs I need. Could you get them from the church we visited before? The old priest there should know me, so just mention my name."
"Yes! I'll be right back!"

After the child left, I gently pressed the towel on Eileen's back, massaging it slightly. As her expression relaxed from the pleasant sensation, I posed my question:

"Eileen. Actually, I came today not just for your treatment, but for something more important."
"Something important?"
"I want to hear about Millia."
"..."
"At first I wasn't sure, but after seeing how Millia handles magical formulas, I'm certain. I don't believe you or your master could have missed it."
"Ugh..."
"Though I'm not a mage, I have special eyes that can tell Millia's ability is no ordinary matter."
"Yes... that's right..."

As I thought, they couldn't have missed it.

"I understand Millia's master is the Tower Master of the Red Tower. Could you explain?"
"...Since you're someone Millia trusts, I'll tell you for her sake. In this world, if one can't trust the Holy Maiden, who can they trust?"
"Thank you. Oh, you don't need to turn over. Staying on your stomach is better for recovery."
"Okay."

And so, I secretly heard the story of the child's past. How the Tower Master took in the orphaned child after seeing her special talent. How an accident occurred when her talent went out of control. How they erased her memories to calm the frightened child and raised her more like a daughter than a disciple afterward.

According to her wishes, they continued teaching her magic, but deliberately taught incorrect methods out of fear she might recall those memories.

"I see. I understand."
"He became consumed by her talent and taught dangerous magic to a young child. He blamed himself terribly. Only after seeing Millia crying, covered in blood, standing on a collapsed building, did he realize what he had done."
"So after that, he wanted to be a father rather than a master."
"...Yes."

I never imagined it was a special type of magic. Indeed, it was too dangerous for a child to handle.

"Eileen."
"Yes, Holy Maiden."
"Our group plans to stay in this city for about a week, including today."
"Yes."
"Once you recover, could you teach the child proper magic? Not magic to satisfy her curiosity, but magic to become stronger."
"But I can't go against my master's decision..."
"Being part of the hero's party sounds nice, but things will certainly become dangerous. I'll do my best to prevent such situations, but I'm only human."
"..."
"Both the Hero and Millia need to become stronger themselves. I promise I'll protect the child from breaking down or getting hurt. So..."
"Holy Maiden."
"Please open the path for her to move forward on her own."

After hearing her explanation, I finally understood why a child who was the disciple of a Tower Master only had C-rank level abilities, and why Eileen was hesitating now.

"Are you afraid? Afraid that if the child regains her memories, she'll resent your master and you?"
"...Yes. I'm afraid."
"Don't worry. She's a good child."
"Even so."
"If you're still afraid, when that day comes, bow your head, apologize, and ask for forgiveness. I'll help you."
"Holy Maiden..."

If we tell the truth and ask for forgiveness, I'm sure she'll forgive us and smile, even if she grumbles and complains at first.

"...All I can do is correct the basics that the master deliberately taught wrong after sealing her memories. To recover her memories, she needs either a trigger or to meet the master."
"I see. That's enough."
"And I heard the master has been traveling without returning to the tower for years."
"Yes."
"Unless by chance, they won't meet."
"That's fine. If they never meet, that too is the goddess's guidance."
"If the seal breaks and her memories return, she'll surely be in pain. She'll be hurt. Please protect her. Please heal those wounds."
"I promise."

Only after repeatedly promising the child's safety to the anxious woman did I finally get her agreement to teach the child. Eventually, the child returned from her errand.

"I'm back!"
"Good job. Did you get the herbs?"
"I got them all!"

Checking the herbs the confident child brought against my mental list, it seems she got everything correctly. It's enough for 4-5 days, which should be sufficient for Eileen's treatment.

I took out tools from my sleeve, ground the herbs well, divided them, and placed them in containers I had prepared before Millia arrived.

"Millia, listen carefully."
"Yes!"
"I've divided enough for eight applications, twice a day, morning and evening. Store them in a shaded place away from sunlight. Although recovery should take 2-3 days, you must use all of it even after recovery."
"Yes."
"Watch carefully."

For demonstration, I took one container and sat beside Eileen.

"This might be a bit cold."
"Hyaaah!"

I poured the well-ground, viscous medicine on her back and spread it evenly over the affected area with a stick. Simply put, it's similar to a medicated patch from my previous life.

"It might feel hot after a while."
"What? That's—eek, it really does!"
"Now, apply the medicine over this area, then leave it for about an hour. The medicine will harden, and when it becomes firm enough to fall off without resistance, you're done."
"Ooh."
"Do this twice a day, and even if it stops hurting, you must continue until all applications are used."
"Yes!"
"Eileen, don't think 'it doesn't hurt anymore so it's fine'—complete the full treatment."
"Yes..."
"That concludes my part. If you want to see me or if the treatment isn't working, please call me through Millia."
"Thank you, Holy Maiden."
"Thank you, Sister! Are you leaving now?"
"Yes, I think I'll take some personal time for once."
"Aww. See you this evening!"
"Fufu. Take care."

Now that I've left Millia in good hands, it's time for me to have some time to myself.
What should I do?

Ch.30 - Her Holiday(?)
I've taken care of the vending machine, and somehow managed to resolve the situation with Miss Milia.
...So, what should I do now?

Somehow, I feel nostalgic.
It's like being on vacation, you know?

I think this is my first day without any schedule since I decided to become a saint.
Until now, whenever I had free time, all I did was pray.
Now that I've come all this way, spending the entire week just praying seems a bit wasteful.
Not that I think prayer time is wasteful, of course.
How should I put it... a feeling that I could be doing something more efficient and fulfilling?
Hmm, instead of pondering, let's take action!
Let's just start walking and see where my feet take me, Leila!

* *

"Are you alright?"
"Ugh... thank you, Sister."
"It's nothing. Are you hurt anywhere?"

Well, this is how it turned out.
As I helped the elderly woman who had fallen when her cart tilted and dropped its load, that's what I thought.
This is the only life I know now, and each of these small acts brings me joy.

"I'm alive thanks to you, Sister."
"Hehe, this too is the goddess's will. If you need any more help, please don't hesitate to ask."
"Well... if it's not too much trouble, could you help this old woman deliver these goods to my shop?"
"Of course. But since there's quite a lot for you to pull by yourself, if you could lead the way, I'll pull the cart."
"Oh my, no matter how young you are, I can't ask a young lady to do such work! And you seem to have trouble with your eyes..."
"It's fine. I'm actually quite strong. Here, let me show you."

To reassure the worried grandmother, I carefully lifted the entire cart with its reloaded goods and set it down again.
Well, it's a bit large, but it's truly no problem for me!

"Goodness gracious."
"Ahaha, impressive, right?"
"But still, asking someone with vision problems to do such things is a bit..."
"Hehe, don't worry, even though my eyes are closed, I can see my surroundings perfectly!"
"Pardon?"
"I've undergone plenty of training. This is something I'm used to, so please don't worry."
"Hmm... well then, I'll be in your care, Sister."
"Hehe, let's go!"

Hehe, I feel a bit sorry for the grandmother who still looks uncomfortable despite my explanations, but I followed her as she slowly led the way, chatting about various things.
Grandmother Anna tells me she used to run a small stall in Sariel, but she's gradually handing over the business to her son and daughter-in-law, planning to spend her remaining years running a modest shop here in her hometown, Ark.
This is her first business venture here, and because she brought in a large quantity of goods at once, accidents like today's happened.

"So, what kind of business do you run, Grandmother Anna?"
"Nothing special. I'm not sure if you'd know about it, Sister. Have you ever heard of slime jelly?"
"Gasp!"
"Oh, it seems you have!"

S-slime jelly?
The only dessert that I, who dislikes sweet foods, actually enjoy—that slime jelly?
C-could it be... even the salt flavor?!

"That's the dessert only sold at stalls in Sariel! The legendary dessert that other merchants tried to copy but never could!"
"You flatter me. The other merchants simply weren't creative enough to replicate it."

I offer my sincere condolences to Chef Riel from the Holy Kingdom, who has just been labeled as uncreative.
Actually, after trying slime jelly for the first time, I begged him several times to make it. I asked if there was any way he could.
From what I heard, he tried to persuade the vendor multiple times and even asked if they were interested in a business venture, but they firmly declined.

"I rarely got to visit Sariel, which was such a shame."
"From your reaction, I take it you're quite fond of slime jelly, Sister?"
"It's the only dessert I like in this world."
"Hehe, how adorable. I never expected someone to like it this much."
"I've been completely hooked since I first tasted it nine years ago. Ahaha."

Sadly, because it has a short shelf life and can only be eaten on-site, I actually escaped from Ramiel a few times just to have it.
I got scolded by my grandfather and others every time, though.
...But seriously, isn't it a bit much to forbid me from eating it because it's "unhealthy"? I'm not a child anymore!
Thanks to the goddess's blessing, my body is always in perfect condition, so there's no need to worry about that!

"I was wondering how to thank you, but could you spare some time when we arrive?"
"Of course! I have plenty of time to spare these days. To be honest, my companions are busy with their own affairs, so I have nothing to do."
"Hohoho, what terrible companions to leave such a cute young lady all alone."
"No, no, it's not that they left me—I'm the one who ditched them."
"Oh my."
"Hehe."

As we chatted and walked a bit further, Grandmother Anna informed me that we had reached our destination.
I slightly opened my eyes to see a small shop that appeared to be in the midst of preparations for opening, with decorations still being put up.

"There we go."
"Thank you for your hard work. I'm truly grateful, Sister."
"It's nothing. Now that we're here, let me help you move these goods inside."
"Oh no, that won't be necessary. Someone else will move the goods. Please join me for some tea instead."

Oh? There's someone to move the goods?

"You lazy bum!! Grandma's here!!"

...Oh.
I was slightly startled by Grandmother Anna's charismatic shouting.
Soon, I heard hurried footsteps from inside the shop, someone running out in a rush.

"Who are you calling lazy?! Do you have any idea how hard it is to set up a shop by yourself?!"
"Tsk, talking back now, are we? In my day, I could have finished this in no time."
"Oh sure, yes, yes... Huh? Grandma, who's this?"

It was a slightly young boy's voice. I peeked again and saw a boy who appeared to be in his mid-teens, about my height, with an impudent look and dull ash-gray hair.

"This is a kind Sister who helped your grandmother when she fell. Sister, this is my grandson."
"Hehe, nice to meet you, Brother."
"Grandma, I told you not to trust just anyone."
"What did you say?! Greet her properly, you rascal!"
"Look at her! What kind of Sister dresses like that these days? She's obviously a fraud."

-Crack.
...Well, he's quite rude.

"Besides, white robes are a symbol of high-ranking clergy, and there's no way a pipsqueak like her could be a high-ranking clergy member."
-Thwack!
"You brat!! Can't you hear me telling you to greet her properly?!"
"Ow!! That hurts!! Fine, I'll do it, I'll do it!!"

Grandmother Anna, who had somehow grabbed a cane, struck the boy's waist, and only then did he look at me again.

"...I'm Heintz."
"I understand your suspicion, but I am Leila, an official priestess serving the goddess Ciel."

I decided to smile and let it go, since someone with partial knowledge might make such assumptions based on my attire.
I can still feel his suspicious gaze, though.
Hehe, he clearly cares a lot about his grandmother.

"Anyway, you go and organize those goods first. I'm going to have tea with the Sister."
"Fine."
"Then, excuse me."

Following Grandmother Anna into the shop's kitchen area, I sat at the table as directed, and she soon served me hot tea.

"Thank you, Grandmother. I'll enjoy it."
"Hehe, Sister, I should be the one thanking you for today. Please forgive my grandson's rudeness. He's quite prickly with strangers."
"Ahaha, it's fine. It's all because he cares about you."
"My, you noticed."
"Well, despite appearances, I'm quite experienced. Hehe."

I enjoyed a refreshing rest with the grandmother, who was surprised to hear my age, as we drank warm tea together.

"Well, I should be going now."
"Good riddance."
"This boy, really!! Sister, I apologize."
"Ahaha, it's nothing."
"If you have time, could you come back tomorrow around this time? There's something I'd really like to give you."
"Yes, of course."
"Hehe, then I'll see you tomorrow, Sister."
"Yes, see you tomorrow, Grandmother."
"Tch."

My schedule for tomorrow is already set.
I'll watch the vending machine's training in the morning, have lunch, wander around the city, and then come here.
With that, I left behind Heintz's irritated gaze and began wandering through the city again.
I wonder how many days it will take for them to take the bait?

* *

That evening.
After badgering the exhausted vending machine for three cans of drinks, I spoke to Miss Milia, who had returned looking drained.

"Good work, Miss Milia."
"...Sister, you're mean..."
"Hehe, from tomorrow, I'll wake you up when I get up. I've already talked with Miss Eileen about it."
"Waaah..."

Later, while ordering dinner, I shared an important fact with the vending machine.

"Hero."
"...What."
"Starting tomorrow, I'll be joining your training every other day. Tomorrow, just the morning. After that, all day. How about that? Aren't you happy?"
"Pfft!"
"Hehe, let's work hard together with the goal of drawing out your aura within a week!"
"M-Milia, please save me..."
"I'm dying too! That lady is too strict!"

Ignoring the two people crying in unison, I decided to enjoy tonight's dinner.
I wasn't worried about the vending machine's training, as I had seen the drunkard training Seira many times before.
I was concerned that Eileen seemed quite tender-hearted, but fortunately, she appears to be teaching the child strictly.
Seeing how genuinely exhausted the two are makes me so happy. Oh, I'm not a sadist or anything!
I'm just overflowing with joy imagining how much they'll have grown after this brief but intense training.

* *

The next day.

"Now, Miss Milia? It's time to wake up."
"Mmm... just five more minutes..."
"Hehe, that's cute, but no. Come on, get up."

-Splash.

"Gyaaaah!!"
"How's that? Fully awake now, right?"

I poured a little cold water that I had prepared in advance onto the neck of the sleep-talking child.
Heart attack? Don't worry. I've done this a few times before, and there's no problem if you take action before it causes paralysis.
Despite appearances, I am the leading Holy Knight of the Heresy Inquisition. I've even trained the Holy Knights of the Inquisition a few times. For some reason, the director banned me from doing it shortly after, though.
I just slightly, very slightly increased the intensity to match my more efficient healing methods. Isn't that too harsh of them?
Anyway, Miss Milia seems to be fully awake now, so let's get ready and go meet the vending machine.

"Hic... Sister, that's too much."
"Too much? Despite appearances, I let you sleep past morning prayer time because it was your first day yesterday and you might be tired from adjusting. Starting tomorrow, I'll wake you up when I get up, you know?"
"Eek!"
"Miss Milia."
"Y-yes?"
"I'm truly happy. Seeing the two of you working so hard, this diligent and ambitious lifestyle. The goddess must be pleased too!"
"..."

I can't say it enough, but the goddess truly loves those with the will to move forward.
Hehe, since the goddess watches over me whenever she has time, if she sees the two of them like this, she'll be even more pleased, right?
With that thought, I hurried the stunned-looking Miss Milia to wash up and get dressed, then sent her to Eileen.

-Knock knock.
"Are you awake?"
-...Yeah.
"Excuse me."
-Creak.

Fortunately, he seems to be up.

"Hehe, were you so excited about today's training that you couldn't sleep well?"
"...Let's say that."
"Ahaha."

He grumbles but doesn't say he doesn't want to do it. Hehe.
He must be feeling it too. That he's definitely getting stronger.
While I was thinking this, I sensed someone approaching from outside, so I looked toward the door.

-Creak.
"Hey~Eek!"
"Nice to see you, Miss Seira."
"S-S-Saint?!"

Outside the open door, I could see Seira frozen in the middle of greeting the vending machine.

"What's wrong?"
"...Don't tell me."
"Yes! Starting today, I'll be helping with the training every other day. Aren't you happy?"
"Eek!"
"...At least I'm not alone. Haha."

My goodness, both of them seem so overwhelmed with joy at seeing me that they can't speak.
...Hehe, seeing their overtly enthusiastic reactions gives me a good idea.
Look forward to it, both of you.

* *

"Yo, you're here."
"Yes. Good morning. May the Lord watch over our path today as well."
"Time is precious, so let's get started."
"Let's do that."

Since it had been a while since I'd seen his training, I created a chair with holy power in the corner and sat down to watch.

"I taught you everything yesterday. So from today, we'll just start right away, okay?"
"...Um, no review or anything?"
"Ian, it's useless, give up. That kind of thing doesn't work with Master..."
"You memorized it perfectly yesterday, right? Once you've memorized it in your head, there's no need to say it out loud—that's my principle. Everyone learns by getting hit."

I heard the drunkard mutter ominously, "Those who couldn't do it died."
The vending machine, still not giving up hope, and Seira, who had already experienced this many times and looked resigned, didn't seem to hear that part.
Soon, the training began.

-Smack!
"Argh!"
-Crack!
"Kyaa!"
"Be healed."
"Aaaaaahhhhh!!"
"Stop, please stooooop!!"
"Bwahahahaha!!"
-Crunch. Boom!!
"Be healed."
"Bwahahahaha!!"
....
......

"Be healed."

* *

"Oh my, it's already this late."
"Huh? What, you're leaving already?"
"Yes. I have a prior engagement today."
"Aw, that's a shame."
"I...I'm alive."
"Hic, hic, hic."

After several hours of training and a simple lunch of sandwiches I had packed, I announced my intention to leave.
The vending machine was horrified when I told him I made them myself, but when I stuffed it into his mouth since he couldn't resist, he ate well after that.
He muttered that I was surprisingly good at cooking and that he was relieved the food tasted normal, thinking I couldn't hear him.
But I heard everything, you know?

"My, both of you seem disappointed."
"I'm disappointed too."
"I have a surprise gift for all of you who feel that way. Ta-da!"

I cleared away the holy power chair I had been sitting on and pointed to the ground right in front of it, striking an exaggeratedly dramatic pose.

"Oh. It's been a while since I've seen that."
"...What is that?"
"S-Saint. That's not what I think it is, is it? P-please tell me it's not!"
"Hehe, I've been charging it diligently throughout the training, so it should be enough until I come back the day after tomorrow!"
"Ohhh. Thanks, kiddo!"

On the ground I pointed to was a formula that I had carefully drawn with my foot while watching the training.
Behold, the Saint's Special Recovery Circle!
It's a unique formula I developed during my time on the battlefield, which only I can create. For injuries that I could heal with holy power alone without holy magic, simply placing the injured person on it allows for healing! It's a groundbreaking formula!
Since it requires me to sit in one place and charge it with holy power infused with healing intent for an extended period, I usually can't use it. It's also quite tiring.
But today I had nothing special to do, and I charged it all morning, so I think it's enough for training these two!

"Well, I'll be going now!"
"Hey. What are you two doing? Get up now."
"...Uuugh."
"N-no..."

With their screams as my background music, I hummed as I headed toward Grandmother Anna's shop.
Hehe, how pleased would the goddess be if she could see Miss Milia and the vending machine growing stronger?

* *

It was just an unusually quiet day.
A day so quiet it might happen once in a few hundred years, so I had just convinced Ramiel to come sightseeing in the mortal realm with me, suggesting we take a break today.

I witnessed the entire scene.
Beside me, Ramiel was watching too, covering her mouth.

"My goodness, is that... training?"
"......"
"Um, Goddess?"
"...Yes."
"Are they both cra—mmph."

I had similar thoughts cross my mind, but I shook my head to dismiss them and covered Ramiel's mouth.
Having barely managed to suppress what she was about to say, Ramiel nodded, and I removed my hand.

"I mean."
"..."
"Is that... the same human species I know?"

I was speechless.

"I knew Holy Knights' training was intense, but..."
"..."
"That... even high-ranking demons would run away if subjected to that..."
"Sigh..."
"What is your beloved daughter thinking right now?"
"Haaaaah..."

I simply couldn't speak.
I didn't have the conscience to say that the person responsible for that scene was genuinely happy, thinking I would be pleased to see them growing.

"I'll... talk to her about moderating, yes..."

I said that, but I don't think I can tell a child who looks so happy that she's being excessive...
I thought things were going according to my plan to find her a boyfriend, since every time I checked, she seemed to be happily receiving and drinking beverages.
But she was really just enjoying the drinks.
And the hero never had much interest in Leila to begin with—he's completely smitten with the mage.

"I never expected it to turn out like this, really..."

How did it come to this?
I thought she would waver a little, but the child's heart was too firm.
No, she was just incredibly dense when it came to romantic feelings, beyond my imagination.

"Sigh..."

...What's done is done, I suppose?
I feel sorry for the hero, but at least he escaped his fate of dying in an accident, and he got a pretty young girlfriend in the mage. That's good, right?
Yes. I'll just think of it that way.
Let's stop thinking about it any further. Yes. It's Leila, after all—she'll manage somehow.

Ch.31 - Inquisitor
# After completing my training with the vending machine, I had originally planned to explore the city a bit, but since the training took longer than expected, I headed straight to Grandma Anna's shop.

"I'm back~"
"Gack."

Unlike yesterday, when I entered the newly renovated shop, I ran into Heinz who seemed to be preparing to open for business.
No matter how you look at it, reacting with such obvious disgust hurts my feelings a little.

"Boy, what's with that 'gack' nonsense? Go finish your preparations for business."
"...Yes."
"Welcome back, Sister."
"Hehe. Well, I did promise."

Just like yesterday, I entered the kitchen and handed over the drinks I had brought for Grandma Anna and Heinz. As we were chatting and enjoying our drinks, I began to hear what sounded like things breaking outside.

"It seems a bit noisy outside."
"My grandson must be causing trouble again. Would you mind waiting a moment? I'll just check and be right back."
"Sure."

However, Grandma Anna didn't return even after some time had passed.
As the commotion outside grew louder, I decided this wasn't a normal situation and headed out to see what was happening.

"Urgh... Grand...mother."
"Old lady. If you want to do business in this neighborhood, you need our permission, understand?"
"Get out of here, you scoundrels! How dare you commit such a sin on the Goddess's land!"

Thugs were causing trouble at the shop.
One fat man and two large men—likely the employer and his employees.
I can't believe I was leisurely enjoying a drink while this was happening. How careless of me.

"Please let go of the boy."
"Who's this little mouse?"
"Ethan, sir, what should we do?"
"What do you mean? Get rid of her."

Hmm.

"Everyone, I'll give you a chance to ask for forgiveness."
"She seems crazy."
"Well, looking at her shabby clothes, she's clearly not right in the head."
"...Huh?"

Until now, the two large men had been blocking their employer's view of me, but it seems he finally noticed who I was. The man who appeared to be the employer looked surprised when he saw me.
...Could it be?

"How dare you."

I opened my eyes to confirm my suspicion.
Surprisingly, the man who appeared to be the employer was wearing black priest's robes.
When our eyes met, he seemed to realize who I was and began trembling.

"As a cleric, is this how you conduct yourself?"
"Shut up, brat!"
"St-stop! Right now!"
"What?"

The employer stopped his men who were about to swing their fists at me. I approached him and asked:

"You. Your name?"
"I-I, well..."
"I am asking for your name right now."
"I-I'm sorry! Please forgive me!"
"Listen carefully. I never asked you to beg for forgiveness. Tell me your name immediately."
"M-my name is Ethan."
"Ethan."
"Yes!"
"A cleric who bears the name of the Goddess yet oppresses others for personal gain commits an unforgivable sin. Moreover, to raise a hand against the weak..."

I grabbed his collar and declared:

"From this moment, I strip you of all your positions, and forbid you from ever uttering the Goddess's name again."
"No, please..."
"This mark will be the evidence."

I gathered holy power at my fingertips and branded a mark on the back of his neck as I spoke.
"The Mark of Sin." It's a magic used by high-ranking clerics or inquisitors to punish clerics who have committed sins.
Though called a punishment, the mark itself has no special function. It's merely for identification—to show who punished this person.
Anyone who uses holy power can sense and see this mark.
By the form of the mark on the sinner, others can see what sin they committed and who punished them, allowing them to judge how to treat the person.
And there's only one case where I use a cross-shaped mark resembling my stigmata instead of the flame-shaped mark of an inquisitor—it's quite well-known.
It means one who has defiled the Goddess's name.

"You feel wronged, don't you? Despite there being worse people than you, why must you receive such punishment?"
"..."

Seeing him visibly flinch at my words, I drove the point home:

"It's because you have such thoughts that you encountered me today."
"Urgh!"
"Leave this place immediately. If by any chance your name reaches my ears again..."

I brought my face close to his and whispered in his ear so others couldn't hear:

"I will carve the meaning of the red cross on my clothes into your body and soul."
"Hik, hiik! I-I'm sorry!!"
"E-Ethan, sir!"
"We should go too!"

As I watched the three men flee, I examined the shop's condition and was relieved to see that nothing was seriously damaged. Then I asked the two:

"Are you alright?"
"Oh, Saint! Thank you!! Thank you so much!!"
"...Sigh."

I sighed as I looked at Grandma Anna, who had realized I was a saint when I opened my eyes, and Heinz, who was staring at me blankly with a reddened face.

"Grandma, please don't treat me like that. I'm just a person too, so please treat me normally."
"Mmm, if the Saint says so..."
"Heinz, are you hurt anywhere?"
"...Yes."
"Hehe, that's good. So, I'm not a fraud, right?"
"Yes..."

...Did he hit his head? He looks fine, but he seems quite dazed.

"I don't think this is the right atmosphere for a leisurely chat. Hehe. Grandma, I'll be going now."
"W-wait a moment!"
"Yes?"
"Please wait. I had something I wanted to give you today, that's why I asked you to come."
"Ahaha, it's fine..."

I felt a bit uncomfortable receiving something in this situation.

"I kept thinking about how you said you liked salt-flavored slime jelly yesterday..."
"I'll definitely wait!!"

Ah, if it's salt-flavored slime jelly, I must wait.

* *

After receiving the carefully packaged salt-flavored slime jelly and promising to visit whenever I had time before leaving the city, I headed to the square.

"Hmm~hmm~hmm~♬"

Slime jelly that I haven't had in years, and not just any kind—the limited edition salt-flavored slime jelly that was sold briefly nine years ago and quickly disappeared!
Since it was almost sunset, I thought I'd enjoy it while watching the sun go down. Unable to hide my excitement, I skipped around the city.
Ah, that spot looks good. That bench would be perfect!

-Rustle.

After sitting on the bench, I unwrapped the slime jelly, placed it on my lap, took out a spoon, and carefully lifted it.

"Hehe..."

Memories of when Sir Soleil rushed to buy this for me as a child to comfort me came flooding back.
The memory of him supporting me when I was in complete panic after my first kill. Though it hurt when he slapped my cheek...
I could feel his concern, so I forgave him with the slime jelly.

Slime jelly with its soft yet strong elasticity. Beginners often clumsily try to stick a spoon in it only to have the jelly fly away.
Yet if you try to gulp it down in one go, it can get stuck in your throat—truly a dessert for connoisseurs.

Now, if I use the side of the spoon like this, scooping from the center outward...

-Plop.
"Mmm! This taste is truly unmatched!"

The refreshing mint flavor that sweeps through your mouth like a breeze, followed by the salty taste of refined salt.
How they crafted such an interesting form with this flavor is always a mystery to me.
There are several variations besides the salt flavor, but salt is definitely the best!
I can't understand why it disappeared so quickly.

Oh, I've already eaten half of it.
To think that only half of this happiness remains, ah. This too must be a trial from the Goddess.

-Tingle.

Mmm, I'd like to continue enjoying this happiness, but I should probably wrap up the rest and eat it later.
To be caught after just one day—this person truly has no patience.

* *

Today's training ended with the ominous words that she had thought of an excellent training method and would make me roll around longer tomorrow, so I should rest early tonight.
When Leila came in the morning, I truly wanted to cry as she mercilessly swung her sword at me as if trying to kill me.
Seeing my body beginning to last much longer than when I was trained by Soleil at the Papal State, I felt more despair at having to endure pain for a longer time rather than a sense of achievement about my growth.

During this rare break time, I was planning to explore the city a bit and buy a gift for Milia when I spotted a familiar figure.

White nun's habit with exposed shoulders and mint-green hair. It was Leila.
She said she had a prior engagement, but her steps were light and her face radiated happiness as if she owned the world.
...This calls for some stalking.

Every time I see her, I'm amazed at how she manages to walk with her eyes closed, avoiding all pedestrians and even finding her way to a bench.
Even when eating, she finds her food with her eyes closed—does she have a third eye or something?
Now too, she was taking out a blue round object from her sleeve, carefully handling it like a sacred treasure, and even taking out a spoon—all with her eyes closed.
...What is that? It looks elastic like pudding, but also somewhat transparent like jelly.

Then, her expression changed.
From a face full of happiness as if she owned the world, to one so melted with pleasure that it made onlookers embarrassed.
I've seen a friend make that face a few times before, so I know what it means.
That's the expression of someone thinking about a person they like.
It feels like I've found a weakness, and if I can figure out what she's eating, I might be able to do something interesting.
Specifically, I want to see Leila's flustered expression!

Suddenly, her expression turned serious, and she regretfully wrapped up her food.
As she got up and headed toward a secluded alley, I followed her quietly, wondering what was going on.

* *

Why does she always sense me when I'm feeling good?
I was hoping to leisurely savor my slime jelly while watching the sunset, but she couldn't wait and caught me.

As I moved around the city, she seemed to have become quite urgent.

"Damn! Just a little, just a little more!"

Following the demonic energy I sensed from a secluded alley, I found a group of demon worshippers hurriedly preparing to offer sacrifices at an altar.
Let's see, wow. Four demon worshippers who have made direct contracts gathered together?

A direct contract means they've successfully summoned a demon's soul and made a contract with that demon.
Of course, there are differences in levels among demons, so most are like these people who have contracted with lower demons and gained power, which isn't much of a problem.
Demon worshippers who have direct contracts with titled demons are quite troublesome.

"What a pity."
"Who's there!"
"It's her! She's the inquisitor!"
"What!?"

Demon worshippers. The main enemies of us inquisitors.
They seem to have been in a hurry.
But really?

"I mean, I understand you're in a rush, but a sacrifice ritual? Are you in your right mind? Ah, if you were, you wouldn't be demon worshippers. My mistake."
"Damn it, damn it! Stop her!!"

The ultimate goal of demon worshippers is to manifest the physical form of the demon they've contracted with on earth.
Using the altar as a medium, they gradually fix the demon's power on earth to create a frame, offer blood and flesh to provide a body for the demon to inhabit, and finally perform a descent ritual to directly manifest the demon on this land.
Since the process of creating the frame and body takes quite some time, we usually stop them before that.
What they're doing now is called a sacrifice ritual—a simplified version. The price is the body and soul of the person who contracted with the demon.
It's an unfair ritual where the contractor gains absolutely nothing by exchanging themselves one-for-one with the demon.
Normally, only severely mentally ill people who want to see the world destroyed even at the cost of their own lives would do this.

Hmm, in this case, judging by the fear in the eyes of the person attempting the sacrifice ritual, it seems they're in a situation where they'll die anyway if they fail.
It seems they intend to sacrifice one to ensure the success of the rest. That suggests there's someone higher up.
Well, they're not the type to quietly open up during interrogation anyway, and there's no guarantee the information would be accurate, so it's faster to just kill them and search for demonic energy as usual. I have no intention of capturing them alive.

-Crack.
"Arghhhh!"
"Urgh!"

First, I disable the two large men who charge at me with purple haze by twisting their arms behind them.
Then I grab the face of the small-framed demon worshipper who was chanting a spell from behind, lift him up with my right hand full of holy power, and set him ablaze with holy fire.
I'd like to blast the altar away in one go, but since we're near a residential area, and the director warned me to keep the destruction moderate...

-Whoosh!
"Aaaagh!! It burns!!"

Watching the holy fire catch beautifully, I waited until the fire spread adequately before throwing him back to spread the holy fire to the large men.
As I watched the three demon worshippers turn to ash, I stood behind the demon worshipper who was about to complete the sacrifice ritual at the altar.

"Kuhek!"
-Woong! Crash!

I grabbed his neck and deployed a large barrier to destroy the altar.

"Kek...kheok."
-Crack.

After confirming that he was gradually being purified by the holy power spreading within the barrier while his neck was in my grip, I applied force to break his neck bones, ending his breath, and placed him on the ground.
As I watched him slowly turn to ash after his breath was cut off, I sighed.

"Haah...come out."
"..."

I thought as the vending machine emerged from the corner with a hardened expression.
He wouldn't have run away from training, so his training must have ended early today for some reason.
I sensed a familiar presence following me, and I suspected it might be him. So he saw everything.

* *

What I witnessed while following Leila was so beyond imagination that I couldn't accept it.

She killed people. As if it was nothing, with light movements.
One of the dead clearly said it—she's an inquisitor.
And what's this sacrifice ritual?

Is this the same Leila who comforted me, saying it was fortunate that I didn't treat life as trivial?
She kills people, not monsters, like that?

And what about those movements? When the large men charged at her with no reaction from her, I was about to jump out, but they were already on the ground with their arms twisted and broken behind them. When I saw her grab another person's head with one hand and lift him up in an instant, I doubted my eyes.
She was faster than Seira who charged at Orca with all her might during our training. And she didn't even seem to exert much effort while moving like that.

"Hero."
"...Stay away."

That was a monster. It was clearly something other than Leila.
A saint is definitely a rear position. It's an advanced job of a priest. There's no way a saint could move at a speed that can't even be properly captured by the eye.
Moreover, such a killer? I couldn't believe it.

"Haah."

Suddenly, the monster disappeared from my sight.

"Let's calm down first."
-Shiver.

A voice from behind me sent chills down my spine.

-Clap!

As I turned toward the voice, she made eye contact with me and suddenly clapped her hands.

"Now, calm down."
"...What are you plotting?"
"Before I explain, first, look around."

I looked around, but there was nothing strange...huh?
The bodies were gone.

"Think back to the extermination of the mutated Giant Centipede."

What is she trying to say?

"Do you remember what I said about creatures that have merged with demonic energy being purified by holy power and disappearing into ash?"
"...I remember."

I think she did say something like that.
That means the people she just killed were humans who had merged with demonic energy.
Now that I understand the situation, I decided to lower my guard and listen to what she has to say.

"These people are called demon worshippers."
"Demon worshippers?"
"Yes. They are evil individuals who contract with demons, accept demonic energy, and try to bring demons into this world."

This is content I haven't seen even in the game's lore books. I've never encountered such beings in the game.

"When a demon descends, regardless of its abilities, the balance of the world is disrupted. The cycle goes awry. That's why it's one of the things that must be stopped."
"..."
"I am a saint, but I also work as a member of the Inquisition."
"An inquisitor? But that's clearly..."

Even I know that the Inquisition is composed entirely of holy knights.

"Yes. I was officially recognized with the position of holy knight."

I recall Milia mentioning something like this.
There was a rumor that the saint had been awarded the position of holy knight at the youngest age ever.

"...I see."

Even in terms of vanguard abilities, Leila was far ahead.
Still, there was something I couldn't accept.

"Do you have to kill them?"
"...Phew."

She sighed as if frustrated.

"Life forms that have merged with demonic energy cannot be reversed."
"But there might be a way."
"No. There isn't."
"Without even trying!"
"I can state this definitively because I have tried."

What does she mean?

"Based on my own research, demonic energy seeps in at the cellular level. The moment it merges, the structure of the body is no longer human. It becomes a being that can no longer accept holy power."
"..."
"And in this world, being unable to accept holy power means that the very existence of such a being disrupts the balance of the world and becomes a source of calamity."

Leila was looking at me with cold, emotionless eyes.

"Hero. In the world you came from, is there technology that can disassemble humans at the cellular level and reassemble them?"
"...No."
"It's the same here."
"Still, killing is..."

Just as I was about to argue that they should at least be given a chance to repent, Leila cut me off.

"Let me ask you a question."
"...Okay."
"There's a person. If this person lives, thousands or tens of thousands of people will die in the future. There's no time to seek help from others. You're the only one who can stop it. If you knew this, what would you do?"
"The future can be changed. If I knew that fact, I would work to change the future so that such a thing wouldn't happen."
"Is that so? Then let me change the direction of the question a bit. What if that person, although not knowing that thousands or tens of thousands would die, chose a path knowing it could only be achieved by killing others and shedding blood?"
"..."
"Or what if they knew that they could threaten thousands, tens of thousands, or even the world? Would you still say the future can be changed and leave them be, even though they are consciously and willingly committing evil?"

I couldn't answer.

"Most people can't answer this question. Even if they understand it intellectually, the idea of killing someone with their own hands isn't something that can be easily accepted. And those who come to the same conclusion as me become inquisitors."

I could feel that her words came from countless worries and pain, and I couldn't say anything.

"It's the path they chose themselves. If they chose it, they should take responsibility."

As I kept my head down without saying anything, Leila quietly patted my back.

"I'm sorry. I had intended not to show you this side of me. There's no need to rush to a conclusion. Your answer can be quite different from mine. My answer isn't the right one for everyone."
"...Okay."
"Slowly, and thoroughly. The answer will naturally come to you at some point."

I couldn't accept it, but I could understand it.
Her path might not be my answer, but at least it could be a reference point as one of the choices.
Before finding my own answer, I have no right to deny her choice.

"Are you feeling a bit calmer now?"
"Yes. Sorry."
"I should be the one apologizing. Shall we head back to the lodging now?"
"Let's do that."

As she smiled and led the way, saying it was fortunate, her back somehow looked larger than before.

"Ah, have you ever heard of slime jelly?"

What's that?
I shook my head in response to the sudden question.

"Hehe, it's the only dessert I like, and I happened to get a chance to have some. I still have about half left, would you like to try it?"

Is that what she was eating earlier? I've learned enough about her abnormal food preferences during our brief journey to have an ominous feeling, so I decided to decline.
If this woman can eat something with such an expression, it must be some kind of bizarre food.

"...I'm good."
"Hehe, it's something others can't even get because it's so rare. Ah!"

Suddenly, as if she remembered something, Leila hit her palm with her fist, then rummaged through her sleeve and pulled out a silver coin.
...Knowing well what that silver coin means, I quietly took it and gave her a Dr. Pepper while holding her hand.

"Hehe, why didn't I think of this? The combination of dessert and drink...hehe, this will surely be a success."
"Bizarre food and bizarre drink...just imagining it is horrifying."
"...What did you say?"

Oops, my inner thoughts slipped out.
I fled toward the lodging with quick steps, leaving Leila behind as she glared at me with narrowed eyes.

Ch.32 - Lighthouse
Ugh. Drinking Pepsi, and you call it disgusting food? You're saying the two foods I love are terrible? I absolutely, absolutely cannot forgive this.
Anyway, there's no reason to hide anymore, and tomorrow I'll actively participate in training to definitely get revenge for the insulted foods.
I will definitely make you regret those words.
Just wait and see.

Instead of chasing after the vending machine who was escaping with quick steps, I focused on planning training menus that would torment him.
It's actually a relief. I was getting frustrated having to hide my strength all this time.
...Come to think of it, I'm getting angry now. I'm not some kind of monster, but everyone kept telling me that being too strong was a problem, so I went along with it.
Why did I have to hide my strength? Wouldn't it be faster and more efficient to train the vending machine without concealing my power?
Good. Since I've been exposed anyway, there's no point in trying to hide it again, right? From now on, I'll do things my way.

While thinking about this and walking slowly, I noticed the sun was starting to set, and I spotted Miss Milia entering the inn looking like a zombie.
I approached the child with slightly quicker steps, making sure my footsteps were audible, and grabbed her shoulders to massage them while speaking.

"Good work, Miss Milia."
"HYAAAAAAAH!!"

...Huh?

"Hiiik, huik... S-Sister?"
"Oh my, I'm sorry. Did I startle you?"

I quickly apologized to Miss Milia, who had jumped away screaming, then curled up fearfully and carefully turned around with tears in her eyes.
I mean... I thought I made enough noise to announce my presence.

"Huaa... I'm sorry, Sister. I was lost in thought while walking and didn't notice you coming..."
"I should be the one apologizing for suddenly grabbing you. Come on, wipe those tears, and once you've calmed down, let's go in for dinner, shall we?"
"*sniff* Yes."

She seems to have calmed down quickly, thankfully.

"As it happens, I managed to get a really~difficult-to-find dessert today. I still have about half left—would you like to try some after dinner?"
"Yes!"
"Hehe, let's go in then. The Hero should already be waiting for us."

Later, after dinner, I can't forget the expression on Miss Milia's face as she glared at me after tasting the salt-flavored slime jelly, as if asking how I could do this to her.
...Surely my taste isn't strange, is it? But when people from the Papal Office ate the foods I like, they were definitely fine with them!
With a sad heart, I sat alone in the dining hall, nibbling on the remaining jelly while pondering.

"...It's delicious though."

It really is delicious...

* *

After that, we spent a smooth week without any particular problems, and now the morning of the seventh day has dawned.

I had instructed the drunkard and Miss Seira to rest today and come to our inn in time for breakfast.
Ms. Eileen successfully treated her back and left the city yesterday evening.

The letter Miss Milia delivered to me contained a message saying she would look for her master, and if she found him, she would contact me through a magical device she was giving me.
It's a device that can't be used for communication but can only read messages sent from the other side.
And I learned why she rejects holy power.

She says she lived in a small rural village in the southern part of the Empire during her childhood.
One day, monsters suddenly attacked the village, and her parents were severely injured.
To heal her parents, she went to the neighboring village where she heard there was a priest who could use holy power.

'So, where's the money?'

The priest was already a completely corrupt person who refused to treat those without money.
The nun at the church in her village tried her best to heal them, but in the end, her parents passed away.
Since then, she says she's had an aversion to holy power.
She knows well that not all priests are like that, that such people are only a tiny minority, but she says that whenever she sees someone using holy power, she's reminded of her parents.

There were also other things in the letter, like words of gratitude and assurances that Miss Milia had learned better than I expected, but I couldn't focus on them properly because I kept thinking about her past story.
I pray that one day the wounds in her heart will be healed.

"Everyone, thank you for your hard work."

After finishing my prayer, getting dressed, and going down to the dining hall with Miss Milia, who was unusually up early and preparing, I greeted everyone gathered there.

"First, let me share the final investigation results from the Papal Office."

I shared the investigation results I received yesterday, feeling the serious gazes upon me.

"Fortunately, they report that no additional magical energy was detected within the wetlands. I think we can all rest easy now."
"Phew."
"That's a relief!"
"Tsk, slightly disappointing."
"Master..."

Now it was time to confirm the results of the week we spent.

"Hero and Miss Milia, how are you both doing?"
"After watching us all this time, you're asking that now...?"

The vending machine truly made me understand why the Director wanted to teach him for another month.
The amount of mana, the completion of his physical body—surprisingly, he exceeded me in both aspects. He just didn't know how to use it.
His mind seemed more flexible than expected too, as he absorbed everything the drunkard and I taught him. We even joked that the vending machine might surpass the drunkard before long.
Anyway, we've hammered everything he needs into his body, so it's clear that he'll become stronger instantly once he has the opportunity.

"I guess I really am a genius after all."

Miss Milia was told through the letter I read yesterday that although her memories were sealed, her talents and skills weren't gone. She quickly became familiar with them once we showed her how to use them again.
Thanks to that, she was able to become much stronger than what Eileen had initially planned when she first taught her.

"If you're satisfied, that's good."
"When are we going to finish?"
"Could you please keep your mouth shut for a bit?"
"But Seira's been pestering me to train separately because she thinks the hero guy is catching up to her."
"Master...!"

Like master, like disciple—they both show their foolishness in pairs.

"We still have work to do."
"Huh? But the search results showed nothing..."
"Two days ago, I received a request through the Adventurers' Guild."

It seems I'm the only high-ranking priest in this city at the moment.

"Since the extermination of the mutated Giant Centipede, there have been continuous unexplainable spiritual phenomena centered around a certain cave."
"Spiritual phenomena? D-don't tell me, ghosts!?"
"Ghosts? There's no way such things exist."
"No, they do."
"Kid, don't tell me..."
"Yes. Most likely, these are the souls of people who were sacrificed in connection with this incident."

Since souls are generally not something people encounter or conceptualize in everyday life, I should probably explain this to the vending machine and Miss Milia.

"In this world, the concept of souls definitely exists. All living beings have souls, and when their lives end, they return to the cycle of rebirth and are eventually born again."

That is the most basic rule for this world to function properly.

"Normally, at the moment life ends, the soul naturally flows into the cycle of rebirth, but in the case of species with high intelligence, especially those with strong self-awareness, there are instances where they cannot accept death and remain bound to this world."

I've heard that elves, dwarves, and various other non-human races rarely experience this, but humans, with their particularly strong self-awareness, often do. That's what the Goddess told me.

"There are various reasons why they remain in this world. Because they cannot accept their death, because they don't understand why they died, or because they have regrets that they cannot let go of even in death."

Those are the three most common cases.

"And these souls cannot move beyond a certain distance from where their bodies are located."

Of course, they don't have to stay forever.

"The usual way to send off these wandering souls is to bury their bodies with care and hold a funeral for them."

By seeing their bodies being respectfully laid to rest, they can come to accept their death.

"Occasionally, there are cases where they still cannot accept death despite this."

In such cases, it becomes a rather sad story.

"When they are eaten by monsters, fall into lava, or when no remains are left to bury, they naturally become bound to the place where they met their death. When the number of souls bound in this way exceeds a certain threshold, intermittent spiritual phenomena may occur."

Helping these souls find peace before they become permanently unable to leave is also the role of clergy in this world.
...Though this case is a bit different.

"So when unexplained spiritual phenomena like this occur, the Adventurers' Guild occasionally determines that multiple souls are dwelling there and requests a high-ranking priest to perform their last rites. In this case, I've taken on that request."
"I had no idea..."
"Leila."
"Yes?"
"What happens to souls that refuse to accept death until the very end?"

I had hoped he wouldn't ask that.

"...It's not a pleasant story. And it's not something you can do anything about even if you know, Hero. Do you still want to hear it?"
"Yes."
"Haah..."

It's not something I like to talk about, as I don't have good memories of it.

"Those who cannot let go of their regrets, those who refuse death—the longer their souls remain in this world, the more they break down."
"Break down?"
"There's a common misconception, but souls cannot interact with each other. They can't see other souls or speak to them."
"No way."
"Unable to move far from where they died, unable to perceive other souls, and with no one able to see them—if they remain that way eternally, do you think you could maintain your sanity, Hero?"
"..."
"Some accept death during this process, but those who ultimately refuse to accept death until the very end gradually wear down and break."

There are few beings who can accept a life of floating alone, cut off from the world, unable to do anything.

"One by one, they forget. Who they were, why they died, even what regrets they had."
"Shouldn't that make them accept death and leave?"
"Yes. If their bodies remain intact and they can find themselves there."
"...!!"
"Souls that break down completely just suffer eternally in loneliness. We call them vengeful spirits."

After watching the vending machine and Miss Milia sink into thought for a moment, I turned to the drunkard and spoke.

"I don't want to ask, but I think you'll need to protect me this time."
"...Alright."
"I don't really understand, but if it's about protecting the Saint, I'll do my best too!"
"Hehe, I'm counting on you."

*Clap!*

Since we need to eat first, I clapped my hands to get everyone's attention, suggesting they save their worries for later.

"Come now, this isn't the time to worry. Let's go together after we eat. I've already received the location."
"Mmm."
"My head feels like it's going to explode..."
"Hehe."

* *

...Finally, the hellish week is over.
I still remember Orca's face on the third day, grinning from morning as she recalled brilliant training methods when she woke up.
What? I'd quickly get the hang of it if I got hit with aura? She practiced how to hit people with aura without killing them?
I can't forget the moment when Seira, who tried to betray me by saying she could draw out aura, started getting hit first.
She got beaten to dust while being told that such a crude thing couldn't be called aura.

While we were getting hit with aura, Leila came.
Her explanations were so detailed and easy to understand that I realized what Orca had been teaching until then wasn't education but indoctrination.
At first, I was happy, thinking I'd been freed from hell. I didn't know why Orca was watching with a pleased smile, or why Seira was trembling so much that vibrations could be felt.

...I felt my bones breaking and heard the sound, but there was only pain. I was fine.
My body and mind remembered the sensation of bones breaking and flesh tearing from all the training, but experiencing the same sensation yet seeing my body completely unharmed—that disconnect is something you can't understand unless you've experienced it.
And... no, I need to stop. I shouldn't recall any more. I need to distance my consciousness from this aaaaaaah!!

"Huk...!"

I barely managed to cut off those thoughts.
Anyway, she said there's no training today, so at least I won't be getting hit with aura by Orca anymore.
Still, I can't feel safe. Leila will continue to travel with me. To escape that terrible nightmare, I need to become stronger, even if just a little.

After collecting myself, I decided to wash my sweat-soaked body.
After bathing and coming down to the dining hall, I found Orca and Seira had already taken their seats, and shortly after, Milia and Leila came down as well.

After sharing the Papal Office's investigation results, she looked at Milia and me before casually asking about our training progress. I felt a chill but answered as calmly as possible.

"Two days ago, I received a request through the Adventurers' Guild."

She suddenly brought this up.
Since the extermination of the giant centipede, unexplainable spiritual phenomena have been occurring, so the Adventurers' Guild made a request through Leila.

"Spiritual phenomena? D-don't tell me, ghosts!?"
"Ghosts? There's no way such things exist."
"No, they do."
"Kid, don't tell me..."
"Yes. Most likely, these are the souls of people who were sacrificed in connection with this incident."

Orca and Seira seemed to know something, and then Leila began her explanation.
She explained the structure of this world and what happens to the souls of the dead.
As I listened to her story, what struck me most was Leila's somewhat sad demeanor when talking about death.
Something must have happened to her; it seemed certain she had experienced something.
While I was thinking about this, Leila clapped her hands to get our attention.

"Come now, this isn't the time to worry. Let's go together after we eat. I've already received the location."

I decided to ask Leila directly about herself later.
After finishing our meal, we all packed our things and headed to the wetlands, but something felt off.

"Hey, doesn't it feel chillier than before?"
"Yeah, and there seems to be fog too. It's kind of eerie."
"Hehe, what's wrong, Ian, Milia? Are you both scared?"
*Thwack!*
"You were the same at first, what are you..."
"Ow! Why did you hit me, Master!"
"Your expression is really irritating."

As the two bickered behind us, I looked at Leila and noticed something strange about her condition.

"Huh, Leila?"
"...Yes?"

Her reaction was a beat slow, and moreover...

"Your... eyes?"
"Ah."

The stigma engraved in her eyes, which were unusually open, was faintly but definitely glowing.

"Hehe, it's nothing. I'm just activating my stigma a little."
"Your stigma?"
"Yes. As you can see, my stigma is engraved in my eyes, so I can see things a bit differently from others."

I know that activating a stigma can enhance senses or amplify mana depending on the type of stigma.
In the case of eyes, does it change vision?

"My eyes can see energies that are normally invisible to people, like mana, holy power, and magical energy."
"I see."
"Right now, I'm activating it slightly to see if there are any breaks in the flow of mana."

As she explained this, we soon discovered a cave that looked familiar from the game.

*Whoosh*
"Whoa, this place is no joke!"
"Yeah, it's scary."

Milia, who seemed genuinely frightened, clung to me and was incredibly cute.

"Yes, yes. You two can stop the lovey-dovey act right there."
"Oh my, is it nice to do that in front of a lonely old woman? My sides are freezing to death."

Orca and Seira seemed annoyed by the sight. If they're jealous, they should find partners themselves.

Anyway, I pulled myself together at their words, and the moment I stepped into the cave, the air changed.
It was chilling enough to understand what it means for the air to be filled with an ominous presence.
This feeling intensified as we moved deeper into the cave, and when we reached the cavern where the sword insignia is obtained in the game—where the boss battle takes place—my whole body began to tremble as if everything until now had been just a joke.

And at that moment, Leila, who had been walking slowly without saying anything, stepped forward.
Looking at her sudden movement, I saw that the cross in her eyes, which had been glowing faintly until now, was now burning red.
Simultaneously, I could feel the cave's chilling energy beginning to fluctuate.

*Wooooo...*
*Aaaaaaah.*

As the cold air suddenly surged, wind-like sounds that resembled voices began to emanate from within the cavern.
I tensed and reached for my sword to prepare for battle, but...

"Stop."

Orca grabbed my hand to stop me.
Looking at him questioningly, I saw he was gazing at Leila with somehow wistful eyes, while behind us, Seira was praying with her hands clasped together.

"...Watch carefully. This is one of the reasons why, no matter what the kid does or what she looks like, no one denies that she's a Saint."
"..."
"Sister..."
"Simply performing last rites for the souls of the dead is something most high-ranking priests can do, but sending vengeful spirits to rest was impossible for anyone. Until now."

Orca continued with a serious expression.

"There is someone here who can give peace to those we call vengeful spirits. You should get used to it. Throughout this entire world, no, throughout the history of this world, those capable of such a thing could be counted on one hand."

At those words, I let go of my sword and looked at Leila.

"...Everyone. It's time to return."

* *

From the moment we entered the wetlands, I had been advancing with my stigma activated by infusing it with holy power.
I told a small lie to the vending machine, but the truth is that when I activate the stigma in my eyes, I can see souls.
When fully activated, it becomes difficult to distinguish between souls and living people, so I've only activated it enough to see souls faintly.

The souls that began to appear one by one increased in number as we approached our destination.
When we entered the target cave, agonized screams began to echo.
And when we entered the cavern at the end of the cave—which was a bit spacious though still narrow compared to the path we'd traveled—I held my breath at the sight before me and activated my stigma to its maximum.

What I saw was close to a hundred souls, at a glance.
Moreover, they all seemed already broken, as if years had passed.

*It's cold...*
*It's dark... I need... light.*
*Why am I...*

Except in special circumstances, it seems the Goddess incurs significant penalties for directly intervening in the mortal realm.
Therefore, she can only guide these souls once they accept death and break free from the bonds of the mortal world.

It must have been painful. It must have been difficult. They must have felt cold, wandering in darkness. They must have all been lonely.

"...Everyone. It's time to return."

Knowing that even their remaining regrets will be diluted with time, leaving only incomprehensible regret in the end.
So that they can return to the cycle of rebirth, so that they can enjoy life again under the Goddess's guidance.
This is something only I can do. Something I must do.
At least, to heal their wounds a little.
Goddess, please allow me to become their beacon.

"Please grant eternal rest to these souls, O Lord."

Kneeling and clasping my hands together, I offer a prayer.
So that these poor souls, lost and wandering, may find peace.

"Shine your endless light upon them."

Please brightly illuminate the path for these souls toward peace.
I earnestly pray that you will light their way with your light so they never lose their path again.

"Here are souls trembling with cold."

I will be their beacon.
I will be the signpost for those trembling with cold to follow toward the light.

"Please embrace them in your warm bosom."

Free these poor souls from their suffering.
Please let them find peace.

"Forgive me for sharing the light you have granted me with them."

I will bear their suffering.
Please allow me to share my light with them so they may let go of their pain and depart.

"O Lord, your child prays earnestly. Please, guide them so they suffer no more."

Please, salvation for those who suffer.

* *

Leila knelt on the cave floor, heedless of the moisture, clasped her hands together, and began to pray.
It was more like a song than a prayer.

Like a requiem.

Her voice spread quietly yet clearly, as if engraving itself on the soul.
At the same time, the light that had been seeping from her body since she knelt became a brilliant pillar of light stretching toward the sky.
Despite being inside a cave with a low ceiling, I could somehow feel that this transparent yet brilliant light was definitely reaching toward the sky.
Looking at it, I thought it resembled a lighthouse.

*Drip, drip...*

At some point, tears began to flow from Leila's eyes, dropping into the puddles on the floor.
I just watched her as she prayed like singing with an unwavering voice despite her tears.
I kept watching that mournful yet beautiful scene, forgetting even to blink, as if trying never to forget it.
A brief moment that felt like eternity passed, and gradually the pillar of light began to fade. And just as the light almost disappeared...

*Th...thank you.*
*I'm... not cold anymore...*
*Ah, the light, the light I've been searching for is there...*

For a moment, I thought I had misheard and looked at Milia.
Her surprised eyes looking back at me confirmed that she had heard the same thing.
At this moment, it was clear that the wandering souls had found salvation.

"Sob..."

As the light completely faded, I watched Leila begin to sob softly and thought:
This wasn't the face that wore a mask, sometimes acting more experienced than anyone, sometimes playfully like a child.
Her true self, which I was seeing for the first time, was truly worthy of the name Saint, inspiring awe.

Ch.33 - The Second Destination
Fortunately, whether following my humble guidance or not, as I watched the souls beginning to depart one by one, I could no longer contain my sorrow and began to sob.
So they could let go of everything and leave. I couldn't stop these overwhelming emotions because I had taken on their loneliness, cold, and all other suffering that had remained with them.

"Hic..."

And then.

-Don't cry.
'Goddess.'
-Your prayers have clearly reached them. Don't worry. If that is your wish, I will always answer your prayers.

I'm relieved. They seem to have found their way and departed well.

'Thank you for always indulging my childish requests.'
-It's nothing. It's my child asking, after all.
'Will they be able to find peace?'
-Of course. You were an excellent lighthouse for them.

At the Goddess's answer, I feel my heart calming down.

'....'
-Still, don't overdo it. Like last time, accepting so many souls at once is too much even for you.
'I'm sorry. But when I see them with my own eyes, I can't help but think about the pain they're in, and I can't stop myself.'
-...Fufu, such a kind child. Don't worry, they all asked me to convey their gratitude to you.
'That's... a relief.'

I seem to have pushed myself too hard. I can't muster any strength in my body.

-You must be tired, so rest comfortably. I'll take responsibility for guiding all the souls you've led.
'Thank you, Goddess.'
-I should be thanking you for doing what I cannot.
'Ahaha.'
-Well then, until next time. My beloved Leila.
'Yes....'

After the Goddess departed, I tried to get up, but it seems I had indeed pushed myself too hard, and I ended up collapsing.

"Ugh."
"Leila!"
"Sister!"
"Saint!"

Seeing the three people rushing toward me, I had no choice but to turn over and lie flat on my back.
The water pooled beneath me feels refreshingly cool.

"Ahaha, I'm sorry. I'm a bit exhausted."
"Are you alright, kiddo?"
"...I just need to rest for a moment."

Ignoring the three people who were fussing over me, seeing my exhausted state for the first time, I spoke with the drunkard.

"Good job. If you're this tired, there must have been more than last time."
"...There were quite a lot. This must be where the magic stones were created."

After all, the fastest way to create magic stones is to sacrifice living humans, using their resentment as material to amplify magical energy.

"I absolutely cannot forgive this."
"...Indeed."

Having finished my conversation with the drunkard, I looked at the three people who were still making a fuss.

"I'll be able to get up soon after a little rest, so please stop making such a commotion."
"Nng."
"Hueng, sisteeer."
"So even the Saint is human after all..."
"That's rude, Seira."
"I'm sorry!"
"Fufu."
"...More importantly, aren't you cold?"

It seems the vending machine is concerned about me lying in a puddle of water.

"Why? Do you keep finding yourself drawn to the sight of me soaked in water?"
"...Tsk."
"Yes."

Surprisingly, the answer came from Millia.

"What?"
"To be honest, sister, you look seriously amazing right now."

...Oh.

"Excuse me."

I quickly rolled over to a dry spot, then channeled mana into my clothes to activate cleaning and drying magic.
After examining my instantly fluffy clothes, I lay back down with my head on the ground.

"Is this better now?"
"..."
"Um, Saint? It might be more modest if you lowered your arms..."
"Ugh, really. I just want to rest comfortably now, so if you want to look, go ahead."
"Even if you tell me to look, I won't. I've got my back turned, don't worry. Only that hero guy is being lecherous."

The drunkard had tactfully turned his back and was waiting, while the vending machine continued to stare at me obliviously.
Finally seeming to realize the situation, the vending machine turned his back.

"Ahh~ This feels nice and refreshing. Let's rest for 10 minutes and then go."
"Okay..."
"Rest well, sister."
"You've worked hard, Saint."

I closed my eyes, acknowledging everyone's encouragement with a flick of my hand toward their turned backs.
I'll leave the rest to you, drunkard.

* *

Ten minutes had passed since Leila closed her eyes saying she would rest briefly, but she showed no signs of waking up.

"Let's go."

Suddenly, Orca uttered those words.

"But Leila is still resting?"
"Sister is still asleep..."
"She won't be able to wake up until at least this evening anyway."
"What?!"
"What do you mean by that?!"
"Let's put her in bed first and then talk. Seira, you carry her."
"Yes, Master."

With that bombshell statement, Seira silently lifted Leila onto her back.
Throughout the process, Leila remained motionless in her sleep, reminding me of her words about resting for just 10 minutes.

"...She said 10 minutes, but why."
"Ian..."
"Ah, that meant we should depart after 10 minutes."

As we exited the cave, Seira answered my confused question.

"It takes about that long for the Saint to fall completely asleep."
"Is there a reason she has to sleep?"
"Is sister going to be okay?"
"I don't know. She never explained that part. It doesn't seem like she's just tired and falling asleep..."
"That's enough. I'll explain the rest when we arrive."

When Orca, who was unusually sharp for some reason, said that, Seira stopped talking and quickened her pace.
On the way back to Ark, Orca was razor-sharp, almost to the point of overreaction.
Fortunately, we returned to the lodging in Ark without any problems and laid Leila on the bed. I thought we would go down to the dining hall, but Orca took a seat right there.

"Sit down. We need to watch over this kid until she wakes up."

With an atmosphere suggesting he would explain as requested once we sat down, we each quietly took our seats.

"First, I'll explain why she's asleep. I heard before that when you perform mass purification of vengeful spirits, you always dream."
"Dream...?"
"What kind of dream?"
"Master, you were the only one who knew? That's unfair."
"Quiet, disciple. What are you, a goldfish? Anyway, I heard that in the dream, you see the lingering attachments of the vengeful spirits, experiencing their moment of death as vividly as if it were happening to you."

It was horrifying just to imagine. If those who died in that space remained there, they probably didn't die peacefully. And she directly experiences that?

"And during that dream, undead or spirit-type monsters are attracted to the area. We should be safe now that we've reached the town, though."
"Undead?"
"So spirit-type monsters really exist?"
"Oh, Master. Is that why those corpses came before?"
"Yes. According to her, they come out of jealousy for the departed spirits."

I wondered if there was some relationship between the vengeful spirits and these monsters.

"What's the connection?"
"Undead and spirit-type monsters are created by mages who manipulate dark energy, using vengeful spirits as sacrifices."

Seira's explanation contained details that weren't even in the game's lore, making my head spin a little.

"Anyway, we can't relax until she wakes up, so we need to keep watch like this."

As we spent time quietly chatting intermittently, around sunset, we saw Leila twitch.

"...I'm hungry."
"That's the first thing you say when you wake up...?"
"Sister, are you feeling better?"
"My goodness, I've never heard the Saint say something like that before."
"...Hey, I get the feeling, but she's human too, you know?"

Leila had only opened her eyes and stared blankly at the ceiling before uttering a single sentence: she was hungry.

* *

Mmm, to think I showed my sleeping face for so long—even for me, it's a bit embarrassing.
I thought only the drunkard would be keeping watch, but I never imagined all four of them would gather in one room and observe me all day.

"Thank you. Was everything alright?"

After feeling a strong hunger upon waking, we went down to the dining hall for an early dinner, and I asked the drunkard.

"Yes. Nothing we were worried about happened, so rest assured."
"That's a relief."

Next, I addressed the three people who had been staring at me intently without saying a word.

"If you have something to say, please say it."
"Are you... really okay?"
"Sister, are you sure nothing hurts?"
"Saint, why did you only tell Master and not me...?"

...Sigh.

"Yes, I'm fine. I'm quite used to this, so it's not particularly burdensome. Nothing hurts at all. And Seira, perhaps you should review your memories?"

I definitely told you too, you know?
Ah, the soup has arrived. Let's fill my stomach a bit first.
As the food gradually appeared on the table, I decided to start with the soup.

"Whew, I feel a bit more alive now. Every time I do this, my energy gets completely drained."
"...Um, can you really eat all of this?"
"Sister, are you really sure you're okay?"

I can understand such reactions, but I can't help it.

"Of course I can eat it, why else would I order it?"

Looking at the food filling the table, I swallow my saliva.
I usually eat lightly, but after purifying so many vengeful spirits like this, I need to eat a lot.

"Fufu, no matter how much I eat, I don't gain weight anyway."

If I did, I could just exercise a bit.
The disgusted looks from the vending machine and Millia hurt a little, but I can't help it.
The warmth and fullness from freshly prepared food fills the coldness and emptiness I felt while sleeping.
This is my secret that I haven't told anyone.

After finishing the meal, we decided to see off the two people who were leaving.

"You could stay and rest for a day if you wanted."
"My disciple is so insistent that I'm planning to train her all night after we get back."
"Eek."
"Fufu, thank you for your hard work. I received quite a lot of help this time."
"It's nothing. Call me again if you need me."
"Yes. Until next time."
"Let's have a drink together then."
"I'd rather not."
"Haha. Let's go, Seira."

As the two were leaving, the vending machine called out to them.

"Um, wait a moment."
"What is it, hero?"
"Next time we meet, would it be alright if I called you Master as well?"
"...Do as you please."

Though grumbling, he doesn't seem to mind.

"Oh, then what about me, what about me?"
"Seira is just Seira."
"Ah, call me disciple too!"

Fufu, she's not a child, but Seira is truly simple—ahem—pure-hearted.

"Sigh, fine, fine. Seira, disciple."
"Oh, Master, this feels a bit strange?"
-Thwack!
"Quiet. Let's go home."
"Ah, you always just hit my head when you're bored!"
"Seira! Travel safely!"
"Yes! Take care of yourself too, Millia!"
"Hehe, see you again later!"

It seems Millia still finds the drunkard difficult to approach, as she simply bows her head to him in farewell.
I'm glad this connection has been helpful to them as well.

"May the Goddess's blessing be with you on your journey."

I bestowed a blessing on the departing pair and prayed for their safety.
Our group, now reduced from five to three, decided to go back to our lodging to discuss our future plans.

"Where is our next destination?"

I took a silver coin from my sleeve, handed it to the vending machine, and asked.

"Our second destination is Levia."
"Levia? I've never heard of it..."
"Levia... is that the village with the Snake Forest?"
"You know it well."
"Of course, it's a village that the Papal Office is keeping a close eye on."

Looking at the Dr. Pepper naturally handed to me, I recalled Levia. It's too small to be called a city, but a bit too large to be just a village.
It's famous for the Snake Forest, where a snake worshipped by the villagers is said to live.
Because of the potential for idolatry, the Papal Office—specifically the Inquisition—keeps a close watch on the village.
Fortunately, for now, they seem to maintain a mutually beneficial relationship.

"It's quite a distance, so I'm thinking we'll arrange a carriage from here to the city in between, and from there we'll have to go on foot over the mountains. What do you think?"
"Oh, that sounds good! Walking was tiring!"
"That's a good plan."
"Ah, wait. Let's have a drink each while we talk, Millia and I."
"Okay."

At his request, I extended my hand and watched as the vending machine dispensed two cans of Pepsi.
Just looking at those blue cans makes me feel unwell. Sigh. How can people drink such things?

"Phew, anyway, I think it would be good to travel by carriage, then rest for a day in that city before departing in the morning."
"Is there a reason?"

I remember the mountain on the way from Ark to Levia isn't very large, so it shouldn't take that long.

"Ah, actually there's a hidden hot spring on that mountain."
"Gasp, a hot spring?!"
"Ooh."

The vending machine has it all planned out, I see.

"Yes, if my memory serves me right, the view from that hot spring in the evening should be quite nice."
"Hmm."
"Oh, I've never been to a hot spring before."
"I think you'll both like it."

A hot spring... As someone who quite enjoys soaking in warm water, it's a very attractive proposal... but.

"But if it's a hidden hot spring, does that mean there's no separation between men and women?"
"Huh?"
"..."
"Excuse me? Hero?"
"..."

I stare coldly at the vending machine as he avoids my gaze.
As expected, he was clearly planning something very lecherous.

"No, um... we could buy suitable clothes in the city and..."
"Sister, I don't mind!"
"...But I do."
"Hiiing..."

Even if I were fine with it, the thought of Millia with her voluptuous figure in wet, clinging clothes alongside the vending machine?
No way. Even if those two have done everything and seen everything of each other, I'd still want to gouge out the vending machine's eyes.

"Hot spring... I've always wanted to go to one with you, sister..."

Ugh. N-no. Such an indecent thing...!

"Sister... really... can't we go...?"

Urgh. J-just because she's looking at me with those pleading eyes...

"Nngh. Fine! Our Millia can do whatever she wants!"
"Yay!"

I couldn't possibly turn away from those pitiful, pleading eyes.
As for the vending machine, we can just blindfold him or something.

* *

The next day, after finishing my morning prayers, I did some light stretching outside, completed my grooming, woke up Millia as usual, and went down to the dining hall.
The vending machine, who had been stretching outside around the same time as me, was nowhere to be seen.

"Huh? The hero isn't here."
"You're right."

-Ding.

Just as we were wondering, the inn's door opened and the vending machine entered.

"Ah, there he is!"
"Where have you been?"
"Oh, good morning."

While ordering breakfast, I asked where he had gone.

"Ah, nothing special. Just went to buy some simple ingredients and convenience foods, and arranged for a carriage."
"You're quite diligent."
"I woke up and had some time since I wasn't training."
"See that, Millia?"
"Urgh."
"You should learn a bit from the hero."
"Urrrgh."

Since she's still a child who mostly can't get up in the morning unless I take care of her, I deliberately compared her to the vending machine.
After finishing our meal, we thanked the innkeeper for her hospitality, I bestowed a blessing on her, and then we went to find the carriage the vending machine had arranged.

"Oh, this is quite..."
"Wow, it's big."
"What do you think? Nice, right?"

It was a rather expensive-looking carriage.
The vending machine approached the coachman, exchanged some words, handed over money, and returned.

"He says we'll depart as soon as they're ready, so prepare anything you need."
"I don't have anything in particular that I need."
"Me neither!"
"Then shall we go right away?"
"Let's do that."
"Yes!"

Since it would only take a few hours by carriage to reach the city, I decided to spend the time leisurely offering prayers.

"By the way, what's the name of the city we're stopping at?"
"Ah, the name of that city is..."

As I heard Millia's voice asking about the city's name—which I had been deliberately ignoring—I thought to myself.
After all, there's only one city on the route from Ark to Levia.
That city's name is.

"Salem."

Salem.

The city that became a turning point in my life.
The city where I lost my only family, though we weren't related by blood.

Ch.34 - [Side Story] Coming of Age Ceremony
It was during a certain autumn.

Despite already being 18 years old, I was still part of the Holy Knight Guard, thanks to that petty Lord Soleil who refused to acknowledge me as an Inquisitor until I defeated him.

Hmph, that will end soon. The weapon that the church's craftsmen have been working on for two years is nearly complete!

Since it's in the final adjustment phase, once it's finished, I'll completely crush his arrogance so he can't make any more excuses.

With these thoughts, I was heading toward the chapel when I noticed a commotion coming from the direction of the banquet hall.
Normally, I would have assumed it was just another event and ignored it, but...

"Excuse me."
"Yes? What is it, Holy Maiden?"

I'm terribly sorry for stopping you while you're busy, but there's a scene before me that I simply cannot comprehend.
So I called over a nun who was hurrying about with documents and asked about the situation.

"Is there some festival happening? Why is there suddenly so much alcohol...?"
"Hohoho, I've only heard that there will be a grand banquet soon. Now, if you'll excuse me!"
"What? Oh, wait a moment!?"

She smiled warmly at me before fleeing, and I began to have an ominous feeling.
Something they couldn't tell me, and an amount of alcohol clearly excessive for the Papal Office.
Moreover, some of these weren't the light wines usually served at events, but the kind serious drinkers consume intentionally.

...Perhaps I should investigate?

* * *

Recently, the Papal Office had been unusually busy.
This was because the Pope had secretly received a divine oracle and shared its contents only with his inner circle, including some bishops.

"Ugh, still three more days to wait."
"I've never felt such tension while waiting."
"My heart skips a beat whenever I pass a child."

Voices of the Pope and several bishops could be heard from the Pope's office.

"I also feel very uncomfortable deceiving my granddaughter, but what can we do? It's a divine oracle."
"The Goddess can be quite mischievous."
"It must mean she loves the Holy Maiden very much."

Those preparing for the event had been instructed to tell the Holy Maiden they were preparing for her coming-of-age ceremony if she asked questions, and to pretend not to know anything else.

"...Your Holiness, will this be alright?"
"What is it now? Ever since that incident, your constant worrying makes me uneasy all day."

The atmosphere grew somber as Soleil spoke, as everyone present knew well about the Holy Maiden's panic after her first kill during her formal knight examination.

"It's not about that, so don't worry. It's just..."

Soleil hesitated, seemingly unsure, before continuing.

"...You all know about the effects of the blessing bestowed upon the Holy Maiden. Will this method even work?"
"Do you think the Goddess would issue an oracle without knowing that, Lord?"
"You worry too much."
"More importantly, I heard the Holy Maiden has been going around vowing to break your head this time, now that her weapon is nearly complete. Are you prepared?"

At the last bishop's words, Soleil froze.

"...What?"
"You've been avoiding her for a while, so I guess you haven't heard. The weapon the Holy Maiden has been preparing for two years is about to be completed. The craftsmen say they'll definitely finish it in three days, in time for her coming-of-age ceremony."
"That insane weapon is being completed?"

The last thing Soleil clearly remembered was the workshop exploding due to output control failure.
That was just two months ago.

'And suddenly it's complete?'

"That's right."
"Won't it just explode again in the final stage?"
"Unfortunately, this time the stabilization is complete, and they're just doing fine output adjustments and finishing touches to fit the Holy Maiden's hand. I hear it's been completed to a miraculous degree."
"..."
"Lord Soleil."
"...Yes, Your Holiness."
"Under no circumstances must you lose."
"...Yes."

Soleil had been struggling with Leila's frightening growth in strength.
He had been avoiding her as much as possible, thinking he might soon lose even to her bare hands.
The thought of her completing a weapon made him feel dizzy.

Originally, she had been forbidden from using any weapons that might appear threatening, using her public image as an excuse, but she had found a way around it.
Two years ago, when she brought her weapon idea, how many people, including the Pope and himself, had clutched the backs of their necks in disbelief?
At the time, it seemed so absurd that they sent her to the craftsmen with a dismissive "try if you can," and the craftsman's reaction was quite a sight.

'What? Holy Maiden, have you lost your mind? Do you think such an absurd thing is possible?'

It was a reassuringly normal reaction, and they were relieved for a moment.

'I like it! Let's do it right away!'

With those words, they began crafting her weapon two years ago.
Other craftsmen gradually became interested in her idea, and soon it became a large-scale project involving dwarves and elves.
When the Pope tried to put a stop to the increasing production costs:

'The Goddess told me that all the church's money is for you, and what is yours is mine. So money spent on me is all spent for the Goddess, she said.'

...Those were the words of the Holy Maiden who communicated directly with the Goddess. After that, no one could stop the project, and about a year later...
Soleil couldn't forget that day. The day she took him along to test a prototype against an A-rank monster that had mutated into a magi. The attack magic that was cast instantly upon encountering the monster.
Magic that normally required dozens of priests performing a ritual, which she usually complained took time because she had to disperse holy power.
She cast it instantly without any preparation, and Soleil thought:

'With a weapon too, I don't think I can win...'

Moreover, what she was creating was clearly a close-combat "weapon," Soleil recalled.

* * *

Three days have passed, and I still haven't found out anything.
Everyone I ask just smiles and tries to pat my head.
Hmm...

Well, it's time for today's final schedule.
My coming-of-age ceremony—it doesn't seem like such a big deal to me.
With these thoughts, I greeted the holy knight guarding the entrance to the banquet hall and went inside.

"...Wait, what is... what on earth...?"

What unfolded before my eyes wasn't the usual banquet scene.
All those suspicious amounts of alcohol I'd been seeing were there in the back.

"Oh! Welcome!"
"Oh my, Holy Maiden!! Congratulations!!"
"Ho ho, to think that small child is already an adult..."

And there were the grandfather and bishops with unusually high spirits.
Something was suspicious.

"Grandfather."
"Yes? What is it?"
"Please tell me honestly. What are you hiding?"
"...I don't know what you mean."

I stared coldly at my grandfather as he blatantly avoided my eyes and played dumb.

"Come now. Let's proceed with your coming-of-age ceremony first."
"Hmm."

Since the event takes priority, I decided to question him afterward.
What followed were clichéd remarks about celebrating my 18th birthday and how everything was the Goddess's blessing.
Then came the highlight and final part of the ceremony: the gift-giving.

"Here, this is my gift to you."

What my grandfather handed me was...

"Wow, it's beautiful."
"Hoho, use it well."

A silver dagger with a crystal-clear blue sapphire embedded in the end of the handle.
At first glance it looked decorative, but I could tell it had a very practical form—beautiful yet elegant.

"I had the Blue Magic Tower engrave a teleportation spell in the jewel on the handle. In an emergency, breaking the jewel will teleport you to a magic circle in the Papal Office."
"Hehe, thank you!"
"Your safety comes first. If you're ever in danger, don't hesitate to break it."
"Yes!"

After my grandfather, I received gifts from many others.

"This year, I haven't prepared anything special."

With those words, Lord Soleil handed me...

"Oh!"

Opening the unusually pink-wrapped pouch, I found pink salt crystals inside.

"...I love it!"
"Urk!"

I couldn't contain my joy and hugged Lord Soleil tightly.
The salt crystals Lord Soleil gave me were a specialty only available from a region called Laia at the southern end of the Empire.
It's an amazing salt that brings out the flavor of food with just a small amount, thanks to its unique savory taste and concentrated flavor. I heard it's delicious even eaten plain.
I'd tried to get some several times, but they've been refusing reservations for years because they're so backed up.

"Don't eat too much at once."

He patted my head with that warning, and I smiled brightly up at him before carefully closing the pouch and storing it in my sleeve's storage magic.
After giving me the gift, Lord Soleil seemed to distance himself, and I thought I saw grandfather and the bishops following him with murderous intent, but that became irrelevant when the next people approached.

"...Master Eitri."
"Hehehe. We've been waiting, Holy Maiden."

Finally, Master Eitri, who had overseen the creation of my weapon, and the craftsmen I'd seen frequently over the past two years brought something long wrapped in white cloth, struggling with its weight.

"I'm so nervous."
"Hoho, at last we can formally introduce it. It has been a brief but intense time."
"Holy Maiden!"
"We, the craftsmen,"
"Will never forget this moment when we achieved a miracle that will never be seen again in history!!"

With those words, they held it out to me as if inviting me to unwrap it.

-Rustle.

I untied the red ribbon binding the cloth and slowly unwrapped it.

"..."

It was a staff slightly taller than me, with a smooth, appropriately thick body in beautiful blue-silver symbolizing mithril, and a large cross-shaped head with red jewels decorating each end and the center.
The body had a wide area wrapped in black leather straps so that it wouldn't slip no matter where I gripped it.

Looking at its magnificent form with emotion, I lifted the staff.

-Woong.

I felt the holy power within me surge as the red jewels in the head began to glow when I touched it. I remember how much trouble we had obtaining those.
Being solid mithril, it has a substantial weight, but it feels just right.

"...Thank you, truly thank you."
"It is we who are honored to have created such a precious item that will never exist again in this world."
"The completion itself was a miracle."
"And its performance is another miracle."
"Hoho, has this child been named yet?"
"Yes. We craftsmen put our heads together and named it STAFF."
"Staff..."
"We will provide details about its abilities and the meaning of its name later. Today is a day for celebration."
"That's right. Everyone, thank you so much for enduring my stubbornness all this time!!"

Holding the staff preciously, I bowed to express my gratitude to all the craftsmen who had worked so hard.

"Are you finished?"
"...Yes, Grandfather."

After finishing my greetings, I was still absorbed in admiring the staff when my grandfather approached me.
For now, I should enjoy the rest of the banquet. I smiled brightly as I stored the staff in my sleeve's storage magic.

"This will truly be an unforgettable day."
"Hoho, you shouldn't say that yet. This is just the beginning."
"...Pardon?"

The coming-of-age ceremony I know ends here, doesn't it?
At that moment, my grandfather handed me a scroll.
Huh? This is...

"Isn't this a scroll for recording divine oracles?"
"That's right."

But why suddenly...

"Open it."

Despite my confusion, I unfolded the scroll as my grandfather instructed.
There it said:

"Make the Holy Maiden drunk...?"

I looked back and forth between the scroll and my grandfather's face, bewildered.

"Last week, I suddenly received an oracle. The Goddess said she wanted to see you, Leila, completely intoxicated."
"..."

Come to think of it, I do remember discussing something like that with the Goddess around last week.
She asked how I felt about soon being able to drink alcohol at my coming-of-age ceremony.
I told her I didn't particularly enjoy drinking in my previous life and didn't have any drinking habits, and she seemed to accept that without much reaction.
I really wasn't much of a drinker, and aside from business occasions, I didn't have anyone to drink with.
...It seems she wanted to see me drunk. Really, if she had just said so, I would have drunk until intoxicated.

-Oh~ But that's no fun.
'...Goddess.'
-You know, drinking is something to be enjoyed with others.
'Is that so?'
-Yes, yes. So don't worry and drink up? My blessing doesn't work much on alcohol.
'Hoho, I shall do as you wish.'
-You're so formal~
'Ahaha.'

If the Goddess wishes it, it's my duty as her faithful servant to comply.

"Hmm. So the Goddess says I should drink freely."
"Hoho."
"Ohhh..."

Since some people were seeing me converse with the Goddess for the first time, I explained what had just happened.

"Leila. Then as today's guest of honor, shouldn't you make a toast?"
"Hoho, everyone? Thank you for gathering for my birthday and coming-of-age ceremony. Since it's time to enjoy ourselves, I'll keep this brief. May the Goddess's blessing be with everyone present."

I smiled as my grandfather naturally placed a glass in my hand and poured what looked like high-quality wine, then spread my holy power to relieve everyone's fatigue as I spoke.
And then...

-Gulp. Gulp.
"Ahh."

Hmm.

"...Holy Maiden. Are you alright?"
"The problem is that I'm too alright."

The alcohol is too weak. I feel a slight buzz, but it quickly fades. If I just wanted to feel like I'm drinking, this would be enough. But today I need to get properly wasted.
About an hour into the drinking party, I looked around with these thoughts and saw a scene in the banquet hall I'd never witnessed before.
To think I'd see such an uninhibited drinking party in the church, which values moderation... Grandfather and the bishops were already nearly drunk from trying to get me to drink, and were chatting animatedly with each other.
Looking at that scene, I stood up.

"Holy Maiden?"
"Let's go, Lord Soleil."
"Pardon?"
"There."

I pointed to a corner of the banquet hall.
Specifically, at the alcohol the craftsmen were drinking while laughing boisterously.

"That's..."
"It's what the dwarves enjoy drinking. Ogre Killer, was it? They called it a real man's drink."
"That's a bit..."
"The alcohol is too weak. I don't feel any heat at all."
"..."
"You'll drink with me, won't you?"
"Of course, I must."

So, with Lord Soleil in tow, I moved to where the craftsmen were drinking.

"Oh, Holy Maiden!"
"Hoho, Master Eitri. Thank you so much for this project."
"Don't mention it! Would you like a drink too, Holy Maiden?"
"Yes, please."
"Well, we must serve our adorable Holy Maiden properly."
"Please give me that one."
"...Pardon?"
"The one you're drinking now, please give me that."
"Um... really? This is extremely strong?"
"It's fine. I absolutely must get drunk today."
"Uh, um... Lord Soleil, is this really alright?"

Master Eitri looked at Lord Soleil with a bewildered expression.
After looking up at the sky and sighing deeply, Lord Soleil nodded and said:

"...Yes."
"Well, if you insist..."

Looking at the transparent orange liquid gradually filling my glass, I clinked glasses with everyone and:

"Cheers! To us!"
"Whew~ Holy Maiden, you know your stuff!"
"Hahaha! To our future!"
"To the Holy Maiden!"

-Gulp, gulp.

Oh. This is quite...

"Puha!"
"Oh, you seem fine? Most people can barely even taste this one."

First comes a heavy, savory aroma followed by a refreshing scent that washes it away. Then a warm sensation that spreads throughout the body as it goes down the throat.
This feels quite good. But drinking it by the glass isn't satisfying enough.

"...Holy Maiden?"

I put my glass down on the table, picked up a bottle next to it, pulled out the cork with my fingers, and ignoring the shocked reactions around me, lifted the bottle and started drinking directly.

-Glug.

"Holy Maiden!?"
"No, you can't drink it like that!!"

-Gulp. Gulp.

Hehe. Hehehe.

"Puhaaa!"
"H-Holy Maiden?"
"Oh my, you'll kill yourself that way!!"
"Good heavens, she drank a whole bottle at once?"
"Even seasoned drinkers take it slow or they're gone in an instant..."

Hehehe. This is quite a nice buzz.

"Hehe. This is quite nice."

Holding a bottle of Ogre Killer in each hand with the corks removed, I looked around.
At the same time, people around me started to slink away.

"Lord~ So~leil~"
"Gulp."
"Where are you gooooing?"
"I, just to the restroom."
"Hehe, I know you're lying. You'll drink with me, won't you?"

I asked as I shoved the Ogre Killer I was holding into Lord Soleil's mouth.

"Ahaha, indeed. Just as the Goddess said. This is fun!"

* * *

Ugh, my head hurts a bit.
Waking up from the headache, I tried to put my hand down to get out of bed...

"Huh?"

This isn't a bed?
This is... the banquet hall?
Ah, now I remember drinking until dawn.
After I started drinking Ogre Killer...
Hmm...

"Urrrgh."
"Uuuurgh."
"Bleeegh."

I looked at people collapsed and groaning all around me.
Clearly, everyone who had attended my coming-of-age ceremony yesterday was sprawled out everywhere—on the floor, on tables, everywhere—suffering.
I remember getting excited by the feeling of intoxication after starting to drink Ogre Killer, grabbing people and making them drink with me...
Counting back through my memories, I can't remember anything after drinking more than 10 bottles of Ogre Killer.

Hmm, it seems I got properly drunk as the Goddess wished.

-Slap, slap.

First, I need to assess the situation, so I slapped the cheeks of Lord Soleil, who was draped over the adjacent table like laundry, to wake him up.

"Urgh."
"It's already morning."
"...Holy Maiden. Ugh!"

He looked at my face with a pale complexion, then made a disgusted expression and rushed to the bathroom with a dry heave.
Watching him, I muttered:

"...What on earth did I do?"

Afterward, when Lord Soleil returned after emptying his stomach, he scolded me, saying I should never get drunk in crowded places again.
It's unfair. I don't even remember anything.

Later, I even used my Goddess chance to ask the Goddess, but for some reason she just kept bursting into laughter and wouldn't tell me anything.
Instead, she taught me how to bestow a small power to my strength, and when I experimentally used it on everyone in the banquet hall, I could see them all being freed from their hangover suffering.
And they all told me the same thing:

"Absolutely, absolutely no strong alcohol for you in the future."

But why, I ask you!!!

* * *

The Papal Office nearly came to a standstill due to an absurd incident unprecedented in church history—the entire key personnel suffering from hangovers due to excessive drinking.
Fortunately, they escaped the crisis thanks to Leila's power, which had awakened to the ridiculous use of holy power for hangover relief. Soleil, the last survivor of that night, recalled the events as he moved to his quarters.

"...Even with that physical ability, going around shoving such terrible things into people's mouths..."

After downing a whole bottle of Ogre Killer, Leila showed signs of intoxication, then began smiling and going from person to person, shoving Ogre Killer into their mouths.
Given that this alcohol was so strong that jokes were made about how breaking a bottle in an ogre's mouth could kill it with alcohol poisoning, most people couldn't endure and quickly collapsed.
She seemed to show some consideration for the Pope and bishops due to their age, quietly hiding the bottle and committing the atrocity of pouring Ogre Killer while saying she'd serve them a drink.
And if that wasn't enough, after drinking more than 10 bottles...

'...I'm hot.'

She started removing her Holy Maiden's robes one by one.
First the sleeves, then the shoes, and after that...

'Holy Maiden!! Please maintain your dignity!!'
'Hic, but I'm hot.'

When he tried to stop Leila as she reached for her stockings, she whimpered with those words.
This was a side of her he had never seen before, and her flushed cheeks and whimpering face due to intoxication were extremely charming, causing Soleil to freeze momentarily. He racked his brain trying to resolve the situation.

'Oh, temperature control! Your clothes have a temperature control function!!'
'Ah, hehe. So they do.'
'Phew.'

Fortunately, she stopped undressing, and Soleil sighed in relief, but only for a moment.

'Haah. But it's still stuffy.'

-Zip.

Suddenly, Leila lowered the zipper on her back.
Although she still had a layer of tights underneath, the sight of her removing her clothes with a flushed face was powerfully disarming.
Soleil, momentarily stunned by the unexpected situation, quickly approached and began pulling her clothes back up.

'Aaaaargh!! No!! What are you doing, you're a grown woman aaaaargh!!'

Soleil had a hard time stopping Leila while drunk himself, and even though his hangover was gone, his head ached at the memory.
After a long struggle, he put her discarded clothes back on her after she fell asleep, and then passed out himself—that was his last memory.

"It's fortunate I was the only one left. If anyone had seen that..."

Soleil had no idea that the Goddess had been watching the whole scene, clutching her stomach with laughter.
And because of the memories of that night, he completely forgot that Leila's weapon had been completed, and was utterly defeated by her a few days later without any preparation.

Ch.35 - Unforgettable
Salem, a small city on the way to our second destination, Levia.

It's a place with unpleasant memories for me.
The city where I lost my family due to the mistake of an arrogant, foolish child who recalled memories of a past life.

After Director rescued me, I once asked Grandfather to please find out what happened to my brother Piris.
I didn't know the city's name, and the only clue I had was that there was a tavern run by a man named Hans.

Even with that meager information, they managed to find the city.
It was shortly after I underwent the Saint's appointment ceremony at the age of 10.
They told me there was a tavern in a city called Salem run by an owner named Hans who matched the description I'd given.
Upon hearing this, I visited the city accompanied by the Director and several Holy Knights.

I remember going to see Hans first thing upon arrival, guided by the Holy Knights.
Whether he remembered me or not, he asked where I'd been all this time, why my brother wasn't with me, and why I'd come alone. As soon as I saw him, I ran outside and spent the entire day searching throughout the city.
No matter how much I scoured my memories, I couldn't find the path I had taken following that madman to the warehouse.
I visited several more times after that, but the results were always the same.
Even after I grew up and learned to use my powers, gaining eyes that could see through illusions, nothing changed.

In the midst of all this, as soon as I was able to speak with the Goddess again, I begged her to tell me where my brother Piris was.
It felt like my heart sank when she said she could only tell me that he was in a place I couldn't reach yet, and that I needed to wait for the right time.

Still, I was able to hold onto hope thanks to her words that she had put his soul to sleep until the time came.
Though I wanted to retrieve him myself, she said that even just putting him to sleep had been somewhat of a strain for her.

"...right? Leila?"
"Sister?"

Ah, my reminiscing went on too long.

"Oh, yes. I'm sorry. I had something on my mind."
"Your expression suddenly turned gloomy, and it startled me."
"Are you feeling unwell?"

Seeing these two people genuinely concerned about me makes my gloomy mood lift a little.

"I'm fine, so don't worry. I just recalled some unpleasant memories, that's all."
"...I'm sorry."
"Ugh..."
"Hehe, it's okay. How could you have known I'd have bad memories just from a city name? Milia, don't worry either. It's all in the past."
"Really, really?"
"Of course."

As I stroke the head of the child whose expression darkened along with my mood, the coachman announces our arrival, and I prepare to get up.

"We've arrived. Shall we go?"
"Yes."
"Sister, if you're really struggling, you need to tell us, okay?"
"Yes, yes."

As we exit the carriage, I see the familiar sight of the city I've visited so many times.
Feeling the same bitterness I always do when coming here, I present our travel permit to the guard at the entrance. As we enter the city, I slightly open my eyes to compare what's changed from my memories, only to witness an unbelievable sight.

"...!!"
"Leila?"
"Sister?"

An unmistakable, faintly visible purple light that I could never forget.

"...You two."
"What's wrong?"
"Are you really okay?"
"Go to the fountain ahead and find a tavern called 'Sea of Stars.' It should still be there."
"All of a sudden?"
"What if it's not there?"
"Hmm... I don't think that would be the case, but if it's not, find suitable lodging and wait. I'll find you somehow."

I hope they'll just follow my instructions this time.

"I'd like an explanation."
"Sister, I can't just go either."
"...I'm sorry. I promise I'll tell you everything when I get back. Just promise me you won't follow me."

I open my eyes and meet their gazes as I speak.

"...Let's go, Milia."
"But..."
"For now, let's just go."
"Okay. Be careful, Sister."
"Thank you."

I sigh with relief and gratitude as I watch the two of them walk away without further argument.
Jian seems quite angry, not even responding as they leave, which makes me feel a bit sorry.
I'll definitely apologize when I get back.
Still, this is too dangerous for them. Even though they've grown stronger, what comes next would require S-rank adventurer abilities to face.
After waiting until they've almost disappeared from view, I follow the wavering purple light that seems to be beckoning me.

-Step. Step.

This is a path from my memories.
So it was a separate dimension after all.

While investigating the heretic Hayden, I discovered one thing.
That he possessed a magical artifact nearly equivalent to a divine relic.

"The Orb of Dreams."
This was the decisive evidence that made me believe he was still alive.
It creates a separate dimension where it can manifest tangible illusions, while simultaneously allowing the user to manipulate the space freely, making them nearly invincible.
I heard he had already killed several S-rank adventurers who were pursuing him with this power.

If it's a separate dimension, I can understand why I couldn't find that path.
As I turn into a familiar alley, I feel a slight sense of dissonance as the air changes, confirming my suspicions.

Finally seeing the warehouse I could never forget—must never forget—I imprint its image in my mind once more and speak to the one who invited me here.

"What a twisted hobby you have."
-Heheheheh. Your intuition has improved quite a bit.

As the voice resonates through the air, a familiar puppet-like figure appears like mist.
Sharp features, black hair with slightly white roots but well-groomed, a sturdy build in a black coat—a middle-aged man.
He looked exactly the same as when I first saw him.
Yes, I'm fine. I'm angry, but not enough to lose my reason.

"I thought you would have become a splendid fallen one, but I was so disappointed to discover you had returned to the Goddess's embrace."

I deliberately listen to his words. It's not time yet. Slowly, imperceptibly, to shatter everything he believes in one fell swoop.
I deceive myself. I overlay my vision. I erase what I see from my sight. To make him think I'm still inexperienced.
I must believe that illusion is his true form. For that, I reach out my hand.
Recalling the memory of that day when everything changed, carefully drawing out the emotion of hatred.

-Whoosh!
"Tch."
"Your hand has become sharper. Did you think I wouldn't recognize the symbol of the Inquisitor?"

Well then, Leila. Let's begin the performance of a lifetime.

* *

"Ian, are we really going this way?"

Shortly after parting with Leila, Milia asked worriedly.
Are we really going this way? Of course not.

"No? We're obviously going to follow her."
"But we promised Sister..."
"What promise?"
"Huh?"

Leila certainly did say that.
But you know what?

"I don't remember agreeing to anything."
"Eh."

A promise requires mutual consent.

"Hehe, our Saint must have been in quite a hurry. She wouldn't have fallen for that normally."
"Wow. That's sneaky. But also brilliant!"
"Milia, can you use tracking magic?"
"Yes!"

Honestly, I was worried, but I was also curious.
I roughly understood why Leila was traveling with us.
Clearly, she's much stronger than I can imagine.
Her mission is probably to protect us.
But for the straightforward, dutiful Leila we've come to know to leave us behind with such a fierce expression?
I'd never be able to sleep from curiosity if I let this go.

"Found her! Follow me!"
"As expected, Milia, you're the best."
"Hehe."

We hadn't been backtracking for long when Milia suddenly stopped.

"Huh?"
"What's wrong?"
"The tracking magic definitely points here, but..."

Milia was pointing at what looked like an ordinary old wall.
It was clearly just a wall.

-Crack!

Just to be sure, I drew my greatsword and stabbed at it, but it was indeed just a wall.
Maybe there's a space if we climb over it?

"Milia, can you fly?"
"I could, but using magic so openly in the city would attract the guards."
"Hmm."

We needed to find another way.
After searching the area for quite some time, the sun began to set.
Feeling we couldn't waste any more time, I decided to try the simplest solution.

"Alright, I'll try climbing the wall."
"Eh."
"It seems like our only option."
"Okay."

There were enough nicks and crevices in the wall that climbing the 3-meter height seemed feasible.

-BOOM!!
"Whoa."
"Eek."

As I approached the wall to climb it, a pillar of light shot up not far from us with a tremendous roar.

"...Um, Ian?"
"Yes?"
"Should we give up now?"
"...No, let's go."

Noticing the commotion around us and seeing that the wall before us had somehow transformed into an alley, I made my decision after a brief hesitation.
What's the worst that could happen? We might get scolded.

* *

The heretic Hayden returned to the world two years ago.

As soon as he emerged from seclusion, he traced Leila's whereabouts, only to be deeply disappointed.
The child he thought would have fallen splendidly had somehow returned to the Goddess's embrace and was living as a Saint.

He could have accepted her falling and being broken by others' hands, but he could never tolerate her becoming the Goddess's plaything, living according to the Goddess's will.

So he investigated.
He looked into the Saint who wore a strangely modified nun's habit similar to an Inquisitor's attire.

And he realized.
There was still a chance to corrupt her.

While outwardly appearing as an ordinary, benevolent Saint, that child was secretly acting as a member of the Inquisition.

The Inquisition.
A group of fanatics intoxicated by doctrine, seeking out and killing the Goddess's enemies.

Surely that Saint had been rescued with the help of clergy and then brainwashed into becoming a fanatic Inquisitor—the church had always specialized in such things. A plausible scenario emerged.
If so, there was still a way to corrupt her. Looking at the Saint who foolishly still didn't know how to properly use her stigmata and flailed about searching for him, he smiled coldly.

* *

"Leila, poor Leila."
'Oh, for heaven's sake, he's so annoyingly chatty.'

Leila inwardly complained as she tore through Hayden's illusions that kept reappearing no matter how many times she destroyed them.
Watching her, Hayden smiled and spoke again.

"Do you know the truth?"
"..."

Seeing Leila maintain a hateful expression identical to that day and ignoring his words, Hayden smiled.

"Originally, Saints are merely cleaners created by the Goddess to handle tasks she doesn't want to do herself."
"Do you still think I'm a child who would fall for your deception?"
"Hehe, it's hard to believe, isn't it? You've been taught that you're loved by the Goddess."

Seeing Leila flinch and pause, Hayden continued.
He failed to notice the cross in her eyes momentarily flaring red.

"But that's not true. Saints are not beings loved by the Goddess. If you search through all of history, you'll see."
"...Nonsense."

Though her expression showed disbelief, she seemed willing to listen as she stopped moving. Hayden smiled and continued.

"From the Demon Lord to minor natural disasters. Without exception, every Saint appeared after such incidents and cleaned up the aftermath."
"On what basis do you make such claims?"
"Come with me. I'll show you the truth. I have all the evidence that the being you call Goddess regards you as mere toys."
"Sigh..."
"If the Goddess truly loved you, would your beloved brother have died like that?"
"Don't mention my brother Piris with that filthy mouth!!"

Seeing her express strong anger, Hayden's eyes flashed, sensing an opportunity.

"Why do you think the Goddess merely watched as you, her beloved, were taken as a slave?"
"..."

As she looked at her trembling hands in disbelief, he spoke again.

"I too was once a devout believer in the church."
"...I know that."
"You've investigated me quite thoroughly, I see."
"Isn't that only natural?"
"Devoted to the Goddess and following doctrine, one day I accidentally discovered the truth."
"The truth?"
"The memoir left by the First Saint who accompanied the First Hero."
"...!"
"Do you know what was in the memoir left by the Saint of the hero party that killed the Demon Lord and brought peace to the world?"
"What could possibly have been in it?"
"Killing intent. Anger. Despair."

At first, even he couldn't believe it.
The record left by the First Saint was no longer something that could be called a memoir.
While the beginning was filled with joyful stories of their travels,
as it progressed, the content became indecipherable.
All he could tell was that the later pages contained nothing but curses and anger directed at the Goddess.

"Someone bearing the name of a Saint couldn't possibly..."
"I too found it impossible to believe. So I traveled. I collected every record related to her. And I realized."

The day he realized the truth.

"I discovered that for the Goddess, this world is nothing but a toy box."
"That can't... be true."

Seeing her now devoid of killing intent, fighting spirit, and even anger, Hayden continued.

"I'll show you the records I've collected."
"..."
"Follow me."

Dispelling the illusion and stepping forward himself, Hayden opened the warehouse door and led Leila inside.
Following him, Leila briefly surveyed the workshop that matched her memories before her gaze fixed on one spot.
There lay a familiar statue with dried black blood and the skeletal remains of a child.

"...Brother."
"I kept it for you. I knew you would come."
"Ugh."
"It's fine if you're angry, but first look at these documents. Afterward, I'll accept whatever you wish to do."

-Flutter.

Handing her documents from a box in the corner of the workshop, Hayden thought:

'These are precious documents, but I'm willing to give them up if they can corrupt her. Surely, she'll understand once she sees them.'

"..."
"Look. These are the truths I collected even at the cost of abandoning my humanity."

As Leila examined the documents one by one, Hayden inwardly trembled with joy.

-Rustle. Rustle.
"Hmm..."

One page, two pages. As she turned the pages slowly, Leila's expression grew increasingly serious. Finally, after skimming through all the documents, she sighed and closed them.

"Do you understand now? The truth."
"Sigh... how could such things..."
"If you still doubt the truth, look at my mana."

Saying this, Hayden spread his mana.
His mana was clearly purple, but different from both demon worshippers and demonic energy.

"I know. Magical energy never appears beautiful to my eyes."
"I too doubted whether the documents were true. So I offered my body."
"An artificial body with soul transference."
"Yes. Originally, my mana was the crimson red of flames."
"You did such a thing and still live."

The documents she had examined contained the research results of the First Saint.
Methods to abandon humanity, transcend the limits of lifespan, and break free from the rules of mana color set by the world.
The Saint's research to blaspheme against God.

"After seeing all this, I can't completely deny it."

Hearing this and thinking he was almost there, Hayden decided to drive in the final nail.

"Hehe, join me. Let's bring down that abominable Goddess who watches us from the heavens as if we're her playthings."
"..."

As Leila gazed at Hayden indifferently, her eyes suddenly began to burn red.

"You bastard, you've really crossed the line."
"What!"

In those eyes was neither vengeance against him nor betrayal at having been deceived all this time.
There was only rage at having something precious insulted.

The vengeful appearance when they first met, the seemingly lost will after learning the truth—
Hayden belatedly realized it was all an act to extract information from him.

"The documents you provided were quite interesting, so I played along, but I can't listen anymore."
"Those documents are not lies!"
"Who said they were? I can tell they're genuine just by looking."
"Then why!"
"You'll never understand, so explaining would just be a waste of breath. Figure it out with that brilliant mind of yours."
"Ha! You can never defeat me in this space!"

Hayden desperately manipulated the Orb of Dreams and disappeared into the mist. Leila watched him calmly before speaking.

"True. Even for me, it would be a bit difficult in this space as is."
"Such bravado."
"It's a pity. That I'm the only one in the world who can see such a beautiful sight."
"...What?"
"The Orb of Dreams. Though it only exerts its power in a limited space, it's an impressive magical artifact. Well, no matter how impressive, it's not a divine relic, so it has its limits."
"What... No way!"
"It's been quite difficult holding back until now. Acting really doesn't suit me."

Listening to Leila's inexplicable words, Hayden frantically looked around.
Though it should have been getting dark by now as the sun set, the interior of the separate dimension remained bright.
Despite him not having manipulated it that way.

"If it's difficult to catch the main body."
"You're insane."
"Then I'll just blow away the entire space."
"If you use attack magic, you won't escape unharmed either."
"Hehe."

Hayden considered all possible scenarios.

'Divine Punishment? Light of Judgment? Holy Sword of Condemnation? Given the focus on range and power, it's probably not Light of Judgment.'

He recalled the limited holy magics that could be performed on this scale.
Having never imagined that a Saint, even with God's eyes, could cast attack magic alone, he berated himself for letting his guard down.

"In a space so full of the Goddess's grace, why would I need such violent magic?"
"What does that mean."
-Hum.

Extending one hand forward, Leila enveloped the statue and Piris's remains behind her with a veil.
It seemed she wanted to prevent the remains from being damaged by the space's collapse.

"I call forth the purifying flames to restore the twisted flow to its original state."
-Snap!

As she snapped her fingers.

-Whoosh.

The holy power spread around her ignited into white sacred flames that began to fill the space, and even after filling the interior completely, the flames continued to swell as if unsatisfied.

-Crack... Crack.

Soon, the sound of the space cracking could be heard.

-Shatter!
-BOOM!!

With the sound of something breaking, the liberated flames exploded upward into the sky.
After the flames disappeared, all that remained was an empty lot.
With the separate dimension gone, what remained in reality was the blood-stained statue, Piris's remains,
and Hayden staring in disbelief at the shattered Orb of Dreams,
facing Leila who smiled with her golden eyes engraved with burning red stigmata, filled with anger she had been suppressing until now.

"Have you enjoyed yourself? Now, it's time to return to the cycle of rebirth, heretic."

Ch.36 - Reunion, and Farewell
Hayden stared at the shattered fragments of the "Dream Orb" with a hollow expression and muttered dejectedly.

"Unbelievable. I thought it was too quiet. So this is what you were preparing."

While pretending to listen to his words, he quietly scattered holy power to avoid drawing attention. Normally, holy power would gradually disperse over time, but trapped within this space, it remained without any loss.
When the saturated holy power was ignited with sacred fire, the flames burning the false flow would fill the space, breaking it apart to restore the space that had reached its limit.

It sounded simple in theory.
But no matter how powerful a saint might be, a mere human couldn't possibly release enough holy power to fill the entire space.
Regretting that he had underestimated someone with divine sight, Hayden drew up his mana and contemplated how to deal with Leila, who showed no signs of fatigue despite having burned an equal amount of sacred fire.

'My opponent is clearly an Inquisitor. But she's only half-complete, without weapons or armor. Besides, being human, she couldn't possibly expend that much holy power and remain unaffected. Therefore, that appearance must be a bluff. I can win.'

With centuries of experience behind him, he believed he could prevail.
Using his specialty illusion magic to conceal himself, he created countless flames, made decoys with doppelgangers, and mixed real magic among the illusions to launch his attack.

-BOOM!!

Without any prayer, the barrier unfolded naturally, blocking all the "Fireballs" he had hidden among the illusions.
However, Hayden had anticipated this much. He swiftly swung his right hand, drawing a magic circle that poured out numerous flames, while his mouth continuously uttered incomprehensible incantations that became purple blades rushing forward relentlessly.

-Sizzle.

Simultaneously, with his left hand, Hayden roughly tore apart a scroll that suddenly appeared in midair.
Soon, a menacing purple sphere of fire appeared above his head and began to grow in size.

Judging that she couldn't keep blocking magic forever, the barrier soon dissipated.
At the same time, the massive fireball hovering above Hayden's head fell heavily, pushing the air aside, threatening to crush Leila. Like a slowly setting sun.

"This is the 'Jade Flame,' fire from the dimension where demons dwell. It's going to be a bit hot."

Leila ducked and dodged the pouring magic as she charged forward, smiling as she saw the "Jade Flame" approaching her.

-Whoosh.

At that moment, wind blew across the empty lot, wrapping around Leila's hand in a transparent swirl. Though it took an unusual form, the transparent pale green wind was clearly aura.
While Hayden was momentarily puzzled by this unfamiliar sight, Leila, with the wind-like aura enveloping her hand, maintained her crouched running posture and swung her fist upward.

-Whoosh! CRASH!!

A storm followed her hand, and the "Jade Flame" scattered with the wind like a small torch facing a massive typhoon.

"What... the..."

Momentarily stunned by his dispersed magic, Hayden quickly regained his composure and vanished like mist. Soon, the surroundings began to change.
The ground split and rotated, the air reflected like mirrors, fog disoriented vision, and Hayden's doppelgangers scattered in all directions.
However, ignoring the chaotically changing surroundings, Leila instantly closed the distance to a spot slightly beyond where Hayden had been and drove her fist into the empty air.

"Guhk!"

The protective magic Hayden had placed on himself for such moments shattered instantly, failing to function. The last thing his eyes captured as he suffered from the fist precisely driven into his solar plexus was:
A red cross burning brightly in golden eyes filled with ice-cold fury.

* *

Ah~ It was so hard to hold back.
Acting really doesn't suit my personality.
While listening to him talk, I wanted to rip out the spine of that old man hiding in the void several times.

I was a bit tense when I heard he'd been troubling the church for hundreds of years. But seeing how easily he exposed himself makes me feel empty.
Well, there are several S-rank adventurers who died because of his illusions, so I gave him some credit, but without those illusions, his combat ability would have been just slightly stronger than today's vending machine.

Based on the examples of demon worshippers I've killed so far, that look in his eyes clearly meant "How?"

"Hmm. Come to think of it, I haven't introduced myself since we met again. Current Inquisitor-in-Chief. I'm Leila."

Stupid mage.
I quietly swallow those words.
It seems he greatly underestimated my combat abilities.
And he still thought I wouldn't know how to use the stigmata.
When his attack was blocked, the method he chose was merely to hide himself with illusions.
What was it called? "Jade Flame"? It was stronger than most high-level fire magic, but...
Unfortunately, it had poor compatibility. At my level, such straightforward magic that simply gathers and shoots doesn't work.

"Kuh...gack."

Not liking how he was clutching his solar plexus and gagging as if trying to vomit, I grabbed his hair as he was about to collapse and then gripped his neck.

"Kack! Guhk."
"Ah, come to think of it."

Seeing him suffer like this reminds me of the past. Remembering the moment when my heart was once broken, I spoke with a smile.

"Was it 'Your prayer will never be answered'?"
"Huk...kack, what...?"
"I told you, didn't I? I swore to God that I would kill you with my own hands."

I want to see Brother Piris soon, and I've said all I needed to say, so I think it's time to kill him now.
Since Brother Piris might be scared, I'll make it as clean as possible without blood splatter.

"What can I say? I'm sorry? My prayer was answered. I won't say goodbye. Please die painfully."
-Crack! Snap!
"Gack...gurk."

I crushed his neck bones with force, then stomped on his back to burst his heart.
After confirming he was definitely dead, I picked up his corpse, threw it into a corner of the empty lot, and returned to where Brother Piris's remains were.

A long time has passed. I've been searching for so long.
My poor brother who lost his life because of my foolish choice and arrogant judgment.
I prayed that at least his soul would rest in peace, but my poor family was bound to this land, unable to leave this space.
Surely, the Goddess is watching me now.
If so.

"Ah..."

When I infused holy power into my eyes to activate the stigmata again, I saw the soul of a child standing blankly with his back turned.
Feeling tears welling up and blurring my vision, I approached step by step. Perhaps noticing the sound, the child's soul finally turned around.

-Huh?
"...ri...ther."
-Who... Leila?
"Piris...hic, brother..."
-Leila? Is it really you!?
"Brother..."

Even as my legs gave way and I sat down, I gazed at the soul of Brother Piris—the gentle green-eyed, brown-haired boy who appears so vividly in my dreams.

-....

Looking at me blankly as if he couldn't understand the situation, Brother Piris then:

-Wow! You've really grown a lot! Now Leila is the big sister! Hehe!
"Hueng..."
-Why are you crying?
"But...but, because I suggested following that person! You!"
-Come on, it's okay. As long as you're safe, I'm fine. Stop!
"Waaahh!!"
-Eh? I said don't cry~
"How...hic! Can I not cry!!"

I couldn't hold back my tears seeing my stupid brother worrying only about me even after his death.

-But I didn't even feel pain. I just went to sleep and woke up like this, but you're different. You must have suffered a lot because of me.
"I, sniff, how much!"
-Leila.
"Hic, what!"
-I met the Goddess?
"Hic."
-When I opened my eyes, my body was holding my head below, and I was floating in the sky. I was really surprised, but suddenly an incredibly bright and beautiful lady came to me.

I've never seen the Goddess with my own eyes either, so even in the midst of sobbing, I felt a bit envious.

-She apologized to me and said she couldn't take me now, so I should wait a little. She said when I wake up after a nap, my sister would definitely come for me.
"...Goddess."
-Yes, definitely the Goddess. Just as she said, after taking a nap, you came looking for me, right?
"..."
-Leila.
"Yes."

I swallow my tears as I watch Brother Piris's form gradually fading, perhaps because it's time for him to go.
Since it's the last time, I can't send him off with an ugly face.

-I'm okay. I got to see my beloved sister all grown up.
"Brother."
-But if you still feel guilty about me, if you still feel sorry for me, then there's no helping it. If that's the case, be happy for my share too.
"...Yes. I promise. Definitely."

Though I still couldn't stop my tears, I smiled as brightly and warmly as possible for Brother Piris.
There's so much I want to say, but yes, this is enough for now.

"Goodbye, Brother. Thank you, truly."
-Hehe. You're beautiful. Our sister.

I watched until the gradually fading soul finally became a blue light and ascended to the sky, then I picked up Brother Piris's head that was below.
Since I sent him off with a smile, I can cry now, right?

"Hic...sniff."

The only regret that remained in my heart has disappeared after 17 years.
So, right now, I think I need to cry.

"Waaaahh!! Uwaaaaang!!"

* *

"It seems to be up ahead."
"Yes. Let's hurry, Ian."

After running through the alley that appeared when the wall disappeared with an explosion, we soon discovered an empty lot.
While running, I saw purple flames scattering into the sky, which gave me an ominous feeling, and shortly after, feeling the wind rushing through the alley, I stopped matching Milia's pace and ran at full speed.
Arriving before Milia, I had to stop when I saw the scene inside.

-Thud!
"Ow!"
"Shh."

Though Milia bumping her head into my back was cute, it wasn't the time to make noise.

"...Ian?"
"I think we should go back."
"Whyyy?"

Milia peeked behind me, then swallowed her breath, looked at me, and quickly nodded.

"Waaaahh!!"

Because in the empty lot we arrived at, Leila was holding a skull and crying.
I thought it wasn't humane to watch such a scene out of mere curiosity.
So we decided to pretend we hadn't seen it and went to find the tavern Leila had mentioned.

By the way, all those actions were meaningless struggles, as I would realize while spending a night in the cold ground.

* *

....
This is divine punishment.
They probably think I didn't notice because I was distracted by my crying.

After collecting Brother Piris's remains and temporarily storing them with storage magic, I reported the situation to the Director and Grandfather via communication.
As I headed to Uncle Hans's tavern, I thought:

I would punish the two who disobeyed me and saw my embarrassing moment.

-Ding~
"Welcome... Oh, isn't it Leila!"
"It's been a while, Uncle."
"Oh my, the Saint lady is here!"
"Oh? Auntie is here today too?"
"A little while ago, something went boom! over there, and people came rushing in to make it their drinking topic."
"Ahaha."

No wonder Auntie, who usually rests after working during the day, is here—it was because of me.
But it will increase sales, so I'll consider it safe!

"By any chance, did a blonde man and a reddish-brown haired woman come looking for me?"
"Ah, your companions? They're in the corner over there."
"Thank you."
"Yes, have a good time."
"I will!"

After bowing to Auntie's greeting, I called Uncle Hans.

"Uncle."
"What is it?"
"I found him."
"...Really!?"
"Yes. I'm going to bury him tomorrow."

Uncle Hans, startled by my words, soon reached out and stroked my head.

"You've worked hard."
"Hehe, thank you."
"Yes, have a good time with your companions."
"I will."

I shared the good news that I had finally found Brother Piris with Uncle Hans, who had helped me search as if it were his own child's matter after hearing my story.
Grandfather said he would come personally tomorrow, so when he arrives, we plan to bury Brother Piris in a place I've prepared in advance.

"So here you are."
"Ah, Leila."
"S-s-sister."
"Sorry I'm late."
"No, it's fine."
"Y-you worked h-hard."
"Pfft."

I couldn't help but laugh seeing the vending machine trying to maintain a poker face while his eyes were swimming wildly, and Milia trembling without even trying to hide it.
Well, cute is cute, but they must pay for ignoring my words. I lightly clenched my fist and gave Milia a tap on the head.

-Bonk!
"Ow!"
"That's your punishment."
"Eek. I'm sorry."
"...What about me?"
"For you, Hero, we'll see later."
"Urk."

Since the sweet Milia who can't even act and follows my words well wouldn't have initiated this, it's obvious the vending machine was the instigator, so I plan to give him a slightly stronger punishment.

"Have you had dinner?"
"No, we just arrived a little while ago."
"Hehe, I was planning to eat together."
"Then today, after dinner, do you two drink alcohol?"

I suddenly asked, remembering something.

"Alcohol? Suddenly? I don't mind."
"I haven't tried it yet..."
"Today, I feel like drinking a little."
"...Alright."
"I-I want to try it too!"
"Then let's have a light ale each. I heard Uncle Hans's ale is good."

Despite everything, today I feel like having a drink with dinner. Perhaps because a long-held wish has been fulfilled?
Looking at the alcohol that came with the meal shortly after, I smiled bitterly and clinked glasses with the two. Well, I won't get drunk. The important thing is the atmosphere.
Seeing Milia coughing and frowning, probably finding the ale a bit bitter for her first drink, I opened my mouth to talk about what happened today.

"Would you listen to my story?"
"Yes."
"Y-yes."

I began to tell the two, who were looking at me with serious expressions, about my past, somewhat briefly.
Growing up in an orphanage, wandering the streets after the orphanage collapsed, meeting Hayden and Brother Piris's death.
Becoming a slave afterward and being saved by the Goddess and the Director.

And today, meeting my lost family again.

"Hic, sniff."
"Hehe, why are you crying, Milia?"
"Sniff... but it's so sad..."

I stroke the child who is sobbing and clinging to me, perhaps affected by the ale she's been drinking despite frowning.

"It's okay. I sent him off well."
"Hueng..."
"You've worked hard. Both in finding him and in holding back."
"Hehe. Thank you."

While receiving comfort from the vending machine, I realized my ale was empty and took out three silver coins from my sleeve.

"To commemorate that, I'd like a bit more today."
"Sigh... how much?"
"Just 3 more, please."
"Yes, yes."

I'm planning to give some to Brother Piris tomorrow too.
After finishing dinner, I told Uncle Hans we would use the rooms upstairs, put the sobbing Milia who had fallen asleep on a bed in a double room, and went to find the vending machine.

-Knock knock.
"Hero, it's Leila."
-Yes, what is it?
"Would you come out for a moment?"
-Just a minute.

After waiting briefly, the vending machine came out in simple outdoor clothes.

"What is it?"
"Would you like to take a short walk?"
"Sure."

We left the tavern and went to the vegetable garden that Uncle Hans had given me permission to use before I went to find the vending machine.

"...Why here suddenly?"
"He said this vegetable garden isn't being used now."
"..."
"I believe I told you not to follow me."
"Wasn't that over with earlier?"

I grabbed the waist of the vending machine as he was slowly backing away.

"That was the punishment for Milia."
"Please spare me."
"Did you think I wouldn't notice?"
"I was foolish. Please."
"Hup!"

With a shout, I lifted the vending machine, covered his feet with aura, and then:

-Thud!

"Eek!"

Buried him in the ground with only his head sticking out.

"Stay like that until tomorrow morning and reflect."
"This is too harsh..."
"Seeing my tears without permission is a great sin."
"That's unfair!"
"If you're dissatisfied, try getting out yourself. I'll make you realize how merciful this punishment is."
"..."

Leaving behind the vending machine who was still trying to make excuses, I entered a nearby church instead of returning to the inn.

Kneeling before the divine image, I concentrate and offer a prayer.
Though it's probably not necessary since She's surely watching me now, I still use this month's Goddess chance.

'Goddess.'
-Yes, what is it?
'I should have thanked you earlier, but it's too late.'
-It's alright. I've been watching everything.

As expected, She seems to have seen everything I did today, and I respond with a smile to Her voice that contains a slight laugh.

'I'm a bit envious of my brother.'
-Hehe.
'Goddess.'
-Tell me.
'I am so happy right now.'
-I'm glad.
'Being able to receive such sincere love from so many people, it's all thanks to You.'

I expressed my gratitude for everything—for being alive and loved by the people of the Papal Office, for traveling and receiving concern from the vending machine and Milia.

-No, it's because you're a child worthy of being loved.
'...Do you think so?'
-As I've always said, you are a child who fully deserves it.
'Thank you.'

Feeling a ticklish sensation from this overflowing love, I continued speaking.

'For You, and for myself. Now I also have a share entrusted by Brother Piris, so as You wish, I will live a happy life.'
-Of course. My beloved child, Leila.

With that loving voice, I make up my mind to implement what I've been thinking about for some time.

'...I love you too... Mother.'
-...!!
'I, I tried, but perhaps you don't like it?'
-Kyaaaa! Our daughter is so cute! Mom! Call me Mom!
'That, I'll try again next time!'
-Uhehe, I'd like it to be "Maman" in the end.
'...I'll try my best.'

She seems a bit broken, but I can still feel her happiness, so I respond with a smile.
Though it's embarrassing, I can do this much for someone who gives love so generously.
As for "Mom" or "Maman"... I'll have to work on that.

After chatting with the Goddess... no, Mother now, a bit more, I returned to the inn and found...

"Oh."
"Mmm..."

For the first time, I saw Milia sleeping quietly under the covers.
Does she perhaps become more docile when drunk?
After stroking the child's head a few times, I prepare to sleep as well.

Tomorrow I need to get up early to prepare for Grandfather's arrival.
Today was truly, well done, Leila.

* *

"...Leila?"

In the late hours, a voice came from the vegetable garden of the darkened tavern.

"Do I really have to stay like this until morning?"

That man, Hero Ian, buried in the ground with only his head sticking out:

"Hey, humanely speaking, it's a bit cold?"

Despite no one listening, he didn't lose hope.

"Hello? Is anyone there?"

However, he had to remain buried until Leila, who woke up early for morning prayers, came to dig him out.

Ch.37 - Dear, My Firis
After waking up with the sense of dawn breaking, I completed my usual grooming and prayers, then harvested the vending machine I had planted in my garden.
For something that complained and grumbled the whole time I was pulling it out, it seemed to have been sleeping quite well.

"I plan to stay here all day today. What will you two do?"
"We'll stay with you. We're comrades after all."
"Sister, I want to show you that you're not alone, I really want to show your brother!"

My throat suddenly tightened, and unable to respond, I just smiled and stroked Milia's head.

"...Thank you."
"Hehe."
"It's okay to rely on others at times like this. Having physical strength and emotional strength are two different things."
"Pfft."
"Wait, why are you laughing?"

I can't help but laugh at hearing such words from someone who's weak in both body and mind.

As we chatted in the dining hall on the first floor, I soon noticed a man in white priestly robes entering.
For some reason, my heart started racing when I saw the familiar man with blue-tinged black hair talking with Uncle Hans.
Could there be something wrong with my body?
Soon, it seemed his conversation with Uncle Hans had ended, and following the uncle's guidance, the Director looked toward us and approached with his usual demeanor... wait, what?

"It's been a while, Holy Maiden."
"Yes, it has. You look quite neat today."

He didn't look like his usual self—with his beard sticking out everywhere and his hair all disheveled like a bird's nest.

"On a day like today, I couldn't go around looking like that. I tidied up a bit."

I see, so that's it? Surely he wasn't deliberately going around looking messy just in front of me?
Looking at his clean-shaven face and slicked-back hair, I felt somewhat conflicted as I watched him greet the vending machine and Milia.
...Well, he does look good.

"It's been a while. Hero, Mage."
"Likewise, Sir Soleil."
"Hello!"
"You've both changed quite a bit since I last saw you."
"Haha, well, we've been through some things..."
"Hehe."

As I pondered this mystery alone, I got the feeling that the two of them, having finished their greetings, were grinning at me, but that must be my imagination, right?

"Holy Maiden. His Holiness has already moved to another location."

I suppose that makes sense, being the Pope and all. No matter how inconspicuous he tries to be, it must be difficult for him to move around the city.

The place we went to meet Grandfather wasn't the church cemetery. From the beginning, we had decided that if we found my brother's remains, we would bury them here.
After handing my brother's remains, which I had carefully preserved in my sleeve's storage magic, to the Director, I briefly recalled those days of the past.

"Wow..."
"I didn't know a place like this existed."
"...Yes. The day my brother and I ran away from the orphanage, we watched the sunset here and made a promise. We promised never to be separated, to help each other and live happily."

Standing on this hill overlooking the entire city, I felt my chest tighten as I remembered the promise we made with linked fingers, before my past life's memories returned.

*Squeeze*

Clutching my aching heart, I continued speaking.

"We promised to stay together, to grow up and come back here... that's what we promised."
"Leila..."
"Sister."
"Holy Maiden."

I smiled as brightly as I could at Grandfather, who silently patted my back, and the three others who were worried about me.

"Please don't worry. Thanks to the Goddess's consideration, I was able to say a proper goodbye before my brother departed."
"I'm glad to hear that."
"Truly, I have nothing but gratitude for the Goddess."
"Hehe. Well, she's like a mother to me."
"Please rest for a moment while I prepare."

The Director, who had finished preparing for the remains, stepped forward and began digging.

"Thank you. Always."

Though it was something I often said, for some reason today I felt my face flush, and I turned my head slightly as I spoke.

"...Hero, Mage."
"Yes, Your Holiness."
"Yes!"
"Would you mind coming over there to talk with me for a moment?"
"Of course."
"Yes!"
"Grandfather?"
"It's alright. You two take some time to reminisce."

For some reason, Grandfather gave the Director a sharp look before saying this and personally escorting the vending machine and Milia away, which left me puzzled.

"Director."
"Yes."
"Did you do something wrong to Grandfather?"
"Sigh... It's nothing unusual. Just the usual."
"Is that so? If you ever need my help, please let me know."
"...Yes."

As I watched the Director silently digging, I noticed the differences from before and spoke with a slight twitch at the corner of my mouth.

"It seems there's been some progress since I last saw you."
"...As expected, nothing escapes your eyes, Holy Maiden."
"Hehe, of course. It's not like I've only known you for a day or two."
"Still, I'm lacking. I've only just begun to grasp it."
"Hmm."

It seems there are quite a few people in this era who can cross the wall. I heard that among humans, even one or two per era is considered many.

"Since I started teaching the Hero, faint lightning has begun to surround my aura."
"I see."
"...Holy Maiden?"
"I understand."
"What do you mean?"
"Hehe. I'll tell you later."

Me, who has already crossed the wall, and the vending machine's perfected body that can cross the wall anytime with just a realization.
There's enough to compare and find commonalities, so those with potential can quickly grasp it.
As I was thinking about this, Grandfather, the vending machine, and Milia returned, laughing joyfully.

"You seem to have enjoyed your conversation."
"Ho ho, it was quite satisfying."
"Puhah."
"Ian, aren't you laughing too much?"

...Something feels off. Why did the vending machine burst into laughter as soon as it saw me? Did Grandfather reveal some collection of my embarrassing past?
I feel quite uneasy, but since my brother's funeral is more important, I decided to let it go for now.

"The preparations are complete."
"Thank you for your hard work. Would you mind standing still for a moment?"
"...That's really not necessary."

When I approached to brush off the dirt on the Director's clothes, he flinched and tried to avoid my touch, which made me glare at him.

"Do you dislike my touch?"
"Huh. No, I don't."
"You should have said so earlier. There, it's done."
"...Thank you."

After finishing preparations, we waited briefly for the remaining guest to arrive.

"Sorry I'm late."
"No, not at all. Thank you for coming, Uncle."
"Of course I had to come. Whose funeral is it, after all?"
"Ho ho, it's been a while."
"Yes, it's been a while, Your Holiness."

Since Grandfather had already met Uncle Hans several times to help search for Phiris in this city, they were already acquainted, so there was no need for introductions.

"Then, let's begin."

After confirming that the surroundings had quieted, I took out a veil from my sleeve, put it on my head, cleaned my clothes with purification magic, and stood in front of the ground the Director had prepared.

"From this moment, I, Holy Maiden Leila, declare this place to be sacred ground permitted by the Goddess."

After sprinkling holy water around, I drew upon my divine power and blessed the surrounding land.
According to church doctrine, funerals should be held on sacred ground like church cemeteries.
This time, however, I bought all the surrounding land and personally consecrated it to make it sacred ground.
Normally such a loophole wouldn't be allowed, but this was an exceptional case where I had personally confirmed the soul's departure before burying the body, so my insistence was granted.

After conducting the funeral according to procedure, I placed a can of Dr. Pepper that I had prepared in advance in front of the carefully erected tombstone.

"...You might have already been reborn into a new life. I know well that this act might just be self-satisfaction."

Awkwardly, I try to recall how I used to speak in the past.

"This is a belated gift from me to you, brother. My favorite drink. Does this make up for you getting potatoes alone while I was sleeping that day?"

I know that since the soul has already departed, even if I make this offering, it can never be seen.
Even if the soul hadn't left, it would be impossible for a soul to eat anything.
Still, I just wanted to do this.
I wanted to say those things I couldn't say yesterday, those words I had kept only in my heart because time was short.

"Thank you. Because of you, I was able to live. I was able to try hard. As you asked. I will definitely live a happy life, for your share too. So."

My vision blurs, and I feel warm streams flowing down my cheeks. My chest tightens and my throat chokes up, but still, with a smile.

"Goodbye, my beloved brother. Phiris."

I called that name I will never forget for the last time.
May you live a happy and free life in your next life.

* *

A short while ago, the Pope took us to a place away from Leila and began telling us these stories.

'She is a child with many wounds.'

The detailed account of the past that Leila had briefly told us yesterday. What she looked like when she was rescued. What kind of face she had when talking with the Pope after being rescued.
The Pope said:

'The child at that time looked like a broken person who didn't know how to cry.'

She could cry for others, but didn't know how to cry for herself—a somewhat broken face.
With what determination she became a Holy Maiden.

'Forgiveness for sinners, salvation for the suffering, judgment for evil.'

As a Holy Maiden who embraces and cares for many with compassion, and as an Inquisitor who mercilessly cuts down the enemies of the Goddess.
Leila's determination to reconcile these two opposing goals.

I could understand why she had been able to become so strong at such a young age.
To ensure that her family's deaths weren't meaningless, to prove that Phiris's life and even his death had definite value. She had made painful efforts to be that proof herself.
Thanks to the Pope's story, I could somewhat feel the years of hardship she had walked.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason he called us.

He asked if the child had been acting strangely lately, or if we knew who she might like.
He said he was terribly worried because she had fallen head over heels for that good-for-nothing since childhood.
He poured out truly doting, overprotective stories.

One thing became clear because of this:

Leila definitely liked Soleil. And she had liked him for at least over 10 years, since childhood.
I exchanged glances with Milia.

Milia seemed to share my thoughts, as she nodded quietly when our eyes met.
Beside us, the Pope seemed to be considering ways to separate her from Soleil, but honestly, I think it's impossible.

After all, just look at Leila silently shedding thick tears after placing the drink she received yesterday on the tombstone, now nestled in Soleil's arms.
The Pope is glaring at Soleil as if he wants to kill him, but it's clearly a game that's already over.

"...Milia, are you thinking the same thing as me right now?"
"Yes."

As expected, we're on the same wavelength.

Our top priority now is to stimulate that insensitive Holy Maiden who doesn't understand romantic feelings and make her realize her love.
For that, we decided we need to act lovey-dovey in front of her.
Sometimes we'll also launch surprise attacks by bringing up Soleil in conversation.

There's a saying that a late-learning thief doesn't know when dawn breaks. I wonder what face Leila, who has been in love for over ten years without realizing it, will show when she finally realizes her feelings? I'm starting to look forward to it.

* *

Though I didn't wail loudly like before, the Director held me in his arms and stroked my head, allowing me to cry freely.
After I finished crying, I felt a bit embarrassed that everyone except Grandfather was looking at me fondly. But it's a day like this, so it can't be helped, right?

"Take care of yourself, and keep in touch more often."
"Yes, I'll contact you frequently, Grandfather."
"I will be heading back first."
"Thank you for your hard work. Please take good care of Grandfather on your way back, Director."
"Don't worry."
"Oh, and please give my regards to Commander Ain as well."
"Don't worry, child."
"His Holiness will convey it."

Huh? Usually, the Director would say he'd deliver it himself, so this is unexpected.

"...The Commander has been quite displeased with me lately."
"Ho ho, it seems she's quite unhappy that Sir Soleil has gained insight and advanced a step ahead recently."
"Ahaha! That's just like the Commander."

Though she pretends otherwise, she's quite prideful and seems to be burning with competitive spirit.
After seeing off Grandfather and the Director as they departed for Ramiel, we returned to our lodgings.

"Well, I'll go rest now. I've been awake all day since yesterday, so I need to retire early."
"Thank you for your hard work, Uncle."
"Yes. See you tomorrow."
"Good night!"

...Now that everyone who needed to leave has gone, let me address what's been bothering me.

"You two, what have you been whispering about so happily?"
"Hmm? Nothing special."
"Hehehe, it's nothing, Sister."

Their expressions make me want to smack them.
Ugh, but I can't hit them without a reason.

"What are your plans going forward? I feel like we've been delayed a bit because of me."
"It's fine. Let's rest for one more day tomorrow, look around the city, get clothes for the hot springs, and then depart at a leisurely pace."
"So we're really going to the hot springs?"
"Hehe, it's okay, Sister. Being open-minded once in a while is good, right?"
"...Ugh."

Since I already told Milia to do as she wishes, I have no choice but to go along with it.

"Then, will you two spend time together tomorrow? I was thinking of revisiting some memories since I'm in Salem."
"Let's go together."
"I want to see the places with Sister's memories too!"
"...They're mostly just shabby alleys where orphans would go."
"That's fine!"

It seems they have some ulterior motive. Well, I'll play along for now.

* *

The next day, as promised, after breakfast, the three of us gathered to explore the city.

"Ooh! Sister, how about this!?"
"Hmm, isn't it too see-through?"
"Umm, then how about this?"
"That one's a bit better."

We stopped at a large clothing store and started looking at thin clothes suitable for hot springs with Milia.
White is probably not a good idea, and black clothes like the one we just saw would be better.

"What about you, Sister?"
"Hmm, well, I don't have much of a figure anyway. This should be fine."

I picked a similarly baggy black outfit and placed it on top of the clothes Milia was holding.
Come to think of it, I think this world has swimsuits too. But since I've never been interested in such things, I don't know where they're sold.

While thinking about this, I realized the vending machine was nowhere to be seen.

"Huh?"
"What's wrong?"
"I just noticed the Hero is missing."
"Ian said he had something to look for."
"Hmm?"

Not long after, the vending machine suddenly appeared from some corner of the store.

"Sorry, did you wait?"
"Not really?"
"Where did you just come from?"
"Oh, nothing special, it seems this store has some hidden menu items."

That's suspicious.

"I thought both of you might feel uncomfortable wearing clothes at the hot springs, so I got some swimsuits."
"Ooh, swimsuits!? They sell them here!?"
"This is news to me too. Are those commonly sold in clothing stores?"
"Yes, so I bought a few for you two. Want to see?"

Looking at what the vending machine pulled out, I felt dizzy.

"Um, sorry. Leila, for your body type, besides men's swimwear, they only had these..."
"..."

From bikinis to monokinis to halternecks, from ordinary one-piece swimsuits to such detailed varieties that I momentarily wondered if this world was modern Earth.
Yes, fine. I suppose such things could exist. Occasionally, incomplete hero summonings bring people with Earth knowledge, making some aspects of this world develop similarly to Earth.
Even the elf village... well, never mind. Back to the point, looking at the swimsuit shown to me, I began to question the vending machine's tastes.

"Sigh."

After sighing at the swimsuit the vending machine brought, claiming it was the only one that fit my body type, I spoke again.

"Even though I don't care much about my figure..."
"Yes."
"Isn't this a children's swimsuit?"
"...Ahaha."

The identity of the swimsuit I received was a Japanese subculture item known as a "school mizugi," an extremely niche swimsuit.
I thought I could at least wear a one-piece swimsuit, but looking at the chest area of the swimsuits the vending machine brought, I had to accept reality.
I don't know if such swimsuits are considered niche in this world too, but I'm certain this isn't appropriate for an adult woman.
I may be on the shorter side, but still... this is a bit...

Suspecting the vending machine might be trying to drown me, I asked a clerk if they had any adjustable swimsuits with straps, but they just apologetically repeated that they were sorry.
...Ugh, I've been cornered. Since not wearing one isn't an option, I'll have to wear this and layer it with the black top I bought earlier.

After finishing our hot springs clothing shopping, we wandered through various alleys following my memories.

"Ah, that's still there."

The entrance to the underground waterway where Phiris and I would sneak in to wash ourselves occasionally.
It seems it was well-hidden, as it's still there, unblocked.
As I jumped down, reminiscing, I suddenly felt an ominous and unpleasant energy enveloping my body.

"...This is."
"What's wrong?"
"Sister?"

Pushing the vending machine and Milia behind me, I opened my eyes and looked around.

"Both of you, prepare for battle."
"Suddenly?"
"Did something happen?"

How could such demonic energy be in the underground without anyone noticing?
Looking at the purple mist-like energy, the demonic power spread throughout the underground, I swallowed hard.

"I'll explain briefly. There are demon worshippers in this waterway. And it seems they've contracted with a high-ranking demon."

I took out a communication crystal from my sleeve, urgently sent the situation to the Director, and thought for a moment.
Though I haven't seen Milia's skills firsthand yet, the vending machine still has upper A-rank abilities.
Trusting Eileen's words, it might not be bad to investigate with these two.

"Demon worshippers?"
"Are they the same as those guys from before...?"
"Simply put, they're people who contract with demons to threaten this world."
"Eek."

Seeing Milia's frightened reaction, I spoke again.

"The situation doesn't look good. We don't have the luxury of waiting for support."
"Let's go."
"I'll help, Sister!"
"We might have to fight things that are no longer human but still have human form."
"...I'll try my best."
"I can do it!"
"If killing is difficult for you, at least render them unable to fight. I'll finish the rest."
"Okay."
"Yes!"

Judging by the thick demonic energy I feel not far away, it's clear they're in the final stages of a summoning ritual.
There's no time to waste; we need to move quickly.

"Then, let's go."

Ch.38 - Under the Moonlight
As I followed the waterway, the magical energy grew increasingly dense.
Detecting the hostile presence approaching us from ahead, I spoke to the vending machine.

"It seems we have a welcoming party."
"Please give us instructions."
"Hero, please protect Miss Milia. Conveniently, there's another one coming from behind."
"Got it."
"Sister, please leave the rear to me."
"I'm counting on you."

Sensing a presence gradually approaching from behind as well, I decided to trust the two of them.
Though still inexperienced, I nodded at Miss Milia after observing the blue mana enveloping her greatsword.

"Grrrr..."

What finally revealed itself was a magical beast that could be mistaken for a hound at first glance—a Hell Hound, used as a minion by high-level demon worshippers.
With a body as large as a human, glowing red eyes, and shedding something like burnt ashes from its entire body, this demonic dog is typically classified as a B-rank magical beast.

"Ha, to think they would raise such creatures in a place filled with my memories."

It's disgusting. Seeing something like this when it hasn't been long since I sent my brother off is unbearably repulsive.

"Kheung!!"

As the Hell Hound charged at me with a loud bark, I wrapped my hand in aura and struck down on its crown from the front.

-KWANG!

Shaking the blood from my hand, I purified the magical energy by lighting holy fire on the corpse of the Hell Hound with its caved-in head, then turned around.

"Hap!"

The vending machine was effortlessly subduing another Hell Hound that had appeared from behind.

"Ugh, of course it's the type that doesn't burn."

Despite her complaints, Miss Milia was casting some kind of magic.

"Ian, get back!"

As the vending machine retreated, four flaming spears appeared in the air surrounding the Hell Hound, piercing its body.

"Kyaang!"
-KWAANG!!

Then it exploded.

"Wow."

It appears to be an application of the basic fire magic "Flame Arrow," though it's a type of magic I've never seen before.
She must have learned it from Eileen.

"Milia, what was that magic just now?"
"Hehe, it's called 'Flame Spear.' It's a magic my master developed. I plan to use it often since it has good power relative to the mana cost."

A magic that appears without warning from multiple directions in the air, pierces through, and then explodes. It seems quite tricky.
I imagine that even if Eileen's original magic might be superior in power or number, it probably couldn't attack from such unexpected angles.

There's no need to worry.

"The explosion surely alerted the enemy to our approach, so please be careful."
"Okay."
"Yes!"

Contrary to our concerns, there was no further welcoming party after the Hell Hounds.
Soon after, we arrived at what appeared to be the waterway's management facility, a somewhat open space.

"Ugh."
"Urk."

There, the bodies of nearly ten adult men were scattered about.
And at the center of this carnage...

"Kuhuk."
"Visitors, I see."

There stood a silver-haired boy who exuded a noble aura yet looked somewhat youthful, with blackened eyes and beast-like white pupils.
He was gradually widening a wound by thrusting his arm into the abdomen of a man who was presumably a demon worshipper.

We're too late. He has clearly consumed souls. Judging by the amount of magical energy I sense, he must be...

"A high-level demon."
"Oh? Quite a discerning woman. An inquisitor, perhaps?"

That voice, looking down on me as it speaks, is disgusting.

"Well, fine. You are beings who never listen to our words anyway. I, Krosel, shall entertain you."

With those words, the bodies around us began to rise. Demons are always the same.
They have absolutely no respect for souls. They carelessly use and destroy the bodies of the dead, causing vengeful spirits to increase.
Looking at the approaching corpses from behind, I gave instructions to the two.

"Hero. Miss Milia. Please protect yourselves and grant peace to the reanimated corpses. If possible, try not to damage their forms."
"Understood."
"Be careful, Sister."
"Lord, grant me the power to defeat evil."

After casting the "Holy Weapon" spell on my hand, I imbued my internal holy power with strengthening will, then spread it throughout my body to activate it.
I must end this as quickly as possible. I cannot tolerate that evil being setting foot in this world for even a single second.

"Kehe. I like your spirit."

Simultaneously, the water in the waterway began to rise like a whirlpool.

"You don't think you can fight me in a place so full of water, do you? Servant of the goddess."

Ignoring his words, I gathered mana in my legs, kicked off the ground, pierced through the swirling water to close the distance, and threw a punch.

-KWANG!
"Tch."

I clicked my tongue as I saw my punch blocked by a sword made of ice.

"I am a demon of water and ice. My ice never melts nor breaks."

Despite appearances, he seems to be a physical fighter.
I need to gather my strength and incapacitate him in one go.

-Swoosh.

Dodging an ice sword thrust toward my neck, I scatter holy power around me.
At the same time, I sense the swirling water dividing into dozens of streams, approaching my back in the form of needles.

-Whoosh! KWAAA!

I squeezed out aura in the form of a gust of wind, then swung it with all my might to scatter the water.
After continuing to deflect and scatter the clinging sword and water for a while, I could confirm that sufficient holy power had gathered.

Now, let's end this.

* *

"My goodness..."
"Wow."

Following Leila's request to deal with the reanimated corpses while minimizing damage wasn't particularly difficult.
I could immediately tell that these opponents would have given us trouble in the past even if we hadn't cared about damaging them, which made me acutely aware of how much stronger we'd become.
Afterward, feeling somewhat proud, we turned to watch Leila fighting the demon called Krosel to lend support if needed, and in that moment, Milia and I realized how foolish that thought had been.

-Whoosh! KWAAA!

Watching her swing her hand followed by a storm, I thought that if the wind god from mythology really existed, this is what it might look like.

Her aura was clearly different from Master's or mine. Seeing Leila's aura swirling like it was wrapped in wind,
I could finally understand why Master had criticized my and Seira's auras as crude.
I couldn't explain exactly what it was, but I realized that her aura was completely different from mine.

Equally impressive was the demon, who wielded a one-handed sword made of ice and controlled water to pressure Leila—just looking at him sent chills down my spine.
Seeing Leila's face contort, it seemed those water streams that clung persistently, regenerating even when scattered, were bothering her.

"Milia, is there any way to stop the water from moving, even for a moment?"
"Hmm..."

At that moment...

-Woong.

We heard a familiar sound of vibrating air.

"Kugh!"

A barrier expanded from Leila's body, blocking both the demon and the water streams simultaneously, creating a momentary opening.
At the same time, a light closer to golden than her previous holy power gathered in Leila's right hand.

"Haah!"
-KWAANG!!

A loud explosion sounded as that fist was launched.
As the explosion and dust subsided, what we saw was...

"Kuhuk."
"Phew..."

The demon with a large hole in the center of his body, gradually turning to ash and disappearing.

* *

Mixing aura with holy power like I just did creates tremendous power as the two energies repel each other. Though it makes my hand hot and painful due to the repulsion.
This phenomenon doesn't occur with ordinary aura, so it's a technique no one else knows.
Well, it's a shame that it won't be exclusively mine much longer if the young master breaks through his wall soon.

"Phew..."

Waving my overheated right hand to cool it down, I looked at the demon I had just fought.

"Why didn't you take those two as hostages?"
"Khehe."

What I felt during the fight was that this demon's ability was to control water. The entire waterway could have been his weapon, yet he never tried to take the vending machine or Miss Milia hostage.

"You talk big for someone who looked ready to charge in regardless of hostages."

...I guess it showed.
Honestly, if he had taken hostages, I was prepared to risk everything for a decisive battle.
As long as they didn't die instantly, I could save them, and being captured by a demon could be more horrific than death.

"What a pity, I rather liked this body."

With those final words, the demon turned to ash and disappeared.
Even though he had consumed souls in this world, it was more like a remotely controlled puppet rather than his soul crossing over.
He won't die, just suffer mental damage, but he certainly won't think about crossing to this world again for at least a few hundred years.

"Good job."
"Sister, you were amazing!!"

Looking at the vending machine, whose expression suggested he had learned much from watching me fight, and Miss Milia who was making a fuss, I smiled and said:

"Fufu, you two did well too. It must have been difficult fighting those corpses, even if they were just bodies."

Hearing multiple footsteps approaching from a different direction than where we came from, I spoke to the two:

"Since the incident is resolved, let's leave the cleanup to those people and take a rest."
"Let's do that."
"Haah, I'm tired."

After explaining the situation to the holy knights and priests who had rushed over at my contact, I entrusted them with the burial and funeral arrangements for the deceased, then we returned to the surface.
Fortunately, the sun hadn't set yet, but given our sudden encounter with a demon, we decided to stop for the day and rest.

That evening during dinner, the vending machine suddenly made this proposal to me:

"What?"
"I mean, why don't you try drinking something else for once?"

Ugh, surely he doesn't intend to make me drink Pepsi?

"I prefer what I've been drinking all along..."
"Don't be like that, I have several more varieties."

Since anything but Pepsi would be within my acceptable range, I decided to go along with it.

"I'll get one of each type first."

Watching the vending machine repeatedly take my hand and earnestly dispense drinks, I struggled to hold back my laughter.
No, really. I'm trying my best to think of him as a person, but when I see him dispensing drinks one after another like that, I can't help but see him as a vending machine with arms and legs.

He laid out the drinks he had dispensed one by one.

Pepsi Cola, Chilsung Cider, Fanta Orange, Fanta Grape, Fanta Pineapple.

He only brought out five types, but I can figure this much out.
When I hold hands with the vending machine, what appears to be a menu panel appears before his eyes, and when he reaches toward it, the corresponding drink comes out.

The menu layout is 4 rows across, with an unknown number of rows down.
And surely, Dr. Pepper must be at the top-left position. That's where he always gets it from.

And this time too, he skipped some slots while dispensing drinks.

This means there must be several more types of drinks besides the ones he brought out.
For example, Coca-Cola or Sprite.

It's clear that this vending machine's drink preferences don't match mine at all.
Watching him pour a little of each drink into prepared cups, I thought:

One day, I should experiment to see if I can forcibly operate the vending machine to dispense drinks according to my will while holding his hand.

So we began giving our impressions as Miss Milia and I tasted a little of each of the five drinks.

"I like this one that Ian likes the best! And next is... this yellow, tangy one!"

Pepsi and Fanta Pineapple, I see. Pineapple is delicious. I like it too.

"...I find these two most appealing. Still, I prefer what I usually drink."

I said, choosing Fanta Grape and Pineapple.
Enduring the agony of my tongue screaming in pain from unintentionally tasting Pepsi Cola.

"If possible, I'd prefer if you didn't give me what you two are drinking."
"Huh? Is it that bad?"
"It tastes fine to me..."

Miss Milia probably doesn't know about Coca-Cola, so it might seem fine to her.
If I can manipulate the vending machine to choose drinks myself, I'll definitely purify your mouth with Coca-Cola, just wait!

"It simply doesn't suit my taste at all..."
"...I find your taste buds the most peculiar."
"What did you say?"
"Nothing."

I don't understand what he means about my taste. Glaring at Miss Milia who was vigorously nodding in agreement beside him, I opened my mouth:

"I simply prefer salty and savory foods."
"...Salty?"
"Sister, you do know that too much salt makes food taste bitter, right?"
"What? That can't be. It's only natural that the saltier something is, the more delicious it becomes."

She must not know much about cooking due to her secluded life in the magic tower.
Sigh, really. It seems I'll have to continue taking care of the party's meals, being knowledgeable about cooking.

* *

Please, someone needs to point out that Leila's taste is abnormal.
No matter how I think about it, it's clear that people in the Holy Kingdom forced smiles and pretended her food was delicious to avoid hurting their beloved Leila's feelings.

There were several moments when I wondered if my taste buds were different from the average in this world, but judging from Milia's reactions and the state of foods we've eaten at other restaurants...
Leila was clearly the odd one.

The saltier the better? Is there something wrong with her tongue?

Anyway, after chatting for a while, Milia and I left Leila alone at the lodging under the pretext of going for a walk.
When Leila heard this, she opened her eyes and looked at me with contempt, as if I were a lustful monkey, clicking her tongue—which hurt my feelings quite a bit. For a saint... I wish she'd show me a little more compassion.
Recently, whenever Leila clenched her fist, my previously broken bones would reflexively start screaming, which gave me some minor complaints.

"Milia."
"Yes?"
"It's been a while since we've been alone."
"Hehe, that's true."

We walked under the darkened night sky, guided by the light spilling from the town's shops, and sat down on a bench in the square.
Since we had been busy training in Ark, we hadn't had much time to spend together, so we decided to enjoy this moment.

"Come to think of it, shouldn't we be doing this in front of Leila, not here?"
"Ah."
"I can't wait to see Leila's composed expression and Lord Soleil's stoic face shatter..."
"Me too."

We exchanged such thoughts while looking into each other's eyes.

"Hmm. Ian."
"Yes?"
"Should we be more proactive in front of Sister?"
"Like what?"
"Like in positions where Sister might or might not notice, or when Sister is momentarily distracted by something else."
"Mm-hmm."
"Creating situations where Sister just finds us suspicious, and then... k-kissing and such?"
"Pfft!"

Milia suggested this with flushed cheeks, stammering shyly.

"That sounds good. Being more proactive, enough to make it embarrassing just to watch."
"Y-yes."
"But Milia."
"Yes?"
"I want to do it now too."
"...Idiot."

Despite saying that, she closes her eyes and turns her face toward me, embarrassed.

-Chu.

Since we're outside, I'm satisfied with a light bird kiss on the lips, and I adjust my position slightly so Milia can lean on my shoulder.

"Hehe..."
"You like it that much?"
"Yes."
"I'm glad. I feel exactly the same."

We were enjoying the silence for a moment when:

"...I wonder what Sister thought when she saw this scenery as a child."
"Milia?"
"I don't know. Master took me in when I became an orphan, but I don't remember much, maybe because I was too young."

Milia began to share her thoughts.

"Besides, Master said she took me in as soon as I became an orphan. I probably lived much more comfortably than Sister did in her past."
"..."
"Yesterday and today, after hearing Sister's story, I've been thinking. Ah, this person smiles for me even while telling such painful stories, worried that I might be sad."

That was certainly true. Even though Leila must have been sad herself, she thought of our feelings first.

"So I decided. Instead of always being a child protected by Sister, I want to stand beside her and help carry her burdens."
"Yes."
"I'll become stronger. I was really, really surprised today seeing how strong Sister is, but still, I'll become stronger."

I smiled as I listened to Milia's determination, because I felt the same way.

"Both of us are just being protected by Sister right now."
"We must be able to stand beside Leila."
"Let's become stronger. Definitely."
"Let's work hard together."

And so, under the moonlight, we made our pledge.
To become strong enough to stand not behind her, but at least beside her.

Ch.39 - Subversive
I sense an ominous presence.
Someone seems to be plotting something unpleasant against me.
The most likely culprits are...

"I love you, Milia."
"Hehe. Me too."

Those two have been uncomfortably clingy since morning—who knows what happened when they went out last night.
What is this? Flirting? Have they no shame? When they said they were going out, I thought the vending machine was in heat again.
But surprisingly, it seems they didn't do that. Instead, they appear to have conspired about something.

The evidence is clear—I can feel them glancing at me repeatedly while being all lovey-dovey.
Perhaps they're trying to make up for all the flirting they couldn't do before. Unable to tolerate their pink-tinted atmosphere any longer, I finally spoke up.

"Um, could you perhaps be a bit more... mindful of others around you?"
"Hmm. Sorry."
"But I just can't help myself."
"..."

I've been feeling increasingly irritated since we started this journey, and seeing them like this only accelerates that feeling.
Considering how my irritation and dissatisfaction completely disappear when I'm with Grandfather or the Director, could this be something like homesickness?
...Surely I'm not feeling lonely, am I?

"What, jealous?"
"...Grr."

Ha. Ha. Ha.
Yes, I understand now. This feeling is clearly anger toward the vending machine cuddling up with Milia.
Is this how a father feels when he realizes his daughter's boyfriend is untrustworthy?

"...Breakfast is ready."
"Mister, you haven't gone to bed yet?"
"*Yawn* I was about to. I heard you're leaving today."
"Yes."

As the innkeeper, who usually retires early in the morning, stayed a bit longer to set our breakfast table, I said:

"When everything is over, I'll visit often."
"Sure. Take care of yourself."
"Hehe. Yes! I'll always pray for your good health, mister."
"Thank you."

I bowed my head to Hans as he headed back to his room, claiming fatigue.
He was someone who greatly helped my brother and me during our childhood.
Despite being nagged by his wife, he always made sure we had food to eat and told us stories about the world. I blessed him, wishing him health and good fortune.

"Now, let us give thanks for our daily bread."
"Enjoy your meal."
"Enjoy your meal!"

Fortunately, it seems they don't plan to flirt during mealtime as well.
After finishing our last meal in Salem, we set out toward our next destination.

Since there's no carriage heading to Levia, we'll be crossing a mountain on foot as planned.
If all goes according to schedule, we should enjoy hot springs around sunset, camp nearby, and arrive in Levia by lunchtime tomorrow.
As we followed the road, we encountered the mountain we'd been told about shortly after having lunch.

"Oh, so this is it."
"Yes, that's right."
"I'm looking forward to the hot springs."

...The fact that I'll have to wear that embarrassing swimsuit is weighing on my mind.
After climbing for several hours, taking breaks to help Milia recover her strength, we finally found the hot springs we were aiming for just as the sun was setting.

"Wow, honestly I wasn't expecting much, but this is truly amazing."
"Is this... a hot spring?"

The vending machine also looked a bit dazed, suggesting he hadn't seen one before either.
I had expected a small, natural pool since it was described as a hidden hot spring.

The hot spring before us was a large bath with a massive rock in the center, surrounded by smooth stone floors with no trees or grass growing nearby.
This was clearly not just a natural spring but one that had been discovered and developed by someone.
The stones piled to mark the boundaries of the bath, the clean finishing to prevent soil from mixing in, and above all, the structure that allowed one to view the landscape below while soaking in the bath.
With uncharacteristic excitement, I gave the vending machine a thumbs up.

"This is amazing!"
"And the three of us get to use this all to ourselves?"
"Yes."

Honestly, if the hot spring hadn't looked appealing, I was planning to forgo it rather than wear a swimsuit.
But seeing this hot spring, the option of not soaking in it just because of a swimsuit was no longer viable.
So I had the vending machine keep watch while Milia and I changed into our swimsuits. As I was about to put on the top I had prepared, Milia suddenly stopped me.

"Sis, sis."
"Yes?"
"Since we're already in swimsuits, do we really need to wear anything on top? It's just us here anyway."
"..."

After briefly opening my eyes to see the head-sized breasts swaying right in front of me, I smiled and told the child:

"Yes. Please wear it."
"Aww."

Looking at her head-sized breasts swaying with every step in that red bikini she had chosen because it was "pretty," I barely restrained myself from saying she looked like a walking obscenity.
I also put on a large top that came down to my thighs before going outside.

"Oh, you're out... Ack."
"I can guess what you were expecting, but give it up."
"...Leila. You know what?"
"What?"
"Sometimes, showing things openly can be more wholesome."

What on earth is this vending machine talking about?

"Just saying."
"...?"

Leaving the vending machine with his incomprehensible words behind, I explained the precautions to Milia, who said this was her first time at a hot spring, and dipped my feet in first.

"Ahhh~ This is paradise."
"Wow, it's so hot I can't get in right away."
"You're exaggerating."
"Wow! It's warm!"

Finding the vending machine's complaints about the water temperature pathetic, I pointed to Milia who was dipping her feet beside me.

"See? Milia is fine with it too."
"Ugh, is this the power of a fire mage?"
"...What are you talking about?"

Having gotten used to the water temperature, I carefully immersed myself, making sure my hair didn't get wet.

"Ahh."
"Ahhh."

As I heard Milia's voice following me into the water...

"Hup!"

...?
Detecting something from the direction of the vending machine's startled gasp, I opened my eyes and looked at Milia.

"...Gasp."

Her overwhelmingly large breasts were starting to float, and her wet black top was clinging to them.
It was an extremely provocative sight, so...

*Splash!*
"Arghhhh!"

I hurriedly scooped up water and threw it at the vending machine's face.

"Hot!! It hurts!!"
"...Sis?"

Ignoring the vending machine writhing in pain, I approached Milia to think of a solution.
...Since we'll be in the bath anyway, I suppose it's fine if my legs show a little.
I took off the top I was wearing and tied it around Milia to hide her chest, saying:

"I never thought breasts would float in water."
"Ahaha."

Since she usually wears formal attire that compresses her chest, I hadn't anticipated this level of destructive power.

"Wow."

While I was pondering, Milia suddenly exclaimed.

"Milia? What's suddenly—eek!"
"Sis, I've noticed this every time I see you, but your waist is so thin. I'm jealous..."
"W-where are you touching?!"

I got goosebumps from her hands naturally caressing from my waist to my hips.

"Wow, your hips and the shape of your bottom are pretty too."
"Um, Milia?"

My instincts are warning me that it would be dangerous to leave my body in Milia's hands.
Already feeling a threat to my chastity, I hurriedly moved away and sat down in the bath, covering myself.

"Aww, that's not fair."
"Please refrain from touching me suddenly. I have sensitive skin."
"Ehehe, I'm sorry. It's just that your body is so beautiful."

It seems the problem is that while my usual nun's habit is form-fitting, this swimsuit is not just form-fitting but slightly tight, revealing the lines of my body more explicitly.
Anyway, at least I've covered Milia's chest for now. I looked back at the vending machine.

"...It hurts."
"You brought it upon yourself."
"I told you so."

So that's what he meant earlier.

"Want to get hit again?"
"I'm sorry."

I sighed as I watched the vending machine obediently immerse himself.

"Haah... well, this is nice anyway."
"Indeed."
"Haaah. It feels like my body is melting."

After soaking in the bath for a while, watching the sunset, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
...I'd like to come here with the Director next time.

"Thinking about Lord Soleil?"
"Wha, how!?"
"Oh, correct."
"Sis, it's written all over your face."

Eh, what?! What kind of expression was I making?!

"You like him, right? Lord Soleil."
"O-of course I like him. Both Grandfather and the Director are important family to me."
"No, not like that."
"Sis. This, this."

Seeing Milia playfully raising her pinky finger, I felt my face burning up.

"T-that's impossible! I'm still..."
"Not interested in romance?"
"That's right!"

How can they say such things when it hasn't been that long since we had that conversation? Really.

"Hmm, is that so. Ian, let's try that."
"Alright. Um... Leila?"
"Yes."

They've definitely plotted something.
What on earth have they prepared...

"From now on, close your eyes and focus on my words."
"What?"
"Quickly."

At his urging, I closed my eyes and started taking deep breaths to calm my flushed face.

"Imagine someone calling your name."
"What?"

Suddenly?

"Specifically, imagine Lord Soleil sitting next to you in a hot spring like this, whispering in your ear."

What indecency! As if I would be sitting so close to the Director in a hot spring!

"He whispers 'Leila' in a low voice into your ear."
"Eek."

N-no! It's not like that!

"Not calling you 'Holy Maiden,' but sweetly whispering your name in your ear."
"Haah."
"Like 'Lei-la~'"

Ugh, uuugh. Uuuuuugh!!

*SPLASH!!*
"ARGHHHH!!"
"I told you it's not like that!!"
"Eek."

Unable to bear the sight of him imitating the Director's low voice calling my name, I wrapped my entire arm in mana and flung hot spring water at the vending machine's face before fleeing.
Ah, really! How can you say such embarrassing things!!

After escaping, I wiped the water off my body, dried my hair with a magic tool I had prepared in advance, and changed clothes while thinking.
Uugh, of course I want the Director to call me by my name like Grandfather does!
But it's absolutely, absolutely not because I love him or anything like that! Really, really!

Even as I changed clothes, sat at our planned camping spot, lit a fire, and prepared dinner, the heat in my face wouldn't subside because I kept imagining the Director whispering my name in my ear.
Uugh, that's impossible. This feeling I've had since childhood is surely admiration.
I still... know nothing about love.
Even until the moment the vending machine and Milia returned from their bath and apologized to me, that thought kept swirling in my head, confusing me.

* *

At the western edge of the continent, a cursed land.
The land where legend says the first hero killed the Demon Lord.
Due to the curse left by the dying Demon Lord, it became a land of death filled with magical beasts at every step, transformed into a realm beyond even the goddess's gaze.

And deep within that land, atop a cliff, stood a black castle emanating ominous energy.

The Demon Lord's Castle.

The stronghold of the newly risen Demon Lord.
Inside that castle, which seemed to embody death itself...

"Is everyone here?"

Five shadows with strong presences had gathered to talk.
One sat on a massive throne, while the other four sat around a round table before it.

"Yes."
"Hey, Demon Lord. Do you really need to call me here when I'm busy commanding the front lines?"
"You're being rude, Rana."
"His Majesty must have his reasons for calling us."

The black-haired woman called Rana expressed her dissatisfaction, and beside her, a black-skinned man shrouded in flickering shadow-like flames rebuked her.
Trying to calm them down was a skeleton in a mage's robe, emitting a black aura.

"Silence."

A knight in black armor commanded the other three with a weighty voice.
These were the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army.
And sitting on the throne, looking down at them, was a doll.

The Demon Lord.

"I hear a 'hero' has been summoned to this world recently. Is that correct?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. The Empire has successfully restored the records from when the first hero was summoned and has succeeded in summoning a hero. Also, the Holy Kingdom has received a divine revelation that only the hero can kill Your Majesty."
"Hmm, is that so."
"I've been wondering, skeleton, how do you always know so much about what's going on in the world?"

The skeleton, Lich Sigmund, clicked his jawbone in response to the woman, Advisor Rana, as if she were asking something obvious.

"Ho ho, there's a saying that if you know your enemy and yourself, you will never be defeated. I've been extending my reach into the continent for hundreds of years, and now I run quite a large information network."
"Oh."
"Information can be the greatest weapon, Miss Rana."
"Well, there was a similar saying in the world I came from too."

As they finished speaking, the Demon Lord opened his mouth again.

"So, what would be the best course of action?"
"The standard approach in hero stories would be to wait for the hero to grow and come to us..."
"I will follow Your Majesty's decision."
"...If I may be so bold, I don't think it's wise to allow an entity that threatens you to grow."

The black-skinned man shrouded in shadows, Eid, who had been quiet until now, offered his opinion.

"I agree. Leaving a clear threat unchecked is an amateur's choice."
"..."

Until that moment, the knight in black armor had remained silent.

"Personally, I would like to fight a hero who has fully blossomed in all their talents, but..."
"Do as you wish."
"I cannot betray the greater cause."
"What does that mean?"

Sigmund asked the Demon Lord with slight heat in his voice.

"Let's cut the sprout before it grows. Sigmund, what is the hero's current location?"
"It was easy to track their position while they were in the Empire, but since arriving in the Holy Kingdom—perhaps due to the church's intervention—their location has been difficult to pinpoint."
"So you couldn't find them?"
"Of course not, Miss Rana. You underestimate me too much."
"Yes, next chess match, loser."

Rana teased Sigmund playfully. It seemed to be a sensitive topic, as Sigmund flinched before continuing.

"Ugh. So I changed my search method. There was one more person who would definitely become the hero's companion."

As Sigmund said this, Rana exclaimed as if she just remembered:

"Ah! The Holy Maiden!"
"Ahem, yes. According to tradition, the Holy Maiden will surely become the hero's companion. By combining the descriptions of the two, I investigated people traveling together—a blonde man and a mint-green haired priestess."
"Lord Sigmund. You talk too much."

Eid, seemingly unable to bear it any longer, urged Sigmund to get to the point.

"The result: they are currently moving from a city called Ark in the Holy Kingdom toward a village called Levia."
"Huh, Ark? Where I threw that magic stone?"
"So that's where such a magical beast appeared from. You actually did it."

Sigmund spoke with disbelief, saying that while Rana had mentioned such a plan before, he hadn't thought she would actually do it given her reluctance to move directly.

"By now, that magical beast should be perfectly matured."
"Unfortunately, it was recently subjugated by the hero's party."
"What."

Sigmund, who had been monitoring developments in the Holy Kingdom, shared the truth with Rana, as he too had been interested in the sudden appearance of an unusual magical beast.

*Tap!*

The Demon Lord, who had been quietly listening until then, tapped the armrest of his throne with his finger to get everyone's attention.

"A hero's party—clearly a special forces unit designed to strike at me."
"Yes, Your Majesty. That's correct."
"Then it would be courteous for us to respond with our own special forces, wouldn't it?"

After saying this, the Demon Lord fell silent for a moment, then:

"Rana."
"Yes, Demon Lord?"
"That thing you told me about before. What's the development status?"

He asked Rana as if remembering something.

"Hmm. With a few more days of adjustments, it should be usable once."
"Just once...?"
"Sorry. It was made as an experiment, and I didn't intend to use it for such purposes... Since I made it with materials I brought when I crossed over, mass production would be difficult."
"Then we must use our most certain move. As soon as Rana's preparations are complete, we will use maximum force to eliminate the hero."

After saying this, the Demon Lord turned to the knight who had been silent until now.

"My friend, I ask this of you. I would like to finish this with my own hands if possible, but as you know, I cannot leave this land."
"Leave it to me. If it is your request, I will always respond."
"Thank you."
"Oh, is the old man going? Then I'll need to make some more adjustments."

Rana scratched her head, showing reluctance.

"How long will it take?"
"Umm, probably 2-3 days? And if I adjust it for the old man, the time limit will be much shorter and there will be some additional constraints."
"That's enough."

The knight, Death Knight, looked at Sigmund and said:

"Sigmund. This is our only chance. Make sure Rana's efforts are not in vain—track the hero's route with certainty."
"Leave it to me."

And so, the plot against the hero was gradually taking shape.

Ch.40 - Levia
"...I'm sorry, okay."
"Yes."

Looking at Leila, who was still radiating coldness despite my continued apologies, I broke into a cold sweat.
I glanced at Milia with a look that begged for help, but she simply avoided my eyes.

After rolling around in agony from the hot spring water that had been poured on me like bullets infused with mana, I emerged to find that Leila had already finished preparing dinner.
My brief questioning of the small portion of food was quickly answered when I realized the problem: after serving Milia her dish, Leila had poured instant food into the pot for me.

"Um... Leila?"
"What is it, Hero?"
"Why does only Milia have a different menu?"
"Unfortunately, we were short on ingredients. Any complaints?"
"..."

I lacked the courage to voice any complaints when faced with that expression—not her usual gentle smile with closed eyes, but an open-eyed glare.
How petty, using food for revenge... I knew perfectly well there were plenty of ingredients prepared, but seeing her clenching her fist with an aura that dared me to speak up, I kept my mouth shut as my bones screamed in protest.

"Um, Ian. Would you like some of—"
"Miss Milia. If you don't like the food I prepared..."
"No, no, no! I'll eat it all!!"

Despite the campfire burning right in front of us, I felt cold. Bone-chillingly cold.
It seemed I had teased her too much, playing off the unusual atmosphere of embarrassment and confusion that was so different from her normal demeanor.
As I ate the thick stew that tasted bitter rather than salty, that's what I thought.

After a while of silence with only the sound of spoons clinking, Milia, apparently unable to bear it any longer, finally spoke up.

"Um, er, ah! Ian!"
"Hmm?"
"Come to think of it, I don't think I've properly heard about the world you originally lived in..."

Leila, who had been eating with her eyes closed and an expressionless face, seemed slightly interested as well. She opened one eye and looked at me as she spoke.

"Sigh, please exercise restraint next time."
"Yes, ma'am."
"Yes, ma'am."

With those words, the crushing cold that had been weighing on my entire body instantly vanished.

"...Huh?"
"You should get used to it. That's what killing intent feels like."
"What?"

Killing intent (殺氣). A word I'd only seen in martial arts novels.

"When one reaches a certain level, they can subdue those weaker than themselves with mere presence alone. Well, it's useless against someone with exceptionally strong will compared to their power."
"Wait, then what about Milia?"
"As if I would do something so harsh to Miss Milia."

So she had been directing killing intent only at me to put pressure on me.

"Why just me..."
"Hmm, should I interpret that as meaning Miss Milia should have suffered the same fate?"
"Eek. Really?"
"I'm so sorry!! I was wrong!! I deserve to die!!"

Realizing that any excuse would only make me look worse, I immediately set down my stew bowl and bowed my head.

"It's fine. I've already accepted your apology, and that was just my small way of venting."
"...Small."

If that was her idea of a small venting, I couldn't imagine what would happen if she were truly angry.
Right, I decided to tone down my antics. While it's important for Leila to realize her feelings, my life is more important.

"Well, I've vented enough, and as Miss Milia suggested, I am curious about the world the Hero lived in."

Seeing Milia's head bobbing up and down vigorously in agreement, I smiled lightly and began my story.

"So, the place I lived was..."

* *

I was genuinely projecting killing intent, but I gave him credit for continuing to eat his meal while trembling without knowing why.
In the past, he would surely have fallen into panic immediately from such killing intent.

As I listened to his stories about Earth that the vending machine began to share, I gradually recalled my own past.
While Miss Milia was simply listening with fascination, I compared the vividly described cars and cityscapes to the streets I had seen in my previous life.

Smart...phone? Seeing some unfamiliar terms even to me, it seems he was summoned from quite some time in the future after my death.
In my previous life, I only remember people arguing over whether flip phones or slide phones were better.
While thinking about this, the vending machine shared an interesting story.

"So, when I was little..."

He told us about how, in his childhood, someone sacrificed their life to save him when he carelessly let a ball roll away and nearly died.
...Wait a minute, that's clearly my story, isn't it? No matter how I look at it, that's definitely my story!
Even though I tried to deny it, his vivid description of the situation confirmed it was undeniably my story.

"So after that, I always admired that person. I wanted to become a hero who saves people and does good, just like them."
"Wow..."
"I always wanted to thank them in person, even just once."
"Hehe, I know how that feels. I once felt the same way about my master."

Cold sweat began to form on my brow.
I now had another reason why the vending machine must never discover my previous life.
If he found out that the person he so admired was this small girl right in front of him...
He would surely look at me with completely disillusioned eyes.

"Sorry, Leila. I guess it wasn't very interesting for you."
"No, not at all. It's all so fascinating and mysterious, but it's a bit difficult for me to imagine those scenes with my limited imagination..."
"I suppose it wouldn't be easy for someone who's never seen it to picture it."

After somehow deflecting the topic, I half-listened to the vending machine's story while mentally organizing what to ask Mother next time.
I got serious goosebumps, really.

"Anyway, that's about it for stories about my world."
"Wow, amazing."
"...Indeed. It's quite remarkable."

From the vending machine's explanation, I also realized that the time axes of the two worlds were slightly different.
He said he was almost in an accident at age 9 and is now 24, meaning 15 years have passed on Earth, while I'm currently 22.
I suspect time moves about 1.5 times faster here.
It might be even more if there was some gap before my reincarnation.

"Well, now that we've finished eating, shouldn't we set up night watch shifts so we can sleep early and move early?"
"Yes!"
"Please arrange the shifts however you two prefer."
"Got it."
"Yes."

So we decided that Miss Milia would take the first shift, then the vending machine, and finally I would prepare breakfast. After tidying up the area,
since it was awkward to set up camping tents in the mountains despite the relatively flat ground, we decided to simply cover ourselves with blankets, set up a barrier to repel monsters, and go to sleep.

* *

"I'm awake."
"Oh."

I woke up at the approaching presence and sat up, addressing the vending machine.

"You must be tired from waking up in the middle of the night. Please go back to sleep. I'll wake you a bit later when breakfast is ready."
"Yawn, thanks. Good night then."

After adding more firewood to the campfire to build up the flames, I offered prayers while looking at the pre-dawn sky, and soon daylight began to break.

"Mmm, sleeping in such an awkward position really makes the body stiff."

After stretching my body while watching the sunrise, I placed a pot over the campfire, poured in water, and began preparing breakfast.
Since I fed them carelessly last night while venting my anger, I thought I'd prepare something more substantial for breakfast.

"Now, let's get started."

For this morning, I plan to prepare shakshuka, a dish I often enjoyed in my previous life.
Also called "eggs in hell," it's a simple dish with eggs on tomato sauce.
I'll make it a bit lighter since a rich sauce might be too heavy for breakfast.
The rye bread I got from Uncle Hans will be perfect to serve with it.

Using the same method I used to create chairs with holy power, I set up a cutting board at a suitable height and began preparing the ingredients.
I processed carrots, onions, potatoes, bell peppers, cherry tomatoes, and bacon in order, then blanched tomatoes in water before peeling them. I sautéed all the ingredients except the tomatoes and cherry tomatoes in an oiled pot.
Garlic would be nice, but it's quite a rare ingredient in this world.

After the carrots and potatoes that went in first were cooked properly, I added the onions and bacon, then the chopped blanched tomatoes along with the cherry tomatoes. I seasoned with a little sugar, salt, and pepper, then let it simmer.
After some time, I tasted the thickened tomato sauce, added a few more spices, then adjusted the consistency by adding a little water to complete the preparation.

"Mmm... smells good..."

Seeing Miss Milia who had woken up drawn by the aroma, I gently patted her head, then woke up the vending machine.

"Mmm, good morning. Oh... that smells good."
"Good morning to both of you. May the Lord watch over our path today as well."

Now that both were awake, I cracked about five eggs on top of the sauce, raised the pot slightly to adjust the heat, and covered it with a lid.
By the time Miss Milia and the vending machine fully woke up, it would be perfectly done. I tore the rye bread into suitable pieces and prepared to serve the food.

"Wow, what is all this?"
"Yeah, what is it?"
"I thought dinner last night was a bit sparse, so I prepared something more substantial."

When I opened the lid of the pot, the aroma of tomato sauce spread everywhere. Mmm, even though I made it myself, it turned out well.
I carefully served portions to both of them, making sure not to break the egg yolks, then removed the pot and placed the torn bread between the three of us.

"It's a bit disappointing without a few ingredients, but it should be edible."
"This is what you call disappointing?"
"It's so abundant!"
"Thank you for providing our daily bread."
"Thank you for the meal!"
"Thanks for the food, Leila."

I was a bit worried since it wasn't made with aged tomato sauce and lacked some key spices like garlic and bay leaves, but I was relieved to see both of them enjoying the food.

"It's delicious!"
"Wow, this is a flavor I've never tasted before."
"I'm glad it suits your taste."

After finishing breakfast, while preparing to descend from the mountain, I asked the vending machine:

"By the way, I forgot to ask. How do we find the seal in Levia?"
"It will probably be easier to encounter than when we were in Ark. There aren't any special conditions."
"Really?"
"Yes. I remember we just need to pass a trial set by the forest's master."
"The forest's master."

Hmm. It must be that snake. Recently, an inquisitor who seemed suspicious met with that snake and returned in a daze, claiming everything was fine.
I couldn't find any traces of mental manipulation or actual problems, so I just let it go with an uneasy feeling.
Well, we'll see when we get there.

After wandering through the mountains for a few more hours, we finally spotted a small forest in the distance at the foot of the mountain, with a fairly large village right next to it.

"Oh, there it is."
"Huff... I'm exhausted."
"Sorry, I didn't expect we'd get lost there."
"Hehe, these things happen."

As we nearly finished descending the mountain and the village entrance came into view in the distance, the vending machine spoke:

"First, we'll stop by the village to talk with the chief, then request a meeting with the forest's master."
"Okay."
"Um, Leila, it might be a bit uncomfortable for you, but I hope you can bear with it."
"Pardon? What do you mean?"
"Well, if they mention heresy or..."
"Oh, don't worry. The verification of Levia has already been completed."

Even without the vending machine's concern, the villagers would surely treat me properly once they saw my attire.

"Well, you'll understand what I mean when we reach the village. We're not as forceful as the Hero thinks, right?"

We're clergy too, you know? We don't act rashly before material evidence appears.
In my case, since I can see even faint demonic energy, that already constitutes evidence, so I don't hesitate to act.
Thanks to the oversensitivity of my superior, some people actually think I grab random people and set them on fire or dunk them in water.
Really, how rude.

As we approached the village, I smiled slightly as I noticed several villagers who had been observing approaching visitors from outside the entrance running off somewhere.

"Huh? The people's reaction..."
"Yeah, it's a bit strange."
"Hehe."

When we finally reached the village entrance, several people came running up to greet us.

"Welcome to Levia!"
"Ah, yes..."
"Eek, y-yes."
"Pleased to meet you."
"I am Maxim, the chief of this village. What brings you... ahem, what brings the priestess here today?"
"There's no need to worry so much. Today I'm not here on church business, but because our party has some matters to attend to."
"Phew, I see."

I patted the confused vending machine's shoulder and spoke:

"If you don't state your business soon, we might be detained here for quite a while."
"Ah, yes. Greetings, Chief. My name is Ian. As you can see, I'm an adventurer. This is my companion Milia and..."

Seeing that he was hesitating about whether to mention my name, I decided to step in:

"I'm Leila, also traveling with them as an adventurer."
"Yes, pleased to meet you. Let's go to my house first. We have plenty of rooms, so please feel free to stay if you need to."
"Yes, we'll take you up on your offer."
"Th-thank you!"
"Thank you for your grace."

As we followed Chief Maxim to his house, I decided to clear up the vending machine's confusion:

"Not many people know my name. Since the Scar of the Eye is so famous, I've taken measures to keep the rest of my information vague."
"I see."

Well, people usually just call me Holy Maiden, so not many are interested enough to know my name.
After arriving at Maxim's house, we were assigned rooms and then gathered in the living room to talk.

"I see, so you adventurers have come to meet the forest's master."
"Yes, that's right. We'd like to rest for a day before meeting them, if possible."
"Of course. As it happens, tomorrow is when we deliver our tribute—I mean, the contracted food supplies."

I smiled as he corrected himself from saying "tribute" while glancing at me nervously.
It doesn't really matter to me. From what I can tell, there's no sign of idol worship anyway.

"However, we only go as far as the entrance to where the forest's master resides, and you'll need the forest master's permission to proceed further. Please keep that in mind."
"Is there a reason for that?"
"The forest's master has stated that humans without qualification are not allowed in, so you'll probably need to pass a trial at the entrance."
"A trial?"
"Yes. It's said that the forest's master grants wishes within their power to humans who pass the trial as a sign of welcome, but few from our village or among visitors attempt the trial."

Hmm. I definitely heard that the inquisitor from before met the master directly.
For now, there's no need to create tension from the start, so I decided to ask the snake directly when we meet.

"I see. That should be sufficient."
"Yes. Then please rest well today, and we'll send someone for you when it's time tomorrow."
"Thank you. We appreciate it."
"Thank you!"

Since we had only eaten simple rations for lunch while wandering the mountains, we requested an early dinner preparation and decided to rest in our rooms.
While I was having a moment of prayer in my room...

-Knock knock.
-Priestess, it's Chief Maxim. May I have a moment of your time?
"Yes, please come in."

I smiled at Chief Maxim as he entered and said:

"So you did have something to discuss with me privately."
"Yes. No matter what you say, the fact that an inquisitor has come in person is somewhat concerning. I apologize if I've offended you."
"Not at all. As I mentioned, I'm currently acting as a cleric in an adventurer party, not as an inquisitor, so there's no need to worry."
"Phew, that's a relief. Of course, I know that inquisitors aren't as cruel as rumors suggest, but given our village's circumstances, my heart drops whenever inquisitors visit."
"Ahaha."

I had originally planned to ask the snake called the forest's master, but since the opportunity presented itself, I decided to ask about what I was curious about.

"There's one thing I'm curious about."
"Please, ask anything."
"I understand that an inquisitor visited this village within the past year."
"Ah, you mean that person. Yes, that's correct."
"I heard that this person met with the forest's master, but was there anything unusual about the visit?"
"Hmm, no. We simply guided them to the forest's master as usual, and afterward, they left without even stopping by the village again."

It seems there really wasn't anything unusual. And it appears they did properly meet with the forest's master.

"I see."
"Yes."
"Thank you. I hope I haven't wasted your time."
"Haha, it's fine. In a rural village like this, time is what we have plenty of."
"Then may the goddess's blessing be with you."
"Thank you."

As I watched Chief Maxim leave after our conversation, I felt a somewhat ominous premonition in one corner of my heart.
I pray that this premonition is just needless worry.

Ch.41 - The Light Giver
"Hmm."

After waking up early in the morning as usual and saying my prayers, I sat in my assigned room fiddling with the communication crystal while thinking. That ominous feeling I had last night was still lingering, making me uneasy.

"Well, there's no harm in being prepared."

After sending a message summarizing the situation, I tucked the crystal back into my sleeve.
Now, there's no point in making baseless predictions. Let's take action first. When the time comes, I'll know.
That's when it happened.

-Leila.
'Mother?'
-I'm sorry, but I'm contacting you because something has come up and I'll need to be away for a while.
'Ah, I understand.'
-Please don't get depressed if your prayers aren't answered.
'Yes.'

Honestly, she didn't need to tell me that—I wouldn't get that depressed over such things.
With these thoughts, I woke up Vending Machine and Milia, had breakfast, and was passing time when someone sent by Mr. Maxim arrived to inform us that preparations to meet the forest's master were complete.
I followed him toward the forest entrance.

"Haha, I was busy preparing items this morning and couldn't greet you properly. It's late, but good morning."
"Good morning."
"Hehe."
"May the Lord watch over our path today as well."

The offerings Mr. Maxim mentioned were mostly processed foods like smoked meat and fruit preserves.
When I questioned this, Mr. Maxim smiled and explained.

"The forest's master apparently enjoys human food."
"Hoho, how unusual."

I always thought snakes typically preferred their food raw.

"Come to think of it, does the forest's master come down often?"
"Yes. They show themselves to us at least once a year."
"Oh?"
"When I first saw them, I was still a child, and I immediately sat down in fear. I was terrified of snakes back then. Haha."
"Eek, a snake?"
"...Milia, I told you the name of this forest."
"Ah...."

Hoho, it's understandable for a child to be frightened by a large snake.
Milia seems to be quite weak when it comes to snakes.

"I remember bursting into laughter when this majestic figure became more flustered than I was and apologized for startling me."
"Haha."
"A talking snake..."
"I can't wait to see it."
"We're almost there."

I'm truly curious now. A large, talking snake.
As we continued exchanging stories and advancing deeper into the forest, we eventually reached a fork in the path, where Mr. Maxim stopped.

"Guests, you should follow the path to the right."
"Is that so?"
"Thank you!"
"Then, I'll visit you later."

From what he explained, the left path leads to a storehouse for offerings, which is as far as villagers are allowed to go.
The right path leads to the snake's habitat.

He said the trial unfolds naturally as you follow the path. Those who pass through will naturally reach the dwelling of the forest's master, while those who fail will find themselves wandering back to the fork in the road.
As I was recalling these instructions while walking, the change happened suddenly.

By the time I noticed, Vending Machine and Milia were already gone. I also realized that where I was standing was no longer the forest path I had been walking on moments ago.
This must be the trial. After cautiously surveying my surroundings, I found myself in an empty space devoid of anything.

"What could this be? Surely not a test of enduring solitude."

As I muttered in confusion at the barren scene, the landscape changed.
It transformed into a once-familiar sight from a distant past.

Looking up, skyscrapers blocked the sky in dense rows, and looking ahead, cars sped rapidly along the roads.
It was the image of a city—once everyday scenery for my past self, but now the most awkward sight for my current self.

And then, the scenery began to change again.
This time, to a scene that remained more vividly in my memory.

"I'm sorry... son, your useless mother... I'm sorry."

A woman lay on a hospital bed—my mother from my past life—with a pale complexion, so thin from pain that she could barely eat even rice porridge.
What did I say to her that day?

"No. I'm the one who should be sorry. If only I had worked harder, if only I had started working sooner. I could have given you even a little more rest..."

...Yes. That's exactly what I said.
Watching my past self reciting those words from memory, I recalled everything.

It was around the time I had just graduated from university and started my first job.
My father had died in an accident during my middle school years, and my mother, who raised me alone, had insisted I go to university when I wanted to start working after high school.
In the end, my mother, who had always been frail, collapsed on the day I was finally able to enter society.

With the meager salary of a new employee at an ordinary small company—not even a major corporation—there was no way to cover both living expenses and my mother's hospital bills.
All I could do was take out loans to contribute to her medical expenses and work side jobs in my spare time to earn whatever money I could.

"Hoho, just having you grow up so well without causing any trouble under parents as lacking as us—that's enough to make me happy."

When my mother spoke those final words before passing away, I couldn't give any response.
My heart was empty at that time.
I simply lived thinking that since I had received grace, I needed to repay it. I lived for that purpose alone, feeling nothing, not wanting to reveal that I had no emotions inside.

A hollow life where I could only deceive myself and imitate others' emotions.
Because imitating others was all I knew how to do, I was too confused to say anything in my mother's final moments, and so I let her go.
I should have at least smiled to reassure her...

I was always thirsty. The more diligently I acted, the more righteous deeds I did, the worse that thirst became, but still, I lived pursuing righteousness as my parents had taught me.
Even knowing what end both of them had met while pursuing such a life, I couldn't shake off that righteousness.
The grace I received, this life—it would take a lifetime to repay such a great debt. If I had no desires of my own, I would at least live the life they had wanted for me.
I had decided that was the best way to repay the two people who had lived lives of sacrifice for me.

A human life is not something to be weighed on scales.
Just be someone who does small acts of kindness. The kindness you show will be passed on to someone else in the future.
But you don't need to be a hero. Be a place where heroes can rest.

Those were my father's words when I was young.
My father, who was the chef at a small Chinese restaurant, always took me to volunteer activities whenever he had time and would say such things.
Though he told me not to become a hero, he ended up becoming one himself.

One day, a car suddenly skidded and crashed into the median strip on the middle of the road. As smoke began to rise and the car caught fire, people were evacuating.
My father, who was on his way home from work and witnessed the scene, ran to the burning car and rescued the unconscious driver and children.
In the end, before he could escape, the car exploded. He was found embracing the last child he had saved, his back completely burned.

Having lost my father that way, I then lost my mother at the age of 24, leaving me completely alone in the world.
Afterward, I paid off my loans and tried to do small acts of kindness as my parents had taught me.
Various accidents seemed to happen frequently around me, and eventually even the few friends I had distanced themselves. I knew people in the neighborhood called me a "death spirit."
But it didn't matter. I wasn't living to be judged by others.

However, that day was a little different.
It was the first time I had given my absolute all.

As I watched the surroundings change again, I remembered.
A small alley, a ball falling from a child's hand, a truck approaching from the distance.
Seeing that scene, I ran without hesitation and reached out to the child.
The moment my hand touched the child, another man's hand reached from a different direction, and the world stopped.

"Yes, that day was definitely different."
"..."
"Normally, I would have avoided it, thinking I couldn't save them anyway, and that if I died too, I wouldn't be able to repay my debt to my parents."

My past self, who until now had only moved according to my recollections, approached and spoke to me.
180cm tall, dark circles from lack of sleep, rectangular horn-rimmed glasses worn due to deteriorating eyesight, short hair swept back because it was too bothersome to maintain, a slightly thin build, and always dressed in a black suit.

"But that day, I moved."
"Well, like father, like son. That's the kind of person I had been striving to be."
"...I see."

I watched intently as he nodded quietly with his chin resting on his hand.
Eventually, he too quietly looked at me.

"So that appearance is the result of my choice."
"Yes."
"Heh, you've gotten quite small."
"Indeed."
"And quite cute too."
"Are you really me? I don't recall being the type of person who could so easily talk to a cute woman like myself."
"You don't hesitate to hit where it hurts, even with yourself."
"It's the truth."

I watched him again as he shook his head and sighed. Soon, he began to mutter quietly.

"I was empty, right up until that final moment."

Even as death approached, my throat was parched.

"The thirst was never quenched."

Sometimes I was so thirsty that while reading novels as a pastime, I wondered:
What if I'm not human? What if I need to drink human blood to quench this thirst?
Looking back now, it was quite a ridiculous thought.

"I wanted to die."

But I couldn't.

"Then I wouldn't be able to repay the grace I had received... I would stray from that path."

So every day I endured the thirst, pondering, until one summer day when I was out on business and couldn't bear the heat. I went into a café and saw that drink.
Since I rarely went to cafés, I remember being almost entranced when I saw that red can for the first time and bought it.

"For a moment, I could clearly feel the thirst being quenched."

From then on, whenever the thirst intensified due to fatigue, I would always seek out Dr. Pepper, using sugar as an excuse. I didn't care why it relieved the thirst.
Whatever the reason, it definitely alleviated the thirst at its peak.

"Thanks to that, I could hold on until that day. Without it, I would have gone mad and died long before."
"Indeed."
"So, how is it now?"

Having finished what he wanted to say, he now directed a question at me.

"The thirst has been quenched. The emptiness has been filled."
"Really?"
"Yes. Our choice was definitely the right one."
"I see."

As I watched him murmur as if repeating to himself, I added with a smile:

"It's a righteousness guaranteed by the Goddess herself."
"A goddess, huh? I never thought I'd become religious."
"Hoho, it's a happy life where I feel love every day."

I proudly pushed out my chest as I told him.
She's not just any goddess. She's my mother now.

"So, no regrets?"
"None whatsoever."
"That's good."
"After gaining this new life and recovering my past memories, every day was bewildering."

Emotions I had never felt in 31 years. That empty heart which had felt nothing now overflowed with emotions at the slightest thing, making it impossible to think straight.

"Would you like to hear about my life?"
"Sure."

The story of Leila the orphan, who lost her parents at birth, grew up in an orphanage, and fled with a child who was like family from an orphanage on the brink of collapse.
The story of Leila the slave, who lived with a broken heart after losing the only family she could rely on.
And the story of Leila the Saint, who was saved by the love of the Goddess—Mother Ciel—and gained a new family.

"Yes, just from hearing it, I can tell. You really tried hard."
"Yes. I did my best every moment."

Despite living such a life of extremes, there is one thing that hasn't changed.

"But I'm still single."
"Pfft!"

There's also one thing I absolutely cannot understand.

"Honestly, with a face like this, regardless of gender, shouldn't someone have confessed to me at least once or twice?"
"Wow, that's obnoxious."

I know it sounds terribly conceited. But still! If I had received even one confession, I might have gotten some sense of what romantic feelings are like.
From what I've heard from the nuns, it's clear that not receiving confessions isn't just because one is a clergy member.

"I really don't understand romantic feelings. They're too difficult..."
"Hahaha!!"
"When I see Vending Machine and Milia being lovey-dovey, I get this ticklish feeling that's almost recognizable but not quite, and I don't know exactly what it is."
"That's amusing."

As if this had nothing to do with him, he snickered, and I asked a question that had just occurred to me.

"Do you think I should love men, or should I love women?"
"How would I know about such things?"
"That's harsh."

Still, I think he could at least listen to my concerns.

"Can't you just love whoever you want?"
"Huh?"
"Remember what you asked your mother about why she married your father."

Hmm... that is...

"She said it was someone who made her feel comfortable when together, and someone she kept thinking about when apart."
"Ah, that's right."

It's been so long that I had forgotten.

"Don't you have someone like that?"
"Um... if you ask so suddenly... hmm."

Someone who makes me feel comfortable when together, and someone I keep thinking about when apart...
Someone who always watches over me knowingly or unknowingly, and someone I miss when they leave silently.
I don't have anyone like that yet... huh?

Wait, what?

"Pfft, you do have someone! I can tell by how red your face is getting."
"W-what? T-that can't be."

Aaaah!! No way!! That's impossible!!

"So I can make expressions like this too."
"N-no, I don't!"
"Pfft. Alright, let's get to the main point."
"Ugh."

Grr. That person is not me. There's no way I could have such a slick personality.

"The answer is obvious, but let me ask once more."

His expression became serious again, and I listened attentively.

"Do you have any regrets about that day's choice?"
"No. Even if I could go back and relive my life several times over, I would make the same choice every time."

Because...

"In the life I've lived, that was the only right answer."

Satisfied with my response, he smiled softly.
Well, with a smile like that, I suppose his face was somewhat decent after all.

"What's your name?"
"I'm called Leila. In this world, it means 'night' in the ancient language."
"Leila... is it."

After repeating my name several times, he extended his right hand and said:

"Well then, farewell."

It seems this is the end. I took his hand in mine.

"So, what exactly was this trial about?"
"Nothing special."

After pausing briefly, he continued with a smirk:

"If you were given the chance to reconsider an important choice from your past life, what would you do?"
"Ah. So that was the final question."
"Yes. Hesitation means failure."

It must be a difficult trial for people with many regrets.

"Is that all you wanted to know?"
"Yes."
"Well. Thank you for indulging in this boring trial, Leila."

I smiled in response to his farewell.

"Thank you for your hard work all this time."

As I called out the name I had long forgotten.

"Ha Myung-jin."

My name from my past life, given with the meaning of "one who bestows (陳) brightness (明)."

Ch.42 - Awakening
In the slowly crumbling space, a sudden thought occurred to me.
...Could the vending machine and Miss Milia overcome this trial?

When I opened my eyes, I found myself before a beautiful lake with a pleasant breeze blowing.
As I gazed at the trees surrounding the lake, as if a hole had been punched through the center of the forest, I sensed a presence behind me.
Not human.

-Shhhh.

The sound of something long slithering along lasted only briefly before I quietly watched as a massive white snake, easily over 2 meters long, approached.
It slowly raised its body while maintaining distance from me, seemingly trying to express that it harbored no hostility. I smiled and spoke first.

"Pleased to meet you. You must be the master of this forest."
-I am honored to meet such a noble one.

A mysterious voice that could be perceived as either female or male resonated in my mind as I met its gaze.
Well, no wonder the inquisitor who had visited this place returned in a daze.

"A divine beast... truly a beautiful form."
-Your words are too kind. Compared to the light of one as noble as yourself, the light of a lowly creature like me is merely a small firefly.
"Don't belittle yourself so much. Even that small light can be a lamp that illuminates the darkness for someone."
-Thank you.

Divine beast. A term that literally refers to animals possessing divinity.
Throughout history, animals or magical beasts with special abilities and divine power have occasionally appeared.
After all, following the Goddess isn't exclusively possible for humans, as long as one possesses some intelligence.
The church refers to those who possess divine power and have evolved into higher intelligent beings as divine beasts.

Looking at the snake's figure, draped in a softly glowing white aura, I can't help but feel good.
Such pure divine power isn't something easily witnessed.

-May I ask what brings such a noble one to seek out this humble being?
"Please speak comfortably. My name is Leila. And yours?"
-I am grateful for your kindness. This humble one's name is Echidna.
"Echidna..."

That's a bit difficult to pronounce.

"Actually, I don't have business with you myself, but it seems my companions do."
-By companions, do you mean the two currently undergoing the trial?
"Yes."
-Then we must wait a while. You are the first to complete the trial so effortlessly, Lady Leila...
"Ahaha, is that so?"

That's unexpected. I thought quite some time had passed, but it seems it wasn't that long after all.

-Yes.
"It was quite an interesting trial."
-Was it?

If given the chance to make a choice from the past again.
Some would make the same choice knowing the outcome.
Others might challenge the unknown.
And some might stop, regretting their choices.

-Most people stop.
"Humans are like that."

Even with choices they don't regret, when given the opportunity to choose that moment again, most would hesitate.
And you know what?

"To begin with, offering new choices at life's greatest turning points is inherently problematic."
-I apologize.
"It could cause trauma for the faint-hearted."
-....

I walked past Echidna, who seemed to want to say something in response to my words, and stood quietly by the lake.
As I was enjoying the cool breeze while watching the sunlight reflecting brightly off the lake's surface...

"Huh?"

A startled voice. It's Miss Milia.

"Eek!"

She must have seen Echidna.

-Pleased to meet you. I am Echidna, master of this forest.
"A-a talking snake!"
"Pfft."

I couldn't help but laugh at the child who was frozen in an odd pose, trembling yet surprised by the fact that Echidna could speak.

"Ah, big sis!"
"Good job."

After bringing the child to the lakeside where I stood, I explained about Echidna.

"Ah, a divine beast... how fascinating!"
"Hehe."

Come to think of it, did Miss Milia have any choices that would constitute a trial?
From what I heard from Eileen about the child's life, it doesn't seem like Miss Milia had situations where she could make choices directly.
Though I'm curious, I'll keep it to myself rather than risk reopening the child's wounds by asking.

"Has Ian not arrived yet?"
"No. He's truly a timid hero."
"Ahaha!"

As Miss Milia and I were spending time together, we soon heard the vending machine's startled voice.

"Gasp!"
"Sigh."

I approached the vending machine with Miss Milia, sighing as he too was startled by Echidna's appearance.

"Good job."
"Hehe, Ian's the last one!"

Echidna seems hurt that two people in a row were startled by her presence.
I approached Echidna, who was looking at me with wounded eyes, and stroked her scales while speaking.
She's actually quite cute when you look closely.

"It's okay, Echidna. You don't look scary at all."
-Lady Leila...
"It's just that these two are cowards. Please understand."
-If you say so. Greetings, you two cowards. My name is Echidna. I am humbly called the master of this forest.
"Pfft."

* *

Honestly, I had no idea what the trial would entail.
Even in "Holy Mage Chronicles," it only mentioned that some couldn't pass the trial to enter, but never explained what it involved.

So I was relaxed, thinking it wouldn't be a big deal.
Suddenly, I was shown my entire life and was wandering around observing it, but when it came to the scene where my leg was shattered...
The past version of me that had been appearing disappeared, and a container fell on my head as I was wandering around the warehouse, lost in memories.
That's when I realized: this wasn't just for show.

With a sigh coming from somewhere, I started over from the beginning.
This time, helpfully pausing at the day my leg was shattered.

Only then did I rush forward like that day and pushed away the person who was about to have an accident.

Afterward, my past self appeared and started berating me while explaining the trial.
...Apparently we had to restart because I didn't understand the situation and caused problems.

Feeling like I'd be hurt if I kept listening, I covered my ears, and suddenly the scenery changed.
When I came to my senses, I was face to face with a giant snake.

"Gasp!"
"Sigh."

As I swallowed my breath in surprise at the sudden situation, a familiar sigh came from behind, and Leila and Milia approached.
Looking around, I recognized the lake where the forest master lived in the game. That means that snake just now was...?

"Good job."
"Hehe, Ian's the last one!"

Milia ran to me first, grabbing and shaking my hand, while Leila approached the seemingly dejected forest master and stroked its scales while talking.

"It's okay, Echidna. You don't look scary at all."
-Lady Leila...
"It's just that these two are cowards. Please understand."
-If you say so. Greetings, you two cowards. My name is Echidna. I am humbly called the master of this forest.
"Pfft."

Leila burst into laughter as the forest master, emboldened by her comfort, dissed Milia and me with an annoyingly excited tone.
Wait, how quickly did she finish to become this friendly with it?
And seeing this forest master, who was arrogant to all characters, being so polite and even revealing its name, was a shocking sight.
I was speechless at the incongruous behavior of this snake that had such pride in being a divine beast that it even looked down on Dorothy, the game's saint.

-I hear from Lady Leila that you have business with me?
"Ah, y-yes."

I was so disoriented by Echidna's formal speech that I answered in a daze.

"Ian, what's wrong?"
"Oh, nothing. Just had something troubling on my mind."
"Because of the trial?"
"Hmm? No, not that. I'll tell you later."

I pressed my forehead against Milia's as she looked at me with concern, then turned back to Echidna.

"I am the hero."
-Yes.
"I seek your help to find the holy sword."
-Ah.

As if suddenly remembering something, Echidna spoke again.

-Normally, there would be tests and procedures before granting this, but since you are Lady Leila's companion... please wait a moment.
"Hehe, thank you."
-Splash!

After watching Echidna dive into the lake and disappear completely from view, I asked Leila:

"How quickly did you finish? And why is it following you like that?"
"Oh, I'm curious about that too!"
"Hmm."

After thinking for a moment with her finger to her lips, Leila spoke:

"I think I've been out for about an hour, and those with divine power are naturally respectful in my presence."

What does that mean?

"Well, when someone who is close to the source of their power is before them, beings whose power comes from faith naturally follow, don't they?"
"Ooh, as expected of big sis!"
"Ah."

Right, I remembered that Leila uses the Goddess's power directly, undiluted.
...I'd forgotten this important fact because recent memories of her using aura or crushing my bones were too vivid.

-Splash!

As I was recalling this, the water rippled and Echidna emerged with something small in its mouth.
After coming out of the water, Echidna slowly approached me and extended what it was holding.
When I reached out my hand, it dropped the object.

A small hexagonal seal with four intersecting lines drawn like a star symbol. The Seal of Light.

"Finally."
"Now can we find the holy sword?"
"Thank you, Echidna."
-Think nothing of it.

After saying goodbye to Echidna, just as we entered the forest to return to Levia...

-Shiver.

Suddenly, a chill ran down my spine as if a cold wave had swept over my entire body.

* *

...Echidna's scales felt slippery and cool, which was quite pleasant.
I'd like to take her along, but she's too large, which is unfortunate.
The residents of Levia would surely miss her if she left.

With that regretful feeling, we entered the forest to return to Levia when I noticed the vending machine flinch and tremble.

"Hero? Is something wrong?"
"...Just got a sudden chill."
"Oh no, are you catching a cold?"

Looking closer, I could see goosebumps on the vending machine's arms.
Feeling the ominous premonition I'd had since yesterday suddenly growing stronger, we safely returned to Levia.

"Oh, did you meet the forest master?"

Village chief Maxim greeted us as soon as we returned, and I smiled while waiting for the vending machine to speak.

"Yes. Thanks to you, Chief, we met successfully."
"Ho ho, that's good. Everyone, what are your plans now?"
"Well, since it's not too late, I was thinking we should depart right away."

He explained that we planned to leave immediately to search for the holy sword, as we had discussed on our way here.

"Hmm, that's a shame. It's our custom to hold a feast on the day we offer tribute, so I was hoping you could stay..."

At those words, I quietly poked the vending machine in the side.
Beside me, Miss Milia's eyes were also sparkling.

"...Haha, in that case, would it be alright if we stayed just one more day?"
"Oh, of course!"

Chief Maxim hurried away, happily telling us to rest at home and that he would send someone when it was time. I smiled watching him go.

"Hehe, this is quite a lively village."
"It sure is."
"Hehe, that's nice."

While resting at our lodging, I noticed a reply had arrived to the communication I had sent this morning through the crystal ball.

-Acknowledged.
"Ahaha."

Really, the Director always sends such short replies.
Still, I could feel my nerves, which had been on edge due to the ominous premonition, starting to calm down.
By the way...

...Love, huh? I still don't understand it.
That's because since that day in my childhood—the day I almost had my eyes gouged out by devil worshippers, the same day I first heard the Goddess's voice—
From the moment I first saw the Director approaching, draped in the light left behind as the mana tainted by demonic energy was purified, my heart has remained constant.

I want to be like that person. I want to be someone who can protect others too.
Thinking about it now, while part of my motivation was to prove that my brother's life had meaning, the more fundamental reason was...

"...I wanted to be by the Director's side."

How foolish. Why didn't I realize it until now?
As I retraced my life one by one, I was too embarrassed to even lift my face.
I crawled into the prepared bed and covered myself with the blanket as memories that wouldn't stop surfacing began to assault me.

'Does this look strange on me?'

On my fifteenth birthday. How I trembled, worried that I might look odd in the Director's eyes.

'When I see couples in the square, they look so happy, and I envy them. So I wondered if being with someone you like really makes you that happy.'

....

'Hehe, I like you!'
'Sir Soleil, I really like you!'

Ugh, aaaaaahhhhh!!
I'm going crazy, really!!!
Once I became conscious of it, every word I had naturally uttered without thinking became a dagger piercing me.
...How am I going to face the Director later?

Until someone came to call me for dinner preparations, I stayed under the blanket, tormented by these embarrassing memories.
The fact that I ended up having to compensate for putting a hole in the blanket will remain my secret.

"Ah, that was a lovely evening."
-Clack, hisssss!

After dinner, we returned to our lodging and gathered in the vending machine's room, drinking the Dr. Pepper we had received on our way as I spoke.

"It really was."
"Hehe, so that's what a whole roasted pig tastes like."
"That was delicious too."
"I liked those skewers."
"Yeah, and I never thought you could roast apples like that."

It was a warm feast where you could feel people's warmth.
Sometimes this kind of thing is nice too.

"Well then, I'll be heading in first."
"Okay, see you tomorrow."
"Big sis, sweet dreams!"
"Good night to both of you."

After spending another day like that, we prepared to leave early in the morning.

"Well then, we'll be on our way now."
"Thank you so much, Chief!"
"May the Goddess's blessings be abundant in this village."
"Thank you. Ho ho."
"Please come again!!"

Just as we were taking our first steps toward the village entrance, leaving behind the villagers who had come to see us off...

"Huh, what's that?"
"Eh?"

Someone's murmur. Simultaneously, an ominous and heavy presence.
And then.

-ROOOAAAR!

Wrapped in black and blue death, it suddenly fell from the sky.

Ch.43 - [Side Story] Someone's Tale
I believe I am one of the so-called privileged ones.
A wealthy family, abundant talent, and even flawless looks.
If others knew my thoughts, they'd surely call me an arrogant bastard.

I know it sounds like the complaints of someone who has it all.
That's why I wondered: what purpose do all these gifts I've been given serve?
Born into a fairly successful merchant family, I eventually left home to find the answer to that question.

I was about nine years old when I met him.
Leaving only a letter behind, I ran away from home without any preparation. Not long after, I naturally encountered a monster and found myself in a life-threatening situation.

"Hey there, little brother. You should be more careful."

My life was saved by a young paladin with brilliant platinum blonde hair.
That was my first meeting with Captain Ain.

"What? You're troubled because you have too much? Ha, you're a crazy little brother."

After inviting himself to join my journey, he said that when he heard about my purpose.

"What your talents exist for? That's nothing special."
"I'm quite seriously concerned about this, though."
"You foolish brother. Instead of worrying about such things, you should be honing those talents."
"Pardon?"

I was about to get angry at Captain Ain's flippant attitude toward what was a serious concern for me, when he said something like this:

"It's not about what they exist for, but about making sure those talents can be helpful when the moment comes."
"..."
"If your talents truly exist for something, that moment will come naturally. Why waste time worrying about it now?"
"I never thought of it that way."

Stunned by the impact of his words, I stood there dazed when the Captain made me a proposal.

"Kid, have you ever thought about becoming a paladin?"
"A paladin?"
"Yes, I can tell you've got the right disposition for it."

At that moment, I thought to myself:
So this is what destiny feels like.

* *

Following Captain Ain to the Papal State, I began my formal training to become a paladin, receiving education alongside other children at the church.
Sometimes Captain Ain would visit and practically kidnap me from my studies, saying he wanted to show me the world.
After several years passed, I was recognized as an official paladin at the youngest age of 15.

"Hey, kiddo. Or should I say Sir Soleil now? Anyway, congratulations!"
"Thank you, Vice-Captain."
"Is it just me, or did you put some emphasis on the 'Vice' part?"
"It's just your imagination."

As Captain Ain congratulated me on becoming an official paladin, I shared what I had been thinking about.

"Vice-Captain."
"Yeah?"
"I want to become an Inquisitor."
"Huh?"

To be honest, it wasn't because I was so devoted to doctrine that I couldn't forgive heretics.

"I think I need to see more of the world."
"Why specifically an Inquisitor?"
"Standing still and guarding doesn't suit my temperament."
"I see."
"And the current Inquisitors are a bit excessive. Someone needs to keep them in check."
"That's true."

That was my assessment of the Inquisitors—there was no one to control their actions.
I had witnessed multiple times how they made innocent people suffer under the pretext of punishing heretics.
That went against my sense of justice.

"I will change the Inquisition. Make them entities that punish heretics with cold reason rather than madness."
"It will be difficult."
"Who knows? Perhaps my talents exist for this very purpose."
"...Do as you please. I can't help you."
"I know."

I smiled as I said this, knowing that he was aiming to become the Captain of the Paladin Order by defeating the current Captain.

"...Soleil."
"Yes?"
"Don't smile. Especially in front of women."
"Excuse me?"
"Just... take my word for it."
"Ah, yes."

After parting ways with Captain Ain, I became an Inquisitor.
Whether my talents truly helped or not, after five years of effort, I became the Head Inquisitor and was able to change the Inquisition as I wanted.
From beings of burning madness to those who coldly punish heretics with cool reason.
Since the position of Director of the Inquisition was vacant at the time, obtaining the position of Head was enough to keep them in check.

It was when I was about to take the position of Head Inquisitor.
Word came from the Papal State that an oracle had been received.

"Light has descended upon this land. Find the light before it is consumed by darkness."

The theologians tasked with interpreting the oracle unanimously declared:
A saint had appeared.

Orders were issued to all high-ranking paladins and priests, except those who couldn't leave their posts.
They were to search the world for the saint, making sure not to draw attention.
The Inquisition was also assigned to search for the saint while continuing their usual duty of suppressing magical energy, reporting their mission progress to the Papal State periodically.

However, even after two years, not even a trace of the saint could be found.

Then one day, as I was wandering near the border between the Empire and the Elven Forest, a suspicious person approached me.

"A slave auction in a small town near the Elven Forest, a little distance from Lord Morris's territory in the southwestern Empire."

With a hood pulled low over their face, I couldn't see who it was, but from the voice and build, it was clearly a woman.
And this suspicious person abruptly told me:

"If you leave right now, you can find the Holy Maiden."
"Who are you...?"
"Someone who wishes for the Holy Maiden's happiness more than anyone. Though circumstances prevent me from acting directly."

Not a saint but a Holy Maiden. Normally, I would have been suspicious of someone who spoke as if they already knew about this person.
But somehow, I judged that this woman's words could be trusted.
While I was briefly considering this, the woman disappeared without a trace, so I stopped thinking about her and headed toward the village near the Elven Forest, clutching at straws.

And then.

Since attending a slave auction required persistent identity verification, it was impossible for me to attend directly.
So when I heard through other means about a slave with unusual markings in her eyes, I was certain it was the Holy Maiden.
However, I couldn't cause a commotion there as it might endanger her safety.
I decided to wait until after the Holy Maiden was sold and the slave collar's ownership was determined, then threaten the buyer to rescue her.

After the slave auction ended, I heard that someone called Count Morris had bought a young slave featured as the highlight for 100 gold coins. I immediately pursued the Holy Maiden to Count Morris's nearby castle.
There, I discovered he was quite an accomplished devil worshipper.
Deciding there was no time to waste, I launched a frontal assault.
Breaking through his subordinates, I entered Count Morris's office, eliminated the devil worshipper, and then—when the Holy Maiden opened her eyes and looked at me in that moment.

I realized.
Everything I had received was all for her.

When our eyes met—her beautiful golden eyes marked with vivid red stigmata—I could feel my heart racing.
I was certain that everything I had was meant to exist for the Holy Maiden before me.

"I am Soleil, Head Inquisitor under the Papal State. Holy Maiden, I will free you now."

Worried that she might be frightened by my stern expression, I said this with a smile.
Fortunately, I think I succeeded in reassuring her, though I was a bit surprised when she fainted—perhaps due to the emotional stress she had endured.

From that day on, my life changed.
Rather than going on missions, I chose to remain near the Holy Maiden.
I wasn't worried about the Inquisition, as it had already become what I wanted—entities that punished heretics with reason rather than madness.

Rather, I was concerned about something else.

"I want to become an Inquisitor like you, Sir Knight!"

The Holy Maiden said with shining eyes, which put me in quite a difficult position.
At first, I thought it was just a child's admiration.

"Forgiveness for the sinful, salvation for the suffering, judgment for evil."

The moment I heard that resolve, I sensed it.
By ordinary means, that conviction could never be broken.

I was naive.
I thought that since she was a young girl, if I hardened my heart and let her experience the training of a paladin, she would soon give up.
I can't count how many times I got goosebumps watching the Holy Maiden follow the training without a single complaint, seemingly determined to become stronger than me despite her young age.

In the end, the only way to prevent the Holy Maiden from becoming an Inquisitor was for me to become a dirty, underhanded person.
Even if I hadn't thought so, His Holiness the Pope would have ordered it anyway.

So, when the Holy Maiden turned 13, something happened.
I wanted to postpone her formal paladin test due to an uneasy feeling, but it was a situation I could no longer prevent.
Due to my foolish judgment—because of a small desire to see the Holy Maiden smile, regardless of the mission—
The young Holy Maiden ended up experiencing a killing that she shouldn't have had to face.

Thankfully, being a strong person, she recovered quickly, but on our way back to the Papal State that day, I made a vow as I watched her eating Sadrin jelly while crying her eyes out:
Never to be late again.

Many things happened after that.

For example, on the Holy Maiden's 15th birthday, I was branded a deviant within the church.
When she turned 16 and suddenly brought me her ideas for making her own weapon, I was so dumbfounded I grabbed the back of my neck.
Eventually, after she turned 17, despite my determination not to, I ended up falling in love with her.

Because her life seemed so radiant, that light was so dazzling and warm.
Even knowing it was just a child showing kindness without any self-awareness or ulterior motives.
I ended up leaning on that.

That's when I started avoiding the Holy Maiden.
Partly because of the unreasonable demand from His Holiness the Pope and myself that if she truly wanted to become an Inquisitor, she would have to defeat me.
Honestly, I was also a bit afraid of how quickly she grew stronger each time she challenged me.
But deep down, I feared that as she grew stronger, she might one day leave for a distant place where someone like me couldn't even look at her.

Eventually, as if by fate, after the Holy Maiden's coming-of-age ceremony, I was utterly defeated by her wielding a weapon named Staff.
I had no choice but to allow her to become an Inquisitor. The training ground and surrounding buildings that were split in half that day took so much effort to rebuild.

Anyway, after that defeat, I was forced by His Holiness's threatening pressure to take the vacant position of Director of the Inquisition.
Watching the Holy Maiden who had become an Inquisitor as if it were her destiny, I realized that my choice to become an Inquisitor and change them had not been wrong.
...Though the days I spent grabbing the back of my neck watching the Holy Maiden causing trouble in ways different from the Inquisitors of that era increased.

Then one day, the Demon King emerged, and the Holy Maiden declared that the Demon King was her jurisdiction and departed for the front lines.
Of course, under the condition that her identity would be concealed from everyone except the front line command and the enemy, using perception-inhibiting magic stored in the veil of her holy robes.
From that day on, every time the communication crystal set aside for the front line rang with news, my heart sank.

What had the Holy Maiden destroyed today?
Last time, I heard a canyon was created, and several personnel from the Empire's cartography department fainted and were carried away.
Recently, she single-handedly defended against a legion of giant monsters attacking.
Whether destroying the fortress she was supposed to protect could be considered "defense" is debatable.
...Why am I having these worries when the person I love is on the battlefield?

Finally, the day came when the front line command returned the Holy Maiden, citing several issues including humanitarian concerns caused by her monstrous invention called the "Holy Maiden's Special Recovery Formation."
After consulting with His Holiness, I confiscated the Holy Maiden's Staff.
Seeing the significantly reduced accident rate afterward, I still believe that was truly the right decision.
I still can't forget the sight of the front line command tearfully begging us to take the Holy Maiden away that day.

So, after returning from the front line and naturally taking the position of Head Inquisitor with her bare hands, I was sighing one day when it happened.
His Holiness the Pope suddenly visited and informed me that the Empire was planning to summon a Hero, and that the Holy Maiden would leave with that Hero.
Apparently, an oracle had come down stating that only the Hero could kill the Demon King.

Eventually, this so-called Hero came to the Holy Kingdom and departed on a journey with the Holy Maiden, and time passed until now.
After helping the Holy Maiden find and bury her family's remains, I returned to the Papal State and was catching up on accumulated work when:

"Sir Soleil. Do you have a moment?"
"There are only two of us here, so please speak as you normally would."
"Haha! Fair enough."

Captain Ain, who had come to see me, shook a bottle of alcohol and said:

"Want a drink?"
"...Aren't we working right now?"
"Come on, even leaders of organizations clinking glasses is part of work."
"Sigh."

Though he said that, I knew he wasn't so frivolous, so I nodded at the low-alcohol wine.

"By the way, it seems you've stopped being annoyed with me now."
"What, are you upset?"
"...That's not something I want to hear from you, Captain."
"Haha! Right, man. I've decided to stop being petty."

Seeing him laugh while patting my back, it seemed he had gotten over being upset that I had advanced one step ahead of him.

"Phew, sometimes you need time like this."
"The Captain of the Paladin Order seems to have plenty of time. I'm dying of busyness."
"That's because you don't appoint an adjutant, you inflexible guy."
"It's not work I can't handle alone, so there's no need to waste personnel."
"Sigh. How can someone remain so unchanged since childhood?"

Knowing he wouldn't visit without reason, I decided to get to the point.

"So, what brings you here?"
"Is it that obvious?"
"We've known each other for more than a day or two."
"True."

Pouring more wine into the glass, the Captain opened his mouth:

"When are you going to confess?"
"I'm not."
"Wow, you're a complete trash."

Trash? I think that's a bit harsh.

"She just hasn't experienced men her own age. As she travels, I'm sure she'll find someone suitable."
"I doubt it. From my experience, the Holy Maiden is definitely not that type."
"How can you be so sure, Captain?"
"Have you ever been in love? Have you ever been married? Of course I know better than you."

Indeed, that was an argument I couldn't refute.

"There will surely be someone better than me for her."
"Hmm, want to make a bet then?"
"A bet?"
"Yes."

What kind of bet is he proposing now?

"I bet she'll confess to you before finding another love because she can't hold back."
"That won't happen, so give it up."
"Are you scared?"
"Hmph, I didn't say I wouldn't take the bet."

With those conditions, there's no way I could lose.
After all, the Holy Maiden becoming self-aware and confessing to me? How could such a thing ever happen?

"Alright, the loser must grant one request from the winner."
"Agreed."

At that moment, the communication crystal I kept in my office for contacting the Holy Maiden rang.

"Looks like it's the Holy Maiden. I'll be going now, so think about it."
"Take care."

After Captain Ain left, I checked the message from the Holy Maiden, sent a confirmation reply, and immediately headed to His Holiness's office.
I gestured to the paladin guarding the entrance to stop, then knocked on the door.

-Knock knock.
"Your Holiness, it's Soleil."
-Come in.

Since it was rare for me to visit without notice, His Holiness looked slightly surprised as I stated my purpose:

"Your Holiness."
"What is it? For you to come like this, it must not be an ordinary matter."
"The Holy Maiden has requested support."
"Is that so? For what reason?"

The Holy Maiden was someone who valued highly rational judgment, so requesting support itself wasn't a big deal.

"She says it's intuition. A very ominous one."
"...!!"

For those who knew the Holy Maiden had transcended her limits, those words could not be taken lightly.
That's what superhuman intuition meant.

"Where is Leila now?"
"She says she has arrived at a town called Levia."
"Prepare the maximum available forces and move immediately. At the fastest possible speed."
"Yes. And..."

Since I hadn't come just to request personnel, I spoke again:

"Take it with you."
"Yes."

If the current situation was something the Holy Maiden couldn't handle, simply sending support might not be enough.

"I should go too."
"It could be dangerous."
"Sir, who do you think I am? I may have handed my position to Captain Ain, but that was due to age, not because my skills had diminished. Remember that."

Looking at Augus, the former Captain of the Paladin Order and current Pope, showing off his robust muscles despite being in his 70s, I sighed.
There's no way to stop him.

So, after entering the secret storage deep in the church's basement and gathering the necessary items, I took a portal with the support forces to reach Levia by the shortest route, thinking:
Please, let me not be too late this time.

Ch.44 - Lesson
-BOOM!

Something fell from the sky.
Wrapped in dark blue energy and falling like an explosion, it made a screeching, creaking sound as it took on a form resembling a human.

And what emerged at the end was.

"Hmm... not exactly the most pleasant method of transportation."

It began expressing its displeasure in an unpleasantly resonating voice.

"If I've arrived at the correct location, it means the hero and his companions are here... Ah, you must be the hero."

After briefly looking around and scanning the surroundings.
It saw me.

"Personally, I would prefer to have a pleasant conversation to understand each other upon first meeting, but since you pose a threat to my lord."

I knew what it was.

The final boss of Holy Magic Chronicles is the Demon Lord.
So why hadn't anyone managed to kill the Demon Lord in nearly a year?
Was the Demon Lord too powerful?

No, no one had even reached the Demon Lord in the first place.
Anyone aiming to defeat the game knew the path to the Demon Lord.

However.
There was an obstacle.

"I shall kill you."

A figure with a human shape but impossible to view as human.
A knight in black armor standing at a towering 2 meters.

Looking inside the gaps of the armor or inside the helmet revealed nothing but darkness.
This being, standing there while emanating blue energy that seemed to suck in one's soul just by looking at it.
Based on my experience defeating the Demon Lord in the game, this bug-like entity was probably—no, definitely—stronger than the Demon Lord.

The leader of the Four Heavenly Kings, Death Knight Eligos.

This monster, who never moves from its post regardless of normal means and always guards the Demon Lord's castle.
It said it would kill me.
That's clearly what it said.

-CRASH!!
"Don't just stand there stupidly! Get into position!"

After momentarily freezing in confusion, I snapped back to reality at Leila's shout and looked around.
Eligos had vanished from my sight in an instant and was now swinging his greatsword at my neck, but Leila had defended me by creating a barrier.

"B-but, that's...!"
"No buts! If you don't plan to fight, step back and don't get in the way!!"
"Ugh!"

Leila, who had rushed over at some point, grabbed me by the collar and roughly threw me backward with an urgency I couldn't have imagined from her usual demeanor.
As I groaned from the impact, I noticed my legs were trembling with fear.

I really am weak.

I could see Milia shouting something and approaching from behind.

-SLAP!

Looking at Milia who was desperately shouting something, I slapped both my cheeks.
I decided to help evacuate the people who couldn't escape with Milia so that at least Leila could fight freely.
All while desperately ignoring the voice deep inside me screaming that we would die, that we could never win.

...I want to run away. But I can't. Because I'm the hero.

* *

People reacted differently to the alien entity that fell into the town square.
Some stared blankly, some fled, and some collapsed to the ground.

And.
The Saint, Leila, instantly sensed it.
Sensed the danger.

Eventually, the entity took form. The Death Knight swung its greatsword at the neck of the hero who stood frozen in shock.
A barrier of light, completed just in time, blocked the attack.

-CRASH!
"Don't just stand there stupidly! Get into position!"

Looking at the barrier that was already beginning to crack from the impact, Leila quickly rushed over and shouted at the hero to snap out of it.

"B-but, that's...!"
"No buts! If you don't plan to fight, step back and don't get in the way!!"
"Ugh!"

Though curious about what this entity could be to cause such a reaction, Leila judged that this was not the time for such thoughts.
Without hesitation, she grabbed the hero by the collar and threw him backward.

"Will you stand in my way?"
"Do I look incapable?"

Seemingly surprised that his sword had been blocked, Death Knight Eligos looked at Leila with admiration.

"Saint, you appear to be an ordinary cleric, but can you stop me without a vanguard?"
"Ha, both this one and that one really test my patience."
"Hmm... I apologize."

Seeing Leila take her stance, Eligos sensed she was no ordinary cleric and adjusted his grip on his greatsword, now holding it with both hands instead of one.

"Lord, I, your child, ask for the strength to defeat evil. Let me protect all that exists in this land."
"So you are a warrior as well."

With her prayer, holy power enveloped her entire body, and soon she began to emit a faint glow.
Seeing this, Eligos confirmed that Leila was no ordinary priestess and took his stance.
Leila moved first.

Judging that closing the distance would be advantageous, she ran straight toward Eligos.
She slightly jumped to avoid the greatsword that swept low, aiming for her legs, then spun her body to aim a heel kick at Eligos's temple.
But Eligos blocked it with the handle of his greatsword, which he had quickly retrieved as if he never intended to land a proper hit.

-BOOM!

With the impact, Leila used the rebound to create distance, and the moment she landed, she dodged the greatsword that was swung vertically with clear killing intent.

-THUD! CRASH! BANG!

Leila continued to dodge the barrage of greatsword attacks while gradually closing the distance to Eligos.
Seeing Leila smoothly avoiding his greatsword and approaching, Eligos decided to change tactics.

-WOONG

A sound like air vibrating was heard as blue aura began to gather on Eligos's greatsword, which he then swung widely.

"Tch!"

Sensing she couldn't dodge this attack that seemed to cut through a wide area, Leila clicked her tongue and took a defensive stance with her hands crossed, enveloping them in green aura.

-CRASH! ...BOOM!

Green and blue energies collided.
Perhaps due to the difference in size, Leila was sent flying from the impact of blocking Eligos's aura-infused greatsword, crashing through the wall of a tavern with a thunderous sound.
And with that, the real battle began.

"Impressive, Saint! It's been so long since I've exchanged blows like this!"

Eligos shouted joyfully as his aura intensified.
Then, facing the direction where Leila had been thrown.
He swung his sword despite being out of range.

-SLASH, RUMBLE!

Blue mana spread along the trajectory of the greatsword like paint on a white canvas, splitting everything in its path in half.
The tavern where Leila had crashed split in half and collapsed, and from the smoke emerged Leila, quickly escaping.
As if determined not to let Eligos's greatsword turn toward the hero's party who had begun helping evacuate the townspeople, Leila ran quickly in the opposite direction.

"More, entertain me more!"

Once, twice, three times.
Soon, the greatsword was being swung at a speed invisible to the eye, and blue light followed each trajectory.
Massive slashes that seemed capable of cutting through everything continued to be fired at Leila.

"Hah!"

Leila, who had been dodging the blue light, used green mana as a foothold to step on the air and quickly closed the distance.
Perhaps not expecting her to run through the air, Eligos exclaimed in surprise and swung his greatsword widely.
But Leila, who was running through the air as if it were flat ground, avoided it by changing her axis to run sideways, and as she approached Eligos, she swung her right leg like a whip without slowing down.

-CRASH!
"Ugh!"
"You're quite sturdy."

Leila spoke as if disgusted that Eligos had only retreated slightly from the impact, while Eligos had already regained his stance and was looking at her.

"Magnificent. Surely you must be the finest among humans of this era."
"Do people ever tell you how creepy you sound?"

Leila shuddered as if getting goosebumps from his arrogant, royal-like manner of speech.

"Hahaha! In life, I was quite popular, I'll have you know!"
"Sigh..."
"Would you tell me your name?"

With his greatsword planted in the ground, Eligos asked Leila.

"I'm Leila. And you?"
"I am Eligos, leader of the Demon Lord's Four Heavenly Kings."

The Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord.

Leila swallowed hard at the weight of that name.
Not only had the Demon Lord discovered the hero's existence, but he had also pinpointed the hero's location hidden in the Holy Kingdom by using bait, and sent an assassin.
What this meant was.

"Information is leaking badly."
"Hehe, correct."

As if there was no point in hiding it now, Eligos nodded with a smile, not even trying to conceal it. Leila looked at him once and asked.

"Are you the strongest in the Demon Lord's army?"
"Well, I won't deny it."
"I see."

The Demon Lord had pinpointed the hero's location and unhesitatingly deployed his strongest card.
Leila adjusted her assessment of the Demon Lord's threat level upward and said.

"Then if you die here, the Demon Lord's army will suffer quite a loss."
"Of course. But my lord commanded me because he is confident I will not lose."
"That's because he didn't know about my existence."
"Hehe."
"Ahaha."

Eventually, the two looked at each other and laughed menacingly.
The hero, who had returned after helping evacuate the townspeople, muttered 'neither of them seems sane,' but.
He shrank back when Leila turned to glare at him while still smiling.

"I believe I've given enough time."
"...You engaged knowing this?"
"It's my way of showing respect to one who has crossed the threshold."

-CRACK...CRACKLE.
-WHOOSH.

As the two finished speaking, the atmosphere in the empty town changed.
Eligos's aura, though paler than before, began to emit cold and freeze everything it touched.
Similarly, Leila's aura became more transparent but began to swirl around her hands like wind.
The hero Ian thought this was simply powerful aura, but what their auras signified was far from trivial.

Master.

A being who has transcended limits, called by various names depending on the weapon used—Sword Master, Fist Master, Lance Master, and so on.
Aura that has reached the extreme, transcending simple weapon enhancement to reach the natural state of mana.

It was proof of superhuman ability.

As expected, while genuinely admiring Leila who had reached the same realm despite her young age, Eligos began to emit an even more intense killing intent.
Judging that her planned strategy of pretending to allow an attack only to block it with a barrier and counterattack would not work, Leila diverted all her holy power to enhancement.

Soon, with a thunderous sound, the ground around the two began to crack and break.

Using only her hands, Leila deflected the greatsword that was rapidly approaching to crush her at a speed invisible to others.
Despite being at a disadvantage in terms of attack frequency, Eligos pressed Leila in return, flowing like water after being deflected with transcendent skill.

A direct confrontation between bare hands and a greatsword.
One mistake would result in her body being cut in half, but so far, it was an even fight.
Although Leila's body was gradually being marked with wounds from the impact of her defenses, she was still blocking admirably.

Soon, judging that this approach wouldn't work, Leila's eyes burned red as her expression contorted.
From that moment, she began to catch every movement more accurately, deflecting Eligos's greatsword and gradually pushing him back.

Eligos, who had thought she was a speed and technique type based on what he'd seen so far, was surprised to discover she was actually a tremendous power type.
He realized that Leila had deliberately reduced the power of her attacks until now to create this moment, and felt a chill.
However, the fact that she was allowing small wounds convinced him that if he continued to press forward, victory would be his.

At that moment, seeing her pupils with crosses beginning to burn red, Eligos.
Noticed that he was gradually being pushed back rather than inflicting wounds, and realized that continuing this close combat would be dangerous.

And.

The moment that would end their exchange—long for them but just 5 seconds for others—approached.
Eligos, realizing his miscalculation, swung his greatsword horizontally to cut through a wide area as he tried to retreat to regain his stance.

"Haaah!"
"Ugh!"
-BOOM!

Leila lifted her left leg, which had been planted on the ground for balance, and precisely struck the side of the greatsword with her knee, deflecting it upward.
From the impact, Eligos's hands were thrown skyward, and the greatsword left his grip.

Looking at this scene, Leila stepped forward with the leg that had been raised, and a brilliant golden light gathered in her right hand.

Just as she was about to shoot it toward Eligos's empty chest.

-SLASH!
"...Huh?"
-SPLURT-!

Leila, who had been slashed in an X-pattern from the front.
Feeling blood spurting from her wounds and the metallic taste rising in her throat, she looked up.

"Cough..."

The greatsword was still floating in the air.
Then why?
With eyes full of questions, Leila looked back at Eligos.

"I apologize."

Around Eligos, two short swords were flying as if they had minds of their own, protecting him.

-THUD.

Looking at Leila who collapsed creating a pool of blood, Eligos spoke as if surprised.

"I never thought I'd need to use this technique."

After retrieving the short swords and sheathing them on his back, Eligos picked up the greatsword that had fallen to the ground, seemingly intending to finish off the fallen Leila.
At that moment, a swarm of small red glowing butterflies flew toward Eligos's head.

-BOOM!!

They exploded.

"Get away from my sister!"
"Kuh."
"Hup!"

Simultaneously, a greatsword wrapped in blue aura thrust through the smoke that obscured Eligos's vision.

-CRACK!
"...!!"
"Unskilled."

As if he had known all along, Eligos casually caught the greatsword with one hand and shook it as if swatting a bug.

"Urgh!"
"Ian! Let go!"

At Milia's cry, the hero who was being swung along with the greatsword let go and flew far away, and spears of flame that had somehow surrounded Eligos were launched.
But.

"How annoying."

With just a wave of his hand wrapped in aura, Eligos scattered the flame spears into embers that disappeared.

"To call yourselves the hero and his companions with such skill. I pity the Saint."

After effortlessly deflecting and dispersing the attacks of the two, Eligos approached the hero as if prioritizing his original target over the Saint.
Seeing this, the hero lost his fighting spirit, and Milia collapsed to her knees.

"If you can remember after death, remember this. A hero is a hero because they do not break."

Just as everything seemed over, as they were about to give up.

-WHOOSH! CRASH!
"Tch. Too late?"

Eligos, who had been slowly approaching to behead the hero with undisguised disappointment, clicked his tongue as he deflected something long that flew toward him with a heavy whooshing sound.

As if someone had made a move the moment he appeared.
A sacred cross was etched in the sky, glowing.
From the entrance of the town, a holy knight in white armor with a red cross was running toward them, wielding a greatsword.

And behind him, a group of holy knights.
Though Eligos could handle all of them, including the hero who had neither a holy sword nor awakened, it would be somewhat troublesome.
Feeling slightly rushed due to the time limit imposed on him, though outwardly calm, he spoke.

"While I don't enjoy meaningless slaughter, if you come to die, I must oblige."

With those words, Eligos looked once at the fallen Leila, then took his stance again.
At that moment, something unexpected happened.

"YOU!!!"

The white aura gathering on the greatsword held by the holy knight, who was running at the front and gradually accelerating, began to become transparent.

-CRACKLE.
"Oh."

At the same time, Eligos exclaimed in surprise as lightning began to flow through the greatsword.

-RUMBLE!!
"I will never let you leave alive!"
"...Did you cross the threshold through anger? Lightning is a first."

Thunder began to roar on the battlefield.

* *

"Huff, huff."

When the murderous intent that had been choking me briefly turned its attention away, the fear of death that had reached my throat filled my entire body.
Still, this was no time to just tremble. At the very least, I had to save Leila.

At that moment, I saw something long that had flown toward Eligos earlier now lying beside Leila.
It was a blue-silver staff with a cross-shaped head.

For some reason, the moment I saw that staff, I was filled with the thought that I needed to place it in Leila's hand.
Dragging my legs that wouldn't move properly due to fear, I approached Leila who lay in a pool of blood and tried to pick up the staff, but it was too heavy.

"Ugh, what weight...!"
"I-Ian."

As I was using mana to strengthen my body to lift this staff that was incomparably heavier than my greatsword, Milia approached, her legs also trembling.

"Milia, sorry, but can you lay Leila flat on her back?"
"...Yes."

Watching as she carefully laid Leila on her lap, I placed the staff in Leila's hand, hoping my intuition was correct.

-TWITCH.
"...Ugh."

The moment Leila's fingers touched the staff, she seemed to regain consciousness and groaned.

-FLASH!

At the same time, a blinding light burst from the staff.
When I opened my eyes after reflexively closing them due to the intense light.
Leila's wounds had been sealed.

"Huff, huff..."
"Leila!"
"S-sister!"
"Huff, so noisy. My head hurts from losing too much blood, so stop shouting."

Leila spoke in an irritable voice, grimacing.

"...Are you okay?"

When I asked in a quiet voice.

"The situation?"
"Lord Soleil is fighting, and the Holy Knight Order has arrived for support."
"Please help me."

I was about to say she needed to rest, that even someone with no medical knowledge could see she had lost a fatal amount of blood, but.

-SHAKE.

Milia gently tugged at my sleeve and shook her head.

"My vision is a bit blurry, so please hold my hand. So I can point the staff toward the enemy."
"I'll do it, sister."
"...Alright."

As we carefully adjusted Leila's hand and surveyed the battlefield.
Despite the battle having just begun, several holy knights were already lying wounded and bleeding, and Soleil also appeared to be in danger.

"That's good."

I supported Leila's hand, aiming the staff's head toward Eligos, and spoke.
I was a bit startled to see how easily the staff could be lifted when Leila applied even a little strength.

"Hold tight."
"Yes."
"Okay."

Then, the red gems attached to each end and the center of the cross on the staff's head began to glow.

"...For evil, judgment."

As Leila quietly uttered these words.

-BOOOOOM!!

A massive light originating from the staff shot forward, sweeping across the battlefield.

Ch.45 - Hang in there, tomorrow's me
If this method doesn't work, I'll truly have to risk my life.
Feeling the warmth of the vending machine and Miss Milia who were firmly holding my hands to keep me from dropping my staff.
I waited for the light to fade.
Gradually, my vision started to return.

"Kheuk..."
"HWAAAAAP!!"
-CRASH!!

Fortunately, it seemed that my method worked—I had no time to form a proper spell, so I simply poured out holy power filled with the will to heal and purify. The Death Knight's groan, mixed with surprise and pain, reached my ears.
As I assessed the situation, I saw the Director charging at the Death Knight, seemingly going for the final blow. The Death Knight's armor was cracked all over and smoking from being severely burned.
Since humans, especially holy knights, wouldn't take damage from holy power—rather, they'd be healed—the Director was not only unharmed but his wounds had been healed.
Judging by the thunderous sound from his sword, he must have crossed the threshold during that moment.

-Squeeze.

Feeling the two people tightening their grip on my hands in tension, I decided to quietly watch the outcome.
At that moment.

"Kh, hm. It's time."

Purple magical energy swirled around violently, and unlike when the Death Knight had fallen, it formed into a black sphere.

"Where do you think you're going!!"
-CLANG!

The Director swung his sword as if to say he couldn't let it escape, but he couldn't stop it.
Watching the black sphere disappear into the sky, I let out a sigh of relief.

"...Phew."
"You did well, Leila."
"In the end, I couldn't help at all. Sob..."

Though I wanted to comfort Miss Milia, I didn't have the energy to focus on that now. I was getting colder, probably from losing too much blood.
My insides, already battered from taking a counter-attack after putting everything into a strike, were in terrible shape after using power again with only hastily sealed wounds.
I had to hold on somehow—if I lost consciousness here, I might never open my eyes again.

"Holy Maiden!"
"You've lost too much blood!! Quickly, bring the blood replenishing medicine!"
"Here it is!"
"Holy Maiden, this is a blood replenisher. It's difficult, but please take it quickly."

As I bit into and swallowed the bitter pill placed in my mouth, I turned my eyes toward where the Director had been.
Fortunately, he didn't seem to be badly injured—he was running toward me after throwing off his armor, which had been reduced to scrap metal. I couldn't help but smile.
I'm so glad you're alive.

As I felt the effects of the blood replenisher—a medicine created through collaboration between the Blue Magic Tower and church healers to supplement lost blood—spreading through my body, I thought:
The blood replenisher has been around for years, but it seems they still haven't decided on a name for it.

"Holy Maiden!!"
"Ehehe... Director..."

As Miss Milia, who had been holding me, carefully handed me over to the Director, I gazed with a slightly dazed feeling at the Director who was embracing me and calling my name with an expression that looked like he might cry.
Compared to when I first met him, he's aged a bit, but his face is still as kind as ever.

Ah.
Looking at that face, I think I finally understand clearly.

"Dir...ector."
"Yes. Please speak, Holy Maiden."
"You saved me again."
"..."

When I said that with a broad smile, he looked away from me embarrassedly.
Seeing the Director like that, I felt warmth spreading in my chest and decided to tell him about my feelings.
Even though I knew people were watching and I was terribly embarrassed for many reasons.
If any more time passes, he'll be too pitiful.

"I don't like it."
"What is it this time?"
"'Holy Maiden.' I don't like it."
"What nonsense is this..."

Snuggling deeper into the Director's arms as he was confused by my seemingly disconnected words, I spoke as if I were being spoiled.
Remembering what the vending machine had told me at the hot springs recently.

"Leila."
"Pardon?"
"Not 'Holy Maiden.' Call me Leila."

I...
I've been in love with you.

"I know you feel burdened. I know you've been constantly worried about our age difference."

Looking at the Director with his wavering gaze, I continued.

"I'm sorry. I was too unaware. All the actions I thought were just childish whims made everyone around us see things that way."
"That's not..."
"I understand now."
"..."

Surely.
It must have been from the beginning.
The reason I felt embarrassed wasn't because I thought I was having childish dreams due to my past life memories.

I think I fell for him from our first meeting.
Because of my memories of living as a man, I subconsciously concluded that I couldn't possibly like men.
That seems to be what I had decided.

"Holy Maiden, you've lost too much blood. I think you should rest..."
"Leila."
"..."
"My name is Leila."

I quietly met his eyes and emphasized again, clearly seeing his attempt to change the subject.

"Holy... Leila."
"Without the honorific."
"......Leila."
"Haah..."

When he called me by my name, happiness flooded through my entire body.
The fact that at some point, he stopped seeing me as just a child he had saved.
The fact that he must have been tormented, thinking he didn't have such preferences, because of my actions without self-awareness.
Looking back now, these things were so obvious.
Why didn't I realize it?

So.

"...I love you."
"What...?"
"Leila has... liked you from the moment we first met. I fell in love with you."
"...!!"
"Now that I know you've been waiting... please answer me."
"......"

Seeing that he couldn't answer, perhaps thinking I wasn't thinking clearly due to blood loss, I whispered:

"When a lady musters up the courage to confess, isn't it unmanly to run away?"
"...ugh...really...!!"

The Director, running his hands through his hair with a groan, soon looked at me straight in the eyes.
As if he had made a decision, his eyes—deep and blue like the ocean—no longer wavered. I smiled at him.

"Are you sure you won't regret this?"
"Yes."
"There's a fourteen-year age gap between us."
"It seems I have a preference for older men. I'm sorry I didn't realize it sooner. It was painful, wasn't it?"

I expressed my dissatisfaction with my eyes and retorted to the Director who seemed to be hoping I would reject him even in this situation.

"You're an adult too. I really won't hold back anymore."
"I'd be troubled if you did. I'm the one who can't hold back."

You have no idea how surprised I was by the flood of emotions that erupted after I began to realize these feelings.

"...Leila."
"Yes."
"I've also loved you all along."
"Ehehe."

As I heard those sweet words in my ear, I snuggled deeper into the Director's arms, feeling a happiness I'd never experienced before, almost like ascending to heaven. But that feeling was short-lived.

-THUD.
"...Huh?"
"Heup...!"

The sound of something heavy falling to the ground.

"...Kuk...khub."

The sound of the vending machine desperately trying to hold back laughter.
And the killing intent filling the surroundings.

"From this moment."

A familiar voice.

"In the name of the Pope, I command everyone present."

......Why is Grandfather here?

"Seize that good-for-nothing scoundrel and dunk him in holy water."
"Yes!!"
"What Inquisition, he's the heretic!"
"I knew he'd do this someday!"
"Wh...what...?"
"This way, Holy Maiden!"

A female holy knight covered me with a blanket she produced from somewhere, as my torn clothes hadn't been repaired yet.

"Let's go quietly."
"Wait, don't I get a chance to explain?!"
"You can do that in the torture chamber."
"Oh, come on!"

Holy knights dragging away the Director with murderous expressions.
And Grandfather picking up the mace he had dropped, about to follow them.

"N-no!"
"Holy Maiden?"
"Grandfather, I don't want that...!"
"...Leila?"

I somehow managed to stand on my weak legs and grabbed Grandfather.

"I don't want to be separated..."
"..."
"I... want to stay together..."
"......Haah."

At those words, the female holy knight who had covered me with the blanket shed tears and made a fuss about how noble I was.
The male holy knights who were dragging Soleil away clicked their tongues as if they had no choice and threw him to the ground.

"You. Report yourself later."
"...Yes."

Grandfather, who had been looking at him with a stern face as he hurriedly came to embrace me, spoke to me.

"Leila."
"Yes..."
"Don't worry, we men just have some things to discuss. We won't really kill him or anything."
"I'm sorry for being stubborn."
"Sigh... This is why I tried to match you with other men."
"Hehe, I was too unaware, wasn't I...?"
"It's good that you realize it now."

I quietly felt Grandfather's hand stroking my head with a relieved expression.

"For now, let's rest a bit."
"Yes."

I feel my consciousness fading away with the sense of relief from Grandfather's touch and the happiness from the Director's embrace.
Just before I completely passed out, I realized something.
I think I did something incredible in my dazed state.

Good luck, tomorrow's me.

* *

...What do you mean "Good luck, tomorrow's me"?!
I screamed inwardly as I opened my eyes to a familiar ceiling.
It's the special infirmary of the Papal Office. But somehow my insides felt sore.

"Ugh!"
"Holy Maiden, I understand how you feel, but you should calm down. Your insides are in bad shape."
"Director Frey."

Director Frey, who serves as both the head of the healing priests and the director of the priest order, was watching over me.
Wait a minute, you understand how I feel? Could it be...?

"...Did you see it too, Director?"
"Yes. It's been a while since I've had something so sweet I thought I might get cavities."
"Uuuuu~~!!"

The pressure was no joke when a nun with an ashen bob cut and a cynical face said that in a stiff tone.
Come to think of it, Director Frey is still single despite being nearly 40...

-SLAP!
"Ouch."
"That's enough."
"Urk."
"Holy Maiden, I can see exactly what you're thinking just by looking at your expression."

I think this treatment is too harsh, even if I am a patient.

"For a while, you are forbidden from using holy power or mana. Your insides are completely twisted. It's already a miracle that there are no aftereffects."
"Yes."
"Still, thanks to you pouring out holy power so enthusiastically, you should be able to move like before in about a week."
"Thank you."

Looking at the Director who was getting up with a somewhat tired face, I asked one thing I was curious about.

"How long have I been unconscious?"
"A little over two days."
"I see."
"You should be able to carry on with daily activities without problems, but as I mentioned, using holy power and mana is strictly forbidden. If you're caught using them even once, I'll put a sealing device on you."
"Yes."

Despite knowing how well I follow instructions, she kept emphasizing this, which gave me an ominous feeling.

"...Please tell me it's not true?"
"I'd like to say that, but the rumors have spread everywhere. It must have been quite heartfelt."
"Ugh."
"As a final warning, forget any thoughts of using mana to escape out of embarrassment, even in your dreams."

Saying that, and yawning as if she had stayed up all night until I woke up, Director Frey left the room.

"Leila!!"
"Sister!!"

At the same time, the vending machine and Miss Milia entered.

"Leila, are you okay now!?"
"Hueeeng, sisteeer. I was so worrieeed."

As I stroked Miss Milia's head as she cried and clung to me, I opened my mouth.

"Yes. I can manage daily activities now, but I'm told not to use holy power or mana for a week."
"Whew, that's a relief."
"Hueng..."

After calming the two down, I asked about what happened after the Death Knight retreated.

"It was chaotic."
"Fortunately, all the residents of Levia Village are safe, and the church will help rebuild the village."
"No holy knights died either. Even those who were seriously injured were healed thanks to the holy power you released. Director Soleil blocked all the attacks that could have killed the holy knights."
"Since that Death Knight disappeared quickly, the rest of the people could be treated promptly."
"It's all thanks to you."

I'm glad. No one died.

"It's thanks to your quick judgment."
"Hmm, hmm."
"Ehehe."

I truly mean it. If the two of them hadn't quickly helped with the evacuation and created a battlefield, someone would surely have died.
As I was feeling relieved, the atmosphere between the two of them changed strangely.

"Khuhu."
"Uhuhu."
"...Hero? Miss Milia?"
"'Holy Maiden.' I don't like it."
-Flinch.

W-wait a minute.

"Leila."
"My name is Leila."

S-stop it.

"That was amazing."
"Sister, you were so adorable."

I can't lift my face.
Feeling like my head might explode from the heat rising to my face, I pulled up the blanket and shouted.
It hurts to shout because of my condition, but I'm so embarrassed I could die...!!

"Uwaaa!! If you're going to tease me, please leave!!"
"Hey, who's teasing?"
"We're purely celebrating that your love has been realized, sister?"

Y-yes. If I don't respond, they'll surely get bored and leave.

"I've never seen such a heartfelt confession of love in my life."
"Uhuhu. Do you know, sister? The entire Papal Office is buzzing with rumors about your confession right now?"

That was something I didn't want to know.

"The Holy Maiden's heartfelt confession of love. At that level, age difference is nothing. That's what they're saying."
"Or that Director Soleil is truly a saint for having endured such adorable behavior all this time."

P-please stop...!

"Hey, Leila."
"Sister."

I'm not going to answer, you know?

"There are still a lot of people waiting behind us?"
"We're being gentle because it's us. Do you think you can handle it when we leave?"
"...Please don't leave."

At that threat, I lowered the blanket and sat up, leaning against the head of the bed.

"Wow, so cute."
"Like a well-ripened tomato."
"I'm really going to get angry, you know?"

I glared at the two who kept provoking me when my face already felt like it was going to burst.
If they say one more word, I'm planning to turn the vending machine's bones to dust once I can use holy power and mana again.
Fortunately, perhaps sensing my killing intent, the vending machine covered Miss Milia's mouth as she was about to say something else, and spoke.

"Anyway, you did well."
"Mmph."
"...I'm sorry. I lost."

Remembering that fact made me a bit depressed.

"No, I heard. You had a weapon you used to use, right?"
"That's right, that staff from back then is your weapon, isn't it?"
"Yes."

Even in my dazed state, the staff was placed in my hand, allowing me to hastily seal my wounds and land a blow on that Death Knight.

"You thought that somehow things would work out if that was placed in my hand."
"I just had that feeling."
"Fufu, you did well. Remember that feeling. It will surely help you in the future."
"I will."
"I... couldn't help at all..."

I spoke to Miss Milia, who was depressed because her magic had no effect.

"That person and I are special. Your magic is plenty strong, Miss Milia. Have confidence. Surely, later on, no one will take your magic lightly."
"...Yes!"

Stroking the child's head, we chatted until the people waiting outside left, promising to return another time.
As evening came, Director Frey returned and chased away the vending machine and Miss Milia.

"Hmm, you endured well."
"...I'm a bit scared thinking that other people will barge in tomorrow."
"Should I put up a 'No Visitors' sign for you?"
"I'd like to ask, but then you'd block the Director's entry too, wouldn't you?"
"Of course."

What a mean person.
Grumbling like that, I asked Director Frey as she checked my condition once more.

"When will you release the Director?"
"Oh my, you've already heard? I was planning to play a little joke."
"Boo."

I puffed my cheeks in dissatisfaction toward the Director who was speaking playfully.

"That man isn't in great shape either, so I'm thinking of releasing him around tomorrow morning."

From what I heard, he was in terrible shape after directly blocking the Death Knight after I collapsed.
The external wounds were somehow resolved thanks to me, but his insides were in disarray, though not as bad as mine.
In the midst of all that, the men apparently gathered for a "time of repentance," but it's obvious what that means.
Just imagining how much they beat him makes my heart ache.

"Anyway, rest well for now."
"Yes."

Tomorrow morning, the Director will surely be the first to rush over, but I don't know what face to make when I see him.
Ugh, I'm so embarrassed I could die.

At times like this, if I had my mother's gentle voice, I might feel a bit better, but unfortunately, she seems to be busy still.
I hope mother returns soon so I can share this happy news with her.

Ch.46 - First Love of Two People
Morning has dawned.

Though I didn't sleep particularly well, tossing and turning under the covers with a shy yet happy feeling, making my lips twitch into a smile when no one was looking. The thought of seeing the Director's face as my lover makes me not feel tired at all.

"Holy Maiden. That expression is quite damaging to a single person like me, so could you please tone it down a bit?"
"...Hehe, I'm sorry. But this is my first experience with something like this, so I can't really control it."

I apologize to the Commander who's checking on my condition this morning, but I really can't help it.
After Commander Frey leaves, telling me that my internal condition is improving, I hear calm yet hurried footsteps approaching.

"Leila."
"Grandfather...? Oops."
"..."

I quickly cover my mouth with my hand and try to manage my expression.
Ugh, of course Grandfather must have been up all night worrying about me. How stupid of me, Leila.

"Um, I'm sorry..."
"No, it's understandable. How are you feeling?"
"I'm fine. I won't be able to use holy power or mana for a while, but it won't affect my daily life. I'm planning to return to my room starting today."
"That's a relief, truly. When I saw that pool of blood, I was so shocked."

Ahaha, I did lose quite a bit of blood then.
It didn't just seep out—it gushed out with a splash.

"Thanks to the Hero putting the staff in my hand, I barely survived."
"I heard. How he knew to make such a judgment, I don't know. It was truly fortunate."
"I have an idea, but I won't say it out loud since it might make him too proud."

One of the two privileges gained when reaching the Master level—breaking through the wall or limit—is intuition.
Perhaps because the "wall" is meaningless to the vending machine, his intuition awakened while watching me fight the Death Knight.

"Hoho, well, I'm glad to see you looking healthy. Make sure you rest properly while recovering."
"Yes."
"Well, this intruder will be on his way now."
"Ugh. I'm sorry..."
"Hoho."

Grandfather seemed to remember the disappointed expression I unconsciously made when he entered, and his retreating back looked somewhat lonely.

-Thud!
-Urgh.

Somehow, shortly after Grandfather left, I thought I heard the sound of a blow followed by someone's pained groan.
No, surely that gentle grandfather wouldn't have hit someone.
Not long after, the face I'd been waiting for finally appeared.

"Good morning, Leila."

It was just my name, but my chest fluttered and my face grew hot, making it impossible to meet his eyes.
When the Director entered, I started worrying about whether my disheveled appearance might look strange.
Concerns I would never normally have, like whether my loose patient gown made me look frivolous, or if my untied hair had any tangled spots.

"...Leila?"
"Yes, y-yes!"

When I kept my head down without answering, he must have thought something was wrong, as he called my name again with a voice full of concern.
I couldn't keep silent forever, so I opened my mouth, but ended up biting my tongue.

"If you're uncomfortable, I can come back later."
"...It's not that, please stay by my side."

I grabbed the Director's sleeve to stop him as he was about to turn and leave after failing to check my condition.
I raised my head as I felt him quietly sit down beside the bed.

"Um, my face right now. It looks weird, doesn't it?"
"Not at all. You look lovely."
"Hieek."

Th-that's cheating. Someone who's usually stoic and strictly professional in everything, smiling so gently and saying such things—it's not good for my heart.
It's definitely the same face I've been seeing all along, but today I can't meet his eyes because my face is burning up and I'm too embarrassed.

"I told you. That I wouldn't hold back."
"Huk, huuu. J-just a moment."

This is dangerous. At this rate, I might faint from hyperventilation...!
I need to change the subject, change the subject!

"C-congratulations on becoming a Master!"
"Ah, thank you."
"You've finally crossed the wall."
"It's all thanks to you, Leila."

My pride at those words was short-lived.

"I couldn't think of anything except the fear of losing you."

...That was a landmine.
I went blank for a moment as I watched his expression grow distant, as if recalling that moment.
Ugh, no. I need to change the subject again!

"W-well, I survived thanks to you, Director."
"...Director?"
"Eh?"

Why is he suddenly reacting to that?

"Leila."
"Yes?"
"You asked me to call you by your name, so why am I still 'Director'?"

Eh? Ehh? Well, that's...
The sudden attack left me unable to think.

"Ah, um, hueh."

As I was making these strange, incoherent sounds, the Director gently smiled and reached out to stroke my head.
Urgh, I've thought this several times, but that smile on that face is cheating.

"Leila."
"...Yes."
"You do remember my name properly, don't you?"
"Um, of course I do."
"Then say it."

I tried to avert my gaze out of embarrassment, but the hand stroking my head firmly held it in place, forcing me to meet his eyes.
Ugh, I guess I have no choice. Even though it's embarrassing...

"So...Soleil."
"Well done."
"Hauu."

And so, feeling Soleil's loving caress, I talked about things we hadn't been able to discuss before.

"Soleil, when did you start liking me?"
"Let me see. I'm not sure when it began, but I became clearly aware of it about five years ago."
"...I'm sorry, I wish I had realized sooner."
"It's alright. The fact that you ultimately chose me is enough to make me happy."

At those words, I almost let my expression soften completely, but barely managed to hold back.
...I was worried about looking uncool, you see.

"Leila."
"Yes. What is it, Soleil?"
"Thank you for holding on, for staying alive."
"And thank you for saving me."

I smiled as I said that, looking into his eyes.

"I love you, Leila."
"I love you too."

Afterward, we spent time just looking into each other's eyes without saying anything.

"I should be going soon."
"Ah..."
"Don't worry. I'll be by your side tomorrow, the day after, and for all the days to come."
"Yes."

Still, I feel a little dejected at the thought of being apart.
At that moment.

-Smooch.

A soft sensation touched my forehead. Startled, I looked up to see Soleil pulling away with a slightly reddened face after kissing my forehead.

"Eh."
"...Well, that's all for today!"
"Soleil...?"

After watching Soleil run away as if escaping, I carefully touched my forehead where the warm sensation remained, afraid his trace might disappear.
My lips naturally curled upward. Yet something felt lacking inside, and dissatisfaction bloomed.
Brushing my lips with the hand that wasn't touching my forehead, I muttered:

"...Idiot."

Still treating me like a child.

"I'm saying this in all seriousness, but please make such expressions only in your room. It's problematic when you do this at someone else's workplace, Holy Maiden."
"Oh my, oh my."

Startled by the sudden voice, I looked toward the door to see Commander Frey with an extremely sour expression, and Sister Teresa with an excited look, covering her mouth with her hand as if she'd witnessed something extraordinary.

"Hieek."
"Well, this single person can't bear to watch anymore, so please hurry back to your room."
"Hohoho, I'll help you, Holy Maiden."

On the way back to my room from the infirmary, I was forced to listen to the rumors about me spreading through the Papal State from Sister Teresa. I couldn't say anything and just kept my head down all the way to my room, feeling like my face might explode.
Sister Teresa's story about my confession continued until we reached my room and she saw my tearful expression.

* *

My mouth still tasted sweet.
The fact that the Demon King's army's strongest had come to kill me had long since disappeared into some corner of my mind.

Honestly, I thought it would take quite a long time for those two to get together.
Leila's unexpectedly aggressive approach toward Soleil was really, oh boy.
Leila's passionate confession of love, made without any regard for those around her, to the point where onlookers felt embarrassed, was undoubtedly the hottest topic in the Papal State right now.

After finishing dinner, as I was returning to the guest room I had been assigned with Milia, I spoke up.

"Leila is really amazing."
"Huh? Suddenly?"

I smiled as Milia looked at me with an expression that seemed to say "What nonsense are you talking after eating well?"

"Well, the fact that rumors about her never cease means that she's loved by many people, don't you think?"
"I guess you're right."
"She's younger than me, but sometimes I find her admirable."
"Hehehe, me too."

As we were chatting and heading back to our room, I happened to spot something while looking out the window, so I stopped and spoke.

"...Milia."
"Yes?"
"Shall we go back downstairs?"
"Ehhh, suddenly?"

I explained what I had just seen to Milia, who was whining as if she didn't want to move.

"Yeah. Sir Soleil is sitting absentmindedly by the fountain over there."
"...Oh. Let's go."

Together with Milia, whose eyes were now sparkling, I carefully went down to the garden and approached Soleil, who was sitting on a bench.

"Sir Soleil."

Huh?

"Sir Soleil?"

Why isn't he answering?

"Sir Soleil!"
"...Ah. Hero. Magician."

Only when I got close and shouted did Soleil finally notice us and turn around.
Looking at his somewhat vacant expression, Milia and I exchanged glances and smiled as we asked:

"Did you have a pleasant time with Leila?"
"..."

He must have gone to see Leila since this morning, but the fact that he's here like this means...

"Did you perhaps lose control and pounce on Leila?"
"Hehehe, the sister is pretty, isn't she?"
-Flinch.

Oh?

"N-no matter how urgent you felt, doing that to a patient is a bit..."
"Wow, really?"
"...No, that's not it."

Judging by his startled denial, something must have happened.

"Come on, if you have romantic troubles, you can tell us."
"Ahem."
"...Sigh."

After looking up at the sky for a moment and sighing with his hand on his forehead, Soleil unexpectedly moved aside to make room and said:

"Good timing. I was just in need of someone to ask for advice."
"Huh?"
"Really?"
"Yes. This is my first time dating a woman."

Oh... When I first saw him, I didn't notice because he wasn't well-groomed, but seeing him properly last time, he was honestly handsome enough to make even a man admire him. I thought he would have dated many women, but surprisingly, he seems to be quite innocent.

"I'll ask straightforwardly."
-Gulp.

I heard Milia swallow hard beside me.
I too waited tensely for Soleil's question.

"When is the right timing to kiss someone?"
"Pfft!"
"Ahahahaha!"

Thanks to that question, which absolutely did not match his serious face, Milia and I burst out laughing, and Soleil soon stood up.

"...I see this isn't something I should ask others for advice about. Excuse me."
"N-no! Sir Soleil. We were just a bit surprised because your expression was so serious."
"That's right! Please come back!"
"Urgh."

At those words, Soleil returned to the bench, looking at us with a pained expression.
After exchanging opinions with Milia through eye contact, I spoke.

"First, could we hear why you're thinking about this?"
"Well..."

Listening to Soleil's explanation from a third-party perspective, it was so sweet that my lips curled up involuntarily.
After spending time gazing into each other's eyes in a good atmosphere, when it was time to part, he was unsure if it was okay to kiss her, so he kissed her forehead and left—looking at this rigid knight:

"You're a coward."
"A blockhead. The sister is going to give you an earful about this later, you know?"
"Urgh."

It was clearly the perfect timing for a kiss, but he kissed her forehead and ran away?
That's something he deserves to be nagged about for a long time.

"Sir Soleil."
"Yes, Hero?"
"I think it's better for you not to think too much."
"Pardon?"
"I mean you should follow your instincts."

As Soleil asked for clarification, not understanding my words, Milia added, looking a bit embarrassed:

"This is my personal experience, but I think the sister wouldn't be much different. As long as it's not clearly an inappropriate atmosphere that anyone would recognize, it's usually OK."
"But..."
"Um, I'm saying this because it's just us here, but honestly, being seen by others can sometimes make the mood more exciting, giving a different feeling. So you don't need to worry too much."
"You two already confessed in front of everyone, so there's no point in being concerned about that now..."

Looking at Soleil, who was covering his face with both hands and burying it in his knees, I spoke with a smile:

"Well, we hope our advice has been helpful."
"We'll be going now!"
"...Yes. Thank you for the advice."

As we returned to our room, Milia and I talked about how things would probably get quite interesting from tomorrow.
Honestly, this situation is extremely intriguing.

* *

As morning dawned, after finishing my usual grooming and morning prayers, I was strolling through the garden when I encountered an unexpected person.

"Commander Ain?"
"Oh, if it isn't the Holy Maiden. How are you feeling?"

I smiled and replied to the Commander who greeted me cheerfully as our eyes met:

"Yes. Thanks to everyone's concern, I'm fine as long as I don't exert myself."
"Hoho, I've heard the news. So the Holy Maiden finally confessed."
"...I'd appreciate it if you could refrain from that topic, as it's embarrassing."
"Haha, I'll do that. But allow me one more comment. The current Holy Maiden looks just like a girl her age, which is very nice to see."

As the Commander patted my head with a smile, I asked about something that had been bothering me:

"Ehehe, but what brings you here at this hour, Commander?"
"...Well, I had a bit to drink last night, and when I came home at dawn, my wife kicked me out."
"Ah."

Oh dear, how late must he have been...

"No, I... I had promised to have a drink with Soleil, just a simple, really simple one, but..."
"With Soleil?"

He's not someone who particularly enjoys drinking, so how could that combination lead to drinking until his wife scolded him?

"Well, for some reason, yesterday he just kept drinking endlessly."
"What?!"
"Surprising, isn't it? I thought I was going to die."
"W-what did Soleil say?"

I urgently asked the Commander, who was shaking his head and expressing his dissatisfaction, about what had happened yesterday.
Surely he's not unhappy about dating me, is he?

"He said you're so lovely it's driving him crazy."
"Hieek."
"He's afraid of hurting you because you're so precious he might get greedy."
"Ah, um."

I glared at Commander Ain, who was grinning as if he had been waiting to say those words.

"Grrrr."
"Hahahahaha!! Just be a good little toy!! How can you resist in your current state, unable to use mana?! Uwahahahaha!!"

Now openly laughing loudly, Commander Ain seemed to think this was his chance since I couldn't use mana, and started teasing me. Looking at him, I quietly raised my leg.

-THWACK!
"Haha...kuhurk."
-Thud.
"Thinking I can't attack because I can't use mana was very naive of you."

After punishing the ruffian who carelessly exposed his vital point while mocking me, I gently stepped on the back of the head of Commander Ain, who was now curled up with his hands modestly placed over his groin, and then headed to the dining hall for breakfast.
You underestimated my physical abilities blessed by my mother, Commander.

During the week it took for my body to fully recover, it became my daily routine to cover my flushed face with both hands and run away from people who teased me at every opportunity.

Ch.47 - Blood Revenge
Finally, that day has arrived.

"P-Please, Holy Maiden! Have mercy!"
"Spare us!"
"AAAAARGH!"

Blood vengeance upon those who had shamed me for a week.
First, I gathered the inquisitors who had snickered at me whenever I passed by, and under the pretext of training, I crushed their bones.
Then I moved on to my next target.

This time, heading toward the Holy Knights' training ground.

"Huff!"
"Emergency! Emergency!"
"The Holy Maiden is here!!"
"Run for your lives!!"

Oh my, it seems news of what happened to the inquisitors has already spread.
Watching the Holy Knights scatter in panic at the sight of me, I snapped my fingers.

*SNAP!*
"...Your orders, Holy Maiden."
"Gather everyone."

I had already recruited Commander Ain in advance, with the condition that I wouldn't attack his vital points again after he'd suffered several such blows from me.
Because of this, they had no chance of escaping me.

A moment later, I smiled at the Holy Knights who had lined up with expressions as if they'd been dragged to hell.

"Everyone, I feel like my body has stiffened from lying in bed for so long. I think I need to move around a bit to get back in shape. Would you kindly assist me?"

The nuns were fine since they actually enjoy such topics, and after teasing me once or twice, they even supported and helped me in various ways.
But these Holy Knights who occasionally trained with me have been teasing me at every opportunity as if this were their chance, and it's made me furious to the point my head might explode.

"AAAAARGH!!"
"Oh... Goddess, please take pity on us!"

Unfortunately, my mother doesn't forgive those who tease her daughter.
Isn't that right?

-...Yes. Let's say that's true.

Two days ago, when my mother saw me lying down and spoke to me in surprise, I explained the situation to her.
Ever since I told her that Soleil and I had become lovers, she's been watching me 24 hours a day, in this state.
...I hope she's still doing her work?

-Yes... Ramiel is handling things well....

Anyway, after punishing the Holy Knights, I hummed a tune as I moved on to find my final target.
Let's see, by now they should definitely be...

"Hiccup."
"Ian?"

As I thought, I knew they would be in the garden in front of my room.
The morning sunlight there is quite pleasant.

"Good morning to you both. May the Lord guide our path today."
"Oh, um, good morning."
"Ehehe, are you feeling better, sis?"

Milia approached me with a smile, while the vending machine stood awkwardly, already sweating as if his instincts were warning him.

"Hehe, I'm fine. I feel very refreshed. Very much so..."
"...Sis?"
"You two. I do hope you've become strong enough while I was resting."
"Hiccup."
"Eek!"

The moment they heard that and tried to flee, I subdued them, grabbed them by the nape of their necks, dragged them to my private training ground, and tossed them in.

"Oof!"
"Nngh."

I smiled at the two of them as they rubbed their bottoms and got up, then pointed to the vending machine's greatsword placed behind them.
I had someone bring it here in advance since this was my plan from the start.

"Pick up your weapon."
"Eh, suddenly?"
"Sis?"

I also picked up a training battle axe that had been left in the corner.
I wanted to regain the feeling of using a weapon after so long.

"...Leila?"
"Sis? Why suddenly...?"
"Both of you, come at me as if you're trying to kill me."

This wooden training weapon feels light, as expected.
Facing the two who were still stunned by my words and hadn't regained their senses, I released my killing intent and said:

"What are you waiting for? If you don't prepare yourselves, I'll make the first move."
"W-Wait!"

As the vending machine hastily lifted his greatsword, I took a step forward and swung my battle axe infused with aura.

*CRASH!!*

As he hurriedly blocked with his own aura, I maintained my killing intent while smiling and said:

"Do I look like I'm joking right now?"
*WHIIING*

With the warning over, I focused more mana and enveloped my weapon with the elemental aura that symbolizes a Master.
Finally understanding my seriousness, the two took their stances with tense expressions.
If by any chance they haven't improved much over the past week, I intend to punish them.

*Gulp*

Looking at the vending machine's aura as he nervously swallowed, I could see it was much more stable and natural than before.
Similarly, though Milia's eyes showed hesitation, she was calmly preparing her magic.
Seeing the red mana beginning to gather around her, I lowered the head of my battle axe and struck the ground.

*CRASH!!*

Following the thunderous sound, a storm arose and scattered the surrounding mana. I deflected the vending machine's charging greatsword with the handle of my battle axe.
Perhaps because I was being pushed back in terms of strength, his stance faltered. He flipped his body and swung his greatsword again.

I stepped back to avoid the greatsword, then kicked him in the solar plexus just as he landed.

"Guhak!"

Simultaneously, I spun my battle axe in a full circle to destroy the eight red flame spears flying at me from different directions.
Just as I tried to close the distance toward Milia...

*CRASH!!*
"Ugh."

The ground beneath my feet suddenly exploded.
A trap—honestly, I didn't notice this one. Hehe.

"Hah!"
"I'll cut you!"

As I lost my balance with the ground gone, I saw a greatsword thrusting through the smoke. I placed one hand on the side of the blade, applied force, and launched myself upward.
Then, I swung my battle axe widely to avoid hurting them both.

*WHOOSH!! THUD!!*
"Kyaa!"
"Urgh!"

Watching the scattering swarm of red butterflies, I spun my battle axe and struck the vending machine's head with the end of the handle as I landed.

*SNAP!*
"Oof!"

Then I closed the distance to Milia and flicked her forehead with my finger.

"Well done, both of you. You worked hard."

After giving her a forehead flick that left her tearful and confused by the sudden situation, I comforted Milia and brought them both to a bench in the corner of the training ground to explain why I had done this.

"I'm sorry. I just didn't like hearing that you two were training hard while keeping it a secret from me."
"Eh?"
"That's mean, sis."

For the past week, I was prohibited from using mana or holy power, and couldn't visit anywhere except my room, the dining hall, and the garden due to the need for absolute rest.
So while I knew they were doing something, I couldn't know exactly what.
Even Soleil knew but said he couldn't tell me.

"I'm joking. I was so impressed by your attitude—continuing to move forward despite everything you've been through—that I wanted to reward you."
"...A reward?"
"Not a threat?"

To the two who questioned me with confusion, I added an explanation.

"Did you feel anything while fighting me?"
"Huh?"
"Now that you mention it..."

I'm sure they've been training with Soleil whenever they had time.

"Soleil has managed to break through a wall, but he's still inexperienced."
"That's... inexperienced?"
"...I think I understand."

As expected, Milia the mage understands faster.

"Milia?"
"Think about it, Ian. Sir Soleil couldn't break magic."
"Huh?"
"But both sis and that Death Knight, Eligos, clearly destroyed magic."

Finally looking like he'd been hit on the head with a hammer, the vending machine received my additional explanation.

"Soleil has just risen to that level, so he still needs time to adapt."

There's still one more stage for him.
Hehehe, thinking about how he'll look younger soon makes my heart flutter a bit.

"...Sis, your expression right now is totally like an old man's."
"Kind of gross."
"Ahem, ahem. I-I don't know what you're talking about."

I quickly changed the subject.

"Anyway, it's not widely known, but as you've seen, those who can use elemental aura are called Masters in the world."
"Masters?"
"Ah! Could it be that wasn't just a simple title?!"

I can guess who Milia is thinking of.

"Yes. The most famous Master is that elf."

Sword Master Bill.
A monstrous elf who has been active as the Guild's strongest S-rank adventurer since before I was born.

"Usually, there are at most one or two in a generation. Even rarer among humans."
"Wow."
"Oh, but... one, two, three... including you, sis, that's already four!"
"Yes. But that elf and the Death Knight are clearly beings who have existed across several generations."

That Death Knight named Eligos was surely an ancient human.
I remember seeing such swordsmanship in books before.

"Back to the point, you know that in normal combat situations, mages are considered superior to warriors of the same level, right?"
"Yeah. The only cases where warriors can defeat mages are when both are low-level and the mage allows the warrior to approach, or when the warrior ambushes a careless mage."
"Right. High-level mages can change terrain, fly through the air so warriors can't reach them, and even leap through space for short distances."
"Yes. High-level warriors can emit aura for ranged attacks, but if they're at that level, mages won't just sit there and take it either."

A warrior cannot defeat a prepared mage.
That's the common sense of this world.

"But why bring this up?"
"Ah. Could it be..."
"Yes, that's right. Mages cannot defeat warriors who have reached the level of Master."

There are several reasons for this, but the main one is:

"First, simple structured magic like 'Fireball' or Milia's 'Flame Spear'—spells that simply form and release energy—can be destroyed regardless of their element."

A Master's aura is fundamentally close to natural mana.
Since magic is ultimately an arrangement of mana, when a Master's aura touches it, the mana mixes and disrupts that arrangement, turning it into a simple mass of mana.

"To prevent this, one must create a spell formula so complex and solid that such interference doesn't cause disruption."

Magic that complex and solid would damage even a Master if hit directly.
However...

"A warrior who can close the distance in an instant won't give them that chance."
"Ah, I see."
"Then, I..."

Milia became dejected, apparently concluding that she would be of no help against the Death Knight Eligos.

"No. You should think of it differently. If the vanguard can buy time against him, your magic can deliver an effective blow."

Finally understanding my meaning, their expressions brightened.

"For that purpose, I'll help train you both with my full strength from now on."

I spoke to the two who nodded with smiles.

"Well, it's lunchtime now. Shall we discuss our future plans after the meal?"
"Sure."
"Yes!"

Today, we planned to gather with Grandfather and Soleil after lunch to discuss future matters.
After using a magical cleaning device placed in the corner to clean up the two, we headed to the dining hall in high spirits.

After finishing our meal, our group gathered in Grandfather's office to talk over tea.
It seems Soleil had arrived earlier and was already talking with Grandfather.

"We're here, Grandfather. Soleil."
"Yes, are you feeling better now? You look a bit pale. Are you sleeping well?"
"Yes, don't worry. I was so excited about being able to use my strength again today that I couldn't sleep much. Hehe."
"Leila, didn't you overdo it this morning?"
"..."

...I tried my best not to show it, but I guess my complexion is worse than I thought.
As Soleil stroked my head and scolded me, I puffed my cheeks and changed the subject.

"But it was so vexing!"
"Well, everyone was quite excited this time."
"Hoho, you're all at an age of vigor. But Leila..."
"Yes?"
"Commander Ain is, well, a bit pitiful. Go easy on him."

...I did feel a bit sorry for him after a while.
But isn't it his fault for continuing to tease me even knowing he'd get beaten up?

"Ahaha, Leila was really embarrassed."
"Yeah, sis was super cute."
"For someone saying that, Hero, you seemed to be enjoying it quite a bit yourself."
"Ahaha."

With Soleil making an unpleasant face and retorting to the vending machine...
Grandfather looked at the vending machine with a smile and spoke.

"You two contributed the most to spreading the rumors, didn't you? Hoho."
"What? Grandfather, what did you just say?"
"Oh my, didn't you know? The Hero and the Mage contributed the most to spreading rumors about your confession."

Feeling betrayed, I glared at them, and they avoided my gaze, confirming it was true.

"...You two?"
"Let's calm down, Leila. We have plenty of time ahead."

You're alive thanks to Soleil. Really.
Feeling the warmth of the large hand on my head, I relaxed my expression.

"Anyway, Hero, what are your plans from now on?"

At Grandfather's question, the vending machine, who had been avoiding the topic, spoke with a serious face.

"I've gathered all the clues, so I need to go find the Holy Sword."

With those words, the vending machine took out two seals and overlapped them as if merging them. With a flash of light, they gradually became one.
The sword emblem and the light emblem combined to form a circular seal with an image of a sword gathering light.

*FLASH*

Above the seal, an octagonal compass appeared.
Its needle pointed slightly upward to the southeast.

"Our next destination is the Great Waterfall at the eastern edge of the Empire."
"When do you plan to depart?"

At Grandfather's question, the vending machine hesitated and looked at me.

"I'm fine, so please do as you wish."
"...In that case, let's depart in two days."
"Um, sis. Will Sir Soleil also..."
"No."

I'm disappointed too, but...

"He's one of the greatest powers of the Holy Kingdom; he can't come with us for my personal reasons."

Especially now that he's crossed the threshold.

"Don't worry about me. Besides, Soleil will join our party once we cross the front lines."
"Yes. As Leila said, I plan to help you from the moment you cross the front lines."

The more strength we have when heading to the demon realm to strike at their head, the better.
This is what Soleil and I decided during this past week.
From the Holy Kingdom's perspective, there's no reason to hold back a Master.

"If you're concerned about me, please become stronger as quickly as possible so you can cross the front lines and strike the Demon King."

When I said that with a smile, the vending machine and Milia spoke with somewhat complicated expressions.

"Leila."
"Sis..."

What's important to me right now isn't such consideration.

"So, from now on, I'll train you har—ahem, ahem. I'll train you properly."
"That's your conclusion?"
"Sis, we all heard you say 'train you hard'."
"Hoho, do your best, everyone."
"Leila, don't overdo it."
"Hehe, don't worry everyone. Shall we end here for today?"

Please work hard so that we can take the Demon King's head as soon as possible and Soleil and I can live a happy life.
As I tried to wrap up the meeting before other topics came up, Grandfather spoke.

"Where do you think you're going?"
"Urk."
"Bring it out."

Trying to hide my cold sweat, I shook my head.

"I-I don't know what you're talking about."
"Leila. We already know everything."
"Oh?"
"What's going on?"

Soleil suddenly appeared behind me, restraining my arms and lifting me up.
Despite the situation, I couldn't help but feel my expression softening at being held in his arms, but I tried to ignore it and resisted.

"I-I don't know what you're all talking about...!!"
"Staff. Bring it out."
"Even though your life was in danger this time, we can't let you carry that monstrosity around when going to another country."
"...What's this about?"
"Sounds like they're talking about sis's weapon?"

I sent pleading looks toward the vending machine and Milia while struggling.
Ugh, I tried to draw up mana, but even though he's inexperienced, he's still a Master, and in this joint-locked position...!

"If you don't bring it out, it pains me, but I'll have no choice. I'll spend the remaining two days without seeing Leila's face."

Th-That's unfair!

"Urgh. L-Let's negotiate!"
"...What do you think, Your Holiness?"
"Let's hear her out first, Sir. But don't release her."
"Yes."

Resentfully looking at the two who were watching with interest instead of helping, I stated my condition.

"I'll only take it out when I think I'm in danger."
"Hmm."
"I'm still uneasy about this."
"I-I swear! I'll swear to the Goddess!"

Surely they won't distrust me after going this far!
...Though my criteria for "danger" is up to me. Hehe.

"Nngh, if you go that far..."
"There's one more condition."
"Urgh. Please state it."
*THUD! THUD!*

Annoyed by Soleil's obvious distrust, I kept hitting his chest with the back of my head.

"Hero. Mage."
"Yes?"
"Us?"
"If by any chance Leila does take out her staff, please judge whether it was an appropriate situation. And after she uses it, please inform me without fail."
"Gasp."

Ack, I've been outplayed!

"Ah, yes."
"What exactly happens when sis wields that thing...?"

Soleil finally released my arms and looked at me with an "I knew it" expression.
...I'm feeling anew that my treatment is too harsh, isn't it?

Ch.48 - Hidden Things
In the end, only after attaching various conditions and receiving a definite answer was staff possession permitted.
...At this rate, I think it's practically the same as not being able to use it even if I have it.

So.

"...Leila?"
"Yes."

I plan to act spoiled with Soleil since I feel wronged.

"I do have work to attend to."
"Take a break until tomorrow. It's an order from the Saint."
"..."

Surely, he wouldn't say that work takes priority over me.

"If that's what you say, then I suppose I must."

With those words, he takes his hands off the documents and strokes my head as I rest against his chest.

"I'm angry, you know."
"Yes, yes."

Saying that, I turned around and hung my arms around Soleil's neck.

"Leila?"
"Just stay still for a moment."

I hugged him tightly, feeling his heartbeat against my chest.
Certainly, if I had a larger chest, I might have felt embarrassed in this situation.
I wouldn't have been able to feel his heart with mine like this, which brings me peace.

"I'm more selfish than you think, Soleil."
"Is that so? I've learned something new."
"I think I'm quite possessive, more than I appear."

Even while being held like this, I'm starting to get bothered by the naughty books that must be hidden in Soleil's room bookshelf.
Feeling Soleil's hand patting my back, I spoke again.

"Until now, I didn't know my feelings so I let it slide, but those books in your bookshelf—I hope you'll dispose of them next time."
"...How did you...?"

Soleil asks with a bewildered expression.

"Did you really not know?"
"Not at all."
"Even while looking at my Saint's robe?"
"...!!"

Only then does Soleil's face show shock, as if something has finally dawned on him.
I hope from now on, he'll only look at me.
I swallow those words and smile instead.

"I love you."

After a while, as I whispered those words while nestled against him as he leaned back in his chair, he opened his eyes that had been closed, perhaps from drowsiness, and looked at me.

"I love you too, Leila."
"Ehehe."

We stayed like that, leaning against each other with our eyes closed until evening came.

* *

-Rustle. Rustle.

Mmm... what's that sound?

-Crunch.

I must have dozed off when I was just supposed to be resting my eyes.
Enjoying the pleasant feeling of relaxation I haven't felt in a long time, I stretch and look around.

...?

Soleil is still asleep, leaning against the chair beneath me?

-Crunch. Crunch.

What's making that sound?

"Oh, you're awake."
"..."
-Crunch.

I saw Commander Ain sitting on the sofa in the office, cross-legged, peeling and eating an apple himself.

"My wife received some very delicious apples from nearby and told me to bring them to Soleil."
-Crunch.

Normally, does the gift-giver just peel and eat the gift themselves?

"The apples are indeed quite sweet and delicious, but you two are so sweet that they seem tasteless in comparison."
-Crunch.

....

"Well, sticking close together is fine and all, but please refrain from doing so in the office. At least lock the door."

Ugh.

"Oh? Saint?"

A witness.

"...Why are you holding that? Wasn't that item confiscated?"

I'll eliminate him.

"Gasp! W-wait a moment! If you swing that here!!"

If there are no witnesses, then nothing happened. Right?
Just as I was about to put strength into my arm and swing the staff—

"Release your grip, Leila."
-Hug.

I felt warm hands around my waist, pulling me backward.
Soleil, who had woken up at some point, had wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me into his embrace.

"Commander, please don't tease her too much. She's my woman now, so I intend to monopolize Leila's cute moments."
"Mmph."
"And you should consider your life as well."

I bowed my head in embarrassment at his casual statement of what he considered an obvious fact.
His woman... ehehe.

"Well, I was prepared to take a hit, but I never thought the staff would be back."
"That's how it is. Be careful. Unless you want to be assigned to reconstruction work like I was in the past."
"...I can control my power just fine, you know?"

I puffed my cheeks and expressed my dissatisfaction toward the two men who were talking as if I might lose my senses and blow up the Inquisition building.
I was only planning to make a small hole in the floor.

"So, what's your business?"

Fortunately, I wasn't the only one displeased with our private time being interrupted; Soleil spoke more sharply than usual.
B-but, could you please let go of my waist first?
Now that I'm conscious of it, it's incredibly embarrassing.

"As I told the Saint earlier, my wife received some delicious apples and wanted me to pass them on to you too."
"Is that your answer?"
"Yep. She thought of you right away since you like sweet things. She says you should visit more often."
"I understand, now please leave. If you stay any longer, I won't be able to stop Leila either."

Oh, that's not it.
He seems to have misunderstood my trembling as anger.

"Oh, I apologize, Saint. Then, until next time!"

Commander Ain said that and quickly fled.
But why is the hand on my waist still not letting go?
Ah, wait! If you tickle there like that...!

"Hyah!"

...Is that really my voice?

"...Leila?"
"Mmph. N-no, it's nothing like that!"

Startled by the sudden voice that came out against my will, I hastily grabbed his hand and removed it from my waist, then stepped back and spoke with my head bowed.

"S-so, yes! It's just that my skin is a bit sensitive!"
"..."
"If you tickle my waist like before, it's embarrassing for me too..."

I started making various excuses, flustered by the heat spreading from my waist throughout my body.
As I was rambling—

"I apologize. I touched you without saying anything, which startled you."
"Ah, that's... it's okay..."

Soleil reassured me with a gentle smile, stroking my head.
Looking at him, my heart began to race, and my gaze was naturally drawn to his eyes.
At the same time, as his face gradually came closer, my heart felt like it would burst, and I unconsciously closed my eyes.

-Smooch.

And then, a warm and soft sensation on my lips.
As if just touching wasn't enough, there was a ticklish feeling of him gently nibbling on my upper lip.
Ah, um, s-so, what comes next...!

-Clack!
"Ow!"
"Ugh."

Ouch, that hurts!
It seems we amateurs were too eager and our teeth collided.
Since the inside of the mouth can't be trained, it naturally hurts.
As I touched my mouth and opened my eyes—

"Pfft."

I could see that the tips of Soleil's ears had turned slightly red as he covered his mouth and turned his head away.

"Pfft, ahahahaha!!"
"...It's my first time too. It can't be helped. Please don't laugh too much."

I laughed until tears came out, feeling the heat that had been rising from inside my stomach disappear.
Perhaps my laughter made him more embarrassed, as he couldn't meet my eyes. I smiled broadly and said:

"Ahaha! Soleil, can you look this way for a moment?"
"What is it?"

Though he spoke grumpily, as if slightly upset, Soleil obediently looked at me.
I removed his hand covering his mouth, took his face, and brought it to mine.

-Peck.

After giving him a light kiss, I laughed heartily at his bewildered expression.

"Let's not be too greedy from the start and take it one step at a time."
"You really are something else."

Only then did Soleil realize he had been impatient, and he laughed helplessly. Seeing this, I spoke:

"It's getting late. Shall we go get dinner?"
"Let's do that. I'll get ready right away."

Standing at the office door, I touched my lips while Soleil was busy organizing his desk and not looking at me.

"Ehehe..."
"Are you that happy?"
"Sis, you'll rot your teeth if you keep that up."

...!!

"Eh?"

Why are these two here?

"It's almost dinner time, and we couldn't find either of you."
"W-we met the Holy Knight Commander."
"He told us we'd find you and Soleil together here."
"We came to invite you to dinner together."

The two of them snickered as they spoke.
...Commander Ain again?!

"...Hero? Mage?"

Soleil, who had finished organizing his desk and stood up, spoke in a surprised voice, having just noticed the two.
They snickered at Soleil as well.

"Looks like we're interrupting."
"Ahaha, should we disappear now?"
"...No. Soleil and I were just about to go get dinner anyway."
"Yes. Let's go together."

I grabbed the vending machine's shoulder with my right hand and squeezed it tightly as I spoke.

"My throat's a bit dry. Could I have two, please?"
"Urgh. Yes."

I took out two silver coins from my left sleeve and handed them to the vending machine, then received two cans of Dr. Pepper and offered one to Soleil.

"Here, take it."
"What is this?"
"You heard about it at the banquet before, right? It's a gift my mother gave me."
"But just now, the Hero clearly..."

Soleil looked back and forth between the Dr. Pepper and the vending machine, expressing his doubt.

"Yes. She made it so I can only get it through the Hero. It's my favorite beverage. It's a sweet drink that you'll like, Soleil."
"...I see."

Somehow, his determined expression as he looked at the can didn't sit well with me, so I elbowed the vending machine in the side.
He was clearly doubting my taste, so I wanted him to back me up.

"Ugh. Lord Soleil. I understand your concern, but you don't need to worry. It's really just a normal sweet drink. It's an ordinary beverage from the world I lived in."
"Ehehe, it's a strange drink that's sweet and fizzy. Don't worry! I drink it occasionally too!"

Only then did Soleil nod with a relieved expression and put the drink in his pocket.
As I watched him, I seriously wondered: Is my taste really that strange?

That concern didn't end until we finished our meal.

"So, tomorrow as planned?"
"Sis, are you sure you're okay? We'd be fine skipping training for a day..."

Tomorrow, the last day before departing for the Empire, Soleil and I had agreed to oversee the training of the vending machine and Miss Milia.

"It's fine. There are things we can only show you when we're together."
"Don't worry."

I reassured the two who were looking at me worriedly, as if I would die if I couldn't whisper sweet nothings to Soleil for even a day.

"Mmm. Alright. Then I'll come to the Inquisition office tomorrow morning."
"See you tomorrow, Sis!"
"Yes. Have a good night."
"Good night."

After the vending machine and Miss Milia disappeared from sight, I silently took Soleil's hand.

"Leila?"
"Just for a moment, would you walk with me?"

After moving to the garden in front of my room and standing in the center under the moonlight, I spoke to Soleil, who had silently held my hand and followed me until then.

"I told the Hero and Miss Milia that, but the truth is, I don't want to be apart from you."
"I feel the same."

The truth is, yes. I don't want to be separated from Soleil for even a moment.

"When I'm away from Soleil, my body keeps trembling. No matter how hard I try to ignore it, I can't forget the memory of that moment when death was right in front of me."
"Everyone fears death, Leila."

With the staff now, I'm confident I would win if we fought again.
But the fear of death that I faced for the first time still haunts me coldly every time I close my eyes, even a week after waking up.

"When I think that I could have died without saying goodbye to my mother, that I could have ended without telling you how I feel, my body still trembles."
"Leila."

Soleil gently embraced me as I began to tremble, my shoulders clutched tightly, and I spoke again.

"Originally, I was going to keep it inside until the end. To be strong, because that's the strength I've built up."
"It's okay."
"I shouldn't show weakness when I said I would save people with confidence..."

When I first heard about the Demon Lord, I was arrogant.
I thought I would never lose, that I could end it easily.

This defeat is the same.
The fact that I didn't have my staff is just an excuse.
If I had analyzed the enemy more seriously, if I hadn't tried to finish it hastily, if I had focused on holding out until support arrived.
I surely wouldn't have lost.

"It's alright. You can be weak in front of me."
"...Soleil?"
"Show me your vulnerability, at least to me."
"But."

Then I'd just be an annoying woman who only complains one-sidedly.

"I don't love you for your strength. Even your vulnerable side is simply lovely to me."
"...Mmph."

You're making me blush even at a time like this.

"Being strong doesn't mean never showing weakness. Humans cannot progress while ignoring their own weaknesses."
"Soleil..."
"Accepting your own frailty is not wrong."

The warmth from his embrace and his words were driving away the cold chill that had been making my body tremble.

"If you continue to ignore your weakness, it will grow larger as you become stronger, and eventually, the strength you've built up will collapse because of it."

I wondered about his confident tone, as if he had seen such things often.
Noticing my curiosity, Soleil continued with a slightly smiling voice:

"You probably don't know about when I first became an Inquisitor."

And so began a rare story about Soleil's past.
About why Soleil joined the Inquisition. What the previous Inquisitors were like.
And also about what he saw as he changed the Inquisition.

"In the end, they were just hiding their wounds, their weaknesses, with burning madness. Eventually, they all collapsed because of it."

By now my trembling had stopped, so I moved away from Soleil's embrace and listened attentively to his story.

"So please don't blame yourself for thinking you shouldn't be weak. If you must, at least show that weakness to me."
"I'll try."
"Please don't forget that you are never alone."
"...Yes."

Listening to Soleil's words, I rested my head on his shoulder.

"Thank you."
"It's nothing."

After spending some time silently gazing at the moon, we promised to meet tomorrow and returned to our respective rooms.

After parting with Soleil and returning to my room, I knelt on the floor and began to pray.
I've already used this month's Goddess chance so I can't use it again, but I'm sure Mother is watching me now.

-Tell me.

Right?
I smiled at the voice in my head and said:

'Ehehe, so you were watching after all.'
-Of course, I've been worried since you returned. I knew you were trembling.
'...I was a little scared.'

As I told Soleil, it wasn't the fact of dying itself that frightened me.
It was the thought of leaving without saying goodbye to my loved ones, of leaving with these feelings unsaid.

-You seem to be alright now.
'Yes.'
-At first, I wasn't pleased that you had fallen for him.
'Ehehe, I'm sorry. I really had no idea that what I felt was love.'
-It's fine as long as you know now.

It seems she's recovered from her breakdown of the past few days.

-Don't think about that. I step away for a moment and find out you nearly died, and my daughter who never knew love is now actively expressing affection to a man. Do you know how surprised I was?
'Hehe.'
-Now, I don't need to worry anymore, right?
'Yes. With Soleil here, I won't tremble anymore.'

Only after hearing those words did she seem relieved, letting out a breath.

-Sigh, really. Accidents always happen when I look away for just a moment.
'Hehe.'
-It's late. Go to sleep now.
'Thank you. I always love you, Mother.'
-Oh my, you're just too cute.

After finishing my conversation with Mother, I was able to fall asleep without shivering from the cold for the first time in a long while.

Ch.49 - Again, to the Journey
Morning has dawned.

After offering my usual prayers, I was heading to the Inquisition Director's office when I witnessed an unbelievable sight.

"Ah, sis!"
"Oh, Leila. Good morning."
"...Huh?"

Miss Milia was awake at this hour.

"Leila? What's wrong?"
"Sis?"
"Who are you? There's no way Miss Milia would be up and about at this hour."

I asked warily, suspicious of whatever had taken Miss Milia's form.

"Heeeng, that's so mean."
"That's a bit harsh."

...Is this really Miss Milia?
Still on guard, I took her hand and scanned her mana.

"...Um, well. Sorry?"

I apologized to Miss Milia in a daze, but she seemed genuinely upset, turning her head away without responding.

"Ahaha, I'm really sorry."

I tried to reach for her head, but unlike usual, she pulled away. With no other choice, I hugged her from behind and said:

"You worked hard. Yes. I was wrong. Won't you forgive me?"
"...Hmph. Just this once."

Only then did she seem to soften a bit, allowing me to pat her head as I comforted her for a moment.
No, I truly never imagined she would wake up on her own at the same time as me.

After that, the vending machine, Miss Milia, and I moved to the Inquisition Director's office.

"Good morning, Leila, and to both of you as well."
"May the Lord watch over our path today."
"Good morning, Sir Soleil."
"Ehehe, hello!"

Even Miss Milia, who used to be so shy, now seems comfortable enough with Soleil to smile and chat naturally.
Well then, earlier than planned, but...

"Shall we go?"
"Let's do that."

After moving to the training ground we had cleared in advance, I said:

"Let's start with Soleil."
"I'm listening."

Facing Soleil, who looked slightly puzzled, I opened my mouth to share information I had been withholding until now.

"Soleil, did you know there's still one more step remaining?"
"I had a feeling. Something seemed a bit off."

Normally, if one had properly attained enlightenment and become a Master, this process wouldn't be necessary.
But since Soleil had only reached the Master level by essentially copying from me and the vending machine like an answer sheet, there was still something lacking.

"Usually, two things happen simultaneously at the moment of enlightenment."
"Hmm."
"Spar with me and think about what you're missing. Once you reach that understanding, you'll be able to take that final step."

As I prepared for the sparring match, I spoke to the vending machine:

"Hero."
"Yes?"
"Please watch my match with Soleil carefully and let me know if you notice anything."
"Got it."
"What about me?"

Turning to Miss Milia, who was asking what she should do, I smiled and said:

"Miss Milia, please wait for now. After I finish sparring with Soleil, it will be your turn."
"Eek."

After explaining what everyone needed to do, I turned to face Soleil.

"Come at me with everything you've got."
"Yes."

After a brief sparring session with Soleil, I carefully laid him down in a corner after he collapsed from a blow to the solar plexus, then spoke to the vending machine:

"Did you notice anything?"
"Hmm, I'm not sure yet."

As expected, adopting the drunkard's method might...

"Ah! I think I see how the aura application is different."

...not be necessary after all.

"That's good."
"...Yeah, really good. I just got a terrible chill down my spine."

My, it seems the vending machine's intuition is working hard.

"Yes, that's right. The auras that Soleil and I use are applied differently from normal auras."
"From the outside rather than the inside, right?"
"Correct."

While normal auras use mana from within the body and emit it onto the target,
A Master's aura first releases the mana from the body, then controls the released mana to envelop the target.
That's why normal auras require strength to withstand the released mana, but Masters can apply auras to anything.
For example, like when I applied an aura to the ground beneath the vending machine's feet in Salem before planting him there.

"So, Hero, you'll need to train to complete your aura while also learning how to manipulate mana after releasing it externally."
"All of a sudden?"

I suppose it's about time I explained.

"Normally, when one becomes a Master, the body undergoes a transformation and the quality of mana changes."

Like filtering out impurities.

"An immature body becomes complete, an aged body returns to its prime. Mana mixed with impurities becomes pure, natural mana."

A Master's mana is a highly coveted research material among magicians.

"Ah, so that's why sis's mana..."
"Yes, that's right. It's also the stage Soleil needs to reach."
"Huh? But Ian's mana is also incredibly clean, just like yours."
"Mine?"

Looking at the two puzzled faces, I spoke again:

"The Hero's body and mana are already in an even more complete state. Though the quantity of mana is still lacking."
"Really?!"
"What, seriously? For someone supposedly so complete, I seem way too weak compared to you."

The vending machine looks at his own body, then at me while saying such things, which is a bit annoying, but at that moment—

*Thwack!*
"Ugh!"
"Hero. Such remarks to a woman are rude."
"Ow, Sir Soleil... Sorry, Leila."
"No, it's just because the Hero doesn't know how to use his strength properly."

Soleil, who had just gotten up, struck the vending machine's head with the side of his hand, taking my side.
Feeling my mood improve thanks to that, I continued my explanation:

"As I mentioned earlier, the Hero doesn't know how to use his complete body and mana. You're just treating it like an ordinary person's body."
"What does that mean?"
"Soleil, listen carefully too. You might be quite shocked at first."
"I will."

After nodding at Soleil with a smile, I began:

"Haven't you ever thought something was strange? Like how my normal strength should make daily life difficult?"
"Huh? Now that you mention it..."
"I received my mother's blessing since childhood, so my physical abilities have always been different from normal people. That's why I quickly learned how to control my strength."

Even my staff isn't just coated with mithril—it's made by compressing solid mithril.
It's a weapon that normally couldn't even be lifted without enhancing one's body with mana.
I could lift it without much trouble even before becoming a Master, but still.
Anyway, how could someone with such strength live a normal daily life?

"Consciously controlling that power."

Judging by their puzzled expressions, this explanation isn't sufficient.

"The state where you two enhance your bodies with mana now becomes your normal state after becoming a Master."

There's a reason we're called superhumans.
When I first crossed that threshold, I was quite shocked seeing everything I touched breaking.

"So you need to consciously control your strength to make it weaker."

For example:

"Think of it like a faucet. Imagine opening it just slightly so that water trickles out bit by bit."

This is something that's probably difficult to understand unless you've experienced it firsthand.

"Hero, you're already doing this unconsciously. It's just that your unconscious mind has set a limit saying 'this is as far as my strength goes.'"
"I think I'm starting to understand."
"Hmm. That's still somewhat abstract to me."
"Don't worry, Soleil. Once your body is reconstructed, you'll understand. For now, just remember this."

Fortunately, it seems they're beginning to grasp something.
For now, I need to attend to Miss Milia too, so I clapped my hands to get everyone's attention.

*Clap!*
"Now, let me summarize. Soleil, your goal is to cross the remaining step over the wall. Hero, your goals are to release your body's limiter and learn to manipulate mana after releasing it."

After assigning tasks to the two:

"Miss Milia, let's train your magic together."
"Huh? Can you do magic too, sis?"
"No. Let's research at what point magic breaks down when faced with my power."

How solid and complex must a magic formula be to resist a Master's aura?

"We'll identify the minimum level of magic that can counter a Master, then reinforce the formula to gradually build up."

This is something only I can do in this world.
No other Master would help with such a thing.

"This is a project we'll need to continue researching together throughout our journey. Understood?"
"Yes! I'll work hard, sis!"

Patting the brightly smiling child's head, I began the training.

* * *

While helping with Milia's training, Leila occasionally checked on my progress, and I suddenly became curious about something.

"Come to think of it, when did you cross the wall, Leila?"
"Oh? Is that what you're curious about?"

Leila didn't hide her surprise, as if she hadn't expected that question.

"Well, since it's almost lunchtime, let's talk while having a light meal."

Saying she had prepared in advance, Leila took out sandwiches and called everyone over.

"Phew. It's been a while since I trained like this."

Soleil, who had been meditating rather than moving his body.

"Uuugh, my head feels like it's going to explode."

Milia, who had been repeatedly creating magic formulas only for Leila to disperse them with her aura, searching for improvements.

"Hero, even so, to just leave it lying on the ground like that..."
"..."

Leila, bringing back the staff—which she insisted was named "Staff"—that she had handed to me earlier, asking me to try lifting it without using mana.
Wait, isn't that kind of rod normally called a staff? Why does she keep emphasizing that "Staff" is its name?
While pondering this question, Leila opened the basket containing the sandwiches and began:

"So, about when I crossed the wall."

And thus began Leila's story.

"I think it was not long after I went to the front lines. It was the night right after I met the drunkard, experienced a few incidents, and then parted ways."

The sudden appearance of her master.
So her master and Seira met at the front lines.

"Somehow I couldn't sleep, and I didn't feel like moving around, so I was quietly sitting and meditating."

This is a bit different from what I expected.
I thought she would have attained enlightenment while fighting desperately on the battlefield.

"It just came suddenly, I think. As I meditated, at some point the way I had been using my body started feeling awkward, and I began wondering if I was using mana correctly."

Perhaps recalling that moment, Leila spoke with her eyes half-closed and a strange expression of dissatisfaction.

"When I came to my senses, dawn was already breaking, and I, who had been sitting in the center of the barracks in my pajamas, was somehow naked. Since it was a private barracks, it wasn't a big problem, but still."
"Pfft!"
"...Leila?"
"Ah, naked?"

As Leila scratched the side of her head while revealing this shocking detail, I choked on my water in surprise.

"There were scraps of what I assume were my pajamas scattered around. My body felt strange too—too good. I later learned this was a phenomenon that occurs when the body is reconstructed as one crosses the wall."

Leila's expression soured as she paused at this point.

"...My height didn't increase at all."

She added somewhat sadly that only her proportions improved slightly.

"Well, at least I'm thankful it didn't happen while I was wearing my Saint's robe. If I had lost this expensive outfit, I would have been devastated with regret."
"...It's fortunate you were alone, Leila."
"Ehehe, that's true. Be careful, Soleil."

Seeing Soleil suddenly realize he could have suffered the same fate, I couldn't help but snicker.

"Hehe, I'm glad I won't have to worry about that."
"Urk."

After finishing lunch, we took a short break and then continued training until evening, parting ways with plans to meet again tomorrow.

* * *

Sigh, so today has ended like this as well.
Thinking about being separated from Soleil starting tomorrow makes my heart ache.

"Leila."
"Yes?"
"Don't make such an expression. I feel the same way."
"Soleil..."

After dinner, as we strolled through the garden—Soleil had offered to escort me to my room—I looked up at his face upon hearing his words.
And simultaneously, Soleil stopped and met my gaze.

"Ah, but we're still outside..."

I said this as his face drew closer, unable to hide my flushing cheeks, but Soleil didn't seem to care as he wrapped his arm around my waist and pressed his lips to mine.

*Kiss* *Slurp*
"Mmh. Mmph."

Unlike before, he slipped his tongue between my lips with more practiced movements, and I surrendered my body to him, relaxing completely.
...The sensation of our tongues intertwining, something I had never experienced before, was startling, but even more than that, I could feel how much Soleil wanted me, and for a moment, I wished time would stop.
After the kiss ended, seeing our mixed saliva stretching between us as our lips parted, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
This was a passionate kiss, wasn't it? Oh my, what a strange feeling.
My legs nearly gave out beneath me.

"Are you alright?"
"Yesss."

I wondered if he could hear my pounding heart.
My face must look so strange right now—despite the cool breeze, the heat in my face wouldn't subside, and I felt a bit flustered.

"I suppose that was too stimulating."
"Haah."

Soleil held me up carefully and sat me down on a bench, stroking my head.
After that kiss, my mind went blank and my body felt hot, so I don't remember anything he said afterward.
I only remember reaching out with regret as he left after escorting me to my room, saying "See you tomorrow."
The dazed feeling continued until Sister Teresa scolded me into changing clothes and lying down in bed, and I ended up having a restless night.

"Leila, are you okay?"
"Ah, yesss."
"Sis, your expression is seriously concerning."

The next morning, having barely composed myself, I was now the center of attention in Grandfather's office as we prepared to depart for the Empire.

"Sir Soleil, what exactly did you do to Leila to leave her in this state?"
"She's completely broken..."
"Ahem."

Just thinking about yesterday made my face hot again, so I hung my head low.

*Thud!*
"Ugh!"

I thought I heard someone punching Soleil, but I don't have the mental capacity to pay attention to such things right now.
...Wait, who got hit?

"Oh, she's back."
"Sis, are you feeling better?"
"Soleil?"
"Yes. Are you feeling better, Leila?"

Looking at Soleil, who appeared completely unfazed, I tilted my head in confusion.
Was it an auditory hallucination? If so, that would be serious...

"Ho ho, have you come back to your senses?"
"Ah, Grandfather. I'm sorry."
"Not at all. It's nice to see such youthful passion."

Unusually, Grandfather stood beside Soleil with his arm around his shoulder, laughing.

"Um, everyone. I'm sorry. I think I was a bit out of it."
"Well, I'm glad you're back to normal."
"We were worried, sis."
"Yes, I'm fine now, so please don't worry."

After reassuring the vending machine and Miss Milia, I opened my mouth to get to the main point:

"So, you mentioned the Great Waterfall at the eastern edge of the Empire?"
"That's right."
"Since we can't walk there, we decided to take a portal."

Nodding as I listened to their explanation, I thought about the eastern edge of the Empire.

"Is it Aria?"
"Yes."
"That's right!"
"I've already made portal reservations."
"If we move now, we can go right away."

Nodding at those words, I stood up.

"Then, let's go."
"Thank you again for everything."
"Thanks to the Pope and Sir Soleil, we're alive!"

Watching the two express their gratitude to Grandfather and Soleil, I also bowed my head.

"Ho ho, we only did what needed to be done."
"Please don't dwell on it."

I approached Grandfather, who was smiling as he spoke, and hugged him without a word.

"Well then, I'll be going now."
"Take care. Don't get hurt."
"I won't."

Next, I approached Soleil.

"Be careful."
"That's my line. Don't get hurt, and when I see you at the front lines, show me that you've completely crossed the wall."
"I'll do my best."

After saying our goodbyes, we moved to the station where we had reserved the portal.

"Somehow we've returned to Ramiel."
"Let's give it our all once more!"
"Yes. I'll be in your care again."
"Likewise."

Standing on the portal, bathed in the light of the magic circle rising from below, we faced each other and spoke those words.
I pray that our journey ahead will be safe.

Ch.50 - Aria
Aria.
A city named after the first Saint.

Just as the major cities of the Holy Nation were named after angels who serve the Mother,
The major cities of the Empire were named after the members of the first Hero's party.

A different kind of architecture from the Holy Nation, one that exudes humanity.
Unlike the Holy Nation where white is the base color, this city primarily uses red, giving it a warm, passionate feeling.
It's been a while since I've seen such a sight, but it's certainly pleasant in its own way.

But the most important fact is?

"Oh? Have you decided to walk around with your eyes open now?"
"Hehe, I prefer it this way in foreign countries."

There aren't many people who would recognize me if I walk around with my eyes open.
In the Holy Nation, most citizens are devout believers, so they're quite interested in me and tend to recognize me.
But since I've focused more on my work as an Inquisitor rather than as a Saint, I don't receive that much attention in other countries.
If anything, people are probably more interested in the vending machine than in me.

"People only know that Saints exist, but they don't really care about their characteristics."
"I see."
"Ehehe, but I'm happy I get to see your eyes more often, sis!"
"Thank you."

I patted Milia's head as she smiled and leaned into me, then mentioned something that had been on my mind.

"By the way, even considering it's a major city, it's incredibly lively."
"It's probably because it overlaps with the festival."
"Festival?"
"Oh, the festival!"

A festival... no wonder it's so lively.
After we defeat the Demon Lord, it might be nice to attend festivals like this with Soleil.

"Sis, are you thinking about your husband?"
"...Ugh."
"Your face is just melting, melting away."

It seems my expression gave me away again.
I've learned well enough that making excuses only puts me at a disadvantage, so I don't bother refuting.

"Ahem, ahem. So, what's your plan now?"
"It's almost lunchtime, so let's eat lunch and then depart."
"Okay!"
"Sounds good."

By the way, did they mention a Great Waterfall?
I'm curious. How magnificent must it be to earn such a name?

* *

I've realized something recently.
I didn't notice at first, but Leila's thoughts are surprisingly transparent on her face.
It's not that her expressions become obviously strange or anything like that.

There are subtle changes that only someone who sees her often would notice.
For example, like just now when she was thinking about Soleil, the corners of her mouth turned up and her eyes softened a bit.
...Which means that the Leila I've seen all this time has been completely genuine, without any pretense.

Even her usual gentle smile wasn't a mask—she was genuinely happy.
I feel quite foolish for thinking it was a facade and being tense around her.

So right now, her expression shows she's curious about the Great Waterfall.

"It's going to be amazing."
"Pardon?"

Leila responded with surprise to my comment as we sat at an outdoor table of a nearby restaurant, waiting for our food.

"You were wondering about the Great Waterfall, weren't you?"
"How did you...?"
"Haven't you been told that your thoughts show clearly on your face?"
"That's right, sis. It's all over your face."
"...Ugh."

I could understand why Leila was beloved by everyone in the Holy Nation.
For those who've grown accustomed to her, it's all visible.
Her genuine, pure goodwill.

Now I fully understand why Milia, who was once so wary, quickly became as excited as a puppy finding its owner.
She must have seen this side of Leila when they first met at that banquet.

"Umm, anyway. For the Great Waterfall, do we need to climb a cliff?"

As I naturally handed a tip to the waiter who brought our food, Leila asked.

"I told you before, right? I know the location. I just don't meet the conditions to enter."
"Ah."
"And we don't need to climb. If we start from here, we'll actually be above the waterfall, and our target is below it."

It's a place that not many know about, and even those who do can't necessarily enter.

"We're going underwater."

Because that's where the entrance to the dungeon containing the holy sword is.

* *

...I don't like getting wet.
Do you know how heavy my hair becomes?

I've considered cutting it more than once, but my mother is quite fond of my long hair.
It's already at the limit of what I can manage with a simple ponytail, which is why I braid it like this.
Ugh, when my hair gets wet, it becomes incredibly heavy.

"Um, I'm not particularly fond of getting wet."

While drying and cleanliness magic works on clothes, allowing me to somehow manage my body, I can't dry my hair with it.
I looked at Milia with a hint of hope, but...

"I'm not very good with such delicate magic..."

Seeing Milia awkwardly smile and avoid my gaze, I sighed.

"Haah."
"Do you dislike it that much? You were fine with the hot springs."
"No, actually..."

It was my mistake in the end.
But I blame the vending machine.

"...I think I left my drying magic tool at the hot springs."
"Ah."

I just remembered it while talking about it now.
I had it custom-made by the Red Tower because I hated how heavy my hair became whenever I went on missions in the rain, and now I can't easily get a new one.
I remember the effort it took to test the output to ensure it maintained the right level of moisture without drying out my hair.

"I suppose there's no choice. We'll have to light a small fire and dry it slowly."
"Ehehe... sorry, sis."
"It can't be helped. There's no need for you to apologize, Milia."

...If I suggested parting the water and walking through the gap, would Soleil scold me later?

"Ah, what if we create a barrier with holy power to surround us as we enter?"

The vending machine suddenly suggested.
If that were possible, I wouldn't be worrying about this.

"Unfortunately, using a holy barrier to block water presents many problems."

Fundamentally, the barrier only blocks what I perceive as a threat.
The moment I consider water a threat, it would become impossible to even enter the water.

"Most importantly, we wouldn't even be able to enter the water in the first place."

I've said it many times, but holy power isn't such a convenient force.
Of course, there are methods, but none of them are reasonable, so I've chosen to simply get wet.

"I see."
"It can't be helped. We'll just have to dry slowly."
"I'm more concerned about Milia. Your clothes will get wet—will you be alright?"
"...Ah."

The vending machine might be fine, but Milia's clothes aren't enchanted, so she'll be quite uncomfortable when they get wet.
Especially her undergarments and such.

"There's no choice. How about we find a portable changing room in the city before we depart?"
"Yes, that's a good idea."
"Ugh, having to worry about such practical matters takes away the romance."
"Romance is best left in fairy tales, Milia."

Reality is always different from stories.

After finishing our meal and exploring the city to make some preparations, we fortunately found a portable changing room.
If we couldn't find one, I was planning to buy materials and make one ourselves, but the first clothing store we visited had one they were planning to discard and gladly gave it to us.
Also, I learned that the festival in Aria celebrates the day when the first Saint, Aria, became a Saint.
The main festival will begin the day after tomorrow, and we were told there would be many attractions to enjoy, so we decided to consider it after finding the holy sword.

"Hmmmm."
"It seems you're pondering something."

I asked the vending machine, who had been grumbling about something ever since we heard about the festival, as we moved along a ravine with a large river flowing below toward the Great Waterfall.

"Ah. When I heard about the festival, I remembered there was something quite good among the prizes you could win."
"Oh, really?"
"But I can't remember exactly what it was... hahaha."
"Well, perhaps it wasn't significant enough to leave a strong impression?"

If you're really concerned...

"Or we could simply attend the festival and see what the item is."
"Oh, would that be alright?"
"Wouldn't that be a waste of time?"

I smiled at the two who asked with concern.

"When the heart becomes impatient, even things that should happen don't. I'm not such an inflexible person."
"Right. Then let's think about it more after we find the holy sword."
"Thank you, sis!"

Besides, my intuition is whispering that something good will happen if we attend this festival.

Anyway, as we continued our conversation and moved forward, Milia suddenly grabbed both my sleeve and the vending machine's, exclaiming:

"Oh, Ian, sis! Look over there!"
"Wow."
"What do you think? Impressive, right?"

In the distance, at the end of the ravine, we could see a magnificent waterfall with a rainbow cascading from a massive cliff.
After another hour of travel, we arrived at the waterfall.

"Wooooow!!"
"Wow, seeing it in person really is..."
"Magnificent."

I could fully understand why it was called the Great Waterfall.
Watching the waterfall pour down from the N-shaped cliff with its elegant curves made me feel refreshed, so I simply gazed at it without thinking.

"Alright, you two, look here for a moment."

After staring blankly for quite some time, we heard the vending machine's voice from behind.

"Oh?"
"Huh?"

In the vending machine's hand was the circular seal we had seen before.
However...

"The needle is pointing downward!"
"Indeed it is."

As the vending machine said, the compass needle was pointing directly at the center of the water where the waterfall was falling.

Since we had already spent considerable time traveling to the waterfall and the sun was beginning to set, we decided to set up camp.
It would be dangerous to enter the water in darkness.

That evening.

"Hehehe."
"...Are you that happy?"
"Eek!"

After dinner, as I was quietly communicating with Soleil through a crystal ball, the vending machine approached me.

"No, I was going to ask about the night watch, but I think it's better if you take the first shift, Leila."
"Uh, thank you."

After deciding that the vending machine would take the second shift and Milia the last, I smiled as I watched the two go to bed.
Thank you for your consideration.

Some time passed, and Soleil also needed to go to bed, so our communication ended.
Wondering what to do next, I noticed the night sky was beautiful, so I began praying while looking up at it.

-Rustle.

I sensed movement and someone approaching from the nearby bushes.
I took out a bead with a sound-blocking barrier from my sleeve to ensure the other two wouldn't wake up, then asked:

"Who's there at this late hour?"

I directed my question toward the source of the presence.

"Eek."

A slightly youthful girl's voice.
At the same time, a young girl in simple attire, presumably an adventurer, emerged from the bushes.

The girl with ash-gray hair reaching her waist and ruby-red eyes seemed to be in pain from scratches she received while coming through the bushes, her eyes welling with tears.

"Oww, it stings."
"Haah..."

Sighing at the minor wounds visible even to my eyes, I approached her and healed her injuries.

"Ah, thank you!"
"So, who are you?"

As I asked while making eye contact, the girl seemed to finally grasp the situation and hastily began speaking.

"Ah, um. Hello! I'm an adventurer named Ria! I, um, wanted to see the waterfall at night, so I snuck away from my companions... ehehe."

Hmm.

"I see. Then I hope you enjoy the view."
"Ah, um... please let me repay you for helping me!"

As expected.

"No repayment is necessary. I did it because I wanted to."
"But, you look lonely. Could I keep you company for a while?"
"Please be honest. You came out alone, but now you're feeling lonely."
"Ugh."

I'll humor her for now.

"Would you like to come this way? The view of the waterfall is good from here."
"Yes. Thank you."

Once I had her seated beside me, she fidgeted without saying anything. I quietly observed her presence as I rested my chin on my hand and gazed at the waterfall without turning my head.
She must be uncomfortable because she's never met a Saint like me before.

"Um, I know it's rude, but..."
"If you know it's rude, wouldn't it be better not to ask?"
"Uuuugh."

I turned my head toward the self-proclaimed adventurer named Ria, who was flustered by my response.

"Go ahead and speak. I'll listen."
"Uuugh. Um, by any chance. Are you the Saint?"

She really lacks eloquence.

"Yes. Though I am unworthy, I have received that title. These eyes are the proof."

When I made eye contact to show her my stigmata, her demeanor briefly sharpened.

"Wow, what beautiful stigmata. I'm envious..."

If you're going to act, you should at least include a bit of sincerity.

"Such clearly engraved stigmata must mean you receive a lot of love from the Goddess, right?"
"I wonder. How can one claim that only what's visible on the outside represents the Goddess's love?"
"But still, to receive the position of Saint, haven't you ever thought you must have something special compared to others?"
"Well, I am somewhat special."

She couldn't hide her surprise, apparently not expecting me to respond that way.

"What does it feel like to receive the Goddess's love?"
"It feels like warm sunlight embracing me, and a gentle breeze caressing me—a cozy feeling."
"Have you ever thought that there might be a price for that love?"

I wonder what the old church did to make people so suspicious, both now and during Hayden's time.

"A price? I think I'm already paying it sufficiently."
"What?!"
"Thanks to the stigmata, my eyes get terribly dry. It's agonizing to open them without medication."

Seeing her surprise at each of my responses made me want to tease her a bit.

"...Ah, so that's what stigmata in the eyes feels like."

I feigned ignorance and asked the girl who spoke with a dumbfounded expression.

"Stigmata in the eyes? Do you perhaps bear stigmata as well?"
"Ah, um, no! One of my companions has stigmata..."
"I see, so that's it."

I smiled at her excuse, which was clearly made up on the spot.
My smile conveyed that I was tired of this pointless charade.

"Is that all you wanted to say?"

She began biting her nails in obvious distress, unable to respond.

"You're quite an unusual person."
"I hear that often."

At my words, she finally sighed and raised her head, directing sharp eyes toward me—completely different from her earlier demeanor.

"Haah, I made a mistake. I never expected someone like you..."
"You're not even trying to hide it anymore?"
"...How long have you known?"
"From the beginning."

Looking at her now menacing presence, I asked with a serious expression, dropping my smile.

"Let me ask you one thing."
"What is it?"
"Are you our enemy?"

After thinking for a moment, she replied:

"No. At least for now, I'm not the Hero's enemy."
"I see."

As I watched her rise, letting down my guard, she began to show a dissatisfied expression.

"Well then, goodbye, Saint of this generation. Next time, I'll come better prepared."
"Rather than such preparation, I would have preferred an honest conversation without secrets."

As she dispersed like mist before my eyes, I spoke:

"The night is so long, yet you're in such a hurry. I can't help it. I'll look forward to our next meeting, Aria."

The first Saint, and the fallen Saint.
After seeing the documents Hayden had collected, I had thought she might be alive.
But I never imagined she would approach me directly.

Even without asking my mother, I know well why Aria fell, thanks to the materials I saw before.
A foolish person who believed on her own accord, but upon learning the truth, felt betrayed.
From the beginning, my mother never changed.

Well, normally she would be a clear heretic living to insult my mother and thus a target for punishment.
Since it wasn't her real body, I thought I'd just have a simple conversation, but it seems she was quite uncomfortable with me.

After pondering various thoughts for some time, I woke up the vending machine for the shift change and went to bed.
I'm looking forward to our next meeting.

Ch.51 - The mouth is a door that invites disaster.
The next morning, I woke up a bit earlier than usual due to some commotion.

"...What is this?"

The horrific scene before my eyes instantly drove away any remaining drowsiness.

"Ehehe, w-well, you see..."

Seeing Milia scratching the back of her head while breaking into a cold sweat, I could easily identify the culprit.
...I must be quite remarkable to have slept through such a dreadful scene happening right beside me.

Before switching shifts with the vending machine, I had noticed the wind was a bit chilly, so I put water in a pot, adjusted the heat, and went to sleep.

-Hissss.

Looking around, I saw a viscous purple liquid with acidic properties scattered everywhere. At the center of this incident—clearly the pot—some bizarre purple entity was writhing and expanding.
Unable to comprehend the sight, I looked again at Milia and the vending machine, who had turned away to avoid my gaze.

"I... tried my best."

The vending machine explained.
Apparently, Milia felt she'd been relying on me too much for meals, so she decided to prepare breakfast herself today.
The reason the vending machine was already awake was because Milia had called for help when she realized something was wrong.

-Grooooowl...

Wow, I don't know what it's made of, but now it's even screaming?

"So, this is supposed to be... cooking? Not alchemy?"
"Hiiing."

Milia nodded tearfully at my question.

"What ingredients did you use?"
"Well, I started by trying to make a stew, so I put in onions, carrots, potatoes, and bacon to boil first..."

Those ingredients sound normal enough.

"Then I thought more ingredients would make it tastier, so I added some mandrake leaves I'd been saving for research..."

...Mandrake leaves. They're premium ingredients known for eliminating gamey flavors and enhancing the taste of other ingredients.
However, they're too tough to eat normally, so they need to be chopped, boiled over high heat all day until mushy, dried in the sun for three days until hardened, and then ground into powder.
Naturally, if she used leaves saved for research, they must have been fresh leaves.

"And I added desert scorpion that I secretly took from Master's storage because I heard it was delicious..."

Desert scorpion—slightly smaller than an adult man's forearm with a surprisingly cute appearance, but a B-rank magical beast.
For a desert-dwelling creature, it has remarkably rich meat, comparable to premium lobster, making it sought after by gourmets.
...And like mandrake leaves, desert scorpion also requires special preparation.
Its tail and internal organs contain deadly poison, so handling it is prohibited without a certification issued by the Cooks' Guild in each country.

"The broth looked a bit thin, so I added a slime core too!"

Slime. A cute creature often targeted first by novice adventurers.
Research shows that if you extract a slime's core, wash it thoroughly, and put it in water, it creates a starch-like consistency, making it edible.
However.

"...Those regenerate into poison slimes when mixed with toxic substances."

That's right.
So to summarize the current situation:

"Milia."
"...Yes?"
"That's a B-rank magical beast..."

-Hissss.

I pointed at the poison slime, which was now extending tentacles in all directions as it sizzled in the pot, seemingly in pain.

"It takes quite potent toxic substances to bring one back to life..."
"Waaah!"

* * *

Poison slime. Too dangerous to handle with bare hands, so I watched as the vending machine pierced its core with an aura-infused greatsword to end its suffering.
With my hands clasped together, I prayed that in its next life, it would be reborn as delicious food.

"If we keep this up, Milia's going to cry."

As I was offering a prayer for the poison slime's peace, the vending machine spoke, apparently concerned about the sniffling Milia.

"That's separate from this. We should at least pray for the peace of a life that suffered needlessly."

That is, after all, my duty as a cleric.

"Milia."
"Sniff."
"Come here, please."

Using holy power, I set up a cutting board in my usual manner and called Milia over.
Since things had come to this, I decided to teach the child how to cook whenever time allowed.

"You're a beginner, so these things happen. Don't be too disheartened."
"Okay..."

Seeing the child still looking dejected, I took out some bread, ham, cheese, and a few other ingredients onto the cutting board I'd created with holy power.

"Since we don't have a pot anymore, shall we make sandwiches together today?"
"...Yes!"

Seeing the child's face brighten immediately at those words, I called the vending machine.

"Hero, could you please take care of that pot first? It's contaminated with deadly poison, so we can't use it anymore."
"Sure. Should I just bury it in the ground?"
"No. I'll lend you this, so please package it carefully to prevent any poison from leaking."

Burying it as is would contaminate the soil.
Though I hadn't planned to use it for this purpose, I handed over a tool meant for collecting toxic substances—a double-sealed bag to prevent leakage.

So, with tongs and the bag in hand, the vending machine went to dispose of the pot.
I taught Milia simple preparation methods, handling precautions for each ingredient, and knowledge about dangerous substances like the ones from earlier while making sandwiches.

"Oh, you're already done?"
"Thank you for your hard work."
"Ehehe, thanks for the effort. Sorry for causing trouble..."
"Come on, it was nothing. Milia, stop blaming yourself."

Despite the commotion early in the morning, we managed to have a satisfying meal.

After finishing breakfast, I looked down from the cliff where I had talked with Aria last night and asked the vending machine:

"Hero, how were you planning to get down?"
"..."

Sigh, just as I thought.
Seeing how he avoided my eyes, it seemed he had only thought about going down the cliff but not how to actually do it.

"Haah, Milia."
"Yes?"

With a sigh, I called Milia, deciding to give the vending machine a bit of punishment.

"Can you fly?"
"Yes, if it's just me."

It's a spell every battle mage should master.

"Then go down first."
"What about you and Ian?"
"Don't worry."
"Okay! I'll go ahead then!"

With those words, she lifted herself with a flight spell and gently descended. After watching her for a moment:

"Hero. Come here."
"How are we going to get down?"

I smiled as the vending machine approached with a questioning look.
How are we going to get down?

"Like this."
"What? What are you—whoa!"

I tripped the vending machine, flipped him over, and hoisted him onto my shoulder.

"Here we go. Be careful not to bite your tongue."
"Aaaaaahhhhh!!!"

Then I jumped off.

"...Sister?"

Oops, seems we've already passed Milia.

-Crack-crack-crack!

As the ground came into view, I adjusted our direction to get closer to the cliff, infused my free hand with aura, and drove it into the cliff face to reduce our speed.

"Hup!"

Creating a mana foothold in mid-air, I bounced a few times before landing on the ground.
Ta-da! This is the Holy Maiden's bungee jump!

"Ugh."

After dumping the vending machine from my shoulder onto the ground, I stretched and loosened my waist a bit.
For a man to pass out from just that much—pathetic.

"Sister!"

I waved to Milia, who had arrived faster than expected, probably having increased her speed after I passed her.

"Ah, welcome."
"Wow."

After exclaiming in amazement at the unconscious vending machine, Milia crouched down and poked him with a stick she had found somewhere.

"Gasp!"
"Oh, you're awake?"
"Such a faint heart."

The vending machine sat up with a gasp as Milia and I, who had been admiring the waterfall, each made a comment.

"...Next time, could you please say something before doing that?"
"I'll think about it."

I smiled at the grumbling vending machine and spoke again.

"So, do we just dive in from here?"
"...Wait a moment."

The vending machine approached the water's edge and took out the seal to activate the compass.
The needle still pointed into the water.

"Yeah. Looks like we have to."

Hmm, the current seems quite strong, so it could be dangerous if we make a mistake.

"Would you mind waiting a moment? I'll go check inside first."
"Will you be okay?"
"Sister, it could be dangerous..."

I made a V-sign with my hand to the two who asked with concern.

"If it's dangerous for me, neither of you would be able to enter anyway, so don't worry."
"...Alright, just be careful."
"Be careful!"

With those words, I loosened up my body and then—

-Splash!

I jumped into the water.
Ugh, it's cold.

After diving down for a while, I opened my eyes.

Oh. Found it right away.

Looking at the altar in the direction the compass had pointed, I thought for a moment.
If I accidentally triggered something and got transported alone, it would be troublesome.
I guess we have no choice but to all go in together.

Having made that decision, I surfaced.

"Hah!"
"Leila!"
"Sister, over here!"

I gestured to the two calling me from the shore.

"Everyone, be careful—the water's cold! Come in!"

As I approached them while they were cautiously dipping their feet in the water, I asked:

"Can either of you not swim?"
"...Sorry, I haven't had much experience swimming."
"I'm fine! I've been in water often!"

It seems I'll have to escort the vending machine.

"Shall we go then?"
"Yeah."
"Yes!"

I went back underwater, leading the two toward the altar I had seen earlier.
I pointed at the altar and tapped the arm I was holding to urge him forward. The vending machine took out the seal.

As soon as he did—

-Flash!

Light burst from the altar and enveloped us.
After a moment, I could feel the pressure of the cold water surrounding my body disappear.

"...Oh."

I found that we had been transported to the inside of a cave.

"Wow."
"Good thing we didn't have to swim around for long."
"Indeed."

Now that I confirmed all three of us had safely transported, I activated the drying spell on our clothes and took out our luggage and a portable changing room from my storage magic.

"Let's change clothes first."
"Good idea. Milia, you go first."
"Okay!"

While the two changed clothes, I gathered the dry branches I had prepared beforehand, lit a fire, and started drying my hair.
Ugh, my hair feels so heavy...

"Ah, Sister! Good job!"
"It's nothing, I just lit the fire with a magical tool."

I made room for Milia, who had finished drying herself and changing clothes.

"Ugh, really. Drying hair is such a hassle."
"It must be difficult with hair as long as yours. Have you thought about cutting it shorter?"
"No. Unfortunately, my mother loves my long hair."
"Ehehe, well, you do look prettier with long hair, Sister."

As we chatted while drying our hair, the vending machine finally emerged with a towel wrapped around his head.

"Oh, good job."

I glared at him with a hint of jealousy at how quickly his hair dried with just a towel.

"...What now?"
"Just envious."
"Ahaha!"

I used to have those days too.
After spending nearly an hour sitting around the campfire chatting, we decided it was time to move on.

"Shall we get going?"
"Yes!"
"Let's."

We approached the large gate before us.
On the gate, written in elegant script, were the words:

『Hall of Wisdom』

Is this supposed to be a trial of some sort?

"Hero, do you know anything about this gate?"
"Know about it? I'm very familiar with it."

* * *

Finally, we've arrived at the dungeon where we can obtain the holy sword.

This dungeon consists of four gates, and by overcoming the trials set by each gate's supervisor, we can ultimately obtain the holy sword.
Any of my companions could overcome the trials, so there shouldn't be any problems.

However, the types of gates and the content of the trials are random each time, so a bit of luck is needed.
But I never expected the most vicious gate to appear right from the start.

『Hall of Wisdom』

A gate so notoriously difficult that people say you should just give up and retry if you see the word "wisdom."
Not only is the trial itself brutal, but the supervisor is said to make you want to crack his skull open.
...Since this is reality and retries are impossible, we'll have to overcome it somehow.

"Let's go."
"Okay."
"I'm looking forward to it."

In the center of the gate was a circular recess, as if inviting us to insert the holy sword's seal.
When I did so—

-Rumble.

The gate slowly opened.

And then.

"Welcome, challengers."

A short, white-skinned goblin greeted us politely.

"This is a place to test whether you are worthy to reach the end. This is the first trial, the 『Hall of Wisdom』. And I am the supervisor of this hall. Call me Ur."
"First trial? How many are there in total?"

Leila asked with curiosity in her eyes.

"Silence. Cliff. A flat-chested woman has no right to speak."

I thought we'd get past this without issue since she hadn't reacted much when her master teased her before, but Leila visibly flinched and froze.

Snap—as if hearing an inaudible sound of someone's restraint breaking, Leila's demeanor changed.
Even without seeing her face, I knew. She was angry. Extremely angry.

Milia and I slowly backed away one step at a time.
Knowing it would be dangerous to stay, I hastily asked:

"W-what's the content of the trial?!"

I needed to know the trial's content before the supervisor became unable to speak.

-Crack.

Leila clenched her fist, and a menacing sound echoed through the cave.

"S-Sister! Calm down! Please calm down!"
"Hmph, indeed. As Lord Aran taught, flat-chested women are dull-witted and violent."

Ur shook his head.
Aran. Definitely one of the members of the first hero's party.
If I remember correctly, he was a mage who mainly used lightning magic.
I was surprised to hear the unexpected name, but that wasn't important right now.

"Anyway! Quickly, tell us the trial!"
"Haah... It's simple. Fill this space with items you possess."

Ur sighed as he spoke, gesturing to the cavern so vast you could build a building and still have space left.

That's right.
This insane albino goblin is excessively kind to well-endowed women but treats men and less-endowed women like insects.
Along with his bizarre trials that have no clear intent or solution, he's the main reason for the 『Hall of Wisdom's』 infamy.

Anyway, now that we knew the trial's content, I needed to calm Leila down so we could discuss how to overcome it.
With that in mind, I approached Leila, who had Milia clinging to her, and placed my hand on her shoulder.

"Um, Leila. Calm down for a moment, okay?"

As I spoke, an overwhelming killing intent burst from Leila.

"Hey."

A quiet, menacing voice I couldn't believe came from Leila.

I was afraid to look at her face.
Trembling, I looked at Ur, where Leila's gaze was directed.

-Drip.

Yellow liquid began flowing from between his legs.

"You said to fill it, right?"

Milia, who had briefly looked at Leila's face, began backing away while covering her mouth with both hands, trembling.
And then, as if everything until now had been just a joke, dense killing intent filled the space.
This wasn't a metaphor—the air was visibly trembling.

"Why aren't you answering?"
"Hiccup!"

Ur fell to his knees.
Still trembling, he pulled something out of thin air.

"Y-you pass."

With skin that had turned even whiter than its already pale color, Ur held out a purple orb he had just produced.
Simultaneously—

"Eek!"

In the blink of an eye, Leila approached Ur and took the orb.
And then:

"You shouldn't say disrespectful things to women."
-Thwack! Boom!

As she flicked Ur's forehead while he knelt in the yellow puddle, his head snapped back and embedded itself in the ground.

"Shall we go?"

Leila turned to us with her usual smiling face, but having witnessed what just happened, we could sense the anger and killing intent lurking beneath.
Supporting Milia, who had collapsed as if her legs had given out, I moved toward the exit while looking back at Ur, who had fainted with foam in his mouth, and made a vow:

Never, ever bring up anything related to breasts in front of Leila.

Ch.52 - Tales from the Distant Past
Truly, I ended up showing an embarrassing side of myself.
If it were the old me, I would have brushed off something like that without a second thought.

Recently, I've started to suspect that Soleil might prefer larger breasts, and well, it's been bothering me.
He says such things aren't important, but it's quite concerning that all the women in those adult books on his bookshelf had large breasts without exception.
With such thoughts in mind, I looked down at my flat chest and felt somewhat uncomfortable.

...They say breasts grow if you massage them, but is that true?
Later, I should ask Miss Milia for her secret.

"Um, Leila?"
"Yes?"

While I was lost in such thoughts, the vending machine called out to me.

"I think he's already unconscious."
"Ah."

Come to think of it, we were in the middle of the second trial.
The "Hall of Struggle," was it? A white armor that strangely resembled Eligos was provoking me.
Feeling annoyed, I tripped it, sat on top of it, and was in the middle of pummeling it.

"Just one more hit."
-Crack!

With those words, I delivered one more punch infused with aura to its head, and the entire armor shattered into pieces.

-Thud.

A white orb fell to the ground.

"Eek! It's dead!"
"Oh come on, it's not dead. It will revive soon."

I told the truth to Miss Milia, who was terrified.

"That's a Living Armor, a type of monster."

Living Armor. Typically a C-rank monster, literally an animated suit of armor.
Generally, it's not a particularly strong monster, but it belongs to the undead category.
Unless purified with holy power, it's practically immortal.

"Since I didn't purify it with holy power, it will recover soon."

I just destroyed it because it looked like Eligos and I wanted to vent my frustration.
If I had fought normally, I think I could have had a good match with the current vending machine, but whatever.

"I see."
"Well, now that I've vented, let's move on to the next one."
"...Let's do that."

The vending machine looks somewhat dejected.
It seems it was looking forward to the trial.

I'll have to make sure the vending machine can take a more active role from the next gate onwards.
With that thought, I headed toward the exit of the gate, and what I saw next was:

"The 'Hall of Holiness'?"
"What's this? Even I haven't seen this gate before."
"Hmm, judging by the name, it seems to be a gate meant for me."

Oh, could it be?

The "Hall of Wisdom" for the mage companion.
The "Hall of Struggle" for the warrior companion.
The "Hall of Holiness" for the priest companion.

Could it be that there's a trial prepared for each companion?
After all, the first hero's party consisted of four people.

When I shared this opinion with the vending machine:

"Oh, that makes sense. I hadn't thought of that at all."
"Then, will there be a gate for Ian at the end?"
"Maybe."
"Hmm, but when Saint Dorothy came, there was no such gate..."

It seems my guess was wrong.

"Well, I guess not then."
"No, your idea might be right. There are a total of six types of gates in my memory."
"Wow, that many?"
"Yes. Wisdom, Intuition, Struggle, Serenity, Will, and always Courage at the end."

Hearing this, Miss Milia clapped her hands as if something had occurred to her.

"Could it be that each member of the first hero's party created two types of gates?"

As she said this, she began drawing something on the ground.

Mage. Aran. Wisdom and Intuition.
Holy Knight. Oliver. Struggle and Serenity.
Saint. Aria. Will and Holiness.
Hero. Jereon. Courage.

"That makes sense."
"Indeed, this structure seems quite fitting."

At Miss Milia's conjecture, the vending machine and I could only nod in agreement.
It's certainly a gate structure that matches each member.

"I hope the next gate's supervisor is someone we can talk to."
"Yeah, I'd like them to answer some questions."
"...I'm sorry."

When the two said that, I felt a bit guilty and apologized sincerely.

-Click.

I inserted the orb into the door.

-Rumble.

And so, the door of the "Hall of Holiness" began to open.
And then:

"Welcome, challengers, to the 'Hall of Holiness.' I am the supervisor of this hall, Lian."

This time, someone who seemed more communicative appeared.
The face of a woman in white priestly robes caught my eye first.

"Wow..."
"Wow."
"Amazing."

I couldn't help but glance at her large breasts, which couldn't be concealed even by her loose priestly robes.
But what stood out the most was her lower body, which was that of a giant spider.

"An Arachne, I've only seen them in books."
"Me too, first time seeing one."
"She's beautiful."

She was a dignified person with a holy aura.
Seeing the faint white light gently waving around her, she was definitely a divine beast.
I dislike spiders, but divine beasts are a different story.

"Fufu, thank you, challengers."

Lian placed her hand on her chest and greeted us elegantly.
All the supervisors of the gates we've seen so far are A-rank monsters, but she seems to be of a different caliber.

"Originally, if other challengers had come, the 'Hall of Will' would have greeted you."

The white-haired Arachne, Lian, opened her eyes and directed her ruby-like eyes toward me.

"But realizing that a noble one had arrived, I intervened a bit."
"Intervention, you say."
"A noble one?"
"She's talking about you, sis."

Remembering the incident with Echidna, Milia looked at me with a smile, and I patted her head.

"Yes. I won't be giving you any trials here. If you wish, I can open the path to the next gate right away."
"...May I ask you a few questions?"

The vending machine took out a red orb from its chest and asked Lian, who was smiling.

"Of course."
"What is the relationship between the supervisors of these gates and the first hero's party?"

Lian covered her mouth in surprise at those words.

"My, you've already figured that out."
"I knew it."
"Wow, I was right!"
"Well done, Miss Milia."

After taking a deep breath, Lian spoke again.

"As you've guessed, all the gates here were designed by the members of the first hero's party."

After killing the Demon Lord and bringing peace to the world, they prepared this place for future heroes.
Instead of themselves, who would eventually pass away as humans, they prepared the supervisors of each gate for future challengers.

"In my case, it was a bit different."

She was already serving her mother as a divine beast at that time when Saint Aria came to her.

"She proposed a bet."
"A bet?"

The vending machine asked curiously, and Lian smiled and spoke.

"Yes. At that time, I was quite arrogant as I took great pride in being a divine beast."
"Wow, I can't imagine that."

As Miss Milia said, it's hard to imagine from her current demeanor.

"If she won, I would quietly work at this gate."

Surprisingly, what the first saint proposed was a duel.

"As you can see, I ended up losing."

Shrugging her shoulders and speaking dejectedly, I asked Lian:

"What was Aria like back then?"
"Leila?"
"Sis?"

The two beside me asked why I was curious about that, but I gestured for them to be quiet by placing my hand over my mouth.

"I'll explain later."
"Aria, back then, she was truly a tomboy."

Aria, who had weak lungs and couldn't run well instead of having a scar on her chest, was surprisingly a very active child.

"She liked to step forward even before the hero, always reaching out first to save others, a child like the sun."

She seems to have had a mischievous personality.

"Even after creating this dungeon and placing supervisors at each gate, the members of the hero's party would occasionally visit and tell us how the world was changing."

Lian's expression became a bit nostalgic, as if recalling those days.

"Then one day, Aria came to me, her entire body stained with blood."

Aria, who came to Lian laughing like a deranged person, said:

"'You're lucky to know nothing.' That was the last time I saw Aria."

Starting with Aria, the hero and emperor of the empire, Jereon, disappeared, and Aran and Oliver wandered the world looking for the two, but they never found them.

"I feel like we've learned something incredibly important."
"Ugh, indeed."

Looking at the two who seemed a bit dazed after realizing facts not found in history, I spoke to Lian:

"So, what did you want to tell me?"
"...Was it that obvious?"

Well, if she had no business with me, there would be no reason for her to appear before us.

"I thought that's what this gate was for."
"Fufu, the noble one is truly perceptive."

Smiling gently and bringing her hands to her chest, Lian spoke with a serious expression.
But why does she need to emphasize her chest with that pose? Is it to deceive?
Suppressing a feeling of irritation, I listened to her story.

"I, a humble being, earnestly beseech the noble one."

Lowering herself, the divine beast who had spent thousands of years alone for this moment shed tears and spoke:

"Please, give my dear friend Aria a chance."

She asked for a chance of forgiveness for the fallen saint.
For her only friend, she had endured loneliness and made this request.

"Don't worry."

It would be unbecoming of a saint to ignore the plea of someone who prays and sheds tears for the peace of their friend.

"At the very least, I have no intention of punishing her without hearing her out, so please be at ease."
"Ah... thank you for your mercy."

Even if she hadn't made this request, in Aria's case, I had planned to have a sincere conversation and try to persuade her.
I know it's unlikely, but I thought it was the proper respect for someone who once saved the world.

"What happens to you all if we complete this dungeon?"
"We'll be freed from our mission and become free. At the very least, we won't attack people."

Seemingly calmed down, Lian wiped her tears and spoke. I wrote a note, infused it with holy power, and handed it to her.

"What's this?"
"If you ever feel lonely, go to whichever of these two places your heart guides you to."

One is a token for Echidna, and one is for the people of the Papal State.

"...Thank you."
"Well, until we meet again."
"We'll help ensure your wish comes true!"
"So please don't cry anymore!"

The vending machine and Miss Milia, seemingly moved by her tears, also said as much.
After saying our goodbyes, we inserted the orb into the "Hall of Courage."

"Goddess, we truly thank you. We are satisfied and can complete our mission because it is they who ended our loneliness, because it is they who will save the world."

Hearing the joyful prayer from afar, we looked at each other.

"That was a bit heavy."
"Sis, you have to tell us the story you're hiding later, okay?"
"Don't worry. I'll tell you until you're sick of it once we get out."

-Rumble.

* *

The truth we faced in the "Hall of Holiness" was a bit heavy.
The first hero's party. A subject that had never appeared in the game, what had happened to them?

Leila said she would tell us after obtaining the holy sword, so we need to complete the trials first.
When we arrived at the "Hall of Courage," there was a small girl.

"Wow, nice to meet you! You're the first to come this far!"

Flying towards us with fluttering wings on her back, it was a fairy-like girl about the size of my head.

"..."
"Wow! Wow! A fairy! It's a fairy, right?!"
"My goodness, first an Arachne and now a fairy."

I knew what it really was, so I opened my mouth to tell the two the truth with a sour feeling.

"...It's not."
"Huh?"
"Hero?"
"That's not a fairy."

Hearing those words, the fairy's expression turned hostile.

"Tch. How did you know?"

With those words, the fairy disappeared.
And then:

"Is this the human you like?"

This time, it appeared behind Leila in Soleil's form.

"Please change your appearance, it's unpleasant."

Leila's expression soured as if she finally understood its identity.

"Nay, nay."
"A doppel... ganger?"

As Milia was surprised, that monster is a species called a doppelganger.
A malicious species that reads the mind of its target, transforms into the person who would trouble them the most, and lives by stealing.

The doppelganger then took the form of a white-haired, frivolous man.
It somewhat resembles my master, but looking closely, he's a bit shorter and dressed in an ancient-looking magician's outfit, so it's not my master.

"Indeed, Aran said he and I would get along well."

That face must be that of Aran, the mage from the first hero's party.
In the game, he only appeared briefly in flashbacks, so his face wasn't shown in detail.

"Anyway, welcome, challengers. I am Laplace, the supervisor of the 'Hall of Courage'."

After introducing himself, Laplace said:

"I hope you'll pass the trial soon and set us free."

He said with a raised corner of his mouth.

"The content of the trial is simple. Find the exit."

At the same time, the environment around us began to change.
Endless darkness began to engulf our surroundings, and soon, except for the light shining around us, the entire world was nothing but darkness.

"Oh, this light follows us overhead!"
"Indeed. It's quite an interesting spell."

The two seemed excited by the light that followed above our heads and illuminated below.
...I knew the content, but actually doing it made me feel uneasy.

"Ian, what should we do?"
"Hmm, I think we should stay together, what do you think, hero?"

Two pairs of eyes turned to me for the final decision, perhaps because they knew I was aware of the trial.
Ah, this might be easier than I thought.

"It's okay. This trial is nothing. Just stand still."

Saying that, I unsheathed the greatsword from my back and gripped it firmly with both hands.

"Ian?"
"Hero?"

Milia and Leila's eyes wavered.

"The exit is right here."
-Stab!

With aura coating my greatsword, I stabbed Milia in the chest.

"I...an? Cough."
"What are you doing!!"

See? There's no way Leila wouldn't react when I move so blatantly.
As Leila rushed towards me, our surroundings changed again.

"...This is surprising."

Laplace had an extremely surprised expression, and behind him, Leila was looking on in admiration.
And:

"I-Ian? Did you just stab me?"

Milia was in panic, her hands trembling at the fact that I had stabbed her without hesitation, even if it was an illusion.
I should calm her down first.

"First, let me say one thing. Your doppelganger is crude."
"Oh?"
"Milia's eyes aren't that hazy. They're always bright and full of curiosity."
"Hick."

Milia swallowed in embarrassment, but my anger didn't end there.

"When Milia asks me something, she always twirls her side hair with her right hand. She doesn't ask with a stupid expression like just now, but with the face of an explorer."

There's more.

"And when Milia calls my name, she always makes eye contact with me and then smiles."

I still have more to say.

"Also, the way she pronounces my—"
"S-Stop!"

Having rushed over at some point, Milia covered my mouth.

"It's embarrassing, please stop...!"
"Pfft."

Laplace stood with his mouth open, unable to say anything, while Leila burst into laughter.
And after a while:

"Ha, hahahahahahaha!!"

Laplace began to laugh like a madman.

"Ha! You're truly insane! To think you'd see through my illusion for such a reason!"

Look at him!

"No, I mean, your illusion is crude. There's no way I'd fall for an illusion by someone who doesn't properly understand Milia."
"S-Stop!! It's embarrassing, please stop!!"

As Milia flailed her arms and legs trying to cover my mouth, I made one last remark:

"So, make sure you understand Milia's cuteness!"
"Alright, alright. I admit defeat. To think this generation's hero would be so love-struck. The saint must have a hard time."
"Finally, someone who understands my struggles."

Seeing Leila speak so calmly, I suddenly became curious.

"By the way, what happened?"
"Ah, about that."

Instead of Milia, who was hiding behind Leila with a bright red face, Leila began to explain.
According to her, as soon as we entered the "Hall of Courage," Laplace introduced himself and explained that only one person could take the trial at a time.
They watched me as I was already immersed in the trial when we entered.

"Anyway, did I pass the trial?"
"Ah, yes."

Honestly, although I knew the content beforehand, when I actually faced it, I hesitated due to the anxiety that what I knew might be wrong.
But seeing Milia's eyes, I was able to pass the trial without much difficulty.

"Thank you, and I love you, Milia."
"Hmm, me too."

As we headed towards the exit, I conveyed my love to Milia as an apology and thanks.

And then:

"For the new hero."

As Laplace stood in front of the exit and said those words, the door began to open.

-Rumble.
"Oh."

Leila was the first to react.
What we saw as the exit opened was an altar with a sword embedded in it.

A sword hilt decorated with red thread in a sheath, a cross guard crafted in gold with a transparent orb embedded in the center.

"That's the holy sword."
"Wow, something I've only seen in fairy tales!"
"It's a magnificent sword."

As we admired the holy sword, Laplace spoke:

"Take it. It's the reward for those who pass the trial."

But something was strange.
In the game, Laplace would also have been freed from the trial and become free.

"Laplace. Your body..."
"I was supposed to be dead originally."

Laplace's body began to gradually disappear.

"The others, except for one, only wake up when the trial is activated, but I didn't like that."

Laplace said with a smile.

"After meeting him, I could dream."

Born as a mutant with emotions, abandoned by his peers, the doppelganger told us about his life with a nostalgic expression.

"After meeting Jereon, I was saved."

When he talked about the radiant hero who saved everyone, both humans and monsters, without discrimination, his face was bright with a smile.

"A world without him was hell for me."

He said he still hadn't escaped from the hero's shadow, and when he talked about the disappeared hero, his face looked as if he might burst into tears.

"So I decided. On the day I complete this mission given to me, I would also end this life."

However, when he talked about his choice, his death, his face was expressionless, as if it didn't matter.

"A long time has passed, but I still can't forget Jereon. That radiant hero."

And then, looking at me:

"You are a completely different human from Jereon. You're clearly weak, far from radiant, and just a greenhorn with a bleak future."
"Well, sorry about that."

Even with a bright smile, it hurts when you diss me like that.

"But you're warm."

Looking up at the sky that couldn't possibly be seen in here, he spoke again:

"Jereon was certainly a radiant human, but he was somewhat cold."

His expression, lost in memories, soon turned into one of expectation.

"I regret it. A hero like you, sincere in love, would surely bring a warm light."

The doppelganger, who longed for light, said it was a pity.

"Too brilliant a light can blind the eyes."

Laplace, whose body had already begun to disappear, met my eyes.

"You, your name?"

As if he wanted to hear it from my own mouth, even though he already knew:

"Ian."
"Yes, Ian. Hero of this generation."

I listen to his words.

"Be a hero who brings a warm light, so that I can regret not seeing it."
"...Yes. I'll make you regret it forever."
"Kehe, I like that."

And so, Laplace completely disappeared.
His last face was that of a child full of expectation.

"Lord, I pray that the one who longed for light no longer wanders in darkness."

Leila, who had been quiet until that moment, prayed.

"A warm light, huh."

The expectation placed on me felt even heavier, making me feel a bit complicated.

"If it's Ian, you can do it."

Milia said to me with a smile.
Looking at her face, the complicated feeling cleared up, and I said with a smile:

"Yes, I'll have to work hard. Let's take the holy sword and go."
"Yes!"
"Fufu."

As I approached the altar where the holy sword was embedded and grabbed its hilt:

-Hum.

The holy sword began to vibrate faintly, as if it recognized me.

"Hup!"

Feeling strangely more familiar with it than the greatsword I had been using, I pulled it out and raised it above my head.

...Huh?

Ch.53 - "Sacred... Sword?"
...I must endure.
Although Miss Milia has already fallen, if I move now, it will surely leave a deep wound.

"Kugh."

At that moment, I hear Miss Milia's voice filled with pain.
Hearing that sound, I could no longer hold back.

Kuk, puhub.

"Ahaha!! Ahahahahahahaha!!"

I'm sorry, I just can't hold it in anymore!!

"Kuk, kughk."
"Ahaha!!"

The vending machine had approached the altar in a solemn atmosphere to draw the holy sword.
There was certainly no problem until the moment he grasped the sword's handle.

Perhaps he was trying to look cool, but he shouldn't have raised the sword to the sky in an attempt to strike a magnificent pose.

"...This is ridiculous."

Looking at the vending machine's dejected expression as he stared at the holy sword he had drawn.

"Puhuhuh."
"Huek, hek, u-unni, I think I might die from this."

I feel like I might die from laughter.

Let me explain the situation a bit.
Just now, when the vending machine drew the holy sword, instead of the expected smooth sound of a blade being unsheathed, there was a "pik-" sound like air escaping.
And the holy sword he had dramatically raised to the sky...

Had a golden toothpick-like blade attached to it, seemingly made of the same material as the crossguard.

No, really, I tried not to laugh, but...
When you have a situation where a tiny, dainty blade—barely half the length of the handle designed for a greatsword—is dramatically raised high into the sky...

I think it's inevitable that laughter would burst out uncontrollably.

"Hero. Could you please, kugh, put that holy sword away where it's not so visible?"
"...Fine."

With slumped shoulders, the vending machine roughly pulls out the sword's scabbard as he approaches the altar again.

"Puhat!"
"Ahahaha!!"

Even in the midst of sheathing the holy sword, the sight of that tiny blade caught our eyes again, causing Milia and me to burst into laughter once more.
Ah, I can't even remember the last time I laughed this hard.

"Haah, are you done laughing?"
"Sorry, kugh, about that. Shall we, head out now?"
"As unni said, let's, puhub, go outside and examine it more carefully."
"Sssip."

With a sigh, he activated the magic circle behind the altar, which we had been told was the dungeon's exit.

"I was worried we might end up back underwater."
"Me too."
"Wow, Ian, unni! Look at this!"

We were transported to a grassy area above the waterfall, hidden from people's view.

"Oh, that's quite clever."
"Indeed."
"Ehehe."

Stepping out of the grass, we found ourselves at a viewpoint overlooking the great waterfall.
There were no people around, and it looked quite old—it seems the original hero's party must have built it themselves.

Conveniently, there's even a stone table here.

"Well then, you two? Before returning to the city, shall we review our situation?"
"Agreed."
"Great idea!"

After organizing our belongings, we sat around the table with the holy sword placed on it.
It would be nice to have some tea, but unfortunately, we need to get a new pot for boiling water.

"I think I should start first."

I began by telling them about Hayden, the madman who died by my hand in Salem.

"He decided to apostatize after seeing the research records of the first Saint."
"The first Saint!?"
"So that's why unni asked Rian about Aria..."
"Yes, that's right. The first Saint, Aria, is definitely alive."

I told them everything about meeting Aria last night while I was on watch duty.

"Ehhh!?"
"You already met her!?"
"Yes."

As I finished my story, I added:

"I think it's unlikely she'll change her mind as Rian hoped, but since I was asked, I should at least try to persuade her."
"...As if the Demon Lord wasn't enough, now we have the first Saint too."
"Ugh, this is getting complicated."
"Fufu, don't worry. She said she's not your enemy yet, Hero, so I think we can consider the Demon Lord and Aria as separate matters for now."
"The 'yet' part is what worries me."
"Exactly. It means she could become an enemy someday."

I understand their concerns, but...

"There's no point in continuing to speculate without information. Let's put aside the matter of her until we gather enough information."
"Tch, I guess we have no choice."
"Then, next is..."

The main event: the holy sword.
With a sour expression, the vending machine takes out the holy sword again.

"Huh?"
"What's wrong?"
"Unni?"

Looking closely, that's not actually a blade.

"This isn't a blade."
"What?"
"But it's sharp, though?"

Rather than a blade, it looks more like a device designed to emit something.

"It seems to be a device for emitting mana."
"Mana?"

Milia tilts her head in confusion, so after glancing at her, I continued:

"Hmm, in other words, this weapon seems to be designed without an actual blade."
"But it has a scabbard? And the holy sword I knew definitely had the form of a greatsword."
"Why don't we try putting mana into it?"

Following Milia's suggestion, the vending machine decided to try infusing it with mana.

-Woong.

As the vending machine gripped the holy sword and infused it with mana, something resonated from the sword.

"Ooh!"
"Looks like that was the right answer!"

The transparent orb in the center of the crossguard gradually began turning blue.
However...

"Huu."
-Pishik.

It seems he poured in mana to his limit, but instead of forming a blade, the holy sword just made a deflating sound.

"Well, there was some kind of reaction, at least?"
"Raila, do you want to try?"

Saying that, he flipped the sword and offered me the handle.
...Well, it does seem to be a divine artifact.
So...

-Crack!

"Uwak!"
"Tch."
"Ahhh! Unni, are you okay!?"

When I reached for it, a strong spark repelled my hand.
It really is a divine artifact after all. Quite violent, too.
While healing my burned hand from the rejection, I said:

"Since it rejects anyone who isn't its owner, it seems it's not in a dormant state."
"Uh, sorry."
"It's my fault for suggesting it..."

They seem to think I got hurt because of them, so to ease their worries, I said:

"It's fine. I more or less expected this reaction. Not all divine artifacts are like this, but something bearing the name 'holy sword' would likely reject anyone but its owner."
"Sigh, at this rate, there's no point in having obtained the holy sword."
"I know, right?"

If it's in this state but not dormant, there's only one answer.

"From what I can see, it seems it hasn't fully accepted you as its owner yet, Hero."
"Is that so?"
"Unni, are all divine artifacts like this?"

Smiling at Milia's question, I answered:

"No. The holy sword is the strange one here. From what I've heard from other divine artifact wielders, this kind of thing doesn't happen."

While most divine artifacts are prickly toward non-owners, they at least don't test their owners like the holy sword in the vending machine's hand.

"Well, since we don't have many options right now, try gradually infusing it with mana to tame it."

At least it's certain that there was a reaction when mana was infused.
Though it doesn't seem to be simply a matter of capacity.

"Tch, can't be helped. I'll have to rely on this thing a bit longer."
"Ahaha."

The vending machine stores the holy sword in his bag's storage magic with a regretful look, while Milia laughs at the sight.

"Well, shall we head back then?"
"Yes!"
"Fufu, a festival, how exciting."

And so, we set off toward Aria again.

It seems the place where we were spending time was indeed, as expected, somewhere people haven't frequented for many years.

-Kiiik.
"Woman!"

Goblins again, I see.
Nine of them.
As the vending machine naturally steps forward, I asked:

"Do you need any assistance?"
"Don't worry. This time, I'll be fine."
"Don't worry! I practiced hard while unni was resting!"

Hearing that, I relaxed my posture with a smile.

"Hooh."
-Slash!

Indeed, unlike before, the vending machine shows no hesitation as he takes their lives with a single stroke.

"Huu."
"Good job!"

Though he still seems somewhat burdened by the fact that he's taking lives with his own hands.

"You've worked hard. That's admirable."

I couldn't help but praise him for his evident effort.

From what Milia told me, while I was recovering, she received help from Soleil and trained by subjugating monsters in the area.
At first, it was extremely difficult, but after several subjugations, she succeeded in defeating monsters on her own without the aid of holy magic.

"You really are quite impressive."
"I'm older than you, aren't you treating me too much like a child?"
"Fufu, perhaps you'd prefer me to call you 'oppa' instead?"
"Eeh, unni! No way!"
"Ahaha, I'm just joking."

In the midst of this peaceful journey after so long, I could feel a strangely good premonition.

That night.

"Let's camp here tonight. The festival period still has plenty of days left, so it's fine if we're a little late."
"Agreed!"
"Fufu, it's a bit early, but shall we decide on the night watch order for today?"
"Yeah, let's do that."
"I'll take the middle shift today!"

Even Milia, who used to sleep so deeply that she wouldn't wake up even if someone carried her away, now wakes up well on her own and can handle night watch duty without any issues.

"Sniff."
"Raila?"
"Unni? Are you crying?"

Overwhelmed with emotion, I expressed it a bit dramatically.

"You've grown up so much..."
"Puhat!"
"Awww, unni, really!"

Realizing I was just teasing her, Milia puffed her cheeks, and I poked them while saying:

"Then, I'll take the last shift for tonight's watch. You can look forward to tomorrow's breakfast."
"Alright, I'll look forward to it."
"Yay!"

We may not have a pot, but we can always find recipes that don't require one.
After a simple dinner of sandwiches, I was standing on the cliff edge, gazing at the flowing river below.

"Raila."
"Ah, Hero."
"Aren't you going to sleep? Milia's already asleep."
"Fufu, Milia needs to wake up in the middle, so she should sleep now."

With both moons shining brightly tonight...

"On beautiful moonlit nights like this, I tend to just stare at the sky absentmindedly."
"It is indeed beautiful."

Since the vending machine has joined me, I took out a silver coin from my sleeve.
Seeing him smirk and extend his hand at the sight of the silver coin glinting in my palm, I felt quite pleased that my training was showing results.

"I've been curious about something for a while."
"Yes?"
"Raila, why do you give me silver coins? You could hand things over anytime without giving me coins."
"...Well, let's just say it's my own personal rule."

I can't exactly say outright that it's natural to insert money into a vending machine, can I?

"Is that so? Then I guess it can't be helped."

Saying that, he naturally sits down a little distance away from me.

"Did you know? In the world I lived in, there was only one moon."
"I see."

It seems he has something he wants to tell me.

"Would you just listen without saying anything?"
"If you're fine with me, I'd be happy to."

Since Milia's tent was right next to us, I decided to listen without any burden.

"Originally, the way I learned about this world was through a game."

Adding details about Earth's electronic media, the vending machine began his story.
By the way, I had no idea computer games had developed to such an extent.

"At first, I thought that since this world was inside a game, I could do whatever I wanted."

So that's why he had that look in his eyes when we first met.

"But from the Giant Centipede we subjugated in Ark, to Eligos, and now Laplace and the holy sword—I've realized that everything is slightly different from what I knew."

I had vaguely noticed it too.
The vending machine's knowledge about this world's future had been subtly incorrect each time.

"So, there's something I want to ask of you."

With that, the vending machine looked at me with serious eyes and asked:

"Raila, you definitely have a direct connection to Ciel, the goddess of this world, right?"
"Yes."

There was no reason to hide this fact.
While it's unpleasant to hear my mother's name spoken so casually, I decided to let it pass since he's not originally from this world.

"If you happen to speak with the goddess again, could you ask her about the knowledge I have?"
"Yes. If it's the Hero's request, I should comply."

After hearing his story, I became quite curious myself, so I decided to remember to ask my mother about it the next time we speak.

"Thank you. You weren't staying up just because of me, were you?"
"Of course not. Well, I'll be going now."
"Yeah, sleep well."

It's quite fascinating how, in such a short time, the vending machine has started to seem more human-like, I thought as I lay down to sleep.

* *

-Tok.
"Unni, it's timee."

I started another early morning to the sound of Milia waking me up.
I've come to trust these two quite a bit.
In the past, I would have woken up at the first approaching footsteps.

"Fufu, good job. Get a bit more sleep. I'll wake you when preparations are done."
"Yaaawn~ okayy."

After tucking Milia back in and fixing her carelessly thrown blanket, I finished my morning preparations and offered my morning prayers.
As the sun began to rise, painting the sky red, I stretched.

"Hnnng."

Feeling my bones stretch throughout my body to awaken my mind, I began to warm up lightly, just enough not to break a sweat.
By the time the sky started turning blue again, I had finished warming up, so I decided to prepare a simple breakfast.

After throwing an activated sound-barrier orb between the tents where the two were sleeping and surrounding it with a holy power barrier...

"Let's go."

Being careful not to let the barrier disperse, I jumped down the cliff.
It seems this is somewhere downstream of the river, as it widens and the current becomes very gentle, which I thought was quite suitable.

"Well, let's try some prohibited fishing."

Conveniently, there was a rock protruding from the middle of the river.
Carefully standing on it to avoid splashing water...

"Yap."
-Kuung!

After imbuing the rock beneath my feet with aura, I stomped on it hard.
The shock propagated through the water, and then...

"Oh, quite a good harvest."

Looking at the fish that began floating to the surface after being stunned, I caught a few appetizing ones and climbed back up the cliff.

For today's breakfast, I prepared fish balls made from filleted and grilled fish meat, and roll sandwiches made by thinly rolling out sliced bread and wrapping it with ingredients.
After finishing the breakfast preparations, I woke up the two who were deeply asleep.

"Wow!"
"Wait, when did you catch the fish?"
"Fufu. It's a secret."

Even without a pot, it was a fairly satisfying meal.
After finishing our meal, we arrived at the city around midday.

"Wow, this is amazing!"
"It's so colorful!"
"I'm worried whether there will be any lodging left!"

I thought the city was lively enough when we left, but this was incomparably more vibrant and bustling.

The delicious aroma of food wafting from street vendors everywhere.
Citizens with faces full of smiles throughout the streets.

While looking for lodging, we stopped at a street vendor to buy skewers and heard that it would be even more spectacular at night.

A parade full of colorful decorations honoring the original heroes, and magical fireworks illuminating the sky.
Just hearing the vendor's description made us look at each other and smile in anticipation.

After wandering around for quite some time, we were fortunate enough to find a group leaving an inn, so we quickly checked in and unpacked our belongings.

"Then, let's each do our own thing today!"
"I'll be with Ian anyway. What about you, unni?"
"Don't worry about me. I have some items to buy and might look for gifts for Grandfather and Soleil, so enjoy yourselves."

It's a festival, after all.
If I went with them, I'd just feel uncomfortable with their lovey-dovey atmosphere, so I encouraged them to enjoy their date, implying they should please not be all cuddly in front of me.
Oh, and speaking of festival food, carbonated drinks are a must!

"Before that, could you give me just two in advance?"
"Ah, sure."

After securing a sufficient amount of Dr. Pepper, I saw off the excited couple as they left first.
I plan to rest a bit and then move around when the sun starts to set.
Fufu, I wonder what the Empire's festival will be like.
I'm looking forward to it.

Ch.54 - [Side Story] Heresy
So... this is a story from 4 years ago.
It was right after I defeated Soleil, when I had just become an Inquisitor.
Back then, I was nothing but an arrogant youngster who thought too highly of myself for having grown stronger.

* *

Hehe! Finally, finally!
I've become an Inquisitor, just as I've always dreamed!

"Ehehe."
"Are you that pleased?"

Ah, I'm on duty right now!
Perhaps it's because she's been assigned as the Director of the Inquisition while simultaneously overseeing the reconstruction of the buildings and training grounds that collapsed during our duel.
Lady Soleil—no, Director now—looks a bit more tired than usual.

"I apologize, Sol... Director."
"Haah."

But really. It's difficult to change a title I've been using for over 10 years overnight.

"Holy Maiden."
"Yes."

The Director, who had summoned me to her office right after I was officially appointed as an Inquisitor, began speaking with a serious expression.

"Remember this. The primary duty of an Inquisitor is to travel to various regions and suppress magical contamination. Eliminating devil worshippers or capturing heretics for trial comes second."
"Yes!"
"Soon, you will be assigned a mission, so please refer to the Inquisitor guidelines I provided you earlier for relevant information."
"Understood!"
"Before you return to your post, do you have any questions?"

I've been waiting for that question.

"Yes. Even if I confirm magical contamination with my own eyes, should I still bring them to trial rather than executing immediate judgment?"
"...In that case, I will authorize immediate judgment under my authority."

The Director, perhaps aware of the special ability my eyes have begun to develop recently, hesitated briefly before granting permission.
She also mentioned other restrictions like prohibiting excessive destruction, allowing me to dye the cross on my Holy Maiden's robe red now that I'm an Inquisitor.
And that when acting as an Inquisitor, I must always wear a veil and use perception-hindering magic to conceal my identity as the Holy Maiden.
Only after hearing several precautions was I finally released.

Two days later, I received my first mission.
There were suspicions of heretical faith flourishing in a small city called Doner, near the northern metropolis of Seraphiel in the Holy Nation.
I was to visit personally and determine the truth of this information.

After reporting my departure to the Director and packing my belongings, I left the Papal State thinking:
Even in a world where the existence of the Goddess is so firmly established, there are still those who worship idols.
How foolish they must be.

Upon leaving Ramiel and entering the main road, I put on my veil and activated the perception-hindering magic engraved on it.
With this, even if others see me, they won't be able to remember what my face looked like or any distinguishing features.

With my hands behind my back, occasionally tapping my staff with my fingers, sometimes running at a moderate pace, sometimes leisurely enjoying the scenery—after about 5 days of travel,
My destination, Doner, began to come into view.

"On the surface, it seems like an ordinary city."

Well, I'll find out once I get there.
I've been carrying my staff with me to get accustomed to it as quickly as possible, but traveling on foot has been rather boring.
Thinking I should rent a horse or take a carriage on the way back, I stored my staff using the storage magic in my sleeve.

"Sister. If you wish to enter the city, please present your pass."
"Here it is."
"You may enter."
"May the Lord's grace be with you."

After blessing the guard at the entrance and receiving his thanks, I entered the city and decided to find lodging first.
After all, they wouldn't openly display heretical faith on the streets, so I would clearly need time to investigate carefully.

As expected, I had no results all day, so after sunset, I went to a tavern where people gathered.
Taking a seat in a corner, I ordered beer and some light snacks, focusing on the conversations around me.

"Hey, mind if I join you?"

I turned warily at the voice of a young man.
I hadn't sensed his presence at all.
This person, no, this elf—what's his deal?

"There are plenty of other seats. Why specifically next to me?"
"Don't be so guarded, miss. I just had a feeling that hanging around you would be interesting."

With the blonde hair, green eyes, and long ears characteristic of elves, he looked somewhat slick—equivalent to an early 30s human in appearance.
Given that elves age very slowly compared to their lifespan, his actual age must be several hundred years.
Anyway, I was dumbfounded by his reason for approaching me.

"Just for that reason?"
"'Just that reason'? Have you ever been an elf? Do you know how boring it gets living so long? Fun is my reason for living!"
"...Fine, just keep quiet."

Feeling that all eyes in the establishment would soon be on us if this continued, I reluctantly allowed the strange elf to join me.

"Ma'am! Some delicious meat dishes over here! And beer!"

...Is this really an elf?

"What, surprised that an elf eats meat?"
"Yes."

I answered honestly.
It really is strange.
Even the elven craftsmen I occasionally met when having my staff made enjoyed alcohol but wouldn't touch meat, as I recall.

"The elves in the village are all stuffy folks. They're missing out on this taste their entire lives. That's like losing half an elf's lifespan."

He's clearly not an ordinary elf.

"Actually, I've been watching you since you entered the city today."
"..."

I hadn't sensed him at all.

"Let me give you one piece of advice, little miss. Tone down that killing intent. Even the dullest fools will notice if you're that sharp."
"Who are you?"
"A very famous gentleman."

As he spoke, he tapped the sword at his waist with his right hand.
When I looked to see if there might be some symbol on his sword, I discovered something surprising in a different sense.

"A stigma?"

A sword-shaped stigma engraved on the back of his right hand.
...An eccentric elf swordsman with a stigma.
I see. This elf is...

"Wow, you really figured it out just from seeing this."

Well, as a Holy Maiden who appears at official functions, I'm familiar with information about the world's key figures.

"...Sword Master."

One who is invariably mentioned when discussing the world's strongest.
Sword Master Bill.

"Call me Uncle Bill."
"Haah."

I couldn't help but sigh as the Sword Master winked and tried to get chummy with me.
How did I end up entangled with someone like this...

"By the way, if you keep ignoring me, I have my ways."
"Let's hear it then."
"I'm thinking of revealing your identity out loud."
"What do you mean?"
"Are you sure you want to ignore me?"

As I was trying to feign ignorance and leave, I saw his lips silently forming words, forcing me to sit back down.

'Ho-ly. Mai-den.'

My head began to throb.
The perception-hindering magic should be working normally, so how did he notice?

"Hehe, I have my ways."
"Ugh."
"Well? Feeling more like talking now?"

Watching the elf smugly smile as he stabbed a large piece of beef stew with his fork, I felt something boiling inside me.

I have no choice.
I stopped listening for information from the surroundings, took out a bead engraved with a sound-blocking barrier from my sleeve, placed it on the table, and activated it.

"Oh, expensive stuff."
"...Sound won't leak out."
"You should have done that from the start."
"So, what do you want?"

I took a large gulp of beer to calm my burning insides, then asked.

"Like I said at first, let me tag along with you. I won't get in your way."
"...You know what I'm here to do?"

There's no way this elf, who had been active as an S-rank adventurer known as one of the strongest even before I was born, wouldn't recognize an Inquisitor.

"What Inquisitors do is pretty obvious. But a Holy Maiden as an Inquisitor? How could I not be curious?"
"Haah, fine. But I need to know your reason too."
"I told you already. I have a feeling following you will be interesting."

Just a feeling, really?

"Hehe, you'll understand soon enough. Living this long, I can sort of predict which ones will surpass their limits."

I couldn't make sense of his words at all.

"Sigh, do as you please. Just don't interfere."
"Don't worry."

And so, reluctantly accompanied by this eccentric elf, I left the tavern with a throbbing headache.

"Where are you going?"

...If I say I'm returning to my lodging and starting inquiries tomorrow, would he believe me?

"If you're thinking of lying and running away, I recommend against it."
"...Tch."

I've got a troublesome one on my hands.

"First, I plan to investigate three locations."
"Oh?"

If this elf hadn't interfered, I could have narrowed it down to one for certain.
I glared at him, conveying that meaning.

"Hey, no matter how charming I am, looking at me with such passionate eyes makes me shy."
"Eek!"

I shuddered at the sight of him twisting his body in a creepy manner.
Realizing that anything I did would only disadvantage me, I decided to move quickly.

"The candidate locations are the back alley on the outskirts of the city, the open space behind the city hall, and finally the mountain ahead."
"Mm-hmm, mm-hmm."

After saying that:

"I plan to check the nearby back alley first, but are you really coming along?"
"Yep."

Seeing how skillfully he concealed his presence, I shook my head and decided to treat him as if he weren't there.
He said he wouldn't interfere, so I should be able to ignore him.

So I was carefully heading toward the back alley, suppressing my presence and avoiding places with people.

"Um, I said I wouldn't interfere, but I've been curious about something for a while."
"...Go ahead."
"What's the definition of heresy?"

He asked so seriously that I thought it would be a profound question.

"Those who deny the Goddess, those who challenge Her authority, those who insult Her glorious name, and those who dare worship false idols in the Lord's name."

These are the representative examples.

"Wow, so if you don't believe, you're a heretic?"
"No. Not believing and denying are completely different matters."

I should probably give an example.

"Let me give you a simple example. If someone told you they couldn't believe in the World Tree's efficacy, how would you respond?"

At the center of where elves have settled stands a massive tree called the World Tree.
Humans and other races may not know, but for elves and some races sensitive to natural energy, their condition completely changes depending on whether the World Tree is nearby or not.
Like having no hangover no matter how much alcohol they drink, or how breathing the clear air available only around the World Tree purifies their bodies. That's what I've heard.

"Ah, well, I'd say 'that's your opinion.'"
"Then what if someone tried to burn the World Tree, or cut it down to plant a new one, or claimed an ordinary tree was the World Tree?"
"I'd cut them in half."
"That's the point."

Not being able to believe might simply be because one hasn't experienced it, hasn't encountered its grace.
But denying it outright is something different.
Bill nodded at my explanation.

"An Inquisitor I met before tried to split my head open when I asked a similar question."
"...What did you ask?"
"I said I don't particularly believe in the Goddess either, so am I a heretic too?"
"Oh my."

No wonder they attacked.
How dare he refer to the Goddess so casually.
By the way, it seems we've arrived at our destination while chatting.

"Shh. Let's continue this later."
"Sure."

It seems this is the right place.
I quickly spotted people with deeply pulled hoods moving cautiously here and there in the already shabby back alley.
Following them without being detected, we soon came to a slightly larger open space.

"Damn it, how long do we have to move in hiding like this?"
"Today is the last day."
"Finally...!"
"Yes, no more need to pray to a meaningless goddess who doesn't respond."
"From now on, our god will answer our prayers."

...No need for investigation, interrogation, or trial.
This is clear enough.

"Don't follow me. This is my job."

Ignoring the elf who gestured that he understood, I slowly approached those who were prostrating themselves in prayer before a makeshift altar.
For sinners, forgiveness.

"If you withdraw now and repent, I will not hold you accountable for your sins."
"Who's there!"
"A servant of the Goddess!"

I don't see any magical contamination.
That likely means they were worshipping something that doesn't exist.
As expected, the dozen or so people attending the gathering were confused and unable to make any decisions.

"An Inquisitor."

However, the leader spoke calmly, showing no agitation despite recognizing my identity.

"Foolish ones, do you still not believe in our god? Behold, our god will prove himself."

Simultaneously, a bizarre energy—neither mana, magical contamination, nor holy power—began emanating from the altar.

-Crack. Crack.

The space above the altar began to crack, turning black.

"Lord, grant me the power to destroy evil."

Urgently casting the "Holy Weapon" spell on my hand, I rushed toward the altar.
At that moment:

"Kuh, hack!"

The altar rapidly receding from my view, an impact striking my abdomen, the acrid scent of blood surging up through my throat.
Wiping the blood from my mouth, I assessed my condition.

I took a hit, but fortunately my internal organs don't seem severely damaged.
My back seems quite injured from debris when I hit the wall, but more concerning is that my left arm won't move.
It seems the upper arm is broken.

Carefully adjusting the position of my arm, I began emergency treatment by infusing healing intent into my holy power while observing the altar.
A grotesque form now stood before the altar where nothing had been moments ago.
Most likely, I was attacked by that thing.

It was black.
It had a bizarre form with goat horns and legs attached to a giant's torso.
It was certainly not a living being.

And then:

-Siiik.

That thing, with its body rippling in blackness, flashed its red eyes and smiled at me.

-KWAAANG!!
"Behold! Our god will defeat the servant of the Goddess!"

Hurriedly taking out my staff from my sleeve, I created a barrier with all my might to block the monster's incoming fist.
The barrier creaked even with the staff drawn.
Feeling that maintaining the barrier would be challenging, I diverted the holy power I was using for healing to focus on the barrier.

As I maintained the barrier while thinking of my next move:

"Hey, miss. Looks tough, huh?"

I heard the familiar voice of the elf from behind me.

"Let me handle that."

When I turned my head, the elf was smiling savagely, showing his teeth—a completely different appearance from earlier.
Seeing him grip his sword with eyes like a child who's found an exciting toy, filled with killing intent, I spat out a blood clot and spoke.
Not that he cared about my permission anyway.

"Ptui. Do as you please."

Though it hurt my pride, it was clearly an enemy I couldn't handle on my own.
So I decided to accept his help.

"If you need it, I'll provide support."
"Not necessary."

With those words, the elf leaped toward the monster.

-KANG!

Watching him close the distance in the blink of an eye and thrust his sword at the monster, I focused on healing while maintaining the barrier.

His movements were so fast I could barely track them without activating my stigma.
The elf was overwhelming the monster whose movements I couldn't even react to.
Seeing this display that made me realize how arrogant I'd been after defeating the Director, I was completely overwhelmed.

Feeling my arm fully healed, though still a bit stiff but movable, I lowered the barrier and concentrated holy power in my eyes.
I still couldn't use my stigma and holy power simultaneously.

And with the enhanced dynamic vision from activating the stigma,
Unable to control that level yet, in the slowly flowing world, I witnessed it:

The elf knocked the monster into the sky, then used floating debris as footholds to leap upward, with flames burning red on his sword.
Not aura emitted from the sword, but his own mana scattered and woven into aura—a single point of culmination.

"URYAAAAA!!"
-WHOOSH!

The monster vanished into ashes without even leaving a death cry.

"Whew, that was fun after a long time."

Sword Master Bill twirled his sword as if shaking off the remaining flames.

"Im...possible..."

The heretical leader fell to his knees in despair as the monster he had confidently summoned vanished.
I should do my job too.

After bowing to Bill in gratitude, I addressed the heretics who sat helplessly, unable to flee, and their leader:

"Choose. Repentance or death."

...To be honest, I had no right to say such things since I had been rendered combat ineffective and done nothing.
But what could I do? I had to pretend to be composed while hiding my flushed face.

Fortunately, no one seemed to notice my thoughts, as the heretics quietly extended their hands to be bound.

"Kill me."

Perhaps trying to act like a leader to the end, the previously despondent leader looked at me and said those words.
Hearing this, I looked at Bill for permission to kill him, but he waved his hand with an annoyed expression.

"Why are you looking at me? Do as you please."
"No matter what happens, I will never follow your Goddess."

Argh, really!
If only I had handled this myself, I wouldn't need to be so conscious of others.

"...If you have any last words, I'll hear them."
"I was only seeking a god for humans. That's all it was."

With those final words, he extended his neck as if asking to be killed, and I drew an execution sword from my sleeve.
It's a sword given to some Inquisitors who don't use blade weapons and thus can't behead normally.
Especially in my case, as I'm still unskilled at controlling my strength and might blow off the head when aiming for the neck.

As I prepared to behead the heretic, I steeled my heart once more.
For evil, judgment.

-Slash.

I swung the sword, intending to give him as painless a death as possible.
As his head fell and blood splattered on me, I thought:
Beheading a person, rather than a devil worshipper, still feels awful.
Despite steeling myself, it weighs heavily.

"Whew."
"Humans are so complicated."

Bill, who had quietly observed the entire scene, said this.

"Indeed, it would have been nice if they were a bit simpler."
"Miss, what's your name?"
"You're asking now?"

I couldn't help but smile at his exaggerated gestures, seemingly trying to divert my attention in his own way.

"It's Leila."
"Whoever named you, it's a beautiful name."
"Thank you."
"Night doesn't always have to be dark, right?"
"You speak truly."

Since the battle between the unidentified monster and Bill had been quite noisy, I spoke as I heard the approaching footsteps of guards:

"If you don't mind, I'd like to treat you to a drink, partly as thanks for your help."
"Oh, you're buying?"
"Of course."

After showing my Inquisitor's emblem to the arriving guards and handing over the bound heretics, we returned to the tavern.

"Choose. Repentance or death. BWAHAHAHAHA!!"
"...Ugh."
"Acting all high and mighty when you didn't even catch them yourself, HAHAHAHAHA!!"

I vowed never to get involved with this eccentric elf, the Sword Master, ever again.

* *

The grotesque monster I encountered that day was apparently a being from a different dimension, separate from devils—a being from the second dimension.
Mother later told me it was from a dimension born from the mixing of worlds that perished when the balance of the world was disrupted.

The being from the second dimension, Sword Master Bill.

Thinking I had grown quite strong, priding myself on being counted among the strongest in the Holy Nation—
That encounter with these two beings made me face a wall, and eventually, a year later, I succeeded in surpassing that wall on the battlefield, stepping into the realm of Masters.

Ch.55 - Longed for Even in Dreams
"Since it's starting to get dark, I should get moving.
After asking the innkeeper about things to enjoy at night, I headed to the general store, planning to move before the parade started.

"Thank you!"

After getting a pot to replace the one ruined by Millia's monster synthesis, and a few spare tools, I was about to fully enjoy the festival when...

"Huh?"

For a moment, I doubted my eyes.

"No way."

Because a golden-white cluster of light was gathering brilliantly at a distance.

"Really, you could have at least told me."

I hurriedly moved my steps toward the plaza where the light was gathering and had already disappeared.
Soon after arriving at the plaza, I could tell that everyone's gazes were focused on one spot.
Following their gazes, I found...

A woman who seemed to embody the word "beauty" was sitting on the edge of the fountain.
Similar to Millia, about 170cm tall, with honey-colored blonde hair that reached her shoulder blades, and golden eyes like looking into a mirror.
As I was taking in her appearance, she turned her gaze toward me, perhaps noticing me.

"Ah, you're here?"

The person I had wished to meet even in my dreams.
The owner of the voice who always pours love on me.

"Ah, um."

I knew I should say something, but not knowing what words to use, I ended up making a strange sound.

Should I say, "I missed you"?
Or should I show my best side and say, "I've been wanting to meet you"?
As I struggled to calm my racing thoughts...

"Come here."

My mother, smiling at me with open arms.
Seeing her like that, emotions welled up and...

*Hug!*
"Mother!"

Before I knew it, I ran to her like a child and embraced her.
Mother's embrace was incomparably warmer and more comforting than I had imagined.

"That's right, you missed me a lot. I too wanted to hold you like this."
"...Yes!"

Though embarrassed, since she knows everything about me, I surrendered myself to her touch without saying anything.
Mother continued to stroke my head as I remained in her embrace without a word.

"It would be nice to keep holding you like this, but shall we move somewhere else?"
"Ah, yes."

With some reluctance, I separated from mother's embrace, and only then did I realize what I had done, causing me to hold my breath.

"Gasp."
"Fufu."

Somehow, the surrounding people were looking at us with very warm expressions.
Mother covered her mouth with one hand, laughing.

"Ah, uhhh."
"It's alright. You were cute."

Unable to lift my face, I bowed my head deeply, covered my face with both hands, and moved to hide behind mother.

"There, this place should be fine. Lift your head."
"Yes."

Sitting on a bench in a somewhat secluded corner, she patted the spot next to her, indicating I should sit there.

"Ehehe."
"Are you that happy?"
"Well, I've imagined you even in my dreams."

I smiled broadly as I said this.

"Fufu, like last time, you seemed to want to see my appearance, so this time I came in my original form especially."

She smiled and said that she too wanted to embrace me.

"I can only come down to the mortal realm directly once every 15 years. I'm sorry I'm only showing my face to you now."
"No, no! Just hearing mother's voice is enough to make me happy!"

At those words, mother quietly stroked my head.

"Leila."
"Yes, Mother."
"About Aria's matter, and the Demon Lord's matter. I'll say it again, but you don't need to worry too much."
"..."

As expected, I can't hide anything from mother.

"I didn't give you power for such things. I'm satisfied as long as you're happy."
"So that oracle was a lie after all."
"That's right. I hoped you wouldn't pay attention to the Demon Lord if possible."
"Fufu, don't worry. I'm different from before."

When I first heard about the existence of the Demon Lord, I was weighed down by a sense of duty.
I thought that as someone with power, I should take appropriate responsibility.

That obsession with saving the world.
It was probably because it was a time when I was pushing myself to become stronger.

Now, it's different.
Traveling with the vending machine, I've realized a few things.

That saving everyone is simply arrogance.
That for some, my desire to save everyone could be more insulting than death.
That when someone with power becomes impatient, it leads to even greater sacrifices.

So I've decided to do my best for what's within my sight, following the natural course.

"I know."
"A lot has happened in just a few months."
"Indeed."

I spent some time talking with mother, acting spoiled.

"Fufu, are you that happy?"
"Yes!"

Perhaps pleased with my smiling face throughout our conversation, she playfully started pinching my cheeks.

"...My daughter's cheeks are so soft."
"Ehehe."

It felt nice to have mother's touch, so I quietly surrendered to it.
But even after some time, mother showed no sign of letting go.

....
...Mother?

"Haah, haah."

Now using both hands to knead my cheeks, mother's breathing became rough.

"Ahhh!! So cute!!"
"Mmph!"

Mother suddenly pulled my face into her embrace.
Buried in her enormous chest, which made even Millia, no, Lian's pale in comparison, I couldn't breathe.

"You looked cute when I just saw you, but now that I'm touching you, I don't want to let go! It's your fault for being so cute, Leila!"
"Mmph! Mmph!"

Air! Let me breathe!
I desperately waved my hands to signal that I was suffocating, but they just sank into her enormous chest.

*Squish! Squish!*
"Oh my, I'm sorry. Are you alright?"

This is the second time.
The experience of nearly dying, buried in someone's chest.

"Hic."
"Ahaha, sorry. I got too excited."
"It's, it's okay."

Though I shouldn't, I found myself enviously staring at mother's chest, taking a deep breath.

"What's wrong?"

Perhaps I focused my gaze on her chest too much, as mother tilted her head and looked at me.

"...Mother."
"Yes. Tell me."
"Could I ever have a bigger chest too?"
"..."

Mother?
Why are you looking away?
Why?

"...Um, well, if you try hard... I'm sorry."

Perhaps trying to give me hope, she started to say that effort would help, but then apologized.

"...I see."

I despaired.

"Ah, but! Leila has, um, good proportions! There are many attractive parts of you besides your chest!"
"...Yes."

After talking for a while about how pretty my armpits were, or my navel, mother finally seemed to tire.

"Um, sorry."
"It's okay. It's not like you made me this way..."

It was just my fate.
I decided to change the subject.

"By the way."
"Yes?"
"The vend—ahem, the hero told me something, do you know about it?"
"...Vending machine."

*Ahem.*

"He said he experienced this world as a game."
"Oh, that?"

She seems to know something.

"When you heard about the hero summoning, did I mention that I decided to intervene?"
"Yes, you did."

Now that I think about it, there was such a conversation.

"Actually, the hero summoning ritual basically doesn't determine who gets caught in it."
"I see."
"I thought it might be a bit much to just kidnap someone who was living a normal life, so with the help of a god from that side, I guided it to select from people who were destined to die soon."
"Aha."

So that's how it happened.

"Actually, the god from that world secretly created games based on stories from other worlds and leaked them to the mortal realm."
"...What?"
"That one's quite eccentric, so just accept it."
"Ah, yes."

To summarize mother's continuing explanation:

The hobby of Earth's god is to spread stories from other worlds as games and watch them be reborn in various directions.
Mother approached Earth's god, who was looking for new material, and offered information about this world in exchange for taking a soul destined to die soon.
The game created from this was "Sacred Magic Chronicles," which the vending machine had played.

When I tilted my head at the somewhat old-fashioned name, mother added that Earth's god has rather old-fashioned tastes.
Anyway, since the game was created with the information available at the time, there were some uncertainties, especially regarding the Demon Lord, which even mother couldn't accurately grasp.
She said that except for a few pieces of information, much of it would differ from reality.

"Aha, then the information the hero has about the Demon Lord's army..."
"Yes, it's mostly incorrect."
"I see."

One question has been answered.
Among the few pieces of information that matched, one must have been about Eligos.
I'll have to explain this to the vending machine when I see him again.

As we were talking, I noticed the surroundings becoming noisy, perhaps because it was time for the parade to start.

"Oh, I was distracted. You came all the way down to the mortal realm, and I should have prepared food for you first."
"Fufu, it's fine. I came down today just to see you."
"Still!"
"Then, why don't you buy some skewers from over there?"

Mother pointed to a skewer stall.

"Yes! Please wait a moment!"
"Take your time."

I quickly ran to the skewer stall.

"I'll take everything."
"What? Young priestess, what are you..."
"No time to talk, could you give me everything? Keep the change."

I handed a gold coin from my sleeve to the bewildered stall owner.

"Please wait a moment!"

Money is indeed the best.
Upon seeing the gold coin, the stall owner stopped talking and moved his hands quickly.
In an instant, I returned to the bench where mother was waiting, carrying skewers packaged by type.

"Hey, miss. Want to enjoy the festival with us?"
"What magnificent breasts. Come with us. To heaven, hehehe."

I could see two thugs harassing mother.

*Tap, tap.*
"Huh? What's this little brat?"
"Kid, these big brothers are busy, so go play somewhere else."

After carefully setting down the bag of packaged skewers, I approached behind the two men, poked them with my finger, and asked:

"Arms and legs. Which would you like me to leave intact?"
"What?"
"So noisy, really."

An arm reached out to brush me off.

*Crack!*

I grabbed it and crushed it with my strength.

"Aaaagh!!"
"Wilson!"

When his friend screamed and grabbed his arm, the other thug desperately kicked at me.
Seeing this, I quietly stepped on his shin.

*Crack!*
"Argh!"
"Come on, gentlemen, you're overreacting. You're not hurt at all."

Because I healed them with holy power at the same time I broke their bones, there should be no wounds.
Though it would still hurt.

"Hey, if you stay in front of me, I won't leave any arms or legs intact, okay?"
"Y-you'll regret this!"
"Rowland! Let's go together!"

Watching the thugs disappear while uttering lines worthy of third-rate villains, I picked up the skewers again and approached mother.

"Are you alright?"
"Oh, yes."

For some reason, she was reaching into the air and fidgeting.

"...Ah, did I interfere unnecessarily?"

It seems she wanted to show me how coolly she could handle the thugs.

"Um, no. It's nothing."

Mother sat back down with a somewhat awkward expression, and I showed her the various types of skewers I had brought.

"My goodness, didn't you buy too many?"
"Don't worry. If there are leftovers, I can eat them with the hero or Millia tonight."

Since it was too much to eat on the bench, I created a table with holy power and placed the skewers on it.

"...I've seen it a few times, but it's really impressive seeing it directly."
"Is it?"

Mother tapped the table I had made by adapting the barrier, looking amazed, which made me feel proud.
As I unwrapped the skewers and savored their aroma, I remembered something and said:

"Fufu, I'm glad I brought two."

If there had been only one, mother might have said she didn't want to take mine.
With that thought, I handed her a Dr. Pepper.

"Oh, my daughter has good sense."
"Ehehe."

Seeing mother smile and say she was curious about the taste made me happy.

*Tap! Hiss!*
"I've always wanted to try this."
"I thought you might."

That's why I handed it to you without opening it.

"Mmm~ Delicious."
"Indeed."

Fortunately, she seemed to like the skewers.
As we ate skewers and drank soda while chatting about various things...

*Flash!*
"Wow, the parade must be starting."
"Fufu, indeed."

Though a bit distant, we could see shining decorations and magical fireworks illuminating the sky.

"Leila."

As I was absentmindedly watching the scene, mother called me in a serious voice.

"Yes. What is it?"
"Is your new life happy?"

Looking into her golden eyes that met mine with a gentle smile, I gave her the brightest smile I could muster and said:

"Yes. I'm extremely happy!"

Grandfather who always thinks of me, Sister Teresa who always cherishes me like a daughter, and many others in the Holy Kingdom who take care of me.
And now, Millia who's like a little sister to me, and the vending machine who's starting to seem a bit more human.
Finally, my beloved Soleil, and mother who always looks at me with love.

"Really? I'm glad."
"Hehe, it's all thanks to you, mother."
"You really do say the cutest things. Come here."

At those words, sensing that the end of this happy time was approaching, I quietly embraced mother.

"At times like this, I resent being a god."
"It's because you're a god that I could meet you."

Mother's voice sounded a bit sad.

"This won't be the last time, so don't be too disheartened."
"It's okay. Just being able to engrave mother's appearance in my eyes makes me happy."

I'm grateful once again for being given a life where I can look forward to the future.

"Then, until next time. My beloved daughter, Leila."
"I'll be waiting. I really love you, Mother."

And so, as mother gradually transformed into a cluster of white light, I looked up at the sky, engraving her image in my eyes until the very end.

Yes, I won't cry.
If I cry, mother will be sad too.

So, let's smile.
After all, I'm this happy."

Ch.56 - Saving a Child
...I'm not sure how much time has passed.
When I came to my senses, the parade was over, and the festival's heat had cooled. The earlier vibrancy seemed like a lie as silence had settled over the city.

"Phew, I need to pull myself together, Leila."
-Slap!

After slapping my face with both hands to regain my focus, I decided to return to the inn.
I wonder if those two have already gone back?

While walking slowly toward the inn with mixed feelings.

-Chase them!
-They went that way!

I noticed a commotion coming from a short distance away.

A dawn pursuit, huh.
Should I take a look?

Since the sound seemed to be coming from a wide area, I jumped up and began moving across the rooftops to get a better view.
Not long after.

"...A church?"

I could see people in priestly robes and what appeared to be holy knights searching for something.
...This looks suspicious.

I considered going down to ask about the situation, but something felt off. When I saw new people joining the search, I moved closer to eavesdrop on their conversation.

-They're a pair: a blonde man and a woman with reddish-brown hair.

Huh?

-The man appears to be a swordsman, the woman a mage. Respond accordingly.

Wait a minute...
Those people sound suspiciously like ones I know.

-Found them! Over there!!
-Where?!

I quickly moved toward the direction of the shout and saw a familiar figure fleeing in the distance.
...What have you two gotten yourselves into? Really.

They seemed to have reached a dead end, with their backs against a wall, warily watching the priests and holy knights. It looked like a violent confrontation was about to break out.

"That's far enough."
"What!"
"Leila!"
"Sis!"

I jumped down, creating a barrier to block the charging holy knights and dispersing the blessings the priests were preparing.

"What!"
"Why is an Inquisitor—"
"Wait, it's the Holy Maiden."

Ignoring the commotion among the priests and knights, I addressed the vending machine.

"What exactly is going on here?"

When our eyes met, the two seemed to be hiding something behind them, as if protecting it from me.
...If they're being wary of me too, it means they're hiding something they think would make me their enemy.

"Wait, wait a moment, Leila."
"Sis! I'll explain, just please wait a moment!"

The two continued to back away while maintaining their guard against me.

"I'm sorry, but if you're going to show that kind of attitude toward me, I can't oblige."

If they're going to treat me as an enemy, I certainly won't respond in a friendly manner.

"Ugh!"
"Kyaa!"

I quickly rushed toward them, knocked the vending machine aside, and pushed Milia away.

"...A child?"
"Stop!!"
"No, sis!"

I could see a young child about seven years old with pale skin, black hair, and red eyes.
A demon, or rather, a half-demon?

They really must have thought I would kill someone just because they're a demon.
Even so, I wouldn't harm a young child like this without reason.

"Come here."

I carefully took the child, who showed a mixture of fear and fatigue, into my arms to reassure them.

"...Huh?"
"Sis?"
"Really, what do you two take me for?"

I gave them a hurt look before meeting the eyes of the confused half-demon child in my arms.
Salvation to those who suffer.

"I'm sorry, that must have been scary, right? Little miss, what's your name?"

When I asked with a smile, the child seemed to relax a bit.

"...Ren."
"That's a pretty name. Big sister will protect you, so you can rest now."

She must have been chased for quite some time. As I held her and patted her back to comfort her, Ren quickly fell asleep as if passing out.
While I was adjusting my position to make sure Ren could sleep comfortably...

"Holy Maiden!"
"What are you doing?!"
"How could you protect a demon?!"

Sigh, now it's their turn?

"Be quiet. You all need to start your training from scratch."

How dare they persecute an innocent child because of prejudice against demons.

"You harassed this child, who doesn't have even a trace of demonic energy, just because she has demon blood?"

That's right.
Ren didn't have even a speck of demonic energy that I could feel or see.
Young as she looks, she must have already made her choice.

The priests and holy knights finally seemed to understand why I was protecting Ren.
Judging by their shocked expressions, they hadn't realized it at all.

"...You all truly need to start your training over. Even if she had demonic energy, you shouldn't treat a child who still has the chance to choose like this, should you?"
"Please forgive us!"
"We're sorry!"
"Be quiet, you'll wake the child."

Now that they're dealt with, it's time for these two.

"I'm really disappointed in you both, you know."
"Ah, sorry..."
"I'm so sorry..."

Once the situation is resolved, I should give these two a lecture about demonic energy.

"All of you, return to the church and resume your training. If you come looking for me later to apologize and cause a commotion, I'll be very angry. I'll take care of this child, so don't concern yourselves."

After saying that, I ignored whatever the priests and holy knights were saying and walked through them toward the inn.

"Leila! Wait for us!"
"Sis!!"

Those two can follow if they want.
I scolded them to be quiet if they were going to follow, as they might wake Ren.

"Sigh, how much this child must have suffered."

As I laid the child, who was as light as a feather from malnutrition, on the bed, I examined her condition.
A smaller frame than other children her age, skin and bones, dirty all over as if she hadn't bathed, and naturally curling up even on the bed.
Reminded of my own time wandering the streets as a child, I covered her with a blanket and stroked her head with compassion.

"Let's talk tomorrow."

I said that to the two fidgeting anxiously at the door, then sat by the window.
I planned to watch over Ren until she woke up, as going without sleep for a day wouldn't be a problem for me.
So this is how Grandfather felt when he sat by my bedside waiting for me to wake up when I first arrived in the Holy Country.

"...Sorry."

After saying that, the vending machine quietly returned to his room.
Looking at Milia, who was still standing there awkwardly, I spoke.

"It's late, you should get some sleep. I'm not that angry."
"Okay..."

Seeing Milia looking tired but still watching me nervously, I got up and patted her head, worried she wouldn't be able to sleep otherwise.

"It's fine, so please get some rest. Understood?"
"...Yes!"

Only then did she seem relieved, falling asleep as if passing out.
Watching her, I returned to my seat and gazed out the window, thinking.

Half-demon.
A mix of demon and another race.

Demons are living beings too.
They deserve to love and be loved.
If only they would let go of their obsession with demonic energy.

People commonly identify demons by their pitch-black hair and red eyes.
But those are racial characteristics, not reasons for them to be ostracized.

The reason they're rejected is because they can't let go of the demonic power within them.
Some foolishly claim that demons and demonic energy are inseparable.
That's incorrect.

Those with demon blood can renounce demonic energy during childhood.
However, most demons never let go of it because it's an easy path to power.
They always preach survival of the fittest and worship strength.

The same applies to half-demons.
However, in their case, they can let go of demonic energy depending on their parents and environment.
Since only pure demons in this world worship power to such an extent, there's no need to cling to demonic energy if they live with other races.

Therefore, what the church rejects is the presence of demonic energy, not demons themselves.
Since the Demon King's emergence, unconditional hatred toward demons seems to have increased, but I never thought it would reach the point where even clergy would reject someone simply for having demon blood.
I should contact Grandfather tomorrow and discuss this matter.

As I was pondering these concerns, I noticed the sun beginning to rise.
It was about time for the restaurant to start operations, so I went down briefly to get breakfast for Ren along with some warm tea.

"Mmm, nng."

Not long after, Ren stretched with cute sounds, seemingly pleased with her comfortable sleep.

"Did you sleep well?"
"Eek!"

I smiled and greeted Ren, who was looking around in surprise at finding herself in a bed.

"Ah, um, hello! Thank you for helping me yesterday!"
"Hehe, you're a good child. Shall we have breakfast first?"

Since it was too early to go shopping for clothes, we decided to bathe her after buying clothes.
For now, I had her wash her hands and face, then offered her the breakfast I had prepared.

"Is it really okay for me to eat this...?"

Seeing Ren shrink back while saying that, despite it being just simple soup and sandwiches, I stroked her head.
I used to think the same way once.

"Yes. This meal was prepared for you, Ren. If you don't eat it, this good food might go to waste."
"Oh! Then, thank you for the meal!"
"Take your time. I'm right here, so the food won't run away."

Living on the streets, one learns that food can indeed "run away."
I stayed by her side so she could eat with peace of mind.

"Hup, mmph."

Shortly after, Ren began to cry with her mouth full of food.
Understanding how she felt, I quietly stroked her head.

"It's okay now. I'll protect you."
"Hic, yes, sniff!"

After she finished eating, I quietly took her into my arms so she could cry freely, and she burst into tears.

"What?!"

Thanks to that, Milia woke up.
Sorry, but today Ren comes first.

"Sis!? Ren?"
"Shh."

I gestured for Milia to be quiet when she woke up startled by Ren's crying. She nodded when she saw Ren crying in my arms.
After a while, Ren seemed to calm down and began looking up at me while sniffling.

"Um."
"I just realized I haven't introduced myself. My name is Leila. Please call me whatever you're comfortable with."
"...Sister Leila."

Ren repeated my name several times as if trying to memorize it, and I asked her something I was curious about.

"Ren."
"Yeah, I mean, yes."
"You can speak comfortably. How old are you?"
"Eleven."

The malnutrition was more serious than I thought.
I had estimated she was about seven at most, but to be eleven with this small frame...

"Family?"
"None."
"I see. Have you been living alone all this time?"

Ren nodded at that.

"Sometimes adults would come and give me food when I was hungry."

Ugh, this child really reminds me of my childhood.

"Ren. I should tell you in advance, we can't take you with us."
"...Yes."
"Sis!"

Milia shouted beside me as if to say how could I say such a thing, but I ignored her and continued talking to Ren.

"However, if you listen to what I say, I can provide you with a place to live."

Ren, who had been looking dejected, tilted her head at those words.
What a cute reaction.

"Probably today if we're quick, or tomorrow at the latest, someone I know will come here. If you go with that person, they'll guide you to where you'll live from now on. Of course, only if you want to."
"If I go there, will I never see big brother and sisters again?"
"Of course not. The place you'll be going is my home. After we finish one task, the brother who protected you yesterday, this sister here, and I will come to see you. I promise."
"..."

She still seems hesitant.

"There's a nun named Sister Teresa who has taken care of me since I was little. I think she'll be lonely since I left, so would you keep her company until I return?"
"...Yes!"

Only then did Ren smile brightly.
As she smiled broadly and snuggled against me, I looked at Milia.

"Really, did you think I would abandon a child yesterday too?"
"Uh, I'm sorry."
"Acting righteously is good. But when you reach out your hand, you should be prepared to take responsibility until the end."
"Yes..."

The idiot waiting outside must be getting bored, so let's get moving even though it's early.

"Hurry up and get ready. We need to buy clothes for Ren first."
"Yes!"

As I carried Ren outside, the vending machine, who had been waiting in front of the door since early morning, greeted us.

"Good morning."
"Hello, big brother."
"If you were awake, you could have just knocked and come in instead of standing there trying to look cool. It won't improve my mood, you know?"
"Ugh."

After scolding the vending machine, I spoke to him as he tried to follow me down the stairs.

"Milia will be out soon, so come down together. I'll wait outside."
"...Okay."
"Come on, let's leave that idiot behind and go first, shall we, Ren?"
"Hehehe."

Ren seems to really enjoy being in my arms.
She just laughs happily even as the brother who saved her is being disparaged.

Hehe, is this what it feels like to have a child?
...A child.

"Sister?"
"What is it?"
"Mmm, nothing."

Ren looked at me with a slightly strange expression.
I must have made an odd face.

"Sorry, did you wait long?"
"I'm sorry for being late!"

Anyway, while I was waiting and chatting with Ren, the vending machine and Milia came rushing out.

"There was no need to hurry."
"How could I not when you left with that sulky expression?"
"Sis, I'm really sorry!!"
"Well, what should we do, Ren?"
"Umm. I think big brother and sister are good people too."

While they were getting ready to come down, Ren had asked me to forgive them since it was because of her, so I decided to let it go.

"Shall we go?"
"Seems like you're in a better mood now."
"You should thank Ren for that."
"Hehehe, Ren, thank you!"

Ren gave Milia a thumbs up.
She's quite perceptive.

After everyone gathered and we returned to the inn with clothes for Ren, I chased the vending machine out, bathed Ren, and then...

"Wow, it's pretty!"
"Hero, you have surprisingly good taste."

The outfit that Ren chose over what Milia and I had picked at the clothing store.
A black skirt with a white sleeveless blouse, and when I gave her a look suggesting a sleeveless top might be too light for a child despite the warm weather, she immediately pulled out a black shawl.

Perhaps because she has good proportions, it suited her well despite her small frame.
She truly looks like a little lady.

Since we still had time before lunch, we moved to a nearby café for some tea.

"You're finally here?"
"...Why are you here?"

Somehow knowing where we'd be, Captain Ain was already seated, sipping coffee.

"Well, I've been getting kicked out of the house a lot lately."

This time, he was caught with emergency funds he had hidden and has been kicked out for three days already.
When he heard there was a festival in Aria, he took a vacation to buy souvenirs to improve his wife Alice's mood.
Today, as he was about to return to the Holy Country, Grandfather contacted him after receiving my message at dawn.

"Why don't you just be honest?"
"Well, that's easier said than done."

It's common knowledge among those who should know that Captain Ain saves money to support orphanages throughout the Holy Country.
Well, this works out well. There's no one more suitable than Captain Ain when it comes to handling children.

"Ren, would you like to say hello? This is the acquaintance I mentioned earlier, though a bit sooner than expected."
"Hello there, young lady. My name is Ain."

But Ren's reaction is strange?
Somehow, she can't take her eyes off the captain's head.

"Is it fascinating?"
"Ah, yes!"
"Ah, my sinful appearance strikes again..."

Well, that platinum blonde hair is quite rare.
Ignoring the captain's exaggerated writhing, I spoke to Ren.

"Ren, what would you like to do? If you want, I can stay with you for one more day."
"Huh? Holy Maiden, what about the rest of my vacation that I was planning to spend lounging around?"

Hmm, I'm tempted to cut off the rest of his vacation too.
At my words, Ren looked around at me, the vending machine, and Milia, considering.

"If it's okay with you all, could I stay with you for just one more day...?"
"Of course!"
"Yes! Tell us if there's anything you want to do!"

The two who had been watching the child with expectant expressions from behind immediately brightened up.
Really, they're going to cry when it's time to part with Ren.

"Um, Holy Maiden?"
"Yes. Should I cut off the rest of your vacation too?"
"Urk. I shall follow your orders."

After smiling at the captain who was looking at me with an uncharacteristically tearful expression, I said:

"In exchange, I'll put in a good word with Alice for you."
"Gasp! Thank you!"

Since she'd do anything I ask, the captain will likely be forgiven quickly.
Really, I don't understand why he hides his good deeds from his family.

So I let Ren out of my arms, and holding the vending machine's and Milia's hands in each of mine, I smiled as I watched them enjoy the festival.

"Nooo, just one more day!"
"Leila, why don't we just..."
"Shhh."

Having grown even more attached after enjoying the festival, the two began clinging to Ren when it was time to part.

"Hehehe, big brother, sister! You have to come visit Ren!"
"Reeeeen!"
"I'll definitely come see you!"
"Sigh."
"Hahahahaha!!"

Ren had brightened up considerably in just one day.
I flicked the foreheads of the two who were clinging to her and refusing to let go.

"Ren. If you follow this gentleman, he'll introduce you to Sister Teresa. When you meet her, please tell her that I'm worried about her and give her this note."
"Yes!"

I handed Ren a note I had written at dawn, asking Sister Teresa to take care of Ren and telling her not to worry about me.

"Well then, we'll be going now."
"Here, don't forget to take this."

I also handed Captain Ain a note.
It basically asked Alice to forgive him since he was helping me with my work.

After watching Captain Ain and Ren disappear through the portal until the very end.

"Reeeeen..."
"Waaah."

I grabbed the necks of the two who were actually crying and dragged them back to the inn.
Really, they're more childish than the actual child.

Ch.57 - Festival Encounters
"Are you feeling calmer now?"
"Yeah."
"Hehe."

After Ren left with Commander Ain, the two who had been constantly looking for Ren continued to whine for quite a while even after returning to the lodging, but they finally seem to have calmed down.

Well, I understand.
After rescuing small children like Ren who have no one to rely on, it's natural to feel anxious when they're not by your side.

"While I completely understand that Ren is adorable, please don't forget our original purpose for participating in this festival."

After all, we didn't stay just to enjoy ourselves.

"Don't worry. I already looked into it before meeting Ren."
"That's right! We weren't just playing around!"
"Is that so? You seem to have forgotten what kind of person I am."
"Eek."

I let it slide at Ren's request, but I certainly haven't forgotten what happened yesterday.
This is actually perfect timing.
I should take a moment to give a lecture about magi, which I couldn't do earlier because I was busy taking care of Ren.

"While I am indeed an Inquisitor, I don't harm innocent children on the spot, no matter what."
"S-sorry."
"We're so sorry."
"As I mentioned yesterday, what we oppose are heretics and the existence of magi."

That expression on their faces says, "Isn't that the same thing?"

"Let me make this clear. All demons possess magi. You're aware of this much, correct?"
"Yes."
"Yes."

I proceeded to explain several important pieces of knowledge for our journey ahead, including the fact that demons can relinquish their magi.

"So, if we secure a child, we would persuade them to release their magi rather than immediately drawing weapons."
"But the priests and holy knights we met yesterday didn't seem to think that way."
"That's right."
"Sigh, I have nothing to say about that. I knew that unconditional hostility toward demons had increased since the Demon King's appearance, but I never expected clergy members to react that way. That was my oversight."

We've already discussed this matter with Commander Ain who was heading back.
Grandfather will surely handle it somehow.

"So, about the item you found—is it useful?"
"Ah, well, it's not as special as I thought."

The vending machine's explanation that followed was shocking to me.

"It's a magical tool that can create ice in any desired shape, and it's going to be awarded to the winning team of the main event starting tomorrow."
"But they said it can only make small pieces."
"So we thought it probably wasn't necessary."

Wait, what did they just say?

"When is the registration deadline?"
"Huh?"
"Sister?"
"I asked when the registration deadline is."

Don't you realize that with that magical tool, we could make ice cups to enjoy even more refreshing carbonated drinks!
I can't believe they were going to pass up such an important item.
It's incomprehensible.

"Oh, they said they'll accept registrations until noon tomorrow, right before it starts. Are you planning to participate?"
"Of course!"
"Wow, Sister, you must really want that."
"But we haven't explained what the main event is yet."

Ah.

"Ahem, let's hear about it."
"The condition is to participate as a three-person party, and they'll compete in strength, skill, and holiness, with the team having the highest total score winning. The winning team gets the title of 'Hero Party of the Year.'"
"I think it's arm wrestling, hitting targets... Ian, what was the last one again?"
"Selecting the Saint of the Year. Commonly known as the Saint Contest."

Hmph. Sounds simple.

"For arm wrestling, using mana or any other auxiliary means is prohibited. For target hitting, there are no restrictions on methods, but destroying multiple targets at once with area attacks doesn't count toward the score."
"For the Saint Contest, you can wear any clothes, and they'll provide outfits if needed. The judging point is how saint-like you appear."
"That's easy. A saint costume for an actual saint."
"Each person can only participate in one event."

Upon hearing that, I felt it was destiny.
These events are perfectly suited for us.

"Hero."
"What?"
"Will you handle the arm wrestling, please?"
"..."

Why is he silent?

"Please?"
"...Yes."
"Millia?"
"I'll do my best!!!"

Hehe, I'm looking forward to this.

"Well, since we'll need to start early tomorrow, let's go to bed early."
"Ian, good night."
"Yeah, you too."

* * *

When I came out of my room after getting ready in the morning, I was a bit startled to see Leila waiting with her arms crossed in front of the door.

...Maybe I should tell her in advance.
But if I do, she might take it out on me.
I should probably discuss it with Millia when she comes out.

After breakfast, as we were heading back to our rooms to prepare, I pulled Millia aside.

"What is it?"
"Well, what should we tell Leila about the Saint Contest?"

Millia tilted her head curiously, so I explained what I had seen yesterday.

"Oh... is this going to be a problem?"
"That's what I'm saying."

Millia frowned cutely, resting her chin on her hand in thought, then smiled and said:

"Let's just leave it be."
"What?"
"It might be fun. Surely Sister wouldn't attack the judges or anything, right?"
"I... guess so?"

That's... right?
No matter what, she wouldn't attack civilian judges, would she?
Haha, I was worried for nothing.

...It was unnecessary worry, right?

"What are you two whispering about?"
"N-nothing!"
"We'll be ready soon!!"

Seeing Leila, who had already finished preparing and was coming downstairs with a suspicious look on her face, Millia and I quickly fled.
I hope she didn't hear us.

After hastily getting ready and coming outside, I checked Leila's face and was relieved to see that she hadn't heard our conversation.
Whether she was looking forward to the festival or the prize, it was clearly the latter.
Seeing her reaction as if the prize was already in her hands made me feel a bit guilty.

After registering at the reception desk in the central square we visited yesterday, nearly at the last minute:

"Phew, that's a relief. We made it in time."
"Yeah."
"Sister, I'm hungry."
"Hehe, shall we go get something to eat first?"

We found a restaurant with empty outdoor tables nearby. While waiting for our ordered food, I decided to drop some hints in advance, just in case we didn't win the prize and I ended up taking the blame.

"I heard there are many formidable parties participating this year. Do you think we can win?"
"What a silly question."

What's with that confident attitude?

"First of all, Hero, there's only one other Master walking around in this world besides us."
"You mean that Sword Master person?"
"Yes. And that elf never travels in a party."
"Sister, have you met him?"
"Yes. Somehow, I ended up traveling with him briefly. I've also run into him once or twice since then."

I can't understand how she's younger than me when she's met so many people.
Why does she have so many acquaintances?

"Anyway, in terms of pure physical ability without using mana, a Master can't lose."
"I'm not a Master though."
"Hehe, even if you're not, you must win. If you lose, I'll consider my training insufficient and prepare a special menu for you."
"Wow. Ian, you have to win no matter what."

The two women spoke with smiles, but I couldn't smile at all.

"Next, Millia."
"Yes?"
"You can create and control multiple powerful spells like 'Flame Spear' simultaneously, so basic magic should be no problem, right?"
"That's true, but..."
"Millia's mana control is in the realm of talent. No other mage can imitate that skill, so be confident."

I couldn't ignore what I just heard.

"Talent?"
"Didn't you know? Millia too?"

Millia shook her head.

"Hmm. Do you know that all spells begin around the caster?"

As I heard Leila's words, something clicked in my mind.

"Oh, now that you mention it."

Millia still seemed confused, tilting her head.

"Even though mages are specialized in mana manipulation, there's a limit to the distance they can control."
"Ah, I see."
"But Millia isn't affected by distance at all. As long as there's mana present, she can manipulate it."

Since this was everyday for her, Millia seemed to have trouble understanding, so Leila added:

"Let me explain simply. I've already told you that my eyes can see mana, right?"
"Yes."
"That's right."

Pointing to her eyes, Leila continued:

"When ordinary mages manipulate distant magical tools or cast spells at a distance, mana always extends from their bodies like threads."
"Oh, so that's how it looks."
"But Millia is different. The mana doesn't extend from her body; it gathers wherever she wants it to."
"But my master and others never mentioned anything..."

This seemed to be so normal and natural for Millia that she was still having trouble accepting it.

"Eileen told me she didn't mention it because she didn't want you to become arrogant."
"Aww."
"Anyway, Millia, this target-hitting event will be good training for you."
"Yes."

Wait, could this be...

"Are we participating for training purposes?"

Leila's eyes wavered for a moment.

"O-of course."

Ah, so that was just a bonus.
It seems she was trying to make it look like our training was the main purpose.
She probably wanted the magical tool so badly that she registered first and then thought of an excuse to convince us.

"Sigh, alright. I'll do my best."
"Hehe, Sister, you could have just been honest."
"Ugh."

Seeing her fidgeting with her fingers in embarrassment made me want to tease her a bit.

"Soleil would have loved to see you like this."
"...That's enough."

Tch. That doesn't work anymore?
I clicked my tongue as she instantly reverted to her usual expression.

After finishing our meal, we moved to the festival venue. We showed our participant credentials and entered the waiting room.

"Hmm, so arm wrestling and target hitting are happening simultaneously."
"Yeah, I wanted to cheer for both of you."
"It can't be helped. I'll go back and forth to cheer for both of you."

We learned that after both the arm wrestling and target hitting events concluded, there would be dinner time followed by the Saint Contest.
After chatting for a while, I headed to the arm wrestling venue, and Millia went to the target hitting venue.

"...I thought you said you don't travel in parties."

I spotted an elf who clearly stood out from the other participants, looking at me with undisguised interest.
The moment our eyes met, I knew.
This elf was far stronger than me.
This must be the Sword Master Leila had mentioned.

"Winner! Ian!"

Fortunately, he was in the opposite bracket, so I was able to advance to the finals without facing him.

"Now, for the grand final! Both contestants have reached the finals without being pushed back even once, winning with ease! This is going to be exciting!"
"Hey there, nice to meet you."
"...Likewise."

Meeting that elf before the match, I felt tremendous pressure.
Wait, it wasn't coming from in front of me.

"This is crazy."
"Oh, you're Leila's companion?"
"Yes, I am."
"Hehe, interesting. Bleh."
"What the—ahem, what are you doing...!"

The crazy elf stuck his tongue out at Leila, who was emitting silent pressure toward me from behind.

"What am I doing? Just messing with you."

He was truly insane.
At the same time, the pressure—no, wait, this is killing intent—intensified.

"Well, do your best."
"...Grr."

He was clearly specialized in provoking people. This elf.

"Ready!"

The referee, maintaining a completely neutral expression despite witnessing all this, showed impressive professionalism.
Even without Leila's pressure, I was determined to win after being provoked like this.

With that determination, I gripped the elf's hand.

"Hehe, pathetic."

I knew instantly.
I couldn't win.

"Begin!"
"Hnngh!!"

But I couldn't lose.
If I lost here, Leila's brutal special training menu would be waiting for me!

"Hraaaaah!!"

Gritting my teeth and exerting all my strength, I managed to push the elf's hand back a little.
Then I saw it.

"Hmm."

The elf was picking his nose with his free hand, not even looking at me.

"You've got to be kid—"
"Oh, is it over?"
*CRASH!!*
"Winner! Bill!"
*CHEERS!!*

My hand was pushed down with incredible ease.
Along with the table, my pride was shattered.

Feeling the intensified killing intent, I slowly turned my head.

"Good effort."
"Eek."

Leila was smiling as she explained that Millia's turn was last, so she had come to watch my situation, but her eyes weren't smiling at all.

"Hey, Leila. Long time no see."
"Why are you here again?"
"Well, about that."

Leila spoke to the elf with an expression that made no attempt to hide her discomfort.

"Uncle!"
"Oh, Rina! Did you see your uncle win?!"
"Yes!"

The elf's face transformed into a bright, sunny expression—making me doubt if this was the same person who had been taunting me moments ago—as he embraced a small girl running toward him.

"...Uncle?"
"Yep. I visited my homeland after about 300 years and found out my sister had a child. Cute, isn't she? Her name is Rina. Rina, say hello."
"Hehe, hello! I'm Rina!"
"Hello, I'm Leila. You must really like your uncle, don't you?"
"Yes! I love him so much! When I grow up, I'm going to marry him!"

As we headed back to the waiting room, the three of them chatted amicably.

"Bill. That's a crime."
"No, it's not. I don't want to die at my sister's hands either."
"Why is mommy involved?"
"It's nothing."

After conversing for quite some time, both Leila and Bill suddenly turned around, as if they had just remembered me.

"Ah, don't worry. Since losing to this elf was unavoidable, I won't prepare a special menu."
"Oh! Thank you!"
"Is this what a hero looks like?"
"Yes. This is what a hero looks like."

"This"? That sounds rather pointed.

"He has potential, but why does he look so underdeveloped?"
"I wonder."
"He was applying force in a weird way. Did you teach him that?"
"Of course not."

Applying force in a weird way?

"Hey."
"What is it?"
"I've been wondering, why do you apply force in such a strange way?"
"Strange how?"

I looked at Leila in confusion.

"I don't know. I've tried to correct it, but it just won't change."
"This is a disease."
"Could someone please explain?"

At that moment:

"...Hero?!"

Rina, who had been quietly standing with a dazed expression, suddenly shouted.

"Rina?"
"U-Uncle! Is this big brother the legendary hero?!"
"Well, not the legendary hero from the stories, but a new hero."
"W-wow!!"

Thanks to Rina clinging to me with that exclamation, I never got to hear the explanation.

"Hehe, it's the hero!"
"...I'll kill him."
"Please restrain yourself."

Somehow I ended up carrying Rina, and I deliberately ignored the elf emanating killing intent behind me as we arrived at the target hitting venue where Millia was competing.

"Oh."
"It's mommy!"
"That lady?"
"Yep. My sister."

An elegant elf woman was twisting her body gracefully while shooting arrows at targets in all directions.
A beautiful elf who, by human standards, would be in her early to mid-twenties at most.

"Time's up!"

The arrows flew like a dance, never missing their targets as she moved across the arena.
While I was staring blankly at the sight, time had apparently run out.

"Hehe, isn't my mommy pretty?"
"She sure is."

Rina spoke proudly beside me.

"But this time, Rina's mommy is going to lose."
"Ehhh?!"
"Because the person I love is going to win."

I smiled as I watched Millia, who was coming up last.
And then:

"You can do it!! Millia!!"

I waved at Millia while standing next to Leila, who was cheering loudly.
Millia met my eyes and smiled brightly.

*WHOOSH*

Suddenly, all the targets in the arena were engulfed in flames.
With each wave of her hand, dozens of "Fireballs" appeared in front of each target—a truly spectacular sight.

"Time's up!"

It was clear to anyone watching that her score was significantly different from the previous participants.

"The winner is Millia!"

As I watched with a smile:

"Give me back Rina, you bastard."
"Ack!"
"Uncle, mommy lost."
"Yes, yes."

Bill roughly took Rina from me and held her, grumbling.

"Shall we go?"
"Yeah."

Leila and I went down to greet Millia.

"Hehe, I won!"
"Well done."
"You were amazing, Millia!"
"Hehe."

Millia was developing at an astonishing rate day by day.
I had a feeling that she might already be much stronger than me.

Well, she's cute, so it's fine.

Ch.58 - Afterparty
After parting ways with Bill's group, agreeing to meet up after the festival for a gathering, we decided to have dinner first.

"Let's see. The maximum score is 300 points."
"Yeah, arm wrestling, target shooting, and the Saint Contest were 100 points each, right?"
"It seems like they deduct 10 points for each rank below first place in each event."

While eating dinner, we were calculating our scores.

"I got second place in arm wrestling, and Milia won the target shooting. So that means..."
"That's 190 points so far."
"Hehe, since big sister is pretty, she'll definitely win, right?"

Milia was grinning happily about her first-place finish.
But you made a mistake, Milia.

"...What does my beauty have to do with anything?"
"Hup!"

Milia desperately covered her mouth with both hands.
But it was already too late.

"If I recall correctly, wasn't the scoring based on holiness, or rather, how saint-like one is?"
"W-well, that's..."

As if to say, come on, this isn't the Holy Kingdom, they wouldn't judge something like that at a festival.
For a fun festival like this, a beauty contest would be more natural, right?

"Hm? What's this, miss? Are you also participating in the contest?"
"Ah, yes. I am."
"I see. Good luck."

The man who brought food to our table looked Leila up and down, then left with a smirk.

"What is this unpleasant feeling?"

It seemed that what people called "holiness" was just wordplay for beauty.
More specifically, something about the Saint's benevolent holy power pouch or whatever.
Of course, objectively speaking, Leila is indeed a great beauty, but...

With that vastly expansive chest of hers, I doubt she'd score well in a beauty contest.
Surely she wouldn't get angry and declare "I am a Saint!" at such a contest.

No matter how pretty her face is, if they judge equally on face and figure...

"Ah, well. I'm sure it'll be fine."
"Eh, hehehe."
"You two? Why do you keep avoiding my gaze? Hello?"

Hang in there, Leila.

After somehow muddling through dinner, we parted ways with Leila so she could prepare for the contest. As soon as she was gone, I let out a big sigh.

"Phew, I thought we were in big trouble."
"Isn't it too early to feel relieved?"

I smiled bitterly at Milia, who was now trembling with worry about the aftermath.

"It's already over since we agreed this morning not to bring it up."
"Ugh. That's true."

As we were heading toward the special seats prepared for participants' companions:

"Hey, kid."
"Ah, Bill."
"Hero sir!!"

We ran into Bill, Rina, and the elf who was apparently Rina's mother.
Rina rushed toward me as soon as she saw me, while Milia looked on in surprise.

"Ah, Milia. This is Bill. And this is his niece, Rina. He's the one who beat me at arm wrestling earlier."
"Aha, the one who completely crushed Ian?"
"...Yeah."
"Hello! Big sister! My name is Rina!"
"Nice to meet you, I'm Milia."

Perhaps because they were similar in build, Milia seemed to be reminded of Ren when she saw Rina, just as I had been.

"Pleased to meet you. It seems my brother and the child are in your debt. I'm Marine."
"Ah, I didn't properly introduce myself earlier. I'm Ian."
"I'm Milia!"

After exchanging introductions, we sat down and I asked:

"So, Marine, what brings your group to the festival?"
"Ah, my daughter insisted on seeing our activities. Hoho."
"Thanks to her, I got dragged along."

Marine hit Bill on the head as he grumbled, then spoke again.

"And what brings the Hero's group here?"
"It seems someone in our group wanted the festival prize. Ahaha."
"Perhaps the Saint?"
"Yes."

As we were exchanging a few more words, the surroundings grew dark, and the stage prepared for the participants began to glow with magic.

"Oh, it's starting."
"Hoho, how exciting."
"Big sister, fighting!"

For some reason, I was a bit concerned that Bill and Rina were being unusually quiet.

"Ladies and gentlemen, now begins the highlight of the festival, the Saint Contest!"
-Wooooah!!

The much-anticipated Saint Contest had begun.
Several people came out dressed in nun costumes, each showing off their talents.

"Wow, that lady is amazing."
"Bill. Rina is watching."
"Tch."
"Ian, your eyes are wavering."
"No way, as if."

It was painful.
When someone wears a nun costume modified to cling tightly to such an amazing body, a man's instincts naturally draw his eyes.
The cold stare from Milia beside me was painful.

After that time of suffering passed...

"Everyone, behold! A noble presence has graced this Saint Contest! This participant is, surprisingly, an elf!!"

The crowd cheered at the mention of an elf.
Well, elves are nicknamed the race that embodies beauty.

"Please welcome! Participant number 37, Miss Raile!"

And then, a pure and delicate woman with the characteristic features of an elf—blonde hair, green eyes, and long ears—appeared wearing a black nun costume.
She had a chest similar in size to Leila's, but despite not wearing tight-fitting clothes like the previous participant, she somehow exuded a strangely sensual aura.

"Kuhp."
"This is insane."
"Marine?! Your nose is bleeding!!"
"Mom?"
"Marine?"

Marine got a nosebleed as soon as she saw the elf.
So people who get nosebleeds from excitement really do exist.

"As expected, my husband is the best."
"Dad looks pretty."
"...Is that really okay with you, brother-in-law?"

What the hell.

"Marine, what did you just say?"
"Eek, huh?! H-husband?!"

A man?
That elf who's currently enchanting people with sensuality?

"Yes, that elf is my brother-in-law, Raile."

Bill spoke sadly, covering his eyes as if he couldn't bear to look.
Until the moment she—no, he—answered the judges' questions and left the stage,
Milia and I couldn't say a word.

"And now for our final contestant! Participant number 42, Miss Leila!"

And then, the moment of truth arrived.

"Oh."
"Wow, big sister is beautiful."
"The kid used his head."

While Rina was taking care of Marine, who couldn't regain her senses as her husband's image remained strongly in her mind, Leila made her appearance.
Not in her usual saint's outfit, but in what seemed to be a more luxurious nun costume, with her hair down flowing past her hips, eyes closed, radiating holy power around her.

...No, right? She's not going to open her eyes, right?
I started to worry that she might actually reveal herself as this generation's Saint right here, all for a single magical item.

Fortunately, Leila maintained a mysterious atmosphere until the end, with a gentle smile on her face.

Soon came the time for the results.

"First place goes to—Miss Sara!"

It was the woman with the amazing figure in the tight-fitting nun costume who had caught Bill's and my attention earlier.

"Second place goes to Miss Arka, who showed us her energetic side!"

Similarly, she was a lively woman with a healthy body.

"Third place goes to Miss Leila!"

As medals were handed out to the first, second, and third place winners, Milia and I had to tremble in fear.
Leila's expression as she faced our direction was still the same gentle smile she had when she appeared on stage.
But we saw that the corners of her mouth were trembling.

"I was wondering what wind had blown Leila to participate in such an event, but it was you two who baited her?"
"..."
"You're dead, man."
"Mom, what does 'you're dead' mean?"
"This bastard!"

Ignoring Bill, who started getting hit after saying that to me, I looked at Milia.

"Milia, at least you should survive."
"Ian...!"

If God is watching me, please save me from this predicament.

* *

Unforgivable.
If I had known it would be like this, I should have sent Milia to the contest and participated in the target shooting myself!

From the waiting room until this very moment, do you know how much shame I've had to endure?
Judging by their reactions earlier, they clearly knew and hid it from me.

And those damn judges, they barely asked me any questions and gave me third place. Third place!
What's so great about these breasts that I, a current Saint, would get third place in a contest about being saint-like?
Moreover, if someone hadn't been disqualified for cheating, I would have been pushed down to fourth place!

If I had opened my eyes in anger, I would have added another black history to my life.
You did well to endure, Leila.

As I changed clothes in the waiting room, I thought:
I will definitely crush that vending machine just like this medal in my hand.

-Crunch.

As I headed to the venue for the final score announcement, I stored the crushed medal in my sleeve's storage magic.

"G-good job, Leila."
"Hehehe, you worked hard, big sister."

How awkward they look.
Since I can't cause a scene in a public place, I'll hold back for now.

Whether all award ceremonies are the same everywhere, the ceremony began only after listening to the unbearably boring speech from the organizer.
I was a bit nervous because the team of the person who won first place in the contest had a higher score than expected, but fortunately, the final first place was ours.

After briefly staring at the orb-shaped magical item in my hand with mixed feelings, I put it in my sleeve.

"Hey, let me introduce you. This is our sister."
"Pleased to meet you. I'm Marine. Saint. I've heard about you from my brother."
"The pleasure is mine. I'm Leila."

After the award ceremony, we went outside to a quieter place and exchanged formal greetings.
And then:

"We met earlier too. I'm Leila."
"Ah, I'm Raile. I'm sorry. Did I make you uncomfortable because of me?"
"Not at all. I saw you deliberately avoiding everyone until they all left."
"Hmm? Honey, did something happen?"
"Yeah. I thought my brother-in-law would at least place."

There was indeed something.

"Haha, sorry. I was disqualified."
"It seems someone saw Mr. Raile changing clothes."

When it was revealed that Raile was a man, the waiting room was in an uproar.

"Sorry, honey. Because of me, you were mistaken for a pervert."
"Ah. Hahaha, well, you see..."
"A pervert? Not at all. Quite the opposite. You must have been quite sensual."

The skin care routine, how amazing elves are—it was a real commotion.
Now, with introductions out of the way:

"Hero. Stand up."
"Yes!"
"Do you see this?"

After summoning the vending machine, I took out the crushed medal from my sleeve.

"...Yes."
"You may look forward to it. Tomorrow, this will be you."

As I handed him the crushed medal, the vending machine began to tremble and sweat.
Since Rina is here, I'll restrain myself for now.
For now.

"Miss Milia."

Next, I called out to the accomplice.

"Y-yes!"
"You knew, didn't you?"

I asked if she would choose the vending machine or try to survive alone.

"...Yes."
"Milia...."

After looking at the vending machine briefly and nodding, I said to her:

"Tomorrow, you may look forward to it as well."
"Hiiing."

Now that I've given notice of punishment to both:

"Well, shall we drink?"

For now, let's enjoy the after-party.
I raised my glass as Marine, the eldest at the table, gave a toast.

"Blessing our meeting today."
"Praying for our meetings to come."
"Cheers!"

I clinked glasses in response to Marine's toast.
Hoho, a lively drinking party is indeed the best.

As we enjoyed the festival food we had prepared and continued the cheerful gathering,
Bill approached me while I was persistently offering strong drinks to the vending machine.

"Hey, Leila."
"What is it this time?"
"What are your plans for tomorrow?"

Since that wasn't for me to answer:

"Why don't you ask the Hero?"
"Puhaaa! Next, I'm thinking of going to the elf village."

I thought I had made him drink enough, but he still had some consciousness left.
With his reddened face swaying, he looked like he would soon lose consciousness.

"Miss Milia."
"Yeeees?"
"Here, take good care of the Hero."
"Hehehe, Ian is all reeed."

I put the two together.

"Hmm, the elf village."
"Is something the matter?"

After pondering for a moment, Bill looked at me with serious eyes and spoke as if he had made a decision:

"No, if it's not urgent, I'd like to ask a favor regarding our sister."

What wind has blown for this self-centered elf to ask someone for a favor?

"Actually, our sister's family came out this time partly to show Rina the festival, but there was another purpose."
"Another purpose?"
"Yeah. It won't take too long. They found something like an ancient magician's workshop nearby."
"Ah, so Marine is also going to investigate that?"
"That's right. The plan was for my sister to investigate while my brother-in-law takes care of Rina."

It seems this elf can't help but care for his family.

"You're not going with her?"
"I have something I need to do. I have to leave at dawn tomorrow."

Bill scratched his head, saying it was just a coincidence that we ended up traveling together briefly.

"My intuition warns me that my sister shouldn't go alone."

Intuition.
Hoho, it reminds me of old times.

"Intuition, huh? Can't be helped. You said it won't take long, so I'll convince the Hero to help, even if I have to persuade him."
"Thank you."
"It's nothing. Since we're heading to the elf village anyway, I was thinking it would be good to get directions from Marine."

...Wait a minute. Speaking of the elf village, I just remembered.
I've been forgetting to tell the vending machine an important truth.

"Then, I'll leave it to you."
"Yes. Don't worry."

Well, whatever.
I can tell him tomorrow.
As I was thinking about this:

"Saint."
"Ah, Marine. Raile."
"I'm here too!"
"Hoho, Rina, aren't you sleepy?"
"Hehehe."

Marine's family approached.
Rina immediately ran to Bill and hugged him, and Bill, carrying Rina, tactfully took Raile and left.

"I told him I was fine, but my brother insisted, so I apologize. If you're uncomfortable, I can tell my brother..."
"No, it's fine. A Master's intuition is not something to be ignored."
"I'm still not sure about this. My brother returns to his homeland after hundreds of years and suddenly he's a Master?"

Everyone reacts that way at first.

"Hoho, don't worry and come with us. If you feel burdened, I'll ask you to guide us to the elf village after the investigation is complete."
"...I have no choice. I gratefully accept the Saint's kindness."
"When do you plan to depart?"
"I promised my daughter we'd enjoy the festival, so I was hoping to rest for about one more day before leaving, if that's alright?"

Seeing her concern about wasting time, I smiled and replied:

"That's perfect. I wanted to spend a day with my companions as well."
"I see."
"Hoho, it seems Rina is desperately looking for you over there. Perhaps you should go now?"

I saw Rina looking for Marine with a sleepy expression, whining, so I thought it was time to wrap up.

"Yes. Then, I'll come to your lodging the morning after tomorrow."
"That would be fine."

After cleaning up the impromptu drinking party, Marine's group left first.

"Zzzz."
"Puhue."

I sighed as I looked at the vending machine sprawled on the grass snoring, and Milia lying on top of him, smiling strangely in her sleep.

"Haah."

Sometimes I wish I could put living people in storage magic too.

"Heave-ho."

I hoisted the vending machine onto my shoulder and, with my free hand, grabbed Milia by the waist and carried them back to the lodging.
Since I'm short, they'll have to understand if they drag on the ground a bit.
Somehow I managed to throw them onto their respective beds.

"I'm looking forward to tomorrow."

After briefly looking out the window and planning a punishment—no, training menu—for the two, I went to sleep.

Ch.59 - "Bigger is always better."
Dawn has broken.

"Mmm, what's this, Leila? Why are you in my room... ARGH! What's happening all of a sudden!"

I just wanted to test the abilities of my newly acquired magical tool.

"W-wait a minute!"

I also decided to try something I've been wanting to do for a while.

As I placed a silver coin in the vending machine's hand,
I grabbed his other hand and forcefully directed it toward the slot he had been avoiding.

-Plop.

A Coca-Cola popped out.
Indeed, I was right.

"Oh, this is something I haven't seen before."
"Um, Leila?"
"Good morning, Hero."
"Could you explain? Why are you in my room first thing in the morning, and why am I being subjected to this before I've even had a chance to wash up?"

I must have used too much force, as the vending machine asked with a bewildered expression while rubbing his arm, which now had slight marks on it.

"Ah, I apologize for not explaining. You seemed to have had a bit too much to drink last night, so I wanted to help with your hangover."

I said with a smile.

"And I was also curious about the space you've been deliberately avoiding."
"You could have just asked..."
"Hehe."

Coca-Cola, hehe. Somehow, the vending machine is looking at me with eyes that suggest he's not at all pleased.

"What's wrong?"
"...Nothing. It's just, I don't particularly like this drink."
"I see."
"Sigh, anyway, I need to wash up, so could you leave?"
"Just a moment."

I had originally planned to come in quietly, help with the hangover, and leave, but the vending machine woke up at that exact moment, which was his mistake.
With that thought, I sprinkled some holy power on him to alleviate his hangover, then headed downstairs to the dining hall.
I've already woken up Milia, so she'll come down on her own.

"Hmm♩hmm♪"

I sat in a corner, took out the blue orb I received yesterday from my sleeve, and channeled mana into it while imagining the shape of a beer glass.

-Crack. Craaack.
"Ooooh."

An ice glass soon formed before my eyes.

-Clack, hissss.

After putting the ice-making magical tool back in my sleeve, I opened the cola I'd gotten from the vending machine and poured it into the ice glass.

"Ehehe."

This sound that purifies the mind and body just by hearing it, the carbonation bubbling as it hits the ice.
The glass itself is made of ice, so it's a bit cold on the hands, but that's fine.

-Gulp, gulp.
"Phew, ahhh!!"

Hyah, carbonated drinks really do need ice!
As I was enjoying the ice-cold carbonation stimulating my empty stomach...

"Wow, isn't that cold?"
"Yaaawn, good morning, sis."
"You're here."

I spoke to the two who were about to order breakfast.

"For breakfast, I recommend something light so it doesn't burden your stomach."
"...Really?"
"Huh, sis?"

I've given my warning.

* *

"Hick, heek."
"I didn't expect you to succeed. Truly impressive."

I gave the two of them a day-long special training session—or rather, punishment—in an open field near the city.
Honestly, I thought the task I gave Milia was quite challenging, but surprisingly, she succeeded just as the sun was setting.
It was just a small spark, but I never expected her to actually land an attack on me.

And then.

"Hey, could you fix me soon? It really hurts."

The vending machine, speaking quite well despite his body being twisted in a grotesque manner.

...I did do this to him.
Is a normal human even capable of speaking in such a state?

Anyway, both of them seemed to have reflected enough, and my mood had improved, so I decided it was time to heal them.

-Crack.
"Whew, I feel like I can live now."
"Next time, please keep your pranks moderate."
"Alright."
"I'm sorryyy."

After restoring the vending machine's body to its original state, I massaged his joints, which must have been stiff from being twisted for so long.

"Our next destination is the Elf village, correct?"
-Pop. Crack.
"Yes."
"Ooh, Elves!"

The vending machine replied languidly, entrusting his body to my hands.

"First, I have two things to tell you."
"What is it?"
"One is that before heading to the Elf village, I'd like to help Marin a bit, if that's alright with you?"
"Marin?"
"All of a sudden?"

I told them about the conversation I had with Bill while the two of them were completely drunk last night.

"Well, if that's the case."
"I'm fine with it too!"
"I see. Then, the next matter."

I decided to tell the vending machine something that would be most important to him, which I had almost forgotten.

"First, I asked my mother about what you inquired about last time."
"Oh, what did she say?"
"The information about this world that you previously knew was actually adapted by the god of your world."
"So that's how it is."
"Umm, what should we do now?"

What I'm about to say isn't something I should reveal on my own, so I decided to get the vending machine's consent first.
I'm sure he'd say it's fine for Milia to hear, but still.

"Hero."
"Yes?"
"I'm about to discuss matters related to the world you lived in. Is it alright if Milia hears this?"
"It's fine. With Milia, I don't want to hide anything."
"Ian..."

Right?
Nodding at his words, I relayed what my mother had told me.

The original workings of the hero summoning ritual, the details of the deal between my mother and the Earth god, the fact that the vending machine was originally destined to die soon, and that most of the information about the Demon King's army was incorrect.

"That's how it is."
"To think such things..."
"..."

The news that he was destined to die must have been quite shocking, as the vending machine lowered his head and couldn't continue speaking.

"So that's what happened."

After pondering for a moment, the vending machine looked at Milia and spoke.

"Leila, if you ever happen to speak with the Goddess later, could you tell her I'm grateful?"
"Of course."

That's a relief.

"To be honest, if you suddenly told me to accept such a story, I wouldn't be able to believe it, but Leila, since it's the Goddess you believe in, I'll try to believe it too."
"Thank you."
"If what you say is true, then not only did she save my life that would have otherwise ended, but she also allowed me to meet Milia. Yes, that's fine."

The vending machine's eyes, still fixed on Milia, turned honey-sweet.

"If I hadn't come to this world as a hero, I wouldn't have fallen in love with Milia like this."
"Ian..."

The two of them were spreading a pink atmosphere, seemingly forgetting my presence beside them.

Well, it's all good, but...
What is this unpleasant feeling?
Ah, I miss Soleil.

After forcibly separating the two who had been clinging to each other for quite some time, we had dinner, and then I decided to go for a night walk to pray.

My mother said she wouldn't be able to speak to me for a while due to the side effects of descending to the mortal realm.
Still, I prayed, determined to convey the vending machine's admirable sentiments.

And the next day.

"Good day, Saint."
"Good morning, Marin. May the Lord watch over our path today."
"Hello."
"Good morning!"

After meeting with Marin, who had come early in the morning, we had a light breakfast and then left the city, waving goodbye to Ryle and Rina.

"By the way, I heard it's an ancient magician's workshop, but what exactly is it?"
"Hmm, we need to go back about 200 years in time."
"...200 years?"
"Gasp, that long?!"

Indeed, very Elf-like.

"While expanding the residential area of the village, we discovered a treasure."

Marin explained that their investigation of this treasure eventually led them here.

"Well, time is what we have in abundance. The Empire and other humans probably don't know about it at all."
"Ahaha, that's so Elf-like."

I felt this when making the staff too.
Elves have a characteristic of digging deep into something once they become fixated on it, until they see it through.
They usually maintain an attitude of disinterest in worldly matters, but when they find something that captivates them, they all flock to it.
By the way, considering that Elves, who are naturally gifted as scouts and trackers, have been searching for 200 years, I wonder how extraordinary this magician's workshop must be.
The vending machine seemed to share my curiosity and asked Marin a question.

"Have you found out what kind of magician it was?"
"Not at all. We couldn't find a name or appearance, and we barely tracked it down using only faint traces left behind."
"I see."
"However, we do have one narrowed-down suspect based on our conjectures."

Even if it's just a conjecture, to identify someone based only on faint mana residue is truly persistent.

"Who is it?!"

Even Milia, who had been listening with great interest until that moment, couldn't contain herself.

"Hehe, don't be surprised. According to our research, all those treasures and clues are about 2,200 years old."
"Ehhh?!"
"2-2,200 years?"
"My goodness. Wait a moment."

2,200 years ago? Could it be...

"That's right. It's around the time when the first hero party had just finished their activities. It's also after the founding of the Empire."
"Wh-what?!"
"Then, could it be..."

The two seemed to have reached the same conclusion as me, judging by their surprised expressions.

"Yes. Our prediction is that, with high probability, it's the workshop of Aran, the magician of the first hero party."

Marin spoke with a heated voice.

"If our conjecture is correct, we'll be finding the legacy of a great magician that no one has been able to locate since the first hero party departed from this world."

After several hours of advancing while exchanging various speculations, Marin stopped upon discovering a stone monument.

"It's an inscription written in ancient language."
"Ugh, it's too old for me to understand."
"Is this our destination?"
"Hehe, yes. As the Hero said, this is our destination. And regarding the content of the inscription, I can read it."

According to Marin:

"'Big breasts are always the best.' That's what it says."

...What did he just say?

"Pfft."
"Eh? Eh? Marin, what did you just say?"
"Did I mishear, Hero, Milia?"
"Surprisingly, it's true."

Marin confirmed it without batting an eye.

"It's the most important clue that led us to suspect this was Aran's workshop."

Marin explained that all the clues they had found so far had similar content written in ancient language.
...Magician Aran. He was truly a frivolous person who was serious about his preferences.

"Indeed, considering what that crazy albino goblin said, it's possible."
"Yeah, if someone's that consistently perverted, it's definitely possible."
"Could we not talk about that goblin?"

I'm still angry about that goblin.
Anyway, that aside.
Certainly, as the two said, it's possible.
If he's that much of a pervert, it's entirely plausible.

"Now, I'll open it."

Marin took out something that looked like a key.

-Rumble.

When Marin inserted the key into a groove behind the stone monument, the ground in front of it opened up.

"Wow, amazing."
"No mana was used at all."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. As the Saint said, most of the clues didn't use mana."

As we said this and descended the stairs below...

-Rumble.

The ground closed with the same sound as when we entered.
Fortunately, there were magical lights inside, so there was no issue with visibility due to darkness... but.

"Everyone, stop!"
-BOOM!
"Eek!"
"Whoa!"
"W-what just happened, Saint?"

As soon as we finished descending the stairs, I detected magical bombardment coming our way.
I immediately put up a barrier to block it, but this place is much more dangerous than I thought.

"It seems they don't intend to let us through easily."

To think they'd put such an absurd amount of mana into mere trap spells.
The door to what appears to be the workshop is visible on the other side of a simple, straight corridor.

But that corridor is filled with dozens of magic circles, and despite the passage of time, the white mana there still boasts an incredible density.
Special measures will be needed.

"It seems there are quite a number of attack spells set up in the corridor. The attack I just blocked appears to be merely a greeting level."
"What?!"
"That was just a greeting?"
"...We could have died."

Marin rubbed his neck, seemingly realizing how dangerous it would have been without Bill's intuition.

"Even for me, blocking each of those attacks while advancing would be quite tiring, so I'm going to use another method."
"Another method?"
"What is it?"

I'm sorry for the three of them, but...
I took out a thick rope from my sleeve and said:

"I'll tie the three of you with this rope, and then I'll run at full speed."
"...Sis?"
"What did you just say?"
"Saint...?"

Regardless of what the three said, I started tightly binding their waists with the rope.

"I don't want to use this method either, but we don't know what kinds of traps there are, and if I go ahead and there's a trap that triggers from behind, it could be dangerous."

I think it's better to run all the way to the end before the traps can react, and then block everything at once.
Fortunately, they seemed to understand and started tying the rope around their waists themselves.

"Alright, that's good."

After carefully checking that the rope wouldn't come loose while running...

"Hero, Milia. I'm only taking this out because it's necessary, okay?"

I said as I pulled out my staff from my sleeve.
A normal barrier might not be enough, and I might need to strengthen the blessing effect.

"Now, bite down hard. Be careful not to bite your tongues."

Looking at the three nodding their heads...

"Here we go."

After strengthening my entire body with holy power, I ran at full speed to the door, and then...

"Hup!"
-BOOM!!
"Gwaack!"
"M-my waist..."
"Ugh!"

I pushed the three against the wall and put up a barrier to block the ensuing explosions.
Wow, if we had just walked through normally, that would have been no joke!

"Is everyone alright?"
"Ugh, sis... my waist..."
"I-I thought I was going to be cut in half..."
"..."

Marin was silently clutching his waist in a silent scream, while the other two were rolling in pain.
...They seem fine. Ahaha.

After some time passed and the three seemed to have recovered from their pain a bit, I let my guard down and looked back at the corridor we had just traversed.

"Despite all those explosions, it's still intact."
"Indeed."
"What on earth is this place made of..."
"I was feeling safe because we hadn't encountered such aggressive traps until now..."

Well, surely it won't attack like that when we leave, right?
With that thought, I grabbed the doorknob to open the door, and at that moment...

-Beep. Breast size does not meet the required standard.
-Click, click.

...?
A voice I've heard recently sounded, and the door locked.
It was definitely the voice of Mr. Laplace, or more precisely, Mr. Laplace in the form of Aran.
In other words, it's Aran's voice.

"Huh? Mr. Laplace?"
"...Did I just hear wrong?"
"Laplace?"

The vending machine and Milia explained to Marin, who was tilting his head, about Mr. Laplace who took on Aran's appearance.

"...Grr."
"Sis?"
"Leila?"
"Saint?"

That aside...

"This guy, that guy..."

What? My breast size doesn't meet the required standard?

"Why do you keep making a fuss about people's breasts?!!!!"

-BOOM!!

In anger, I swung my staff and destroyed the door.

"S-Saint! Please calm down!! The artifact!!"
"Huff, huff."
"...The door had it coming."
"Yeah, it did."

I did swing in anger, but I controlled my strength.
I destroyed the door along with the spell on it, so it shouldn't block us anymore.

So, putting my staff back in my sleeve, I entered the room.

"This is..."
"Wooow."
"Amazing."
"This is the workshop of Aran, the magician of the first hero party..."

A sun-like light gently illuminating the surroundings from the ceiling of the room, achieved through some unknown method.
Equations that I couldn't understand even if I looked at them, covering all the walls.
Large blueprints were neatly organized in one corner of the room, and on a small table in the center of the room, there was a crystal orb.

"Marin. That orb."
"Yes. Anyone can see that..."
"He must have left it to say something."
"Yeah. Anyone can see that's what it is."

If a crystal orb is placed in the exact center of a room where everything is neatly organized, there's only one possibility.
As Marin approached the crystal, the figure of a person appeared.
Slightly different from what I saw in the Trial of the Holy Sword, he was wearing ordinary clothes—a shirt and pants.
But he had the same white messy hair, a delinquent-like face that seemed bored with everything, and clear but sad blue eyes filled with melancholy.

"As expected."
"Ian, that must be Aran himself, right?"
"Yeah, it must be."
"I was worried Mr. Laplace might appear here."

As we said this, we looked at the illusion of the magician Aran, who appeared as lifelike as a real person, likely using an elaborate illusion spell.

"If this spell has activated, it means my plan succeeded and I lived out my life safely. I'm glad, truly."

The first hero party's magician began speaking in a somewhat wistful voice.

"Remember this. Big breasts are always the best."

...What did he say?

Ch.60 - One Step, One Incident
"Let me say it again, big breasts are the best."

You crazy, crazy, crazy person!

"Calm down, calm down! Leila!"
"That's right! Sister! It's just an illusion!"
"Urgh...!"
"Hehehe."

And so, Aran's illusion continued with a lengthy speech about breasts.
I barely restrained myself from smashing the crystal while listening to it.

"Well, enough joking around."

As if all that frivolous behavior was truly just a joke, his attitude changed to serious in an instant.

"You've managed to make it this far with just the items I playfully left behind."
"Play...fully? What do you mean?"

Marine-san looked hurt.

"This is my secret workshop that I didn't tell even my companions about."

And so began the story of the workshop.

"Once, I tried to overcome a certain fate."

I wonder what circumstances he faced.

"The fact that you're seeing this means I succeeded in overcoming fate. As expected of me."

Please decide whether you're going to be frivolous or serious. Just pick one, I beg you.

"Well, it's not much of a secret workshop. I just made things that would get me scolded if discovered. Feel free to take whatever you want. There's nothing dangerous, so don't worry."

Aran's illusion said with a smirk.

"But one request, if those who found this place are truly the blonde warrior's party that I saw in my vision."

Wait, what did he just say?

"Give Aria, that foolish woman, a good smack on her behind."

You saw the future?

"I'm counting on you."

With those final words, Aran's illusion disappeared.

"Wait a moment. Did that illusion just say he saw future warriors?"
"I-I heard it too, Sister!"
"That's right. He said he saw future warriors."
"That's impossible."

It's certain he possessed some form of precognition or similar ability.
But the ability to see thousands of years into the future seems beyond reasonable.

"This is even more surprising than learning that the clues we've been searching for hundreds of years were just pranks."
"What kind of monsters made up the first warrior party..."
"Waaah, it's so amazing my brain can't process it!"
"There really wasn't a single ordinary human among them, was there?"

Pushing aside my bewilderment, I slapped my cheeks to regain focus and said:

"Well, let's start investigating."

Everyone finally came to their senses and began examining the surroundings, and I also started looking around.
During this, I noticed something that caught my eye.

"Marine-san."
"Yes, Holy Maiden."
"What is that?"

Right next to the entrance, there was what appeared to be a switch, along with something written in the same language we saw on the stone monument above ground.

"Let's see... it says this is a switch to disable traps."
"That's a relief."

That should prevent problems when we leave or when others come to properly investigate the items.

"Oh, what's this?"
"What did you find?"

It seems the vending machine discovered something while examining a desk with organized blueprints.
Looking over, I saw the vending machine carefully examining an antique black box.
Then the vending machine cautiously opened the box.

"A crystal orb?"
"Oh, there seems to be some kind of instruction manual next to it..."

As expected, it was written in an unrecognizable language.

"Let me see. It says it's a magical tool for mages. It can amplify the user's mana to increase the power of spells."
"Wow."
"So it's like a staff that mages use."
"Yes, that seems to be the case."

Though in that form, it seems like it would be inconvenient to carry around.

"May I touch it for a moment?"
"Is that okay, Marine-san?"
"Of course."

It would be faster to have a mage examine it directly.
As soon as Milia-san touched the crystal orb...

-Click.

"Eh?"
"Oh?"
"Eek."
"Oh my."

The crystal orb disappeared and transformed into a glass bracelet with a subtle red glow, which fastened itself to Milia-san's wrist.

"W-waaah! What is this?!"
"It won't come off."
"Marine-san, there's more written on the back of that page."

While Milia-san was flailing her arms in panic and the vending machine observed the bracelet,
I noticed that Marine-san had found more content on the back of the paper she was holding.

"Ah, um, let me see. It says it's a picky magical tool that chooses its owner, but once it acknowledges its owner, it won't come off easily, so handle with care...?"
"Hiiing, what should I do?"

Milia-san was on the verge of tears, worried she might have done something wrong.
Seeing her like this, Marine-san smiled and said:

"Nothing we can do. If it weren't for all of you, we wouldn't have even gotten in here. Milia-san should keep it."
"Are you really sure?"
"Of course. I'll just say it was never there to begin with."
"Th-thank youuu."
"Hehe, we should probably withdraw before we touch anything else and more strange items appear."

I suggested we leave, as apart from the bracelet on Milia-san's hand, there didn't seem to be anything particularly special.
It seemed we would need the support of mages for further investigation.

"I guess we have no choice. Let's have the village mages investigate the rest."
"I-I agree!"
"That sounds good."
"Then I'll go through the passage first."

After briefly tidying up, we lowered the trap switch at the entrance, but to prepare for any unforeseen situations, I decided to go first.

"It seems safe!"

The three followed behind me, and when we emerged above ground...

"Wow, the sun is already setting."
"We must have been down there longer than we thought."
"Oh dear, Rina is going to whine so much..."
"Hehe, let's hurry back."

Led by the anxious Marine-san, we hurried back to the city, arriving as dusk was beginning to fall.

"Mommy!"
"Marine!"

Lyle-san and Rina-san came to greet Marine-san near the city entrance, apparently having waited for her.

"Sorry! Did it take too long?"
"Hiiing, Daddy was no fun."
"Urgh."

Rina-san nestled in Marine-san's arms, whining, while Lyle-san took damage from her words.

"Ahaha, it seems Rina-san really missed her mother."
"Yes! You said you'd be back soon but you took too long!"
"Sorry, sorry."

Marine-san stroked Rina-san's head as she held her, while Lyle-san stood there with a wounded expression.
Looking at the two people staring blankly at this scene, I said to Marine-san:

"When are you planning to return to the village?"
"Hmm. Originally we were planning to return tomorrow, but..."

Marine-san spoke with a troubled expression.
Understanding the reason, I continued listening with a smile.

"As you saw, the workshop situation is like that, so I should stay until the proper investigation team arrives to avoid confusion..."
"It can't be helped."
"Don't worry. We know the way to the Elf village."
"Rest well, Marine-san!"

And so, we parted ways with Marine-san, who promised to arrange for someone to guide us when we arrived at the village, along with Lyle-san and Rina-san, waving goodbye.

"Well, shall we depart tomorrow morning?"
"Yes!"
"Let's do that."

* *

"By the way."
"Hmm?"
"What is it, Sister?"

The next day, after a light breakfast, while heading to take a portal to Armel, a city in the western part of the Empire, I asked the vending machine:

"Why exactly are we going to the Elf village?"
"Oh, I didn't tell you."

The vending machine slapped a palm with a fist and said:

"The holy sword's scabbard is there."
"The scabbard? What about the one we pulled from the altar?"
"That's right. Wasn't that the scabbard?"

The vending machine scratched its head and added:

"The holy sword is supposed to be a sword that its owner can draw anytime they want, right?"
"Yes?"
"Now that I think about it."

In old stories, the holy sword is indeed described as a sword that shines whenever its owner desires.

"The scabbard at the altar was just a decorative one for show, and the real scabbard is separate."

Pointing at the bracelet on Milia-san's left hand, the vending machine continued:

"Like that bracelet, so the user can summon the holy sword to their hand whenever they want."
"Ah."
"I see."

Nodding at those words, I closed my eyes as the magic circle beneath our feet began to glow.
The now-familiar floating sensation passed, and as soon as we arrived, I heard complaints:

"Ugh, I still can't get used to portals."
"My stomach feels queasy..."

As we exited the building, I patted both of their backs.

"Well, shall we have a meal first?"
"Yeah, let's do that."
"Yes!"

So we found a suitable restaurant and went in to eat. While dining, I noticed a commotion around us.

"What's going on?"
"It seems noisy, doesn't it?"
"Hmm."

I focused my hearing on the surrounding sounds.

"...princess?"
"What?"
"Sister, what did you just say?"

The two were surprised by my words, so I relayed what I had just heard.

"It seems the Empire's princess is in this city."
"Ugh, a princess."
"Ian, have you met the princess before?"
"I have. She's the one who summoned me to this world in the first place."

The vending machine doesn't seem to like the princess very much.
Well, it's not like she's coming to find us.
It would be better to pass by quietly rather than get caught up in unnecessary commotion.

"Well, shall we wait here until the commotion dies down?"
"Let's do that. Meeting the princess would be uncomfortable."
"A princess... she must be very beautiful, right?"

Milia-san seems quite curious about the Empire's princess, probably because she hasn't seen her.

"She is indeed beautiful."
"You've met her too, Sister?!"
"Milia-san, who do you think I am?"
"Oh, right."

Oh, right, she says...
Anyway, I remember the princess as quite intelligent and kind.
Last I heard, she was personally visiting the families of mages who were sacrificed for the warrior summoning to apologize and provide compensation.
It seems that process is still ongoing.

"...At the time, I didn't pay much attention, but they did say mages died to summon me."
"Stop. You are not the perpetrator but a victim. When they dabbled in alchemy, they must have been prepared for the consequences."

The vending machine seems to be recalling the time of its summoning after hearing about the princess.
Before it could enter self-blame mode, remembering the days when it thought this world was just a game, I firmly cut it off.
Summoning someone from another world through means akin to kidnapping to solve this world's problems...
Regardless of the purpose, it's not something that should be defended.

"In fact, I heard all those who died volunteered knowing the risks."
"Still..."
"She's right. It's not your fault, Ian."
"If you're still concerned about them, you can live happily for their share after defeating the Demon King."

And also:

"The issue wasn't even the price of the ritual."
"What do you mean?"
"I see."

If there wasn't enough mana, the ritual shouldn't have activated, but apparently there was another ritual included that supplemented insufficient mana with life force.

"It was an accident. With more people, it could have ended with just everyone being exhausted."
"I see."
"Ugh, how did such a thing..."

The Empire said they would investigate the cause themselves, but it seems they haven't found it yet.

Anyway, as I was trying to convince the vending machine not to blame itself, the outside suddenly became noisy.

-CRASH!!
"Kyaaaah!!"
"Princess!!"

The Empire's princess, with her lustrous silver hair flowing, burst into the restaurant with a loud noise.

"You two, protect the princess."
"Got it!"
"Sister, be careful too!"

As I stood up and said this, the two naturally prepared themselves.
They no longer panic in these situations.
Hehe, that's good.

"Are you alright?"
"Who—Holy Maiden?!"

Fortunately, she seems to have enough presence of mind to recognize me.
She was bleeding, perhaps from hitting her head while rushing in, so I infused healing intent into my holy power to heal her wound, then said:

"The Warrior will protect you. Please don't move until the situation calms down."
"Ah, yes!"
"Are you okay?"
"...Warrior!"

Oh, could it be?
The princess's face turned red upon seeing the vending machine.
I'd like to watch this unfold, but first things first.

It seems the princess's guards are protecting civilians around us.
Really, what a kind-hearted princess.
You should at least keep some people to protect yourself.

"Who are you?"
"If you repent and surrender now, I will give you a chance for forgiveness."

As I reached the building's entrance, I warned the giant who was swinging a flail attached to a long chain outside.
Several people appeared simultaneously by breaking through the walls around the building, but this fellow must be the leader of this commotion.

"That's not even funny. We are justice, seeking to destroy the corrupt Empire and establish a new one. And you would protect the blood of this rotten Empire in the face of such justice?"

...How ridiculous.

"I'm from the Holy Country, so I don't know much, but I do know that the current Empire, where royal blood personally apologizes for the lost lives of retainers, is better than the empire you would establish, which doesn't even care about civilian casualties."

I said this while observing the red aura emanating from the flail.

"Is that so? Then die."

It seems the Empire has grown quite soft if such riffraff think they can overthrow it.

-CRASH!
"What the—!"

I cut the chain connected to the flail, which was flying at a yawn-inducingly slow speed, then slammed the flail into the ground.
Then, closing the distance to the stunned giant, I delivered a punch.

-THUD!
"Guhak!"
"You're fainting from just this much?"

He fainted immediately after I planted a fist in his solar plexus.
What a waste of size.

Dragging the giant by the scruff of his neck, I returned inside.

"Oh, good job."
"Well done, Sister."
"Thank you for your hard work."

Seeing a dozen or so people sprawled around with various broken or burnt parts, I said to the vending machine:

"We'll escort the princess to the portal heading to the Imperial capital."
"J-just a moment, Holy Maiden!"

The princess called out to me, not even trying to hide her glances at the vending machine.

"What is it?"
"Um, could you escort me at least until the next city?"

Sigh, they say love makes fools of people, and it seems even someone as intelligent as her can become like this.

"Your Highness."
"Yes?!"
"First, come to your senses. You are the Empire's princess. Don't forget that you are one of those with succession rights to the throne."

Princess Emilia looked at me with a stunned expression at those words.

"Second, while I understand your feelings, the Warrior already has a partner. Give up."
"Leila!"
"Sister! That's too harsh!"

Ignoring the two who shouted that my words were too harsh, I spoke to the princess who was trembling while gripping her skirt.
Wait, why is Milia-san shouting at me?
If I leave this be, she'll have a rival fighting over the vending machine.

"In this chaotic situation, if you don't return to the castle, civilians will continue to be harmed. If you don't give up your feelings, many people will lose their families and homes."

The princess lowered her head, seeming to understand my words.

"At least for now, go back. After the situation calms down and the Demon King is defeated, I won't care even if you pounce on the Warrior."
"Pounce? That's too harsh to say to a princess..."
"Uuu, I'll protect Ian!"
"...I apologize, Holy Maiden. My judgment was clouded. Thank you for enlightening me."

The princess stood up with tears in her eyes.

"This is my first experience with love, so my vision was a bit blurred."
"Oh."

I let out an exclamation of admiration as the princess proudly confessed that her feelings were indeed love.

"Warrior, Mage, Holy Maiden. Please escort me back to the Imperial Palace."

Seeing the princess bow and make this request, I smiled and answered:

"Of course. Trust in us."
"We will protect you."
"Don't worry!"

Fortunately, the attack force doesn't seem to be very large; the commotion appears to have been limited to the area around the restaurant where we were staying.
After safely escorting the princess to the portal, watching as an express portal was being prepared, I said:

"I hope the next time we meet, the Empire will be peaceful."
"Don't worry, Holy Maiden. I will make sure of it."

The princess clenched her fist in determination.
Then, looking at the vending machine, she spoke again:

"Warrior."
"Yes?"
"Next time, I will become a woman who can capture your attention."
"...I have Milia."
"Nothing is over until a child is born. That's a family motto passed down in the royal family. I won't give up."
"I'm absolutely not giving him up!?"

The princess winked dangerously while Milia-san burned with determination in response.

"Please tell my guards to return to the castle after they finish handling the situation. Well then, until next time."

Watching the princess disappear with the light of the portal, I said to the vending machine:

"How fortunate for you, Warrior."
"I only have eyes for Milia no matter what happens, so it's troubling when you say that."
"A princess..."

While comforting Milia-san, who seemed unsettled by the princess's beauty, we returned to the scene.
We decided to stay in the city until the aftermath of the incident was cleaned up.

Ch.61 - Unexpected Encounter
After returning to the restaurant to clean up after the incident...

"Leila! Over here!"
"Sister, here too!"

We began clearing away the debris from the collapsed building and searching for injured people to treat.

"Thank you, Priestess."
"I can't even imagine what would have happened without you and your companions..."
"It's nothing. I'm simply doing my duty as a follower of the Goddess."

The vending machine and Milia searched for the injured, while I went to provide first aid to those who couldn't move before transporting them. Shortly after we began, we confirmed that all the injured in the vicinity had been accounted for.

"Now, next is..."
"The problem is where these people will stay..."

The two were pondering the housing situation for those who had escaped from collapsed homes.

"Don't worry about that."

I had already thought of a solution.

"Mereng will take care of it."
"Pleased to meet you."

This is Mereng, one of the knights who had been escorting Princess Emilia.

"First, I must thank you for protecting the Princess in our stead."
"I only did what needed to be done."
"Ian is right. There's no need to thank us."

Mereng bowed his head to the two who were being modest.

"Holy Maiden. I've made arrangements as you requested."
"Thank you."
"Leila?"
"Sister, what did you do?"

I smiled at the two who were tilting their heads curiously.

"I decided to use the Empire's money."
"Huh?"
"Just like that?"
"Yes. Those who lost their homes will stay at nearby inns for a while—I've already secured their cooperation. The Empire will take responsibility for repairing the damaged buildings."
"When did she arrange all that?"

Hehe, the imperial staff are truly efficient when it comes to handling matters.
The Imperial Guard will cover all expenses, so there's no need to worry.
Surely they wouldn't try to scam a Holy Maiden over such trivial costs.

"When I subdued that leader earlier, it seemed the guards present had some difficulty handling him, so I made the request while they were taking him away."

Though even at his best, he was only about as strong as the current vending machine.
Unfortunately, there was an important event at the palace today, so they couldn't spare more personnel.
The Princess had insisted on going out despite being advised to stay in the palace since only rookies were available for escort duty—that's how today's events began.

"It's starting to get dark. Shall we continue the rest of the work tomorrow?"
"Let's do that. We've taken care of all the injured, so it would be best to clear the remaining debris tomorrow."
"I'm hungry..."

After thanking the volunteers who had been helping, we found another restaurant to eat at.
Unfortunately, the restaurant where we had been staying needed repairs due to all the holes that had been punched through it.

"Still, it's fortunate there were no casualties."
"Yeah. When I fought him earlier, he seemed completely intent on killing."
"The Princess made a good judgment call."

The reason they targeted the Princess was clearly to take her hostage.
Despite their claims, those seeking to overthrow the country had no real reason to target and kill civilians.
That's why she sent all her guards to protect civilians while she ran around alone.
In the worst case, she might suffer humiliation, but she wouldn't die.

"If she hadn't met us, it would have been an extremely dangerous situation."

After hearing my explanation, the two nodded in admiration.

"Ohhh, as expected of a princess—she thinks differently."
"...Indeed."

The vending machine's expression seems a bit strange.
It seems he had some preconceptions.

"Well, we need to move again tomorrow. Shall we wrap up for today?"
"Yes. Good work."
"See you tomorrow!"

Since this inn only had single rooms, we each went to our assigned rooms, promising to meet again tomorrow.
After completing my evening prayers, I felt like getting some fresh air and was heading to the rooftop when...

"Oh?"
"Milia?"

For some reason, Milia was wandering the hallway with a somewhat troubled expression.

"Sister..."
"Hehe, shall we get some fresh air together?"
"Yes!"

After patting Milia's head, we went to the rooftop together and found a good spot to sit.
When I tapped the space beside me, she sat down and leaned her head against my shoulder.

"Are you still concerned about the Princess?"
"...Yes."

I couldn't help but laugh at how cute she looked, twirling her hair with one hand and pouting as she answered.

"Pfft."
"Ah, you're laughing because it's not your problem!"

Milia complained with her cheeks puffed up.

"Puu, that's mean."
"Yes, yes, I'm sorry. So, what's troubling you?"

I stroked her head as she pushed it toward me, clearly wanting more pats.

"It's just that the Princess looks at Ian with such intense eyes, and it keeps bothering me."
"Is that so?"
"She's much more beautiful than someone like me, and it's not like my chest is any bigger than hers, and silver hair is so pretty..."

I felt a twinge of annoyance at the chest comment.

"Is that important?"
"Huh?"
"How much do you like the Hero?"
"More than I could possibly express in words."

Milia answered immediately, though she looked puzzled.

"How much do you think the Hero likes you?"
"I know he likes me enough to make me feel embarrassed, but..."
"Hehe, and yet you still feel insecure?"
"To be honest, yes. I'm a little anxious. What if he gets tired of me? What if he becomes disgusted when he learns about my past? I can't compare to the Princess in any way."

...I had been feeling that something was off about Milia recently.
She's grown up too quickly.
As if she suddenly remembered something she had forgotten.

"Did something happen in your past?"

I carefully asked, wondering if perhaps the memory seal that Eileen had mentioned before had been broken.

"Hmm, I'm not sure. It's just that when I faced that trial in Levia, I saw something strange."
"Something strange?"
"Yes. Things that aren't in my memories, but feel like I shouldn't forget them."

So that trial was the cause.

"Actually, I lost my parents when I was young, and my master took me in."

And so, the child began to tell her story.

"Back then, I couldn't even trust my master who had taken me in, so I kept rejecting him. My memories of that time are a bit hazy now."

This story is similar to what I heard from Eileen.

"But lately, something feels strange. The magic that my master taught me—I keep remembering different methods."

She said that while it was definitely the same magic her master had taught her, the image of her master that came to mind wasn't the one she remembered, but rather a somewhat unfamiliar and frightening figure.
It seems the trial has caused the memory seal to start breaking.

"So I'm anxious. What if my memories are somehow wrong, and I'm actually a terrible person? Would Ian come to hate me then?"

Milia was starting to sob as she revealed the insecurities she had been hiding.

"It's okay, Milia. Come here."

I opened my arms to embrace her and patted her back as I spoke.

"It's natural to feel anxious about whether your memories are correct."
"*sniff*"
"But remember this one thing. Neither I nor the Hero will ever change our feelings toward you, no matter what your past may be."

That vending machine who has endured until now, looking only at Milia even after being dropped into a world where he knew no one and nothing.
He wouldn't change his feelings for Milia over something like her past.

"If you ever feel sad or have a hard time, you can always lean on me. Not as a Holy Maiden, but as your sister Leila who will embrace you."
"Sister..."

The child hugged me tightly, tears flowing as her emotions welled up.

"So don't worry, Milia."
"...Sister!"

For a long time after that, I held Milia and silently accepted her tears.

"Feeling better now?"
"*sniff* Yes."
"It's getting late. We should go to bed."

She stood there fidgeting, clearly wanting something from me.

"Milia. Is there something you want to say to me?"

Her face lit up with a bright smile when I called her name. That was the right answer.
She seems so happy when I address her casually.

"Um, Sister."
"Yes?"
"Um, could I... sleep with you tonight?"

....
Wait a moment.

"Could I...?"
"Oh, of course you can. Shall we sleep in my room tonight then?"
"Yes!"

I went down to my room, silently praying that I would live to see the morning.
Somehow, I found myself really missing Soleil today.

* *

The first thing I did upon waking up to the soft feeling of flesh next to my head was...

"Phew."

...calmly removing Milia's arm that was wrapped around my body.
It's okay. I survived.

As I was offering a prayer of gratitude for having survived to see the morning...

-Pfft, you could have just refused if it was that bad.
'Mother.'

After a long time, I heard my mother's voice.

'But if I refused in that situation, Milia would have been hurt.'
-True. Take good care of her. Anyway, I came to let you know that I can speak to you again today.
'Hehe, that's good news.'
-Hehe, well, Ramiel is being annoying beside me, so I'll go for now.
'Yes. Talk to you later.'

As I was smiling at the good news I received in the morning, Milia stretched and woke up.

"Yaaawn. Sister, you look so happy this morning."
"Hehe, I have my reasons. Did you sleep well?"
"Ehehe, thanks to you."

After chatting with Milia and getting ready for the morning, we left the room.

"Good morning. May the Lord watch over our path today as well."
"Yawn, good morning."
"Oh, yeah. Good morning. But why are you two coming out of the same room?"

The vending machine asked with a puzzled expression.
Milia and I looked at each other and smiled before answering.

"Who knows?"
"It's a se-cret!"
"Hey, that's not fair, keeping secrets from me."

Leaving behind the vending machine who was grumbling about being left out of a secret, I held Milia's hand and went down to the dining hall.

"Are you really not going to tell me?"
"No."
"Ehehe, this is a secret between me and Sister."

The vending machine kept persistently asking throughout breakfast.
He finally quieted down when I clenched my fist. After laughing with Milia, we went outside to finish clearing the debris.

"Alright, let's start from this side!"
"Boss! I think it might collapse if we clear this part!"
"Dum, let's lift this together."

As various people were busily helping with the cleanup, I heard the voices of three unforgettable people.

"Leila?"
"Sister, where are you going?"
"Just a moment, please."

I started walking, leaving behind the two who were asking with puzzled expressions.

"James?"

Though he looked a bit neater and older than I remembered, I could never forget him.

"Who... kid?"
"Boss, why are you playing arou... oh my."
"Good heavens."

The slave traders who raised me under the ridiculous name of "Pretty Girl Slave Development Project" and then sold me at an auction.
After 15 years, they seemed to be living rather ordinary lives.
After staring at each other in silence for a while, the three men broke the silence with their movements.

-Thud!
"...I'm sorry!"
"I know this won't lessen the pain you've suffered."
"At least let us apologize!"

The three men simultaneously pressed their foreheads to the ground, begging for my forgiveness.

"Leila? What's going on...?"
"Sister?"

Looking at them, I opened my mouth.

"Raise your heads."

They must have expected me to shout or throw something at them.
The three raised their heads with expressions that seemed prepared for anything.

"The sins you have committed are unforgivable. No matter how much you beg for forgiveness, the lives of your victims cannot be restored."
"We know..."
"However."

I interrupted Uncle James and crouched down to meet their eyes.
Forgiveness for sinners.

"At least I, Leila, will forgive you."
"Ah..."
"Ah, ah."

Someone else who was enslaved and sold by these men might criticize me, saying I can forgive so easily because I lived comfortably.
That's the kind of sin they committed.
But still.

"I can see it. At the very least, I can tell that you're not seeking forgiveness falsely."

I'm not so harsh as to reject those who repent their sins and seek forgiveness while serving the world.
Because that's the resolution I made to forgive such people.

"So, raise your heads and stand up."
"Do you really forgive us?"
"Yes. At least I, Leila, forgive you. Of course, that doesn't mean your sins disappear."

It's a bit uncomfortable to see grown men asking with tears in their eyes.

"I'm truly, truly sorry!"
"Waaah!!"
"Stop crying so shamefully, will you!"

Uncle James bowed his head again, Uncle Dum burst into tears, and Uncle Dummer shouted at Dum while sniffling himself.
I smiled at the three and said:

"Shall we talk after we finish the cleanup work?"
"...Yes. Thank you."
"We run a shop over there now. Could you come by when you're done?"
"Of course."

After treating the wounds of the three men, who had hit their heads so hard they were bleeding, I left with the vending machine and Milia.

"So, are you going to explain now?"
"Sister, I'm curious too."
"You've heard that I was once captured as a slave, right? These men are the slave traders who captured me."

At those words, the vending machine and Milia became furious, ready to beat up the three men.

-Thwack!
"I said I forgave them. What does that make me if the Hero acts like this?"
"Ugh. Couldn't you at least tell me with words..."
"Ah, ahaha."

The vending machine calmed down only after being hit in the side, while Milia awkwardly laughed and averted her gaze.
After finishing the cleanup work, I told the two I would eat dinner separately and sent them back to the inn before heading to the shop Uncle Dum had mentioned.

"Hehe, a bakery, how unexpected."

Looking at the bread displayed in the surprisingly cute shop, I went inside.

"Oh, you came."
"Good work today."
"Here, have some tea."

I listened to the three men's story while drinking the tea Uncle Dummer offered.

Uncle James began by explaining that after selling me, they were looking for new work when they experienced several incidents.
They briefly resumed work as adventurers, but after an incident, they were saved by a child.
Living with a former slave child, the four men realized what sins they had committed and have been living to atone ever since.

"By the way, what about Uncle Jack?"

After hearing their whole story with no mention of Uncle Jack's death, I asked.

"Well, about that."
"Brother Jack is currently in prison."
"It was an unfortunate incident."

Could it be that he couldn't bear his sins and turned himself in?

"He was arrested in a dwarf city for indecent exposure because his beard was flowing."
"Pfft!"
"They mistook him for a dwarf, and he's still in custody."
"No matter how much we explain, they insist he must be one of their kind and won't release him."
"Sinners like us can't get national identification verification either."
"Ah, aha, hahahahahaha!!"

I couldn't hold back my laughter and it took me quite a while to calm down.

"Let me ask you something."
"Leila, are you perhaps..."
"The Holy Maiden?"

The three men asked me with serious eyes.
Of course they would.
The stigmata in my eyes has been widely advertised as the proof of this generation's Holy Maiden.

"Yes, I am. After being sold at that auction, I nearly died but was saved by the church and became the Holy Maiden."

At those words, the three men lowered their eyes once more.

"I'm sorry."
"What have we done..."
"Sigh."

Hehe, it seems they're more concerned about the fact that I nearly died than about me being the Holy Maiden.

"It's alright. Thanks to you, I wasn't lonely."
"Still, seeing you smile brings us comfort."
"Because of your forgiveness, we can find a little more strength to live on."
"We will continue to live in atonement."

Uncle James spoke as if remembering how I used to cry all the time.
The two uncles seemed so happy that their sins were somewhat forgiven that they had tears in their eyes.
After talking for a long time, I told the three that I would be leaving the city tomorrow, and we parted ways.

Even though I've forgiven them, I cannot pray for their well-being and happiness.
So I prayed that they would at least live lives of atonement, helping as many people as possible.

Ch.62 - [Side Story] The Tale of a Certain Demon Dragon
My oldest memory is of being beaten by my mother, who told me I was a being that should never have been born.
She said my father died because of me, and that my existence ruined her life.

Then came my seventh birthday.

Strangers visited our home.
They were men wearing extraordinarily beautiful clothes, unlike anyone I'd seen in the village.
I think they resembled the wizards from stories that Uncle Liam next door used to tell me about.

That day.
For the first time, I saw my mother smile at me.
Her face beamed as she said these men would take care of me now.
I was simply happy that I could make my mother smile.
So I could be of help to her after all.

The men who took me gave me new clothes.
Not clothes I had to keep wearing even when they got dirty or smelly.
Clothes I could change when they got dirty or started to smell strange.

I made my first friend.
Though she yelled at me with an angry expression every day, I had a friend named Dorothy with beautiful purple hair.

One day, Dorothy asked me:

"Why are you always grinning like that? It's stupid."

I didn't mind Dorothy being angry since she'd always been that way.

"How can you smile in this filthy prison, with those perverted humans touching all over your body?"

I couldn't understand.

"You think this place is filthy? I think it's really nice."

Although...

"I don't like it when the men stick needles in my body because it hurts, but it still hurts less than when my mother hit me!"

Most importantly.

"When I'm here, my mother smiles."

If I cried and the men didn't want to take care of me anymore and sent me back to my mother, she would stop smiling.
After hearing this, Dorothy apologized to me for some reason, saying she was sorry.

A few years seemed to pass.
All my once-numerous friends had left this place and disappeared, leaving only Dorothy and me to continue living here.

"Arin? It's been a while."
"Sir!"

As I lay on the bed so the men could easily give me injections as usual.
The man who had paid my mother and brought me here came to visit.

"Today is a very important day, so I came personally."
"Hehe, I've been working hard!"
"Good girl."

Somehow, that day's injection time, conducted in an atmosphere different from usual, was frightening.
The injection had an ominous feeling, with a reddish energy unlike the usual ones.

After receiving that injection, my memories became vague.

A feeling like my entire body was burning, a feeling of something that wasn't me consuming me.
Knowledge I couldn't possibly know drilling into my mind.

I am, no, this body is, no.
I am human. That can't be right. This body is a dragon.
My name is Arin? No, this body's name is Arceus. Whose name is it?
...Who am I?

When I opened my eyes, I realized my body was different from before.

"Arin!"
"...Dorothy?"

My viewpoint was somewhat higher, and there was a musty smell.
My head felt heavier, and for some reason, my body felt unbalanced.

I got up wobbling and felt my head.

"What is this?"

Something I didn't remember was attached to my head.
Or was it in my memory? My proud horns.

Next, I felt below my waist where something seemed off.
The cause of my unbalanced body was this thick tail attached just above my buttocks.

As I felt my body, I realized it wasn't just my viewpoint that had grown taller.
My chest had also grown larger.

And then.

"Dorothy? You..."
"Idiot, worry about yourself instead..."

Somewhat different from me, with goat horns starting from her forehead, and a tail made of purple horse-like hair.
Those are the characteristics of a bicorn.
Huh? How do I know this?

Before I could find the answer to that question, the experiment menu for Dorothy and me changed.
Since they had succeeded in creating bodies that could withstand this drug, they wanted to see how much we could use the abilities of dragons and bicorns.
Foolish humans.

Several more years passed.
I confronted the dragon sleeping within me, Arceus, and established an identity as Arin·Arceus, a dragon-human, neither just Arin nor just Arceus.
But the bicorn soul injected into Dorothy seemed unable to maintain its identity, leaving her as purely Dorothy.

"Arin."
"What?"
"Should we escape?"
"To where?"

It's not that I hadn't thought about escaping.
But my power was still weak, and I saw no reason to leave a life where all my basic needs were met just by developing my powers as they wanted.
Until I found all my power, there was no need to take unnecessary risks.

"Anywhere. I want to live a free life."
"Really?"
"Yes."

But if it was a request from my only friend...
Dragons never refuse a friend's request.

"Let's do it, then."

Neither the magicians studying us knew this, but Dorothy and I could escape anytime if we combined our powers.

After planning our escape for several days, the moment we put it into action arrived.

"...I'm sorry!"

So it comes to this after all.
Somehow, I had expected this from the uneasy look in her eyes since we started our escape.
Despite having plenty of time, she couldn't contain her anxiety and attacked me.

"Got you! Where do you think you're going!"

As I watched Dorothy attack me, I prayed for her freedom.

* *

And then, ten years passed.
Dorothy still hadn't come to rescue me.

It doesn't matter.
I've already gained enough power.
Dorothy must have encountered some problem that prevented her from finding me.

"A-rin?"
"Yes, sir."
"What on earth is this...?"
"Consider it the price for humans daring to meddle with a dragon's soul."

As I broke the neck of the man who had brought me here and injected me with the magical potion containing a dragon's soul, I said those words.
After reducing to ashes the research facility that had caused me pain for over fifteen years, I...

"You! Unforgivable!"
"Is that the monster that caused this disaster?"
"..."

As soon as I emerged above ground, I saw a trio searching for me.
Among them, I could see a woman with a familiar appearance.

I'm glad you escaped safely.
Time has passed, but you remembered and came to rescue me.
Thinking this, I was about to greet her, to tell her how happy I was to see her again, when...

"Die!"
"Dorothy! You're being too hasty!"
"It doesn't matter. That monster definitely killed everyone here."

A swordsman, a priest, and Dorothy.
Ah, I must have frightened her by being covered in too much blood.
Still, I couldn't bring myself to hurt Dorothy with my own hands.

"Ah! She's running away!"
"Where do you think you're going!"

I fled, protecting only my body.
If I washed myself and approached her again in a calmer setting, she would surely accept me.
The Arceus within me tried to console me, saying to give up, that she had already abandoned me.

"...No. She's my only friend."

As I threw my wounded body into the rapids below a cliff, I muttered those words.

* *

"An unfamiliar ceiling."

When I opened my eyes, my body was throbbing, and my wounds stung as if herbs had been applied.
The blanket covering me was so fluffy that I hugged it as I got up.

"You're not in any condition to move yet. Rest a bit more."

A man with a slightly small stature and a somewhat cocky appearance entered the room and spoke.

"...Who are you?"
"My name is Allen. Just an ordinary herbalist."

For an ordinary herbalist, the mana I sensed from him was unusual.
But I didn't question my benefactor about such things.

"Well, thank you for saving me."
"Don't mention it."
"So, when are we having the ceremony?"
"Pfft!"

Why such a reaction?

"What do you mean?"
"My friend told me that a woman must marry someone who has seen her naked."
"..."

Somehow I felt like Arceus within me was sighing, but Dorothy had definitely said so.

"Look. You undressed me and saw me naked. So you have to marry me."
"This is insane."

Since he didn't seem to understand no matter how I explained it...

"But there's no one else here, and I'm completely naked, see?"
"Aaaagh! A grown woman shouldn't show her body like that!!"

When I lowered the blanket and spread my arms wide, Allen screamed in horror.

"I undressed you for treatment! There was absolutely no ulterior motive! I just came in now to bring you clothes!!"
"...But you still saw me, didn't you?"

I chuckled as I watched Allen grab the back of his neck.

That was how Allen and I met.

* *

"Hey, hey, Allen."
"What is it, Arin?"
"What's that?"
"Hmm? That's your dinner."
"You're lying. That's bell pepper."
"Yes, and that's Miss Arin's dinner for tonight."
"Waaah! I hate bell peppers. Give me meat!!"

He was always with me.
He taught me about human life, as I lacked knowledge of being a person.

"Allen, Allen!"
"What is it this time?"
"Let's bathe together."
"Oh come on, you shameless girl, seriously."

By his side, I could live as a human.
Gradually, I...

"Al~len~"
"Yes?"
"Men like big breasts, right? Aunt Lea said so the other day. What do you think? Mine are pretty big, aren't they?"
"Yes! I love them very much!"
"Want to touch them?"
"Don't start undressing!"

I came to like Allen.

"Yawn."
"Is this just your house now?"
"Isn't it?"
"...Wow, look at the nerve on you."

It had been half a year since I started living with him, using the excuse that I was still in pain even though my wounds had long healed.

"Allen, do you dislike me?"
"No, I like you."
"Then let's get married!"
"That's a bit..."

Am I not attractive enough?
I think I have a very pretty face, enough to satisfy a dragon's aesthetic sense.
Then the problem must be something else.

"Is it because of my horns? Or my tail?"
"Ah, those are completely fine. A dragon is amazing!"
"Then why? Is my chest still too small?"
"If your chest is small, then there are no women in this world."

Then why?
With that thought in mind, I tilted my head.

"See more of the world first. If you still like me after that, I'll accept you."
"Hmph."

There he goes again with that line.
He gets excited every day, yet he won't just accept it.

"Tch. That's unfair."
"Oh my, our Miss Arin is sulking again. I was planning to go to the city tomorrow, but I guess I'll have to go alone."
"...!! I'm not sulking! I'm in a great mood!?"
"Haha!"

Using the city as bait. How unfair.

That night.
Somehow unable to sleep, I went downstairs for water and noticed the light was on in Allen's room.

-This time... success...

I heard Allen's seemingly serious voice from inside.

-Knock knock.
"Allen, if you're not sleeping, can I come in?"
-Come in.

So I entered Allen's room.

"Wow. Amazing."
"What's the matter?"
"Mmm. I couldn't sleep, so I was going to get some water, and I saw your light was on..."

Unlike his usual neat appearance, the room was cluttered with all sorts of diagrams, which Allen hurriedly tried to clean up.

"If you want to explore the city tomorrow morning, you should get to sleep soon."
"Yes. You'll sleep too, right?"
"Don't worry. I'll go to bed as soon as I tidy this up."
"Alright. Good night. Dream of me."

The diagrams Allen was hastily hiding—I only glimpsed them briefly, so I wasn't certain—but they were filled with equations that even my dragon knowledge couldn't comprehend.

The next morning.

"Here, today we have Arin's favorite strawberry shake."
"Yay!"

Despite surely going to bed later than me, Allen was already preparing breakfast when I woke up.
Suddenly, I became curious about something.

"Come to think of it, Allen always knows what I'll like."
"Hmm? Well, your expression changes completely when something you like is in front of you."
"Is it that obvious? Huh, that's a bit embarrassing."

I felt incredibly happy to learn that Allen had been observing me so closely.

"Well, shall we get going?"
"Yes!"
"Ah, just a moment before we do."
"Hmm?"

Before leaving the house, Allen suddenly called to me.

"Could you stay still for a moment?"
"Hahaha! That tickles!"

Standing in front of me, his fingers tickled the back of my neck.

"Here, you must never lose this."
"What is this? A watch? It's stopped."

Allen put a locket necklace around my neck, saying I must never lose it.
Curious about what was inside, I opened it, but there was only a stopped watch.

"It's proof that you're mine."

What?

"Huh? Uh, what?"
"Forget it if you don't like it."
"I'm... yours?"
"...I like you as much as you like me. So this is a mark of that."
"Hehe."

For the first time, I heard Allen's sincere feelings.

"I still need a bit more preparation, so could you wait a little longer?"
"Yes! As long as it takes!"
"...Thank you. Sorry to make you wait."
"Hehe, it's okay!"

Just knowing that his feelings matched mine was enough to make me happy.
I think I spent the entire journey to the city clutching the necklace and grinning.

"My, Miss Arin, your face is radiant today! Did that wimp finally confess?"
"Hey, mister. 'Wimp' is a bit harsh, isn't it?"
"Hahaha! 'Wimp' is too good for a man who lives with such a fine young lady and hasn't even confessed!"
"Hehe, mister, Allen isn't a wimp anymore."
"Oh, really!?"
"Sigh."

The herbalist in the city, whom we never failed to visit, gave us lots of free items, saying Allen had finally done something manly.

"Hmm, we've finished our errands. Is there anywhere you'd like to go?"
"Mmm. I want skewers!"
"Alright."

Allen had been quiet since we arrived in the city, as if something was worrying him.

"Allen."
"What?"
"Don't worry too much. I may not know much yet, but whatever you're preparing, I believe it will work out."
"...Yes. Thank you, Arin."

It was at that moment.

"You."
"Ah, you're!"
"...Arin."

When I faced the trio I had seen before.
Arceus within me whispered.
That Dorothy had already abandoned me.
That surely, this time too, she would attack to hide her past.

No. But she's my precious friend.

"Arin!! Watch out!!"
-Thunk!

The sensation of being pushed aside, the familiar sound of flesh tearing.
Flesh tearing? Whose?

"Dorothy!! What have you done!!"
"Damn it."
"Ha, hahaha, I-I did nothing wrong!! Nothing!! If only she were gone, no one would know..."

My body felt warm.
Warm blood flowed over me.
The blood of Allen, whom I loved and who said he loved me, soaked my body.
Allen's blood, from the hole in his heart.

...Help me, Arceus. I don't want to think about anything right now.

* *

Afterward, the first thing Arceus did, enraged on my behalf as I sat there stunned, was to kill Dorothy.

Dorothy's companions tried their best to stop me, but they were no match for a dragon's power.

Still, I didn't want to destroy the city and people Allen loved, so I managed to calm Arceus somehow.

"...Allen."

Let's go back.

"Allen."

It rained on the way back to the forest house, carrying him in my arms.
The cold rain soaked my body, but...

"...It's hot."

The heat in my body wouldn't subside.

"Allen. Help me. It hurts..."

My whole body was hot, and my skin felt like it was being burned by fire.
But...

"Allen, Allen, Allen."

No matter how many times I called his name...

"Hic, hiccup."

There was no answer.
Following Arceus's advice that Allen would continue to suffer if left like this, I dug a grave and buried his body, giving him a proper funeral.

Looking up at the sky, I thought:

All I wanted was to be loved.
All I wanted was to love.
All I wanted was to live a peaceful life with the person I loved.

It seems that was too much to ask in this world.

......

...Yes, that's right.
If this world won't allow me such a life.

Then I don't need this world either.

* *

News of the monster designated as an unprecedented S-rank disaster spread throughout the world.

Those seeking glory.
Those trying to prove their strength.

People of all kinds challenged the monster, but only traces could barely be found among the ashes.

The monster's name was:

Dragon Lord Arin·Arceus.

A new form of dragon never before discovered. A dragon-human.
A red-haired woman with a red dragon's horns and tail.

No warrior's aura could pierce the dragon's skin.
All magic lost its meaning before the dragon's breath.
All life knelt in primal fear before the dragon's glowing red eyes.

And there were those who approached her as she stood quietly amid the ruins.

"This is our sin."
"...Indeed."
"The perpetrator has already left this world, but we too are guilty for not stopping her."
"Yes. That's why."
"At least, let us give her peace by our own hands."
"I'm sorry, Miss Arin."

The question from their first meeting: why she chose to flee despite having the power to reduce the research facility to ashes.
In their second meeting, they tried to solve this question, but due to a foolish woman who tried to hide the truth, the question was ultimately answered in the worst possible way.

After Dorothy's death, a diary was found among her belongings:

-Month/Day, I abandoned my only friend and lived a shameful life.
....
-Month/Day, Arin was alive. She seemed to recognize me. I was happy to see her, but if she recognized me, my past would be exposed, and I would be abandoned again... so I attacked her without thinking.
-Month/Day, As time passes, I feel more sorry for Arin. What should I do?
-Month/Day, Yes, the gears are already misaligned. If by chance I meet Arin again, I'll kill her before she can speak.

From the diary's contents, they learned that Dorothy, like Arin, had merely been a victim of the kingdom's research facility.
Out of respect for their former comrade, the two decided not to reveal the truth about the research facility.
And so, they once again stood before the Dragon Lord who had once nearly killed them.

"For the peace of the world."
"For everyone's salvation."

The dragon's breath scorched the earth.
The mere air pressure from her swinging arm crushed trees in the distance.
Her eyes froze one's legs just by making eye contact.

Against such a formidable opponent:

When the priest created a moment's time with a veil, the swordsman charged.
A repetition to draw the monster into the realm of close combat.

And dragons are beings molded from pride itself.

To give despair to the foolish humans who thought they could defeat her in close combat,
she allowed the swordsman to approach.
Not knowing what a terrible judgment that was.

The black-haired swordsman tore off his helmet, which had begun to melt from the heat, and charged with gritted teeth.
The priest's blessing, given with all his might, dwelled in the swordsman's body.
A blue, cold aura enveloped the sword, dispersing the original aura.

-Slash.
"Grrk!"

The swordsman cut off the arm of the Dragon Lord, who had tried to block the sword with her bare hand, trusting her scales.
Only then realizing her mistake, the Dragon Lord tried to quickly distance herself, but...

"Hup!"

The swordsman, embodying the extreme of technique, would not allow it.
Lacking in both strength and speed, he maintained distance with the dragon through technique alone.

And then...

-Thunk!

The battle ended as the glowing blue greatsword pierced the Dragon Lord's heart.
With the sword still in her heart, the Dragon Lord reached out with her remaining hand toward the necklace that had broken off from her neck.

"Here you go."

The priest picked up the flying necklace and placed it in the Dragon Lord's hand.

"...Why."

Clutching the precious necklace, the Dragon Lord spoke for the first time.

"Why do you... look sad...?"

Broken beyond repair, with hollow eyes that made it impossible to tell what dwelled within them, the Dragon Lord could not understand why these two people, who had stabbed her heart and made her this way, were looking at her with sad eyes.

"...I miss you, Allen. I hurt..."

With those words, Dragon Lord Arin·Arceus ended her life.

-Tick.

Ch.63 - [Side Story] My Name Is
-Tick-tock.

My life begins when I meet her.

On a clear day, while living as an ordinary herbalist, I venture a bit farther than usual due to the scarcity of the herbs I was searching for.
And I happen to pick up a red-haired dragon.

When I first met her, she was incredibly wise and intelligent, yet strangely ignorant of human common sense.
I'd try to teach her about human customs only to get bitten, or I'd prepare meals without knowing what she disliked and get bitten again.
There wasn't a day when my body wasn't covered in teeth marks.

Still, the time I spent with her—with Arin—was enjoyable.

-Tick-tock.

Just when Arin was beginning to open her heart to me a little,
A sudden incident occurs.

For some reason, mages from the royal palace barge into my house without warning.
I find myself in mortal danger from their magic, without understanding why.

But in that critical moment, Arin pushes me aside and takes the magic attack in my place, dying as a result.
She dies pathetically, unable to use her full strength because her wounds hadn't completely healed.

That was the first time.

-Tick-tock.

When I regained consciousness, it was just another ordinary morning, before I had met Arin.
At first, I thought it had all been a dream.

Until that morning when I went out to gather herbs and found Arin again.

This time, since I knew what she liked and disliked, we became friends more quickly.
And as the day approached when the mages would come, I made an excuse about needing supplies and took Arin with me to the city.

Fortunately, when we returned to the city, there was no trace of the mages having visited.
But that night, I died with my heart pierced by Arin's hand.

When I came to, I was floating in the air while my body remained below, and Arin was staring at my cold corpse with blood-covered hands.

I later learned that souls are normally unable to move beyond a certain distance from where they died.
But for some reason, I couldn't move beyond a certain distance from Arin, not my corpse.

So I spent what felt like years floating beside Arin, watching her live in solitude.
Then one day, adventurers mistook her for a monster because of her horns and tail. The confrontation ended with Arin being designated as a monster and killed in an attack by numerous adventurers.

As Arin died, my consciousness faded away.

That was the second time.

-Tick-tock.

The third time, I immediately understood the condition for my return.
What I could determine at that point was: the death of both Arin and myself.

Perhaps in the second iteration, I had understood her likes and dislikes too perfectly and made her suspicious.
So I decided to take a step back and gradually open her heart.

As we resumed our life in the forest cabin, just the two of us, I finally realized my feelings.
That I was in love with Arin.

However, this time I was assassinated by a nobleman who happened to see Arin in the city and coveted her appearance.
Arin went berserk and was eventually hunted down, bringing the third iteration to an end.

-Tick-tock.

In the fourth iteration, I deliberately avoided meeting Arin.
I wondered if perhaps my very existence was bringing such a tragic fate upon her.

So I lived an ordinary life.
And grew old, never forgetting Arin, until I reached the end of my lifespan.

As I sensed death approaching, I closed my eyes hoping that Arin, who had never met me, had found happiness.
In that moment—

-Tick-tock.

The fifth iteration began.

On the morning of the fifth iteration, I think I went mad and slit my wrists.
But just like the second time, my death transported me to Arin's side, where I couldn't leave her.

And I realized:

Without meeting me, Arin might not be happy, but at least she wouldn't live a tragic life.
At first, I tried to be content with that.
If I just stayed out of her life, Arin could live an ordinary life without tears.

But.

I couldn't accept it.
Why couldn't she be happy?

As a soul watching Arin's life after death, I kept thinking:
Why must Arin live her entire life in loneliness?

And so, I resolved.

To hell with that kind of fate.

I would definitely make Arin happy.
Even if she met me, I would ensure she wouldn't cry.

So, in the fifth iteration, I began searching for anything that could help me while observing the world from Arin's side.
Perhaps because of the forced experiments conducted on her despite her dragon characteristics being based on a human form,
I continued to search for answers as I watched Arin live a slightly shorter, lonely life than an ordinary person.

And after how many iterations—perhaps around 10—
I obtained the means to find an answer.

Magic, alchemy, theology, black magic, spirit arts.
I mastered everything that could lead to a miracle.

-Tick-tock.

And among all those disciplines, what I ultimately chose was magic.
Because it was the only way to catch up to geniuses through time alone, without relying on talent.

Time and again, I accumulated knowledge to become a man who could make Arin happy.

And on the morning of the 20th iteration,
I went to meet Arin once more.

Even though nearly a thousand years had passed since I last spoke to her.

"An unfamiliar ceiling."
"You're not in a condition to move yet. Rest a bit more."

Realizing that my feelings remained unchanged,
I vowed that this time, I would definitely protect her.

-Tick-tock.

However, that too wasn't the answer, it seemed.
I certainly gained the power to fight alongside Arin.
But the threats approaching us had already grown too massive.

Once again, I helplessly lost Arin.
What was I doing wrong?

Finally, I reached for the forbidden.

Time magic.
The greatest taboo in the magical world.

A forbidden art where one mistake could leave the user suffering in temporal bondage for life, and where tampering with the time axis could plunge the world into calamity.
The penalty for time magic could be absolved through my death, and perhaps because I had already crossed time many times, I somehow succeeded in mastering it.

That was after I had experienced 90 more deaths since my first.

-Tick-tock.

But even that wasn't a perfect answer.
Though I mastered time magic and could turn back time repeatedly to avoid moments of destruction, the end still came.

What should I do?
How long would my opportunities last?

I opened the doors of time to explore all possibilities.
But Arin's future after meeting me was always tragic.
The only path where Arin could live even a slightly peaceful life was if I never met her at all.

...Why did this world give me such an ability?

-Tick-tock.

It was on the morning of the 99th iteration, as I faced it with an empty heart,
That a flash of inspiration struck me.
With this method, I could succeed.

I made meticulous plans.
Without meeting Arin, I sacrificed this life to verify my plan.

-Tick-tock.

And then, the morning of the 100th iteration dawned.

"An unfamiliar ceiling."
"You're not in a condition to move yet. Rest a bit more."

The 100th Arin was still breathtakingly beautiful.

"...Who are you?"
"My name is Allen. Just an ordinary herbalist."

Perhaps because I used a slight shortcut to prepare things in advance, Arin looked at me with somewhat suspicious eyes.

"First of all, thank you for saving me."
"Don't mention it."
"So, when are we getting married?"

Arin's sudden question.

"Pfft!"

I couldn't help but spit out in surprise.
Until now, Arin had never been like this!

When I asked in confusion, she simply said a friend had told her, nothing more.

An unpredictable variable had appeared, but it didn't matter.
It felt like I was being rewarded in advance, as if the answer I had found was correct, and that made me happy.
I was so happy I would cry every night, watching Arin confess to me almost daily and press herself against me.

As I prepared for the final plan, I decided to guide tomorrow toward the moment of my certain death.
To the moment when I would meet the somewhat famous trio party that had hurt Arin and given me the opportunity to find her.

"This time, I will definitely succeed."

I was a bit startled when Arin suddenly woke up while I was checking the magic formula one last time.

"Here, today I've made strawberry shake, your favorite."
"Yay!"

Since I wouldn't be able to see Arin for a while, and though necessary, she would be hurt,
I prepared the strawberry shake she loved most.

"Come to think of it, Allen always knows what I like."
"Hm? Well, your expression changes completely when something you like is in front of you."
"Is it that obvious? Ah, that's a bit embarrassing."

I liked seeing Arin embarrassed too.
As we prepared to leave for the city, I placed the necklace I had prepared around her neck.

"Here, don't ever lose this."
"What is this? A clock? It's stopped though."

As Arin questioned the stopped clock, I decided to express my feelings.

"It's proof that you're mine."
"Huh? Eh, what?"
"Forget it if you don't like it."
"I'm... yours?"
"...I like you as much as you like me. So, I'm marking you."
"Ehehe."

With my entire life at stake, I will definitely—

"I still need a bit more preparation, so can you wait a little longer?"
"Yes! As long as it takes!"
"...Thank you. Sorry to keep you waiting."
"Ehehe, it's okay!"

I still need a little more time.
But I will definitely make you happy.

And so I went to the city with Arin, who was grinning happily.

"Arin!! Watch out!!"
-Thunk!

As planned, I died protecting Arin from the attack of that damned woman who claimed to be her friend.
Since Arin at least stopped her rampage once in this city, perhaps out of consideration for me,
I decided to watch over her life, feeling the now-familiar sensation of becoming a soul.

"...It burns."

I'm sorry, Arin.

"Allen. Help me. It hurts..."

I'm truly sorry.

"Allen, Allen, Allen."

For not being by your side when you needed me.

"Hic, sob."

...I'm sorry.

And so, time passed.
In the repeating timeline, the two people who had killed Arin many times and earned the title of Dragon Slayers once again stood before her.

Eventually, as if by fate, Arin meets her end at their hands.

"...I miss you, Allen. I'm in pain..."

I miss you too.
So.

-Tick-tock.

I will definitely save you from that fate.

* *

"You."
"Ah! It's you!"
"...Arin."

The swordsman's party and Arin face each other as if by fate.
I smile as I confirm that there's no necklace around Arin's neck.

"Arin!! Watch out!!"

'I' rush forward to save Arin.

"Whoa there, that's far enough."

And I appear, blocking the attack from the purple goat-head.

"...Who are you?"

'Allen,' who had thrown himself to embrace Arin but found nothing happened, asks somewhat awkwardly.
Despite Allen being right beside her, Arin quietly looks at me, as if finding something familiar.

...Even with my hair turned white and my face changed, you still recognize me.

"Who are you?"
"Just a passing mage, sir."

I reply to the swordsman who points his sword at me.

"First, we should do something about that young lady, shouldn't we?"
"Let go! Let me go!"
"Dorothy! Please calm down!"
"...I see."

While the two try to calm the purple goat-head—

"Are you alright, miss?"
"...Yes."
"Thank you for helping us."
"Of course you should thank me. You worthless husk."

Allen makes a dumbfounded expression at my words.
Then suddenly, Arin brings her face close to mine and starts sniffing.

"Arin!"
"Strange, you've met me before, haven't you?"
"I wonder. I don't recall. Ah, though I welcome any woman with a chest as large as yours, of course."
"...Pervert."
"Thank you for saving us, but please step away from Arin. She's my woman."
"Allen!?"

Allen boldly blocks my path, making Arin's face turn red.
Yes, that's right.

"Heh. That's it. Protect your woman with your own hands."
"Huh?"

With a slight smile, I pat Allen's shoulder and say:

"Miss, do you like this guy?"
"...Yes."
"Is that so? I'm glad."

With that, I turn my back on the two and move to accomplish my final objective.

"Excuse me."
"What is it, mage? As you can see, we're a bit preoccupied at the moment."
"Ubrbrbrp!!"
"Ah, calm down already!"
-Thwack!

The purple goat-head faints after being hit with the corner of the thick scripture the priest pulls out.

"Hey, would you let me join your party?"
"Are you mad, brother?"
"Do you know what kind of people we are?"

The priest berates me sharply, and the swordsman, seeming to notice something, questions me.

"Aren't you foolish idiots traveling to defeat the Demon Lord?"
"What, foolish!?"
"Hah, kuh, kuhahahahaha!!"

Whether finding my answer absurd or amusing, the swordsman laughs loudly, then looks at me and asks:

"Very well. Your purpose—we'll learn it as we travel together."
"Aaaah! Really, Jereon!! You want to travel with such a frivolous person!?"
"Having a mage with us can't hurt, can it, Aria?"
"Ugh, that's true, but..."
"Don't worry, I have no interest in women with small chests like the priestess."

Objectively speaking, that priestess is quite well-endowed too.
I say this with exaggerated gestures, placing my hands below my chest.

"Eek!!"
"Yes, profit is important."
"Excuse me, wait!!"
"What is it, miss?"

I smile bitterly inside as Arin calls out to me, seemingly still bothered by me.
Even someone like me, you still recognize.

"Your name is?"
"...My name, huh."

I want to say: My name is Allen.
I'm a fool who has loved you longer than that worthless husk beside you.

But.

I can't do that.
Because the final method I chose was:

At the final moment of fate, when time was about to rewind, I would turn back time first.
I prepared a prosthetic body with a marker made from my blood through alchemy, and sent that body to the past in advance.

Originally, a soul cannot settle in a body other than its original one.
There are magics that deal with vengeful spirits, but that's only possible because those spirits have no will.
With current technology, it's impossible to settle a soul in a prosthetic body rather than its original flesh.

And time magic has one constraint:
Going back to the distant past myself would erase and overwrite the "me" of that era, so simply turning back time wouldn't accomplish my plan.

So I decided to use the reaction of my regression moment.
At the moment when Arin died and my soul was about to return to my past body, I would turn back time to go back one more day than originally intended.
That way, my soul returning to the past would not find its original body and would enter the marked prosthetic, allowing me to become a second Allen and start the 100th life again.

Since I'm not going back in time with a physical body, I wouldn't overwrite my past self.
This was a use of time magic only possible for someone like me, who had experienced the sensation of soul regression many times.

I already knew that something happened to my body at midnight on the day of my regression.
So I went back one day earlier and intercepted whatever was interfering with my body.

My plan was to eliminate everything that threatened Arin and Allen's life in advance, then guide events to this moment.

"My name is."
-My name is.

If my existence prevents you from being happy,
Then let a "me" who is not me make you happy.
I'll bear all that sad fate.

"Aran. A great mage."
-Allen. An ordinary herbalist.

I will definitely protect this world.
I will protect you from this fate.

So, you just need to be happy. Just smile brightly.
That's my wish.

"Will you remember me, miss?"
"...Yes. It's similar to my name. My name is Arin."
"Is that so? It's a pretty name."
"Hehe. Thank you."

Yes, you just need to smile like that.
As long as you can smile, I can endure forever.

This is my answer.

Ch.64 - "Ah, Father!?"
The next day, after finishing our preparations early in the morning, our group set out toward the Elven village.
As we left Armel and entered the vast forest, Milia, who was excited at the prospect of seeing the Elven village with her own eyes, turned to me and spoke.

"An Elven forest! How exciting!"
"You think so?"
"They're a race that lives in harmony with nature in the forest. I'm looking forward to seeing it myself."

...?

"Hero?"
"Yeah? What is it?"
"Have you never seen an Elven village before?"
"No? Of course I have."

That's strange.
If he had seen an Elven village before, he wouldn't say something about them living in harmony with nature.

"Let me ask you something. What do you think an Elven village looks like, Hero?"
"Why so suddenly? Isn't it a village where they build homes in trees and live in harmony with nature in the forest?"

It seems the vending machine's knowledge has been quite embellished.
Perhaps he didn't want to shatter the fantasies that Earth people have about elves?

Well, this is my first time visiting too.
But shouldn't the words of someone who actually lived there be more accurate than the vending machine's knowledge?

"...Harmony, huh."

From what I've heard, the reality is quite far from that.

"What's wrong?"
"Sister?"
"Well, I haven't seen it firsthand either, so it's hard to explain. Let's just go and see for ourselves."

I wanted to explain something to the two who were tilting their heads in confusion, but it was difficult to put into words.

That's when it happened.

"Hero?"
"What now?"
"Why did you turn left there?"
"Huh?"
"Oh?"

The vending machine and Milia naturally headed to the left, which was clearly the path leading out of the forest.
As if they couldn't even see the right path.

"Ah, I see."

Focusing a bit of holy power in my eyes to activate my stigmata, I could see the flow of mana spread out in such a faint concentration that even I had difficulty noticing it.

"Leila?"
"Sister, what's wrong?"
"From here on, I think I should take the lead."

I had ignored the advice of the Elven craftsmen who said to always bring a guide when visiting an Elven village, thinking the vending machine knew the way. Now we're in this situation.

"There's a barrier. It seems to be the kind that distorts perception to prevent people from entering."
"Really?"
"Eek, I didn't notice at all."

So, with my stigmata slightly activated, I began to follow the flow of mana deeper into the forest.

"Leila, are you sure we're going the right way?"
"This is kind of creepy..."
"Well, we are heading in the direction where the barrier's response is getting stronger..."

Well, whatever.
The fact that they've hidden it behind a barrier clearly means there's something they want to protect or conceal.
If we keep going, someone will naturally come to guide us.

-Swoosh! Ting!

See?

I blocked the incoming arrow with a curtain of energy and looked around.

"...Aren't you a bit too calm about this?"
"You noticed it faster than I did anyway."
"I didn't know anything until you put up that curtain, Sister."

As elves began to reveal themselves one by one, the vending machine raised both hands to show he had no hostile intentions.

"Who dares to set foot in this... wait, could you be the Hero's party?"

Their leader, an elf who seemed somewhat solemn and dignified, looked at us and asked in surprise.

"Yes. I am Ian, the Hero."
"I apologize. We received word from Marin, but I never expected you to come this way."

With those words, I could understand the situation.
...We had entered through the wrong entrance from the beginning.
It would be best to discard the vending machine's knowledge from now on.

"Um, sorry."
"It can't be helped. Let's make sure to gather proper information before moving forward from now on."
"That would be best."

We discussed this while watching the leader-like elf giving instructions to the elves around him.

"Pleased to meet you. My name is Walker."
"As I mentioned earlier, I'm Ian."
"I'm Leila. May the Lord watch over your path."
"M-Milia is my n-name."

Milia was still awkward around strangers, clutching tightly at the hem of my clothes. I held her hand as we followed Walker, who offered to guide us to the village.

"By the way, I never expected you to come from such a dangerous place. The village elders put great effort into creating that barrier to turn away outsiders."
"Ahaha, I'm sorry. But what do you mean by 'dangerous place'? What's there?"
"It's alright. Those who know about the Saint's divine eyes would understand. The village elders won't be too upset. And I'm sorry, but even though you're the Hero's party, I cannot tell you what's there. It's a village secret."
"I see."

As we continued walking and chatting about various things for quite some time.

"We've arrived."

Walker went slightly ahead, then turned back to us and greeted us with a flourish.

"Welcome. This is the Elven village, the City of the World Tree, Alb."

I've heard about it, but...
It's truly impressive seeing it in person.

"This is the Elven village?"
"A-Amazing..."
"It's much more magnificent than I'd heard."

A village more sophisticated than any city I'd seen in the Holy Kingdom or the Empire.
Indeed, as I'd heard before, it had an atmosphere reminiscent of steampunk from novels I'd read long ago.
The difference being that magic replaced steam engines for everything.
With that thought, I surveyed the panorama.

In the distance stood a massive tree, the World Tree, with thick ancient trees connected by bridges to form avenues.
On each avenue, platforms created by magic moved up and down, helping people travel.
The village wasn't spread wide but extended upward as well.
So this is an Elven village.

"What do you think? This is the pinnacle of Elven technology, not just simple magical tools, but magic itself used as tools—the essence of magical engineering."

As he said, magical tools were everywhere I looked.
From the lights illuminating the avenues to the signs engraved at the entrances of shops.
Truly, a city of magic.

Walker had every right to speak with such confidence.

"It's completely different from what I expected, but it's still amazing!"
"W-Wow..."
"Milia, you're drooling. Your drool."
"Haha."

As we stood there for a while, blankly taking in the village.
Walker, who had been watching us with satisfaction, asked:

"Is there anywhere you need guidance to?"
"Ah, could we possibly meet with the elders? Any of them would do."
"Hmm, the elders. I'll need to check. They're very busy people."
"I'd appreciate it."

The vending machine asked Walker, seemingly just remembering why we came here.
I hope at least the information about the scabbard was correct.

"For now, would you like to stay at this inn? It might take some time to check on the elders' schedules."
"Understood."

After leaving us at the inn, Walker quickly disappeared, saying he would check on the elders' schedules.

"Since we're in an Elven village, shall we explore the village during our free time?"
"I was thinking the same thing!!"
"That's a good idea."

Both Milia and I were equally curious about the Elven village.

So after asking the innkeeper to leave a message for Walker if he came looking for us.

"Oh, ohhh!!"
"Milia, be careful or you'll fall."
"Ahaha, she's excited."

I cautioned Milia, who was running around with unusually bright eyes, not to stray too far as we began exploring the village.

-Murmuring sounds.
"Ian! Sister! There's a crowd of people over there!"
"You're right. I wonder if there's some event going on?"
"Let's check it out."

Seeing people gathered in a disc-like area where the avenues converged, we pushed through the crowd.

"Hup!"
-Flex!
"Ohhh!"

We could hear a middle-aged man's shout, followed by a strange sound, and then the audience's cheers.

"Wow."

The vending machine's exclamation of awe and.

"Ugh."

Milia's gasp of shock at the sight.
What could it be?

"Ha!"
-Flex!
"Amazing!"

...
I wish I had eyes that hadn't seen this.
Because.

"Phew, that's all for today!"
-Clap clap clap clap!!

A muscular middle-aged giant with his upper body exposed was showing off his copper-colored muscles glistening with sweat and his shining head.

"...Ugh."

By the way, Milia's reaction seems a bit strange.
Ah, could it be.

"That must have been too stimulating for Milia. Come here."
"Ah, th-that's not it..."
"What's wrong, Milia?"

The child mumbled while looking at the middle-aged man.

"Wh-what, Milia!?"

At that moment, the pervert who was wiping his sweat and preparing to put on his clothes looked at us with those words.

"Ah..."

Milia with a somewhat disgusted look.

"Milia, why are you here!?"

It seems he knows Milia.

"...He's my master."
"What?"
"A magician, looking like that...?"

Milia said with her head deeply bowed, as if extremely embarrassed.
So, if he's Milia's master, I remember him as the Archmage of the Red Tower.
From my memory of seeing him at the Saint's appointment ceremony when I was young, he definitely didn't look like someone whose brain was filled with muscles.

"Ahem."
"Ah, excuse me. I'm Leila, Milia's companion."
"I'm Ian, also Milia's companion."

I hastily bowed my head and spoke after hearing the Red Archmage, Rascal's, throat clearing, as I had unintentionally blurted out something rude.

"Hmm, it's fine. Wait, could it be?"
"Yes. I am the Leila you're thinking of."

I looked him in the eye as I spoke to Rascal, who was trailing off, perhaps because there were still spectators around.

"I see. Pleased to meet you."

After nodding, Rascal looked at Milia.

"Milia? How long are you going to stand there? Come and embrace your master."

Rascal spoke gently with a fatherly smile, arms spread wide.
It would have been a heartwarming scene.
If only he had been properly dressed on top.

"..."

I'm witnessing something rare.
Milia with a look of contempt.

"Um, Archmage? No matter how close you are, trying to embrace a young girl while you're still sweaty is a bit..."

The vending machine finally said something sensible.
That's physically uncomfortable no matter how close you are.

"Ah, you're right. I'm sorry."
"N-No, it's okay, Master."

So, Milia gradually approached Rascal, who had put on a thin top like those worn by martial artists.

"Ah, eek!"

Milia, who was about to say something while looking at Rascal's face, flinched and stepped back.
...It seems the image of her scary master that she mentioned recently overlapped.

"Be careful, Milia. The floor is slippery."

I quickly approached the child, supported her waist, and glossed over the situation.
I gave a slight smile to Milia, who looked at my face with a confused expression, and patted her back.

"Th-Thank you, Sister..."

Fortunately, neither the vending machine nor Rascal seemed to suspect anything.

"It's been a while, Master."
"Yes. I'm truly glad to see you doing well. To think I'd see you traveling with someone like this..."

Rascal wiped his eyes, looking up at the sky, apparently overcome with emotion.

"Sniff. This master is truly so happy that the tears won't stop!"
"Really! Master!"

When you see him like this, he just seems like a silly father.
This person taught Milia so strictly?
I can hardly imagine it.

As Milia hit Rascal with her fists, her face flushed with embarrassment, I nudged the vending machine's side.

"Let's step back for a moment."
"Sure."

The vending machine and I retreated a bit, leaning against the railing, watching the two converse amicably.
After a while, the two seemed to have caught up and approached us.
More precisely, Rascal approached us, dragging Milia, who was steaming from the head, by the waist.

"You, you, you, you, you!"
"Ahh! Master!! Please!!"

Rascal approached the vending machine, his face red, pointing accusingly.

"So you're the one who seduced our innocent and adorable Milia and took her away!"
"...Pardon?"
"Ahhh!! Really, stop it!!"
"Ahaha!!"
"Sister, don't just laugh, please stop him!!"

The vending machine stood there blankly, listening to the sudden outburst directed at him.
Since the situation seemed like it would be entertaining, I decided not to stop Rascal and instead hugged Milia tightly by the waist when she asked for my help.

"Ahh, Sister! Really!"
"Hehe, it looks like it'll be fun, so just relax and watch."
"But I'm embarrassed!"

As I patted the grumbling child's head and looked ahead, the vending machine finally seemed to grasp the situation and began to move.

"Father! Please give me your daughter's hand!"
"What!? F-Father!? Kuhek!"

The vending machine knelt down, bowed his head, and shouted.

"Kuk, pfft."

Ahahahaha!! Father! He called him Father!

"Ack! Ahhh!! S-Stop!! Please, stop!!"

I continued to watch the two, not letting go of Milia, who was struggling as if she wanted to find a mouse hole to crawl into, her face bright red.

"W-Who's your fath... kuhek."
"Father!!"
"Father... I'm not, you crazy..."
"Ahhh!! Master!!"

Eventually, Rascal collapsed, grabbing the back of his neck, his forehead turning red with blood vessels visibly protruding, as if his blood pressure had risen to the top of his head.
Seeing this, I released Milia from my arms, and she urgently approached the collapsed Rascal.

"Now, now. Don't make such a fuss, you two. It's just that his blood pressure rose a bit too much. He'll be fine after resting for a while."

After reassuring the two, I had the vending machine carefully carry Rascal to a bed in the inn, making sure blood didn't rush to his head.
Then, I shooed the vending machine and Milia to another room, saying they were in the way, and spoke to Rascal.

"I've sent both of them away, so you can get up now."
"...Thank you."

Rascal immediately sat up and thanked me with a smile.
In fact, he had regained consciousness by the time we entered the inn.

"The fact that the Saint is with that child means..."
"Yes, that's right. I'm traveling with the Hero to eliminate the Demon Lord."

Hearing this, Rascal sighed with a dark expression.

"I can't understand how a child who was buried in the tower with no intention of leaving got involved with someone like the Hero."
"Hehe, from what I've seen, I can only think it was fate. Now."

The bond between those two seems so strong to me that I feel it's inevitable.
A man who willingly became a Hero for a woman whose very existence was uncertain, after living in a peaceful world and falling into a world where he knew no one.
A woman who fears the world and is wary of strangers but can become as strong as needed for the people she cares about.
That's how I see the vending machine and Milia.

"But Archmage, why are you here showing off your muscles?"
"Ahem, muscles are just a hobby. I visited to seek advice on magical engineering. And if possible, could you call me more casually? I don't want to be addressed so formally by Milia's companion."

Those muscles definitely don't look like they were built just as a hobby.

"Hehe, would Mr. Rascal be sufficient?"
"That's enough."
"Understood. Now, to get to the point, have you received any contact from Ms. Eileen?"
"No. I haven't been in a situation to receive communications recently. More importantly, have you met Eileen as well?"
"Yes. I learned about Milia's situation through Ms. Eileen. Even after seeing her several times, Milia's uniqueness caught my attention."

Hearing this, Rascal held his head in both hands and groaned.

"That loose-lipped woman..."
"Don't be too hard on Ms. Eileen. It was my insistence due to certain circumstances."
"Sigh, it can't be helped. How much did you hear?"

I briefly summarized what I had heard about the child's talent and past from Rascal.

"Phew, it seems you've heard almost everything."

Removing his hands from his head with a bitter expression, Rascal began to speak, saying there was something to add.

"So, it all started 14 years ago, when Milia was 5 years old."

Ch.65 - "If you laugh after crying"
"When I first took in Milia, to be honest, I wasn't exactly a decent human being."

At that time, Mr. Rascal was apparently obsessed with achieving more accomplishments and feats that no one else had accomplished.
In the midst of that, he happened to see Milia.

The village was completely destroyed and burning, perhaps caught in a large monster attack, and amidst those ruins, a child was crying while holding her dead mother's hand.

"At first, it was a bit of sympathy. She also seemed quite talented. It was partly to manage my own image as well."

He said he did it to create the image of a virtuous magician who took in an orphan from a ruined village and made her his disciple.
Mr. Rascal told the story as if mocking himself.

"While teaching the child for a while, I discovered it. The existence of a rare talent that no magician possessed."

Magic that manifests wherever the caster desires.
The significance of this was even greater to him at that time.

"The magic I was researching at that time had verified power, efficiency, and range. Everything was proven, but there was one problem."

No matter how far he tried to manifest magic, the starting point of the spell had to be the caster himself.
There was a major problem that the caster must always be included in the magic's range.

"If I couldn't do it myself, I thought I would prove my research results through Milia."

And so began the research disguised as successor training.

"The child was extremely wary at that time, so I found someone to open her heart and take care of her. I believe her name was Rensia."

Ms. Rensia, hired as a housekeeper and the child's educator, was fortunately able to quickly open the child's heart and become close to her.

"Even I, who considered myself a genius with overflowing talent in my youth, couldn't compare to the speed at which Milia learned magic, and I think I became too greedy."

Seeing Milia grow day by day, he experimented with magic that hadn't even been properly verified.
And thus, tragedy struck, Mr. Rascal said with his head bowed.

"Eventually, Milia ran out of mana and failed to control the magic, causing it to go berserk. Rensia jumped in to save Milia who was about to be caught in it, and she..."

Ms. Rensia was found embracing Milia amidst the twisted and crushed debris, with her lower body blown away, barely clinging to life, and just before dying, she said:

"'This is not Milia's fault at all. I do not blame this child at all. So please, don't let her blame herself.' She left this world worrying about the child until her last moment."

Seeing Milia crying in panic afterward, he finally realized what he had done to a young child.
Mr. Rascal said, as if in repentance, that he had committed an unforgivable sin.

"So, to fulfill Rensia's request, I sealed Milia's memories so she wouldn't blame herself. The rest of the story is as you heard from Eileen."

...
Sigh. This is somewhat heavy.
Since the person involved has forgiven him, and he's living with such sincere atonement, it doesn't seem like an issue I should interfere with.

Originally, I was planning to ask him to unseal Milia's memories.
But it seems like it would be a deep wound not only for Milia but also for Mr. Rascal, so it's probably better to let it be.
Besides, it seems like the seal is already starting to break anyway.

"Thank you for sharing your story."
"Not at all."
"Well, I'm thinking of heading out first. What are your plans?"
"My business in the village will be finished by tomorrow. I plan to have a serious conversation with the Her—ugh, with him once before leaving."

Ahaha, it seems he's still upset about being called "father."
As I collected the sound-barrier orb that I had activated from my sleeve when starting the conversation about Milia, I spoke toward the door.

"Come in."

Hearing that, two people entered with disgruntled expressions.
Really, why were you eavesdropping?

"How important was the conversation that you had to set up a sound barrier?"
"Boo, that's unfair, sis."

I reached out toward the two who were naturally complaining.

"No, no violence!"
"I won't say anything!"
"Really, what do you take me for?"

While placing a silver coin in the vending machine's hand, I stroked Milia's head with my other hand.

"I'll go out for some fresh air, so why don't you two have a nice chat with Mr. Rascal in the meantime?"

After receiving the Dr. Pepper that was now naturally offered without even asking, I said that and left the room.
I was outside for a while, looking around the village that was gradually getting darker.

"Hello."
"You came sooner than I expected."

While getting some fresh air in a slightly elevated place with few people around.
As I was pouring Dr. Pepper into an ice glass, a presence suddenly appeared beside me.
A woman with ash-gray hair and red eyes, with a much more mature atmosphere than when I saw her before.
Aria, wearing an ominous dark red nun's habit with no markings, had come to find me.

"Today, could we talk, Aria?"
"Of course. I also have a few things to say to you, Leila."

I looked at Aria who was speaking with a gentle atmosphere, completely different from her vicious demeanor before.

"I'm sorry, but could you not look at me with those eyes? It's a bit unpleasant."
"I see."

Unpleasant, huh? That's quite offensive.
Since I needed to have a conversation with her first, I suppressed my anger and turned my gaze away as she wished.

"Since you've granted my request, I'll allow you to ask questions first."

Then, with a slightly elevated voice as if in a better mood, Aria spoke.

"Would you consider meeting Miss Rian once?"
"...Let's pretend I didn't hear that."

When she mentioned Miss Rian, I flinched and changed the subject.

"I see. Then, let me ask a different question. Why have you appeared before me now?"
"Since that day, I've been observing your group's movements."

I quietly waited for her to continue.

"Weak, pathetic, a foolish man who's just smitten with a woman. That's supposed to be the hero? I can't believe it. Something that the former Demon King could have killed with just a gesture is supposed to save the world? Don't make me laugh."

Wow, her assessment of the vending machine is extremely harsh.

"The holy sword thinks the same as I do, that's why it doesn't acknowledge such a guy as its master."
"Well, I wonder about that."
"So, I'm warning you."

A warning, huh.

"If you continue to travel claiming to be the hero, I will stop you with all my might. Don't tarnish my memories."
"That will depend on how you respond to what I'm about to say."
"Let's hear it."

Once for calling the scars of my mother's love unpleasant.
Twice for warning me without knowing her place.
I think I've been patient enough after enduring twice.
Infusing holy power into my eyes to activate the sacred scars, I looked at Aria and said:

"First Saint Aria. As a courtesy to one who once saved the world, if you repent of your sins now and follow the natural order, I will show mercy and forgive you."
"What a rude junior. I clearly told you not to direct those unpleasant eyes at me."

How dare she.
Such blasphemy not just once, but twice.

"Kik. Junior. Are you really a saint? That's some scary killing intent."

As I reached out to grab her neck, Aria disappeared.
I definitely felt the touch until the moment of contact.

"I know that you're very strong, you know? Do you think I'm stupid enough to stand next to you without any thought? Anyway, physical types really do have muscles for brains."

Aria said that while flying around annoyingly.
Even with the sacred scars activated, I couldn't see any movement of mana in her form.
It was like looking at a two-dimensional being.

"No need to be hasty. You'll see me whether you like it or not from now on. Today, I just came to say hello."

With those words, Aria disappeared like mist, just like last time.
Perhaps due to the killing intent I couldn't control earlier, I sighed as I felt the presence of the elven guard squad gathering from below.

-Gulp, gulp.
"Phew."

With a heavy heart, I downed the remaining Dr. Pepper in my glass in one go, then spoke to the arriving guard squad.

"Excuse me, I'm sorry. Some unpleasant memories came up, and I made a mistake."

* *

Fortunately, since I hadn't broken anything or caused any damage, I was able to be released after a simple investigation.
As the guard member who kept bowing and asking me to refrain from such incidents in the future saw me off, I vowed that the next time I met Aria, I would definitely spank her until her bottom was on fire.

Anyway, it seems Aria has one or more ulterior motives besides insulting my mother.
I don't know what it is yet, but we should consider the possibility that she might side with the Demon King.
Those eyes were the eyes of someone who wouldn't hesitate to use any means to achieve what she wanted.
Logically speaking, the simplest way to stop the hero's journey would be to join the Demon King and kill the hero.
I don't know if the Demon King's side would accept that, though.
But it doesn't hurt to be careful.

As I returned to the inn with a sigh.

"Hahaha! I quite like you, young man! Here, drink more!"
"Haha, thank you! Father!"

Somehow, the vending machine and Mr. Rascal were drinking together in a friendly atmosphere.

"No, no, nooo..."

Milia was hugging a blanket in the corner with a bright red face, sobbing as if she had already endured an unbearable level of embarrassment.
Judging from the situation, it seems they bonded over discussing Milia's good points.

"The atmosphere seems good."
"Waaah! Siiiis! Why are you so late!"

Milia rushed into my arms, sobbing, and I hugged her back.

"Oh, you're back?"
"Hahaha! Would the Saint like a drink too!?"

And the two drunkards asked me that belatedly.
Seeing Milia shaking her head vigorously at that question.

"Well, I'm not really in the mood for alcohol. I'll go have dinner with Milia separately."
"Alright."
"Come on, let's have another drink."

As soon as we were rescued from the room, Milia started talking beside me.

"Haaah, I really thought I was going to die of embarrassment."
"Pfft. I bet they were just talking about how cute Milia is and things like that."
"Ugh, you know so well. But why were you so late? I'm hungry."
"I got caught up in a bit of an incident. Let's go downstairs and have dinner first."
"Okay!"

As we went downstairs and ordered our meal, I told Milia about my meeting with Aria.

"Eh, really?"
"Yes. Today too, she just said what she wanted to say and left."
"Ugh."
"Anyway, it seems Aria has no intention of being persuaded, and it's certain that she will become our enemy in the future."

At those words, Milia's eyes spun as if her head hurt.

"Hehe, don't worry. I'm here beside you."
"Ehehe."

After finishing our meal with various conversations, I took Milia outside for some fresh air and asked:

"Milia. Those unknown memories we talked about recently. Are they still coming back?"
"...Yes. Little by little, they're coming back."
"I'll be honest with you. Those are..."
"My sealed memories, right?"
"..."

She figured it out.

"As memories started coming back one by one, and I slowly pieced them together, I noticed there was a specific period—my childhood—that was conspicuously absent."

Looking up at the sky, the child spoke calmly.

"You noticed, didn't you? That's why you needed time to talk separately with both the mansion owner and my master?"
"Yes. At first, it was simple curiosity. Then I heard about Milia's past from Eileen."
"I see."
"I'm sorry. Even Eileen didn't know the exact circumstances, so I thought if I spoke carelessly, it might hurt you."
"So that's why you spoke with Master separately?"
"Yes."
"Although not all my memories have returned, based on what has come back, I'm guessing..."

It seems she's pieced together the missing memories from what she's remembered.

"Did I... kill Rensia with my own hands?"

With a face that looked like she might cry, Milia looked at me and said that.
At those words, I bit my lip hard and embraced her.

"...Milia. Don't say anything and listen to the end."

Sniffling, Milia nodded weakly, and I held her tight as I spoke.

"Yes. One day, while you were training magic under Mr. Rascal's instructions, you ran out of mana and failed to control it. The magic went berserk, and Ms. Rensia jumped in to save you."

I told her exactly what I had heard from Mr. Rascal.

"That's how she saved you, and Ms. Rensia passed away."
"Sob...!"
"And Ms. Rensia told Mr. Rascal this: 'This is not Milia's fault at all. I do not blame this child at all. So please, don't let her blame herself.'"

Feeling the child's warm tears flowing down my shoulder, I continued.

"After hearing those words, Mr. Rascal sealed your memories to protect you from that reality. That's the truth that has been hidden until today."
"I, I..."
"Shh. I'm not finished yet."

As Milia trembled and tried to say something, I covered her mouth, lowered her head, and looked into her eyes as I spoke again.

"I won't say irresponsible things like 'bury it in your heart because it's in the past' or 'it's not your fault.'"
"..."
"It will be hard. It will be painful. Even if it was an accident, even if you didn't intend it, a person died because of your mistake—and not just any person, but someone close to you."

Because I too...

"So, let's carry this burden and move forward. She worried about you until her last moment. If she saw Milia sad because of her death, she would be even sadder."
"Hic."
"Let's live with a strong heart, determined to be happy and take responsibility for the share of the deceased."
"Sis..."
"If it's hard, it's okay to lean on the people around you. Both the hero and I will always be ready to help with anything concerning Milia."
"Sob."
"When the moment of that accident comes back to you, it will be very difficult. At that time, please think of me."

To Milia, who was looking at me with clear eyes despite her tears and sniffling.

"I will always be on your side, no matter what. Even if Milia commits a sin, I will bear it with you. Even if the whole world points fingers at you, I will at least embrace you."

I smiled and told her to lean on me instead of suffering alone.

"So, when things get tough, please lean on me. The hero is still unreliable, so I'll protect you."
"Ahaha, that's mean. Poor Ian, if you say that."
"Hehe."

Fortunately, Milia seemed to have calmed down at my words and spoke with a smile.
Come to think of it, there was a saying on Earth that if you laugh after crying, you'll grow horns on your bottom.

"...Thank you, sis."

As Milia hugged me again with a smile, I patted her back and spoke.

"Cry all you want now. You might not be able to cry when the memories come back."

Holding tightly onto my clothes, Milia began to sob bitterly, and as I patted her, I looked up at the sky.
I prayed that when Milia regained all her memories, she would not break down.

Ch.66 - The Approaching Shadow
*sniff*
"Are you feeling better now?"
"Yes."

I gently comforted Milia, who had been crying bitterly for quite some time, and wiped away the tears that remained around her eyes.

"...Sister."
"Yeees?"
"I think I might fall for you at this rate."
"Ahaha."

Milia jokes while sniffling.

"If Ian ever abandons me, will you take me in?"
"I don't think that would ever happen, but if by some chance it did, I'll raise you myself. Hehe."
"Ehehe."

Before returning to the inn, I rubbed Milia's puffy eyes with holy power, then patted her head.

"Phew, I'm okay now. Let's go! Sister."
"Let's."

Milia shook her head vigorously as if trying to clear her thoughts, then slapped her cheeks and spoke energetically again.
...I don't think I need to worry about her.

"Ah—! They're still drinking!"
"Uahaha!! Milia's here!!"
"Milia~."
"Pfft."

When we returned to the lodging, I saw two men approaching Milia with flushed faces and unsteady steps.

"Ugh, you smell like alcohol! Both of you, stay away!"
"Heung! My disciple is speaking informally to me now!"
"That's mean, telling us to stay away."
"Sister! Don't just laugh, help me! Aaah!"
"Yes, yes."

As I was waving my hand at the smell of alcohol that hit us when we opened the door, Milia ran toward me to escape the two men.
Ignoring Rascal who had fallen asleep after pounding the floor about Milia speaking informally, I struck the back of Vending Machine's neck as he continued trying to embrace Milia, knocking him unconscious.

"No matter what, it's kind of creepy to see a man staggering and clinging like that."
"Ahaha. Serves him right."

I opened the windows and door to ventilate the room and tidied up.

"Let's give this room to those two, and we'll sleep in the Hero's room tonight, shall we?"
"Yes!"

Figuring the alcohol smell had dissipated enough, I took the room key from Vending Machine's belongings and decided to move rooms with Milia.
Fortunately, since there were no single rooms available, we had rented two double rooms, so there were two beds in Vending Machine's room as well, meaning I wouldn't have to fear for my life.

"Ehehe, sweet dreams."
"You too, Milia. Sleep well."

And so, the next day.

"I see you're already awake."

After helping Vending Machine and Rascal recover from their hangovers that had been troubling them since morning, Walker came to find us while we were having breakfast.

"Oh, Master Mage Tower is here as well? That makes my job easier."
"Hmm? Who might you be?"
"Ah, I'm Walker, captain of the guard. I've been looking for you on Lord Orcus's instructions."
"Oh, I see."
"Yes. He says preparations will be complete this afternoon."
"Thank you."

After delivering his message to Rascal, Walker turned to Vending Machine and spoke again.

"The Hero's party can also meet with Lord Orcus, one of the village elders, this afternoon. You should go with the Master Mage Tower."
"Thank you."
"Since the Master Mage Tower knows where Lord Orcus is, I'll take my leave now."
"Thank you for your hard work. May the Lord's blessing be with you on your path."
"Thank you very much!"

After placing a simple blessing on Walker as he left, I asked Rascal while having breakfast.

"Is your business also related to the village elder, Rascal?"
"Yes. I've frequently conversed with Orcus, one of the village elders, for some time now. I recently had an interesting idea, so we've been working on it together."
"I see."
"Master! What kind of interesting idea is it!?"

Milia's eyes light up immediately upon hearing the words "interesting idea."

"You'll have to wait and see."
"Eeh, that's not fair."
"Ahaha. Your father will tell you later."
"...But I've been wondering since yesterday, why are you my father?"

An innocent question with no ill intent.
However, the result was devastating.

"Ah, he's dead."
"Father!!"

Rascal hung his head and remained motionless.
He must have really wanted to hear Milia call him father.

"Milia!"

Suddenly, Rascal came back to life, jumping up and calling Milia's name energetically.

"It's quite late, but from now on, won't you call me father?"
"Um, well. I don't want to."

Rascal sank at Milia's outright rejection.
Then, Milia smiled mischievously and said in a small voice:

"'Father' seems too distant, so how about 'Dad' instead?"
"...Milia!"
"Ehehe, Dad."

Milia scratched her cheek and avoided eye contact, seeming a bit embarrassed.
After a moment, Rascal began to cry, apparently overcome with emotion.

"Huwaaaaang!!"
"Ah, uwa, wh-why are you suddenly crying? It's embarrassing!"

And so, we spent a chaotic morning with this commotion.

"That worked out well."
"It did. Did you plan this far ahead?"
"Who knows."

I smiled as I watched Vending Machine answer with a meaningful, sly grin.
Despite his unusual fuss about being called "Father," it was all for Milia's sake.

I patted Vending Machine's shoulder in appreciation for his clever manipulation of Rascal, then took out some silver coins and placed them in his hand.

"Here."
"Thank you."

I watched Rascal, who continued crying while drinking Dr. Pepper from an ice cup I had created, and Milia, who was trying her best to comfort him despite her confusion.

"I'm glad."
"Indeed."

We enjoyed the heartwarming scene until Milia, finally panicking, came to us for help.

"Ahem. I've shown you an unseemly sight."
"Oh, it happens."
"It's fine. It was more heartwarming than what I saw yesterday."
"Ahaha, Sister, really."

Just thinking about those muscles that seemed to writhe as if they were alive makes my head hurt.
After all, I prefer lean, firm muscles like Soleil's rather than those bulging ones.

"She's thinking about Sir Soleil again."
"Pfft."
"Hoho."
"Ugh."

Really, I can't even think freely anymore.

"Ah, that's right."

After Rascal calmed down, we were chatting since we had quite some time before meeting Orcus, when Rascal suddenly exclaimed as if remembering something.

"Milia."
"Yes?"
"I have a gift for you."
"Oh, ohhh!"

He took something out from his robe with storage magic and handed it to Milia.
Clothes, is it?

"This is perfect timing. When traveling, clothes should have some convenient functions."

He says it only has simple repair magic, cleaning magic, drying magic, and reinforcement magic.
Even just those would make it quite expensive, wouldn't they?

"W-wow! Thank you!"
"Since we still have time, why don't you try it on now, Milia?"
"I'll be right back!!"

Milia ran off, hugging the clothes with eyes full of anticipation.

"Hehe, she seems very happy."
"Indeed."
"I had prepared those clothes to give to my child when she became an adult, but it took longer than expected to make them, so I only received them recently."

After a short while, we heard familiar footsteps.

"I'm back!"
"Oh, I'm glad they fit well."
"You look pretty, Milia."
"Wow, you look beautiful."

A black formal suit set that looked much more luxurious than her usual attire.
With the shirt also being black, it might have looked too somber, but the white jabot with a red jeweled brooch visible through the open upper part of the shirt, along with the white waist ribbon, added a nice accent.
Though I do wonder about the design that leaves the upper chest area open.
...Why add buttons that can't even be fastened?

"Ehehe, it's a bit embarrassing with my chest exposed, but I like it!"
"Father...."
"...Don't look at me like that. I left the design entirely to the designer."

After twirling around to show off her outfit, Milia finally put on a dark purple robe that was almost black.

"Oh, it looks great."
"Right! Right!?"

Her usual look was nice too, but this outfit is stylish and beautiful in its own way.
After watching Milia strike various poses, we headed out to meet Orcus.

"Here we are. This is Orcus's house."

Rascal stopped in front of a modest house in a secluded part of the village.

"It's me, you fool!!"

It seems that priests learn from each other to shout first instead of knocking when visiting someone they know.
Following Rascal, who gestured for us to follow as he entered the house, we went inside.

"Still as shameless as ever, I see."
"Wahaha! It's been a while!"
"As I always say, show me some respect. I have lived more than ten times your lifespan. Don't humans value age?"
"Hahaha! Age doesn't matter between friends!"
"Sigh. Still as unreasonable as ever."

...This conversation seems rather one-sided.

"Please wait, guests. Let me deal with this ruffian first, then I'll hear what you have to say. Please rest for a moment."

Saying that, the small white-haired elven boy, Orcus, grabbed Rascal's sleeve and pulled him into a room.

"With that face, he's ten times older than Dad?"
"E-elves are amazing."
"No, normal elves age slowly, but they do age normally as they get older. He's the unusual one."

Since elves typically live about a thousand years...

"Despite his appearance, for a naturally blonde elf's hair to have turned completely white, he must be much older than Ms. Marin."

Ms. Marin was probably around 500 years old.
Bill said he was about 450 this year.
It's fascinating how they count by decades because counting every year is too bothersome.

While we were looking around and chatting to pass the time:

"I apologize for keeping you waiting, guests."
"Not at all. We should be the ones apologizing for coming suddenly."
"Dad, have you finished your business?"
"Yes."
"Hmm? You have a daughter?"
"What, are you jealous?"

Orcus looked at Rascal with eyes wide in shock, as if he'd seen something unbelievable.

"To think there exists a woman who would take such a bald man as a husband, I simply cannot understand human tastes."
"Hey now."
"Ehehe, we're not related by blood though."
"Ah, I thought so. There's no way such a cute child could be born from the seed of someone who looks like a monster."
"You're being a bit harsh, aren't you?"

Completely ignoring Rascal's reaction, Orcus smiled gently.

"Anyway, please wait just a moment longer. I'll hear your business after I send this fellow off."
"Oh, Dad, are you leaving already?"
"Yes. Now that I've seen your face, I want to get back to finishing my research."

Rascal said, patting Milia's head.

"Well then, I'll be going now. Take care."
"You too, Dad. Be careful."
"I will."
"Father. Please take care."
"Mr. Rascal. I'll visit the Mage Tower when I have the chance."
"Hoho, you take care too. If you ever make Milia cry, I'll come find you and burn all your hair off. Holy Maiden, if I'm not available, please speak to my secretary. They will contact me."

After Rascal left, we returned to Orcus's room.

"Are the greetings over?"
"Thank you for waiting, Lord Orcus."

When Orcus spoke with a smile, Vending Machine expressed gratitude on behalf of our group.

"So, what is your business?"
"By any chance, is the scabbard of the Holy Sword being kept in the elven village?"

Vending Machine asked cautiously, as our previous knowledge could no longer be trusted.
Hearing this, Orcus looked at us with wide eyes.

"How do you know about that?"
"Phew, that's a relief."
"Speak. If I find your explanation unsatisfactory, I will eliminate you right here."

Orcus spoke menacingly while gathering green mana in both hands, and Vending Machine took out the Holy Sword from his bag.

"First, let me introduce myself. I am Ian, summoned as the Hero of this generation."
"I'm Milia, his companion!"
"I am Leila, humbly serving as the Holy Maiden."

As we introduced ourselves in turn, Orcus, who had been staring intently at my eyes during my introduction, sighed and dispersed his mana.

"I see. The Hero's party. And that's the Holy Sword?"

Orcus pulled a chair from the corner with magic and said:

"Please, sit down."

As we sat, Orcus gestured to Vending Machine.

"Let me see that sword."

Vending Machine sighed and drew the bladeless Holy Sword from its scabbard.

"Hmm, it is indeed the Holy Sword."

Orcus examined the sword carefully, avoiding touching it, then looked up and spoke:

"Yes, the scabbard of the Holy Sword is indeed kept in the elven village's treasure vault."
"That's a relief..."
"However."

Orcus spoke sharply to Vending Machine, who was speaking with relief:

"It seems you have not yet been acknowledged as the Holy Sword's master. Though it allows you to hold it."
"That's correct."
"Have you heard the name of the Holy Sword?"
"Name...? Does it have a designation other than 'Holy Sword'?"
"I see you don't know."

Sighing, Orcus addressed Vending Machine, who tilted his head at the mention of the sword's name:

"Seeing the Holy Maiden by your side, you must indeed be the Hero. But is that what matters?"

Pointing at the Holy Sword, Orcus continued:

"I cannot entrust the scabbard to someone who may not even be acknowledged as the Holy Sword's master."

Orcus firmly stated that he could not give us the scabbard.

"If you are acknowledged as its master, come back then. I can freely give you the Holy Sword's scabbard at my discretion."
"...I understand."
"Is that all your business?"
"Yes."
"Very well. I won't see you out. Farewell."

What amounted to a dismissal.
We quietly followed Vending Machine out of the house.

"Sigh, we'll have to come back later."
"Ian...cheer up."
"It can't be helped."

On the other hand, this means he'll give us the scabbard anytime once the Holy Sword acknowledges Vending Machine as its master.
It doesn't seem like something to be too discouraged about.

"So, what should we do now?"
"If the Hero has nothing else to search for, how about going to the frontlines?"

I suggested this to Vending Machine as he pondered our next move.

"The frontlines?"
"Wouldn't that be dangerous?"
"It is dangerous. It's a place where you risk your lives in battle almost every day."

To be honest, both of them have passed the point where they can improve through simple training.
From now on, they need to gain insights through actual combat.

"You can gain experience at the frontlines, and if the Holy Sword happens to acknowledge you, you can come back for the scabbard then."
"Hmm."
"I'll follow whatever Ian decides."

After thinking for a moment:

"Alright. Let's go. To the frontlines."

This will surely be a helpful choice.
Having decided our next course of action, we were about to prepare to leave the village when:

"Isn't it getting a bit dark?"
"You're right."

Indeed, the surroundings were gradually growing darker.
Feeling something strange, I looked around.

"...Prepare for battle."
"Leila?"
"Sister?"

I could see something black beginning to cover the sky from a distance.
But there was no mana, no magical energy, no holy power, no aura of any kind visible in it.

And then.

In an instant, the elven village was engulfed in darkness.

Ch.67 - The Genius Mage of the Red Tower
The elven village gradually darkened until it was completely engulfed in shadows.

-Murmurs of confusion.

Others finally seemed to notice the anomaly as they began to emerge one by one, their expressions bewildered. Amidst the confusion, I spotted the guards moving urgently in one direction.

Light began to seep from buildings, illuminating the surroundings in the darkness that had enveloped everything.

-Aaaaargh!

A faint scream came from the direction the guards were heading.

"You two. It's that way."
"Right, let's go."
"I'll follow with magic, so don't worry about me."

As Millia spoke while floating in the air, I began moving at a pace the vending machine could follow.

"Kuhak!"
"Walker!"

A moment later, we discovered Walker, the doll, flying through the air and spewing blood in the now-deserted forest. I quickly stopped, healed his wounds, and asked:

"What happened?"
"A-attack, my lady."
"By whom?"
"Leila! Why are you—Walker?!"
"Sister! They're still fighting over there!"

After whispering quietly to me and safely laying down the unconscious Walker, I moved toward where Millia had spotted the commotion and said:

"The enemy is the Demon Lord's army."
"...I see."
"I'll... do my best."

Cautious of potential ambushes, we arrived at a clearing, moving at the vending machine and Millia's pace.

"So you've come."

There lay the bodies of elven guards, brutally slaughtered as if torn apart by something, and a pack of black wolves that rippled like shadows given form, clearly responsible for the gruesome scene. Some guards were still resisting.

"Blond man. Woman with auburn hair. And a woman with holy power in her eyes."

It was a man with black skin, white hair, and blue eyes, wrapped in shadows that flickered like flames.

"You must be the hero's party."
"And who might you be?"

The vending machine questioned the man's identity.

"I'm not foolish enough to give information to my enemies just because they ask."
"...Ugh."
"Be careful, Ian. It's not magic."
"Indeed, it's not magic. Since we're facing an enemy using an unknown technique, stay alert in any situation."

After warning the vending machine and Millia:

"Lord, grant them strength to journey further, and let tailwinds lighten their steps."

I bestowed the blessing of "Enhancement" upon everyone.

"I'll handle the leader. You two support the remaining guards."
"Got it."
"Be careful, sister!"

The man remained motionless, taking no action until I cast my blessing and assumed a stance while keeping my guard up.

"I see. Indeed."

The man who had been standing still nodded while looking at me.

"I don't particularly want to face a monster capable of fighting Lord Eligos."
"Are you saying you'll withdraw?"
"Of course not."

I took my stance, surrounding my hands with aura.
At that moment—

-Kuwoooooo!!
"Where do you think—!"

Suddenly, an unfamiliar type of demon beast emerged from the shadow that rose before me and charged.
I hastily spread a veil imbued with holy power and protective will, but—

-Kuuung!!
"Ugh!"
"Leila!!"
"Sister!!"

The demon beast passed through my veil effortlessly and collided with me.
Simultaneously, shadow spikes shot from all directions, preventing me from evading the beast.
This is dangerous.

This isn't an attack meant to kill me!

"Hero! Millia! Absolutely, absolutely! Don't die until I return!!"

I shouted as I was continuously pushed back by the charge of the massive boar-like demon beast that wouldn't stop no matter how much force I applied.
I could avoid the charge by dodging, but then the beast would surely rampage through the elven residential area.
I cannot dodge.

I need to eliminate this demon beast as quickly as possible.
While using my strength to suppress the beast's charge, I thought:
May those two remain safe.

* *

"Leila!!"
"Sister!!"
"Hero! Millia! Absolutely, absolutely! Don't die until I return!!"

Leila shouted desperately as she was pushed far away by the massive boar-like demon beast that had appeared before them.
Watching this scene, the man wrapped in shadow that flickered like flames—Id, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army—spoke:

"Now that the interference is gone, it's your turn."

Id approached the hero, exuding killing intent.
The shadows enveloping his body began to scatter and spread across the ground.

-Whoosh!!
"Another interference?"

A wall of flames blocked his path.

"Ian, Millia!! Are you alright!?"
"Father!!"
"Dad!"
"Tch."

A middle-aged man rushed over urgently—Rascal, the Master of the Red Tower.
Id clicked his tongue as he observed him.

The hero, feeling the overwhelming power from Leila's blessing, surrounded his greatsword with aura.
Millia kept her distance from Rascal and remained vigilant of Id.

At the same time, the shadows, which had swelled due to the wall of flames, began to transform.

Thorn-like shadows extended from beneath the three people's feet.

"Hup! Millia!"
"I'm fine!"
"Where do you think—!"

The battle began as the wall of flames dispersed.

The hero closed the distance toward Id, supported by Millia's "Flame Lance."
And then—

"I'll burn you to ashes!"

With Rascal's shout, a massive red dragon-shaped flame breathed fire.
Seeing this, Id inflated his shadows to block the flames and intercepted Millia's "Flame Lance" with shadows that rose from the ground.

-Bang! Boom boom boom!
"Hup!"

He deflected the hero's greatsword with shadow-wrapped right hand, then—

-Slash!
"Ugh!"

With his other hand wrapped in sharply honed shadow, he slashed the hero's arm.

-Boom!

Simultaneously, a small butterfly made of flames flew toward Id's face and exploded.

"Are you okay!?"
"Just a slight cut. I'm fine."
"Ian, be careful."
"What about the guards!?"
"Don't worry. It might be a bit hot, but I'm protecting them."

True to his word, Rascal had created a wall of flames around the guards who had been threatened by the shadow wolves.
Having lost their prey, the shadow wolves began to approach the hero's party, seemingly considering them new targets.

"It seems we can't relax."
"...I'll handle the wolves."
"Then I'll take on that fellow with Ian."

* *

Damn, I've been pushed too far away.
I never expected it to pierce straight through my veil, so I was caught off guard.
I hope those two are safe.

-Snort! Huff!

As I watched the demon beast snorting and preparing to charge again, I pulled out my staff from my sleeve.
Though I couldn't detect any magical energy, this was clearly an A-rank demon beast.
With no time to spare, I'll crush it in one blow.

"Ahaha! It won't work!"

A voice I really didn't want to hear at a moment like this.

"...Aria."

Aria, flying through the air and mocking me.

"That thing is incredibly sturdy. It seems it was prepared specifically for you."

I see.
So it's a demon beast created solely to buy time.

"Hmph. We'll see about that."

I don't have time to chat with Aria right now.

"I told you, didn't I? That I would interfere."

-Snap!

As Aria snapped her fingers, cracks appeared in the space surrounding me.
...No way.

"Hey, hey. Have you ever seen something like this? Kyahaha!! I bet you haven't!"

What emerged from the tears in space, one by one, were:

Bizarre forms with goat horns and legs attached to giant upper bodies, all rippling with darkness.

"...Two-dimensional beings."
"Oh my? You've seen them before? I wonder where some fools might have summoned these?"

The monsters flickered with red light in their eyes, grinning grotesquely.
A demon beast that ignores holy power and two-dimensional beings, huh.

"Then you understand? How powerful they are."

Seven monsters that even a Master would struggle to face.
One massive A-rank demon beast, supposedly made especially sturdy to face me.

"What will you do? My offer is still valid."

Instead of answering, I gripped my staff tightly.

"Is that so? That's unfortunate. Well, goodbye. I'll make sure to watch the end of your companions too."

After leaving those words, she turned and flew away. I briefly watched her go, then looked at my staff.
As if sensing my feelings, the staff began to vibrate slightly.

Yes. You've been itching for this, haven't you?

Very well.
It's been a while, let's do this.

"Divine weapon."

For evil, judgment.

"Release."

* *

"Haa, haa."

I must have used an enormous amount of mana to annihilate dozens of wolf shadows.
I can't even remember the last time I used so much mana in actual combat.
Oh, of course I always use magic until I'm exhausted when training with my sister, but that's not real combat.

This is no time for such thoughts.
I need to help Ian and Dad quickly.

With that thought, I turned toward where Ian and Dad were fighting, only to see:
Dad with his left arm bound by shadows.

-Crunch!
"Argh!!"
"Dad!!!"
"Father!!"

With an ominous sound, his arm was torn off as if mauled by a beast.

"Hnngh!!"
-Sizzle!

At the same time, he summoned small flames to cauterize the wound.

"D-Dad!!"
"Don't make a fuss!! I'm fine!!"
"Haaaah!!"

Right, this is no time to panic.
To support Ian, who was charging at the black-skinned man with his aura-wrapped greatsword, I deployed my self-developed magic "Fire Butterfly" around the enemy.

-Boom!!
"This is annoying."

With those words, shadow spikes shot toward me, which I barely dodged by throwing myself aside.
At the same time, I began preparing the strongest magic I could currently use.

"Dragon's Breath"

Dad's earlier attempt was rushed and underprepared, so I decided to take my time and gather sufficient mana.
While dodging the continuous shadow attacks, I focused on completing my spell.

Noticing my intention, Dad also began preparing a large-scale spell.

"Try blocking this!!"

He shouted loudly and created a massive fireball before launching it. Seeing this, I gritted my teeth.
...The pain must be so severe that he can't even prepare complex spells.
I can't waste this opportunity, so as the enemy blocked the front with shadows, I released my magic from behind him.

-Boom!!
"What...!!"

Surprised by the magic starting behind him, he took a direct hit with no defense.

"It worked...!"
"Well done, Millia!!"

Next, I rushed toward Dad, who had urgently fallen to his knees.

"Are you okay!?"
"Huff, huff."
-Thud.
"Huh?"

He weakly pushed me away with his remaining hand.
And then—

-Stab!
"Ugh."
"D-Dad!!"

A shadow pierced his stomach.

"Well played, girl."
"Ah, aah."
"Millia! Stay focused! Leila will be here soon, so just hold on!"

That's right.
Surely sister will make everything okay!

"Got it!"
"Hmph."

The man looked at Ian and me with a sneer.

"You couldn't handle me with three people, yet you think you can hold out?"
"We'll see about that!"

Ian charged toward the man.

"Playtime is over."
-Slash!
"Ian!!"
"Kuh, ugh."

The man dodged Ian's sword with just a slight turn of his body, then swung his shadow-wrapped hand.
Ian collapsed, bleeding profusely from a deep wound in his side.

"No, Ian!! Ugh!"
-Millia. Don't be too afraid. Your sister is right beside you, isn't she?

Why, at a moment like this...!

"Ugh."
-It's okay. You can do it. I believe in you, Millia.

No, don't come to mind, don't remember!!

-...Haa, haa. Milli...a. Are you, ugh, hurt anywhere?

Ah, aah.
No, this isn't the time...

That warmth of her hand caressing my cheek, covered in blood.
That warm voice worrying about me even as she was dying.
The moment of Rensia's death overlapping with Ian's collapse.
The memories becoming whole with the final piece, filling my mind.

They began to consume my thoughts.

-Cry all you want now. You might not be able to cry when the memories return.

...!!
At that moment, I recalled my sister's words.
And then—

-BOOOOOM!!

A pillar of light shot up from a distance with a tremendous roar.
For me, it was a light of hope that sustained me.

"What...?"

Seeing the shadows covering the sky begin to crack and disappear:

-So when things get tough, please rely on me. Since the hero isn't reliable yet, I'll protect you.

I stood up.

"Thank you, sister. Thanks to you, I could stand again."

I infused mana into the bracelet on my left wrist, which had been trembling slightly.
The bracelet that had never responded to my mana before disappeared, transforming into a crystal orb that floated above my hand according to my will.

"I'm sorry, Rensia. It's still difficult not to blame myself."

Because now I must use the magic that killed you.

"It doesn't matter. If I kill you all before the saint arrives—kuhak!"

I pushed the enemy backward—no, pulled him back—to avoid involving Ian and Dad from that position.

"What did you do?!"

-Magic is imagery.

Words from my father during my childhood, when he was still strict and intimidating, teaching me magic.
Following those words, I formed an image.

Calculate the coordinates.
The center is not me, but the enemy.
An image of dominating space.

As if responding to my magic, the crystal orb gradually turned black and began emitting mana.

"I will never forgive you."

Gravity magic: "Burden"
Continuously adding gravity to the dominated space, crushing the space itself.
The ground gradually crumpled as I added more mana.
But this isn't enough.

"Kuh, nnnngh."

Looking at the enemy struggling to stand while on his knees, I gripped the crystal orb tightly.

Gravity magic: "Concentration"
Focusing the gravity crushing the space onto a single point.
The gravity concentrated so intensely that the area around the enemy appeared blurry.

As I watched the enemy gritting his teeth and enduring despite the hundredfold gravity pressing down on him:

-It's okay, Millia. You'll do well.

I recalled Rensia's voice encouraging me the night before the accident, when I couldn't sleep due to an inexplicable sense of unease.

Yes. It's okay.
This time, I absolutely won't fail.

Gravity magic: "Distortion"

I held the crystal orb with both hands and twisted it as if wringing it.
At the same time, the enemy, sensing the anomaly, screamed as if squeezing out his last strength:

"Uooooooooh!!"

The space began to twist gradually from the outer edges of the area I controlled.

"You think you can end me so easily?! I haven't yet avenged my clan!! I will not die!!"
-Crack!

With those words, he inflated his shadows to forcibly push himself out of the space.

"Ugh...!"

I don't have any mana left for "Distortion"...!
The enemy approached me with a furious expression, dragging his grotesquely twisted right arm and left leg.

At that moment:

"Well done, Millia."

A beautiful blue light, as if adorned with stars, surged toward the enemy.

Ch.68 - Blue Star
When I opened my eyes, the scenery before me was different from just moments ago.

The warm sunlight illuminating the nostalgic sight of my childhood home.
A table cluttered with colorful paper, crayons, sketchbooks, and various other items.
Clearly, I had been fighting with an unfamiliar man from the Demon King's army and got my side slashed, so why...

Looking around, I saw my parents as they were in my childhood.
They appeared much younger than in my last memory. My father was lying on the sofa watching TV on what seemed to be a holiday, while my mother folded laundry beside him, smiling.

And then.

"I'm home!"

Ah, I remember now. This is a scene from when I was 10 years old.

"Hehe, welcome back!"
"Yes!"

I watched my younger self tossing aside my bag and running into my mother's arms, the memory washing over me.

"Today, I want to finish my drawing!"
"Sure, sure."

My mother simply smiled as she stroked my head.
That's because the picture I was drawing then was homework for elementary school.

"What I want to become."

Looking back now, it seems like a rather heavy topic for an elementary school student.
Hmm, what did I draw? I couldn't quite remember, so I slowly approached the table.

On the sketchbook spread across the table was a drawing made with a child's clumsy skill—me wearing a ridiculous cape and holding up a sword.
Of course, that makes sense. My dream had always been the same since that day.

"Hansu, tomorrow we need to go out together, okay?"
"Yes! Where are we going?"

My mother, having finished folding the laundry, looked at the drawing my younger self was working on with a bittersweet smile before saying that.
Ah, that day.

"We're going to meet the person who saved our Hansu."
"Really?!"
"Yes."

I had nearly been in a serious accident when I was nine.
As a child, I was on my way home after playing with friends when I accidentally dropped my ball. Without thinking, I tried to pick it up and almost got hit by a truck driven by a drowsy driver.
I would have died that day if not for the sacrifice of a certain hero.

I could never forget anything about that person.
Hearing about the hero's life on the news day after day, I dreamed.
I wanted to become someone like that.

I remember that the hero's father had also died saving someone in a highway accident years before, which made the hero's story even more poignant.
"The son of a hero became a hero himself." People mourned his solitary life—with no family, relatives, or even close friends to grieve for him—and many donated money for his funeral to honor his lonely existence.

During this process, the good deeds he had done throughout his life were revealed one by one through the people he had helped, and for a while, his story was an endless topic on TV and the internet.
Our family also visited his memorial on the anniversary of his death to express our gratitude.

I wanted to become a hero who saved people.
Although as I grew older, I pursued a different path to face reality, I never forgot that dream for a single moment.
That's why I threw myself forward that day too.

As the scenery changed around me, I remembered.

"Wow, that was completely demolished."
"Hahaha, indeed."

One day, while out on a business trip, I noticed a subcontractor standing carelessly under a crane without a safety helmet.
At the same time, I heard an ominous sound of something slowly tearing. I ran toward the worker and pushed him away.
Immediately after, there was a loud crash as a box attached to the crane fell, and I lost consciousness as I felt my legs go numb.

Later, I was told that my jump had been a bit short, and the box had crushed everything below my knees.
Fortunately, my bones weren't completely pulverized, just broken in several places.

"Reporters came to our company."
"Really?"
"Hehe, yeah. They came to film what kind of person you were at the company."
"Wow."

The company president, who had visited me in the hospital, told me these things with a hearty laugh.

"Rest well while your legs heal. I'll keep depositing your salary regularly."
"Is that really okay?"
"Of course. Thanks to you, companies everywhere are clamoring to do business with us. So rest up and come back quickly when you're better."
"...Yes. Thank you, sir."

And so I became a legal salary thief. After that, as I remember, I got absorbed in "Holy Demon Chronicles" before being summoned to that world.
As I was thinking about this, the scenery returned to how it was at first—the house where I lived as a child.

"Yah! Haah!"

I couldn't help but smile as I watched my younger self jumping around on the sofa, awkwardly wrapping a tablecloth around my neck as a cape and swinging a toy sword.

"Don't worry! I'll save you!"

As I watched my younger self engaged in this solo role-play, I noticed something strange.
Somehow, my childhood self had stopped and was making eye contact with me.

"What are you doing here?"
"Huh?"
"A hero shouldn't stop, you know."

He flipped the toy sword he was holding and offered it to me.

"Right?"

Looking at that brightly smiling face.

"...Of course."

I grasped the handle.
Heroes don't give up. They don't stop.
There will certainly be difficult moments. Times when I fall will definitely come.

But.

"Heroes are about perseverance."

If I fall, I just need to get back up.
As long as I don't stop, I'll surely reach that goal I've been drawing someday.

As the space around me began to crack and shatter, I gripped the toy sword tightly with both hands.
I will never fall. I will never give up.
Because I still have a long way to go before I reach the future I desire.

* *

When I came to my senses, I was standing with a sword in my hands.
What I saw was Milia, biting her lip hard, struggling alone.
However, it seemed her power alone wasn't enough yet.

After watching the enemy desperately trying to escape from Milia's magic, I tightened my grip on the sword.

I didn't care why I was holding a sword that should have been in my bag.
The only thing that mattered was the fact that a sword was now in my hands.
A greatsword with a blade that shimmered with a brilliant blue light like scattered stars.

My body was overflowing with strength.
What Bill and Leila had talked about.
What they meant by saying I was applying force strangely.
Now I could understand.

I moved my legs toward the enemy who had broken free from the magic and was approaching Milia with an angry expression.

"...Well done, Milia."

The enemy shouted in surprise, perhaps not expecting me to stand again.

"How are you still—!"
"Who knows."

Since I don't know myself, I can't answer even if you ask.

"A dying man standing up won't change anything..."

Had he lost his composure?
Unlike before, the enemy had become more talkative, so I swung my sword at him to signal that he was being noisy.
Whether because he was injured by Milia's magic or because I had grown stronger, the enemy no longer even attempted to deflect my sword.

"Kugh!"
-BOOM!!

The enemy gathered shadows in his hand and burst them outward, seemingly intending to create distance.
I watched as the shadows began to spread in slow motion toward me and Milia behind me, then swung my sword and called out the name that had been resonating in my mind.
The name of the sword that had been trembling since I regained consciousness, as if asking me to call its name.

"Cut, Najma."

Responding to my voice, the holy sword Najma began to shine.
As I felt all the mana in my body being drained, the aura emanating from the sword began to spread like a wave.

That single wave extended outward.
After the wave passed, the enemy looked at me with a bewildered face through the split shadows.

But that was as far as it went.
My intuition warned me that I still couldn't win, that approaching recklessly would be suicidal.

In that case, I should leave it to someone who could win.
Feeling as if the wind was gathering in the direction where Leila had disappeared, I asked Milia.

"Milia, can you still do it?"
"Yes, I think I can manage one more time...!"
"I'm counting on you."
"Got it!"

With those words, I quietly hid my hand behind my back and gestured upward so only Milia could see.
Milia pulled the enemy upward using her last remaining mana.

"Again...!"

I rushed toward the enemy who was being pulled up in surprise.

"Haaaah!"
-CLANG!!

I struck toward the open space on the left, where Leila had been pushed back by the mysterious monster earlier.
At the same time, my wound burst open from the strain of movement.

"Ugh."
"Ian!!"
"I'm... fine."

Our saintess will take care of it somehow.

"Your struggling ends here!"

The enemy shouted as he landed and regained his stance.
And then.

-Slash! Thud.
"Huh...?"

At the same moment, a streak of green wind blew from where the pillar of light had risen earlier, and the enemy's left arm fell off below the elbow.
Then a massive wind trajectory cut through the ground, creating a storm that engulfed the enemy.

-BOOOOOM!!

"See?"
"...Indeed."

As Milia rushed over in panic after seeing my wound burst open and carefully lifted my head.
I decided to enjoy the lap pillow since it was a rare opportunity.
My side was in excruciating pain, but I was even happier.

"You did well, Milia."
"Mm-hmm. You too, Ian."

By the way, that staff was worth confiscating.
With my head resting on Milia's lap, I thought this while looking at the ground that had been split open from far away.

* *

My, they were certainly tough, weren't they?
They seemed to possess some intelligence, as the seven creatures attacked in a way that wouldn't interfere with each other.
I had swung with enough force to crush them all at once.
Perhaps mixing in holy power was the issue?

Anyway, the aura I released to cut down both the surviving monster and Aria, who was flying around with a dumbfounded expression in the sky.
It seems the vending machines were helped by it.

Judging by Aria's shocked expression as she disappeared, she'll definitely cause trouble again later.
For now, I was worried about the two of them, so I returned to where they were as quickly as possible.

"...Thank goodness."
"Big sister!!"

From the situation, it seems Mr. Rascal had come to provide support.

"Everyone, you've worked hard."
"You said you'd be right back, but you were too late..."
"I have no excuse. There was an unexpected interference."

After healing the vending machine who was losing consciousness while holding his severely slashed side, I approached Mr. Rascal.

"Is Papa okay?!"

Milia, who was the most intact of the three, asked urgently.

"Yes, don't worry. His arm can't be restored, but his life is not in danger."
"Phew, ah..."

Milia sat down, her tension finally released.

"I'm sorry. Was I too late?"
"Hehe, it's okay."

Fortunately, the elven guards who had survived also appeared to be unconscious but safe.

"You worked hard. It's okay to cry now."
"Hic, waaah!!"

Seeing the traces left around us, it seemed she had used gravity magic.
Realizing that Milia had regained all her memories, I embraced her and quietly comforted her until Mr. Orkus arrived with his people.

* *

Unfortunately, the enemy seemed to have already fled, as we could find nothing but traces of blood and the severed left arm.
According to Mr. Orkus, who had rushed over urgently, attacks had occurred in several directions besides the one we had taken.
He apologized for being a bit late as he had been dealing with those situations, and thanked us for saving at least some of the guards, while also requesting our further assistance.

So now I'm gathering the injured people and treating them, but...

"Next, please."

I've been feeling this lately.
Am I being treated a bit poorly?

"There, your treatment is complete."
"Thank you!"

I mean, I am a saintess.
I'm at the pinnacle of power in the Holy Kingdom.

"...This would heal with just some saliva. Next, please."

Even considering the number of injured people...

"I've done what I can for now, but you've lost a lot of blood. Keep yourself warm and refrain from activity for a while."
"Yes."

The person who actually requested my help hasn't shown his face for two days.
Aren't they treating me too much like a medical kit?

No, I don't mind treating people.
I would have acted on my own even if they hadn't asked...

"Um, big sister."
"Yeees."
"The next person is the last one..."
"I see."

Anyway, here's what happened...

Two days ago, right after the incident was resolved, I went around providing emergency treatment to the severely injured.
Yesterday, after recovering my strength, I set up a temporary treatment center with Milia, who started helping me, and began treating people.
There were so many injured that the treatments seemed endless, so I even set up a special recovery formation for the first time in a while and focused on healing. After a day passed, the last patient finally arrived.

"Ahem."
"...Mr. Orkus?"
"I apologize for the trouble."

For some reason, Mr. Orkus was being carried on a stretcher.
According to him, he had thrown out his back while crafting a magical item as a token of gratitude for me.

"I may look like this, but I have quite a fragile body."
"Ah, yes."

There's a strange dissonance in seeing someone with a boy's face throw out their back.
Upon examination, it didn't require holy power healing, so I asked for his understanding and decided to give him a massage.

"Then, excuse me."
"I'll be in your care."
-CRACK!
"AAAAGH!!"
-CRUNCH.
"W-wait, OWWW!!"
"Bear with it."
-SNAP.

Very thoroughly.

* *

"Are you trying to kill me?!"

What a dramatic person.

"Even my grandfather doesn't complain about this simple massage..."
"Ahem...!"
"Don't you feel better?"
"...Indeed."

No matter how much you complain verbally, the body is honest.

"Anyway, it's awkward to say this in my current state, but I want to express my gratitude once more on behalf of the village."
"It's nothing."

I think those words should be directed to the guards who sacrificed their lives to protect the village and their families.

"It's modest, but I've prepared gifts for you all. Could you come by when everyone in your party has recovered?"
"Of course."
"Thank you."

After saying goodbye, Milia and I moved to the hospital room where the vending machine was lying.

"Yo."

When we opened the door, the vending machine was sitting up in bed, leaning against the headboard, having regained consciousness after about two days.

"I-Ian!!"
"I see you're awake."
"Oof."

Milia immediately ran to him and hugged him, starting to sniffle.
At that moment.

"I believe I said I would burn your hair if you made Milia cry?"
"Eek."

Mr. Rascal, who had regained consciousness earlier and had gone somewhere, entered with a menacing voice.

"I told you to rest."
"Haha, I'm fine."

Mr. Rascal had his arm cut off, cauterized the wound with fire in a reckless manner, and suffered a penetrating abdominal wound on top of that.
Yet he regained consciousness that very evening as if nothing had happened.
Thinking about it makes me angry again.

"Let me tell you once more, cauterizing a wound with fire is not a proper temporary measure. Don't ever do that again. At least tear your clothes and tie it up instead."
"...I'm sorry."

If you cauterize it like that with fire, not only will you be unable to reattach the arm even if it's found later, but the burned area will start to necrotize without proper sterilization.
Really, do you know how hard I worked to treat that severed surface?

"Sigh. Anyway, how does it feel to have lost an arm?"
"Well, it feels quite empty, but fortunately I'm right-handed."

Mr. Rascal swung his arm exaggeratedly.
Since he didn't seem to understand what I was saying, I decided to resort to physical force.

-THUD!
"Ugh."
"...Act like a proper patient."

After supporting Mr. Rascal, who collapsed forward after being hit in the solar plexus, I threw him onto the bed and said:

"Please stay still."
"Ah, Papa!"

It's also the duty of a healing priest to punish those who think treatment is complete just because their wounds have been closed with holy power.
I also gave a light tap on the head to Milia, who was running back and forth between Mr. Rascal and the vending machine.

"Calm down. Absolute rest is required in the hospital room."
"Ow, yes."
"Hahaha, you're really scary in the hospital."
"Of course. This is a place where lives hang in the balance."

In a hospital, priests and healers are the law.

"By the way, we don't have any information about this enemy."
"Yeah."
"He was a scary person."

An enemy who could manipulate shadows without magical energy or mana flow.
Moreover, the scale and intensity of that ability were by no means negligible.

"Despite possessing such abilities, he didn't become arrogant and tried to target me strategically."
"Come to think of it, what did you mean by 'unexpected interference'?"

The vending machine impressively remembered what I had said just before he passed out, so I began to tell the story about Aria, taking the opportunity to rest until Mr. Rascal woke up.

"So, here's what happened..."

Ch.69 - All life is equal
First, I relayed information about what had happened to the vending machine.

"...Aria!?"
"Yes."

While talking about Aria, I added one fact.

"She said she absolutely couldn't forgive a hero who's weak, pathetic, and grins stupidly when falling for women."
"It hurts to hear such things from someone who hasn't even seen my face, but just for that reason?"
"Hehe, it's okay. To me, you're strong, cool, and the Ian I love."
"Millia..."

The foolish couple began to emit a pink atmosphere as they fell into their own world.
...At times like this, I miss Soleil's embrace.
Is this what they call loneliness?

After staring blankly at the scene, I cleared my throat to redirect their attention and continued speaking.

"Ahem. Anyway, it's just speculation, but I think that excuse was a bluff to hide her true purpose."
"What purpose?"

The vending machine finally snapped back to reality and asked me, while Millia looked on with curious eyes.

"Probably either becoming a god herself, or destroying this world entirely. I'm certain it's one of those two."

Personally, I think it's the former.
If she simply wanted to destroy everything, there would be easier and simpler methods.
Besides, she still seems to have some attachment to this world.

"What's your evidence?"
"The beings she summoned to exclude me."

For the benefit of the two who had never seen two-dimensional beings before, I briefly explained what they looked like.

"Anyway, I call them two-dimensional beings, but you can think of them as residents of a world that has already collapsed due to its balance being broken."

I'd need to ask Mother for more information beyond that.

"The fact that she can control them like her own limbs means there must be some connection, and the only things worth bringing in two-dimensional beings for are those two possibilities."

If we combine this information with the materials Hayden collected...

"What's the ultimate revenge someone who feels betrayed by a god could take?"
"Taking their place."
"Exactly."

The two pondered this with their hands on their chins.
Then, as if suddenly remembering something, Millia looked at me and asked:

"Sister, but why does Aria feel betrayed by the Goddess?"

I suppose I need to explain from there.

"It's a difference in understanding."
"A difference in understanding?"
"It's the most fundamental doctrine of the church: 'All life is equal.' When you hear this, what's the first thing that comes to mind?"
"Don't harm others?"
"Don't discriminate against others."

Their opinions reflect the general perception of most people.

"Yes, that's how it's commonly understood. And most church members share that interpretation."

But the truth is different.

"Then, from the perspective of Mother, the Goddess, what would be the standard for all life?"
"...Huh?"
"Ah!"

The vending machine tilted his head in confusion, while Millia seemed to catch my meaning, letting out a gasp.
I gave her a gentle smile, allowing her time to organize her thoughts.

"It's not about humans being important."
"Correct."

Only after hearing this did the vending machine realize what had felt off, and I continued as I watched his expression change.

"Humans, monsters, insects, animals, and plants. To Mother, they are all equal beings."

That's why it's "all life," not "all humans."

"Among those who realize this truth, there are surprisingly many human supremacists."
"Human supremacists?"
"Yes. They're closely monitored by the Inquisition because they're considered potentially the largest heretical group."

Those who summoned the two-dimensional beings when I first met Bill were also human supremacists.

"They claim that 'Humans, who rule most of this world, are truly great beings, and comparing them to mere creatures like monsters, animals, or plants is a great insult.'"

There are people causing trouble everywhere with such logic.

"Well, some of them include elves, dwarves, harpies, and other intelligent humanoid races in their definition of 'human,' while others strictly mean only the human species. It varies."

Of course, there are exceptions.

"Beings with magical power are exceptions to all these categories."

Perhaps that's why.

"Do you know the story that's been passed down?"
"Which story?"
"Ah, you mean the story of the first heroes?"
"Yes."

It's said that each member of the first hero's party had a phrase that served as their personal motto.

The Hero, Jereon: "For the peace of the world."
The Saint, Aria: "For everyone's salvation."
The Mage, Aran: "For a happy ending."
The Holy Knight, Oliver: "For a world where children can smile."

After I shared this, the vending machine commented with admiration.

"Should we have something like that too?"
"Do as you please. But the moment you start saying such strange things, I'll pretend I don't know you."
"I think I'd be embarrassed too, Ian."

Honestly, I'd be extremely embarrassed if someone next to me said such things.
...Perhaps I should try using this topic as a mental attack the next time I meet Aria?

"Anyway, back to the main point. The fact that Aria, who used to say 'For everyone's salvation,' ended up like this means..."
"Aria was also a human supremacist?"
"Yes, I think so."

To become such an extreme human supremacist, some kind of incident must have occurred.

"For example, perhaps she lost someone precious to her in childhood to something non-human, like a monster."

I don't know much about Aria's past, or more precisely, the past of the first hero's party, as there aren't many stories about it.

"Well, that's the gist of it."
"Leila, what do you think about human supremacy?"
"Me?"
"Yes."
"I'm curious too!"

My opinion, huh.

"Hehe, I'd like to hear your opinions first."
"I don't have strong feelings about it. It would have been a hot topic in my world, but I've never really cared about who's superior or anything like that."
"I think it's foolish."

Interestingly, the vending machine from Earth, where non-human races don't exist, was rather indifferent, while Millia had a stronger reaction.

"Why do some people only feel satisfied when they're stepping on others?"

Millia asked with serious eyes.

"If we could understand each other and be together, wouldn't it be happier and more peaceful? I don't see why discrimination is necessary."
"You're right, Millia."

As the vending machine gently patted Millia's head, I spoke up.

"Millia is right."

There's no need to discriminate based on supposed superiority.

"By their logic, dragons, who are at the apex of all species, should rightfully rule over them, yet they fear dragons and sometimes even hunt them for power."

How contradictory.

"I suppose such contradictions are proof of their humanity."

Therefore...

"I consider them quite exemplary specimens of humanity."

People who take pride in themselves and stubbornly push forward with their beliefs despite contradictions.
However...

"But regardless, I cannot forgive those who deny and challenge Mother."

From the moment they show hostility toward Mother, they become nothing more than targets for elimination.

"Anyway, if I were to state my position, I'd say I stand at the opposite end of the spectrum from all of them."

All beings with souls are equal.
That is my stance.

"That doesn't mean I'm saying something foolish like animals and plants have the same rights as us and shouldn't be killed. Rest assured."

Only within the bounds of natural order.

"Life cannot exist without death."

At this, the two adopted serious expressions, deep in thought.

"Conversely, death also becomes someone else's life."
"That's complicated."
"Hmm."

It seems it's still difficult for them to grasp.

"Well said. I learned a lot."
"Ah, you're awake."
"Dad!"
"Father-in-law."

Then, Rascal's voice came from behind.

"Not equality of rights, but equality of value. That was very enlightening for me as well."

With a serene expression, eyes closed, Rascal nodded while resting his chin on his remaining hand.

"Indeed, the perspective that death can become someone else's life is quite refreshing."
"Hehe, I feel a bit embarrassed discussing such things in front of the Archmage."

As I was exchanging a few more words with Rascal...

"Leila? I'm genuinely curious about something."
"What is it, Hero?"
"Are you really younger than me? Or are you actually in your 40s or 50s...?"
"I-Ian!"

The vending machine asked with suspicious eyes.
Well, if I counted my past life, I would indeed be in my 50s.
But I'm a blooming 22-year-old, thank you very much!

"I am, and do you have a problem with that?"
*Crack*

As I said this while cracking my knuckles, the vending machine averted his gaze.

"...I apologize."
"Sister, I never thought that way, you know that, right?!"
"Of course."

Our sweet Millia would never have such an impertinent thought.

"I've been told I look young for my age, but that's the first time I've heard something like that. It's quite rude, really."
"I-I'm sorry."
"Hehe, Sister, please don't be angry."

As I was pouting and grumbling, Millia clung to me and started acting cute.
Truly, the vending machine should be grateful to Millia for the rest of his life.

"Sigh. There's no point in me staying upset. Hero, do you think you can stand up?"
"Ahaha, thanks. I think I can manage."
"Then, Rascal too. It's a bit early, but shall we have dinner?"
"That sounds good."
"Sure."

After taking them to the dining hall set up in the building and having a simple dinner...

"Ho ho, Saint. I know my own body. I'm healthy, I tell you."
"Mr. Rascal, if you insist on being stubborn, I could reopen your wounds."
"...I'll lie down quietly."

After forcibly escorting Rascal, who claimed he was fully recovered and wanted to leave, back to bed, I turned to the vending machine.

"Both of you, please stay put for just two more days. Understood?"
"Yes."
"Sigh, alright."
"Millia, what will you do? If you want to stay here, I can arrange a place for you."
"Mmm, it's okay. Since you're here, I'll go back upstairs."
"Alright. See you tomorrow."

Millia headed upstairs to the temporary lodgings we had arranged on the upper floor of this building, which was being used as a makeshift infirmary.

"...Why aren't you leaving?"
"Isn't it obvious? There's someone over there who still hasn't given up on planning an escape."
"Ahem."

His thoughts were completely transparent, given the cold sweat running down his forehead.

"If by any chance you attempt to escape again and get caught, I'm thinking of chaining you up this time."
"Surely you don't think I would try to escape again?"
"By the way, if you're thinking of escaping through spatial jumping, I advise against it."
"..."
"I've surrounded the entire village with a barrier since yesterday, so you won't be able to leave."

I've set up a large-scale barrier using my staff planted in the center of the village as a medium.
It's a precaution since the enemy has escaped.

I've given the guards temporary tokens that can open the barrier for entry and exit, of course.

"Sigh, I concede. I'll give up and stay put, so please rest easy."

Finally, Rascal shook his head with a sigh, indicating his surrender.

"You should have done that from the start. Well then, have a good night."
"Good night, Leila."

With those words, I returned to the lodgings where Millia was and went to sleep.

* * *

The next morning, what I discovered was...

"...Father."
"Don't look at me like that."

My father, bound to the bed with mysterious white chains.
Judging by the faint holy power emanating from them, it seemed Leila had caught my father attempting to escape after I fell asleep.

"If you had just stayed put quietly, it would have been easier for you..."
"Ahem."

Leila was a woman who followed through on her threats.
After an awkward silence, Leila entered the room, sipping a steaming cup of tea.

"Good morning. May the Lord watch over our path today."
"Yeah, good morning. So, what's with those chains?"
"They're holy magic developed by Captain Frey to restrain escaping patients."

Captain Frey must be the head of the clergy who nursed Leila without leaving her side when she was injured.
Why would such magic exist?

"There's no better magic for restraint. It consumes quite a bit of holy power, so we don't use it often."

After finishing her sentence, Leila took a sip of her tea.

"Ahh. It's nice and warm."

She seemed to have stayed up all night, as her expression of melting at the sensation of hot tea flowing down her throat looked familiar.
It was like the face of an office worker enjoying hot coffee after pulling an all-nighter.

"Did you really think I wouldn't prepare for underground escape attempts?"

Leila glared at my father as she placed her cup on the windowsill.
...It seemed he had tried to dig a tunnel to escape.

"Ahem."
"Excuse me, but I haven't slept for two days now, Mr. Rascal. Could you please help me get some sleep today?"
"...Couldn't you just take a nap?"

At those words, Leila touched the corner of her eye.

"Indeed. If all the injured people would just quietly follow my instructions, I might have time for a nap. Don't you think?"

With her finger touching the corner of her eye, leaving only one eye visible, Leila's gaze conveyed a clear message: one more word and she'd make him rest eternally.

"I'm a bit tired because of someone who keeps trying to escape every night, so I'd really appreciate it if you could just stay put today."

I could almost hear the unspoken threat: "Before I force you to be quiet for a few days."

"Well then, I'll be back later, so both of you please behave today."

With those words, Leila left the room, but...

"Um, this..."
"...It seems she has no intention of removing them."
*Clink*

The chains of light, which clinked like real metal chains, remained in place.

"This is a problem."
"Father, surely you're not..."
"...I apologize. I can't help it."

Alarmed by his words, I jumped off the bed and...

*Click, click!*
"D-damn it! No!"
"It's no use. They tighten if you touch them, so stay back."

My father glared at me with eyes that seemed ready to tear me apart, despite his calm expression.
It seemed he really had an urgent need.

"To think I'd have to soil myself at this age."
"..."

At that moment...

"Ah, right. Hero?"
"Leila!!"

The savior had returned.
Seeing me standing by the bed, she frowned slightly, then looked at my father's face, which was twitching as if holding something back.

"Ah, I apologize. I didn't think of that."

The chains of light finally dissolved, and...

"You may run. I'll allow it just this once."

As soon as he heard those words, my father dashed out.

"Leila."
"Yes?"
"What's that in your hand?"
"I don't trust patients who disobey me more than twice."

Leila, who had a chain wrapped around her hand, spoke these terrifying words with a tired face as if it were nothing, and handed me a silver coin.
I naturally took the coin, holding her hand, and gave her a Dr. Pepper. Her mood seemed to improve, the corners of her mouth lifting slightly.

And then...

"Where do you think you're going?"

The chain, which had been still for a while, suddenly tightened as Leila applied force.
Soon, the sound of something being dragged across the floor could be heard.

"Aaaagh! Please let me go! Lying down all the time will cause muscle loss!!"

...So that was the reason he had been trying to escape all along.
Clutching the chain wrapped around his waist, my father was being dragged back, screaming in protest.

My father-in-law from another world is a gym rat.

Haha, maybe I could write a novel with that premise and it would sell well.

"Sigh. Fine. I'll allow some simple stretching, so please just stay put."
"Oh, thank you!"
"I'll remove the chains too. But..."
*Click*
"Hmm?"

Something was fastened to my father's wrist.
Then, sighing, Leila approached me and held out her hand.
Does she need another drink?
With that thought, I extended my hand.

*Click*
"...Huh?"

A black bracelet, identical to the one on my father's wrist, was fastened to my hand.

"These are bracelets developed to prevent patients from escaping. If you two move too far apart from each other, it will be quite shocking. Well then, I'll be off."
"L-Leila!?"
"I apologize, but since you're going to be her son-in-law anyway, please take care of Mr. Rascal in my place. Millia will be down soon."

With those words, Leila quickly disappeared.
Why on earth would a saint carry such things?

"Ho ho, I apologize."
"...Father, please inform me if you plan to go somewhere."
"Ho ho."

Ch.70 - Always Be Cautious of Area-of-Effect Attacks
Even I have my limits.
After staying up for two nights straight without even a moment's rest, I'm naturally exhausted.

To think I'd be forced to bring out those restraint handcuffs meant to prevent escape—the ones that remind me of the slave collar I wore as a child, which I'd been trying to avoid using.
What a formidable opponent. Truly.

"Ah, it's the Saint!"
"Saint!!"

I was trying to move quietly along the path when it seems a child spotted me.
People immediately began flocking around.

"Thanks to you, my husband is alive!"
"My sister says she's not in pain anymore because you healed her!"
"I thank you on behalf of my bedridden son, Saint."

Ah.
Receiving so much gratitude like this really boosts my energy.

"I merely did what a disciple of the Goddess should do."

I smiled, feeling the fatigue from staying up all night due to uncooperative patients gradually melting away.

"Everyone, if any of you are feeling unwell anywhere, please don't hesitate to tell me."

It's because of this happiness that I can't stop helping people.
After spending some time talking with the people gathered around me...

"Hup."

I retrieved my staff that I had planted in the center of the village.
Looking at the barrier being released, I scanned the surroundings but couldn't sense anything unusual.

By the way, there seems to be some commotion in one corner of the village. Shall we go check it out?

When I arrived, I found myself at the barrier I had mistakenly entered on my first day in the village when I confused the entrance.
I spotted security guards pacing anxiously around the barrier and Walker sighing with concern.

"Oh, Mr. Walker?"
"Ah, Saint! Perfect timing."
"What's the matter?"

Mr. Walker's face brightened immediately upon seeing me.

"Well, it seems the barrier was slightly damaged during the fight a few days ago."
"The barrier?"

Oh dear, this is serious.
I don't know exactly what it is, but it seemed like the kind of barrier that prevents something from flowing out from inside.

"Yes. This is actually a secret so important that hardly anyone in the village knows about it, let alone outsiders, but given the emergency, I'm sure the elders would understand."

And so began his explanation.

"Inside the barrier sleeps a vicious monster that was sealed away long ago by the first generation of heroes."

That's news to me.

"Even with the power of the hero's party back then, killing it was impossible, so sealing it was the best they could do."

How formidable must it have been that even those amazing first heroes couldn't defeat it?

"But it seems someone has infiltrated through a crack in the barrier."

...Hmm, something feels off about this.

"Suddenly, the sealed monster has disappeared, and the demonic energy that was suppressing it like a lid is now seeping up—that's our current situation."
"I see, so that's it."
"Yes. We have no way to break through that dense demonic energy with our power..."

So that's why they've been standing around helplessly.

"Well, since we're on the topic, would it be alright if I went in?"
"You want to go... right now?"
"Yes. It's not like I've expended much energy."
"But you look a bit tired..."
"Oh, I'm fine."

With Mr. Walker's reluctant nod of approval, I activated my holy stigmata by infusing divine power into my eyes and followed the demonic energy that was gradually seeping out.

"This is definitely..."

After walking for quite some time and reaching the center of the barrier, I could see a large hole in the ground.
Judging by the scars on the ancient trees around, it seems an enormous lightning spell was cast here.

Like being submerged in water, the area was thick with fog-like demonic energy. After scanning it, I raised the staff in my right hand.
First, I need to deal with the viscous, highly concentrated demonic energy coming from inside the hole.

"Lord, your child beseeches you."

Divine power began gathering through my staff.

"Grant me the strength to cut down the sin that stands before me, bestow upon me your sword."

This should be enough.
Following the magical formula I constructed, I released the divine power gathered in my staff.

Holy Magic: "Sword of Judgment"

A massive sword of light formed in midair.
Watching the sword of light gradually grow in size according to my will, I extended my left hand forward with my index finger pointing out.
As the "Sword of Judgment" hovered precisely above the hole, I flicked my index finger downward.

-Swoosh!

The sword of light sliced through the air.

-Booom!!

Hmm, the hole must be quite deep.
I heard an explosive sound from quite a distance, and shortly after...

-Rumble!

The ground shook.
Well, it should be fine.

Looking at the hole again, I could see that most of the demonic energy had disappeared.

"Lord, your child beseeches you. Allow me to perform your miracle through this body."

I prepared the next spell.

"Permit me to destroy the evil of this land through it."

In Ark, I had to add more prayer text because I lacked stored divine power.
But this time, this is enough.

As expected, when I released the stored divine power following the magical formula, the "Light of Judgment" began to rain down widely from the sky.
As I watched the rain of light gradually purify the demonic energy throughout the barrier, I decided to look for the crack that supposedly caused this incident.

It's obvious at a glance.
The scattered flow of the barrier and that long split in the ground far away, somehow familiar in shape...

"..."

I, um, know nothing about this.
Yes, I know nothing at all.

* *

"Thank you so much! Saint!"
"Thank you!!"
"We're saved!"

After confirming that all demonic energy had been purified, I returned to where Mr. Walker was waiting. He and the elven guards, who seemed to have increased in number, welcomed me with excited stomping.
...I feel a bit guilty.

As I sweated nervously under the barrage of gratitude from the people, trying to avoid their gaze...

"Now one troublesome duty has disappeared!"

The guards cheered at Mr. Walker's words.
Indeed, people are happy when their workload decreases, no matter where you go.

After enduring this for quite some time, I finally made it back to the temporary infirmary.

"Ah, sis! Good work!"
"...Don't tell me you were trying to escape again?"
"You should have told us how far you were allowed to go..."
"Ahem, I wasn't trying to escape this time. I was just going to the bathroom..."

I sighed as I looked at the vending machine's head, which had become comically distorted from what must have been multiple electric shocks.

"Sigh, I just meant stay close and don't wander off. Obviously."
"You said don't move."
"Ugh. Didn't Milia tell you?"
"Tell me what?"

I expressed my confusion at the vending machine's puzzled head tilt.

"I told Milia that you should take walks occasionally so your body doesn't stiffen from lying down too much."
"...Milia?"

At those words, the vending machine turned to Milia with an incredulous expression.
When both the vending machine and I looked at her simultaneously, Milia averted her gaze while sweating nervously.

"W-well..."

The clever Milia couldn't have forgotten what I said.
Could it be...

"I didn't want to move..."

Well, Milia fought hard too, and despite having no major injuries, she's been helping me since right after the battle.

"It can't be helped. Milia must have been tired too."
"That's right. I heard she's been treating people with Leila without proper rest."
"To think Milia has grown so much..."

Let's just say the vending machine had some bad luck this time.

"Saint, even if you're tired, if you're going to put on such a dangerous thing, it would be better to explain a little..."
"...Couldn't you just not cause problems in the first place?"

The culprit turned away as I glared at Rascal for his impertinent remark.

"It's a traumatic item for me too, so I didn't want to take it out."
"W-well..."
"Sigh, I get very sensitive when I can't sleep, as I am human after all."

Besides, sleep time is one of my few healing times.

"So please, just listen to what I say."
"I-I'm sorry."
"I've been listening well..."
"Ah, hahaha."

After lecturing them for quite some time...

"Anyway, I need to sleep early today, so please handle dinner yourselves. I'll remove the bracelet tomorrow."
"Go ahead, Saint."
"Sleep well."
"Good night, sis."

I dragged my tired body to my room and fell asleep as if passing out.

* *

"Mmm, I feel a bit better now."

Having fallen asleep early, I woke up a bit earlier than usual, finished my morning prayers, and...

"The wind is nice, the atmosphere is good."

I was sitting on the rooftop of the building, feeling the breeze while looking at the red sky.
As I enjoyed the cool wind and watched the sun rising in the distance...

"Sigh, Soleil, I miss you."

Somehow, I felt a tightness in my chest.
I was prepared for this, but it's already so difficult even though it hasn't been that long.
We communicate through the crystal ball whenever I have time at night, but that's not enough.

When I recall his large, warm hands, the tightness disappears momentarily, but when I realize it's not reality, the feeling returns even stronger.
To think there would come a day when I would long for someone so desperately.
It's a novel feeling.

-Leila.
'Mother.'
-Did you get some sleep?
'Yes. I'm fine now.'

As I was looking at the sky with mixed emotions, I heard my mother's voice.

-You must have questions for me?

Her voice was unusually serious.

'Yes. Aria summoned a being from the second dimension.'
-I had hoped she wouldn't, but that child has finally reached that point.
'Could you explain more about these beings from the second dimension?'

Since it was a good opportunity, I decided to ask what I was curious about.

-They are, as I told you before, residents of a world that perished when its balance was broken.

I closed my eyes and listened attentively to her story.

-Though I say residents, there aren't that many of them.

To be precise, they weren't transformed from the world's residents but were born in the ruined world.

-You must be wondering how they cross over from a ruined world to this one.

As she said, crossing between worlds isn't supposed to be simple.

-It's because the power they wield is the power of gods.
'What?'

The power of... gods?

-What do you think happens to gods when a world is destroyed?
'That's...'

I've never thought about it.
Is it even possible for anything to happen to them?

-That's the correct answer. Nothing changes for them. But when a world is destroyed, all the constraints binding the gods disappear.
'Could it be...'
-Yes. Interfering with the mortal realm, freely crossing between worlds—they become free.

Which means...

'So these second-dimensional beings are entities created by gods of ruined worlds to invade other worlds?'
-That's right.

That's astounding.

-Well, preventing gods from directly intervening is my job, so you don't need to worry too much. Gods of ruined worlds can never defeat us.

If Mother speaks with such confidence, there's probably no need to worry.

-That's probably why they approached Aria.
'I see.'
-Since there's no guarantee that those are the only beings created to invade this world, always be careful.
'I will.'
-Now that we know for certain they're trying to interfere, I'll be busy too.

At that moment, a warm breeze caressed my cheek.
Ah, this is a sensation I've felt before.

-Stay strong. I won't be able to talk for a while, but I'll always be watching.
'Hehe, don't worry. With your love, I'm invincible.'

To encourage Mother, whose voice sounded sad, I puffed out my chest and spoke with exaggeration, though it was a bit embarrassing.
No, it's not an exaggeration.
It's true that I'm invincible.

-Ahaha, what a cute child.

With those final words, Mother's voice gradually faded away.
For a moment, I gazed at the sky, feeling the lingering warmth of the breeze that had caressed my cheek.
Looking at the sun now slowly rising into the sky...

"I need to eliminate Aria as soon as possible."

I made up my mind.

Having decided to give up on persuading Aria any further, I went to the infirmary where the vending machine was.

"Huff. Huff."
"Oh, good morning."

I was greeted by a pervert doing squats with an intense expression, wearing only short, tight shorts that could be mistaken for underwear, and sweating profusely.

....
Why do I have to witness such a scene first thing in the morning?

"Whew, morning exercise is truly refreshing. Good morning, Saint. Did you sleep well?"
"...Yes. If only I hadn't seen what I just saw."
"Haha, I suppose it was a bit overwhelming for a lady."

...A bit?
That's just "a bit"?

"I'm sorry, but considering others might see, perhaps you could at least wear proper clothing..."
"Ah, I apologize."

I do see similar sights at the holy knights' training grounds.
But at least the holy knights wear proper clothes during their training, so it's not as uncomfortable.

As I tried to erase the scene etched into my mind, I watched the vending machine opening a window for ventilation.

"Are you feeling better now?"
"With such excellent treatment, I was fine as soon as I woke up."
"Would you like to lie down for a moment?"

After making the smiling vending machine lie down on the bed, I examined his side again, where his internal organs had nearly spilled out.

"Hmm, fortunately your organs seem to be in the right place, and the cut area appears to be functioning properly. Well done. However, do be careful with spicy foods for a while."
"Got it."

It was fortunate that we weren't dealing with an enemy who manipulated demonic energy.

"If you ever encounter an enemy who uses demonic energy, be absolutely careful not to injure your internal organs."
"Why?"
"Demonic energy spreads gradually through wounds if not purified. And damaged organs can't be restored by ordinary means."

It would require dangerous magic known as alchemy among holy spells, which is quite risky.

"So there are means to restore them?"
"Yes. Well, there's a method called alchemy, but it's a technique that would get me in enormous trouble if used carelessly."
"What exactly is it?"
"It's better you don't know. It's not a proper magical formula."

There's a reason alchemy is called what it is.
After patting the vending machine's shoulder and telling him he no longer needed to stay in bed...

"...You're being quite docile now."
"Ahem."

I gave a cold stare to Rascal, who had quietly lain down on the bed after wiping his sweat and getting dressed.

"As I mentioned before, regarding the penetrating wound to your abdomen, there's no major concern since it missed your internal organs."
"I see."
"However, your arm kept trying to necrotize, which was troublesome, especially with you constantly trying to escape."
"..."

Rascal turned his head away as I glared at him while saying this.

"Well, there's no need to worry now. Do as you please. I won't try to stop you."
"T-thank you."

After declaring both of them fully recovered and removing their bracelets, I was spending some time drinking tea when...

"Good morning!"
"Good morning to you too, Milia."
"May the Lord watch over our path today."
"Did you sleep well?"

I looked proudly at Milia, who now wakes up well on her own even in the morning.
After everyone gathered and had a simple breakfast...

"Well, I'll be off then."
"Take care, Father."
"Dad, please be careful."
"Thank you again for your help."

After seeing off Rascal, who was the first to leave, I spoke to the vending machine and Milia.

"Now, shall we go see Mr. Orcus?"
"Sure."
"Yes!"

I had already informed them that Mr. Orcus had prepared rewards for them, so they agreed without hesitation.
Well, it's also because the vending machine was recognized as the owner of the holy sword.

As we headed toward Mr. Orcus's house, feeling the breeze, I thought:
Wait for me, Soleil.
I'll be there soon.

Ch.71 - To the Front Line
"Please have a seat."

Thus, we arrived at Mr. Orcus's house.

"Let's proceed in order. I hear you've been recognized as the owner of the holy sword?"

Instead of answering, the vending machine took out the holy sword and infused it with mana.
Simultaneously, the blade of the greatsword appeared, glowing blue like twinkling starlight.
I had heard about it from Millia, but it truly is a beautiful sword.

"Yes. Nazma. That's the holy sword's name."
"Nazma, it's been a long time since I heard that name."

Mr. Orcus nodded, saying it means "star" in the ancient language, his eyes somewhat nostalgic as he spoke.

"Since my grandfather's time, our family has been entrusted with the holy sword's scabbard for generations."

So that's why he said he could give it to us at his discretion.

"My grandfather told me: when the world falls into crisis someday, the owner of the holy sword would surely appear seeking the scabbard."

And so began the tale of old.

"The hero my grandfather met in his youth was, according to him, a complete human being in every aspect."

In terms of strength, humanity, and conviction.
Everything about that hero was complete, he said.

"My grandfather, who was young at the time, once traveled briefly with the hero's party and asked this question."

He asked what kind of life the hero had lived in his original world before being summoned to this one.

"He only heard one sentence in response: that he had been the captain of a knightly order in a now-fallen country. My grandfather said he couldn't fathom how a country with such a person as its knight captain could possibly fall."

After traveling together briefly, Mr. Orcus's grandfather parted ways and returned to his hometown. Not long after, he heard news that the Demon King had been defeated.
While he was rejoicing alone at this news, one day the hero visited him.

"Though he welcomed the hero with joy, the hero showed no happiness at all and merely left the holy sword's scabbard in his care before departing. My grandfather regretted until his last days why he hadn't stopped the hero then."

After entrusting the scabbard, the first hero Jereon disappeared from this world.

"Afterward, the mage Aran and the holy knight Oliver came to my grandfather seeking the missing hero and saint, but it seems they found nothing in the end."

Mr. Orcus's eyes grew moist as he recalled his grandfather's final days.

"Since then, no trace of the first hero and saint could be found in any historical record."

When Mr. Orcus finished his story, a moment of silence fell.

"Well, it's an old tale now. Here, take this."

With a bitter smile, Mr. Orcus handed something to the vending machine.

"...This is."
"The holy sword's scabbard. Well, it doesn't look much like a scabbard."

The vending machine examined the crude gold ring he had received, turning it this way and that.

"There's something extensively engraved inside the ring."
"It was found along with the holy sword, he said. Since I've never seen how it actually works, you'll have to figure it out yourself."
"Thank you."

The vending machine placed the ring on his right index finger.
It seemed a bit loose at first, but the engraved letters inside the ring glowed and it automatically adjusted to fit.

"Huh?"

The vending machine tilted his head with a puzzled sound, as if something strange had happened as soon as he put on the ring.
Then the ring flashed brightly.

"Oh."

The holy sword disappeared.

"Did the holy sword just vanish?"
"You can get it back out, right?"
"Wait a moment."

The vending machine frowned while looking at the ring.

"Is it not this way?"

A moment later.

"Ah! So that's how it works!"

With an exclamation, the vending machine stretched out his hand and the holy sword appeared from thin air.
Apparently, the ring's instructions had somehow flowed into his mind.

"That's a relief."
"Indeed."

After testing the ring's capabilities by putting away and retrieving the holy sword several times, the vending machine seemed satisfied. He stored the sword and bowed to Mr. Orcus.

"Thank you again."
"I merely did what I had to as the keeper of the holy sword's scabbard."

Only then did Mr. Orcus smile comfortably and add:

"I hope you all live with smiling faces until the very end. I don't want to have regrets like my grandfather."
"Don't worry."
"Ian, myself, and big sister—we'll never let that happen!"
"If anyone tries to leave, I'll forcibly bring them back, so rest assured."

Seemingly satisfied with those words, Mr. Orcus nodded and said:

"Now, here are gifts I've prepared for you all."

With that, he took out two boxes.

"...This is how you hurt your back."
"Ahem."

Clearing his throat, perhaps to change the subject, Mr. Orcus pointed to the boxes and spoke again.

"Anyway, the large box contains what I prepared for you, the hero, and the small box is for the young mage lady."
"What about me?"
"For you, this."

Mr. Orcus took out an arch-shaped rod from his breast pocket and handed it over.

"What's this?"
"Do you see the groove in the middle?"

As he said, there was a familiar-sized groove in the center of the arch-shaped rod.

"Try inserting the magical tool you use to make ice cups."
"Ah, could it be."

At those words, I hurriedly inserted the blue orb I frequently use.
Then, as usual, I infused mana to create an ice cup.

"Gasp."
"I noticed you quite enjoy drinking from ice cups."

The rod formed a handle shape.

"No matter how much you say you're fine with it, seeing someone holding an ice handle makes observers feel cold. Am I being too meddlesome?"
"Not at all. This is perfect."

Honestly, it was cold.
This is the most thoughtful gift.

"Next, the mage lady, Millia was it? Please open your box."
"Ah, yes!"

What was inside the box Millia opened was:

"A book?"

It was a book with an antique cover.

"I heard you're that rascal Rascal's adopted daughter and disciple. That's why I prepared this."

After a brief pause, Mr. Orcus continued:

"I remembered that he once researched gravity magic, so I included elven arcana related to fire magic, gravity magic, and several other types of magic."
"Eh, arcana?!"
"Though I call it arcana, it's just a collection of ancient magic and some interpretations of it, so don't feel too burdened."

If that's true, it's impossible not to feel burdened.
Look, Millia is trembling while holding the book.

"U-uh, ah, c-can I really accept such a precious item?"
"Of course. It's just a copy I made by selecting and rewriting only the contents I deemed necessary, and it's good for the book to be opened by someone who can use it."

It's only been a few days, yet he created such a book.

"Letting old things gather dust is foolish. Studying them to create something new is what's truly admirable."

Mr. Orcus said this while looking at Millia.

"I remember hearing about a disciple with talent so great that even that prideful Rascal acknowledged her superiority."

He seems to have quite a long history with Rascal.

"I look forward to seeing what you'll accomplish."
"...I'll definitely live up to your expectations!"

Millia clutched the book preciously and exclaimed loudly.

"Next is you. No need for explanation, just take it and wear it without complaint."
"Pardon?"

Mr. Orcus tossed the box toward the vending machine.

"These are clothes my grandfather made, intending to give them to Jereon if they ever met again. They were never delivered in the end."

It's an item with history.

"Based on stories he heard about Jereon's homeland, he tried to recreate the formal attire of knights."

As he said, when the box was opened, there lay a formal uniform, white with blue and gold accents.

"I've adjusted it to fit your build, so there should be no problem wearing it."

Mr. Orcus added that it naturally had various convenience enchantments, then approached the vending machine and said:

"Hero, Ian."
"...Yes."
"You are still weak. Even with this old body, I could subdue someone like you—that's how weak you are."

He suddenly starts berating the vending machine.

"Yet, for some reason, I feel I can trust you."
"..."
"Will you make one promise with me?"
"Please speak."
"Promise me that you won't lose your smile in pursuit of power."

After quietly looking at Mr. Orcus, the vending machine smiled and spoke:

"Don't worry. I absolutely won't end up like the first hero Jereon. I promise—no, I swear."
"No, a promise is better."

Looking into the vending machine's eyes, Mr. Orcus preferred a promise over a vow.

"Then, I promise."
"Thank you."

Mr. Orcus smiled gently at the vending machine's promise and sat down.

"Now, let's move on."
"Yes, to the next matter."

We still have one more important issue to address.

"How the Demon King's army got this far, is it?"
"Ugh, that's right."

As the vending machine said, the key question is how such a powerful individual made it this far.

"Though it's speculation, I have some idea about his abilities."

We decided to listen quietly to Mr. Orcus's story.

"Though they're believed to be extinct now, there were those who inherited special abilities through their bloodline."

The name of that race was Shade.

"A race that manipulates shadows."

They were a race that could control shadows like limbs and sometimes even traverse space through shadows.

"Remember? The darkness that completely covered the forest."
"Yes, I remember."
"That's what big sister's attack broke."
"...That was broken by Leila too?"

It seems the vending machine had briefly lost consciousness at that time.

"Yes. Along with the darkness covering the forest, hundreds of wolves attacked the village from all directions."

Mr. Orcus held his forehead with one hand as if the memory still gave him a headache, and continued:

"I never thought it was the saint's attack, but anyway, as soon as the pillar of light destroyed that darkness, the remaining wolves began to disappear one by one."

You're suggesting that all those wolves were manifestations of his ability, aren't you?

"...Wait, so you're saying that man not only covered the forest with shadows of that scale but also controlled that many wolves while overwhelming us?"

The vending machine asked, as if realizing a shocking fact.

"It may not be pleasant for you to hear, but yes, that's right."
"Huh."

The vending machine sighed, touching his side where he had been cut as if it still stung.
Of course, that makes sense. It wasn't just the vending machine and Millia, but also Rascal, the Red Tower's archmage.
But since this wasn't the end of the matter, I decided to speak to the vending machine.

"Hero, shall I tell you an even more terrifying fact?"
"What is it?"
"Big sister?"

I decided to reveal one fact the vending machine was misunderstanding.

"That man is likely someone very far removed from close combat."
"As the saint says, he's not the type to engage in direct combat."

If he can manipulate shadows and traverse space through them, he's probably more of an assassin than a warrior.

"It seems there might be some limitation to hiding his body. For example, a capacity limit."

If there's a maximum limit to using his abilities, that would explain some things.

"I think he revealed himself to buy time for that monster he said he had prepared for me."

That would mean he trusted his companion's information more than his own abilities.

"I felt like I'd die if I approached that guy even with the holy sword drawn, and his arms and legs were twisted."
"Train harder."
"Ahem, anyway, let's get back to the main point."

Leaving the dumbfounded vending machine behind, we decided to return to the main topic.

"He probably came here hidden in shadows."
"I think so too."

Since he wasn't someone who possessed demonic energy, there would be no restrictions on his movement as long as he wasn't near the front lines.

"Next time, we'll likely face him at the front lines or in the demon realm."

The vending machine and Millia wore serious expressions at those words.

"Don't worry too much. Millia has already overwhelmed him once, and the hero will surely grow stronger."
"But thinking that he wasn't just dealing with us makes me a little..."
"Millia, you were almost out of mana too, right? It's even."
"...Is that so?"

I patted Millia's head as she tilted it in confusion, and said to the vending machine:

"Don't worry too much. I'll definitely make you stronger."
"I'd prefer if you went easy on me."
"Hehe, you're exaggerating."

You'll get stronger at the front lines whether you like it or not.

"Well, it seems our business here is concluded."
"Yes. Thank you, Mr. Orcus."
"Thank you!"
"I'm indebted to you."
"I won't go far. I hope you'll return with smiling faces at the end of your journey and tell me your stories."

As we left Mr. Orcus's house, the sun was already beginning to set.

"Wow, we were there for a long time."
"Yeah. I'm hungry."
"Well, the story was quite long."

Ugh, meeting Soleil has been delayed by another day.

"Are you that eager to see Lord Soleil?"
"Big sister, you're super cute right now."
"...Yes, I miss him."

Honestly, I don't think it's something to be embarrassed about anymore.
After all, isn't it natural to miss someone you love?

"I think both the hero and Millia would understand if you were separated from each other."
"Hehe, I suppose so."
"Well, Millia and I won't be separated."

What an incredibly smug face.

"Sigh, let's go get dinner."
"Hang in there, big sister!"
"Ahaha, let's do that."

On our way back to the inn, we took one last look at the elven village scenery that had somehow become familiar, and discussed various things.

"Come to think of it, what's the front line like?"
"Ah, I'm curious too."
"At the western edge of the Holy Kingdom, there's a line formed by thirteen fortresses centered around a fortress called Israphel, creating a barrier."

Long ago, after the first hero's party defeated the Demon King, a barrier was created to block the spreading demonic energy from the curse left by the dying Demon King.

"If you stand on Israphel's walls, you can see one particular sight."

I recalled the past as I spoke.

"In the distance, a black sky that never brightens."

That alien sky.

"A land consumed by demonic energy where perpetual night continues, a land where no light shines. We call that place the demon realm."

Because it's saturated with dense demonic energy, those who cannot resist it cannot even set foot there. The barrier was constructed to prevent the demon realm from expanding further.

"Well, you'll understand when you see it."
"By perpetual night, you mean it's always night there?"
"Yes."
"...So ultimately, we have to break through such a place."
"That's right."

So, at the front lines, we'll need to learn how to deal with demonic energy through actual combat.

"Basically, I'll cast blessings regularly so you won't be corrupted by demonic energy, but we should prepare individual means to counter it, just in case."
"Mmm, big sister."
"Yes?"
"When we reach the Holy Kingdom, there are some items I'd like to prepare. Would that be possible?"
"If you give me a list of what you want, I'll have them prepared in advance."

I looked at Millia, who was frowning and said she would compile a list of necessary items by night and give it to me.

"Once we leave for the demon realm, it will be difficult to return for resupply. I think it would be good to prepare some secret measures in advance."
"Hehe, that's a good idea."
"I think I'll be fine."
"Is that so?"

It seems he has some idea.

"Yeah. I think the holy sword's owner can resist demonic energy. I'll have to confirm it directly, but..."
"I see."
"As expected of the holy sword."

After dinner, I transmitted the list of items Millia gave me to my grandfather via communication.
Along with a message saying we'd visit tomorrow.
Fortunately, although some items were difficult to obtain, they were available.
When I asked Millia if she needed anything else, she said no, so after sending my final greetings to grandfather, I went to sleep.

...It's a secret that I had trouble sleeping due to the excitement of meeting Soleil tomorrow.

Ch.72 - [Side Story] A Moment of Peace
I had a dream.
A dream of when I woke up after being defeated by Eligos, not too long ago.

* *

"Ehehe."
"You seem quite pleased."

Commander Frey asked with a slightly relaxed expression, having apparently gotten some good sleep after I woke up.

"Well, this bubbly, excited feeling is a first for me, hehe."
"How refreshing."

After checking my physical condition, the Commander left the room with the usual instructions to rest, but I asked before he departed:

"But is there really a need for you to come all the way to my room? I could have visited your office instead."
"Well, appearances aside, this is my way of showing that I care for the Saint."
"...Thank you always, Commander."

True to his nature—seemingly indifferent and aloof yet surprisingly affectionate—he left the room with those words.

-Knock knock.
"Come in."

Almost immediately after the Commander left, there was a knock at the door.

"Good morning, Leila."
"Fufu, good morning, Soleil."

It feels a bit awkward to receive greetings while lying in bed.
But I am a patient after all.

While enjoying pleasant conversation with Soleil...

-Knock knock.
"Saint, I've brought your breakfast."

Sister Teresa opened the door and entered.

"I figured Sir Soleil would be here too, so I brought enough for two. Please enjoy."
"Hehe, thank you."
"And, Sir Soleil, a word with you please."
"Understood."

While the two of them spoke briefly, I began setting the food on the table.

"If you dare touch her with impure intentions, I will not forgive you."
"What exactly do you take me for?"

I couldn't help but overhear.

"Hmm. So you won't touch me?"
"...Leila?"
"Saint!?"
"My hearing is quite good, you know. Even if I can't use mana, I can hear everything at this distance unless you put up a barrier."
"Ngh."

I teased Sister Teresa.

"I am an adult, you know?"

Honestly, perhaps because I've never been interested in anything sexual in my previous life, I'm rather curious.

"I'd actually prefer if you put in a little effort."
"Ahem."
"Haah, Saint."

Soleil cleared his throat and turned his head away, while Sister Teresa sighed and approached me.
When she reached me, she held up a small hand mirror.

"If you're going to say such things, you should at least avoid making this kind of face."

Looking in the mirror, I saw my tomato-red face covered in cold sweat.

"Ah, um."
"I needn't worry. You're clearly too embarrassed for anyone to take advantage of you."

Aaaah! How embarrassing!
I was really trying my best!!
I quickly retreated to the bed and thrashed about under the covers.

"Saint, will you not eat?"
"Ugh, I don't know!"
"Well there you have it, Sir Soleil. You should leave now."
"I-I'll eat!!"

I shouted, poking just my face out from under the blanket while trying to suppress my burning cheeks.

"That's unfair."
"Fufu, you flatter me."

That wasn't a compliment!?

"Come now, please take a seat."

Sister Teresa smoothly pulled out a chair and offered me a seat.
After seeing me sit down across from Soleil, Sister Teresa said:

"Well then, I'll be going. Enjoy your time together."
"Yes."
"Will you not join us, Sister?"

Soleil apparently hadn't heard our earlier conversation.

"I have an appointment today."
"I see."
"Anyway, please behave yourself."
"...I'll keep that in mind."

After glaring at Soleil, Sister Teresa pointed under my pillow and added:

"Saint, I understand your curiosity given your lack of experience, but please read those in moderation."
"I-I don't know what you're talking about."
"Hmm, shall I mention the titles directly? 'Forbidden Fruit,' 'The Secret Life of Clergy,' and..."

Aaaah!! Why are you saying these things while Soleil is listening!!
I covered Soleil's eyes as he tilted his head curiously toward where Sister Teresa was pointing.

"Ah, I get it!! You should go now! You'll be late for your appointment!"
"Fufu, then I'll really be going now."

As soon as Sister Teresa left the room, Soleil spoke up:

"I understand, Leila. It's natural to be interested in romance novels at your age."
"...Soleil, sometimes it's considerate to just quietly let things go."

Well, they are romance novels, technically.
Ahem.

I decided to be thankful that Soleil mistook them for simple romance novels.
After an awkward mealtime spent trying to calm my flushed face—which kept recalling the contents of the book I was reading last night, especially after Sister Teresa mentioned those titles—

"Leila, would you like to take a walk?"
"You seem to have free time today."
"Well, I've handled all the urgent matters. The rest can wait."
"Ahaha, what's that supposed to mean?"

I laughed at his response, so unlike Soleil who typically handles all his work personally without even appointing an aide or secretary like others do.
It made me happy to know he valued me enough to set aside his work.

While we were walking...

"Ah!"
"Careful."

Since my physical condition wasn't completely recovered yet, I lost my balance and stumbled. A hand wrapped around my shoulder to steady me.
A large, thick hand, different from my own.

After staring blankly at that hand for a moment, I decided to be brave.

"...Leila?"
"Um, stay still for a moment."

I carefully took the hand on my shoulder between both of mine.
Then, looking up at Soleil's face, I brought his hand to my cheek.

"Ehehe."

I smiled at the pleasant sensation of warmth enveloping my cheek.
Soon I felt Soleil's warm touch on my other cheek as well, and his face drawing closer.

"S-Soleil?"
-Chu.

And then, a soft sensation on my forehead.

"I love you."
"Haah. Me too."

It's a bit disappointing that it was just my forehead again.
But I decided to think of it as taking things step by step.
Oh, speaking of steps, that reminds me.

"Um, Soleil?"
"Yes, Leila?"

How wonderful it is to have someone call my name.
Ahem, ahem. Anyway, something occurred to me, so I asked Soleil:

"Will you hold my hand?"
"Of course."

He took my hand in his, like a handshake.
But that's not what I wanted.

"Could you relax your hand a little?"

As his grip loosened slightly, I lowered his hand a bit.

"Leila?"

I carefully interlaced our fingers.
Oh, wow, this is much more stimulating than I expected!

"Um, haah."

Just interlacing fingers, yet the sensation of having the spaces between my fingers filled by someone else's hand...

"Ehehe."
"Ahem."

I was so happy that despite my embarrassment and burning face, I held on tightly.
As we strolled through the garden with our fingers interlaced...

"Whew."
"Woooow."

Suddenly we heard a whistle and an exclamation.
I hastily let go of his hand and turned around.

"Looking cozy there."
"I've never seen big sis smile like that before..."

Vending Machine and Milia were watching us with expressions that suggested they were trying not to laugh.

"How are you feeling?"
"Ugh, I can't say I'm good yet, but I'm recovering normally."
"Big sis, you need to get better soon!"
"Don't worry."
"So, what brings the Hero here?"
"Oh, we were just taking a walk and happened to see a familiar face."
"Big sis's smiling face was amazing!"

Upon hearing that, Soleil suddenly covered his mouth and turned his head away.

"...Soleil, why are you turning away?"
"Ahem."
"I saw it though."

Looking at Vending Machine, I could see he was snickering and mocking Soleil.

"Hero, if you speak, I will surely have my revenge."
"If you don't speak, you know what happens, right?"

After contemplating our opposing threats for a moment, Vending Machine concluded:

"Ah~ I don't know. I thought I saw Sir Soleil smiling at Leila with an incredibly gentle face, but maybe it was my imagination."
"Ngh."

Ugh, it feels unfair that only Vending Machine got to see such a precious expression.
Anyway, since we'd met...

"Hero."
"What? Oh."

I took out two silver coins from my sleeve and held them out to Vending Machine.

"Right, you need two, don't you?"
"If you please."

After taking Vending Machine's hand twice, I received two cans of Dr. Pepper and tucked them into my sleeve.
However, I noticed Soleil looking uncomfortably at my hand and Vending Machine's.
...Ah.

"We were thinking of having lunch soon. What about you two?"

I quietly took Soleil's hand while feeling somewhat elated, and asked Vending Machine.
Fufu, so Soleil gets jealous too.
Watching his expression soften immediately after I took his hand, I smiled.

"Really? Should we get lunch too?"
"Yes! Let's do that!"

Since they agreed, we all headed to the dining hall.
While eating our ordered meals, I asked Milia:

"Milia."
"Yes?"
"There's something I'd like to ask you. Would you have time after the meal?"
"Of course!"
"Go ahead, Leila. I also had something to ask the Hero."
"Fufu, I'll be back soon."

After finishing our meal, Milia and I left Soleil and Vending Machine behind and went to the garden.

"Is this about romance, big sis?"
"Yes."

There was something I really wanted to ask Milia.

"So..."

I explained why I had called her.

"So you're wondering if Soleil sees you properly as a woman?"
"...Yes."

After asking for confirmation, Milia quietly looked me up and down.
Honestly, I want to hit my past self who was happy about having a flat chest because it made movement easier.
I'm worried whether Soleil can truly be interested in my meager body.

"Oh..."
"Milia?"
"You definitely don't need to worry."

After examining my body intently for a while, Milia gave me a thumbs up.

"I've noticed this before, but maybe because of your aura, you don't look as young as you think."
"Really?"
"Yes! Don't worry too much! From what I saw earlier, Soleil is completely smitten with you."

...It seems that while I was averting my gaze out of embarrassment, Soleil was also making quite an expression.

"Thank you."
"Don't mention it."

After chatting with Milia about various things, we returned to the dining hall.

"So!! Don't be a coward!!"

We found Vending Machine passionately lecturing someone, drawing the attention of many people.

"Men need guts!"
"I'm not sure who should be talking about guts here."
"Eh, Leila? You're back already?"
"Ian, what do you mean 'already'? I've been talking with big sis for two hours."

Indeed, quite some time had passed.

"Soleil, I'm sorry. Was I late?"
"...Not at all."

I wonder what they talked about for two hours.
Seeing Soleil holding his forehead as if he had a headache, I moved his hand away and pressed my forehead against his to check his temperature.

"Are you okay? You look a bit unwell."
"...Really, I'm fine."

Soleil suddenly pushed me away and turned his head.

"Soleil?"
"Hehehe, as expected of big sis."
"Hah, he can't handle that."

As Vending Machine and Milia made strange comments, I recalled what had just happened.
...Indeed, it was a somewhat embarrassing scene.

Looking closely, I could see that Soleil's earlobes had turned slightly red.

"Well, we intruders will be going now. You two have fun."
"Ehehe, big sis. See you later!"
"Ah, yes. Take care."

After seeing them off...

"How long are you going to be embarrassed?"
"Ahem."

I spoke to Soleil, who still couldn't meet my eyes.

"Hmm. Would you like to go to the banquet hall for a bit?"
"The banquet hall?"
"Yes."

There shouldn't be anyone there at this hour.

"The sun will be setting soon, so let's get some fresh air there."
"That's a good idea."

The sunset viewed from the terrace there is quite beautiful, given that it's located on the top floor of the Papal Palace.

"But isn't your access restricted to the dining hall and garden?"
"...A little deviation is good sometimes."
"I'll follow your lead."

It's not like I'm planning to exert myself physically.
I think Commander Frey would overlook this much.
Or I'll just get scolded a bit. Whatever.

So we entered the empty banquet hall and went out to the terrace, where we sat at a tea table and boiled water for tea.
Of course, Soleil used his mana for that.

As the water finished boiling, I poured it into teacups and said:

"Haah, I wonder how long it's been since I've been able to relax like this..."
"At least, from what I remember, this is the first time since you started receiving education from Sister Teresa."
"Has it really been that long?"

No wonder I felt so awkward doing nothing.

"No wonder it felt strange. Fufu."
"Rest well. Relaxation is important too."
"Don't worry. I do try to mind my rest even normally."

After exchanging small talk for quite some time, I noticed the sky had turned red.

"The sun is already starting to set."
"...Leila."

Setting down my empty teacup, I took out the two cans of Dr. Pepper from my sleeve and opened them.

"Here, have some."
"I'll gratefully accept."

After handing one to Soleil, I drank from the remaining can while leaning against the railing and looking at the setting sun.

"Soleil."
"Yes?"
"When my body is fully healed, we'll have to part ways again, won't we?"
"...If that is what you wish, I will accompany you instead."

It's an extremely tempting offer.
After hearing those words, I quietly drank my Dr. Pepper, then turned around and smiled at Soleil.

"It's alright. Please help at the front lines instead."
"Leila."
"I've heard the situation at the front isn't good lately."
"..."
"Having Soleil remain within the Holy Kingdom would be a waste of military strength, especially now that you've crossed the wall."
"But."

I know what he wants to say.
He's probably going to mention that Inquisitors aren't suited for large-scale battles.

"It doesn't matter. A Master isn't bound by such limitations."
"...Are you really sure about this?"
"I have to be. I'm not a child anymore."

Of course, I'm not really okay with it.
Even now, just thinking about being separated from Soleil makes my heart ache.

"Besides, it's not like we'll never see each other again."

To go to the demon realm, I'll need to pass through the front lines anyway.

"So please protect the people at the front in my place. Make sure the front lines don't collapse until I get there."
"If that is your wish."
"Most likely, from the moment the Hero and I step into the demon realm, an all-out war will begin."

Even if we succeed in defeating the Demon Lord, it would be meaningless if there's no world left to save.
The enemy will probably aim for that too.

"Soleil doesn't know this yet, but Commander Ain and Commander Frey are also planning to head to the front lines soon."
"...So you're planning to redirect all forces to the front."
"Yes. The Empire has also agreed to contribute as much as possible."
"It's a dangerous strategy."

As he says, if someone harbors ill intentions, the continent could be engulfed in war in an instant.

"All five magic towers and the Adventurers' Guild have also promised their cooperation."
"Even so."
"Soleil."

I can understand his concerns.
But...

"We've committed ourselves to the Church. We believe in the Goddess."
"That's true."

Everyone who has committed to the Church believes in Mother, though to varying degrees.
And religion symbolizes faith.

"So let's believe. In everyone's hope for peace."
"...It's reckless."
"Well, I understand how you feel. But don't worry."

Because Mother will protect us.

"If I wish for it, I'm sure Mother will help. So let's just believe."
"Leila..."
"I'm not a fool. I intend to make full use of the favor I receive."

Mother has allowed me to do so.
If I love this world and try to protect it, I'm sure Mother will protect everyone.

"Haa, understood."
"Fufu, good decision."

After deciding to meet up with Soleil at the front lines...

"About what I said this morning..."
"Leila?"
"I meant it sincerely."
"What are you...?"

Ignoring my burning face, I continued:

"Just, that's all I wanted to say! I'll be going now!!"
"Leila!?"

Ignoring Soleil urgently calling after me, I fled to my room.

* *

...What a vivid dream.

"Yawn."

As I got up and stretched, I reflected on the dream.

Come to think of it, Soleil never touched my body until the very end.
That's a bit disappointing.

Well, at least I managed to get that deep kiss.
When we reunite at the front lines, I can look forward to the next step, right?

Fufu, I'm looking forward to it.

Ch.73 - Light Shines Not Upon This Land
"Sister, you seem to be in a better mood than usual today."
"I suppose so."

Millia suddenly brought this up while we were having our last breakfast in the elven village.
Well, of course I'm in a good mood.

"Hmm, perhaps I had a rather pleasant dream."
"Or is it because you'll get to meet Sir Soleil?"

Ugh.

"Hehe, I guess that's it."
"It's written all over your face."

How impertinent.

"...Look forward to it. I'll roll him around with all my might on the front lines."
"Wow, that's mean."
"Hehe, Sister, I didn't say anything."

Truthfully, even without her impudent remarks just now, the vending machine was destined to roll around on the front lines anyway.
Well, he doesn't know that yet.

"Oh, and Millia mentioned that the items she talked about should be ready by the time we reach the Holy Kingdom."
"That's good news. Some of those items must have been difficult to obtain."
"Fufu, nothing is impossible with money."
"Eek, but I don't have much money..."

As Millia trailed off, worried about her wallet balance, I patted her head and said:

"Don't worry. All funds for purchasing supplies needed for our journey will come from the Holy Kingdom."

Of course, I'm also receiving sufficient financial support from the Empire.
But come to think of it, there was something strange.

"By the way, Hero?"
"What?"
"Are you not going to wear the clothes Mr. Orkus gave you?"

Since the vending machine's outfit hadn't changed from yesterday.

"...Ah."
"Idiot."

The vending machine let out a gasp as if just remembering.

"Sorry, I'll go change right away."

After finishing our meal, we waited in front of the inn for the vending machine to come out.

"Did I keep you waiting long?"
"Oh, w-wow!!"
"This is... quite something."

It was a splendid outfit that could serve as the epitome of a knight's formal uniform, with white as the base and gold thread and blue decorations as accents throughout.
The already sophisticated and stylish uniform was made even more magnificent by the blue half-cape on the left shoulder.
Combined with the vending machine's blonde hair and blue eyes, it looked as if the outfit was made specifically for him.

"Mr. Orkus is really amazing. He didn't even take my measurements, yet it fits perfectly."
"W-wow!! You look so cool!!"
"Fufu, do you like it that much?"
"Of course!!"

Millia was so excited that the vending machine wearing the outfit seemed embarrassed.
It must have hit her preferences directly.

By the way, the vending machine in white, gold, and blue, alongside Millia in black and red.
The two of them standing together make quite a picture.

Well, if I mentioned that, they'd probably start creating a pink, lovey-dovey atmosphere, so let's quietly move on.

After calming down Millia, who had been bouncing around excitedly for quite some time, we left the elven village. By the time the sun was high in the sky, we were heading back to Armel.

"...Maybe we should have taken the express."
"Well, it's only a one-hour difference, right?"
"That's right. Let's just wait that hour."

We were sitting in the portal waiting area, chatting in a rented lounge while waiting for the activation time of the portal heading to the Holy Kingdom.

"Oh, by the way, there's something I've been wanting to ask."
"Yes, what is it, Hero?"
"Are there other people who have been summoned from another world besides me?"

The vending machine suddenly asked.

"Why so suddenly?"
"Well, I've been thinking about it for a while. As I've been traveling around, I've noticed quite a few familiar things."

I suppose that makes sense.

"Yes. There are probably more than you think, if you were to look for them."
"Then, doesn't that make the hero summoning kind of meaningless?"
"I don't think so?"

Millia, who had been thinking deeply, contradicts the vending machine's words.

"Millia is right. While there are quite a few people who have been summoned from or found their way to other worlds, they all have limitations."

I then shared with the two of them what I had researched before the vending machine's summoning.

"For example, incomplete hero summonings are a typical case. Well, those who actually use them seem to call them by different names."

What was it again? I think it might have been called 'otherworld summoning magic,' but I wasn't particularly interested in the topic, so I don't remember exactly.

"Anyway, people from other worlds who are summoned by such methods, while there are individual differences, all return to their original worlds after a certain period of time."
"Really?"
"I believe even the longest stay doesn't exceed one year."

Of course, there could be unrecorded individuals.
But officially, excluding the first hero Jereon, the longest stay of an otherworlder is one year.

"Besides that, there are also cases where people from other worlds use something special to find their way to our world."

Though that's extremely rare.
Unless one uses divine power like two-dimensional beings, crossing between worlds is an incredibly difficult task.

"Only a complete hero summoning, like what brought you here, can perfectly settle a soul."
"I see."
"In any case, the familiar things you've seen are probably the result of otherworlders who have come here from time to time and shared their knowledge."

While we were discussing otherworlders, we received word that the portal was ready.

"Let's go."
"Alright."
"Yes!"

We decided to briefly return to my home.

* *

"Sister!! Brother!!"
"Ren!!"
"Wow, it's Ren!!"
"Fufu, even if it's just for a moment, we should at least see your face."

As soon as we arrived at the Papal Office, Ren, who had become noticeably brighter, came running from a distance.

"Huff, huff, it's been a while, Saint. Have you been injured anywhere...?"
"Ahaha, of course I'm fine. You should take it easy at your age."
"Phew, children's energy is truly remarkable."

I hugged Sister Teresa, who had been diligently taking care of Ren since receiving my letter, and patted her back.

"...I'm back. Though I'll be leaving again soon."
"Fufu, welcome back."

Since the vending machine and Millia also seemed to have exchanged sufficient greetings with Ren.

"Ren, how is it staying here?"
"Um, it's super great!! Hehe."

After patting Ren's head as she answered with a beaming smile.

"Then, please take care of Ren until we return."
"Of course. May you also return safely, Saint."
"Don't worry."
"May both of you return safely as well."
"As Sister said, please don't worry too much."
"Yes, don't worry too much!"

Waving goodbye to Ren, who was in Sister Teresa's arms, we headed to Grandfather's office.
As always, I stopped the knight guarding the office door from opening it.

"May the Lord's grace be with you."
"Thank you, Saint."
-Knock knock.
"I'm here, Grandfather."
-Oh, come in.

Opening the door, I approached Grandfather, who was smiling warmly as usual.

"I'm back. Though I'll be leaving again right away."
"Hoho, welcome back."

The vending machine and Millia bowed their heads to Grandfather.

"It's been a while for you two as well. Though only a short time has passed, you both look remarkably different."
"Ahaha, that's probably because of the clothes."
"Ehehe."

After chatting briefly.

"Leila, everything you asked for is over there."
"Thank you, Grandfather."

A pouch in the corner of the desk.
Upon inspection, it was a pouch with storage magic applied.
I picked up the pouch and handed it to Millia, who began checking the contents one by one.

"Wow, everything is of even better quality than I hoped for. Thank you so much!!"
"If it helps you all, there is no greater joy."
"Grandfather, have the commanders already left?"
"Yes. Both Commander Ain and Commander Frey left a while ago."

It seems everyone had departed for the front lines as previously agreed.

"However, I'm a bit worried about the Empire."
"The Empire?"

Ignoring the two behind me who were tilting their heads in confusion, not knowing what we were talking about, I asked Grandfather.

"Yes. I heard that rebel forces have risen up, and they're suppressing them."
"Ah, that."
"The princess must be having a hard time."
"Hmm? What happened?"

As the vending machine and Millia seemed to have some idea about the rebellion, Grandfather expressed his curiosity.

"Fufu, there was a bit of a commotion."

I briefly explained about meeting Princess Emilia in Armel.

"Hmm, I see. If it's that princess, I suppose we can trust her."
"Yes. I'm sure she'll resolve it well."
"So, you're planning to go right away?"
"Yes."

Grandfather patted my head after hearing that.

"Leila."
"Yes."
"This time, there's no need to hide your identity."
"That's right."
"Do as you please."
"...Thank you."
"Show everything you've built up until now, willingly."

Grandfather said he would handle all the aftermath, telling me not to hesitate.

"Don't worry. I will engrave in everyone's eyes and hearts that the Goddess is with this land."
"Hoho, do so."

After saying goodbye to Grandfather, we headed to the portal to move to the front lines.

"Somehow, it feels a bit solemn."
"...I'm nervous."

They seemed to sense something unusual from the atmosphere earlier.

"I'll explain everything when we arrive."
"Alright."
"I always believe in you, Sister."
"Fufu."

After taking the portal and passing through two relay points, we arrived at:

"Blegh."
"Ugh, urrrgh."
"Phew, even I find three consecutive portals a bit..."

We were on top of the portal in Israphel, a place I remembered.

"Why on earth..."
"Three times is too muuuch..."
"Ahaha, it can't be helped. We had to prevent any situation where the portal might be captured and enemies could directly invade the Holy Kingdom's capital."

That's why we use multiple relay points and different methods of movement each time.

"I have a task for you two. Until the day we head to the demon realm, don't lose yourselves."

The two began to ponder my words.

"Well, you can think about it later. It seems we've arrived."

Looking at the figure of the Commander Garam, who had gone slightly ahead and was standing on top of the gate looking straight ahead.
I led the two toward him.

"This is the closest safe zone to the demon realm."

Commander Garam said without looking back.

"Normally, if we waited here for a while, we would see hordes of demons rushing in."

It seems there was something unusual happening.

"Somehow, attacks on Israphel have become quite rare recently, which is unfortunate."

Commander Garam shrugged, saying that other fortresses on the front lines had actually seen increased attacks.

"So, since Israphel's forces have been sufficiently reinforced, I would like you all to support other fortresses."
"I see."
"...Reinforcement, not dispersion?"

The vending machine seemed curious about why they reinforced Israphel's troops rather than distributing them to other fortresses.

"Well, I don't particularly want to understand what those demons are thinking, but if they want us to disperse our forces from here to elsewhere, there's no reason to comply."
"Ah."
"If possible, I would like the Hero's party to remain here as well, but since you need as much experience as possible, I've arranged accommodations at Azrael, the closest fortress with frequent attacks."

Commander Garam clicked his tongue in disappointment, looking at me and saying he wished for as much strong power as possible.

"...It's quite uncomfortable to see that expression from someone who drove me out to the Holy Kingdom with tears in their eyes."
"Ahem, I don't know what you're talking about."
"You haven't forgotten who my grandfather is, have you? I've heard everything, so there's no use pretending."

The incident was quite shocking to me as well, so I remember it vividly.
He pleaded to take me back, saying that having me there only increased the command staff's workload and made control impossible.

"Saint, do you know how difficult it is to redraw maps?"
"Don't the terrains always change when large demons gather or ultra-large demons appear anyway?"
"I fear you more than large or ultra-large demons."

Wow, now he's just saying it outright.

"I think I can understand how the Commander feels."
"...Me too."

Wait, why are you two siding with him!?

"That thing you unleashed in the elven forest probably wasn't your full power, and if I think about you wielding such power recklessly..."
"Ian is right."
"I'm starting to like the Hero's party already."

Commander Garam snorts, as if asking if I can refute a 3:1 situation.
Looking at him, I quietly cracked my knuckles.

-Crack.
"On second thought, I guess things like that can happen in battle."
"Y-yes, things like that can happen in battle."
"...You two?"

Commander Garam sweats nervously at their naturally changing attitudes.

"Ahem, anyway, when you get to Azrael, you'll find some welcoming faces. The Holy Kingdom's command is currently stationed there as well. They'll probably join us here soon."

The Holy Kingdom's command...

"Including the Knight Commander and the Priest Commander. Besides them, we've received tremendous help from the Inquisitor Soleil. In times like these, having a Master is something we can't thank the Goddess enough for."

Fufu, after grumbling until the end, it seems he's doing well.

"Over there, we've prepared a temporary portal to Azrael."

He says they prepared a one-time portal since there were quite a few magicians with nothing to do.

"Ah, one last thing."

Commander Garam speaks to us as we step onto the magic circle, preparing to depart.

"Saint."
"Yes?"
"Recently, the command structure of the Demon King's army has changed. Our command staff anticipates that the remaining members of the Four Heavenly Kings, excluding Lich Sigmund, may directly intervene in the front line situation soon."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"Then, may you stay safe."
"May the Lord's care be with you."

Exchanging these greetings as the magic circle began to glow, I surrendered to the familiar floating sensation.
Finally, we'll meet again.

Ch.74 - Familiar Faces
"Thank you for your hard work, Holy Maiden. Hero. Millia."

As soon as the floating sensation from the portal's activation passed, I heard a familiar voice.
Opening my eyes, I found Commander Ain bowing respectfully before us.

"You must be busy."
"When it's the Holy Maiden herself coming, I couldn't possibly send someone else."
"It's been a while, Commander."
"It's been so long!"
"Haha, indeed it has been a while, both of you."

They said this was the most frequently attacked location, and it seems that's true.
He looks extremely tired.

"How's the situation?"
"As you've probably heard from Commander Garam, it's not good. We're being thoroughly mauled."

Following the commander outside, I listened to his explanation of the situation.

"And Soleil just went out to block an incoming horde of magical beasts."
"I see."

The timing wasn't great.

"For now, I think it would be best if you rest today, assess the situation in Azrael, and then start moving tomorrow."
"Understood. Could you guide us to the barracks then?"
"You're not going to the fortress?"
"For now, I need to familiarize myself with the people around here."
"I'll make arrangements."

With those words, the commander changed course, heading not toward the interior of the fortress but to an area where temporary buildings had been erected as barracks within the walls.

"Wow, those are barracks?"
"Yes. Pretty decent, aren't they?"
"Wow, I'd believe it if you said they were actual residences."

Vending Machine and Millia marveled at the sturdily built temporary structures.
After guiding us to the barracks area, Commander Ain handed me something familiar.

"Here, I'll prepare two barracks for you, so set them up wherever you like."
"Thank you."
"Then, I'll take my leave."

After seeing Commander Ain off, I held two crystal orbs in my hands and moved to find a spacious area.

"What's that?"
"I believe he called them barracks, right?"
"Yes. They're a creation of the Black Magic Tower."

To demonstrate, I planted one crystal orb in the ground and infused it with a bit of mana.

"Wow."
"Ohhh."

We watched as it instantly drew in surrounding soil and transformed into a rectangular temporary building.
Looking at the interior of the newly erected building, I infused it with mana once more.

"...Is this for real?"
"My goodness."

The two exclaimed in amazement as simple furniture began to fill the space one by one.

"It's a magical device designed to gather surrounding soil, erect a temporary building with a coating, and then install beds and tables in fixed positions."

Thanks to this, battlefield conditions have improved significantly.

"Unlike typical magical devices, it stores the mana needed for construction, so you can set up a building with just simple operation."
"That's amazing."
"I didn't know such things existed."
"Well, they're difficult to recycle and quite expensive."

The regular supply contract price is one gold coin each.
It's an extremely expensive item.

"Anyway, please note that this barracks and all supplies on the front line are available for free loan."
"Got it."
"Yes!"

After watching Vending Machine set up another barracks next to mine.

"Let's go inside."

I decided to explain the current front line situation to the two of them.

"Actually, the history of this front line is quite long."

That's because its original purpose was to stop the demon realm from continuously eroding the land.

"The situation began to change about 3-4 years ago, after the Demon King's appearance."

Magical beasts suddenly began to swarm, and the demon race became much stronger and more aggressive than before.
I heard that a demon captured for interrogation boasted that the Demon King had risen and that their era was coming before he died.

"We don't actually know any important information like how long this Demon King has lived, what they look like, or why they've risen now."

However, one thing is certain.

"The enemy has established themselves in the demon realm, can create and control magical beasts using demonic energy, and leads the demon race—that alone was enough to warrant the title of Demon King."

And here's what the two of you are probably curious about.

"The atmosphere feels a bit strange, doesn't it?"
"Yeah. Even in the Holy Kingdom, it feels much heavier than I expected."
"That's right."
"The situation has changed."

I'm told that the front line situation has been gradually changing since we were attacked by the Death Knight named Eligos.

"The enemy has noticed the oracle that the Hero is the only one who can defeat the Demon King."

I continued as the two swallowed nervously.

"And as soon as they realized this, they sent their maximum forces, but failed."

Recently, another enemy came as well.

"The enemy must prepare for the worst-case scenario: what if the Demon King is truly defeated by the Hero."

In that case, all that awaits them is death.

"Even if we defeat the Demon King, it's meaningless if there's no world left to protect."
"...I see."
"Hiik."
"Yes. The future battle situation won't be about testing each other's strength and facing off, but a total war with both sides putting everything on the line."

Until the moment one side ends.

"If it comes to that, we will certainly lose."
"It's because of the magical beasts, right?"
"We have our limits."
"Yes, you're both correct. Our side has a limit to our numbers, but the enemy doesn't."

Therefore, we have two options.

"Either discover the secret of how they use demonic energy to create magical beasts and stop them from making more, or defeat the Demon King."

Either way, it won't be easy.

"Which would you choose?"
"Let's go for the Demon King."

A quick answer.

"In other words, I need to get stronger quickly and strike at the enemy's head before the defense line collapses, right?"
"Exactly."
"I'll do it."
"Me too!"

I smiled at their enthusiasm, undaunted even after seeing the sky of the demon realm.

"Well, there's no need to rush."

We still have some leeway.

"For the enemy to invade, they need to destroy more than half of the 13 fortresses that form the core of the barrier."

While I was sharing various details about the front line, I could sense the surroundings becoming noisy.

"It seems the people we missed earlier have returned."
"Then let's go out and see."
"You mentioned there would be familiar faces. I wonder who they are?"

The atmosphere was much more lively than before.
And then, emerging through the crowd of people gathered excitedly in one place.
Though somewhat stained with the blood of magical beasts, a familiar holy knight in white priestly robes covered with white armor bearing a red cross.
I smiled as I watched the familiar holy knight running toward me.

"Leila!"

Huh? But the voice sounded a bit strange.
No, not strange, more like a nostalgically heart-fluttering voice?
...Could it be?

I swallowed hard as I watched the approaching holy knight remove their helmet.

"Gasp."
"Wow, that's Knight Soleil, right?"
"They've gotten younger!"

I did expect them to completely cross the wall and become a bit younger, but this!
That appearance is cheating!

-Embrace.
"I missed you, Leila."
"Ah, hawa, uaaa."
"Puhah."
"Ahaha."

Soleil removed their armor and embraced me.
With the appearance from that time in my childhood when they saved me, removed their helmet in the midst of light, and stole my heart.

"Leila?"
"Please understand. Knight Soleil's youthful appearance seems to have been too stimulating for her."
"Ehehe, you look so cool."

Soleil scratched their head in embarrassment at Millia's compliment, and even that looked cool.

"Leila, I've crossed the wall as you wished, but not a word of praise?"

...It seems not just their face but their heart has grown younger too.
Soleil asked me with a mischievous smile.

"...Ugh, I was just surprised, you look absolutely amazing."

After saying that while covering my mouth and turning my head, I realized something important.
We're outside right now, and there are a lot of people around.

"Hup."
"Too late, Leila."
"Everyone has already seen plenty, haven't they?"

At those words, I felt the blood drain from my face as I looked around.
I saw warm expressions from onlookers and some hostile glances from female adventurers.
And then.

"Puhah, Knight Soleil. Is this really the Leila we knew?"
"Lavan. The situation is different from when you knew her, so be careful with your word choice."

A man approached Soleil, patting him on the back and speaking heartily.

"Kahaha, it's been a while, Lady Leila. About two years, isn't it?"
"Yes, well. That's about when I left the front line."
"You've become quite gentle, Lady Leila."
"You're teasing me, aren't you?"
"Kahaha!"

That was A-rank adventurer Mr. Lavan, laughing and teasing me.
There were also many other adventurers with whom I had shared life and death experiences during my time at the front line.
Feeling nostalgic, I greeted them as our eyes met.

"It's nice to meet you all. Some of you know me, and some don't. I'm finally able to formally introduce myself. I am Leila, bearing the humble title of Holy Maiden."

Since I had worn a veil and only shown my face to a few people back then, I introduced myself formally once more.

"As some of you may have heard, beside me are Hero Ian and his companion Millia."
"Nice to meet you. I'm Ian. I'll be in your care from now on."
"I-I'm Mi-Millia, a magician from the Crimson Magic Tower!"

After they finished their greetings, Millia clung to me, saying crowds were still too much for her. As I patted her head, I said:

"Let's end this tiresome war."
"Whew-!!"
"How reassuring!!"
"Uwahahahaha!!"

But something felt strange.
Not many people seemed surprised that I was the Holy Maiden.

"Um, Mr. Lavan?"
"Yes, what is it?"
"I'm the Holy Maiden, you know?"
"And?"

...?
Mr. Lavan and most of the people who knew me before didn't react much to me being the Holy Maiden.
Then, Mr. Lavan and some others around started looking at me with incredulous expressions.

"...Don't tell me you thought we wouldn't know?"

Huh?

"With the holy power you radiate, even a rookie fresh to the battlefield could tell you weren't an ordinary holy knight."

Mr. Lavan said while picking his ear.

"Anyone who should know already knew. Why make such a fuss about it now...?"

Blowing on the finger he used to pick his ear, Mr. Lavan added:

"All people were curious about was the Holy Maiden's face. And now we've seen that today."

After saying that, Mr. Lavan waved goodbye and left, and the other adventurers dispersed, chatting among themselves.
Thanks to that, I felt quite deflated until we returned to the barracks we had just set up with Soleil.

After returning to the barracks, Vending Machine and Millia headed to the adjacent barracks, saying they would organize their belongings—perhaps to give us some privacy—allowing Soleil and me to spend time alone after so long.

"I missed you. Really."
"I missed you too, Leila."

As soon as the door closed, we embraced each other without hesitation and spoke those words.
Ah, how I missed this warmth.

"Ehehe."
"You seem very happy."
"Kyaa!"

Suddenly bending down, Soleil lifted me up.
Thanks to that, I blankly stared at his face that suddenly came into my eye level.

"Hmm, it seems you do prefer the younger version after all."
"...Idiot, it's because it's you, Soleil."
"Is that so."

Those words were followed by an awkward silence.
And then.

-Smooch.

With a bright smile, while still being held, I leaned toward Soleil's face and gave him a light kiss.

"Hup."
-Slurp. Slurp.

I had intended to show just a light expression of affection, but Soleil's tongue suddenly explored my mouth.
After a moment of intense kissing, Soleil carefully set me down on the ground.

"Puhaa."
"Whew."

Fortunately, unlike last time, my legs didn't give out, as this was our second time.

"Ahem."
"Ehehe."

Seeing him slightly turn his head in embarrassment, I laughed lightly.

"You must have received quite passionate advances from women during this time."

Remembering the hostile glances I felt earlier, I teased him.

"That's not funny. How could I look at other women when I have you?"
"Fufu, I'm glad."

After sharing stories we couldn't tell each other for a while.

"By the way, Commander Ain suggested we have dinner together when I return. With the Hero's party as well."
"Sounds good."
"Are you done?"
"Did we come at a good time?"

Vending Machine and Millia arrived with perfect timing.

"Fufu, it was just right."
"Hero, Magician, would you like to join us for dinner?"
"Sure!"
"Yes!"

As we headed back to the fortress, I looked around.

"Somehow, the proportion of people I know seems unusually high."
"Well, veterans who have spent a long time on the front line all seek out difficult places like this."

I heard that among the 13 fortresses, Azrael is the most frequently attacked.
Thanks to Soleil's explanation—who understands the current situation best from being on the front lines—I was able to gain useful information on our way to the fortress.

"Good, with this much information, I can start moving from tomorrow."
"Is that so? That's good news."

When we arrived at the fortress and entered the dining hall.

"Whew, now I can finally rest a bit."
"Good work, Commander."
"I'm dying. Seriously. I'd rather go out and swing a sword myself..."

After exchanging words with Soleil, Commander Ain addressed us.

"You've heard the general situation from Soleil, right?"
"Yes."
"Every day, magical beasts swarm in tiresome numbers."

Commander Ain stirred his stew looking for meat as he continued.

"For Hero Ian and Millia, let's start by observing the battlefield situation."
"What about Leila?"
"Isn't big sister coming with us?"
"No. The Holy Maiden will mostly act alone."
"While the Hero gains sufficient experience and strength, I will accompany you instead of Leila in most situations."
"Let me explain."

Since they seemed curious about what I would be doing, I decided to explain.

"Common sense would suggest we should remain as inconspicuous as possible."

If the enemy discovers we're here, they'll surely react somehow.
If they recognize Vending Machine or Millia, we can't help it, but buying time would be the orthodox approach.

However.

"That way, we would lose trust."

Hiding and building strength?
And doing so while facing the Demon King's army, the enemy of this world?
As a devotee of the Mother, that's unacceptable.

"It's intolerable. So, I will make a declaration of war."

Looking at the two who swallowed nervously, I smiled and said:

"That I am here. That they can come at me all they want."

And simultaneously.

"I will engrave in everyone's eyes that the Goddess is with us."

That there is still hope in this land.
So do not fear the enemy.

"Judgment for evil."

Hmm, was this too heavy for the two of them?
Worried they might feel intimidated, I looked at them.

"Just wait a little, I'll catch up soon."
"We absolutely won't leave you alone, big sister."

...It was truly a needless worry.

"Catch up to me? That would be very difficult. Isn't your goal too high?"
"I have to at least do that much, as the Hero, right?"
"I don't want to be protected forever."
"Fufu, perfect score."

After discussing tomorrow's schedule, Commander Ain excused himself first, saying he was tired.
Unlike the adventurers who set up camps and operate outside, he's apparently busy giving operational instructions to holy knights spread across each fortress while communicating with Commander Garam.
Since it hasn't been long since our arrival, he says he needs to work like this every day until personnel deployment is optimized.
Once the deployment is complete, Commander Ain will also join us in Israphel.

"By the way, where have you been staying, Soleil?"
"Ah, I've been staying in the fortress, but now that Leila is here, I plan to move to the barracks."
"Fufu, that's a good idea."

Soleil said this while taking out a crystal orb for barracks construction from his chest.

"Leila, we're going to look around the area a bit."
"Yes, please do."
"See you later, big sister!"
"Be careful."

After returning to the barracks, I was watching Soleil set up his barracks next to ours when:

"Oh, Holy Maiden?"

I heard a familiar female voice.

"Seira?"
"Oh! It really is the Holy Maiden!"

Seira ran toward me with a delighted expression from a short distance away.
But something was strange.

"Ehehe, Holy Maiden! It's been so long!"
"...Seira."
"Yes?"
"What happened to your arm and leg?"

Her right sleeve was empty below the shoulder, and her right leg had been replaced with a prosthetic below the knee.

"Ah, well..."
"Stupid disciple, stop running around making a racket... What's this, a kid?"

Where there's Seira, there's bound to be the drunkard too.

"So the Hero has come too. It's troublesome, but I'll explain when everyone's gathered."
"Master Orca? Were you acquainted with Leila?"
"We had quite a connection in the past."

It seems some incident must have occurred.
Until Vending Machine and Millia returned...
I couldn't say a word.

Because the drunkard's appearance was filled with killing intent, comparable to when I first met him.

Ch.75 - Tale of the Past (1)
While waiting for the vending machine and Milia to return, as the atmosphere grew increasingly serious, I gestured to Miss Seira, who looked like she was about to cry.

After approaching Miss Seira and asking for permission, I carefully touched her right shoulder.

Fortunately, the wound seemed to have healed well, so I spoke to Miss Seira with an apologetic heart.

"I'm sorry, it wasn't Miss Seira's fault."
"But still..."

Miss Seira trailed off, glancing at the fierce-looking drunkard.
At that moment, Soleil, who had been quietly observing the situation, spoke up.

"Look, they're coming."

Just as she said, two familiar dolls began to appear in the distance.
The vending machine and Milia must have noticed us too, as they approached waving their hands.

And then.

"Huh? Master? Sa... Seira?"
"Seira, sis?"

The two looked bewildered as they alternated between looking at her empty right sleeve and her right leg that had been replaced with a prosthetic.

"Let's go to our quarters then."
"Leila?"
"Idiot disciple number two. Stop talking and follow me."

After entering the quarters with everyone wearing serious expressions, I took out a bead engraved with a soundproofing barrier from my sleeve and activated it.
Thus began the drunkard's story.

"Sigh, not long after we parted ways, this idiot disciple and I came here."

She explained that they had come to the frontlines because the pay was quite good and to give Seira some proper combat experience.

"It was around the time this idiot disciple was starting to get the hang of things at the frontlines when he appeared."

The drunkard spoke with intense killing intent, her words dripping with venom.

"One of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's Army, Lich Sigmund."
"...Four Heavenly Kings."
"A Lich...?"

The name of the only Four Heavenly King whose identity had been revealed before Eligos appeared.

"Yes, it's the same Sigmund who was supposedly vanquished by the first Hero's party."

I shared the information I had gathered with the vending machine and Milia.

"He's an entity that periodically appears near the frontlines, causes significant damage, and then disappears."
"Right. That damn skull that deserves to be crushed has been stirring up trouble all over the frontlines."

The magic of a Lich who has lived for thousands of years is certainly threatening.

"Thanks to that bastard who suddenly appeared and started pouring magic while we were in the middle of fighting a horde of monsters, all hell broke loose."

Looking sadly at Seira, the drunkard continued.

"This idiot ended up like that trying to help the wounded. That's the story."

Fortunately, she managed to save the injured person she was trying to help.
Still, it's strange that the drunkard remained idle when Sigmund appeared.
Noticing my questioning gaze, the drunkard clenched her fist and said:

"If it weren't for our contract, I would have rushed right in."
"...I see. You did well."

As we continued this conversation that only the two of us understood, the others began to stare at us with persistent eyes, demanding an explanation.

"What do you want to do? Should I explain, or would you like to?"
"You do it. I'm going to get some sleep."

After sighing at the drunkard who naturally claimed the bed and turned away to sleep, I began to speak.

"Sigh... So, this happened not long after I arrived at the frontlines in the past."

Recalling my meeting with him, I began the story.

* *

"...Lich Sigmund?"
"Yes, Holy Maiden."

Although I had come to the frontlines with my identity concealed, the people affiliated with the Holy Kingdom already knew who I was.
I was in the process of collecting information through them.

"He's an entity that has been sporadically appearing at the frontlines for a long time, and yes, he is indeed the same Sigmund who was reportedly vanquished by the first Hero's party."
"I see."
"Yes."

I was in the middle of organizing information about key figures identified in the Demon Lord's army.

"I have a report!"

A messenger suddenly burst through the door.

"Smoke has started rising from a small village near Sahaquiel!"

Upon hearing this, I waited for the response of Sir Edward, the commander of Sahaquiel.

"Holy Maiden, I leave this to you."
"Then, I'll move ahead."

After receiving the approximate distance and direction from the messenger, I jumped over the walls and ran toward the village where smoke was rising. What I discovered were the corpses of massacred villagers and...

"P-please, save me...!"
*Slash!*

A murderer cutting down someone who was fleeing and begging for help.
The killing intent and smell of blood covering his entire body.

Though he was clearly an evildoer with no need for confirmation, I still asked, hoping he would refuse.

"If you seek forgiveness now, I will show mercy."
"Bullshit."

As he focused his killing intent on me as expected, I steeled my resolve.

"For evil, judgment."

Gripping my staff and surrounding myself with aura.

*CRASH!!*
"Ha! More fiery than you look!"

The battle began as he clashed with me, his long sword also wrapped in aura.

Unfortunately, our skills were evenly matched, or rather, I was at a disadvantage.
While our strength and speed were comparable, I could feel the difference in technique.

"Divine Release."

I decided to use my trump card without hesitation.

"Are you crazy? Divine power?"
"Haaaaaaah!!"
*CRASH!!*

The tide of battle turned instantly.
Just as I was about to finish him off...

"No, stop!! Don't kill my master!!"

A woman wearing similar attire to the fallen man blocked my path.
As soon as she arrived, I could feel the man's intense killing intent dissipate.

"Step aside."
"M-my master didn't kill them!"
"That's nonsense."
"My master was killing the bandits who were ransacking the village!!"

She explained, with tears welling up in her eyes and trembling, that they too had rushed to the village after seeing smoke, hoping to save people.
Acknowledging the misunderstanding based on Miss Seira's explanation, I completely lowered my weapon.

"Tch, unnecessary talk."
"Waaah!! Master!!"
"Shut up, get away from me, stupid disciple."

As the woman's master, a man named Orca, struggled to his feet with her support, I spoke to him.

"...Even if you came to save the villagers, was it necessary to kill those who were fleeing and begging for their lives in such a brutal manner?"
"Hmph, what use is there in sparing hyenas like them?"
"Indeed, I cannot view you favorably."
"If it bothers you that much, fight me again. Without your weapon advantage, you'd have been shredded, weakling."
*Crack*

Speaking as if his sole purpose was to provoke my anger, I smiled and replied to Orca:

"We'll see. The results will speak for themselves."
"What, are you actually angry? Shorty?"
"...Who are you calling shorty?"
"Heh, in this world, tiny girls like you are called shorties."
"Ugh."
"M-Master!! Why do you keep provoking her?!"
"Tch, I can't live with this defeat."

As I conversed briefly with the two, I realized something important.

"By the way, those are some strange eyes you have there."
"Pardon?"
"With those cross-like things in your eyes, can you even see properly?"
"Wait, you can see my eyes?"
"Gasp, wait a minute. Master!! This person is the Holy Maiden!!!"
"...What's that?"

Stupidly, I had forgotten to activate the perception-hindering magic of the veil.
It seems I forgot in my haste to leave after speaking with Sir Edward.

"Aaaah!! I keep telling you to pay attention to what's happening in the world!!"
"Why should I care? As long as I can swing my sword, nothing else matters."
"...You're a strange person."
"What?"

Well.

"For someone who seeks death, that's an odd thing to say."

As I locked eyes with Orca and said that...

"Huh, Master?!"
"Hey, watch your mouth."
"Why? Did that hit a nerve?"

In that moment when he faltered before me, I saw his lips curl up slightly.
It wasn't a smile of joy at fighting a strong opponent.
It was the smile of someone who was relieved to finally find peace.

And so, I returned to Sahaquiel with Miss Seira, who continued to scold her master in apparent shock, and Orca, who remained silent and looked at me with resentful eyes.

Afterward, I threw the two in jail when they refused to explain their circumstances despite being asked.
Then I asked Sir Edward if he knew anything about them.

"The Sword Demon?"
"Yes. Someone who has been known by that name for about 20 years."

What I learned was that they were quite famous adventurers, and...

"...So, is he just an indiscriminate murderer?"

The fact that he had killed many people until now.
Perhaps I should behead him here...

"We thought so too, but..."

Just as I was about to make up my mind, Sir Edward scratched his head and continued:

"It's a bit ambiguous, you see."
"Ambiguous?"

According to him, most of the people killed by the Sword Demon, Orca, were those who had provoked him first.
Amazingly, they even made contracts stating that neither party would hold the other responsible if one of them died.
There were apparently many instances where he nearly died as well.
And beyond that...

"When we investigated some merchants and wealthy individuals he killed for supposedly offending him, we found stories of them exploiting the poor to line their pockets or using children as experimental subjects."

...But of course, there's no physical evidence.
This really is ambiguous.

"Still, I don't think that justifies barging in and beheading people without evidence."
"Hmm, I think so too."

I sighed, wondering what else there was to know.

"Sigh, tell me."
"It seems he secretly passed on the wealth of those he killed to the people who had been exploited. Though he denies any involvement."

Sir Edward explained that while there's no evidence, the timing matches perfectly.

"Plus, there are many mysterious aspects to his past."

He said they couldn't determine which village he was from or how he had lived.

"Based on circumstances, we believe he's from a village near the frontlines."

The fact that they still couldn't find it means...

"So he's from a village that was destroyed by something long ago."
"Probably."

After hearing everything they had investigated, I asked:

"What do you think, Sir?"
"I hope the Holy Maiden would grant him forgiveness."
"Even if I deem him evil?"
"Yes."

...By my standards, he undoubtedly deserves death.
However, it feels a bit unsettling to ignore Sir Edward's opinion.
He's someone with a good eye for people, enough to be entrusted with commanding a fortress.

"Sigh, I can't help it. I'll keep him by my side and observe him for now."
"Then I'll inform my subordinates accordingly."
"One month. If my judgment hasn't changed by then, I'll do as I please regardless of what you say."
"I appreciate your consideration."

I regretted not knocking Miss Seira unconscious and beheading him on the spot.

"That's how it happened. You should thank Sir Edward."
"You barge in here talking nonsense, and now my life is some kind of betting stake?"

That was the beginning of my joint life with Orca and Miss Seira at the frontlines.
I remained prepared to behead him at any moment if he truly proved to be beyond redemption as I had initially judged.

Several weeks passed.

"Sigh."
"What are you sighing about now, shorty?"
"You smell like alcohol. Please keep your distance."
"Hahaha! You wouldn't smell it if you drank too!"

During this time, I learned that Orca really loves alcohol, and...

"Hey, Orca! Thank you so much this time!"
"I just cut down an annoying obstacle, don't worry about it."
"Hahaha! There he goes again!!"
"You idiot, do you think there are only a few people here who've been saved by the Sword Demon? Start reading the room! You're embarrassing him!"
"...These bastards, really."

Despite his words, he's someone who can't ignore people in danger.

"Ah, Master!! Leila!! Hiding in corners again!!"
"Tch, I worry about who would take that one as a woman."
"I agree."

And I could see that he deeply cares for and loves his disciple, Seira.
Not romantically, but as family.

"Eeh, why me?!"
"Just look at yourself."

I quietly smiled as I watched Miss Seira, who fit in perfectly among rough-looking adventurers, linking arms with them and chugging entire bottles of alcohol.

"This time, I was wrong."
"Did you get drunk after barely drinking?"
"I guess I'm drunk, just as you said."

I drank with a bitter heart, having realized that although his methods were extreme, he too was someone who pursued good.
It was exactly one month later.

"Aren't you going to tell me yet?"
"Tell you what?"
"About your hometown."
"Tch."

As we watched the setting sun from atop Sahaquiel's walls, I asked Orca:

"Your eyes change whenever Sigmund is mentioned."
"...This is why I hate perceptive people."

Orca grumbled that Seira still didn't know this after more than a decade.
Isn't that because Seira is just dense?

"It's nothing special. As you know, my hometown was a village near the frontlines, and it was destroyed by Sigmund. That's it."

In the end, he doesn't want to talk about it.

"That doesn't explain why you wish for death."
"..."

I could tell it wasn't simply about living for revenge, but...

"Well, if you don't want to talk about it, that's fine."

Just as I finished speaking and quietly gazed at the sky...

"Tomorrow, come with me to my hometown."
"Your hometown?"
"Yes. It's not far from here, though the last time I visited was 10 years ago."

Orca suddenly brought this up.

"Let's end it there."
"Alright, if that's what you want."

After looking at me with serious eyes and saying that, he left. I muttered to myself as I watched him go:

"Really, I wish he'd just be honest."

The next day, the place I arrived at with Orca and Miss Seira was...

"Ruins."
"Yes, it's been 40 years, but it still looks like this."

Saying that, Orca navigated through the ruins with familiarity.
Eventually, we arrived at a cemetery where many people had been carefully buried.

"Let's have a drink."

He gestured to Miss Seira and me.

"I guess we have no choice."
"Yes, Master."

We decided to drink quietly until all the alcohol we brought was gone.
After drinking silently for a while, Miss Seira, unable to keep up with the pace of the drunkard and me, soon passed out.

"N-no more for me..."
"Sleep, stupid disciple."

Orca downed the last of the alcohol.

"Have you seen enough?"
"Yes."

Even without subjects, we knew what was being asked and answered.

"So, what are you going to do?"
"I still think you're evil, but..."
"Hehe, I see."

I stood still, watching Orca who laughed and drew his sword.

"What are you doing? Not drawing your weapon?"

As I remained still, Orca tilted his head with his sword drawn.
For sinners, forgiveness.

"Well, I'll forgive you."
"What?"
"I no longer want to kill you."

While I couldn't accept his methods, I could understand them.
Looking at him staring at me with a bewildered face, I spoke:

"Instead, would you like to make a contract with me?"
"I don't know what you're suddenly talking about, but I'll listen."
"I'll help you with what you desire."
"What I desire?"
"Yes."
"Do you even know what I desire?"

At those words, I voiced what he wanted.

"...You figured it out well. Do you have the ability to do it?"
"Who do you think I am? I'm more worried about whether you can accomplish it when the situation arises."
"If I fail, I die. So, you mentioned a contract? That means you want something too."

I told him what I wanted from him as he spoke nonchalantly:

"Don't look back."
"Speak plainly."
"Wield your sword to live, not to die."

To someone who clearly wants to die but continues living for the sake of those dear to him:

"At least to ensure your cute disciple doesn't suffer the same pain as you."
"...Tch, meddling in everything."

Despite his words, he doesn't seem to mind.

"Can I take that as acceptance?"
"Yes."
"Good. I'll make arrangements to share information about Sigmund with you as a top priority as soon as it's gathered."
"I'll try not to die, at least."
"If you try to break the contract, I'll kill you myself."
"Huh, the woman who tells me not to die threatens to kill me."
"Hehe."

After finishing those words, I spoke to Orca as he stood up and looked at the gravestones:

"Well, it's time for me to do my job."
"Job?"
"Actually, I told the Holy Knights to follow the traces I left, keeping their distance."
"What?"
"You said your hometown was destroyed by Sigmund, right?"
"Yes."

Activating my holy power to the maximum in my eyes, I smiled at him and said:

"One reason I followed you was to bring peace to the people of your hometown."

As expected, I could see wandering spirits around us, despite the bodies being properly buried.
I nodded once after glancing behind Orca, then spoke:

"I'll explain afterward. After I collapse, please hand me over to the Holy Knights who are following."
"What? What's that all of a sudden?"

Looking once at the confused Orca and Seira, who seemed to have sobered up and was tilting her head in confusion:

"Peace to wandering souls."

I knelt down, clasped my hands together, and began to pray, looking at the restless spirits wandering around.
Salvation to those who suffer.

"Lord, your child beseeches you."

There are wandering souls here.

"Grant me permission to share the light you have bestowed upon me."

Allow me to guide them to you.

"Lord, have mercy on these souls."

So that they may escape their suffering and return to the natural order.

"I will bear their pain."

Please, guide them.

As I finished my prayer, a chill swept through my body, and the spirits were no longer visible.
Knowing they had safely departed, I let go of my consciousness with relief.

Ch.76 - Tale of the Past (2)
When I regained consciousness, I found myself lying in a room inside the fortress.
Around me, numerous holy knights stood guard, led by Orca and Miss Seira, both looking exhausted.

"Mmm..."
"Holy Maiden!!"

As everyone rushed toward me urgently, I gestured with my hand that I was fine, then asked Sir Edward who stood before me.

"How much time has passed?"
"About half a day."
"And the situation?"
"We were attacked by numerous undead-type monsters, but things have stabilized for about an hour now."

I'm glad to hear it's stabilized.

"I'm sorry this happened because of me, but could I trouble you for a warm meal?"
"Of course. I'll prepare it right away."

While still shivering from the lingering chills, I made my way to the dining hall. As I ate, I spoke to Orca, who was still looking at me with questioning eyes.

"I'm sorry. I'm not in a state to explain anything right now. Could we talk tomorrow?"
"...Fine."

This is the third time, but I still can't get used to it.
The souls that began appearing to me after I successfully activated my sacred stigmata.
It was a small village, and thanks to Orca performing the funeral rites, there weren't too many of them.

Still, guiding nearly ten vengeful spirits at once was apparently a bit overwhelming for me.
The loneliness, chills, and hunger I felt were incomparable to my previous two experiences, causing me to collapse for half a day.
Because I was unconscious for so long, it seems undead were drawn to the area.

After finishing my meal, I buried myself under the blankets and tried to sleep.

The next day.
Early in the morning, I decided to climb up to the fortress walls with Orca, who had been waiting for me outside, to have a conversation.

"You seem better now."
"Yes, thanks to your concern."
"Ahem, what concern?"

Looking at him clearing his throat in embarrassment, I opened my mouth.

"Did they explain it to you?"
"No, they refused to say a word even if it killed them."
"Ahaha."

Really, it's not even something that needs to be hidden.

"I can see souls."

Since activating my stigmata, I've been able to see souls and even communicate with them.

"When people die with lingering attachments and can't move on, they eventually transform into vengeful spirits."
"...Vengeful spirits?"
"Yes. Souls that couldn't return to the natural order, wandering in pain, having forgotten who they once were."
"..."

I explained to Orca about souls, vengeful spirits, and the significance of funeral rites.

"Sigmund probably attacks villages near the front lines to create vengeful spirits."

We only figured this out recently, but looking at his appearance locations and regions since the front line was established, that's the conclusion we reached.

"He only started attacking villages relatively recently. Though by 'recently,' I mean almost 50 years ago. Before that, he was mainly spotted in areas where large-scale battles had taken place."

Those who die on battlefields receive proper funeral rites from priests, so they're less likely to remain as vengeful spirits.
It seems he started targeting villages near the front lines where spirits had accumulated.

"We didn't know how often he moves to collect vengeful spirits, so it was partly a gamble."
"Why would he do such a thing?"
"Mages who deal with dark magic can use vengeful spirits as materials for terrible spells."

Apparently, the negative energy emitted by vengeful spirits has great affinity with that kind of magic.
It's absolutely unforgivable.

"...Damn it."
"And, though it's only recently become possible, I can perform soul purification for vengeful spirits."

With my stigmata activated, I looked into Orca's eyes as I said this.

"..."
"Fortunately, the vengeful spirits of your hometown people hadn't been collected yet, so I performed the purification for them."

Upon hearing those words, Orca's eyes began to waver.
Then, turning his back to me.

"Damn, it's suddenly raining."

To which I replied:

"Indeed. It seems a shower has started. I'll go down first, so be careful not to catch a cold."

I decided to quietly leave so he could grieve in peace.
As I left, I took one last look at the woman who had been grieving alongside him, embracing him—the one who had begged me to keep her existence a secret.

* *

Finishing my reminiscence, I told everyone how I met the drunkard.
Of course, I excluded the part about the soul attached to him.
He probably doesn't know about it himself.

"So that's what happened."
"Sister, what exactly was the content of that contract?"
"Yes, I'm curious about that too."
"Me too!"

Well, I suppose it doesn't matter.
He must be turning his back because he expected me to talk about it.

"The condition I set for him was to survive. Even if he encountered his enemy, he was not to rush in when death was certain."

If he had lost his senses and charged at Sigmund on the day Miss Seira lost her arms and legs, he certainly wouldn't be here now.

"And in return, what I promised the drunkard was that I would let him kill Sigmund."

Along with sharing all information about Sigmund gathered from the front lines and the Holy Nation.

"If Sigmund's appearance is confirmed, I and the Holy Nation would do everything to help him face Sigmund."

Though it's been mostly fruitless so far.
After I finished explaining, the vending machine nodded and spoke up.

"By the way, Leila, you lost to your master."
"No, I didn't! I won!"
"Come on, sister, that's a bit shameful."
"Milia too!?"
"Holy Maiden, honestly, you have to admit you were outmatched back then..."
"...Miss Seira?"

Milia spoke teasingly, and Miss Seira took her master's side, saying we should admit what needs to be admitted.
S-surely Soleil will take my side!
Looking at Soleil with hopeful eyes:

"Well, Leila would win if they fought now, so it's fine."

Soleil avoided my gaze as she said this.
Even Soleil, whom I trusted...

"Sniff."

* *

After spending quite some time talking with Miss Seira about what had happened, the drunkard stretched and got up.

"Hmm, is it over?"
"If you're awake, could you please leave? This isn't your room, you know."
"Tch, how cold. You'd have been toast without your weapon, amateur."

Ah, that human wasn't sleeping!
He clearly just pretended to sleep because he didn't want to bother explaining.

"Want to fight now? I won't use any weapons."
"Is it fun bullying someone weaker than you? I'd be crazy to fight a Master."
"But last time you said you could take me on without my staff."
"After seeing how that person fights, I realized I was wrong."

The drunkard pointed at Soleil, shaking his head as if disgusted, then walked out with an irritating smile.
I sighed and called after him:

"From tomorrow, you can look forward to it."
"Sure. Try to draw it out well."
"I'll do my best."

As I watched Miss Seira bow her head and follow her master out, Milia spoke up:

"Ian."
"Yes?"
"I'd be okay with someone like Miss Seira."
"...What are you saying?"
"Pfft."

At Milia's sudden remark, the vending machine lightly chopped her head with the side of his hand, looking dumbfounded.

"Well, I could entrust Miss Seira to the Hero as well."
"What are you, her mother?"
"The drunkard and I were worried whether any man would ever see Seira as a woman."
"...This is driving me crazy."

She's pretty and cute, but she's more manly than a tomboy has any right to be.
She's more masculine than even me, who was a man in my previous life.
The drunkard pretends not to care, but he's sighed so much over this that Seira has no idea.

"You'll understand when you see her."

When you see her drinking whole bottles of alcohol while arm-in-arm with rough-looking adventurers who could make neighborhood children cry just by showing their faces.
I seriously worry she might be something wearing a woman's skin.

"Sigh, enough joking around. I'm going to bed first."
"Yes. Good night."
"Ian, see you tomorrow!"
"I'll see you tomorrow, Hero."

After the vending machine returned to his barracks:

"Come to think of it, each barracks has two beds, so was there really a need to set up a separate one for Sir Soleil?"
"...I hadn't thought of that."

As Milia pointed out, there was no need to set up an additional barracks.
Well, it's already built, so what can we do?

"Well, we can just use the space generously."
"Then, I'll be going now too, Leila."
"Good night."
"See you tomorrow!"

After bowing to Milia, Soleil headed to her barracks.

"Well, good night, Milia."
"Hehe, you too, sister."

And so ended our first night at the front lines.

The next day, Commander Ain summoned me early in the morning.

"I apologize for the early hour, Holy Maiden."
"It's fine. I had just finished my prayers."
"As I mentioned before, monster movement has been detected at some distance."
"How many?"

I decided to recall my experiences from two years ago when I was still at the front lines.
What's coming isn't ordinary monsters, but evil born of dark magic—beings that need no mercy.

"...Three ultra-large ones, which have been rare lately, plus about 200 others including large-sized ones. Among them, about five are judged to be A-rank or higher."
"Fufu, the timing is good."

With such a composition, casualties would have been inevitable.
In fact, I heard that before Commander Ain joined Azrael, there were several casualties from an attack that included just one ultra-large monster.

"When are they expected to arrive?"
"Considering their movement speed, they should be visible from the walls in about 30 minutes."
"I'll prepare right away."
"Support... you won't need any, will you?"
"No. Please have everyone stand by at the walls."
"Understood."

* *

I woke up to sudden commotion around me, got dressed, and left the barracks.

"Ah, Ian!"

For some reason, Milia was already outside and greeted me.

"You're up. Let's go."

Soleil was waiting, fully equipped in armor.

"Milia, where's Leila?"
"Oh, she went ahead."
"Monster movement was detected, so Leila decided to intercept them."

I clicked my tongue at the news of an attack so early in the morning.

"Really, they don't care about timing, do they?"
"I heard that previously there were attacks by demons at night, but recently there have only been monster hordes."

Following Soleil, Milia and I climbed up to the fortress wall.

"You've arrived."

We met the Holy Knight Commander, Ain, who was waiting in white armor.
After greeting him with a nod following Soleil's lead:

"Where's Leila?"
"She's over there."

As he said, I could see Leila standing on the barren plain outside the wall, holding her staff.

"From what we've confirmed, there are three ultra-large monsters, seven large ones, and about 200 regular monsters in total heading this way."
"...By herself?"
"Isn't that too many even for sister?"
"Don't worry. Against enemies with dark magic, Leila is invincible."
"The Holy Maiden would need support against ordinary monster troops, but as Soleil says, she'll be fine."

After saying that, Ain added:

"Well, you'll see for yourself."

Certainly, if Soleil—who had been persistently bothering me just for holding hands to get a drink—was this relaxed, it must be fine.

-Rumble.

As we waited tensely, the ground began to shake.
Just from the enemies approaching, the earth trembled.

Eventually, monsters began to appear in the distance amid clouds of dust.
There were three creatures as enormous as the mutated giant centipede I'd seen in Ark—so huge that even from far away, Leila looked like an ant in comparison.
Behind them were various monsters that could erase a human's existence just by trampling them.

And facing them, Leila gripped her staff with both hands.

-My Lord, oh, Holy Mother of all creation.

Despite the distance and the rumbling earth and murmuring people around us, Leila's calm voice came through clearly, as if by magic.

-Your child beseeches you.

I wasn't the only one who heard it.
As soon as Leila's voice began to reach us, the murmuring people all turned to look at her with surprised expressions.

-Please hear my prayer.

Then, strange phenomena began to occur.
Despite the morning sun shining down, the area around Leila began to glow even brighter.
Like fireflies gathering, particles of white light illuminated the surroundings even under the bright sky.

-Evil that threatens your children approaches before me.

Though the voice that reached us was calm and warm...

-So that this evil may not set foot upon your land.

It sent chills down my spine.

-Grant that I may perform your miracle through this body.

And the holy power that was shining so brightly that Leila could no longer be seen...

-I beseech you.

Burst into white flames.
It was the holy fire I had seen before.
But the distance seemed too great to burn the monsters yet?

As I thought this, I could see Leila moving through the blazing holy fire.
Stepping forward with her left foot, she swung the staff held in both hands.

-Whoosh!

The holy fire surged with her movement.
The surge became a flow.
The flow became a massive wave.

"Is this for real?"
"W-wow!"
"Wait, wait. Soleil, can you do that too?"
"...I cannot."

The wave annihilated the approaching monsters.

"Wait, could holy fire be thrown like that?"
"I don't know. It's Leila, so we just have to accept it."

Ain and Soleil seemed more surprised than Milia and me.

"Since it's fire, couldn't it spread if wind blows?"
"No, no, Hero. To explain that in words, you'd need a real storm, and unless it's a natural phenomenon, any aura or magic would be consumed by the holy fire."
"Wouldn't it be faster to just ask sister when she comes back?"
"That would be best."

As Milia suggested, it would be faster to just ask Leila herself.
After our conversation, we could see that some monsters still remained after the holy fire had passed.

"Two ultra-large ones, one large one, and the other two are regular monsters."
"Those must be the five A-rank monsters we were informed about."

While Ain and Soleil were assessing the situation...

-Lord, your child beseeches you.

Leila's voice resonated once more.

-Grant me the strength to cut down the sin that blocks my path.

Masses of light began to gather in the air.

-Bestow your sword upon me.

Eventually, the gathered light formed into five swords.

-BOOM!!

The five swords made of holy power flew toward each remaining monster, pierced them, and then exploded with a tremendous sound.

"Wow, I'm speechless. That's 'Holy Sword of Judgment,' isn't it?"
"It must be. What other holy magic could it be?"
"Five of them, alone, in such a short time? This is way beyond the level of Holy Maiden I remember."
"I thought I was getting closer to Leila by becoming a Master, but that was foolish thinking."

After confirming all monsters were gone, Leila turned and slowly walked back. Watching Ain and Soleil exchange incredulous remarks, I called to Milia.

"Milia."
"Yes?"
"Yesterday, I confidently said I'd catch up to Leila, right?"
"Yes."
"To THAT, I mean?"
"Yes."
"...Can I do it?"
"Good luck."

I honestly regretted whatever I had said yesterday.

Ch.77 - Truly criminal
"So, what did you think?"
"It was amazing."
"It was awesome, sis!"

I was delayed for quite some time greeting everyone who welcomed me back to the fortress.
Thanks to that, I was in the middle of discussing what had just happened with Soleil, Vending Machine, and Milia, while Commander Ain had already returned to report on the situation.

"I have many questions, but first..."
"Yes, yes! That's exactly it!"

I waited to see what Vending Machine and Milia would ask.

"How did you do that with your voice?"

Is that all they're curious about?
I thought it was strange how Soleil was just quietly smiling at me.

"I simply infused my mana into my voice."
"That's it?"
"But it wasn't loud or echoing, just for infusing mana?"

The basic principle is similar to using an amplifier.
These two seem to keep forgetting that I am, in fact, a Saint.
Do they realize how often I have to give speeches in front of people?

"I have my techniques."
"That's not fair."
"I want to know!"
"Even if I told you, neither of you could do it."

It took me years of practice to master it.

"Leila."
"Soleil. How was I?"
"You were magnificent."
"Hehehe."

Soleil patted my head.

"I have a question as well."
"Go ahead!"
"Was the holy flame meant to be something that could be thrown?"
"Oh, that?"

It's not supposed to be thrown.
Unless there happens to be a storm or something.

"Did you forget? Master's aura is pure mana, close to nature."
"What does that have to do with... oh."
"The characteristic of wind is dispersion."

Though it's weaker in power.

"Well, that's how it happened."

Soleil nodded in understanding, and I spoke again.

"Was it effective enough to boost everyone's morale?"
"Absolutely."
"Thanks to you, they're all fired up."
"Not just the Holy Knights, but the adventurers were also really excited about what you did, sis."

That's a relief.

"Hehe, I did it today, but from now on, you two will have to work hard."
"Right."
"Yes!"
"Hmm, I'll go help Commander Ain for a bit now."
"Patrol duty?"
"Yes."

Patrol is fundamentally the responsibility of fortress personnel.
Commander Ain really knows how to use a Master.
Master's intuition becomes more accurate with more information.

"Can't be helped. Take care. You'll be back before lunch, right?"
"Of course."

After parting with Soleil for a moment, I turned to Vending Machine.

"Well then, let's go find our drunkard."
"Do you know where he is?"
"Hehe, finding him won't take long."

Finding a drunkard is very easy.
In a place like this, there's no need to send people out searching.
As we walked around the barracks looking for a noisy spot,
we found a drinking party in progress, even though it wasn't lunchtime yet.

"Oh, it's the little one."
"Wow, the Saint!"
"Right?"

I found the drunkard and Miss Seira drinking alcohol from early morning.

"Really, if you keep drinking like this from the morning, you'll be disciplined!"
"Well, only those who can handle their liquor are drinking, so cut us some slack."
"Hahaha! Saint, that was quite a show earlier!"

As he said, only familiar faces including Mr. Lavan were drinking.

"Sigh, I know nothing about this."
"So, what brings you here?"

The drunkard asked me after emptying a bottle of alcohol in one gulp.

"Nothing special, just asking you to train the Hero again."
"What will you be doing?"
"At the frontlines, I'll rarely have the chance to stay with the Hero."
"Busy person, aren't you."
"Well, she should be quite strong by now, so you'll have fun playing with her."
"Wait, playing with me?"

Vending Machine, who had been quietly listening until then, asked in surprise.

"Oh my, a slip of the tongue."
"Ahaha, sis, that's mean."
"Come on, let's go right away, my foolish disciples."

The drunkard got up, grabbed Vending Machine's arm, and dragged her along.
Miss Seira followed behind them.

"Milia, you can practice diligently on your own, right?"
"Yes!"

Knowing that Milia was studying the book she received from Mr. Orkus whenever she had time, I decided not to interfere.
She's a diligent and smart girl, so she'll do well on her own.

"Well, shall we go watch the Hero train? It's almost lunchtime anyway."
"Okay!"

So we slowly followed behind the drunkard.

"Hooh."
"N-no way."
"Sorry! Are you okay, Seira?"

By the time we arrived, it seemed the drunkard had already made his two disciples spar. Miss Seira was sitting on the ground, looking defeated, while Vending Machine had a slightly bewildered expression, and the drunkard was exclaiming in admiration.

"I was definitely stronger!"
"W-well, Seira is injured right now..."
"Sheesh! Are you kidding me? This is a level you couldn't beat even if you were perfectly fine!"

Miss Seira shouted, sounding wronged.

*Thwack!*
"Ouch!"
"Calm down, foolish disciple."
"Sheesh. This is cheating..."

By the way, he doesn't hesitate to put an injured disciple into a sparring match.
If she were my patient, I would have beaten the drunkard to stop him.

"Are you alright, Miss Seira?"
"Waaah, Seira sis, should you be moving around when you're injured!?"
"Hehehe, don't worry, Saint. Milia too, it's nothing. I insisted on doing this with Master."

As she said this and stood up, Miss Seira's eyes were burning with the desire to improve.

"Let's spar too."
"Hmm, I look forward to it."

The drunkard stood up and, instead of using a training sword, drew the hilt at his waist and created a blade with his aura.

"What are you doing? Aren't you going to draw your sword?"
"Eh, not a training sword?"
"As long as you don't die, there's someone here who can heal you, so let's do this properly."
"...Understood."

At those words, Vending Machine summoned her holy sword from thin air and activated the blade.

"Oh... what's that?"
"It's a holy sword. You wanted to see my full power, right?"
"Hmph, so you're a hero after all."

As I watched the two of them take their stances, Milia started tugging at my sleeve.

"U-um, sis, what should we do?"
"It's fine. If anything happens, I'll stop it."

She seems nervous seeing them about to fight seriously.

"No, that's not it..."
"Then what is it?"
"With that outfit and holding a holy sword, she looks so cool..."

...I decided not to say anything.

"Here I come."
"Come on then."

And so began the fight between Vending Machine and the drunkard.

At first, the drunkard just stood still, watching Vending Machine, seemingly wanting to gauge how much she had improved.
When Vending Machine charged and swung her holy sword, he deflected it and looked surprised.

"Be careful. The Hero's physical abilities alone are now comparable to Soleil's."

As soon as he heard that, the drunkard began moving in earnest.
He quickly dove into Vending Machine's space, pushed her off balance with his shoulder, and began pressuring her with consecutive attacks.
Despite this, Vending Machine calmly swung her holy sword widely to create distance.

Then, after carefully observing the drunkard's movements, Vending Machine lowered her stance, charged forward, and swung her holy sword upward.

"Hyaaah!"

The drunkard blocked the swinging holy sword by holding his blade downward.
Vending Machine used this to her advantage and lifted the drunkard into the air with her strength.
She probably thought it would be difficult for him to swing his sword without footing.
But...

"Your strength has improved quite a bit. However."

That doesn't work on the drunkard.
While still in mid-air, without even trying to balance himself, he said:

"Huh?"
"When performing one action, always think of at least three follow-up moves."

He created a foothold in the air with mana, stepped on it, and swung his sword.
After deflecting the holy sword that Vending Machine hastily raised to block, he stomped on her head with his foot.

*CRASH!!*
"Kuhek!"
"That's it."

That technique of creating footholds with mana—the drunkard is the originator.
I just use it as a stepping stone, but the drunkard has mastered it to the point where he can change his axis completely.

"Let's eat something before we continue."

After pulling Vending Machine out of the ground where her head was stuck and healing her:

"Ow, ow, ow."
"Are you okay?"
"I'm just exaggerating."

Milia supported Vending Machine, who was holding her forehead, as we headed to the dining hall.

"No, seriously, there was a rock this big right in front of my face when my head hit the ground."
"Wow, that must have hurt."
"I feel sorry for the rock."

With Master-level physical abilities, colliding head-on—I felt sorry for the rock.
On our way to the dining hall, I spotted familiar figures: Soleil and Commander Ain.
Excited, I quickly ran and threw myself into Soleil's arms.

"Soleil!"
"Kuhuk."

From the sensation upon impact, I must have used a bit too much force.

"Ahaha, sorry, did that hurt?"
"It's fine. Any pain from Leila, I'll gladly accept."
"Hey, that sounded kind of perverted just now."
"Ahem."

As I clung to Soleil, feeling his warmth:

"Huh. What am I witnessing here, foolish disciple?"
"My goodness, the Saint..."

Oh right, I forgot those two were also here.
I've gotten used to Vending Machine, Milia, and Commander Ain, so I don't mind them much anymore.
Realizing this, I tried to quickly pull away.

"Kyaah!?"
"I'm not letting go."
"W-wait! Those two are watching..."

Soleil lifted me into a princess carry.
Judging by that mischievous expression, he was clearly doing this on purpose.

"This is maddening. I wish I could buy eyes that haven't seen this."
"W-wow."
"Wow, so bold."
"Ahaha."

Commander Ain had an expression that seemed to say, "Was Soleil always like this?"
The drunkard had a thoroughly disgusted expression, while Miss Seira's eyes were sparkling.
Milia was exclaiming in admiration, and Vending Machine was smiling—they seemed to be thinking they should try this too sometime.

"...Soleil."
"Yes, Leila?"
"Surely you're not planning to enter the dining hall like this?"
"Of course not."

Phew, that's a relie—

*Smooch*

What?

"Hyet."
"Urgh."
"Fuwaaa..."
"Let's do that too, Milia!"
"Ian, that's a bit..."
"Sigh, I miss Alice."

After kissing my forehead and carefully setting me down on the ground,
Soleil was smiling mischievously with a gentle expression as I stared at him blankly.

"Ugh, I can't take this anymore. I'm going ahead."
"Eh, Master, j-just a little more... Uwaaah! Let me go!!"

The drunkard grabbed Miss Seira and headed to the dining hall first.
Even after the drunkard disappeared, I stood there in a daze for a while.

"U-uwaaah!! Really!! What are you doing, it's so embarrassing!!"
*Thump! Thump!*

I shouted while pounding on Soleil's chest.

"I'm sorry, you were just so adorable, I couldn't help myself."
"Ungh."

Y-you're crazy, really!
Both Soleil for casually saying such things and me for blushing happily at them, ugh.

"She likes it, seriously."
"Wow, even when Ian and I first started dating, it wasn't this intense..."
"They spent years not knowing their own feelings, so we'll have to bear with it. Let's go, Hero, Milia. If we keep watching, we might end up starving too."

Thanks to the commentary from the side, I felt even more embarrassed.
With my face burning, I fanned myself as I followed the others who had already entered the dining hall.

"Are you done?"
"...Done with what?"
"Ugh, just thinking about it again ruins my appetite."
"Ah, really."

After saying that to me, the drunkard suddenly turned his gaze to Soleil.

"So, Lord Soleil."
"What is it?"
"What's the age difference between you two?"
"...Fourteen years."
"Truly criminal."
"Ahem."

Normally I would defend Soleil, but...

"...Miss Seira?"
"Yeees."

Miss Seira was staring at my face with sparkling eyes, which made me uncomfortable.

"If you have something to say, could you just say it? It's a bit... uncomfortable."
"...I'm envious."
"Pardon?"
"What does it feel like to have someone you love?"

Miss Seira asked, blushing shyly.
Why am I getting déjà vu from this?

"...I'll tell you later."

Since it wasn't something to discuss in front of others, I decided to spend time with the women, including Milia, later that night.
I never expected Miss Seira to be so interested in romance.

After finishing our meal:

"I have some matters to discuss with the Commander, so I'll be moving separately this afternoon."
"Alright. Take care."
"See you later, sis."
"Yes. See you all this evening."

I headed to the fortress with Commander Ain and Soleil.
As for Vending Machine, well, the drunkard will take good care of her.

"Now, regarding the future policy."
"Please go ahead."
"Soon, both the Saint and Soleil will become quite busy."

Commander Ain began explaining that this was the result of discussions with Chief Commander Garam this morning.
Additionally, the monster hordes that had been attacking four or five times a day without fail haven't appeared today.
It seems they properly received my declaration of war.

"Given the unprecedented situation of having two Masters operating at the frontlines, they want to maximize your utility to give our forces some breathing room."
"I see."
"Understood."
"On the condition that neither of you gets exhausted, and that one of you is always by the Hero's side, they're asking you to move flexibly between fortresses to provide support."
"With those conditions, it will mostly be me who moves around."
"Probably so. The Saint can handle a much wider range of situations."

It's going to be really busy.

"When will this start?"
"After the Holy Knight deployment is complete, and after gathering commanders in Israphel to manage all fortresses flexibly."
"Wait, doesn't that mean if Israphel falls, it's all over?"
"I share Leila's concern."
"I have the same thought as well."

This seems a bit reckless for Chief Commander Garam.

"Israphel is a symbol of invincibility. The thinking is probably that if Israphel falls, there's nothing after that anyway."

As he said, since the frontline was established, Israphel has never been captured by the enemy—a symbol of invincibility.
Other fortresses have been lost to the enemy before, but Israphel, despite being the center of the barrier and the foremost fortress, has never been captured.

"Whenever we think like that, problems always arise."
"Ahem, you shouldn't say such things, Leila."

Fair enough, I shouldn't say such things out loud.
Like saying "Surely the summoning ritual isn't complete yet" only to have demons feast on us.
Or charging in thinking "How many heretics could there be in such a small place?" only to face hundreds of enemies.

"...Please don't do that. It's truly frightening."
"Ahaha, sorry, Commander."

Looking to the side, I saw Soleil scratching his head, probably recalling some unpleasant memories.
Hmm, even that gesture is charming—what am I going to do?

"Saint, there's honey dripping from your eyes."
"It's fine, Leila. I feel the same way."
"Soleil..."
"Sigh."

I'm sorry Commander Ain is sighing, but I just can't help it.
It feels too good.

"Ahaha, anyway, to summarize, we're to respond flexibly as situations arise?"
"Yes. The command will only communicate operation locations and help with portal transportation; all other decisions will be left to you two."
"That's unexpected."

I wouldn't have thought Chief Commander Garam would allow such freedom of action.

"Well, it's more efficient that way. There's no reason to put shackles on you."

That's true.

"Anyway, it should take about a week to get everything organized, so please enjoy yourselves until then."
"Ugh, enjoy?"
"Ahem."

I protested at Commander Ain's disgusted expression, but he pretended not to hear.
After that, he said we were done and could leave, so I took Soleil's hand and we went outside to walk along the top of the fortress wall.
As we watched the sky turn red with the setting sun meeting the black sky of the demon realm in the distance, Soleil spoke:

"So, one week."
"Yes."

Just one week.

"I'm looking forward to it."
"...Leila?"
"There are so many things I want to do with Soleil."
"I'll do my best."

Leaning against the outer wall of the fortress, I smiled at Soleil.

"I love you."
"I love you too."

When our eyes met, Soleil seemed to understand what I wanted and approached with open arms.
As I nestled in his embrace, feeling the happiness that filled my body, I also felt a bittersweet emotion and spoke:

"I'm happy that Soleil has crossed the barrier, but it also makes me sad."
"Leila..."

While I'm glad he's getting stronger, it saddens me that it means we'll be separated more often.
Hearing my words, Soleil quietly called my name and patted my back.
Feeling his touch, I closed my eyes.

Wishing that this moment could last forever.

Ch.78 - A Tale of One Night
"Hehe, I'm happy."
"I'm glad to hear that."

Until the moment the sky began to turn red, we spent time in Soleil's embrace before heading back to the barracks.

"But, isn't it a bit noisy over there?"
"Well, seems like someone's causing a commotion again."

Since there was a particularly rowdy spot, we decided to take a look.

"Whew~!!"
"If you're a man, throw a punch!!"

...It seems like there are people getting into an argument.
Pushing through the crowd of onlookers surrounding something in the center.

"Yawn."
"...A drunkard?"
"Oh, you're here."
"Lord Orca, what's going on here?"
"Nothing much."

The drunkard points to one side while yawning.

"Oh, Hero?"
"The Magician is with him too."

Just as he said, I could see the two of them facing off against someone.

"Miss Seira, could you explain?"
"Ah, Holy Maiden!"

I asked Miss Seira, who skillfully carried a bunch of snacks in one hand.

"Well..."

After finishing today's training, she was taking a stroll when Millia bumped into those two bulky men on the way.

"Well, it's obvious they bumped into her on purpose. Typical adventurer hazing of newcomers."
"I see."

With that explanation, I understood the situation and looked back toward the vending machine.

"Weren't you the ones who bumped into us first?"
"Huh? Brother, did you hear what this pretty boy just said? He claims we bumped into them!"
"Yeah, I heard. So, you can't apologize?"
"This is ridiculous. I already apologized, you know?"

I smiled watching the vending machine trying to resolve the situation through dialogue, clearly wanting to avoid trouble.
By the way, Millia is being unusually quiet.

"So... Huh? Eh?"

Suddenly, Millia grabs the vending machine by the nape and pulls him back.

"Let's stop, Ian. They clearly don't want to talk this out."

Her voice cold and subdued.

"W-wait, Millia!?"
"Excuse me, I clearly apologized?"
"Such a tiny girl."
"Hehe, apologies aren't made with words, little one. They're made with the body."

Tsk, disgusting humans.

"I apologized, so now it's your turn to apologize."

Millia looks up with an extremely angry expression at the two bulky men, as red mana gathers above their heads.

"Talking won't work!"
"That's right, brother!"

As the two men charge forward, Millia extends her left hand.

"With the body."
-Kuuung!!
"Guhk!"
"Kuhurk!"

The air trembles as the two men collapse as if pressed down by something.
She seems to have gotten quite familiar with gravity magic.

"Apologize."
"W-what is this...!"
"Kuhurk, b-brother!"

As she clenches her fist with her extended hand, the magic grows stronger.
It's obvious those guys can't even draw out their aura, so there's no way they can escape from there.

"Stop, Millia."
"But."
"It's okay. If this continues, those people could be in danger."

The vending machine embraces Millia and carefully loosens her hand.

"...Alright."

Millia pouts and turns her head away as she releases the magic.

"Huff, huff."
"D-damn it."

As the magic dissipates, the vending machine approaches the two sweat-drenched men as they get up.

"Are you alright?"
"Damn, you brat...!!"
"You bastard!!"

The two men, still unable to come to their senses, swing their fists in anger.

-Crack!

And the vending machine catches their fists with a smiling face and applies pressure.

"I asked if you're alright."
"Argh, aaaagh!"
"My hand, my hand!!"

The vending machine seemed quite angry too.
Squeezing their hands tightly with his grip, he continued speaking.

"You know, if you had just apologized and left, it would have been better for everyone, right?"
"S-stop!!"
"We're sorry!! Please, p-please stop!"
"Did you stop when we asked you to?"

It would be difficult for them to escape from the vending machine's grip, as they'd barely qualify for B-rank even with generous assessment.

"Be more considerate. Otherwise, you'll really get into trouble."
"Huk, huff!"
"Th... thank you!"

The vending machine released them just before their hands could be seriously damaged.

"Is this much okay?"
"Of course."

After watching the two men flee, he looks at me and says that.
Well, this isn't Earth, so such minor disturbances aren't considered problematic.

"Sorry, Millia. I should have used force from the beginning."
"Mmm, no. That's just who you are, Ian."

Ignoring the crowd that had lost interest due to the overwhelming skill difference, and the magicians who were intrigued by Millia's gravity magic, we decided to move elsewhere with the drunkard.
After settling in our barracks like yesterday, I decided to ask about the vending machine's training situation first.

"How's the training going?"
"Smooth, I guess."
"The Hero has quite a talent."
"...Talent?"

At Soleil's words, the drunkard opens his closed eyes and looks at Soleil.

"Young lord, you're still inexperienced. That, talent?"
"Am I wrong?"
"Of course. That's not what talent is."

Looking up at the ceiling, the drunkard speaks as if lamenting.

"What that guy has is just a perfected body and mana, along with the combat sense that comes with it. That's all."
"Isn't that talent?"

I think the same as Soleil.

"No, no. That's not talent."

The drunkard then spoke to Soleil.

"Anyone can reach a perfected body and mana with effort. Combat sense? You can develop that by experiencing enough real battles."

Then, looking at me.

"Things that can be explained with such words aren't talent. Talent is something incomprehensible. True talent can only be called that which is irrational. There's one here too, isn't there? A prodigy of talent."
"...Indeed."

Hey, why is everyone nodding when I'm used as an example?
I mean, it's not wrong, but this is plainly offensive, you know?

"If one who climbs a mountain on foot is an ordinary person without talent, then this guy is just running up faster. A truly talented person would instantly reach the summit by transcending space."

As the drunkard spoke, I could see a momentary flash of sadness cross his face.

"This guy is the same kind as me. Unlike Seira who understands two things when taught one. When explained two things, he only understands one. He's just a fool who only understands two things when they're directly engraved into his body."
"Gasp, I got praised."
"That's too harsh, Master."

Seira is happy to be praised while the vending machine looks hurt.

"So don't flatter him. He's the type that needs to be pushed hard to ignite."

After saying that, he pats the dejected vending machine's back and continues.

"Wait one month. I'll make you incomparable to how you are now."
"Looking forward to it."
"Hey, what about my opinion?"
"Not needed."

Looking at him, whose killing intent had subsided so much that I doubted if he was the same person I met yesterday, I shared with everyone the conversation I had with Commander Ain.

"For that reason, we will remain on the frontline until we defeat at least two of the Four Heavenly Kings."
"Why two?"

To the vending machine's question, I explained the content that had been exchanged several times with headquarters via communication.

"Removing just one leaves too many dangerous elements, and aiming for three or more increases the possibility of the enemy stalling for time."

At least, that's our assessment.

"Therefore, we decided to include the condition of eliminating two of the Four Heavenly Kings to secure the frontline's safety after we leave."

Since Soleil will also be leaving the frontline along with me, that makes two Masters gone.
If possible, I'd like to deal with that shadow-wielder too.

"Of course, there are many threatening individuals among those presumed to be executives of the Demon King's army."

Given the threat posed by the Four Heavenly Kings, judging from just Sigmund and Eligos, we need to consider them at least Master-level or above.

"So, please work hard."
"Yeah, and don't push yourself too hard."
"Sis, you can't get hurt!"
"Hehe, don't worry."
"Leila always tries to work hard, so I am a bit concerned."

Being worried about feels quite pleasant.

"Well, the little one does have that tendency."
"I'm sorry I can't be of help... If only I had at least one arm or leg intact."

Seira looks at her empty sleeve, blaming herself.

"Stop that. I'm training you because you kept begging, but don't even dream of actual combat until you get used to that body."
"Hiing."
"The drunkard is right, Miss Seira. Don't be too hasty."
"That's right, Seira. Think about the person you saved instead of those arms and legs."
"That's right! If you blame yourself like that, the person who was saved will feel even more responsible!"
"Exactly. Please take pride in the fact that you saved someone's life."

After comforting Seira like that, we decided to part ways and spend the remaining time individually.

"Haah, it's a bit worrying not knowing when things might suddenly get busy."
"Instead of worrying about what might come at an unknown time, let's focus on the present, Leila."

I was walking with Soleil, who lovingly embraced me, in a place with few people.

"Ugh, really. It's unfair to say such things with that face."
"Leila?"
-Smooch.

After standing on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, I smiled and said.

"Until recently, I couldn't even dream of such happiness, but life is truly full of unknowns."
"I feel the same. If the me who vowed to dedicate this life to you on that day saw the current me, he would surely be dumbfounded."
"Oh? You made such a vow?"
"I'm saying it wasn't just you who fell in love at first sight."

Though it wasn't love, Soleil says he also felt destiny the moment he first met me.

"Ehehe, I'm happy."

I hung on his neck and looked up at him with a smile.
Then, Soleil's arms gently wrapped around my waist.

"I love you, Leila. More than anything in this world."
"I love you too, Soleil."

I closed my eyes quietly, resting my ear against his chest to feel his beating heart.
As I did, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

"..."
"Leila?"

When I opened my eyes and stared at him intently, he averted his gaze, seemingly embarrassed.
Hehe, to think there'd come a day when a man would look cute to me.

"W-when you stare so intently, even I feel a bit embarrassed."

Looking at Soleil who averted his gaze while saying that, I decided to act on the thought that had come to mind.

"Soleil."
"Yes?"
"...Oppa?"

Ugh, this is more embarrassing than I thought.
Since my brother Piris died, this is the first time I've called someone "oppa."
Trying to hide my gradually warming cheeks, I observed Soleil's expression.
He's a man too, after all.
Wouldn't he like it?

With a bit of expectation, I looked up.

"...Leila."
"Yes?"

Soleil, with wide eyes, not hiding his surprised expression.

"Such words shouldn't be said carelessly."
"...Huh?"

Out of nowhere?

"...It's not good for the heart."
"Ehehe. If Soleil likes it, I can say it as many times as you want."

It seems he was overjoyed to the point of surprise.

"Soleil oppa."
"Kuhub."
"Oppa?"
"S-stop."

Tilting my head and feeling a bit sadistic, I continued teasing Soleil like that.

"Please stop."
"...Soleil?"

Soleil suddenly became serious and grabbed my shoulders.

"You need to realize how cute and beautiful you are."
"Haue!?"
"Although I am a cleric and have been in a position close to your guardian, please don't forget that I am also a man."

With a flushed face, Soleil spoke as if giving a sermon.

"Please understand that I too have limits."
"You don't need to hold back, you know?"
"...Leila?"

Feeling his grip tighten on my shoulders, I fidgeted with my hands in embarrassment and quietly said.

"I, I wouldn't mind anything from Soleil."
"Kuhub."
-Crunch.

...Did I just hear a crunching sound?

"Gasp, Soleil!?"

Looking up with a strange feeling, I saw Soleil looking up at the sky with a contorted expression, blood flowing from the corner of his mouth.

"Blood! You're bleeding!"

I hurriedly placed my hand on Soleil's mouth, infusing healing intent into my holy power.

"Puhuu."
"S-Soleil?"

Soleil lowered his head and sighed deeply.

"Leila."
"Y-yes."
"Please value your body more."
"...Soleil?"
"There's no need to rush. We still have plenty of time."

Eh, wait?
This isn't right.

"I will love you forever, so don't be hasty."
"W-well... okay."

The gentle hand stroking my head felt nice, but...
My mind was filled with questions.
Surely, as expected, Soleil should have turned into a beast at this point, unable to hold back anymore, grabbing me and doing this and that, right?

"Didn't you say there are many things you want to do? Let's do them one by one, step by step."
"Um... okay."

To say I want to do lewd things with you in this atmosphere...
Even for me, that's a bit too much.

When he smiles with such a refreshed face, somehow I feel embarrassed and can't raise my head.
I guess I was wrong.

In novels, even the most pure and noble priests would fall for such seduction.
...Is it because of my chest?

After being in a daze for a while, I finally took Soleil's hand and returned to the barracks.

"Oh, you're back?"
"We've been waiting, sis!"
"You two seem to have had a pleasant time."
"Holy Maiden! Lord Soleil!"

We could see four people sitting around a bonfire in front of the barracks.

"...What are you doing?"

Only then did I come to my senses a bit, so I asked the vending machine.

"Well, when we went to the dining hall, they said they had some sweet potatoes and potatoes left over."
"And there happened to be some firewood stacked nearby..."
"Snacks!"
"That's right."

So, they got some snacks and lit a bonfire, chatting while waiting for the potatoes and sweet potatoes to cook.

"Here, we've prepared seats for you two as well."
"Ah, yes."
"Excuse us."

Following the vending machine's guidance, I sat down quietly and stared blankly at the bonfire, feeling a sense of peace.

"In the world I lived in, they called this staring blankly at the fire 'fire meditation.' Not bad, right?"

Fire meditation... what an interesting term.

"This is quite nice."

Feeling somewhat relaxed, I answered, and Soleil quietly began stroking my head from beside me, so I decided to lean against him.

"Ehehe."
"Really, I still can't get used to this no matter how many times I see it."
"To think the Holy Maiden would show such a melted appearance, most people wouldn't imagine..."

As Soleil wrapped one arm around my shoulder, I laughed happily, only to be tackled by the drunkard and Seira.

"Well, what's wrong with that?"
"You two are so lucky."

Since I know the drunkard has his own story, I decided to just smile quietly and let it go when he continued to grumble.
As I felt comfortable and spent time chatting about various things, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

"Right? Millia."
"Yeah! That was fun!"

Seeing the vending machine and Millia talking comfortably with each other, I felt a bit envious.

"Leila? Do you have something you want to say?"
"Hmm."

As I stared at his face, Soleil quickly noticed my gaze and smiled while speaking.
Looking at him, I imagined Soleil speaking to me informally.

"Hehehe."
"...Leila?"

Just imagining it makes me laugh.

"Soleil."
"Yes?"
"What was our age difference again?"
"Fourteen years."
"Soleil is much older, right?"
"...It hurts a bit when you emphasize 'much'."

It seems he's been conscious of it, despite me saying it's fine.

"Hehe, so, I have a request."
"What is it?"
"Will you speak to me informally?"
"...Pardon?"
"Like how the Hero speaks to Millia, will you talk to me comfortably?"
"..."

Soleil falls silent, and all eyes turn to us.

"...Leila."

As Soleil opens his mouth, I gulp.

"I'm sorry. It's too difficult right now."
"Eeh."
"Coward!!"
"Wow, he's backing out."
"Tsk, you're more timid than you look."
"Indeed."
"Ahem."

Come on, that's unfair.

"I'll try, but it's too difficult right now, so please understand."
"That's unfair."

I even went so far as to call him "oppa"!

"Ahem."

In the end, until Soleil fled to the barracks, unable to hold out, I didn't get to hear him speak informally.
That's disappointing.

Ch.79 - A Peaceful Moment
The Next Day.

Somehow waking up early, I decided to make breakfast using the embers left from last night's campfire.
Not long after, Soleil emerged from the neighboring tent, stretching his shoulders.

"Good morning, Leila."
"Good morning, Soleil. May the Lord watch over our path today as well."
"Are you preparing a meal?"
"Yes. I haven't had a chance to eat according to my own taste recently."

Seeing Soleil visibly flinch at those words, I pouted and said:

"I know my taste is strange now, okay? I'm just going to eat alone, so don't react like that."

I sighed as I took out some simple food from the Vatican kitchen—vegetable stew—and put it in a pot.
What can I do if I still enjoy salty and savory flavors even after realizing they're strange?

"Ahem."

Soleil cleared his throat and settled beside me.
As he offered his embrace for me to lean against, I blushed and quietly leaned into him.
After spending some time like that, the stew began to bubble.

"Oh, it smells good... Wait, is that—"

And then, an uninvited guest who apparently needed no sleep arrived early in the morning.

"I'm not going to eat that, so don't even think about offering me any."
"I wouldn't give you any even if you asked."

The drunkard frowned and naturally took a seat by the fire.
Since the stew was fully cooked, I raised the pot to keep it warm and began eating small spoonfuls.

"By the way, Sir Soleil, have you tried that stuff?"
"...I've had it often."
"Hmph."

And so began the conversation between the two men.

"At first, I thought it smelled nice and accepted some, but was I surprised."
"I understand."
"For an old man like me, that stuff is poison, pure poison."
"Haha."
"Nom. Ruins the appetite."

It's uncomfortable even for me when people talk like that next to someone who's enjoying their meal.

"I apologize, Leila. We'll drop this subject, so please take your time eating."
"Well, it's not like you're forcing me to eat something else, so it's fine."

Ah, well.
This was food I had tearfully discarded because both Vending Machine and Milia were horrified just looking at the packaging.
It tastes even better now that I'm having it after so long.

"Ahh."

It somehow brings back old memories too.
After finishing my meal while chatting with the two men about various things:

"Thank you for the meal."

Once I finished eating, Soleil pulled me back into his embrace.
I smiled and yielded to his touch.

"I still can't get used to it, though."
"Why? Because I'm in a man's embrace?"
"No, it's your expression that I can't get used to, ever since we met in Arc."

Hmm, I wonder what I was like back then.

"You've softened considerably."
"That's what I'm saying. Before, you had this aura like you might cut someone if they spoke to you."
"Well, I do feel like I've become more relaxed."

Whether it's because I've reached a higher level of mastery, or because I've put down a heavy burden from my heart.
Well, what does it matter?

"Better this way, right?"
"I suppose so."
"Should we wake the others soon, Leila?"
"Let them sleep peacefully. This might be their last chance."
"As you wish."
"Young folks these days, so lovey-dovey."
"Ahaha."

The enemy's attack will begin in earnest today.
I wanted to let them sleep a bit longer, but...

"That's a shame. I wanted to let them sleep more, but it seems we're starting already."
"It appears so."
"Ugh, might as well stretch my body."

I stood up quietly, watching the commotion beginning in the distance.

"Then, I'll leave the Hero in your care, Soleil."
"Don't worry. And Leila, please be careful not to get hurt."
"Fufu, of course. I have no interest in getting hurt either."
"I'll go wake up that idiot sleeping over there."
"Be careful, drunkard."
"Sure thing."

And so, we each went to wake up Vending Machine and Milia to prepare for the attack.
Now that I've had my fill, it's time to get to work.

* * *

"Wow, there are a lot of them."
"Indeed."

This time, instead of being on the battlefield, I decided to stand beside Commander Ain to observe the situation together.
I ended up like this because apparently if I'm too active, adventurers would complain about having fewer opportunities to earn rewards.

"Soleil is over there with the Hero."

I looked toward the right front line of the nine groups that had been formed.
The forces were divided into three main groups—center, left, and right—and each was further divided into front, middle, and rear lines.

The front line had select skilled individuals placed in each group to distract attention and deal with dangerous monsters.
The middle line protected the rear while attacking when the monsters' attention was on the front.
The rear line sniped enemies from a distance and helped the front line retreat when necessary.

While detailed actions were left to individual judgment, everyone was instructed to maintain formation and avoid acting alone as much as possible.

That was how battles on the front lines worked.
Of course, there were exceptions.

Like Soleil and the drunkard who were advancing ahead right now.

"How does it look?"
"Hmm."

I'm not a commander, so my eye for battle situations isn't particularly good.

"Certainly, once the Hero grows stronger, things will become more manageable."
"I think so too."

Thanks to Soleil and the drunkard working ahead of the front line, the situation seemed fairly stable.
But since we were divided into three directions, I wish we had at least one more person who could take on such a role.

"Still, it looks quite good as it is."

Vending Machine, who had begun to fully utilize his Master's physical abilities after being acknowledged as the owner of the Holy Sword, was already quite noticeable.
Though he still seemed to struggle with controlling the Holy Sword's output.

"To be honest, I find Lady Milia more impressive than the Hero."

As Commander Ain said, Milia was also noticeable, continuously casting spells from the rear of the center group.
Spears of flame that struck precisely while avoiding allies, and gravity magic that helped endangered allies or restricted monster movements.
She was using fire magic for offense and gravity magic for support.

"Mages naturally stand out on the battlefield."

High-level battle mages aren't exactly common, and those specialized in combat are even rarer.
After a while, most of the monsters were defeated, and as priests began purifying the demonic energy under escort, Commander Ain spoke:

"It seems to have ended without significant casualties."
"That's fortunate. Then, I'll go prepare myself."
"Yes. Thank you for your hard work, Holy Maiden."

As Commander Ain prepared to report on the battle, I decided to go down from the wall to prepare for receiving the wounded.
At the infirmary set up inside the fortress, I clapped my hands and said:

"Let's get ready. The wounded will be arriving soon."
"Yes!!"

Before long, injured people began to arrive one after another.
After prioritizing the severely wounded that I had identified during the battle, I helped purify those exposed to demonic energy and used holy power to aid in fatigue recovery when:

"Working hard, I see."
"We're here, sis!"

Vending Machine and Milia came to help.
Soleil had apparently gone straight to Commander Ain.
The drunkard had predictably gone to rest, taking Seira, who had been anxiously waiting for her master.

"Fufu, good work. I saw you both doing well out there."
"It was quite hectic."
"I just cast spells while being protected."
"So modest."

Since I didn't want to burden the two who had worked so hard:

"Go back and rest."
"Huh?"
"But sis..."
"Fufu, from now on, you should rest whenever you have even a little time."

Unlike in the Elven village, we have enough people here.

"We're not short-handed, so leave this to the professionals and get some good rest."
"Holy Maiden, could you please look at this person..."
"Excuse me. I'll see you both later."
"Oh, okay."
"Alright."

Just then, it seemed there was an injured person who needed my help, so I bowed to the two and moved away.
Fortunately, there were no injuries beyond treatment, and after a short time, I could confirm that most patients had stabilized.

"Thank you for your hard work. We'll take care of the rest, so please get some rest, Holy Maiden..."
"Yes. Thank you for your efforts."

Now, let's go see everyone.

"Oh, if it isn't the Holy Maiden."
"Ah, Sir Raban."

As I was looking around after leaving the infirmary, Sir Raban approached me.

"Now you're even helping treat the wounded? You're working so hard."
"Oh? I remember helping with the wounded before as well."
"...That thing, you mean."

I clearly remember Sir Raban using my Holy Maiden's special recovery formation several times when I developed it on the front lines.
Sir Raban's expression suddenly turned strange.
What does he mean by "that thing"? Why is he acting like this?

"I don't know what 'that thing' is, but I've helped with simple healing before, haven't I?"
"...Ha.Ha.Ha."
"Sir Raban?"
"I'm sorry. My stomach suddenly doesn't feel well... I'll see you later!"
"If your stomach hurts, shall I take a look?"
"N-No need!!"

I tilted my head in confusion as Sir Raban ran away as if escaping, claiming his stomach hurt.
Perhaps Sir Raban is reaching retirement age.
Health comes first, especially with stomach problems.

Anyway, I returned to our tent, but neither Vending Machine nor Milia were there.
Soleil should have returned by now, but he hasn't come looking for me either.

Hmm, could they have gone to see the drunkard? It's still far from mealtime.

"There you are."
"Oh, Soleil?"

Just then, Soleil appeared behind me.

"I went to the infirmary, but they said you had already left, so I've been looking for you."
"Ahaha, we must have missed each other."
"I apologize. It seems attacks occurred simultaneously at other fortresses, so it took longer than expected."
"These things happen."

I naturally took Soleil's hand and walked beside him.

"Do you know where the Hero went?"
"Judging by how he was asking where Count Orca went, I believe he's probably with him."

It seems they came to help me but ended up going to the drunkard when there was nothing to do.
Following Soleil's lead, we found Vending Machine and the drunkard sparring.
The drunkard was still going easy on him, but unlike before, Vending Machine was properly crossing swords with him.

"Haaah!!"
-Clang! Clang!

The drunkard seems to be enjoying himself too.
He really does seem intent on cramming his techniques into Vending Machine within a month.
As I was watching Vending Machine's improved movements:

"That's enough for today."
-Thud!
"Ugh!"

The drunkard suddenly dove in and kneed Vending Machine in the chin.
Wow, that must have hurt.

"Th-Thank you for the instruction."
"Sure thing."
"But why do you always hit my head at the end of every session?"
"Because you annoy me."

After saying that, the drunkard looked at me and said:

"You're here."
"Yes."
"Sis! Good work!"
"Ah, Holy Maiden!"

Milia and Seira, who had been watching the sparring from another direction, seemed to have just noticed us.

"Hey, squirt."
"Yes?"

The drunkard suddenly called out to me.

"Ah, never mind. Force of habit."

He said that and then turned to look at Soleil.

"Sir Soleil, I need your help with something."
"What is it?"
"This kid still doesn't have a proper grasp of aura, and I think you, as his Master, should help him a bit."
"What about me?"
"Weren't you going to be separate for a while anyway?"

Well, that's true, but...
I feel a bit disappointed.
As I blankly watched the drunkard, Soleil, and Vending Machine talking among themselves:

"Sis, shall we women have a chat?"
"Yes, Holy Maiden."

Milia and Seira each took one of my hands as they said this.

"Eh? What?"
"Then, we'll see you at dinner~."
"Master, I'll be back later!"

And so I ended up having a meal with the two, not knowing what was going on.
It's not that I dislike being with Milia or Seira, but I would have preferred to be with Soleil.

"Ahaha, sorry. You probably wanted to be with Sir Soleil."
"Ehehe, please forgive us just this once, Holy Maiden."

Well, what can I do when they cling to me so adorably?

"Fufu, it's fine. So, what's this about?"
"Oh my, sis, have you already forgotten?"
"Y-You said we should have a girls' talk."
"Ah, that's right."

Now that I think about it, we did talk about that.
Last night by the campfire, I was trying to get Soleil to speak casually to me and completely forgot.
Ugh, someday I'll definitely make Soleil speak to me informally.

"Then, shall Seira go first?"
"Yes!"

Seira nodded vigorously at Milia's suggestion.
She looked at Milia and me with sparkling eyes and asked:

"I want to hear about how Milia met Ian and how the Holy Maiden met Sir Soleil!"
"Ahaha, starting from there?"
"This is going to be a long story."

We decided to let Milia start first.
This is the second time I'm hearing it, but...
Milia explained with various gestures as if that day was still vivid in her memory.
And Seira was gradually getting absorbed in the story.

"...So in the end, I fell for Ian, hehe."
"Wow..."
"Somehow, I feel more embarrassed telling it now than when I told sis..."

After finishing her story, Milia scratched her head shyly while looking at me.

"Ahaha, well, the listener's reaction is different this time."
"That's true."
"Is it my turn now?"
"Ah, I'm curious about your story too, sis!"

Come to think of it, I've never told anyone how I came to like Soleil.

"Fufu, compared to Milia's story, mine isn't that impressive."

And so, I began to tell how I met Soleil.

"It was when I was 7 years old."
"...7 years old?"
"H-Holy Maiden, did you just say 7?"

I understand their reactions, but I ignored them and continued my story.

"At that time, I wasn't affiliated with the church, but was captured by a slave trader. Milia, you know who I'm talking about, right?"
"Ah, those people..."
"Anyway, unable to escape from their hands, I was put up for auction that year and ended up being sold to a demon worshipper."

It was a time when I was desperately rejecting my mother and blaming myself for Brother Pieris's death.
In the end, it was because I put down all my burdens at the last moment that I was able to face my mother.

"It was at that moment, as I was barely holding on after encountering the voice of the Goddess, my mother."

Like a painting, Soleil burst through the door.
A knight in white armor with a red cross, fluttering a white cape.

"You all know that my eyes can see mana, right? It was the same when I was young. To be precise, it looks like colorful light particles fluttering, like dust of light."

Holy power, a white light close to gold.
And the pure white light representing lightning mana.
The beautiful sword that shone with these two mixed together, which he swung to cut down the demon worshipper in one stroke.

"After slaying the demon worshipper, Soleil came through the purified, fluttering red mana, removed his helmet, and said:"

Even now, when I try to recall it, that moment appears vividly before my eyes as if it were unfolding right in front of me.

"'I apologize for being late. I've come to escort you.'"

Remembering that day when I blankly stared into those clear, deep eyes like the blue sea:

"Whether he was trying to reassure the child that I was, he smiled gently."
"He is handsome... When I see him smile around you, sis, it's definitely..."
"Even now that Sir Soleil has gotten younger, he's incredibly popular among female adventurers..."
"Anyway, I fell for him at first sight."

Looking at the two who were squealing beside me, I smiled and said:

"Fufu, the problem was that at the time, I mistook it for admiration."
"Gasp."
"N-No way!"
"It was quite recently that I realized it was love."

I've done so many things I'm sorry for to Soleil.

"I used to be very curious about what it meant to like someone, just like Seira is now."
"You, sis?"
"I can't imagine it."
"I had normal dreams about having a lover too."

I just didn't know whether it would be a man or a woman, so I was confused.

"Looking back, I feel so sorry. Thinking it was just childish behavior, not realizing it was an expression of affection, I clung to Soleil and talked about all sorts of things."
"Ehehe, when we first started traveling, I was shocked when sis said she wasn't interested in romance."
"Ahaha, please forget about that time. I really didn't understand my own feelings."

Stopping Milia from digging up my embarrassing past, I looked at Seira.

"So, what do you think?"
"Umm, I'm not sure I understand."
"Ahaha. Well, I was the same before I met Ian."

And so, we were able to share various stories until the men finished their training and came looking for us.

Ch.80 - Rage
As the women continued their conversation for a while.

"Here it comes again."
"Ugh, you're right."
"Ahaha, hang in there, Milia."

I could see the surroundings becoming noisy again, as if another attack was coming.

"They can come as many as five times a day. It's best to manage your condition wisely."

If the attacks continue too frequently, I might have to step in occasionally.

"Well, good luck."
"I'll be off then!"
"Be careful not to get hurt!"
"Then, I'll be going too."
"Yes! See you later!"

After watching Seira wave goodbye to Milia and me, I headed toward the top of the wall where Commander Ain was, just like this morning.

"You're here."
"Yes. By the way, I've been wondering since I first came to the front line—why do they send them in multiple waves like that?"
"We suspect there might be a limit to how many magical beasts they can control at once, but we're not certain."

Unlike this morning, I watched the holy knights forming their battle formation as Commander Ain spoke.

"What concerns me more is the recent lack of demon attacks."
"What does headquarters say?"
"They've expanded the observation range, but there's no sign of demons anywhere."
"Hmm."

Indeed, it's unsettling.

"All we can do is what we're doing now—letting everyone rest as much as possible to preserve our strength."
"I agree."

As Commander Ain said, with no information available, all we could do was divide our forces and take turns fighting and resting.
Watching the holy knights face the horde of magical beasts swarming in just like this morning.

"May we protect everyone."

I prayed.

After that, the magical beast attacks began to repeat—three or four times on lighter days, five or six times on heavier ones—coming at any hour, whether morning, night, or dawn, as if time didn't matter.
According to Commander Ain, the attacks have become much more frequent since our arrival.

Five days passed like that.
With the distribution of holy knights to the front line complete, I went with everyone to see off Commander Ain as she headed to Israphel.

"It's good to see you, Holy Maiden. Sir Soleil."
"It's been a while, Sir Ella."
"Sir Ella, it's been a long time."
"From now on, Sir Ella will take command of Azrael in my place."
"You've worked hard. No, you'll have to work even harder from now on. Hoho."
"Hoo, how dreadful."

Since the vending machine, Milia, and the drunkard were already acquainted with Sir Ella, I watched them exchange greetings and spoke to Commander Ain.

"Don't let your guard down just because you're at the Symbol of Invincibility."
"Don't worry. I'm more concerned about you, Holy Maiden. Don't get depressed being separated from Soleil."
"Ugh, really!"
"Hahaha!!"

Commander Ain teasing me until the very end.

"Well then, I'll be going now, everyone."
"See you next time, Commander."
"Thank you for your hard work!"
"Take care!"

After waving with a smile to Soleil, the vending machine, and Milia, I watched Commander Ain disappear through the portal.

"Now, it begins."

I sensed that the time had come for me to start moving alone, away from everyone.
For that, I'll need supplies first.

With that thought, as we were all heading to breakfast, I took five silver coins from my sleeve and handed them to the vending machine.

"That's quite a lot."
"Ahaha, just in case."
"All the same kind?"
"Yes. The usual, please."

I smiled as I tucked five cans of Dr. Pepper into my sleeve.

"Hoho, with these, I should be fine even if I'm away for a while."
"I'm not fine with that at all."

Soleil's suddenly displeased voice.

"I have no desire to be separated from Leila for long."
"Really, are you a child?"
"It's only natural to worry when someone you love is going somewhere dangerous."
"Hoho, if you put it that way, I should be more worried about you, Soleil."

And for good reason.

"The enemy's primary target is the Hero, right? Soleil is probably in more danger than I am."
"Still, compared to Leila being alone..."

As we continued our not-quite-argument about who should worry more about whom.

"You two are really something."
"Holy Maiden, you don't even get embarrassed anymore..."
"Ahaha."
"Sis, it seems like all your shyness has disappeared."

Well, we've been through a lot these past few days.

"Compared to the embarrassment I've experienced recently, this is nothing."
"...Ahem."
"True, that incident two days ago was pretty intense."
"She hid under the blanket in the barracks all day."
"Wow, really, Milia?"
"Yeah. Every time I entered the barracks, she wouldn't come out from under the blanket."

...Ahem.

"Let's, let's stop talking about that."
"Why, is the strategy of seducing him while drunk still embarrassing to think about?"
"Aaaaargh!!"
*THUD*
"Guhk."

I punched the drunkard in the solar plexus as he insisted on bringing it up.

"...That was Master's own doing, I think."
"To bring up what everyone was avoiding... Mr. Orca, you're amazing."
"M-Master!!"

I glared at Soleil, who kept avoiding my gaze and clearing his throat.

"But, but...!!"

He keeps refusing to speak informally despite my persistent requests!
I'm trying hard to seduce him to take our relationship to the next level, but he still treats me like a child!

"Sigh, please calm down, Leila."

As I puffed my cheeks in dissatisfaction, Soleil sighed and approached to pat my head.
It feels nice, but still.

"We still have plenty of time."
"Even so..."

I feel bad for troubling Soleil all this time.
I just wanted to repay him a little for that...

"If it's truly what you want, I would respond, but if you're doing it out of guilt toward me, I cannot accept that."
*kiss*

Soleil kissed my forehead as he said that.
...So he knew.

"How many years have we spent together? Did you think I wouldn't notice something like that?"
"Ugh."

As I blushed while looking at Soleil.

"Yes, yes. That's enough of that."
"M-Milia!?"
"Sir Soleil, you should stop too."
"Hero?"
"Master, are you okay?"
"Ugh, that damn kid really hit me hard..."

Hearing everyone say we'd almost reached the dining hall, I shook my head and whispered quietly so only Soleil could hear.

"...Still, when I said I'd be happy with anything you do to me, I really meant it."
"Ahem."

To be honest, apart from wanting to repay Soleil, I'm curious.
I carefully grabbed his sleeve with those feelings in mind.
Believing that someday he would understand my heart.

* *

"To be honest, I was a bit worried about the food before coming to the front line."
"Is that so?"
"Ah, me too!"

The vending machine suddenly brought this up as we finished our meal.

"Where I lived, the quality of supplies for soldiers preparing for war was terrible."

Well, Korean military supplies are indeed somewhat lacking.

"So honestly, I didn't expect much."
"Hoho, providing the best items to heroes who risk their lives to protect the world is only natural."
"Well, half of them are adventurers who come for the money."

The drunkard grumbled.

"It's the result of everyone working together."

It's the result of everyone cooperating for the world.
If the front line falls, the world will end.

After finishing our meal, as Soleil and I were chatting over tea, a messenger came saying that Sir Ella was looking for us.
Upon hearing the message, Soleil and I hurriedly headed to the command room where Sir Ella was.

"I apologize for calling you both so soon after the Commander left."
"It's fine. So, what's the matter?"
"It seems Sir Soleil needs to go to Israphel right away."

Huh?

"Why Soleil? I was under the impression that I would be the one to go in most situations."
"Well..."

Sir Ella began to explain.

"An anomaly has been detected in the demon realm."

A hole has opened in the sky inside the demon realm, not far from Azrael.
A large purple hole.

"Something pouring out of that hole is approaching Azrael."

Very slowly, but steadily.
Some black substance, like mud, is approaching this fortress.
It's undulating like a mud pit as it moves toward us.

"Headquarters believes only the Holy Maiden can prepare for it."
"I see."
"Also, they believe that starting with an attack on Azrael, other fortresses may experience anomalies as well."

That makes sense.

"...Understood. Then, I'll leave it to you, Soleil."
"Leila, please be careful."
"Don't worry. I will definitely protect this place."
"The temporary portal is ready, so Sir Soleil can head over there."

Sir Ella pointed to a portal prepared in the same place where Commander Ain left this morning.
As I watched Soleil leave, I said:

"Let's prepare as well."
"Yes, ma'am."

* *

Black sky, land without light, cursed land where the sun never rises.
Above the bizarre forest where trees tainted by demonic energy glow blue and purple.

"The time has ripened."

A skeleton mage, Lich Sigmund, floating in the sky, emanating blue death energy, wearing what was once clearly an elegant and glossy high-quality robe, now tattered and faded white.

"Abominable goddess, it is time for you to face the anger and resentment of those you abandoned."

The atmosphere trembles.
And slowly spreading purple mist.
Demonic energy so thick it's visible to the naked eye.

The massive demonic energy, enough to cover the forest and more, begins to swirl and gather.

Above Sigmund's head.

"Abandoned ones, our king has commanded."

Sigmund speaks with trembling ecstasy, arms spread wide.
The swirling demonic energy tears a large hole in the sky.
A large, purple hole.

"Let the feast begin."

And black sewage begins to drip from the hole in the sky.
The mud-like sewage that started as drops soon poured down like a waterfall.
As if possessing will, it moved forward.

"Trample them."

Toward Azrael.

* *

After confirming the black mud approaching Azrael and preparing all the fortress's forces:

"There it comes."
"It really does look like mud."

As the vending machine said, I watched the mud gradually becoming visible from the front line where we stood in formation outside Azrael's walls.

Suddenly, the surroundings darkened and I looked up to see ominous magical energy gathering in the sky.

*Crack, crackle*

I could see black clouds forming and black lightning gathering.

"Lord, deliver us from evil."

I hurriedly raised my staff upward, concentrating holy power.
The range needed to be enough to cover everyone here...!!

"Everyone—!! Brace for impact from above!!"

Just as the barrier barely enveloped everyone:

*RUMBLE!!!*

A massive black lightning bolt struck down like a spear.

"Ugh...!!"
"Leila!!"

The barrier cracked significantly, perhaps because I focused on range rather than strength.
Tremendous power.

Black lightning—I've never seen such magic before.
Fortunately, it doesn't seem to be a type of magic that can be fired repeatedly. After glancing at the sky where only dark clouds remained, I looked forward.
At that moment, the holy power within me surged in response to something, and my stigmata forcibly activated.

"..."

What is... this...?

"Leila? What's wrong?"
"Ugh."
"Leila!?"
"Hey, kid!"

The vending machine urgently grabbed my swaying shoulders.
The drunkard, who noticed my abnormality from afar, also rushed over, but that wasn't what mattered now.

"Damn bastards...!!"
"...Leila?"
"Hey, kid, what's—"

Through my activated stigmata, as I looked at the black mud that had approached:

"It hurts... It's painful..."
"Cold..."
"Mom... where are you...?"

I could see a horde of vengeful spirits, twisted and clumped together in horrific forms.
Hundreds, no, even thousands would be too few to count.

"What do you think people are... what do you think souls are?!!"

I absolutely, absolutely cannot forgive this.
I shouted toward a single figure floating in the sky in the distance, emanating purple demonic energy visible even without stigmata:

"SIGMUND—!!!!"

* *

"What do you think people are... what do you think souls are?!!"

It was the first time I'd seen Leila lose her composure and rage like this.

"SIGMUND—!!!!"

The name Leila shouted in anger was one I'd heard several times—one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army.
Lich Sigmund.

Surprised by that name, Master and I looked in the direction Leila was glaring:

"...That's Sigmund."
"Sigmund...!!"

We could see a single skeleton floating in the air in the distance.
Surely, the black lightning from earlier was also his magic.

"Orca!!"
"Yeah."

With an angry expression and gritted teeth, Leila called Master's name for the first time.

"It's time to fulfill our contract. You must, you must kill him!"
"...Leave it to me."

As she said this, Leila struck the ground hard with her staff.

*CLANG!*
"Lord, your child prays to you."

With a voice suppressing her anger, Leila prayed while gripping her staff tightly with both hands.

"Your child prays earnestly."

As the prayer continued, her trembling voice gradually calmed.

"Lord, do you see?"

At the same time, brilliant holy power began to spread.
A golden light visible even to those without stigmata like me.

"Your lambs are suffering."

It slowly began to seep into the ground.
However, it seemed the mud would arrive before her prayer finished.

"Lord, grant me permission."

Along with Leila's continuing prayer, if there hadn't been a curtain of light blocking the mud:

*CLANG!*

And once again, Leila struck the ground with her staff.

"Salvation for those who suffer."

The black mud spread, writhing as if to swallow everything like a curtain.

"Let me clear away that darkness."

A few of us, including myself, swung our weapons at the mud, but attacks were meaningless against the amorphous substance.
In the end, all we could do was step back and watch the brightly glowing Leila with helpless expressions.

"Ah, Lord, your child dares to ask for a miracle."

With an expression mixing sadness and anger, Leila continued her prayer and raised her staff to the sky.

"Grant me permission to inscribe your miracle upon this land."

As Leila's prayer ended:
I felt an overwhelming sense of divine power enveloping my body, incomparable to any blessing I'd received from her before.
Immediately after, Leila grabbed her staff with both hands and said:

"I will open the way."

As black lightning gathered in the sky again, Leila stepped forward with her left foot and swung her staff downward.
The staff, surrounded by golden energy as I'd seen before, collided with the earth.

*BOOM!!*

With a thunderous sound, the lightning scattered and the earth split.
And in its wake, like the miracle of Moses, the mud spread apart, opening a path.
Immediately after, skeleton soldiers began to crawl out of the ground one by one.

"Go, Orca."

Leila's expression grew even more fierce at the sight of the skeleton soldiers, and Master rushed toward the path Leila had opened, paying no attention to anything else.
Watching brilliant holy power—separate from the holy power of this land strengthening us—envelop Master's body, all I could do was hope for his safety.

"Damn it."

I was still too weak.

"Hero. Let's do what we can."

Looking at me with a somewhat calmer expression, Leila said:

"Yes. We should."

I decided to pull myself together.
Right, just because I can't do something now doesn't mean I won't be able to in the future.

Move forward.
That's what being a hero means.

Pointing my holy sword toward the endlessly emerging skeleton soldiers, I said:

"Are you okay, Leila?"
"Yes, I'm a bit calmer now."
"That's unexpected."

I thought she'd be raging to kill him herself, contract or not, after being that angry.

"If I leave here, no one can stop the mud. And besides, we're facing Sigmund."

Leila briefly looked in the direction Master had gone.

"...I judged that Orca, who has lived with the obsession to kill Sigmund, is the most suitable person."

Swinging her staff wrapped in aura to destroy approaching skeleton soldiers, Leila said:

"Let's focus on liberating these poor souls."
"...Right."

Watching the Holy Maiden who shed tears invisible to others, praying for salvation for the black mud and skeleton soldiers:
I gritted my teeth.

Ch.81 - Sword-Obsessed Ghost
Orca runs along the path Leila opened.
Magic assists him, helping him advance.

Orca dodges the approaching mud that threatens to swallow him whole, continuing to run while stepping on thin air.
How much time has passed, under the demon realm's sky where there's no longer any allied support?

The Sword Demon, Orca, murmured as he gazed at the sight before him.

"Throughout my life, how I've longed for this day to come."

The hateful being who took everything from him, even his disciple's future.

The Lich, Sigmund.

He had lived until now for this single moment, uncertain if it would ever come to pass.

He wanted revenge.
All he had was a sword left behind with a book, so he wielded that sword.
He knew well enough that a swordsman couldn't defeat a mage.
But that was all he had been given.

He knew.
That he was merely ordinary, average at best.
That no matter how hard he tried, he could never reach the geniuses above him.

Since ordinary effort wouldn't be enough, he kept swinging his sword.
Even that wasn't sufficient.

So he risked his life.
Every moment, he swung his sword while risking his life.
Because that was the only thing he had.
Even after risking his life this way, even after earning the title "Sword Demon" meaning one obsessed with the sword, crossing that wall still seemed distant.

Only with the help of many others could he finally stand before his enemy.

"Since the kid fulfilled the contract, I guess it's my turn now."

The enemy was using part of his abilities elsewhere, and he himself had received the blessing of the greatest saint in history—the most ideal situation possible.
Inwardly thanking Leila for creating this situation exactly as promised, Orca spoke.

"Damn good to see you, you fucking skeleton."

Orca smiled viciously, his words carrying a murderous intent that could pierce flesh.
Seeing this, Sigmund wondered:

"Have I seen you somewhere before? I'm not the type to remember every human, so I apologize."
"Ha, hahahahaha!! It doesn't matter!! My name is Orca!! Remember that much and die!!"

Laughing maniacally, Orca drew his sword, creating an aura blade.

"Hmph, a human, and merely a swordsman who isn't even a Master at that."

Sigmund sneered contemptuously, rising higher into the air.
At the same time, Orca kicked off the ground and began to run.

Sigmund, who had been watching him indifferently, made a quiet gesture.

-BOOM!!

The earth split open, thorns shooting upward.

The reason a swordsman cannot defeat a mage. Reason one.

To swing a sword, one must plant their feet firmly to exert force.
A mage destroys and manipulates the ground beneath those feet.

A mage attacks while flying through the sky.
A swordsman cannot fly.

'So, I won't rely on the ground. I'll use the sky as my foothold.'

Orca ran, stepping on platforms of deep brown mana in midair.
Yet Sigmund, unfazed, rose even higher and uttered words incomprehensible to human intellect.

A storm of blades swept through, and thunderbolts poured down from dark clouds gathering in the sky.

The reason a swordsman cannot defeat a mage. Reason two.

A swordsman's attack range is limited.
A mage's attacks dominate a wide area.

Magic cannot be cut.
A swordsman cannot advance if he cannot cut.

'Therefore, I'll cut a wide area with a single attack. If I cannot cut magic, I'll collide with it and neutralize it.'

In midair, Orca spun his body once and made a wide horizontal slash, his black aura spreading like a single stroke.
Simultaneously, that single stroke divided into dozens, hundreds.

Even so, neutralizing all the incoming magic was impossible.
The missed wind blades sliced his body, and white lightning pierced and burned him.

'It doesn't matter. This much, I can endure with grit.'

He endured with his body, ensuring only that he could still swing his sword.
Though incredibly reckless, it was enough to surprise his opponent.
The enemy didn't know him.
Not knowing him, the enemy assumed he would retreat when his life was threatened—a careless judgment.

The reason a swordsman cannot defeat a mage. The final reason.

A swordsman becomes extremely weak beyond the reach of his sword.
A mage can leap through space, becoming unreachable.

True high-level magic cannot be blocked by a swordsman's power.
A swordsman is merely human, powerless against disaster.

'So.'

Seeing Orca swing his sword after somehow reaching close range, Sigmund made a short spatial leap and released the high-level magic he had prepared.

『Black-Dyed Light』

A formidable high-level magic that had cracked the barrier of Leila, the greatest saint in history.
Black lightning began to flow in the sky, and dozens of lightning streams twisted together to smite the insignificant creature below.

However, the lightning never struck the ground.
There was no sound, no impact.

-Slash.

There was only the sound of something being cut.

"I'll cut you down. I've lived for that one purpose."

Orca spoke calmly as he retrieved his sword, standing in the sky covered in wounds.
Where he had cut, where Sigmund had crossed space, a wavering black line was drawn.

"What—"

As the lightning dispersed in the sky, Sigmund's body slowly began to split in half from the slash that had transcended space.

It was the answer obtained by a talentless man who had devoted his entire life.
At the same time, it was an answer that the talented could never reach.

"Now, I'll cut you."
"This... can't... be..."

Despite various reasons, the humiliation of being defeated by a mere swordsman who wasn't even a Master.
The bitterness of seeing his thousand-year preparations crumble so easily.
Anger at himself for allowing this situation through his arrogance that mere humans could never defeat him.
Sigmund glared at Orca with all these emotions.

And Orca, standing on precarious mana platforms that seemed about to collapse, slowly approached Sigmund and raised his sword overhead.

"Die."
-Slash.

Indifferently, he brought the sword down.

-I cannot forgive this. I will never forgive this! You, at least, I must...!
"Cough."

At that moment, with the curse-like words spreading like an echo, ominous mana gathered from the Lich's crumbling body and enveloped Orca.
Orca, already wounded, immediately coughed blood and fell unconscious, plummeting from the sky.

* *

The endless black mud suddenly disappeared, and the spirits that had been forcibly bound to this land by demonic energy were released.
At the same time, I could see the black lightning that had begun gathering in the direction the drunkard had gone also dispersing.
As soon as I saw this, without even time to say anything to my companions, I ran at full speed.

And just moments ago, I barely managed to catch the drunkard as he fell unconscious from the sky.
Along with him came something ominous surrounding him—not pure demonic energy, not mana, but something like a curse woven with a mixture of both, bound with what seemed like lingering thoughts.
The soul of the woman who had been protecting him until now disappeared just now.
Well, that is...

"...This is."

After treating the external wounds of the drunkard who had fallen covered in injuries and coughing blood, I checked his body condition and fortunately found no remaining curse or abnormalities.
It was truly what you would call a miracle.
Well, he'll be absolutely horrified when he wakes up, but anyway.

"Well done, Orca."

After saying that, I activated my stigmata again and looked around.
Fortunately, thanks to Orca cutting down Sigmund, the spirits forcibly bound to this land by demonic energy had also been released.
I couldn't tell whether they had vanished or returned to their natural state.

"May they find peace at the end of their suffering."

I prayed that they had at least been freed from their pain in their final moments.
After finishing my prayer, I looked at the drunkard who had collapsed and showed no signs of regaining consciousness, and sighed.
The matter with the spirits was serious, but this situation seems equally troublesome.

"Sigh, anyway."

Honestly, in my judgment, there seems to be no way to reverse this, but when he wakes up, he'll surely grab me first and make demands.
With mixed feelings, I grabbed the drunkard's collar, slung him over my shoulder, and returned to where my companions were.

"Leila!!"
"Sister!!"

As I was slowly making my way back, the vending machine and Miss Milia were running toward me.
Worried they might be corrupted by demonic energy if they weren't careful, I gestured for them to go back, then stopped briefly at the fortress before returning to the barracks.

"Where did you go?"
"We were worried when you didn't come after telling us to go ahead."

The two I had sent ahead greeted me.

"Saint!"

And Miss Seira, who came running urgently.

"M-Master!?"
"Yes, is he safe?"

Sweating a little as I heard those questions, I carefully laid the drunkard I had been carrying on my shoulder onto the ground.

"...Saint?"
"Hey, Leila? Who is this?"
"Sister? Why did you bring back someone we've never seen before?"
"Well, um, how should I put this? I don't know what to say either. Why don't you ask him yourself?"

He'll wake up soon anyway.

"Ugh..."

As I was feeling awkward under everyone's gaze, the drunkard soon groaned and woke up.

"Where am I... Am I alive...?"
"Um, drunkard? First, don't panic and listen to my explanation, okay?"
"What's with all the fuss, ki—huh?"

Finally noticing something strange about his voice.

"No, well, I'm really sorry, but by the time I arrived, the situation was already over."
"Th-this..."

Ignoring the people around who were shocked, probably from hearing me call him "drunkard," I continued making excuses.
Wait, why am I making excuses when I didn't cast the curse?

"What... is... thiiiiiiiiiiis!!!!!"

I sighed as I heard the clear-voiced girl's scream echoing through the barracks.

* *

"Huff, huff..."
"Are you calmer now?"
"Ha, this is driving me crazy. Really."

The drunkard who had been screaming and raging for quite some time finally seemed to calm down, sitting dejectedly on the cot in the barracks and looking at me.
After sending everyone else out, saying I would explain once the situation calmed down, only the drunkard and I remained in the barracks.

"Pfft."
"Stop laughing or I'll kill you. Seriously."

Glossy black hair flowing down to the waist, large round blue eyes.
Gone was the rough impression of his face, replaced by the face of an innocent young girl.
Would she be about 15-16 years old at most? Looking like Miss Seira's younger sister, a small girl about my height—the dissonance of hearing such words in that clear voice is no joke.

"Pfft, hehe. So your natural hair color was black."
"...Yeah."

Well, that bleached-looking white couldn't have been natural.

"Hurry up and explain."
"Yes, yes."

Even with that fierce expression on such a face, it just looks cute.

"So, here's what happened."

I told him everything I had seen and examined directly, from the situation when I arrived to the moment I caught the drunkard, without omission.

"Ha, that bastard. Muttering something at the end. Casting such a filthy curse."
"And also. At the end, there was a woman's soul surrounding you, protecting you from the curse. Do you have any idea who that might be?"

Having been asked to do so, I pretended not to know and asked.

"..."

Seemingly shocked by my words, the drunkard stared blankly for a while, then took out a necklace from his chest, looked at it, and spoke.
I see, so the soul could follow the drunkard because the remains were kept in the necklace.

"I see. So I was saved by you again."

The drunkard began reminiscing.
Sorry, but I still have things to explain, so I interrupted his memories.

"Um, I hate to interrupt your reminiscing, but I think you should know that the curse, or spell, whatever it is—I don't think it can be reversed."
"What?"

She—now a she—stared at me with wide eyes.
I added:

"I've already tried several times, and on the way back to the barracks, I even grabbed a curse specialist mage to ask, but there was no reaction at all."
"..."
"I, I even poured divine power into it, but it really had no effect."

Seeing her looking up at the sky with her hand on her forehead and eyes closed was so pitiful that I couldn't help it.

"Pfft!"
"...Grr."

But what can I do? It's funny.
Who would have thought that the final curse cast by a Lich, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army, who had lived since ancient times, would turn out like this?
Seeming to need some time to adjust, I took out a hand mirror, tossed it to her, and told her to call me when she calmed down, then left the barracks.

-Come in.

After some time passed, the drunkard called for me again.
With eyes that seemed to have made some decision, the drunkard was now wearing clothes that fit perfectly, instead of the tattered clothes from before.

"Hey, kid."
"Pfft, oh, you found clothes that fit?"
"Stop laughing and call everyone in."
"Okay."

At the drunkard's request, I called in the people waiting outside.

"You all said you're going after the Demon Lord."
"Yes, Master."

Vending machine answered diligently to the sudden question.
Honestly, he can't even look her in the eye because he finds it funny too, but what's the point of just answering seriously?

"I'm going too."
"What?"
"Have you checked your physical condition?"
"Yes. I'm fine. My mana is no different from before, and I just need to adapt to this changed body. To be honest, apart from the awkwardness, I'm actually in better shape than before."

Then, Miss Seira, who had been listening blankly until then, spoke up.

"Master, what about me?"
"..."

She had forgotten about her.

"If you really want to come with us, I'll arrange for Miss Seira to stay at the Papal Office for the time being."
"...Master, are you abandoning me? Because I'm no longer useful?"

Hearing my words, Miss Seira began to whimper.

"Sigh, come here."
"*Sniff* Yes."

At the drunkard's words, Miss Seira approached, still sniffling.

"Don't think unnecessary thoughts. Why would I abandon you?"
"But..."
"I'll be back soon. When I return, we'll travel together again like before."
"Master..."
"Don't worry. Unless you run off with some man and abandon me, I will never, ever abandon you."

Watching the drunkard comforting the sniffling Miss Seira, I thought:
She keeps telling me it's not like that, but this is completely treating her like a daughter.

"Master, is there a reason for this sudden decision?"

The vending machine, who had been quietly watching the scene, finally couldn't contain his curiosity and asked the drunkard.

"I'm so pissed about ending up like this that I won't be satisfied unless I make the Demon Lord pay somehow. The actual culprit is already dead, so the head has to take responsibility."

The drunkard said with a grin, showing her teeth.

"Ahaha!! Hahahahaha!!"

Seeing that, my laughter burst out and wouldn't stop.
No, hehe, but, pfft, trying to make a fierce expression but looking so cute!!

"S-Sister!"
"Leila, aren't you laughing too openly in front of her?"
"Saint... I understand how you feel, but..."

The three people scolding me have a point, but...

"Sigh, it's fine. I've already heard I can't go back anyway. Rather than having you all awkwardly try to be considerate like that, I prefer her laughing openly—it's easier on my mind."
"Haa, haa... I laughed so much my stomach hurts."
"You should stop laughing so much."

After all, if the drunkard doesn't get used to it quickly, it'll just be tiring for everyone.
And so, we spent the rest of the day looking after the drunkard who had become a woman.

Ch.82 - [Side Story] In the Flower Garden
Our family was a fairly wealthy tailor household in a village near the front lines.

What was it again?
They say that an ancestor far more distant than my grandfather's grandfather once received help from a certain swordsman.
That swordsman was actually from another world, and through the connection of making traditional clothing from his homeland that he missed, our family learned various skills from him.

The unique attire our family has worn for generations, called "mubok," was passed down this way.
In my childhood, my father would sit me on his knee and tell me such stories.

I was 13, on a spring day.

"Orca, let's play!"

As I was lost in thought, a cheerful voice called from outside the window.
When I opened the window and looked out, there was a girl about my height with blonde hair and blue eyes.

"...I always think this, but you're really carefree."
"Kids are supposed to play!"
"I'm busy learning the family business."

It was Amy, my only peer in the village and childhood friend.
Well, my parents did tell me to get along with Amy whenever she came over.

"I always think this, but the clothes your family wears are really pretty."
"Should I ask my father to make one for you next time?"
"Really!?"
"Well, if he refuses, I'll make one for you after I inherit the family business."
"Really?!"

It wasn't particularly difficult, but Amy clung to me with sparkling eyes, so delighted by the prospect.

"Well, if you're doubtful, should we make a promise?"
"Yes! Let's promise! I really want to wear clothes made by you, Orca!"
"Oh? Not by my father?"
"Don't need those!"

As we headed toward the small flower field where we always spent time together, we linked our pinkies and made a promise.

"Wow, it's even more amazing after not coming for so long!"
"...Yeah, it's beautiful."

Standing in the flower field full of blooming flowers, I said this while looking at Amy, who was smiling brightly at me with her hands behind her back.
I wonder if that idiot knows that I like her.

I remember that after playing together excitedly, we took a nap under a large tree.

"Orca!! Orca!! Wake up, quickly!!"
"...Amy?"
"Something terrible is happening to the village!!"

Amy was shaking me awake urgently, and behind her, gray smoke was coloring the red sky.

"What is that?!"
"I don't know either, when I opened my eyes it was already like this...!!"

Holding Amy's hand as she anxiously stamped her feet, I ran toward the village.

"Eee—mmph!"
"Shh!"

Unknown monsters were killing the villagers.
And looking at the monster in the sky, which even to my untrained eyes appeared to be of a different caliber, I hurriedly hid and covered Amy's mouth.

Fortunately, the monsters didn't notice us, so I could only hold Amy close and hide, trembling until the moment the monsters left.

"M-mom... Dad...."
"...Damn it."

The monsters didn't take anything.
They didn't kidnap anyone.
They simply killed every living person and left.

"Why, why...!!"
"Waaaaaah!!"

After searching the entire village and finding our parents' corpses in gruesome states, we cried as if the heavens would fall.

-Bang! Bang!
"Hic, sob."
"Sorry, Amy, I think I just need to break this."

Since only the two of us remained, we had to find a way to survive.
Remembering my parents' instructions to always check the basement if something happened to the family, I returned home and headed for the basement with Amy.

In the basement we entered while holding Amy's hand, there was...

"...A sword?"

A long sword of a shape I'd never seen before, and a book.
The letters on the book's cover were completely unfamiliar and impossible to understand, but fortunately, the contents were written in characters I could read.
They were the same characters passed down with our family's traditional mubok.

Skimming through it, I found it was a swordsmanship manual called "Bongukgeom."
According to the notes on the last page, it was a swordsmanship style that the swordsman who had formed a connection with our family long ago had interpreted from his homeland's techniques in his own way.

After gathering the sword and book, I searched the house safe for travel money, and then left the village with Amy.

* *

"I'm back."
"Good work. How was it today?"
"Here."
"Ooh, lots of meat."

Fortunately, we were saved from starvation when a hunter discovered us, and with his help, we were able to settle in a village.
The travel money we brought was quite sufficient, so we found an empty house and had been living together with Amy for five years.
I made a living by hunting and selling leather and meat with skills learned from the hunter who saved us, while training my body by studying the book I had brought from home.

"Tomorrow is the day we go back to our hometown."
"That's right."

We had become adults, and since our lives had stabilized somewhat, I accepted Amy's suggestion to return to our hometown this year.
...Actually, I had another purpose as well.

Somehow Amy and I had become like a married couple, but I still hadn't formally confessed to her.
I had been making time to create the mubok I had promised Amy in childhood, and I even obtained a ring through merchants who occasionally visited the village.

"What are you doing?"
"Ah, nothing."

As I fiddled with the ring box in my pocket, Amy clung to me, asking what I was hiding, and I had to push her away.
Really, she's become sufficiently feminine compared to before, and I wish she'd realize that clinging to me like in the old days puts me in a difficult position.

Anyway, though it was a bit close, I had finished making Amy's mubok and went to bed looking forward to tomorrow.

"Amy, shall we go to bed?"
"Yes, let's."

After carefully checking with Amy that the doors were properly closed and the windows locked, we turned off the lights and lay down in bed together, holding hands.

"Good night."
"You too, Orca."

Since that day, the two of us couldn't fall asleep unless we were together.
We were afraid that like the village that disappeared while we slept, one day we might wake up to find the other gone.

As on any other night, I held the sniffling Amy and fell asleep.

"Mmm! Everything's perfectly packed!"
"Are you ready?"
"Yes!"

Somehow, the village where we lived now was quite far from our hometown, so after careful preparations, we left home.

"Oh, look at that!!"
"That's amazing."

When we saw a flock of migratory birds flying in the sky...

"Aaaah!! It's pouring!!"
"Here, come this way."

When we encountered a sudden downpour while walking...

"Amy, look over there?"
"What? Wow, a rainbow!"

When we saw a huge rainbow blooming in the sky...

"Whew~ You two look good together!"
"Haha, thank you."
"Ugh, I'm embarrassed."

When we met a merchant traveling by carriage...

"Orca."
"Yes, it's our village."

Until the moment we arrived at our hometown...
We were holding hands.

The village we returned to after five years had already become ruins, and only the bones of the villagers remained.

"...We're back."

Together with Amy, I gathered the remains of the villagers, and finally entered our old home to greet my parents' remains.
After properly gathering and burying the villagers' remains, we decided to spend the night in my house, which was relatively intact.

"Cough, cough!"
"As expected, it's quite dusty."
"Cough, hack!"
"Are you okay?"
"Hack, hack! Ahem, I-I'm fine."

Since we only planned to sleep, we simply arranged the bedding and spent the night in bed.

"Yes, let's go now."
"Amy."
"Yes?"

As she prepared to leave while looking at the morning sun, I called out to her.

"Shall we go to the flower field?"
"The flower field?"
"You know, the one where we used to play when we were young."
"...Yes, let's go."

Looking at Amy's bitter smile, I took her hand and led her to the flower field.
Even after five years, we arrived at the flower field that was still beautiful.

"It's still the same."
"Yes, it is."

Watching Amy walk into the flower field, I made up my mind.
After approaching Amy, who was standing among the beautifully blooming colorful tulips...

"Amy!"
"You startled me! Why are you shouting?"
"I have something to tell you."
"Yes. Go ahead."

Looking at Amy smiling brightly at me, I felt that she might have already figured it out, but...

"Amy, I love you. Will you marry me?"
"...You idiot, you're too late."
"I'm sorry."

After kneeling and presenting the ring, I waited for her answer.

"Yes. If you'll have me."
"...I'm sorry for being late."

As I put the ring on her finger, I said that.

"Now I can say it freely, right? I love you, Orca. Hehe."
"Of course, I love you too."

As I wiped away the tears forming in the corners of Amy's brightly smiling eyes, I kissed her.
It was our first kiss, with the scent of tulips.

"Here, this is my gift to you."

Hiding her embarrassed face, Amy plucked a white tulip and placed it in my hair.

"Isn't it a bit strange to put a flower in a man's hair?"
"Even though your hair is pitch black, it somehow looks pretty with it."

Ignoring my words, Amy carefully touched the flower in my hair.

"Yes, as I thought, white decorations look pretty on you."
"Come on."
"Hehe."

It was at that moment.

"So there were still humans left."

A voice that sent chills down my spine.
I urgently looked around, but couldn't find anything.

"This is amusing. I'll give you a chance."

A voice suddenly heard by my ear.
And a cold touch wrapping around my shoulder.
Frozen in fear, I managed to roll my eyes to look, and there was a skeletal hand.
Just seeing the hand, I knew.
This monster was the one I had seen floating in the sky on the day our village was destroyed.

"Orca!!"
"Run, Amy!!"

As Amy called out to me urgently, I hoped she would escape while I waited for the owner of the hand to speak.

There was no option to resist.
I could feel in my skin that if this monster wanted, both Amy and I would die instantly.

"I'll spare one of you."

Placing a dagger in my hand, the monster said this.

"If you want to live, kill the other."

The monster stepped back after saying this.

"I'll give you one minute."

There was no time to hesitate.
I approached Amy, who was looking at the monster in terror.

"Amy, I'm sorry. For making you go through this."
"O-Orca."
"Kill me."

I said this as I placed the dagger in her hand.
Then, Amy looked at me as if she had made some decision.

"...Idiot."

After pushing me down and climbing on top of me, she raised the dagger in her left hand.

"Orca... I'm sorry, and I love you."

As I closed my eyes, hoping she would survive safely...

"So... please. You have to live."

After placing a mysterious orb on my chest with her right hand.
She crushed it with the handle of the dagger.

"What a boring thing to do."

Simultaneously, a white lightning bolt pierced Amy's chest, and I felt a sudden floating sensation.

"No, noooooooo!!!!"

I screamed and reached out, but what I saw was not the flower field from moments ago, but a riverbank a little distance from our hometown.
When I urgently returned to where Amy had been, the monster was already gone.

Leaving behind only a charred corpse with a large hole in the chest, as if struck by lightning, and a flower field reduced to ashes.
Looking at the ring shining on the corpse's hand—the one I had just placed there myself—I wailed.

"Ugh, ah, uwaaaaaaaaaaah!!!!!"

And so, I was finally left alone.

"Aaaaaaaaaah!! Why!! Why did it have to be Amy!! You should have killed me instead!!"

* *

Afterwards, I cremated Amy's remains and returned home with her urn held close to my chest.
While organizing the house to leave the village, I could only scream once more.

-Hmm, if the person who finds this is Orca, it means I'm no longer in this world, right? Well, that idiot would never look in a place like this unless I died.

A note I found in the kitchen cupboard.

-Ah, if I'm still alive, don't read this at all. It's super embarrassing!

Written in clumsy, crooked handwriting that she had awkwardly learned from me.

-Actually, I've been feeling a bit tight in my chest and anxious lately, so I prepared an insurance.

That's how I learned that Amy had been saving money little by little to purchase an emergency magical escape device through a traveling merchant.

-Ah, I wonder when our idiot Orca will confess to me. I want to have a baby too.
"Sob, hic."
-I've said everything I wanted to say except "I love you."

My vision blurred more and more as I read the note.

-If it were me, I would have said this at the end.
"Amy...."
-I love you, and live.
"A-Amy."
-I'm sorry for going first, but please, you have to live. I'll be by your side even in death. Okay?

After reading the note to the end, I carefully hugged it so it wouldn't tear, and wailed again.

"Uwaaaaaaaah!!"

Her last words became shackles binding me to this world, preventing me from dying.

* *

I took some of Amy's ashes, put them in a necklace, and scattered the rest in a flower field she would have liked.

After that, I just seemed to swing my sword.
Without Amy by my side, I couldn't sleep normally.
So I repeated the daily routine of swinging my sword until I passed out from exhaustion.

After feeling my growth slowing down, I traveled the world challenging various strong opponents.
Lose, lose, lose, lose, win, lose, win, win, win.

When my mind gained some peace and I could sleep normally, people began calling me the "Sword Demon."

I lived for revenge.
At the same time, I lived to die.

If I took my own life or deliberately lost to die, I wouldn't be able to keep Amy's last words.
I swung my sword with all my might to die.

It was on a certain day as I wandered the world looking for a place to die.
That's when I met my foolish disciple.

"Who are you?"
"...Don't know."

A child I found while passing through a village that had been burned to ruins, perhaps attacked by bandits.
Seeing the black-haired child somehow reminded me of my childhood.
After giving the child the name Seira, I took her as my disciple.

"Master!"
"What?"
"Look at this bug! It's huge!"
"You crazy girl."

Looking at my disciple who was growing more and more like Amy with each passing day, I could recall memories.
When I looked at my disciple, I could feel the burning desire for revenge that hadn't dimmed in decades becoming a little fainter.

"Stupid disciple, isn't it about time you stopped being interested in bugs? You're not a 10-year-old boy."
"Blehhh!"
"This girl, really."

Then, one day while living with my disciple...

"Master!! Over there!!"
"Stay back, I'll go first."

When we rushed to a small village near the front lines where smoke was rising...
There were familiar-looking corpses and familiar traces.

"Master, this is...."
"Don't worry about it."

Looking at the village destroyed in exactly the same way as my hometown, I gritted my teeth.
Those lightning-struck traces were definitely his doing.

As we searched the village, we saw about a dozen bandits rummaging through the ruins, probably hoping to scavenge something from the fire.

"Vermin."

Since I was already emotionally agitated from being reminded of my hometown, I remember killing them brutally without any restraint.
And as I was cutting the throat of the last one, I made eye contact with that girl who had discovered the village's anomaly and come to investigate.

"If you ask for forgiveness now, I will show mercy."
"What nonsense."

Really, what bad luck.
Or was it good luck?

"Judgment for evil."

When I cursed at her incomprehensible words, the girl charged at me as if to kill me, her golden eyes flashing with red crosses.
That was my meeting with the little one called Leila, who brought salvation to my life filled with longing for death and pain.

* *

"Haa, this is maddening."

After the commotion, I muttered while looking at the mirror the little one had thrown at me.

"You idiot, if you died, couldn't you just go up? Did you really have to stay attached...?"

I sighed, thinking of Amy who had truly protected me until the very end.

"Even in this form, you want me to live on, don't you?"

Though the hair color and eye color were different, I could tell at a glance.
For some reason I didn't understand, this body was Amy's.

"I admit defeat, really. I absolutely won't die, even out of spite, so please rest now."

According to the little one, Amy had definitely protected me at the end before departing.
Looking up at the sky, I said one last thing.

"Thank you. And I love you, Amy."

After saying that and making up my mind, I took out and put on the clothes I had always cherished.
The mubok I had made for Amy.

Then I called the little one waiting outside.

"Hey, kid."
"Pfft, oh, so you did have clothes that fit."
"Stop laughing and call everyone."
"Yes."

The little one who kept snickering at having caught me in an embarrassing situation was quite annoying, but knowing that it was also her way of showing consideration...
While pretending to be angry but inwardly smiling, I decided to tell her what I had just resolved.

"I'm coming too."

Since you arbitrarily saved me, I'll arbitrarily help you.

Ch.83 - Three days later
Three days had passed since the drunkard successfully cut down Sigmund.

"Leila, what are you doing?"

As on any other day, after sunset, while I was exchanging messages with Soleil by the campfire in front of the barracks, Vending Machine approached from behind.

"Ah, I was just exchanging messages with Soleil."
"I heard he went to Sahaquiel this time? Sir Soleil must be having a hard time."
"Indeed..."

By rights, I should have been the one traveling instead of Soleil.
Drunkard... hmm, it feels strange to call someone who can't even drink properly anymore a drunkard.

Anyway, because Orca suddenly turned into a woman, Soleil is busy traveling from fortress to fortress to check if there's anything unusual about Orca's condition. If the curse were to spread, it would be better for me to respond, and with Soleil's own wishes, he's the one moving around busily.

"Well, in a few days, I'll truly step up."
"I'm sorry. If I had been a little stronger, you two wouldn't have needed to be separated like this."
"Please don't worry about it too much."

It's necessary, after all.

"If you say so. Where's Milia?"
"Milia is in the barracks studying the books Mr. Orcus gave her. She seems to be concentrating, so let's wait until she comes out."
"She's working hard. Then, what about Master and Saje?"

At those words, I extended my head with still slightly damp hair toward Vending Machine.

"Ah."

Since it must have been a sight he'd seen tiringly over the past three days, Vending Machine quietly closed his mouth.

"KYAAAAK!!"

A shriek came from not too far away. The sound was coming from the bathing facility installed in the fortress, specifically from the women's bath.

Watching people who used to stop and hesitate when passing by now mostly shaking their heads or sighing before continuing on their way.

"...It must be tough for him."
"It's tougher for us, I'd say."

The only people who can care for Orca are myself, who already knows he has no interest in other women, and Miss Seira, who was raised by Orca's hand.
Of course, we wear swimsuits like the ones we wore at the hot springs before.
I can't show my naked body to Orca when I haven't even shown it to Soleil.

"The first day was quiet because I just knocked him out and forcibly took him there."
"...I've been noticing lately, Leila, you seem to have a tendency to resort to your fists first."
"Since he wouldn't listen anyway, it's faster and more efficient that way."
"Sigh."

Hearing Vending Machine's sigh, I got up from my seat, approached him, and held out a silver coin.

"Did you finish it already?"
"I gave half to Soleil."
"I see."

I naturally accepted the Dr. Pepper he offered, returned to my seat, then took out the handle Mr. Orcus had made for me from my sleeve and created an ice cup to pour the Dr. Pepper into.

"Ah."
"By the way, isn't that cup made of ice? Is it okay to drink it so close to the fire?"
"It's fine because I'm continuously infusing it with mana."

Drinking carbonated drinks while drying my hair by the fire is truly the best!
As I continued chatting with Vending Machine by the fire...

"Master!! You have to come with me!!"
"Kyak!!"

Approaching us with heavy breathing was a black-haired girl with a short cut—Orca.
Despite being slightly shorter than me, she had frustratingly curved breasts.

"...Tsk."
"Why are you picking a fight again?"
"It's nothing."
"Master... we don't have many days left to spend together, please pay attention to me too..."
"Sigh."

They might not be that big, but if the curves are visible even in such clothes...
The reason I trimmed Orca's hair nicely under the pretext of fixing it when she cut it to look more masculine was actually because I was annoyed by that.
While thinking this with my lips pursed, the barracks door opened behind me, and Milia came out holding her head.

"My head hurts..."
"Oh, you're out?"
"Good work, Milia."
"Ugh, Ian, hug me."
"There, there."

Milia clung to Vending Machine, whimpering as soon as she came out, and he smiled while stroking her head.
As Milia's expression quickly melted into a happy one from his head pats, she seemed to remember something and opened her mouth while looking at me.

"Come to think of it, sis."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Doesn't it tire you to pray all day like yesterday?"

As she said, with all the cleanup related to Sigmund's attack finished, I spent yesterday praying for the wandering spirits who suffered and disappeared.

"It's my job, so it's fine."
"I didn't see you all day yesterday. So that's what you were doing while we were busy fighting?"
"Yes. It properly reached the goddess too."

That black mud that pushed in during Sigmund's attack, that horrific entity that forcibly clumped together over a thousand wandering spirits, must have been quite a significant problem.
Mother, who was said to be busy responding to otherworldly invasions, contacted me yesterday.

"Fortunately, the souls were able to return to their natural course, she said."
"That's good."
"Um, it was the first time I saw sister so angry."
"Me too."
"Ahaha, I showed an embarrassing side of myself."

When my emotions get extremely intense, I tend to become rough with my words.

"Sister, it wasn't embarrassing at all."
"Other adventurers were saying the same thing. They said they felt that even if they ended up in such a state, the Holy Maiden would get just as angry for them."
"Well, isn't it good to show a human side?"
"I thought you were angriest when we first met, but that wasn't the case."

It's a bit embarrassing when they say it like that.

"...Is that so?"
"Yes!"
"Is that... befitting of a Holy Maiden?"
"Yes, so there's no need to worry about it."
"People can swear sometimes too, you know."

It was a habit I had been concerned about, so that's a relief.

"Hehe, thank you, everyone."

After time passed and everyone fell asleep, I quietly slipped out of the barracks.

"Are you really sure about this, Holy Maiden?"
"Yes. Please don't worry too much. I'll block everything, so let's give everyone a day of rest today."
"...Understood."

After leaving the barracks, I went to find Sir Ella, who was working until late, and told him that.
Since I had spent all day praying yesterday and hadn't done anything else, I said I would handle any attacks alone if they came tonight.

As expected, I quietly blocked two waves of attacks that came before dawn, and when I returned to the fortress, that's when the problem arose.

"Sister Seira!! I'll take this one!!"
"Hey, what did you just say?"
"M-Master!! Please!!"
"Well, well, the great Sword Demon has already become a woman, getting all worked up just because someone touched your butt a little."

I understood the situation roughly.

"Orca."
"Ah, Leila!!"
"Sister!! Please stop Orca quickly!!"
"Holy Maiden!"
"...You're back."

Vending Machine, Milia, and Miss Seira all looked happy to see me.
Orca openly clicked his tongue, showing his discomfort.
And there was a sly-looking, narrow-eyed man who appeared to have sexually harassed Orca.
He was probably one of the higher A-rank adventurers.

"Hey, nice to meet you, Holy Maiden."
"This doesn't seem like a situation for greetings... Isaac, was it?"
"I'm honored that the Holy Maiden would remember the name of someone as insignificant as me."
"Hmm."

He seems to think I'll stop the fight here.

"Orca."
"Are you going to stop me too?"
"No? Just don't kill him. Whatever you do, I'll fix it."
"Hmph."
"L-Leila?"
"Sister?"
"Holy Maiden?"

He probably had some grievances for a while.
Well, if he committed such an act in a fit of anger, I would give some consideration for extenuating circumstances.

"W-wait a moment! Holy Maiden! This is a misunderstanding!"
"A misunderstanding? You stayed away from Orca for the past four days, then coincidentally chose to act when Sir Hero and his party, who could stop Orca at full power if he went berserk, happened to be around. Is that a misunderstanding?"
"..."

Since my care for Orca included watching for hostility and malice directed at him...

"I remember everyone who has entered my detection range."

Except for two days ago, of course.
I already knew about Isaac.

"Bastard, good for you, at least you won't die."
"W-wait...!!"
*Swoosh!*

Pretending to be flustered, Orca stepped back and easily dodged a silently thrown dagger.

"So you attacked first too?"
"Hiiieek!!"
*Slash!*
"AAAAARGH!!"

Without hesitation, Orca drew his sword, created an aura, and cut off the arm that had thrown the dagger.
He seems excited because I said I'd fix it.

"Leila!! We should stop this now...!!"
"Sister, this is getting serious!"
"Holy Maiden!"
"Shh."

I gestured for the three panicking people to be quiet, then spoke.

"This was bound to happen eventually. It's better to make an example this way."

After all, Orca hasn't become weaker just because he turned into a woman.

"Over the past few days, there have been a few mistakes due to the shortened limbs and slightly different sense of balance, right?"
"That's... true."

This was something I had anticipated.

"I expected there would be people who would mistake Orca for being weaker and cause trouble."

I had already discussed this with Sir Ella.

"Of course, Orca isn't the type to cause such incidents, but just in case, we agreed to keep an eye on him and set up minimal safety measures."
"Kid, fix him."
"Are you finished?"
"Yeah."

It seems the hand that touched his butt was the right hand that got cut off.
I picked up the severed arm, reattached it, healed the bruises all over his body, and then looked back at Vending Machine.

"Given the situation. And no matter what, Orca isn't the type to kill someone just for touching his body or insulting him."

Even cutting off the arm was clearly done with the judgment that I could fix it.
Proving that, it was cut very cleanly.

"Phew..."
"Ugh, sister. Really, if you have such thoughts, please tell us too."
"I thought my heart was going to drop..."

Seeing them take deep breaths as if their tension had finally eased, I laughed.

"Ahaha."
"Don't scold the kid too much."

With a somewhat refreshed face as if his anger had subsided a bit, Orca said that.

"If he had mediated the fight, my patience would have surely reached its limit soon."
"That's how it would have been."

It happens sometimes.
There are people who try to belittle others, thinking that the fortress personnel will prevent any major disturbance no matter what they do.

"By the way, I've been thinking since this happened, but how did you manage to avoid trouble all this time?"
"Me?"

Orca suddenly turned to me with those words.
Vending Machine, Milia, and Miss Seira also looked at me curiously.

"That's right. Didn't you used to go on missions alone before?"
"Yeah, from what I've heard from the sisters at the magic tower, men's behavior in places like taverns is no joke."
"...Is that so?"

Even if you wonder about that...

"Even if they don't recognize the Inquisitor's attire, anyone with a little knowledge about the church would know I'm a high-ranking clergy member."

The white priest's robe, regardless of its form, is a symbol of high-ranking clergy.
Besides, I usually concealed my face with perception-hindering magic or moved around suppressing my presence.
It pains my heart to say this about myself, but...
Who would be interested in a tiny woman with an invisible face and no chest?

"That's... true."
"Certainly, not many people would do bad things to clergy."
"Especially adventurers, who might never receive healing again if they get on the wrong side."

They seem to understand.
After watching the three of them exchange words among themselves, I turned to Orca.

"Anyway, have you adjusted a bit, Orca?"
"My body has adjusted, but with the stares from others and everything else, I still feel like I'm going crazy every time I need to use the bathroom."

Orca sighed, holding his forehead.

"And I've been wondering, why did you change how you address me?"
"Oh, that?"

Well...

"It feels a bit... wrong to call someone who can't even drink properly a drunkard..."
"...Damn it."

He seems to remember how, on the day he became a woman, he woke up after I knocked him out and cleaned his body, then went berserk trying to drink alcohol, only to get drunk instantly and pass out.
Perhaps the shock of having a body that can't handle alcohol as well as his disciple's was quite significant, as he hadn't gone near alcohol for days.

"Well, at least you've gotten stronger, haven't you?"
"Hah, this is shocking in its own way."

During the process of physical transformation, Orca's body was reconstructed to a prime state, similar to a Master's body, making him even stronger than when he was a man.
Moreover, it seemed he was gaining many new insights due to the changed skeletal structure and increased flexibility from becoming a woman.
He might break through a wall soon.

"Hey, stupid disciples."
"Yes, Master."
"Yes!"

After sighing several times, Orca called out to Vending Machine.

"From this afternoon, we'll resume training, so be prepared."
"Yes, sir."

As Vending Machine and Miss Seira responded, the surroundings became noisy.

"It seems they're coming again."
"Sigh, this is getting tiresome."
"They don't give us a break."
"Ugh, I was just about to get some sleep."
"Everyone, do your best!"

After seeing off the four people heading to their positions, I climbed up to the wall and approached Sir Ella.

"Sir Ella."
"You're here."
"How's the situation?"
"...It seems the real war is about to begin in earnest."

Sir Ella spoke with a tense expression after a brief pause.

"This attack consists of an army of demons."
"...So the Demon King's army is moving in earnest."
"For now, the Holy Knight Order, Sword Demon, and higher-ranking personnel including Sir Hero are preparing to face them."
"I see."

Until now, we had been able to block attacks without much damage because they were just hordes of monsters.
But with demons as opponents, things would get more complicated.

"It seems no other fortress besides Azrael has detected demons yet, but I've already reported this urgent matter to headquarters."
"We should prepare as well."

Unlike before, with demons as opponents, we can't feel safe even on top of the wall.
After a while, we could see a group approaching from the distance, maintaining formation.

"...They are indeed demons."
"Sigh, I had hoped otherwise. Well then, Holy Maiden. I'll entrust the defense of the fortress to you."
"Don't worry. I'll ensure not even a single arrow passes through."

I'm concerned about Vending Machine and Milia, though.
No matter how much they know demons are enemies of the world, killing them isn't much different from killing people.

"Lord, grant courage to Your lambs."

Hoping that the two would stay strong, I cast the holy magic "Courage" on everyone standing on the battlefield with a prayer.
At that moment, a fireball flew toward me from the direction of the gathered Demon King's army.
The battle began with me blocking the "Fireball" with a barrier as a signal.

Not long after the battle started, looking at the situation below, I saw Vending Machine struggling as expected, hesitating to take lives.

"Holy Maiden!! Above you!!"

Following Sir Ella's urgent shout, I looked up to see flying monsters swarming toward us in groups—something we had forgotten about since they hadn't appeared since we arrived on the battlefield.

"So until now, it was just a game."
"Mages and archers, cover the sky!!"

As I was about to prepare "Holy Sword of Judgment" while watching this scene, I looked toward the right wall where Milia was, seeing red mana spreading widely in the sky.
At some point, Milia had activated her magical tool, the bracelet she named Orb, floating it above her hand as she cast gravity magic.

"I'll bring them down!!"

Simultaneously, the air rippled, and the swarm of flying monsters plummeted to the ground as if driven downward.

"Well done, Milia."

Following that, the mages and archers waiting on the wall successfully dealt with the situation with their attacks.
Afterward, the forces led by the Holy Knight Order successfully annihilated the demon army.

"Phew, good work."
"Thank you for your hard work, Holy Maiden."
"Then, I'll go ahead."
"Yes!"

As I descended from the wall, I praised Milia, who was surrounded by people and looking troubled, then headed to the infirmary to treat the wounded.
I prayed that as few people as possible would be injured in the battles to come.

Ch.84 - Words That Should Not Be Spoken
After helping with the healing of the injured at the infirmary as usual, I was looking for the vending machine and Milia when I spotted the two of them on the city wall, gazing at the sky with gloomy expressions.

Well, that's understandable.
In the end, neither of them was able to take a demon's life until the very end.

"So this is where you were."
"...Leila."
"Sis..."

Orca seems to have tactfully made himself scarce.
He's not very good at comforting others, after all.

"I thought I was prepared, but it turns out preparation isn't enough for something like this."

As I silently took a seat beside them, the vending machine began to speak.
It wasn't just his story, of course.

"Even knowing that purifying magical energy leaves no corpse behind, even knowing that if I don't kill them, others will get hurt."

I quietly listened to his story.

"I can cut down magical beasts without hesitation now, but I just couldn't bring myself to strike down a demon."
"Even though I know they're different, every time I tried to use magic against a demon, Ren's face kept appearing in my mind, and I couldn't aim properly..."

...It must be difficult.
I wasn't much different when I first killed a demon either.
Even though I knew they were clearly enemies of the world.
That sensation of killing a person, the way they look at you with resentful eyes as they die.
It makes you realize that they too have loved ones and families.

"The first time I killed a person was when I was 13."

I began my story as the two looked at me with surprised eyes at my sudden words.

"Back then, I was young and inexperienced, yet I was arrogant enough to think I was no less capable than a formal holy knight."

I told them about what I experienced during my trial to become a formal holy knight.

"On my way back after completing a mission, I happened to discover a child who had been captured while trying to escape from a bandit hideout, and in the end, I failed to save the child."
"You mean the child died because of your inadequacy?"
"...No."

I replied with a serious voice to the vending machine who spoke bitterly.

"The moment the child was taken hostage, I lost my reason due to childhood trauma, and I brutally killed all three bandits."

I said this while recalling the sensation of blood and brain matter sticking to my hands.

"For quite a long time afterward, whenever I was alone, I kept remembering their faces and the sensation of swinging my hands in that moment when I lost control."

Especially when I saw the face of Allen, the child I saved with my own hands, those memories became more intense, and for a while, I was even afraid to meet Allen.

"You know, I didn't want the two of you to have this kind of experience if possible."
"Leila..."
"Sis."

As I heard the two calling me with sad voices from behind, I looked out beyond the wall.
When we first set out on our journey, I had comforted the vending machine when he was troubled after killing his first goblin, and I had anticipated that a day like this would come.
Still, it's a bit difficult.

"I didn't want you two to know what it's like to kill someone."

I didn't want to stain children's hands with blood.
That's why I was so opposed to summoning a hero.

"But it seems that's not up to me..."

With a bitter feeling, I turned around to see the two with expressions that looked like they might cry.

"I'm sorry for asking this of you. Feel free to resent me all you want; I'll accept it."

I hated myself for having to make such a request to those who, under normal circumstances, would never have had to stain their hands with blood.

"So..."
"Leila."
"Sis."

As I was struggling to find the words, the two interrupted me and looked me in the eyes.

"You don't need to make such a request."
"That's right. We won't always just be protected by you, Sis."
"I bet you're thinking that if I hadn't been summoned to this world, I wouldn't have had to go through this."
"I'll have you know, I'm the official successor to the Red Magic Tower. I would have experienced a few dirty tasks sooner or later anyway."
"We're comrades. It's enough to just ask us to stand with you."
"I feel the same way!"

...It seems I've underestimated them both.

"Leila? Whoa!"
"Oh, Sis!?"

Overwhelmed with emotion, I embraced them both and said:

"...Thank you, truly."

In response, I felt their hands gently patting my back.

"We should be thanking you for worrying about us."
"Really, Sis, you treat us too much like children."
"Even though I'm older than you."
"Ahaha, sorry about that."

After dispelling the gloomy atmosphere and chatting about various things, I quietly smiled as I watched the two energetically holding my hands as we descended from the wall.
Indeed, I came to comfort them but ended up being comforted instead.
Anyway, the sky had already begun to turn red, so we returned to the barracks for a simple meal and rest.

"Ah, Leila."

A familiar figure emerged from the door of what should have been an empty barracks.

"Go ahead."
"How nice for you."
"Soleil!!"

Without hesitation, I ran and threw myself into his arms, and Soleil lifted me up with a smile.

"What brings you here?"
"Well, the command told me to take a bit of a rest until tomorrow. I also came to deliver some good news in person."
"Sir Soleil, what good news?"
"Don't just play with Sis, tell us too!"

When the vending machine and Milia asked, Soleil put me down and spoke to them.
...He could have kept holding me while talking.

"The Empire has finished suppressing its civil unrest."
"Huh? Does that mean...?"
"Yes. The Empire's knights and mage corps will soon join the front lines."

He says he just delivered the news to Lady Ella, and he wanted to tell me personally.

"That's a relief."
"Yes, it is."

As we were sharing this joyful news:

"Is the gloomy mood over, stupid disciple?"
"Ah, Orca."
"Master."
"Mr. Orca!"
"I'm here too!"

Orca and Miss Seira had arrived.

"...I've heard about it, but is that really Duke Orca?"
"Ah, this is Soleil's first time seeing him."

Soleil stared at Orca with an incredibly surprised expression.

"I heard you defeated Sigmund. You must have gone through a lot."
"It was nothing."

Until now, most people looked at Orca with either pity or mockery.
Being genuinely congratulated without averting one's eyes, like Soleil is doing now, seems quite awkward for him.
But you know what?
That's one thing, but:

"What are you doing?"
"Leila?"
"Orca, I know it's not your intention, but when you act all shy in that form, it's easy to misunderstand."

I blocked Orca's path as he made an expression like a young girl in response to Soleil's words, speaking warily.
It would be troublesome if he were to fall for Soleil.

"...Are you insane?"
"You can't have Soleil!"

Only then did he seem to realize I was being protective, and his face instantly turned red.
Judging by the vein popping on his forehead, it wasn't from embarrassment.

"I, I...!"
"Master, please calm down!"
"Um, Sis is probably just joking!"
"Master!!"

Orca grabbed the back of his neck, and the others tried to stop him as he reached for his sword hilt.

"As if I would fall for a man, you crazy brat—!!!!"
"...One never knows about these things."

I used to think the same way, but especially with Orca's body having changed to such a feminine form, who's to say it couldn't happen?
As I continued to block Soleil's path:

*THWACK*
"Ow!"

I suddenly felt an impact on my head.
I turned my gaze upward in response to the shock.

"S-Soleil?"
"Leila. You were in the wrong just now."

I could see Soleil looking at me with an expression of disbelief.
Apparently, Soleil had chopped my head with the side of his hand.

"But...!"

That form just now was completely feminine, I tell you!

"It's disrespectful behavior toward Duke Orca, who risked his life to defeat Sigmund."
"Urgh."

I know that, but...
Looking around, everyone was giving me looks that said I should apologize right away.

"...I'm sorry, Orca. I went too far."
"Huff, don't even joke about that, will you?"

After reluctantly apologizing to Orca:

*THUD*
"Gah...!!"
"Hmph!"

I drove my fist into Soleil's solar plexus with all my might, then left the place, ignoring the calls from behind.
With puffed cheeks and huffing breaths, I headed to:

"Saint?"
"I have something to ask. Lady Ella."
"Ah, yes. What is it?"
"You're married, right?"
"Yes, I am, but..."

I found myself inside the fortress where Lady Ella was in the middle of paperwork.

"Are you having issues with Sir Soleil?"
"Well..."

I vented my complaints about what had just happened to Lady Ella.

"I see..."
"I know I was wrong, but wasn't Soleil being too harsh?!"

Lady Ella pondered for a moment with her hand on her chin after hearing me out.

"Indeed, Sir Soleil was a bit too harsh."
"Right?!"

Then, looking at me, she said:

"I have an idea. Please wait on top of the city gate. If what you say is true, your companions will surely come looking for you soon."
"Really?"
"Of course. Despite appearances, I pride myself on being no less knowledgeable about romance than Commander Ain."
"I'll trust you!"

Lady Ella said she would convince Soleil to understand what he did wrong.
I'm glad I came to Lady Ella!

* *

"Apologize."
"Pardon?"

After apologizing to Master, Leila had punched Soleil hard in the solar plexus with an angry expression and left. While searching for her:
We thought Lady Ella, the fortress commander, might know Leila's whereabouts, so we went to find her. The first words we heard were these.

"Sir Soleil. Just apologize without asking questions."
"Lady Ella?"
"If she asks what you did wrong, tell her you failed to understand her feelings. That's the answer. There is no other solution except getting on your knees and begging."

It seems Leila had come here first, as Ella spoke to Soleil with a tired face.

"It would be best if you understood what you did wrong, but I don't expect that from someone with as little romantic experience as you, Sir Soleil. Just apologize until the Saint's mood improves."

After saying that, she suddenly clapped her hands as if remembering something.

"Ah, rather than just apologizing on your knees, after you apologize and when she tries to say something with that sulky expression, a deep kiss would be good too."

Then, looking at us, Ella said:

"Hero and everyone else, you'd better just return to the barracks and rest."
"...That does seem best."
"Ahaha, I'm looking forward to seeing Sis later."
"C-Could we secretly watch?"
"If you're confident you can hide your presence from two masters, go ahead and try, stupid disciple."
"Ugh."

Since Ella's eyes were so desperate, as if asking why she had to deal with this on her day off:
We decided to obediently return to the barracks and wait.

* *

As I watched the once-red sky gradually darkening:

"Leila."

I could hear Soleil's voice calling me from behind.
Lady Ella must have convinced him quickly.

"Leila?"

When I didn't turn around despite him calling my name, Soleil called again, perhaps wondering if I hadn't heard him.
Hmph.

"...I'm sorry."

Hearing those words, I felt tears welling up from the lingering hurt.
Trying hard to hold them back, I turned around.

"We've been apart for days, and I failed to consider your feelings."
"..."
"But please know this one thing. No matter who might develop feelings for me, I only have eyes for you."

...To be honest, I had started it half as a joke.
But when Soleil got so serious about it, I felt somewhat wronged.

"I'm sorry. It was so obvious to me that I didn't consider the insecurity you might feel."
"W-Well, I can't help it. I also think I reacted a bit too sensitively."
"Leila."
"...I'm sorry, Soleil. Did it hurt a lot?"

I looked up at him while gently touching the spot where I had punched him earlier.

"...Mmph?!"

Suddenly, his face came close, and his tongue explored my mouth more passionately than ever before.
That intense sensation after days apart continued until my legs grew weak.

"Puah, haah..."
"Huff."
"Th-That's not fair."

In response, Soleil lifted me in a princess carry and smiled silently.

"Ugh, really, you're too cool."
"Are you feeling better now?"
"Ehehe."

With my arms around his neck, I pressed my forehead against his and said with a smile:

"I love you."
"I love you too."

Afterward, we talked and laughed for a long time, simply happy to be together, before returning to the barracks.
Of course, still being carried by Soleil.

"...Did you really come all the way here like that?"
"Leila says she likes it this way."
"At this point, it's hardly surprising anymore, is it?"

The vending machine, representing our companions who were warming themselves around a campfire, asked with an incredulous expression.
But what can he do if I like it?

"Has your anger subsided, little one?"
"Ah, Orca. I'm really sorry about earlier. It was half in jest, but your reaction just rubbed me the wrong way..."
"Tch."

Anyway, after apologizing to Orca once more, I kissed Soleil on the cheek in gratitude as he carefully set me down.

*Smooch*
"Was I heavy?"
"I was worried because you were too light, actually."
"Ahaha, such a joker."

As we were chatting while gazing at the moon that had risen in the sky:

"Come to think of it, today is strangely..."

The vending machine suddenly began to say something ominous.

"Hero, if you continue that sentence...!"
"There haven't been many attacks... What's wrong?"

I tried desperately to stop him, but ultimately failed.

"...Sigh, so much for resting."
"It can't be helped, Leila. We just have to accept it."
"Second stupid disciple, there's a reason why no one mentions certain things."
"Eh? Huh? Sis? Sir Soleil? Mr. Orca?"
"Milia, you should learn too—such words are taboo on the front lines."

I sighed as I watched the two tilting their heads in confusion.
Then, I could see commotion starting to build in the distance.

"Words have power, Hero."

After standing up and extinguishing the campfire with a swing of my aura-covered hand:

"Shall we go?"
"Ugh, is this really because of me?"
"Ahaha, of course not."

Though it's not really because of him, but you know how it feels.

After seeing off my companions as they went to form their battle positions, I climbed up to the city wall.

"Thank you for earlier, Lady Ella."
"I'm glad I could help."
"How's the situation?"
"As you can see, an army of demons, presumably from the Demon Lord's forces, is approaching."
"I see."

Though the sky was dark due to the late hour, the fortress lights brightly illuminated the surroundings, allowing me to see the vending machine and Milia in the distance, their expressions determined.
Looking at them, I prayed that the two would find strength.

Ch.85 - Polar Night
After the battle and finishing up at the infirmary.

"Thank you for your hard work, everyone."
"Oh, you're here?"
"You worked hard too, sis."
"Good job, Leila."

I found the group sitting in front of the barracks with blank expressions, warming themselves by the fire.

"Soleil, you could have rested instead."

I glanced disapprovingly at Soleil, who had unnecessarily participated in a battle he didn't need to join, especially since he came here to rest.

"I've rested enough, so it's fine."
"Sigh."

If he says he's fine, what can I do?
With a sigh, I spoke to Vending Machine and Milia, who were sitting closer to the fire than usual. I wanted to comfort the two who had killed demons without hesitation, unlike during the day.

"Are you both alright?"
"...Honestly, I can't even joke that I'm fine."
"Ahaha, me neither..."

Milia seems able to laugh at least, but Vending Machine doesn't look good at all.
I suppose it makes sense, since he would have felt the sensation directly in his hands.

"I was just casting magic, so I didn't feel the direct contact..."
"If Sir Soleil hadn't caught me midway, I might have been in danger."
"It's understandable since it was your first time."

Soleil removed the kettle from the campfire and poured hot tea as he spoke to Vending Machine.

"Just maintaining your sanity during your first kill is already commendable."

The sad look he gave me while saying that suggested he was recalling memories from long ago.

"Anyway, take some time to rest and stay out of combat until you've calmed down."
"...Thanks."
"I'm fine, so I'll keep going out."

Orca, who had been quietly listening until then, spoke up while looking at Vending Machine.

"Then I'll use it in the meantime."
"Please do."
"Sure thing."
"Still, no one asks for my opinion."
"Our opinions don't matter much in front of Master, Ian."
"Ahaha."

As we were chatting like this...

"Leila. There's something I'd like to ask you."
"Go ahead."

Soleil suddenly turned serious.

"It's about what you told me before, regarding the repulsion between holy power and aura."

Ah, he's talking about that technique.

"To get straight to the point, my holy power isn't sufficient."
"...What?"

But even a small amount mixed in had shown a reaction...
Since it seemed difficult to explain in words, Soleil stood up and drew his sword.

-Crack.

White lightning immediately enveloped his greatsword with an electric sound.
I could see him releasing holy power from his body and trying to clash it with his aura... but.

"Huh?"
"As you can see, this is my limit."

The golden energy just flickered briefly and disappeared.

"To maintain it even for a moment, I think at least high priest-level holy power would be necessary."
"Ah... I only thought about the quantity of holy power, not the quality."

Since I use it routinely, I thought Soleil, who had reached the same level, would be capable too.

"Can't be helped, I guess."
"Didn't it occur to you that it would take something powerful to affect Master's aura, squirt?"

Ugh.

"Since I was the only one who had tried it until now, that's possible."
"Yeah, you're so smart."
"Haha."

...After seeing what happened to Orca, I've noticed something.
Even though her behavior is no different from usual, for some reason I feel like giving her a knock on the head.

"Tsk. Keep your hands to yourself."

It seems I was unconsciously about to act on that impulse.

"Yawn... we'll head in first."
"Sweet dreams, sis..."

As I was feeling the urge to pat Orca's head while staring at it, Vending Machine and Milia headed into the barracks, looking tired.

"I'll be going too."
"Go ahead."
"Thank you for your hard work, Duke Orca."
"See you tomorrow, Saint!"
"Rest well, Miss Seira."

Suddenly, I was left alone with Soleil.

"...Soleil."
"Yes, Leila?"
"So, are you really not going to speak informally to me?"

I approached Soleil, who was now sitting down, nestled against him with my back against his chest, and held his hand tightly as I asked.

"..."
"Tch, that's unfair."

As I watched him deliberately turn his gaze away and press his lips together, I lightly bumped the back of my head against his chest.

"I love you anyway."
"I love you too."

I grabbed Soleil's arms and wrapped them around me from behind, then smiled.

"Hehe."
"Haah... being with you like this feels nice, Leila."
"Me too."

As I felt this happiness that only grew larger rather than fading with time,
I prayed with gratitude for everything in the world.

* *

The next day.

"Wow, were you two like this all night?"
"It's hot."
"...Mmm."

I opened my eyes feeling unusually languid, only to find Vending Machine and Milia looking at me with curious expressions.

"You're awake, Leila."

...!?

"S-Soleil!?"
"You were sleeping so peacefully, I didn't want to wake you."
"U-uwaaah."

It seems I fell asleep in Soleil's comfortable embrace last night.

"D-did I prevent you from sleeping!?"
"It's fine. I slept enough."

Soleil pointed behind his back as he spoke.
Following his finger, I saw his greatsword stuck into the ground with its scabbard.
...It seems he slept with his back against the sword.

"U-I'm sorry."
"On the contrary, I enjoyed watching Leila's sleeping face."

I felt my face burning up.
Even if it was Soleil, the thought of him seeing my defenseless sleeping face... ugh.
What if I had embarrassingly drooled or something? I wouldn't be able to face him.
As I was clutching my head in confusion...

"Don't worry. You were very cute."

Soleil whispered in my ear so the others couldn't hear.

"Especially your sleep talking."

...!?

"W-wait a minute, what sleep talking!?"

Though I shouted quietly, Soleil just stood up with a meaningful smile.
...What on earth did I say in my sleep?

After somehow making it through breakfast in confusion,
I headed to the fortress office where Earl Ella was, to see Soleil off.

"Well then, I'll be going."
"Uuu, should I go instead?"
"If we change plans again now, the command will be confused."
"Ugh."

As I became dejected at the thought of being separated from Soleil again, he smiled and patted my head.

"I'll see you later, Leila."
"Be careful."

Just like a few days ago, I watched until the last moment as Soleil disappeared, enveloped in the light of the portal.
I tried to ignore the tightening pain in my chest.

...I pray nothing happens to him.

* *

One week later.
Fortress Israphel.

"Oh, what are you doing?"
"Commander."

As Soleil was resting on the fortress wall after lunch, Knight Commander Ain approached and asked.

"I was just communicating with Leila as usual."
"Hah, your love never cools down, does it?"

Ain sat down next to Soleil as he spoke.

"So, how are things these days?"
"The same as usual."
"Hehe. Same as usual, you say? Did you think I wouldn't know that the Saint has been coming on quite strongly while I'm stuck here?"
"How did you...!"
"Don't forget that Ella was my adjutant."

Ain began teasing the flustered Soleil, even pointing a finger at him.

"He complained so much about how you two were tormenting him with your lover's quarrels as soon as you arrived, supposedly to rest."
"Urgh."
"Well, you should ease up a bit too. Did you ask me to teach you all those things just to keep rejecting her?"
"That's not it, but..."
"The Saint has grown up. The Pope, well, he's bound to be overprotective of his granddaughter."

Ain patted Soleil's shoulder as he spoke.

"So next time the Saint tries to seduce you, just pretend to give in."
"Haah... I'll try."
"By the way, the frontlines have been quiet since we recaptured Kamael. Do you have any hunches or feelings about it?"

Ain asked seriously, as all attacks on all fronts had mysteriously stopped since they recaptured Fortress Kamael two days ago, which had been taken by a large-scale attack of artificial golems.

"...Not yet."
"Sigh, having to be more vigilant because there are no attacks."

Soleil smiled bitterly at Ain's sigh.

"Still, it's good to see both you and the Saint loosening up these days."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, especially the Saint."
"Indeed, Leila was quite different before."

The two men began to chuckle as they recalled Leila from a few years ago, who had a sharp blade-like aura despite her playful exterior.

"I was really surprised. When I heard she'd been to the frontlines, I thought, oh dear, she's going to be even fiercer."
"I felt the same."
"But when I saw her with my own eyes, she wasn't like a blade at all, more like a melted slime. I was so shocked."
"That was truly surprising for me too."

They reminisced about Leila, who had gone from a sharp blade to a soft, fluffy presence truly befitting a saint.

"Well, she was even more terrifying than before when she got angry."
"Thanks to Leila, I learned what it means to have a Master."

As the two were using Leila as a topic of conversation...

"...Commander."
"Yes, it's here. And it's a big one."

In the suddenly heavy atmosphere, the two men looked beyond the fortress wall and spoke.

"Eligos."
"So that's the one that hurt the Saint."

With an aura heavier than any monster or demon that had attacked until now, a Death Knight was approaching from the distance.

"Let's go."
"Yes."

* *

It's another beautiful day today.
With that thought, I took out the communication crystal from my sleeve to contact Soleil.

"Eh? What's wrong?"
"What is it, Leila?"
"Sis?"
"What now, squirt?"

I had definitely been communicating with Soleil until yesterday.
But the communication crystal I just took out was no longer emitting light.

And in the distance, I could see Earl Ella running urgently towards us.

"There you are, Saint! It's an emergency!"

"The sun has stopped shining around Israphel."

The sudden report of a polar night phenomenon came through Earl Ella.

-Beeeep--

I know that when a crystal connected to the other side is destroyed, the light goes out like this.
But still, maybe, just maybe, the connection might have been blocked by something coincidentally.
I just stared blankly at the crystal in my hand.

-Beeeep--

It's noisy.
The ringing in my ears is irritating.
Don't be ridiculous. That can't be possible.

At that moment, from the white noise I couldn't comprehend, a messenger came running urgently like Earl Ella, delivering news I didn't want to hear.

"Report! After investigation, Israphel has been captured by the Demon King Army's Four Heavenly Kings, Death Knight Eligos!"

Death Knight, Eligos?

"Immediately after, demonification around Israphel confirmed! The polar night phenomenon is due to the demonification!"

What did they just say?
Israphel, captured?
Eligos launched a surprise attack?

Unable to comprehend this report, I grabbed the messenger's shoulder and asked.

"Survivors."
"Ugh!"
"Leila!!"

Vending Machine urgently removed my hand.

"Calm down! We don't know yet if everyone is dead!!"
"Sis!! Please calm down!!"

Ignoring the two, I looked at the messenger again.

"Survivors."
"Thanks to the efforts of the Holy Knight Commander and the Inquisitor, they were able to retreat without major casualties, but..."
"But?"
"The Holy Knight Commander was lightly injured, but the Inquisitor..."

...Speak quickly.
The messenger, who was avoiding my eyes and hesitating, finally said:

"...He managed to retreat, but in the final moment, he was severely injured while blocking an aura storm aimed at the retreating personnel. He's currently fighting for his life..."
"Where is he now?"
"They've set up a temporary base in the plains a little away from Israphel and are tending to the wounded."

After hearing that, I looked at Vending Machine.

"I'm sorry."
"Be careful. We'll protect things here."
"Don't worry about here, sis!"

After nodding to Vending Machine and Milia who gave their permission, I headed outside the barracks.
As soon as I left, I took out my staff and ran at full speed in the direction the messenger had indicated. I reached the temporary base around sunset.

"Saint!"

I grabbed a Holy Knight who recognized me and found out where Soleil's tent was.

"...What is this?"

I saw Soleil covered in blood-soaked bandages, receiving intensive treatment.
The fact that this was the limit of what high priests could maintain with their concentrated healing indicated how severely he was injured.
And I could see it—the demonic energy continuously widening his wounds.

"Saint, I'm sorry. The demonic energy is too strong; we can only maintain his current condition."

Ignoring the priest who approached me, I went to Soleil.

Explanations weren't important right now.
Without hesitation, I unfastened the rosary from my neck and held it in my right hand.

"Everyone, please leave."
"Saint?"
"It's an order."

Despite the questioning looks and the voice of the person in charge asking me, I ignored them and added:

"Please, I'm begging you."
"...Understood."

After everyone left, I approached Soleil, placed the rosary on his chest, released my stored holy power, and knelt on one knee.

"My Mother in heaven, my holy Lord."

I planted my staff, which I held in my left hand, on the ground and recited a prayer.

"Please forgive me."

What needed to be done was purifying the demonic energy, healing the wounds, and repairing the damaged organs.

"Forgive this disobedience that goes against the world's providence."

Purifying the demonic energy and healing the wounds wasn't a problem.
The issue was repairing the damaged organs.
Regenerating what has already been lost is impossible with ordinary healing.
Therefore...

"Your child earnestly begs you."

Alchemy: "Light of Regeneration"
A holy magic that regenerates body parts that have been lost or decayed beyond function.
A forbidden alchemy to save lives, for which I was scolded for three days and nights just for secretly looking up information about it.

The method to do the impossible has always been one thing since ancient times.
That is, a price.

"Please allow me to save the one I love."

It requires cutting the user's lifespan, using that life force as material.
The amount of lifespan reduced is proportional to what is being regenerated.
It continues to consume lifespan until complete regeneration.

As the ritual opened and pain began to fill my entire body, I bit my lip hard.
Even though I had lost my reason, I wasn't foolish enough to sacrifice my lifespan without thought.
The rosary I placed on Soleil's chest had a ritual cast on it to accelerate the wearer's recovery.

His body recovered rapidly.
As the intense pain stopped, I checked Soleil's condition.

Color returned to his face, and his breathing stabilized.

"...Haah, thank goodness."

Wiping the blood from my lips, I checked my own condition.
Since I had never cut my life force or lifespan before, I didn't know how much had been reduced.
It's fine. I'm still younger than Soleil.
I decided to think of it as having less lonely time to spend after Soleil's departure.

Leaning against the bed where Soleil lay, I closed my eyes while looking at his sleeping face.

Ch.86 - The Light That Brightens the Night Sky
It seems I had fallen asleep.
Opening my eyes and getting up, I removed the blanket covering my body and checked on Soleil once more.

Thankfully, he was breathing well.
After observing his chest rising and falling steadily, I kissed his forehead.

"Wait for me. I'll be back soon."

Putting my rosary back around my neck, I stepped outside the tent to find several priests who had been crouching there, seemingly waiting all night.

"Thank you. The blanket was from you all, wasn't it?"
"Yes. We thought you might be cold..."
"I'm sorry about yesterday. I was in such a hurry that I ended up being rude."
"Not at all, Holy Maiden! It's understandable."

After bowing my head to the flustered priest who waved his hands insisting it was really fine,

"Please take good care of Soleil for me."
"...Don't worry and go."

I set off toward Israphel.

* *

Israphel. The fortress guarding the frontmost line.
The frontline bordering the demon realm, once called the symbol of invincibility.

This symbol of invincibility, captured in just one day by the Four Heavenly Kings' Death Knight Eligos,
was now imprinting despair on everyone at the front line with its distinctive fortitude.

After losing the fortress, they had already attempted to recapture it several times but couldn't even open the gates.

Israphel stood eerily quiet after the recapture unit had departed, planning to regroup and try again later.
As demonification began and the fortress filled with demonic energy, a single person approached it.

The Holy Maiden, Leila.

Standing alone before the symbol of invincibility,
she gazed at Israphel from a hill with a clear view of the fortress.

And then.

"...Eligos."

At the center of the wall.
Her eyes met with Eligos, who stood above the gate watching her.
As if asking how she planned to reach this place, Eligos drew the greatsword from his back, thrust it into the ground, and rested his hand on it while staring at Leila.

Watching this scene, Leila tightly gripped the rosary on her chest with her left hand.

-Clang!

She struck the ground forcefully with the staff in her right hand.
With eyes full of killing intent, Leila began to speak.

"Lord, your child prays to you."

Brilliant holy power gradually spread across the ground like an engraving.

"Today, I do not stand here for you."

A prayer that seemed impossible to believe came from a cleric's mouth.

"For myself, to destroy the enemy that stands before me and my beloved."

Like a warrior making a vow before entering battle.

"For that alone do I stand here."

Yet the holy power grew stronger, beginning to consume the fortress.
Sensing danger from this holy power, demons on the fortress walls attempted various attacks.
But the arrows they shot, the auras they unleashed, and the magic they cast
all lost their power before reaching her.

"Still I pray. Your child dares to wish for a miracle. Grant me permission to exceed my limits."

Unable to stand by, Eligos also swung his sword to release an aura, but it too was blocked by a barrier that appeared the moment Leila glared at him.
Finally, the holy power engraved on the ground spread to encompass the fortress and the surrounding land before stopping.

"Grant me permission to inscribe your miracle upon this land."

As she finished her prayer, the holy power engraved on the earth began to shine brilliantly.

The name of this holy magic was "Declaration of Sacred Ground."
One of the ultimate powers granted only to Leila, who could directly use the power of the goddess Ciel.
Its effect was to strengthen targets of her choosing while weakening all beings who rejected holy power within the sacred ground.

-Clang!

After observing the holy power engraving itself on the ground, Leila struck the ground with her staff once more.

And then.

The gem at the head of the staff began to glow, releasing holy power.
The released holy power began to take form, eventually revealing its true shape as a massive blade of light.

Battle Axe.
The weapon Leila had chosen for herself after much deliberation.

"Divine Weapon Release."

Artificial Divine Weapon.

Saint Exclusive.
Faith Force.
Transcendence Amplifier.

Commonly known as STAFF.

The craftsmen had wracked their brains to create a meaningful name for a weapon meant to save the world.
Though the name was essentially a forced acronym, almost a play on words, its effect was undeniable.
It resonated with Leila's stigmata, amplifying her power and compensating for her minimal output capacity despite her vast reserves of holy power.

What if someone who possessed 1000 units of power but could only release 5 at a time could suddenly release 50?
The project that began with this intention was completed in a form that exceeded everyone's expectations.

Allowing someone with 1000 units of power to continuously wield all 1000 units.
Hence the name, Transcendence Amplifier.

The result.

"Resonance."

As the stigmata in Leila's eyes burned red, holy power began to surge from her staff.

Stigmata and divine weapon.

The holy power overflowing from the resonance of these two amplifiers quickly exceeded what her body could contain and escaped outward, taking form.
Like an angel from mythology, a halo of light appeared above her head.

Simultaneously, golden winds wrapped around her staff.
Unlike before, this was an alien aura that had been consumed by holy power beyond the limit where mana could resist, taking on a golden color.

While some might find this appearance awe-inspiring and sacred,
to those witnessing it now, her form was like...

Death with a definite shape.

"I'm going to kill you."

With those words, death took a step forward.

* *

Death Knight Eligos of the Four Heavenly Kings opened his mouth as he watched the scene.

"So it was you after all. The one who would put an end to our journey."

Holy power took form as it was engraved on the earth, and power leaked out.
And the demons around him began turning to ash one by one.

The elite unit he had carefully selected was vanishing pathetically, not even from direct combat, but merely from the Holy Maiden's approach.
Whatever method she was using, it was clearly the holy magic engraved on the ground that was weakening only them.
Beyond weakening, the overflowing holy power was purifying demonic energy as the Holy Maiden approached.

"I had honestly given up, thinking the end would never come."

Even his adjutant, worthy of being a high-ranking officer in the army, disappeared with an agonized scream, turning to ash as the Holy Maiden stood before the gate.
As the Holy Maiden below stopped and looked up at him, Eligos clicked his tongue.
With an intuition that resonated in his soul telling him he would die here with no escape, he sighed and muttered softly.

"It's a bit earlier than planned, but I'll go ahead. My friend."

Then, the Holy Maiden standing before the gate swung her staff upward.

-CRASH!!!

At the same time, Eligos watched with a hollow laugh as the wall and gate where he stood split in half.

"It's been a while since I became the challenger."
"I received your invitation well."

Eligos jumped down from the crumbling wall and stood before Leila.
Leila spoke to Eligos without showing any expression.

"So, die."

With those words, Leila rushed forward and swung her staff horizontally with great force.
Normally he could have blocked it, but with the strange holy power weakening him, there was no way to counter.
Avoiding direct confrontation, Eligos muttered.

"From here on, I'll take it as my reward."

With that mutter, cracks spread from his helmet throughout his body.
As his armor shattered, a person's form was revealed.
Leila paused momentarily, surprised by his appearance.

"How is the youngster growing?"
"...He's growing well, so mind your own business. First Hero, Jereon."
"A nostalgic name."

A figure described in detail on the first page of every history book in this world.
Black hair, black eyes, with a surprisingly ordinary appearance, he looked like a likable country youth with a simple demeanor.

"Sigh... I am curious why you, who killed the Demon Lord and brought peace, have become like this and serve under the Demon Lord."
"Would knowing change anything?"
"Perhaps, but such matters aren't particularly important to me right now."

Leila deflected two thin swords that suddenly struck from behind her and resumed her stance.
Eligos grinned at her and said.

"Heh, I look forward to this."
"As you wish."

Soon, Eligos moved with dark blue aura mixed with dense demonic energy surrounding his greatsword, along with the two thin swords flying in different directions.

Black-blue and gold began to slash and shatter the earth and fortress.

Eligos focused all his attention on evasion, using the two thin swords to divert Leila's attention while looking for an opening.
Leila ignored evasion entirely, swinging her staff as she pursued Eligos.

Facing holy power that was poison to him just by its existence, Eligos stood on the ruins of the shattered fortress to catch his breath.
Looking up at Eligos, Leila took her stance once more.

"Farewell, Belial."

Eligos, certain of his death from the moment Leila approached, burned his own soul.
If he was going to die anyway, he would clash with everything he had one last time.

He concentrated the power created by burning his soul into a single point.
The strike that once cut down the Demon Lord, now for the Demon Lord's sake.
He simply brought down the greatsword raised above his head.
A completely different trajectory, piercingly blue and transparent.

Watching this scene, Leila quietly swung her staff upward with both hands.
The massive golden trajectory shot forth to meet the descending blue, but the blue continued to press down as if such resistance were nothing.
Immediately after, Leila spun her body once and swung her staff horizontally again.

As if drawing a cross.

-Slash.

The sound of blue shattering and flesh being cut.

-CRASH!!

At the same time, the endless golden trajectory extended like a light illuminating the night sky, cutting through even the darkness of the sky.
It was the moment when the night that had fallen on Israphel came to an end.

* *

Leila looked around at the surroundings where darkness was lifting and sunlight beginning to shine as she caught her breath.

"Haa, haa... Whew... I'm going to get scolded for this, aren't I?"

There were no living beings left around her.
That was to be expected, as this was the first time she had used her full power since crossing the wall.
After deploying the sacred ground to its maximum extent and swinging while resonating her stigmata with her staff,
the aftermath of that holy power alone had annihilated all the demons in the vicinity.

The problem was that Israphel, which had boasted of being the sturdiest fortress on the front line...

-Creeeeak, BOOM!

Had been completely destroyed, leaving only traces.

"Well, I mean, I took down probably the strongest guy in the Demon Lord's army, so they'll forgive this much, right?"

With a nervous laugh,
Leila made such excuses to herself, sweating profusely even though no one was watching.

"Yes, let's say it was that final strike that destroyed everything."

Garam, the captain of the hastily assembled recapture unit that had rushed after hearing Leila was heading to Israphel, wept as he saw the destroyed fortress.
Leila approached him and explained that one of the Four Heavenly Kings, Death Knight Eligos, had destroyed the fortress with his final strike, but no one believed her.
Those who had spent some time on the front lines could recognize the telltale signs everywhere.
Just looking at the fortress gate split in half while saturated with holy power made her excuse meaningless.

However.

No one had the courage to confront Leila with the truth, given her power that had single-handedly annihilated one of the Demon Lord's Four Heavenly Kings and his entire unit, plus her authority that made her practically the most powerful person in the Holy Nation.
Understanding this just by looking at the scene, Garam could only weep bitterly without even listening to her words.
Everyone in the recapture unit who witnessed this had the same thought.

'That's all he could do.'

* *

I didn't do anything wrong!
Anyway, I didn't do anything wrong!

"Ah... No!"
"Please hand it over while I'm asking nicely, Leila."
"No! You said last time I just needed to follow the conditions!"
"...Are you a child? I said I'll return it when you leave for the demon realm."
"I'm going to act like a child!"

I've barely had a chance to properly use it since it was returned to me, I can't part with it again!
And also!

"If you're a patient, act like one and lie down quietly to receive my care!"
"..."

The first thing he does after waking up is try to take my staff!
Of course, I'd be troubled if he weren't this healthy after using alchemy, but still!

"Let's do this then."
"...I won't fall for your persuasion."
"If you quietly hand it over, I'll cooperate by lying in bed for a week, allowing Leila to nurse my every move."

-Ears perking up.

No... way.

-Shaking head.
"If you hand it over now, as an additional option, I'll speak informally as you wanted."
"Hnngh...!"

Just because you tempt me like that!

"Leila? If you listen to me now, I'll grant any request you make during that week of nursing."

Eek.

"Ha-"
"Ha?"
"You'll speak informally from now on, right?"
"Of course."
"Ugh... ugh ugh, ugh! I-I'm sorry, staff!"
"Well done, Leila."
"Haeuuuh."

I'm sorry, I'll definitely come to get you back when I leave for the demon realm!
Falling for this fatal temptation, I reluctantly took out my staff from my sleeve and handed it to Soleil.
The head pats and his voice whispering to me informally were too sweet in exchange.
Since he took away my precious staff that I'd barely had a chance to use properly after getting it back, I planned to make various demands of him.

"Then, my first request."
"Tell me."

After handing the staff to the holy knight waiting outside the tent, I watched him drink water and, with my eyes downcast from embarrassment, gripped the skirt of my Holy Maiden's robe with both hands and opened my mouth.
My face must be incredibly red right now.

"...Hold me."
"Pfft!"

He spat out the water he was drinking and looked at me incredulously.

"...Leila?"
"What? You said you'd grant any request."
"Alright, come here. I'll hold you tight."
"I'm not a child, you know."

Of course, I'm aware that I've been saying various things without realizing it.
But do you really think I'd just ask to be hugged tightly in this situation?
If I don't do this, he'll refrain from touching me until the end out of consideration.

"Make me, Leila, your woman."
"..."

There's a limit to patience. Thanks to a certain horny vending machine in our party.
Every day they're lovey-dovey next to us, and whenever they come back from somewhere, she's panting with disheveled clothes.
It's not like they're trying to provoke anyone.

Perhaps it's the first love I've realized in both my past and present life.
Every moment away from him, his face constantly appeared in my mind, and I couldn't bear remembering the warmth of his hand.
Not understanding this, the man who claims to love me stubbornly insists on maintaining that final line, and that horny vending machine doesn't even try to hide that she has a lover anymore.
Ugh... I've really reached my limit!

"You said you wouldn't hold back, that I shouldn't regret it."
"That's..."
"Coward."
"Urk."
"Can't get it up?"
"Guh."

As I spoke, my emotions welled up, and I lashed out at Soleil in frustration.

"Like last time, how long does a lady have to endure the embarrassment of speaking first?"
"But."
"This is the last time."
"..."

I wish he would consider my embarrassment at having to spell these things out.
So, from now on, I want him to make demands first so I won't be embarrassed.

"I'm lonely too."
"Leila."
"Whatever Grandfather says, I'll stop him. Don't worry about what others think. Mother will probably be watching and approving anyway."
"...That's suddenly a bit scary."

Soleil hesitated when I mentioned Mother.
It seems he's concerned about his lover's mother being a goddess.

"This is what I want. I want this to be happy. So Mother will definitely approve."
"Haah..."
"If you still run away, I'll spread rumors that Soleil is a coward and impotent."
"This is maddening."

Seeing Soleil raise both hands in surrender as if admitting defeat, I puffed my cheeks.

"Puu, way to kill the mood... Kyaah!"
"I won't stop no matter what you say in the middle."
"Eek."

Momentarily startled by the sudden feeling of being lifted and the warmth I felt, the voice whispering to me as he carried me in a princess hold was incredibly sweet.

"You started this. I won't let you sleep tonight. If you regret it, say so now."
"...You claim to have held back for so long, yet you'll be satisfied with just one night?"
"Why you!"
"Kyaa!"

After roughly throwing me onto the bed, he approached while removing his top, making my heart feel like it would burst.
Come to think of it, I heard it hurts the first time, but what happens when you recover?

...Honestly, I'm really excited regardless of the outcome.

Ch.87 - First Experience (1)
"W-wait a moment!"

As much as I was looking forward to it, there was something I wanted to do first!

"...You're not getting scared now, are you?"
"No, I'm not!!"

I threw myself face down on the bed and tossed a magic tool engraved with a soundproofing barrier toward Soleil.

"Give me a massage first."
"Suddenly?"
"...You said I could show my vulnerable side to you, didn't you?"

So, I'm going to try being a little spoiled.

"I'm in pain, you know."
"Where?"

After fixing the orb in the center of the room to activate it, he approached with his upper body bare and began pressing his fingers into my back. As I felt his gentle touch, I decided to reveal the truth.

"Don't you think it's strange?"

Soleil remained silent, perhaps sensing something unusual since he placed his hands on my back.
Well, my body isn't tough and trained as usual, but soft like newly grown flesh.

"No matter how much of a master someone is, it's impossible for a human to slice through the sky or destroy fortresses with bare hands."

Even though I'm strong, there are still human limitations.

"No matter how talented I am naturally, to exert that much power requires taking risks."
"Don't tell me..."
"When I use my full power in the sanctuary, my divine energy is divided in a ratio of 5:3:2."

Five-tenths for strengthening my entire body, three-tenths for my aura, and...

"Two-tenths for healing."

Bones that shatter with each swing, muscles and nerves that tear—I immediately reconnect them.
And then move on to the next.

Since Soleil knows how much divine energy I release when fighting at full power, his hands that were caressing my back momentarily froze before becoming even more careful.

"This is something I'm only telling you."
"...I'm sorry."

No matter how much I recover, the pain and fatigue remain.

"You have nothing to be sorry for. You were just trying to protect people in my place."
"Still, I'm sorry."
"Hehe, it's okay. But in exchange, you have to be gentle, okay?"

I told him that if he gets too excited and hurts me, I won't forgive him.

*Zip*

At that moment, the zipper on my back went down.

"Eh?"
"Didn't you ask for a massage first?"

With a gentle smile, he slowly began removing my clothes.

"Eek!"

His hands slipped through the gaps in my loosened clothing.

"Y-you're being lewd!"

*Squeeze*

"Hyaah!"
"It's just that I can't press properly because of the defensive magic on your clothes."

Making such an excuse, he began massaging my back and waist after only unzipping the back of my saint's robe.
I closed my eyes and surrendered myself to his touch.
As I felt his thick, strong fingers pressing into my tired muscles and joints...

"Ehehe."
"Feel good?"
"It feels sooo good..."

My head felt light and floaty, and I could feel the fatigue melting from my body.

*Press*
"Mmh."

His hands escaped from inside my clothes and moved upward to massage around my shoulder blades.

*Squeeze, squeeze*

He persistently pressed his thumbs around my shoulders before naturally moving down below my armpits.

"Ah, mmh."

As his hands massaged near my chest below my armpits, I felt a strange heat.

"Ah, mmh, ah."
*Squeeze, squeeze*

Even though his hands weren't directly touching my breasts, embarrassing moans kept escaping from my mouth.
His hands continued to stimulate sensitive areas under the pretense of massaging.
Unable to bear it any longer, I raised my body and grabbed his wrist.

"Leila?"
"You know exactly what you're doing."
"I don't know what you mean."

Looking at Soleil smiling mischievously—so unlike him—I puffed my cheeks.

"That's enough now."
"Is it?"

Swallowing hard, I let my hair down and opened my arms toward Soleil.
Hehe, with memories from my past life, I know what men like.

"...Will you undress me?"

When I spoke with a slightly tilted head and a smile, Soleil visibly flinched and froze for a moment.
Soon he tried to hide his twitching lips as he moved closer to me.

"Really, where did you learn things like this?"
"Ehehe, it's a secret."

Soleil carefully began removing my sleeves.
While taking them off, he subtly caressed my arms, and I closed my eyes to enjoy the sensation.

As my clothes were slowly removed one by one...

"Leila, I know this might ruin the mood, but how do I take this off?"

Soleil looked questioningly at the tights I was still wearing. I wrapped my arms around his neck and whispered in his ear.

"At the back of the neck, if you feel around, you can undo it."

Hearing this, Soleil unfastened the hook at my neck and slowly pulled the tights downward.
Covering my chest, I lay down and raised my hips to help him remove the clothing more easily.

"...That's so erotic."

Soleil stared at the removed tights and the underwear that came off with them.
Since I wore smaller underwear than usual to accommodate the one-piece saint's robe, it seemed to catch his eye more.
Ugh, this is more embarrassing than I expected.

"Um, stop looking at my underwear, it's embarrassing."

I said this while covering my chest and trying to close my legs. Suddenly, Soleil brought the tights and underwear he was holding close to his nose.

"Kyaah!! Pervert!! What are you doing?!"
"It's the scent of the person I love."

I was shocked as he casually smelled the underwear I had been wearing until just moments ago.
It seems my boyfriend has quite perverted tastes despite appearances.

"Leila."
"Umm, yes."

After removing all my clothes, Soleil carefully approached me.

*Kiss. Slurp.*

After silently kissing me, his tongue naturally explored my mouth, and I responded by extending my own tongue.
We explored each other's mouths for a long time.

"Haah..."

When that moment, which felt like eternity, ended, I met Soleil's eyes while looking at the saliva stretching between us.
Seeing his gaze directed at my chest, I turned my eyes away in embarrassment and covered my breasts with my hands.

"S-sorry. My chest is so unimpressive."

Hearing this, Soleil removed my hands covering my chest.

"Who says that? That it's unimpressive."
"But there's hardly any curve at all..."
"I like it."

Saying this, he extended both hands and placed his palms on my breasts.
At the same time, I felt an unfamiliar sensation like electricity where his hands touched.

"Hyah!?"
"Oh, sorry. Did that hurt?"

I jumped back in surprise and covered my chest with both hands.

"N-no! It's just, well...!!"

Seeing me flustered and unable to speak, Soleil reached out again with a mischievous expression.
My hands fell away again, offering no resistance to his.

"If you don't tell me what's wrong, I can't move forward."

As he gently rubbed my breasts, avoiding only the most crucial spots, I grew impatient.

"...Give it to me."
"Hmm? What did you say?"

I glared at Soleil, who was deliberately asking despite knowing what I wanted, and spoke again.

"Touch me properly."
"Hehe, alright."

With those words, he moved his hands from around my breasts.

"Mmh."
"This is what you like, right?"

His fingers lightly circled my hardened nipples and areolas, making me feel like electricity was running through my head.
The sexual stimulation—my first since gaining this new life—brought pleasure beyond anything I could have imagined.

"Ah, haah, mmh."

At the same time, I felt heat building in my lower abdomen and moisture between my thighs.
Afraid of appearing wanton, I tried to close my legs tightly to hide my increasingly wet lower region.

"Mmmmh~~!!"
"You don't need to hold back."

Soleil moved one of his hands from my breast to my lower abdomen and gently rubbed it.

"Hah, haah, mmh!"

A squeezing sensation in my lower abdomen spread heat throughout my body, making my mind hazy.

"Relax your legs."
*Shake head*

If just my breasts could make me lose my mind like this, if he touches down there too...!!

"Leila, I'll make you feel good."
"I-I'm scared."

Hearing this, Soleil...

*Kiss*
"It's okay, here, take my hand."
"Haah."

After a light kiss, he held his hand out in front of me.
Catching my breath, I stared blankly at his hand.

"That's right."

I used his hand for support to sit up.
Then I felt his hand, which had been rubbing my lower abdomen, move behind me to grab my buttocks.

"Mmh."
"So soft."

*Gulp*

As I felt his hand leave my buttocks, I swallowed hard in anticipation and fear of what was to come.

"I love you, Leila."
"Mmh, me too."

Soleil whispered sweetly in my ear.
With a pounding heart, I watched his hand approach.

...?

Despite steeling myself, his hand stopped midway and didn't come any closer. I raised my head to look at his face, wondering why.

"...Soleil?"

Soleil was looking at me with expectant eyes.

"Cute."
"Huh!?"

At the same time, I felt pleasure rising from my groin all the way to the top of my head.

That's mean!
To deliberately wait just to see my expression crumble!

"P-pervert..."
"Which lips are saying bad things?"
"Ah, mmh, ah, aahn! W-wait... hah!?"

With his hand inserted between my thighs, Soleil gently rubbed the weak spot called the clitoris, and I couldn't think straight.

"Hah, mmh... th-there... rubbing, mmh, no..."

For a while, only my moans and wet sounds filled the room, and I tightly hugged Soleil's arm while my mind filled with questions about these new sensations.

"Haahn, haah, hah! Th-this is, mmh... strange. I don't... hic, know..."
"Don't hold back."

As I leaned my face against his arm, panting, Soleil's fingers moved faster.
Without even time to wipe the drool beginning to flow from my mouth, I felt something huge building deep inside where Soleil's fingers were rubbing.

"Ah, aah, Soleil... mmh, hyaahn! Ah... kyaah!?"

It wasn't just a tingle—it was a stimulus so intense that my mind went blank for a moment.
When I came to my senses, I was sitting on the wet bedding, drooling.

"Haah, haah."
"Are you okay?"

...If you're going to ask that, maybe don't hold out your hand covered in something sticky right in front of my face.

"Haah, mmh... I don't know. My head feels fuzzy—wup!?"

As I was answering, Soleil's fingers suddenly entered my mouth.
W-wait a minute, those fingers are covered in my... my fluids!

"Mmph, mmmmph."
"Since it came from inside Leila, Leila should clean it, right?"

Is, is that so?

"Slurp, suck, mmm."
"That's right."

In a dazed state, I licked his fingers as he said.
It's, well, hard to explain...
It tasted lewd.

"Haah, haah."

After removing his fingers from my mouth, Soleil quietly stroked my head.
Leaning into his loving touch, I voiced a question that had been on my mind.

"...Soleil, have you ever dated a woman before me?"
"No, why?"
"You're just... too skilled."

Even considering that my skin might be sensitive and this is my first sexual stimulation as a woman, he's too good at this.

"...Do I really have to tell you?"
"Yes."
"Sigh, it's my first time. In reality."
"In reality...?"

Looking at him questioningly, Soleil covered his mouth and averted his gaze as he spoke.

"...I just asked Commander Ain for advice."
"Commander Ain... I see, that makes sense."

If it's him, yes, I can understand.
As I said this, I looked downward.

"Leila?"
"...You look uncomfortable."

Having recovered enough to move, I got up and knelt on the bed, then unfastened his pants as he stood awkwardly in front of the bed.
As I pulled down his pants and underwear, his aroused member sprang out.
It was huge, comparable to the one I once saw in a vending machine.
Are all men in this world this big?

"Ngh."

As I carefully held it in my hand, I felt its pulse and hot temperature.
Staring blankly at it, I did something I would never have done in my right mind.
Perhaps my head was affected by the scent emanating from right in front of me and the lingering afterglow of my climax.

"Haup."
"L-Leila!? Ngh."
*Slurp, suck*

When I saw the one in the vending machine, I felt only disgust and revulsion, but is it different because it's Soleil's?
Though it's a bit scary to think this will enter me, I also find it strangely endearing.

*Suck, slurp*
"Ngh, hah."

Thinking the clear liquid coming from the tip was slightly sweet, I opened my eyes to look at his face.
...He looks very pleased, so I must be doing well.

I moved my body a bit more forward and wrapped my arms around his waist, determined to put in more effort.

"Slurp."
"Ngh, Leila."

When our eyes met, I licked his now even larger member with my tongue.
After a while...

"W-wait, Leila! If this continues, ngh."

It seems he's getting close.
Soleil grabbed my head with both hands, trying to pull back.

...I don't want that.
I tightened my grip around his waist and stimulated his member faster.

*Spurt, spurt!*

Suddenly, semen filled my mouth.
Ugh, it's much stickier than I expected.
And there's so much of it.

As I released his member from my mouth, Soleil urgently held a towel to my lips.

"S-sorry! Spit it out quickly!!"
*Shake head*

I don't want to waste his precious semen.
With that thought, I shook my head and...

*Gulp*

I swallowed all of Soleil's semen that filled my mouth.
Ugh, it's a bit difficult to swallow.

"Ehehe."
"L-Leila? Did you just swallow that?"
"Beh."

I opened my mouth to show Soleil it was empty.

"First earlier and now this, where did you learn such things?"
"Hehe, I thought Soleil would like it. I studied hard from books."

Both from the erotic novels I've read before and from my past life memories, I knew men liked this sort of thing.
Oh wait, this isn't the time.

Looking at Soleil's member, which had softened a bit after his release, I spoke.

"This isn't the end, is it?"
"Of course not."

Though he speaks confidently, it seems he needs a little time.
Hehe, time to use my secret weapon.

"Um, Soleil?"
"Hmm?"

As Soleil wiped his hands, preparing for the next act, I sat on the bed, raised my right arm above my head, and used my left hand to expose my armpit as I spoke.
I was too embarrassed to make eye contact while doing something so shameless while sober.

"If there's something you want to do... I'm completely fine with it, you know?"

The result of my embarrassing action was spectacular enough to make it worthwhile.

*Spring*

Soleil's member stood straight up so quickly I could hear it.
That was certainly effective.

"L-Leila! Are you really, really sure you won't regret this!?"

Soleil approached, practically snorting steam.
Smiling at this side of him that I could never have imagined from his usual demeanor—a side that belonged only to me—I said:

"Of course. I am yours, after all."

I've known since childhood that he has a thing for armpits.
I thought he would surely like mine, since even my mother acknowledged them.

After saying this, I moved further onto the bed and lay down, raising both arms above my head and smiling with my eyes slightly open.

"Ngh, with that expression, how could anyone resist?"
"Hehe, you don't have to resist, you know?"

Soleil knelt beside me and positioned his member against my armpit.
He was so excited that clear fluid was already dripping from the tip.
I turned my body slightly toward Soleil to make it easier for him, and he began rubbing his member against my armpit, using his pre-cum as lubricant.

"Haah, haah."
"How is my armpit?"
"Perfect."

Seeing him so focused that his eyes were bloodshot made me happy, so I decided to give him a little extra service.

"Mmh!"
"Ehehe, this is better, right?"

I turned my body a bit more and lowered my right arm to squeeze his member with my armpit.

"Hah, hah."

Now completely immersed, Soleil began moving his hips, and I smiled watching his face.
I tightened and relaxed my arm in rhythm with his movements, and before long...

"Ngh, I'm coming!"
*Spurt, spurt, spurt*

His second ejaculation produced a similar amount to the first—no, perhaps even more.
Looking at the copious semen spilling onto my armpit, I scooped some with my finger and put it in my mouth.

"Yum."
"Lei...la?"

Soleil looked at me with astonishment.

"Hehe, I wonder why. When I think it's Soleil's, it seems a waste to just throw it away."

I smiled at him with my finger in my mouth.

*Spring*

His member rose again.
Effective, right?

As I felt him carefully wiping my armpit with a damp towel, I spoke.

"Soleil, I'm ready."
"...Alright."

Soleil seemed to share my thoughts as he put the towel aside and climbed on top of me.

"Are you really okay with this?"
"Please be gentle with me."

I pulled his neck down and kissed his cheek.

Ch.88 - First Experience (2)
Standing naked before someone you love is embarrassing, but I could also feel an incredibly happy sensation.

"Gulp."
"I'm so nervous."
"Mmm."

Soleil, straddling me, looking down at my entirety.
And then.

*Tap, tap*
"Ah, haah."

Soleil, holding his fully aroused member, tapping my lower abdomen as if showing me where it would soon enter.

"You're being mischievous..."

With that action, I felt a squeezing sensation in my lower abdomen as my body began to heat up.
A warmth filled with pure anticipation, different from the lingering pleasure I had felt moments ago.

*Kiss*

Soleil lowered himself, placing a gentle kiss on my forehead.

"Ahh."

Soleil's hand moved toward my groin.
And then, with a wet sound, I felt something carefully pushing into my body.

*Squelch*
"Ugh, ahh!"
"Does it hurt?"
"I-I'm fine."

As I felt his finger slowly advancing deeper inside me, Soleil's finger suddenly stopped as if hitting something.
When his finger touched this obstacle not far from the entrance, I felt fear at this unknown sensation I'd never experienced before.

"Eek, wait a moment!"
"Leila?"

When I wrapped my arms around his neck and clung tightly to him, Soleil called my name with confusion.

"T-this, ahh, is scary."

I said this to Soleil as he looked at me with questioning eyes.
In response, he wrapped one arm around my back, gently patting me while slowly withdrawing his finger.

"It's okay, just relax and take a deep breath."

Following his words, I gradually calmed myself and then.

*Squelch*
"Hyaahn!?"

Just as I was about to take a deep breath, Soleil suddenly changed the shape of his finger, as if scratching something inside me.
Simultaneously, a different kind of pleasure than what I'd felt in my clitoris rushed through my entire body.

"W-wait... hyaahn!?"
"So it's here."

With his finger slightly curved, Soleil began to gently rub that spot from earlier.

*Squelch, squelch*
"Hyaah, kuh, mmm~!"

Gritting my teeth, I tried desperately to maintain my consciousness against the overwhelming pleasure.

"I told you not to hold back."

He unwrapped his arm from around my back, laying me back down on the bed, and our eyes met.
And then.

*Kiss, slurp*

~~~!!
I couldn't resist as Soleil's tongue invaded my mouth, pleasure assaulting me from above and below simultaneously.
I don't know about this...

"Hnngh, mmm, haah."

I don't know how much time passed or what happened during that time, but I found myself gasping for breath as Soleil's tongue withdrew from my mouth.
When I regained my senses, I realized his fingers had also left my body.
...I was a bit scared when they were inside, but now that they're gone, I feel strangely empty.

"Haa, haa."
"Are you okay?"
"Y-you're mean."

You told me to take deep breaths and relax, then suddenly pushed me like that.

"Sorry, but it felt good, right?"
"...Yes."

I couldn't bring myself to meet his eyes, so I covered my face with both hands as I answered.

"Still, I wonder if it will fit properly. You're so tight even with just one finger."

At those words, I moved my hands slightly away from my eyes to see Soleil looking at his finger, glistening with something sticky.
Indeed, that large thing that seemed to reach past my navel when I saw it outside earlier—I'm not sure if it will properly fit into my small frame.

"If it's too much, you must tell me, okay?"
"Yes."

Hugging the blanket out of embarrassment, I looked down with a pounding heart.
My legs being spread by Soleil's hands, my private parts exposed so nakedly.

"Leila."
"...Um, it's embarrassing to talk in this position."
"From now on, this cock is going to enter your pussy."

W-what!
Soleil casually using such embarrassing words.

"I'm going to make this pure pussy, tightly closed without a single hair, mine. Is that okay?"
"Ugh, don't you have any sense of shame!?"

Though I said that, I felt my lower abdomen tighten at his words, and I could sense myself getting wet down there.

"Hmm, embarrassed, you say."

Saying that, Soleil brought his member closer to my exposed private parts.

*Rub, rub*
"Ah, mmph."

He began to slowly rub against my entrance, seemingly using the fluids flowing from me as lubrication.

However.

Despite time passing, Soleil showed no sign of inserting it.

"Huu, mmm, S-Soleil?"
"What?"
"What are you, hnng, doing?"

At my question, Soleil continued rubbing his member against me, smiling mischievously.

"Hmm, I wonder? This feels quite good too."
"Ugh, you're, hyaah, teasing me."
"If you want something, you should say it."

I know what he wants, but to say such vulgar words...
As I remained silent, gritting my teeth.

"Hyaahn!?"
"Still not going to say it?"

Now Soleil began rubbing my clitoris.
T-that's unfair.

"...Please."
"Hm? What was that?"
"Please put Soleil's cock in Leila's pussy, hnng. Make me feel so good I can't think straight!!"

Finally, with my eyes closed, I cried out what I had been wanting all along.

"That's right."
*Push*
"Ah."

At the same time, I felt Soleil's member pressing firmly against my entrance.
And with a sensation of something spreading open in my lower body, I gradually felt myself becoming one with Soleil.

*Stretch*

Ignoring the voice in my head saying something that size couldn't fit, I prevented myself from tensing up reflexively.
I relaxed, intending to entrust my entire body to Soleil.

"Ah, ugh."
"Ngh, so tight."

Despite trying my best to relax, my body was still trying to push Soleil out.
Then, as Soleil's member gradually pushed in, it suddenly hit against something.

"Leila."
"Mmm, hnng, j-just do it."

I knew what he wanted to say.
Hearing my words, Soleil swallowed hard as if he'd made a decision.

"Hmph!"
*Tear, thrust!*
"Kuh, hnng!"

Soleil's member tore through the barrier in one go, pushing deep inside.
I felt an intense pain as if my lower body was being split apart.

It hurts!!!

"W-wait!!"

The pleasure and heat I had felt until moments ago vanished completely, replaced by a stinging pain.
I thought I was used to pain so it wouldn't be a big problem, but the pain of losing my virginity was a completely different kind of pain than I had imagined.

"Are you okay?"
"Ugh, no, I'm not."

Thanks to the pain, my mind cleared instantly.
I felt embarrassed remembering what I had been thinking and saying just moments ago.

"...Hold me tight until I get used to it."
"Okay."

Hearing that, Soleil smiled gently and wrapped his arms around my back.

"Hngh."
"Ah, sorry."

I meant for him to hold me while lying down, but Soleil seemed to interpret it as wanting to be lifted up.
So he lifted me while keeping his arms around my back.
As a result, I ended up hugging him while looking at him as he sat on the bed.
Feeling a slight ache, I rotated my hips a little.

*Rub, rub*
"Kuh, L-Leila?"
"Haa, haa."

His member rubbed deep inside, going even deeper than before.
Somehow, my lower abdomen seemed slightly bulging, so I touched it with one hand.

"Hnng!?"

At that moment, I felt an unknown pleasure.

"L-Leila, if you squirm like that..."

I removed my hand from my abdomen and grabbed both of Soleil's shoulders.
Looking at Soleil with increasingly hazy feelings and rising heat, I...

*Kiss, slurp*

We kissed without saying a word.
Fortunately, the pain had almost subsided by now.

*Squelch, squelch*

I carefully moved my hips.
In this position, it would be difficult for Soleil to move, after all.
Until now, Soleil had done everything for me, so now it was my turn.

Though it was embarrassing, watching him twitch with pleasure even while kissing, with my eyes open, was lovely.
Perhaps sensing my gaze, he opened his eyes, and I smiled at him before...

*Squelch, squelch, squelch*

I moved my hips more vigorously.

"Puha, kuh, Leila, this is...!"
"Haa, haa, hnng, huu, ah."

The pain I had felt until just a moment ago was now gone.
I moved my hands from his shoulders to the back of his neck, interlocking my fingers, then leaned back and continued moving my hips.
Mmm, this feels good...

"Hyaah, mmm, hnng, h-how is it?"
"I-it feels good, but, kuh, too, fa- guh!"
*Squelchsquelchsquelchsquelch*

Apparently Soleil was also finding it hard to hold back, so I increased my pace.

"Ehehe, ah, hyaah."

I laughed loosely and concentrated on the fact that he was feeling too good to even speak.

"W-wait, I'm about to come...!!"

As he desperately tried to stop me by grabbing my waist, I whispered in his ear.

"I'm, mmm, on a safe day."

As soon as he heard that, Soleil's member began to grow inside me.
At the same time, Soleil grabbed my waist with both hands and pushed me down hard.

"Ngh, you're really too sexy!!"
"Kah, hnng!"

Soleil's member, which had been too large to go all the way in, now entered deeply as if crushing my womb.
And then.

*Spurt, spurt!*

I could feel his semen pouring out inside me.
A feeling of happiness filled my entire body.

"Haa, haa, ehehe."
"Phew."

I nuzzled my head against Soleil, who looked refreshed, laughing loosely.
We were both messy with sweat and bodily fluids, but that didn't matter at all.

"How was inside me?"
"It was amazing."

He seems to have enjoyed it, thankfully.
But you know.

"...Um, Soleil?"
"What?"
"Why are you getting bigger again?"
"With such a sexy lover, I'd be less than a man if I was done already."

Saying that, Soleil carefully laid me down on the bed while we were still connected.

"Hyuk."
"I'll continue."

With my legs spread apart, Soleil pulled his hips back.

"Hyaahn!?"
"This spot feels good, right?"

As his member slowly withdrew, the protruding part of his glans scraped against something near the entrance, sending sparks through my mind.
Immediately after, Soleil began thrusting in earnest.

*Thrust, thrust!*
"Kyaah, mmm, haaahn! Kuh, hyaaak!"
"Huk, huk."

The sensation of Soleil's large member entering and exiting me, stimulating the sensitive parts inside.
The sound of our flesh slapping together violently, and the wet squelching sounds.
A pleasure completely different from when I was moving myself, making my vision blur.

"Hyak!? Mmm, th-there, hyaahn! N-no!!"

After some time, Soleil seemed to gain composure and reached out to stimulate my breasts.

"Aaahn!! Hnng, kyaahn!! My nipples, hyuk! Rubbing... ah, s-stop."

I couldn't maintain my sanity.
Since changing to this position, Soleil hadn't climaxed once, but I had already experienced wave after wave of orgasms.

"N-no, hnng, haah! This... mmm, no, kyuk, nooo..."

I reached out, conveying that I didn't want to be the only one climaxing.
Through my hazy vision, I felt something approaching, along with warmth in my hand.

"Sorry, were you scared?"
"Hic, hnng."

Soleil's movements paused momentarily, and I felt something soft beneath my waist.
And then.

"Is this better?"

Looking at Soleil who was now face to face with me, I nodded without even thinking to wipe away my tears.

*Squelch*
"Hnng."

And the act began again.
This time, thrusting downward from above.
Soleil pounded with full force toward my waist, which was raised by the pillow.

"Haak, hnng!! S-Soleil, ah, hyaahn!"

Although the act was much more intense than before, I was no longer afraid because his face was in my sight and his hands within reach.

"Hyuk, hnng, haaahn!?"
*Thrust! Thrust! Thrust!*

In the tent filled only with the sound of splashing fluids and the vulgar sound of flesh slapping together.
I focused solely on Soleil who was exploring my body.
And simultaneously with Soleil's member stopping deep inside me.

"~~~!!"
*Squirt!*

I felt something spraying from my body.

*Spurt!*

Once again, his semen filled me completely.
I could feel an incredible sense of exhaustion as Soleil's member withdrew.

"Haa, haa."
"Are you okay?"
"I feel like I'm going crazy..."

I was too happy and felt too good to care about the embarrassment of having squirted on Soleil.

"Hihi, I'm happy."

Hearing that, Soleil lay down beside me, reached out, and gently stroked my head with a soft smile.

"My belly feels so full..."

Indeed, my lower abdomen was visibly bulging from being filled with Soleil's semen.
After resting beside me for a while and looking at this sight, Soleil reached out and gently touched my lower abdomen before...

"Hyuk."
*Gush*

He pressed down firmly.
At the same time, the semen that had been filling my insides gushed out.

"W-what are you doing!"
"...Just curious."

So, as we lay side by side, savoring our happiness...

"Leila."
"Yees."
"You've rested enough, right?"
"...What?"
"I told you, didn't I? That I wouldn't let you sleep."

Oh no.
This is bad.

"W-wait, just a little more rest...!"
"No. The night is short."

After that, I was thoroughly ravished.

* *

"Ugh."

The first thing I saw as I got up, clutching my stiff waist, was...

"Ewww."

The sight of the tent interior with bodily fluids and semen dried up everywhere.
The pain I felt throughout my body, and my swollen lower abdomen.
And...

"Ehehe."

Soleil's face, sleeping peacefully beside me.
...Last night, I really experienced some incredible things.

To think that someone with such a gentle and gentlemanly face would do such kinky things.
Who would have thought that my first experience would include even anal...ughhhh!!

What comes to mind is Soleil, who wouldn't stop no matter how much I cried and screamed, and myself, who kept seducing Soleil, saying it felt good even while being ravished to the point of losing consciousness multiple times.
Ah, but Soleil was cute when he sucked on my breasts, asking me to touch him with my hands.
Ehehe, who would have thought he'd be so fixated on such small breasts.

When he stimulated my clitoris and G-spot with both hands while taking me from behind, I thought I was going to lose my mind.
I really had no idea my backside could be so sensitive.
As I was reminiscing about last night...

"Urgh."

A bitter smell rising from within me.
Ugh, I had been holding it in, but it finally came up.

"Ptooey."

After spitting out a black blood clot, I quickly cleaned it up.
Then, using a magical tool with cleansing magic, I erased the traces stuck here and there, and then the marks on my body.
After cleaning up all traces, I wiped my entire body with a wet towel, expelled the remaining semen from inside me, got dressed, and looked at Soleil.

From the middle of our session, I couldn't bear it anymore and bit Soleil or gripped him too tightly, probably scratching him with my nails.
...There are more wounds than I expected.

"Hihi."

I decided to leave those wounds as they were.

"Soleil, you need to wake up."

After getting fully dressed, finally removing the soundproofing barrier and retrieving the magical tools, I shook Soleil to wake him up.

"Mmm."

Soleil turned over, stirring.
Fufu, how cute.

"We need to get moving."
"Nng...Leila?"

He opened his eyes, but judging by his dazed expression, he wasn't fully awake yet.

"Yes, it's your Leila."
"...Come here."

As I approached Soleil, who was reaching out to me...

"Oomph!"
*Kiss. Slurp.*

He pulled my head down and began exploring my mouth with his tongue.
Only after kissing for quite some time did Soleil finally come to his senses.
I'm really glad I had cleansing magic in my holy maiden's robe.

"Phew."
"We need to get up."
"In this state, that might be a bit difficult."

Soleil pointed to his lower half, which was standing at attention from the morning.
I glared at him, showing no sign of embarrassment.

"Pervert...♡"

In the end, I had to help him release once with my mouth before we could leave the tent.

Ch.BONUS - First Experience - All Ages Version
"W-wait a moment!"

I was excited, of course, but there was something I wanted to do first!

"...You're not getting scared now, are you?"
"No, I'm not!!"

I flopped down on the bed and tossed a magic tool engraved with a soundproofing barrier toward Soleil.

"Um, give me a massage first."
"Suddenly?"
"...You said I could show my vulnerable side to you, at least."

So, I'm trying to be a little spoiled.

"I'm in pain, you know."
"Where?"

After fixing the orb in the center of the room to activate it, he approached with his upper clothes removed and began pressing firmly on my back with his gentle hands. I decided to reveal the truth.

"Don't you think it's strange?"

Soleil remained silent, perhaps realizing something was off after touching my back.
Well, my body wasn't tough and trained as usual, but soft like newly grown flesh.

"No matter how much of a Master someone is, a human couldn't possibly have the power to cut through the sky or destroy fortresses with their bare hands."

No matter how strong I am, there are still human limitations.

"No matter how talented I may be, to exert that much power requires taking risks."
"Don't tell me..."
"When I use my full power in the Sacred Realm, my holy power is divided in a ratio of 5:3:2."

Fifty percent of my holy power goes to strengthening my entire body, thirty percent to my aura, and then...

"Twenty percent to healing."

Bones that shatter with each swing, muscles and nerves that tear—immediately reconnected.
And then on to the next.

Since Soleil knew how much holy power I released when fighting at full strength, his hands, which had been caressing my back, flinched and paused momentarily before becoming even more careful.

"This is something I'm only telling you."
"...I'm sorry."

No matter how much I recover, the pain and fatigue remain.

"You have nothing to be sorry for. It all happened because you were trying to protect people in my place."
"Still, I'm sorry."
"Hehe, it's okay. But in return, you have to be gentle, okay?"

I told him I wouldn't forgive him if he got too excited and hurt me.

*Zip*

At that moment, the zipper down my back.

"Eh?"
"Didn't you ask for a massage first?"

With a gentle smile, he slowly removed my clothes.

"Eek!"

Soleil's hands slipped through the gaps in my loosened clothing.

"Y-you're being lewd!"

*Squeeze*

"Hyaah!"
"It's just that I can't press properly because of the defensive magic on your clothes."

Making such excuses, Soleil began to knead my back and waist after only unzipping the back of my holy maiden outfit.
I closed my eyes and surrendered myself to his touch.
As those thick, strong fingers pressed firmly between tired muscles and joints...

"Ehehe."
"Feel good?"
"It feels sooo good..."

My head felt light and floaty, and I could feel the fatigue melting away from my body.

*Press*
"Mmnh."

After receiving plenty of massage, I was finally able to enjoy the long-awaited first night with Soleil.

Ch.89 - Decision
I was delayed in going out this morning because I had to indulge Soleil's whims.

"Really."
"I said I'm sorry."
"You're too energetic from the morning."
"So, did you dislike it?"
"...Ugh. That's not it, but..."

Since yesterday, it seems Soleil has truly given up on holding back, becoming completely uninhibited with physical affection.
Coming outside, he wrapped his arms around my waist, and those fingers that subtly tickled me so others wouldn't notice made my body heat up again as I recalled last night.

"S-stop that."

When I said that, Soleil kissed my forehead with a gentle smile.

"H-hey, you're alive?"
"Ah, Commander!"

Right after, I spotted Commander Ain approaching, waving his hand toward Soleil.

"Are you feeling better?"
"Well, I just had my waist nearly cut in half and suffered a few penetrating wounds, that's all."
"Ugh, that's not a minor injury at all..."
"I told them to say that. I didn't want you to worry about me too."

No wonder he looked a bit pale.

"By the way, you both look absolutely radiant. Did you have a pleasant night?"
"W-what are you talking about?"
"Yes. It was very pleasant."
"Soleil!?"

A-aren't you embarrassed? What are you saying!!

"Hehe, well done, my disciple."
"Thank you for your guidance."

As the two men put their arms around each other's shoulders and snickered, I stared at them in disbelief.

"Since Lady Leila is taking care of Sir Soleil, you two can move along. And I distinctly remember telling you not to move an inch, yet here you are out and about?"

A murderous hand suddenly separated the two men.
It was Commander Frey, sporting long dark circles under her eyes, apparently having been quite busy.

"Eek."
"...Commander Frey?"
"Ah, Commander!"

Commander Frey pushed Soleil toward me and then...

"Gack!"
"Now, shall we go? To the infirmary."
"S-save me... ack."
"Of course I have to save you. That's my job."

She grabbed Commander Ain by the collar, choking him while dragging him away with one hand.

"...Commander Frey is frightening no matter when I see her."
"Indeed, she's a commander. I still have much to learn."
"Leila?"
"Yes?"
"May I know what exactly you're trying to learn from that display?"
"How to effectively restrain a patient's neck to prevent them from making noisy excuses?"
"..."

It's truly an amazing technique to witness.
Every time I see Commander Frey, I realize how far I still have to go.
To think there was such an effective way to subdue a patient without causing injury.

As I was admiring this, my vision suddenly darkened.
Soleil had covered my eyes with his hands.

"Huh?"
"...Don't learn techniques like that."
"What do you mean? That's such an excellent technique."
"Please, I'm asking you."
"Hmm. Since it's your request, I'll listen!"

Well, it might look a bit aggressive to others.
But since it's Soleil's request, I can't help it!
I nodded to show my agreement, then stretched out both arms toward Soleil with a smile.

"Is this how you treat a patient?"
"Oh, should I treat you like a real patient?"
"...Sorry."

As he lifted me in a princess carry, I said to Soleil:

"Hehe, after all I've been through."
"Yes, thanks to you, I'm alive. But surely the demonic energy penetrated deep into your body. How did you heal it?"
"Because it's me!"

No matter what, I can't let Soleil know.
If he found out I used alchemy that drains my lifespan, he would surely blame himself.
So I spoke confidently, as if I could do anything.

"Sigh, alright. Just don't overdo it."
"Don't worry."

Soleil looked at me suspiciously for a moment, but it seems he didn't reach the conclusion that I had shortened my lifespan.
That's good enough.

And so, enjoying the warmth I felt in Soleil's arms, I closed my eyes for a moment.
Nestling into his embrace, feeling the heartbeat in his chest, I was reassured.

Soleil is definitely alive.
Everything up until last night wasn't a dream.

"Leila?"
"...Just let me rest a little."

...Just a little, yes, I need to close my eyes for a bit.
Perhaps because we intensely joined our bodies all night, I'm feeling... a bit tired.

* *

Not even a day after hearing the news that the Four Heavenly Kings' Death Knight Eligos had been defeated, Leila collapsed, they said.
Ella told us there was no need to stay in Azrael anymore with imperial reinforcements coming, and urged us to go quickly. When Milia and I arrived at the temporary base near Israphel to meet Leila, leaving our master behind, the first sight we saw was...
Soleil sitting in front of Leila's infirmary room, looking as if his soul had left his body.

"Sir Soleil!"

When I rushed over and called out to him, Soleil looked up with a dejected expression.

"...Hero."
"What happened? I heard Leila collapsed!"
"...It's, it's my fault. Because I... was too weak..."

After saying only that, he held his forehead and hung his head. As I was looking at him...

"Please follow me."
"Commander Frey?"
"Oh, sis!?"

A familiar face opened the door of the infirmary.
And behind her, Leila lying as if dead.
Since I needed to hear the situation first, I decided to follow Commander Frey.

"Huff."

Entering a tent slightly larger than the others, where priests were busily moving around with various medicines and bandages, Frey sat down.
With a sigh, she told us:

"Don't worry too much. She just overexerted herself."
"Overexerted?"
"Phew, thank goodness..."
"Though I don't know when she'll wake up."

And so began her explanation.

"I'd say it's the price for using power beyond her limits."

She continued using power her body couldn't handle.
She repeatedly did the foolish thing of healing herself whenever her body broke or tore, over and over again.

"It must have been the pain of reassembling her entire body dozens of times."
"Leila..."
"Sis..."
"Moreover, to do such a thing after already shortening her lifespan... when she should be resting instead..."

I heard something that couldn't be ignored.

"She shortened her lifespan?"
"My sister did!?"
"...Quite some time ago, the Saint infiltrated the Church's secret archives."

Frey said it was quite ridiculous how Leila had insisted on sneaking in when the Pope wouldn't give permission, and tears formed in the corners of her eyes as she spoke.

"Alchemy: 'Light of Regeneration'"

I remembered Leila once telling me not to let my internal organs get injured when facing enemies using demonic energy.
When I asked about methods to repair damaged organs, she had vaguely brushed it off. That memory suddenly came back to me.

"It's a holy magic that repairs damaged body parts, something normally impossible."
"It's a healing magic, but you call it alchemy?"
"Don't tell me."

Milia seemed to have some idea.

"Do you know how to make the impossible possible?"
"A price..."

Milia answered instead of me, who remained silent.

"Yes, that's right. Casting alchemy requires not only enormous holy power but also the caster's life force. It consumes their lifespan."

She estimated that Leila must have used about 20 years of her lifespan to save Soleil.

"With that much lifespan consumed, there's no way there wouldn't be repercussions."

If you think the person you love ended up like that because of you, it's certainly shocking enough.

"...Sir Soleil must be quite traumatized."
"Ugh... how sad."
"...The shock Sir Soleil received is not just that."

What else could there be?

"When Sir Soleil heard the story, he suddenly collapsed and wailed."
"What?"
"Sir Soleil did that!?"
"When he calmed down enough to speak, he said that last night, the Saint had asked him to embrace her. If I had known that first, I wouldn't have mentioned the alchemy at all."

...I couldn't say anything.
So, to hide the fact that she had shortened her lifespan, she pretended to be fine and joined bodies with him.
She endured and endured until finally collapsing like that.
The implication was that Soleil couldn't bear the fact that he had poured his desires into Leila in such a state.

"So, don't say anything. Until he picks himself up."
"...Damn it."
"That's too cruel..."
"...When the Saint wakes up, I'll have to scold her severely this time."

After saying that, Commander Frey gestured for us to leave and then turned around, burying her face on the table.
As we heard her sobbing, Milia and I left the tent.

"It seems the situation is quite serious."
"Master."
"Orca."
"I left Seira behind in the Holy Kingdom. She was whining so much."

I could see my master approaching with a serious expression.
Our faces must have looked quite bad too, because as soon as he reached us, he silently pulled us to a less crowded place.

"...So, what happened? The fortress is in ruins after being recaptured, that's one thing, but why did the kid collapse and why is Sir Soleil in such a state?"

I hesitated for a moment whether to tell him or not, but after exchanging glances with Milia, I nodded.
Our master is now our comrade too, so I think he should know.

"Well..."

And so, I relayed everything Commander Frey had told us to my master without omission.
After hearing the whole story, my master pressed his forehead while looking at the sky.

"Haa... that stupid kid has gone and broken someone."

But we all, including my master, clearly understood why Leila had done what she did.

"Damn. This just ruined my mood. I'll go ahead."
"...Go in."
"Ian, let's go too..."
"Yeah."

In the end, unable to say anything.
That's how we spent our time.

* *

Three days later.
Leila still shows no signs of waking up.

But one thing had changed.

"...I apologize. I've caused you all worry."
"Sir Soleil!"

Though he looked gaunt, Soleil had gotten up.
It would probably take a few more days for his physical condition to fully recover, but I was relieved that at least he hadn't completely broken down.

"I was so worried!!"
"I apologize, Miss Magician."
"How long are you going to call me 'Miss Magician'!? We're comrades now!?"
"...Then, I'll call you Milia from now on."
"Hehehe."
"Feeling better?"
"Thank you for your concern, Sir Orca."

Milia laughed cheerfully, apparently trying to lift Soleil's spirits.
How could I not fall for her?
As we were chatting with Soleil for a while...

"I have returned!"
"Commander."
"Commander Ain!"
"I thought you were dead since I couldn't see you, but you're alive."

Commander Ain approached, complaining that he really thought he was going to die at Commander Frey's hands, and then...

-THUD!
"Ugh."

He suddenly changed his expression and drove his fist into Soleil's solar plexus.
With an angry expression that made me think I'd never seen him like this before.

"Raise your head, you fool."
"I'm sorry."
"If you're in that state, what would the Saint think?"
"...I'm sorry."
"If you were still sitting around, I was planning to stab you with a sword, but since you're up, I'll let it go with just this."

After grabbing Soleil by the collar and saying that, Commander Ain roughly let go.

"I apologize. I showed you an unsightly appearance."
"Not at all. It's about Leila after all."
"I understand your concern for my sister."
"Don't worry. If you hadn't done it, I would have."

To be honest, as Soleil's condition was getting worse, I had been thinking that some rough measures might be necessary.
Afterwards, watching everyone from the Holy Kingdom, including Commander Frey, each giving Soleil a harsh word as they passed by...

"Huh, Leila is really loved."
"Of course, she's my sister."
"Honestly, I didn't know, but apparently in the Holy Kingdom, she's known as the brightest and most approachable Saint."

As I nodded at those words, Soleil, who had been hit by everyone, staggered over and added:

"She has the strongest holy power in history, and Leila herself has a sociable and considerate personality."

Indeed.

"And decisively, because she's so powerful, she doesn't even have the usual guards that most saints have, making her more approachable to people."
"Ah."
"...Isn't that the biggest factor?"
"Now that I hear it, that does seem to be the most significant."

As I patted the shoulder of Soleil, who was trying to smile and saying he would help with my training from tomorrow...

"Don't worry. Leila will definitely wake up."
"...Thank you."

* *

A week has passed since Leila collapsed.
Still, Leila has not awakened.

"...I think it's time to make a decision."
"I agree with Orca."
"I... will follow the Hero's decision."

As my master said, it was time to decide.
We couldn't stay here forever.

After Eligos was defeated, attacks on all fronts have stopped, they say.
We don't know how long this situation will last.
Now, we had to make a decision.

"Let's go. To the demon realm."

I've learned everything I could from my master.
All that remains is for me to gain insight and overcome the wall myself.

Until now, I've been using my growth as an excuse to buy time, but even that is no longer possible.

So, we went to find Commander Ain.

"...So you're going."
"Yes."
"We can't wait forever."
"The enemy won't stay still forever, after all."
"If Leila wakes up and sees me by her side, she'll surely be angry."

Leila would certainly want that.
And...

"There's no meaning in being protected by Leila forever."

We've decided to walk our own path, away from Leila's shadow.

"I understand. I'll inform Commander-in-Chief Garam. But before that, let me ask: have you prepared for the demonic energy?"

At that, we each pulled out the pendants we were wearing.
Magic tools for resisting demonic energy, made with holy power from the priests, as advised by my master.
I didn't really need it since I had the protection of the holy sword, but it was better to be safe.

"Soleil's holy power will have its limits."

Commander Ain was right.
The holy power stored in the magic tools decreases over time, and there was a limit to how much Soleil's holy power could replenish it.
That was also why we couldn't hastily decide to leave for the demon realm.

But now it's different.

"It turns out that confiscating Leila's staff has been quite helpful."

The storage magic in Leila's saint's robe was designed so that items could only be retrieved with Leila's mana, so we hadn't even thought of it.
It was a staff filled with Leila's holy power.

"This wasn't my original intention, but..."

Soleil had been suffering, saying that looking at the staff reminded him of Leila asking to be embraced.

"...Indeed, with the staff, there should be no problem."
"We've confirmed that Sir Soleil can transfer the holy power from the staff to the pendants."

While he couldn't use it directly, he could at least transfer it to another vessel.

"Huff... I wish I could go with you."

Commander Ain sighed, saying there would be no one to command the holy knights if he wasn't there.

"So, I ask of you."

Looking slowly at the four of us, Commander Ain said:

"Stay alive. Please, make sure you return alive."

He looked especially at Milia and me for a long time, and spoke with an expression that seemed about to cry.
Feeling his sincerity in those words, Milia and I exchanged glances, nodded, and then embraced Commander Ain, who had a pained expression.

"I promise. We will definitely return."
"We absolutely won't die, so don't worry too much."

Now that we know how hard they've worked to keep people like us from stepping onto the battlefield.
Now that we understand the feelings with which they send us beyond.

I made another resolution.
To definitely return alive, together with everyone.

Ch.90 - [Side Story] Another Possibility
...What could be happening?
I clearly remember falling asleep in Soleil's arms out of exhaustion.

Floating in emptiness, I observed a figure both familiar yet strange, and thought to myself.
I'm certain this is Seraphiel, the northern metropolis of the Holy Kingdom.
But I don't recall doing anything like that?

* *

-Whoosh.
"AAAAARGH!!"

In a dark alley at night.
A man, presumably a priest, was engulfed in flames.

And then, footsteps following behind.

-Clink, clink.

The figure that emerged was...
...undeniably me?

Though the attire, hair length, and weapon differed, it was unmistakably me.
White inquisitor's armor over priestly robes with a red cross, a familiar sword at the waist—a short inquisitor.
However, her hair was roughly cut short to just below the neck, and decisively, she wore an eyepatch over her right eye.
And those golden eyes bearing the red cross-shaped stigmata symbolizing adulthood—who else could it be but me?

"For the sin of defiling the name of the Most Holy Goddess, the punishment is death by fire."

Ah, I see.
That's me if I had chosen the path of a pure inquisitor rather than a saint.

"N-no... I never did such a thing..."

The man, writhing in agony as flames consumed his body, desperately tried to defend himself, but the inquisitor version of me—Leila—spoke with an expressionless face.

"Then why do you suffer? This is for the Goddess. If you were innocent, you would accept it with joy."

That logic is so absurd even I'm at a loss for words.
What kind of nonsensical reasoning is that...
I've already tried to intervene several times to save the man, but it seems I can only observe.
Though this must be something from the past, I prayed that he would soon be released from his suffering.

-Shing.

With that cold expression, Leila drew her sword toward the man who could no longer even scream, his vocal cords likely burned away.

-Slash.
"Repent, through death."

She beheaded him.
Shaking the blood and ash from her sword, Leila turned away.

"Lord Karon."
"Yes."

The name she called was familiar to me as well.
It was a name from the stories Soleil had told me.
The man who would have become the head inquisitor if she hadn't taken that position herself.
I don't know what he's doing now, as I've never met him.

"Clean this up."
"Understood."

The inquisitor named Karon remained kneeling with his head bowed until Leila left.
After she was gone, he rose to collect the burned corpse of the man and said:

"...Holy Saint."

With a somewhat sorrowful face, he called after the departed Leila.

* *

Following Leila as she left and returned to the papal office.
Her destination was Grandfather's office.

"You summoned me, Your Holiness. May the Lord watch over our path today as well."
"...Sigh."

It seems this version of Leila causes Grandfather considerable grief.
Actually, she doesn't even call him Grandfather.

"Leila."
"Speak."
"As I've told you many times, please try to show some mercy as befits a saint."

Leila's expression visibly soured at those words.
It seems they've been having this argument for quite some time.

"With all due respect, I have already chosen the path of an inquisitor rather than a saint."
"...Leila. Just because you chose that path doesn't change the fact that the Goddess herself chose you."
"Yes. But the Goddess told me to follow the path I desire. So this is my way of living as a saint."

Hearing this, Grandfather finally grabbed the back of his neck in frustration.

"If you have nothing more to say, I shall take my leave. I haven't yet offered my morning prayers."
"Sigh, very well."

That disrespectful Leila touched her right eye before leaving.
Ugh, Grandfather, I'm sorry.
Even though it wasn't me who did this, I still feel sorry!

"Leila... when will you ever move beyond your past..."

As Grandfather spoke sadly to himself, I decided to follow Leila again.
She said she was going to pray, so she must be heading to the chapel.
There, I found Leila offering prayers with a devout expression.

"Ugh."

Not long after, she groaned, clutching her right eye.
Apparently in considerable pain, she sighed, rose from her place, and returned to her room.
As soon as she entered, she carelessly removed her armor, tossing it aside before heading straight to bed.
After Leila fell asleep, Sister Teresa entered the room and sat beside her.

"Sigh, poor child."

With a pitying expression, Sister Teresa gently stroked Leila's hair.
Soon, Leila began to suffer in her sleep.

"Hng."

As Leila sweated and writhed in pain, Sister Teresa carefully wiped her body, tears streaming down her face.

"AAAH!"

Whatever nightmare she was having caused Leila to jerk violently and scream.
Sister Teresa, seemingly accustomed to this, carefully removed Leila's eyepatch and wiped the sweat from her forehead.
Shortly after, Leila awoke.

"Nngh..."
"Another nightmare?"
"...Sister Teresa."

It seems touching her right eye is a habit.
Looking at her eye without the eyepatch, I realized.
This Leila definitely lost one eye to the demon worshippers that day.

"...Huh?"
"I'm sorry. You were sweating so much, I had to wipe your body..."

Realizing the unfamiliar sensation of being without her eyepatch, Leila momentarily froze.
Then she began to tremble.

"Q-quickly...!"
"Stay still."

As she frantically groped around for her eyepatch, her vision seemingly blurring, Sister Teresa quickly replaced it.
With the eyepatch back on, she seemed to calm down somewhat.

"Phew."
"Are you alright?"
"...I'm fine."

Roughly pushing away Sister Teresa's hand as she tried to stroke her hair, Leila got up and headed for the chapel.
...I'm starting to understand what's happening here.

"Lord, this unfilial servant begs your forgiveness."

I quietly watched as Leila knelt in the chapel, praying aloud.
She must be tormented by the fact that she lost one of her eyes bearing the stigmata.

-Do not blame yourself.
"...Ah, my Lord."
-Poor child.

Perhaps because I am also Leila?
Mother's voice, which should have been heard only by her, reached me as well.

"I am truly grateful that you grant your voice to this unworthy one."
-Sigh, you're still so dramatic.
"How could I not be moved by the voice of the Lord who taught love to one who knew none?"
-Did you have another nightmare?

It seems she's been worrying Mother for quite some time.
Well, of course.
From the looks of it, she's been living like this for fifteen years.

"...Yes."
-As I've told you many times, I am content as long as you are safe.
"Yet I cannot stop flagellating myself."
-What I wish for you is not to walk a harsh path while whipping yourself.
"..."
-Simply love, and be loved.

The Mother of this world wishes the same for me as mine does.
To love and be loved.
Not power granted with expectations in return.
Anyway, though it's a bit strange to hear Mother's voice as the dignified Goddess rather than her usual self.
Hehe, I'm still happy to hear Mother's voice, even like this.

-Are you still afraid?
"...Yes. I fear both giving and receiving love."
-Don't make it so difficult.
"I will try."

Perhaps if I had lost my eye without time to process losing Brother Pieris...
I might have become like her.
If I had endured harsh slavery rather than comfortable servitude.
I surely would have rejected Mother until the very end.

-Well then, let's talk again next time.
"Thank you for always bestowing your favor upon me."

Not me, who desires to love and be loved.
But me, who fears loving and being loved.

"All those I have loved have left my side. The only one I can safely love, the only love I can safely accept, is from the eternal, immortal Lord."

Watching her, I understood.
What I'm seeing isn't just a dream, but another possibility—a path I might have walked.
And as a messenger approached Leila after she finished her morning prayers, I realized one more thing.
For some reason, Soleil is nowhere to be seen in this world.

When Leila entered Grandfather's office after receiving word he was looking for her, she was met with:

"The... Hero?"
"Yes."

Familiar yet awkward figures—Vending Machine and Milia.
The atmosphere between them was strange, and Vending Machine's demeanor was vastly different from the one in my memories.
...Is the contents of that hero even a vending machine at all?

"Please introduce yourself. This is Leila, our church's only saint."
"Pleased to meet you. I am Ian, the Hero."
"Ah, h-hello! I'm M-Milia, a magician!"

That's not Vending Machine. I'm certain.
Milia's discomfort is evident, and those eyes were more serious than Vending Machine's when he was first summoned.

"Is this why you ordered me to wait?"

Leila, noticing this as well, made no effort to hide her disgust as she asked Grandfather.
It seems this Leila also told Grandfather she would behead the Demon King.

"Yes, Saint Leila. From now on, you will accompany the Hero's party on a journey to defeat the Demon King."
"I'm sorry, but..."
"You have no right of refusal. This is an order from me as the Pope."
"Tch."

Poor Milia, looking so uncomfortable.
It seems she's not even in a romantic relationship with this Hero.
Milia caught between a Hero who treats the world like a toy and a Leila who radiates open hostility.
...Stay strong.

And so began the Hero's journey, fraught with tension from the very start.

* *

Their journey could not, even charitably, be called smooth.
The Hero repeatedly offended Leila along the way.
By the time they reached Ark, Leila seemed to have given up, treating the Hero like air except when absolutely necessary.

Oblivious to Leila's murderous aura, the Hero boasted that they would find clues to the holy sword here.
However, just as in my memories, their skills weren't sufficient to qualify for the rank needed to accept quests.
Leila revealed her power as a holy knight to accept a quest and they headed to a cave.

As expected, there was nothing in the cave.
And finally, disaster struck.

"Wait, stop!!"
"One shot with this and we're done!"
"Ah, aaah, Hero, Saint!"

Despite Leila's protests, the foolish Hero activated an orb containing a ritual to summon monsters.
The consequences were devastating.

"Haa... haa..."

I don't know if this Leila has a staff like mine.
But without a staff, super-sized monsters are a bad match for me.
Without preparations, this outcome was inevitable.

"Damn it!"

Though they managed to defeat the monster somehow.
The monster had rushed toward the city as soon as it emerged.
Ark was devastated beyond function as a city.

"Oh, found it! Great! Whew, I was worried we wouldn't find it. Thank goodness."

The Hero, rummaging through the purified remains of the monster, pulled out a familiar-looking seal and smiled.

-THWACK!
"Ugh, what are you doing?!"
"S-Saint!"

Seeing this, I couldn't contain myself either.
Leila, with a furious expression, rushed forward and punched the Hero in the face.

"I'm sorry, but I can no longer trust you."

Unable to kill the Hero outright, she spoke while barely containing her anger.

"I believed you and went to the cave, but there was nothing there."
"T-that's...!"
"And then what happened when you insisted on searching everywhere for that monster?"
"..."
"An A-rank super-sized monster attacked the city, and this is the result."
"B-but, Saint! That couldn't be helped!"
"Ha, let's say that's true."

Roughly pushing aside Milia who tried to stop her, Leila spoke with murderous intent in her eyes.

"What? You found the seal so it's fine? Thank goodness? People died here!"
"If I don't find the holy sword, far more people will die than those who died here. So yes, it's fortunate!"

Huh, what a psychopath.
Even I would never forgive such behavior.

"I'm sorry, but I have no desire to continue with someone like you. I'll handle the Demon King myself. If you need a priest for your journey, I'll have someone else assigned. Enjoy your sightseeing."

Finally, Leila turned to leave.
The Hero, with an annoyed expression, called after her:

"Ha, as if you could even dream of defeating the Demon King without me?"

Speaking to Leila as if challenging her to try.

"You data fragments just need to follow what the player tells you to do."
"I-Ian!"

...So that's what he was thinking.

"You, are you from Earth?"
"...What?"
"Data? Player? What the fuck, do you think this is a game?"
"F-fuck? Wait, are you Korean too?"
"I was Korean."

So angry she could barely contain herself, Leila revealed her past life.
I would have done exactly the same in her position.

"Wow― So there are others who were dragged into this world besides me! No wonder the Saint was different from the game."

Incredibly, the Hero's response was to greet her cheerfully.
If he had properly seen Leila's expression, he wouldn't have said such things.

"Hey, how did you get here? I was playing a game when suddenly the screen flashed, and when I opened my eyes, I was here."
"..."
"Um, Hero?"
"Oh, sorry. Milia, could you go over there for a bit?"
"Uh, okay..."

After sending Milia away as if she were a nuisance, the Hero finally said what he shouldn't have:

"Is serving the Goddess just a concept for you?"
"Stop. If you say anything more, I'll take it as an insult to the Goddess."
"What Goddess? She's just a data fragment too."

Ah... he's done it now.

"Until now, I overlooked your various insulting behaviors during our journey, thinking you were just an otherworlder who didn't know about the Goddess."
"What?"
"But if you knew about her, that's a different story."
"Have you lost your mind?"
"Let me formally introduce myself. Head Inquisitor and Holy Knight, Leila."

Drawing her sword from her waist and pointing it at the Hero.

"One who insults the name of the Lord, who challenges His authority. That person is a heretic."
-Shing.

Reciting the charge, she released her killing intent toward the Hero.

"The punishment for that crime is beheading."
"W-wait!!"
"There's no value in listening further. Die."
-Slash!

Taking advantage of the Hero's momentary paralysis from her killing intent, she beheaded him.
Without bothering to collect the fallen head, Leila walked away.
Her destination was the front lines.

* *

-Whoosh!
"AAAAARGH!!"
"W-what crime have we committed?!"
"Save us!!"

...This is cruel.

"P-please spare us! We believe in the Goddess!"

It's surprising that there are human villages in the demon realm.
I closed my eyes, unable to watch as she tortured people without hesitation, claiming that humans who adapted to demonic energy were no different from demons.

"Then die with a smile. The Lord knows who His people are."
"Y-you're ins—"
-Slash.

Torturing people to find the location of the Demon King's castle and killing everything in her path, Leila finally reached the Demon King's castle.
I should remember this too.
That said, the state of the castle seems strange.

"No way...!"

Rushing into the castle, Leila searched every corner, but nothing remained inside.

Of course.
Going alone to the Demon King's castle without defeating even one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
The demon army would simply strike at the front lines where maximum forces were withdrawn.

After running for days without rest, what Leila found was:

"Huff... huff..."

All thirteen fortresses supporting the front lines had collapsed.

"Ha... haha."

Under the black sky, Ramiel was burning.

* *

After witnessing that sight, Leila completely broke down.
She began killing every demon she encountered, searching desperately for the Demon King.

Before her appeared a familiar woman.
A gray-haired woman in blood-red nun's robes—Aria.

"Hey, I have a proposal."
"Shut up, heretic."

As she appeared, my consciousness began to fade.
I struggled to hold onto awareness, but could only hear one more sentence.

"I'll let you start over. I can do it."

Ch.91 - Until Next Time
# The Last Night Before Departing for the Demon Realm

The night before leaving for the demon realm, I couldn't fall asleep, so I stepped away from the temporary barracks to gaze at the sky.

"...Sigh."
"Can't sleep, Ian?"

As I was sighing while staring at the sky in a melancholic way, Milia approached from behind.
No doubt she was unable to sleep for the same reason as me.

"What about you, Milia?"
"Hehehe."

We sat on a hill overlooking the ruins of Israfel and stared ahead.

"Starting tomorrow, we're going to a place of perpetual darkness."
"Yeah. That's right."
"...Milia."
"Yes?"
"Do you still not regret leaving the magic tower to follow me?"

I felt guilty that she had followed me and ended up shouldering such a heavy burden.

"Hmm... well. It would be a lie to say it hasn't been difficult."
"I'm sorry."
"But since I left the tower, I met you, Ian, and my sister, and everyone else. So no, I have no regrets."

Milia smiled brightly, making a V-sign with her fingers.

"If you hadn't taken me out of the magic tower, I'm sure I'd still be living as a coward, afraid to step outside."

She stood up, dusting off her bottom, and looked at me.

"Thanks to you, Ian, I was able to move forward. Because I love you, I was able to overcome my fears."

...Yes, that's it.
That's why I fell in love with you.

"...That's what I should be saying, silly. It's because of you that I decided to become a hero."

When I was summoned to this world, arrived at the Holy Kingdom, and realized the truth about the summoning.
If Milia hadn't supported me, I would surely have gone down the wrong path.

"It's all thanks to you that I could keep moving forward after being dropped into a world I knew nothing about, instead of giving up."
"Hehehe."
"So I'll definitely protect you."
"Mmm, no. I don't want that..."
"I want you to protect me."

I cut off Milia as she shook her head, trying to say she didn't want to be protected.
At my words, her face bloomed more radiantly than I'd ever seen before.

"...Yes!!"
"I believe in you, Milia. So if necessary, I'll move forward, leaving you behind."
"Yes, I believe in you too, Ian, so I'll do what I can."
"I'm sure Master and Sir Soleil would readily sacrifice their lives for us without hesitation."
"Even when my sister returns, she'll probably try to do the same thing as those two."

They're the people who are most reluctant to see us putting ourselves in danger.
It does hurt my pride a bit to be treated that way even by Leila, who's younger than me.

"So from now on, let's walk on our own feet."
"Yes. Let's show my sister too. That we're not just children who need protection."

With our hands clasped together, we leaned our foreheads against each other and smiled.
And so, the two of us fell asleep leaning on each other.

* * *

Around the time Ian and Milia fell asleep leaning on each other's shoulders, a figure was watching them from a short distance away.

"They're still such children, aren't they?"
"Indeed. Falling asleep so defenseless in a place like this."

Orkawa and Soleil spoke cheerfully, smirking, though they didn't seem displeased.

"When I first met them in Ark, they were the very definition of greenhorns."

Orkawa recalled how weak they had been, both in strength and spirit.

"Fufu, they were even worse in the Holy Kingdom."

Soleil remembered Ian cursing at him while taking his blows in the Holy Kingdom.

"Well, they both seem to have noticed, but what do you think, Sir?"
"Even if they've noticed, even if Leila were to fall, my duty remains unchanged."

With his arms crossed, looking up at the sky, Soleil spoke.

"I will protect them with my life if necessary."
"Hmph, it feels like we're back to the old days."

Orkawa let out an exclamation of admiration at his unwavering resolve.

"...Well, since those two are trying their best together, let's do the same. Two is better than one, isn't it?"
"Heh, it would be my honor."

After saying that, the two slowly took positions around Ian and Milia.
Before sitting down, Soleil pulled out a large blanket and covered the two.

"You carry quite a lot of things despite appearances."
"When traveling with Leila, one needs quite a few necessities."

Soleil laughed, saying that Leila was surprisingly scatterbrained and not very good at taking care of herself.

"Indeed, even when I saw her before, she seemed perfect but was secretly quite clumsy."
"Isn't that part of her charm?"
"My, you've really fallen hard for her."
"Haha."

Soleil and Orkawa spent time talking about various things until late into the night.

* * *

It seems I must have fallen asleep while leaning against Milia for a moment.

"Ah, you're awake."
"These young folks, always getting carried away..."

When I opened my eyes, I could see Soleil and Master busily tending to a fire they had built in the morning.

"...Master."
"What?"
"...Nothing."
"Tch, so bland."

Every time he comments about "young folks" with that appearance, I want to tell him to look in a mirror.
But having experienced what would happen if I did, I swallowed the words that were about to come out.

"Mmm, huaaaah, good morning..."
"Oh, you're up?"

As I moved, perhaps making her uncomfortable, Milia stretched widely and woke up.

"...Eek."
"Good morning, Miss Milia."
"Why are you two here?"

Like me, she noticed Soleil and Master and asked in surprise.
Master chuckled at her words, while Soleil moved around, seemingly preparing breakfast.

"Because you two are here."
"No matter how close the barracks are, sleeping in a place like this isn't good."

By the way, I decided to ask something that had been bothering me.

"By the way... Sir Soleil, Master, do either of you know how to cook?"

Since Master, who claimed a few rations were enough when hungry, was unlikely to know how to cook, my only hope was Soleil.
I asked, hoping he wouldn't betray my expectations.

"I don't."
"...I'm not particularly good, but it's better than nothing."

Soleil scratched his head as he spoke.

"Th-thank goodness."
"Yeah..."

As Milia and I sighed in relief beside me, Master asked with a bewildered expression.

"...Don't tell me you two."

Milia and I avoided Master's gaze and confessed about our experiences while traveling with Leila.

"I was often scolded by Leila for not even being able to grill properly. Haha."
"...I tried to cook once and ended up creating a monster."

To be honest, if it weren't for Leila, we might have starved to death.
At first, both Milia and I tried to help lighten Leila's workload, but...
Well, sometimes there are things that can't be accomplished through effort alone.

"After that, we just reheated food that Leila had prepared in advance."
"Or stacked ingredients as my sister instructed..."
"...I understand."

After discussing our experiences traveling with Leila over a simple breakfast, we decided to visit Leila in the infirmary to say goodbye before our final departure.
In the infirmary, Commander Frey was carefully wiping Leila's face.

"So, is she still the same today?"
"Unfortunately, yes."

Leila's appearance hadn't changed at all from when we saw her a week ago.

"However, there is one piece of good news."
"What kind of news, Commander?"

Soleil immediately perked up at the mention of good news.

"It's still a conjecture, but I believe the Holy Maiden might be dreaming."

She explained that occasionally Leila's eyes would move or her limbs would twitch, as if she were in a deep dream.

"I don't know what kind of dream she's having that keeps her asleep for so long, but when she wakes from it, she'll surely rise."

Commander Frey smiled as she said this.
When I first met her, I thought she was a gruff and irritable person, but over the past week, I realized that wasn't the case as I watched her devotedly care for Leila.

"So leave your worries here and depart."

She smiled, saying she would take responsibility for Leila's care, so we shouldn't worry.

"...Of course. When Leila wakes up, please tell her that we left first because she was taking too long."
"Fufu."

Since Leila was surprisingly impatient, if she heard my message, she'd probably chase after us, threatening to flick my forehead.
As Commander Frey burst into laughter at my words, Milia carefully held out something from behind.

"Um, and this..."

She handed a small crystal orb to Commander Frey.

"When my sister wakes up, please tell her to use this to find us."

It was a magical device that Milia had created over the past week to ensure Leila wouldn't lose her way and could follow us.
Milia scratched her head shyly, explaining that it could track her mana to roughly determine direction and remaining distance.

"The Holy Maiden will surely be pleased."
"Hehehe."

Master just grumbled.

"Tch, if you don't wake up soon, I'll take the Demon King's head myself, you brat."

Finally, Soleil approached Leila.
He silently lowered himself and kissed her forehead.

*Chu*
"I'll go ahead."

Despite having the most to say, he left only those words before turning around, bowing to Commander Frey, and leaving the infirmary.
Following Soleil, we said goodbye to Commander Frey and headed to where Commander Ain was waiting.

"You've arrived."
"Yes."

Commander Ain greeted us with a haggard face, as if he hadn't slept all night.

"Ah, please don't worry, it's not because of you, Hero."

He patted my shoulder, telling me not to worry, saying he had been investigating something.

"The preparations are complete. Shall we depart now?"
"Yes. We can't delay any longer."
"Did you say goodbye to the Holy Maiden?"
"We just came from there."
"No changes, I presume."

When we mentioned Leila, Commander Ain's expression darkened.
He quickly composed himself, slapping his cheeks a couple of times before leading the way.
As we followed him to set out for the demon realm...

"Huh?"
"Why are there people...?"
"I thought it was strange that there weren't many people around the barracks."
"So this is what you prepared."

Beyond the ruins of Israfel, a crowd had gathered.
Holy Knights and priests from the Holy Kingdom, knights and mages from the Empire, and various adventurers.
Some had fought alongside us on the front lines, others had not.

"Um, Commander? What is this...?"

Master and Soleil were snickering behind us, seeming to understand the situation, but Milia and I were confused, so I asked Commander Ain.

"It's nothing special. Somehow word got out that the Hero was departing for the demon realm, and many felt it would be wrong to send you off without a proper farewell."

I was momentarily speechless.

"I don't mean to burden you, but they all prepared this with good intentions, and it seemed wrong to just disperse them."
"Puhah!"
"Master?"
"Orkawa? Why suddenly...?"

Master burst into laughter at Commander Ain's words.

"Miss Milia. Think about it. Where do you think the rumor spread from?"
"...Oh."

Milia and I only realized after hearing Soleil's words that Commander Ain had spread the rumor to gather everyone.

"This is all we can do."

Commander Ain looked ahead with a bitter expression.

"I'll go no further than this. Please take care of yourselves."
"...Thank you, Commander."
"We'll definitely, definitely return safely!"
"Don't worry."
"Commander. I leave things here to you."
"Yes, you rascal. Make sure you come back alive."

And so, we moved forward, passing by the people who had come to cheer us on.

"Hero! Thank you for saving us last time! Next time you visit our shop, we'll treat you to a feast!!"
"Lady Milia! When you return, please attend our Blue Magic Tower's tea party!"

All the connections we had made...

"Sword Demon!! Let's have a proper drinking party when you get back!!"
"Sir Soleil!! The Pope is determined to put you on trial next time, so you must return alive!!"

Everyone was looking forward to our next meeting.

"Puhah, Sir Soleil, it seems you've really gotten on the Pope's bad side."
"Well, he's been taking care of Leila with utmost devotion since she was a child."
"Ahaha, from the Pope's perspective, you must be a complete thief."
"Indeed, he's someone who can't help but dote on my sister."

We laughed as we heard everyone's shouts behind us.

"Attention—all—troops!!!"

Suddenly, a clear voice resonated around us.
It was Commander Garam's voice.

"For the peace of the world!!!"
*BOOM!*

As his shout spread, everyone who had come to see us off struck the ground with their weapons.

"For our families!!!"
*BOOM!*

As we turned around, staring blankly at the scene, Master and Soleil urged us not to look back.

"And for their safe return!!!"
*BOOM!*
"Salute to the heroes—!!!"
*THUD!!*

He said he didn't mean to burden us.
But this is a hundred times more pressure.

"Is it heavy, my foolish disciple?"
"...It's so heavy I can't even speak."
"There will surely come a time when this will help you."
"Ugh, do you think so?"

Milia seemed to feel the same way as me, asking with a slightly troubled face.

"Of course."

Soleil answered with a gentle smile.

"...The reasons to survive have increased."
"Yes, let's all return together, without fail."

And so, with Leila temporarily absent, our journey with new companions began.

Ch.92 - Awakening
Today marks the third day since we entered the demon realm.
Everything seemed to be going smoothly so far.
Except for Milia.

"Urgh..."
"Are you okay?"
"No, I'm not..."

She's wearing magical equipment to resist the demonic energy, but...
It seems the equipment's resistance has its limits depending on the person's mana capacity.

"My stomach feels queasy..."

Apparently, the magical equipment can't fully protect Milia's mana since she's a mage, and the portion of her mana that exceeds the equipment's limits is being corrupted by the demonic energy, leaving her in that state.

"...Will she be alright?"
"She'll get used to it after a while."
"At least I'm not as bad as you two, thanks to my holy power..."

I don't feel any effects thanks to the holy sword.
According to Milia, it feels like someone violently shaking you after you've eaten too much.
...Her unnecessarily vivid description is making me uncomfortable too.

"With the sky looking like that, I can't even tell if it's day or night."

It's only been three days, but I already feel drained from being in such a completely different environment.

"If you look closely, you can tell the difference."

As I was complaining, Soleil pointed to the sky.

"During the day, the sky has a reddish tint, and at night, it turns completely black."
"...Oh."

Looking up as Soleil suggested, I could indeed see a dark red sky.

"Ugh, c-can we rest a little...?"

After walking for quite some time, Milia seemed to have reached her limit.

"Let's move slowly until Miss Milia gets accustomed to the demonic energy."
"Good idea. We might kill the poor girl at this rate."
"Ahaha, right, let's take a short break."

I gathered some dry branches from around us, started a fire, and boiled some water while letting Milia lean against me.

"Sorry... we're getting delayed because of me..."
"Don't worry about it. The Master and Sir Soleil might not say it, but they also need time to adapt."
"Hehehe, thank you."
"It's normal unless you possess a divine artifact like the Hero's holy sword."

As I patted Milia's back, I learned that to prevent demonic energy corruption, one either needs protection from a divine artifact like mine or a blessing from someone with immense holy power.

"In other words, the stronger you are, the more severely you're affected."
"I see."

As I nodded at Master's words, Soleil spoke with a slightly gloomy expression.

"Well, there are exceptions."
"Layla, right?"
"I can guess without even hearing it."
"You're talking about your sister, aren't you?"

Indeed, Layla seemed like she could handle it.
She did say last time that she would bless us to prevent the demonic energy from affecting us.

"I learned this after coming to the front lines, but apparently Layla once ventured deep into the demon realm."

Her holy power was so strong that the demonic energy couldn't affect her at all.
As we were chatting and resting before continuing our journey...

"Wait."
"What is it, stupid disciple?"

I suddenly felt something strange.
...Where is it?

"...Below!! Get away!!"
-Rumble!!

I shouted for everyone to move from where they were standing and grabbed Milia as I jumped away.
Something pink, wriggling like a giant worm covered in slime, erupted from the ground.

-Kwaaang!
"Wow, what kind of demon beast is that?"
"It's a Death Worm. I know it as a dangerous species that normally inhabits desert regions."
"Are you okay, Milia?"
"Y-yes!"

The demon beast called Death Worm turned its mouth toward us, writhing disgustingly.

"It's scary enough to appear in nightmares. Here, is this spot safe?"
"Yes. Don't worry."

Its head had no eyes or nose, just a round mouth filled with sharp white teeth like thorns.
Trying to ignore that horrifying sight, I set Milia down in a safe place.

"Hup!"
"Haap!"

Master and Soleil quickly rushed in to slash at the Death Worm's body.

-Squelch.

Perhaps because of the slippery mucus covering its entire body...

"Tch, I can't cut through it."
"It seems to have lightning resistance as well."

Watching the two retreat without success, I drew my holy sword and formed a blade, taking my stance.

"Cut, Nazma!"

I've become somewhat accustomed to releasing the holy sword's power, and now I can control its output to use it three or four times consecutively.

-Slash.
"Kieeek!"

I sighed as I watched the Death Worm writhing with its upper body completely severed.

"Phew, I'm glad that worked."
"That cutting power is impressive every time I see it."
"It seems they have no intention of letting us go."

As Soleil said, I could sense more of them converging on us, and the ground was shaking as if there was an earthquake.

-Rumble.
"...There are quite a lot of them."
"Looks like we'll need to exert ourselves. Hero, how many more times can you release the holy sword?"
"Even pushing myself, four times would be my limit."

As we were contemplating what to do...

"IAN!! There are fewer of them toward the forest!!"

Milia's voice rang out from the sky, where she had positioned herself after completing a wide-area detection.

"That settles it."
"I'll draw their attention."
"I'll immobilize them."
"I'll cut through with the holy sword if our path gets blocked."

After our quick discussion, we started running toward the distant forest, with Death Worms erupting from the ground.

"I'll handle the ones behind us!!"

With Milia's shout, the Death Worms following us suddenly slammed their heads into the ground as if being pressed down by something.

"Over here, you worm bastards!!"

Master ran ahead, shouting and releasing his aura to attract the worms' attention since we didn't know what they responded to.

"Hup!"
-Stab!! Crackle!!

Taking advantage of the Death Worms' distraction, Soleil thrust his greatsword into them and neutralized them with electric shocks.
Two Death Worms, seemingly intelligent enough to try to sweep us away by laying their bodies flat on the ground.

"I'll open a path!!"

I infused mana into the holy sword and took my stance.
I imagined a wave sweeping away obstacles in front of me.

"Nazma!!!"

After swinging the holy sword, I ran past the Death Worms at full speed.

-Whoosh!!

A wall of flames rose behind us, blocking the path we had come from.
The Death Worms that were following us hesitated, apparently weak against fire.

"Phew."
"Looks like they won't follow us this far."
"Still, Death Worms... I never expected such creatures to be living here."

While Soleil explained that they were at least A-rank giant demon beasts known as "Desert Nightmares" in the southern desert regions of the continent, Milia returned from the sky.

"Is everyone uninjured?"
"Oh, good work."
"Thanks to you, we could focus solely on what was in front of us, Miss Milia."
"Yeah, I'm fine."

If Milia hadn't quickly assessed the situation with her detection magic, we probably would have had to fight all of those creatures.

"Hehehe, my sister taught me to always use detection magic first when something emerges from the ground."

She said she used detection magic right after the first Death Worm appeared and immediately took to the sky when she sensed them coming from all directions.

"But if such demon beasts exist, why haven't they attacked the fortress?"

Indeed, as Milia said, if those creatures had attacked the fortress, it would have been catastrophic.

"...I have a theory about that."

Soleil began to explain.
Apparently, when Layla was at the front lines years ago, she once stopped a horde of giant demon beasts.

"Ah, I remember hearing about that too. She even partially destroyed Raziel while trying to stop the demon beasts, didn't she?"
"...Ahem."
"Ahaha, so that's why some high-ranking officials are startled whenever they see my sister."
"Stories involving Layla always have a different scale."
"Anyway, I recall hearing that Death Worms were among the demon beasts that swarmed then."

So, while not much is known about Death Worm ecology, Soleil suspects that after Layla wiped them out, new Death Worms were created and waited until they reached maturity.

"The Death Worms I know are light brown, not pink like the ones we just saw."
"Perhaps that's because they inhabit deserts?"
"Hmm, that's a reasonable point, Master."
"In any case, I hope they don't attack the fortress..."

As Milia said, I think there would be significant casualties if those creatures attacked the fortress.

"Well, let's trust the people we left behind."

After saying that, Master began looking around.

"Hmm..."
"Count Orka?"
"Sir Soleil, have you ever seen trees like these?"

Indeed, trees with blue trunks and purple leaves are quite bizarre.

"These are tree species I've never seen before."
"Now that I'm paying attention, it does feel a bit strange."
"Is it because we're in the demon realm?"

We entered the forest only thinking about escaping the Death Worms, so I hadn't paid any attention to our surroundings.
Master knocked on one of the trees with his fist, looking at it as if it were bizarre.

-Thump.
"...Huh?"

At that moment, a branch extended from the tree and wrapped around Master's arm.

"What the... What is this...?"
"Master!"
"Orka!"
"Miss Milia!! Watch out behind you!!"

The forest began to move.

-Rustle.
"Whew, damn, that startled me."

Master drew his sword with one hand, formed a blade with his aura, and cut off the tree branch.

"Be careful. Those branches will drain your mana if they bind you."
"Eek."
"These trees are demon beasts."
"Hieek."

Trees began to rise from the ground one after another.

"...So they're Trents."
"Trents with leaves? The demon realm truly is different."

From the conversation between Master and Soleil, it seemed these were demon beasts called Trents.

"Master, do you think these are the reason the Death Worms weren't in this area?"
"Yes, since these drain mana just by touch, the worms probably didn't want to be near them regardless of strength difference."
"Sigh, we need to think about how to escape from here."
"Come on, Sir Soleil. Let's take the easy way."
"...Hero?"

I smiled at Soleil, who was tensely gripping his sword.

"Hehehe... I've actually been dreaming of a day like this."

Pointing at Milia, who was waiting for my words with a bright smile.

"Ian, can I really do it?"
"...Miss Milia?"
"There's no stopping her now."
"Yes. Go all out."

I gave Milia the go-ahead signal.

"Ahahahaha!!"

Milia began unleashing all sorts of fire magic like "Fireball" and "Flame Lance" in every direction.

The Trents that had been confidently closing in on us began to retreat one by one as they watched their companions turn to charcoal.

"Heh, hehehe, sisters, I did it! I'm now a proper mage of the Red Tower!!"

...I once heard from Milia that all fire mages dream of setting a forest on fire at least once.
Apparently, among young mages, there's quite a consensus that to be called a true fire mage of the Red Tower, you need at least one or two arson incidents under your belt.

"Mages, really..."
"I never expected Miss Milia to show such a side."
"If she's happy with it, isn't it fine? It wasn't a real forest anyway."

Master and Soleil pretended not to see the spectacle.
After some time, when the green forest had transformed into something black that used to be a forest...

"Haa... haa... I-Ian..."

Milia approached me, panting heavily from using so much mana, but looking brighter than before as if her queasiness had subsided.

"I-I feel..."

For some reason, Milia's expression looked troubled as she looked up at me.

"Milia, are you okay?"
"This might be addictive...!!"

......Right, let's pretend I didn't hear that.

After taking a short rest on the ashen ground, we set off again.

From then on, countless demon beasts swarmed us as if that day had been just the beginning.
We faced several dangerous situations due to demon beasts with characteristics completely different from those outside the demon realm.
But Milia seemed to have grown accustomed to the demon realm's environment, looking much better than before, and everything was going smoothly.

Four more days passed since our encounter with the Death Worms.

"Wait a moment."
"More demon beasts?"

I stopped and reached out my hand when I noticed something strange while walking.

"No. Over there..."

In a crevice of the ravine, barely noticeable unless you looked carefully...

"Isn't that a rope?"
"Let me see... It does look like one."
"It's in quite good condition."
"Could someone be there?"

After examining the rope closely, we exchanged glances.

"Let's check it out."
"Alright."
"If that is the Hero's wish."
"Yes, let's go!"

We decided to descend and investigate.

* *

Rewinding time a bit, to when the Hero's party encountered the Death Worms.
At a place near the fallen Israfel where temporary barracks were gathered, named the Israfel Temporary Station, in one of the infirmaries.

"Holy Maiden, you must wake up now. They say beauties are sleepyheads, but you've been sleeping far too long."

Frey, the woman who leads the priest corps of the Holy Kingdom's Papal Office, was watching over Layla again today.

"Everyone is waiting. Please wake up and smile like you used to."

As Frey held Layla's hand and sobbed...

-Twitch.
"...Holy Maiden!?"

Layla's hand that Frey was holding trembled strongly.

"Ugh..."

Layla's face, which had shown no movement until now, contorted with a groan.

"Holy Maiden!! Is anyone outside!?"

Seeing this, Frey began shouting for help, not even thinking to wipe away her tears.

A little later...

"Ugh..."

Layla sat up, holding her forehead as if she had a headache.

"Ah, Holy Maiden!!"
"...Commander Frey...?"
"Finally, you've finally awakened!"

Layla looked surprised but patted Frey's back as she threw herself into Layla's arms, recognizing her.

"Phew, you're awake. Thank goodness, truly."
"Commander Ain?"
"Do you know how worried we were?"
"...How did this... No, more importantly, how long have I been unconscious?"

Having fully regained her senses, Layla tried to get out of bed.

-Stagger.
"...Huh?"

However, her body, having been bedridden for so long, couldn't support her. She wobbled precariously as soon as she stood up.
Alarmed, Frey and Ain quickly helped Layla back onto the bed.

"First, please calm down and listen."

Ain began explaining, as Frey was too tearful just seeing Layla move.

"Holy Maiden, do you remember what happened when you collapsed?"
"I remember being very tired and closing my eyes while being held by Soleil, after Commander Ain was taken to the infirmary... but..."

Layla's face turned pale as she recalled what happened.

"W-w-what did I do to Soleil?"

Layla, who had been overconfident in her ability to endure, now remembered what she had done.

"First, calm down. Soleil is fine."
"Ah, I see..."

While Layla covered her face with both hands, tormented by guilt, Ain received warm water from a holy knight who had come to the infirmary.

"Please drink some water and calm down first."

Layla sat on the bed with her back against the wall, looking dejected as she drank the water Ain offered. After calming down a bit, she looked at Frey and Ain and asked:

"...How many days has it been?"
"Ten days have passed, Holy Maiden."

Frey, who had been planning to scold Layla severely when she woke up, stroked her face sympathetically and answered.

"Have the others already departed?"
"Yes. The Hero's party has already left."
"This is a magical device that Miss Milia made personally so you can find the Hero's party."

Frey took out a bead she had been carefully keeping for the past three days and handed it to Layla.

"When I see them again, I must apologize to Soleil."
"Please, never push yourself like that again. Even now, remembering Soleil's state back then is horrifying."
"As we've always said, you are what's most important to us. That goes without saying for His Holiness the Pope and Soleil as well."
"...I'm sorry."

Layla bowed her head apologetically with a gloomy expression.

"For now, let's get you moving after you've recovered a bit. We would trust you to go anywhere else, but we can't just send you off to the demon realm."
"I won't ask you to wait long. As Commander Frey said, it's the demon realm, not just anywhere."

After saying this, the two commanders bent down to meet Layla's eyes.

"Still, we're glad you're awake."
"We were really worried."

The two commanders, showing relaxed smiles for the first time since Layla collapsed, simply patted her head and sighed in relief.

Ch.93 - Following behind
I woke up from the dream, and already two days have passed.

"...It's about time I can move now."

The contents of that dream, which still vividly come to mind when I close my eyes—perhaps something I actually experienced.
I could have dismissed it as a simple dream, but...

Seeing Aria's appearance in the final moment of the dream, it must be information I need in some way.
Otherwise, there's no way to explain why I was asleep for ten days.
To begin with, I wasn't even in a condition to collapse like that.

Of course, I did exaggerate a bit to pretend I was fine in front of Soleil.
If I had truly been in a state to collapse, I would never have done such a thing.

-Slide.
"Ah, you're awake, Holy Maiden."
"Good morning, Commander. May the Lord watch over our path today."
"Good morning. Are you feeling better now?"
"Yes. I'm perfectly fine now."

I smiled at Commander Frey and got up from my bed.
Then, I could see Commander Ain approaching the infirmary from a distance, probably coming to greet me this morning as well.

"Oh, Holy Maiden. Is it alright for you to be up now?"
"Good morning, Commander Ain. May the Lord watch over our path today."
"To you as well. Good morning."

Being patted by both commanders and hearing their sincere concerns, I replied with a smile.

"I'll depart today."
"...Holy Maiden."
"Sigh, couldn't you rest just one more day?"

I know both of them are worried about me, but...

"If not now, when the Hero's party hasn't fully adapted to the demonic energy, it will be difficult to catch up to them."

Especially Milia, the mage, who will surely be affected more severely.

"And I want to apologize to Soleil as soon as possible."

Even though it was unexpected, the fact remains that I pushed myself too hard and caused him worry and pain.

"So, you'll let me go, right?"

I asked with a bright smile.

"Really, when you put it that way, I have nothing more to say."
"Sigh, at least have a meal with us before you depart."
"Ahaha. I will."

After chatting with the two commanders, we arrived at the dining hall.
Looking at the table filled with food, I turned to them in surprise.

"Oh, you didn't have to do this..."
"Just sit down and eat."
"We figured you'd insist on leaving today."

They said they couldn't make a big fuss like when the others left, but they wanted me to at least eat the food prepared for me so I'd leave with a full stomach.
Really, when they say things like that, how can I not be moved?

"...I'll eat well."
"Please eat plenty."
"These dishes were specially prepared for you, Holy Maiden."

True to their word, every dish was delicious, with maximized savory and rich flavors.
It was so good I almost teared up while eating.

"Thank you for the meal."

It was a bit too much food, but...
I couldn't leave behind everyone's sincere efforts.

"Ah, Holy Maiden. Your staff..."
"I know. Soleil took it, right?"

Without me, the only way to break through the demon realm would be to transfer the holy power contained in my staff to a magical tool.

"If you need another weapon, we can prepare one."
"It's fine. Even empty-handed, I can break through the demon realm without any problems."
"But still..."

I understand Commander Frey's concern.

"Hehe, don't worry too much. I have a secret measure if needed."

I tapped the rosary around my neck with my finger and smiled.

"Sigh, alright. I won't say anything more, so please stop smiling like that. It makes me want to hug you."
"Ehehe, I wouldn't mind that at all. Commander Frey's embrace is so comforting."
"Ugh, really."

As Commander Frey hugged me, I hugged him back and patted his back.

"Don't worry about me. I won't push myself like that anymore."
"Is that a promise?"
"Yes. I'll pinky swear on it."

After making a promise with Commander Frey by linking our pinky fingers, we went to the hill where Israfel used to be.

"Please be careful, Holy Maiden."
"Holy Maiden. That Soleil fellow got back on his feet, but he'll be struggling. Please comfort him well."
"Don't worry."

Since it would be unfair to only hug Commander Frey, I approached Commander Ain and opened my arms.

"Here, let me hug you."
"Don't you think our positions seem reversed?"

Despite complaining, Commander Ain approached and let me hug him.

"Do you dislike it?"
"How could I possibly?"
"Hehe."

After saying goodbye to both commanders...

"Well then, I'll be off!"

I turned around and set off for the demon realm.
Wait for me, Soleil.
I'll catch up to you soon.

* *

It's been quite a while since I entered the demon realm.
By the way, was the demon realm always like this?

"...I can see the path."

In the demon realm, my eyes normally see everything as if covered in a purple mist.
Before, I had to rely entirely on intuition to move around because the demonic energy was so thick I couldn't see the path.

But the demon realm landscape before me now, while still covered in mist-like demonic energy, allowed me to identify the path.
Looking at this scene, I took out the magical tool that Milia had created.

"Hehe, excellent."

When I infused a little mana, a compass form floated above the crystal sphere.
Looking at the direction the arrow was pointing...

"Lord, grant me strength to journey farther, and push my back with a tailwind to lighten my steps."

After bestowing the blessing of "Enhancement" upon myself, I stretched my body.
After all, I'll need to run for several days to catch up with them.

After running for about half a day...

-Grrrr.
"Hmm..."

I spotted a form of demon beast I'd seen before.
About six Death Worms.
Originally, Death Worms are demon beasts covered in hard brown shells, but...
The ones before me were pink, slimy creatures oozing mucus—probably because they grew in the demon realm rather than the desert.

Anyway, starting with six giant ones right away...
I don't want to touch those things with my bare hands, and it seems I'll have to use one of my prepared measures already.
With that thought, I pulled out two beads from my sleeves that I had prepared in advance.

I wasn't just lying around yesterday, you know.
I can't use my trump card against enemies of this level, so I prepared several beads with compressed holy power for emergencies.

-Crack.

As I crushed the beads in my hands, watching the holy power spread from the broken beads...

"Lord, your child asks of you."

I recited a prayer.

"Grant me the power to cut down the sin that blocks my path, bestow your sword upon me."

The magic I was constructing was "Sword of Divine Punishment."

"I shall establish justice in this land."

I reached toward the sword of light floating in the air.
The sword of light shrank to fit my hand as I grasped it.

"Swordsmanship may not be my specialty, but..."

I swung the sword at the Death Worm that was charging at me with its mouth open.

-Kwaaaaa!!

The way to cut a Death Worm is to shoot an aura with maximized cutting power.
Even a Master would need to focus entirely on the act of cutting; otherwise, the squishy flesh and mucus would just slide off the weapon—these are truly annoying demon beasts.

"Haah... If I had known this earlier, I wouldn't have had to break Raziel."

I still break into a cold sweat remembering how my staff was deflected while trying to cut one of these, causing a misfired aura that destroyed Raziel.
After bisecting two Death Worms charging from both sides, I sensed movement below and leaped high into the air.

-Kwaaang!!

Sure enough, a Death Worm burst from the ground.

"Hup!"
-Slash!!

I shot another aura, bisecting the Death Worm emerging from the ground.
Then I checked the condition of the remaining two.

"Where do you think you're going!"

They seemed to have some intelligence, realizing they would die if they stayed, and were trying to escape by burrowing into the ground.
Creating a foothold with mana, I quickly closed the distance and sliced one of them as it was entering the ground.

And then...

"There you go."

I threw the "Sword of Divine Punishment" I was holding into the hole where the other one had burrowed.

-Grrrr!!

Feeling the ground rumble, I dusted off my hands.

"Well, I've used two already from the start."

I checked the number of remaining beads stored in my spatial magic.
Then I continued on my way.

Not long after, I came across an astonishing sight.

"...Ashes?"

The ground was covered in black soot and swirling ashes.
Looking at the trees with half their trunks remaining, as if they had been partially burned, I understood the situation.

"Aha, it seems I'm on the right track."

There are no forests in the demon realm, after all.
All the trees that exist in this land are Treants, tree-shaped demon beasts.

"Pfft."

I laughed briefly, imagining everyone's surprise when they realized the forest they were trying to rest in was actually demon beasts.
No doubt these traces are the result of Milia panicking and unleashing fire magic everywhere.
She's grown admirably compared to the past, but she still gets startled easily by sudden appearances.

So, I started walking around to catch my breath.
Walking slowly forward with my hands behind my back, I recalled events from a few years ago.

"Back then, I never thought about being lonely or bored."

That's probably why I'm talking to myself now, isn't it?

"Hehe, those two will really have to take responsibility. I've become someone who can't bear traveling alone anymore because it's too boring."

Closing my eyes, walking slowly, I began to recall everything that had happened until now.

The time when I first heard about summoning a Hero and rebelled against Grandfather.
The time when I first met the vending machine and was greatly disappointed by his eyes.
The time when I comforted the vending machine after he killed for the first time.
Starting with all those events, up to when I became aware of my own feelings.

"...Come to think of it."

As I was recalling when I confessed to Soleil, something suddenly came to mind.
The fact that the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's Army, Death Knight Eligos, was actually the first Hero, Jereon.

"He definitely said 'Belial' at the end."
-Farewell, Belial.

Recalling that man who charged at me with all his might, burning even his soul despite being weakened by the sacred domain...

"Belial... Belial..."

I'm guessing that must be the Demon Lord's name.

"Hmm."

Considering how he seemed concerned about the vending machine's growth...
It seems he has some kind of scheme.

Well, it's not like I'll find an answer by pondering this alone.

"I think I'll rest here for today."

The red glow is fading from the sky, so the sun must be setting.
After lighting a fire using a tree stump I collected from the ashen ground, I prepared dinner.
Taking out the convenient food that Commander Frey had packed for me, saying I should eat plenty since I was traveling alone...

"...I wonder if everyone is eating properly."

As far as I know, Soleil is about the only one who can make something edible for humans...
And even Soleil is limited to simply grilling or cooking ingredients.

"Still, it's honestly delicious."

I thought I wouldn't be able to taste it properly because I was worried about the group that went ahead.
Contrary to my concerns, the vegetable stew was still delicious.

After finishing my meal...

"Hup!"

I coated my hand with aura and began digging into the ground.
Well, I'm alone now.
With no one to keep watch, I need to hide to sleep.

"Phew."

After digging a hole large enough for two people, I went inside and created a barrier with holy power, inflating it.
The soil was compacted as it was pushed outward by the slowly inflating barrier.
I made sure the soil was packed firmly so it wouldn't collapse if something passed overhead.

"This should do."

After blocking the entrance with soil I had set aside, I took out a bead engraved with a barrier that repels demon beasts, activated it, and lay down.
Praying that nothing serious would happen to everyone until I arrived, I went to bed.

* *

The next day.

"Mmm..."

It's decreased.
It's definitely decreased.

Looking at the demonic energy that had clearly diminished compared to yesterday, I crossed my arms and pondered for a moment.

"I'll have to increase my speed."

This phenomenon of the demon realm's energy being drained away doesn't feel like it will be good for us.
If the demonic energy that has filled the demon realm for thousands of years is visibly decreasing...
It surely means a threat of equal magnitude is being born in real-time.

Some might call it arrogance, but since I'm the only one in this world who can purify even a portion of the demon realm's energy...
I can state with certainty:

This situation is dangerous.

From that day on, I increased my speed, following Milia's signal.
Even though the demonic energy had decreased, the demon realm is still the demon realm—as if it couldn't allow outside life, numerous demon beasts swarmed me as I hastened my steps.

And then, two more days passed.

"...This place."

Standing in front of a ravine with faint traces of holy power, I scratched my head.

"It seems they're down there."

Seeing the compass pointing to the bottom of the ravine, I sighed.

"Of all places, to discover one of my dark history spots—what kind of luck is this?"

Recalling what happened back then, I blushed even though no one was watching.
No, it's just that...

"Ugh, everyone must have realized I created this."

That day, I was, well, in a sensitive state due to certain circumstances.
I was under tremendous stress from the demonic energy that made it impossible to see even a step ahead.

"Who would have thought that swinging in anger to relieve some stress would result in this..."

Sighing like that, I created footholds with mana and descended, following Milia's signal, only to discover...

"...That's."

The sight of a village burning.

Ch.94 - Village of Fugitives
After wandering through the demon realm, we decided to descend down a rope we found near a ravine.

"By the way, doesn't the demonic energy feel somewhat thinner inside this ravine?"

While confirming the rope's sturdiness and slowly descending with Milia using her floating magic to keep watch from above, I suddenly voiced this feeling.
I'm not affected by demonic energy to begin with, but the air just feels different somehow.

"Hmm, indeed, the demonic energy is thin, just as my foolish disciple said."
"You're right. The nausea is less intense too."
"Ahem."

Soleil, who was descending at the very bottom, cleared his throat instead of answering.
That's his habit when there's something awkward to respond to.
Like matters concerning Leila, for example.

"No way."

A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I spoke to Soleil who was deliberately avoiding my gaze.

"This... this wasn't made by Leila, was it?"
"...It probably was."

After a long silence, Soleil sighed and spoke.

"I mentioned before that Leila once ventured deep into the demon realm."

Indeed, he had told us that story.

"Just before heading to the demon realm, Leila was reportedly muttering something."

He said this and then let out a heavy sigh.
What could she possibly have said to make him sigh so deeply?

"She said that since it was the demon realm anyway, it wouldn't matter to her if she destroyed some parts of it."
"...That young lady, really."
"That kid, no matter how you look at it, she's not making mistakes—she's destroying things on purpose."
"Honestly, even I think she could control it if she wanted to, but she's probably destroying things deliberately."

Seeing even Milia saying such things, it wasn't just my imagination.
Leila definitely knew what she was doing.
She could control it, but was clearly pretending to make mistakes while destroying things.

"Anyway, judging by this split ravine and the faint holy power that can still be sensed, this is probably Leila's work."

He says that while the traces of holy power in the ravine have faded to the point where only someone like him, a cleric, would notice, they can still be felt.

"Isn't she too powerful? Seriously?"
"Ahaha, Ian, didn't you say you'd catch up to your sister?"
"Ambitious dreams."
"Hero, I believe you can do it."

As I'm thinking about Leila, who not only wasn't intimidated by this demon realm that intimidates even me who's unaffected by demonic energy, but actually left such a massive mark of her presence...

"Ah, we're almost there!"

Milia shouted that she could see the ground.

"This height is fine to jump from. I'll go down first."
"Hmm. I'll follow."

Soleil jumped down despite it still looking quite far to me, and Master followed, creating footholds with mana.
...And me?

"Sigh."

With no other choice, I loosened my grip on the rope and slid down.
And when I reached the bottom...

"Who goes there!! Identify yourselves!!"
"Sir Soleil. They don't appear to be demons."
"Indeed. They're clearly human."
"People live in a place like this?"

We could see about ten people pointing crudely made spears at us, on guard.

"Milia, what's going on?"

Since Soleil was busy trying to persuade the people, I asked Milia who would have seen the situation from the beginning.

"Well, you see..."

According to Milia, these people were already on guard with weapons when Soleil and Master landed.

"Tsk, seems like a village of fugitives."
"Fugitives?"

Master, who had been observing the situation, clicked his tongue and spoke quietly.

"Yes. A village formed by people who, for various reasons, can no longer live on the continent and gather in places beyond the reach of others."

Master clicked his tongue, saying he never expected to find such a place in the demon realm.

"Living in a place like this will only lead to death from demonic energy poisoning before long."
"Shut up!! What do you know!!"
"Tsk."

Some of the people who had been listening cautiously to Soleil seemed to have heard Master's words and began reacting intensely.

"Enough!!"

Shortly after, a man who appeared to be their leader shouted to calm his people.

"I understand the situation. Your arrival here must surely be the goddess's guidance. It's not appropriate to talk in a place like this, so let me escort you to our village."
"Chief!"
"We can't bring outsiders to the village!!"
"If any of you can stop them by force, then by all means, continue."
"Ugh."

The brown-haired man they called chief sighed and lowered his weapon.

"Will you follow us, then?"

After making eye contact with everyone, I answered on behalf of the group.

"Yes."

So we followed the man along the rugged path inside the ravine.

"There it is."
"Oh."
"This is quite impressive, more than I expected."
"How, in a place like this?"
"Where did they get the materials to build such a village?"

Under a large overhanging cliff that couldn't be seen from above, we could see a surprisingly well-built village.
Those who had gone ahead of our guide, the chief, must have spread the news, as many people were already gathered at the entrance.

"Since you're the first visitors since our village was established, please don't mind too much."

After saying that indifferently, the man increased his pace.
Before we could say anything, he went ahead and exchanged words with an older man who appeared to be the village elder.

"For now, would you follow me to the elder's house?"
"Ah, yes."

And so we arrived at the elder's house.

"Now, let me introduce myself properly. Our village has no name, but I am Dalan, the captain of the village's self-defense force."
"I am Mike, the village elder and this fellow's father."

Only then did Dalan take a deep breath and relax, while Mike introduced himself with a smile.
Having come this far, we couldn't simply claim to be ordinary adventurers, so we decided to reveal our identities as discussed on the way.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Ian, the hero traveling to defeat the Demon King."
"I'm Milia, a mage."
"Orka."
"Soleil, a holy knight from the Holy Kingdom."

As expected, the two men were greatly surprised by the mention of a hero.

"Well, a hero."
"We'd heard rumors, but to think one really existed."

Rumors?

"Although we live in a place like this, that doesn't mean we're unaware of news from the continent."
"There's someone who helped us build this village, though they're away at the moment."

They said it was thanks to that person that they were able to establish the village in a short time and live safely.

"By the way, how did you end up in a place like this?"

I decided to ask about something that had been bothering me since we first met them—the strange composition of the village with no elderly or children.

"As Orka mentioned earlier, we are fugitives."
"Tsk."

Master clicked his tongue at being referred to as a woman, but it seemed he was still willing to listen.

"Some were framed, some were driven out for being cursed, and some actually committed crimes."
"Though even those who committed crimes aren't truly wicked people."

They said they ended up here, in the demon realm, after fleeing from the eyes of people.

"Honestly, when we first hid in the demon realm, I wondered why we had to live like this."

It was clear that even if they escaped here, they wouldn't survive long in this land filled with demonic energy.

"But as more people in the same situation gathered, our thinking changed a bit."

They decided to live on somehow, to show those who had driven them out that they could survive.
They said they had been living by comforting each other's wounds and supporting one another.

"Well, if it weren't for this ravine we discovered by chance, and that person, we would have all died long ago."

They explained that this ravine they found by chance had unusually thin demonic energy, giving them a better chance of survival than elsewhere in the demon realm.

"Could you tell us more about this person you mentioned?"

As we listened to the story, it seemed we were all curious about the same thing, as Master asked.
Dalan tilted his head at Master's manner of speech, but apparently decided to just consider him eccentric and quietly began speaking.

"We managed to get down into the ravine, but as you can see, where would ordinary people like us get materials to build structures?"
"At first, we lived on the ground, covering ourselves with whatever blankets we had."

It seems that even before the land above split, an ecosystem had already formed underground, with a lake not far away and weak magical beasts living in the area, so there was no problem with food.

"It was a blessing. Everyone began to live with hope, believing that the goddess had not abandoned us yet."

It was around that time, they said, that they met the person they referred to.

"The person who introduced themselves as a traveler saw us and said they were moved by our will to live even in such a barren land, and offered to help."

Suspicious.

"At first, we thought they were just crazy."

...Ahem.

"They told us to wait a bit as they would return soon, and a few days later, they appeared and started pulling out all sorts of materials and food from a magical item with storage magic."

They said this person comes and goes between the inside and outside of the demon realm with ease, bringing them news from outside and regularly providing supplies.

"We don't know what kind of work they do either."

They said they have no intention of asking unless the person reveals it themselves.

"Thank you for the explanation."
"Since we've met by fate, would you like to rest here for a day?"

After hearing the explanation, Mike suddenly made this suggestion.

"What do you think?"
"Hmm, if it's just one day, I do miss sleeping under a roof."
"You decide."
"I think taking it easy once in a while is good."

Since there were no objections...

"Then, we'll gratefully accept your hospitality."

And so, we ended up spending a day in the village of fugitives.

* *

"Well then, I'll send someone when the meal is ready."
"Thank you."

After Mike and Dalan left, saying they only had one spare room so we'd have to share...

"What do you think?"
"It's obvious, isn't it?"
"I also think there's a high possibility this is a trap."
"I think the same."

As we watched Milia set up a soundproof barrier inside the room, we decided to share our opinions.

"I certainly find it hard to believe such a favorable situation could exist..."
"Even if it's not a trap, they seem to be hiding quite a lot from us."
"Milia is right. Are we supposed to believe that ordinary people like them carved out a living in a place like this?"
"I agree with Sir Orka."

In a place with limited resources, there was no reason for them to offer us a meal and invite us to stay for a day, and...

"Even if the demonic energy is thin in this location, it doesn't make sense that there are no magical beast attacks."
"And this person they mentioned is extremely suspicious."
"It would be more believable if this were a village created by demons as bait."
"That's what I think too."

The magical beasts in the demon realm somehow detected our presence from far away and attacked us.
It was impossible to accept that there would be no attacks just because they were in this ravine.

"So here, we should pretend to be captured and extract information from the enemy?"
"Hmph, for once my foolish disciple has offered a worthwhile opinion."
"Yes. Rather than wandering aimlessly, it makes more sense to extract information from an enemy we can communicate with."
"As Miss Milia says, it would be good to at least learn the Demon King's location before proceeding."

Even if it wasn't a trap, it was certainly suspicious.
We decided to spend the night prepared for any possibility.

Shortly after, we heard Dalan knocking on the door, saying the meal was ready.

"Well then, shall we go?"

We left the room.

However, contrary to our concerns, there was no poison in the dinner or any such situation.

"How was the meal?"
"It was delicious, thank you."
"The magical beast meat was quite edible."
"I liked the snake beast the best!"
"Lord, thank you for your grace."

There were some unfamiliar ingredients like magical beast meat, but the taste was surprisingly good.
We had questioned whether it was safe to eat magical beasts from the demon realm, which are all saturated with demonic energy.
Apparently, the demonic energy gradually disappears after the beast dies, so all meat is smoked and waited for the energy to dissipate.
Well, since Soleil didn't say anything, it must be fine.

As we were enjoying tea after finishing our meal...

"Father! Master Van has arrived!"
"My, that's unusual. He usually comes only once every few months."

...Wait, really?

"It seems the goddess has guided him here. Since you're probably curious, Hero, would you like to meet him?"
"Is, is that alright?"
"Of course. He enjoys meeting people."

Looking at Mike's beaming face, as if genuinely happy, I was at a loss for words.
Fortunately, I wasn't the only one feeling this way.

"Come, come. Let's go."

The village was in a much more excited mood than before, probably because their benefactor had arrived.
As we followed Mike outside, we soon encountered a man wearing a thick robe with the hood pulled down.

"Hey there, Elder. How have things been lately?"
"The same daily life as always, thanks to you."
"And those people?"
"They're guests we happened to meet in the village today."
"Hmm. The hero's party, is it?"

After briefly looking us over, he nodded as if he immediately understood.

"...Who are you?"

I spoke cautiously, wary of the man.

"Whoa, whoa. Calm down. I'm not your enemy."
"And we're supposed to believe that?"

Master spoke threateningly, still on guard, but...

"Sigh, so distrustful. Would it hurt to have a little faith?"

As he said this, the man pushed back his hood.
As the hood fell back, silver hair cascaded down, and ruby-red eyes that I seemed to have seen somewhere before were revealed.

"...Huh!"

Unlike me, who was still suspicious, Soleil seemed to know exactly who this person was.

"Why..."
"Shh."

As the startled Soleil was about to mention the man's identity, the man smiled and put a finger to his lips.

"Sir Soleil? Do you know this person?"
"Hmm. I don't get a good feeling about this."
"Come, let's talk somewhere more private first."
"Um, Master Van?"
"Haha, it's nothing. I've met this person before. I'd like to rest first—may I use the Elder's house?"
"That's fine, but the spare room is currently being used by our guests."
"Ah, that's alright. Right?"

Looking at me and winking, the man made me sigh.

"Sigh... It's fine."

So we returned to the room, with one uninvited guest.

"Well then, who would like to speak first?"

The man spoke with a mischievous smile on his face.
Looking at him, Soleil sighed and opened his mouth.

"Sigh... Why are you in a place like this, Imperial Prince?"

As I thought.
After all, silver hair and ruby-red eyes were symbols of the Imperial royal family.

"Eek, the Prince?!"
"My goodness."
"You haven't changed at all, in fact you look even younger, Sir Soleil."
"If you're an Imperial Prince, then Princess Emilia's..."
"Hehe, my cute little sister."

When I mentioned Princess Emilia, the prince looked at me and smiled.

"First, let me introduce myself. I am Bernstein von Ingris. Feel free to call me Van!"
"...I'm Ian, the hero."
"I-I'm Milia, a mage!"
"Orka."
"Hohohoho!! Don't be so formal. I'm basically an outcast from the royal family anyway."
"Phew, you haven't changed at all."

Laughing heartily and casually taking a seat, Bernstein pointed at me and asked.

"You must be curious, right? Why an Imperial Prince like me is wandering around in a place like this without even an attendant."

Honestly, I was extremely curious.

"I'll hide nothing! The truth is, I love tales of heroes' adventures more than anything else!"

He explained that since childhood, he had loved stories of wandering knights and fairy tale heroes, and couldn't stand the heavy, stifling atmosphere imposed on Imperial royalty.

"So I ran away."

He said his only sister was more suited for the Emperor's position, and he gave up his right to succession to travel around the continent as his hobby.

"Despite appearances, I'm quite skilled. Ever heard of the S-rank adventurer, Storm Archer Van?"
"Gasp! I've heard of you!"
"So that's why the Guild Master was so deferential."
"Anyway! Even traveling the continent became a bit lacking in excitement."

He said he couldn't stand boredom, and while wondering where else he could go, one day he received news that piqued his interest beyond measure.

"I got information that the Saint had departed for the demon realm, so I was searching for traces of her."

While I was wondering how he knew information that even Soleil only discovered at the frontlines...
Bernstein added that Commander Garam was actually directly connected to him.

"During my search, I happened to discover this ravine, and sensing the unusual holy power, I thought it might be a trace of the Saint. That's when I found the people of this village."

He scratched his head, saying that while he wanted to take the villagers back to the Empire, they refused, and moreover, it would have been impossible to cross the demon realm with them.

"As someone who admires heroes, I couldn't just pass by, so I decided to at least use my abundant resources to help them."

He explained that he had placed magical items with barrier spells to repel magical beasts in the village, periodically visited to hunt dangerous beasts in the area, and regularly brought food and news from outside to the villagers.
After hearing Bernstein's story, we...

"Hm? Why are you all like that?"

We couldn't lift our heads out of embarrassment for having been suspicious and on guard, mistaking the villagers' pure goodwill for a trap.

Ch.95 - Assault
"PUAHAHAHAHA!!!"

As we deliberately avoided making eye contact, Bernstein, having figured out our reason, began openly pointing at us and laughing.

"HAHAHAHAHA!! A-a trap!! UAHAHAHAHA!!"

Only after laughing for quite some time did he seem to calm down and speak again.

"Whew, I can't remember the last time I laughed like this. Well, I admit it would have been contrived if it weren't for me. Kukuk."

Since it seemed impossible to continue the conversation at this rate, I decided to change the subject.

"If you understand, could you please stop laughing now?"
"Kaha, my apologies. What a sight to show before the Hero."

Immediately after, Bernstein's demeanor changed.
...Did I say something wrong?

"By the way, I have something I'd like to personally ask our Hero, if that's alright?"
"Yes. If you have questions for me."

Bernstein rose with an eerie aura while keeping his head down.
This pattern feels familiar, like I've experienced it before.
For example, from Soleil over there who's currently trying to hide her smile.

"You see~ I recently went back to the palace briefly~ and heard a very interesting story~"

Bernstein approached me slowly, dragging out his words.
When he reached me, he firmly gripped my shoulders with both hands and raised his head.
With eyes full of killing intent.

"My adorable little sister... apparently confessed to some nobody?"
"...Ahem."

His grip on my shoulders gradually tightened.

"Yes, I'm a generous man who respects my sister's opinions, so I was prepared to accept whoever my cute sister chose."

I wish he'd stop staring at me with those murderous eyes from such a close distance.
Anyway, I looked at my companions with a small hope that someone might help, but...

"Kl."
"Ugh, what should we do?"
"Just stay still, sir."

I should have known.

"But you know what~?"

Ah, there's more.

"The most beautiful and adorable Ria in the world. Our Ria, whom I raised preciously in place of His busy Majesty."

It seemed Princess Emilia was called Ria as a nickname by those close to her.

"Urgh."

He paused briefly and gritted his teeth.

"...was rejected?"
"Ahem."
"Could I perhaps hear the details? Hmm?"

Since he looked ready to strangle me any moment, I decided to steel myself.

"It's true that Princess Emilia confessed her feelings to me."
"Are you impotent? You rejected her? Are you insane?"

Come on now.

"Don't worry, I'm perfectly fine."
"Then are you into men?"
"...No."

Hearing that, he looked at me with an expression of utter disbelief.

"Then what possible reason could you have for rejecting our Ria?"

To Bernstein, who was asking why I rejected Princess Emilia who had everything—status, wealth, and beauty—I sighed and replied.

"Because I already have someone I love."

I went to Millia and embraced her as she stood there looking at Bernstein with a stunned expression.
This should satisfy him.

"Then start a harem!!!"

Is he insane?

"As a man!! You should aim for a harem!!"

Even the Master and Soleil seemed dumbfounded by this madman who proudly shouted about harems despite it involving his own sister.

"No, that's not reasonable..."
"And rejecting our Ria is reasonable?"

With those words, he pulled out a dagger from his waist and began menacingly licking the blade.
...Looking at his eyes, he had clearly lost his mind.

"Now, swear. Swear that when you return to the Empire, you'll confess to our Ria."

Judging by the green aura emanating from the dagger, he seemed serious.

"I refuse. I have no intention of having feelings for anyone other than Millia."
"Then, die!"

That lunatic!
I didn't expect him to actually lunge at me, so I hurriedly reached out to grab his wrist.

"Eek, that's dangerous!"

At that moment, I heard Millia's incredulous voice.

"Guack!"

Bernstein was pulled backward as if someone had grabbed his ankle and fell face-first onto the floor.
And then.

"That's enough joking, childish prince."
"I'm sorry, but I can't just stand by and watch anymore."
"Kyaak!! Let go!! Let me go!! How can you let that bastard who made our Ria cry get away with it?!"

Master sat on Bernstein's back as he fell, while Soleil disarmed him by taking the dagger from his arm.
...That thing is a prince?

As I watched Bernstein struggling pathetically, Master gestured for us to leave, saying we were in the way.
So Millia and I went outside for a while, and after quite some time, the room finally quieted down.

-Come in.

Hearing Master's voice from inside, Millia and I exchanged glances before entering the room.

"Have you calmed down now?"

I addressed Bernstein, who had a dejected expression as soon as we entered.

"Ah, yes. Sorry about that. I tend to overreact when it comes to my sister."
"It's alright. It's family, so I understand."
"The harem thing was serious though, so think about it."
"...Yes."

Though I wanted to refuse, I decided to agree for now, fearing what commotion he might cause if I rejected him again.

"Sigh, what were we talking about?"

Bernstein asked as he lay down sideways with a completely deflated expression.

"About why this village was created."
"Ah, right. Well, that's about it. Since then, I periodically replace the barrier core that repels monsters, and bring food and news from the outside."
"You do that personally?"
"It's my responsibility since I extended my hand here. Besides, there's no one else who can freely come and go to this place."

Then I noticed something.

"By the way, Van?"
"What?"
"Where's your magic resistance artifact?"

I couldn't find any magical artifacts on his body, even though he was dressed casually without his robe.

"Hmph, you finally noticed."

While the villagers are mostly ordinary people so the effect isn't that significant, and one might accept suffering from magic poisoning to stay here...
But someone skilled enough to become an S-rank adventurer would surely be greatly affected.

"There are three main ways to resist magic."

Bernstein apparently enjoys talking about himself.
Just moments ago he seemed completely deflated, but now...

"One: The simplest method, but also the hardest—cultivate holy power that counters magic."

He pointed at Soleil with a mischievous smile.

"Of course, you need holy power at the level of a high priest."

Next, he pointed at the pendant around my neck.

"Two: Wear a magical artifact designed to protect the user. In this case, you need to periodically replenish it with holy power."

I nodded, as this was the issue we had worried about most before departing for the demon realm.

"Three: Possess a divine weapon with the ability to protect its owner."

Saying this, Bernstein grinned and reached his hand into the air.

"Let me introduce my comrade. The divine bow Nasherda."

A white, antique-looking bow materialized from thin air.

"One of the treasures passed down through the imperial family for generations."
"Ooh."
"To think they gave such a treasure to a childish prince."

Master looked at it with suspicious eyes.

"Well, of course I broke into the treasure vault, was acknowledged as its owner, and then ran away with it."

The more I learned about him, the more certain I was that he was insane.

"Um, Mr. Van?"
"There's no need to be so formal, you can speak comfortably."

Millia peeked out from behind me, apparently curious about something.

"What would you have done if it hadn't acknowledged you as its owner...?"
"There's no way a divine weapon would exist that wouldn't acknowledge me as its owner."
"Ah, yes."

I guarantee there are at least two divine weapons in this very room that wouldn't acknowledge that guy as their owner.
As I was looking at Bernstein with contempt while he boasted about himself...

"...Strange."

Soleil, who had been quietly sitting by the window without participating in the conversation, spoke up.

"Sir Soleil?"
"The village was noisy until just a moment ago, but now it's unnaturally quiet."

Bernstein rushed to the window at Soleil's words.

"That can't be. I cleared the surrounding monsters on my way here..."

But as Soleil said, the surroundings were dead silent.

-Boom.

At that moment, an impact sound came from far away.

"...That's the sound of a trap set outside the village exploding!"
"Let's go!"

Just as we hurriedly prepared to rush toward the sound...

-CRASH!!
"What!?"
"We've been...!!"

A strange creature appeared, breaking through the ceiling.

It was rippling with darkness.
It had a bizarre form with a goat's horns and legs attached to a giant's upper body.

"Ian!!"
"Yes, it must be one of those monsters Raila talked about."

Two-dimensional beings.
Monsters not of this world, which Raila had told us about before.

"What? What is that?"
"I'll explain later. Count Orca. Just know that it's a monster capable of facing a Master. Though this is my first time seeing one in person as well."
"Kuh, what a monster."

Still, there are many Master-level fighters here.
I drew my holy sword and activated the blade, taking a stance.

"Kigik?"

The two-dimensional being made a bizarre sound and emitted a red glow from its eyes toward us.
As if mocking us.

"Hey, stupid disciple, it just mocked us, right?"
"...I got that impression too."
"Hmph."

A vein popped on Master's forehead.

"You!!"
"Master!!"
"Mr. Orca!!"

Perhaps disliking the continued standoff, or simply angered at being mocked by the monster,
Master rushed forward first, thrusting his sword.
However.

-Tup.
"...Huh?"
"It caught the aura?"
-CLANG!
"Damn, there are more outside!! I'll handle outside!!"

It caught Master's aura-formed sword with its hand, then swung it around, throwing Master out the window.
Seeing this, Bernstein rushed out urgently.

"Hyup!"

As Master was thrown outside, Soleil thrust her greatsword.
The monster dodged it desperately and then charged toward Millia, but I blocked it.

"Where do you think you're going!"
"Ian, it's too cramped in here, let's go outside!"
"Right, I'm counting on you!"

As I watched Millia use gravity magic to throw the monster backward,
We rushed outside and were confronted with:

"Damn."
"The, the village..."
"This can't be..."

The village was burning and destroyed everywhere.
Two-dimensional monsters were trampling injured villagers like toys.

"S...save me..."
-SPLAT!
"That bastard!!"
"Calm yourself, Hero!"

Soleil stopped me as I tried to rush forward in anger after seeing a monster crush the head of a villager who was asking us for help.

"What you see isn't everything."

At those words, I suppressed my anger and looked around.

"...Kuk."

There were four visible monsters.
And focusing my senses, I could detect three more presences.

"One by one, as quickly as possible."
"Master and Mr. Van are holding up well, so let's deal with these quickly."
"I'll try to block their movements somehow."

I calmed my mind.
Heart burning hot, head ice cold.
This blue aura burning quietly, as if representing my emotions, toward the enemy.

"Kigik... Kiik!?"
"Now!"

As Millia used gravity magic to press down on the monster and disrupt its balance, I rushed in quickly.

"Cut, Nazuma!"

I called out the holy sword's name without hesitation.

-Slash!
"Kieek..."

The monster was cut in two in an instant.
And then.

"Hyup!"
-CLANG!

Soleil blocked another monster that tried to attack me from behind.
I thanked her by turning around and swinging my sword.

"Haap!!"
-BOOM!

The monster was slammed into the ground with a loud noise, and in that opening, Soleil's greatsword aimed for its neck.

-Slash!
"That makes... two."

I caught my breath and looked around.

"HYAAAH!!"
-CLANG CLANG CLANG!!

Not far away, I could see Master, slightly injured, knocking a monster into the air.

"Try blocking this too!!!"

On the roof of another building, Bernstein was firing arrows made of green mana from his bow.

-THWACK!

The green arrow left the divine bow and pierced the monster's head. I shouted:

"There are still at least four more!"
"Ha, so many of these monsters?"
"Unbelievable."

Master and Bernstein approached us.
We positioned ourselves to protect Millia and Bernstein in case of emergency.

-BOOM! BOOM!

One by one, the monsters revealed themselves.

"...What about survivors?"
"Just now, I saw some taking shelter in the food storage over there. If we can draw all the monsters' attention here, we might be able to save them."
"Fortunately, from the traces around, it doesn't seem like many people have died."
"By the way, how did we not notice until the situation got this bad?"

As I was wondering how we failed to notice until now, watching the third monster appear...

"...Ian."
"What is it, Millia?"
"Over there, on top of the building we were in."

Following Millia's words, I looked at the top of the building where we had been talking.

"What the hell is that?"
"It looks similar to these creatures, but different."
"Be careful. It's clearly stronger than the others."

On the roof of the building sat a human-shaped figure, ostentatiously creating and dissolving barriers around the building, resting its chin on its hand and swinging its legs.
Like the other monsters, it was rippling with darkness and emitting a red glow from its eyes.
The moment I made eye contact with it, I realized:

That's a different class of being.

And the situation changed in an instant.

"...Huh?"

The moment it disappeared from sight,
I felt a wind from behind where Millia and Bernstein were standing.

"Look out!"
"Kyah!"
-THUD!
"Kuh...hack!"
-CRASH!!
"Mr. Van!!"

Bernstein urgently pushed Millia aside and took the creature's fist to his solar plexus, then flew into a building.

"I'll handle this one, take care of the prince and the other monsters!!"
-CRACKLE!! BOOM!!

As Soleil rushed at the creature, Master and I hurriedly evacuated with Millia.

"Stupid disciple!! Here they come!!"
"Millia, these ones first!"
"O-okay!"

Though checking on Bernstein was important, the three other monsters were the priority.
I gripped my sword firmly, trying to calm my anxious heart.

"I'll take two of them. Deal with one first, then join me."
"...Understood."
"Don't overdo it!"

Master rushed forward after saying that.
Taking advantage of the monsters' attention being drawn to Master, I charged at the closest one.

"I'm your opponent!"
-CLANG!

Unfortunately, the statement that these creatures could match a Master was not an exaggeration—the monster was tough and strong.

"Nazuma!!"
-Slash!

Relieved that the holy sword's strike was effective, I finished off one monster with Millia and turned to help Master.

"URYAAAAH!!"
-CLANG CLANG CLANG!!

I could see Master's sword piercing the heart of one of the monsters he was fighting, accompanied by harsh metallic sounds.
However, the monster gripped Master's sword with both hands, even though it had pierced its heart.

"Master!!"
"Watch out!!"
-THUD!
"Kugh!"

I fired aura at the other monster rushing toward Master, and Millia cast "Spear of Flame," but it seemed we were too late.
Master managed to release his aura and escape from the monster, but he took a punch to his side.

"Are you alright?"
"Huff, I can still move, so don't make a fuss."

After dealing with the remaining monster alongside the injured Master, we turned our attention to where Soleil was.

"HAAAAH!!"
-SLASH!

What we saw was Soleil, covered in blood, bisecting the creature.

"Phew..."
"S-so tired..."
"Ugh, that hurts."

Sighing in relief at the sight, I moved to check on Bernstein's condition.

"Hey... kugh, can someone... urgh... help me up?"

Fortunately, he didn't seem to be seriously injured, as we could see him staggering out of the destroyed building, holding onto the wall.

"Thank goodness..."

My legs gave out and I sat down.
And at that moment:

-BOOM!
"What the hell..."
"W-what should we do?"
"Sir Soleil looks exhausted too, and there's more than one of them...?"

Another monster appeared at the village entrance with a loud noise.
It looked identical to the one Soleil had just bisected.

"If we can just stop its movement, I can use the holy sword at maximum output..."

As I was steeling my resolve while looking at it...

"I'm sure I warned her not to put such obstacles in my path. Damn heathen woman."
-THWACK!

A familiar white hand wrapped in green wind emerged through the monster's chest.
And then, the voice we had been desperately waiting for:

"...Raila!!"
"Sister!!"
"Hmph, you're late, kiddo."
"Raila!!"
"What, the Saint?!"

I stood up on my tired legs and ran to greet the owner of the voice.

"...Who are you people?"

However.
The owner of the voice that appeared as the monster fell wasn't the one we knew.
Though she had the same height, build, face, voice, and even the same red stigma in her eyes...

"Ah, two familiar faces."

Instead of the slightly revealing saint's outfit from our memories, she wore a white priest's robe with a red cross, similar to Soleil's but tattered.
Instead of the glossy, flowing hair we knew, her hair was rough and braided, reaching only to her neck.
And her eyes, once full of warmth and comfort, were now cold with anger and killing intent, with one eye covered by an eyepatch.

"Right? Hero Ian."

With a familiar yet utterly strange appearance, she called my name.

"It seems you are destined to die by my hand."

She drew a one-handed executioner's sword from her waist and pointed it at me.

Ch.96 - Answer to the Question
I stared at the Inquisitor who looked like Leila pointing a sword at me, holding my breath.

"Who... are you?"

At my question, she chuckled.

"Me? Well, who should I say I am?"

An obvious mockery.

"Um, is that you, sis? Leila, it is you, right...?"
"Huh, how soft am I in this world? 'Sis'?"

After hearing Milia's trembling voice desperately asking, the woman who looked like Leila muttered as if bewildered.

"Hmph, at least I can tell this isn't the little brat we know."
"Identify yourself."
"The saint I knew didn't have such a dull appearance."

Master and Soleil approached the woman who kept her sword pointed at us.
And behind them, Bernstein drawing his bow, aiming at Leila.

"Hmm... it seems my counterpart in this world isn't here."

Looking at the scene, she clicked her tongue with slight disappointment.

"Tsk."

Immediately after, my instincts warned me more intensely than I'd ever experienced before.
If I didn't raise my sword, I would die.

-Clang!!
"Ugh!!"
"Hero!!"
"Ian!!"
"Oh?"
"What are you doing all of a sudden?!"

After deflecting the sword aimed at my neck, Leila stepped back with an expression of undisguised surprise.

"I told you, didn't I? It's your fate to die by my hand."
"Don't talk nonsense...!!"
"Foolish disciple, this isn't someone you can reason with. Subdue her first, then we'll talk."
-Crash!

As Leila stepped back, Master rushed in.
And Soleil followed with a pained expression.
...Right, we should subdue her first and then talk.

Even if the real Leila had come, she couldn't possibly win against all of us.
Looking at her aura—not the warm, embracing wind of the Leila we knew, but a fierce gale that seemed ready to tear enemies apart—I thought so.

I didn't need even a moment to realize how foolish that thought was.

Leila glanced sideways at Master rushing toward her and shattered Master's aura with a single swing.
Then, she dove into Master's guard and struck her back with an elbow, instantly incapacitating her.

"Kuhak!"
"You're quite good for a young girl, but weak."
"Who... are you calling a young girl, kugh, when you're the one who's green behind the ears...!!"

Those were Master's last words before she fainted.
Simultaneously, Leila dodged Bernstein's arrow by tilting her head and blocked Milia's magic by creating a barrier of holy power.

"Hup!"
"Hmm, a Master, is it?"

Next, seeing Soleil charging in, I also took my stance and rushed forward.
As always, while Soleil blocked her sword, I would find an opening...

-Whoosh!

However, instead of blocking the sword, Leila avoided it by slightly shifting her center of gravity.
I increased my speed to cover Soleil's exposed vulnerability, but...

-Thwack!
"Kuhak!"
"Unskilled."

She was faster, grabbing Soleil's collar and driving her knee into Soleil's head as she fell.

"How admirable, coming to die on your own. I'll give you credit for that."
"Who's... dying!!"
-Clang!!

Even just crossing swords with Leila shattered my aura pathetically, but fortunately, the holy sword itself didn't break.

"Hmm, a divine weapon? How annoying."

Saying that, she stabbed her sword into the ground and stretched, as if everything until now had been mere play.

"Whew, using my power after so long has made my body stiff."
"Ian!"

I nodded toward Milia, who called my name while taking out her orb, and took my stance again.

"Mr. Van, please support us!"
"Sure, leave it to me!"
"Hmph, announcing your tactics in front of the enemy."

Toward Leila, who was looking at me as if Milia and Bernstein weren't even worth her attention...

"You're the one who'll regret underestimating us."

I bluffed with as much bravado as I could muster.

"Ha, such nerve... Kugh!?"
"Haaap!!"

Seeing her surprised by Milia's gravity magic—something she apparently hadn't seen before—as it pressed down on her from above,
I swung my sword with the intention of at least taking one of her arms.
I had to steel my resolve, or we might all die.

"Lord, grant me strength."

Gripping the holy sword tightly, I aimed for Leila's shoulder, determined not to waver.

-Thud!
"Kuhak!"

What just happened?
Pain in my solar plexus, a sudden feeling of weightlessness.
And then, impact on my back.

As I got up, fighting through the pain, I could see Leila standing firmly in the high gravity, lowering the leg she had extended.

"...Gravity magic, this is my first time experiencing it."
"Naser, pierce through!"
-Thwack!
"Tsk."

Bernstein urgently released his divine power and continuously fired arrows, while Leila blocked them with a barrier, looking annoyed.

"I'm sorry, sis!"

And the space around Leila began to distort.
I could see blood flowing from Milia's lips—she must have bitten them hard.

"Tch."

I can't just lie here when Milia is trying so hard.

"Huff."
"Are you alright, Hero?"
"I'm fine."

I nodded in response to Bernstein, who was shooting arrows while standing protectively in front of me.

"Sorry, but I'm at my limit too."
"Leave it to me."

I could see blood dripping from Bernstein's hands as he drew his bowstring—maintaining the divine power release state must be difficult for him too.
I took my stance once more.

"I apologize. I was pathetically defeated."
"Sir Soleil."

Soleil, who had apparently regained consciousness, staggered to take position beside me.

"Haaaah!!"

With Leila's battle cry came a storm.

-Crack, crackle... Boom!
"Kyaa!"

With a sound like something breaking, Milia was blown backward.

"Milia!"
"I-I'm okay!"

Having confirmed Milia was safe, I looked forward again, waiting for the dust to settle.

"Tsk, you're more troublesome than I expected."

When the dust cleared, what appeared was Leila scratching her head in annoyance.
Seeing her break even Milia's "Distortion" as if it were nothing, I decided to try talking again.

"Wait!! I don't know why you harbor such hostility toward me, but at least let us check if the villagers are safe!!"

Fortunately, it seemed effective as Leila looked at me while catching her breath.

"There's no need for that."
"The villagers evacuated to one place. All the monsters have been dealt with, so we need to check if they're safe... What?"
"I said there's no need for that."

Suddenly, what does that mean?

"Ah, did you save the people?"

Beside me, Soleil nodded, also assuming it was Leila.

"Um, Ian?"
"Milia?"

And Milia's voice calling me from behind was trembling severely.

"...Over there."
"What?"

Looking in the direction Milia pointed, I could see a warehouse burning fiercely.

That can't be.
Surely, until just now...
....

"Hey."

No, it couldn't be.

"Oh? Are you calling me?"
"Answer me."
"What do you want to know?"
"What did you do to the people?"

No matter what the reason, if she was truly Leila, she wouldn't have done such a thing.
As I watched her lips curl up unpleasantly, I prayed it wasn't true.

"People? There were no such things here. Except for you all."
"What are you...?"
"If they live in compliance with demonic energy, they're no different from demons."
"...You're joking, right?"
"Demons, by their very existence, are committing a grave sin."
"Hey..."
"That sin deserves to be purified by fire."

At those words, I recalled from which direction Leila had appeared earlier.

"...Hey, you're joking. That warehouse is where people were evacuating earlier."

Bernstein muttered dejectedly, as if driving home the point.

"Ah, don't worry about them escaping. I cut off all their legs."
"Youuuuu!!!!"
"Hahah, what's this? Are you really Ian? The Ian I knew wouldn't care even if people died."

If it weren't for Soleil, who grabbed me tightly while taking deep breaths with a face as shocked as mine, I would have rushed forward to cut that crazy woman's throat right then.

"So I cut their throats."

The fake Leila spoke coldly with a face so expressionless it sent chills down my spine.

"Let me ask you one thing: do you also think this world is a game?"
"...Of course not."
"Kuk, kukkuk..."

Hearing my answer, the fake Leila began to laugh maniacally.

"Hahahahahahaha!!"
"What's so funny?"
"Oh, nothing. Just feeling empty."

After laughing for a while, the fake Leila...

"Go. I'll let you leave."

Suddenly said that while putting her sword back at her waist.

"What?"
"I said go. If you're not the Ian I knew, there's no reason for me to kill you with my own hands. And I have no intention of fulfilling that heretic woman's request."

As the fake Leila turned to leave after saying only that, I shouted:

"Stop!!"
"Do you have something else to say?"
"You kill people and then just leave?!"
"Huh? I told you. There were never any 'people' here."

That response, as if she had done something perfectly natural, made me understand what it means when they say that extreme anger can make a person eerily calm.

"I'm sorry, but as the current head of the Holy Kingdom's Inquisition, I cannot overlook your actions."
"Oh? You are the head of the Inquisition?"
"I cannot agree with your words."
"And?"
"If you've committed a crime, you must be punished."

Saying that, Soleil once again coated her greatsword with aura and took her stance.

"Hero."
"Yes."
"Logic doesn't work with an inquisitor who has fallen into madness."
"...I see."

From Soleil's words, I immediately understood what state the fake Leila was in.

An inquisitor fallen into madness.
What that meant was clear.

"I said I'd let you go, yet you still want to risk your lives?"
"We cannot simply let you leave."
"If we let you go, who will you kill next?"
"All those who do not believe in the Lord."

Her confident answer left me speechless with disbelief.

"I won't let you tarnish my sister's name!"

With Milia's cry from behind, dozens of "Flame Spears" began to illuminate the surroundings.

"You know, I'm in a really bad mood right now because the village I've been caring for so diligently has disappeared overnight."

Bernstein spoke with an extremely angry expression while taking out a quiver full of arrows that were clearly qualitatively different from those he had been using.

"Ugh... Where do you think you're going?"
"Orka!"
"Don't shout, my head hurts."
"Hah, I shouldn't have held back."

Master, who had apparently woken up, took her stance on the other side, and the fake Leila sighed at the sight.

"See? We have no intention of letting you go."

I declared, once again emanating aura from the holy sword.

"There's nothing more pathetic than weak creatures barking in a pack."

The fake Leila spoke while drawing her sword again.

"This is your last chance. This time, I'll really kill you."

I answered with my sword.

"Hup!"
-Clang!

I exchanged glances with Master and Soleil.
Since the fake Leila could disperse aura, I would take the lead as I would be least affected by having my aura scattered.
Master and Soleil would support me against attacks I couldn't handle.
Bernstein would continue to harass from the surroundings, and Milia would try to land effective hits with high-level magic.

I signaled to Milia how we would proceed; she would relay it to Bernstein.

"I was caught off guard earlier, but this time will be different!"

As I clashed swords with Leila, Master swung her sword at Leila's exposed back, but Leila blocked it by coating her leg with aura.

-Crack― Rumble!!
"Kugh!"

In that opening, Soleil maximally activated her aura and struck down from above.
Like lightning.

The fake Leila pulled her sword away from mine and hurriedly blocked above.
Milia's magic began to rain down on her.

-Boom!!
"How annoying!"
-Hiss―

The fake Leila quickly moved away, and arrows poured down on her escape route.

"These are special arrows inscribed with penetration formulas! See if you can block them with your hastily made barriers!"

The arrows that pierced the ground with only the sound of wind were apparently as threatening as Bernstein claimed, as the fake Leila focused on evasion rather than creating barriers like before.
Just as I was about to charge in again, thinking we could win if we kept up the pressure...

"Lord, grant me light."
-Boom!!
"Hero!!"
"Damn it!!"

In the suddenly darkened vision, the last thing I saw was Soleil and Master rushing desperately to protect me.

* *

"Ugh..."

...What happened?

"Ah, you're awake."
"I... an."
"Milia!!"

When I opened my eyes, I saw Milia suffering as the fake Leila strangled her.

-Thud.
"Don't worry. I'll kill the others after you're dead."
"Master!! Sir Soleil!! Mr. Van!!"

How long had I been unconscious?
Master lay unconscious and covered in blood, Soleil groaned with her arms twisted grotesquely, Milia had just fainted from being strangled, and Bernstein's upper body was embedded in a wall.

"Now, farewell, Hero Ian."

The fake Leila raised her sword toward me as I collapsed, unable to get up due to the pain throughout my body.
Damn it, is this how it ends?

-Grab.
"...What."

At that moment, the fake Leila's left hand stopped her right hand that was about to swing the sword.
As if it were a different organism.

"Damn it, was there still consciousness left...!"

The fake Leila exclaimed in surprise.
Then, her eyes changed.

"...I'm sorry."

With an expression full of guilt, completely different from before, the fake Leila put down her sword and abruptly said that to me.

"I'm sorry. This isn't what I wanted."
"What's this all of a sudden?"
"...I don't have much time to explain. I've squeezed out my remaining consciousness to regain control of my body one last time."

Whatever the situation, it seems that the appearance from earlier wasn't her true self.

"Despite having already failed, I couldn't let go of my greed and created this situation."
"Le...ila...?"
"I want you to listen to my story one last time."

Seeing that expression that looked like she might burst into tears at any moment, I found myself nodding without thinking.

"I'm a coward. A coward who has only failed until now."

Then, with a faint smile, she sat down in front of me and began to tell her story.

"What you saw until just now was my past self."
"Your past self?"
"A time when I was obsessed, unable to distinguish right from wrong, thinking only what I believed was right."

She said she had already made many mistakes and committed irreversible sins.

"I failed, and our world fell to the Demon Lord and eventually perished."

Leila, from a world defeated by the Demon Lord, spoke bitterly.

"At first, I refused."

She said someone approached her with an offer.
Saying they would let her start over.

"But as time passed and I realized what I had done wrong, my heart weakened. I thought if I could start over, I wouldn't do such things."

She wandered alone in a ruined world for five years.

"I gave in to greed. I shouldn't have fallen for such temptation."

After coming to this world, by the time she realized she was being changed by something, it was already too late.

"I'm not saying what I am now is right. As I said earlier, that appearance you saw is definitely my past self."

She said that in the past, she too had cruelly tortured and killed people living in the demon realm.

"...I've talked too long. The current me is just a fragment of consciousness, so I'll soon lose control of my body again."

Saying her time was up, Leila stood up and smiled at me.

"So, will you kill me to prevent me from committing more sins?"

As I stared blankly at Leila, who was stretching out her arms and offering her neck, asking me to kill her...

-Let me ask you one question.

Suddenly, I recalled a conversation I once had with Leila.

-There is a person. If this person lives, thousands or tens of thousands will die in the future. There's no time to seek help. You're the only one who can stop it. If you knew this, what would you do?

To that question, I definitely said that the future can be changed, that I would work to prevent such a thing from happening.

-Is that so? Then, let me change the direction of the question slightly. What if that person, though not knowing that thousands or tens of thousands would die, chose a path knowing it could only be traveled by killing others and spilling blood?

And to the follow-up question...
I couldn't say anything.

-Or what if they knew they could threaten thousands, tens of thousands, or even the world? Would you still say the future can be changed and leave alone someone who consciously and willfully commits evil?

Leila said that those who give the same answer as her to this question walk the path of inquisitors.

"I still can't choose the same answer as you, Leila."

The Leila before me looked confused by my words, but what I said wasn't directed at her.

"I absolutely won't let that happen. I'll make sure of it."

Now I can answer with certainty.

"I'll save everyone."

I gripped the holy sword again and moved my mana to create an aura.
...Ah, so this is how it's done.

-Whoosh.

As the pleasant blue aura enveloped me like a wave, I extended my sword.
Toward the fool who looked bewildered, not understanding my words.

"You asked me to kill you? Don't be ridiculous. I'm going to save you."

Ch.97 - That's Because You're a Hero
In response to my answer, Leila stares at me blankly for a moment, seemingly dumbfounded.
Then, gradually, her expression begins to contort.

"...You, idiot!!"

As Leila rages at me, demanding to know why I won't kill her, I replied.

"I told you. I'm going to save you."
"There's no way you can with your skills!! In the first place, how do you plan to save me?!"
"Somehow."
"Argghhh!!"

Leila screams, clutching her head at my answer.
It seemed she thought I was speaking without any real thought behind my words.
So I decided to clarify a bit.

"Leila."
"What is it this time?!"
"You've had your body taken over by a two-dimensional being, right?"
"...!!"

Just as I thought.

"Don't worry. I will definitely save you."
"Are you stupid? You'd risk your life on something that might not even be possible, when you could just take the easy way out?"
"Yes."
"You'll lose. I'm strong."
"I know."
"If you lose, you'll die."
"Then I can't lose."
"Why on earth?"

When I said that, Leila asked me with a stunned expression, as if she couldn't understand.
Looking at her, I smiled and said:

"Because that's what heroes do."

Others might call me a fool, but what can I do?
This is the conclusion I've reached after much deliberation.

"I'm going to save everyone. I'll create a world where everyone can smile, where no one has to cry in the shadows."
"That's sophistry."

I just looked at Leila with a smile as she dismissed my words as nonsense.

"...But, a world where everyone can smile, yes. I like that."
"Right?"
"So, I'll believe in you."
"Good decision."
"Save me. Hero."
"Leave it to me."
"If you succeed, I'll give you a reward."

As she said that, Leila's face was the one I knew.
Looking at the Saint's face smiling gently at me, I spoke again.

"Now I really can't afford to lose, can I?"

As I watched Leila bow her head after promising a reward, I raised my sword.

"...Are you done playing around?"

Leila gnashed her teeth in rage, emanating killing intent.

"Playing around?"
"You'll regret not killing me when you had the chance."
-Kiiiiing.

Even as I watched the fierce whirlwind gathering around her sword grow more intense,
Somehow, I didn't feel afraid.

Rather.

"Is that all you've got?"

I found it amusing.

Clearly, Leila is incomparably stronger than me.
After all, this is what happened when our entire group attacked her at once.

But.

There's something I've become certain of because of that.
This Leila is different from the one we know.
She's certainly strong, but that strength comes from skill and experience, not from raw power.

"Our Leila supposedly split the sky."
"Ha, what an unfunny joke."

It's true though.

Anyway, back to the point.
If that's the case, then I have a decent chance of winning.

Because.

"Come at me, Leila."
-KWAAANG!!
"Kugh!?"

In terms of raw output, I think I might not lose even to our Leila now.

"Nazma. You must have been so frustrated all this time."

I laughed in disbelief as I watched Leila fly far away after I simply deflected her sword.

"What did you do?!"

I spoke to Leila, who was shouting at me cautiously from a distance.

"You know, heroes are supposed to become stronger to save someone."

I thought I had been recognized as the master by the holy sword, but that wasn't it.
Until now, the holy sword had merely been accommodating me.
The sacred artifact that is the holy sword can only be wielded by its true master.
I just realized that a moment ago.

"Tch, how annoying."

But simply having increased strength isn't enough yet.

-PUCK!
"Kugh!"
"If there's a difference in power, just don't clash head-on."

Leila dives in quickly, going one step deeper inside instead of clashing swords.
Against her, all I can do is protect my vital points and look for an opening.

"I know what you're aiming for."
-PUCK!
"Kup...!"

I gritted my teeth and endured to maintain my stance against the fist digging into my side.
Just as I was looking for an opening...

"Persistent one, I'll end this now!"

Damn, at this rate...!

"Of course he's persistent. Look who raised him."
-PUCK!
"Gahk!!"

As I was trying to think of my next move while watching the aura gathering in Leila's hand, I heard a voice and saw Leila flying far away after taking a hit to the solar plexus.
And then, a small figure with flowing green hair stood protectively in front of me.

"...Leila!!"
"I'm sorry. Was I too late?"

A gentle voice apologizing for being late.

"You came at just the right time. Do you need an explanation of the situation?"
"No. I'm aware that a version of me from another world has come and is causing trouble."

Leila showed no hesitation as she faced her doppelganger.

"I really couldn't beat you alone."
"Of course not."
"So, will you help me? I want to save her."

Leila looked at me in surprise as our eyes met.

"...I see. So that's your answer."
"Yes."
"What do you need me to do?"
"Create an opening."
"Leave it to me."

Although the opponent had a weapon and our Leila was unarmed,
I didn't think for a moment that Leila would lose.

"You're a nuisance."
"Hmph, so you're the me from this world. Wearing such an immodest outfit without shame."
"You're the one who should be ashamed, looking so disheveled."

...Is this a children's quarrel?

"Actually, I'm a bit angry about why I had to sleep for so long because of you."
"Spouting nonsense you don't understand."
"Heh. Acting tough when you're just running away from being loved because you're scared."
"You, how...!!"

Her tone suggested she knew something about that Leila that we hadn't seen.

"I have a lot I want to say, but for now..."
"Hmph."
"You're the one who did this to everyone, aren't you?"
"What if I am?"

Immediately after, Leila charged.

-KOONG!
"Kugh!"
"Let's have you take some hits first."

Ultra-close combat that doesn't allow the opponent to create distance, just like what I experienced earlier.
Watching this, I decided to trust Leila and gather power in the holy sword.

"Damn it, why... why...!!"

The one-eyed Leila shouted as if she couldn't understand why she was being pushed back.

"It's only natural. Unlike you who rejected love, I am loved and I love in return."

Watching this, Leila calmly said:

"Unlike you, I carry so much more. I am the strongest."

As she said this, she gestured to me so only I could see.
In three seconds, upward.

After seeing that signal,
I poured all my mana into the holy sword.

Something I could only understand after becoming the true master of the holy sword.
I recalled why this sword is called holy despite not containing holy power.

"Haaaap!!"
"Kuh... ugh!"

I gripped the holy sword, watching the one-eyed Leila float defenseless in the air.

"Nazma."

People always wish upon stars.
So I too made a wish.
That I wanted to save Leila.

The blue star, shining more brilliantly than ever before, answers that wish.

"Let's save her."

After all, the holy sword is one that cuts only what its master wishes to cut.

* *

I marveled at the mana spreading beautifully as if trying to dye the sky blue.
Simultaneously, I heard Leila's scream.

"Kuh, aaaaaahhh!!"

I was honestly surprised when he swung the holy sword without a moment's hesitation after saying he wanted to save her.
...So that's the true power of the holy sword.

Watching the two-dimensional being fall from Leila's body in pieces, I quietly muttered:

"So it was your doing after all, Aria."

How far do you intend to insult mother?

"Leila!!"

As I was clicking my tongue, the vending machine came running toward me.

"Good work..."

I reached out to congratulate him, but he rushed past me.
...Ah, it wasn't me he was running to.

"Are you okay!?"

He urgently embraces Leila who had fallen to the ground.
It feels a bit strange seeing the vending machine embrace someone who looks like me.

Well, I should go treat the others.

"Everyone fought well."

After treating Orca and Soleil who had severe injuries.

"...Silver hair?"

When I pulled out and examined someone who had fainted with their upper body embedded in the wall, I noticed the silver hair characteristic of the Imperial family.
Ah, this must be that troublesome prince of the Imperial family.

"You did well, Milia."

Finally, looking at Milia's condition with red marks on her neck, I stroked her head.

"...Leila?"

As I was tending to the injured, I heard Soleil's voice from behind.
After carefully setting down Milia whom I had been embracing, I stood up and walked toward him.

"Soleil."
"Leila, is it really, really you?"
"Yes. I am your Leila."

As if he couldn't believe it, he reached out and caressed my cheek, which I quietly savored.
Then, Soleil embraced me tightly.

"Leila...!!"
"I'm sorry, Soleil. You must have been in so much pain because of me?"

I didn't need to see to know how much he had suffered after I collapsed.
I also extended my arms to embrace him and apologized.

"I'm sorry... I'm really sorry...!!"
"Why are you apologizing, Leila!! It's all because I was too weak...!!"

We cried while embracing each other.

"Leila."
"Yes?"

After crying and embracing for a while, Soleil seemed to have calmed down a bit as he released his arms and carefully called my name.

"I thought I'd never see you again, I was so worried."
"...I'm sorry. I won't push myself like that again."
-Chu.

To convey my apology, I stood on tiptoe and pulled his forehead down to kiss it.

"Ah, sis!?"
"Really, are you a kid?"

Then, voices calling me as if they had just regained consciousness.

"I'm sorry. Was I too late?"

I smiled and spoke to Milia and Orca as well.

"Waaaaaah!! Siiiis!! I was so worried!!"
"Ahaha, I'm sorry. I'm fine now, so don't worry, Milia."
"You're late, squirt."
"Fufu, I'll work hard from now on, so will you forgive me?"
"Hmph."

Even when you grumble with such an obviously relieved expression.
You just look cute.

"Mmm, so this time it's the real Saint..."
"Pleased to meet you, Your Highness."
"Van is enough."

As I was greeting everyone.

"Everyone, over here!!"

The vending machine who had been tending to the fallen Leila shouted.

"Ugh, ugh..."

As I approached the vending machine, Leila was waking up with painful groans.
Seeing this, I stood in front to block her from possibly falling for Soleil.

"...Where am I?"

Leila, with eyes full of regret rather than anger and killing intent like before, raised herself up and looked around.

"You really did it."

Then, she smiled gently at the vending machine.

"I told you I would save you."

The vending machine smiled back at her.

"Thank you. For giving me a chance."
"Don't mention it."

Leila held the vending machine's hand tightly for a moment, then stood up.

"Even though saying this now won't change anything, I caused trouble."

She bowed, expressing her apology.

"Whatever excuse I make, everything was my doing. I'll accept the punishment."

Her hands trembled slightly, as if already afraid of the condemnation to come.

"What crime?"

Seeing this, I spoke up.

"Hurting people..."

As Leila confessed her crimes with a trembling voice, everyone's mood seemed to turn hostile as they recalled what she had done.

"Don't worry about that. No one died."

I couldn't do anything about the damage before I arrived.
But at least for the people trapped in the burning warehouse with their legs cut off.

"I saved them all."

They're currently resting in my pavilion that I set up in an inconspicuous place.
That's also why I was late in coming to support everyone.

"Ah, aah..."
"Leila, you did well."
"As expected of sis."

At those words, Leila seemed to lose strength in her legs and sat down, supported by the vending machine who smiled.

"I'm really glad, aren't you?"
"...Yes."

By the way, that Leila's atmosphere seems a bit strange.

No, it must be my imagination.
There's no way I would fall for any man other than Soleil.

....
Right?

Trying to ignore Leila who was looking at the vending machine with sparkling eyes like a girl in love, with her hands clasped to her chest, I spoke up.

"So, what are you planning to do now?"

About that Leila, and about the villagers.
It was time to make decisions.

"...I'll take responsibility for the villagers and bring them to the Empire."

The first answer came from Van.

"Until now, I respected everyone's opinions and let them live here, but there's no guarantee something like this won't happen again."

As he said, if there's ever a problem with the barrier that repels monsters and one gets in, it would be a massacre.

"That's a good idea. As it happens, I cleared out all the threatening monsters on my way here, so there shouldn't be many threats on the way back now."

After saying that, I added, looking at Van:

"I'll take responsibility for treating everyone's magi poisoning symptoms. With my blessing, there won't be any problems due to magi on the journey."
"Thank you."

Now, about that Leila.

"...Um, I'm starting to get confused too, so shall we start by figuring out what to call each other?"
"Indeed, it's hard to distinguish."
"Um, sis, if it's okay, how about the name I thought of?"
"Sis?"
"Ah, I'm sorry! It's a habit from talking to Leila sis... I mean, this world's Leila sis!"
"...You can be comfortable."

Seeing Milia's very awkward and complicated expression toward Leila, I thought this would never end, so I asked Milia:

"So Milia, what name did you think of?"
"Ah, well... Xavier!"

Xavier, Xavier...

"It means 'new home' in ancient language!"
"Xavier..."

I think it's quite good, but I wonder what she thinks.

"Yes, that's nice. Thank you, I'll use it well."
"Yes! Shavi sis!"
"Ahaha, so the nickname is Shavi."
"Ugh, I'm sorry!"
"It's okay. You gave me a name, a nickname is fine."

It seems Milia has taken quite a liking to that Leila, or rather, Xavier.

"Xavier, or Shavi."
"Yes. Call me Shavi."
"Miss Milia, you have quite a talent for naming."
"Hmm, it's not bad."
"Ehehe."

Now that the name issue is somehow resolved, it's time to return to the main topic.

"Shavi, what do you plan to do now? Would you like to come with us?"

Personally, I think it would be fine to have someone of Shavi's skill with us.
Though I think it's probably unlikely.

"...I."

After hesitating for a moment at my question, Shavi spoke as if she had made up her mind.

"I'm sorry. To be honest, I'm tired."

Looking at the sky, she says she wants to stop fighting now.
She's worked hard alone until now.
Let's let her rest.

"If the villagers allow it, I'd like to return to where people live while protecting them."
"I understand."
"I want to live like you too."
"Fufu, it's quite a happy life."
"Yes. It looks that way. So, I'm trying to be honest with my feelings right now."

Shavi speaks somewhat meaningfully as she watches me smiling with my arms around Soleil's arm.

"Well, shall we rest a bit for today?"
"Good idea."
"Agreed."
"I agree too."
"Ehehe, me too!"
"I should go check on the villagers."
"...If I go now, everyone will be surprised. I'll visit and apologize when things have calmed down."

And at that moment.

"Ah, that's right."
"Shavi?"

Shavi clapped her hands as if she had remembered something, and the vending machine questioned her.

"Come to think of it, I said I'd give you a reward."
"Oh, yes... you did."

It seems the two of them had some conversation before I arrived.

"Come here?"
"Okay."

Shavi positioned the vending machine in front of her and looked into his eyes.
...Wait, surely not...!

"Thank you for saving me."
"Don't mention it."
"And you know, I think I..."

Before I could intervene, sensing something strange, Shavi pulled his face toward hers and kissed him.

-Chu.
"I think I've fallen for you."

Ch.98 - The Fate of the Hero
Before I could stop him, he pressed his lips directly against the vending machine's, and I stared blankly at Shavi confessing to the vending machine.

"...Huh?"
"I mean, I think I've fallen for you."

When the vending machine, not understanding the situation, asked stupidly, Shavi replied with a blushing face, shyly.

"This feeling is a first for me. So, you have to take responsibility."
"W-wait...!!"
"Even though you're missing an eye, I think you have a pretty face, objectively speaking."
"T-that may be true...!!"
"I think my first kiss is a sufficient reward."
"Listen, just...!!"

The vending machine grabbed Shavi's shoulders as she kept backing away while Shavi continued to cling to him.

"L-look, I appreciate your feelings."
"Hmm?"
"But I already have someone I'm dating!!"

After saying that, he quickly ran to Milia and grabbed her shoulders, presenting her to Shavi... but.

"...Hero."
"What?"
"Milia has fainted."
"...What?"

Having just recovered from collapsing earlier, Milia had apparently fainted again standing up after witnessing the scene, her soul seemingly departed.

"Puhahahahaha!! What a sight!! Uwahahahaha!!"
"Pfft... kup."

Ignoring Orca laughing hysterically beside me and Soleil stifling her giggles behind me with her hand, I approached Shavi.

"Hey, would you like to talk with me for a bit?"
"Um... okay."

She seemed a bit dazed, probably shocked to discover that her heartfelt confession had been directed at someone who was already taken.
Sighing, I shook my head at Soleil who was about to follow us, and led Shavi to a less crowded place.

"Shavi."
"Yes...?"
"May I ask why you suddenly fell for the hero?"

At that question, she blushed and told me, with a girlish face, about the conversation she had with the vending machine before I arrived.

"Honestly, I thought it was impossible, but when he showed that side of himself at the end..."

It seems the decisive moment was when he fully released the holy sword with all his might at the end.

"...I thought your type would be older men."
"So you're into those old guys."
"Old guys?! How dare you!!"

How cool is Soleil!!
Ugh, I wasn't going to say that!!
That's what you get for calling Soleil an old guy!!

"You're Leila too, so you remember your past life, right?"
"Yes. You're talking about when I saved that kid and got hit by a truck?"
"That's right."

Let's see if she'll still say she likes the vending machine after hearing this!!

"That little child we saved back then is now that vend—ahem, the hero."
"...Really?"

Seeing her ask me back with a stunned expression, it must be quite a shock.

"Yes, really."
"Then isn't that fate?"
"...What?"
"Hehe, so this is what destiny is... Ah, I thank the Lord for allowing such a connection."

Now with heart patterns in her pupils, covering her face with both hands in delight, it seems she's completely smitten.

"This won't do. I'll have to beg him to accept me even as a concubine."
"Waaaait!!"

As she said that and tried to rush toward the vending machine, I grabbed her and said:

"Haah... Whether you like the hero or not, that's fine by me."
"If you don't care, let me go quickly."
"But if Milia gets hurt because of it, I will never forgive you."
"Oh, is that it? Don't worry about that."

When I mentioned Milia, Shavi smiled and took my hand.

"I've come to like Milia too, though not as much as Ian."

As long as that child calls her "big sister," she would cherish her too.

"If I think Milia might get hurt, I'll give up cleanly."

She said she planned to win Milia over first.
She removed my hand while saying these outrageous things.

"I'm a sinner, so I don't expect to have everything. It's enough if he just looks at me for a brief moment when I'm tired."

Shavi's bitter smile made her look somewhat pitiful.

...Ah, I see.
You haven't been saved yet, have you?

"Huh? Hey, what are you suddenly—!!"
"You are not a sinner."
"You..."

I ran to Shavi and embraced her, saying those words.

Forgiveness for the sinner.

"Though I've only seen part of your life, I can assure you. You're a coward afraid of receiving and giving love, but you still tried to protect the world according to your beliefs."

Even though the result was a failure, there's no need to blame herself like that.

"And you know what? Mother, the goddess of this world, would probably be overjoyed if she found you."

She would surely be delighted to have another daughter.

"So, let's be happy here, at least."
"...Can I."

As I held her tightly, I heard her voice, wet with tears.

"Can someone like me... be happy too...?"
"Of course."
"Can I really love someone...? Can I be loved by someone...?"
"You don't need permission to love and be loved."

Knowing well that she, like my past self, was only pretending to be strong on the outside.
Feeling the droplets wetting my shoulder, I quietly patted her back.

Salvation for those who suffer.

"You've worked hard all this time."

Recalling that moment when Mother saved my heart when I was young.

"Now, it's okay to cry for yourself."

I lent her my shoulder so she could freely shed the tears she had been holding back.
Praying that she would find happiness in this world.

* *

"Sniff."
"Feeling better now?"
"...Yes."

I had been holding Shavi for quite some time as she cried so dramatically it reminded me of my childhood.

"Yes, I'm fine now. Thanks for lending me your shoulder."

Shavi smiled brightly, her expression much more relieved compared to earlier.

"Ugh, but I cried so much... what if Ian thinks I'm a crybaby...?"

Seeing her worry about her crush's opinion even in this situation, I couldn't help but laugh.

"Ahaha!! You don't need to worry about that."
"Hmph, what, are you making fun of me?"

Before Shavi could truly get upset as she puffed her cheeks, I showed her the orb I was holding.

"It's a magical tool with a soundproofing barrier."
"...Oh."

We have many people with good hearing in our group, you see.
I took precautions to ensure our secrets wouldn't leak out.

"Come here, let me see. You still have tear stains."
"Okay."

Seeing Shavi obediently following my words, I felt like I had gained a little sister.
...Though technically, Shavi is probably older than me.

After wiping away her tear stains and using holy power to reduce the swelling:

"There, all done. Shall we go back now? Milia should have regained consciousness by now."
"Thank you."

So, I returned to where the vending machine was with Shavi.

"Milia, just listen to me for a moment!!"
"Listen to what!! I said no!!"

Milia was shooting magic at the vending machine.

"...Soleil?"
"Ah, you're back."
"Ahahahaha!!"
"What's going on here?"
"Well, you see... pfft!"

Something very amusing must have happened.
Soleil burst into laughter as she tried to explain the situation to me, though not as openly as Orca who was howling with laughter nearby.

"I think it would be faster if you saw for yourself."
"Haah, Ian..."

I watched Shavi for a moment as she immediately slipped into shy maiden mode upon seeing the vending machine, lost in her own world.
Then I looked forward again.

"I'm telling you, it's a misunderstanding!!"
"What misunderstanding!! You're completely smitten!!"
-WHOOSH!

Hmm.
Could it be that the vending machine asked Milia for permission to form a harem?

"What harem?! I have no intention of letting anyone into my heart except you!!"
"I'm fine with it!! Being lovey-dovey with big sister too, that's the best!!"
"Pfft!!"

I never expected Milia to be the one requesting a harem.

"Hey!! Be a man and form a harem!!"

Mr. Van, who had returned with the villagers from across the way, was also cheering for Milia.
...Why him?

"Princess Emilia, his younger sister, said she couldn't bear to see her sister get rejected, so she threatened the hero to form a harem."

It seems some very interesting things happened while I was away.

"W-wait a minute!! Let's call a truce!!"
"What truce!!"
-BOOM!!

Despite the vending machine's request for a truce, Milia fired a "Flame Lance" at him.
Seeing this, I patted the back of Shavi, who was still blushing shyly.

"Stop daydreaming and go stop her. You might score some points."
"Oh...!!"

At my words, Shavi rushed over and stood in front of Milia.

"That's enough."

Gone was the mushy girl from moments ago, replaced by a dignified figure.

"Ugh, Sister Shavi?"
"I'm happy you're thinking of me, but we have things to do first, don't we?"

She persuaded Milia, saying they should help the villagers find shelter first.

"...Hmph."
"Hehe, I'm still happy though. I was honestly afraid you would reject me."

Milia puffed her cheeks and averted her gaze, apparently displeased at being stopped.

"No matter what happens, even if you're not the sister I knew, I would never reject you, Leila. Though now you're Sister Shavi."

Hehe, what a good child.
To think she thought of me that way.

"Of course, I would completely reject the princess."
"Eh, why?!"

Mr. Van cried out in shock from behind.

"Because I like the sister, but I don't particularly like the princess!"
"Ahaha!"
"Um... could someone heal me...?"

As I watched Milia shouting at Mr. Van and laughed, the vending machine approached me, blackened with soot.

"Here, Shavi, please heal him."
"O-okay!"

Though she might not have studied as a priest, as a holy knight she should know basic healing.

"I feel strange..."
"Pfft."
"Usually, shouldn't it be the opposite...? Why am I getting scolded by Milia for not forming a harem...?"
"Um, Ian... don't you like me...?"
"No, it's not that I don't like you, it's just, you know..."

The vending machine, who had been complaining in a daze, suddenly choked on his words when Shavi, who was healing him, spoke tearfully.

"Ian, don't you feel sorry for Sister Shavi?!"
"Ugh, Milia."
"I'm fine. No, I'm actually happy!"

I let Soleil, who had quietly come up behind me and embraced me, give me a light kiss, then decided to watch the three of them.

"...If you don't like it, I won't force you."

After arguing for a while, Shavi finally used her trump card.
With tears in her eyes, she turned away with a dejected face, delivering a piercing blow to the vending machine's heart.

"Woo-!! Woo-!!"
"Be quiet over there, how can someone be so tactless?"

Of course, Mr. Van, who was trying to make a scene from behind, was being restrained by Orca, who had the sense to stop him.

"Ian, I'll ask you too. Can't you accept Sister Shavi?"

And Milia, standing next to Shavi, looking at him with desperate eyes.
This is over.

"...Ugh."

The vending machine covered his eyes with both hands and looked up at the sky.
Somehow, it makes me think of popcorn I haven't had in ages.

"Haah, alright."
"R-really?!"
"Phew, that's a relief. Right, sister?"

While Milia was holding Shavi's hand and swinging it around happily:

"Shavi."
"Yes!"
"Let me tell you in advance, now that I've accepted you, I won't be half-hearted about it."
"...Yes. Thank you."
"Milia, you really won't regret this?"
"Of course not!"

It feels a bit strange watching someone who looks like me fawning over the vending machine.
But well, whatever.

"Now that your love quarrel is over, could you help me?"
"Ugh."
"Ehehe, yes!"
"I'd like to apologize to the people first."
"Take care."

As the vending machine and Milia followed Shavi, saying she shouldn't go alone:

"Soleil."
"Here."

I took the staff Soleil handed me.

"Lord, your child prays."

The technique I'm constructing is "Light of Judgment," but I plan to modify it a bit.

"So that I may perform your miracle through this body."

After maximizing the magical purification properties inherent in the "Light of Judgment":

"So that your little lambs hiding in the shadows may return to you."

To invigorate the bodies of the weary.

"Grant me permission to guide them with my light."

As the released holy power fell like rain, purifying the surrounding magical energy,
I approached Shavi, who was crying in the vending machine's arms after receiving forgiveness from the villagers.

"Everything will be alright now."
"Sniff, thank you..."

After patting Shavi's shoulder, I approached Mr. Van, who was still being restrained by Orca.

"Orca, I think you can let him go now?"
"Ah, I forgot."

Orca, who had been sitting on Mr. Van's back and covering his mouth with cloth while yawning, left his spot when I approached, saying he was tired.
I wondered if something was wrong, but seeing him settle on a relatively intact building nearby and close his eyes, he really must be tired.

"Puhaaa!! I can breathe again."
"Ahaha. Are you feeling better now?"
"Whose healing do you think it was? Of course I'm fine."

Mr. Van scratched his head, saying there was no need to worry anymore since Shavi had been forgiven by the villagers.

"This magic falling now will protect people from the magical energy."

With the current concentration of magical energy in the demon realm, there should be no problems for at least a week.

"Once again, I express my gratitude."
"I just did what needed to be done."
"By the way, I was a bit worried alone, but I'm glad the villagers accepted her."
"You're being modest."

I think Mr. Van's influence played a large part in the villagers forgiving Shavi when he left alone earlier.

"Anyway, that's one problem solved."
"Leila."

As I watched Shavi finally declaring her love and rushing toward the vending machine from over there,
I opened my mouth toward Soleil, who was calling me.
I just remembered we hadn't discussed something important yet.

"I'm back."
"Welcome back."

Ch.99 - [Side Story] Towards the End of the Journey (1)
It all began with a story that could have happened anywhere.
A simple tale of a child living an ordinary life with family in a small village, who lost everything to a monster attack.

"Oh my... We arrived too late. Are you alright?"

As I watched the holy knights extending their hands to me and a few other survivors amidst the ruined village, I think I realized something.
Ah, there's no such thing as a story that doesn't concern me.

"If you have nowhere to go, would you like to come with me?"

Looking at the holy knight's outstretched hand as I lay collapsed from exhaustion after crying over my lost family.
Somehow, I thought the smile on his face seemed a bit... artificial.

And so, I was taken in by the church.

"Listen well. The Goddess has commanded us to eradicate all evil from this land."

I was raised in a facility that gathered and educated children my age.
A place commonly known as the Education Center.

"Engrave this in your hearts. Monsters and demon-kind are enemies of this world who deserve death."

At the Education Center, they taught us basic knowledge along with various doctrines and proper conduct for priests.

"Save yourselves. So that when the time comes, the Goddess may look upon you."

Children who couldn't achieve certain scores in the periodic exams were made to leave the Education Center under the pretext of "graduation."
At first, I wondered about friends who left after "graduating" and never returned.
But that curiosity faded with time, and as the exams continued, all that remained was our fear of graduation.

"Humans are the true masters of this world, permitted by the Lord."

I could instinctively understand.
"Graduation" was merely the process of discarding children who were no longer useful.

"All that we are is for the Lord."
"All that we are is for the salvation of the world."
"You are the seeds of hope that will save the world when the time comes."

Around the time when all the other children except me had disappeared from the Education Center, the pilgrimage journeys began.
Travels meant to seek teachings from various people around the world and help those in need.

I must have been around 18 years old.
When a large cross mark appeared on my chest.

"Ohhh... It's the mark of a saint!!"
"She is a holy maiden... Surely the Lord has finally recognized our sincerity!!"

Standing before all the high-ranking church officials, enduring my embarrassment as I stood with my upper garments removed, I thought:
If they had to mark me, couldn't they have put it on my back or somewhere less embarrassing?

Anyway, after this stigmata—the so-called mark of a saint—appeared on my chest, one good thing and one not-so-good thing happened.

The good thing was that the holy power I could wield increased incomparably from before.
The not-so-good thing was that, for some reason, my lungs weakened after the stigmata appeared, making it difficult to run for long periods.

About a year passed after that.

"A Demon Lord?"
"Yes. His Holiness the Pope is certain that the stigmata on your chest appeared specifically to confront the Demon Lord..."

They said someone with powerful demonic energy who commanded monsters had appeared from the western edge of the continent.
This person, who had demon-kind under his command and declared world domination as his goal, was called the Demon Lord and designated as the highest priority target for elimination.
And His Holiness the Pope, whom I had never even seen face-to-face except on the day he came to inspect my stigmata, decided to entrust this crucial role to me.

"But I'm just a priestess."
"We are aware, Holy Maiden."

Even though I usually followed orders from above without question, that day I was so dumbfounded I had to ask.
And then...

"A hero summoned from another world to defeat the Demon Lord will soon arrive here."
"A hero...?"
"I was just told to call him that."

What on earth was a "hero" supposed to be?

"You, Holy Maiden, will accompany this hero with the goal of defeating the Demon Lord."
"Ah, I see..."

Since I understood well that I had no choices of my own since my days at the Education Center,
I decided not to ask any further questions.

And then, a few days later...

"I am Jereon."
"I am Aria, the Holy Maiden."
"Holy Maiden?"

My first impression of the hero Jereon, a man wearing sophisticated armor, was, in a word, terrible.

"I don't have a hobby of carrying dolls around, but I suppose I have no choice."
"...Who are you calling a doll?"

Jereon abruptly referred to me as a will-less doll and wouldn't even properly respond to my questions.
He only began to see me properly after about three months of grumbling and traveling together.

"I'm sorry for how I've been."
"Why so suddenly?"
"Just am."

That day we had encountered a somewhat stronger monster and found ourselves in danger.
When I threw myself in harm's way to save Jereon from another monster sneaking up behind him while he was struggling, this was his sudden response.

"Ha, I never thought I'd see the day you'd apologize to me, Hero."
"You can call me Jereon."
"...Really?"
"Yes. No need to be so formal all the time."
"Truly?!"

Although it bothered me that he was looking at me with what seemed like pity,
I was happier that Jereon seemed to have acknowledged me.

Anyway, after that, Jereon and I traveled together exchanging opinions, meeting various people and parting ways with them.
Among those encounters, the most memorable was...

"My name is Dorothy. As you can see, I'm half-human, half-beast. I specialize in wielding mana directly as a weapon."

Dorothy, a purple-haired girl with goat horns on her head and a long horse-like tail.

"My past? What good would knowing that do you?"

The reason Dorothy was particularly memorable was partly due to her unique personality with its characteristic sarcasm and irritability, but mostly because of her past.
A poor child who had been an experimental subject in some kingdom's laboratory since childhood, subjected to all kinds of experiments.
A child who tried to kill her only friend out of fear that if her past was revealed, we would abandon her.

"Pfft, it's not that you don't want to talk about it—you just can't remember, you idiot!"
"Grrrr!!"

...And then there was that frivolous mage, Aran, whom we met through that connection.
Though frivolous, he was secretly kind to others, yet persistently tormented Dorothy. Protecting her from that man became one of my duties.

*THWACK!*
"Ow, stop bullying the kid already."
"Kid? People would think she's older than you, miss."

The reason the corners of the scripture I carried around were particularly worn was probably due to the back of Aran's head.

Anyway, I'll never forget my parting with Dorothy.

"Hey, if you ever meet Arin, could you tell her something for me? That I'm sorry for leaving her behind that day."
"Dorothy!"
"Ask if she would accept me as a friend again, if someone like me is okay. Hehe."
"Damn that idiot!! Aria!! Catch her quickly!!"
"What are you saving all those amazing spells for?!"
"...It's too late."

She blocked the entrance to the ravine to save us when we were trapped in the Demon Lord's army's ambush, unable to use mana or holy power, and met her end.

It was probably from that moment.
That I began to truly hate monsters.
And simultaneously, began to fanatically follow the church's teachings.

Demon-kind are the absolute evil that has come to this land.
The monsters they command like limbs are no different from demon-kind themselves.
The hateful monsters that killed my family and caused my comrade's death must be exterminated without exception.
That must be why the Goddess designated me as a Holy Maiden.

For everyone's salvation.

"Holy Maiden. Your methods are excessive."
"Let go, Oliver. It's still alive."

Holy Knight Oliver, who joined us when we stopped at the Holy Kingdom for maintenance after Dorothy's death, constantly tried to stop me.

"Jereon. How long will you continue to stand by?"
"...I don't know what you mean."
"Leave it, old man. No matter what you do, there's no way to persuade her on that matter."

Sometimes Oliver would say things to Jereon that I couldn't understand.

"Jereon, do you think I'm wrong too?"
"I don't particularly think that."
"See?"
"Sigh, you're acting like teenagers..."
"Take your complaints to your superiors."

Still, without major issues, we were able to reach the Demon Lord.

"GRAAAAH!!"
"Huff, huff..."
"We, we did it!! We actually did it, Jereon!!"
"Whew, thought we were goners."
"...But we all survived and succeeded."

We were able to successfully defeat the Demon Lord.

"Is this how it ends...!!"

No.

"If I cannot have it, then I shall destroy it all!! I curse you!!"

It wasn't exactly successful.
The curse left by the dying Demon Lord began to slowly consume the land and sky.

After killing the Demon Lord, we returned to find countermeasures against the curse.
Jereon married the princess of the kingdom that had summoned him and became king.
The calculation was that becoming king would make it easier to find countermeasures for the curse.

However, we ultimately couldn't find any solution.
All we could do was establish a massive barrier to prevent the curse from spreading someday.

We decided to abandon the western lands of the continent.
We needed time to establish a barrier to protect the continent.

It was around that time.
When Jereon suggested we prepare for future generations.
If the problem was too difficult to solve in our lifetime, we should at least prepare for what comes next.

Aran, Oliver, and I agreed with this opinion.
We gathered everyone's ideas and decided to prepare simple trials for future heroes.
In the midst of this, I heard an unbelievable story.

"...What?"
"We won't place humans as supervisors for each trial."

Aran's sudden announcement.
The preposterous idea of appointing monsters as supervisors for the trials.

"This is for you too, Holy Maiden."
"Oliver?"

I couldn't understand why they would make monsters—beings that should be torn apart and killed—supervisors of trials for future generations.

"The negotiations will be handled by me and the old man, so you just need to watch."
"...Then why bring me along?"
"I think seeing it with your own eyes will be faster than explaining."
"No..."

As I glared at Aran, about to refuse...

"Stop arguing and come along."
"...Jereon?"
"Wow, His Majesty the King has arrived."
"That joke isn't very funny, Aran."
"Haha!! Forgive him, Jereon. He's just jealous of you."

Jereon suddenly appeared at our resting place built on the cliff of the Great Waterfall.

"Jereon, what did you just say?"
"I said stop arguing and come along, Aria."
"Is that an order?"
"No, it's coercion."

I was so dumbfounded by his words that I could only glare at him.

"You're the type who doesn't understand properly when things are explained with words."
"Are you calling me stupid?"
"So see with your own eyes what we want to convey to you."

As Jereon turned his back and disappeared again, saying he had already obtained permission from the Holy Kingdom so we shouldn't worry...

"...Did you all plan this?"
"Yep. We're trying to soften that stubborn head of our Holy Maiden."
"Honestly, I thought she would understand before we reached the Demon Lord's castle. We decided to take drastic measures since it seemed impossible."
"Old man, if that had worked, Jereon would have a few less wrinkles between his eyebrows."
"True enough."

I couldn't understand what they were talking about at the time.

"Puhaha!! Are you sulking?!"
"Oh my, we've made the Holy Maiden angry."

I decided to follow the two of them, expressing my displeasure by puffing my cheeks.

"Damn it, why are you so depressed?"
"Everyone got hurt trying to protect me. Why am I different from my comrades?"
"What's wrong with being different? White is good. Look, my hair is white too. White is a sign of strength."

The first place we visited was a goblin colony said to maintain relatively friendly relations with humans.
There was supposedly a strange goblin named Ur with white skin there.
But monsters were just beings that needed to be killed.

"Human. If I follow your words, will my friends in the village no longer be hurt?"
"Yes. I promise. As long as your friends don't attack first, I'll make sure the humans in this area don't harm them anymore."

I couldn't understand.
Village friends?
Weren't monsters just beings that lived by instinct?

With these questions in mind, the second place we visited was an old castle where moving armor had been sighted.

"Go back, human."

Sure enough, not long after searching around the castle, we found a living armor that seemed a bit stronger than what I knew.

"That's a living armor. I'll purify—"
*THWACK*
"Ow!"
"Please stay still, Holy Maiden."

As I was about to purify it, Oliver struck the back of my head.

"Are you Aidan, the one from the rumors?"
"My name is indeed Aidan."
"Won't you come with us?"
"...I refuse."

After refusing, the living armor turned its back and left.

"This one's not going to be easy."
"Old man, you're too direct."
"Shut up."
"What are you two trying to do?"

I asked Oliver, who was scratching his head in disappointment, and Aran, who was snickering behind us, but received no answer.
They just urged me to follow the living armor.

And not long after, we saw a child who appeared to be from the village encounter the living armor.

"Danger... huh?"

As I rushed forward, ignoring the two telling me to stay put, I had to stop.

"Sigh... I've told you many times this isn't a playground."
"But you're the only one who plays with me!"

The living armor placed the child on its shoulders and began walking toward the village.

"Be careful going home. There are many dangerous things around here."
"Okay! Thanks for playing with me today, Armor Mister!"

After waving to the child, the living armor turned to me and asked:

"I said I refused your offer."
"...Why."
"Hmm?"
"Why would a monster, of all things, treat a human..."
"It's my choice. Is there a problem?"

...Choice?

"No, there's no problem."
"You again."
"Come with me."
"How many times must I say it?"
"I'll give you a reason to live."

At that moment, I stared wide-eyed at Oliver, not understanding what he had said.
Living armor is undead, right?
Offering a reason to live to something already dead?

"A reason to live?"
"My dream is to create a world where children can smile."
"..."
"Don't you think there are too many children in this world who have lost their smiles because of the war with demon-kind?"

The living armor nodded quietly at Oliver's words.

"We succeeded in stopping the Demon Lord, but my dream is just beginning."
"That's quite a good dream."
"I thought someone like you, who likes children, would understand."
"Tell me more about your offer."
"I'll prepare a front-row seat for you to watch my dream come true."

...Is that muscle-brain calling this a proposal?

"Puhah! Hahaha!! Old man!! Are you calling that a proposal?! Hahaha!! This is a masterpiece!!"

See?
Even Aran is doubled over laughing.

"It's quite tempting."
"Isn't it?"
"Really?"

I couldn't understand.
No, it would be more accurate to say I didn't want to understand.
If I understood the emotion rising within me now, it would mean denying everything I had been until now.

"I'll accept your offer."
"My name is Oliver. That skinny one over there is Aran, and this dazed young lady is Aria."
"I see. Nice to meet you. Oliver. Aran. A—"
"Stop."

My stomach churned, and I cut off the monster as it tried to say my name.

"Stop... don't say my name."
"...I apologize."
"I'm sorry. It seems this was too much of a shock for our lady. We'll call for you when she's ready, so please wait a little longer."
"Mm."

Ignoring Aran and Oliver looking at me, I ran toward the lake we had found earlier near the castle.

"Ugh!!"

At the lakeside, I vomited everything inside me.
Though nothing actually came out.

I was disgusted with myself.

"Hic... sob."

My entire life until now had been directly negated.

"Sob, hiccup."

Until Aran and Oliver slowly followed and sat beside me, quietly patting my back.
I just cried silently.

Much later.

"Hmm."
"I'm surprised you're so uncomfortable."
"Well, our next target is quite formidable."
"Hmm."
"...Can I try?"

I interrupted the two discussing our next destination after my crying had stopped.

"Aria?"
"Holy Maiden?"
"I think I understand what everyone wants to tell me. So let me handle this one."

Aran and Oliver looked at each other for a long time after hearing my words.

"That's a good idea."
"As you wish."

They said with smiles.

As I followed Aran toward a cave in the remote northern part of the continent, I had something I was genuinely curious about.

"Aran."
"What?"
"How do you know about places like this?"
"Heh, because I'm capable."

Dodging the question again.

"Sigh, if you don't want to tell me, fine."
"Stop asking when you already know."
"It's because you hide so many things that the Holy Maiden keeps asking, you idiot."

Anyway, at the place we arrived following Aran's lead...

"What business do humans have coming to such a place?"
"Wow, amazing."
"Hmm, a divine beast."

An arachne—a monster with a spider's body and human upper body from legend—was wearing white priestly robes and emitting tremendous holy power, her red eyes glowing as she faced us.
If it had been me before, I would have denied reality, saying there's no way a monster could wield holy power.
But as Oliver said, she was clearly a divine beast.

"*Gulp*"
"Hey, can you handle this? If you're not careful, she might be more—"
"S-shut up!! There's no way there could be a priest more impressive than me, a Holy Maiden!"

When Aran whispered while poking my side, I instinctively snapped back.

"Oh? A Holy Maiden?"

The arachne flinched at my words and glared at me.

"I have a proposal for you!"
"I refuse."
"Eh?"
"Even if you are a Holy Maiden directly appointed by the Goddess, I have no reason to listen to you."

When I turned to Aran in confusion, he shrugged, saying even he had no information this time.

"Ugh... then let's duel!! The loser follows the winner's words!!"
"...Why should I?"

As the arachne asked what benefit that would bring her...

"Pfft, are you backing out because you're afraid of losing?"
*CRACK*

...I ended up taunting instead of persuading.
Apparently, this divine beast had a short temper like me, and after various provocations from both sides, we settled on a duel where the loser would follow the winner's words.

"How did it come to this?"
"Maybe the problem is that you and that busty divine beast lady have similar personalities."
"Sigh... Aran..."
"What? The old man has nice breasts too."
"Ahem."

After giving a disgusted look to the two idiotic men beside me, the duel with the divine beast who called herself Lian began.

In the duel with Lian, I finally had to admit it.
Until now, I had been, as Jereon said, no different from a puppet manipulated by others' intentions.
I felt foolish for sincerely believing that we humans were the true servants of God.
Because right before me was someone with deeper faith than anyone else in the world—someone I could never have defeated without the stigmata the Goddess bestowed upon me.

Realizing that my life until now had been negated, that I and the church were wrong, didn't feel as bad as I thought it would.

I could properly understand that monsters too were just living their lives faithfully.
The evil ones were the Demon Lords who controlled them and brought death.
That must be why the Goddess designated me as a Holy Maiden.

For everyone's salvation.

"I admit defeat."
"Mmm, no. If anything, I'm the one who cheated."
"Hehe, is that so?"
"Yes. So, shall we call it a draw?"

With a speech pattern clearly different from before the duel,
Lian and I clasped hands and smiled as we spoke.

"Um, Lian."
"Yes, Aria?"
"If it's okay... would you be my friend?"
"Oh my?"

Lian looked surprised, her eyes widening as she covered her mouth.

"S-sorry! I spoke too hastily..."
"Aren't we already friends?"
"...Lian!!"
"Hehe."

The first friend I made after my hometown was destroyed embraced me with a gentle smile.

"Aww... can I get a hug too just once...?"
"Lian, just don't kill him."
"Of course not."

We decided to tie up the white-haired idiot spouting nonsense behind us with Lian's spider silk and leave him for a few days.

Ch.100 - [Side Story] Towards the End of the Journey (2)
A few days later.

"Aran, Oliver."

As I left Lian's residence and began walking to meet up with Jereon first, I called out to the two of them.

"I'm sorry for everything until now. And, thank you."
"As long as you understand now, young lady."
"As long as you understand, that's what matters."

Facing the two who smiled gently at me, I decided to share my resolution.

"Once this matter is settled, I plan to embark on a journey of atonement."

Aran and Oliver listened quietly without saying a word.

"As Aria, not as a saint affiliated with the church."

Instead of the teachings I received from the church that have bound me until now, I intend to see with my own eyes and make my own judgments.

"It might take some time to break free from the false doctrines instilled in me at the academy."

Nevertheless, still.

"For everyone's salvation."

After hearing my words, the two approached me with smiling faces, patted my head, and said:

"Well, I'm not busy. I'll go with you."
"How coincidental, it seems our paths will overlap."

And so, at our resting place above the Great Waterfall, I met Jereon again.

"Aria."
"Yes, Jereon."

And only then could I understand why Jereon had looked at me with pitying eyes.
Because even though I witnessed him trying to save both humans and monsters without discrimination right beside me, I had closed my eyes and only wanted to see what I wanted to see.

"Have you opened your eyes now?"
"Yes. I can see clearly."
"That's good."

As I felt Jereon patting my head, somehow I felt tears welling up.

"Hic."
"...Aria, are you crying right now?"
"Hic, but... but..."
"Wow, trash. You made a girl cry."
"That's why I told you to just explain things with words earlier."
"When you were watching my actions all along and still didn't catch on... wait, Aria!?"
"Waaaaaah!!"

The joy I felt upon realizing how much my companions cared for me.
The disappointment I felt toward Jereon, who could have explained things many times but neglected to do so, claiming he wasn't good with words.
Among various other mixed emotions.

Honestly, I think I cried even harder because it was the first time I saw Jereon flustered, and that was fascinating.

After crying for quite a while, I was finally able to bring up the topic of the atonement journey to Jereon.

"I see."
"Yes."
"Now that I've become king, I have too much to do, so I won't be able to go with you."
"That's okay."
"Right. Have a good journey."

Come back safely.
That single phrase, as if he was promising to be a place for me to return to, somehow made my heart race.

"...Yes!"

Not long after that day, the dungeon for the Holy Sword Trial was also completed.
After gathering those who were to supervise the trial, we decided to spend some time apart.

Sometimes visiting the dungeon to talk with those I had formed connections with.
Sometimes taking Lian outside to spend time together.

Then came a certain day.
Jereon was busy with state affairs, and Aran and Oliver had left abruptly saying they had business to attend to and wouldn't return for a month.
Since I needed to wait for the two to return before departing on my journey, I was bored and preparing to visit Lian.

"The saint's condition has been a bit strange lately."
"It seems she's not following our teachings and is getting along well with monsters of all things."

While searching through various parts of the papal office for a gift to bring to Lian, I heard people talking about me from a secret room.
Though I knew I shouldn't, curiosity got the better of me, and I ended up listening in.

"Tsk, that hero, he did something unnecessary."
"So, when are we planning to resume the saint's brainwashing?"

...What did they just say?

"There's a big event in the kingdom soon, so let's use that opportunity."
"Hmm. If he became king, he should just focus on politics instead of meddling everywhere. That troublesome hero."
"After all the effort the church put into creating a saint, we can't just leave things like this."
"Ah, even the goddess is indifferent. Despite our devotion."
"Still, now that we know how to create a saint, we can just do it again in the future."

I struggled to restrain the urge to kick down the door and burst in.

"Come to think of it, that theory was your proposal, wasn't it?"
"Yes."
"I've heard about it too, and it's truly an excellent theory."
"You flatter me."
"Driving monsters into a remote village that no one would care about if it disappeared overnight, and then raising the survivors... I was shocked at first, but seeing the results, I can't help but acknowledge it."

What?

"Humans, you see. If they have motivation, they can become incredibly strong."
"Haha! Wiping out a village with monsters and then instilling hatred for monsters to create someone who saves people more zealously than anyone else. Truly an excellent method."
"Throughout history, the mark of sainthood has been bestowed upon those who saved people most diligently, so all we need to do is create someone who will save people more diligently than anyone else."
"Yes!! You're right!! Haha!!"

....

-BANG!!
"Who's there!"
"Gasp, S-Saint!?"
"Don't tell me you heard our conversation..."
"...So."

I, until now.

"I've been living like this for the sake of my family's murderers?"
"N-No, you misunderstand!!"
"Saint!! Please listen to our explanation first...!!"
"L-Let's talk about this!!"

Ha, haha.

-CRACK!
"AAAAARGH!!"
-THUD! THWACK!
"Guhk!"

After that, I don't remember exactly what I did.
I probably lost my senses and beat them until they were nearly dead.
When I came to my senses, I was in an underground prison within the Inquisition.

"...Why?"

I was the victim, so why am I the one imprisoned?
The answer to this question came surprisingly quickly.

"Tsk, we revered you as a saint, but you show no gratitude and dare to assault a bishop?"

One of the men I had beaten was looking at me with a swollen face.
Watching him spit at me with an angry expression before leaving, I was dumbfounded for a while.

...Why?

I couldn't find the answer to this question even after several days.

-Do you desire power?

It was after several days of refusing meals and not eating anything.
When a voice echoed in my mind.

-Do you desire power?
"...W-Who?"
-You have talent.

It was a strange voice that I couldn't tell whether it was male or female, child or elder.

-I am different from your god who merely watches from the heavens without intervening.
"..."
-Serve me. And I shall give you everything you desire.

Normally, I would have said "Don't be ridiculous, I serve no one but the goddess," but.

"...Goddess. You are truly indifferent."

Right now, I.

"You implant this mark on me as these fools wish, and yet why do you say nothing to me?"

Was not in my right mind.

"Ha, ahaha."

What value is there in my life until now?

"Tell me... anyone, please..."

I felt empty.

-I will tell you.

Immediately after, the space before me split open, and a black and red glowing orb fell out.

-Swallow it. Then you will forget everything you have been until now, and become a new you.

With those final words, the voice ceased.
Looking at the orb left behind, I briefly recalled everyone's faces, but...
Somehow, all the faces I recalled were blurry and quickly faded away.

It didn't take long to make my decision.

Because.

-Gulp.

No matter what reason was given, I couldn't accept the horrifying fact that I had been living my life in devotion to those who had killed my family.
It's the fault of the goddess who gave me only power and responsibility without caring about the truth and then abandoned me.
If it were me, I would never have abandoned someone like that.

"Saint? Why are you outside the prison...?"
-SLASH!

Ah, this sense of fulfillment filling my entire body.

"You... why are you here... what's with all that blood?"
"Die."
-SLICE.

Yes, this is it.
This is what revenge feels like.

"Ha, ahaha, kyahahahaha!!"

I felt like my mind had cleared.
Since swallowing the orb, my mind had cleared, and knowledge I had never known before flowed into me.

"Ah, Lord Azathoth."

Praising the name of the true god who gave me power and knowledge.

"Yes. According to your will."

I answered the divine revelation flowing into my mind.

"From now on, I shall dedicate this body to bringing down that abominable goddess."

For everyone's salvation.

* *

"Lian!!"
"Aran! Oliver!"
"What happened!?"
"Aria, Aria...!!"

Aran and Oliver, who had rushed over after receiving a call through the magical device installed for emergencies in the dungeon, heard unbelievable news from Lian.

"Aria... has become an apostate..."
"What?"
"The Saint, an apostate?"

Recalling Aria who had visited her a few days ago, Lian sobbed and said:

"She asked me... if I would serve another god instead of the indifferent goddess..."
"Insane."
"Impossible..."
"When I refused, she looked at me with contempt and said I was fortunate to know nothing..."

Because it was the first time she had seen such an expression on her friend's face.
Lian cried with a hurt expression.

"Please... please bring Aria back to normal!! I, I couldn't do anything, sob."
"Damn it, what the hell happened!!"
"...I'll return to the Holy Country to find out what happened."
"I'll look for Aria."

However, even after a considerable amount of time, they couldn't find Aria.

"...Damn it."
"Aran. Did you find anything?"
"Nothing. Neither Jereon nor Aria."

Not long after Aria disappeared, Jereon also vanished, leaving only a letter behind.

"Damn it, what's this about 'for world peace'? Just leaving on his own...!!"
"Saying he's entrusting the aftermath to us. Really, how irresponsibly Jereon-like."

And so, several years passed.

"Aran."
"Old man."
"Have you found anything?"
"...I found out where Jereon was headed."
"Really!?"

After sealing the dungeon for the Holy Sword Trial, the two who had been searching for Jereon and Aria would meet regularly to share what they had discovered.

"It seems he headed to the Dragon's Territory at the northern end of the continent. He left quite obvious traces."
"The Dragon's, Territory?"
"Yes. It seems Jereon doesn't want us to find him."
"Why?"

Aran sighed and ran his fingers through his hair at Oliver's question.

"Even I can't interfere with the Dragon's Territory. Jereon probably knows that."
"...So he's telling us to stop worrying about him and focus on our own tasks."
"Seems that way. Did you find anything?"
"Nothing at all."

Because Aria had disappeared like air without leaving any trace after that day.

"Aran."
"Yes."
"It seems they're building a large city where the Saint's hometown was, calling it the birthplace of the first saint."
"Ah, I heard about that too. Near that waterfall where we often had tea? They're naming the city Aria?"
"Yes. It's ridiculous. Those papal bastards, after committing such acts, they cover up all the facts and then shamelessly exploit the Saint's name."

Oliver, who had been speaking with a calm expression, turned to Aran.

"Answer me one thing, Aran."
"Old man."
"Don't tell me you can't or don't know. I'm not a fool."
"...Alright."
"I think you already know. About where the Saint will meet her end."
"..."

Aran glared silently at Oliver in response.

"I know that you're a user of time magic."
"...How?"

As Aran glared and asked, Oliver extended his finger toward Aran's head.

"After the Saint disappeared, the vitality in your hair noticeably diminished."
"Just from that?"
"That's enough to turn suspicion into certainty."

After a moment of silence at Oliver's words, Aran ran his fingers through his hair and sighed deeply.

"Haah..."
"You must have found it. The reason you're not telling us is because it's in a time period we can't reach."
"Yes."
"Who will the Saint meet her end by?"
"Future heroes."

Aran spoke about the future he had seen to Oliver, who asked calmly.

"She'll be alone?"
"Yes."
"That's lonely."
"Probably."
"She must not be smiling."
"That's right."

Hearing this, Oliver stood up and extended his hand toward Aran.

"Aran, I have a request."
"No."
"I want to go to the place where the Saint will meet her end."
"I said no."
"Won't you take me there?"
"Damn it, there's not a single person in this party who listens to me."

After staring at the outstretched hand for a long time, Aran finally took it and stood up.

"...When you look at me like that, I have no choice."
"I'm sorry."

And so, Aran arrived with Oliver at a wasteland in the western part of the continent, now called the Demon Realm, and looked at Oliver with sad eyes as he spoke.

"This is it."
"Does this place look the same in the future?"
"Yes."

After looking around for a while, Oliver spoke bitterly.

"It's desolate."
"Old man."
"My decision won't change."
"...I can't even guarantee whether it will succeed or not."
"It doesn't matter. I believe in you."
"Even if it succeeds, the price for crossing thousands of years in a human body will be great. Even if you're a master, your body will collapse after just a few seconds."
"To think I could last a few seconds after crossing thousands of years, as expected of a grand magician."

At Oliver's calm words, Aran's face contorted.

"Old man, you're asking me to kill a precious comrade."
"I'm sorry."
"You're telling me to kill my only remaining friend with my own hands."

Placing his hand on the shoulder of Aran, who spoke with an agonized face.

"No, you're fulfilling a friend's dream."
"What are you saying... that's not your dream..."
"My dream is to create a world where children can smile."
"So what does that have to do with this..."

Already knowing that nothing he said could stop him, Aran grumbled with discontent.

"Many children have regained their smiles. But."
"..."
"Aria can't smile."
"Old man..."
"Even if it's just for the last moment, I feel like my dream will be fulfilled if that child can smile."
"...Alright."

With tightly pursed lips, Aran stepped back a few steps to prepare his magic.

"Let me explain one last time. The success rate is less than half, and even if it succeeds, your body will completely collapse after no more than 10 seconds."
"That's enough."

The platinum-haired holy knight, who had removed all the armor he had worn until now and held only his favorite mace, grinned.

"Aran. Thanks to you, it's been fun."
"I'm the one who should say that. I've enjoyed it because of you."
"Farewell."
"Thank you for indulging my selfishness."

Looking at the magic circle glowing brilliantly with white light, Oliver said:

"See you again, my friend."

He bid his final farewell to his friend who was seeing him off with an agonized face.
As the brilliant white mana faded away, only Aran remained.

"Damn it, what's with that 'see you again'..."

As Aran looked up at the sky and spoke irritably, thick tears were falling from his eyes.

Ch.101 - [Children's Day If Side Story] Red Medicine
So, it was just another ordinary day.
After finishing my morning prayers, I headed outside the Vatican.

-Knock. Knock.
"Yahoo~ Milia, are you there?"
-Yes! Come in!

I went to Milia's workshop because I had been helping her with her research on some growth-related potion recently.
Well, I say workshop, but it's actually the home of a happy man who has both Milia and Shavi wrapped around his fingers.

"Where's Shavi?"
"Big sis Shavi is on a date with Ian!"
"Hehe, they get along well."
"Well, what they call a date is just Ian following big sis Shavi around while she does her usual volunteer work."

As Milia and I were chatting.

"Oh, right! I just completed a new potion yesterday!"
"Oh, that was quick."

Milia clapped her hands excitedly, apparently having forgotten about it.

"Ehehe, the help you gave me last time was really useful."

Thanks to my mother's blessing, I could quickly recover from most potions or poisons even if something went wrong, so I had been personally testing the effects of her experimental potions.
Because of this, Milia's research was progressing very rapidly.
Hehe, I'm looking forward to the day when Milia completes her research.

"I'm glad I could help."
"The potion is on the table, so please drink it. I'll go get a recording crystal!"
"Okay."

As I watched Milia go upstairs to get the recording crystal, I shook my head at the thought that crossed my mind.
...Upstairs must be the bedroom, surely she wouldn't use a recording crystal to... No, of course not.

Anyway.
Since it takes some time for the potion's effects to appear, I was going to drink it in advance as Milia suggested, but...

"Two potions?"

On Milia's desk, there were two potions—one with blue liquid and one with red liquid.

"Hmm..."

Well, Milia wouldn't make anything strange.
The potion I drank last time was red, so I should drink the red one again.

-Gulp.

This time it tastes like strawberries.
Hehe, she must have taken my comment about the last one being a bit bitter to heart.
By the way, I was a bit disappointed last time.
It was almost a success.

Anyway, as I was lost in thought while listening to Milia's busy footsteps still searching for the crystal...

"...Ugh."

My whole body started to heat up.
The reaction is a bit faster this time.

"...Huh?"
-Thud!

I tried to stand up to open the window to cool down my heated body, but my strength suddenly left me and I collapsed.
This seems to be a bit problematic.

"Ugh..."

As I groaned from the burning heat throughout my body, I thought to myself.
I hope that when I open my eyes and get up, Milia's research will have been successful.

* *

"Sorry I'm late... Gasp."

Milia, who had finally found the recording crystal after searching through her messy bedroom, covered her mouth in horror.

"I've made a terrible mistake...!!"

It seemed that Leila had mistakenly drunk the potion that Milia had made to satisfy her own desires with Shavier.

"Mmm... so noisy..."

As if to prove it, a small girl in loose clothing was stretching and complaining in front of her.

"...Who are you?"
"W-well, you see..."

She looked about 8 or 9 years old.
About 130cm tall, with golden eyes marked by a red cross and light green hair flowing down to her waist, the small girl who anyone would see as promising for the future, asked Milia warily.

"Who are you?"
"Th-this is strange... her consciousness should have remained intact... ugh."

The girl backed away cautiously from Milia, and then, seemingly realizing she was naked, spoke again with slightly fiercer eyes.

"...Pervert?"
"N-no, I'm not!!"

Milia panicked at the child's words.

"Milia? Is something wrong?"
"Is Leila here?"
"Sh-Shavi!! Ian!!"

Shavier and Ian had returned home.

"W-well..."

Pointing at the child who had somehow moved to the corner of the room, wrapped in a blanket and eyeing them warily, Milia began to explain.

"...So, Leila drank the potion meant for me and ended up like that?"
"What were you planning to feed Shavi anyway...?"
"E-ehehe, I was thinking of trying something a bit special..."

Looking at Leila, whose gaze had now sharpened as if she could stab someone to death with her eyes,
Shavier turned to Ian and said:

"Ian, wait outside."
"Huh?"
"Stay if you're curious about what I looked like naked as a child."
"I-I'll leave!"
"Milia, could you step out for a moment too? She seems to be very wary of you."
"Yes!"

After chasing Ian and Milia out, Shavier smiled slightly and said to Leila:

"Leila. They're all gone, so you can stop pretending."
"...What are you talking about?"
"Excuse me?"

At that, Leila curled up her body and heightened her guard.

"Did her memories really get completely wiped?"
"What are you planning to do with me?"
"Leila. Do you remember your past life?"
"..."
"Hmm, perhaps Ha Myung-jin is more familiar to you now?"
"...Is something wrong with your head?"
"Huh?"

Shavier was confused by the unexpected response.

"Do you remember... brother Piris?"
"How do you know my brother?"
"Hmm, what's going on here?"

It seemed that only her pure memories as Leila remained, so Shavier scratched her head.

"Leila. How old are you now?"
"...Eight."
"Do you know Lord Soleil?"
"Of course."
"Well, that's a relief at least."

Shavier sighed, muttering that it would be best to just hand her over to Soleil.

"Come on, let's go to Lord Soleil together. I'll take you there."
"...Why should I trust you?"
"Do I look like a bad person to you?"
"Yes. Nine out of ten people wearing blindfolds are bad people."

Leila positioned herself as if ready to jump out the window if necessary.

"Hup."
"...Huh?"

In the next moment, Shavier moved at a speed Leila couldn't react to and carefully picked her up.

"There, you can relax. I'll take you there right away."
-Creak.

Making sure Leila's body wasn't exposed by wrapping the blanket around her...

"Milia. How long will the potion's effects last?"
"Hmm, at most half a day before the effects wear off."
"Then I'll take her to Lord Soleil. Could you prepare some clothes for Leila?"
"Yes!"
"Ian, come with me."
"Sure."

Together with Ian, who was looking curiously at the miniaturized Leila, they headed to the Vatican.
When they arrived at Soleil's office, Ian knocked on the door.

-Knock knock.
-Who is it?
"It's me, Lord Soleil."
-Ah, Hero. Please come in.

Soleil, who had been busy processing documents inside, greeted the two.

"Even Shavier is here, what brings you... Leila?"
"Lord Soleil!!"
"Leila!? What is this...!! Wh-where are your clothes?!"

As soon as Shavier put her down, Leila ran to Soleil and jumped into his arms, not caring that the blanket was slipping off.

"Ahaha, she accidentally drank a potion Milia made..."

Ian hurriedly turned his gaze away and explained the situation to Soleil.

"She doesn't remember us at all, but she remembers you, so we had no choice but to bring her here."
"Ah, I see..."

Soleil covered Leila with the blanket as she clung to him crying, with a dazed expression.

"C-could you bring some clothes that would fit Leila? If you speak to Sister Teresa, she should be able to help."
"Yes. Let's go, Shavi."
"Okay."

After the two left...

"Sob, Lord Soleil. I was so scared..."
"It's okay. You're safe now, so don't worry."

Leila looked up at Soleil with wide eyes as he comforted her.

"L-Lord Soleil?"
"Yes? Ah..."

Soleil tilted his head at her reaction, then realized she was surprised by his informal speech.

"Oh dear, it's become a habit..."
"Ehehe, no, I like it when Lord Soleil speaks informally to me!"

Soleil gently smiled and stroked her head as she beamed and leaned into his embrace, finding her pure innocence adorable.

"Alright. Then I'll continue speaking informally, okay?"
"Yes, yesss..."

Leila stared blankly at Soleil's face and blushed.

"Um, excuse me..."
"Yes?"
"Then, can I call you... big brother Soleil?"

Leila asked with her hands clasped together covering her mouth, avoiding his gaze out of shyness.
Seeing this, Soleil didn't hide his emerging smile and said:

"Of course."
"Ehehe, big brother Soleil!"
"Yes."
"I love you!"
"...Huh?"
-Smooch.

With that exclamation, Leila kissed Soleil on the cheek.

-Thud.

A sound like something falling came from the entrance of the office.
When Soleil turned his gaze toward the sound, what he saw was:

"...Lord Soleil. I understand that our childhood self is cute, but don't you think seducing a child is a bit... inhuman?"
"I always thought something was off, but this is..."
"...It's a misunderstanding. Please wait."

It was Shavier, who had picked up the clothes she had dropped while giving him a genuinely contemptuous look, and Ian, who looked ready to call the Holy Knights at any moment.

"Really, really, it's a misunderstanding."
"...Fine, let's go. We need to dress Leila."

Soleil couldn't say anything under Shavier's gaze, which looked at him as if he were an insect.

"B-big brother..."
"Forget about 'big brother,' just put on your clothes."
"...Ah."

As if just realizing she had been naked all this time, Leila blushed and put on the underwear and child-sized nun's habit that Shavier had brought.

"Th-thank you."
"Now you know I'm not a bad person, right?"
"...Yes."
"Sigh, what's so good about that criminal?"
"He's not a criminal! Big brother Soleil is such a wonderful person!"
"That old man?"
"Ugh!"

Shavier chuckled at Leila who was puffing her cheeks and defending Soleil.

"Alright, alright. If you like him, that's all that matters."
"Grr!"
"Everyone can come in now."

She opened the office door and called Soleil and Ian.

"Oh, it suits you."
"Haha, seeing Leila in a nun's habit, I can't remember the last time I saw this sight."
"Big brother Soleil!"
"Come here."

As Leila ran to Soleil as soon as he entered and hugged him, Ian asked with a mischievous face:

"Hey, Leila?"
"Yes?"
"Who's more handsome, Lord Soleil or me?"
"Ian?"

Shavier made an incredulous expression at Ian's words.
Then, after looking back and forth between Soleil and Ian's faces, Leila spoke:

"What are you talking about, you chaff."
"Gah!"
"Compare things that are comparable."
"You reap what you sow, Ian. My younger self was quite sharp-tongued, wasn't she?"
"Indeed, this is exactly how Leila was when she first started receiving Sister Teresa's education."

Shavier and Soleil reminisced as they watched Ian, who had tried to play a prank but received an unexpected blow.

"B-big sister!!"
"It's Milia."
"That was quick."

And there was Milia, rushing in with Leila's clothes.

"Thank you. I'll keep Leila's clothes with me until the potion's effects wear off."
"Then, we'll be going now."
"Have a good time!"
"Lord. Remember that even if you're lovers, touching a child is a crime."
"...What kind of person do you think I am?"

After the group had spent some time talking with Leila between them, they finally left.

"Ehehe, finally just the two of us. Big brother."
"Leila?"
"I love you."
"..."
"I really, really love you."
"W-wait a moment."

When Leila, who had been nestled in his arms, turned her body and moved her face toward his, Soleil panicked and pulled away.

"...Don't you like me, big brother?"
"N-no, that's not it."
"I fell in love with you at first sight when you saved me from those devil worshippers!"

Looking into those golden eyes that were boldly meeting his gaze despite her blushing face, Soleil was entranced.
Just as Leila brought her face close to Soleil's lips...

"Oh, Leila!! I heard what happened!! Come to this old man's arms... huh?"
"...Tch."
"W-wait a moment. Your Holiness, this is a misunderstanding. Please listen to my explanation...!!"

The Pope, who had rushed in with an excited face after hearing the news from somewhere, witnessed the scene.

"Unforgivable!!!"
"Grandfather, calm down."

Leila skillfully blocked the fist that was about to strike Soleil.

"Leila? How...?"

The Pope was surprised that the young Leila had effortlessly blocked his punch.

"Could it be..."
"Ah, I was just trying to play a little prank."

Scratching her head with a disappointed expression, Leila then winked at the Pope and said:

"Hehe, how is it? Aren't I cute? Aren't I adorable? Don't you just want to hug me?"

The Pope's face melted at the sight of Leila hugging him despite his confusion.

"Ehehe, I didn't realize grandfather's embrace was so big."
"Oh, oh my..."

The Pope was moved as if remembering the old days when the young Leila fit perfectly in his arms.

"Hehe, I love you, grandfather."
"Yes, my child. This old man always loves you too."
"Since we're here, how about having dinner together after so long?"
"Of course. Anything for my adorable granddaughter."
"Ehehe, I'll see you at dinner then!"
"Ho ho."

After the Pope left with a melted face, Leila let out a big sigh.

"Phew... I thought we were in real trouble there."
"L-Leila?"
"Yes. It's your Leila."

Soleil, who had been gaping until then, locked the door and opened his mouth as Leila nestled into his arms as if it were the most natural thing.

"...Since when?"
"Come on, from the beginning, of course."

She explained that with the goddess's blessing, how could she possibly regress in memory just because of a potion that made her body younger?

"How was my surprise?"
"I was really shocked."
"Hehe."

Leila smiled brightly as she faced Soleil.

"...Leila?"
"Yes?"
"Why are you gradually pushing me down?"
"Hehe."

Soleil questioned Leila, who was pressing him down with unchanged strength despite her smaller body.

"Since I've ended up like this, I want to try something a bit more exciting."
"...No. That's really not okay...!!"

Soleil struggled with all his might as he watched Leila lick her lips with a somewhat seductive expression, but...

"If I want to do it, we're doing it. Big brother."
"N-no!!"
"Yes♡"

Just as Leila, who had subdued Soleil, grabbed the hem of her nun's habit to take it off...

-Rip. Riiiip...
"Ah."

As if the potion's effects were wearing off, Leila's body began to grow gradually, and the nun's habit tore, unable to withstand her growing body.

"...That's a shame."
"Phew..."
"Oh? It's too early to be relieved."
"...What?"

However, Leila didn't seem to have any intention of stopping.

"Hey, Soleil."
"W-what?"
"I'm starting to want a child of my own."
"...A child?"
"Yes. So, you're going to make me feel really good, right?"
-Smooch.

As Leila whispered in his ear and lightly kissed him...

"Eek!?"
"You should have said so earlier."

Soleil suddenly got up, wrapped a blanket around Leila's body, picked her up, and started walking.

"Let's go to the bedroom. We can do it a lot before dinner, and then do it again after we come back from dinner."
"Ehehe, I love you."

Ch.102 - Interlude
Now that the incident has been wrapped up...

"Hero."
"Huh?"

I approached the vending machine who was sprawled on the floor, having given up on getting up after being knocked down by an excited Shavi.

"Well, it's been a while, hasn't it?"
"Ah, yes, it has."

I took out six silver coins and handed them over with those words.

"...What's this?"

Shavi, who had been making dangerous sounds with her face buried in the vending machine's chest, asked while eyeing me suspiciously.

"You'll see."
"Ah, what! Why are you holding his hand... huh?"
*Click, clack!*
"Here, a gift for you."

Shavi stared blankly at the Dr. Pepper can being handed to her.
Hehe, she must be surprised.

"Th-this is...!!"
*Gulp, gulp.*

She immediately sat up, took the drink from my hand, and began gulping it down with incredible vigor.
...Come to think of it, I probably reacted the same way when I first saw a drink in this world.

"Phew, haaa—!!!"
"Pfft! Shavi, you're just like yourself."
"Hahaha, because we're the same person."

After giving everyone a drink, I spoke to Shavi, who had instantly emptied a can of Dr. Pepper and was now turning the empty can upside down with a look of disappointment.

"How is it?"
"It's de-licious—!!"

After carefully placing the empty can on the ground as if it were a sacred object, Shavi extended both hands politely toward me with an adorable pronunciation.

"More, do you have more!?"
"Hehe, just a moment."

At her words, I pulled another silver coin from my sleeve and handed it to the vending machine, who was grinning at how cute Shavi looked.

"Here you go."
"Thanks!"

Only after emptying three cans in succession did she seem to come back to her senses, her face turning bright red.

"W-what's going on?"
"Hehe, it's an ability Mother gave me. When I hold the Hero's hand, I can summon drinks from the world where the Hero originally lived."
"...And the silver coins?"
"Oh, I just give those because I feel like it."

When I glossed over the matter of the silver coins, Shavi seemed to catch on quickly and looked at me with cold eyes.
Ahaha, I guess she's getting angry because I'm treating her boyfriend like a vending machine.

"...Wait, does that mean I could also—!?"
"Ah, it doesn't work for Shavi."
"Eh."

Well, if it had worked for Shavi, the vending machine would have done something when she held his hand several times earlier.

"Hehe, then before Shavi leaves, I'll make sure to stock you up."
"Gasp!"

Since Shavi seemed to be debating whether to mention that her boyfriend was being treated like a vending machine, I decided to give her some gifts as a bribe.
I handed about 10 silver coins to the vending machine and made a gesture to Shavi to keep quiet. After thinking for a moment, she nodded with slightly puffed cheeks.

"By the way, it's a bit annoying to have to draw them one at a time like this."
"Hahaha, when I get back, I'll ask Mother if the method can be changed."
"Please do."

After loading Shavi's arms with Dr. Pepper, she beamed with tears welling in her eyes.

* *

The next day.

"Thank you for your help, Saint."

As I listened to Mike, who served as the village chief, formally thanking me on behalf of everyone.

"I only did what needed to be done. Please don't worry about it."

I replied with a smile.

"Well then, come visit the Empire sometime."
"Yes. Once everything is over, I'll visit with the Hero."

After saying goodbye to Mr. Van as well.
I looked at the three people who still showed no intention of parting ways.

"...Shavi, aren't you going?"
"I am... I will..."
"Uuu, Big Sis Shavi... I don't want to let go..."
"Ahaha."

Shavi was hugging the vending machine with no apparent intention of letting go, and Milia was clinging tightly to Shavi.
I glared at the vending machine who was standing in the middle, smiling awkwardly, unable to do anything.

"Stupid disciple, stop dawdling and let's go."

Orca grumbled irritably, having already tried to smack the back of the vending machine's head several times but being blocked by Shavi each time.

"Come on, Milia, that's enough."
"Hueeeng."
"Miss Shavier, this is only making things harder for the Hero."
"Uuu."

Only after Soleil and I forcibly separated them did Shavi reluctantly start moving.
Sigh, it's going to be quite a scene when we return.

"Shavi, don't worry too much. I'll be back soon."
"Ian, you'd better come back without getting hurt."
"Of course. So, try to save some drinks until I get back."
"...I'll try."

Finally, after the vending machine approached and gave her a hug, she followed the villagers with a bright expression.

"Sorry."
"It can't be helped. You did confess yesterday."

With everyone gone from the abandoned village, we decided to discuss what to do next.

"First, I apologize again for being late."
"It's fine. You weren't even that late."
"Ehehe, thanks to Big Sis, I survived."
"Since you were late anyway, you could've rested a bit more."
"I'm glad you arrived just in time."

This was the first time our entire party had gathered properly since the front lines.

"First, I have one piece of good news and one piece of bad news."
"Good news?"
"What's the bad news this time?"

Facing my companions who tilted their heads in curiosity, I decided to get straight to the point.

"The good news is that I've learned the way to the Demon Lord's stronghold."
"...Really!?"
"And the bad news is..."
"Stop building suspense and just say it. I'm dying here."
"The Death Knight Eligos, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, was actually Jereon, the first Hero."
"...What?"
"Eh!?"
"Huh?"
"Is that really true?"

Of course, there's no guarantee that the path to the Demon Lord's castle will be accurate.
Still, I think it's better than going without any information at all.

I explained what I had seen during the battle with Eligos and the dream I had while I was asleep.

"...That's what happened."
"Amazing..."
"To think Big Sis Shavi went through all that."

Orca, who had been quietly listening until then, finally spoke up.

"So you're saying that the Hero who was called the strongest in history had been alive for over two thousand years, and you, a little brat, shattered him?"

...Huh?

"W-wait a moment."

Sensing that what would follow might be ominous, I tried to stop Orca, but...

"Looks like the real monster was right here all along."
"Now that you mention it."
"Indeed..."

That's so mean!

"Haha, it's okay. I don't think of you that way."
"S-Soleil..."
"Just put down the staff. Right?"
"...Ugh."

I heard a threat that my staff would be confiscated again when we returned to the Holy Kingdom.

"Ahem. Anyway, there's one more thing that concerns me."
"There's more?"

To quickly change the subject, I told them about how the magical energy in the demon realm was decreasing.

"Hmm."
"I wonder what they're using all that magical energy for..."
"That does sound suspicious when you put it that way."
"We should probably pick up the pace."

And so, our journey resumed with our party finally complete.

"So you've just been eating rations this whole time?"
"...Yeah."
"Sigh."

That evening, I sighed as I prepared dinner after hearing what the vending machine said.
I had my suspicions, but to think they really hadn't had a proper meal all this time.

"Alright, dinner's ready. Everyone come and eat."
"Thanks for the food."
"Wow, Big Sis's cooking! It's been so long!"
"You brats had such blank faces when eating rations."
"Haha, I'm just as excited, so don't be too hard on them."

Hehe, the reactions are good. Maybe I should make a joke?

"Today's dinner is Holy Kingdom Special Vegetable Stew!"
"Pfft!"
"Eh!?"
"I'm not eating that."
"R-Reila?"

Ahaha! This is fun.

"Hahaha!! I'm just kidding. It's homemade stew that I prepared myself."
"Phew."
"Y-you really scared me..."
"Don't make jokes like that, you damn brat."
"Ahem."

Smiling at everyone's satisfying reactions, I distributed the prepared meal.
After finishing dinner and preparing for bed, I spoke to Soleil.

"Soleil."
"Yes?"
"Do you think Shavi will be alright?"

I told her to go to the Papal Office with the note I prepared for her after she finished escorting the villagers.
I'm not sure if she'll manage it well.

"Well, she's Reila too, so she'll be fine."
"You think so?"
"I'm sure of it."

Since I was excused from night watch duty in exchange for preparing the meal, I got up and sat next to Soleil who was on watch.
I savored the natural feeling of his hand tickling my waist.

"Ehehe, I'm glad."
"About what?"
"I was worried that if Soleil was hurt, you might be afraid to touch me."
"...I did think about that, but I knew you wouldn't like it if I did that."
"Hehe."

After spending some time talking about things we hadn't been able to discuss before.

"Well then, I'll go to sleep now."
*Kiss*
"Goodnight."

I kissed Soleil on the cheek and went to bed.

* *

Turning back time a bit, to when Shavier encountered the Hero's party.
Deep within some ruins in the northern part of the continent.

"Aah... this is such a pain! Why is it so complicated?"

Aria, a woman with ash-gray hair wearing a crimson nun's habit, was flying through the interior of the ruins while complaining.

"By the way, to think that monster was actually Jereon."

Aria gritted her teeth as she recalled the Four Heavenly King Eligos, who had shown no reaction to her presence.

"I heard he had disappeared, but I never imagined he'd be with the Demon Lord's army."

After deciding that he was an utterly incomprehensible man, Aria paused.
Looking at the five-way fork in the path before her, she snapped her fingers.

*Snap!*
"You lot, split up and go."

Five two-dimensional beings appeared at her finger snap, nodded at Aria's command, and quickly ran down each path.
A little later, as Aria was waiting for her subordinates to return.

"...What's this?"

She looked toward the third path with a surprised expression.

"Is it... dead? I heard it was supposed to be sleeping."

Pondering whether the connection with the subordinate she sent in that direction had been cut off.

"I'll have to go see for myself."

She flew toward the direction where her subordinate's response had disappeared.
As she advanced, the air grew increasingly heavy.

"This must be the right way."

A massive cavity appeared at the end of the straight path.
Looking around, it seemed like something had been sealed there.

"Good. Now, let's unseal it."
"Who said you could?"

Aria, who was stretching and preparing to break the seal, flinched at the sudden voice and turned her head.

"Who's there?"

In the direction from which the voice came:

"Well, I was starting to think you'd never show up. You must be Aria, miss?"

An elf with blonde hair and green eyes, wearing a sword at his waist, was glaring at her while chewing on jerky.

"An... elf?"
"What, never seen an elf before?"
"...An elf, eating meat?"
"Got a problem with that?"

The elf, Bill, finished chewing and swallowing the jerky in his mouth, then drew the sword at his waist.

"Thanks to you, I've been all over every ruin on the continent."

Bill recalled the confidential request that came through the Adventurer's Guild.
A request to investigate dangerous monsters that had been sealed in major ruins across the continent but were starting to disappear.

"Fortunately, I was faster this time."
"Ha, you think you can stop me with just one elf?"
*Snap!*

Watching Bill spin his drawn sword to warm up, Aria snorted and snapped her fingers.
Immediately, a monster appeared that was different from the ones she had summoned earlier, more closely resembling a human.

"You seem pretty proud of killing just one pawn, but this will be different."
"Oh my, is that so?"
"Kill him. Knight."

At Aria's command, the two-dimensional being with glowing red eyes began to move.
The monster named Knight quickly closed the distance and swung its fist at Bill, but...

*Whoosh!*
"Kee, ack?"
"...Huh?"
"This doesn't seem much different from the one before."

Bill's sword, wreathed in blazing flames, cut the Knight in two first.
Aria's eyes widened at the sight.

"Knight, in one blow?"
"You see, mister has been really irritated for months now, not being able to eat proper meat or meet women."
"...I have no choice. It's a waste to use anything else, so I'll deal with you myself."
"If you're willing to surrender quietly, I won't hurt you. So let's make this easy."

Seeing the red flames on Bill's sword grow more intense, Aria sneered.

"Ha, acting like a master, thinking you're the strongest in the world..."
*BOOM!!*

Before Aria could finish speaking, a surge of red flames shattered the ceiling of the ruins.

"I've heard about you through Reila. If you want to fight, shut your mouth and do it."

Bill spoke with killing intent filling his green eyes.

"I won't accept excuses about losing because you weren't being careful."
"You... pointy-eared bastaaaaard!!!"

Perhaps irritated that her words had been cut off, Aria shouted as the stigma on Bill's right hand began to glow red.

"I'll kill you with everything I've got."

Ch.103 - The First Saint
It's been a week already since we left the village beneath the ravine.

During that time, the vending machine, who had grown incomparably stronger than before, led the vanguard alongside Soleil and Orca.
I faithfully supported from the middle and protected Milia as a proper priestess should.
And Milia, who had now grown enough that I needed to take her seriously, guarded the rear.

We were advancing like this, establishing our positions and fighting whenever monsters appeared, partly to practice our coordination.
Of course, since we had already fought together many times, we didn't really need to practice coordination specifically, but still.

...Hmm.
I don't like this.

"Mmm..."
"Sister?"

It seems my discomfort must have shown on my face.
Milia, who had been happily burning a group of Trents ahead with a bright expression, looked at me questioningly.
...I wonder what happened while I wasn't looking that made her enjoy setting things on fire so much.

"It's nothing."
"Come on, I can clearly see something's bothering you."
"Was it that obvious?"

I paused my spell casting and stroked the head of the girl who came over and clung to me, pretending to massage my shoulders.
I created a chair with holy power and gestured for her to sit beside me.

"Ehehe."
"Well..."
"Sexual frustration?"
"Pfft!"

I was momentarily taken aback by Milia's direct question.

"Like, now that you've done it once, you keep getting all hot and bothered thinking about it?"
"...Milia."
*Thwack!*
"Ow!"
"No matter how much it's just us here, please watch your language."
"Yes..."

...It seems the child had become quite rough around the edges, probably from learning social skills on the battlefield.

"Anyway, it's not like that. I'm not some hero driven by lust."
"Ahaha..."

I mean, thinking of people as lust-crazed monkeys? Really?

Both Soleil and I are clergy who value patience and self-restraint, after all.

"Then what's bothering you?"
"Well..."

To be honest, it's a bit embarrassing to say.
But I suppose it's fine since it's Milia.

"Promise you won't laugh?"
"Of course."
"Well... everyone's strong enough now that they don't face much danger even without me stepping in, right?"
"That's true."
"So naturally, I've had fewer opportunities to take action..."
"Mhm."
"...and I'm feeling a bit stressed because of it."

When I watch the three of them fighting up front,
I think things like, "That's not how you should handle that," or
"It's a shame I can't swing my staff even though it's right here in my hand."
That's what it is.

"Oh..."

For some reason, Milia broke into a cold sweat and averted her gaze.
And then...

"Huh, I was wondering why our support suddenly stopped."
"Having fun taking a break by yourselves?"
"Leila, is something troubling you?"

The three who had finished off the remaining monsters approached us.

"It's nothing."
"Nothing? Just looking at Milia's face tells me it's definitely something."
"What did you say to the kid to make her look like that..."
"W-well..."

I felt Soleil quietly embracing me from behind as I looked at Milia, who seemed hesitant about something.
I don't think I said anything particularly alarming.

"I-it's serious! At this rate, Sister might create another ravine...!!"
"...Milia?"

Wait, how did she reach that conclusion from our earlier conversation?!

I was bewildered by Milia's trembling words, and I felt everyone's eyes turn toward me.
At the same time, I felt Soleil's arms tighten around me.

"W-wait a minute! Soleil? This is a misunderstanding!"
"Of course I know. So, could you tell me what exactly you said to Miss Milia?"

Oh, I'm in trouble.
Her mouth was smiling, but her eyes weren't smiling at all.

"It really is a misunderstanding! I just said I was feeling a bit stiff because I haven't had much opportunity to move my body lately...!!"

Even though I told the plain truth, everyone was looking at me as if I were someone who enjoyed destruction.

"B-but just a few days ago, you said that ravine was created because you swung your staff in frustration when stress built up!"
"...Ah."

Come to think of it, I did say something like that when Milia kept pestering me with questions.

"I knew it."
"How did the goddess ever designate someone like this as a saint..."
"Sigh, Leila."

No, that's...
W-well, it's not entirely wrong, but...
I had a proper reason at the time!

"W-would you please listen to me?! I had a legitimate reason at the time!"
"What reason?"
"Here she goes making up excuses again."

Seeing that I was about to be permanently labeled as a destruction-loving maniac, I desperately pointed to my eyes and explained.

"You remember that my eyes can directly see mana, holy power, and demonic energy, right?"
"Yes."
"Yep."
"I think I heard something like that."
"Go on."

Feeling Soleil's grip loosen slightly, I continued defending myself.
This is so unfair!

"At that time, the demon realm looked to my eyes like it was covered in thick purple fog. If I didn't clear a path, I couldn't see anything, let alone a road."

I was navigating almost entirely by instinct, unable to see even a step ahead.

"Anyway, while I was trying to clear a path, something... happened, and I put a little—really, just a little—more force into it...!"

I absolutely cannot explain the real reason.
How am I supposed to tell them that I was already sensitive because of my period, and the thick demonic energy made me even more irritable than usual...!

After desperately arguing my case for quite some time, I sighed with relief as the group nodded, seemingly convinced.

"Haah..."

Why do I have to convince everyone about something like this?
Despite appearances, I'm a benevolent saint revered by all in the outside world.

"Ehehe... I'm sorry, Sister."
"It's okay. It was my fault for not explaining properly, so it can't be helped."

Though I said that, I couldn't help feeling a little hurt.

"Well, alright then."

I decided to reach out to Soleil for a hug.

"Hehe."

Ah, having Soleil with me makes even difficult times heal quickly.
And at that moment...

"Wow, aren't you embarrassed to do that in front of people, junior?"
"Red... nun's habit?"
"What's that now?"
"I-is that person Aria, the one Sister talked about?"
"Hmm."

A familiar voice came from the sky.

"Fufu, I suppose someone who's been celibate since ancient times wouldn't understand this happiness."

Still in Soleil's embrace, I responded to Aria.

"Urk."

Wow, that was effective.
I smiled as I felt Soleil carefully set me down.

"H-hmph! I'm not interested in such things anyway!"
"Oh really? That's rich coming from someone who's been single for over two thousand years."
"Gah...!!"

How should I put it? I've felt this before, but she's someone who's fun to verbally spar with.

"...That's a bit pitiful."
"Indeed."
"Even I feel sorry for her."
"Leila, aren't you bullying her too much?"

As we watched Aria trembling for a moment...

"By the way, the one I brought from the parallel world turned out to be useless."

She sighed and began speaking.

"I used so much power to bring you here, but instead of controlling you, you threatened to kill me if I interfered. What kind of body do you have, junior?"
"Our faith is on a different level from yours."
"...That's annoying."

There's a huge difference between simply believing that God exists and knowing with certainty that God exists.

"Sigh... Anyway, I have a proposal for you all."

Aria opened her mouth reluctantly.

"I don't really want to make this proposal, but my Lord has taken an interest in you."

Her eyes looked particularly menacing when she gazed at the vending machine.

"...What did I do?"
"Come on, this is the first time we've met her."

The vending machine, seemingly hurt by that gaze, asked Milia, who patted him reassuringly.
Then Orca, who had been quietly listening to the conversation until then, spoke up irritably.

"Why don't you just tell us what this proposal is?"
"Tch. It's a simple proposal. Join me. Follow my Lord. Then, I'll grant everything you desire."

What a preposterous statement.
Granting everything we desire? Does she even realize how arrogant that sounds?

"Ha, that's not even funny. What could you possibly grant?"
"I'm sorry, but there's no one here who would be tempted by such childish fantasies."
"If you had that kind of power, you wouldn't need to go through all this trouble."
"I'm sure there's a catch."

Everyone dismissed Aria's proposal, calling it nonsense.

"Ah, well. I expected that reaction. Yes."

Aria responded nonchalantly, as if she had anticipated our response.

"I should explain a bit more. I'd get scolded by my Lord if I did a half-hearted job just because you refused."

She exuded an aura of reluctance as she continued.

"Our Lord has destroyed many worlds. Soon, this world will meet the same fate. That's the predetermined destiny."

So that was the purpose after all.

"Is that why you've been collecting the monsters that were sealed in various places?"
"Ah, you knew about that, junior?"
"What are you talking about? Sealed monsters?"
"Sigh, Leila. I've always felt you keep too much information to yourself."
"Ahaha, sorry. It's a habit."
"Sister, what's this about sealed monsters?"

Urgh, maybe I shouldn't have mentioned it.

"Exactly what it sounds like. I received information that monsters that ancient people couldn't kill and had to seal away were starting to disappear one by one."

Aria also remained silent, gesturing for me to continue, apparently understanding that the conversation needed this explanation to proceed properly.
Ugh... I don't like this.

"I first noticed it and began gathering information starting with the Elf village."

After purifying the demonic energy that had been pouring out in that space, I became curious about the missing monster and sent people to gather information.
Later, I was surprised to learn that the Adventurer's Guild had already noticed this fact and commissioned Bill to investigate.
To think that what he mentioned meeting me at the festival was actually about this.

Well, anyway, I asked him to share the information I collected with Bill, so he's probably handling it well now.

"You underestimate the world too much, Aria."
"Huh?"
"The world isn't so weak that it would fall just because a few ancient monsters were released."
"That's right. We have Bill too."

The vending machine agreed with me, and Aria clapped her hands as if something had occurred to her.

"Ah, that elf? He's dead."
"...What?"
"I ran into him at some ruins recently. He tried to interfere with me, so I killed him."

The vending machine was shocked by Aria's words.
I needed to step in before his morale dropped.

"Who killed whom?"
"I killed that elf."
"Ahaha!! What a joke."
"What?"

If killing that elf was so simple that she could mention it so casually...

"If that were possible, you wouldn't need to make such proposals to us; you would have killed us all long ago."

Even I could only manage a draw against that elf unless I deployed my sanctuary with the intent to kill.

"You said you met him in ruins, so it's obvious what happened. You were losing the fight, so you tried to collapse everything and bury him alive."

Not that an elf like him would die from something like that.

"Ugh!"

See? I was right.
As I was smirking at Aria...

"...Fine. There's no point in trying to persuade you further since you won't listen anyway."

Aria's demeanor changed.
She surveyed us with an indifferent expression.

"Just die, all of you."
"Everyone, get ready."

No matter what she shows us, she was once a member of the first hero's party, so we can't let our guard down.

"Lord, grant us strength to journey further, and let the tailwind lighten our steps."

After bestowing the blessing of "Enhancement" on everyone...

"Sacred Artifact Release."

I activated my staff.

"The enemy knows my abilities. Yet she's still so confident, which means..."
"She must have countermeasures."
"Kid, you focus on that side."
"We won't let anything interfere with you."
"Just trust us, Sister!"

I nodded as I made eye contact with everyone.

"Are your last words finished?"
"How kind of you to wait for us."
*Snap*

Ignoring the vending machine's provocation, Aria snapped her fingers.
Space opened around her, and two-dimensional beings began to appear one after another.

Six monsters with goat faces that I recognized.
Three monsters with more human-like forms that I'd heard about from everyone.
And one muscular monster standing nearly 3 meters tall, clearly superior to the other two types.

"Let me introduce myself properly. I am Aria, the first apostle serving Lord Azathoth."

Gathering crimson energy in her hand...

"Lord, your servant beseeches you, grant us infinite power."

She bestowed blessings upon the two-dimensional beings she had summoned.
...Even if her deity had changed, a priestess is still a priestess, I suppose.

"Junior may be strong, but..."
"Milia!"
*CRASH!!*

Seeing Aria's hand slashing downward, I hurriedly spread a barrier above Milia's head to block the enormous sword that plunged down as if falling from the sky.

"You have your limits when alone."
"Leila! We'll handle the summoned ones, you take Aria!"
"...Understood."

After setting up the strongest possible barrier around Milia, I focused holy power into my eyes as I watched the three people surrounding her protectively.

"Resonance."

In the scenery that began to flow slowly due to the activation of my stigmata...
I swung my staff, intending to handle at least half of them to lighten everyone's burden.

Ch.104 - Extended Hand
As a ring of light appeared above Leila's head, Soleil shouted loudly.

"Leila!!"

Seeing her envelop her staff with a golden aura, Leila smiled brightly at the worried-looking Soleil, who seemed to recall a previous incident.

"It's okay. I won't overdo it like last time."

With those words, Leila swung her staff widely toward the front.
However, her attack, which should have swept away everything before her...

-Boom!
"...You're unexpectedly clever."
"Such arrogance. Let's see how long you can keep talking big, shall we?"

...was blocked by a massive two-dimensional entity that leaped in front of Leila, followed immediately by a crimson barrier that appeared to intercept her arm.
And with that, the battle began as the remaining nine monsters—excluding the giant one—the Pawns and Knights, descended upon the hero's party.

"This is quite sturdy, isn't it?"
"It's called a Rook."
"Rook..."

Mulling over the name, Leila readied her stance once more.

"I told you it's useless."
-CRASH!!

The next moment, with a thunderous sound, the Rook was sent flying far away.

"...Huh?"
"So that goat-headed one fighting with your companions over there is a Pawn, and the rest are Knights?"
"What just happened...?"

Leila smiled at the bewildered Aria as golden winds rippled from her hand.

"You must be a Bishop, I presume."
"Did she just... knock that thing away with her bare hands...?"
"Yes. Is that a problem?"

Leila responded calmly to the confused Aria, who seemed unable to comprehend the situation.

"This is absurd."
"Honestly, after seeing Jereon, these are rather cute in comparison."
"Ha! Let's see if you can remain so relaxed after all your companions are dead... huh?"

Aria, who had been gathering crimson energy in both hands and taking a stance, froze in disbelief at what she saw.
The hero's party was effortlessly subduing all nine monsters.

"Don't be ridiculous! They were struggling against even a single Knight before...!"

Aria had previously witnessed through the eyes of the Pawns and Knights how the party had nearly been annihilated.
She had thought that with her blessing strengthening the Pawns and Knights, they would easily dispatch the hero's party.
But there were two things she hadn't considered.

"I told you, didn't I? The level of faith is different."

Unlike before, they now had Leila's blessing.
And the hero's current strength was completely different from when Aria had last seen them.

"What is this... in terms of raw power, even greater than Jereon..."

It wasn't even a fight.

Milia restricted the Pawns' movements with gravity magic.
Orca and Soleil intercepted the Knights.
And the hero cut them all down.

"Were these things always this easy?"
"It's that you've become too strong, Hero."
"Plus we have the little one's blessing."
"All that's left is Ms. Aria."

As the party quickly cleared the area and joined Leila, the Rook staggered back from the distance, approaching them.

"I'll handle this."

The hero swung the holy sword emitting blue light at the sight of the Rook.

-Slash!

Even the barely recovered Rook was helplessly split in half by that single strike.

* *

...Poor woman.

"Don't be ridiculous! This can't be happening!!"

After the vending machine cut down the Rook, Aria, who had been staring at the scene in disbelief, began screaming while tearing at her hair.
Soon, I swung my staff upward as I saw her drawing her left hand downward, wrapped in crimson energy.

-CRASH!!
"I won't fall for the same trick twice."

The massive sword that moved with her hand.
The crimson blade that suddenly rushed in without any warning was certainly threatening.

But it's too weak.

So weak that even Orca or Milia could block it if they knew what kind of attack it was.
It couldn't even penetrate the barrier I created with just my will.

"What is it... what the hell... That elf and all of you too. You've barely lived at all, yet... what the hell are you?!"

The strange one isn't us, though.

"Aria, you know..."

The vending machine seems to have noticed it too.

"You haven't really fought properly since receiving that power, have you?"

Judging by how she glared as if to say what does that have to do with anything, she truly didn't know.

"Your power is unbalanced."

As the vending machine said, while her defense was strong enough to momentarily stop even my attack,
her offense was specialized for surprise attacks, but the actual power wasn't particularly strong.

"If you want to continue, I'll face you as long as you wish."

The vending machine said, making eye contact with Aria.
Hearing those words, Aria descended to the ground with a pained expression.

"I... I've lost."

She spoke as if resigned.

"Hey, junior. There's something I want to know."

Then, saying there was one thing she absolutely wanted to know before dying, she asked me.

"What's the difference between you and me?"
"I wonder."
"No matter how much I investigated you, there was one thing I couldn't understand."
"What is it?"
"How can you still believe in the Goddess after experiencing such things because of the stigma?"

She must have thoroughly researched my past.
Well, it's not difficult to find out if one is determined to investigate.

"I was raised being brainwashed by those who trampled our village."

And so began the story of Aria, the first saint whose tale had never been told to anyone.

"I later found out they did such things claiming that saints should rightfully be born within the church."

They destroyed the village by driving monsters into it, then created someone who would hate monsters and save people, deliberately inducing the birth of a saint.

...When coincidences pile upon coincidences, such terrible things can happen.
Unlike what the old church or my grandfather knew, that's not how saints are determined.

"Back then, I thought following the church's teachings was the right thing to do. So I risked my life and fought against the Demon King alongside everyone, saying it was for everyone's salvation."

But the truth she later discovered was too horrific.

"For the sake of this mere stigma, my family had to die, and I had been living my life devoted to those who killed my family. I hated it."
"...Aria."
"And I resented the Goddess who bestowed the stigma upon me just as those fools wanted, without any concern for the truth."

This was completely different from what I expected.
The reason she felt betrayed by Mother was justified enough that I could fully understand it.

"You also lost someone precious and were enslaved because of receiving the stigma, so how can you—and even your parallel world self—believe in the Goddess so much?"

Aria's face looked so sad as she asked why I could believe when she couldn't.

"...It's different."
"What?"
"Losing my precious family wasn't because of the stigma; it was the consequence of my own foolish choices."

Of course, there was a time when I blamed and cursed Mother too.

"Above all, despite my rejection and curses, I knew that She never gave up and tried to embrace me in Her arms."

This might be cruel to say, but I'm different from Aria.

"Unlike you, I receive favoritism from Mother. To the extent that She breaks the rules of the world multiple times for me."
"...Mo-ther?"
"Originally, gods are beings tasked with coordinating the world. As you know, they're not particularly interested in saving some and destroying others."

What Mother desires is always for the world to follow its natural course.
The rejection of beings with demonic energy like demons and devils is because their very existence threatens the natural order of the world.
Except for matters related to demonic energy, Mother respects the free will of all beings.

"Mother appoints saints simply to give power to those whom this world needs."

Simply put, it's more accurate to say that Mother gives power to those born with such a destiny.
Of course, I'm an exception.

"I roughly know what the old church was like. So I can assert this: the old church didn't understand Mother at all."

After briefly looking at Soleil nodding behind me...

"From the beginning, Mother is one who constrains Herself for everyone's freedom."

To share Her power with the world, She accepts restrictions incomparable to gods of other worlds.
That shared power is what we call stigmas and holy power.

Oh, of course, the mark of sainthood is separately bestowed directly by Mother to those with the destiny of a saint.

"To repay the grace Mother has bestowed, we exclude what threatens the natural order of the world. That is the current church."

Originally, you know.
Except for the god named Azathoth whom Aria follows, whose goal is to invade other worlds.

"Have you ever felt something strange while following the god you currently believe in?"
"Strange...?"
"In all the other worlds you've seen so far, have you ever once seen a world that uses what we call holy power?"

Hearing this, Aria seemed to realize something and was startled.

A world that moves not according to the will of gods, but according to everyone's free will.
Within that, faith grows stronger, and Mother gains more power than what She has shared.
Well, even so, She can't interfere with the world due to the restrictions placed on Her.

After finishing my explanation, I observed Aria's reaction.
I would be grateful if she could accept this.
With that thought, I looked at Aria.

"...don't."

A small voice, tinged with moisture, reached my ears.

"Don't be ridiculous!!"

Yes, I suppose it's too much to ask.
If she were the type to come to her senses upon realizing the truth, she wouldn't have reached this point in the first place.

"Being chosen as a saint was because it was my destiny?! You expect me to accept such nonsense?!"

Aria, with a face full of anger, was crying.
It seems my turn is over.

"Hero."
"Ah, leave it to me."

Since I promised to leave what comes next to the one who said he would save her,
I stepped back and watched the vending machine step forward.

"Don't come near... meee!!!"
-CRASH!

As the vending machine approached, Aria gathered crimson energy in both hands and swung.
Seeing this, I blocked the rushing sword with a barrier that covered all directions.
As the vending machine gradually approached Aria, he gestured to me, and I removed the barrier.

"Haa... haa... I said don't come near me!!"
-Slash.

The vending machine stood before Aria, splitting in half the sword falling toward him.

"Aria. I can't even understand a tenth of the pain you've experienced, but..."
"If you understand, then get lost!! You fake hero!!"
"But I can at least tell that your current state is wrong."

The vending machine began speaking while making eye contact with Aria, who was berating him with an angry expression.

"I'm... wrong...?"
"Yes. You still can't forget your old companions and denounce me as a fake, yet you've forgotten what they would want from you."
"..."
"You know, we met Aran. Well, more precisely, it was just a message he left for us."

When Aran was mentioned, Aria stopped her hand mid-swing and looked at the vending machine.

"What did Aran say?"
"He asked us to spank your butt."
"Die."
-Crash!

As soon as she heard that, Aria covered her butt and swung her hand again.
Easily dodging the sword falling toward his head from above, the vending machine continued speaking.

"He looked like he was about to cry."

At the vending machine's words, Aria, who was about to continue swinging her hand, stopped with a slightly flushed face.

"And we also met Lian."
"Stop..."

As Lian was mentioned, Aria's face contorted as if she was really about to cry.

"She refused to be sealed with the holy sword's trial and endured for over two thousand years, praying."
"...What?"

She apparently hadn't thought that Lian would refuse to be sealed and remain awake all this time.

"She begged for a chance for her friend, saying there must have been a misunderstanding."

Even though I had taken measures to allow her to go to the Papal Office or Echidna,
it seems she was still waiting for Aria in that place.

"While your companions worry so much, you're trying to destroy everything they built up, saying it's for your own happiness."
"I, I..."

As the vending machine spoke as if scolding a child, Aria's eyes began to waver.
...At this rate, it might be possible.

"I'm from another world, so I don't know much about your past, but I can at least tell that they wanted you to live happily."

At those words, Aria seemed lost in thought, as if recalling something.

"Lian is still waiting."

The vending machine extended his hand, saying it wasn't too late.
Aria stared blankly at that hand and slowly began to reach out her own.

"That guy has really improved his tongue skills rather than his sword skills."
"Haha."
"Ugh, I hope another person isn't falling for Ian, right?"
"Who knows."

Life is full of unexpected turns, after all.
And just as Aria was about to take the vending machine's hand...

-How dare anyone permit you to leave me.
"...Ah."

A bizarre voice with indiscernible gender or age range was heard.

"Get away."
-Boom!
"Ugh! Aria!"

Aria, who had summoned a blunt-ended sword with a swing of her hand and pushed the vending machine away, began to emit crimson energy from her entire body.
As if she was about to explode.

"Ah... so it ends like this after all."

Aria looked at me while wrapping herself in a barrier.

"Hey, junior."
"...Yes?"
"Sorry for being a nuisance until the end. But except for one, the monsters I collected won't move, so find and kill them properly."

Aria said this while clutching her chest and trembling in pain.

"And... could you tell Lian I'm sorry...?"

At her request, I gripped my staff.

"Such words should be delivered in person."

Forgiveness for the sinner.
Salvation for the suffering.

"Hero, I'll break the barrier, so please eliminate the otherworldly energy."
"Got it!"

But immediately after, the space around us split open, and dozens of Pawns and Knights began pouring out.
Judging by their unstable flickering, it seems they're trying to buy time to prevent us from interfering.
...How annoying.

"We'll handle these!"
"Leila and the Hero focus on Aria!"
"Sister! Go!"

As the three began urgently engaging the Pawns and Knights, I swung my staff, but...

"Haaaah!!"
-CRASH!!
"Not enough!!"

As if absorbing my attack, the barrier remained completely undamaged.
It was clear that even if the vending machine and I tried to break it together, the barrier would regenerate before we could prepare to open the holy sword.

I have no choice.
I'll have to be a bit rough.

"This will hurt, but please bear with it."

I said that to Aria as I raised my staff, prepared to sacrifice an arm if necessary.

Then.

"Leila!! Watch out!!"
-Thud!
"Ugh!"

A Rook, clearly an abnormal entity wrapped in crimson energy, charged at me.

"...Hero."
"Aria! Just wait a little longer, I'll save you soon!"
"Kill me."

While I was looking for an opening to break Aria's barrier, even if it meant taking some damage, I heard those words.
It seems Aria had stopped the vending machine who was trying to move to help me.

"Since everything moves through my power as a medium, if I die, it will all stop."
"Grr."

Damn, this Rook, my attacks aren't working abnormally well.
The same sensation as when attacking Aria's barrier, as if it's ignoring holy power...!!
At this rate, it's dangerous.

"Sometimes there are things you can't save."

I bit my lip as I heard Aria saying that to the vending machine beside her.

"Damn it, I can't just leave it like this!"
"Your feelings alone are enough for me."

As the vending machine was agonizing with a pained expression...

-Flash!

A dazzling light flashed once in the empty space.

"Bite down hard!! Aria!!"
"...Ol, liver...?"

From where the light had flashed, a large man with platinum blonde hair wearing old-fashioned priest robes began to fall.
With a mace in his hand, filled with golden energy.

-CRASH!!

As the fallen man instantly shattered Aria's barrier, I knocked away the charging Rook and shouted.

"Hero!! Now!!"
"Cut down—!! Nazmaaa!!"

As blue starlight enveloped Aria, I prayed sincerely.
May Aria be saved.

Ch.105 - The End of a Long Journey
After the blue starlight that cut only the otherworldly energy faded away.

"Oliver... how?"
"Through the power of friendship, somehow."
"What is that...?"

I stared blankly at the platinum-haired holy knight, Sir Oliver, who was gently smiling while embracing Aria and stroking her head.
...He's pushing himself too hard.
And Aria too....

"Hey, Leila. If it's Oliver...."
"Sister, are you alright?"
"Sigh, you all keep popping up one after another, what a nuisance."
"He somewhat resembles the Commander, doesn't he?"

After glancing at my companions who had somehow gathered around, I stopped the vending machine as he was about to approach Aria and Oliver.

"Let's not disturb them."

For the sake of this tenacious man who was struggling to hold himself together as he gradually dispersed from his toes up.

"You know very well that our Archmage is quite capable."
"It's... Aran again."

Sir Oliver rose from his seat while stroking Aria's head.
Then, with the hand that had been stroking her head, he firmly grabbed it and lifted her up by applying pressure with his fingers.
That must hurt.

"Aaagh!!"
"Sigh... Do you know how much trouble you've caused us?"
"Ack! Ack!! It hurts! It hurts!! I'm sorry! I'm sorry, so please stop this first!!"

Sir Oliver, with veins bulging on his forehead, spoke to Aria with a smiling face.
How should I put it, at first I thought he had transcended time to meet his beloved, but...
This is... the image of a father scolding his immature daughter.

Anyway, when Aria pounded his arms while crying out with tears welling up in her eyes, Sir Oliver sighed and released her.

"Thanks to you, sighing has become a habit of mine, Aria."
"...Sorry."
"I'm not the one you should be apologizing to."

Saying that, Sir Oliver turned Aria's body to face us.

"It's a pleasure to meet you like this. My name is Oliver. I was once affiliated with the church, but now I'm just a wandering adventurer."

Of course, he's still a devout follower of the Goddess, he said with a smile as he bowed. I approached him and extended my hand.

"Pleased to meet you. Though I am inadequate, I am Leila, bearing the title of Saint in this era."
"Ah... so you're..."

Sir Oliver looked at the sacred mark in my eyes with curiosity and extended his hand in return.
And then.

"I hope I can be of help."
"...Thank you."

Through our clasped hands, I channeled holy power into his body to stabilize his dispersing form.
Even so, this only granted him a very brief reprieve.

As I watched the others greeting Sir Oliver.

"Junior."
"Aria."
"Why did you save me?"

Perhaps thinking that I would surely have killed her, Aria asked with a face full of questions.
As she said, I had originally intended to kill Aria, but...

"Well, because the Hero said he wanted to save you."

When a child makes a decision, it's an adult's duty to respect it.
Though, I still have a long way to go before earning his recognition.

"The result is somewhat disappointing though."
"What do you mean by that?"

The vending machine, who had apparently finished his greetings and approached, asked in surprise at my words.
In response, Aria smiled gently and said:

"There was no way to fix this from the beginning, so don't feel too down, Hero."

As she patted the vending machine's shoulder encouragingly, red mana was gradually scattering from her fingertips.

"It seems that human named Hayden who found my research has transplanted his soul into a doll."

I had suspected that the multiple Arias who had appeared before me might have transferred bodies like Hayden, since they were all elaborately crafted dolls.

"Until now, I've been surviving on power received from the otherworldly god."
"That's...!!"

She hadn't done such a thing.

"In the end, instead of saving you, I..."
"Tsk."
-Thwack.

Aria lightly chopped the self-blaming vending machine on the crown of his head.

"You did save me properly, Hero."
"Aria..."
"Since that day, my mind has never been quiet. There's been someone constantly making noise, telling me to weaken the Goddess, to bring her down."

With a refreshed face, she laughed cheerfully.

"And you know what? Thanks to you trying to save me instead of killing me, I got to meet an old comrade I thought I'd never see again."

Miss Lian was right.
She was a lively child, always like the sun.

"So you can be proud. You saved none other than the great Aria!"

As she pointed to herself with her thumb while proudly declaring this with her chest puffed out, she truly looked like the sun.
That must be Aria's true self.

-Thwack!
"You're being awfully proud for someone who's only caused trouble. This isn't the time to puff out your chest, but to bow your head, Aria."
"Eep."

It seemed that getting hit on the back of the head by Sir Oliver was not a rare occurrence.
As I watched the two of them, Aria was whimpering and rubbing the back of her head when she suddenly trembled as if startled.
Her right arm, which she slowly brought forward, had already disappeared up to the wrist.

"Now, it's time to say goodbye."
"Aria..."
"Oliver. Don't cry because I'm gone. You have to live well in this world too, okay?"

At Aria's words, Sir Oliver forced a smile while clenching his fist.

"Ah, of course. You know what my dream is, don't you?"
"Hehe, to create a world where children can smile."
"Yes. I'm going to try to work toward that in this timeline too."
"Mm! Excellent! That's my knight!"

Saying that, Aria stood on her tiptoes and patted Sir Oliver's head.
Then, she bowed to us.

"Everyone, although my bowing won't erase what I've done, I still want to express my gratitude to you all."

After bowing, she stood up and smiled at each of us, making eye contact.

"I'll have to ask you to tell Lian I'm sorry."
"...Leave it to me. I'll take responsibility and make sure to tell her."
"Tell her I'm sorry for speaking badly of her, that she was my best friend. Can you do that?"
"Of course."

After saying that to me, she turned to the vending machine.

"Sometimes, there are things that can't be saved, I said."

The vending machine nodded quietly at her words.

"...I couldn't do it. I hope you can."
"Thank you."
"No, thank you. Hero with a warm heart."

Then, as if remembering something, Aria urgently spoke to me.

"Ah, that's right! Junior. I'm sorry, but can I ask you to take care of one more thing?"
"Please tell me."
"Soon, the previous Demon Lord will awaken."
"...What did you say?"
"The demonic energy scattered throughout the demon realm was spread by the Demon Lord we killed as a medium for his soul in his final moment. I thought if we gathered it, we might be able to resurrect the previous Demon Lord. I've already half succeeded."

Unintentionally, I learned why the demonic energy in the demon realm was decreasing.

"The previous Demon Lord will be resurrected through Queen, probably the strongest of Azathoth's creations."
"...You've done something outrageous."
"Ehehe, sorry. But I don't think you'll lose, so I'm asking you?"

When I nodded with a disgruntled face, Aria sighed in relief.

"And about the current Demon Lord... unlike the previous one, he doesn't seem particularly interested in world conquest. He seems to have some kind of scheme, so be careful."

As I stared blankly at Aria who had made such shocking statements, she turned to Sir Oliver.

"Oliver."
"Aria."
"Sorry. I'm going ahead."
"You've worked hard all this time."

Saying that, Sir Oliver gently stroked Aria's head, which had now disappeared up to her neck.
Savoring Sir Oliver's touch, Aria scattered into red mana with a bright smile.

"...You've worked hard."

I said that to Sir Oliver, who was looking up at the sky with a sad face after witnessing that scene.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, I was able to see Aria's smiling face."

Sir Oliver, who turned to respond to me, was in a state where his entire body was cracked as if he would shatter at any moment.

"Huh? Sir Oliver, your body...!!"
"Oh, Sister!! What should we do!?"
"Kid, you... knew about this."
"Leila's eyes are special, after all."

Soleil was already aware, it seemed, and was looking at Sir Oliver with a composed face.

"Are you this Saint's knight?"
"Not a knight, but a guardian. She's too strong to need a knight escort."
"...You seem to have had your share of hardships too."
"No more than you, I'm sure."
"Indeed."

Sir Oliver chuckled at Soleil's words as she shrugged her shoulders.

"Hero, and everyone else. Please don't worry about me. I came knowing this would happen."

Taking a step back from us.

"Aran said I wouldn't last even ten seconds, but it seems he was just trying to scare me."
"...Your tenacity has surpassed the Archmage's prediction."
"Oh, is that so?"

He must have been gritting his teeth and enduring, thinking that Aria would be sad if he disappeared right before her eyes.

"May the Lord's blessing be with you and Aria on your final journey."
"I am grateful for your grace."

As I watched the holy knight respond to my prayer with an old-fashioned salute, hand to chest.

"You are the last one."

I let him know that his other comrades had already passed away, so he could rest easy.

"What happened to Jereon?"
"He became one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army, stood in our way, and was ultimately defeated."
"Huh, Four Heavenly Kings? More importantly, Jereon lost?"
"This little one quartered him."
"...Pardon?"
"It's, it's true, Sir Oliver."
"She got angry when he provoked her sister and..."
"Ahem."

Except for Soleil, who cleared her throat while looking at me nervously, the others were describing me as if I were some kind of monster.
Suppressing my irritation, I looked at Sir Oliver as he opened his mouth toward me with an incredulous expression.

"Haha, I see. I had a bit of a preconception about you being a small lady."

...Small?
Surely he's not talking about my chest?

"Anyway, Four Heavenly Kings..."

As if the increasingly fracturing body didn't hurt at all, Sir Oliver thoughtfully rested his chin on his hand.

"Well, I'm sure he had his reasons. That man has always been willing to do outrageous things for the sake of his beliefs."
"Beliefs... is it?"
"Yes. For world peace. All of Jereon's actions stem from that principle."

Even if everything in the world changes, Jereon's beliefs would never change.

"...It seems it's time for me to go as well."
-Crack, crumble.

Sir Oliver's body began to crack and crumble like a stone statue.
This is the price for transcending thousands of years with a human body.

"To think I would come this far into the future... truly, it has been a long, long journey."

The holy knight of the first Hero's party who killed the Demon Lord looked up at the sky with a bitter expression and spoke.

"Though we end like this, may your journey find a happy ending."
"Rest in peace."
"Don't worry. We will surely finish this story that we've inherited from you."
"Thank you for your hard work!"
"You've done well. We will tie up the loose ends you couldn't finish."
"There's no need to worry. May you find peace in the Lord's embrace."

As I watched his body crack, crumble, and turn to dust, I offered a silent prayer.

"Still, to be able to see a child smile at the end... I'm... hap..."

Although he couldn't finish his last words, judging by his peaceful smile, it seemed to have been a satisfactory outcome.

Ch.106 - The Girl from Another World
After Aria and Oliver had left.

"My head is throbbing."
"You've taken on quite a burden, Leila."
"Well, we need at least two Demon Lords to share between us, don't we?"
"...Are we just naturally ignoring the remaining Four Heavenly Kings?"
"It can't be helped, Miss Milia. This is Leila we're talking about."

*Sigh*, I should just give up.
Really, everyone is being too much.

"Why are you pouting again?"
"I don't know. I didn't expect even Soleil to be like this."

As I was expressing my dissatisfaction with puffed cheeks, Soleil gently embraced me.
She seems to think this will appease my anger.

"Leila."
"Ugh~! I can't help it!"

She was right.
I'm weak to affectionate hugs.

"It's getting late, so I'd like to camp somewhere nearby."

While I was enjoying the happiness of being in Soleil's arms, the vending machine offered that suggestion.

"That sounds good."
"Then I'll go look for something today."

Today's food procurement duty falls to Orca.
We've been conserving our long-lasting provisions while hunting for ingredients in the surrounding area, as our supplies were starting to run low.
Recently, our daily routine involves the vending machine, Orca, and Soleil taking turns hunting for edible monsters in the vicinity.

"Sister, would that spot over there be suitable?"
"Yes."

The reason there are only three people hunting is because Milia and I always have fixed roles.
I'm in charge of cooking and barrier spells, while Milia...

*BOOM!*

As you can see from the scene before us, she's responsible for flattening the ground with gravity magic and starting fires.
After Milia flattens the ground, we place large stones we've gathered in advance according to the number of people, then set up tents, and preparations are complete.

"Having gravity magic certainly makes things convenient."
"Hehe, if my father knew I was using it like this, he'd be grabbing the back of his neck..."
"On the contrary, using it for such purposes is precisely the correct application, isn't it?"
"I also think that magic used in everyday life like this is better magic, just as Soleil says."

As we were all spending time around the fire...

"I drained the blood on the way here."

Orca returned with a pig-like monster about the size of her own body.

"Oh, with this much, we won't have to worry about ingredients for a while."

I admired the sight and began butchering the monster for preservation.

"Sir Soleil, I find it amazing every time I see it—do they teach that sort of thing in the Holy Kingdom?"
"...I wouldn't know."
"Even among adventurers, not many would do that unless they were obsessed with cooking."
"Didn't you say you learned it in the Holy Kingdom's kitchen?"

Despite having seen this several times, it seems they still haven't gotten used to it.

"The Holy Kingdom's kitchens are always open, so if you ask for instruction, even you could learn, Hero."
"I'll pass."

Anyway, after chatting while finishing the preparation of the pig monster, we made skewers with the remaining meat for dinner.

"By the way, Orca?"
"What?"
"You seem to have gotten quite accustomed to things, haven't you?"
"...Huh?"

I spoke to Orca, who was sitting femininely with her legs crossed, drinking tea in front of the bonfire.

"I mean, at first you kept going into the Hero's and Soleil's tent, but now you naturally come into our tent?"
"Got a problem with that?"
"...You always have to talk like that."
"Shut it. I have common sense too. I thought I should compromise to some extent since my body has changed."

Well, a woman forcing herself to act like a man would only look awkward.
I was wondering why she suddenly started acting so feminine at some point—so that was the reason.

"Tch, seeing my stupid disciple cross the barrier before me made me think."
"Think what?"
"That to cross the barrier, one needs to achieve harmony between body and mind."
"Oho."

That certainly makes sense.
I had noticed that lately she's been focusing more on meditation-based training rather than beating up the vending machine.
So that was the reason.

After spending the night like that...

"A forest!! Can I burn it?!"
*THWACK!*
"Calm down. We're out of firewood, so we need to gather some first."
"Heeeng."

After stopping Milia, who was about to rush toward the purple forest ahead while scattering mana everywhere, I surveyed the surroundings.
Then, I could see something black and white in the distance, kicking up dust and approaching rapidly in our direction.

"...HELP MEEEEE!!!"
"Hm? What's that?"
"Something is approaching quickly from that direction."
"Is it a person?"

Looking closely, I could see a person clinging to a streamlined white object being chased by a pack of shadowy black wolves that seemed to be made of shadows—something I remembered seeing before.

"HELP MEEEEE!!!"
"It's a person. We should rescue them first and then hear their story."
"Then the master and I will go gather firewood first."
"Yes. We'll rescue that person and hear what happened."

As the vending machine and Orca headed toward the forest, I stretched my body.

"It seems to be a woman, so I'll handle the rescue."
"Then I'll take care of the monsters following behind."
"I'll prepare a suitable place for us to talk."

With that, I ran forward with Soleil and snatched both the streamlined object and the person.
At the same time, I watched Soleil pulverize the shadow wolves with a single strike, which reminded me of that man we met in the elf village.

"Thank you for saving me!!"

When I heard words of gratitude from my side...

"...Huh?"
*SWISH!*

I took out restraining chains from my sleeve, bound the woman, and examined the streamlined object she had been clinging to.
After all, there's no way an ordinary human would be in a place like this.

"Um, excuse me?"
"I won't harm you if you stay still."

Ignoring the woman who was struggling to be released, I continued examining the streamlined object.

"Hooh."

I could tell it was a vehicle that could float in the air using mana.

"Huh? Hey!! Why are you putting that away?!"
"I'll return it to you later."

I quietly stored it in my sleeve.
I didn't want to keep carrying it around in case this woman tried to escape later.
...Absolutely, absolutely not because I coveted it.

"Leila."
"Ah, good work, Soleil."
"...Isn't this a bit excessive?"
"No. I can't just leave a person with not even a trace of miasma in this deep part of the demon realm."

As I told Soleil, there wasn't even a trace of miasma around her.
It was as if she even nullified the miasma that hung like fog in the surroundings.
And I remember seeing this phenomenon twice before.
Although not applied to miasma.

Once was during yesterday's battle with Aria, when my holy power was offset by the power of a god from another world.
And the other time was when facing the monsters summoned by that man who attacked the elf village.
The current phenomenon is closer to the latter.
That's also why I took out restraining chains instead of holy magic.

"What is your name?"
"L-Lana..."
"I see, Lana."

Making eye contact with the black-haired woman who called herself Lana...

"You're with the Demon Lord's army, aren't you?"
"Eek!"

Just as I thought.

"Huh? What's going on?"
"Tch, when will you ever learn to be suspicious, stupid disciple?"

As I was observing Lana, who was sweating profusely with a shocked expression, the vending machine and Orca returned.
They've gathered quite a lot in such a short time.

"It's nothing special. There's no way an ordinary person would be in such a deep part of the demon realm."
"Ah, that's true."

We decided to continue our conversation at the campsite that Milia had diligently prepared.

"Will you walk on your own, or should I carry you?"
"Ah... I'd prefer to be carried."
"You're quite an unusual person."
"I hear that a lot."

I sighed as I looked at Lana, who was completely lying down claiming her legs hurt, then carried her at my side.

"It's been so long since I've had a rest like this."

I gave a thumbs up to Milia, who had thoughtfully lit a fire, then sat Lana down in a suitable spot.

"So, would you care to explain?"
"I expected a saint to be different... the saint I wanted to see wasn't such a scary woman..."

How rude.
Since I am the saint, being myself is the most saintly thing.

"Ahem, I am the beautiful alchemist Lana, one of the Four Heavenly Kings and an advisor to the Demon Lord's army."

I can tell she's not in her right mind.
Is she saying someone of that position voluntarily appeared before me?

"Should I kill her?"
"Master... let's wait and see."
"And I'm a human from another world."

Lana grinned as she dropped this bombshell.

"I'm on the run after betraying the Demon Lord's army because I heard a hero from my homeland was coming."

For now, I should continue listening.
The vending machine is reacting enthusiastically to the mention of a homeland.

"Homeland? Could it be, you're also..."
"Yes! I am from Earth!"

Unable to keep up with her energy, I sighed softly and tightened the chains.

"Gack! Isn't this where you're supposed to untie me?!"
"Whether you're from the same world as the Hero or not, I don't particularly care. If you were an advisor to the Demon Lord's army, that means you led the attacks on the frontlines and commanded monsters. You should be grateful I'm not killing you right now."
"...Leila. I understand how you feel, but let's calm down."
"Haah..."

Soleil tried to calm me by holding my hand, but I still can't help feeling a little angry.

"Hmm... since it looks like I might really die at this rate, I should get to the point."

After playfully tilting her head as if troubled, she addressed us with a serious face.

"Stop the Demon Lord."
"What?"
"Just as I said. There's not much time. Stop the Demon Lord."

At those words, we all fell silent.

"Leila."

The vending machine spoke to me with a determined expression.

"Will you untie her?"
"...Alright. But if you try to escape, I won't be so considerate next time."
"Yeah. Thanks."

After releasing Lana from the chains at the vending machine's request, she stretched and stood up.

"Lana... right?"
"Big sis Lana is fine. Since we're from the same homeland, I prefer that."
"I'm sorry, but you should realize that even releasing you like this is already showing you considerable consideration."
"Tch."

Milia's eyes grew a bit fierce when she saw Lana acting friendly with the vending machine.
Fortunately, thanks to the vending machine's appropriate response, things returned to normal.

"I'm level-headed, so you don't need to worry, Soleil."
"...I see."

Only then did Soleil's grip on my hand loosen a bit.

"Hmm... where should I start to explain..."
"From the beginning. I'd like to hear about when you first came from the other world."
"It might be a bit long, is that okay?"

The vending machine looked at everyone, seeking agreement, so I quietly nodded.

"Yes."
"Alright, first let me ask you something—what year was it in your time?"
"...2022, at the point I was summoned."
"Hmm. In my time, it was 2207."

And so began Miss Lana's story.

"Well, since the others wouldn't understand even if they heard, I'll keep it simple."
"Sure."
"Earth's science advanced day by day, and I was researching time travel."

Time travel... what used to be only in old movies had become reality.

"During an experiment, an accident occurred, and when I regained consciousness after being caught in an explosion, I found myself in this world."

Surprisingly, this happened 200 years ago.

"I don't know why I haven't aged, but I think something during the experiment affected my body."

Lana tells this extraordinary story with a calm face.

"For various reasons, I drifted into the demon realm and ended up mingling with the demon folk."

She smiles somewhat bitterly, saying they turned out to be honest and decent people.

"Then one day, I happened to participate in a chess tournament held in the demon realm, won it, and was recruited into the Demon Lord's army."

...I remember my grandfather repeatedly saying that the Pope's position wasn't won through chess.
So the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army can be selected through chess.

"That's how I met the Demon Lord and fell in love at first sight. Even if this love would never be returned, I decided I would work by this person's side until I died."
"Is the name of that Demon Lord Belial?"

Seeing her eyes widen in surprise at my question, it seems I'm correct.

"How did you...?"
"Eligos said his farewells at the last moment."
"...The old man."

The old man, is it?
It seems they were quite close.
I wonder if she knew that he was the first hero, Jereon?

"Sigh... anyway, that's not really important, so let's move on. In fact, despite being called the Demon Lord, it was more like being the king of the demon folk. At least until a few years ago."

Indeed, it seems the real changes began not too long ago.

"Until then, the hardliners who followed the previous Demon Lord's will were allowed to attack the frontlines as they pleased, but that day was different."
"How was it different?"
"Suddenly, the Demon Lord declared an intention to conquer the world and kill anyone who wouldn't follow."

That's quite sudden.

"And really did kill them all."
"...What?"
"That's rather abrupt."
"What could have happened?"
"If we listen, we'll find out."
"As Leila says, let's hear the story to the end."

And so Lana's story continued.

"Even when I asked why, the only answer was that it was what needed to be done."

She says Eligos showed no reaction, as if he already knew.

"The skeleton was happy, saying this is how a Demon Lord should be, and the dark one didn't care about anything except getting revenge on humans."

It seems that the man who controlled those shadows was also one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

"From that day, miasma began gathering at the top of the Demon Lord's castle, above the throne."

She explained that the miasma spread by the previous Demon Lord's curse had long since surpassed even the miasma the previous Demon Lord possessed.

"The plan is to gather all the miasma in the demon realm in one place."
"Is that even possible?"
"I don't know either. When that woman Aria came, that's what she said, so it must be true."

If such a thing is possible...

"Don't tell me the Demon Lord intends to absorb that miasma?"
"...If my guess is correct."

Any being that absorbs that much miasma would go mad.

"But why...?"
"I don't know. The important discussions were only held with old man Eligos."

After finishing her story, Lana once again addressed us with a serious expression.

"At this rate, our Demon Lord will become a mindless monster that only repeats destruction. So please, stop the Demon Lord."

She clutched her chest with both hands and pleaded sincerely.

"Whatever the reason might be, I don't want to see the Demon Lord I love become something that's no longer the Demon Lord I love...!!"

Ch.107 - Silver coins, no more
I understand the situation.

"Is that all you have to say?"
"...What?"
-Clank!

Since it seemed like there was nothing more to say, I restrained Rana again with the chains I had prepared in advance.

"Leila."
"Sis..."

The vending machine and Milia were looking at me with eyes that said I was being too harsh.
But when it comes to this matter, I have no intention of backing down either.

"I, I never lied about anything...!!"

I opened my mouth while glaring at Rana, who was protesting with a flustered expression.

"Yes. I also think most of what you said is true."

Given the circumstances, there wasn't anything that seemed particularly false.

"Then why...!!"
"You seem to be misunderstanding something. Did you really think that if you played the victim and appealed to us, we would say 'oh of course' and help you?"
"For once, the little one is saying something I like."

Orca chimed in from the side, emanating killing intent.
If I could, I'd like to cut off that neck right now.

Perhaps thinking that the vending machine and Milia wouldn't accept this, Soleil opened his mouth toward the vending machine.

"Think about it carefully, Hero."
"Lord Soleil?"
"Don't you find it strange how this woman knew about the Hero's hometown?"
"Oh? Now that you mention it..."

Not many people know about the vending machine's hometown.
It seems he's been spreading various stories on the frontlines, but even considering that, it's not something many people would know.
And a Four Heavenly King of the Demon Lord's army knows about it?

"Huh?"

The vending machine's eyes widened in surprise, as if he'd just realized it.
But that's not all, is it?

"Rana."
"Ah, what a shame."
"How many have you killed so far?"

I asked Rana, who was looking at me expressionlessly, as if her earlier flustered appearance had indeed been an act.

"...I don't know, I've never bothered to count."

With a smile that was full of the sickening smell of blood, one that made me feel ill just looking at it.

"Well, who counts each and every pest they kill?"
"You, how dare you say that!!"

The vending machine was outraged at those words.

"Is that really something to get angry about?"
"Of course it is! How can a person do that to other people...!!"
"But the people of this world never acknowledged me as one of them."
"What?"

Rana tilted her head as if she couldn't understand the vending machine's reaction.

"A witch immune to holy power. That's what people called me as they tried to kill me."

She said that one day, when she fell after a misstep, a priest's holy power was nullified when he tried to heal her wound, and she was hunted without knowing why.

"Why should I consider those creatures as people like me?"

I grabbed the back of the vending machine's neck and pulled him back as he stood there with a bewildered expression, unable to respond to Rana's words.

"That's enough."
"Huh?"
"Leila!"
"Let's stop with the ridiculous excuses."

No matter how extreme the church might have been in those days, they wouldn't hunt someone down for such a trivial reason.

"Oh? Did I get caught?"
"As if you were even trying to hide it."
"Wow, not even a trace of innocence left."
"I thought I'd heard this story somewhere before, and now I remember. Are you the Black Witch who annihilated an entire village with an unknown poison 190 years ago?"
"Our Saint has studied her history diligently."

The Black Witch.
I heard she suddenly appeared one day and attracted attention with various mysterious magical tools.
The reason why she changed, when she had apparently been getting along well with the villagers, remains unknown...

"I just suddenly became curious. Holy power doesn't work on me, so I wondered if, conversely, the pathogens from my world would work in this one."

....

"Even if you look at me like that, I really did try to get along with everyone."

She smiled unpleasantly, saying that it was the people who treated her as a different species just because holy power didn't work on her who were wrong.

"I can't listen to any more of this."
"I also think this is wrong."

Orca drew his sword with an undisguised look of disgust, while Milia turned her head away with an uncomfortable expression and took a step back.

"What will you do, Hero?"

When I asked the vending machine that,

"...I still oppose it, but I don't intend to force my decision on everyone."

It seems he understands but is still troubled.
Well, it was just yesterday that Aria had encouraged him.

"What about Soleil?"
"You know I agree with you."

Well, then it's decided.

"Any last words?"

I said that to Rana, who was still observing us calmly, as if she had something up her sleeve.

"Hmm..."

After pondering my question for a moment, Rana said,

"I still think a Saint should have a touch of innocence and cuteness."

She just said that with a playful face.

"You may leave if you're uncomfortable."
"...I'm fine."
"Don't worry."

After seeing that the vending machine and Milia said they were fine, I raised my right hand and infused it with aura.
And then.

-Swoosh!
"Tch."

I infused the chain I was holding in my left hand with aura and pulled it with the intent to kill.
I was certain she was hiding something, so I aimed to catch her off guard by focusing her attention on my right hand.

"Huh?"
"Ah, she disappeared!"
"Tsk, I should have cut her throat while she was talking."
"As expected, she was prepared from the beginning."
"Yes. I was certain she was physically present. It must have been an illusion... or some kind of spatial movement ability."

The latter is more likely.
An illusion capable of deceiving the senses of three Masters and my eyes would be virtually impossible.

"Something fell down here."

The vending machine picked up something from where Rana had disappeared.
Looking closely, it was a crystal ball and a map.

"Could this be a map of the demon realm?"
"It seems so."

After comparing the map, which kindly marked the current location and the path to the Demon Lord's castle, with the route I remembered,

"The map seems reliable. It matches the path I remember."

That leaves the crystal ball...
As expected, I looked with displeasure at the crystal ball that activated on its own and created an illusion.

"Yay~! It's everyone's idol, Lady Rana!"
"This is maddening."
"I-dol? What's that?"
"...Just hearing that brat's voice gives me a headache now."
"Leila, put your hand down."

I was a bit surprised when Soleil suddenly grabbed my hand.
Apparently, I had unconsciously tried to smash the crystal ball.

"Receiving this crystal ball means I've escaped, right? Hehe. Did you think the genius alchemist and scientist Rana wouldn't have prepared an escape plan?"

...She's really annoying.

"I only told the truth, you know. It makes me sad that you tried to kill me."
"Do we really need to listen to any more of this?"

I said that as I felt blood rushing to my head for the first time in a while.

"I understand how you feel, but let's hear her out."
"Haah..."

As much as I'd like to shut that illusion's mouth right now...
In the end, I reluctantly agreed to listen to the chattering illusion until the end with everyone else.

"Well, whether you believe me or not, that's up to you. I'll just move in my own way."

Rana's illusion continued to chatter endlessly and loudly.
If this was meant as a mental attack, it's an extremely effective one.

"The map left with the crystal ball shows the location of the Demon Lord's castle. For you idiots, the kind Lady Rana has marked everything from your current position to the direction and distance!"

Leaning forward for emphasis and wiggling her fingers,

"After all, it's bad for you too if the Demon Lord absorbs the demonic energy and gets stronger, right? Puhehe, even if you don't want to listen to me, you'll have to move."

This is extremely irritating.
But she's right, so I have nothing to say.

"Well, see you again, idiots!"

With those final words, the illusion dissipated, and I spoke.

"Was there any need to watch that?"
"...Sorry."

As I pressed my forehead with rising irritation, the vending machine scratched the side of his head and apologized.

-Crack.

After taking the orb from the vending machine's hand and crushing it,

"I need to cool down a bit."
"Yeah."

I held out a silver coin.
However,

"You don't need to give me silver coins anymore."
"What?"

The vending machine handed back the silver coin along with the drink.

"I think I understand now why you give me silver coins."
"..."
"Ian?"
"Hero."
"Why are they suddenly acting like this?"

Under everyone's questioning gaze, I quietly looked at the vending machine.
Then, with a bitter expression, the vending machine said to me,

"I realized that your keeping distance from me specifically isn't simply because I'm the Hero."

It seems he's suspected for quite some time.

"I've been suspicious for a while, but what confirmed it was just now."

It seems my careless reaction earlier was the decisive factor.

"Pathogens, idol... You didn't question these unfamiliar terms that people of this world wouldn't know. In fact, you even got angry at the mention of pathogens."

So, he finally figured it out.

"Leila, you're also from Earth, aren't you?"
"Sis is from the same world as Ian?"
"That can't be. Surely, Leila has been since childhood... Could it be?"
"She was certainly mature beyond her years."

Since it's a certainty rather than a suspicion, I can't deny it.

"...Haah."

With a deep sigh, I spoke to the vending machine.

"Yes, that's right. I once lived on Earth, and after my death, for some reason, I was reborn in this world with my memories intact."
"I see."

After hearing my words, the vending machine nodded with a relieved expression.

"I understand why you were upset now."

As if he had realized something,

"I'll try my best, so please be a bit more patient with me."

The vending machine extended his hand to me with a bitter smile.
Taking his hand, I smiled wryly and said,

"We'll see how it goes."

Looking at everyone's eyes, it seems we'll need to set up camp here today.
Even Orca has a look that says he wants to hear my story.

"Sigh... Let's find a spot first. I'll tell you everything you're curious about."

So, although it was a bit early, we set up camp, lit a fire, and gathered around. Facing all the eyes focused on me, I sighed and began to speak.

"If you have any questions, please ask."

I don't particularly want to talk about my past life.
And I don't want to shatter the vending machine's illusions either.

"How old were you?"

Are you really starting with that, Orca?

"Combining my past and present lives, I'd say I'm about as old as you."
"Tch, being so vague."

I spoke carefully while glancing at Soleil.
But Soleil just smiled slightly when our eyes met.

"Sis, so you really did live in the same world as Ian?"
"Yes. Though it was quite some time before the Hero's era."

Smartphones, was it?
Honestly, I'd like to see one of those too.

"Soleil, don't you have any questions?"
"Just tell us what you want to share."

Soleil smiled gently, reassuring me that his love wouldn't change because of my past life.
At that, I felt my heart flutter and my face flush.
Falling in love with that man was truly the best choice I ever made.

"Leila."

As I was gazing at Soleil for a moment, the vending machine, seemingly unable to read the atmosphere, called my name.

"Yes."
"You said you finished your life and were reincarnated? Can you tell us what kind of life you lived?"
"Hmm... It's not a particularly interesting story, but if you're curious."

Pulling out memories of my past life, which have now become distant history,
I began to speak quietly while watching the crackling campfire.

"Back then, I was what you might call an emotionally barren person."

The life of Ha Myung-jin, who lived by mimicking others' emotions because his heart was empty.
Yet, a human life that pursued righteousness according to his parents' teachings.
About my past life, excluding the incident when I saved the young vending machine.

"...Well, I lived like that and eventually ended my life in an accident."

As I shared stories of my past life with everyone, old memories began to resurface one by one, projecting nostalgic images into the flickering campfire.

"I regained my past life memories when I was five years old."

I'll never forget that moment when I hit my head while climbing over a fence after stealing money, and my past life memories came flooding back.

"That's also when the stigmata appeared in my eyes."

Since everyone except Orca already knew the story after that,

"That's pretty much it."

Somehow, talking about the past like this occasionally feels, how should I put it, refreshing?
Anyway, that's how I felt, so after finishing my story, I quietly gazed at the campfire.
As I did so, Soleil stood up with a sigh and spoke.

"Haah... To think I provoked someone like you, telling you to give up if it was too hard..."
"Ahaha, even without my past life, I would never have given up."

I smiled brightly as Soleil came over and embraced me, saying I'd been through a lot.
Even before regaining my past life memories, I was quite stubborn.
It's telling that when my past and present memories were mixed up, it was my memories as Leila that ultimately took control.

"So, do you have any more questions?"
"I was just surprised that a kid like you remembers your past life, but I don't really care about anything else."
"Whatever past you had, the Leila I love is the one I've seen with my own eyes."
"I feel the same as Lord Soleil. Sis is still Sis, right?"
"I'm hardly in a position to say anything to you."

The vending machine said with an embarrassed smile.

To be honest, the image of him as a gold vending machine with arms and legs that was seared into my mind when I first saw him dispensing drinks in the prayer room was too strong.
I've tried my best, but sometimes I still see him that way.

"Well, keep working on it."

I know he's been trying hard until now, but it's not enough to make me feel better yet.

"Now, if there are no more questions, let's end the discussion here."

After concluding our conversation, I quietly said a prayer while preparing dinner.
May we all safely see the sun together.

Ch.108 - When this fight is over...
After telling everyone about my past, we were having a light dinner and taking a short break.

"Leila."
"Soleil?"

Soleil approached me carefully, making sure the others wouldn't notice, and picked me up.
We did make eye contact with the vending machine at one point, but it just smirked. Soleil must have said something to it beforehand.

So, Soleil carried me behind a nearby rock.
Could it be...

"Hey, I'm not mentally prepared for outdoor activities yet..."
"...What kind of person do you think I am?"

Ah, seems I was mistaken.

"I just wanted to talk about something I couldn't say in front of the others."

After he gently set me down, I lightly kissed his cheek.
Then I used my holy power to create two chairs in response to his request to talk.

"So, what did you want to discuss?"
"We'll be arriving at our destination soon, right?"
"That's correct."

As Soleil said, we're scheduled to reach the Demon King's castle in about three days, but...
Ah, I think I know what he wants to talk about.

"I'll allow it."
"Leila, I haven't even said anything yet..."
"You want my permission to risk your life for the Hero and Milia if an emergency situation arises, right?"

Soleil closed his mouth with a surprised expression, as if my words had hit the mark.
He really is such a straight-laced person.
Well, it's better than doing something without saying anything.

"Whatever happens, do as you wish. I'm sure it will be the best choice."

After all, I trust Soleil just as I trust my mother.

"Thank you. For coming to ask my permission before making your decision."
"...Will you really be okay?"
"Hmm... if you're asking if I'll be okay..."

No matter how firmly I steel my resolve...

"Of course I won't be okay. Really."
*Thump*

I flicked his forehead lightly and puffed my cheeks as he sat right in front of me.
When Soleil tried to pat my head after seeing this, I pushed his hand away, pulled his face close, pressed my forehead against his, and said:

"It's fine to risk your life, but never give up until the very end. Struggle to survive. If you do, I'll definitely come to save you."
"I'll try."

I smiled brightly as Soleil looked back at me with unwavering eyes, not avoiding my gaze.

"Good."

I caressed both his cheeks, then stood up and said:

"If you listen to me well and we all return home safely, I'll give you an ex~tremely wonderful reward."
"A reward?"
"Hehe, you can look forward to it. I'll let you taste the ultimate happiness."

I said this with a bright smile toward Soleil, who was getting up while looking at me with puzzled eyes.

"...I definitely can't fall now, if only to find out what this reward is."
"Perhaps when you learn what the reward is, you'll be too upset to pass on naturally?"
"Haha."

I winked with one eye, trying to be as cheerful as possible.
It's a bit embarrassing to act in a way I'm not used to.
But seeing the smile forming on Soleil's lips, my embarrassment vanished, replaced by pure happiness.

"Leila."

Soleil called my name as he approached one step at a time.
Watching him, I quietly put my hands behind my back, closed my eyes, and leaned forward slightly.
Then, Soleil gently cupped my chin and kissed me.

*Smooch, slurp*

Slowly and gently.
His tongue persistently explored my mouth, as if trying to make up for all the time we hadn't tasted each other.

"Mmm."

I also wrapped my arms around Soleil's neck and responded more actively to his kiss.

"Haa..."

After kissing for quite a while, we separated and stared blankly at the saliva dripping down, then looked at each other and laughed.

"Really, you said you didn't bring me here for that..."
"Sorry, you're just too lovable."
"Hehe, I am quite lovable, aren't I?"

While enjoying Soleil's hand stroking my head, I spoke again.

"We should probably head back soon, or we might cause misunderstandings."
"Haha, let's do that."

Even though I was being somewhat serious, he reacted as if he'd heard an amusing joke.
So I decided to tell him something he might not know.

"Oh, I'm not joking, you know? The Hero and Milia did it quite often."
"...Really?"
"Yes. I wouldn't have expected it, but Milia is surprisingly bold..."
"That's impressive."

They seem to be holding back since they can't go far from the demon realm.
But those two, they're really something else...

Anyway, I held Soleil's hand as we returned to where everyone else was.

"Done already? My, that was quick."

As Orca snickered and mocked Soleil,
I chopped the top of his head with the side of my hand before he could react.

*Thwack!*
"What do you mean 'quick'? We just talked."
"Ugh... damn brat, what kind of saint attacks first?"

Is he trying to provoke me with that?

"Hmph, I do."
"Gah!"

When I snorted and retorted, Orca seemed to heat up and prepared to lunge at me, so I clenched my fist.
In the past, we used to take each other's jokes in stride, but strangely, since he transformed into that form, teasing him has become quite fun.

"Now, now. Let's calm down, Sir Orca."
"...Tch."
"Aw, you should have just let me."

I was about to teach him the difference in our abilities.

"So, what were you two talking about?"

As I was dusting off my hands in disappointment, the vending machine, who had been dozing off with Milia leaning on its shoulder, asked me.

"Hmm... let's see. About our futures?"
"...Hey, talking about that before the final battle is dangerous."

Ah, right, there was something like that.
What was it called... a death flag?

"Don't worry. I'm not the one who shouts 'I've defeated you!' but rather the one who hears that line."
"Pfft!"

The vending machine burst out laughing when I shrugged and said that.

"Well, we did exchange similar conversations after this battle is over..."
"Hey."
"Ahaha!"

Seeing the vending machine unusually excited, it seems to be recalling memories from Earth while talking with me.

"...I don't understand what you two are talking about at all."
"It's probably about the world where the Hero lived."
"Sir Soleil, let's get along well as abandoned people."
"Haha. I'm sorry, but I've never been abandoned."
"Ack, traitor!"
"You guys are really having fun. Seriously."

Well, this kind of interaction isn't so bad once in a while.

* *

The next day.
As usual, I woke up early, finished my morning prayers, and was preparing breakfast.

"Yaaawn... smells good..."

Seeing Milia awake before Orca for once, I decided to pat the child's head for the first time in a while.

"Hehe, did you sleep well?"
"Yesss... good morning, sis."
"Want to come over here?"

Since I couldn't move far from the pot, I called Milia over.
Now that my past life has been revealed, I decided to use Earth recipes without hesitation.
I didn't have oyster sauce, but I happened to have some soy sauce I made earlier.
So despite limited ingredients, I was trying to make something resembling dongpo pork.

"Yesss... yaaawn..."
"Hehe, you can go back to sleep if you're tired."
"I want to watch you cook, sis."
"Then, could you flip the meat once each time I speak?"
"Okay."

After handing the tongs to Milia, I started stroking her head as she sat blankly staring at the pot.

"...Sis."
"Yes?"
"This looks really strong. Will it be okay for breakfast?"

...Oops.

"Umm... it should be fine. Orca's body is young now too."

I guess I got a bit carried away thinking about making food I particularly enjoyed on Earth.

"I'm planning to prepare sandwiches too, so don't worry too much."
"If you say so..."

After worrying briefly, Milia seemed to decide to stop thinking about it and focused on the pot again.

"Milia, you're drooling."
"Slurp!"

So that's why she woke up so early.
It seems last night's dinner wasn't satisfying enough.

"There, your hair is all fixed."
"Hehe, thank you!"
"Please give me back the tongs, and could you wake everyone else? Since this is a strong dish, it might be better to eat it with a clear head."
"Okay!"

In the end, the dish I made was only eaten by me, the vending machine, and Milia.

Orca aside, even Soleil kept coughing and reaching for water after each bite.
Ugh, I think I got too excited about being able to make Earth cuisine again.

"Thanks, Leila. It's been so long since I've had dongpo pork. That was delicious."
"I'm glad you enjoyed it..."
"Ahem, it was good. Leila."
"I'm sorry. I prepared too stimulating a dish for breakfast."
"I thought you were getting back at me for what I said last night."
"That's why I prepared sandwiches too."
"Hehehe, sis, it was super delicious!"

Well, I'm glad everyone enjoyed their meal.

"Now then, shall we get going again?"

After finishing our meal, we set off again and were able to travel smoothly toward the Demon King's castle.

Of course, there were some obstacles along the way.

Like a forest filled with mist that showed visitors visions of the past.
Or a ravine where flying demon beasts attacked in swarms.
Oh, and the area where lightning poured down like a shower was quite electrifying.

And so, after the predicted three days had passed:

"Phew... we've arrived."
"That must be the Demon King's castle, right?"
"It's been a long time since I found any romance in travel... but this makes me wonder if this is right."
"Don't think about it, Sir Orca. If we think about it, we're the only ones who lose."

I can somewhat understand what Orca means...

For the forest showing visions of the past, I remembered seeing it when I dreamed about Shavi, so I had Milia burn it all down before we entered its range.
For the ravine with swarms of flying demon beasts, I lured them into the ravine, spread a barrier, and then collapsed the ravine, burying all the beasts alive.
We did struggle a bit to get out because more rubble piled up than expected.
As for the land where lightning poured down like a shower... we just walked through it with my barrier spread.

"Ahaha, it's good to travel comfortably."
"That's not wrong, but... you're not the one who should be saying it."
"Come on, like sis said, comfort is good."

As everyone except Milia looked at me with somewhat cold eyes, I cleared my throat and decided to change the subject.

"Ahem! Anyway, we've finally reached the Demon King's castle."
"Indeed."
"It's a really creepy castle."
"Sigh... I'm nervous."
"The technique is impressive though. Building a castle in such a dangerous location."

As everyone mentioned, the large castle built at the edge of a pointed cliff, with walls made entirely of black material, was exuding quite an eerie atmosphere.
In fact, the castle was surrounded by dense demonic energy and an enormous amount of brown mana.
It's surely covered with all kinds of defensive magic.
With that much mana deployed, it would be a bit troublesome even for me.

"What do you think, Leila?"

The vending machine asked me as I was examining the surroundings of the Demon King's castle.

"Hmm... there does seem to be quite a lot of defensive magic in place. We'll need to use some force to break through."
"I thought as much."

My companions fell into contemplation after hearing my words.
...Is there really a need to worry?

"I have a good idea."

So I told everyone about the idea that came to me as soon as I saw the Demon King's castle.

"...Leila."
"What do you think? It's a good idea, right?"
"No, wait... let's calm down first, okay?"

Hmm, this is strange.

"S-Sis, that seems a bit too much."
"Kid, don't you think that's going too far, even for a Demon King? As a human being?"
"Sigh..."

I think it's quite a good method, but why is everyone looking at me with disgusted expressions?

"Honestly, isn't this a pretty good plan?"

I took out my staff from my sleeve, placed it on my shoulder, and spoke.

"If you have a better method, I'm willing to follow it."

As soon as I took out my staff, Soleil rushed over and embraced me.

"Leila. Can you give us a moment to think?"
"Nng... I guess I have no choice. But don't take too long, the enemy might notice us."

In the end, my companions moved away to discuss among themselves, leaving me feeling a bit hurt.

"...I think it's an excellent idea though."

As I was admiring the Demon King's castle while smacking my lips, about 30 minutes passed.

"Leila."
"Have you finished coordinating your opinions?"

The vending machine stood before me, representing everyone, with a very tense expression.

"If Milia sets off high-level magic to destroy the castle's defensive spells..."
"Rejected."

If the magic doesn't erase all defenses at once, we might break through in the meantime, but Milia would be left behind after casting the spell.

"Ugh... or I could use the holy sword to...!!"
"You know that's nonsense, right?"

If we do as I suggested, there would be no need for such meaningless expenditure.

"Haah."
"Ian. This is impossible..."
"Give it up, stupid disciple."
"Lord, please..."

Everyone is being too harsh.

"Really, you're all taking this too lightly. No matter how strong I am, without knowing the enemy's exact abilities, we always need to choose the best method."

It's true that I'm the strongest, but that doesn't mean I can handle everything perfectly.
We need to choose the best option available.

"...Fine. Let's do as you say."
"If that's what sis wants..."
"Sigh... You're right. I was being shortsighted."
"So it comes to this after all."

Ah, but their opinions weren't completely meaningless.
Thanks to them, I had a good idea.

"Actually, Milia using high-level magic is a good idea."
"You, don't tell me..."

The vending machine looked at me with an utterly disgusted face.
Hehe, even I think this is a really good plan.

"Let's do both."
"Ah, she's a demon... Sis looks like a complete demon right now..."
"I feel sorry for the enemy."

Soleil had already turned his back and was praying toward the sky.

"Now, get ready, Milia."
"...Ugh, okay."

As Milia reluctantly took out her orb to prepare for casting magic, I also stepped forward.

"Divine Release."

After strengthening my body and surrounding myself with an aura while watching the blade of light appearing on my staff:

"Sis, I'm ready."

When Milia signaled from behind that her magic preparation was complete:

"Everyone, please step back a reasonable distance."

After confirming that everyone had retreated:

"Hup!"
*KWAAANG!!*

I swung my staff hard toward the ground in front of me, causing it to collapse.

*RUMBLE!!*

The Demon King's castle began falling into the ravine along with the collapsing ground.
And red mana gathered toward the falling castle.

"Ugh, I'm sorry!"

A giant fiery dragon that appeared in the air breathed flames toward the falling castle.

"Here's a present."
*Swoosh! Swoosh!!*

I also shot several auras in case anyone tried to escape from the castle.

"...That's really too much."

I think I heard the vending machine mumble something from behind.
But it's the fault of the idiot who built a castle in such a dangerous location in the first place.

Right?

Ch.109 - Every Man for Himself
As I watched Millia's flames die down, I couldn't help but swallow hard.

"Seems like you want to fight inside there even if it kills you."
"T-that's impossible...?"
"The title of Demon Lord isn't just for show, I see."

Because the Demon Lord's castle, which I thought had fallen off the cliff, was now rising into the sky.
Soon, a path of brown mana formed, as if inviting us to where they were.

"...Still, it seems the defensive magic surrounding the castle has disappeared."

As I said this, I looked toward the vending machine.

"Let's go."

He spoke with a determined expression.
...Judging by everyone else's somewhat excited faces, they must have been secretly uncomfortable with my suggestion to drop the castle off the cliff.
Sigh, resolving things without fighting would have been the best solution.

"Lord, grant us strength to journey further, and with favorable winds at our backs, lighten our steps. Also, grant us the power to cut down evil."

After bestowing the blessings of "Enhancement" and "Holy Weapon" upon everyone, I stood protectively near Millia and moved toward the castle with the others.
As we reached the castle gate, it began to open on its own.

-Rumble.
"This is...!!"
"Leila?"
"...An unbelievable amount of demonic energy."
"I don't notice anything particularly different."
"That's because you and Sir Soleil are clergy."

I could feel the demonic energy surging from inside the castle, as if everything until now had been mere child's play.
And as the door opened...

"Huh?"
"Whoa!"
"Hmm, it can't be just wind."

The demonic energy that had been covering the demon realm seemed to be getting sucked toward the inside of the castle.

-BOOM!!

Immediately after, the top of the Demon Lord's castle exploded with a thunderous roar.

"That's telling us to go up there."
"It seems so. We don't have much time, I'm afraid."
"Sis, why don't we just go straight there from here?"

Millia's suggestion is quite tempting to me as well.

"That seems difficult. There's a barrier in the sky. Even I couldn't break through it quickly."

A massive barrier made purely of mana was being constructed in the air, seemingly in anticipation of me.
Looking at the sphere of demonic energy floating in the sky like a black sun, I spoke.

"Judging by the amount of demonic energy gathered there, it would be wise to consider this Demon Lord at least my equal."

My intuition has been warning me continuously.
It's dangerous.

"...Let's go."

Following the vending machine who took the lead while nervously swallowing, we entered the castle.

-Creeeeak― Boom!

The door closed behind us as if to say we would never leave alive.
The interior of the castle was bright and antique in atmosphere, unlike its exterior.
However....

"There's not a single sign of life."
"How kind of them to guide our way."
"The air feels heavy..."
"Take deep breaths, Miss Millia."
"It seems that what that brat said was true—that all the demon folk were killed."

As the vending machine mentioned, brown mana was laid out in the air like signposts, showing us the way to follow.
I exchanged glances with everyone as we observed this.
We continued following these markers through the castle.

"This place is..."

As we entered a massive hall, the brown mana disappeared.

-Crackle.

White static electricity suddenly filled the surroundings.

"Everyone, gather around me."

As I raised my staff and created a barrier with holy power...

-CRASH!!
"This lightning...!!"

Lightning struck through the ceiling, turning everything around us white.
Judging by Orca's reaction...

"...That one is my prey."
"Be careful."

Orca moved toward Lich Sigmund, a skeleton mage in elaborate robes visible through the large hole in the ceiling.

"Shouldn't we help?"
"If we did, Orca would turn her blade on us. Besides, we don't have time."

Since the castle doors opened, demonic energy from across the demon realm had been gathering at an incomparable rate.
Just as we were about to pick up our pace...

-BOOM!!
"What now?!"
"Sis, behind you!"

With a thunderous roar, I felt powerful demonic energy from behind and swung my staff wrapped in aura.
As the massive clump of demonic energy that flew toward us scattered, demonic energy began to rise behind it, gradually taking human form.

"Ah... How long has it been since I've felt the air of the mortal world? Truly delightful."

A woman in a tight black dress that revealed her voluptuous figure, with long black hair flowing—she exuded a decadent beauty.
This must be the previous Demon Lord that Aria mentioned.

With red eyes full of desire-driven madness, the woman laughed greedily.

"Ahahahaha!! Praise me!! The revival of Lady Astaroth!!"

Then, the previous Demon Lord, Astaroth, looked at us.

"...That sword, you must be the successors of that abominable hero who killed me. Ah, the sensation of that beautiful starlight cutting through my body is still vivid."

As she reached toward the holy sword in the vending machine's hand...

"I want that starlight. Hand it over to me."

Thousands of black hands began to reach out, so I spread a barrier and separated from the group.

"Leila!!"
"Go on. I'll handle this."
"No, beside you!!"

As the vending machine rushed toward me with an outstretched hand and urgent voice, before I could even question...

"I told you we'd meet again."

Lana suddenly appeared beside me, reaching for me.

"Without you, my plan will succeed."

* *

"Leila!!"
"Sis!!"

Just as Leila created a barrier of holy power to block Astaroth's attack...
Lana, who appeared suddenly as if tearing through space, vanished along with Leila.

"Hmm... I thought I'd found a worthy opponent. How disappointing."

Astaroth, who had shown interest at having her attack blocked, now looked slightly dejected as she turned her gaze to Ian.

"Will you entertain me?"
"I'm afraid that won't be possible."

Soleil stepped in front of Astaroth.

"Sir Soleil!"
"Go, both of you. Leave this to me."

At this, Ian ran off with Millia, gritting his teeth.
Astaroth watched them leave with displeasure.

"You dare to suggest there's something more important than facing me, holy knight?"
"A ghost of the past trying to be the main character? Know your limits."

Astaroth, clearly provoked by Soleil's taunt, was silent for a moment before she began to laugh.

"Ha, ahahahaha!! Very well. This too is entertainment. After I slaughter you, I shall kill that foolish dragon who dares to call himself the Demon Lord in my absence."

Soleil's eyes widened at the revelation that the current Demon Lord was of the dragon race—beings considered the embodiment of the word "strongest" in this world, the apex of all living creatures.
After a moment of surprise, Soleil quickly composed himself and prayed in a small voice.

"Lord, grant me the power to cut down evil."

As Soleil infused his greatsword with holy power and pointed it at himself, Astaroth spoke.

"Come, struggle all you want, weak human."

With those words, Astaroth made a slight gesture, and black hands surged toward Soleil.
Soleil, with his greatsword glowing white with holy power and wrapped in white lightning, cut through the approaching hands as he closed the distance to Astaroth.

"Oh?"
-Snap!

Seeing this, Astaroth's eyes filled with interest as she smiled and snapped her fingers.

"Come, Vine."
-RUMBLE!!

Immediately after, something massive and white burst through the castle floor with a thunderous roar.
Too large even for the huge hall where Astaroth and Soleil were facing off, it broke through the ceiling as it took flight—a dragon made of faded bones.

"Let me introduce you. This is Vine, my faithful pet. I named it myself. Fitting, isn't it?"
"...A bone dragon?"
"Once upon a time, there was a dragon who foolishly tried to stop me."

Bone Dragon.
An S-rank disaster that was once sealed in the Elf Village by the hero's party long ago.

"Being the kind woman that I am, I forgave that irreverent dragon by making it serve me as a pet after killing it."

She mentioned how she had missed Vine after sending it to greet the hero's party and it never returned.

"Fufu, apparently they lacked the ability to kill it, so they sealed it away instead."

Astaroth stroked Vine's snout as it flew up and nuzzled her affectionately.

"Holy knight, I ask you one last time. Do you still intend to defy me? If you surrender now, I'll forgive you by making you my pet."

She asked if he still intended to harbor hostility toward her despite witnessing this scene.

"Is that all you've got?"
"What?"
"Sorry, but I don't feel particularly threatened by just that."

Soleil laughed mockingly and readied his stance once more.

"Evil one who defies the Lord's will with the power of otherworldly gods."

The lightning gathering around Soleil's sword began to rage more violently.

"In the name of the exalted Goddess, I shall punish evil."

* *

"Will they be alright, Ian?"
"Let's trust everyone. They'll be fine."

As Ian ran with Millia toward the top of the castle, having left Soleil behind, he spoke reassuringly.

"Let's focus on what we need to do."
"...Yes!"

And at that moment...

"Millia, stop!"
"It's... that man."

Looking at the shadow that suddenly engulfed the corridor they were running through...

"Ian."

Millia turned to Ian.

"I'll handle this. You go ahead."
"But..."

Ian hesitated, concerned about leaving a mage alone against an assassin.
Seeing his hesitation, Millia took out a small vial from her chest.
A vial containing a glowing blue potion.

"I told you, didn't I? I won't just be protected anymore."

Millia opened the vial and drank the potion in one gulp.

"Don't worry. I'm not who I used to be. I'll crush this enemy in an instant and come help you."
"...Alright, be careful."
"That's my line."

As Ian ran past the shadow, Millia reached out her hand.

"I'm sorry, but I'm your opponent."
-Whoosh!
"Ugh!"

Immediately after, Id, who had been targeting Ian from within the shadow, was pulled toward Millia with a groan.

"You again, woman!"
"This is a revenge match. This time will be different."

As the shadow that had engulfed the corridor finally blocked out all light...
Millia created a protective barrier around herself.

-Clang!
"I told you, didn't I? Things are different now."

As she began to amplify the mana within her body, feeling the effects of the refined blue goldensage...

"I don't like darkness."
-BOOM!!

She fired dozens of "Flame Spears" in all directions.
With a thunderous roar, the shadows gradually receded.

Having decided that merely obscuring vision was meaningless, Id withdrew the shadows surrounding them and spoke to Millia.

"Come to think of it, I have a debt to repay you."

Stroking his right arm, which had been twisted by Millia's magic before, with his left hand that now had a prosthetic made by Lana...

"Good. I'll kill you first."

* *

-Clang!
"Whoever you are, you're in my way."
"Hah! Stupid skull-face, you really have nothing inside that head!"

Orca mocked Sigmund, who failed to recognize her as she dodged his magic using dark brown mana as a foothold and attacked with a blade made of aura.

"...You, could it be!?"
"Kahahaha! Finally figured it out?"

As Sigmund raised his altitude in disbelief...

"I don't know why you're still alive, but I'll kill you again for turning me into this!!"

Sigmund recalled how he had implanted a Life Bastle in his own heart to ensure he would never be careless again after the humiliation of being defeated by Orca.

"Orca...!! This time will be different...!!"

Seeing Orca dodge his magic with movements incomparably superior to before...

"I'll show you the essence of magic!!"
"Bring it on."

As Sigmund and Orca faced off...
The massive Bone Dragon, Vine, burst through the castle roof.

"What the hell is that?"
"...Vine!!"

Realizing that his former master had finally awakened at the sight of Vine, Sigmund shouted joyfully.

"Kahahahahaha!! Despair!! My master has awakened, and finally the world shall be ours!!"
"Keep your delusions in check!!"
-BOOM!!

Orca swung her sword again, noticing the red flames erupting from a spot not far from where Vine had appeared.

"Hmph, whether there are two Demon Lords or three, I'll just kill them all."

* *

Damn it, I've been tricked...!!

I managed to block Astaroth's attack somehow.
But where on earth am I?

In a room enclosed by pristine white walls with an otherworldly texture, I was preparing to create a barrier just in case...

"Ahahahaha!! Welcome, Holy Maiden!! To my laboratory!!"

I thought I heard Lana's voice from behind, but this was no time to worry about that.

"Impossible..."

I couldn't feel the presence of holy power anywhere—not within my body, not from my staff.

"Fufu, confused? Of course, you can't feel any holy power."

...What did she just say?

"You finally see me?"
"What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. In this space, holy power, demonic energy—everything loses its power!"

Trying to calm my racing thoughts, I decided to analyze the situation based on the information from Lana's words.

So this space was prepared by Lana, and whether it's due to some special ability or actually exists in a different location...
Within this space, neither holy power nor demonic energy can exist.

Which means this space is...

"A void space."
"Ooh, you're smart!"

That's a relief.
If I wasn't transported to a different location but merely pulled into a void space from where I was...

"If I kill you, this space will disappear, correct?"
"Ufufu, think you can do it?"

As Lana laughed unpleasantly...

-Click. Whoosh!

I quickly tilted my head at the mechanical sound from the corner of the room and something being fired.

"Wow, you dodged that."

A beam of heat grazed my ear.
When I turned my head...

"What is...?"

There was a futuristic-looking gun barrel that I'd only seen in movies from my previous life.

"Amazing, right? You've probably never seen anything like this before."

Lana spoke excitedly, clearly pleased by my surprised reaction.
Time is short, but let me probe a bit.

"By the way, if you want to save the Demon Lord, is it right for you to capture me like this?"
"Hmph, the Demon Lord will lose to the hero anyway. That's fate."
"Fate...?"
"Evil never defeats justice. And Demon Lords are always vanquished by heroes. That's an undeniable truth of this world."

...Her head is full of flowers.

"So you're an obstacle. The power of the holy sword wielded by the hero could save the Demon Lord, but you would surely try to kill him."

She seems to have done her analysis coldly despite everything.
Further conversation would be a waste of time.

-Click.
-Whirr―.

Noticing that I'd decided to end the conversation, another corner of the room opened, and something began to pour out.

"...Golems."
"Ah, you've seen them before? Fufu, that's right. These are the very golems that occupied Kamael! My special creation!"

Large cubes nearly 2 meters in size, with smooth milky-white bodies.
I recall that those holes in the center of each face, like eyes, launch threatening attacks.
Even Soleil said their bodies were so hard that his sword would bounce off if he wasn't focused.

"There's a core inside, correct?"

As I recalled the information shared through headquarters on the front lines...

"Fufu, that's right. Beautifully embedded in the center of the body."
"You're quite confident, telling me such things."
"Of course I am."

Lana sat confidently atop a red golem that appeared to be the command unit, behind the army of golems.
Immediately after, mechanical clicking sounds came from all directions as dozens of gun barrels began to aim at me.

"Without holy power, you're no different from an ordinary master, right?"

As Lana sneered at me...
I activated the storage magic in my sleeve.

Ch.110 - To Evil, Judgment
"Now— crush them!!"

At Rana's command, just as the golems filling the room were about to move.

-Swoosh! Crack!
"...Huh?"

Something brushed past Rana's ear and shattered one of the gun barrels behind her.

"Did you know? Aluminum turns out to be surprisingly good at absorbing mana."
"Suddenly, what are you talking about...?"
"It's not common knowledge in this world since aluminum isn't widely used."

Touching her ear where the tip had been cut and blood was starting to drip, Rana looked at Leila.

-Clatter.

Leila was pulling out numerous thumb-sized spherical objects from her sleeve's storage magic and scattering them across the floor.
Most were red, but there were also blue ones and various other colors rolling across the floor.

"They're nice when drinking beverages, but there's nowhere to throw away the trash. I can't just toss them on the ground carelessly. I'm quite thorough about recycling."
"W-wait a minute..."

They were compressed beverage cans, crushed into balls of garbage.
The scattered trash began to rise, wrapped in green wind.

"So I decided to use some of the excess space in my storage magic."

Leila smiled brightly, raising her right index finger to point upward.

"You see, I'm the type who hates losing. When I lost to Eligos, I didn't show it much, but I was really frustrated."

At that, dozens of aluminum chunks floated through the air following her finger.

"This is quite a difficult technique. I've only recently learned to lift small, light objects like these."

She said she was still far from being able to freely control weapons like Eligos.
Shooting them like throwing them was her limit for now.

"Honestly, I was wondering how to target the core with something this size, but thank you for kindly revealing its location."

As if she had just been practicing until now.
Dozens of pieces of trash floating in the air at once.

"And you said I'm just like an ordinary Master without holy power? Unfortunately, our basic capabilities are different."

Finally, gripping her staff tightly, she advanced slowly toward Rana through the collapsing golems with broken cores.

"Fufu, strengthening my body with mana is something I haven't done since crossing the wall."
"...What?"

Rana, bewildered by seeing all her preparations being destroyed in an instant, questioned as if she couldn't believe what she'd heard.

"Since crossing the wall, mana and holy power keep conflicting. I've never strengthened my body with mana until now."

Smiling brightly, Leila approached the red golem with aura wrapped around her staff.
Seeing this, Rana frantically pounded on the body of the golem she was riding, and light gathered in the red golem's eyes, but...

-Crack.

Faster than the golem could fire its attack, Leila's staff pierced its eye.

-BOOM!!
"Kyaah!!"

Rana fell to the floor as the exploding golem collapsed.

"Eek! P-please... spare me..."
"When people you killed said the same thing, what did you do?"
"I, I was...!"

Whether frightened of Leila, Rana sat down crying and kept retreating backward.

-Thud.
"That's right! I'm also a human from another world!? Like your hero!! So..."

Hitting a dead end wall, Rana looked up at Leila standing before her.
In front of Rana, Leila thought it fortunate that Ian and Milia weren't here as she wrapped her hand in sharply honed aura.

"May you live an ordinary life in your next incarnation."
"Nooooooo!!"

With eyes full of compassion, Leila swung her hand.

-Slice.

Rana's head separated from her body and fell, and the space around them slowly began to collapse.

"Everyone, hold on a little longer. I'll be there soon."

* *

Damn it, why does this castle have to be so complicated and tall...!!
Ian was regretting opposing Leila when she suggested bringing down the castle along with the cliff.
Though it had failed in the end.

"Everyone..."

Milia, Master, Lord Soleil.
I hope they're all safe.

As for Leila...
If there's anyone who could put her in danger, we should be more worried about ourselves than her.

With these concerns for everyone, he climbed the stairs until he saw a massive door.

"Ha, the Dark Lord certainly loves unnecessary decorations."

Believing the Dark Lord could hear him from this distance, he voiced his complaint.
As if in response, the door opened by itself.

Swallowing hard, he entered a room with an open ceiling.
A mass of dark magic with a pressure completely different from what he'd felt from afar caught his eye first.

"So you have come, Hero."

And then, a man's voice from the throne below.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Belial, the Dark Lord."

There sat a well-built man with black hair tied at the nape of his neck, reaching down to his waist.
A man with two black shining horns on his head.

"I am Ian, the Hero."

Since the other had greeted him, I should also state my name.
Though unlikely, there might be a chance to resolve this through dialogue.

"Ian... 'Gift of the Goddess.' I expected a Hero to be like Zereon, but you're completely different."

Belial muttered my name as he rose from his seat.
So the Dark Lord knew that Eligos was Zereon.

"As a reward for reaching this far, I'll answer any questions you have."

Suddenly, Belial offered to give me a reward.

"Then tell me why you're doing all this."

My impression facing Belial directly was that this man didn't seem like someone who would do such things for personal gain.
That confident attitude and eyes looking down from above.
It was the appearance of someone who already had everything.

"Hmm... that's simple."

After briefly stroking his chin at my question, Belial grinned and said:

"Because it's fun."
"What... did you say?"
"Exactly as I said. I do these things because they're entertaining."

I stand corrected.
He's just insane.

"You who live but a fleeting moment wouldn't understand. The boredom that comes with living an almost eternal life."
"You're mad."
"Of course I am. Why else would I betray my kind and abandon my throne to be here?"

After saying that, Belial spread his arms wide.
Unlike before, his hands and feet were now covered in black scales with sharp claws.

"There's no need for further words. Come, Hero."

Pouring mana into my holy sword,
I charged toward Belial as he spread his wings like black membranes.

* *

"Huff... huff..."

In what used to be the central hall of the Dark Lord's castle, a blood-covered Soleil was leaning on his sword stuck in the ground, gasping for breath.

"Impressive for a human, but it's unfortunate your opponent is me."

Unlike Soleil, Astaroth, without a single scratch, sat on Vine's head with a look of regret.

"Are you sure you won't become mine? For someone of your caliber, I could grant you mercy and leave your reason intact."
"Whew..."

Hearing those words, Soleil took a deep breath and pulled his sword from the ground.

"Sorry, but I'm already taken."
"Surely you're not going to say something as boring as dedicating yourself to the Goddess, are you, Holy Knight?"
"Unfortunately, I'm not that devout a believer."
"Oh?"

Once again wrapping white lightning around his greatsword.

"And you're not my type. I prefer women with pretty armpits rather than large breasts."
"Ahaha! To say such things with such a handsome face, what a bold man!"

As if Soleil's words were incredibly funny, Astaroth held her stomach and laughed loudly.

"Ah... the more I see you, the more I like you, but sadly, we're out of time."

Astaroth stopped laughing and rose into the air, addressing Soleil with a serious expression.

"Your name?"
"Soleil."
"Fufu, the sun? I think the sea would suit you better, but the sun is not bad either."

Astaroth smiled gently, savoring Soleil's name.

"Vine, kill him."
"KUOOOOOOO!!"

Like pronouncing a death sentence, she raised her finger and then pointed downward.
Following her finger, black magic energy formed into spears that covered the area and began to rain down.

"Hup!"
-Clang, clangclangclang!!

Soleil swung his greatsword widely to create a path with aura, then charged forward using the sword as a shield.

"You haven't forgotten, have you? My abilities don't end there."
-Snap!

Watching him, Astaroth snapped her fingers.
All sorts of creatures emerged from the ground.

A giant centipede with blades instead of legs.
A swordsman with six arms, each holding a sword.
A wolf with glowing red eyes.
A bizarre slime oozing purple.
And many other strangely formed subordinates of Astaroth rushed toward Soleil.

"HYAAAH!!"
-Slash!! BOOM!!

Having nearly been ambushed by Astaroth's subordinates appearing suddenly from behind earlier,
Soleil swung his sword with a shout, cutting down all enemies approaching him.

And then.

"KUOOO!!"

Seeing the large bone dragon, Vine, charging toward him.

"Yes, come on!!"

As if he had been waiting for this, Soleil's eyes gleamed as he infused mana into his greatsword.

-Crackle!!

The white lightning surrounding Soleil's greatsword grew in size.

"HAAAH!!"
-Crack! Sizzle, BOOM!!

Soleil brought his greatsword down on Vine's nose bone as it reached him.
Using Vine's own momentum and speed against it, the strike successfully pierced Vine's nose bone and slammed its head into the ground.
The lightning that followed exploded outward, creating cracks throughout Vine's body.

"Ugh."

However, Soleil himself was not unscathed.
His left arm was still intact, but his right arm was broken to the point where bone was nearly piercing through the skin, likely from the strain of blocking the charge.

-Crack. Boom!!

As Soleil pulled his greatsword from Vine's nose bone with his remaining hand, Vine shattered into pieces from the impact.

-Clap, clap, clap.
"Impressive. Even though Vine had just awakened and was still weak, to think you could defeat him."
"Whew... you're next."

Apparently not having expected Vine to be defeated, Astaroth clapped with a surprised expression and then raised both hands.

"Adorable bravado. Fufu, very well. I'll give you a reward. Watch carefully with those eyes."

Soleil realized that this was the first time since their confrontation began that Astaroth was about to use both hands.
And he knew he couldn't block this attack.

"My, we haven't even started yet, and you're already in despair?"

Seeing Soleil's arms drooping, Astaroth began to wrap dark magic around both hands.

"Then, farewell."

With a satisfied expression, Astaroth brought both hands together in front of her chest.

-Whoosh... BOOM!!

Black magic became a storm centered on Soleil, then turned into a vortex that gradually narrowed toward the center, pulverizing everything around.
Seeing this, Soleil gripped his sword once more.

-Risk your life if you must, but never give up until the very end. Fight to survive. Then I will surely come to save you.
"Whew... sorry. I almost gave up. I can't die here yet, not before I find out what the reward is."

Remembering Leila's words to never give up until the very end, Soleil spread the aura wrapped around his greatsword and leaped into the black vortex.
In the process, his body became covered in wounds as if slashed all over, but confirming that his life wasn't in danger, Soleil began to heal himself with his weak holy power.

Seeing this, Astaroth's expression soured.

"To struggle so desperately, how ugly."
"Huff... huff... what do you care."

As if completely reversing her previous impression, Astaroth showed a displeased expression.

"I despise nothing more than the sight of ugly struggling."

Just as Astaroth was about to swing her hand again.

"Is that so? I rather like it."
"...Oh?"

Space cracked near Soleil, and Leila walked out of the rift, speaking.

"You kept your promise. Thank you for staying alive."
"Haha... sorry, I was hoping to defeat her."
"It's okay now. I'm here."

After healing the minor wounds first.

"This might hurt a bit."
"Ugh...!"

She firmly gripped his right arm where bone had nearly pierced through the skin, realigning the bone.
Watching Soleil test his realigned arm by clenching and unclenching his fist, Leila spoke.

"Leave the rest to me and go help the others."

Though Soleil wanted to say he would fight alongside her.

"...Alright."

His deliberation was brief.
He knew well that if he stayed, he would only be in the way.

"You're more courteous than I expected. I didn't think you would do nothing."
"Fufu, I am a generous ruler after all. This is a reward for one who fought valiantly, even if the end was ugly."

After watching Soleil leave until he was out of sight, Leila turned to face Astaroth.
The stigma in her eyes was already burning red.

"It was disappointing earlier. I've never seen anyone block my attack so easily, only to disappear like that."
"There won't be any more interruptions now."
"I know a bit about you."
"Is that so?"
"But that wouldn't be fair."

Smiling brightly, stroking her chin and nodding, Astaroth continued.

"Let me tell you one thing in advance. This is my ability."

As Astaroth spread her arms, her subordinates began to emerge from the ground one by one.

"I am a ruler. And a ruler is one who governs."

Seeing all sorts of monsters quickly filling the surroundings, Leila addressed Astaroth.

"You seem quite confident."
"Of course. I am the supreme, the only true ruler of this world."

Astaroth's army, not content with filling the central hall of the Dark Lord's castle, began to surround the entire castle.
Their numbers were already in the thousands, if not tens of thousands.

"Well, I should at least give you this much of a challenge to make the fight interesting."
"Ahaha! Can you handle it, human?"

In front of the army filling every direction, Leila stepped forward.
The ring of light above her head was shining brilliantly.

"Whether there are a thousand enemies or ten thousand, it doesn't matter."

And the golden wind wrapping around her activated staff.

"I will defeat them all."
"But I stand behind them."

One step, then another.
Forward.

"No matter how powerful the enemy standing in my way, I will break through."

With each step Leila took, light spread from her footprints, consuming the earth.

"Judgment for evil."

Ch.111 - Beyond the Trials
As Astaroth watched Leila approaching him with a radiant halo of light above her head, he opened his mouth with a delighted expression.

"Ah... how beautiful. What immensely powerful divine force."

The pressure she exuded was incomparable to the priestess who had once stood against him with that hero's party long ago.

"Even the sacred stigma engraved in your eyes is exquisitely beautiful. Truly magnificent!"

He admired her, remarking that this form must surely be his natural predator.

"Such a desirable form, but alas."

She was an unbreakable flower, and if left alone, she would surely be the poison that would destroy his garden.

Dark magical energy began to swirl around Astaroth's body as he made his decision with a sorrowful expression.
Soon revealed was Astaroth wearing beautiful armor blending black and purple hues.
Pointing a darkly gleaming sword toward Leila, he commanded:

"Kill her."

He issued the order to his subordinates.
With monstrous howls, Astaroth's forces charged toward Leila.

"Lord, your child prays to you."

Leila chanted her prayer while swinging her staff.
Each time she swung her staff toward the approaching forces, entire groups of them vanished.

"Evil has taken root in this land that you watch over."

Seeing a massive purple slime falling from the sky, Leila stretched her left hand toward the heavens.
The brilliantly shining divine power became a veil enveloping Leila, purifying the slime completely.

"Hear my prayer, Lord."

A knight in black armor with glowing red eyes charged in through the gap as Leila's veil dissipated.
But Leila easily avoided the spear thrust toward her and delivered a kick that completely shattered the knight.

"Allow me to clear away this darkness."

And so, one step, then another.
Leila advanced straight ahead without a single moment of hesitation from where she first stood.

No monster, no swordsman or mage,
Could even disturb her breathing, let alone stop her.

"Lord, your child wishes for a miracle."

Divine power radiated brilliantly from Leila's footsteps, enveloping the surrounding area.
Astaroth, trembling at the sight, gathered dark energy in his sword and fired it at her.
But even that was shattered by the golden wind shot from Leila's staff as she swung it in response.

"Grant me permission to inscribe your miracle upon this land."

Finally, the sacred domain was complete.
Feeling his power rapidly draining away, Astaroth broke into a cold sweat.

"What a pathetic woman."

Astaroth spoke with incomprehension toward Leila who, despite possessing such immense power, chose to thoroughly weaken her opponent rather than crushing him directly.

"Well, that's because I'm a priestess."

Even though she mostly walked the path of an inquisitor and led as a holy knight,
Her essence was that of a priestess, she said.

"I wondered why you were so confident, but was it because you believed in that crude power obtained through some otherworldly god?"
"Hehe, as you say, it's crude power, but isn't it merit enough that it allows me to function in this beautiful land where resistance would normally be impossible?"

Leila's expression showed slight surprise at those words.

"Are you so amazed that I am not ruled by these otherworldly gods?"
"...Honestly, yes."
"Did I not tell you? I am a king. A king must rule, not be ruled."

Even as his forces gradually disappeared under the influence of the sacred domain, Astaroth stood proudly before Leila, exalting himself.

"Since this will likely be our final conversation, let me tell you in advance."
"I'm listening."
"I pay my respects to you, Holy Maiden Leila."

Different from the human hero Jereon who had once brought about his end, but in a different way and form.
The king did not spare his praise for a human who had found her own answers and reached her conclusion.

Leila laughed emptily, as if dumbfounded, at Astaroth who spoke to her with a bright smile.

"I'll accept your praise graciously."
"Hmm."

That dignified attitude truly befitted a woman worthy of the title "king."
At the same time, Leila clicked her tongue at the fact that such a person was responsible for spreading dark magic and creating the demon realm.
She gripped her staff.

* *

-BOOM!!

Looking at the surroundings that kept exploding and burning red as if depicting hell itself,
The dark-skinned man, Four Heavenly King Id, groaned.

"Damn it...!!"

Id glared fiercely at Milia, who was wrapped in a red protective barrier in the sky, continuously firing magic as if to demolish the castle.

"There you are."
-Swoosh— BOOM!!

Since the opponent was flying through the air, he couldn't even attack through the shadows.
As Id kept hiding and looking for an opening, he suddenly realized something strange.

Except for the gravity magic she had used to block him when he tried to attack the hero, she hadn't used gravity magic even once until now.

'...She must be aiming for high-level magic.'

Having predicted Milia's strategy, Id decided to change his approach.
There would definitely be an opening when she used high-level magic, so he would deliberately expose himself and aim for that moment.
With his full-power strike, he could surely break through that protective barrier.

-CRACK!!

With that in mind, Id extended shadow tentacles from the shadows he had spread on the ground, attacking Milia while exposing himself.
Immediately after, the red flames filling the corridor began to converge.

"What the..."

The converged flames took the form of a giant.
The giant, despite its appearance, swung its fist with swift movements to strike Id.

-BOOM!
"Ugh... AAGH!"

Id screamed at the heat from the fist swung by the giant made of flames.
Still, he thought he could endure this much, and deliberately rolled his body dramatically to make his opponent lower her guard.

"This is the end!"

Seeing this, Milia shouted loudly, thinking she had found her opportunity.

"Yes, for you!"
"Ugh!"

Taking advantage of the moment Milia paused to cast high-level magic, Id instantly rose and closed the distance.

-CLANG!

However, Id's attack, delivered with all his might, was blocked by a sudden intervention of white lightning.

"Are you alright?"
"S-Sir Soleil!"
"I'm glad I wasn't too late."
"Damn... you!"
-BOOM!!

Looking at Id who had been sent flying far away and crashed into a wall by Soleil's powerful counter,
Milia gripped her orbs with both hands.

"Now, it really is the end."
"AAAAARGH!!"

Id struggled desperately to escape the gravity pressing down on his body, but it was futile.

"Sir Soleil, you'd better hold onto something tight."
"Understood."

The space around where Id had fallen began to distort gradually.
The distorting space soon became a black hole, beginning to suck in everything around it and reduce it to dust.

The name of this magic was "Abyss"
Milia's original magic created by combining Rascal's research materials on gravity magic and the elven vision she received from Orcus.

In the place where the black hole centered on Id had disappeared, not even a speck of dust remained.
As if nothing had ever existed there from the beginning.

* *

-SLASH!
"Gahk...!!"

Looking at Zigmund gradually fading away in mid-air, Orca, with his left arm covered in burns, muttered with a disgruntled expression.

"Unbelievable."

He had noticed from the middle that Leila was preparing something massive below, but he never imagined it would bring about such a result.
When a white light presumed to be divine power flashed from below, Zigmund suddenly clutched his chest, and Orca had swung his sword anyway.

"Tch, is it done?"

Though momentarily lost in a feeling of emptiness, Orca soon shook off his idle thoughts, realizing this was no time for such things.
He began to run across the sky toward the direction where red flames had been lighting up the sky until just moments ago.

"It's Sir Soleil."

After a while, seeing Soleil running toward where Milia had been from below, Orca was about to join them when—

-BOOM!!

He turned his gaze toward the thunderous sound coming from the top of the Demon King's castle, where a black sphere made of dark magic had been floating.

"...That is."

Looking at the blue light flashing there, Orca hesitated for a moment.
Then, as if testing something, he shot an aura toward the direction where Ian was presumed to be fighting.
Seeing that the aura reached the top without being blocked, he began to move again.
Not toward the lower level where he had originally intended to go, but toward the upper level where Ian was fighting.

"I'll leave below to you."

What Orca encountered at the top of the Demon King's castle was:

"Haa... haa..."
"Impressive."

His disciple, covered in wounds from head to toe, gasping for breath, and Demon King Belial standing calmly with his hands behind his back, observing him.

"A new guest?"

At Orca's appearance, Belial stepped back as if telling them to have a conversation.
Clicking his tongue at this sight, Orca approached Ian.

"M-Master."
"I'm sorry. I'm a bit late."
"Whew... No, I was just getting warmed up."

Looking at Ian who was putting on a brave face despite his exhaustion, Orca smiled slightly.

"Ha, kid. It seems like just yesterday you were crying after taking a few hits."
"What ancient history are you talking about?"
"It wasn't that long ago, son."

At Orca's joke, Ian scratched his head awkwardly.
After patting Ian's shoulder, Orca took his stance and asked:

"Is that one strong?"
"Disgustingly strong."

Ian explained that he should have finished it with his first attack, but he had underestimated the opponent and couldn't inflict a serious wound.
After that, all his attacks were dodged, and he couldn't land a single hit.

"But now, I think I can handle it better."

Ian said, confirming his strengthened physical state thanks to Leila's sacred domain weakening the enemy.

"We can win."
"Right."

Just as the two were about to charge at Belial:

"Let us join you."
"Wow... that person is the Demon King..."

Milia and Soleil appeared behind Ian and Orca.

"Sir Soleil! You're safe!"
"Yes, thanks to Leila who came at the right time."
"Good work, Milia."
"Hehe, thank you!"

After briefly confirming each other's safety, the hero's party took new positions.

"Rana, Zigmund, and Id. They're all gone, then."

Looking at them, Belial smiled bitterly.

"HAHAHA!! I see!! I am the last one!!"

Then, as if relieved, Belial laughed loudly and flapped his wings.

"Well then, let me raise the difficulty a bit."

Seeing this, Orca, Soleil, and Ian charged together, while Milia began supporting them with magic from behind.

With black claws and scales covering his hands and feet like armor, Belial blocked the attacks of Soleil and Orca.
Already knowing he couldn't block Ian's attacks, he showed extreme caution toward Ian, even at the cost of taking some wounds.
Meanwhile, Milia continuously fired "Flame Spears."

"KAAAH——!!"

Then, seeing Soleil and Orca charging toward him, Belial opened his mouth and shouted with magical power.
The dragon's magical roar shattered Milia's magic in mid-air.

Despite her magic being shattered so easily, Milia showed no panic and naturally prepared an even more solid spell, which caught Belial's eye.

"You have spirit. Let me show you real magic as a reward."
-CLANG!!
"Ugh!"

After pushing away Soleil and Orca with both hands, and dodging Ian's sword that tried to take advantage of the opening,
Belial opened his mouth.

【Pierce.】

Immediately, the ground erupted into spikes.
The hero's party hurriedly avoided them and created distance.

"What just happened..."
"Sir Soleil, did you sense any sign of magic being cast just now?"
"...Not at all."
"I-It's Dragon Speech."

With wide eyes and trembling hands she was trying to calm, Milia spoke.

"I thought it was just a power from legends..."

Dragon Speech.
An ability where spoken words become power and cause desired phenomena, something like the origin of magic.

"Your words are correct. Today's dragon race has declined and doesn't even know their own potential."

Belial answered Milia's question with a gentle smile.

"So, whatever that guy says just happens?"
"That's easy to understand."

As Orca and Soleil spoke calmly and took their stances again,
Ian quietly took Milia's hand and smiled.

"It's okay."
"Ian..."

Watching her comrades charging toward Belial again, Milia gritted her teeth.

"Right. Don't be afraid, Milia."

She told herself not to fear the ancient, or she wouldn't be able to move forward.

【Crush.】
【Burn.】
【Rage.】

Each time Belial opened his mouth, the air pressed down on their bodies, flames ignited in mid-air, and wind like sharp blades swept through.
And seeing the hero's party simply enduring all of this with their bodies, Belial let out a hollow laugh.

"Heh, really..."

Though he called them truly crude humans, he seemed to like it, raising the corners of his mouth.
At the same time, noticing that the magic continuously flying toward him was no longer affected by his roars, he shouted loudly:

"I like it!"
-BOOM!!

Weakened by the sacred domain and facing the disadvantage of fighting four opponents simultaneously,
Belial began to be pushed back gradually, but he still wore a smile all over his face.

-CLANG!
"Ugh...!!"

Looking at his scales being penetrated and wounded bit by bit, Belial roared with a joyful face.

"GROOOOAR!!"

The magical power burst like an explosion, pushing back Ian, Soleil, and Orca.

"Now!!"

As if she had been waiting for this moment, Milia shouted loudly and released her magic.
Immediately, the space around Belial began to distort and twist.

"This is...!!"

For the first time since the battle began, Belial showed a surprised expression.
But his surprise was brief; he calmly gathered magical power and burst it to escape the "Distortion."

-CRACK— RUMBLE!!
"HAAAA!!"

And in that opening, Soleil's greatsword fell like white lightning from above toward below.

"Let's see if you can block this too!"

Orca's aura aimed at Belial's flank.
Seeing this, Belial filled both arms with brown-glowing mana to block Soleil's greatsword, then raised his leg to block Orca's aura.

But as if waiting for that moment, a blue star shone a beat later.

"Nazma—!!"

Ian's holy sword precisely penetrated between Soleil and Orca, striking Belial's blind spot.

-STAB!
"Ugh... kh."

Looking at the holy sword piercing his chest, Belial coughed up black-stained blood.

"Kh... hehe..."
"What's so funny?"

With the sword still in his chest, Belial chuckled, and Ian asked him.
Perhaps somewhat frustrated that they could barely find an opening even with four people attacking a weakened opponent, Ian's expression was slightly regretful.

"Ah... I'm moved that at the end of this monotonous life, I could enjoy such entertainment..."

Everyone questioned Belial's words for a moment.
Then, as if sensing something strange, Milia spoke up:

"Um... that mass of dark magic hasn't been moving for a while..."
"...Don't tell me."
"Hero! Finish him quickly!!"

Feeling his hair stand on end, Ian urgently pulled out his holy sword, but:

"Too late."
-WHOOSH!!

The mass of dark magic floating in the sky was absorbed into Belial faster than Ian could aim for his neck.
The dark magic absorbed into Belial's body before the hero's party could do anything became a black sphere that began to grow larger.

"This is bad."
"Whew... I thought it seemed too easy."

Seeing this, Soleil and Orca took their stances again.

"It's okay, Ian. If we all work together, we can surely win."

Milia encouraged Ian while gathering mana again.

"...Right. You're right. Let's give it another shot."

Everyone swallowed hard as they watched the black sphere growing larger before their eyes.
Then, Belial's voice echoed from within the sphere:

-Now, the final trial.

However, this time Belial's voice was fading like a candle in the wind.

-Overcome it, and save the world.

With those final words, what appeared from the cracking and breaking sphere was:

"GROOOOOAR—!!!"

The form of a massive black dragon.

"Ugh, that's chilling."
"More importantly, did you hear what he just said?"

Trembling at the roar full of dark magic that seemed no longer affected by the sacred domain, Orca and Soleil spoke.

"Final trial, save the world. Could it be..."

Lost in thought while pondering Belial's last words, Ian felt Milia pat his back, telling him to focus.

"Ian, let's think about that later. It seems like we're not even on his radar right now."
"...Right. Now's the time to think about how to stop that thing."

As everyone was contemplating while watching the black dragon Belial flapping his wings and rising into the sky:

-BOOM!!

A pillar of golden light shot up from a distance.
Immediately after, they could see the sacred domain engraved on the surrounding land transform into chains of light, wrapping around the black dragon and bringing it crashing to the ground.
The hero's party began to move forward with smiles.

"Perfect timing."
"That's my sister for you."
"Come on, kids, let's get moving instead of dawdling."
"Miss Milia, I'll be counting on you."
"Yes, sir!"

Ch.112 - "As Many Times as It Takes"
Indeed, there's always someone above you.

"Hah..."

To think I'd struggle this much against someone using magi above the sanctuary.

"Hup!"
-CRASH!!

As if our conversation was truly over, I pondered while watching Astaroth charge at me with sharp eyes.
...I suppose I'll have to push myself a bit.

After adjusting the ratio of holy power flowing through my body, I checked my condition.
Even without focusing the sanctuary's effect on myself, I can't afford to make mistakes.

-SCREECH!!

As the golden aura around my staff grew more vivid.
Astaroth, who seemed to be aiming for an opening, swung his sword at my side, but I sent him flying.

"HAAAA!!"
-BOOM!

If I were to use my full power inside this castle, my companions might get caught up in it.
I decided to move the battlefield.

I headed outside the castle to pursue Astaroth who had been sent flying, only to be met with a storm of black magi that descended upon me as if it had been waiting.

"Lord, your child beseeches you."

While creating a barrier to block the approaching storm of magi.

"Grant me the power to cut down the sin that stands in my way, bestow upon me your sword."
-Crack... Crackle...
-WHOOSH!!

As the barrier shattered, I fired the "Sword of Judgment" to clear a path.

-CLANG!!

I swung my staff toward Astaroth, who had suddenly appeared above me, bringing his sword down.

But.

-Slice!
"Ugh!?"

Astaroth suddenly appeared behind me, cutting into my side with his bare hand.
The sword I saw earlier was definitely real...!

Hastily healing my wound, I leaped forward to create distance. I could see the sword returning to Astaroth's hand as if being sucked back, and a doppelganger being purified by holy power.
...More things to be wary of.

This could go on forever.

And just as I was thinking about my next move.
My intuition warned me more intensely than ever before.

"...What is that?"
"Tch. That damned dragon finally did it."

Far away, at the top of the castle, I could feel magi of an incomparable concentration.
I could see a massive black dragon taking flight.

...I no longer have the luxury of dealing with Astaroth.
Even if it's risky, I need to end this in one go.

"Hah..."

Lowering my stance and pulling my staff back while concentrating holy power.
I stared at Astaroth, who seemed to have the same idea as he surrounded himself with a purple light.

Soon, Astaroth with his lowered sword disappeared from sight.
Sensing presences appearing simultaneously from eight directions around me.

"Let there be light."

Like drawing a semicircle, I turned my body and struck the ground with my staff.
If this doesn't work, it means my attacks cannot kill Astaroth.

-BOOOOOM!!

Holy power spread with a thunderous sound from where the staff hit, and the surrounding magi gradually disappeared.

"Cough!"

After confirming Astaroth's death, I spat out blood rising from within.
As expected, magi had infiltrated through the wound in my side.
It's not a serious injury, but pushing myself in this condition has upset my insides a bit.

Hah... This is the first time I've consumed so much holy power, so I'm a bit tired.

"But I still have work to do."

I reached out toward the black dragon that was already flying away from the castle.
The sanctuary is no longer necessary.

Magi of that magnitude would be unaffected by the sanctuary anyway.
I released the sanctuary and controlled the spreading holy power, weaving it into chains.

-Clatter!
"GROOOOAR!!"

Then, to bring down the black dragon that wouldn't budge with a simple pull of the chains, I connected the holy power forming the chains of light to my arm.
Ugh... it's incredibly heavy.

"HAAAA!!"
-RUMBLE!!

As I exerted force until the veins in my right arm were about to burst, I finally saw the dragon falling.

"Now, how to deal with this. It's concerning."

I sighed.
I was surprised by what Astaroth had muttered earlier.
To think it was really a dragon.

"Grrrr..."

The fallen dragon, having lost its reason due to the absorbed magi, seemed to have just realized that I was the one who brought it down.
...I should target its wings first.

Even though it's not a creature that flies by flapping its wings, without the wind generated by those wings, lifting its body would be burdensome.

"Leila!!"
"Sis!!"

As I faced off against the black dragon, my companions flew down from the sky.

"I'm glad you're all safe."

Soleil's expression, which seemed complex and gloomy as if reminded of her own powerlessness upon seeing me, was cute, but this wasn't the time for such thoughts.

"...What is this kid imagining in this situation?"
"Your face gives it all away."
"Sis, this isn't the time to be getting worked up."
"Leila. Even so, right now is a bit..."

...I think I need to set aside a day to figure out how my expressions show on my face.

"Ahem... So, what exactly is going on here?"
"Ah, Leila doesn't know yet. That's the Demon Lord."

As I thought.

"So, that Belial, the Demon Lord, was actually..."

Thus, I learned that the Demon Lord Belial was actually a dragon, and after falling to the Vending Machine's hands, he absorbed magi and became like this.

"And just before becoming like that, he said this: 'Overcome the final trial and save the world.'"

Now I understand the situation.

"Really... how self-centered."

As I was about to say that out of exasperation.

"I thought I wasn't the only one who felt that way?"
"Ahaha, maybe it's some kind of test?"

Milia seemed to be trying to defend Belial.

"Whatever the reason or intention, it's simply a nuisance."

Not a chance.

Anyway, summarizing what the Vending Machine heard, the Demon Lord Belial had planned this from the beginning to die.
By sealing all the magi of the demon realm within himself and facing death, he aimed to eliminate the demon realm.

...For world peace, is it?
They say all of Jereon's principles of action stem from that, and it seems to be true.
I don't know how he did it, but to think he even involved the dragon race in such a plan.

"So, what are you going to do?"

I wanted to think a bit more if possible.
But as the chains were about to break, I organized my thoughts, faced forward, and asked the Vending Machine.

Well, the answer is obvious.

"Our duty remains unchanged."

Oh?

"You look surprised."
"Well..."

The Vending Machine smirked and shrugged arrogantly.

"Saving doesn't always mean preserving life."

He said that freeing him from suffering and saving the world according to his wishes is also a form of salvation.

"I'm not an idealist. I know how foolish it is to claim to save everyone's life."

With determined eyes.

"Aria taught me. That salvation can be found even in death."

Holding a blue-glowing holy sword.

"So, let's go."
"Ian..."
"I can't even tease you as a youngster anymore."
"As Lord Orca said, you've truly changed admirably."

Toward that figure now standing in front, leading everyone.

"...Indeed. Let's go."

I said with an awkward smile.

"Ian."

Feeling a bit guilty under everyone's surprised gazes, I opened my mouth.

"Come on, let's focus."

Ian looked like he wanted to say something, but it was truly at the limit now.

-Crack... Crunch, Snap...
"GROOOOAR!!"

The black dragon's struggles finally broke the chains of light.

"Lord, deliver us from evil."

Seeing the dragon open its mouth wide with eyes full of rage toward us, I raised a barrier.
Immediately after, a storm of mana mixed with powerful magi shot from the dragon's mouth.

-BOOOOOM!!

As the barrier slowly cracked from within, I exchanged glances with everyone, and feeling Milia's magic behind me.

-Whoosh.

With a brief fluctuation and instantly changing view.
Thanks to Milia's spatial leap, everyone safely escaped to the sky.

"Lord, grant us strength to go further, and with favorable winds at our backs, lighten our steps."

After creating a mana platform to stop in mid-air, I once again bestowed the blessing of "Enhancement" on everyone.
Watching Orca and Soleil run to the sides to draw the dragon's attention after landing, I leaped toward the dragon's back.

"Hup!"
-CRASH!

As I brought my staff down hard on the back of the dragon that was spreading its wings to take flight, it crashed down in an unseemly manner.
Since Ian and Soleil can't fight in the air.
I'm determined to prevent it from taking to the skies.

【■■■■.】

As I was clicking my tongue at the dragon's defense, which barely suffered a scratch despite me swinging my staff with all my current strength, a bizarre sound suddenly echoed in my head.

"Dragon language!! Be careful!!"

Dragon language, the power known as the origin of magic, makes language itself become phenomenon.
Hearing Milia's words and recalling about dragon language, I visually examined the flow of mana around.

-Crunch...!

I avoided the ground around me turning into spikes and continuously rising by using the dragon's body as a shield.
And the dragon turned its body toward Orca and Soleil, who had risen to the sky to avoid it.

"Watch out!!!"

I hastily spread a barrier, but in front of the dragon's swinging tail, the hastily created barrier could only buy a moment's time.

-BOOM!!

At that moment, the dragon's tail, which was swinging horizontally, descended.

"Are you alright!?"

Judging by the glowing orb in Milia's hand as she called out urgently, it seems Milia had pressed down the dragon's tail.
Seeing Soleil and Orca lightly nod to express their gratitude to Milia, I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Over here."

I raised my staff, brilliantly shining with holy power, to draw the dragon's attention.
Indeed, it's fortunate that it's a beast without reason.

"May your suffering be rewarded."

Looking at the enormous amount of magi gathering in the widely opened mouth directed at me, I turned my gaze.
To Ian, who was already holding a brilliantly shining holy sword beneath the dragon's feet.

"Peace at the end of eternity."

Ian's voice came through clearly even amidst the explosions created by the dragon language, magic, and aura.

-FLASH!

Watching the shot blue starlight sever the dragon's neck, I prayed for the dragon who had shouldered evil upon itself.
May you find peace.

As the fallen dragon's head was slowly turning to ashes.

"Well done, Ian."
"It's nothing. It's thanks to everyone drawing its attention."
"So modest."

After landing on the ground, as I was about to approach Ian, who was scratching his head, seemingly still unaccustomed to me calling him by name.

I saw it.

In a view that suddenly flowed slowly as if time had stopped.
A strand of magi creeping out from where the dragon's neck had been severed.
Death, about to be shot at Ian's back.

Milia was still in the sky, so she couldn't see it.
Soleil and Orca... Soleil seemed to have noticed, but she was too far away.

I tried to buy time with a barrier, but the barrier was annihilated by the magi before it could even form.

...I have no choice.

"Le..."

A sensation I've felt before.
A body as light as a feather, as if freed from gravity.

"...i..."

I believe choices should be made carefully.
So this choice too, I made after careful consideration.
And the responsibility for that choice is entirely mine.

"...la?"

In the slowly flowing time.
As I threw myself forward, grabbed Ian by the collar, and threw him toward Milia who was behind.
With a forced smile, I decided to say what I had wanted to tell Ian for a long time.

"You're too careless, kid."

Even if the opportunity to choose comes many times.

I.

I would make the same choice every time.

Because in the life I've lived, this is the only right answer.

-Thud.

Ch.113 - Home
"Lady Ramiel!!"

Ramiel, who had been overseeing everything in place of the goddess who had left to drive out the god from another world, showed confusion as she watched one of her subordinate angels rushing toward her urgently.

"What is it?"
"It's, it's...!!"

Even Ramiel couldn't help but be greatly surprised by what the angel who had hurriedly arrived reported.

"They say the demon realm is disappearing from the mortal world!"
"What?"
"And just a moment ago, the hero's name was suddenly recorded in the registry..."

Ramiel's expression hardened at the continued report.

"...I'll take responsibility for that matter, so don't worry about it."
"Will you be alright?"
"Not at all."

Ramiel ran her fingers through her beautiful white hair and began writing a letter urgently.

"When the goddess returns, give her this."
"Lady Ramiel?"

The angel tilted their head in confusion, looking at the letter with the two words "resignation letter" written in elegant handwriting.

"From now on, you will serve the goddess in my place."
"What?"
"You can do it, right? Seraphiel."
"No, wait a moment!! Senior!!"

Ramiel smiled wryly as the black-haired angel, becoming flustered, called her "senior" like in the old days.

"There's no time, kid."

As Ramiel seemed to be preparing to depart for the underworld, loosening her body while looking downward, Seraphiel asked:

"Senior... you know very well that if we angels interfere with the underworld without the goddess, the minimum consequence is annihilation."
"I know that well."
"If you know, then why...?"

Though it was a cruel thing to say—
Was there any reason to go this far because of a hero's death?

"I'm not going because of the hero. That girl will surely bring about miracles as if they were nothing."

And miracles always come with sacrifice.
Seraphiel tilted their head again, puzzled by Ramiel's cryptic words.

"From the moment this world was born until now. While serving Her, I've never seen Her smile so brightly or cry so sadly."

How sad would She be if She lost Her daughter?

"Senior..."
"Besides, I know you all have been watching whenever you got the chance."
"Ugh."

Because Leila was beloved not only by the goddess but also among the angels.
On the day Leila confessed, the angels even held a festival.

"The same goes for me."

Seraphiel began to doubt whether the angel smiling gently before them was really the same prickly senior they had known.

"And now, let me rest a bit too."
"...Leave it to me."
"Good."

Seraphiel bowed as they watched Ramiel's wings begin to emit a pure white radiance.

"Finally free from this terrible workload."

Her final muttered words were surely a joke, but somehow they seemed filled with sincerity, making Seraphiel feel a chill run down their spine.

* *

As if time had stopped for me alone, by the time I noticed, Leila had already grabbed my collar and thrown me toward Milia.

"Leila!!"
"Sister!!"
"I...!!"

As I stared blankly ahead, not understanding the situation,
I could see the black dragon, which seemed to have been making its final struggle, gradually turning to ash and disappearing.
And Leila, collapsing with a fist-sized hole in her chest.

"...This is a joke, right?"

Desperately trying to suppress my trembling hands, I hurriedly got up, but.

"Cough!!"

No matter how much I rubbed my eyes, Leila was just coughing up blood, her eyes losing their vitality.

...It was.
It was because of my carelessness.

Just like that time, because I wasn't careful enough...
...

Wait, what did Leila say at the end?

-You're too careless, kid.

Could it be...

"I was planning to hide it if possible... but..."

Leila spoke while continuing to cough up blood, leaning against Lord Soleil.

"Please, please don't speak!!"

Lord Soleil scolded Leila with tears in her eyes, but.

"...I'm sorry."

Leila looked at Lord Soleil with difficulty, trying to raise her trembling hand, but.
Her hand just hung limply without strength.

"S-Sister... I'll, *sniff*, hold it for you."

Milia, trying hard to hold back her tears and snot, lifted that hand and placed it on Lord Soleil's cheek.
Leila gave Milia a gentle smile.

"Again, I've only caused pain..."

Soon, tears began to form in Leila's eyes.
At that sight, Lord Soleil, her throat choked with emotion, shook her head and spoke with difficulty.

"It's, alright..."

Firmly grasping the hand caressing her cheek with both hands.

"You don't need to worry about me..."

Lord Soleil said, forcing a smile.
And in front of the two, Master knelt with a pained expression.

"...Well done. Rest in peace."

After gently stroking Leila's head, he stood up.

"Damn it!!"

With an indignant expression, he turned around, cursed, and began taking out his anger on the ground.

It was around then, as Leila was slowly dying.

-Flap.

The sound like the flapping of a giant bird's wings was heard in the air.
Soon, pure white feathers began to envelop the surroundings.

"...I knew this would happen."

Looking up at the melodious female voice that sounded sweet even in this tragic situation.

"An... angel?"

With eight pure white wings emitting light, a platinum halo above her head, and white cloth draped as clothing, she was the very image of an angel.
A beautiful woman with white hair and golden eyes was descending toward us.

"W-wait!! It's still, still too early to take Leila...!!"

I shouted at the angel without thinking, saying that Leila wasn't dead yet.

"...How absurd."

The angel looked at me with a genuinely surprised expression.

"As if I'd get beaten to death for taking her."

The angel, who had been grumbling with her lips pursed.

"Nice to meet you. This is our first time meeting like this."

She smiled brightly at Leila.

"...La-dy Ra...miel?"

Leila spoke with difficulty, seeing that figure.

"Fufu, rather than Lady Ramiel, I'd prefer if you called me Auntie."

While gently stroking Leila's head with her right hand.
The angel, Ramiel, placed her left hand on Leila's chest.

"Still, I'm happy. You remember my voice, which you've only heard once or twice through divine prophecy."

As a pure white light flashed from her hand, the hole in Leila's chest began to close, and color returned to her face.

"Leila!!"
"Sister!!"
"A miracle."
"Her color...!!"

Immediately after, Ramiel reached her hand toward us.

"This is just a temporary measure. She's not fully healed yet. Quickly, the staff."

At those words, I carefully picked up the staff that had fallen beside me and handed it to her.

"Now, I'm going to fix your punctured heart."
"Auntie Ramiel?"

Leila, who had regained some strength, tried to get up urgently, but.

"...I understand how the goddess feels. Getting so excited just because of a change in title."

Restraining her, Ramiel began removing the red jewels attached to the head of the staff one by one.

"Fragments of a red dragon's heart, left by one who lived a human life."

Normally when a dragon dies, its body should return completely to mana without leaving anything behind, but there was an exception.

Long, long ago, there was a human who became one with a dragon.
Despite becoming one with a dragon, she lived as a human and met a peaceful death. Her name was Arin Arseus.
After she passed away, as if to prove she was human, her heart did not return to mana but crystallized, filled with dragon energy.

The crystallized heart was later divided into several pieces and spread throughout the world.
The jewels attached to Leila's staff were part of those heart fragments.

"Thanks to a certain man who deviated from the natural order as he pleased, she was someone I watched with quite a bit of interest."

I thought it was a jewel with extraordinary power, but I never imagined it was such an amazing object.

"I'd like to give you my own life force, but it would disappear soon."

With a bitter expression, as if truly regretful.

"So instead, I'll use these heart fragments."

Saying that, Ramiel began pushing the jewels she had removed from the staff into Leila's chest.

"It will hurt a little, but you can bear it, right?"
"...Yes."
"Then, will you grant me one last request?"

Leila nodded to Ramiel, who spoke with a sad smile.

"Don't push yourself like this again, live long and make the goddess happy."
"Don't worry, Auntie Ramiel."

As if Leila's answer was so wonderful, the angel named Ramiel smiled brightly as if she had everything in the world.

"Aww~!! She's really so cute!! To think the goddess has been keeping her all to herself until now, how unfair!"

Then, spreading her eight wings wide.

"Well then, farewell."

After pushing the remaining jewels into Leila's chest, Ramiel kissed Leila's forehead.
Immediately after, the pure white wings enveloping the two began to emit a brilliant light.

Because the brilliant radiance was too much to keep our eyes open, we covered them briefly, and when we opened them again.

"...Gone?"
"Sister!!"
"Kiddo!!"
"Leila."
"Ugh, urk."

Only Leila, who was groaning while clutching her chest, and the white feathers that had been wrapping around her like a blanket remained, proving the existence of the angel who had been here just moments ago.

"...She's alive."
"Waaah!! Sisteeer!!"
"Oof...!! Mi-Milia...!! It hurts, be gentle...!!"
"Hic!! I-I'm sorry!!"
"Oh, Lord..."

After watching Leila rise while rubbing her chest in bewilderment, I opened my mouth.

"That person just now... was really an angel?"
"Yes... she was definitely an angel."
"So angels really do exist."
"Ramiel... the name of an archangel known to serve closest to the goddess."

While everyone was saying something, Leila bowed her head, pressing her chest firmly as if in pain.

"...Angels are not supposed to interfere with the underworld."

Then, she said with a tearful voice.

"She came prepared for annihilation to save me..."

Thinking of the angel who had been annihilated for her sake, Leila began to cry.

"It's not your fault. If we're assigning blame, it's my fault for being careless and putting you in a life-threatening situation."

From the beginning, if I had been properly cautious and avoided dangerous situations.
Surely, Leila wouldn't have had to sacrifice herself.
As I was trying to suppress my gloomy feelings and say that.

"Both of you, don't blame yourselves too much."

Milia said, pulling my neck and embracing me together with Leila.

"Right now, let's be happy that we're all alive."
"Neither of you did anything wrong."
"Milia is right. Don't blame yourselves too much. Lady Ramiel surely left with a satisfied expression."

Truly, the more I look at her, the stronger and more lovable my partner seems.

"You're right. Let's be happy now."

I hugged Milia tightly.

"...That's true. I was being narrow-minded."

Then, Leila spoke with a gentle smile, wiping away her tears.

"In that sense, everyone, would you like to look at the sky?"

Following Leila's words, we looked up at the sky and saw an amazing sight.

"W-wow..."
"Huh, I've never been so glad to see a blue sky in my life."
"Indeed. I never knew the sun shining from a blue sky could be so moving."

Because the sky, which had been darkened by the demonic energy filling the atmosphere, was now clearing to blue.

"...Everyone, well done. Let's go back. To home."

I also smiled and said that.
After all this hardship, they should at least provide us with a home.

Ch.114 - Holy Maiden, the Hero is Not a Vending Machine!
# After Defeating the Demon Lord and Destroying the Demon Realm

A week has already passed since I returned to the Holy Kingdom.

"L-Lady Saint!! Please rest!!"
"...Sigh."

I told them not to mention it since I'm already healed, but thanks to someone who couldn't keep quiet and revealed that I had a hole in my heart.

"Lady Saint. Should you really be walking around like this?"
"Leila!! Grandfather told you to rest!!"

Sister Teresa, Commander Ain, and Grandfather among others.

"Lady Saint? I believe I told you to stay in bed."

Commander Frey.
And besides them.

"Lady Saint!!"
"Lady Leila!!"

Everyone who recognizes me creates a commotion whenever I move even slightly.

"Ugh, really!! I'm just going to pray!!"

Finally, I couldn't hold back and shouted.
I'm not going to fight or anything, just offering evening prayers, so why is everyone making such a fuss?

After pushing away everyone who was clinging to me annoyingly all the way to the chapel, I knelt down with a sigh.

"Haah..."
-Hehe, they're all just worried about you.

Then, as if she had been waiting, my mother's amused voice reached me.
Since I was alone in the chapel anyway, I decided to speak aloud freely.

"No matter what, they're all too excessive."
-It means they love you that much.
"Ugh, I know that."

By the way, since Aunt Ramiel resigned and disappeared, Mother has been incredibly busy.

-Seraphiel is tormenting me so much...
"...Isn't it you who's tormenting Seraphiel?"
-How cruel...

After Mother returned successfully after driving away Azathoth, the otherworldly god.
She was so surprised when she found out that Aunt Ramiel had acted on her own without permission and disappeared.

-I never thought there would be someone even more strict than Ramiel.
"Ahaha."
-Sigh... Even now, she's next to me complaining that I should stop slacking off and get to work.

As Mother spoke leisurely as if it were nothing, I prayed inwardly.
For the struggling angels.

-Aren't you going to pray for me?
"Come on, how could I pray for you, Mother?"

After all, Mother is the one who answers prayers.

"Instead of prayer, I'll just say I love you."
-Ugh, you're really so cute!!
"Ehehe."

After spending some time talking with Mother like that.

-Yawn... Still, talking with Leila makes me feel like my tired body is being healed.
"Don't push yourself too hard."

Mother complained that work had increased explosively due to the Azathoth incident on top of the demon realm situation.

-Well then, see you next time.
"Yes. I love you always, Mother."
-Fufu.

Just as I was about to get up after finishing my conversation with Mother.

-Ah, that's right!

Mother's voice suddenly reached me again.

-That thing you asked for before, I'm planning to fix it as much as possible, so wait about a month.
"Ah, really?!"
-As I said, transferring it to you would be impossible.
"Just changing it is something to be grateful for."
-That's good then. You'll see how it changes when the time comes.
"Yes. Thank you!!"
-Fufu, alright.

As I left the chapel.

"So you were here after all."
"Soleil."

Soleil was waiting in front of the door, holding what appeared to be a letter.

"What's that?"
"Ah, a letter from the Hero."
"Come on. His house is right in front, why send a letter... Don't tell me?"
"That 'don't tell me' is probably right."

Ian, who returned to the Holy Kingdom, was given enough money to live luxuriously for the rest of his life as compensation for his hardships.
And a large house right in front of the Papal Palace.

I thought it was strange that he hadn't been seen for a few days after moving in his furniture.

"He says he's getting married."

Anyway, as I opened the letter in Soleil's arms, a long message appeared.
It generally contained thanks for how everyone had treated him well since he came to this world, and requests for continued support.
But the important part was that he would soon find a venue and set a date for the wedding.

"The partners are, as expected, those two people, right?"
"...It almost became three people, but it seems to have ended with two."

Oh my.
It seems Princess Emilia failed in the end.

"It looks like Milia really held on tight."
"Shavi was good at playing the game."
"Indeed."

It seems they decided to hold a wedding to prevent any other women from approaching him.
Fufu, I can't just sit by.

"Leila."

Just as I was about to move, thinking of introducing Ian to the best wedding venue in this world.
Soleil called me with a serious voice, swallowing hard.

"Soleil?"
"Would you like to take a walk with me for a bit?"
"Um... sure."

Since the wedding venue was already decided, I could deliver the message later.
Following Soleil, who was moving with a stiff posture, we arrived at the terrace of the banquet hall on the top floor of the Papal Palace.

"Come to think of it, we talked about the future here before heading to the front lines."

I said, reminiscing, but for some reason, Soleil just kept his mouth shut.

"Soleil?"

When I called out to him as he was taking deep breaths to calm himself, seemingly uncomfortable.

"Leila."
"Yes?"

Soleil knelt down, looking at me with the most serious eyes I had ever seen.
...Ah, could it be.

Fufu.

Since I guessed what Soleil was trying to do, I quietly smiled and waited for his next words.
There's no need to be nervous.

As I watched him take out a small box from his pocket.
I pretended not to know and closed my eyes with my hands behind my back to ease his burden.

"...Ahem. It's already quite late, but."

It seemed he only thought of it after hearing that Ian was getting married.
Well, we've been together for so long that it felt natural, so it's understandable.

Anyway, opening the box and showing me a shining silver ring.

"Leila. Will you marry me?"

Soleil confessed to me.

It wasn't something he had prepared over a long time.
He didn't naturally lead me to this place to set the mood.

But I thought that was just like Soleil.

Fufu, I guess this is what they call being love-struck?

"...Leila?"

When I didn't answer, Soleil called my name with a tense expression.
As if I would ever reject your proposal?

"Gladly."

I took Soleil's outstretched hand with both of mine and pressed my forehead against it.

To be honest, at first I thought about teasing him a little for proposing without any mood.

But that one word "marry me" was so sweet.
The gaze directed at me was so happy.
His words, his gestures, all the feelings for me emanating from him were so dazzling.

I simply couldn't look into Soleil's eyes.
As I kept my forehead pressed against Soleil's hand, feeling his warmth.
Soleil caressed my cheek and spoke.

"Why are you crying?"

Crying, me?

"...Huh?"

Surprised by Soleil's words, I touched my eyes and indeed, tears were flowing.

"Ah, no... why am I suddenly like this...?"

As if something had broken, my body felt drained once I noticed.
And instantly, Soleil put the ring back in his pocket and embraced me.

"I'm sorry. Was I too late?"
"Hic, n-no, that's not it..."

In Soleil's arms, feeling his warmth enveloping me.
I finally understood.

Even joy and happiness, when too overwhelming, can lead to this.

"I love you."

At the voice whispered in my ear, I finally burst into tears like a child.

* *

And so, more time passed.

There were many issues related to Soleil's proposal.
Subduing my rampaging grandfather was quick, but that wasn't the main problem.

The main issue was how to proceed with Ian, Milia, and Shavi's wedding.
Since we also had to plan my wedding with Soleil, there were suggestions to hold them together, but...

I rejected that idea.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"Ah, Soleil. Thank you."

As I was frowning, recalling that uncomfortable meeting, Soleil approached with drinks he had gotten from Ian in advance.

"Just about that outrageous Imperial noble who suggested a joint wedding to save costs."
"Haha."

Thanks to the Empire, which insisted they had a duty to help since they summoned Ian, who was now called the World-Saving Hero.
My plan to create the most beautiful and sacred wedding in the Holy Kingdom was somewhat disrupted.

You see, I believe weddings should be pure and solemn rather than extravagant.
The Imperial venues are certainly gorgeous and beautiful, but they're too flashy for my taste.

"How could anyone think of a joint wedding..."
"There, there. Don't get too angry."

A wedding is supposed to be a once-in-a-lifetime moment where the bride and groom are the protagonists.
To create more protagonists for such an occasion shows a lack of romance.

And just imagine how strange the atmosphere would be if Shavi and I were both brides with different grooms at the same venue.

"And those three... agreeing to hold the ceremony in the Empire because they couldn't ignore the Empire's sincerity..."

Milia's opinion that she wanted to see both was decisive.

"I will make them regret it."
"Yes, let's show them how beautiful a Holy Kingdom wedding can be."

As we were drinking and chatting, I could see familiar figures approaching from a distance.

"Oh my."
"...Lord have mercy."

Ian, who had withered like a mummy in just a week, and Milia and Shavi, who were scratching their heads shyly with glowing faces on either side of him.
...To reduce Ian to such a state despite his mastery level, even if they were inexperienced.

"Is he... still alive?"
"...Yeah."
"Ah, ahaha."
"Did we go too far...?"

While Soleil went to prepare drinks, I spoke to Ian, who sat down with a soul-drained face.

"No, um... I'm sorry for calling you right after you returned from your honeymoon, but this is more than I expected..."
"Let's stop talking about that."

Ian looked at me with desperate eyes, and the two women blushed and deliberately averted their gaze at his voice.
...If there had been three of them, we might have been meeting in a hospital bed instead of drinking tea.

"So, you said you had something to tell me?"
"Ah, yes."

Actually, Mother told me yesterday that what I had asked for before had been taken care of.

"You said it was inconvenient to dispense one can at a time, right?"
"I did."

Ignoring Milia and Shavi, who were brightening up as they realized we were talking about drinks, I continued.

"After we returned from the demon realm, I asked Mother if the method could be changed."
"Oh."
"She said it was processed yesterday."

At those words, Ian regained some vitality and looked at me.
Fufu, now I really can't call him a vending machine, even as a joke.

"How do I do it?"
"She said to imagine the drink in your mind."

Ian closed his eyes and imagined as I instructed.
Soon, I could see his eyebrows twitching as if he noticed something had changed.

"...No, this is a bit..."

I wonder why he's reacting like that?

"Sigh... First, can you bring a cup or something?"

I nodded at his sighing request and took out a magical tool from my sleeve to create an ice cup.
As I held the cup in front of Ian and waited.

"What are you doing?"
"Ah, you're back?"
"The tea is ready..."
"Shh."

Since Soleil had also returned with the tea, I gestured for everyone to watch quietly.

A moment later.

-Splash.
"Pfft!"
"Don't laugh."

Drink began to pour out from in front of Ian's outstretched hand.
Kuk... Khup.

I, I've seen that before!!
It's like those drink dispensers at hamburger restaurants!!

"Khup."

Looking at the cup filled with drink, Shavi also seemed to recall the same thing and flinched.
After filling the cup with drink, Ian covered his forehead with a face full of self-loathing, and I couldn't help but burst into laughter.

"Ahaha!! Hahahaha!!"
"Pff, pfft...!!"

And so, Ian, who had finally escaped his vending machine status, evolved—or rather, devolved—into a drink dispenser.

"Ha... This is driving me crazy."

* *

Time flowed like a torrent.
My wedding, which had seemed so far away when waiting, was now right before my eyes.

With a heart full of excitement, I woke up early in the morning, did my makeup at the venue, and changed clothes.

"Ah... Lady Saint. That small child has grown up so much..."
"Ahaha, it's a happy day, will you keep crying like that?"

I comforted Sister Teresa, who had been bursting into tears every time she saw my face for the past few days.

As I waited in the bride's waiting room for the ceremony to begin.

"Sister!"
"Wow, wow!! Sister Leila!! You're beautiful!!"
"Lady Saint, I'm here too!!"
"Whew. Your atmosphere is completely different from mine."

Milia, Ren, Miss Seira, and Shavi came to visit together.
Orka apparently went to the groom's waiting room.

"...This is my first time wearing such an elaborate dress besides ceremonial robes, so it feels a bit awkward."

Thanks to Sister Teresa's warning that my makeup would smudge if I smiled too brightly, I tried to maintain a calm expression as I spoke.

"There's definitely a world of difference from the dress prepared by the Empire."
"Fufu, how about it? Do you regret it?"

I asked Shavi, who was circling around me as if my appearance was fascinating, if she regretted not listening to my opinion, but.

"What, are you still upset about that? I quite liked your way too."
"It was good because it felt glamorous and passionate."

Tsk.
With Milia joining in and smiling brightly as she spoke, I decided to give up on that topic.

"Anyway, you really are beautiful..."

Miss Seira approached with her mouth agape, and.

"I, I think Sister Leila's dress is much prettier!!"

Ren's eyes sparkled as she carefully placed her hand on my dress.

"Fufu, thank you."

As we were chatting, a nun came to inform us that the ceremony would begin soon.

"Good luck, Sister!"
"Lady Saint. Congratulations!"
"See you later!!"

Milia and Miss Seira left with Ren, and only Shavi remained, making eye contact with me.

"Leila."
"Yes."
"As you said, it really was happiness."
"Is that so? I'm glad."
"Yes. So now, as your senior, I want to tell you something."

Smiling gently, Shavi said to me.

"You'll be happier than you can imagine."
"Fufu, that much?"
"You can look forward to it."

With those final words, Shavi left the waiting room for the ceremony hall.
The reason she moved separately was because she had agreed to officiate this wedding.
More precisely, she would be relaying Mother's words.

Yes, that's right.
Surprisingly, this is a historic wedding with the Goddess herself officiating.
I wondered if it was appropriate for Mother to officiate her daughter's wedding, but if the Goddess Mother wanted to do so, what could I do?

As I was spending time in a slightly nervous state.

-Knock knock.

There was a knock at the door.

"Come in."
"Ooh..."

Grandfather, who opened the door and entered, covered his mouth and began to shed tears of emotion as he saw me.

"Really, Sister Teresa was the same. Everyone cries too much."
"That small child has grown up so much..."
"Ahaha, even your repertoire is the same."

I wiped Grandfather's tears with a handkerchief I had prepared in advance, knowing this would happen.

"Huu... Take my hand."
"...Yes."

I took Grandfather's outstretched hand and left the waiting room.
As I held his hand and headed toward the central fountain of the Papal Palace.
I began to recall memories of the past that started to surface one by one.

My past life's memories, now just distant recollections.

Memories of living with an empty heart, ultimately left alone and thirsting.
The life of a human struggling in unquenchable thirst and emptiness.

"Here comes the bride—!!"

After finishing one life.

"Let's go."

And the story of my new life.

The story of growing up in an orphanage, fleeing with the family I trusted and followed, wandering the streets.
Recalling the time when I lost my family through my own foolish choices and rejected everything.
Naturally followed by the moment of salvation.

"You must make her happy."
"Don't worry. I swear I will live happily with Leila."

Because of this hand extended before me.
I was able to become who I am today.

"...Let's go, Leila."

And so, holding this hand that had always guided me.
I stood before the altar.

It seemed Mother was speaking only for Shavi to hear, as Shavi conducted the ceremony without even a script.
Through Shavi's mouth, Mother shared various stories, and then posed questions to us.

"Groom, Soleil, do you swear to stand by the bride's side and love her through any hardship or adversity that may come?"
"Yes. I swear on my soul."

Then, turning to me.

"Bride, Leila, do you swear to always be with the groom and embrace him with unchanging love, whenever and wherever?"
"Yes. I swear to love him eternally, no matter what in this world stands in our way."

After hearing my answer, Shavi stiffened as if surprised.
Judging by her wavering eyes, Mother must have made some unreasonable request.
Finally, after sighing quietly so others wouldn't notice.

"With this, I declare these two husband and wife. In the name of I, Goddess Ciel."

A bombshell statement dropped in the hall.
The sound of people gasping in surprise could be heard from all directions.
As if not caring whether the people around were surprised or not, Shavi began to recite the wedding address.

After the surprisingly ordinary wedding address ended.

"Now, finally, I would like to ask the bride one question."

While saying she would ask a question, Shavi just smiled gently without saying anything, which made me wonder.

-Leila.

Then, Mother's voice reached my mind.

-Are you happy now?

With a voice as warm as an embracing breeze, Mother asked me that.

...Am I happy?
The answer is obvious, of course.

Nevertheless, I looked around once.

The first thing that caught my eye were the church members, including Grandfather who was shedding tears of joy, and the companions who had shared the arduous journey with me.
And the connections I had made during my journey, represented by Bill and Marine's family.

Feeling the happiness filling my heart from the warmth in their eyes.
I turned my gaze to Soleil, who was looking at me with a gentle smile beside me.

Finally.

Looking up at the sky with a bright smile.

"...Yes. I am now happier than words can express!"

『Lady Saint, the Hero is Not a Vending Machine! <The End>』

Ch.115 - [Side Story] The Beginning of a Long Journey
A long time had passed since I became king to find a solution to stop the mana corruption that was still slowly spreading.

"...Hmm."
"Your Majesty, is something troubling you?"

Even after becoming king and gathering information from across the continent, I hadn't found much useful knowledge.

"It's nothing."

Waiting around like this any longer was pointless.
It was time to take action myself.
I made my decision.

"Summon the queen."
"Yes!"

As I watched the royal guard leave to call for the queen,
I briefly thought about Aria, who had disappeared after staining the Holy Kingdom with blood a few days ago.

...In the end, what was bound to happen had happened.

The kingdom's hounds, who should have been the most capable trackers, couldn't even find a trace of her.
All I could do was drift with the wind and hope for the day we'd meet again.

"The queen has arrived, Your Majesty."
"Thank you. Leave us for a moment."
"Yes."

At the announcement of the queen's arrival, I set aside my thoughts.
Though I had married her with a purpose in mind, I would now have to hurt her.
I needed to focus completely.

"You called for me."
"...Carmen."

As I called the name of Queen Carmen, with her beautifully shining silver hair and ruby-red eyes.

"I must apologize to you."

I rose from my seat and knelt before her as I spoke.
She knew I hadn't married her out of love.
Yet, I had inevitably grown attached to her after she became pregnant.

"I will be leaving the kingdom."
"You need not apologize to me, Hero."

Carmen smiled gently, as if she had known all along.

"I always expected that you would leave someday."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. I am content if you found even a moment's peace by my side."

Her words hit me like a blunt object to the head.
I truly was a fool.

"...I'm sorry."
"Hehe, I've known you were dense since the day we first met."

This intelligent woman had pretended to show little interest in me from the beginning, fearing that if she revealed her feelings, I wouldn't be able to leave her.

"If only for this moment, allow me to respond to your heart."

I had a duty to answer those feelings.
Resolving to hold only Carmen in my heart for this moment,
I pulled her into a strong embrace without waiting for her response.

"At the very least, will you allow me to carry you in my heart as I live on?"
"...As long as it doesn't shake your convictions, by all means."

Feeling her sobbing against my chest, I embraced Carmen even more tightly and whispered:

"There's no need to worry. Rather, because of it, my convictions will only grow stronger."

That was the only atonement I could offer, having failed to notice her feelings despite being so close.

"I will pray from afar that you accomplish what you set out to do."
"...That's truly reassuring."

After saying goodbye to Carmen, I decided to write letters to Aran and Oliver.
I couldn't just abandon Aria like this.
Entrusting her to those I could rely on would be the right decision.
Those two would manage somehow.

"No doubt they'll curse me plenty for disappearing without a word."

But if I told them, they would surely follow me until death.
That wouldn't do.

The path I was about to walk
was one that shouldn't be shared with anyone who didn't have the same resolve as me.

As I changed into the clothes I used to wear during our adventuring days and was about to leave the palace:

"Are you leaving?"
"How did you know?"

I was quite surprised to find the captain of the royal guard waiting for me at the castle gate.

"Just had a feeling."

He said he always knew I would leave someday.
And today, for some reason, he felt like waiting.

"Congratulations. You'll soon cross the barrier."
"Haha, so that's what it was."
"Protect Carmen."
"Don't worry. May you fulfill your purpose, Your Majesty."

The captain knelt before me and handed me the greatsword he had been carrying on his back.

"It may not compare to the holy sword you wielded, Your Majesty, but I believe it will be useful."
"I'll use it gratefully."

The greatsword felt good in my hand, with just the right weight.
With the captain's farewell, I set off toward the north.

"What? The Dragon's Domain? What's that?"
"Dragons themselves are already legendary, you're looking for something impossible."
"In all my years, I've never heard of dragons living in groups, hahaha!"

Indeed, it seemed I had no choice but to search for it myself.
That's when I heard it.

An old man opened his eyes wide and began to speak:

"Ah, the Dragon's Domain... My grandfather told me stories about it when I was a child."
"Is that so?"
"Beyond the never-ending blizzard. Some say there's a land of demons beyond it, others say it's a land filled with death."

Beyond the treacherous mountain range where the bitter cold and relentless blizzard killed all who entered, one hundred out of one hundred:

"My grandfather said this: beyond there, dragons have gathered since ancient times."

Though it might have been uncertain information, just the ramblings of a village elder:

"Thank you, sir."
"Hehe, I'm glad to be of help."

Often, the most fantastical stories are closest to the truth.
Without hesitation, I set off.

-Whooosh....

When I reached the snow-covered mountain and faced a blizzard so thick I couldn't see what was right in front of me, my choice was:

"Haaah...."

To close my eyes.
A gamble—blocking my vision, focusing all my senses on reading mana, and trusting my instincts completely.

After proceeding this way for a while,
I suddenly felt a warm breeze and heard voices:

"Who are you?!"
"Huh, a human coming all the way here."
"He's no ordinary human."

Voices that sounded as if they'd seen something strange.
When I opened my eyes, what I saw was:

"I've found the right place."

Half-human, half-dragon beings with colorful horns on their heads and gleaming scales across their bodies.
I had imagined the Dragon's Domain would be filled with giant lizards.
Apparently, dragons could transform themselves into human form.

"You fools!! This is our first visitor in a thousand years!! Why aren't you preparing a festival?!"

As I was looking around, a rather powerful-looking dragon began scolding the others surrounding me.
After dispersing the other dragons, he greeted me:

"Welcome, stranger."

The man with a blue horn on his forehead introduced himself as Arna, then said:

"I will guide you to the king."

He was going to take me, someone he'd just met, straight to their king.
Well, if I could meet such a high-ranking figure quickly, all the better.

Following the man, we arrived at what seemed too humble a hut to be a king's residence.

"My king. As you predicted, a visitor has arrived."

Oh?
It seems he knew I was coming.

The man who had been meditating with two black horns on his head opened his eyes at Arna's words and turned his gaze toward me.

"Excellent."

Looking at the man with gleaming black eyes, I felt a chill down my spine for the first time in a long while.
...He's strong. None of the dragons here could even compare to this man.

"Kehe, since I became king, you're the first to gauge my power at a glance."
"I'm honored."
"Yes, you must have business with me."

The man gestured for Arna, who had been standing behind with a stern face, to leave, and beckoned me to a table in the corner of the hut.

"Ah, I haven't introduced myself yet. My name is Belial. I am the king of dragons who has lived since ancient times."
"Jereon."
"Keheheh, I know. I know that you defeated the Demon King, and that the Demon King spread mana corruption as his final act of defiance."

Honestly, I was a bit surprised by this.
Given that he said he had lived since ancient times, he must have some special ability.

"And I also know that you've come to find a way to stop the spreading mana corruption."
"If you know that much, I assume you also know what I'm going to say."
"Unfortunately, I don't have the ability to read minds."

Belial snapped his fingers with a sly smile.
Suddenly, steaming hot tea appeared on the previously empty table.

"Keke, living for so long, I've only gotten better at reading the stars."
"Reading... the stars?"

What does that mean?

"Reading the future from the stars—well, what you might call a trivial skill."

Hmm, predicting the future.

"I can only see simple futures, like who might visit and when."

Even that was impressive enough.
But I needed to focus on my task.

"...It's good we don't need to waste time."
"Keheheh. Don't get too excited. I make it a point not to meddle in boring affairs."
"Heh, you needn't worry about that."

I know exactly how to pique the interest of beings like him.

"Would you like to destroy the world with me?"
"...What?"
"Why, is that something you didn't expect?"

My words must have been quite shocking, as Belial still couldn't respond.
Soon, he glared at me and began emanating killing intent.

"You, if you want to take back those words, now is your only chance."
-RUMBLE.

The air vibrated and the ground shook.
So this was the power of the Dragon King.

"Unfortunately, I don't know how to joke."
"How dare you...!!"

With a light wave of Belial's hand, a storm arose and the hut was completely obliterated.

"I was curious about the extent of the Dragon King's power anyway."

I gripped my sword.
First, we needed to gauge each other's abilities before we could talk.

* *

"Huff... huff..."
"Urgh..."
"I win, Belial."

It was a close match.
Even without my holy sword, and with Belial controlling his power to avoid harming his kin, we could call it a draw.

"I don't understand. Why would someone like you desire the world's destruction?"

With my sword at his throat, Belial asked in confusion.
I told him my purpose:

"For world peace."
"...Huh?"

As expected, he had that dumbfounded expression.

"...Let me hear your story."

Dismissing the kin who had gathered at the commotion, Belial spoke to me with disbelief:

"You have quite the mischievous personality."
"I hear that often."

Nine out of ten times when I try to talk, things get complicated.
I prefer to communicate important matters with a sword rather than words.
I made this excuse to myself.

"I meant exactly what I said earlier. I want to destroy the world for the sake of world peace."
"...I've learned not to interpret your words literally."

That's a bit harsh.

"Sigh... give me a moment. I need time to interpret."

Though I felt a bit wronged, I decided to give him the time he asked for.

"Are you saying you want to create a savior who will bring peace to the world by putting the world in danger of destruction?"
"Yes."

In any world, when crisis strikes, someone always rises to face it.
Just as justice always triumphs in the end in stories, it's an unchangeable truth.

"Don't tell me you believe in the theory of counterparts?"
"Is there any reason not to?"
"That's merely coincidence."
"Unfortunately, I have nothing else to rely on but such coincidences."

Since Belial didn't seem to have a clear method either, I asked him:
Do you have a way to stop the endlessly spreading mana corruption?

"...That's not usually what people bring as a proposal."

If we succeed, we die.
If we fail, everyone including us dies.
A gamble where death is the premise no matter what we choose.

"Specifically, how do you plan to put the world in danger?"
"First, I plan to abandon my humanity."
"Wait, stop right there."

As if something was wrong with my words, Belial suddenly interrupted me and clutched his head.

"Let me hear this. You plan to abandon humanity, become undead, and accept the mana corruption spreading across the land."
"...Please continue just as you have been."
"Then I'll seal the earth-devouring mana corruption within my body and eliminate it through my death."

When someone carrying mana corruption dies, the corruption doesn't spread but simply disappears.
Using this principle, I would gather all the spreading corruption and then meet my death.
But there was one problem:

"I've already tried it lightly, but alone, the corruption spreads faster than I can gather it."
"Are you mad? If you accept more mana corruption than your limit allows, you'll become a rampaging monster without reason."

As Belial said, losing control and rampaging was indeed a problem if I exceeded my limit.
No, even without exceeding the limit, my mind would be consumed by the corruption, and I wouldn't willingly accept death.
So I needed someone to kill me when the time came.

"That's why I came here looking for someone with skills equal to mine."
"...I see."

Considering the rate at which the corruption was spreading and how much my body could absorb,
I calculated that I could take in at least half of it.

"Hmm..."

After pondering my proposal with his chin in his hand,
Belial eventually curled his lips into a smile and said:

"That sounds quite interesting."
"I thought you might say that."

The reason I deliberately picked a fight earlier was to confirm whether Belial, like me, enjoyed facing opponents who would give their all.
We would become threats to the world, and someone strong enough to defeat us would emerge.
For battle-hungry individuals like Belial and me, it was an offer we couldn't refuse.

Having agreed to join me, Belial headed to the mountain peak that night, saying he would read the stars.

"Do you see something?"
"Wait a moment."

After staring blankly at the sky for a while, Belial suddenly burst into laughter.

"K-kahahahahaha!!"
"Seems like good results."
"Ah, in about two thousand two hundred years, a great saint unlike any the world has ever seen will be born."
"Quite a long time."
"Don't worry. I'll take responsibility for turning you into an excellent Death Knight."
"Are you sure about this?"

I had heard that dragons were beings who protected the world's balance when it faced overwhelming crises.

"Of course. I'm tired of spending what feels like an eternity in meditation."
"Heh, I see."
"How amusing. Who would have predicted that the Dragon King who should protect the world and the hero who once saved it would walk such a path?"

And so we left the Dragon's Domain and occupied the castle where the Demon King I had slain once resided.
We decided to claim the title of Demon King.

There was a minor dispute over who would take the title,
but Belial was more suited than I to present an imposing figure to others.

"I look forward to our partnership, my friend."
"That's my line, Belial."

All of this...
For the peace of the world.

Ch.116 - [Epilogue] Daily Life
Umm... So, this is about when we had just returned from the demon realm.

"Anyway, when that hole appeared in your heart, I was really shocked."
"Ian!! Don't talk about such things out in the open...!!"

Since Ian's house wasn't ready yet, we were having tea in the garden while he was staying in the Vatican's guest room.
Despite people being around, Ian carelessly blurted out such things.

"Excuse me? Hero, what did you just say?"

Sure enough, a passing priest grabbed Ian's shoulder with a shocked expression.
Anticipating the commotion that would follow, I glared at Ian with obvious irritation.

"Ha, haha... Sorry!"
"Wait... don't you dare run away!?"

Ian fled in a panic.
Just as I was about to chase after him...

-Thud.

A hand suddenly grabbed my shoulder.

"Leila. Let's have a little chat."

At the sound of the voice that absolutely should not be here,
I reluctantly turned my stiff neck.

"While I'm still asking nicely, relax."

Grandfather was staring at me with a smiling face.
...I think I preferred fighting Astaroth to this.

-Step. Step.

And at that moment, I heard familiar footsteps approaching.

"Leila, there you—"

As Soleil approached calling my name, I desperately pleaded for help.

"H-help me!!"
"Oh... how convenient."

After pausing for a moment and assessing the situation, Soleil...

"...Excuse me."
"Ah, traitor!!"

...turned around and fled without hesitation.
...I never thought my lover would abandon me in my time of need.
We'll see about this later.

"It's a bit awkward to talk here."

Grandfather said this while watching me mentally sharpening my blade of revenge against Soleil.
Then, I was grabbed by the nape of my neck and dragged away.

"Grandfather... couldn't I at least walk on my own?"
"Hoho, do you think I don't know you'd run away the moment I let go?"

...Ugh.

"Oh? Your Holiness? What's happening? Did the Saint cause trouble again?"

While being mercilessly dragged to Grandfather's office, I ran into Commander Ain—the person I least wanted to meet right now.

"Hmm? The Saint, you say?"

Ahaha.
And there's Commander Frey too, the second person I least wanted to meet right now.

"Commander Ain, Commander Frey. Perfect timing. Do you have a moment?"
"I'm not particularly busy."
"Fortunately, there are no urgent patients, so I'm available."

Cold sweat began forming on my back.

This is dangerous.
Really dangerous.
Being interrogated about that conversation by all these people?
I'll be confined to my room for weeks!?

Ian, that cursed vending machine...!!

"Oh my... for the Saint to break into such a cold sweat, this must be quite serious."
"Indeed. The Saint being dragged by her neck and displaying such a guilty attitude—as her mentor, I feel obligated to hear this."

Saying that, and commenting that dragging someone by the neck seemed too inhumane...

-Swoosh.

Commander Frey created chains of light and began binding my body.

"...Don't you think this is even more inhumane?"
"Pardon? I was merely pointing out the difference between being carried by the neck like a cat versus walking like a human."

After warning me that trying to manipulate holy power to break the chains and escape would be unwise...

"Shall we go, Your Holiness?"
"Hoho, this makes things easier for me."
"My, this is the first time I've seen the Saint treated like this since she was caught secretly reading forbidden books."
"Ah yes, that did happen."
"Really, despite all our warnings, who would have thought you'd try to infiltrate through the ceiling? It still makes me shudder."

...This is unfair.
I didn't do anything wrong...

Eventually dragged to Grandfather's office,
I desperately tried to argue that it wasn't my fault, but rather Ian's carelessness...

"If you wanted to say that, perhaps you shouldn't have claimed nothing happened in the first place."
"Urk..."

Come to think of it, when Grandfather asked if anything special had happened after returning from the demon realm,
I lied and said it was an easy victory because I didn't want to worry him.

"Sigh... you've always been like this. Since you were young, you'd throw yourself into danger without thinking whenever someone was in trouble..."
"While the Saint has always been this way, you still should have told us about something like this."
"...You'll need to come with me afterward."

They were all right, and I had no way to refute them.

"Uuu, I'm sorryyyy..."

Anyway, I had to endure several more hours of lecturing after that.
At least I wasn't confined to my room, which was a relief.

"Take it off."
"Excuse me?"

After following Commander Frey, who insisted on examining me personally to put his mind at ease,
he suddenly said that.
Asking me to undress for a heart examination... surely not.

"I need to check if there are any remaining scars and confirm there are truly no issues. Take it off."
"Yes, sir."

Sensing he might tear my clothes off if I argued further,
I obediently unzipped my back and unbuttoned my collar to expose my upper body.

"Still flat as ever, I see."

While I'm not as sensitive about my small chest as I was during my more self-conscious years,
it's still something I'm quite conscious about.

"...Says someone who's hardly different from me."

I muttered with discontent, looking at Commander Frey's chest, which was nearly as flat as mine.

"Pfft."
"What's that laugh for?"

At that, Commander Frey laughed as if finding me ridiculous.
Then, he reached behind his back and...

-Bounce.
"Gasp."

His chest suddenly swelled beneath his priest robes, as if freed from some constraint.

"I simply compress mine because they get in the way during work. How dare you compare yourself to this ironing board."
"I-ironing board...?"

The sense of betrayal I felt was incomparably greater than when Ian and Soleil abandoned me earlier.
It felt like being struck hard with a blunt object.
I had believed in Commander Frey, believed we were comrades in this...!!

"Ah, excuse me. Even an ironing board probably has more curves than your chest."
"Urgh."

I glared at Commander Frey with teary eyes as he examined my body while asking why I was getting so worked up.

"This is what happens when you lie."
"I-I'm sorry..."
"Don't do it again."

Commander Frey said with a bitter smile, then pressed his finger firmly on the spot where the hole had been.

"Here it is."
"Ugh."

He began his internal examination, channeling holy power through his fingers.

"Haah... I was shocked when I heard the explanation, but this is an injury that could have easily been fatal."

Well, part of my heart had been blown away.
At the time, I was just desperately clinging to life for even a moment longer.

"Ahaha, but I survived, so it's fine."

I survived thanks to Aunt Ramiel's sacrifice.
I need to live earnestly for her sake too.

"By the way, Saint."
"Yes?"
"Can you properly control your mana?"

Mmm, as expected of Commander Frey.
He immediately noticed something no one else had.

"Not at all."
"Your heart is undergoing transformation."
"I thought as much."

I had somewhat expected this, since my heart—the source of mana—had been damaged.
Fortunately, it doesn't seem to affect my lifespan.

"It appears to be in an adaptation phase, but once that's complete, the results could be quite promising."
"Pardon?"

Huh?

"Didn't you say you were treated with the dragon heart fragment that was embedded in your staff?"
"Yes, that's right, but..."
"Your heart is likely transforming into something similar to a dragon's."
"...What?"

A d-dragon?

"Your mana might undergo some changes as well."

I hadn't even considered that possibility...

"So, does that mean I'll become stronger?"
"I would think so."
"Um... I don't need that..."

I'm already in a precarious balance as it is, and now I'll become even stronger...?

"Well, as long as you're healthy, I don't particularly mind."
"Ah, hahaha."

Well, I just need to hide it well enough.

"The examination is complete. You may get dressed now."
"Yes."

After bowing to Commander Frey, who advised me to rest and avoid strenuous activity for a while, I headed back to the garden.

"Ah, sis!!"
"Yo."

Two female voices called out as I was walking.

"Milia, Shavi."
"I heard what happened. You were seriously injured?"
"Well, I'm fine now."

Looking at Shavi's face, which had softened considerably since I last saw her, I spoke.

"How have you been?"
"Hmm... it's still a bit awkward, but yes, I'm doing well."
"That's good."
"It's thanks to you. I never thought people would believe my story just because of that one letter."

From what I heard, she's been visiting orphanages, nursing homes, and various other facilities almost daily to volunteer.

"Hehe, Ian often joins me too, which is nice."

Judging by her happy smile, she seems to be doing well.

"By the way, where did you leave Ian while you two are together?"
"Um... he ran away because he was scared of sis."
"He said he'd come back once you've calmed down."

Oh my.
I was planning to bury him in the ground for a night, for old times' sake.

"Is that so? If you see him, tell him this: 'You should have known better than to run away.'"
"What kind of trouble did he cause...?"
"Haha!! Sure, I'll tell him."

And so, we were able to chat in the garden until sunset.
The topics were mostly about the people we love, of course.

"It's already this late."
"That was fun, sis!"
"Well, we should get going now."

Feeling a bit reluctant to part ways, I asked the two as they stood up.

"Since you're already here, how about staying for dinner?"
"Ehehe, sorry. I have prior plans today..."
"Hehe, Ian said he made reservations at a nice place, so not today."

Disappointing, but can't be helped.
After seeing them off...

"It should be about time..."

It was time for that traitor who abandoned me to come and surrender.
I decided to wait a bit longer.

"Leila."

Right on cue.

"Hmph."
"I'm sorry."

Sure enough, seeing Soleil approach with something hidden in his arms,
I made it clear with my whole body that I was angry.

-Rustle.

Today, I absolutely won't forgive him with just a kiss... Huh?

"If we wait any longer, you won't be able to eat it."
"...Gasp."

That blue jelly-like substance wobbling before my eyes.
W-well, I guess I have no choice!

"Ehehe."

Accepting the slime jelly that makes me happy just thinking about it...

"I'll praise you for this."
"Alright, eat first, then we'll talk."

Knowing that all my attention was focused on the slime jelly,
I decided to savor it while feeling Soleil's hand stroking my head.

"...It's salty!?"
"I was actually looking for something else, but a merchant who had visited Ramiel was selling these."

You'd need quite advanced preservation magic to distribute slime jelly.
We got lucky.

"Hehe, that was delicious."
"Good."

After finishing the jelly, I felt hands gently caressing my back and legs.
As if determined to provide excellent service today, he lifted me up in a princess carry.

"Shall we go, princess?"
"Where to?"
"I've made reservations at a nice restaurant for today."

Ahaha, Ian mentioned the same thing.

"If we go now, the timing should be perfect."

And so, at the restaurant we visited while I was carried in Soleil's arms...

"...Leila?"
"Oh, it's sis!"
"Wow, what a coincidence!"

We ran into Ian, Milia, and Shavi who were already dining there.
After dinner, I was able to plant Ian in the garden as planned.
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Let me see...

Backpack with storage magic, check.
Plenty of spare clothes packed, check.
Basic makeup lessons from Sister Teresa, check!

"My goodness. The departure is tomorrow, but aren't you getting too excited already?"
"Ah, Sister."

While I was double-checking my packed belongings, Sister Teresa approached with a smile.

"Here, you forgot this."

Sister Teresa handed me a transparent bottle containing a swirling crimson liquid, saying it was premium alcohol she had specially procured for today.

"Hehe, thank you!"

I hadn't even thought about bringing alcohol.

"...Saint. Would you come here?"

As I was putting the bottle in my bag, Sister Teresa sat on the bed, patting her lap and calling me over.
I approached her, climbed onto the bed, and rested my head on her lap. As she gently stroked my hair with her soft touch,
I quietly closed my eyes.

"When I first met you, you were just like an injured kitten."
"Ahaha."

Well, I used to startle at the slightest sound.
And I was excessively wary of strangers approaching me.

"And now, that same person has grown so dignified..."
"It's all thanks to you, Sister."

It was because of Sister Teresa, who always embraced and reassured me under the pretext of education.

"To me, Sister, you're like another mother."
"Saint..."

That's how I became someone who could approach others first.

"In front of me, you can act a bit more like a child."
"...I'll try."

At those words, I nestled deeper into Sister Teresa's embrace,
savoring the sensation of her hand stroking my hair.

And then.
The hand that was stroking my head soon moved to my cheek.

"By the way..."

And suddenly started pinching my cheek.

"Gyaaack."

The mood was so nice, why!?

"Isn't that a bit too obvious?"
"Ugh."

She pointed at the perfume I hadn't yet packed because I was organizing other things first, along with several other unspeakable items spread out on the desk.

"The wedding date isn't even set yet, and you're in such a hurry."
"B-but."

I did confidently say I'd give him a reward, but honestly, I don't know how far I should go to make Soleil happy!

"Those are confiscated."
"What!?"
"Remember this lesson: excessive enthusiasm can backfire."
"T-then..."
"Have faith in yourself. That perverted holy knight would be thrilled with anything you do anyway."

Perverted holy knight?
I knew she disliked Soleil quite a bit, but...
I didn't realize she disliked him that much...

"Sigh, when I think about him pouring years of pent-up lust onto this small body, I want to stop you right now..."

...Ah.
Come to think of it, Commander Ain and Commander Frey promised to keep secret the fact that Soleil and I had already been intimate.
They said if Grandfather found out about what happened on the front lines, Soleil might actually die by his hand.

"It will hurt a lot at first. Don't endure it, and once you get used to it, then... Understood?"

And so, unable to bring myself to say I already had experience,
I had to listen to Sister Teresa's personal experiences and various pieces of advice.
Ah, though there was quite a bit of useful advice.

...But when did Sister Teresa experience all these things?
Honestly, I wanted to ask about that too.
But I had the intuition that asking would lead to serious trouble.

Well, our order doesn't particularly forbid sexual matters.
We just consider moderation and patience virtues, so we don't interfere in private lives.

Yes. Sometimes it's better not to know certain things.

* *

Finally, the time has come.

Ian and his wife finished their ceremony the day before yesterday and left for their honeymoon, so no need to worry about them for a while.
The biggest variables, Orca and Bill, were bundled together through the Adventurers' Guild and sent south, so that should be fine.
Fortunately, there was a good excuse about monsters left behind by Aria.

In other words, for the next three days while traveling with Soleil,
I won't run into anyone I know.
Heh... hehehe...

Ah, Soleil is already here.

"Soleil!!"
"Ah, Leila."

We had agreed to meet at the Vatican fountain as usual.
I ran toward Soleil, who was standing by the fountain in casual clothes, taking in his appearance.
Hehe, Soleil dressed lightly like an adventurer looks refreshing too.

"It seems like the first time I've seen you without your priest robes."
"Well, what occasion would an inquisitor have to take off his robes?"

That's true.
Now, it's time to test Soleil.

I took a step back, put my hands behind my back, and raised the corners of my mouth.

"...You look beautiful."
"Hehe."

Soleil smiled gently and gave the correct answer.

"Is your luggage in that bag?"
"Yes."

Seeing how he was looking me over while covering his twitching lips,
it seems my first self-chosen casual outfit matched his taste, which made me happy.
I let my hair down and tied it at the back of my neck, wearing a white dress with a beige shawl—the perfect disguise... I mean, coordination!
Hehe, for the next three days, Saint Leila is on vacation!

"During this trip, I'm not Saint Leila, but your woman, Leila."

As I pulled on Soleil's arm and whispered in his ear.

"...Ahem."
"Hehe, you're blushing."

Soleil cleared his throat with a reddened face.
Then, after composing himself, he reached out his hand to me.

"Shall we go, my lady?"
"Gladly."

I took his outstretched hand and linked arms, causing Soleil to flinch as if he hadn't expected it.
Since there's quite a height difference between us, I ended up clinging to his arm.

"Hehe."

But I don't mind because I'm happy!

And so, the place we arrived at after taking the portal in Ramiel was:

"It's been a while."
"Hasn't it?"

Salem.

"How long has it been since we came here, just the two of us?"
"I think it's the first time since you became an inquisitor."

That's right.
And it's definitely the first time since Soleil and I became lovers.

"Leila."
"Yes?"
"I know you planned this entire trip, but since we're here, there's somewhere I'd like to visit."
"Where?"

Since the purpose was to give him a reward, I didn't plan a very tight schedule anyway.

"I'd like to pray at your brother's grave."
"...Ah."

At those words, I scratched my head while looking at Soleil.
It's not that I hadn't thought about it.

"Let's go."

After arriving at the hill outside the city where my brother Piris's remains were buried:

"I'm fine. I visited recently with Shavi."
"I see."

Standing a bit away from Soleil, I watched him pray.
Come to think of it, Shavi cried so much here too.

Our paths diverged after we lost my brother.
The memories of my brother must be unforgettable for Shavi as well.

"It's nice to meet you. I've visited before, but this time I wanted to formally introduce myself."

As I was reminiscing about the past while looking at the grave, Soleil's voice suddenly reached me.

"...It feels a bit strange to call you 'brother-in-law,' but it's appropriate."

Soleil stood alone in front of the grave, speaking with a serious face.

"Anyway, I'm Soleil, who will be marrying Leila."

As I approached Soleil, who had begun introducing himself,
he noticed my presence, glanced at me, and extended his hand.

"I originally planned to visit after the ceremony, but since we have this opportunity, I'm greeting you first."

I took his outstretched hand, and he positioned me beside him before bowing his head toward my brother's grave.

"I promise to take responsibility and make her happy, so please don't worry."

Watching him, I squeezed his hand tightly, overwhelmed with emotion.
Then, as if he had finished what he wanted to say, Soleil turned and embraced me.

"If possible, I wanted to tell everyone connected to you. That you will be happy by my side. That I will make sure of it."

Saying that he planned to visit Uncle Hans's place next,
he held me tight and gently patted my back.

"I love you. Always."
"I love you too."

Trying hard to hold back tears, I responded to his whisper,
then quietly raised my head to meet his eyes.

As if sensing what I wanted,
Soleil's face gradually drew closer.

*Smooch*

Since we just wanted to quietly face each other's feelings at that moment:

"...Hehe."

Satisfied with that light kiss,
I hung from Soleil's neck and kissed his cheek once more.

*Smooch*
"Thank you."

At those words, Soleil smiled gently, kissed my forehead, and carefully set me down.
...I brought him here to give him a reward, but somehow I was the one being treated with consideration.

"Ahem. Anyway, shall we proceed according to plan?"
"Haha, sure."

Soleil laughed at my obvious attempt to change the subject and placed his hand on my head.
I was a bit annoyed, but I decided to let it slide since I was in a good mood.

"So, where are we going next?"
"Well, I was thinking we could do some camping today."
"Camping?"
"Yes."

That was actually the purpose of coming to Salem!

"Hehe, you'll see when we get there."

When you see that hot spring, you won't be able to help but be amazed.
And so, Soleil and I began climbing the mountain on the way from Salem to Levia.

"By the way, is it okay to climb a mountain in that outfit?"
"Of course."

Since my heart has stabilized recently, my mana has started flowing again.
As part of my rehabilitation training, I'm creating mana platforms to walk on.
There's no dirt or dust, so it's not a problem at all.

I explained this to Soleil while pointing at the red and green mixed platform beneath my feet.

"...Wow, that's impressive."
"Hehe."

After my heart was fully healed, I gained two attributes: fire and wind.
I still can't manifest my aura because it's difficult to control, but...

But something about Soleil's reaction seems strange.
That oddly disappointed expression and fidgeting fingers.
...Ah.

"Ugh."
"Leila?"
"Whew... It seems I still can't move mana for extended periods."
"Are you okay?"
"I think I need to rest a bit."
"Want me to carry you if you're tired?"

I knew it.

"Hmm... would that be okay?"

I decided to play hard to get, just for propriety's sake.

"Of course."
"Then, please."

And so, after being carried on Soleil's back,
as I leaned against his back and relaxed:

"Pff, pfft."
"Kup."

We both started laughing.

"Ahahahaha!!"
"Kehe, haha!"

It was an awkward sight even to ourselves.

"Haah... really, you can just offer to carry me at times like this."
"Sorry. When I actually tried, it felt like I was just a pervert enjoying the feel of your thighs."
"I was the one who said I'd give you a reward, but somehow I keep feeling like I'm the one receiving it?"
"Just having you lean on me makes me happy."

...Oh.
I hadn't thought of it that way at all.

"Hehe, I'll lean on you often from now on."
"Good. That's a good idea."

After saying that, I kissed the nape of Soleil's neck and began guiding the way.
Fortunately, my memory of the route was accurate, and we quickly arrived at our destination.

The sun was just beginning to set, which is perfect timing.
A hot spring bath at sunset.

Looking around, thankfully there was no sign of anyone else.

"Oh... is this the place?"
"Yes. What do you think?"
"It's amazing."

Soleil marveled at the hot spring, which looked just as clean as when I had seen it before.

"Let's enjoy a leisurely hot spring bath together."
"...Huh?"
"Ah, I didn't tell you."

To Soleil, who tilted his head as if he'd heard something strange, I revealed the fact I had deliberately withheld.

"This is a mixed-bathing hot spring with only one bath."

Seeing Soleil's slightly flustered face, as if he had guessed my intention:

"Hehe, why else would I have searched for a hot spring all the way out here?"
"L-Leila?"
"Come on, let's go in!"

After making sure Soleil undressed first and entered the bath:

"You can look forward to it."

I also finished my preparations and headed toward the bath.
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...I said that with such confidence.

*Splash, splash.*

As I approach the bath, making these water sounds,
My heart feels like it's about to burst.

*Thump, thump.*

Ugh, calm down, calm down, Leila.
If I show this kind of nervousness, Soleil will surely feel uncomfortable.

Deep breaths, deep breaths...

"Phew..."

Though it's only a few steps away, it feels so distant.
After taking out some items I had prepared and placing them nearby,
I spoke to Soleil, who was deliberately turning his back to me with only his ears perked up.

"How's the water temperature?"
"Ah, Leil... la!?"

Soleil is flustered seeing me without a stitch of clothing.
...I wondered why he was reacting that way when he's also naked, but unfairly, he had a towel wrapped around his waist.

"Wearing a towel in the bath is against proper etiquette."

I'm not sure if that's actually true, but at least today, while he's with me, it's against etiquette.

"Oh, is, is that so?"

As he glances at me dipping my toes into the water bit by bit,
Soleil fumbles with his hands, removes the towel, and places it outside the bath.
Then, he pulls his legs together, trying to cover his groin.

Honestly, we've already seen everything there is to see, yet the man is the one acting shy.
Well—I suppose that means I'm that attractive?
Hehe, I caught a glimpse of him from the corner of my eye, and he seemed a bit tense.
It gave me a strangely satisfying feeling.

"Ahh... this feels nice..."

Feeling the warm water of the hot spring enveloping my entire body,
I moved closer to Soleil and leaned against his shoulder.

*Flinch.*
"Y-yeah, it does."

You know, you could just look directly at me.
Perhaps because I don't have breasts, his eyes don't naturally go there?

"Hehe, the person who so passionately explored my body that night is now acting so shy."

Someone who boldly showed off his manhood in the morning and asked me to take care of it is now acting like this.
It seems the trauma from that day was quite significant after all.

"I told you, didn't I? That I belong to Soleil. There's no need to hold back."

Actually, the reason I arranged this occasion under the pretext of a reward is for Soleil's sake.
Since returning from the demon realm, he's been comfortable with light skinship, but unconsciously puts the brakes on anything beyond that.
No, to be precise, it's for my sake.

"...Sorry."

With a somewhat guilty expression, Soleil lowers his gathered legs and comfortably leans back.
For now, let's start by lightening the mood.

"By the way, isn't it strange? Not just that there's a hot spring in a place like this, but that it's so clean even though there doesn't seem to be anyone managing it."
"You're right, that is strange."

Watching Soleil sink into deep thought,
I carefully wrapped my arms around his, pulling him closer to my body without him noticing.

"Maybe someone comes to maintain it periodically?"

Fortunately, he doesn't seem to have noticed as he voices the opinion he was just considering.

"That could be it."

As I replied, I began to knead Soleil's hands with both of mine.

"Leila?"
"Hehe, you know, I really love your hands."

Though they're a bit rough and hard from the calluses formed over years of wielding a sword, they're always warm, and to me, softer than anything else in the world.
I lifted his hand that I had been quietly massaging in the bath and gently kissed it.

*Smooch.*

At the same time, with my eyes half-open, I looked up at Soleil's face and continued to kiss his hand.

*Smooch. Smooch.*
"L-Leila."

Seeing Soleil stammer, seemingly flustered by my behavior,
I raised my hips and nestled into his embrace.

"And I love being in your arms so much that sometimes I don't know what to do with myself."

Noticing that he's conscious of his manhood touching my bottom, Soleil swallows hard. I take his arms and make him embrace me.

"I'm sorry. Actually, I was planning to take it slow, waiting for you to regain your strength."

Feeling his arms tighten slightly around me,
I also cherished his arms, holding them close as I spoke.

"But as time passed, my heart, my body... they kept yearning for you, and I couldn't hold back anymore."

With those words, I turned around and knelt, looking at Soleil with a longing expression.

"Do you dislike a woman as lustful as me?"

Even if I try to look away,
The pleasure I've come to know has ignited a great fire in my once-innocent body and heart.

Since resolving to live as a saint, I've lived a life of giving and sharing with others.
For the first time, I was demanding something from someone else.

Taking his hand and placing it on my chest, I said:

"I love you so much, I want you so much, that my heart has been racing madly since earlier."

Soleil, who had been staring at me blankly due to my sudden behavior:

"...As if I could dislike it."

He then embraced me with a broad smile.
He held me so tightly that we could feel each other's heartbeats through our pressed chests.

"R-really?"
"Of course. I'm sorry. It must have been embarrassing for you to say such things."

After tidying my hair that was sticking to various places due to the moisture, Soleil gathered a handful and kissed it.

"You don't need to worry. Until now, it's just that the right situation hasn't come up."
"Hmph... liar."
"It's true. I'm preparing to retire."

Oh?
That's the first I'm hearing of this.

"After coming back, there was so much work that even taking short moments to see you was quite a strain."

He said he was trying to handle the backlog of work as quickly as possible to spend time with me, but it wasn't all finished yet.

"I told you, didn't I? That I'd make you happy. I'm planning to step down from all my positions and spend the rest of my life by your side."
"R-really?"
"Yes. But it seems that's what made you anxious instead."

After hearing the whole story, I couldn't lift my head out of embarrassment.
It means I did all this based on a misunderstanding.

"Still, you were truly lovely. So lovely that I almost lost my senses from happiness."

Soleil, speaking with a sly smile, was completely different from how he had been flinching at every touch earlier.
With a pout, I expressed my dissatisfaction.

"Don't tell me you were pretending?"
"Well, half of it. Honestly, it has been a while, so I was a bit awkward."

Ugh, I've been tricked.
My face was burning intensely.

"Hyah!?"

And at that moment, the sensation of a large hand on my bottom.

"W-wait...!!"

Using both hands to spread my buttocks, he lifted my body, positioning me to straddle his erect manhood.
Ah, this is dangerous... even just the rubbing is stimulating because it's been so long...!!

"Mmm..."
"Seems like you were looking forward to this."

Soleil teases, perhaps sensing a slick fluid different from the hot spring water.
...Hmph, he'd be in trouble if he thinks I'm the same as before.

"Ugh."

Sitting on Soleil's member in the bath, I lowered my hand to stoke the fire,
And carefully caressed the hard shaft and the soft pouch beneath it.

"Today, I'm the one giving the reward."
"Yes, yes."
*Smooch.*

In response to my words, Soleil shook his head and kissed my neck.

"Ah, mmm..."
*Splash, splash.*

As I massaged his balls and shaft with both hands, carefully moving my hips so our genitals wouldn't misalign, the hot spring water rippled in response.
Perhaps due to the long absence of stimulation, I could feel it swelling rapidly.

"Mmm, let's have you sit on the edge for a moment."

Though he looked slightly disappointed, Soleil obediently followed my instruction and rose.
As Soleil sat on the edge of the bath, his large member twitched right in front of my face in the water.

*Smooch.*

I wrapped one hand around that still-lovable member,
Kissed just below the glans, and then:

"Ahm."
*Slurp.*

Pushing back my hair that was hanging down and getting in the way due to the moisture, I took it into my mouth.
...It's still quite large for my mouth.

*Slurp, suck.*

At first, there was the distinct scent of the hot spring water.
And then, not long after, a fragrant chestnut blossom aroma.
Since becoming a woman, I've found this scent particularly pleasant.

"L-Leila!"

As I carefully licked the glans area, making sure my teeth didn't touch it,
I heard Soleil's voice, as if he was trying to hold something back, and felt his member pulsing.

Looking up slightly to meet his eyes:

*Slurp.*

I gave him an eye-smile and licked the urethral area with my tongue.
At the same time, I gently massaged Soleil's scrotum with both hands.

"Ngh...!"
*Spurt! Spurt!*

Soleil's semen gushed out suddenly.
He must have been holding back for a while, as the semen poured out like a flood. I held it in my mouth and then:

*Gulp.*

I swallowed it.

Then, I cleaned Soleil's member with my mouth, licking off the remaining semen.

"I've been wondering for a while, is it really okay to eat that?"

Soleil asked with a slightly disgusted expression.

"Hmm, the texture is a bit strange, but it's more edible than you might think."

I wouldn't force myself to eat something inedible.
Anyway, despite having released once orally, Soleil's member was still standing tall. After kissing it once more,
I got out of the bath and took out the oral cleanser and lemon candy I had prepared in advance.

"Mmm..."

No matter how much I like it, I can't kiss him with a mouth that just swallowed semen.
The lemon candy, which I don't particularly like, was chosen because I thought Soleil would enjoy it.

"Hehe, shall we continue in the bath next?"

Nodding to that, Soleil entered the bath.
It was a bit chilly after coming out of the bath.

To warm up, I leaned against Soleil's arm.

"Come here."
"Yes~"

As Soleil pulled me into his embrace,
I smiled brightly and quickly nestled into his arms.

Right after:

"Mmm♡"

Feeling Soleil's hands gently massaging my breasts,
I secretly moved my hand to my already wet groin and began to quietly rub my clitoris.

I was already aroused when I was sucking him earlier, but
At that time, I was using both hands, so it was quite frustrating.

Ah, as expected, with Soleil touching me too, this feels better...

"Haa, haa..."
*Squelch, squelch.*

Ah, he hasn't noticed yet, right...?
With Soleil fondling my breasts, it feels so much better than when I touch myself out of loneliness... Ah!

I think I'm about to... Ah!?

"Mmm!?"
"Tsk, tsk, you shouldn't do it alone."

Ah, ah, I was just about to...
Right before I could climax pleasurably, Soleil grabbed both my arms, stopping me, leaving me in a state of desperate arousal.

"Pl..."
"Pl?"
"Please... touch me. I, I want to come too..."

When I pleaded to Soleil, who was looking at me with a mischievous face:

*Thrust.*
"Gah!?"

He released my hands, grabbed my waist, lifted my body, and
Mercilessly inserted his large member in one go.

With just the shock of penetration,
My body climaxed several times magnificently, and my upper body leaned forward.

*Splash!*
"~~~!!"

Because Soleil's hands were holding my waist,
I barely managed to grab those hands and avoid having my face plunge into the bath.

Startled by the sudden penetration, I tried to calm my body, which was still trembling from the afterglow of the climax.

"T-that's too much...!"
"But you liked it, didn't you?"

I glared at Soleil, who was considerately not moving yet, as I turned my head.
...Still, honestly, as Soleil said, this feeling of being filled after so long is definitely good.

"Mmm..."

Feeling the sensation of my insides being forcibly spread throughout my body, I took a deep breath.
Then, holding Soleil's thighs, I began to move my hips.

*Squelch.*
"Haa, ah."
*Splash, splash!*
"Ah, kah, haah!"

With each movement of my hips, the hot spring water stirred inside me, and
Soleil's member, hotter than the water, stimulated my womb.
At the same time, Soleil kissed my back and gently caressed my breasts.

Because his member was so large that it made my belly bulge, my movements probably provided only mild stimulation, but
There's a method for this too.

"Mmm."

Now that my posture was stable, I released my hands from Soleil's thighs.
Swallowing hard, I massaged my swollen lower abdomen while moving my hips.

"Ngh!? L-Leila!"

Seeing Soleil greatly surprised, perhaps because the sensation of the vagina squirming from external stimulation was quite pleasing:

"Haa, hehe, h-how is it? Ah. F-feels g-good, hyah!"

I tried to boast, but it seems my limit came before Soleil's.

"Ah, hic! Kyaah!"
*Shudder...*

Though I tried to hold back, I couldn't resist anymore and came.
The climax that came with all the pent-up desire.

As my body trembled with the afterglow of the climax:

"Are you okay?"
"Haa, haa..."

Soleil asked gently, pulling my body back.
...Even though he must be suffering, stopping right before his own climax.

"S-sorry, hic."
"Don't push yourself too hard."

Since I needed to calm down first, I lifted my body.
A sticky, transparent fluid, completely different from the hot spring water, was dripping from my crotch.

Then, facing Soleil and holding his shoulders with both hands:

"Hyah."

I lowered my body once more.
This time, determined not to stop until Soleil climaxes.

*Squelch.*

With the sensation of my insides being forcibly widened again, and the feeling of hearing wet, lewd sounds,
I moved my hands from his shoulders to interlock them behind his neck and looked up at Soleil.

"Mmm, mmph!"
*Slurp.*

Then, as if he couldn't hold back anymore, Soleil grabbed my waist and kissed me passionately.

....

When I came to my senses, I was collapsed on Soleil's shoulder, drooling, and
My belly was full of sloshing semen.

"...Are you okay?"

If he's going to ask with such concern,
I think he should first address his hands kneading my buttocks and his member still twitching inside me.
As for releasing inside without permission, well, I had told him in advance that it was a safe day, so it's fine.

"Mmm."

Anyway, without the energy to speak, I gave him a look that asked if I looked okay, when suddenly, a finger caressed my anus.
No, that... I did prepare just in case, but...

"You need to relax."
"Ugh."

Even if it's something I've experienced before, there's still that physiological resistance, you know.
If you try to insert it suddenly like that, I can't help but tense up.

"Ah!"

As Soleil continued to play with my anus,
He smiled meaningfully and moved his hips slightly.

Then, the semen sloshing inside began to flow out, creating white streaks in the hot spring.
Due to the pleasure transmitted from my pussy, which had become soft from multiple orgasms, I couldn't gather my thoughts at all.

"Ngh... mmm, ah!"
"I've done some studying too, so I think it'll feel better than last time."

That whisper in my ear, while in a daze from pleasure,
Was like a devil's temptation, shaking my mind and making my body relax.

"That's it."
*Push.*

Using one hand to lift my arm and tease my armpit with his tongue,
Soleil used his other hand to insert a finger into my anus and spread it.

"Hyuk."

As my anus was spread, hot spring water began to enter.

"Haa, haa..."

Soleil's fingers continued to enter and spread my anus, loosening it.

"Mmm, do you like armpits that much...?"
"I like them because they're your armpits."

It seems he has no intention of stopping licking my armpit.
Seeing my armpit now becoming wet with Soleil's saliva rather than hot spring water,
I grabbed his face with a hint of dissatisfaction and then:

*Smooch.*

Kissed him again.

"Mmph..."
*Slurp. Suck.*

Slowly lifting my hips to savor Soleil's member as I pulled it out:

"Haah."

Saliva stretched as our lips parted.
Feeling it was still not enough, I kissed him lightly once more.
Then, kneeling in the bath, I leaned my upper body out onto the floor and raised my bottom.

And then...

"...You'll really make it feel better than last time, right?"

Spreading my buttocks with my own hands,
I looked into Soleil's eyes and pleaded.

"Of course."

Then, Soleil pressed his member, glistening with a mixture of semen and love juices, against my anus.

*Push.*
"Ngh."

Gradually entering my body, forcibly widening the small hole.
The sensation of the hot member slowly penetrating my anus was brief.

*Thrust!*
"Gah... hah!"
"Sorry. Was that too hard?"

Like being skewered by a large stick,
Soleil's member was thrust in all at once, leaving me no choice but to scream.

"Ugh, you liar...!!"

Y-you said it would feel good...!!
Far from feeling good, it hurts more than last time!!

As I sobbed from the foreign sensation inside me, the heat I felt just moments ago seemed like a lie.

"Sorry, sorry. But I was telling the truth about making you feel good. Here."

Asking me to trust him one more time, he pressed down slightly on my waist.
Then, Soleil slowly pulled his hips back.

"Ugh."

...?
W-wait.
What is this?

"Slowly, breathe deeply. Focus."
"Huh, haa... hyah!?"

Following Soleil's instructions, when I focused on the sensation in my anus,
A smooth yet electrifying pleasure, different from when inserted into my pussy:

"Haah♡"

Ah, this feels good.
Mmm, there, rubbing with the glans... ugh.

"Ah, ahk!"
"Last time, I was too out of it, phew, and just thrust mindlessly."

I-I don't care!
This, this is strange...!!

"Hyah!? Mmm, haa..."
"This area, I heard it's better to savor slowly."
"Gah, w-who... ah!?"
"Who do you think?"
*Slap, slap!*

All I could do, panting from the unknown pleasure,
Was to focus all my nerves on the sensation in my anus and beg Soleil.

"Mmm, hic, S-Soleil..."
"Huh, phew... what?"
"My breasts, my breasts too..."

I was already drooling with a lewd expression, unable to maintain my composure,
But such things didn't matter in the face of this pleasure.

*Squeeze. Slurp.*
"Aah!! T-there!!"

Even as I lost strength in my lower body and shamefully leaked urine:

"Haa, haa... kyah!!"
*Splash!*

Even as I spurted water from the continuous climaxes:

"I love you, Leila."
"Hyuk."

Me, continuously demanding more intense stimulation, saying it feels good, and Soleil, embracing my back with his entire body, whispering that he loves me over and over.
In the end, we indulged in pleasure, demanding each other for quite some time.

* *

.......

No, that.
How should I put it...

"This isn't how I wanted to discover the secret of the hot spring."
"...Indeed."

I said that while blankly soaking in the bath with Soleil.

You see, after intensely demanding each other for a long time, when we looked at the hot spring with the intention of taking a short break, we were a bit horrified.

And for good reason.
Seeing things like semen, urine, and gel-like substances mixed and floating on the surface of the bath...

Anyway, while we were contemplating how to clean up this disaster, we discovered a magic circle engraved on a stone in the corner.
Out of curiosity, when I infused it with mana, the magic circle glowed softly, and instantly, as if nothing had happened, the hot spring became clean.

"To think it was a purification magic."
"My thoughts exactly."

It's a higher level of cleansing magic that erases impurities other than those designated by the caster.
I couldn't believe someone had installed such magic just for cleaning a hot spring.

"I wonder if the person who made this place anticipated this kind of use from the beginning...?"
"Who knows. It's possible, or they might have had something else in mind."

Trying to hide my embarrassment, I snuggled closer to Soleil and looked up at the sky.

"Ahh... I'm happy."
"Haha, that's my line."

Holding hands in the bath,
Looking at the moon rising in the sky:

"I love you."
"Yes. I love you too."

We decided to enjoy the hot spring bath once more at a leisurely pace.

Ch.119 - [Epilogue] Rewards (3)
-Crackle. Crackle.

After enjoying a pleasant hot spring bath with Soleil, I was leaning against his shoulder, gazing at the blazing campfire.

"This is comfortable."
"Of course. For both of us. It's the first time we're truly relaxing without doing anything."

As Soleil said, resting like this without thinking about anything was indeed a first for me.

"I wonder if it's okay to be this happy."
"That happy, huh?"
"Absolutely. Though..."

During this trip, Mother had strictly forbidden me from praying.

"It feels strange not being allowed to pray, no matter what."
"Haha."

Well, I'm sure those above are enjoying watching us whenever they have the chance. But I didn't mention it aloud since it might make Soleil uncomfortable.

After spending quite some time blankly staring at the campfire.

"Since it's a special occasion."

As Soleil offered to take the first watch since it was almost bedtime, I showed him a small orb I had been holding in my hand.

"...When did you get such an expensive item?"
"I just received some leftover inventory from the front lines."

That made sense. Now that the demon realm was gone, the front lines had lost their purpose.

I handed the portable shelter to Soleil and said:

"Fufu, if it's just going to rot in storage, isn't it better to use it like this?"
"Yes, yes."

From now on, we'll have plenty of—no, we'll never get tired of this. Anyway, this will become our daily life after we're married. But I thought it would feel different before the ceremony.

Spending the night with the one you love...
Ah, what a sweet thought.
In a wholesome sense, of course.

"This way, we won't need a watch, right?"
"That's true."
"We used a lot of energy today, so let's rest well."

Tomorrow night, we'll need even more energy. Fufu.

"...Leila?"
"Yes?"
"Did you just feel something strange?"
"Suddenly?"
"Maybe... it's my imagination...?"

Just like a true Master. His intuition seems to be working unnecessarily well.

"Ahaha. You must be very tired."
"No, it's not that..."

As Soleil rubbed his arms as if feeling a chill, I diverted his attention.

"Come on. Let's go inside."

I took his arm and entered the shelter. After locking the door behind us.

"Well, shall we sleep?"
"Ah, just a moment. Let me change clothes first."

With Soleil nodding in agreement, I turned away and took out my nightwear from my luggage... Oh, this is the special item for tomorrow. Hmm, hmm.

Anyway, I took out nightwear that was a bit neater than what I usually wear. Then I started to remove my dress.

-Rustle.

Geez. Even if we've seen everything already...

"...Soleil?"
"Yes?"
"Aren't you staring a bit too obviously?"

I glared at Soleil, who was lying on the bed, openly watching me change clothes with my back turned to him. He smirked, apparently finding it amusing how I was trying to cover my chest with the dress.

"When else would I get to see you like this?"

Even after we become husband and wife, he said, there probably wouldn't be many days when I'd show such a relaxed side of myself in front of him.

...Well, that's probably true.

Anyway, after changing into a loose, silky nightgown, I nestled into Soleil's arms as he made room for me on the bed.

"Ehehe."
"You like it that much?"

Hearing my unintentionally giddy laugh, Soleil smiled gently and began stroking my hair.

"Leila."
"Yeeees."

The hand that was stroking my hair soon moved down to my back, patting it affectionately.

"Thank you. For choosing me."
"I'm the one who should be thankful."

He could have shown me himself with another woman long ago to break my heart. But out of concern that I might get hurt, he endured all sorts of insults and persevered alone.

"If only I had realized my feelings a little sooner..."
"If you had, you would have been branded with an irreversible stigma in many ways."

...Ah.

"I'll tell you now since it's in the past, but it was quite a serious issue for me."

As if trying to release his pent-up frustrations, Soleil grumbled like a child.

Fufu, seeing this side of him makes me smile too—I must really have it bad.

"No matter how much I tried to control myself, you would always approach me with that bright smile."
"Ahaha."
"And if I showed even the slightest sign of avoiding you, you'd visibly become dejected. Do you know how much everyone tormented me about it?"

I had no idea it was that bad.

"You usually endured hardships without complaint, so whenever you showed even a hint of sadness, everyone would immediately interrogate me."
"I-I'm sorry."

I hadn't realized Soleil was suffering to that extent. Feeling somewhat guilty, I looked up at him while fidgeting with my fingers as I lay in his arms.

"Urk!"
"Oops."

With a playful expression, Soleil reached out and pinched my nose, wiggling it.

"To be honest, sometimes I avoided you on purpose because your teary face was cute."
"What?!"
"So don't feel sorry for nothing."

After wiggling my nose a couple of times, he let go and lightly tapped my forehead.

"Instead of apologizing, show me sides of yourself that others don't get to see."
"S-Soleil."

With an intense gaze directed at me, he wrapped his arms around me and whispered in my ear.

"That's enough for me."
"Hyauk."

With those words, Soleil gently bit my ear.

Oh, oh my...
This is bad.
It's too sweet.

"Well, shall we really go to sleep now?"
"Y-yes..."

After that, I worried that the loud beating of my heart might disturb Soleil's sleep. But despite that concern, I was able to fall into a peaceful slumber in his arms.

* *

The next day.

"Did you sleep well?"
"Haah, yeeees."

Waking up in the arms of the one you love, and having that person already awake, greeting you with a gentle smile—it was such a blissful experience.

"You seemed quite comfortable."

He said it was the first time he'd seen me sleep so soundly.

"...Well, being in the arms of the one I love makes me feel at ease in a way that's incomparable to usual."

Feeling shy, I covered my mouth slightly as I looked up at him. Soleil's lips twitched in response.

"You just keep saying the cutest things."
"Ehehe."

Soon after, Soleil said he couldn't take it anymore and embraced me tightly. Oh my, I was supposed to be the one giving him a reward, but I'm the one who feels like I might go crazy with happiness.

"Huaaaah."
"What do you want to do? Should we get up soon? Or stay like this a bit longer?"

We should probably get up now.

"...J-just a little longer..."

But sometimes, this is nice too. Yes. The important part is tonight, after all!

So, as I gazed into Soleil's gently smiling eyes.

-Smooch.

I gave him a light kiss.

-Chu.

The light kiss soon turned into a deep one, our tongues intertwining. For quite some time after that, our lips showed no sign of parting.

"Puhaa..."
"Huu."

After the prolonged kiss, with a touch of lingering desire.

"I love you."
"Always, I love you."

Only after whispering our love to each other's ears several times were we able to get out of bed.

"So, where are we heading next?"
"Hmm... looking at the time, we'll need to move a bit quickly."

I had originally planned to leisurely visit Echidna on the way, but unfortunately, we don't have that luxury. Sorry, Echidna.

"Our next destination is the Empire."
"Isn't the scale of this trip a bit too grand?"
"Ahaha. I got a bit carried away because I'm so excited about today."

Well, I've already made all the reservations from the portal to the Empire to our accommodations, so there's no problem.

"Shall we go, Princess?"
"Fufu. Gladly."

Taking Soleil's outstretched hand once again, we headed toward the city of Aria that we had visited before.

There, we checked into our reserved accommodation, left our luggage, and decided to head out of the city toward the Great Waterfall.

"I heard from the Hero that it takes about a day to get there."
"I have a way, fufu."

Manipulating the storage magic on the small bag tied to my waist, I proudly showed Soleil an item I had stored in advance.

"Ta-da!"
"...This is."

Soleil must have seen this object before. A white, smooth, streamlined object. For convenience, we call it a board.

Anyway, it's an item I inadvertently acquired as spoils from my encounter with Rana, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army. I certainly intended to return it properly, but... Ahem.

"This thing is fun once you get used to it!"

A vehicle that floats in the air with minimal mana—how could I resist?

"Fufu, I'll lend it to you next time so you can try operating it yourself."
"...Alright."

As expected, Soleil seems quite interested too.

"This way."
"I see. So that's why you suddenly changed clothes."
"Fufu, hold on tight, okay?"

Ahaha. Of course, if I rode this in a dress, the wind would make my skirt flutter. I'm dressed in simple attire—leather pants and a white shirt.

As I felt Soleil grab my waist from behind, I infused mana into the board beneath my feet.

Immediately, with a slight wobble, the board rose as it discharged mana downward.

I haven't ridden it much since regaining my ability to use mana, but it's surprisingly easy to control.

"Here we go!"
-Swoosh!!

Different from running on foot, this feeling of cutting through the wind at high speed...

"Ahahahaha!!"

It made me burst into laughter without even realizing it.

"L-Leila!? Isn't this too fast!?"
"Ahaha!! It's fine!!"

Soleil called out worriedly from behind, but I was using all my senses except those needed to control the board to monitor our surroundings, so it was fine.

And so, we arrived at our destination at a speed incomparable to when we came before.

"Oh..."
"What do you think? Nice, right?"

It was the exit of the dungeon where we had obtained the holy sword—an observation deck believed to have been created by the first Hero's party.

It would have been better if I could have introduced Miss Lian, but she said she would spend some time praying at the place where Aria died.

"This is quite something."

As I thought, he seems to like it.

"If you look this way, you'll be even more surprised."

Taking the hand of Soleil, who was looking around in admiration, I led him to a spot where the Great Waterfall was visible right before our eyes.

"Amazing."
"Isn't it?"

As Soleil gazed blankly at the refreshing Great Waterfall pouring down right in front of us, I quietly sat at a table behind him, preparing to serve tea.

"It was definitely worth the effort."

Soleil approached with an impressed expression and sat at the table. Seeing his reaction, I felt that coming here was indeed the right choice.

"Fufu."

As I sipped my tea with a slightly smug smile, Soleil met my eyes and smiled gently.

Haah... I wonder if it's okay for someone to be this handsome.

That face that seems stern but shows only kindness to me. The black hair with slightly blue-tinged ends that sometimes gives a mysterious impression. And those deep blue eyes that seem to contain the ocean.

"...I really can't understand Shavi."
"Suddenly?"

It's not sudden at all.

"No matter how I look at it, Soleil is much more handsome than Ian."

Of course, it would have been troublesome if Shavi had fallen for Soleil, but I still can't get used to seeing Shavi liking Ian.

"Pfft."

As I pouted with my face down on the table, Soleil burst into light laughter and stroked my hair.

"Both you and Miss Shavier judge people not just by their faces."

Ugh, even that mature side of him. It's something I could never find in Ian.

"Anyway, I love Soleil too much."
"I feel the same. I can't imagine being with anyone but you."
"Ehehe."

As we gazed at each other with silly grins.

"Wow."
"Beautiful."

The sun began to set, and the Great Waterfall was dyed red by the sunset.

"Haah... shall we head back soon?"

If we delay any longer, we might have a traffic accident on the way back.

"Yes. I'm looking forward to what comes next."
"Fufu. Of course."

Ch.120 - [Epilogue] Rewards (4)
"Phew... That was delicious."
"It was a wonderful restaurant."

As the sun was setting, we returned to Aria.

"Imperial cuisine certainly has strong flavors."
"But it wasn't overwhelming."

Fortunately, we had made reservations early enough to enjoy dinner at the restaurant.

"As expected, even if he's eccentric, you can't ignore his royal bloodline."
"Oh, you mean the place recommended by Prince Bernstein?"
"Yes."

To think he could understand my and Soleil's tastes after meeting us for just one day and recommend a place that suited our preferences.
He has an incredible eye.

"I should thank him later."
"Well, I think he'll be in a state where we can't communicate for a while."
"Haha."

It's honestly still funny when I think about it.
Who would have thought the bouquet Shavi threw would end up in Princess Emilia's hands?

Thanks to the princess who stood there dumbfounded, shedding large tears after catching the bouquet.
Mr. Van exploded, and in the end, it was quite a spectacle.

Eventually, it was resolved by the princess deciding she couldn't ruin the wedding and having Mr. Van arrested and thrown in prison.

"Come to think of it, I don't think we've seen him since then."
"He was busy preparing his prison break in the underground dungeon."
"..."

When I received the recommendation for this restaurant.
He was definitely scratching at the prison walls with magic.

"By now, he might have escaped and be looking for Ian."
"I'll pretend I didn't hear that."
"Ahaha."

At my words, I linked arms with Soleil, who was deliberately avoiding my gaze.
Sigh... Perhaps because I'm looking forward to the upcoming event, I'm feeling a bit sentimental.

"Lively streets, delicious food, beautiful night sky."
"Leila?"
"All of this, being with you. I'm truly happy."

Soleil looked puzzled at my sudden words.
Then, with a gentle smile, he spoke.

"From now on, I'll always be by your side."

Saying that, he bent down, took my hand, and kissed the back of it.

"Whether it's difficult times or joyful ones. We'll face them together. Understand?"

With a tender voice, looking into my eyes.
He tells me that I'm not alone.

"...Yes!"

After that, when we returned to our lodging.

"Well then, let's meet after we wash up."
"Sure."

Since we agreed to meet in the bedroom after washing up in separate bathrooms.
I quickly ran to where I had left my luggage to prepare for the night ahead.

I had requested candles and a few other items to be prepared in the bedroom before we left for the great waterfall.
By now, the bedroom should be quite atmospheric.

Fufu, after all, we've rented an entire building for ourselves.
I'm planning to try some rather bold things.
For that, I need to wash up thoroughly first.

"Hmm♩ Hmm♪"

Just imagining it makes my body feel hot.

Uhehe, ahem.
I shouldn't get too excited already.
After all, this is meant to be a reward for Soleil.

"W-wow..."

And so, I took out the special item I had prepared for this moment.
I put it on and admired myself in the mirror.

I'm glad I prepared this in advance, hiding it from Sister Teresa.
If Sister Teresa had seen this...

-Holy Saint!!! Didn't I tell you to moderate your novel reading!!!

I can clearly imagine her confiscating it and smacking my back the moment she spotted it.
Yes. I absolutely must not get caught.

Anyway, I checked carefully for any tangled hair or misplaced knots on the outfit.
After a thorough inspection, I put on a robe, grabbed the wine Sister Teresa had prepared, and headed to the bedroom.

-Knock knock.
"May I come in?"
-Of course.

I knocked on the door as a courtesy.
As expected, Soleil's voice, already waiting for me, responded.

"Ehehe... Excuse me..."
"...Leila, what's that wine?"
"Fufu, it's a special occasion after all."

A fragrant scent spread as I opened the door.

"I was wondering why there were glasses prepared."
"Hehe. I asked for them in advance."
"And I noticed candles were lit when I came in."
"I ordered those too. They're said to have a calming effect and help relieve fatigue."

They have other effects too, but I'll keep that to myself.

"Indeed."

Soleil nodded at my words.
The effects take some time to appear, so he probably hasn't noticed yet.

"Shall we have a drink first?"
"Sure."

As I watched Soleil set up the glasses and unwrap the cheese that was placed alongside them.
I poured the wine into the glasses.

"To our beautiful future."
"Cheers."

Wow.
This wine is stronger than I expected.
I didn't know such wine existed.

"Soleil, will you be okay?"
"Hmm? This much is nothing."

He said he could handle it as long as I didn't stick the bottle in my mouth like at my coming-of-age ceremony.
...Did he have to bring that up again?

"Still, it feels strange to share drinks with you like this."
"Ahaha."

Both my grandfather and everyone who knew me as a child say the same thing when we drink together.
Feeling a bit embarrassed, I put a piece of cheese from the table into my mouth.

"Mmm, the cheese is delicious too!"
"Is it?"

It goes perfectly with the wine!

"Oh, you're right."
"See, right!?"

By the time we had finished all the wine I had prepared.

"Whew... This feels nice..."
"It does. Just the right amount of intoxication. We should definitely thank Sister Teresa."
"Me too."

The warmth of the alcohol began to spread through my body.
Fufu, partly because I'm looking forward to what's about to happen.

Anyway, I slightly opened my robe to fan myself and cool down my heated body.
I noticed Soleil's heated gaze naturally falling on me.

"...Pervert."

Realizing his gaze was directed at what was inside my robe, I glanced at him with a mix of embarrassment and playfulness.
You can't see yet.

"Ahem."

As Soleil cleared his throat and looked away, I took the opportunity to stand up and sit on the bed.

"Oh my, this is terrible... At this rate, I might be pounced on by some pervert..."

I said that while giving him the most seductive smile I could manage.

"Y-you...!!"

As if he finally realized I was trying to seduce him.
Soleil exhaled roughly, his face turning red.

Fufu, the candles seem to be working well too.
Those candles are popular among couples, you know.
They contain a mild aphrodisiac that heightens the atmosphere between partners.

Well, the effects certainly seem good.
Though I can't tell if they're affecting me.

"Kyaa♡"

Anyway, I let out a shrill scream as Soleil roughly grabbed my shoulders and pushed me down onto the bed.
I clutched my pounding heart and looked up at him.

"Are you ready?"

As he said that, his hands moved to untie the belt of my robe.
Embarrassed by what he was about to see, I covered my mouth and turned my head away.

Then, the robe was pulled open.

"...Hah."

Soleil, straddling me and opening my robe, held his breath.

"Haah."

He quietly stroked my exposed stomach with his finger.
Fufu, he seems surprised.

"Leila... you, this..."
"Ehehe..."

Even though I was prepared, this is really embarrassing.

Objectively speaking, my current state was quite something.
I was wearing a set of luxurious black lingerie.
Moreover, it was split in various places, exposing my nipples and vagina so explicitly that it could hardly be called underwear at all.
It was truly lingerie designed solely for seduction.

"Hyaik!?"

As I was trying to ignore Soleil who had frozen in place.
I suddenly felt a tingling sensation in my chest.

Looking down, I saw Soleil attached to my breast, biting one nipple while tormenting the other with his hand.

"Hnngh, haah!"

Unlike his usual gentle caresses.
This was rough and strong, as if he was consumed by instinct.

"S-Soleil... haah."

Not liking that he went straight to caressing without even a kiss.
I tried to calm my body trembling with pleasure and firmly held his face with both hands.

"No matter how, hnng, good it feels, there's still a proper order to things—aah!?"

Right after, his fingers roughly pinched my clitoris.
I screamed and climaxed slightly.

"Ugh, hnng."

After experiencing one climax, Soleil moved away from me a bit, exhaling deeply.

"Huff... Huff..."

As if regaining his senses, he took several deep breaths.

"That was your fault."

...Oh no.
The effects were too strong, it seems.

"Lighting such scents and showing me that appearance, you need to learn with your body what happens to a man."

Unlike his usual self, without any gentleness at all.
Eyes filled only with lust were directed at me.

"Haah...!"

Seeing those eyes and imagining what was about to happen, I climaxed again with a tightening sensation in my lower abdomen.

"You!"
"W-wait! Th-this is different! This is, that is...!!"

It seemed that the sight of me climaxing added fuel to his already blazing emotions.

"Mmph!!"
-Slurp.

As if refusing to let me speak any further, he kissed me, roughly exploring my mouth with his tongue.
At the same time, one hand wrapped around my body, tickling my back, while the other began to touch my already wet vagina.

"Ungh... mmph!"

After a long kiss that prevented me from moving, his hands continued to caress me until my mind grew hazy.

"Puha, hnng, haah..."

After making me climax several times, leaving my clitoris red and swollen, he flicked it once with his finger.
Then he removed his hand from my back.

"Hnng!"

After that, he looked at the space between my legs with a heated gaze.

"Spread your legs."
"Y-yes!?"

Suddenly saying that, he grabbed both my legs, spread them apart.
And buried his face between them.

"Haah!?"

A sensation unlike any I had felt before.
Something slightly rough yet soft and squishy.
As my vagina was rubbed intensely.

"Kyaah! Hnng, haah!"

I cried out in ecstasy.

"W-hyaah!? N-not there!!"

Feeling a strange mix of shame and pleasure, I desperately reached down to try to stop Soleil.

"You've always done it for me with your mouth, it would be unfair if I didn't do the same for you."

He said, continuing to circle my clitoris with his tongue.
Ah, I see... My answer doesn't matter here.

"Ungh, hnng."

I tried to close my legs to pull his face out, but.
Each time I did, his tongue dug deeper into the folds of my clitoris, and all I could do was clutch the blanket and try to suppress my moans.

"Haah... hnng, ah!"

Meanwhile, Soleil reached out his hand as if asking me to hold it.
I grabbed his outstretched hand tightly with both of mine and focused on the sensations from below.

"Hn, ahng, ugh, hnng... haah!"

And then.

-Squelch.
"Kyaah!?"

The tongue stimulation alone was already too much...!!
And now he's inserting his fingers too...

"You don't need to hold back."
"Ah, aah! W-wait, hnng...!"

Th-this is... dangerous...!!

"~~~!!"

Even more intense than the first climax I experienced when I knew nothing.
A climax that whitened my mind.

"Haah... haah..."

When I regained consciousness, the blanket beneath me was already wet.

"Rested enough?"

Soleil was on top of me, his penis noticeably larger and redder than usual, pressing against my stomach.

"Ah, aha... ha..."

Those eyes... they're saying he's going to thoroughly torment me tonight...

-Thrust.
"Kah, haah...!"

Grown larger than usual, Soleil's penis forced its way in, reminiscent of our first experience.
However, there was one significant difference from our first time.

-Squeeze.
"Hyaah♡"

Thanks to his earlier caresses, my womb had descended, eager for Soleil.

"E-hehe... P-please be gentle... Even though it's not a fertile day, my womb has shamefully descended..."

Ah, it got even bigger♡

"Huff... As I said earlier, this is your fault."
"Ahk."
-Squelch.

Immediately after, Soleil pulled his hips back significantly and pressed against my body.

"Kyaah! Haah, hnng, aah!"
-Slap, slap!

With each thrust of Soleil's hips, my back arched from my lying position.
I was desperately clutching the blanket above my head to endure.

"Are you trying to seduce me?"
"Hyaah!?"

Apparently, for someone who likes armpits, even that looked like seduction.

"Ahk, haah!"

Soleil began licking my armpits as if he had been waiting for this.

"Why, whyyy...!?"

Even though it was just my armpits being licked, it felt like I had gained another erogenous zone.
Despite my hazy mind, I questioned him.

"Hyaah, y-yesterday, aah! It was fine...!"
"Well, maybe it's because I've licked them too much?"
-Squelch, squelch.
"Haah!"

As if his mind had cleared a bit, his hip movements were gentler than before.

"Ahng, hnng..."
"Are you okay?"

Soleil asked, moving up from my armpits to kiss my neck.

"M-more forcefully..."

When I begged him to be as strong as before.

"Yes, yes."

He grabbed a pillow that was above me.
While still inside me, he lifted my hips with strength.

"Kahk!"

After placing the pillow under my raised hips.

"I won't stop even if you cry."
"Haah, ah!"

He began to move his hips in earnest.

The room filled with the sound of flesh slapping against flesh and my cries of pleasure.
With each breath, a hot and sweet scent spread as if the heat inside my body was escaping.

"Ungh, Leila...!"
"Kyaah, hnng, i-it's okay...!!"

With an expression that suggested he was at his limit, trying to hold something back.
And his penis swelling even more inside me.

"I-inside, haah!"

With both hands wrapped around Soleil's neck and both legs wrapped around his waist, I pulled him in as deep as possible.

"Kah... hnng!"
"Ungh!"
-Spurt! Spurt-!!

Semen violently thrashing inside my vagina, followed by waves of climax.
For a long time, I savored the afterglow while clinging to his body.

"Huff..."

Then, after grabbing Soleil who collapsed on top of me with a refreshed expression.

"Leila?"

I turned our bodies while still connected, mounting him.

"Ehehe..."

Yes. Though it's still hard to control my body due to the lingering climax.
But today is a day of reward for him.

"Can you... still go on...?"

We've only just begun.
Carefully moving my hips to prevent his slightly softened penis from slipping out of me.

"Ungh!?"
"Huff, hnng..."

It seemed the stimulation after ejaculation was a bit tough, as he looked surprised.

"Haah, uhehe."

Somehow, I felt like teasing him a bit.
Secretly, I gathered holy power in my hand and gently squeezed his testicles.

"L-Leila!?"
"Be healthy♡"

As I kneaded them briefly with healing intent.

"Hyaah."
"Y-you... What are you doing!"

Soleil's penis instantly stiffened.
Pushing down his upper body as he tried to rise in surprise.

"Stay still."

Placing both hands on his chest for support.

-Squelch.
"Hnng."

I began to move my hips.
The mixture of love juices and semen inside my vagina, a substance that seemed to embody the word "lewd," created foam and made squelching sounds.

"Haah, ungh."
-Slap, slap!

Leaning my body slightly forward, I repeatedly raised and lowered my hips to their limit.

"Leila!"

Soleil called my name loudly and embraced my upper body.

"I love you."

Immediately after, that sweet whisper in my ear.

"Haah...!!"

Made me climax again.

"I love you."
"W-wait...!"

I tried to stop Soleil who kept whispering mischievously, but.

"I love you, Leila."

Soleil firmly held my body as I tried to escape.

"Haah!"

He began to move his hips himself.
Ugh, it's supposed to be a reward, so I should be the one doing it...!!

"I don't care about rewards. I prefer enjoying with you rather than receiving one-sidedly."

Continuing to whisper that he loves me in my ear.

"Haah, hnng."
"So, you should enjoy it too."

Th-there's a misunderstanding here...!!
I'm enjoying it to the point of madness...!?

"Th-that's not it... Hyaah!?"
-Squelch squelch squelch.

His movements intensified whenever I tried to speak, so I glared at him with slight dissatisfaction.

"Hmm? What's with that look?"
"Uwup!"
-Slurp!

As if he had been waiting for that moment, Soleil pulled my face close and kissed me.
With pleasure assaulting me from both above and below simultaneously.

"Hnng!"

Just before losing consciousness.

"Puhaa, hnng!"

Soleil smiled gently as he pulled away.

"Haah... haah..."
"Does it feel good?"

Without the strength to answer, I weakly nodded.

"All the semen I put in earlier has leaked out."

...Don't tell me.

"R-right now... Kyaah!?"

Knowing I would surely lose consciousness again if he filled me with semen now.
I tried to escape somehow, but.

"Hmm? What did you say?"
-Squelch.

It seems Soleil noticed my intentions faster than I could escape.
Holding my body tightly with both arms, he moved his hips again.

"Huff..."
"Kyaah, hnng, aah!"

In Soleil's embrace, holding me so tightly it felt like my body might break, I felt his scent and.

"I'm going to cum. Leila."

At that voice whispering in my ear.
I weakly nodded.

-Spurt―!!

And so, once again, Soleil's semen poured into my vagina.

-Squirt!

Feeling as if all the moisture in my body was being wrung out.
I lost consciousness.

* *

"...Huh!"
-Chirp. Chirp.

When I regained consciousness, I was wrapped in a soft blanket, with the sound of birds singing outside.

"Ah, you're awake?"

Startled, I sat up, and heard Soleil's voice from the direction of the window.

"Ah, um..."
"Good morning."

Soleil, who had been sitting by the open window drinking tea.
Put down his teacup and approached me, asking.

"Are you okay?"

Remembering what my last memory was before losing consciousness.
I covered my flushed face with my hands and apologized in a small voice.

"I-I'm sorry..."

Judging by the fluffy blanket and my clean body despite all the fluids from last night.
It was clear that Soleil had cleaned everything up after I lost consciousness.

"For what?"
"For passing out in the middle..."
"Haha, don't worry about that. It means you felt that good because of me, so I'm actually proud."
"Ah..."

Saying that, Soleil lightly kissed my forehead.

"Leila."
"Yes?"
"About today's schedule..."

Ah, that's right, today is already our last day.

"I'd like to just rest here at the lodging today."
"...Soleil?"
"Is that okay?"

With a gentle smile, looking into my eyes.

"I know you prepared hard, but I think it would be nice to rest like this for just one day."

Concerned about me, he said.

"You're still tired, aren't you?"
"Ah, um..."
-Smooch.

With his hand on my chest.
He kissed my forehead.

...That's unfair.

"You knew?"
"Well, your heart has changed, so it's impossible to get used to it that quickly."

I never imagined I would be found out so soon.
I puffed my cheeks at him, creating a situation where I couldn't refuse.

"But..."
"This moment, where you think of nothing else and look only at me, is the happiest reward I could ask for."

Sigh.

"So, let's rest well today."
"...Okay."

And so, it was decided that we would spend our last day resting at the lodging.

"Oh, and that lingerie. I'm confiscating it."
"What!?"
"If I'm seduced by that again, I don't think I could control myself."

Ch.121 - [Epilogue] Layla's Wish
...Mmm, I feel strange.
How should I put it? Everything looks the same as always, yet something feels different.

Ordinary—no, I suppose it's not exactly ordinary.
Anyway, if I really think about it, being alone in a room with Soleil shouldn't feel this awkward...

"What's wrong?"

See?
Soleil is acting normal too.

Yes. Calm down, let's regain my composure.

"Ah, it's... nothing at all. Ehehe."

I respond to Soleil, pretending to be calm and that everything is fine.

"Nothing, you say? Your face has been red this whole time, and you've been fidgeting non-stop."

Was it that obvious?

"And you kept staring blankly at the sky the entire way here."

...Ahem.

"Your chest isn't hurting again, is it?"

Soleil approaches with a worried expression.
At this rate, he might suggest we go home out of concern for me.

"Ahaha, I'm really fine. Just feeling a bit... strange, I guess..."

At those words, Soleil's eyes widen for a moment before he smiles gently and strokes my head.

"I feel the same way."
"Really?"
"Yes."

He says he never thought marriage would change how we perceive things this much.

"It feels odd to bring this up again now."

He takes another step closer and pulls me into his arms.

"I'm looking forward to our future together, Leila."
"...Likewise. Please take care of me."

I relax into his embrace, leaning against him.

"Speaking of which, we just returned from traveling abroad, and here we are going abroad again."

A moment later, I burst into laughter seeing Soleil speak as if he's still a bit uncomfortable with the situation.

"Ahaha, we can't ignore such kindness."

Well, it's understandable.
Our honeymoon destination is a villa owned by the imperial family, located near the southern coast of the empire.

The reason we visited the imperial palace after Ian's wedding was actually to hear about this honeymoon offer.
We visited Mr. Van in the underground prison just out of courtesy, though we unexpectedly got a good restaurant recommendation too.

"Since we're here, let's just enjoy ourselves without overthinking."
"Alright."

With that, we headed outside together.

"Are you going out?"

An elderly butler was waiting for us at the entrance.
Soleil whispered in my ear that he was the villa's caretaker...
I must have been so distracted that I didn't even remember the person we met when we arrived.

"Yes. We'll probably be back late tonight."

After watching Soleil speak to the caretaker:

"I understand. I'll make sure the building is empty when you return. Enjoy your trip."
"Thank you. May the Lord's blessing be with you."

I bowed my head in gratitude for the caretaker's consideration, then left the villa.

"Wow..."

And only then did I notice the scenery outside.

Warm sunlight, a gentle breeze carrying the scent of salt.
Clear waves washing up on white sand beaches right before our eyes.

It was truly a scene straight out of a painting.

"There's a busy area just a short walk from here. Let's head there first."
"Yes, yes!"

After that, well.
We had a normal meal with Soleil, drank tea, and spent time buying souvenirs to distribute to everyone when we returned home.
After finishing our business in the busy area, we sat on the beach watching the sunset and staring blankly at the horizon.

...To be honest, it still doesn't feel real.
I'm not dwelling on irrelevant facts like having been a man in my previous life or anything like that.

"Something on your mind?"

The fact that I fell in love with this person and somehow ended up married to him.

"Mmm. No. I was just thinking how handsome you look in the sunset."
"...Sometimes I think you need to see yourself objectively."

I was trying to brush off his question and continue my train of thought when I heard this strange comment.
I met Soleil's eyes as he looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

"What?"
"Anyone would notice you much more than me."

I wonder why he's saying such things out of nowhere.
Still, it makes me happy. Hehe.

"Hmm, really?"
"Of course."

He says this with a straight face and continues to say embarrassing things—like how beautiful my mint-green hair looks with the red sunset creating a mystical atmosphere, or how he can't take his eyes off my golden eyes that shine brighter than the setting sun.

"Ah, aaahh!! I get it, so please stop!!"

I couldn't bear it anymore and covered his mouth.

"I'm only stating objective facts."
"Ugh, really."

Knowing they're sincere compliments makes it even more embarrassing.

"Haha. Alright. I'll stop."

I raised my fist, implying I'd use violence if he didn't stop.
Only then did Soleil finally close his mouth.

"The wind is getting chilly. Shall we go in?"
"Should we?"

At Soleil's words, I quietly swallowed and got up.

It's a secret from Soleil, but there's actually another reason why I chose today for our wedding date.

Anyway, we returned to the villa.

"Oh..."
"The princess really put a lot of thought into this."

We were greeted by the building lit with soft, ambient lighting.
Admiring the scene, we entered the bedroom.

"Wine and... a letter?"
"It seems the princess prepared this for us."

Since the envelope said it was for my eyes only,
I decided to read it while Soleil was taking a bath.

"Pfft."

The letter, filled with Princess Emilia's heartfelt writing, contained one piece of advice that would help me tonight and an earnest request to help her just once.

Hmm... I find an angry Milia a bit intimidating too...
But Ian isn't the type of man to be swayed so easily, so it should be fine.
I'll help her out.

"What was in the letter that made you snicker like that?"
"Ah, hehe... something quite amusing."
"Can I see it too?"

As much as I'd like to show him:

"Mmm, I'm afraid not. It contains important matters between the princess and me."
"That's a shame."

I couldn't show him because it contained content he shouldn't see, and I needed to avoid any backlash falling on Soleil later.

"Well then, shall I go wash up too?"
"Sure."

After quickly washing myself,
I approached Soleil wearing only a robe and embraced him.

After all, today is a special day that won't come again in my life.

"You're being especially clingy today."
"...Do you dislike it?"
"Of course I like it."

Soleil patted my back as he held me, then gently smiled and laid me down on the bed.
Then, he started to untie my robe's belt.

"Since today is special, I'd like to give you special service, if you'll let me."

He said he wanted to serve me, partly as a return for the reward I gave him before.

"Service?"
"Yes."

He approached, shaking a bottle of transparent liquid with a slight yellow tint. That's definitely...

"Is that massage oil?"
"That's right."

I'm familiar with it from all the skincare treatments I had to endure since childhood.
I don't have fond memories of it because my sensitive skin made me uncomfortable with others touching me.
But it's different if Soleil is doing it.

"I'll be in your care."

As my robe came undone and I felt the warm air against my bare skin,
I placed a light kiss on Soleil's cheek.

"First, could you lie on your stomach?"

So I lay down with the robe beneath me.
I could feel the warm, soft liquid being drizzled on my back, tickling me slightly. It seemed he had warmed it up for me beforehand.

"Then, excuse me."
"Hyah!"

With those words, hands carefully rested on my back.
Strong yet large and warm hands that always give me strength began to gently caress my back.

"Haah."
"How does it feel, my wife?"

Oh my, w-wife?

"It's perfect..."

Now that we've officially held the ceremony, it's not an incorrect title, but...
Somehow feeling embarrassed, I covered my face with both hands while lying on my stomach.

"Is this pressure alright?"
"Yesss."

After spreading the oil on my back,
Soleil's fingers pressed into my entire body with just the right amount of pressure.

He spent more time and care on my armpits and buttocks than other areas,
but since it felt good, I decided to let it slide.

"Now, would you turn over?"

As he tickled my side and supported me with his arm so I could turn over comfortably:

"...Don't stare so intently. It's embarrassing."

I felt a bit shy saying that.
After turning onto my back, he was just standing there, staring at my body.

"Ah, sorry. I just think you're beautiful no matter how many times I look at you."
"Haah."

As I blushed watching Soleil casually say embarrassing things while starting to sprinkle oil on my chest and stomach,
the massage began again.

This time, after spreading oil all over my body,
he began to touch my breasts and buttocks as if intending to stimulate me in earnest.

"Haah..."

Naturally, heated breaths escaped my lips.

"Hyuk!"

With the oil making everything slippery, his hands gently caressed my reddened nipples.
Trying to hold back the moans escaping me, I said to Soleil:

"Y-you're being mischievous."
"Bear with it a little. I'll make sure you remember tonight as the best night ever."

I loved how he whispered only sweet words even in this situation.
I turned my gaze slightly and surrendered my body to his touch.

-Creak.
"Ah!"

Soon, Soleil's hands found their way between my legs, caressing my groin.

As if determined to thoroughly apply oil to every corner of my body,
he was aggressive yet gentle and slow.

"Hyuk... huu..."

His hands carefully stimulated my clitoris, peeling back its hood, and heat began to spread from my lower abdomen throughout my body.
And at that moment:

"Haang!?"

He straddled me and began to strongly knead my lower abdomen with both hands.

"I-if you press there like that..."

That area had already been strongly asserting its desire for Soleil for a while...

"Hyuk!"

As I looked at Soleil with pleading eyes as he continued to focus on massaging my lower abdomen:

"I love you."
"Ah."

With a gentle smile, whispering words of love,
Soleil approached me more and more.

-Slurp. Slurp.

As his tongue explored my mouth more softly and stickily than usual, my mind began to grow hazy.

"Haah..."

Soleil seemed unable to hold back any longer and removed his robe.

"Are you okay?"

Normally, I would have nodded at those words, but...

-Shake shake.
"Leila?"

Instead, I shook my head and pushed Soleil away.

"...Wait, please wait."

Looking puzzled, Soleil nodded obediently and stepped back.

-Swish.

Seeing this, I sat up and put on something I had prepared under the pillow while Soleil was washing up.

"T-that!?"
"Ehehe."

It was the veil from the wedding dress I wore during our ceremony today.

So, naked except for the veil on my head,
I sat down, clasped my hands to my chest, and spoke to Soleil:

"I have one wish."
"Tell me. I'll grant anything within my power."

The reason I specifically chose today for our wedding date, even though we could have held it earlier:

Looking at Soleil, who was gazing at me with serious eyes,
I caressed my lower abdomen with both hands and voiced the wish I had cherished since being with him.

"I want to have a baby."

I said I wanted a family connected by blood too.
I wanted to experience the most sacred miracle of conceiving life with this body.

For that purpose, I had carefully tracked my menstrual cycle,
and chose today, my ovulation day, as our wedding date.

"Leila..."

Looking at my husband Soleil, who was calling my name with wide eyes,
I lay down, spread my legs, and fighting back tears of embarrassment, spread my labia with both hands and said:

"Please fill Leila's empty baby room with your baby seeds... Make me a mother."

They say that for pregnancy, the will of both partners is important.
Of course, Soleil would be willing whenever I wanted, but...

-Jolt.

Right now, I wanted to see him being fierce with determination to impregnate me rather than just being considerate.
So, as I swallowed hard looking at Soleil, who seemed clearly excited with bloodshot eyes:

-Thrust!
"Ka, hyuk...!"

His large, hot, pulsating cock pierced through me in one go.
The sudden impact was shocking, but from the moment it entered me, I could feel his determination to impregnate me today.

"Ehehe..."

I was so happy with his response of action rather than words.
I smiled broadly and wrapped my arms around his neck, hugging him tightly.

"Huuk..."

Hearing his rough breathing in my ear:

"I love you."

As I whispered my love:

-Squish.
"Kyah!"

Soleil's hips began to move in earnest.

-Splash! Splash!
"Haak, kyaang!"

My body was already prepared to receive him,
so I let go of his shoulders and leaned back against the bed to allow him to move his hips more comfortably.

"Ah, hyuk!"

Then, roughly grabbing my shoulders with both hands, Soleil thrust his hips deeper than ever before.

"Kyaang! Ka, hyuk... aang!"

Forgetting even to touch my armpits that he loves so much,
Soleil moved purely by instinct, making my lower abdomen tremble with increasing heat.

"Haak, keut!"

My body had already climaxed several times since penetration.
I wanted to be conscious for his first ejaculation, so I tried hard to maintain my sanity despite feeling like my mind was about to fly away.

"So, Soleil... hyuk."

I clung to him, calling his name.

"Leila...!!"

With that, his breathing grew rougher as he called my name,
and I could feel his cock swelling inside me, growing hotter.

Knowing that semen full of the intention to impregnate me would soon pour out:

"Kyah, hyang!"

Feeling his arms tightly embracing my body,
I embraced him tightly as well.

Immediately after, his cock pushed in with all his might.

-Spurrt―!! Spurt―!!

His ejaculation was more intense and prolonged than ever before.

"Haa... haa..."

As I was savoring the afterglow of that happiness filling my belly,
Soleil collapsed on top of me as if he had spent all his energy on that one ejaculation.

"Whew... I've never come this hard before..."
"Ehehe... Good job, darling."

I kissed my husband on the cheek, filling it with love,
for his efforts toward fulfilling my wish.

"I'll do my best to make sure you get pregnant."
"...Don't overdo it though. Fulfilling my wish is good, but your health is more important."

Besides, my intuition is whispering to me.
I'm sure it will work out well.

* *

About a month has passed since then.

"...Holy Maiden. Do I really have to do this?"
"B-but, I'm too scared to do it myself...!!"

Around this time, I should be able to confirm whether I'm pregnant.

My period, which should have come by now, hasn't arrived.
And judging by how suspiciously my mother has been avoiding conversations with me for the past few days... well, I can guess.
But it would be better to get an accurate test with professional help.

...I could perform the test myself, but,
well, this kind of news feels more real when you hear it from someone else.

"Be honest. You didn't already test yourself before coming to me, did you?"
"Ugh, if I had already tested myself, would I be this nervous!?"

As I continued to urge Commander Frey, who was looking at me suspiciously:

"Now, now. Calm down, Holy Maiden. If you really are pregnant, staying calm is the priority."

Sister Teresa gently calmed me from behind with a soft smile.

"...I never thought my sister wanted a baby this badly."
"I know. It suddenly makes me feel a bit urgent too."
"Hmm. Shavi, should we pressure Ian this time?"
"Ahaha, that's a good idea."

The two women plotting pregnancy attacks out of a sense of competition with me.

"Well then, I'll perform the test."
"Gulp."

Commander Frey placed his hand on my belly with an incredulous expression and concentrated his holy power.
Soon, he looked at me with wide eyes.

"..."
"W-well? How is it!?"

He embraced me with a broad smile.

"Congratulations."

With that one word whispered in my ear,
my legs gave way.

"Sister!!"
"Leila!?"
"Fufu."

Looking at everyone who rushed to support me:

"Ah, hyuk..."

I shed tears of joy.
After calming down amid everyone's congratulations:

"Well then, I should go tell His Holiness about this..."
"We'll take responsibility for protecting my sister!"
"Don't worry, Sister."

With Milia and Shavi flanking me like bodyguards,
I headed to the garden where Soleil would be waiting.

"Ah, there he is!"
"Go on."

With their encouragement:

"...Leila?"
"Soleil!"

I was able to run into Soleil's arms and share this joyous news while bursting into tears.
Soleil, who was startled by my sudden tears, widened his eyes when he heard the news of my pregnancy.

"Thank you, Leila."
"Mm-hmm. Thank you too."

He held me in his arms and said that with a happy face.

"Now we need to think of a name for the baby."
"Ehehe."
"Do you have any names in mind?"

As Soleil asked if I had thought of a name:

"Leila―!!"
"Ah, His Holiness the Pope is coming this way too."
"Oh my, he's going to hurt himself running like that."

Seeing my grandfather calling my name and running from far away:

"...If you're okay with it, there's a name I really want to give our first child."
"What is it?"

I spoke the name I had been thinking of since I first wished for a child.

"The baby's name is..."

After telling him the baby's name:

"To think this little one is already becoming a mother..."
"Ahaha."

Looking at my grandfather who approached and embraced me while shedding tears, and at everyone else,
I prayed:

"Thank you all so much for your congratulations."

May every day from now on be as happy as today.

Ch.BONUS - [Epilogue] Layla's Wish - All Ages Version
...Ugh, I feel strange.
How should I put it? Everything looks the same as always, yet something feels different.

Ordinary—no, I suppose it's not exactly ordinary.
Anyway, if I really think about it, being alone in a room with Soleil shouldn't feel this awkward....

"What's wrong?"

See?
Soleil is acting normal too.

Yes. Calm down, let's regain composure.

"Ah, it's... nothing at all. Ehehe."

I answered Soleil, pretending to be composed and acting like nothing was wrong.

"Nothing, you say? Your face has been red for a while now, and you've been fidgeting non-stop."

Was it that obvious?

"You were just staring blankly at the sky the whole way here too."

...Ahem.

"Your chest isn't hurting again, is it?"

Soleil approached me with a worried expression.
At this rate, he might suggest we go home out of concern for me.

"Ahaha, I'm really fine. It's just, well, a somewhat strange feeling..."

At those words, Soleil's eyes widened for a moment before he smiled gently and stroked my head.

"I feel the same way."
"Really?"
"Yes."

Marriage.
I never thought it would change a person's perception this much.

"It feels strange to say this again now."

Stepping closer, Soleil pulled me into his arms.

"I'm counting on you from now on, Leila."
"...Likewise. I'm counting on you too."

I relaxed my body and leaned against Soleil.

"By the way, how long has it been since we traveled abroad, and here we are abroad again."

A moment later, I burst into laughter seeing Soleil speak as if he still found it somewhat burdensome.

"Ahaha, we couldn't ignore such kindness."

Well, it's understandable.
This honeymoon destination where we're staying is a villa owned by the imperial family, located near the southern coast of the empire.

The reason we visited the imperial palace separately after Ian and his wife's wedding was originally to hear about this honeymoon destination proposal.
We visited Mr. Van in the underground prison just out of courtesy, but we unexpectedly got a good restaurant recommendation too.

"Since we're here, let's just enjoy ourselves without overthinking."
"Sure."

With that, we headed outside together with Soleil.

"Are you going out?"

An elderly butler was waiting for us at the entrance.
Soleil whispered in my ear that he was the villa's caretaker....
I can't believe I was so distracted that I couldn't even remember the person we met when we arrived.

"Yes. We'll probably be back late in the evening."

Anyway, after watching Soleil speak to the caretaker.

"I understand. I'll make sure the building is empty when you return, so please enjoy your trip."
"Thank you. May the Lord's blessing be with you."

After bowing my head in gratitude for the caretaker's consideration, we left the villa.

"Wow...."

And only then did I take in the scenery outside the villa.

Warm sunlight, a gentle breeze carrying the scent of salt.
A white sandy beach with clear waves washing ashore right before our eyes.

It was truly like a beautiful painting come to life.

"There's a busy district just a short walk from here, so let's head there first."
"Yes, yes!"

After that, well.
We spent our time normally, having meals with Soleil, drinking tea.
We bought various souvenirs to distribute to everyone when we return home.
After finishing our business in the busy district, we sat on the beach watching the sunset and staring blankly at the horizon.

...To be honest, it still doesn't feel real.
I'm not dwelling on irrelevant facts like having been a man in my past life or anything like that.

"Do you have something to say?"

The fact that I fell in love with this person and somehow ended up becoming a married couple.

"Mmm. No. I was just thinking how handsome you look in the sunset."
"...I sometimes think you need to see yourself objectively."

As I was trying to brush off Soleil's question and continue my thoughts, I heard this strange comment.
I met Soleil's eyes, who was looking at me with an incredulous expression.

"What?"
"Anyone would notice you much more than me."

I wonder why he's suddenly saying such things.
Still, it makes me happy. Hehe.

"Hmm, really?"
"Of course."

After saying that, with a completely nonchalant expression, he kept saying embarrassing things—like how beautiful my mint-green hair looked with the red sunset creating a mystical atmosphere, or how he couldn't take his eyes off my golden eyes that sparkled more brightly than the setting sun.

"Ah, aaah!! I get it, so please stooop!!"

Unable to bear it anymore, I covered Soleil's mouth.

"I'm just stating objective facts."
"Ugh, really."

Knowing they're sincere compliments makes it even more embarrassing.

"Haha. Alright. I'll stop."

When I raised my fist, implying I'd use violence if he didn't stop.
Only then did Soleil close his mouth.

"The wind is getting chilly, shall we go in?"
"Shall we?"

At Soleil's words, I quietly swallowed and got up from my seat.

It's a secret from Soleil, but there's actually another reason why I chose today for our wedding date.

Anyway, we returned to the villa.

"Oh...."
"The princess really put a lot of thought into this."

We were greeted by the building illuminated with soft, ambient lighting.
Admiring the sight, we entered the bedroom inside the villa.

"Wine and... a letter?"
"It seems the princess prepared this for us."

Since the envelope was marked to be read only by me.
I decided to open the letter while Soleil was taking a bath first.

"Pfft."

The lengthy letter, filled with Princess Emilia's heartfelt writing, contained one piece of advice that would help me tonight, and an earnest request to help her just once.

Hmm... I find an angry Milia a bit intimidating too, but....
Well, Ian isn't the type of man to waver in his loyalty, so it should be fine.
Let's help her out.

"What was in the letter that made you snicker like that?"
"Ah, hehe... quite an interesting content."
"Can I see it too?"

As much as I wanted to show it to him...

"Hmm, I'm afraid not. It's a letter with important matters between just the princess and me."
"That's a shame."

I couldn't show it to him since it contained content that shouldn't be revealed, and I needed to prevent any backlash from affecting Soleil later.

"Well then, I'll go wash up too?"
"Sure."

After quickly washing myself.
I approached Soleil wearing only a robe and hugged him.

After all, today is a special day that will never come again in my life.

"You're being especially clingy today."
"...Do you dislike it?"
"Of course I like it."

Soleil patted my back as I nestled in his arms, then smiled gently and laid me down on the bed.
Then, he started to untie the belt of my robe.

"Since today is a special day, I'd like to give you special service."

He said he wanted to serve me as a return for the reward I had given him before.

"Service?"
"Yes."

Approaching me while shaking a bottle containing a slightly yellowish transparent liquid that he had prepared somehow.
That's definitely...

"Is that massage oil?"
"That's right."

I'm familiar with it from all those skin care sessions I had to endure since childhood.
I don't have particularly good memories of it since my skin was so sensitive that I found other people's touch quite uncomfortable.
But it's different if Soleil is doing it.

"I'll be in your care."

As my robe came undone and I felt the warm breeze against my bare skin.
I lightly kissed Soleil's cheek.

"First, would you lie on your stomach?"

So, with the robe spread beneath me, I lay down.
I could feel the warm, soft liquid being drizzled teasingly on my back, seemingly pre-warmed for me.

"Then, excuse me."
"Hyah!"

With those words, hands carefully placed on my back.
Those hands—firm yet large and warm, always reliable—began to gently caress my back.

"Haah."
"How does it feel, my wife?"

Oh my, w-wife?

"It's perfect...."

Now that we've officially held the ceremony, it's not an incorrect title, but...
Somehow feeling embarrassed, I covered my face with both hands while lying on my stomach.

"Is this pressure alright?"
"Yees."

After spreading the oil on my back.
Soleil's fingers pressed into my entire body with just the right amount of pressure.

He spent more time and care on my armpits and buttocks than other areas.
But since it felt good, I decided to let it slide.

"Now, would you turn over?"

As Soleil supported me with his arm so I could turn over comfortably while tickling my side.

"...Don't stare so intently. It's embarrassing."

I felt a bit shy and said so.
After turning over to lie on my back, he was just standing there, staring blankly at my body.

"Ah, sorry. I just think you're beautiful no matter how many times I look at you."
"Haah."

As I blushed watching Soleil casually say such embarrassing things while starting to drizzle oil on my chest and stomach.
The massage began again.

This time, after spreading oil all over my body.
He seemed intent on stimulating me properly, starting to touch me all over.

"Haa...."

Naturally, heated breaths escaped my lips.

"I love you."
"Ahh."

With a gentle smile, whispering words of love.
Soleil drew closer to me.

-Slurp. Sluuurp.

As his tongue explored my mouth more softly and stickily than usual, making my mind hazy.

"Haah...."

Soleil, as if unable to hold back any longer, removed his robe and broke the kiss.

"Is this okay?"

Normally, I would have nodded at those words, but...

-Shake shake.
"Leila?"

Instead of doing that today, I shook my head and pushed Soleil away.

"...Wait, please wait a moment."

With a puzzled expression, Soleil nodded obediently to my words and stepped back.

-Slide.

Seeing that, I sat up.
I took out something I had prepared under the pillow while Soleil was washing and put it on my head.

"Th-that!?"
"Ehehe."

It was the veil from the wedding dress I wore for our ceremony today.

So, naked except for the veil on my head.
I sat down, clasped my hands to my chest, and spoke to Soleil.

"I, I have one wish."
"Tell me. If it's something I can do, I'll grant any wish."

The reason I specifically chose today's date for the wedding, even though we could have held it earlier.

Looking at Soleil, who was gazing at me with serious eyes.
Caressing my lower abdomen with both hands, I voiced the wish I had been desperately longing for since being with him.

"I want to have a child."

I said I wanted a family connected by blood too.
I wanted to experience the most sacred miracle in the world—conceiving life—with this body.

For that purpose, I had even carefully tracked my menstrual cycle.
I chose today, my ovulation day, as our wedding date.

"Leila...."

Looking at my husband, Soleil, who called my name with wide eyes as he gazed at me.

"...Make me a mother."

After those words, I enjoyed a sticky session with the highly excited Soleil.

I kissed my husband on the cheek, filled with love.
For his efforts to fulfill my wish.

"I'll do my best to make sure you get pregnant."
"...But don't overdo it. Fulfilling my wish is good, but your health is more important."

Besides, my intuition is whispering to me.
It will surely work out well.

* *

About a month has passed since then.

"...Holy Maiden. Do I really have to do this?"
"B-but! It's too scary for me to do it myself...!!"

Around this time, I should be able to confirm if I'm pregnant.

My period, which should have come by now, hasn't arrived.
And judging by how suspiciously my mother has been avoiding conversations with me for the past few days, well... I can guess, but it's better to get an accurate test with professional help.

...I could perform the test myself, but.
Well, this kind of news feels more real when you hear it from someone else.

"Be honest. You didn't already check before coming to me, did you?"
"Ugh, if I had already checked, would I be this nervous!?"

As I continued to urge Commander Frey, who was looking at me suspiciously.

"There, there. Calm down, Holy Maiden. If you really are pregnant, staying calm is the priority."

Sister Teresa, who was gently calming me from behind with a soft smile.

"...I never thought my sister wanted a baby this badly."
"I know. Suddenly I'm feeling a bit urgent too."
"Hmm. Shavi, should we pressure Ian this time?"
"Ahaha, that's a good idea."

The two women plotting a pregnancy offensive against me, fueled by competitive spirit.

"Well then, I'll perform the test."
"Gulp."

So, Commander Frey placed his hand on my belly and concentrated his divine power, looking at me with an incredulous expression.

"..."
"W-well? How is it!?"

He hugged me with a broad smile.

"Congratulations."

With that one word whispered in my ear.
My legs gave way.

"Sister!!"
"Leila!?"
"Fufu."

Looking at everyone who rushed to support me.

"Ah, sniff...."

I shed tears of joy.
After calming down while receiving everyone's congratulations.

"Well then, I'll go tell His Holiness this news first...."
"We'll take responsibility for protecting my sister!"
"Don't worry, Sister."

With Milia and Shavi flanking me like bodyguards.
I headed to the garden where Soleil would be waiting.

"Ah, there he is!"
"Go on."

With their encouragement.

"...Leila?"
"Soleil!"

I was able to run into Soleil's arms and share this joyous news while bursting into tears.
Soleil, who was bewildered by my sudden tears as I threw myself into his arms, widened his eyes when he heard the news of my pregnancy.

"Thank you, Leila."
"Mm-hmm. Thank you too."

He said that while holding me in his arms with a joyful expression.

"Now we need to think of a name for the baby."
"Ehehe."
"Do you have any names in mind?"

As Soleil asked me if I had thought of any names.

"Leilaaaa―!!"
"Ah, His Holiness the Pope is coming this way too."
"Oh my, he'll hurt himself running like that."

Seeing grandfather calling my name and running toward us from far away.

"...If you're okay with it, there's a name I really wanted to give our first child."
"What is it?"

I voiced the name I had been thinking of since I first wished to have a child.

"The baby's name is...."

After telling him the baby's name.

"To think this little one is already becoming a mother...."
"Ahaha."

Looking at grandfather who approached me, hugged me while shedding copious tears, and everyone else.
I prayed.

"Thank you all so much for your congratulations."

May every day from now on be as happy as today.

Ch.122 - [Epilogue] A Day in the Life of a Dispenser
Recently, I feel like I might die from too much happiness.

"Ah, you're awake?"
"Good morning, husband."

When I open my eyes in the morning, my two wives snuggle up to me from both sides.

"You both woke up early again today."
"Ehehe."
"Well, we like watching your sleeping face."

After returning from our journey and completing the wedding ceremony I had dreamed of.
I wonder if I've become a bit lazy lately.

-Smooch, smooch.

After sharing light kisses with my two wives waiting for me with their eyes closed on either side.

"I love you."
"I love you too."
"I love you, darling."

Whispering our love, I get up to prepare breakfast.

...While there has been some progress, cooking still seems to be uncharted territory for Milia.
So, most meal duties are shared between Shavi and me, taking turns.

"Thank you for the meal."
"You always work so hard."
"Thank you for providing our daily bread."

After finishing our meal, while Milia cleans up, Shavi and I discuss our plans for the day.

"Are you going to the outskirts again today, Shavi?"
"Yes. I'll probably be late today."
"As I always say, be careful."
"Don't worry."

I know Shavi is strong.
But since she volunteers in dangerous areas, you never know when a risky situation might arise.

"Come to think of it, didn't you say you're visiting the Imperial Palace with Layla today?"

As I'm watching Shavi with concern,
Milia, who has finished cleaning up, approaches and asks me.

"Yes. I also have something Soleil asked me to do."

That was the reason why I, who would normally accompany Shavi on her volunteer work, was just worrying about her.

"It seems she's trying to finish all her work before she becomes unable to move."
"Well, that's her personality. Mine too, and Layla's as well."
"Ahaha, I heard Lord Soleil is really worried about how retirement preparations are taking longer than expected."

I was a bit puzzled why I needed to go to the Imperial Palace rather than the Holy Nation when Layla called.
But well, what could I do when she needed help?

"Anyway, I'll head out first today. Give my regards to Father."
"Okay. Take care. Be sure to contact us if it takes a few days."
"Don't worry about us, just do your work well."
"I will. I'll contact you later."

Milia also had plans with Father today.
So I decided to go alone for once.

When I arrived at the entrance to the Papal Office where I was supposed to meet Layla:

"Take care of yourself. You absolutely must not overdo it, understand?"
"Come on, don't worry."
"Don't clench your fists when something irritates you, and leave everything possible to the Hero."
"Ahaha."

I could see Layla scratching her head with a troubled face, and Lord Soleil with his hand on her belly, nagging her.

"Good morning."
"Oh, you're here?"
"...Good morning, Hero."

When I greeted them, the two who had been bickering finally noticed me and showed different reactions.

Layla looked as if she wished I had come earlier to save her.
Lord Soleil looked at me as if asking why I created work that required Layla to move around.

...No, I didn't create this work.
That old man, really.

-THWACK!
"Ugh!"
"Didn't I tell you not to overreact?"

As I was watching this absurd scene, Layla's fist landed on Lord Soleil.

"Haah... Fine. I'll stop and go back inside. Be careful."
"Don't worry. If anything happens, I'll abandon Ian and escape by myself."
"Hey!"

That ominous statement I heard while exchanging glances with Lord Soleil as he returned to the Papal Office.
It sounded like she was planning to put me in danger.

"Come on, there's no way we'd go to such a dangerous place, especially in her condition."
"...You're not planning to trap me in a room with the Princess and set up a barrier like last time, are you?"

I still can't forget what happened the day she called me for an important discussion right after I returned from my honeymoon.

"Why would I bother with such troublesome things? That time was only because I owed someone a favor."
"That means you'd do it again if you owed someone else. That's what you're saying."

When I saw the Princess approaching me while suddenly undressing as soon as the door closed, I was so terrified.
If I hadn't urgently drawn my holy sword and blasted the entire building with a barrier to escape, I would have been in real danger.

'If I had sincerely wanted to help, I wouldn't have covered the place with a barrier—I would have stripped Ian, tied him up, and thrown him into the room.'

That excuse she gave to Milia and Shavi when they confronted her in anger after figuring out what happened.
The atmosphere of that day, which sends chills down my spine just remembering it, is something I never want to experience again.

"Ahaha."

Wow, did she just avoid eye contact?
It was clearly an unspoken answer that she would do the same thing again depending on the reward.

"Anyway, it's nothing like that today, so don't worry."
"Really?"
"Of course. Orka is coming too."
"Master too?"

That's unexpected.

"I heard from the Priestess that she's been having a great time with Bill lately."
"And Mr. Van has been joining them recently."

...What?

"Can I go home?"
"Do you think that's possible?"

I absolutely don't want to see that crazy prince who pulls out his divine weapon whenever our eyes meet.

"Don't worry. Only Orka is coming."

Ah, that's a relief.
With those final words, Layla urged me to hurry as we might be late.

"So, what's this all about today?"

While waiting for the portal to activate, I asked about the reason for gathering such excessive firepower in one place.

"I don't know exactly either. It seems she received news through the Adventurer's Guild that there's some kind of problem."

She said Master would explain the details.

"Well, we'll find out when we get there."
"I suppose so."

Since there was no point in speculating, we decided to wait patiently.

"Yo, long time no see."
"...Or-ka?"
"Master?"

When we arrived at the Imperial Palace, the Master we met was...
A little, no, very different from before.

"Master... that appearance...?"

Master's face, which had always been frowning when traveling with us, was now relaxed.
And excessively so.

"Hmph, noticed it, did you?"

Moreover, Master was showing off with a face that looked even younger than before.
Could it be that she's crossed that wall?

"Wow... that's kind of gross."

While I understand Layla's disgusted expression as if she's seen something she shouldn't have...
Isn't it a bit too harsh to say it so directly?

"Not as gross as you, you damn brat."
"Oh, is that so?"

Even that line, which would normally be delivered with a deep frown and all her might...
When said with a slight smile like that, it feels incredibly jarring.

"Stupid disciple, open your eyes."
"...Yes."

As I was staring with a dumbfounded expression, an intimidating aura far more intense than ever before flew from Master's direction.

"So, what's going on?"

Nice one, Layla.

"Hmm, since I'll be explaining it soon anyway, I suppose it doesn't matter."

After pondering for a moment, Master nodded and began to explain.

"You know those monsters the First Saint left behind?"
"...Were those still around?"
"Kid, do you think it's easy to find each one of them across this vast continent?"

Even though Master, Bill, and that crazy prince had been combing the continent meticulously...
There were still some monsters they hadn't dealt with.

"Comparing the number of monsters that disappeared from various regions with the number we've handled so far, there should be about five left..."

While they couldn't find the remaining monsters, whether they were hiding underground or in the sea...
Suddenly, movements of about three monsters were detected simultaneously.

"And their location happens to be near here."

They requested full force to prepare for any situation, which is why we were called.

"I never thought a pregnant woman would come, though."

Master said she had expected support from me, Milia, and Shavi.

"But with two Masters and an archer with divine weapons, do you really need reinforcements?"
"I told you, it's to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances."

Indeed, these monsters were so formidable that they could only be sealed away in different eras.
I think it's necessary to be prepared.

"If that were the case, they would have sent the Holy Knights and Soleil instead of me."

Layla complained that for some reason, a lot of information was omitted from what was conveyed this time.

"Fufu, I apologize. I just wanted to see the Saint."

Just then, the door to the reception room opened, and a familiar face I didn't particularly want to see entered.

"Ah, Princess."

Princess Emilia bowed to me, Layla, and Master, saying it had been a while.

"You've probably heard already, but we have a situation where three dangerous monsters are simultaneously approaching from outside the capital."
"You seem surprisingly relaxed about it."
"Fufu, am I that obvious?"

She then began to explain with a gentle smile in response to Layla's comment.

"Actually, Bill has already taken care of one of them."
"That damn elf couldn't wait and ran off again."

Thanks to that, only two monsters remained, so the situation wasn't as dangerous as initially thought.

"Since that's the case, would you like to rest a bit before leaving?"
"Then why did you call me?"

Ah, that sounded a bit more like the usual Master.

"Fufu, I have something I really wanted to ask Orka."
"Me?"
"I heard you've gotten quite close with my brother lately."

No way, there's no way Master would get close to a man...

"Pfft!"
"...Orka?"

...?
Is that... really Master?

"Wh-wh-wh-what are you talking about!"

After spitting out her tea, Master's face turned as red as a ripe tomato, stammering and waving her hands frantically.
I don't know, what is this, it's scary.

Layla seemed to share my thoughts, her eyes wide open.

"Princess. I'd like to hear more about this story."

She asked the Princess with an intrigued expression.

"Ohoho, well, what happened was..."
"Ahhh!! Aaaahhhh!! S-stop!!"

The Princess's story that began was quite shocking.

After Master stopped the crazy prince who had escaped from the underground prison and was trying to find me on my honeymoon...
Master, Bill, and the crazy prince found they got along well and started hanging out together.

"Wow..."

It was touching to learn that Master had stopped that crazy prince for my sake, but still.

"According to what I've heard since then, Bill is the same as always, but the atmosphere between Orka and my brother has become quite... interesting..."
"I-it's nothing! We're just colleagues, that's all!!"

Seeing Master desperately denying it like that...
I felt very conflicted, wondering if this had happened because of me.

"Oh my, is that so? How should I apologize for this misunderstanding?"

Suddenly, Princess Emilia bowed her head as if genuinely sorry, which made me look at her questioningly.

"H-hmph! As long as you understand."
"I completely forgot that my brother already has someone he admires."

The Princess said this with a mischievous smile directed at Master.
Layla watched the scene with great interest from the side.

And then...

"What? Who is that woman?"

I witnessed Master taking the bait spectacularly on what was clearly an intentional trap.

"Pfft!!"
"...Gasp."

At Layla's burst of laughter, Master finally realized what she had done.

"Ah, uh, aaaahhhh!!"

She sat down, clutching her face and screaming.

"Damn it, damn it!! I never thought that accepting my female form to cross the wall would lead to this!!"

Watching this, Layla spoke with an expression that said "I knew it" while sneering:

"That's how it always is. Love comes without warning."
"I didn't want to hear that kind of advice from a green youngster!! Aaaahhhh!!"

...Come to think of it, that person was also a case of male-to-female.
I was a bit surprised when I first learned about it.
But well, I love Shavi enough that such things don't matter to me.

"Ian, what do you think?"

As I was thinking about past events, Layla suddenly asked me.

"Me?"
"Yes. Do you think it's strange that Orka likes Van?"

That look in her eyes means she wants to hear the opinion of someone who married a woman who was once a man.

"Well, whatever the situation, if they like each other, that's all that matters, right?"

It would be different if the other party didn't know Master used to be a man.

"Van already knows everything anyway, right?"
"That's right."
"Then, the conclusion is for the parties involved to decide. I don't think it's our place to interfere."

This seemed to be the right answer.
Layla nodded with a gentle smile.

"Fufu, you're right."

The Princess looked at me with a strangely relieved expression.
No, that's not relief—that's the face of a predator eyeing its prey.

"...Well, if support isn't really needed, may I leave now?"
"Ah!"
"Don't worry too much. I'll stay until the situation is resolved."

Layla intercepted the Princess who was reaching out to me.

"That was well said."

She whispered quietly so only I could hear.

"Fufu, Princess. I think Orka is more important than Ian today."
"Mmm... certainly this situation is too good to pass up."
"Wh-what!?"

After giving a slight bow to Layla, who was holding the Princess's hand and gesturing for me to go quickly:

"Well then, I'll be off!"

I fled, leaving behind Master who was sending me desperate looks, begging me not to abandon her.

"I'll see you later, you damn disciple!!!"

I think I heard a curse-filled cry as I escaped.
Nope. I know nothing about that.

Ch.123 - [Epilogue] No More Drinks Are Coming Out
# Millia's Wedding Dress of My Dreams
It was truly magnificent.

Of course, Shavi's wedding dress was also amazing, but Millia was the reason I decided to become a hero after falling into this world.
I couldn't help but think of her as special.

"Why are you suddenly like this?"
"I just feel like I need to make up for something."

With that, I tightly embraced Shavi, who tilted her head in confusion, and apologized silently.

"You're so cheesy."

Despite her words, the tips of her ears turned slightly red, and her lips trembled a bit—she seemed pleased.

"Ahh! That's not fair!! Me too!!"

As I was holding Shavi, Millia, who had just finished packing, came running out and shouted.

"Yes, yes."

After giving a gentle smile to Shavi, who tactfully made some room, I embraced both wives who had settled on either side of me.

We remained silent for a moment.

"Ian, Millia."
"Yeah."
"Yes, sis."

Shavi embraced both Millia and me at the same time.

"Thank you again for accepting me."
"You don't need to say that."
"Hehe, I should be the one thanking you."

As I stroked Millia's head while she buried her face in Shavi's embrace and acted spoiled.

"Come on, we agreed not to talk about that anymore, right?"
"Ahaha, that's true. Sorry."
"No more apologies either. We're truly married now."
"...Yeah."

I recalled how we had chased after Shavi, who kept running away after we returned from the demon realm, perhaps haunted by memories of the past.
We pursued her day and night for days until I finally won her heart.

Then, I couldn't help but laugh as I realized something both Millia and Shavi had in common.

"Haha."
"What? Why are you suddenly laughing?"
"Did you think of something funny?"

Well, it made sense.

"I just realized that both of you ran away when I confessed."
"Ugh. I can't believe you're bringing that up."
"...Millia too?"
"Yes."

For both of them, I had to chase after them to win their hearts.

"If either of you ever runs away from me, I'll follow you to the ends of the earth."

I'm actually quite possessive.

"I'll never let you go."

Don't even think about running away.

"If anything painful ever happens, the three of us will bear it together."

I said, holding them both tightly in my arms.

"...Yeah."
"And I won't let you look at other women."

Millia's sudden fierce comment in the midst of our tender moment was a bit scary, but I would never look at another woman when I had these two.

"Don't worry. My heart is already completely filled with both of you."

After saying that.

"First, shall we eat something?"
"Ahaha, right. We need to eat to keep up our strength."
"Y-yeah."

Because we had been taking turns spending the night with each other due to Shavi's shyness, tonight would be our first night together as a threesome.
...I should prepare myself.

"Ugh, I'm nervous."
"Hey, don't feel too pressured, sis."

Millia was cute, acting confident like a senior despite still being shy herself.
And Shavi was adorable too, fidgeting with embarrassment unlike her usual self.

As we moved to have dinner, there was one fact I had overlooked:
That Leila was the one who recommended this honeymoon spot.

"...Oh."
"Ahaha. Leila is really mischievous."
"W-wow. Is all of this food?"

Looking at the array of dishes that were clearly meant to boost stamina, I steeled myself.

"It tastes good though."
"I'll eat anything as long as it fills my stomach, but that girl definitely has refined taste."
"Ahaha, definitely. Leila's taste is sophisticated except when it comes to salty foods."

Regardless of her intentions, I was able to create wonderful memories with my two wives, so I decided to thank Leila when we returned.

"Phew, that was delicious."
"I wish we could eat like this every day..."
"Millia, then we'd have to increase your morning exercise."
"Ahh, that's mean, sis!"

Knowing that Shavi wakes Millia up every morning to force her to exercise, saying that even magicians need physical strength, I watched with a smile as the two bickered.

"Well then, go wash up and wait in the bedroom."
"Okay."

After finishing our meal, I watched with disappointed eyes as my two wives said they would wash up separately because they had something to prepare.

...Honestly, more than anything, I wanted to bathe together.
Well, we could do that after returning home.

-M-Millia... are you really going to...?
-I'm telling you, he'll definitely like it!

After some time passed, I began to hear quiet voices from outside the door.
Normally, I would have covered my ears to avoid eavesdropping, but...

-No, this is really...
-It's something Leila prepared for us specially!
-Ugh, Leila... how did she even find something like this?
-Come on. I'm here with you, so don't feel too pressured, sis.

...Leila again?
What has she prepared this time?

-This is really too much!
-Are you going to back out now?
-Ah!?
-Hey!

Right after that, the door flung open.

"Did you wait long?"
"Ughh..."

Millia entered, dragging Shavi who seemed to have tried to escape.

"Y-yeah..."

I could see Shavi with a bright red face, curled up and clutching her robe tightly, constantly hiding behind Millia.
And Millia, telling Shavi not to be embarrassed while her own ears were bright red with exaggerated tension.

"...*gulp*"

What incredible outfit could they be wearing under those robes?

"Then, excuse me."
"G-go together!"

With those words, the two brides took their places on either side of me as I sat on the bed.
As I savored the subtle floral scent in the air, one thing immediately caught my attention.

"Shavi."
"Y-yes!?"
"You changed your eyepatch."
"...Ah."

Noticing that she was wearing an elegant white eyepatch instead of her usual rugged black one, I commented.

"Is it... strange?"

Shavi turned her flushed face away.

"Not at all."

I turned her face back toward me.

*kiss*
"It's beautiful."
"Ah..."

I kissed her eyepatch.

"I keep telling her it's fine, but she keeps acting like that."
"Haha."

Then, Millia snuggled closer from the other side.
Thanks to her, I couldn't help but smile at the soft sensation against my arm.

After talking for a while to help Shavi and Millia relax:

"Now then... come to me, husband."
"They say the fun of a gift is in unwrapping it."

I looked at Millia and Shavi lying side by side on the large bed.
Holding hands tightly, trying hard to suppress their embarrassment.

"This is driving me crazy."

I barely restrained the urge to pounce on them right then and there.

"Phew..."

After taking a deep breath to calm myself, I slowly untied both Millia and Shavi's robes simultaneously.
As I opened the robes, a sweet fragrance spread, and I couldn't help but swallow hard at what was revealed.

"...Huh."
"Hehe, w-what do you think?"
"Ah..."

What appeared beneath the robes was lingerie clearly designed to drive men wild.
Both top and bottom were split open, brazenly revealing reddened nipples and moist private parts.

Millia, with her soft body and large breasts, had her usually shy nipples peeking out from between her seductive dark red lingerie.

Shavi, with her lithe and toned body despite some scars here and there, had pink nipples visible through her elegant white lingerie that matched her eyepatch, asserting that she was indeed a grown woman despite her flat chest.

After admiring the contrasting charms of my two brides:

"Kyaa!?"
"Ah!"

I threw their robes far away and dove into their embrace.
First, I took Shavi's nipple in my mouth—it had been twitching eagerly as if begging for attention.

I gently nibbled on the soft yet firm bud.

"Hya, eek!? W-why me first!?"

Shavi cried out in surprise, seemingly not expecting to be the first one.

"W-wow..."

I glanced at Millia, who was swallowing hard as she watched Shavi's face contort with pleasure to my right.

*squish*
"Kyah!"

I placed my right hand on Millia's large breast and began stimulating her nipple, which was only halfway exposed.
I gently scratched between the folds of her buried nipple and pulled at the slightly exposed tip with two fingers.

"Ahh, mmm... ah, there..."
"My n-nipple, hah, d-don't bite... kyaah!?"

Simultaneously, I massaged Shavi's lower abdomen with my other hand.
Shavi's body tensed as if she would soon climax just from the breast stimulation.

"Hah!?"

Watching Shavi climax, I released her nipple from my mouth.
I pulled her face toward mine and kissed her as she was still dazed from the afterglow.

*slurp*

With a bewildered expression, Shavi mindlessly entwined her tongue with mine.

"Mmm."

While kissing Shavi, I noticed Millia clinging to my side with a slightly sulky expression, licking my nipple and grasping my manhood.
...She seemed to feel a bit left out despite having signaled me to start with Shavi first.
I broke the kiss with Shavi and looked at Millia.

"Ian?"
*kiss*

This time, I kissed Millia while removing my hand from her breast to stroke her back.

"Mmm."
"Phew."

Then, with a satisfied gentle smile, Millia moved between my legs.

"Ngh."

Soon, I felt a wet, bumpy sensation on my lower body.

*slurp* *suck*

Enjoying the warm sensation of Millia's tongue on my manhood, I spread Shavi's legs and used my hands to part the plump folds of her wet, sweet-smelling womanhood.

"Hyah!"

As Shavi seemed to regain her senses from her dazed state, I put my mouth on her reddened, dripping womanhood.

"Ahh... ah!"

I rubbed her clitoris with my tongue, licked her slightly salty urethra, and after pulling back the hood of her clitoris with my tongue, I gently bit the exposed bud just enough not to hurt.

"Kyaah!"

Shavi arched her back and convulsed.
Seeing this, I felt I couldn't hold back much longer, so I stroked Millia's head and said:

"Millia, I'm about to..."
"Phwah."

With a broad smile, she caressed my testicles once before changing positions.

"Hehe, sis, you're completely lost in pleasure."
"Will she be okay?"
"Go for it."

After saying that, she licked her lips and bent down.

"Hah."

She began licking Shavi's breasts.

"M-Millia!?"

Swallowing hard at that erotic sight, I positioned my fully engorged manhood at the entrance between Shavi's spread legs.

"Mmm, w-wait...!"

I smiled gently at Shavi, who was weakly reaching out her trembling hand.

*thrust*
"Ah, hah!"

I thrust my manhood into Shavi's womanhood in one go.
Honestly, I wanted to be gentle, but...

"T-that's mean..."
"Sorry, but it's your tight womanhood's fault for not letting me in easily unless I do it this way."

Even now, Shavi's inner walls were writhing like thousands of worms, trying to push out my manhood.

"Hah."
"Hyah! Mmm, aah♡"
*squelch, squelch!*

I gripped Shavi's waist and moved my hips with gritted teeth.
Each time I pulled back, Shavi's womanhood clung stickily and was dragged out.

"Hah, mmm..."
*squelch*
"Ah, hah... mmm!"

Then, hearing wet sounds with a different rhythm than my hip movements, I looked to the side.
Millia was pleasuring herself while licking Shavi's nipples.

Seeing this, I removed one hand from Shavi's waist.

*squelch*
"Ah♡"

I inserted my finger into Millia's womanhood as she was touching her clitoris.
Unlike Shavi's strong grip, I enjoyed the soft yet chewy sensation of Millia's womanhood.

"Hah, ngh!"
"Hyah!"

I held back the urge to climax as long as I could.

"I-Ian... hah, i-it's okay..."

When Shavi wrapped her legs around me, saying today was a safe day:

"Mmm!"
"Ah, hah!"

I pressed down on Shavi's body, which had been claiming it couldn't take any more.

*spurt! spurt!*

I climaxed while pushing my hips in as far as possible.
Enjoying the sensation of her inner walls squeezing out every last drop of semen, I slowly withdrew.

"Hah!"
"Ngh, Millia!?"

Right after, I barely managed not to collapse from the shock when Millia suddenly attached herself to me.
Thanks to Millia, who was sucking my manhood deep into her throat without caring about the noise:

"Ah, phew..."

When my manhood emerged from Millia's mouth, it was stiff again.

"M-me too..."

With those words, Millia mounted Shavi and raised her buttocks.

*squelch*

Then, she spread her womanhood with both hands and begged:

"Mmm!"
*thrust!*
"Ahh, it's here♡"

I slowly inserted my manhood into her.
This time, I moved my hips slowly to savor Millia's womanhood.

"Hah... ah!? S-sis!?"
"...This is revenge."

Shavi, who had recovered by now, began sucking on Millia's breasts.
This made Millia's inner walls writhe intensely.

"Hyah, mmm... kyah♡"

Personally, I really love Millia's body—slim but with ample flesh on her breasts and buttocks, though she'd hate to hear me say it.

*squish*
"Hyah!"

Just like now, when I grab and knead her buttocks with both hands, she screams shrilly.
And the way her other hole twitches when I spread her buttocks makes me want to try it someday.

"I said no!"
"Ugh!"

But seeing how she covers it even at the cost of dropping her supporting hands and crushing Shavi beneath her:
It seems that's still off-limits.

"Kyah!"
"Mmph, M-Millia... you really..."
"Ahh!? I-I'm sorry!!"

Right after, Millia's body was lifted by Shavi, and Shavi's somewhat angry voice came from below.

"A-as an apology..."
"Mmph!?"
*slurp* *suck*

Then, Millia kissed Shavi with a dreamy voice.

"Mmph! Mmm!!"

At first, Shavi resisted with some reluctance.

*kiss*

But soon, I could see them both engrossed in their kiss.

*splash, splash!*

I reached out to knead Millia's breasts while picking up the pace.
As I approached my limit, I pressed close to Millia and whispered:

"I'm going to come."
*nod*

Millia nodded slightly without breaking her kiss with Shavi.

"Mmm!"
*spurt!*

Without holding back the urge to climax, I released my semen inside Millia and collapsed on top of her from the pleasant exhaustion.

"Phwah... h-heavy."
"Ah, sorry."

Of course, I quickly got up when Shavi complained.

"Ahh, feels good..."
"Now it's my turn."
"Urk."

As Millia murmured in a languid voice, savoring the afterglow and the fullness of semen inside her, Shavi grabbed and turned her over, mounting her.
Then, she lay on top of Millia, burying her face in her breasts.

"Now, relax."
"Okay..."

She lifted and spread Millia's legs, then mounted her.

"Wow..."

Showing off the completed "pussy sandwich," Shavi smiled seductively.

"Now, husband. You like this kind of thing, right? Because you're a man."

With her body raised, she reached behind to spread both her and Millia's womanhoods.

"Come to me♡"

At that sight, my manhood rose again.

*squelch*
"Hah."
"Kyah!"

I inserted it between their womanhoods.
Enjoying the sensation of both pussies on the top and bottom of my manhood, I coated it with their juices.

First, I thrust into the womanhood visible through the white lingerie.

*thrust*
"Mmm♡"

Then, into the one visible through the dark red lingerie.

*thrust*
"Kyah!"

After indulging in the luxury of alternating between the two womanhoods:
Finally, I inserted my manhood between the "pussy sandwich" once more.

*squelch*
"Hah!"
"Ahh, mmm!"

Right after, I relaxed with my hips pressed forward as the urge to climax surged.

*spurt!*

After ejaculating profusely between their bellies:

"Haah..."

I collapsed onto the bed.
Indeed, three times in a row without rest was... a bit tough.

"Ugh, my back hurts..."
"Ahaha, sorry."

Millia, who had been lying down with her hips raised until then, clutched her back in pain.

"There, let the pain fly away."
"Hehe."

After Shavi concentrated her holy power to heal Millia's back, they looked at each other.

"...Ngh!"
*lick*

They each took positions on either side of me, then bent down and began licking my manhood simultaneously.

*suck*

While Millia took the glans in her mouth as if trying to suck out the remaining semen from the urethra, Shavi licked underneath it.
When Shavi caressed my testicles and licked from the base of my manhood upward with her tongue, Millia also licked from the opposite side, entwining her tongue with Shavi's.

At the same time, holy power glowed from Shavi's hand as she touched my testicles.

*throb*

As if it wasn't my body, my manhood stood up vigorously despite my exhaustion.

"...Huh?"

Expressing confusion at this incomprehensible situation:

"Well... since the three of us are together, I'm, um, more aroused than usual..."
"I feel the same as sis. Hehe."
"W-wait... ngh!?"

With that, Shavi mounted me, and Millia snuggled into my arms and kissed me.

After that, my memory becomes hazy.

*squelch*
"Hyah♡"

*squelch*
"Mmm."

*spurt*
"You can do more, right?"

*slurp*
"Mmm."

*spurt*
"Be healthy♡"

...
...
...

* *

"...Huh!"

When I regained consciousness:
Millia and Shavi were sleeping peacefully on either side of me, their faces somehow glowing with vitality.

Carefully getting up so as not to wake them, I looked at the distant mirror.

"..."

I saw my noticeably thinner self after just one night.
We had planned a generous one-week honeymoon.

...Now, one day has passed.

Will I be able to return home alive?

Ch.124 - [Epilogue] See You Again Next Time
# The Vatican.
The center of the Holy Nation, a place always filled with tranquility and sanctity.

*Tap, tap-tap!*

And, small footsteps disrupting the Vatican's serenity.

"Find them—!!"
"They couldn't have gone far!!"

Watching priests and holy knights frantically running around the Vatican, the owner of those footsteps, hiding behind a pillar, muttered in distress.

"Ugh, this wasn't what I intended... what should I do?"
"What do you mean 'what'? Let's run as far as we can, and if all else fails, we'll throw Dad under the bus."
"Brother..."

A girl with light golden hair flowing down to her waist, captivating with her golden eyes, and a boy with reddish-brown curly hair and blue eyes waited for people around them to pass by.

"It'd actually be better if adults caught us. If we run into Sister Philin now..."
"Eek! Don't even say that—it's terrifying just thinking about it!!"
"Hey! Shh!"
"Mmph!"

The children, who appeared to be siblings around thirteen or fourteen years old, seemed to be brother and sister.

"Now's our chance. Let's go, Aria."
"O-okay, Brother."

As the children tried to leave the Vatican inconspicuously...

"Sigh..."

A shadow followed behind them with a deep sigh.

"We-we made it..."
"We're alive..."

Having successfully escaped the Vatican without being caught, the children:

"What now? Want to go home?"
"No. There's nobody there right now anyway."
"Then?"
"I want to see that flower field from last time!"

At his golden-haired sister Aria's words, the boy called Piris pondered briefly.

"Is that really not possible?"
"Ugh, n-no! Let's go!"
"Really!?"
"Yeah. If anything happens, your big brother will protect you!"
"Yay!"

The adults' warnings not to leave the city without permission meant nothing in the face of his little sister's tearful expression. Piris led the way, grinning broadly at Aria's brightened face.

"Hmm... should I stop them now...?"

And the shadow watching this scene:

"Mother clearly said today was an important day with guests coming, so we should stay quiet..."

After muttering in concern:

"Ugh, surely nothing bad will happen from just going out for a bit."

With words that would have shocked anyone who heard them, the shadow followed the children.

"She said to bring them back by lunchtime, so it should be fine for now."

* * *

At the same time, in a garden within the Vatican, five men and women were chatting pleasantly while drinking tea.

The main topic was about Piris and Aria, who had broken an artifact and fled as soon as they arrived at the Vatican.

"Your days must be exciting, Ian."
"Are you mocking me?"
"Come on, how is that mockery? With incidents happening non-stop, of course every day must be exciting!"
"Ugh, Sister... it might be fun from your perspective, but it gives us headaches."
"Piris is one thing, but Aria is surprisingly quite the troublemaker."
"Haha, children should be lively, shouldn't they?"

Hero Ian, his wife Milia, and Shavi had visited the Vatican at Leila's invitation, saying an important guest was coming today—someone they would know well.

"How important is this guest that you've gathered us all?"
"Actually, I invited Orca too."
"Master wouldn't come now. It's his prime honey-gathering season."
"Ahaha. I still thought I'd try inviting him."

A subtle atmosphere lingered as they discussed how Orca and Bernstein had miraculously become a couple after more than ten years of no progress.

"By the way, where's Sister Seira?"
"Miss Seira is still following Mr. Bill, it seems."
"Wow, isn't that the tenth year already?"

Milia, Shavi, and Soleil began discussing another topic.

"Who would have thought she'd run away saying 'This can't be my master!' and cling to Mr. Bill instead."
"Ahaha. That elf's expression was incredible."
"And after taking her as a disciple because she showed talent, now she's going around confessing her love."

Remembering Bill's uncharacteristically flustered expression when he first asked why him, another scene came to mind.

"...Seeing Sister Seira confess was quite shocking for me."
"I couldn't tell who was the man and who was the woman."
"It was certainly shocking in many ways."

They burst into laughter, recalling Seira firmly gripping Bill's shoulders and loudly declaring she wanted to bear his child.

"Oh? What's this about Miss Seira?"
"That incident was truly... remarkable."

Leila and Ian joined in as they heard the laughter.

"By the way, Sister, aren't you going to tell us who's coming?"
"Yeah, I'm curious too."
"Actually, I have some idea."
"Shavi, if I tell you, you'll know, right?"
"Of course."

Soleil laughed as Milia and Ian pressed Leila for answers.

"Haha, you'll be surprised when you see."
"Ah, you really—"
"Alright, I'll be careful."

Leila puffed her cheeks at Soleil.

"Wow... Sister, you look exactly the same even after 15 years."
"It's not just me, you know?"

Leila shrugged nonchalantly as Milia stroked her skin in admiration.

"Masters basically don't age much, right?"
"Ugh, warriors are so unfair. I'm worried about wrinkles and making anti-aging potions!"

The group patted Milia's head as she whimpered, collapsing onto the table.

"I wonder what the kids are doing now."
"These days, I'm most afraid when our daughter closes her mouth tight and avoids my gaze."
"Ahaha. It's even scarier when Piris is hugging Aria while doing that."

The conversation naturally turned to their children.

"Oh, right. Leila?"
"Yes?"
"Our kids seem terrified of Philin. Have you heard anything about that?"

Ian suddenly asked Leila, who tilted her head in confusion.

"Terrified? No way, that must be a misunderstanding. Our Philin takes after me and is so kind."
"...Yes, she does take after you."

Soleil muttered with a somewhat bitter expression, looking up at the sky. He recalled the day they named their child.

'For the child's name... if it's a boy, I'd like Piris, and if it's a girl, Philin.'

In the end, a girl was born and named Philin. The name Piris was later given to Ian's son.

"...Sir Soleil. Don't tell me."

Ian broke into a cold sweat as he watched Soleil avoid his gaze.

"The child loves her mother so much."

Unable to reveal the truth in front of Leila, Soleil left only this meaningful comment before falling silent.

"Fufu, every day is truly blissful."

Leila praised her daughter as the embodiment of both literary and martial excellence—intelligent, talented, well-mannered, and even affectionate.

"She's so well-behaved that sometimes I wish she'd cause a bit of trouble."

The moment Leila said this:

*BOOM!!*

A tremendous sound erupted from the direction of what seemed to be outside Lamiel, accompanied by an explosive surge of holy power.

"...Philin!"

* * *

Gripping a white greatsword inherited from her father, a girl with lustrous black hair reaching her shoulders and golden eyes—Philin—shouted:

"Piris, Aria! Get behind me!"
"O-okay!"
"Sister!!"

Drawing a red aura from her greatsword, Philin tried to recall how this situation had developed.

Surely, she had been quietly following the children to the flower field, concealing her presence.

"Kuhehe..."

Yes, it was him. Things started going wrong after Piris and Aria encountered that suspicious man.

"I just obtained this body and am hungry. How dare you interfere."

At first, she had trusted Piris—being a hero's son—to handle an ordinary adult, but the man effortlessly subdued Piris and opened his mouth wide toward the boy's nape.

"Ugh, I just wanted to move around a bit and then rest in mother's arms!"

She had rushed in to knock the man away and save Piris just moments ago.

"You two! I told you not to leave the city without permission!"
"Ugh, we're sorry!"
"P-please forgive us just this once, Sister!"

After scolding the children, Philin glared at the man before her with all the irritation she could muster.

"Oh? Dragon eyes, is it?"
"...What exactly are you?"

Knowing that part of her mother's heart had transformed into that of a dragon for some reason long ago, and that she herself had dragon blood mixed in—causing her pupils to change to vertical slits like a reptile's when her emotions ran high—Philin became even more wary of the man who recognized her eyes as draconic.

"Kuhehe, I am a demon, little one."

Philin's eyes widened at the man's words.

"Oh, is that so?"

With a grin, she turned and swung her greatsword wide.

*BOOM!!*

As the greatsword struck the ground, holy power spread widely with a tremendous sound.

"Against demons, this works best."

Philin boasted that she had already hunted several demons following her mother.

"That's quite a power for a little one."
"...Huh?"

Although her holy power wasn't as strong as her mother's, it should have been enough to instantly annihilate a low-level demon like this.

"Let me introduce myself properly."

The demon before her was merely slightly singed on the arm, which quickly regenerated.

"My name is Amon."
"A high-ranking demon..."

Sensing that this was not just any high-ranking demon but one with a significant title, Philin:

"...Piris, Aria."
"S-sister."
"Are you okay...?"
"Run."

Struggling to suppress her trembling hands, she spoke to the children behind her.

"I'll try to buy some time somehow, so run!!"
"How admirable. You prioritize the children behind you."

As Piris and Aria fled, Amon stood with his hands behind his back, watching them go.

"You said you were starving earlier, but I guess you've changed your mind?"
"Kuhehe, with someone like you here—possessing such powerful holy power and dragon's blood—why would I care about mere human children?"

Philin took her stance once more.

At that moment, something streamlined passed by Philin at tremendous speed.

"Philin. Duck."

Hearing the voice, Philin ducked with all her might.

*Slash.*

A cutting sound followed, then:

*BOOM!!*

An explosion.

"How dare you. A mere demon presuming to set foot here?"

Looking toward the source of the angry voice:

"Are you alright?"
"Mother!!"

There stood Leila, holding a staff with a brilliant ring of light shining above her head. When her eyes met Philin's, Leila threw aside her staff and opened her arms. Philin ran into her embrace.

"Waaah!!"
"Were you scared? It's okay now, Mom is here."

As Leila comforted Philin, who burst into tears in her arms:

"...Didn't you say the staff was unusable after removing the jewel?"
"W-wow... it's completely shattered."
"Look carefully, Ian. That's a new jewel."
"My goodness, you bought and embedded another one?"
"Leila... please control your power..."

The rest of the group approached, with Ian carrying Piris and Aria under his arms.

"...Sister Philin is crying."
"Sister is crying...?"

Piris and Aria were bewildered to see Philin crying in Leila's arms.

*Bonk!*
"Ouch!"
"Piris. Is that all you have to say to the sister who protected you?"
"Aria. You have something to say to your sister, right?"
"Come on, both of you."

After receiving a knock on the head from Ian and being scolded by their parents, the children approached Philin and said with tearful voices:

"Thank you, Sister Philin!"
"Sister... please don't cry..."

Philin, who had been crying in Leila's arms, tried to stop her tears and hugged Piris and Aria tightly.

"*Sniff* You two, *sob* we'll talk later."

She whispered quietly in their ears, making sure the adults couldn't hear.

* * *

After the commotion, the group gathered in the banquet hall at the top floor of the Vatican.

"Ahem. There was a bit of a disturbance, but everyone who needed to be here has arrived."
"Oh? Aren't we still missing people?"
"Ah, our guest is quite shy. We agreed to keep the meeting as small as possible."

This was a special exception granted only to the hero's party who had dealt with the demon realm, a millennia-old problem.

"...No way?"
"Gasp."
"You can look forward to it."

Ian and Milia inhaled sharply in surprise, while Shavi watched them, anticipating what was to come.

"What's happening?"
"I wonder."
"Both of you, quiet."

The children tilted their heads in confusion behind them.

Then:

*Flash.*

Brilliant golden holy power filled the banquet hall. As the light faded:

"It's nice to meet you all."

Next to Leila appeared a beautiful woman with honey-golden hair.

"As you may have guessed, I am the goddess Ciel."

Shavi and Soleil immediately knelt, but:

"It's alright, it's alright. No need for formalities."

Ciel simply waved her hand and scratched her head.

"Actually, coming down to the mortal realm and revealing myself as a goddess is somewhat risky, so I asked Leila to keep the gathering small."

Normally, she would have met only with Leila, who could recognize her even without revealing her identity as a goddess, but this time she had something important to say.

"Though it's late, I wanted to say this with my own lips."

Saying this, Ciel put her hands together respectfully and bowed.

"I wish to express my gratitude to all of you who did what I should have done."
"Goddess!?"
"W-whoa!?"
"Please raise your head. You had no choice in the matter."
"Miss Shavierre is right. We only did what needed to be done."

Watching the others wave their hands frantically—except Leila, who already knew everything—Ciel smiled gently and said:

"Still, I really wanted to thank you."

Though she couldn't give them anything, she asked to at least bestow blessings and protection.

"May blessings fill your path from now on."

After golden holy power seeped into everyone present:

"Leila."
"Yes, Mother."
"Fufu, come here."
"...Yes."

When Ciel opened her arms, Leila blushed—perhaps embarrassed at being treated like a child—but obediently nestled into her embrace.

"I'm always happy, so you don't need to worry."
"Oh my, fufu."

Stroking Leila's head as she preemptively answered what Ciel was about to say:

"Seeing you loving and being loved makes me happy too."

Then, holding Leila's head, she kissed her forehead.

"Shavierre, you come here too."
"Y-yes!"

She called Shavi and embraced her just like Leila.

"Even if I'm not the goddess you once knew, don't forget that I love you too."
"...Of course."

Finally:

"Fufu, you must be Philin?"
"Y-yes."

Approaching Philin and meeting her eyes:

"I don't know if your mother told you, but I'm your grandmother."
"G-grandmother?"
"Wow, I deliberately didn't tell her because I was worried you'd be hurt."
"Oh, you. Do you think I'd be hurt by being called a grandmother at this point?"
"Ahaha."

Ciel hugged Philin tightly.

"Philin, I always wish for you to live happily."

Perhaps confused by the sensation similar yet different from her mother's embrace, Philin nodded instead of answering.

"This is a gift from your grandmother."

Whispering in her ear so others couldn't hear, she poked between Philin's modest breasts.

"If I tell you now, your mother might scold me, so I'll tell you later."

Feeling ticklish, Philin lifted her clothes slightly to look inside. On her left breast was a red cross-shaped stigma symbolizing adulthood.

"Um, I mean, yes!"
"Fufu. Good girl."

After eating the prepared food and talking with everyone:

"Well then, I'll see you all again."
"Yes, Mother."

After a final embrace with Leila, Ciel gradually disappeared.

"Sigh... partings are always sad, no matter how many times you experience them."
"M-mother... please don't be sad..."

Seeing Leila looking up at the sky with a bitter expression, Philin shyly approached and hugged her.

"Ahaha, sorry, sorry. With my daughter here, I shouldn't look so sad."

Philin broke into a bright smile, apparently enjoying her mother stroking her head.

"Philin."
"Yes?"
"Sometimes hug your father too. Look, he has such a gloomy face."
"Hmm... but I like you better, Mother."
"Goodness, I wonder who she takes after to be so cute."

As Leila rubbed her cheek against Philin's:

"Well, we'll be going now."
"See you next time, Sister!"
"Sir Soleil, see you later."

Ian's family got up, gathering Piris and Aria.

"Take care on your way home."
"See you later."

Leila and Soleil saw them off.

"See you tomorrow, Sister!"
"Take care, Sister!"
"Yes, see you tomorrow."

The children smiled, promising to meet again tomorrow.

And then:

"Oh, I almost forgot."

Leila looked over with a bright smile.

"You too, see you next time."

Ch.BONUS - Author's Afterword
Hello there!
I am Lang Hyang, the author of "Saint, the Hero is Not a Vending Machine!"

...How should I put this, there's so much I want to say.
First, I'd like to express my gratitude to all the readers who have loved "Saint, the Hero is Not a Vending Machine!" and stayed with me until the end.

With the "[Epilogue] See You Again" chapter, my relatively long 199-day journey has come to an end.

Now that it's over, I can share this.
Actually, this story began with an idea that came to me while reading a work called "The Blind Saint of the Hero's Party."

What if a TS saint was devout? What if she was so devout that she walked the path of an inquisitor?

Starting with that thought, I somehow laid out a short story that could be considered a plot for a work.
As I began creating character settings one by one, before I knew it, my hand was hovering over the publish button.

As I've mentioned before.

Originally, Leila was supposed to become a cold and cruel inquisitor like Shavier from the past.
Then, while traveling with Ian who was summoned as a hero, she would gradually regain her emotions.
And finally, she was supposed to devour Soleil, who had become her adoptive father, like a dog.

If I had followed the original plot, it probably would have been a story closer to comedy for about half of it.

Anyway, although it became a somewhat—no, quite different story from what I initially planned.
Nevertheless, I was quite happy with the feeling that the characters I created seemed to move on their own.

The early content, especially the prologue part, is a bit embarrassing even for me to look at now.
The content was properly organized and the direction was set around chapter 20.

Still, to remember how I wrote when I first started.
I don't plan to remake the early parts or anything like that.

As you can see from me continuing to write in this afterword.
To be honest, I'm a bit reluctant to end it like this.

Stories like Leila and her husband being lovey-dovey while looking at her pregnant belly.
Or double dates between Ian's couple and Leila's couple.
I actually wanted to write a bit more about the children's stories too.

But I thought it's better to end when there's still some lingering attachment, rather than getting carried away and ruining it.
...There's also the very personal reason that I'm about to get much busier with work.

Hmm. Hmm.
Anyway.

The last story.
The final line of the "[Epilogue] See You Again" chapter.

"You too, see you again."

Why was it so difficult to write those words?
With each character I typed, my vision blurred, and for some reason, tears welled up.

Ah... so this is how the story ends.
And it felt like Leila was telling me, "Good job until now."

I was truly overwhelmed with emotion.

Even if the readers who have followed this story don't feel exactly the same way I do.
I hope that at Leila's final words,

You thought, "Yes, let's see each other again."

With that, I'll take my leave.

Ch.125 - [Epilogue] The Workaholic Saint
So... after the happiest wedding in the world, returning from our honeymoon.
It was after I had somewhat wrapped up my duties as a Saint and Inquisitor.

Yes, I believe it was about three months after the news of my pregnancy had spread.

Truly, I should have been the most anxious one.
But with everyone around me making such a fuss, I ended up being the calmest person instead.

Well, looking back now, they were all pleasant memories.

* *

"So, what exactly is going on here?"

After finishing my morning prayers as usual, I went to Grandfather's office to help with his work, and what I saw was...

-No Entry for the Saint.

Where did they even get that?
There was a sign posted in front of the office door.

...How does he plan to come out later?

"He says he can't focus on his work because he's constantly worried about the Saint."
"He had no choice but to take drastic measures..."

As I stood there staring at the sign with a bewildered expression, the Holy Knights guarding the office entrance explained while breaking into a cold sweat.

"Please, please, he's begging you to put down your work and rest."
"Saint, His Holiness's work is really piling up, so for our sake too, please!"

I hadn't said anything, but now the two Holy Knights were practically kneeling before me, pleading.

"I understand your concerns."
"...Saint!"
"Ah, finally!"

After patting their shoulders to reassure them that there was no need for such dramatics.
I pulled out the sign that had been firmly planted in front of the door.

-Crack.
"Here you go."
"...Pardon?"
"Huh?"

After handing them the sign I had pulled out.

-Crash.

As if I had made up my mind, I broke the doorknob that had been reinforced with multiple layers of holy barriers and entered Grandfather's office.

"L-Leila?"

Facing Grandfather, who looked surprised as if he hadn't expected me to break down the door to get in.

"...Are you really going to do this?"

I said with puffed cheeks.

"W-well, you see..."
"That's too much."

I was really just trying to help Grandfather with his work.

"No, but... for the sake of the child in your womb, you should rest..."

For his only granddaughter to offer help with his work and get this kind of response.
I think it's a bit too much.

"Even if you ask for help later, I won't help you anymore. Deal with it yourself. Hmph!"

He seems to think I have no one else to work with besides him, but he's mistaken! Mistaken!
With my cheeks still puffed, I headed to the infirmary within the Papal State, specifically to Commander Frey's office.

If paperwork is the issue, I could at least help with patient care.

"Ahem."
"Commander?"
"Please step away while I'm still asking nicely."
"B-but..."
"...Tsk."
"Eep."

But as you can see, the response I got...
Thanks to Commander Frey, who stopped what he was doing to quietly glare at me, I ended up being kicked out of the infirmary as well.

"Oh? What brings the Saint here?"

As I was walking, trying to compose my gloomy mood, I apparently arrived at the Holy Knights' training ground.
Commander Ain recognized me and waved, so I approached him.

"I thought you'd be visiting His Holiness today."
"About that..."
-Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!
"Ack! Ack! Aaack!"

I explained to the puzzled Commander Ain what had happened since this morning.

"Hmm... I see."
"Everyone's being too harsh, don't you think?"
-Thwack! Crash!
"Gaaah! Kyaaah!"

After hearing my explanation, Commander Ain put his hand on his chin with a complicated expression.
Yet with his other hand, he continued to beat the Holy Knight who was training without stopping.

Looking closely, it seems like this one might need treatment soon...

"Gulp."
"Hey, hands off."
"Eh?"
"That's mine. Where do you think you're taking him?"
"Gyaaaah!"

The moment I reached out my hand, Commander Ain quickly grabbed the Holy Knight by the collar and threw him backward.

"Ehhh..."
"Saint, let me be honest with you."
"About what?"

With one hand on the hilt of his sword stuck in the ground and the other clutching his head as if it was throbbing.
Commander Ain frowned deeply.

"Have you ever taken a vacation to rest?"

At this sudden question, I thought carefully.
Let's see... Except for when I took leave to reward Soleil, and when we went on our honeymoon...

"...I haven't?"

I've never really thought I was pushing myself too hard.
But why is he suddenly curious about that?

"Oh my, so this is the problem."
"What problem?"
"Saint, listen carefully."

Throwing away even the training sword he was holding, Commander Ain placed both hands on my shoulders.

"In early pregnancy, stability is crucial, stability above all else."
"Of course I know that."
"No. You don't understand at all. I'm saying you should do absolutely nothing and just rest."

Hmm...

"But wouldn't it be a bit strange to suddenly change my lifestyle...?"
"Argh, I really can't hit a pregnant woman..."
"Who would let you hit them anyway?"

After struggling with his thoughts for a while.

"This won't do. Saint."

He finally spoke to me again.

"I, Ain, shall teach you the art of slacking off!"
"...I'll pass."

He's trying to teach me something strange again.
Feeling like I might get caught up in something troublesome if I stayed, I decided to leave.

"Saint? Where are you going? Saint?"

Of course, I could still hear him calling after me.

"Hello? Can't you hear me? Saint?"

I'll just ignore...

"Hey, washboard... Gack!"
-Thwack!

After kicking Commander Ain in the groin for his snide remark, I glared at him as he collapsed and spoke.

"You really have no filter, do you? Honestly."
"Ugh, so you could hear me... That's cruel."

And so, after being stomped on a few more times, the now quiet Commander was left behind as I made my way back to the garden, grumbling.

"At least I'm better than a washboard now."

I've gotten a bit... fuller since becoming pregnant, right?
Yes. I must have grown. Definitely.

Since I couldn't wear the tight Saint's robes while pregnant, I tapped the front of the loose white priest's robe I wore instead.
It feels a bit softer, so I must have grown.

-Ahem.

...For some reason, I thought I heard my mother clearing her throat.
I'll just assume it was my imagination.

"Leila, there you are. I've been looking all over for you."
"Ah, Soleil."

As I was wandering around the Papal State, Soleil approached from a distance, waving his hand.

-Smooch.
"Hehehe."
"What's got you so busy this morning? You need to be careful, especially now that you're not alone."
"Well..."

As my lovely husband kissed my cheek as soon as he reached my side.
Thinking that Soleil would surely understand, I nestled into his arms like a spoiled child and complained.

"You know, Grandfather..."
"I see. That happened."

Soleil listened to me seriously while gently stroking my hair with a soft smile.
Hehe, my darling really is the best.

"And then, Commander Frey and Commander Ain also..."
"Haha."

After hearing my story to the end, Soleil.

-Smooch.

Kissed my forehead.
Then he picked me up in a princess carry.

"Really. You're such a workaholic."
"...What?"
"From now on, you're only going out with me."

Oh, his eyes aren't smiling.

"You need to think about the baby."
"But I think I'm fine."

I feel more anxious if I don't keep moving like this.

"Besides, you always work like that too..."
"At least I know when to rest and take vacations."

Did you... really?

"Anyway, let's start by learning how to rest properly."
"Hmm, that's difficult."

To think I've lived so long only to now have to learn how to rest.
It's a strange feeling.

The place Soleil took me while carrying me in his arms was.

"...Oh?"
"The best place to rest is at home."

It used to be my room, but after expansion work, it's now.
Our room that Soleil and I share.

Soleil gently sat me down on the sofa.

"Now, shall we start with a massage?"
"A massage?"
"Yes. I heard that a scalp massage is great for relieving stress and fatigue."

The Hero said so.
He added, winking at me.

"Is that okay?"
"Hehe, yes please."

His gesture was cute, so I smiled and agreed.
Soleil quietly stood behind me.

But there's something in his hand?
Several wires extending from a small handle, with round shapes at the ends... It's an object I've never seen before.

Well, it's just a scalp massage, what could go wrong?

-Slide.

Immediately, a strange sensation starting from the crown of my head.

"Ohyaaah...♡"

...

W-wait a minute.
What is this...!

"The Hero gave me this prototype he made using knowledge from his world. He called it a scalp massager."

I had noticed that Ian had been tinkering with various things lately, saying he couldn't just sit around doing nothing.

"Haauuh."

An indescribable, strange sensation made embarrassing sounds escape from my mouth.
I tried to reach out to stop Soleil, but...

"Oh, there too?"
-Slide.
"Hyaah...!"

Perhaps misunderstanding my gesture as a request to massage another area.
The massager applied new stimulation from a different direction just as I was getting used to it.

"Huaaah♡"
-Slide, slide.

In the end, all I could do was fold my hands demurely and pray for this time to end, so that Soleil wouldn't misunderstand further.



"Haauuh..."
"Was it that good?"

I apologize for letting my guard down, thinking it was just a scalp massage...
Even between spouses, showing such an undignified face first thing in the morning is embarrassing.

"I'm going to kill him."
"...Suddenly? Who?"

Seeing Ian's face in my mind, smiling mischievously with the massager in one hand and a thumbs up with the other, I made that resolution.

"By the way, when I tried it on myself, it just felt refreshing."

Soleil shook his head and started massaging his own head with the device.
Watching him, I felt a bit mischievous that only I had been embarrassed.
That's normal, right?

"Pfft."

As I pouted while watching him.
Soleil caught my eye and burst into laughter.

"Come here."
"Hmph."

When he smiled gently and opened his arms, I almost got up to embrace him without thinking.
But I exercised superhuman patience and turned my head away.

And then...

"Why are you sulking over something like that?"

He approached me as I sat on the sofa, gently caressed my belly, and pressed his forehead against mine.
Haah, he's so handsome no matter when I look at him.

-Smooch.

"You're not really angry, are you?"
"...Of course not."

As he smiled softly and kissed me lightly.
I put my arms around his neck, leaned into him, and kissed him once more.

-Smooch.

This time, a little more deeply.

After that... well, things went quite differently from the original intention.
Anyway, it was a wonderful day filled with love.

Ch.126 - [Epilogue] A Small Yet Enormous Miracle
Having lived two lives—a past life and a present one—I've experienced many things.
But when I was carrying Philin, truly every day was a continuous series of unfamiliar and surprising moments.

* *

"Hmm-hmm♪"

By now, I've become quite accustomed to this relaxing lifestyle of doing nothing.
I was sitting in a rocking chair set up in the garden, enjoying the afternoon sunlight while caressing my now visibly swollen belly.

"You seem to be in a good mood."
"Of course. It's a special day with visitors coming."

Soleil approached with a teapot, smiling gently as he covered me with the blanket he had brought along.
...I told him I was fine, but he's so overprotective.

"Thank you."
"The cold winds are starting to blow, so we need to be careful."

Still, I could feel his love for me so strongly that instead of answering, I hugged the blanket closer.

"Leila."
"Yes?"

After pouring steaming tea into the cup,
Soleil came behind me and embraced me, placing his hands on my belly.

"Thank you, always."
"For what? I'm the one who should be thankful."

After all, I'm experiencing all kinds of happiness I never even dreamed of, thanks to you.
Besides, I know what kind of life I would have led if you hadn't been there.

-Twitch.

As we smiled at each other, I felt a slight vibration from inside my belly.
The baby seems to have inherited my strength and is already quite active, sometimes startling me with movements.

"Hehe, the little one wants to join in."
"Haha."

For our child in the womb who never fails to make its presence known each day:

"May you always be healthy like now."
"May tomorrow be as peaceful as today."

Soleil and I prayed together.

After finishing our brief prayer that had become part of our daily routine,
I looked up at the familiar reddish-brown curly hair approaching from the distance.

"Perfect timing."
"Indeed."

Taking a sip of the still-warm tea, I waved at Milia while simultaneously warning her:

"Walk slowly. You might fall."
"Sisssster! Uwaaah!"
"Oh dear."
"Stay seated. I'll treat her."
"Thank you."

Just as I expected.
The moment our eyes met, Milia, who had been running while waving her hands excitedly, ended up falling spectacularly, making me press my hand to my forehead.

"That's why I told you to walk slowly."
"Ehehe... but it's been so long since I've seen your face, sis. Ah, thank you."
"Don't mention it. Well then, enjoy your conversation."
"Soleil."

After Soleil treated Milia's scraped forehead and wiped away the blood, I called him over and gave him a light kiss.
He originally had other business but had insisted on waiting until Milia arrived.

-Smooch.
"See you later."
"I'll be back soon, and if anything happens, call me right away."
"What could possibly happen with Milia here? Hehe."
"Just trust me!"

And so, after repeatedly looking back with every step he took, Soleil finally managed to leave the garden.

"You and Lord Soleil are always so lovey-dovey whenever I see you."
"We still have a long way to go."

Perhaps because of the feelings that have built up over more than a decade, we're always passionate.

"By the way, how are Ian and Shavi these days?"

I asked because I heard that after they started creating various things using knowledge from Earth,
they recently left for the Dwarf Kingdom.

"Ah, about that..."

Milia's expression suddenly turned gloomy.

"Sigh."

With her lips pouting and a face full of complaints, she grumbled:

"He's been completely obsessed with tinkering with metal lately, to the point where we barely see his face until Shavi sis beats some sense into him."
"Oh my."
"Something about a suit... or whatever? Anyway, he's making some weird thing, and Shavi sis and I have been completely sidelined!"

From what I gather, it seems a half-joking idea sparked the challenging spirit of the dwarf craftsmen.
I must say, an iron suit... that does sound intriguing.

"Honestly, what's so great about shooting fire magic from your palms? Men..."

...To be honest, if I weren't pregnant, I'd be rushing over to see it myself out of curiosity.
But if I said that, Milia would get upset, wouldn't she?

"Ahaha. Well, he's been working hard all this time. Let's allow him to enjoy his hobbies for a while."
"I understand, but..."

Seeing her face on the verge of tears from loneliness, I realized I'd just be listening to her complaints if I didn't change the subject.
Let's shift the topic a bit.

"Hehe. Would you like to come closer?"
"Yes."

As Milia approached, I stroked her head and gently tapped my belly.

"Here, feel this."
"Wow..."

Milia looked puzzled but obediently followed my instruction.

"It's grown a lot, hasn't it?"

She nodded with a dazed expression, fascinated by the movement she felt from within my womb.
After waiting a moment, I felt the baby move vigorously again.

"Wow!"

She was startled but looked at my belly with an excited face, which was so adorable that:

"Pfft."

I couldn't help but laugh.

"W-wow... it moved!"
"It's become quite active recently."

Judging by how strong the movements are, I often wonder if it's a boy.
But it's too early to tell for sure.

"It's only been six months, but it's already this active. I wonder how much more energetic it will become later."
"It's amazing."
"Isn't it?"

I find it amazing too.
The fact that I'm carrying life within me.

"I'm so amazed and happy that I sometimes spend all day just caressing my belly."
"...Will I feel that way too when I have a child?"
"Hehe."

After stroking Milia's head once more as she wistfully touched her own belly:

"Of course."

I smiled, meeting her eyes.

"But if you and Shavi get pregnant at the same time, Ian will have a hard time. Make sure to plan well, okay?"
"Ehehe. I will."

We were so engrossed in conversation that we didn't even notice the tea getting cold.

"Leila!"

As the sky began to darken, Soleil came running, calling my name.

"You didn't need to rush back."
"Ahaha, I guess he just missed you that much, sis."

As I was scratching my head in embarrassment,
Soleil placed something he was holding onto the tea table and approached me.

"Good work, dear."
"Sorry for making you wait."
"I wasn't waiting. I was having a pleasant conversation with Milia."
"Thank you for looking after Leila, Miss Milia."
"Come on, you know we don't need such formalities between us."

Milia waved her hands dismissively at Soleil, then stretched regretfully as she stood up.

"Mmm... it's already this late."
"Are you leaving?"
"Yes. Shavi sis said she'd bring Ian home today, for once."
"Hehe. Give them my regards."
"Of course!"
"Take care on your way back."
"Hehe. Make sure to take good care of sis!"

After watching Milia leave with a somewhat yearning expression, I spoke:

"...Ian is going to be in big trouble today."
"Hmm? Did something happen?"

As Soleil supported me, suggesting we return to our room because the evening breeze was getting cold,
I told him about the conversation I'd just had with Milia.

"Oh, my... Goddess..."

Soleil made the sign of the cross with the hand holding something, sighing deeply.

"By the way, what's that?"
"Ah, I went out and they happened to be selling these."

As he slightly unwrapped the package, I saw:

"Oh."

Various types of slime jellies.

"You've been having a hard time with morning sickness for a while."
"Ehehe. You really are the best."

When he said he thought they would make a good dessert after dinner,
I stopped in my tracks and clung to his waist.

"I love you."
"I love you too."

And so time flowed endlessly,
until one winter day.

"Haa, haa."

On a day when white snow was falling heavily,
I was able to witness a small but the greatest miracle in the world.

"Waaah—!"
"Congratulations, Holy Maiden. She's a beautiful daughter who looks just like both of you."

Holding the tiny baby who stopped crying as soon as she came into my arms,
I whispered to her with a beaming smile despite my exhaustion:

"...Yes. I'm your mother."

Wrapping my hand around her tiny one reaching for my cheek,
Just as we had decided long ago:

"Thank you for being born, Philin."

The name of the child who had just entered the world.
The name of my precious daughter, the only one in this world connected to me by blood.

"You did well, Leila."
"Thank you for being by my side."

Soleil, who had held my hand throughout my pain, wiped the tears streaming down my cheeks and kissed my forehead.

"Don't worry and get some rest. I'll take care of Philin."

As Soleil patted my back, telling me I'd done well, and

-Leila. It's alright, rest well.

With my mother's voice enveloping me like a warm breeze,
Savoring the warmth of Philin, whose mere presence filled my heart with warmth,

May only blessings fill this child's future.

I prayed.

Ch.127 - [Epilogue] The Saint's Child-Rearing Journal
...Raising a child, it's really tough.
Looking back now, I think fighting the Demon Lord back then was much easier.

* *

I forced my tired body to get up after waking several times before dawn to comfort the crying Philin.

"You're going to wear out Philin's face at this rate."

Once again, I could see Soleil staring blankly at Philin early in the morning.

-Smooch.
"Ah, you worked hard."
"It was nothing."

When I spoke with a smile, she seemed to notice I was awake and came over to kiss my forehead.

"Waaah!"
"Perfect timing."

As Soleil and I were making eye contact, we heard Philin's whimpering voice.
It seems she's hungry.

"Hehe, I wonder who she takes after with such a good appetite."

While Soleil approached Philin, I unbuttoned my nightgown.

"Thank you."
"Don't mention it."

I took Philin from Soleil and held her in my arms.
Ever since giving birth to Philin, I've always felt that this time is the most difficult.
Mostly in the mental aspect.

"Philin. Make sure you grow taller than your mother."

After somehow getting her to latch on, Philin started nursing as if she was now used to it.
Watching her reminds me of when she first nursed... how she refused as if wondering if she really had to do this.

People say breasts get bigger during pregnancy, but how is it possible that only milk comes out without any change in size...

As I was carefully stroking Philin's back while nursing her,
I felt an intense gaze from beside me.

"...Do you want some too?"

When I turned my head, I saw Soleil looking at Philin with an envious face.
Instead of answering my question, she nodded.

"Honestly, what's so good about these small breasts?"
"As I've said many times, there are people in this world who like that sort of thing."
"You're just bragging. Really."

Her serious expression was quite amusing, so I decided to give her a reward.

"After Philin falls asleep."

When I said this with a smile, her face brightened up.
Not long after, Philin detached from my breast.

"Are you done?"
"Mmm."

Watching Philin who even made a cute burping sound as if to say she ate well.

"Oh my, she's just too adorable."

I changed my position so as not to wake Philin who was starting to doze off.
Sitting with my back against the bed, I beckoned, and Soleil approached carefully.

"Be careful not to wake Philin."
"Don't worry."

These days, my mornings begin with nursing these two children.
After feeding both Philin and Soleil, I change clothes and have a light meal.

"Yaaawn..."
"Are you very tired?"
"Ahaha, a little."

It's become my daily routine to doze off while holding Philin in Soleil's arms as she watches over me with a worried face.

"It's okay. It means Philin truly thinks of me as her mother."
"Still."

It seems she won't calm down unless she's in my arms.
She was a child who would whimper even in the arms of Sister Teresa, other nuns, and even Soleil.

Thanks to that, most of my living space has become the bed since giving birth to Philin.
I suppose we'll spend more time in the garden once it gets a bit warmer.

"...How about recording her as the person who exhausted two Masters at the youngest age ever?"

I voiced a thought that suddenly came to mind while stroking the cheek of Philin, who was sleeping with an angelic face.

"Haha. That's funny."
"Isn't it?"

Sometimes we make silly jokes like this.

"Waaah!"
"Why is she crying now?"
"...I have no idea."

Sometimes we put our heads together to figure out unfamiliar situations.
Time really flies by like an arrow.

"Baa!"
"Oh, does she recognize us now?"
"Hello, Philin!"
"Wow, she's grown so much already."

It was a spring day when the weather was starting to get warm.

"Have all three of you been well?"
"We're always doing fine."
"For someone who says that, Millia and Shavi have been complaining a lot?"
"That's... haha."

I heard he was deeply immersed in creating something with the craftsmen in the Dwarf Kingdom.
I gave Ian a sidelong glance as he scratched his head in embarrassment.

"I understand there are many fascinating and interesting things, but please do it in moderation."
"I'll be more considerate."

As I was lecturing Ian, Soleil approached with tea, patted my shoulder, and spoke.

"Now, now. Don't torment him too much. Hero, would you like some tea?"
"Thank you."

I chuckled at the sight of her rescuing Ian like some male comrade.

"W-Wow!"
"Ooh."

Exclamations came from Philin's direction.

"Mmm."
"Sister! Ph-Philin...!"
"She rolled over!"
"Pfft."

I wondered what happened.
It seems they saw Philin rolling over from her lying position.

"She's been doing this for a few days now."
"Aww!"

I picked up Philin who had rolled onto her stomach and was waving her hands at me in recognition.
I boasted to Millia and Shavi, who were looking at Philin and me with sparkling eyes.

"How is she? Cute, right?"
"Yes!"
"Whoa, I'm jealous."

Then, Shavi spoke with an unusually regretful tone.

"Oh? Did something happen?"
"Well, that's..."
"I'll tell you!"

Millia proudly exclaimed, stopping Shavi who was about to say something.

"I'm going to be a mother too!"
"Oh, really?"
"Yes. That's right."
"I put in some effort."

Ian chimed in, hugging Millia from behind as she stood up and proudly announced.

"Congratulations."
"Congratulations to all of you."

From what I heard, it seems Millia became pregnant recently.
Unfortunately, Shavi decided to wait until next year because of this.

Anyway, they came today to share this news.

"Well, I'll come again next time."
"Philin, see you next time!"
"See you later. Leila, Sir Soleil."
"See you later."
"Take care on your way back."
"Come on, Philin, say goodbye?"
"Uh!"

After spending time together, I carefully waved Philin's hand to the three people as they left.

"Philin, shall we go to sleep now?"
"Aung."
"Hehe."
"I always think this, but our daughter seems very smart."
"Of course. Whose daughter is she?"

She doesn't fuss much, doesn't cry in my arms,
and even acts as if she understands what we're saying already.

It's not just because she's our daughter, really.

"Keep growing up just like this."

Then one day.

"Huh?"
"What's wrong?"
"...Philin's eyes."

As I approached to comfort the crying Philin as usual, I witnessed an unbelievable sight.

"This is."
"That's... right?"

Pupils slit vertically like those of a snake or reptile.

"It seems the dragon's blood has mixed in."

Captain Frey, whom we urgently called for cross-verification, shared the same opinion as me.

"As Your Holiness has already seen enough, there's no harm to her body, so there's no need to worry."
"If anything, she's too robust, which is concerning."
"You understand well."

Since her eyes only change when she cries, I think it might be related to emotional changes.
After completing the examination with Captain Frey to check for any other abnormalities.

"Phew, at least there don't seem to be any other issues."
"Indeed. Well then, I'll take my leave."
"Thank you for your hard work."
"Thank you for your assistance."

I poked Philin's cheek while breathing a sigh of relief.

"Really, you gave me quite a scare."
"Kyaaa!"

Philin laughed gleefully as if finding it amusing.
Seeing that, a smile naturally formed on my lips.

"Hoo, heh."

As I was lying on the bed watching Philin together with Soleil,
Philin sniffled as if her nose was itchy.

"Is the wind a bit cold?"
"It seems so."

While Soleil went to close the slightly open window.

"Achoo!"

Philin sneezed cutely and.

-Whoosh!
"Whoa!?"
"What happened!?"

A small flame shot from Philin's mouth along with the sneeze.
I jumped up in surprise at the sudden situation, and Philin blinked her eyes as if startled as well.

"It's okay, our daughter."
"Kyaa!"

Worried that Philin might get too frightened, I tried to appear as calm as possible while examining her body.
Judging by her beaming smile, she doesn't seem to be hurt.

...Honestly, I don't think I've ever been this surprised in my life.

"Phew, I feel like I aged ten years in an instant..."
"What happened all of a sudden?"

As I was calming my startled heart,
Soleil approached with an equally surprised expression.

"Well..."

After I explained what had just happened to Soleil, she looked at Philin with an incredulous face.

"Hmm. Are you both unharmed?"
"Fortunately, yes."

I was worried that she might have hurt her throat from breathing fire,
but thankfully, there was nothing wrong with Philin's body.

"We'll need to put away anything flammable for a while."

I should probably ask Millia to cast flame resistance magic on everything in the room.

"I hope I won't start breathing fire too..."
"Come on, that's impossible."

Fortunately, I haven't experienced fire coming out of my mouth or anything like that since then.
But really, how surprised I was.

Anyway, after various incidents and accidents,
before we knew it, ten months had passed since Philin was born.

"Hmm♩ Hmm♪"
"Kyaa, kyaa!"

It was when I was humming a tune with Philin in my arms.

"Isn't it tiring? Should I hold her instead?"
"Hehe, not at all."

I looked at Philin while feeling Soleil's hand placing a blanket over my shoulders.

"Ma, umma..."
"It seems she has a lot she wants to say these days."
"Indeed."
"Come on, try to say it. Mama."
"Uh, maa?"

As Philin seemed to be trying to make various sounds, perhaps her mouth was getting itchy,
I said it half-jokingly without much expectation.

"Ma. Ma."
"Uh, ah."
"Ahaha, you're doing well."
"Umma."

With her eyes fixed on mine and smiling brightly, she mumbled as if trying to repeat what I said.

"Ummah."

After several attempts, she succeeded in saying something similar.
And then Philin opened her mouth once more.

"Mama!"

Though the pronunciation was quite clumsy,
it was clearly "mama."

The moment I recognized that word, my heart swelled with an indescribable emotion.

"...Yes. That's right. I'm mama, Philin."

I think I spent quite a while crying my eyes out while hugging Philin.

It was truly a warm winter.
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