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I was reincarnated into the world of the game [Aria Chronicle] .

The series is famous for its numerous love interests, and I wanted to see the protagonists' sweet pure love.

But of all times, I ended up reincarnating 300 years before the original story.



※The cover was created using Novel AI.


Ch.186 - The Butterfly's Journey (11)
Joshua opened her eyes in a silence that felt suffocating.

A brightly illuminated world.
It was impossible to tell where the light was coming from, as it allowed not even a single shadow to exist.

The floor rippled like a thin film of water, and only her own shadow beneath her feet split into layers, overlapping as if copying itself.

*I was definitely talking with Dia, and then—*

Joshua recalled the situation before she fainted and looked around.

No sign of Leo or Dia.
Only solitude remained, as if she had been left here alone.

The sound of her pounding heart made her skin crawl, as if it were trapped within glass walls.

Tap, tap, tap.

Then, footsteps pierced through the solitude.

"Have you regained consciousness?"

A familiar voice struck her ears.
Joshua raised her head, following the silhouette.
She squinted, examining the figure whose outline wavered faintly, reflected in the light.

"Leo...?"
"Yes, Joshua. It's me."

Leo appeared through the halo of light, offering a gentle smile.

Only then did Joshua open her eyes wide.
His gaze, his lips, even his habits when smiling... it was definitely Leo.

It should definitely be Leo...
Yet somehow, an inexplicable sense of discomfort made Joshua tense.

"Where's Dia?"
"She took a hit while you were unconscious. Even for a Witch, it will take time for her to reveal herself again."
"...I see."

Joshua nodded, briefly glancing at the Holy Sword positioned at Leo's waist amid his neat appearance.

She recalled her mother's words that Dia's power might be similar to her mother's level, but Leo's power was the natural enemy of witches.

"I'm sorry, Leo. It's because of me. I made a mistake. I shouldn't have spoken that way..."

Her confidence that they could resolve things through dialogue had perhaps become poison.

Joshua hung her head, realizing that they had ultimately reached a situation where conflict was unavoidable.

"No need to apologize to me. First, shouldn't we get out of here? This place is too dangerous."

Leo bent one knee to meet Joshua's eyes and gently offered his hand.

Just as Leo said, a kaleidoscope of lights adorned the ceiling, lurking like fierce beasts.

It was a situation where danger could strike at any moment.

"Getting out of here..."
"Don't worry. An angel will guide our way."

Leo grabbed Joshua's hand as if snatching it and led the way with a smooth smile.

Like someone familiar with this path... he moved without hesitation through the brilliant, labyrinthine light.

"By the way, Joshua."

Leo slowed his pace and looked at her.

"About Dia... somehow you seem to know quite a bit about her. Did Estelle tell you something?"

Joshua hesitated, her lips trembling before answering.

She had given the same answer when asked where Dia was before entering this place.

A fairy tale she had read in her mother's study.
The third story featuring Dia.

The time Dia spent with K'challa before becoming a Witch.
Somehow, the memories she had seen in her dream while unconscious were reflected in Leo's eyes.

"That's..."

Joshua hesitated to answer, but then seemed to make up her mind and steadily met his gaze.

"I told you before coming here, didn't I? That the fairy tale I read in my mother's study resembled our current situation too closely. And that book also contained information about Dia."
"Is that so."

Leo's smile thinned for a moment.

"What was written in the book?"
"Would you believe me if I said everything? Not just the past, but perhaps... even the future."
"Even the future..."

Leo's smile completely disappeared at the mention of the future, but Joshua gripped his hand more firmly in response.

"Dia's story... it made me close the book several times when I was reading the fairy tale."
"You mean it was pitiful?"
"Not pitiful. Just... how should I put it? Whenever I read Dia's story, my heart felt heavy."

Joshua took a deep breath and lowered her gaze.
With each closing of the book, it was as if she indirectly experienced the weight of the curse Dia carried.

It was emptiness itself, beyond loneliness, isolation, and frustration.

"You see, Dia..."

Joshua began to calmly recount Dia's past that she had read when she was twelve, things she had momentarily forgotten.

From when she was a doppelganger living in a mine, to meeting K'challa and gaining a name and emotions... through countless wars until becoming a Witch.

Leo simply listened to Joshua's story in silence.

"After becoming a Witch, Dia set out to find K'challa. But she couldn't find him anywhere."
"Perhaps he abandoned her?"
"That wasn't it."

Not in the desert, K'challa's homeland.
Not even in the Forest of Elves.
Nowhere.

Even after obtaining the appearance of the Elf Queen Glacia, Dia couldn't find K'challa anywhere, as if her tragedy was just beginning.

"Because... K'challa had already passed away."

Leo's eyes flickered.

"How empty."

His voice contained a cold, suppressed emotion.

*

At the end of Dia's journey stood a small, humble stone grave.

*K'challa, why...? You definitely!*

Hadn't he chosen the Elf Princess and abandoned the doppelganger who only knew how to imitate others?

Then why?

K'challa's grave stood barren without even a single blade of grass, exuding a grim curse.

Dia collapsed before the grave and wept for a long time. Even if he had abandoned her and chosen the Elf Queen, she never wanted to see this kind of ending.

Her desire to become beautiful.
Becoming Glacia's image.
Even the reason Dia was alive.

All of those things lost their meaning.

Crack...

The sound of something breaking deep within Dia's heart echoed.

*Oh my. It seems K'challa is dead? What a shame. He abandoned the doppelganger for an elf, and this is how he ended up?*

The Witch of the South End smiled cruelly, as if rejoicing at the sound.

*Why did K'challa die? He clearly abandoned me for the Elf Princess!?*

The image of Glacia and K'challa in the forest that day had been such a beautiful pair. Surely that was the case... Dia couldn't accept why K'challa had died.

*Who knows? Elves pretend to love peace, but they're a self-centered bunch who only care about themselves. They might have had no reason to keep K'challa, who was no different from a beast, alive. Or perhaps, she didn't enjoy their first night together?*
*...!?*

Every word she spoke trampled Dia's heart.

*Hehe. Poor doppelganger, Dia. Do you want to meet K'challa again? Then become the most beautiful in this world.*
*What do you...*
*Take, seize, and indulge in everything you find beautiful.*

The Witch of the South End circled around Dia. With each turn, her pitch-black twin braids dragged on the ground, leaving traces of a curse.

*When you become the most beautiful in this world, your wish will come true.*

The whispers of Hecate, the Witch of the South End, stimulated Dia's heart.

A curse sweet enough to become the driving force for Dia, who had no reason to live anymore.

If she could reunite with K'challa, Dia would stop at nothing to become beautiful, even if it meant turning the world into hell.

After all, a world without K'challa was already hell for Dia. That's why she wanted to escape this hell as soon as possible.

*

"Doesn't Joshua already know everything about Dia? Is there really a need to risk danger by talking to her?"
"Yes, there is."

Joshua answered Leo's question firmly.

"Even if the truth is written in the book, her true feelings weren't recorded."

Joshua's voice didn't waver.

"After that, the book only told me about her actions. Cursing the World Tree, trampling on the Siren's love... But I couldn't know what was in Dia's heart during those moments."

Then she looked straight into Leo's eyes.

"There's no guarantee. I'm not even hoping for change. I just... want to hear directly from her. Whatever it may be."

After taking a breath, Joshua squeezed his hand more firmly.

"So, let's talk."

Sweat formed on Joshua's palm, but she gripped his hand even more tightly.
Despite her heart racing with fear all the way to her throat, she absolutely didn't want to let go of his hand.

"......"

In the silence, Leo's face momentarily distorted in a subtle way.

The warmth she was holding rippled and then scattered into dust with the light.

Leo's smile and his gaze vanished without a trace.

"You, when did you notice?"

Leo's appearance distorted like foam, peeling away layer by layer, and a voice both familiar yet completely different brushed past her ear.

"My ability shouldn't be detectable by anyone."

Dia looked down at Joshua with cold eyes.

"From the beginning... would you believe that?"

Thinking about it, something had been off from the start.

The sense of discomfort that had followed her since she opened her eyes.
The unfamiliar coldness permeating every word.
Even the cold smile that Leo would never make.

As if revealing the fact "I am Dia" subtly... all those things had been leading to a single answer.

Ch.187 - The Butterfly's Journey (12)
"This is absurd. Do you truly, sincerely wish to speak with me?"

Daia easily shook off their joined hands and circled around Joshua, examining her from head to toe.

Each time her long, slender fingers brushed against Joshua's shoulder, back, and collarbone, a chill ran through her, but Joshua didn't show it.

"You want to talk with me too, Daia."
"Me? Whatever for?"
"Otherwise... you wouldn't have any reason to appear as Leo and speak to me. I know that... you hate taking the form of others."

Joshua knew from books that Daia had never once used her doppelganger powers since becoming a Witch.

The Elf Queen Glacia's appearance was the form of beauty Daia considered most ideal, and changing into someone else's appearance was tantamount to denying her own beauty.

Yet she had approached as Leo... Joshua thought there must be a reason for it.

"It seems you don't know everything just because my past is in some book."

A sneer crossed Daia's lips.

"Half right, half wrong. That only applies to women. I dislike taking the form of women because their beauty becomes a comparison to my own, but I have no such concerns with men's faces."
"......"
"And the reason I specifically approached you in the form of an angel was... I wanted to confirm one last time how you discovered my past."
"...I would have talked to you anyway. I told you, didn't I? I came to have a conversation."

Whether it was stubbornness or confidence...

Daia squinted one eye at Joshua's brazen demeanor. She felt an unsettling sense of déjà vu.

...Right.
Was it a hundred years ago?

The young Witch Estelle had approached her fearlessly while she was collecting beauty, just like this.

'Hey, lady! Want to be friends with me?'
'You're quite fearless for a little Witch. Friends? If you want to play house, find another Witch. And lady? Are you looking to die?'
'I came because I want to be friends with you. If you become my friend, I won't call you lady anymore. How about it? Give and take! You like deals, right?'

Though they looked nothing alike... that shameless, stubborn persistence was exactly like Estelle's.

"Make a deal with me."

Just like now.

"A deal? Hasn't our deal already ended?"
"You like deals, Daia. Please talk with me. In exchange..."
"The only things I covet from you are that hairpin and the angel."

Daia lightly stirred the air with her fingertips. Her calm gaze suggested those two things were mere trivial toys.

"I could take them by force if I wanted."

A shadow fell over Joshua's head. Daia leaned down and whispered in her ear, her words coming across as threatening.

"But why should I make a deal?"

The corners of her mouth slowly curved upward. It was a sneer that sounded like both a joke and a firm rejection.

"You could only use Estelle's name once. Did you think your mother would shield you forever?"

The light patterns adorning the ceiling began to writhe and swirl fiercely, as if trying to devour Joshua.

Cold sweat trickled down Joshua's cheeks.

Gulp.
The sound of her swallowing seemed unbearably loud.

Her legs trembled under the overwhelming pressure. She felt like she might collapse at any moment if she let her guard down.

But instinctively, she knew that showing weakness here would mean the light patterns on the ceiling would descend and make her disappear without a trace in an instant.

"I'll tell you why K'challa banished you... the truth of that day."
"...What?"

The story of Daia's past as written in the storybook.
It was as if someone had observed Daia... no, this world from afar, illuminating even the aspects hidden in darkness.

"You're really determined to die, aren't you?"

As Daia's expression contorted and she reached out her hand, the mass of light fell toward Joshua all at once. True to her title as the Witch of Beauty, even her attack showered Joshua with brilliant colors.

An attack impossible to block or dodge.
All Joshua could do was—

"K'challa was in love with you...! He didn't abandon you because he hated you or loved the Elf Queen!"

—shout the truth.

All Joshua could do to prepare for the coming pain was to squeeze her eyes shut.

"......"

Silence.
Stillness.
And nothing happened.

"Haa, haa... ugh..."

Ragged breathing broke the silence.
Joshua opened her squinted eyes to assess the situation.

Her gaze traveled up the outstretched palm that seemed about to strike her cheek.

The dress adorned with brilliant jewels remained perfectly still, and as her gaze traveled up the neckline, she found Daia's face frozen in place.

However, she was clutching her chest with her other hand, exhaling painful breaths.

"K'challa...?"

Cracks appeared in Daia's frozen face. Emotions Joshua couldn't define mixed on Daia's face, creating a strange sadness.

She slowly withdrew her hand.
Then she looked down at Joshua as if telling her to continue.

Joshua didn't want to miss this opportunity... which might be her last.


***


K'challa walked alone through the Forest of Elves, where the smell of blood from the battlefield just hours ago had not yet dried, as he received the dawning sunlight.

Though the scent of elves and their presence beyond the undergrowth tickled his nose, K'challa continued forward without stopping.

Finally, at the edge of the forest, he encountered an elf whose beauty seemed almost otherworldly.

The woman who had blocked K'challa's destiny to conquer the southern continent.

The Elf Queen, Glacia.

'So you really came alone.'

She spoke with a gentle smile, but K'challa merely glared at her with his rugged face furrowed.

After a moment of silence, Glacia shrugged and shook her head.

'If you had just handed over that doppelganger, I would have spared your life. Why have you willingly stepped into death's doorway?'
'Not a doppelganger, but Daia. She was merely caught up in my destiny.'
'But for someone who was "caught up," she's caused enough bloodshed to fill rivers. She defied the laws of nature and brought chaos. Originally, your Jackal tribe was destined never to leave the desert.'

K'challa's gaze sharpened at Glacia's explanation.

'You understand what I'm asking for, don't you?'

Glacia's intention was clear.
She wanted Daia's life.

'Daia is gone now.'

But K'challa's decision remained unchanged.

'You say she brought chaos and defied the laws of nature?'

K'challa recalled when he first met Daia.

A gem mine he discovered while wandering the southern continent to prepare for war. Inside was a formless child.

At first, he thought it was a monster native to the southern continent, as the region was home to many different species.

['Who are you?'
'Name...? I don't have one.']

A blank canvas.
He felt more compassion for her formless heart than her formless appearance.

Perhaps that's why he left her alone, even when she bothered him as he mined.

She seemed like such an innocent child, listening to his stories with curiosity or awkwardly trying to imitate characters from his tales.

['Um... how does this face look? Is it ugly? Or... is it okay?']

And when Daia, now able to perfectly mimic others, appeared with a mixture of shyness and confidence—

['Beautiful.']

It was the first and last time he had uttered such admiration.
And it wasn't just about her appearance.
Though her form had changed, he knew her heart was still entirely focused on him.

['Come with me.']

At the same time, a seed of corruption sprouted in K'challa's heart. With Daia's abilities... couldn't they easily win the war?

'Daia merely followed my orders.'

It was K'challa himself who had broken the laws of nature and brought chaos to the world.

If someone had to die for that reason, it should be him, not Daia.

'Why are you willing to risk your life to protect her? Have you fallen for a formless doppelganger?'
'Fallen, you say.'

It was a word he had never considered before.
Only then did he realize.
That at some point, he had indeed fallen for Daia.

Was it when she single-handedly infiltrated and conquered an impregnable fortress?
Or when she appeared in the form of a beautiful woman?

Or perhaps it was from the moment he saw how happy she was when she first received her name.

'You're right. I have no interest in elves like you with only outward beauty. Though she may be formless, I prefer a woman who shines only for me... like a diamond.'

K'challa smiled with relief, as if setting down a long-carried burden.

'Come, my final destiny. Thanks to her, I was able to reach further than my fate intended. If I die in her place... that is what I wish.'
'......'

The man's expression was resolute as he spread his arms and closed his eyes.
Truly, as if he had no regrets if he were to die now.

'If that is your wish....'

Glacia's spirits stirred the wind, and each gust felt like the edge of a sharp blade against his skin.

But that was all.
The wind disappeared as a gentle breeze without leaving even a small scratch on K'challa's body.

'Why don't you kill me?'
'Elves are beings who maintain the laws of nature. And love is also one of nature's laws.'

Glacia simply smiled and turned away.

'I, Elf Princess Glacia, declare here that K'challa and the doppelganger... no, Daia, who disrupted the order of the southern continent, have died here.'

With that declaration, the presence and scent of elves that had filled the forest vanished in an instant.

'The spirits told me. You spoke quite harshly to her, didn't they? K'challa. Return to the one who needs you.'

K'challa stood frozen in place.
Though he tried to steady his breathing, his throat felt blocked, and when he tried to move, his legs wouldn't respond.

He had been prepared to face death, but what came to him was a miracle.

He could only stare blankly at Glacia's retreating figure as she disappeared, leaving him behind.

'Someone who... needs me.'

Returning to the remaining Jackal tribe was never an option.
A destiny more intense than his own fate awaited him.

The formless woman.
Daia.

He wanted to see her right now.

At that moment, vitality slowly seeped back into his frozen body.
He felt as if he could reach Daia in an instant.

'Daia. I'm coming to—'
'I can't let that happen.'
'...!'

A small, delicate hand that had pierced through his abdomen greeted K'challa.

'I thought the elf would kill you. In the end, I have to step in myself.'

K'challa painfully turned his head to identify his attacker.

Jet-black hair that could swallow even the night.
The thick darkness was tied in two braids, long enough to touch the ground.

Wherever her hair touched, the earth withered.
The grass blackened and twisted, while the soil exhaled putrid breaths and screamed in agony.

'Your death makes for a better picture. It will be the driving force for Daia to nurture her curse as a Witch.'
'You are...'

The small, delicate girl raised her head.
There, crimson eyes redder than blood flashed as they pierced through K'challa.

'Me? I am the Witch of the South End. The one who governs ideals and destiny, apocalypse and curses—specifically curses.'

Her lips slowly curved into an eerie smile.

'Or you can call me Hecate. Well, not that you'll be able to call me anything soon.'
'Ugh...!'

An inexplicable pain surged from his abdomen.
Nothing but pain-filled groans could take form.

Even his groans scattered as torn breaths under the pain that felt like his entrails were being ripped apart.

At this rate, he would die.

K'challa gathered his remaining strength and raised his claws. He was prepared to lunge at her throat like a beast on the battlefield.

'...!'

His claws, which had twisted toward the girl with sharp intent, were blocked too easily. That delicate hand stopped his attack like a hopelessly solid wall.

'You came prepared to die anyway, didn't you?'

Hecate's smile deepened.

'Then just die.'

The curse spread like venom, causing his skin to rot and crumble.
His blood vessels burst black, and his entrails were torn apart one by one in boiling agony.

Even the earth beneath his feet festered and burst.
Though his body was consumed by the curse, turning bone and flesh to ash, his eyes continued to search for one girl until the end.

The joy when she first received her name.
And the single phrase he had uttered.

...Beautiful.

If only he had told her more.
If only he had realized these feelings sooner.

K'challa's body completely corroded and disappeared into the black mist.

Ch.188 - The Butterfly's Journey (13)
"Shut up. Shut up!! SHUT UP!!!"

Diamond's scream shook the brightly illuminated world.
She stepped back as if confronted with an unbelievable truth. Even that movement was unsteady, losing her balance.

Her breathing became ragged.
Her pupils trembled wildly.
Her body grew numb, paralyzed by the unbelievable truth.

"It's a lie..."

Her lips quivered.

"It's a lie...!!"

Joshua nodded firmly.

"No. This is the truth. It's a hidden aspect of your past."

Diamond felt strength draining from her toes upward.
Her tragedy washed over her as if forcibly engraved by the hands of a stranger.

Her lips continued to cry out that it was a lie, but deep in her heart, a cold whispering voice told her it was the truth.

The curse she felt at K'challa's grave—that presence had clearly belonged to Hecate.

No, perhaps she had known all along. Back then, consumed by grief and loss, she had simply looked away... Diamond had desperately clung to what she wanted to believe.

She had cursed the elf who drove K'challa to his death, and stopped at nothing to become more beautiful.

Because the Witch of the South End had whispered so.
Because she said that's how Diamond could see K'challa again.

"So..."

Her voice sank low. With each exhale, it trembled like cracked glass.

When Joshua carefully met her eyes, Diamond let out a scornful laugh.

"So what, what am I supposed to do about it?"

Her eyes contorted into a strange expression, somewhere between tears and mockery.

"K'challa... loved me? It wasn't the elf, that woman, who killed him...? Everything I did to become beautiful... was all in vain?"

Diamond's pupils shook. Her lips trembled at the truth she didn't want to believe.

"What good does knowing this do me now...!!"

Crack.
Black fissures shot up through the brightly illuminated world.

"Did you think... I would lift the World Tree's curse because of this?"

Diamond's shoulders trembled violently.

"I am Diamond, the Witch of Beauty. A witch who indulges only in beauty. It's been 600 years since he died. Do you know what that means? K'challa is... K'challa is...!"

The final words never escaped her lips, caught and scattered in her throat.

"...The one who's lying isn't me, but Diamond."

Joshua took a slow, deep breath and met her eyes.
In that moment, the emptiness dwelling in Diamond's eyes felt strangely vivid.
The thought crossed Joshua's mind that her obsession with beauty might have stemmed from a terribly lonely and pitiful reason.

"The reason Diamond wants to be beautiful... is ultimately because she wants to hear K'challa call her 'beautiful' one more time."
"Stop..."

Crack—
As fissures spread across the world, cracks began to form on Diamond's face as well.

Though she hadn't burst into tears, her face began crying first.
What should have been transparent was fragments of melting skin and flesh, and with each flowing trace, her beauty was torn away.
As if she were letting it go herself, her beauty disappeared, becoming tears.

"No... My face, my beauty...!"

Diamond desperately tried to hold the flesh together with both hands, but the beauty that flowed through her fingers never returned.

"Diamond..."

Joshua called her name again and swallowed hard.

'If it were you, what would you want to say to Diamond?'

She recalled her mother's question from long ago.

She couldn't answer then, but now she thought she knew.
If she remained silent now, Diamond would meet the same end as in the book.

She wanted to change the tragic fairy tale... the witch's tragedy.
Perhaps it was the arrogance of a child.
After all, Joshua only knew what was written on paper.

Still, she had to speak.
The opportunity to change the tragedy was right before her.

Joshua faced Diamond directly.

"Diamond's beauty isn't her appearance. It's her desire to be loved. That's your true beauty."

Diamond's lips trembled. Words of rebuttal caught in her throat, and only breaths like sobs escaped.

Her shoulders collapsed.
As the strength to hold onto her melting flesh left her hands, a hollow laugh escaped, as if all her obsessions had scattered into the air.

Joshua carefully opened her mouth as she watched Diamond crumbling.

"Diamond, you are—"

Before Joshua could finish, the magic stone hanging around Diamond's neck emitted an ominous light.

A deep purple radiance spread like cracked glass, then began to envelop her entire body.

"Ugh...!?"

Diamond clutched her throat and writhed.

The witch's curse.
In fairy tales, it was always the harbinger of a witch's demise.

The brightly illuminated world collapsed.
Through the gaps that fell away like shattered mirrors, a curse surging like the sea began to rise.

"Why... I'm not yet!?"

Diamond was the first to be swallowed by the wave of the curse.
As if it had been waiting only for her all along, the black, sticky current wrapped around her body, strangled her neck, and forced its way between her lips. She reached out toward Joshua for help, but it was the curse, not Joshua, that took Diamond's hand.

"Let go! I said let go!"

Magic scattered from Diamond's fingertips, but the black current tightened even more firmly.
It bound her, devouring every finger and toe, pulling her down.

"No. I can't end like this yet! I still have... beauty! K'ch—"

That scream was swallowed by the void, leaving not even an echo.

"What is this..."

Joshua's breath shook violently.
The curse was surely the sign of a witch's end. And according to the book, Diamond's end would come when she considered herself most beautiful.

But why now?
Was it because I told her the truth?
Did I awaken the curse by touching her heart?

The moment that thought crossed her mind, a black wave surged from beneath her feet and swallowed Joshua's ankles.
There wasn't even time to feel guilt. Joshua instinctively shook her body and hurried to escape.

She floated into the sky with magic, but the black wave immediately surged after her.
The curse, which had been rippling like the sea, raised its level and shot up to the edge of the sky, persistently following Joshua as if trying to drag her down.
In the suffocating pressure, places to escape were rapidly disappearing.

Soon, the black current rose like it was grabbing her ankles, tangled around her waist like it was strangling her, and finally brushed coldly against the nape of her neck. Fear that seemed to freeze her skin penetrated to the bone.

At this rate, she would be swallowed by the curse.

"Leo...!"

The name she cried out with her last will scattered into the cracks like an echo.

At that moment.
As if responding to Joshua's cry, a beam of light extended from between the cracks that had been spewing only curses.

"Joshua!"

Leo, who appeared from the gap in the fissure, stretched out both arms and embraced her as she was caught in the curse.
The massive wave of curses dispersed like evaporation the moment it touched the sacred light.

Joshua's knight.
Leo, wielding a golden radiance, revealed himself.

"Haa. Haa.... Joshua, are you alright? I got a bit delayed navigating the maze."

Leo, who embraced Joshua with his rough cloak fluttering, exhaled a rough breath.

The wounds all over his body and his cracked armor told of his journey, but his expression remained unwavering.

"Did your conversation go well?"
"...I think I've made another mistake."

To Leo's question, Joshua remained dazed for a while, forgetting even to blink, before opening her lips with difficulty.

"What happened to Diamond?"
"......"

Joshua silently looked at the curse.
The image of Diamond collapsing within the black current seemed to flicker.

"Joshua, are you going to give up like this? Diamond is in there."
"But how..."

Joshua's fingertips trembled. She knew better than anyone that she had neither the power to break through the curse nor the strength to save Diamond.

"You have me."

Leo's Holy Eyes sparkled.

"Wherever you go, I will follow."

That oath resonated in her heart.
Joshua nodded, clenching her hands.

"Yes! I don't want to give up yet! I don't want to see Diamond, a witch, being swallowed by the curse! So... lend me your strength!!"

A sacred golden radiance burst from Leo's entire body.

As he stepped forward with his sword raised high, the black wave split and evaporated with a fierce scream when it touched his holy power.

Beyond the gap cut by the light, Diamond, consumed by the curse, was visible.

The distorted face she had last seen was gone, replaced by the appearance of the elf princess Glacia... but Joshua didn't care much about that.

"Diamond! Just wait a little longer! I'll save you!"
"Save me? Who's saving whom?"

In stark contrast to Joshua's cry, a cold and empty response returned.

It was Diamond, but not Diamond.

At the same time, Leo's holy power was blocked by the barrier of the curse and could advance no further.

"How dare someone like you try to save me? I am beauty itself, Diamond the Witch of Beauty. I'm not someone a plain girl like you can touch."

The magic stone embedded in Diamond's cleavage emitted an even deeper purple light.

"You said you wanted to talk with me? But... didn't you hear from Estelle? A witch's conversation is a clash with curses. Curses are our longing, our wish, our essence."

As Diamond stretched out her hand, the curse transformed into black mist like steam and extended toward Joshua and Leo.

The murky mist screamed. Torn voices tangled together, sometimes forming faces before collapsing, sometimes extending numerous arms before vanishing into the air. Just looking at it was bizarre and chilling.

"Joshua, is there a way!?"

Leo asked while deploying his sanctuary to block the curse.

"We need to remove the magic stone! As long as it's there, the curse will drag Diamond to ruin faster!"

Leo also confirmed the magic stone embedded in Diamond's cleavage with his Holy Eyes and gritted his teeth.

"But at this rate, we can't even get close."

Even for Leo, who harbored an angel, there were limits. The sanctuary couldn't block the endlessly erupting curse forever.

"Wait a moment!"

Joshua recalled Diamond's technique from the book.

[Even if it is false beauty.]
Projects Diamond's mirror world from her mind into reality.
All objects and people are distorted and reconstructed according to Diamond's desired "beauty."
In the mirror world where only beauty exists, Diamond is reborn as the embodiment of beauty.

- Enemy skill cooldown: Increased by 2x
- Immunity to fixed damage: Removed
- Recovery amount: Reduced by 50%
- All Diamond's stats increased by 3x during mirror world duration
- Attacks from characters with low charm stats are nullified
- When Ultimate is activated, mimics the target's unique abilities/stats/buffs/debuffs with doppelganger ability

If this place was within Diamond's Ultimate domain, even though she was swallowed by the curse...

Perhaps they could exploit the rules of this Ultimate.

Joshua's heart pounded. It was dangerous. But if not now, there would be no way to reach Diamond.

"Leo."

Joshua took a moment to steady her breath, then looked at him with trembling eyes.

"Before we came here... you told me I was the most beautiful in the world, right? Is that really true without a doubt?"
"Is that important right now!?"
"It's extremely important!"

Seeing Joshua's trembling gaze, Leo finally took a deep breath and nodded.

"Then I'll say it again. Joshua. In my eyes, you are always the most beautiful in the world."

Thump.
Words that made her heart flutter no matter how many times she heard them.
Those words gave Joshua courage.

"Please release your sanctuary."
"If I do that... I understand!"

As Leo nodded and withdrew his sanctuary, the suppressed curse rushed in all at once.

The black mist swirled around, but Joshua didn't cower.

This was Diamond's Ultimate, the mirror world.
A place governed by the rules of beauty.

The current Joshua wouldn't be pushed aside by any beauty standard except her mother's.

"Why... why isn't the curse working?"

Diamond's fingertips trembled at the sight of Joshua and Leo, unscathed as the black mist cleared.

"Joshua, how is this possible?"

Joshua gently took Leo's hand and smiled brightly.

"Leo said it, didn't he? That I'm the most beautiful in the world. Diamond's ability is only for the beautiful. That's why we're unharmed."

Attacks from characters with low charm stats are nullified.
That was the rule of this world.

It was as if Diamond herself had proven that Joshua and Leo were far more beautiful than she was right now.

"That can't... be."

Diamond's voice cracked as it escaped her trembling lips, filled with disbelief. Her pupils shook, and the magic scattering from her fingertips crackled like fissures.

"Let's go, Leo!"
"Yes!"

Joshua and Leo gripped their joined hands tighter and rushed forward.

The black mist transformed into spirits to block their path, but they posed no obstacle to the pair.

Ten steps forward.
Believing that ten steps ahead, there would be a different ending than the tragic one they had read about in the book.

Now five steps.
Diamond surrounded herself with black mist for protection, but their steps continued forward without hesitation.

Even faster.
Now two steps.
Within reaching distance.

Leo's radiance drove away the mist, and within it, Diamond's figure...

"M-mom...?"

For a moment, Joshua doubted her eyes.

Pink hair fluttered, and the familiar scent made her tension melt away.

The large bosom that would feel soft if embraced, and the red eyes that always looked at Joshua with kindness.

More beautiful than anyone, more benevolent than anyone... her mother, Estelle, was glaring at Joshua with a face full of hatred.

In that instant, hesitation crept into Joshua's outstretched hand.
And that momentary hesitation... gave Diamond enough time.

Because in Diamond's hand, a mist formation shaped like a broom raised its three horns.
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Joshua immediately recognized the true nature of the broom.

Three horns infused with pink mana emerged ferociously before her eyes.

It was the Triceratops that her mom often used, and that Joshua occasionally borrowed for cleaning purposes.

The same appearance and weapon as her mom's.

It was so identical that Joshua almost believed her mother had actually appeared here.

But what needed to be done remained unchanged.

"No, it's already too late."

Joshua's brief hesitation returned as a natural disaster.

With a casual gesture from Dia, the Triceratops' blades tore through the air, crashing down toward Leo and Joshua like a violent typhoon.

"Joshu..."

Eeeeeeeee...

A piercing ringing spread through her ears.

Joshua struggled to grasp the situation while trying to hold onto her flickering vision.

First, her body felt heavy.
Her entire body screamed in pain, having been thrown and rolled across the ground multiple times.

She barely managed to move her head to survey her surroundings. The world had been split into four parts by three continuous cracks, as if a massive dragon had clawed through it.

"Le, o...?"

And there, at a distance, Leo too had been caught in the fissure, his body nearly torn apart, coughing up bright red blood.

Thanks to his angelic power, small rings of holy energy were trying to heal him, but the process was painfully slow.

Click, click.
Familiar footsteps broke the silence.

"I knew it wasn't an ordinary broom... but I never expected this. You possessed a weapon beyond imagination, Estelle."

A nostalgic voice penetrated Joshua's ears.
In her field of vision, pink hair fluttered elegantly.

Her mother's appearance was still beautiful, just as she remembered from her dreams where she would appear and shower her with love even after Joshua had left on her journey.

But the strange coldness in that voice constricted Joshua's heart.

"Don't worry. I may not be able to kill that angel easily, but you're a different story."
"Ugh...!"

The heel mercilessly crushed Joshua's hand. The heavy pain seeped into her bones.

The Ultimate Skill had favored Dia.
Joshua had to admit it.

Even if it was just an imitation with only the outer shell... to Joshua's eyes, her mother still appeared most beautiful.

No matter how many times Leo told her she was "the most beautiful in the world," she couldn't deny that fact.

"This is your reward for telling me the truth. How does it feel... conversing with a Witch?!"
"This isn't... conversation! Ugh...!!"

Dia's kick drove into Joshua's stomach.
Her breath escaped as her body rolled across the ground two, three times.

She couldn't even resist.
The rules were on Dia's side, and Joshua's eyes still saw "Mom" as the most beautiful.

"How dare you make me take the form of another woman."

Dia continued coldly, without a hint of expression.

"Heh. But... I suppose it doesn't matter anymore? Even I have to admit Estelle's appearance is beautiful."

Dia sat astride Joshua, who lay helpless on the ground, unable to resist.

A cool breath brushed against the tip of her nose, and Dia's eyes mercilessly captured Joshua's gaze.

"Look carefully. This is the face of the person who will kill you. Isn't it a blessing to see your mother's face as the last thing before you die?"
"Ugh...!"

Joshua's entire body froze.
Her chest felt compressed, making it difficult to breathe properly.

And it was literally true.
Dia's hands were gripping Joshua's neck, slowly choking the life out of her.

"Ah... so you can make such a terrified face too?"

Dia's lips curled up slightly.
A cruel smile spread across her face, as if savoring Joshua's pain like a precious gem.

"Keh, keh... ugh...!"

Joshua's body began to thrash uncontrollably in the fear of death. But there was no way her frail hands could break free from Dia's grip.

The more her legs kicked irregularly in the air, the tighter Dia's grip became.

"I have a good idea. After I kill you, I'll go find Estelle. There's no need for two beings with the same appearance in this world."

Joshua's vision began to blur and darken.
Now even her hands lost their strength, and her flailing legs stopped moving.
As her consciousness faded along with the pain, Dia's words reached her intermittently.

"Don't you have the strength to struggle anymore? Well, without Estelle's name and the angel, you're nothing. Yet you dare to...!"

Just as Dia's anger reached its peak and Joshua was about to face death.

A warm energy embraced Joshua.
It wasn't Leo's holy power.
Her mother's mana was breathing life into Joshua.

"Estelle...?"

Joshua's eyes weakly followed Dia's startled gaze.

Her mother wasn't there.
The pink light dwelling in the hairpin her mother had given her was holding onto Joshua's breath like a lamp that wouldn't extinguish even in the abyss.

"What is this? Just a simple signal receiver?"

Dia roughly grabbed the butterfly-transformed mana of Joshua's mother and distorted it. Then, after absorbing the scattered mana, she let out a sinister laugh.

"Huu...! Cough, cough! Ugh...!"

As the pressure choking her neck released, Joshua gasped for breath. But it was just a brief respite she had earned.

As Dia had said, without Leo and her mother, she was just an ordinary nineteen-year-old woman.

"Dia... don't let the curse consume you..."

At Joshua's weakly whispered words, Dia's eyes wavered momentarily. But soon her lips curled up mockingly.

"What do you know? I told you before. A Witch's curse is her very essence. For some, it's greed or anger. My curse, as you know, is beauty."

Dia's smile grew increasingly distorted.

"A curse can never be broken. Instead, it blooms deeper and more brilliantly."

As Dia continued speaking, the light from the magic stone pulsated endlessly.

"Yes. I will become more beautiful. By claiming everything in this world and making it part of my beauty alone!"

Curse energy like radiance burst from her entire body. The air distorted, and glass-like fragments of light scattered.

After catching her breath, Dia looked down at Joshua with a smirk.

"Oh, aren't you curious? What exactly is your mother Estelle's curse?"
"What do you...?"

Joshua's eyes trembled greatly, as if something had struck directly at her heart.

Dia tilted her head slightly and whispered cruelly.

"A Witch cannot exist without desire and deficiency. Except for the First Witch, no one is exempt."

A thought she had never considered before.
What was her mother's curse?

Would her mother meet a tragic end like the Witches she had read about in books?

Would she lose her mind to the curse and ultimately face destruction?

"Joshua, aren't you curious too? Though it's probably nothing compared to my curse."

She was terrified.
It felt like something she should never know.

"N-no! I don't want to know!"

She tried to escape, but Dia wouldn't allow it easily. The more Joshua struggled, the more black mist coiled around her body like snakes, binding her.

Cold, damp energy restrained her arms and legs. Then it forcibly fixed her gaze, preventing her from even closing her eyelids.

Finally, even her pupils.
With only her breath barely rising and falling, she could no longer turn away from anything in the world.

"Hehehe. Watch carefully. I'll devour your mother's curse too."

Dia, now even imitating her mother's laugh, released the pink curse.

The pink light that spread before Joshua's eyes was sweet.
A scent that melted like candy tickled her nose, then transformed into sharp needles that dug into her skin.

With each inhale it was sweet as honey, and with each exhale it felt like it was gnawing at her heart.

Her mother's laughter echoed in her ears. At first it was warm, but soon it distorted into something grotesque, like the creaking laugh of a doll.

*I shouldn't... I shouldn't see this. I don't want to know. Mom, Mom is...!*

Even as she told herself this, Joshua's pupils were already being swallowed by the pink light.
The longing to see her mother and the terror that she should never know simultaneously pounded in her chest.

"This is Estelle's cu- Hnngh!"

Dia's voice was abruptly cut off.
A beam of light, so intense it seemed to devour the pink glow, erupted and flowed back.

In that moment, her mother's voice overlapped in Joshua's ears.

[Yaaawn... I was sleeping so well, where is this place?]

Joshua caught her breath at the voice that seeped not into her ears, but into her heart.

It was her mother's voice, but it wasn't her mother.
It wasn't Dia mimicking her voice.
She could be certain this was real.

Only—

[What's this? A mere doppelganger dared to wake me? Hehehe. Then I'll have to grant your wish.]

That voice was cold and ruthless, as if seeing the other side of her mother.

In an instant, the space twisted, and both the black mist and pink light were torn apart.

"Despite being Estelle's curse...!?"

Her mother's curse, bursting from her entire body, began to envelop Dia. Dia's original curse, enhanced by the magic stone's power, tried to block it, but...

[It's useless. My foundation is the essence of this world. Do you think mere beauty can stop it?]
"Kugh...!?"

With a hideous groan that couldn't even become a scream, Dia's form melted away. The beauty she wore like a mask shattered into pieces, and even her true form as a doppelganger was torn apart in the wave of the curse.

"Estelle, what kind of... wish did you...!?!?"

The final cry was absorbed into the void and disappeared.

All that remained were fragments of collapsed beauty, the magic stone shattered beyond recognition, and Joshua's trembling gaze, unable to even close her eyes.

Dia's end.
At the scene that was no different from her mother's end, tears welled up in Joshua's eyes.

[Hmm? What's this? Joshua is here?]

A gentle pink light spoke kindly over Dia's form. It was as gentle as a parent who had shown their child something they shouldn't see, hesitating as if wondering how to explain it away.

[Hehehe. Don't worry. I won't eat you. Though you look delicious, you're just a fake wish.]
"F-fake...?"
[That's how it is. If you're curious, ask yourself directly. And now that a troublesome intruder has appeared, I'll return to my slumber.]

As the pink light faded, so did the voice.

[See you again? I'll really eat you then. Look forward to it.]

The pink light gently dispersed in the void.
Neither her mother's voice nor Dia's remnants remained.

"Joshua...!"

A rough breathing sound came from behind.
Joshua turned her head with a start. Leo, who had been lying in a pool of blood, was staggering to his feet.

"Leo."

Leo approached unsteadily and embraced Joshua with both arms as if to support her.

"I'm so glad you're safe! Dia..."
"Leo."

Unlike Leo's concern, Joshua's words hovered in the void, devoid of emotion.

"What kind of curse do you think Mom carries?"
"What? Joshua, why suddenly...?"

Leo's eyes wavered. Not from fatigue or wounds, but because the question from Joshua's lips was so unfamiliar.

"Joshua...?"
"......"

Without answering Leo's question, Joshua stared with empty eyes before collapsing like a puppet with cut strings.

***

That same night while Joshua was fighting her battle.
In another place.

The sound of waves crashed against their ankles, and far away on the horizon, starlight trembled as if shattering.

"Estelle. Didn't you say your name means 'star'?"
"Did I?"
"Then are you up there in the night sky too?"
"Hmm... I don't know... I've never thought about it... Maybe that one?"

Their gazes landed on a small star with a faint pink glow.

"You mean that one with a slight pink tint?"
"Yeah. Let's just say it's that one."
"Then where is my star?"
"See that big, bright star next to mine? Let's say that's yours from now on, so it's easy to find."
"Hehe... I see. So my star shines bigger and brighter than Estelle's."
"Sigh, fine. Your poop is thick."
"My poop has always been thick. Didn't you know? I can show you..."
"Ah, stop! What are you going to show me?! Are you crazy?!"

Estelle was strolling along the beach with Edel, admiring the stars.
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A refreshing breeze blew, making Joshua's hair flutter and tickle her cheek. The tickling sensation made her eyes twitch as they slowly opened.

"Where am I...?"

As she tried to sit up, the floor was surprisingly soft, and the chirping of birds echoed in her ears.
When she shifted her gaze, lush greenery filled her view through the window.

It wasn't a world filled with radiance, nor was there any lingering curse.
Only then did she realize this wasn't Dia's castle.

"Are you awake? I was worried when you wouldn't get up."
"Dia...?"

As she turned toward the gentle voice, a woman was addressing her kindly.

Her golden hair, shimmering in the sunlight, fluttered in the breeze, revealing elongated ear tips. Somehow, her appearance seemed to overlap with Dia's, making Joshua's eyes waver.

"Hehe. I'm a bit hurt that you've forgotten me overnight. I'm Grace."
"Grace? Then this place is..."
"My mansion in the Forest of Elves. You still seem drowsy. After what you've been through, rest is your priority right now."

Grace gently pressed down on Joshua's shoulders, carefully laying her back down, then covered her with the disheveled blanket.

"Where is Leo...?"

The image of an injured Leo flashed through Joshua's mind from just before she collapsed.

"Leo is right beside you."
"Beside me...?"

Joshua turned her gaze in the direction Grace pointed.

At the edge of the bed, she saw Leo sound asleep with his face buried in his arms.

The moment she confirmed Leo was there without even a trace of his wounds, Joshua's tension eased, and she let out a light sigh of relief.

"This morning at dawn, he carried you here. Hehe. Princess-style, no less. He was nursing you until just now when he fell asleep."
"Leo did... that."

Joshua slowly reached out and stroked Leo's hair.

She was careful, as if suppressing even her breathing for fear of waking him. With each touch of her fingertips against his hair, she had the illusion that a smile was spreading across his face.

"Joshua."
"Yes?"

While stroking Leo's hair, Grace carefully spoke up.

"Thank you for stopping Dia. Thanks to you, when the curse disappeared, the World Tree rejoiced. The elves owe you a great debt. From now on, we promise to listen to your requests and gladly help you."

Grace bowed her head deeply, unlike what one would expect from a princess, to express her gratitude to Joshua.

"......"

Joshua said nothing and simply lowered her head.

It was true that she had saved the World Tree in the end.
But that wasn't the process Joshua had wanted, nor the ending she had dreamed of.

In her mind, the scene of Dia choking her while wearing her mother's face overlapped.
And then her mother's curse that had swallowed Dia in an instant...

"What did I go to meet Dia for in the first place?"

If she hadn't gone to find Dia... she wouldn't have witnessed Dia's end or faced her mother's curse.

She had only wanted to talk.
She hadn't wanted Dia to meet such an end.

"I just..."

Joshua's fingertips trembled slightly.
The trembling soon spread to her entire hand, and then throughout her body.

"Joshua...?"

Joshua pushed away Grace's hand as she reached out to check on her, then pulled the blanket over her head and buried herself deep in the bed.

"I'm sorry. Right now... I just want to rest more."
"I see. If you fought with Dia, you should rest for a few more days. I've been a bother."

The door quietly closed, and a long silence filled the room.
Only the eerie words left by the curse broke the silence in Joshua's mind.

"Hehehe. Don't worry. I won't eat you. Though you look delicious, you're just a fake wish."

A fake wish.
Then... what was the real wish?

Everything was tangled in questions.
One thing was certain—both her heart and mind were warning her not to cross the line any further.

"When I finish this journey and go home... I'll read the book again. Maybe there are clues about Mom written in it."

Joshua closed her eyes and tried her best to empty her mind.

Right now... she didn't want to think about anything.

*

"Joshua, are you ready to go out?"
"Leo, just a moment!"

After three knocks, Joshua hurriedly adjusted her clothes at the sound of Leo's voice from beyond the door.

It was the afternoon of the third day since the encounter with Dia.
She couldn't stay in bed forever. Nor could she continue to ignore Leo and Grace's concerns.

Fortunately, the confusion was gradually subsiding, and her scattered mind was slowly finding its place again. More precisely, she was trying to forget.

Finally, she composed herself while arranging a butterfly hairpin with differently colored wings on each side.

"I'm coming out now!"

When she opened the door, Leo, who had been leaning against the wall, greeted her with a bright smile.

"Joshua. You're still the most beautiful in the world today."
"Hehe. Thank you, Leo. You're the most handsome in the world too."

The word "beautiful" caught like a small thorn somewhere in her heart, but Joshua tried not to show it.

"Let's go! You wanted to see the Forest of Elves, right?"

Joshua grabbed Leo's hand first and smiled brightly. Then she hurried her steps, pushing the discomfort in her heart aside.

Outside, Joshua and Leo walked proudly through the Forest of Elves.

Every elf they met sent glances their way, but those gazes were not of wariness but of gratitude and respect.

The Forest of Elves resembled a human village at first glance, but at the same time, it was distinctly different.

The sounds of children playing and people's cheerful laughter were the same, but the songs of spirits heard throughout added a unique resonance to the place.

The buildings, constructed as one with nature, were seamlessly connected to the forest and captivated Joshua and Leo's attention.

"Leo, try this! The fairy tale book says it's so delicious!"
"That's... a bug, isn't it?"
"So what?"
"Bugs are a bit..."

Among everything, food was certainly not to be missed.
Joshua discovered a delicacy unique to elves that she had only seen in fairy tale books and urged Leo to try it with sparkling eyes.

"Joshua."
"Mmm-mmm... Yes?"

The brief incident quickly passed.
As Joshua was walking through the market, happily chewing on bugs, Leo carefully spoke to her.

"Even if the legend of the World Tree is false... what about your other purpose?"
"My other purpose?"

Joshua recalled the conversation she had with Leo on the day they set out on their journey.

"Witches live forever! And they say elves live for a thousand years! I'll find a father who will love Mom for even a thousand years!"

The other purpose... that must be it.

Joshua slowly looked around.
Everywhere she looked, every elf she saw, regardless of gender, was dazzlingly beautiful. Their expressions, as they interacted with spirits, were filled with serenity and happiness.

But somehow... she didn't think they could make her mother happy.

Above all—

"See you again? I'll really eat you then. Look forward to it."

The curse's whispered words echoed in her ears.

The certainty that no one here could save her mother from the witch's curse settled in Joshua's heart.

"Well. They're handsome and long-lived, but elves hate witches, don't they? If they can't love a witch too... it won't work."
"I see."

Joshua smiled as if it wasn't a big deal.
Though it seemed like just an excuse, it revealed a sincerity that was far from trivial.

"I agree with that. With Estelle's personality... an elf wouldn't last even a hundred years before departing this world first."
"Pfft, what's that supposed to mean?"

Leo made a brief joke and gently squeezed their joined hands. That warm touch somewhat relaxed Joshua's tense expression.

***

"Are you leaving already?"

After staying in the Forest of Elves for a week, Grace asked with a voice tinged with regret as she looked at Joshua and Leo, who were ready to depart.

"We're travelers, after all. It's time we moved on to another place."
"I see... Have you decided on your next destination? If not, perhaps you could stay a little longer. I haven't fully repaid our benefactors yet."

Joshua and Leo exchanged glances before simultaneously smiling gently at Grace.

"Your words alone are enough repayment. We'll visit again someday."
"If you say so... May the World Tree's blessing be with you on your journey."

Grace didn't try to hold them back any longer.
Instead, she escorted them to the edge of the Forest of Elves, wishing for the World Tree's blessing to accompany their journey.

"Where shall we go next?"
"Hmm... I don't know? How about we go to that nice place you mentioned, Leo?"

Joshua responded nonchalantly to Leo's question.
After all, there was no set plan beyond visiting the Forest of Elves. She felt like it didn't matter where they went.

"It's quite a distance from here, but in the Southern Continent, there's a city with an active Adventurer's Guild, like Veneschia in the Western Continent. Many races live together harmoniously, and trade is flourishing—"

Leo's explanation was suddenly cut off.
At the same time, his footsteps came to a halt.

"Leo?"

But Leo didn't answer, staring blankly at the sky with his mouth slightly open.
Joshua, feeling an ominous premonition, followed his gaze and looked up at the sky.

"How strange? I was told I wouldn't be detected... but I've been found out right away."

Before their eyes, a woman's voice, tinged with light laughter, flowed down.

Two pairs of wings reminiscent of a demon.
Despite her revealing attire, her chest was tightly wrapped in thick cloth, creating a contradictory appearance that both concealed and revealed.

As the explicit tattoo on her lower abdomen glowed red, her eyes also gradually turned crimson.

Her purplish-black hair fluttered in the wind, revealing two horns protruding from her head and a tail swaying from side to side.

"Leo, that's..."
"...a demon."
"A demon?"

Demon.
Those who live beyond in the demon realm.
Beings who move with endless desire and power, fundamentally different from humans.

The fairy tale book had clearly written this.
They were a group of green stars that appeared to conquer the human realm.

"Joshua, get behind me."

Leo instinctively pulled Joshua behind him.
Then, as he drew his Holy Sword, holy power rippled over the blade, spreading a golden radiance.

"I came looking for whoever dared to eliminate the witch who would have become my helper... but unexpectedly, I've met an adversary."

The woman looked down at the two from the air, unfazed by Leo's display of holy power.

"I absolutely hate sweating and clashing. Fighting you is more suited for a brute like the Dark Knight."

Dark Knight.
That name flashed through Joshua's mind.

One of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King's army who appeared in volume one of the fairy tale.
The demon who had defeated Hero Kyle six times and only finally knelt at the end of the chapter.

"Dark Knight? Then you are..."

The casual mention of the Dark Knight and her attire that left one unsure where to look...

"Me? I'm Succubus Queen Labia. Soon, I'll follow the Demon King to conquer this world as one of the Four Heavenly Kings."

Labia slowly ran her hands down her body, as if showing off her curves.

"Leo, that's...!"
"It's alright."

Enchantment.
The power of the Succubus Queen to captivate the opposite sex.

But Leo had his Holy Eyes, and what Joshua feared didn't happen.

"Is it because you're an adversary? It doesn't work. Well, can't be helped."

Labia shrugged as if she didn't care much.
And then—

"See you next time. I won't spare you then. Unlike me, our Dark Knight is a brute who loves to fight."

Labia left with those words and vanished like smoke. All that remained was her voice lingering in their ears, leaving an ominous resonance.

"Joshua."
"Yes, Leo."

They faced each other, calling each other's names.
And in that moment, they realized their journey was being guided by an unknown fate.
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The wind in the Southern Continent was rough and humid, unlike the holy fragrance that blew from the Holy Capital, Florence.

"The Southern Continent... it's been a while."

The towering trees of the Great Forest cast an imposing shadow, blocking the sky.

Lucia briefly looked up at the sight of the Great Forest before furrowing her brow.

Now wasn't the time to appreciate scenery. The armor encasing her body still felt unfamiliar, and its creaking noise mocked her broken body with every step she took.

"Doesn't your gait look just like a child squirming in front of a toilet? Is the armor too tight perhaps?"

Karte, who was leisurely following behind Lucia, grinned mischievously.

"Shut up."
"Shut up...? That's harsh. This armor was specially made for the Commander who spent four years in prison. It's all thanks to this armor that your body, which has nothing but bones left without a single muscle, can even stand."
"Kuh..."

It was true.
As Karte said, Lucia's physical condition was so severe that she could barely walk properly. Moreover, due to her excessive use of the Holy Eyes, she was in a state where it wouldn't be strange if she died at any moment.

"How is it? This angel's armor, made with the essence of the Holy Kingdom. As the Commander, you must recognize its greatness?"
"...It is impressive."

This full-body armor of a design she had never seen before not only supported Lucia's body but also infused her with holy power.

A sensation as if an angel was with her.
Though she had never received an angel, it created such an illusion.

"But Commander, isn't our target the Pink Witch? Yet you've followed me all the way to the Southern Continent... Are you certain the Pink Witch's trail is here?"
"I don't know."
"Huh? Then there was no point in getting you out. The reason has disappeared."

Karte shrugged his shoulders and slightly narrowed his eyes, glaring at Lucia.

"Karte, have you ever crossed swords with the Pink Witch? Four years ago, when I faced the Pink Witch in Venetia, I realized something. All the witches I had faced until then were mere child's play. In my current state, I would only face another miserable defeat."

Lucia continued speaking calmly, facing those golden eyes that seemed to stare at her like Leo... no, the Apostate.

"Karte, you said you were on your way to capture the Apostate. Next to the Apostate... there will surely be a heretic."

Lucia recalled the battle that took place in front of Venetia four years ago.

A survivor from the village where the witch trial had taken place, was it? The girl who constantly used petty tricks to hinder them while staying by the Apostate's side.

"Just before I was about to kill that heretic, a pink light spread, and the Pink Witch appeared."

There had been no presence, no sign.
Lucia's sword should have pierced the heretic's heart. But with the pink light flickering before her eyes, the situation was reversed.

"So what does that mean?"
"The Pink Witch and the heretic are connected. Without a doubt. That heretic is the witch's weakness. If we capture the heretic... the witch will surely reveal herself."

The witch who appeared before the heretic could be killed had wrapped herself around the heretic to protect her.

This was what Lucia had been thinking about during the past four years while enduring all kinds of torture in Salem.

"If my intuition is correct, we must not kill her. The witch appeared just before the heretic was about to die. Bring her to the Holy Capital without a single scratch."

No matter how powerful the Pink Witch might be, once inside the Holy Capital, she wouldn't be able to use her impressive magic. When she becomes defenseless... kill the witch. That was Lucia's plan.

"Oh. I see. So that's why you followed me all the way to the Southern Continent. As expected, Commander. This is why I like you."

Karte noticed Lucia's obsession and applauded with a grin.

"So. Since we've come all the way to the Southern Continent, I assume you've made proper preparations?"

This time, Lucia spoke with a sharp, mocking tone. Karte grinned at her heavy, sunken voice, hiding his eyes.

"Would I be alive without a plan? I've already spread word across the continent to pinpoint the Apostate's location. I was also trying to find the Pink Witch while I was at it. After all, I should help the Commander who's going through such hardship, shouldn't I? But... I didn't know you had such a cute plan in mind."

While Karte was rambling on, Lucia's attention was elsewhere.

Her gaze was fixed on the two figures standing behind him.

One was a tall person with a massive greatsword on their back, and the other was a figure that looked even more diminutive by standing next to the first one.

With a full-body armor like Lucia's, covered again with a robe and hood, it was impossible to discern not only their face but also their identity.

"That's not it. You're not planning to capture the Apostate with just this personnel, are you?"

Regardless of capturing the heretic or not, facing the Apostate meant confronting the Holy Eyes, which ultimately leads to encountering an angel.

That's why, in Lucia's eyes, Karte's choice to bring only two people to face an angel seemed unreliable.

"Haha. What are you saying? Didn't I tell you I have a plan? No matter if it's the Holy Eyes or an angel, as long as Leo is human, there won't be a problem."

A strange confidence seeped through his narrowed eyes as he stared at Lucia.
But Lucia didn't avert her gaze. Instead, she approached slowly, slightly drawing the sword at her waist.

Because her obsession was genuine, she couldn't look kindly upon Karte, who seemed to have no countermeasures on the surface.

"Now, now. Calm down, calm down. I have my own contingency plan."

Karte didn't avoid Lucia's gaze.
Knowing her obsession well, he pulled out the "contingency plan" he had hidden in his bosom.

In terms of appearance, it was close to a large awl or a large nail.

"That's...."

Lucia immediately frowned.
It wasn't a simple piece of metal. It wasn't even appropriate to call it a piece of metal in the first place.

"Urgh...!"

At that moment, the energy flowing from it made her insides twist and her stomach churn.
A repulsiveness, as if a hundred snakes were crawling up at once, penetrated her entire body.

Her instinct was warning her that she needed to destroy it immediately.

"Even though it's sealed with an angel's wing, the curse is this strong. Isn't it amazing?"
"Angel's... wing?"
"I had some occasions to receive angels recently."

Despite being tightly wrapped in a bundle of white wings, a terribly malevolent energy emanated from Karte's grasp.

"That object... could it be."

Lucia's intuition was telling her.
That is a witch. And not just one.

"As expected, Commander, I knew you'd recognize it immediately."

The reason the underground prison in Salem, which had been noisy with witches' curses, had become quiet was... could it be.

"Witches don't die. They are truly immortal. A witch's death is only through destruction by a curse. Then... what if we mix those witches finely and forge them together?"

Karte's narrowed eyes curved sinisterly.

"That's right. This is my masterpiece, created by gathering the hundred witches that the Commander worked hard to capture in Salem."

Lucia instinctively took a step back, regulating her breath.
The energy seeping through the feathers wasn't a simple curse.

It was as if screams, grudges, and wails were all entangled and heard at once, creating an illusion that pierced her ears.

It pulsated as if alive, as if the vengeful spirits of the captured witches were still writhing inside.

"If this is embedded in the body... no matter if it's an angel, they will be helplessly defeated. How about it, Commander? Are you a bit more at ease now?"

Karte's sinister smile seemed to suppress even the curse flowing out.

"Just what are you...."

Lucia's voice cracked sharply.
But instead of answering, Karte narrowed his eyes and smiled calmly.

"You'll find out soon, Commander."

At that moment, as if timed with his words, the sound of armor clanking and footsteps running could be heard from afar.

A Holy Knight, breathing heavily, appeared.

"Looks like a message has arrived."

Karte calmly put the object back into his bosom.
And he just grinned at the approaching Holy Knight.

"Huff... huff! I... huff, greet you, Commander Karte!"

Karte waved his hand to calm the Holy Knight, whose report was interrupted by his rough breathing.

"Now, now, catch your breath first. What's the reason for rushing here so urgently? Have you found the Apostate? Or did he launch a surprise attack?"
"T-that...! The Pink, Witch...!"

Pink Witch.
Lucia and Karte's shoulders twitched simultaneously.

"But that's no reason to rush here so urgently...."
"T-that is...! The witch—is coming this way!!!"

There was no scenario in their plan where they would encounter the Pink Witch first.
Lucia's gaze flashed, and Karte moved his hand to pull out the object he had put in his bosom.

KWAAANG──!

A massive explosion occurred in one part of the Great Forest.
The thunderous sound shook the trees entirely and spread, and soon dust clouds rose throughout the forest, carried by the wind.

In the distance, figures that looked like Holy Knights were caught in the explosion's debris and flew into the air. Their screams were swallowed by the dust, and the forest instantly became a scene of chaos.

Trees tangled and fell, and birds flew up in terror.

The forest was engulfed in chaos in an instant.

Thump, thump.

Footsteps echoing through the dusty wind.
Drawn by that sound, everyone simultaneously drew their weapons.

"Commander, you didn't have a plan to encounter the Pink Witch first, did you?"
"......"
"Haah. Please create as many openings as possible."

Lucia remained silent and activated her Holy Eyes.
Silver light spread from the gaps in her helmet, shining to ensure she wouldn't miss any trace of the Pink Witch approaching through the dust cloud.

The defeat at Venetia four years ago flashed through her mind like lightning.

The helplessness of that day, the trampled pride, the burning curse that consumed one of her arms... it still kept her awake at night.

'As long as the Pink Witch is a witch, Karte's contingency plan should work.'

The silhouette gradually became clearer.
The footsteps also became more distinct.

And then.
Breaking through the dust cloud, the Pink Witch revealed herself.

The being that appeared with pink hair fluttering—.

"Pipi. Is this the right place?"
"Pipi─!"

For a Pink Witch... she looked too young.

About ten years old, still with an immature physique.
She resembled what one might imagine the Pink Witch looked like as a child.

"Commander, didn't the Pink Witch have breasts that would put a dairy cow to shame? But her current appearance...."
"Just shut up."

Even if the girl before them merely resembled the Pink Witch, the fact that she was the culprit behind the explosion remained unchanged.

Plus, the hostility in her eyes.
There was not a single moment to let down their guard.

The girl placed her hands on her waist and cleared her throat.

"I heard you're looking for the Pink Witch!"

Then, with a bright and cute voice, she exclaimed.

"But you know what? I'm not a witch! The witches are my mom and sister! You guys are confusing me with my sister right now, misters!"
"Sister...?"

Lucia's gaze wavered.
If that's the case, the girl before them is the Pink Witch's younger sister.

This is actually fortunate.
If they take the younger sister hostage, they can lure out the Pink Witch much more easily.

A cold smile spread across Lucia's lips.
But that smile didn't last long.

"And you know what... I have a proper name, Stella! I'm different from my sister! Confusing me with my sister. I can't forgive that!"

The girl's shout, infused with mana, made the Great Forest vibrate.

"Titi! Pipi! Kiki! Go and teach them a lesson!"

Behind the girl, from within an unrefined mist cloud, three massive silhouettes revealed themselves, their red eyes gleaming.

A lion with three eyes that seemed ready to tear and devour everything.

A golem making a noise that was on a different dimension from the creaking of armor, as if made of steel.

And finally, a scarecrow that was smiling eerily as if it would devour souls.

They charged straight towards Lucia's group, as if they were knights protecting the girl.
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I felt the texture of the soil beneath my feet as I stepped lightly on it.

"We've arrived."

While Edel turned his head to look around, I took a deep breath of the wind blowing from the Great Forest. Perhaps because of the World Tree, the freshness was extraordinary.

How long has it been?
Probably more than 20 years?

"Estelle, so this is the Southern Continent."

Edel gazed at the Great Forest and uttered a dry exclamation.
In contrast, beyond his pupils, the massive trees of the Great Forest along with natural scenery not found on other continents came into view.

Hmm. The natural scenery of the Southern Continent is quite impressive.

For some reason, I smirked like a local feeling proud when seeing a foreigner marvel at tourist attractions.

"...It's beautiful."
"B-beautiful? W-who...?"
"I mean the landscape of the Southern Continent."
"Oh, I see. Yes... right."

I was just surprised to hear the word "beautiful" coming from Edel's mouth.

Somehow, I felt disappointed that he was referring to the natural scenery.

Not knowing this, I had tucked my hair behind my ear as naturally as possible at his "beautiful" remark, and now I felt foolish.

I couldn't even understand why I had reacted that way to his words.

"What's with that expression? Isn't 'beautiful' the right word to use in this situation?"
"You're right. You used it well. That's exactly when you should use it."
"What's wrong? Did I do something wrong?"
"You didn't do anything wrong at all."

I don't know what my expression looked like to make him say that.
I turned my head away sharply at Edel's insensitive gaze.

Last night.
Just as I was about to fall asleep after finishing my ocean date with Edel, I felt the weight of the curse grow heavier.

[Tell me I'm beautiful.]

That's what the curse newly settled in my mind was saying.

I quickly used my Ultimate Skill to put it to sleep, but... I knew without a doubt that the source of the curse was Dia, the Witch of Beauty.

That's probably why I overreacted to the word "beautiful."

While I had absorbed the curses of Beryl and Lapis, I couldn't understand why Dia's curse had taken root in my mind.

"So. Why did we come to the Southern Continent? Is this also part of our date?"

I didn't want to honestly tell Edel about matters related to the curse.

Although Edel had boldly declared he would save me if I were swallowed by the curse, I never wanted to see him pushed to the brink of death again, like when he fought the curse-consumed Lapis.

I wished for Edel to no longer be involved with witches' curses.

"That's part of it. There's something else too."

Even without Dia's curse and Edel's Pure Love studies, there was one more reason we needed to come to the Southern Continent.

"Edel, can you check if you sense any demonic energy here?"

Since cursed dolls first appeared in the Northern Continent, vampires in the Eastern Continent, and the Dark Knight in the Western Continent, it was practically a given that the Succubus Queen would be in the remaining Southern Continent.

The month Edel had mentioned it would take to recover his energy had long passed, so detecting the Succubus Queen shouldn't be too difficult.

"Hmm...."

Edel crossed his arms, closed his eyes briefly, and slowly opened his mouth.

"I don't sense anything."
"You don't sense anything? Didn't you say you could detect everything after just a month!"

I put my hands on my hips, leaned forward, and glared at Edel. My chest felt heavy under gravity's pull, but this wasn't the time to worry about such things.

"Calm down."
"Calm down? Do I look calm right now?"

A whole month.
That's more than enough time for Joshua to cross over to the Southern Continent.

And now he says he can't sense anything...?
My anger was perfectly rational and justified.

If Joshua were to meet the Succubus Queen and get hurt... it definitely wouldn't end with just a sealing.

"Only the Demon King can evade my detection from the demon realm. That means he must have used some trick. He might have found an accomplice. But don't worry. There's a way."

Edel straightened my bent back with a confident expression. Then he neatly arranged the hair I had tucked behind my ear, and added a smile to his expressionless face to reassure me.

"If we can't find him... we can summon him instead."
"Summon him? How?"
"He can use detection too. Since he's the type who loves to nag me unnecessarily, if I release demonic energy, he'll definitely come."

Guuuung....

As if to prove this, Edel immediately released his demonic energy.

The energy shot up toward the sky, announcing his presence, and spread throughout the Southern Continent in an instant.

But.

"......"
"...He's not showing up."

Contrary to Edel's confidence, everything around us remained eerily quiet.
Not just the Succubus Queen, but not even the shadow of a monster consumed by magic stones appeared.

His fingers twitched with impatience as he waited with his arms crossed.

As time passed, my gaze grew sharper, and Edel was busy avoiding it while sweating nervously.

"...Troublesome fellow. He's deliberately not showing himself, I'm sure of it."
"Sigh. We have no choice. We'll just have to find the last one ourselves."

Edel wasn't the type to lie.
Considering he had immediately found the cursed doll and the vampire, it made sense that the Succubus Queen was intentionally hiding herself through some method.

There was no point in continuing to be irritable with Edel, and I didn't want to be angry anyway.

No, even now, with him making that puppy-dog expression like he's afraid of being scolded by his owner... even if I wanted to be angry, I couldn't.

"Let's continue with the Pure Love study then? Just in time...."

Just as I was trying to change the subject to Pure Love study to cheer up Edel's dejected appearance—.

Rustle, rustle.
Crackle, crackle.

There was movement from beyond the undergrowth of the Great Forest.

A wild animal? An elf? A beastkin?
Or... the Succubus Queen?

It was highly unlikely that a succubus would appear through the undergrowth, but given the timing, and if it had sensed Edel's demonic energy... such speculation seemed reasonable.

As I drew out my Triceratops, Edel also drew his magic sword.

Tension filled the air as strange footsteps cut through the darkness with rustling sounds.

When the last vine became the boundary between us and the unidentified something.

"Tii?"

A small, pitiful cry.

What emerged through the vines was a small lion, shaking its fluffy fur, with three eyes—including its forehead—wide open.

"It's a lion?"
"Is it an animal native to the Southern Continent?"
"Well, yes, but...."

Lions do live in the Southern Continent, but they don't have three eyes. And they certainly don't make such cute cries.

When I crouched down and extended my hand, it ran to me without hesitation with a short "Tiiii!" cry.

"Well, well. You're used to human hands? You must belong to someone."
"It would be better to be careful."
"It's fine. I'm just petting it for a moment. Look. It likes it too."
"Tiiii!"

Ignoring Edel's concern, I picked up the young lion in my arms, and it let out a pleased cry.

It was so soft and fluffy... it felt more like touching a stuffed animal than a living creature.

"Wait a minute."

Only then did I begin to examine the young lion's appearance carefully.

The young lion's body was covered with soft golden fabric, and the mane was wrapped in layers of fluffy yarn.

Looking closer, the eyes were shiny buttons, and inside its slightly open mouth, sharp teeth were delicately embroidered with white thread.

At the tips of its front paws were finely detailed claw patterns, and a cotton ball hung from the end of its tail, giving it an even more doll-like appearance.

"Could it be... you're Custos Animi?"
"Tii?"

Why hadn't I noticed immediately?
The three-eyed lion in Aria Chronicle could only be Animi.

Guardian of Will.
One of the three trials to reach Dorothy.
A boss monster that could only be defeated with attacks filled with conviction and will.

To think such a creature would appear in the Southern Continent, and in the form of a cute stuffed animal.

I had subtly suggested to Mom that she should make a friend for Stella, who seemed lonely playing by herself.

But I never could have imagined that the fierce Animi I knew would appear as a small, harmless stuffed doll.

"Animi, why are you here?"
"Titi!"

Animi just kept making the same cry, as if it didn't understand what I was saying.

"It says it followed its friend."

Edel translated Animi's words in his insensitive tone.

"Friend...? Edel, you understand what it's saying?"
"Demons can hear the resonance of instinct. It's no different with beasts."

Did demons have such an ability...?
Well, that's not important right now.

If Edel could understand Animi's words, our conversation would be much easier.

Following its friend.
If Animi was here, then that meant....

"Animi, could it be that...."
"Titi! Where are you! I told you you'd get lost if you wandered off alone, how could you just disappear like that!!"

A young girl's voice echoed through the air of the Great Forest from far away.

"Tiiiiii!!"
"Titi, are you there!? Stay right where you are!"

A moment later, the vines where Animi had appeared shook violently, and a girl emerged.

Small leaves had settled on her disheveled pink hair as she rushed over.

Her ruby-red eyes were moist and reddened as if about to burst into tears, and even through her rough breathing, she couldn't hide her relief.

"Tii!"

Animi immediately escaped from my grasp and rubbed against the girl's legs, purring softly as if to reassure her.

"Titi! You really don't listen! Do you know how worried I was!?"
"Stella?"

They say expect the unexpected.
The girl hugging Animi and finally bursting into tears was... none other than Stella.

"Unnie?"
"Stella, how did you get he—"
"Unnieeee!!"

I wanted to ask why Stella, who should have been with Mom at the West End, was in the far-off Southern Continent, but as she burst into tears and burrowed into my arms... I had no choice but to wait until her crying stopped.
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"Unnieeee! Kiki... Kiki!"

Stella's tears flowed endlessly like a never-ending spring. The sniffling and snorting that accompanied her crying was just a bonus.

The lukewarm sensation spreading in my chest felt strangely unfamiliar, and I had to endure its spread with patience.

Since Stella was my clone, in a way, her tears and snot were essentially my own.

"Kiki? What happened? Can you tell me slowly?"

Only after I took out a handkerchief from my inventory and wiped away her tears and snot did Stella finally manage to calm her breathing.

"Kiki got hurt..."

Stella's eyes reddened again as she held out the scarecrow doll attached to her waist.

The face, made of cloth, had two large buttons attached like eyes, and the mouth was sewn into a playful smile.

The body was made of worn-out hemp sack cloth, and the thin arms and legs were made of thin fabric pieces with straw sticking out, giving it a shabby yet simple charm.

And unlike in the original work, it had a small red ribbon hanging from its neck.

Custos Rationis.
One of the three trials to reach Dorothy. Also known as the Guardian of Soul.

Kiki was probably a nickname for Rationis.

Looking at Kiki's body, I could see distinct scratch marks.

"This is..."

Kiki, befitting the title of Guardian of Soul, was a boss monster that couldn't be damaged except by soul or curse-based techniques.

But the wound across its belly now... was certainly not from an ordinary attack.

The energy rising from the wound was none other than a witch's residue.

It couldn't compare to Beryl's, Lapis's, or Dia's curses, but instead of quality, it had quantity—countless witches' screams echoed within the curse.

"How did this wound happen?"
"W-well... you see..."

I gripped Stella's shoulders firmly and lowered my voice. It was more of an urgent confirmation than an interrogation, but Stella hesitated to answer, her gaze wavering like a child being scolded.

"Did you meet another witch? One with long black twin-tails?"
"N-no, it was some misters..."
"Misters? Who were they? And why are you here..."

Misters?
Surely she didn't follow them because they offered her candy?
And why was Stella in the Southern Continent in the first place?

As my questioning continued, Stella's lips began to tremble. Just before I could finish speaking, her eyes welled up with tears.

"Waaaaaah!"

Stella finally burst into tears again and buried herself in my arms.

This was troublesome.
I don't think I cried this much at her age, but at this rate, we couldn't continue our conversation.

"Estelle, who is this child?"

Edel, who had been quietly observing us, carefully asked.

"She's my little sister, Stella."
"I didn't know you had a sister. She looks similar to you."
"Similar is an understatement."

She's my clone, after all.
She has the body of a ten-year-old now, but when she grows up, she'll look exactly like me, like an identical twin.

...Except for the chest size, of course.

Anyway.
Now wasn't the time to satisfy Edel's curiosity.

First, I needed to stop Stella's crying, and the only way to do that was to heal Kiki's wound.

*

"Kiki! Are you okay now? You're all better, right?"
"Kik... Kik!"

Stella lifted the now-healed Kiki high in the air, then spun around in a circle, hugging it tightly.

She showed a bright smile befitting her age, making it hard to believe she was the same child who had been crying her eyes out just moments ago.

Meanwhile, Triceratops' crimson light gradually faded, returning to its ordinary broom form.

"Is that enough?"
"Yes. The wound wasn't that serious."

I shrugged lightly at Edel's question.

Unlike with Lapis, the curse wasn't bursting out infinitely—it was more like a stain.

It wasn't difficult to remove the curse clinging to Kiki with Triceratops' power. Conversely, without Triceratops, Kiki might have been consumed by the curse's residue.

"Heehee. Titi. Pipi. I'm so glad Kiki is better! Right?"

Stella, holding hands in a circle with three dolls, including one that resembled an iron golem, laughed just like me as she spun around.

"Ahem. Hmm! Stella, shall we talk now?"

After clearing my throat a couple of times, I slowly approached Stella. Now that she had stopped crying, we could have a conversation.

"About what you said earlier, about following some misters—can you tell me about that again?"

They say looking down at a child makes them feel intimidated. I crouched down, smoothing my skirt around my hips, to meet Stella at eye level.

"Misters? Umm. Well..."

Stella hugged the three dolls to her chest and fell into thought for a moment before continuing.

"I was walking along when some men in armor tried to capture me, calling me the Pink Witch."

Stella opened her eyes wide and clenched her fists as if feeling wronged. The dolls let out small screams, but Stella, focused on our conversation, didn't seem to notice.

"Pink Witch?"

Is there anyone who knows me who calls me the Pink Witch? Everyone just calls me by my name...

I couldn't think of anyone no matter how hard I tried.

"They tried to capture you?"

Combining that with what she said about them trying to capture her... they must be the Inquisitors from the Holy Kingdom.

I didn't know they were stirring up trouble all the way in the Southern Continent trying to catch me.

"Yes! The Pink Witch is you, right? I'm not a witch."
"That's right. Stella isn't a witch."

A witch's curse is engraved on the soul.
Even as a clone, Stella was just an ordinary girl.

"So I went to teach those misters a lesson for mistaking me for you."

Stella puffed out her chest with a brave face that made it hard to believe she had been crying just moments ago.

"I-I see?"

It was difficult to understand why she got angry not because they tried to capture her, but simply because they mistook her for me... but I decided to accept that for ten-year-old Stella, that was reason enough.

"Is that how Kiki got hurt?"
"Yes... Titi, Pipi, and Kiki were teaching those misters a lesson, but when a bad mister tried to hit me, Kiki took the hit instead."

Stella bit her lip and nodded slightly.

A belated sense of guilt seemed to slowly settle on her face, which had been so brave just moments ago.

Perhaps because she was young, her emotions fluctuated rapidly—happy one moment, sad the next.

"So? What happened to those misters?"

I glanced at Edel, who immediately began spreading magical energy to sense the surroundings. If there were people following Stella, now would be the perfect time for an ambush.

"After Kiki got hurt, Titi blew all the misters away."

As Edel shook his head, Stella boldly continued.

"I see. Our Stella must have been very scared when Kiki got hurt."
"Heehee. But you fixed Kiki, so it's okay now."

What is this adorable creature?
Was I this cute when I was ten?

Looking at Stella smiling so innocently and adorably, I couldn't help but hug her tightly.

"Oof. Unnie, your chest is so big I can't breathe..."
"Oh, sorry, sorry."

I released Stella, who had been flailing her arms while buried between my breasts. She exhaled with a "Phew!" Her face was flushed red from taking a deep breath due to the lack of oxygen.

"By the way, Stella."
"Yes?"
"Where's Mom? You couldn't have come to the Southern Continent alone."

I finally asked what I couldn't earlier.
Thinking of Mom who doted on Stella and forced me to breastf—no, mana-feed her... she wouldn't have sent Stella alone, especially to the Southern Continent.

The West End.
It was ridiculous to think that Mom, who lived isolated from the world, would go on an outing with Stella... but there was no other explanation.

"Hmph! I don't care about Mom!"
"Huh...?"

Stella cutely puffed her cheeks, crossed her arms, and turned her head away sharply.

...Did she have a fight with Mom?
But Mom wasn't violent or oppressive enough to make Stella angry. If anything, her parenting style was closer to permissive, almost neglectful.

At least that's how it was during my time.

Was it different for Stella? They say parenting styles often differ between the first and second child... but I couldn't imagine Mom being obsessive with Stella.

"Why? Did Mom hit you?"
"No. Mom never hits me. She always loves me."
"Did she force you to eat food you don't like?"
"No. Everything Mom makes is delicious."
"Then what?"

Sigh... What could it be?
I couldn't figure out why Stella was angry.

"Mom..."

Stella pressed down on her skirt with both hands, hesitating to speak.

In her eyes, there was a faint light as if expecting something from me.

"Mom said I look just like you. She said it's like seeing you when you were young."

Well... isn't that obvious?
Stella is my clone, after all.

Beyond mere resemblance, even the mole under her breast would be identical.

Even the clothes she's wearing now are the same ones Mom gave me when I was 10, passed down to her.

If there were photographs in this world, I'd want to show them—Stella now looks no different from me at ten years old.

"So I ran away from home."

Stella declared clearly, still gripping her skirt tightly.

"I see. Umm...!? Wait! You ran away from home?"

When I asked again, Stella puffed her cheeks once more and turned her head sharply. Tears that hadn't yet dried glistened in her eyes, and her tightly closed lips seemed to say she had done nothing wrong.

"Mom only looks for you, not me. Last time, while sleeping with me, she called your name! I really hate Mom. You understand how I feel, right? You gave me my name."

That's true, I did name her...
I was going to call her Estelle Mark II, but barely managed to come up with a proper name due to Mom's killing intent.

"......"

How should I respond?
I couldn't think of what to say to Stella's premature adolescent rebellion.

Ch.194 - The Witch And The Sister (3)
"O-Of course! I understand, unnie!"
"Unnie is the best!"

For now, I just agreed with Stella. There seemed to be no point in saying anything more.

Honestly... I couldn't understand what Stella was worried about.

Isn't it natural that she reminds me of myself? It would be stranger if looking at my clone reminded me of someone else....

"Shouldn't we head home soon? Mom will be worried."
"Hmph! Mom probably doesn't care about someone like me!"

Stella crossed her arms and turned her head away.

My goodness. She was no different from a completely sulking child.

"By the way, how did you get here?"

Right. First, I should soothe her and send her back home.
No matter how capable the Guardian that Mom created for her might be, wandering around the Southern Continent was dangerous.

With that in mind, I had to ask how Stella had gotten here.

"Huh? I don't know. I just thought about wanting to see unnie, and then I was here."
"I see...."

What's this? Stella couldn't possibly have learned teleportation already.

Looking at the mana flow around us, there was no trace of artificial manipulation, which suggested she hadn't learned magic.

That left two possibilities.

One was that someone had forcibly summoned Stella to the Southern Continent. But since only Mom and I knew about Stella's existence, that was nearly impossible.

The other was... that Stella had unconsciously activated teleportation.

Could Stella be such a genius that she could accomplish something like that...?

That couldn't be. As her clone, I knew Stella's potential better than anyone.

"Unnie, you're not upset that I came, are you...?"

While I was lost in thought, Stella fidgeted with her hands and asked cautiously.

She was trying to smile, but a large, overwhelming anxiety peeked out from behind her eyes.

"How could I be? I'm happy to see Stella after so long."
"Hehe. I'm happy too. I've wanted to see you all this time."

When I patted Stella's head, she closed her eyes tightly and made a pleased sound like a cat. Her small shoulders shook as she giggled, making me smile too.

What is this? This adorable creature.
I don't think Joshua was this cute when she was 10 years old.

"Um, unnie."
"Hmm?"

While I was thinking about Joshua as a child, Stella spoke up.

"I'm hungry."

Grumble...
Stella's stomach clock rang loudly.

Stella hadn't learned magic yet, so she couldn't satisfy her hunger on her own.

I didn't know how long she'd been away from home, but ordinary food wouldn't have filled her emptiness. I suspected her hunger was only now making itself known because she'd relaxed after finding me.

"You're hungry? What would you like to eat? Vegetable soup? Or potato salad?"

These would be the limits of what Stella could eat. Fortunately, I had ingredients in my inventory, so there was no problem.

"I don't like vegetables. They're bitter and tasteless. I want meat."
"Meat...?"

An unimaginable word came out of Stella's mouth. Meat? She can eat meat? How?

If she's my clone, shouldn't she have the same constitution that prevents her from eating meat?

Stella was casually asking for meat that I couldn't eat unless Edel fed it to me.

"Have you eaten meat before?"
"Yes! I like pork, duck, chicken, fish, and even monster meat!"

Stella excitedly listed them off, counting on her fingers. There seemed to be something strange at the end, but it didn't feel like a lie.

"What kind of meat do you like, unnie? What's the most delicious? You don't dislike meat, do you...?"
"Ahaha... well..."

I trailed off, not wanting to tell Stella that I couldn't eat meat.

The first time I ever had meat was when Edel fed me in Venetia. I couldn't possibly have a favorite meat. Just... anything Edel gives me is good.

"That's not fair. I'm the only one talking. Are you keeping secrets?"

Stella puffed her cheeks, apparently dissatisfied with my evasive answer.

"I'll tell you when you're older, Stella."

I didn't want to say that the meat Edel fed me was the most delicious. If I did, Stella would surely insist on trying it too.

Even if she was my clone, I couldn't bear the thought of sharing the food Edel fed me.

"But what should we do? I don't have any meat right now. Is there anything else you'd like to eat?"
"Will you give me what I want to eat?"
"Of course. I should give my lovely little sister whatever she wants."

Stella remained silent for a moment.
With her cheeks still puffed, she lowered her head, then looked up at me with just her eyes.

It didn't seem like the silence of a simply hungry child. The silence was long and deep, as if hiding concerns I didn't know about beneath our food talk.

"Then, give me mama."
"Ma...ma?"

What? Did I hear wrong?
Stella's gaze dropped sharply toward my chest.
As if confirming my ominous premonition, drool trickled down her jawline from her slightly parted lips.

"Yes. Mama. I want to drink the mana milk from unnie's royal bosom."
"W-What did you say?"

I hadn't misheard.
Stella's eyes... were looking at my chest purely as prey.

My face felt like it was burning, about to explode.

"Hooh."

Just then, an ominous voice rang out beside me.
Glancing sideways, I saw Edel watching my chest intently with his arms crossed.

"I was just getting hungry myself."
"Unnie has two breasts! I'll give one to the handsome oppa!"

Handsome oppa?
Being a clone, it seemed her standards of beauty were similar to mine.

But more importantly, what...?

"...NO WAY!!!!"

My shoulders shook with embarrassment.
My fists were clenched so tightly they trembled.

W-what are you talking about?! Who's giving what to whom?!
Edel was one thing, but even Stella was taking it a step further...
Or wait, is it the opposite?

Edel might be expected, but young Stella hadn't given up either?!

"Edel, if you come any closer, Pure Love or not, I'll kill you!"

While I was glaring at Edel, who was gradually closing the distance—

"Unnie... I can't hold back anymore."

Stella exclaimed with sparkling eyes.

"Thank you for the meal!"

Stella opened her mouth as wide as possible and lunged for my left breast, aiming precisely for the center.

"Hnngh!?"

I was startled by the sensation of Stella's teeth through my clothes. A chill ran down my spine at the dampness of the small tongue exploring my chest.

Mana was instantly drained from my left breast, and a strange feeling I'd never experienced before took over my body.

"Hiiiiiiik!"

A sound that might have been a scream escaped my throat.

"Nngh! Stop..."

My breathing became rapid, and my legs gave out, causing me to collapse.
I wanted to pull Stella away immediately, but my body wouldn't listen.

"Puha—! That was delicious!"

When Stella removed her mouth, thin strands of saliva stretched like delicate threads from the corners of her small lips to my chest.

My left breast was more swollen than my right, and through the saliva-dampened fabric, my flushed skin was faintly visible.

My chest, rising and falling with rough breaths, trembled sensitively at the slightest breeze.

"Unnie's mama really is the most delicious! Mom doesn't taste like this."
"What does it taste like?"
"Handsome oppa should try it himself!"

While I was momentarily dazed, Edel and Stella were evaluating my chest.

"Edel...?"

My empty, lifeless gaze turned toward Edel.
Edel's throat moved subtly.
Gulp. The sound of him swallowing dryly was distinctly audible.

Edel? No, right?
That's not it, right?

You promised not to talk about breasts or milk pouches until you learned Pure Love, didn't you?

So why are you approaching me?
And why are your eyes like that?!

I tried to put strength into my body, but it wouldn't obey.
It seemed I was experiencing mana exhaustion due to the sudden loss of mana.

Step.
Step.

The closer Edel got, the more wildly my heart pounded.

No. At this rate, Edel will...!
I squeezed my eyes shut as Edel finally cast his shadow over me.
Small tears rolled down my cheeks without me realizing it.

Swish.

"...!"

Edel's rough hand gently wrapped around my arm.
Then, slowly and carefully, he helped me to my feet.

"Are you all right?"
"Y-Yes. I'm fine..."

At Edel's words, the tension that had been gripping my body relaxed, and relief spread deep in my chest.
Yet somehow, my heart began to pound even more fiercely, eventually turning into pain.

"Aren't you going to taste unnie's mama? It's really delicious..."

Stella expressed her disappointment at Edel's actions.

"I don't particularly want to do something that Estelle dislikes. Do you want to torment your sister?"
"Torment? Unnie gave permission. Right, unnie?"

Stella tilted her head slightly with the corners of her lips turned up. The laughter of the dolls standing beside her seemed eerie.

The innocent, childlike appearance from earlier—when she was shedding tears and puffing her cheeks—had long since vanished.

"By the way, unnie. I've been meaning to ask, who is this handsome oppa?"
"Edel. He's a Dark Knight learning Pure Love from Estelle."

Edel answered on my behalf, as I could barely support myself.

"I see. Mom told me. Unnie likes watching other people's Pure Love."

An indescribable light flashed deep in Stella's eyes.

"Unnie. Your lovely sister has found something she wants."

Stella slowly raised her right hand.
As casually as if selecting a candy, her fingertip pointed at Edel.

"It's okay if the handsome oppa does Pure Love with me, right? Unnie just wants to watch Pure Love, after all? Unlike unnie, I want to do Pure Love."

As if Stella's words were a signal, Pipi burst out of its doll shell.

A steel golem the size of a giant tree in the Great Forest extended its hand with an eerie metallic sound.

"Edel...!"

Even as Edel was caught in Pipi's hand, he didn't resist at all—neither releasing magical energy nor trying to escape.
As if he didn't mind being captured, he simply surrendered his body.

And then.

'Don't worry.'

His indifferent gaze seemed to say.

"Hehe. I'll show you the Pure Love that unnie wants to see!"
"What...?"

A powerful mana storm erupted around Stella, blurring my vision, then disappeared, leaving only the trajectory of her voice behind.

Ch.195 - The Witch And The Sister (4)
"Mom."
"Estelle. You called sooner than I expected."

The first thing I did after recovering my mana wasn't chasing after Stella.
I could have immediately gone after Stella who took Edel with her, but... I needed to understand why first.

Besides, with Edel and the Guardians there, Stella wouldn't be in any danger.

Something was off about Stella, who should have been exactly like me. And more than anything... her declaration that she wanted to experience "Pure Love" had shocked me deeply.

"So what did you want to talk about?"

Mom's appearance through the magic circle was different from usual.
Her disheveled hair covered her face, and the eyes visible between the strands were trembling with anxiety.

Judging by the broken furniture and scattered books strewn about behind her, something had clearly happened.

"I called about Stella."

The moment she heard Stella's name, Mom's eyes froze briefly before trembling violently.

"Stella? Is she there with you!? I've been searching the entire house but couldn't find her... how did she get there...!"

So that's why the house was in such a state—she'd been searching for Stella.
I had mistakenly thought the house was wrecked because of Stella's rebellious or adolescent behavior.

"So, where's Stella? Let me see her face!"
"Well..."

Despite Mom's expectation as she pressed her face toward the magic circle as if about to burst through it, I finally averted my eyes and swallowed my words.

"...she ran away."
"What? She ran away? You rotten girl. Your sister runs away and you couldn't even stop her? What were you doing?"
"I couldn't help it! She drained my mana so completely that I'm lucky I didn't pass out!"

Our anger and indignation clashed across the magic circle.

"You rotten..."
"Okay, enough! Stop!"

After a few more pointless exchanges, I threw up both hands to cut off the conversation.

"Stella ran away from home, didn't she?"
"What? Not just going out, but actually running away...!?"

Mom seemed to have thought Stella had just gone out briefly, as her eyes trembled again.

"You compared her to me, didn't you? Don't you know how badly comparisons affect children?"

A passage I'd read in a book flashed through my mind.
If you constantly compare a child to someone else, their self-esteem crumbles, inferiority builds up, and eventually they become confused about who they really are.

Well, I remembered my past life, so I was fine, but Mom was literally a rookie at parenting.

It made some sense why Stella had become so twisted.

"Do you know what Stella said? She said unlike me, she wants to experience Pure Love, and she took Edel with her."
"Edel?"
"Ah, anyway!"

Not wanting Edel's name to be discussed by Mom, I quickly changed the subject.

"Did Stella show any unusual behavior at home?"
"Unusual behavior?"
"You know, like demanding excessive affection."

Suddenly, I remembered Stella drooling while demanding my "milk."

"Or acting rebelliously..."

Next, I recalled Stella boldly declaring she was running away.

"Or showing jealousy or obsessive behavior...?"

Finally, her taking Edel away...
Wait. I didn't even need to ask Mom. It was all already evident.

There was no need to ask.
I had already experienced all three behaviors myself.

"Even if she's my clone, she's still a ten-year-old child. And with her accelerated growth, she's actually a baby not even a hundred days old! As her mother, you should have considered these special circumstances!"

My voice grew louder.
Without realizing it, I tensed the muscles around my eyes and accused Mom reproachfully.

"You think she's you?"

Mom flatly contradicted me as she tidied her disheveled hair.

"It's the opposite. I love Stella so much. Unlike some rotten girl wandering outside, I might be giving her too much love."
"Ah. Is that so?"

My facial muscles contorted involuntarily at her sudden cutting words. I tried to force a smile, but my lips kept trembling.

"If you give her so much love, why did you compare her to me? Is that love too?"
"What comparison? Stella was acting too mature for her age, and I was surprised. She was pretending to be grown-up, like imitating her sister. I just said a few words about it."
"What?"

I doubted my ears for a moment, but Mom continued nonchalantly.

"She would frown and insist on eating only vegetables, and I told her she didn't need to be like Estelle. She also wanted to sleep separately and get up early to prepare my meals... it all seemed like she was trying to fill your absence. I just told her she didn't need to do that."

...Something was off.

Stella had consistently said, "Mom only talks about Unnie."
She had even run away because of it.

But now Mom was saying the exact opposite.
That Stella was acting just like me, and she told her it wasn't necessary.

It didn't add up.

Stella felt Mom didn't see her and only talked about her sister, while Mom thought Stella was imitating me.

Though their words differed, their focus was fixed on one point.

Me...?
Somehow, I was being identified as the culprit.

"What about you?"
"Pardon?"
"You didn't say anything strange to Stella, did you?"

This time, Mom's eyes scrutinized me sharply.

Was she worried I had directly told Stella she was a clone?
Just to be sure, I recalled each conversation I'd had with Stella, but fortunately, I hadn't made such a mistake.

I had thought about it though.
...Quite a lot.

It's only natural, right? She was created from my blood and flesh.
Not just her appearance, but her behavior and personality were bound to resemble mine.

Of course, when she said she ate meat, I briefly doubted whether she was truly mine.

"Why aren't you answering? You rotten girl, don't tell me you bullied your sister who's not even a hundred days old!?"
"Aish! How could I bully her! And I never said anything!"

My voice burst out involuntarily at Mom's nagging.
Who's bullying whom? If anything, I was the one being bullied... My chest still ached.

"Estelle. I'm asking just in case."
"What is it?"
"Do you perhaps know that Stella is some kind of clone or something?"

When that word came from Mom's mouth, I felt a cold bruise form in a corner of my heart, like someone feeling guilty.

"I really never said anything!"
"Even if you never said it, there's such a thing as intuition."

Mom continued with certainty as she used magic to tidy up the house.

"Living beings inherently possess their own nature."
"......"

Thinking about it, there were quite a few points that made sense.

"Unnie's milk tastes the best!"

She remembered the taste from the first mana feeding.

"Unnie gave me my name."

She knew it was me, not Mom, who named her.

"Please take care of Mom."

If that was the case.
Stella might even remember what I said when she was first created.

And if Mom denied that to her.
The only choice left was to run away to prove her own identity.

What should I do?
I had thought a clone searching for self-identity was something you'd only see in movies or novels from my past life.

But now... when it actually happened in reality, I had no idea what to do.

It wasn't that I had extreme thoughts like needing to eliminate the clone.

I just couldn't figure out what to do with Stella, who had deviated significantly from the path I had set for her.

"Hey. Estelle."
"Yes?"

While I was lost in thought, Mom, who had returned to her usual self within the magic circle, called out to me gently.

"Stella is Stella. Right?"
"I... guess so?"

It was an obvious statement.
But Mom shook her head as if my answer wasn't right.

"Stella isn't you, is she? She may resemble you, but that's all."
"......"
"I don't know what you're thinking, but Stella is Stella. She's your only sister and my second daughter. Unlike you, she likes meat. And she's so curious that she doesn't just observe things. Also, how she uses magic I never taught her... Do you understand now?"

Mom was right.
Unlike me, Stella disliked vegetables and loved meat.

Unlike me who wanted to watch Pure Love, she was a child who wanted to experience it directly.

And she even used magic no one had taught her.

"Even if I went and talked to her, it wouldn't improve... and I have no intention of leaving this place. Please take care of Stella. Can you do that?"

I always end up getting help from Mom when it comes to Stella's issues.

"Can I do it, you ask?"

A small smile that Mom couldn't see flitted across my lips.

"That was my intention from the beginning."

I immediately tidied my hair that had been disheveled by the mana storm and took out a broom.

"Really? Tell Stella that tonight's dinner is chicken stew, her favorite."
"Hehehe. I'll tell her after I give her a good smack and feel better!"
"What!? You rotten girl...! If Stella has even a small bump on her head, I'll...!"

Before Mom could finish, I cut off the communication magic. If I had talked any longer, who knows what Stella might have done.

I slowly levitated my body and sensed Edel's demonic energy spread through the air.

Where the demonic energy was thickest.
That's where Edel and Stella would be.

Ch.196 - The Witch And The Sister (5)
"Is this how you do it?"
"Oh my! That's not how you do it!"

Deep in the Great Forest.
In a flower field where even wild animals rarely ventured, Edel was getting a thorough scolding from Stella.

"Look! You have to gently twist the flower stems to make a ring. What are you doing ruining them like that?"

Her small fingers skillfully twisted the stems to form a circular ring. The ring that bloomed from her tiny, dirt-covered fingertips surprisingly took on a proper shape.

In contrast, the flower in Edel's hand was half-torn, with stems tied in messy knots—certainly not something that could be passed off as well-made.

"See? You can do it, right?"
"...It's difficult."

Edel stared at the flower ring Stella had made with an indifferent expression, then went back to fiddling with the flower in his hand.

"Your hands are too big for making rings, Oppa. I'll make the rings, and you can make the flower crown."
"Understood."

They sat side by side in the flower field. Stella hummed a tune while weaving rings one by one, and Edel began making a flower crown by picking flowers around them.

"...But. Don't you need to be with Unnie?"

While working, Stella glanced at Edel and murmured softly.

"What do you mean?"
"Wouldn't Unnie be sad if you disappeared?"

Sad? Why?
Edel paused his fidgeting hands and thought.

Wasn't it Stella who brought him here in the first place? Why would she ask such a question?

"Hmm... I'm not sure. But why do you ask?"
"In storybooks, princesses and princes get sad when they're separated... I want to have Pure Love, but I don't want Unnie to be sad. I don't want to see Unnie crying again."

Despite Stella's explanation, Edel still couldn't understand what she meant. For one thing, he wasn't anything like a prince.

"I'm just... learning about Pure Love from Estelle. I'm not a prince or anything."
"Really? That's a relief! I was so worried that you and Unnie might already be married!"

Marriage? What is she talking about?
While Edel was trying to make sense of her words, Stella sighed in relief, stroking her chest.

"I guess if you were, you wouldn't have let yourself be caught by Pippi so easily."

Stella stopped twirling the flower ring and hugged the doll beside her tightly.

"Pippi told me. That you're much stronger than him. So there must be a reason you let yourself be caught."

I want to have Pure Love.
That's what Stella had shouted.
He had simply allowed himself to be caught by the golem's hands because he was curious about what Stella's Pure Love meant.

"Pippi!"

Pippi waved his tiny limbs in agreement.

Stella smiled at the sight momentarily, then looked straight up at Edel and continued.

"You want to have Pure Love too, right? You're not satisfied with just learning about it? Then hurry up and finish the flower crown so we can have our wedding!"

Edel shifted his gaze toward Stella, who had resumed humming to herself while connecting flower rings.

"What does marriage have to do with Pure Love?"
"Everything! Pure Love is marriage. When you get married, you exchange rings and wear flower crowns. It was in the storybook I read. A beautiful princess and a handsome prince did that and lived happily ever after."

Stella carefully twisted the stem with her sweaty fingers to complete the ring.

"I'm the princess. And you're the prince. Because you're handsome."
"Stella. Are you in love with me?"
"Love?"

Stella blinked her bright, round eyes.

"Estelle said that Pure Love is only complete when a man and woman's love comes together."

Edel looked around and picked flowers as he pleased, mostly pink ones with sweet fragrances. There were many blue and red flowers too, but they didn't find their way into his hands.

"She said if you want to be together, want to feed them delicious food... and if that alone makes you happy, that's Pure Love."

As Edel continued speaking, Stella's small mouth gradually twisted.

"No..."

Stella flinched and shook her head vigorously.

"Love isn't like that. Marriage is love! Exchanging rings and putting on flower crowns is love. That's Pure Love!"

Stella's voice, stretched out like stubbornness, pierced Edel, but that was all. He simply continued connecting the flowers in his hand, one by one.

"I didn't mean to dismiss your idea of Pure Love. I apologize."

Edel recalled what Estelle had said.
Didn't she mention that Pure Love takes many forms? If so, then for Stella, marriage must be Pure Love.

"It's done."

Eventually, something that could barely be called a flower crown was completed in Edel's hands. It was crooked, with fallen or crushed petals that didn't look good, but Edel seemed satisfied as he handed over the pinkish flower crown.

"It's ugly. And it's too big. I can't wear it on my head. Make it again."

After receiving the crown and staring at it intently, Stella frowned deeply and threw it to the ground. Her small fingertips trembled with dissatisfaction.

"I like it as it is. If you don't like it, make one yourself."

Unlike Stella, Edel carefully picked up the crown and handled it preciously. Though oddly shaped, it was satisfactory to Edel who had made a flower crown for the first time.

"Eeeek! With a flower crown this terrible, we can't get married!"
"Do we have to get married? Estelle said—"
"We're talking about me right now!"

Stella shouted, cutting off his words.
Her hands clutched her skirt and trembled, and her small shoulders heaved. Her eyes shook as if tears would burst forth at any moment.

"Neither Unnie nor Mom sees me—they only see Unnie! No matter what I say or do... they only see it as me imitating Unnie! And you're the same!"

Beneath the shadow created by her bowed head, Stella's cries fell like rain.

"I'm... Stella! You're handsome, Oppa! You're a prince! So please look at me!"

Stella's cry echoed across the flower field.

***

[Please take care of Mom.]

From the moment she was born, Stella had been told to take care of Mom, but she didn't know how.

'Mom, I'll eat my vegetables well... ugh.'
'She doesn't need to force herself to eat those things.'

Pushing aside her favorite chicken soup to force down vegetable salad.

'Mom, I can sleep alone!'
'There will be thunder and lightning tonight, will you be okay?'
'...Then I'll sleep alone starting tomorrow.'

Insisting she could sleep alone even if it was difficult.

In the mornings, she would wake up early to set the table with clumsy hands,
sweep and clean the house, and even prepare her mother's favorite tea.

This will make Mom happy.

It wasn't just because of her promise with her sister.
Regardless of everything else, Stella truly loved her mother.

Her mother who would hold her tight on stormy nights with thunder and lightning.
Her mother who would create a gentle breeze to dry her hair after baths, and brush her hair with tender hands.
Her mother who made three friends for her so she wouldn't be lonely, and read storybooks before bedtime.

All those moments were Stella's most precious happiness in the world.

'Mom, I love you.'
'Yes. Mom loves Stella too.'

When embraced in her mother's arms, feeling her warmth, it felt as if the world disappeared and only the two of them remained.

Every time she felt her breath and heard her heartbeat, Stella could believe she truly existed.
That was the proof of love.

Continuously. Like this. Just the two of them. With Mom.

'You're so much like your sister. It's like seeing Estelle when she was little.'

Until she heard those words, Stella had been truly happy.

'What? What do you mean...?'

Her heart seemed to skip a beat.

'You don't have to do housework. You don't have to try to sleep alone. You don't need to force yourself to eat vegetables.'

Stella was clearly standing in front of her mother, but her gaze seemed to pass through her, chasing after her sister's image somewhere behind.

'You don't have to act like your sister. Stella, you...'
'I just...'

She wanted to say she had never once imitated her sister.
But somehow, the words that had risen to her throat couldn't pass her lips.

I did it for Mom.

But the more she tried to deny it, the more painfully her heart ached.
Was she really imitating her sister all along?
If so, had Mom been seeing not Stella, but always her sister?

After that, Stella watched her mother's reactions with every small action she took.

Even in simple daily routines like bathing together or sitting across from each other at the table.
Even when greeting her with "Did you have a good dream?" in the morning, or tucking her in with "Sleep well" at night.

All of her mother's words and gestures seemed directed not at Stella, but always at her sister.

This became certain one night when they were in bed together.

'Mmm... Estelle.'

Stella heard her mother's low, husky voice in her sleep all too clearly.

Stella covered her mouth with both hands to avoid waking her mother, trying to prevent her sobs from escaping. But her constricted chest shook even more violently, and tears continuously streamed down her cheeks.

For an ordinary child, these would have been moments of jealousy toward a sister who monopolized their mother's love.

But for Stella, with the body of a ten-year-old yet not even a hundred days old since birth, an inexplicable anxiety washed over her like waves, repeatedly pounding at her heart.

[If Stella comes along, Mom will have to be alone. That would make Mom very sad. Can you stay with Mom in my place, Stella?]

She recalled the promise she had made with her sister, pinky fingers linked, before she left home.

Was she born just to fill her sister's absence?

Somehow, her mother's smiles and warm touches that she had seen all this time felt like thorns piercing her heart.
The moments she had believed were happiness... seemed to lose their color one by one under the name of her sister.

Stella spent the night holding her three dolls. And she kept asking questions that had no answers.

If everything I've done was just imitating my sister... what is the real me? What does it mean to act like myself?

'Tee!'
'Pippi!'
'Kiki!'

At that moment, the three dolls in her arms—Titi, Pippi, and Kiki—whimpered softly and twisted their bodies. Jumping out of her embrace onto the floor, the dolls ran to a dark corner of the room, dragged out a book, and placed it on Stella's lap.

'I'm not in the mood to read right now...'

When she opened the book, moonlight through the window brushed across the pages. In the moonlight, the image of a beautiful princess wearing a flower crown and a handsome prince exchanging flower rings was revealed.

The two of them smiling brightly, blessed by everyone.
What captured Stella's attention most was the princess's reflection in the prince's eyes.

Seeing those eyes that held only the princess, Stella's heart sank.

'This is it!'

Stella stopped crying and her eyes shone like an adventurer who had made a great discovery.

Being loved, being acknowledged... it's about exchanging rings and getting married like this.

To be seen as myself.
That is marriage.
That is Pure Love!

However, there were several problems with Stella getting married.

Yes. First...

'But guys, where can I find a handsome prince?'

The absence of a prince was the issue.

'Pippi!'
'Pippi says he'll be the prince? But Pippi, you're my precious friend. And... you're not handsome.'
'Tee!'
'Go find Unnie? Why?'
'Kiki.'
'You're right. Mom said Unnie likes to see Pure Love. Surely she must have at least one or two handsome princes around her.'

Unnie asked me to take care of Mom, but... I don't care anymore.

Stella wiped her tears and quietly clutched the storybook.

Ch.197 - The Witch And The Sister (6)
"I am not a prince."

Despite Stella's outcry, Edel's response was indifferent. Just that. He spoke only the unvarnished truth.

Why Stella was crying, why she emphasized "I"—Edel couldn't understand. But he could correct a few misunderstandings.

"A prince refers to the son of a king. I'm an orphan. And a Dark Knight."

First of all, Edel was not a prince.
There were kings in the demon realm too, but the Demon King didn't even have the concept of children.
The word "prince" was just an unfamiliar term he had first encountered in books while receiving Pure Love education from Estelle a month ago.

"Even if I wanted to be one, I couldn't."
"Uuuugh..."

The more Edel spoke, the larger Stella's tears grew. When they finally rolled down her chin and fell onto the flowers, the petals trembled pitifully.

His words were cold and sharp, like an adult mercilessly crushing a child's dreams by forcing reality upon them.

"And I..."

Edel rose from the flower bed and pressed down on Stella with his gaze like a wall, his shadow falling over her head.

"Dee! Beep! Keek!!!"

The three dolls fiercely howled as if they were one body on behalf of the crying Stella, but Edel didn't spare them even a glance.

Stella looked at the ominously glowing red eyes beyond the shadow and instinctively became frightened.
When his hand covered even those eyes, she squeezed her eyes shut.

She could have escaped this threat by asking Deedee, Beepee, and Keekee for help.
But strangely, what filled her heart wasn't survival instinct but the urge to end everything right here.

What if it all ended now?
Would Mom mourn for her as Stella?

These thoughts, swept up in childish intoxication, soon led to resignation.

As a hand large enough to engulf her head loomed over her, Stella instinctively closed her eyes.
In that brief moment, the faces of her mother and sister, whom she believed she should hate, flashed faintly through her mind.

With a light tap,
Edel's hand touched Stella's head.

"Eh...?"

But the end Stella had imagined didn't come.
The large hand only gently stroked her hair with a tenderness that didn't match its size.

Slowly opening her eyes, she found calm red eyes that had settled their fierce glow, instead of the menacingly burning ones from before.

"I've never once thought of Estelle while looking at you."

The lips surrounded by rough scars opened.
The words those lips formed... were exactly what Stella had been longing to hear.

"What did you just say...?"

Stella's tears, which had been flowing endlessly, suddenly stopped as if she'd forgotten she was crying.

Did she hear wrong?
Stella doubted her ears.

"Exactly what I said. I told you I've never once thought of you as Estelle."

But Edel calmly continued, speaking as if stating something completely obvious.

"Your pink hair and eye color might be similar, but that's all. You have a different scent from Estelle."
"Scent...?"
"Yes. Estelle has a sweet scent, but you... yes, you have a refreshing scent."
"Really? You're not lying?"

Stella tried to confirm Edel's words again, like a child verifying a promise with an adult.

"I don't lie. Also, the atmosphere you and Estelle give off is completely different. How could I possibly confuse you with Estelle?"

Edel's words continued without end. He went on to explain differences in speech patterns, the sound of laughter, and more...

With each word, Stella's eyes grew more lively. A bright smile emerged through her tears.

A gentle crimson flower bloomed on her cheeks, which had been as white as jade.

It was an emotion that the young Stella had never felt before. Something weightier than joy, happier than happiness... an emotion that couldn't be expressed in words.

"Above all, Estelle likes watching other people's Pure Love, but you want to experience Pure Love yourself."

The prince—no, her prince—was truly seeing Stella, whom even her mother didn't look at. Those red eyes were looking only at Stella.

"My prince..."
"Don't make me say it twice. I'm not a prin—"
"Prince! You are a prince! My very own prince!!"

Stella couldn't contain her joy.
Her emotions took over her body, making her bounce on her feet, and she even threw herself forward to hug Edel.

"Prince! Let's get married! Okay? I'll even take that ugly flower crown! Okay?!"

As Stella stretched out her short arms trying to snatch the flower crown, Edel raised his hand high in the air, keeping it out of her reach as if annoyed.

"I have no intention of marrying you."
"Why not! Princes are supposed to marry princesses and live happily ever after! I'll be your princess! I will!"

Nevertheless, Stella persistently reached for the flower crown. She didn't want to give up when there was a prince right in front of her who saw only her.

If she could just take that crown, put it on her head, and they exchanged flower rings, they would be married.

She didn't want to give up on the Pure Love that had appeared before her.

"I don't need a princess. Even if I were to marry, it wouldn't be you. You're not my ideal type."
"Ideal type? What's that?"

Just as she was about to use mana to steal the crown, Stella's persistent reaching stopped at the unfamiliar term.

"An ideal type is like a set of conditions for someone to appeal to me."
"So what's your ideal type then!"

Stella, dangling from Edel's hand with puffed cheeks, protested fiercely.

"My ideal type must be stronger than me. I have no interest in the weak."
"Stronger than you?"
"Beep?"

Beepee echoed the question.
After all, the prince was stronger than Beepee.
It would be practically impossible for Stella to become stronger than the prince.

"That's not all."
"There's more?"
"They must be good at cooking."

This at least applied to Stella.
Though only once a day, she prepared breakfast every morning.

Her mom had said it was delicious, so she must be good at cooking.

"And this is the most important part."
"What is it?"
"They must be able to feed a baby."
"...A baby?"

A hungry baby? Why? Is it a picky eater?
No matter how much she thought about it, Stella couldn't understand.

So she tried to recall when she was a baby, when she first felt hunger and cried.

Her confused sister and mother had talked, and then...

"......"

Stella looked down at her own body.
Unlike her sister, there was nothing but flatness—just a completely flat plain.

Stella realized.
The prince had no intention of marrying her.

"Eeek! You just don't want to marry me!"
"I said from the beginning, even if I were to marry, it wouldn't be you."
"Who else fits your ideal type besides my sister?!"
"...?"

Flailing her arms and legs, Stella roughly broke free from Edel's grasp. As anger welled up, she drew on her mana and finally twisted her body to gain freedom.

It happened while Edel was momentarily lost in thought.

"Hmph! Whatever! I'm going to get married! I'll get married and live happily ever after! I'm not going to miss out on a prince who truly sees me!! Deedee! Beepee! Keekee!"

"Dee!"
"Beep!"
"Keek..."

At Stella's call, the three dolls began to inflate, each making their own crying sounds. After seams burst and stuffing popped out, three giant monsters appeared.

"Go get the flower crown from the prince's hand! Don't hurt him! Don't damage the crown either! You understand what I'm saying, right?!"

As soon as Stella finished speaking, the first to attack was the steel golem's fist, flying in with a bizarre sound.

He could dodge it if he wanted to.
Compared to the powerful opponents he had fought before, the fist of the golem called Beepee wasn't particularly fast or threatening.

Though Edel had no interest in the weak, he didn't avoid fights that came to him.

He would cut it down in one strike.
There wasn't even a need to use demon energy.

But the hand reaching for his demon sword hesitated.

Because Stella was Estelle's family.
He remembered how Estelle's eyes would light up and her expression would become happy when talking about family.

If he cut down Beepee now, Stella would be sad. And wouldn't a family member's sadness lead to Estelle's sadness? This thought made Edel hesitate.

And that hesitation led to—

KWAAANG!

With a sound too loud to be just a punch landing, Edel was sent flying.

"B-Beepee! I told you not to hurt him!!!"
"Beep, beep beep..."
"You didn't think he'd get hit? Is that what someone who hit him should say?! Would you believe me if I hit you and said that?!"
"Beep... beep beep."
"Anyway! I'll apologize after I marry the prince!"

While Stella was scolding Beepee, Edel got up, dusting himself off after leaving a mark on one of the Great Forest's common giant trees.

"...Fortunately, it's intact."

Why did he care about a masterless flower crown?

After checking the condition of the crown in his hand, Edel let out a sigh of relief for some reason.

"Th-thank goodness. Prince, you're not hurt."

Seeing Edel emerge from the dust cloud without a scratch, Stella also sighed in relief.

"Beepee, you stay put! Keekee! You can do this right?!"

But Stella wasn't about to give up on stealing the crown.

She scolded Beepee loudly and called for Keekee this time. She thought that since Keekee's attacks were special, the prince wouldn't get hurt.

However, for some reason, Keekee's response wasn't heard.

"Heehee."

Instead, a more sinister, frightening, and terrifying laugh reached Stella's ears.

Ch.198 - The Witch And The Sister (7)
Following the trail of Edel's magical energy, I stepped into the flower garden when a thunderous boom erupted from the steel golem Pipi's fist.

And through the dust cloud appeared Edel, brushing off the dirt.

"P-Pipi! I told you not to hurt me!!!"
"Pi, pipi..."
"You didn't know I'd get hit? Is that what someone who just hit someone says!? Would you believe me if I hit you and said that!?"
"Pi... pipipi."
"Anyway! Apologize when I marry the Prince!"

What kind of situation was this?
Prince? Marriage? It was absurd just hearing those words.

It was obvious what happened.
Edel must have unconsciously charmed Stella, just like those female fish he caught while fishing in the sea!

Edel wasn't important right now.
I'd deal with that problem later. Now was the time to address more pressing matters.

As I tried to approach them, Kiki blocked my path.
She proudly waved a red ribbon over her ghastly wound.

"Would you move? I need to talk to Stella."
"Kikik."

I had no idea what that meant. It would have been nice if Edel were beside me. Still, judging by the atmosphere, I could guess what Kiki was saying.

Probably something like, 'Don't interfere with Stella.'

She seemed determined to block me, with her eyes glowing ominously red and her doll body gradually expanding... it felt like watching the introduction to a boss battle.

"Oh my. Are you challenging me?"

I treated her wounds and this is how she repays me?

I pulled out my Triceratops.
The Triceratops's power was fundamentally based on curses, and even without that, I was a Witch.
There was no way I could lose against power rooted in curses.

Kiki must have sensed it too.
That she was no match for me.
Yet she refused to back down, showing how much Stella cherished Kiki, and how much Kiki treasured Stella.

"Won't you be a good girl?"
"Kik..."

Just as Kiki was about to transform into her true form, I gave her a mana-infused flick on the head.

With a brief cry, she shrank back into a small doll, with her reddened eyes gleaming brightly through her dented head.

No matter how much of a boss monster she was, if you catch her before transformation, that's that.

"Kiki! You can do it!"

At that moment, Stella's urgent cry rang out.
She seemed to want Kiki's help, but too bad.
That one was dangling from my hand right now.

"Hehehe."

Though it wasn't much of a substitute, I filled in Kiki's response with my laughter.

"Kiki? Why aren't you answe—"

Stella turned her head urgently and our eyes met.

"U-Unnie? How did you get here...?"
"I have my ways. Why? Am I not allowed here?"

Stella's eyes trembled like a child caught by her parents after doing something wrong. As she stumbled backward, she bumped into Pipi with a thud and clutched the back of her head, her eyes welling up with tears.

"Oww! Pipi, seriously!"
"Pipi..."

Blaming others when she was the one who bumped into him. I don't know who she takes after, but seeing the bump swelling on Stella's head made my own head hurt in sympathy.

"Are you okay?"
"I-I'm not hurt at all!"

Worried about Stella who was swallowing back tears, I approached her, but she hid behind Pipi's large body, peeking out just her face—looking like a frightened wild animal.

"Stella, can we talk? What's this about marriage?"
"Marriage is marriage."
"Do you even know what marriage is?"
"Marriage is Pure Love! It says so in books!"

Marriage is Pure Love?
While Pure Love can lead to marriage, marriage is just one part of Pure Love. Stella seemed to have the kind of fantasy about marriage that children dream of from fairy tales.

"That's a bit different. People marry because of Pure Love, not the other way around."
"What's the difference! Marriage means being together forever, right? That's Pure Love!"

Stella's gaze was intensely serious.
I wondered what Edel had said to make her so smitten.

"Unnie just wants to see Pure Love. I'm different—I'm going to experience it myself."

If Stella truly wanted Pure Love, I wouldn't be acting like this.
But Stella seemed to be searching for something else behind the name of Pure Love.

Perhaps... it was a different meaning of Pure Love than what I wanted to see.

"So... don't get in my way! Pipi! Go punish Unnie!"
"Pipi..."

Despite Stella's command, Pipi only made a low whimper, and the fist that had attacked Edel didn't move an inch.

Of course, Pipi's title was Guardian of the Body.
Having recognized Stella as his master, he couldn't attack me, who shared the same body.

"Pipi, what's wrong with you today!?"
"Pi..."

Stella, not knowing this, was just taking out her frustration on poor Pipi who couldn't do anything either way.

"Seems like Pipi doesn't want to do that?"
"Argh...!"

Stella puffed her cheeks in anger, but what could she do?

"Titi!"
"Ti—!"

As I tried to close the distance with Stella again, this time Titi blocked my path.

It was admirable how the lion-shaped doll bravely stepped forward to protect its master, but...

"Move."
"Tii..."

Titi, who becomes incredibly weak against those with strong will, met my eyes and immediately curled its tail, scurrying back to Stella's side, trembling.

"Titi too!?"
"Looks like you have no friends left to help. What will you do? Is talking to Unnie that bad? Did I, what, try to ruin my little sister's wedding?"

With each step I took forward, Stella took two or three steps back with her short legs. We kept circling around Pipi, but the distance between us neither decreased nor increased.

Just a repetition of a few steps.

It wouldn't be difficult to catch Stella right now. I could easily catch up with just a few quick strides, without using any special techniques.

The same was true for Stella.
She could easily escape from me using the magic she had disappeared with alongside Edel. Seeing her running around sweating profusely... it seemed like Stella also had something to say to me.

"Why do you keep chasing me so scarily!"
"Stella, why do you keep running away?"
"Because your expression is super scary...!!"

What's wrong with my expression?
Isn't it the same as usual?

"Priiiince!"

Finally reaching her physical limit, Stella used her last bit of strength to run to Edel. From behind Edel, she grabbed his pant leg and breathed heavily.

"Estelle, aren't you bullying your sister too much? And your expression is definitely scary. It's even scarier now."

Edel also took issue with my expression and sided with Stella.

No, what's wrong with my expression...?
I'm the one who's been bullied all this time, so it was unfair for Edel to say that too.

"Bullying? I'm the one who's been bullied, okay? My chest... is still so sore."

I didn't want to explain such things to Edel, but... somehow I didn't feel hesitant now.

"And. I just want to talk with my sister. You're not siding with Stella because she proposed to you, are you?"

I voiced my unconscious dissatisfaction and protested to Edel.
Stella didn't fit any of Edel's ideal types, so I couldn't understand why he was protecting her like this.

"I was just curious about what Pure Love meant to Stella. Didn't you say it yourself, Estelle? That watching others' Pure Love helps in learning about Pure Love."

How unfair to counter so logically.
He quoted exactly what I had said when we were watching the Pure Love between the Saintess and the Guardian.

"Anyway, would you move? I have something I want to discuss with Stella alone."
"Hmm."

Despite my polite request, Edel just let out a contemplative sound.
With his arms crossed, he closed his eyes briefly, then looked down at Stella, who was clutching his pant leg and trembling slightly.

"Stella. You said you wanted to marry me."
"Y-Yes! I definitely want to marry you, Prince!"
"Then prove it."

Edel's gaze was intensely serious.

"Prove it...?"
"As I said before, my ideal type is someone stronger than me. Estelle is stronger than me. If you defeat Estelle here, that means you're stronger than me."
"W-With Unnie!? Me...!?"

Stella briefly met my eyes before hurriedly hiding completely behind Edel. For some reason, it seemed like I had earned her resentment.

"If you're scared, you don't have to fight. But then marriage is off the table."
"That... I don't want that."

Stella's small but firm voice echoed loudly.
The hand gripping Edel's pant leg gradually loosened. Instead, tears glistened in her eyes, but her footsteps stubbornly moved toward me.

Gulp.
Stella's small throat moved as she swallowed her determination.

Her eyes, filled with resolve, looked up at me as if she really intended to fight me.

"Stella, are you serious?"
"I am serious. I'll defeat Unnie and marry the Prince who will only look at me."

I just wanted to talk with Stella...
This made me feel like the evil witch sister trying to prevent her sister's marriage.

I glared briefly at Edel who had made sisters fight, but he seemed completely unaware of what he had done...

Sigh...
Why did I have to get involved in my sister's love quarrel?
It's not like I taught Edel about Pure Love because I wanted to see him marry Stella.

Swallowing the sigh that was about to escape, I faced Stella.

I could only wonder what had happened between Edel and Stella during the brief time I was in contact with Mom.

Ch.199 - The Witch And The Sister (8)
The beginning was monotonous.

"Hnnnngh!"

As Stella let out a somewhat awkward battle cry, the air rippled like a disturbed pond. Invisible hands seemed to grasp at empty space as natural mana surged in an instant.

Anyone would recognize it as the precursor to casting magic, but as someone who could read mana flow, I found the process rather fascinating.

Mom said she hadn't taught her magic yet... so this must be a mana manipulation technique Stella had naturally developed.

Typically, magic manifests by using accumulated mana as a medium to establish rules, then synchronizing natural mana to those rules.

But Stella's method was rough and simple. Her accumulated mana transformed into something like a giant hand, forcibly gathering scattered natural mana from the environment.

While this made precise, delicate magic impossible, the destructive power of the colliding, rampaging natural mana was undeniably intense.

"Are we really going to fight, Unnie?"
"I'm definitely going to marry the Prince!"

The mana that burst from Stella's hands became a gale that swept through the area.

The directionless, scattered wind slashed like countless blades, cutting grass and scraping stones as it raged uncontrollably.

"If that's what Stella wants..."

One of the blade-like gusts grazed my hair, sending a few strands flying helplessly in the wind.

"Then I suppose I should play along?"

Though I said that, I had no intention of hurting Stella. I thought it better to let her vent rather than suppress her. Once she exhausted herself and gave up, we could talk things through.

"Be-behind you!?"

When I teleported behind her, Stella sensed the mana flow and turned her head with a startled jerk.

But it was already too late.

"In situations like this, you shouldn't turn your head—you should release mana to shield your body. That's the basics."

My face was close to Stella's ear as I gave friendly advice like a veteran player instructing a newbie.

"Shut u— Huh?"

As Stella tried to release more mana, I grabbed the back of her collar and threw her high into the sky.

"Kyaaaah!?"

Stella screamed as she soared so high she nearly touched the clouds, but her voice scattered in the wind as she became just a tiny dot in the sky.

"Stella, even the most powerful magic is meaningless if it doesn't hit its target."

This time, I extended my hand from my side.
The magic circle that began absorbing mana aimed at Stella in the sky... or rather, slightly to her right.

KWAAANG!

As the rough pink magical blast shot upward like a geyser, I felt the mana flow fluctuate.

That was the signal that Stella had used magic.
I could instinctively recognize what spell it was. The mana flow matched what she'd shown when she disappeared with Edel.

Which meant...

"You're behind me?"
"Unnie, you said it yourself! Don't turn around—protect your body! I'm giving those words right back to you!"

With Stella's shout, the air behind me rippled with heat.
Before I could even turn around, a wave of pink mana surged forward and engulfed me.

"Not bad?"

I activated a defensive magic circle and lowered my body, but even so, my hair was torn and scattered, and pieces of my clothes were mercilessly shredded.

Stella's magic still lacked precision. Even now, the damage was minimal compared to the mana she was expending. I probably wouldn't have suffered any fatal wounds even without using a magic circle.

Instead, she overwhelmed me with sheer volume and momentum, cutting the ground beneath my feet.

Dust billowed up, obscuring everything in front of me. Stella must have been equally blinded.

"Did... did I win!?"

Stella's exclamation wavered like fog.
Her voice betrayed her bewilderment. Despite the situation being far too early to claim victory, she sounded pure and innocent—unable to hide her age.

I swallowed my laughter for a moment. I hadn't yet revealed myself from the dust cloud. It was fortunate that she was facing me. If Stella had blurted out such lines while fighting a real enemy... I shuddered at the thought.

"It's a bit early to claim victory, don't you think?"

With a light wave of my hand, the dust cloud that had filled my vision scattered instantly.

"Eh? How...?"
"To claim victory, you should first confirm that your opponent is down. And speaking in a dust cloud only reveals your position to your enemy."
"Mmmnnnghhh...!"

Stella puffed her cheeks, expressing her frustration in unintelligible sounds.

Though I'd softened my words, she must have realized it—that she was no match for me. Maybe if she had fought alongside Titi, Pipi, and Kiki, it might have been different. But even that would have been futile, making Stella's limitations obvious on her own.

Just look at her now.
Her face was flushed red from exertion, with beads of sweat forming on her forehead. Though she tried not to show it, her rough breathing heavily shook her small chest.

She showed clear signs of exhaustion after using magic just three times.

"Well? Do you want to continue? You know you can't win."
"......"

Stella pressed her lips together and lowered her gaze. Only silence answered me.

"But you still want to get married? Do you even really want to marry? Are you doing this because of Unnie and Mom?"

The distance between Stella and me suddenly closed. Close enough to touch... close enough to feel her breath.

Where should I begin? This was my first time dealing with such an issue, and countless words swirled in my mind. In the end, my lips moved before I could organize my thoughts.

"From what Unnie sees, marriage is just an excu—"
"You don't understand! Because you're real!"

Stella's cry echoed across the ruined flower garden.
Fallen petals scattered in the wind as Stella raised her head.

"What did you say...?"

Her small shoulders trembled as if all her suppressed emotions had burst out at once. Gradually, the flower petals that had been scattered by the wind began falling to the ground one by one.

"I'm not real... Even though you gave me my name!"

One petal.

"No matter what I do, Mom never sees me as myself..."

Two petals.

"I'm nothing but an imitation of you!"

Three petals.

At that moment, the scattered flower petals became tears streaming down Stella's cheeks.
Her suppressed crying collapsed all at once, and a child's voice overlapped with the ruined flower garden.

"Why did they even create me!? Why, why did you even give me a name!"

Mom was right.
Stella knew.
She knew she was a clone.

"You could have just called me Estelle Number Two! If you had... I wouldn't be suffering like this!"
"......"

I couldn't say anything.
Everything Stella said was true.

At first, I really had intended to call her Estelle Number Two, and even now, when I faced Stella, the first thing that came to mind was that she was my clone.

How could it not be?
Stella looked exactly like I did when I first met Mom.
Even the clothes she wore now were the ones I received as a gift when I became Mom's disciple.

All those things seemed to deny Stella's existence.

So... I maintained my silence.
At this point, saying things like Mom's actions were just a misunderstanding would be nothing but excuses.
Above all... if I spoke now, I felt I would inflict an indelible wound on Stella.

Stella raised her head abruptly, without even wiping away her tears.
My reflection appeared in her reddened eyes before falling with her tears.

"But the Prince is different...! He sees me as me. He's not looking at you. He sees me as Stella!"

The heavy anguish of someone not even a hundred days old poured from her lips.

Only then did I feel as if I'd been struck hard on the back of my head.

I see.
So that's why Stella...

"Like in fairy tales, I'm going to marry the Prince. And then... I'll live as my complete self!"
"Stella..."

I finally understood.
What Stella was obsessed with wasn't marriage, but her very existence.

The longing to be called Stella by someone had driven this child this far.

"But if you interfere with even this, what am I supposed to do...!"

Stella's mana began to surge.
Not only that, but the natural mana filling the Great Forest also began to tremble and cry, shaking the air.

"Someone like you..., someone like you...!"

With Stella's cry, the mana swelled into a storm that swallowed the flower garden. The wind lost direction and raged, uprooting flowers that scattered into the sky.

And at the climax—

"I really hate someone like you!!!"

With her final cry, the storm became a massive blade that rushed toward me.

It was different from before. This attack, clearly filled with hostility, split my skin and made blood spurt. But I had no time to worry about wounds on my body.

Because...

"Stella?"
"Hngh! It hurts, why...?"

Stella was hugging herself, collapsing to the ground with a pained expression.

Stella is a clone.
Not an ordinary one. She was adjusted to live for hundreds of years as long as she had mana.

Conversely, without mana...
Her body couldn't endure.

"Stella! Stop!"

Stella was still trembling, hugging herself.

The remnants of mana lingered in the air, scattering like a storm. Her small shoulders shook violently, and cries of pain burst forth.

"Unnie... I'm in pain. Even breathing... is so hard..."

Mana depletion and mana rampage...
Stella's body was breaking down.

I reached out with my bloodied arm, but the rampaging mana blocked my path and wouldn't let me through. Instead, it pushed me back.

Should I force my way through?
Would I hurt her if I approached?

Despite the cracks forming on Stella's body, I hesitated with such useless concerns.

"Unnie..."
"Stella!"

The mana leaking from Stella's body split like a scream.

Her small fingertips.
Her trembling shoulders.
And even her collapsing breath.

I could no longer hear them.
Only the word formed between her weakly moving lips moved me.

'Help me.'

That single plea erased all my hesitation.

"Just wait a little! Unnie is coming!"

I tore through the storm head-on. My skin was ripped, and pain penetrated to my bones, but it didn't matter.

Even if it left scars, it was better than losing Stella.

My fingertips finally touched Stella's shoulder.
The moment I embraced her cooling warmth, the rampaging mana wavered and cracked.

Ch.200 - The Witch And The Sister (9)
Even as the rampaging mana bared its teeth, threatening to tear me to shreds, what I needed to do remained unchanged.

Hold Stella as tightly as possible and transfer my mana to her.

First priority was preventing her body from disintegrating.

The more mana I transferred, the more it caused another rampage in the atmosphere, interfering with my efforts. Like pouring water into a bottomless jar. But I had no intention of stopping.

"I can't make Unnie and Mom worry and just close my eyes thinking it'll all be over!"

I just needed to inject more mana, for longer, than what was leaking out.

As I scraped every bit of mana from my body and injected it into Stella's, the rampaging mana began to lose momentum and disperse.

The mana that had been destroying the flower garden and whipping my body grew quiet.

Immediately afterward, I took out an Elixir from my temporary inventory and poured it into Stella's mouth. Even with her mana stabilized, her severely distorted body wouldn't recover on its own.

"That should do it..."

The large and small cracks covering Stella's body gradually filled in, and her breathing began to stabilize. Only then could I finally breathe a sigh of relief from deep within my chest.

And so, quietly...
As I held Stella in my arms, feeling the soft beating of her heart,

"Unnie...?"

The small body in my arms twitched and called out to me.

"Stella, are you conscious?"

As I carefully examined Stella after separating her from my embrace, the child had dreamy eyes as if she had just awakened from a deep sleep. But transparent droplets were flowing down her eyes.

Did something go wrong?
She drank the Elixir so there shouldn't be any problems, but my thoughts couldn't reach that far.

"Are, are you hurting somewhere!? Do you feel sick or dizzy or anything? Please tell me instead of just crying!?"

Stella stared at me blankly, then whispered weakly.

"I just feel comfortable. Being next to you... feels really good. And I'm not crying. You're the one who's crying."

I see.
They were my tears.
Thank goodness.

Only then did I realize that my tears had fallen onto Stella's face as they rolled down my cheeks.

"Why are you crying, Unnie?"
"Me...?"

Stella's small hand slowly reached out and wiped away the tears flowing down my cheeks.

Why am I crying?
Isn't it obvious?
My one and only sister... almost died.

The more Stella's small hands wiped my eyes... the more uncontrollably my tears flowed.

"Stella..."

I couldn't hold back anymore.
I pulled Stella tightly into my arms again and buried my face in her hair.

"Um, Unnie... I said I can't breathe..."

Stella pounded my chest with both arms, but I wouldn't let go.

Right now, I wanted to convey my true feelings at zero distance, where we could feel each other's warmth and hearts.

"I'm sorry, Stella... I'm sorry..."
"Unnie...?"
"It's my fault."

I had to apologize.

After all, I was the one who had burdened a newborn child with worries she couldn't possibly handle.

"I never properly looked at you from the beginning."

My voice trembled.
The words I spoke stuck in my throat like thorns.

"You're right. I only saw you as Estelle 2.0."

From the moment I created Stella, I had made nothing more than a substitute to comfort Mom's loneliness.

And after getting badly burned once and nearly falling out with Mom, I essentially abandoned Stella once Mom accepted her as a second daughter.

"Can Stella stay by Mom's side instead of Unnie?"

I had made an irresponsible promise.
For Stella, that promise was no different from a witch's curse.

"When Mom accepted you, I thought that was the end of it. I never once thought about how you might feel."

The more the dampness against my chest intensified... the tighter I held Stella.

"Even when you came here. Even when you said you hated Mom... I couldn't understand the problem. Because you're my clone. I thought it was only natural."

That was truly how I felt.
I didn't see Stella's worries as real concerns.

Because she's my clone.
It's only natural for her to be the same as me.

But.

"But you're Stella. Different from me... my one and only sister."

She prefers meat over vegetables.
She uses magic she hasn't been taught.
A girl who wants to experience Pure Love firsthand.

She was a girl named Stella, different from me.

Yes. Stella was never just a substitute for me.

"Unnie..."

Stella's eyes finally looked straight at me. That tearful word squeezed my heart even tighter.

"I'm sorry. For not seeing you properly."

Even if everything else was the same as me, what she held in her heart was different.

"I'm sorry. For not understanding your worries."

Stella's eyes trembled greatly. She couldn't answer, her small lips just quivering.

"I'm sorry..."

I hoped my tearful confession would reach Stella's heart.

"Unnie."
"Hmm?"

Just then, Stella suddenly lifted her face and met my eyes.

As if she had something to say... I couldn't tell what it was, but I was prepared to humbly accept whatever it might be.

"I actually... lied to you."
"...Lied?"
"Yeah. I don't actually hate you. I like you the most in the world after Mom."

Stella wiped away her tears and smiled shyly.

"Uuugh..."

What have I done?
To such a pure child, I...

The tears wouldn't stop.
My shoulders heaved greatly, and my chest pounded irregularly with sobs.

"Unnie, stop crying now. I prefer seeing you smile rather than being sad."

Those words made my heart crumble.

"Stellaaa..."

Even tighter than before.
I hugged Stella with all my strength.

"U-Unnie!? I really can't breathe...!?"
"I'm so sorry...!!"

Over the warm body temperature, I could hear the slow heartbeat.
Stella's heartbeat and mine were out of sync, scattering and then overlapping again.

We weren't the same.
Perhaps that's why we could feel each other's existence more distinctly.

***

"I want to go home now. Mom will be waiting."

After tidying her clothes and attaching the three dolls to her waist, Stella said with a much brighter face.

"Aren't you coming home, Unnie?"
"No... I still have things to do."

After signaling to Edel who was watching from a distance, I stroked Stella's head.

I still needed to find and seal the last of the Four Heavenly Kings, and I had to teach Edel about Pure Love.

I had told Mom it would be 200 years, but I thought it wouldn't be bad to visit after finishing those two tasks.

"Okay. Then you have to come when you're done. Promise?"

Stella held out her tiny pinky finger.
I unconsciously reached out but then stopped, my hand frozen in mid-air.

After my previous promise had weighed so heavily on Stella's heart, even the simple act of linking pinky fingers now felt too burdensome.

"Promise!"

But Stella was different.
She came to me and hooked her pinky finger with mine that was suspended in the air, smiling brightly.

"Yes... Promise."

I gently squeezed her pinky finger and then released it, infusing mana into the magic circle beneath Stella's feet.

The West End.
A return teleportation magic circle leading to Mom's house in the Land of Eden.

Pink mana flowed along the lines.
As the streams of light connected in sequence, the magic circle began to activate.

"Oh, right. Unnie. Don't you do Pure Love?"

Just then, Stella's unexpected question flew at me.

"Pure Love?"
"Yeah. Since you're like a pretty princess. Wouldn't it be nice to marry a handsome prince and do Pure Love?"

Pure Love out of nowhere.
I had no idea what to say.

Maybe if it was just watching it, but I've never even thought about doing it myself. I don't even have an ideal type.

"Hmm... I wonder?"

Just like when Edel asked before... the more I thought about it, the more my thoughts vanished in a strange phenomenon.

"I guess Unnie prefers watching Pure Love."
"Hehe. Really? Is that so?"

What's with that mischievous smile? What does it mean?
Like she'd eliminated a competitor with that sly grin...

My thoughts were cut off there.
Because Stella pulled out a pair of flower rings from her pocket and shouted toward Edel.

"Prince! Even though I lost to Unnie now! I'll get stronger! I'll get better at cooking too!! I'll have bigger boobs than Unnie!!!"

It was both a declaration and a declaration of war.
A woman's determination to marry Edel someday.

"Stella, you..."

You still haven't given up...?
More importantly... did Edel tell Stella his ideal type? To a ten-year-old... no, a child not even a hundred days old!?

"I see. I'll look forward to it."
"What are you looking forward to! And Stella, you're already saying such things...!"

I was about to burst out in anger at Edel and scold Stella.

But at that moment, pink light scattered, and Stella's figure vanished. All that remained was the empty flower garden with just me and Edel.

Really. It wasn't even funny.
Stella marrying Edel.
Does she think that's why I'm teaching Edel about Pure Love?

And what? Bigger boobs?
Not a chance! I even drank a breast-enlarging potion! Stella will never catch up!

"Is everything resolved well?"

While I was still groaning over Stella's absurd words, Edel calmly spoke to me.

"Of course. Who do you think I am?"
"That's right. You're Estelle after all."

Edel's smile, as if he had known all along that I would resolve it, secretly annoyed me.

If he hadn't ignited Stella's heart there...
She wouldn't have been in danger from mana depletion and rampage.

"There's nothing like a fight to help people understand each other's feelings."

When I stared at Edel with dissatisfied eyes, he calmly said, clearly knowing exactly what I was thinking.

"What are you saying? Is it okay for sisters to fight because of you?"
"It wasn't because of me. It was all Estelle's fault."
"..."

Sigh. If only he couldn't talk...

"Edel. Are you really planning to marry Stella?"

Partly to change the subject, my confused complaints and remaining anger were all directed at Edel.

"My ideal type remains unchanged. I like someone stronger than me. They must make the most delicious food in the world, and also..."
"Okay, I get it. Don't say any more."

When Edel stared intently at my chest while speaking, I unconsciously turned my body away and cut off his words.
I didn't want to hear any more because it was too embarrassing.

Does he think I don't know he's trying to subtly sexually harass me?

I've heard enough about Edel's ideal type.
And on top of that, they need to have a good body scent.

"Don't worry. My Pure Love isn't about marriage."
"Who said anything?"
"I just wanted to tell you. Someone seemed concerned."

Oh, really? I don't know who's concerned, but how kind of you.
As I was grumbling internally, something gently settled on top of my head.

It wasn't Edel's hand.
It wasn't rough or aggressive.

How should I put it...
A fresh and sweet fragrance spread faintly.

Like a crown or tiara, the sensation of something perfectly fitted on my head was simply fascinating.

I slowly raised my hand to check what had landed on my head.

"It's a flower crown?"

What was placed on my head was a crown made entirely of pink flowers.
Though it was crudely and clumsily connected, looking like it might come apart at any moment, somehow it fit my head perfectly.

"Did you make this?"
"How is it? Not bad for a first attempt, right?"

I couldn't imagine him sitting in the flower garden, making a flower crown with his large hands.
Yet, strangely, it seemed to suit him well, and I couldn't help but smile.

"Pfft."
"Why are you laughing?"
"Nothing. Just that you made it well."

Edel glared at me with dissatisfaction, but I didn't mind.

I placed the flower crown back on my head and approached Edel.
With a light step, hands behind my back.

Somehow, I slightly leaned my upper body forward, as if trying to show off the flower crown on my head, and looked up at Edel with just my eyes.

"Hehehe. How is it? Does it suit me?"

A playful laugh escaped me without realizing.
Tilting my head slightly to the side was an added touch.

"..."

Edel didn't say anything.
But his eyes were so easy to read.
Even without using my Ultimate Skill, it was as if my Ultimate Skill had activated, making Edel's inner thoughts completely transparent.

"It suits you perfectly. Because I made it thinking of you."
"W-what...?"

Did I hear wrong...?
My body trembled as blood rushed to my face.

For a moment, my chest went thump.
No, it felt like my heart stopped with a bang.

A completely different sensation from when I was with Stella.
Pure joy and happiness...

At the same time.
A pain of a completely different dimension from anything I'd felt before crushed my heart.

"Ugh..."

When I flinched, Edel immediately bent down to examine my complexion.

"What's wrong?"
"Hmm? N-nothing... I must have used too much mana earlier."
"I see. Why don't you rest in my arms for a while?"

As Edel naturally grabbed my shoulder to pull me into his embrace, another intense pain surged from deep within my chest.

"N-no!"

I pushed Edel's chest away with both hands and created distance between us.
Strangely, the pain that had been crushing me until just now began to gradually subside.

Could this be because of Edel...?
I couldn't admit it, nor did I want to.

"L-let's go! We have to continue your Pure Love studies... the place isn't far!"

I was about to grab Edel's hand, but ultimately changed my mind and just grabbed his collar, hurriedly urging him forward.

Ch.201 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (54)
In the Southern Continent, numerous intelligent species live together.

From familiar races like dragons, elves, dwarves, orcs, and lizardmen, to various beastfolk of all kinds—counting them all would easily exceed a hundred different species.

With each having their own instincts and habits, it's said that in the past, there were endless racial wars to become the rulers of the Southern Continent... but that's ancient history now.

Here and now.
Requies, the Grand Duchy of the Impartial, called the heart of the Southern Continent. This was truly a place where cultural boundaries were crossed, bringing together different beings regardless of race.

"There's quite a diversity of races here."

Edel muttered as he glanced around the streets of Requies.

Next to a merchant selling plants to herbivorous beastfolk, a butcher with dripping raw meat on display called out to customers.

Various beastfolk mingled in front of them, while behind them, centaur peddlers drove their carts through the marketplace in a procession.

In the sky above, a flock of harpies performed aerial acrobatics, while in the distance, the dull sound of dwarf hammering reverberated through the air.

"Right? This is Requies, the largest city in the Southern Continent where the most diverse races gather."

I took a deep breath, feeling the unique atmosphere and air of Requies throughout my body.

Since most stories in the Aria Chronicle that connected to the Southern Continent began here, I felt as if I had returned to a familiar hometown I'd known for ages, much like with Venestia.

"Hehehe. What do you think? Amazing, right? I bet you've never seen so many different races gathered in one place before?"
"Hmm... Well, it's similar to the atmosphere in the demon realm. Though I see some creatures I've never seen before. Are they strong?"

I had expected a more childlike reaction from Edel... but I was dumbfounded that he was already thinking about fighting.

He made flower crowns and didn't fight back against Pipi's attacks, so I thought he had grown a little...

In the end, I realized that men never change no matter how much time passes... No, that Edel is an idiot who forgets things quickly.

"No. Fighting is forbidden here."

I blocked Edel as he exuded fighting spirit and shook my head. Conflicts should never happen in Requies.

The Grand Duchy of the Impartial, Requies.
In this land ruled by a Grand Duke who transcends nations and races, fighting is not permitted.

Thanks to that one simple rule, this miraculous city where countless races live together was formed, allowing us to see such scenery today.

"Are you saying I should just stand by and watch if Estelle gets attacked?"
"Eh, eeeek!?"

At Edel's ridiculous excuse, I let out a high-pitched scream as if my neck had snapped, and stammered.

W-who, who who who... who does he think he is to decide whether to step in if I'm attacked!?
Besides, he's weaker than me yet has the nerve to say such things!?

But I didn't know what to say... I didn't entirely dislike it.
Rather, I wished he would be more like tha—

*Thump*

"Ugh..."
"What's wrong?"
"Ah, nothing... It's nothing."

I grimaced at the pain that felt like my heart was being torn apart, but not wanting to worry him, I forced a calm expression.

"Anyway, see that roof over there?"

I pointed to a spire that rose up as if piercing through Requies.

At the top of the mansion that resembled a castle, there was a figure of a dragon perched in the sky, overlooking the entire city.

"This land is ruled by dragons."

After all, Requies was a land ruled by a dragon who called himself the Grand Duke.

Nothing good would come from getting on his bad side.

"Dragons?"
"Yes. Dragons. Probably the strongest creatures in the human realm. They have overwhelming mana and use ancient magic. And what about dragon breath? If they wanted to, they could easily devastate an entire continent. With dragon language included, they have two Ultimate Skills all by themselves..."
"Hooh."
"......"

I'm screwed.
It was a mistake to let my mouth run ahead and list the dragon's strengths.

I hadn't intended to encourage him, but Edel's eyes instantly blazed with fire.

But how could I resist?
Dragons are the epitome of fantasy!
Since Aria Chronicle is ultimately a game based on a fantasy world, it can't be helped.

"No."

I drew the line before Edel could speak.

"I haven't said anything yet."
"No means no. Your Pure Love studies aren't complete yet, right? In your current state, you'd lose pathetically to a dragon. Dragons are stronger than me."
"Hmm... I see."

Edel withdrew his fighting spirit.
He probably understood that in his current state, without learning Pure Love, there was a limit to his growth.

He seemed to understand that rushing recklessly at a dragon stronger than me would only result in defeat.

"Then teach me Pure Love quickly. Didn't you say our purpose for coming here was to study Pure Love? Are we on a date? Dates with you are very enjoyable, so I'd like to go on another one."

Enjoyable...?
Another...?

While I was momentarily distracted by such thoughts.

Edel, who had taken his eyes off the dragon, came closer to me with shining eyes.

Normally I would have maintained a proper distance, but when my chest was pressed against Edel's hard abs, my body froze.

Electricity ran through my fingertips, and my mind went completely blank.

"Hnyu... ueh...?"

In the end, all that came out of my mouth were inarticulate sounds.

My heart ached, but perhaps because I had grown accustomed to the pain, I kept opening and closing my lips without wincing.

Why am I like this?
It's just the same old Edel.
He has no sense of personal space and just pushes forward at his own pace—a serial sexual harasser with 27 prior offenses.

Yet everything felt unfamiliar and kept making me uncomfortable. From breathing to my reason being captured by something and not functioning properly... that kind of feeling.

What is this emotion... exactly?

While I couldn't understand my body's reaction, Edel stepped back.

"Something really is wrong with your body."

Then, with a terrified look, he lowered his head and—

*Tap*
Gently pressed his forehead against mine and closed his eyes.

Edel's simple yet addictive scent stimulated my nose, and when his hair brushed against my eyes, I sensed that something was reaching its limit.

This was dangerous.
I didn't know what was dangerous, but my instincts were warning me.

My instincts, which gradually began to glow pink, caught my rampaging emotions and dragged them deep into the recesses of my consciousness.

"...What are you doing?"

Only then could I finally speak properly like a human being. The pain gripping my heart disappeared, and the trembling in my fingers subsided.

"When I was young and sick, a girl would check my temperature like this."

I wasn't asking because I didn't understand what Edel was doing.
When Joshua was sick, I would check her temperature just like Edel was doing now.

"I mean, why are you checking my temperature?"

What I wanted to know was simply why Edel was behaving this way, not the meaning behind the action.

"Because Estelle looked unwell."
"Unwell? Me...?"

Witches are immortal.
They maintain the physical condition they had before becoming witches, with no changes. Since I couldn't possibly get sick, I looked at Edel indifferently.

"Look even now. Your forehead is hot. Don't you have a fever?"
"A fever?"

When I pulled away and touched my forehead, it really was like a fireball.

It's true.
Why am I so hot?

Did I get heated up because Edel kept talking about fighting?

Hmm... I really can't figure out why.

"Perhaps we should postpone the Pure Love studies and rest for a while."
"No need. I'm not sick at all."

I dismissed Edel's uncharacteristic concern.

"Besides, didn't you say you wanted to get stronger quickly? Does it make sense for someone like you to suggest resting instead of learning Pure Love?"
"......"

See?
He wants to learn Pure Love quickly to become stronger, yet he's saying empty words.

Edel was so simple that I could understand his true feelings without using an Ultimate Skill, which was convenient.

"Let's go quickly. There are many things to see here... no, many Pure Love lessons to learn. We don't have time."

I grabbed Edel's hand.
For a moment, Edel flinched while looking at me, but I didn't think much of it.

It's not like we're holding hands for the first time, so why is he acting like that?

"Are you sure you don't need to rest? Learning Pure Love a day or two later wouldn't hurt."

When I tried to pull Edel along, he held firm and wouldn't budge.

"Edel?"
"I think it would be better to rest."

...Was he always this stubborn?
Wasn't he the type who only cared about getting stronger?

Why is he so concerned about me?
Maybe it's because if something happens to me, he won't be able to learn Pure Love?

He must be calculating from a broader perspective... that must be it.

"...Fine. One day of rest will do, right?"

In the end, I couldn't overcome his stubbornness and gave up completely.

"Good decision."

Only then did Edel's previously dark face brighten. His insensitive expression now held a faint smile.

"Then, let's go. I know a very famous inn."

Hehehe.
Edel doesn't know.
That even the inn is part of the Pure Love education!

I needed to modify my plan a little, but it's not so bad if I think of it as a small adjustment.

Ch.202 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (55)
"It's crowded."

Edel complained quietly as he walked through downtown Requies. The dense crowd made it difficult to even take a step forward.

"The Grand Duke's birthday is in just three days. Bear with the crowds a little longer."

Just as all sorts of beasts gather for a tiger's birthday feast, it was natural for numerous races to gather for a dragon's birthday.

Maybe they could get some crumbs.
Perhaps they could catch a glimpse of his face and find an opportunity for advancement.

Adventurers, merchants, and bards with some reputation in the Southern Continent gathered regardless of race, making the crowds inevitable.

"What is a birthday?"

Edel fidgeted with his clasped hands, showing curiosity.

Hmm... Right.
I suppose Edel might not understand the concept of birthdays.

"A birthday is, well, the day you were born."
"Then why do people gather for it?"
"Because... birthdays are occasions to celebrate surviving another year and to express feelings through gifts."

The reason we came to Requies was ultimately because of the Grand Duke's birthday. If Beneschia had its Harvest Festival, then Requies had this birthday celebration.

Perhaps at this festival, Edel might meet someone who perfectly matches his ideal type.

In that sense, this visit to Requies held deep meaning.

"Does Estelle also have a birthday?"
"Of course I do. Everyone who's born has a birthday."

When I gained consciousness, I had already been abandoned. Although it's not my real birthday, I decided to commemorate the day I became a witch as my birthday.

Speaking of birthdays, I remembered Joshua and Leo who got caught making a cake for me in secret last year. Just thinking about it brought a smile to my face.

"Edel, when is your birthday?"
"I don't know."
"Eh..."

Ah, that's right.
Didn't Edel say he had no family?
The bits of his past that he occasionally shared were heartbreaking to hear.

Come to think of it, most of Edel's detailed profile was blank in the setting book.

Wondering if I had asked something thoughtless, I rolled my eyes around searching for the right answer.

"Estelle, when is your birthday?"
"Me? Mine is July 7th... a week from now."
"Then I shall take that day as well."
"Take what? You don't mean your birthday?"

Who in the world decides their birthday so casually on the spot?

I wanted to say something about this ridiculous statement, but Edel's gaze was deadly serious.

"Yes. Is there a problem?"
"I guess not... Well, at least it's easy to remember."

Let's just go with it.
I decided to let Edel's birthday situation slide.
There was no justification to argue against his stubbornness in the name of Pure Love anyway.

"This is a different matter."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"How long must I keep wearing this helmet?"

Edel complained again, wearing only the helmet from his Dark Knight armor.

He wore the helmet constantly until meeting me, so why complain now about how long he's been wearing it?

"Keep it on while we're walking around downtown."

Edel possessed a fatal charm that could enchant any female regardless of race, even fish.

Placing a perception-hindering magic circle on the helmet was my special measure.

Even now, people made way out of fear of Edel's bulk and the red light glowing from inside his helmet, but at least no females stopped in their tracks.

I can't let unnecessary things interfere with Edel's Pure Love. I should have done this earlier. All that emotional struggle seems pointless now.

"Wearing the helmet makes it difficult to see you..."
"W-what are you saying! That's still not allowed!"

Where on earth did he learn to flatter like that...

While bickering with Edel, we finally reached our destination.

Though smaller than the Grand Duke's residence, the four-story building was entirely decorated with white marble. Its exterior, gleaming in the sunlight, was imposing like a small castle while exuding elegance.

With various dragon statues adorning the place and a manager in refined formal attire greeting guests...

I boldly stepped into Lumière House, an inn that seemed to measure one's dignity as if refusing to let just anyone enter.

"Welcome to Lumière House. May I see your invitation? The Grand Duke has specifically ordered that only guests with invitations be admitted here."

A lizardman manager standing straight on the marble floor greeted us with proper etiquette.

"Invitation? Estelle, do you have such a thing?"

Edel, who had removed his helmet as soon as we entered Lumière, probably feeling stuffy, asked me.

Invitation?
How could I have such a thing?
But if we get turned away for not having an invitation after coming all this way, it would be a loss of face as a Pure Love teacher.

As if I would come here without a plan?

Glancing sideways at Edel with a wink, I faced the manager directly.

"Ahem. Hmph! I'm Estelle."
"...?"

After clearing my throat to boost my confidence, I proudly stated my name.
Nevertheless, the manager just blinked, standing there blankly, and the atmosphere grew increasingly awkward.

"If you don't have an invitation, I must politely ask you to leave."
"I'm Estelle! Friend of Grand Duke Elicia! The Witch of Love! Do you really not know me!?"
"The Grand Duke did not specifically mention your name."

That, that can't be right...?
I'm Elicia's friend and contributed to the construction of Requies—how could this be happening!?

I had confidently stepped forward in front of Edel, but now I felt like I might explode from embarrassment.

"Estelle, there are many places where you can rest besides here."

Edel carefully tried to dissuade me as I raised my voice in excitement.

No. I can't accept that.
It would be meaningless if we couldn't enjoy what was only available at Lumière House. And turning back now would damage my pride.

"Think carefully. Do you really not know me?"

As I placed my hand on the lizardman's shoulder, a pink light flickered.

I had vowed never to use my Ultimate Skill except for Pure Love... but before I knew it, I had activated it.

Come to think of it, since this is all for Edel's Pure Love, it should be fine, right? With that self-justification, I decided to comfortably use the already activated Ultimate Skill.

"Ah... You're Estelle, the Witch of Love. I apologize for not recognizing a friend of Elicia. Please forgive my rudeness. Wait just a moment."

Puffed up by the manager's apologetic bow, I placed my hands on my hips and looked at Edel.

See that? This is who I am. This is it.

"As expected of Estelle."
"Hehehe. Of course! Just mentioning my name makes things like this happen easily!"

Just as my shoulders were rising high with pride from Edel's praise, the manager, who had been checking a list, approached me with narrowed scaly eyes.

"Estelle, thank you for waiting. I'll show you to a double room."

...What?
Did I hear that wrong?

"A double room? Perhaps... you meant to say two single rooms?"
"Currently, all single rooms are fully booked. Besides, the gentleman next to you is clearly your companion, isn't he...?"

He is my companion.
He is, but... that doesn't mean we have to share the same room.

Share a room with Edel?
If it's a double room, there's surely only one bed...?

It wasn't the first time I'd spent a day in the same space as Edel. I certainly slept on the living room sofa when I fainted after touching his... that place.

But this was different.
In an inn no different from a hotel, a man and woman sleeping in one bed.

My sense of chastity would never allow such a thing.

"What's wrong? Is there a problem?"

Unaware of my feelings and embarrassment, Edel innocently responded.

"Y-you...! Are you really asking because you don't know!? It means you and I sleeping in the same bed!"
"What does that matter? Don't worry. As I told you before, I would never dishonorably attack a sleeping warrior."
"Argh...! Who's worried about that!?"

What I want to say is... th-that... those kinds of things!

If Edel's long, heavy... thing were to touch my skin... if my hand were to touch that place while half-asleep... it surely wouldn't end with just fainting.

"Don't worry. I can sleep on the floor. Besides, you're the one who suggested coming here, Estelle. Since fighting is prohibited, we can't exactly take a single room by force."

He usually acts foolish, but now he's being logical, which is frustrating.

"Or do you dislike sharing a room with me?"

...Wait, how did the conversation turn that way!?
It's not that I dislike sharing a room with Edel, but I'm still a virgin and sharing a room with a man...

Ugh, really! What am I muttering about!?

"F-fine, let's share!"

I shouted almost like a scream and signaled the manager. It was a sign to guide us to the room quickly.

After all, I was the one who suggested coming to Lumière, and I was the one who created this situation by using my Ultimate Skill.

"But! Just this once! If you try anything strange, Pure Love or not, you're done for!"
"Don't worry. I don't know what you're thinking, but such things won't happen. Shall I make a pinky promise like Stella?"

Where did he learn lines like "trust me" from...?
And why is Stella being mentioned here?

Really...
A man and woman come to an inn together, and he casually mentions another woman's name?

The longer Edel spoke, the more trust I lost in him.

But I had already crossed a river that couldn't be uncrossed. I had no choice but to follow the manager with slumped shoulders.

Ch.203 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (56)
I'll translate this Korean text to English following all your guidelines.

There is a mysterious magic cast upon Lumiere House.

For species that need to live in moisture, it provides wetlands and tropical climates. For species that live in dry desert environments, it provides arid climates.

It's a high-dimensional barrier called "Sam" that allows each species to maintain their optimal condition.

Moreover, the interior design and artistic decorations of Lumiere transform to match the aesthetic standards of each species, and even the food is prepared by chefs who pride themselves as the best for each race.

And, as expected of a Japanese-style game, there's even a hot spring rumored to be good for skin care...!

In Requies, where multiple races live together, Lumiere House was nothing short of a luxury hotel.

According to plan, I should have been appreciating statues and artwork that appear differently to each of us with Edel, but...

"......"
"......"

Reality was different.
While walking down the corridor guided by the manager, we didn't exchange a single word.

I was entirely responsible for this atmosphere.
My mind was so preoccupied with the thought of "sleeping in the same room as Edel" that I couldn't focus on anything else.

The paintings on the walls were all so sensual that I couldn't even use them as conversation topics.

This was clearly an accident.
A. MAJOR. ACCIDENT.

How on earth did I make such a decision... Even if I regretted my incomprehensible decision now, it was already too late.

Come to think of it, these kinds of accidents seemed to happen frequently since I started being with Edel.

Suddenly wondering about the weight of my chest, saying he wants to drink milk...

And that's not all.

Even now, just looking at our joined hands as we follow the manager says it all. At first, I made a fuss about losing my purity just from holding hands, but now holding hands has become so natural.

Without exchanging a single word or glance, I still held his hand firmly.
I give away things too easily to Edel that I wouldn't allow anyone else.

It's foolish.
No, I'm just a fool.

I wondered if Edel might have some debuff I wasn't aware of, but there was no demonic energy or curse on my body. Then what was the reason?
Why was I becoming such a fool?

...Could it be because of these constantly joined hands?

Just as that thought crossed my mind, Edel's warmth gently melted my cold hand.

Our joined hands were damp. From sweat. Not Edel's, but clearly mine.
No wonder, since my palm was pounding like it had a heart of its own. Thump. Thump... beating urgently.

Had I ever sweated so much that my palms became soaked?
Despite holding hands all this time, this was a first.
The only difference was that today, without letting go of that hand, we were heading to a room where we would sleep together.

I didn't want to admit it, but I had to.
I was now... nervous about having to share a room with Edel.
My nervousness was obviously leaking through my palm, and Edel must have noticed.

Right. I should pull my hand away first.
Continuing to hold hands with such damp palms was just too embarrassing.

I loosened my grip while secretly checking Edel's reaction.
Edel was just staring straight ahead, and the sensation in my hand remained unchanged.

Good, I just need to pull it out like this.
Carefully releasing one finger joint at a time, I hoped Edel wouldn't notice.

But strangely, with each joint that slipped free, my chest grew more anxious. It felt like I was pushing away the warmth I'd been holding onto.

Afraid that only emptiness would remain in my palm instead of Edel's warmth, my secretly moving hand finally stopped with a twitch.

That small reaction ultimately became the problem.

"What's wrong?"
"Hmyuuu-uuugh!"

Edel turned his head and met my eyes.
As if to prevent my half-withdrawn hand from escaping, he covered it more firmly.

The current flowing from his fingertips made me let out an unseemly scream and my shoulders jerked.
My chest tightened, making it difficult to breathe properly.

See? Like a fool, I was once again led by Edel's hand to hold hands even more intimately... no, more deeply than before, with our fingers now interlaced.

I definitely said finger-interlacing was only for dating, but he crosses the line as he pleases. And I, like a fool, unconsciously allow it again.

Edel looked at me with his usual insensitive gaze.
Just that one look made my whole body shiver and my mind go blank.

Just making eye contact seemed to send some implicit signal between a man and woman, so I hurriedly turned my head away.

...That was dangerous.

"I'm right, aren't I? Estelle, you should rest now."
"......"

After looking at my broken-toy-like state with concern for a moment, Edel soon quickened his pace as if nothing was wrong.

Meanwhile, I checked my hair's scent by bringing it to my nose. I even smelled my clothes. Considering the sweat on my palms, I grew more anxious thinking that body odor might be seeping from every corner of my body.

I wanted to find a room with a large mirror to fix my makeup and adjust my clothes.

My mind didn't give me time to think about why I needed to do this. Like an instinct... I just wanted to.

Even though we wouldn't go straight to bed once we entered the room, and there would be plenty of time to wash in the hot spring, I couldn't think that far ahead.

Should I really rest...?
Maybe I did need rest, as Edel said.

After all, I'd experienced a series of major events recently.
Considering the Four Heavenly Kings' sealing, and the incidents with Lapis and Stella, it wouldn't be strange to be mentally exhausted.

Right.
This is all because I'm tired.

I'll be fine after some rest.
Of course, only after setting up deadly barriers around the room to prevent Edel from laying a hand on my body.

...But.
I was secretly dissatisfied with the current situation.

While I was so tense and flustered, he was showing concern for my health with an unaffected face.

Well... I was about to give him a Praise Magic Circle for worrying about me after so long, but with such a nonchalant attitude, my dignity as the Witch of Love was at stake.

"Hey... Edel."
"What is it?"
"Aren't you affected at all?"
"By what?"

See, see that!
He's so completely at ease!

"I mean...."

I quickly closed my mouth as I was about to explain.
This was Edel's trap. A scheme to make me say embarrassing things with my own mouth.

Do you think I'll fall for that again?

"...It's nothing."

But somehow, even this evasion felt like part of Edel's strategy. I puffed my cheeks slightly in expression of that dissatisfaction, secretly hoping Edel would notice.

But Edel just smiled slightly without saying anything more.

"We're almost there. Please continue to enjoy your pleasant time in the room."

The manager, who had been eavesdropping on our conversation, gave us a creepy look. Telling us to enjoy our pleasant time—what nonsense.

I wanted to ask exactly which part of our conversation seemed pleasant, but... just as the manager said, the room appeared before us.

"Then I'll take my leave. I'll do my best to ensure you can rest comfortably until the Grand Duke's feast."

The manager bowed respectfully and quickly left, as if reading the atmosphere.

Now it was really just the two of us.
If we entered that room, it would be a space where no one could intrude... a space with just me and Edel.

A private space where whatever happened would be known only to us two...

The heart-shaped door looked obscenely inappropriate.

Gulp.
I swallowed hard without realizing it.

...Should I change my mind now?
Edel had insisted nothing would happen, but... well, you never know how things might turn out.

And if Edel were to notice that I had no experience with men whatsoever... that holding hands and dating were all firsts for this innocent country girl...

The Witch of Love running away scared from sharing a room with a man? All my efforts would be wasted.

...But that doesn't mean sharing a room with Edel is okay! Estelle, is your pride really that important right now!?

My mind was in chaos.
Beyond chaos—on the verge of explosion.

"Let's go in."
"W-wait a minute!"

Edel applied pressure to my hand and hurried his steps.
The more he did so, the more firmly I resisted him.

"I-I'm not mentally prepared yet. Just... give me a moment."
"Why do you need mental preparation to rest? I just want you to rest as soon as possible."
"Ugh...! I said just a minute!"

Just as we were bickering in the corridor...

Click-clack.
Regular footsteps approached.

A fragrant floral scent wafted through the air, and then someone tapped my shoulder as they passed by.

Perhaps due to that impact, I naturally ended up in Edel's arms, taking a moment to grasp the situation.

I had clearly been resisting Edel's strength using mana, yet a simple tap made me lose balance...

"How can you block the corridor like that? Hm? Do you have a death wish, standing in people's way?"

Despite the enchanting female voice, the rough speech pattern came first. It was a familiar voice I'd heard somewhere before.

I turned my head slowly to identify the person.

Jewel-like red eyes were glaring at me fiercely and wildly.

Sparks flickered at the ends of her curly red hair, and her red dress bore traces of burn marks here and there. Perhaps because of this, the woman was proudly and majestically exposing her skin.

Rather, her tanned skin with firmly placed muscles over it drew attention.

Her long, beautifully manicured nails were also decorated with red polish, with a hexagram drawn on each nail.

I couldn't possibly fail to recognize that.
Both the manicure and the hexagrams were all done by me.

"...Garnet?"

The Witch of Passion, Garnet.
One of the members from the first tea party I attended after becoming a witch.

"Beryl? Diamond? Hmm... Wait. Don't tell me you're Estelle?"

As if there were others to confuse me with...
Garnet rubbed her eyes, softened her rough expression, and then spoke to me in a friendly manner.
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"Why are you here?"
"Why are you here?"

Garnet and I pointed fingers at each other, speaking simultaneously.

Garnet was someone who naturally enjoyed fighting, making her the witch least suited for Requies, where fighting was forbidden.
Perhaps Dia would fit in, but Garnet was definitely out of place here.

"Huh? Am I not allowed to be here?"

Displeased with my words, despite saying the exact same thing herself, she scrunched her face and thrust her head forward aggressively.

She truly lived up to her Amazoness heritage.
Her attitude screamed desperation to pick a fight with every word she spoke.

But anyone who's spent even a little time with Garnet would know.
All this was just the usual boundary-crossing banter between close friends.

"But you love fighting. You do know fighting is taboo in Requies, right?"
"Ah... I've lost count of how many times I've heard that. I know already."

Garnet rolled her eyes and pretended to clean her ear with her pinky finger.

"You don't just know, right? You haven't gotten into any fights, have you? And you didn't threaten the manager to get into Lumiere or anything... did you?"

I found myself nagging her suspiciously before I realized it.

Well, this was Garnet we were talking about, not just any witch.

She found fulfillment only in winning fights, had subjugated her entire Amazoness tribe, and frequently wandered the Southern Continent challenging strong opponents.

She eventually challenged Hecate at the southern end and was soundly defeated, becoming a witch at Hecate's whim... quite the unusual case.

Come to think of it, Garnet somehow reminded me of Edel, which made me worry without realizing it.

The way she only knew fighting.
And how she was so simple that it was hard to tell if she was ignorant or just stupid.

If Edel had been a woman... he probably would have been like Garnet.

"Sigh... I told you I'm not looking for a fight yet. And what do you mean by threatening? I received an official invitation."

Sighing, Garnet scratched her head and pulled out a crumpled invitation from between her cleavage... or rather, from that spatial storage pouch witches commonly used.

I never expected Garnet of all people to receive an official invitation from Elisia...
While briefly glancing at the invitation, I found my eyes drawn more to Garnet's witch storage pouch.

A chest that, while not as ample as mine, would certainly never let a baby go hungry. She possessed strength similar to mine and... was more skilled than anyone at survival cooking.

The first woman who perfectly matched Edel's ideal type had appeared before my eyes.

As that thought crossed my mind, I unconsciously pulled Edel's arm to embrace me from behind.

"What about you? Why are you here? You were going around calling yourself the Witch of Love or whatever. Is there any of that 'Pure Love' thing you talk about here?"

After casually stuffing the invitation back, Garnet glared at me again.

"Estelle. Who is this woman? Is this a fight?"

At that moment, Edel lowered his head to meet my eyes directly.
With a stranger suddenly picking a fight, hostility seeped through his otherwise indifferent gaze. He tightened his grip, pulling me deeper into his embrace.

Edel's arm around my waist was large, hard, and uncomfortable, yet somehow reassuring.

I couldn't help but smile at how he bared his teeth protectively after worrying about me getting into trouble.

"Ah, sorry for the late introduction. This is Garnet. She's a witch like me... and a friend who specializes in picking fights."

First, I needed to clear up Edel's misunderstanding.
With that in mind, I introduced Garnet.

"Friend, is it."
"Yes. Despite her fiery personality and rough speech, she's actually a sensitive witch."
"Huh? Sensitive? Who are you calling sensitive! I'm the most passionate and fiery woman around!"

Garnet flared up, apparently displeased with my introduction.

"By the way, Estelle. Who's that man? He looks quite my type."

Garnet looked Edel up and down, then licked her lips with her long tongue and fired a direct shot. Her red eyes gleamed with undisguised desire.

That single comment, that look... that bewitching tongue pierced straight through my heart.

"He looks strong, has a big build, and is too handsome to be hidden by scars. He definitely looks like he'd be good in bed."

G-good in bed...?
Well, they say women can reach orgasm more easily depending on their male partner's appearance.

There's no guarantee that Edel, who doesn't know the first thing about love, would be good in bed... but with that face alone, women might just climax on their own.

In that sense, I'd agree with Garnet's assessment... but I didn't want to even tell her Edel's name when she was being so blatant.

True to her title as the Witch of Passion, she had probably burned intensely then quickly cooled off, leaving hundreds of men in her wake.

"I bet it's big down there?"
"...!"

When Garnet's eyes shifted to Edel's lower body, I instinctively spread my skirt wide to block her view.

I had already placed a magic circle to prevent that part from popping out, but I felt compelled to shield him anyway.

"Back off!"
"Come on. It's not like men wear out. Why so stingy?"

When I turned my head and coldly snapped at her, Garnet countered with nonsensical logic.

What does she mean, not wearing out?
Both Edel's Pure Love and my feelings would wear out completely.

I didn't want to exchange any more words with Garnet. A few more exchanges and I felt my Pure Love would be tainted.

"I'm Edel."
"Edel, you...!"

I grabbed Edel's collar, signaling him to follow me into the room to escape Garnet. But he unexpectedly revealed his name, scraping at my insides.

"I like how manly you are. Edel, was it?"

Garnet closed her eyes briefly as if trying to memorize his name, then continued with a hearty laugh.

"E... what was it again? Anyway, want to have a wild time with me when you're free? I can specially cater to your preferences."

Really... this woman is pushing it...!

My body trembled.
I was overwhelmed with the urge to pull out my Triceratops and cut off Garnet's tongue right then and there.

I just needed to reach into the inventory engraved in my cleavage.

But Edel's grip firmly held my body, suppressing that impulse.

"I don't understand what you're talking about, but I have no interest in the weak. And Estelle needs to rest now. How about we stop here?"

My Pure Love education hadn't been in vain after all.

I felt completely refreshed when Edel flatly rejected her cheap seduction.

At Edel's cold rejection, I looked straight at Garnet with a victorious smile.

This is Pure Love, right here.
Unlike someone who burns up spontaneously only to cool down just as quickly, Edel's Pure Love power was solid.

I couldn't help feeling proud, wondering who taught him to speak so beautifully.

"Oh, really?"

While I was grinning, Garnet's expression suddenly hardened.

"But who are you calling weak?"

In that moment, flames erupted from Garnet's body like an explosion. This wasn't a metaphor—her entire body spewed hot flames.

As the hexagrams engraved on each of her fingers emitted light in sequence, a massive flaming greatsword as large as her body materialized.

"I can overlook the rejection, but I can't easily let the 'weak' comment slide."
"I never refuse a fight that comes my way."

Edel also drew his jet-black demonic sword, emanating magical energy. As the two auras collided in the narrow corridor, a reddish haze rose.

Normally, I would have stepped in to mediate. But right now, I was heated too.

Though fighting was forbidden in Requies, I couldn't stop Edel now. No, I shouldn't. This was about Pure Love, after all.

Besides, I honestly wanted to see Garnet get a good thrashing, and I wanted to cheer on Edel who had stood up for me.

If Elisia appeared later, I'd deal with the consequences then.

The air between me, Edel, and Garnet grew tense.

In that moment when the atmosphere was so hot it was suffocating—

"*cough* *cough*"

Suddenly, a coughing sound echoed through the corridor.
Simultaneously, Garnet's flames that had been about to engulf everything around us vanished as if they'd never existed.

"Nus? I told you not to come out!"

Garnet tossed aside her flame greatsword and rushed over urgently. Beside her stood... a human man who looked well over a hundred years old.

Wasn't Deric around eighty? This man looked even older, definitely well over a hundred.

"Why did you leave your room when you're not feeling well?!"

Garnet's voice held none of the boisterous energy or rough edge from before.

It was the voice and manner of a woman in love, wanting to show only her best side to her beloved.

And her face, redder than the flames she'd displayed earlier, along with her fidgeting hands.

My Pure Love sensor was reacting—this was definite. After evaluating Edel by all sorts of standards and thinking of him only as night-time entertainment, Garnet's Pure Love was directed at this old man.

"I came out because it was noisy outside. *cough* *cough*... But fighting again? Didn't you promise me you wouldn't fight in Requies?"
"F-fight? Who's fighting?!"

Garnet smoothed her hair with her fingertips, extinguishing the embers that hadn't yet died out. Then, with her head bowed sheepishly, she forced her voice to soften.

"I just got excited meeting an old friend. I was just teasing her because her reactions are funny... Nus, you remember Estelle from when you were young, right?"

I've met this old man before...?

Thinking about it, I recalled a boy who used to follow Garnet around. He was definitely the child she'd decided to raise herself, claiming she couldn't find worthy opponents.

"So it's Lady Estelle. Our Lady Garnet has been rude to you."
"What rudeness? I was just joking around!"

Despite Garnet's protests, Nus bowed deeply and apologized.

"Well then, we'll excuse ourselves. Please enjoy your time here. Life is short, after all."
"N-Nus!? Wait... I said we need to go now!"

Nus pulled Garnet along with his skeletal hand.

Despite being strong enough to wield that huge greatsword, Garnet was helplessly led away by Nus's hand, her feeble protests echoing awkwardly.

The mighty Garnet being flustered by a man... the cognitive dissonance was overwhelming.

Like after a storm had passed, I stood dazed, unable to gather my thoughts for a while.

"Let's go inside too."
"Huh...?"

Now it was my turn to feel lightheaded.

Oh, right.
Edel was still embracing me from behind.

His large hands firmly gripped my waist, then lifted me up effortlessly.

"You should be mentally prepared by now. That 'just a moment' you mentioned has passed, hasn't it?"
"T-that's...!"

There were no more excuses, no way to escape.

To me, still not mentally prepared, Edel's touch felt terrifyingly intimidating.
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From the moment I passed through the door of what looked like a love hotel straight out of fiction, my nerves were on edge.

The queen-sized bed beautifully decorated with heart-shaped pillows, the large heart-shaped bathtub... every corner of the room was adorned with hearts.

Not only that, but candles softly illuminated the dark room... The pink-tinted room took on an apricot hue in the candlelight. It felt exactly like bare skin without a single thread covering it.

...All of it was suffocating. My heart began to pound uncontrollably.

I felt dizzy.
As if it wouldn't be strange at all if Edel grabbed me and all sorts of things happened...!

That's when it happened.
Edel's grip tightened even more.
It felt like a signal that he was going to devour me, sending chills down my spine.

"Let go! Let go of me!"

I resisted with all my might to break free from Edel's grasp. I kicked my feet around and even hit him with clenched fists, but Edel didn't budge at all.

It was strange.
I should be stronger than Edel...
He didn't even make a sound of pain.

"Calm down, Estelle."
"C-calm down?! You pervert...! Y-you really dragged me to a room...!"

By the time we reached the bed, my resistance finally landed an effective hit on Edel.

I felt my heel dig into his shin. My elbow collided hard with something.

"Ugh...!"

With Edel's groan, the hand holding my waist released me.
Freedom came, but I immediately tumbled ungracefully onto the bed.

For a moment, an apology rose to my throat, but instinct whispered to me. That I needed to escape now. Otherwise, something irreversible would happen.

Just as I was about to flip over and get up, Edel's hand flew in and grabbed both my wrists.

"Kyaah...!"

An ungraceful scream burst out.

An enormous force pressed down on my body. As I was pinned to the bed, my heart rate doubled.

Even when I tried to use teleport, my mind went blank and I couldn't remember how to use it. I tried to draw mana to resist Edel's strength, but even that didn't work as I intended.

As a last resort, I tried to activate my Ultimate Skill, but... the pink light couldn't reach my fingertips. Something rising from my chest blocked its path. Whether it was fear or some other emotion, I couldn't tell.

"Estelle."
"Hnngh..."

Red eyes flashed from Edel's darkly shadowed face. He was staring at me like a beast eyeing its prey.

Even his appearance became blurry due to the tears welling up in my eyes.

In the end, all I could do was accept this situation... and close my eyes in resignation.

"Estelle."

But contrary to the threat I felt from Edel, his voice was laced with gentleness. I was afraid that if I opened my eyes, that gentleness would turn out to be a predator's trick.

"Estelle."

The heavy tears that had settled on my eyes were wiped away by something rough yet warm.

The force pinning me down gradually weakened. The hands that had held me down like nails now just clung carefully, as if afraid to let go.

"Estelle."

When I opened my eyes, Edel's voice was... still gentle.

"I won't do anything to you. So please calm down."

As if the beast-like gaze I had seen was just a nightmare, only worried eyes remained there now.

What? It's just the usual Edel.
But why was I so scared?
...Why did I misunderstand that Edel would do such things to me?

So.
Edel would ■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■...?

...Wait, what was I thinking about?

The loud pounding of my heart subsided. My body was drenched in sweat, probably from the tension being released.

"Didn't I tell you? It would be better for you to rest properly."

Edel's insensitive expression was nowhere to be seen. Instead, his bitter smile and sorrowful eyes surprised my heart in a different way.

Carefully getting off me, Edel spread the blanket and covered me up to my neck.

The room that had felt so hot now felt warm and comfortable.

"If you're sick... knowing Pure Love is meaningless."
"Why...?"

What connection could there be between me being sick and Edel knowing Pure Love? I asked out of curiosity, something I would normally have dismissed.

Edel also seemed surprised, looking down at me with trembling eyes for a moment, then let out a light sigh and clenched his fist.

"If I finally understand Pure Love and become stronger, but you're in poor condition, there's no satisfaction in defeating you."

That foolish answer, typical of Edel, somehow felt like a lie.

"Hmm... I see."

My chest felt strangely tight. I pulled the blanket up to just below my eyes.

And then—

"Is that all...?"

My lips moved on their own, contrary to my will. As if no one knew who was speaking in this space with just the two of us... The increasingly small voice trailed off at the end.

I didn't even understand what I was trying to say.

What did I want to hear from Edel?
My eyes, half-hidden by the blanket, followed Edel's figure.

"That's... not all."

His lips opened and closed for a moment. He seemed about to say something, but Edel shook his head. Then he slowly turned around and grabbed the doorknob. I could see the tension in his tightly gripped fingers.

"Where are you going?"
"Didn't you hate being alone with me in this room? If you need to rest, it would be better if I left."

Edel was right.
Until just now, I had been... convinced that once we entered this room, irreversible things would happen.

But... now it was different.
To be alone in this room...

My chest felt even tighter. I was afraid that if I were left alone, the warmth of the room would turn cold.

"It's okay. Now..."

That's why.
I wanted to be a little selfish.

I grabbed the hem of Edel's clothes as he was about to open the door. My trembling fingertips pulled at his clothes very weakly. So that he could leave if he wanted to.

I know.
After showing such dislike, even hitting him twice when he was just trying to let me rest, and adding misunderstandings on top of that, even shedding tears.

I know...
I'm well aware that what I'm doing now is something the old me could never have imagined doing.

My lips trembled.
I needed some kind of excuse.

"Cough, cough. Are you going to leave without taking care of a sick person?"

I pretended to cough on purpose.
I knew full well how clumsy my lie was. Even so, my lips wouldn't stop.

"Taking care of someone is also Pure Love... So, just... stay with me."

Even while being so forceful, even while using Pure Love as an excuse, I ultimately couldn't let Edel go.

"Is that so."

Edel's answer was short and concise.
Though he could have left anytime he wanted, he quietly closed the door, guided by my touch.

"If it's for Pure Love... I have no choice."

Though he muttered as if trying to appear indifferent, his smile contained an undeniable tenderness that couldn't be forcibly hidden.

"Lie down quickly."
"Okay! Thank you."

I closed my eyes again as I settled back into bed.
But instead of the soft pillow, something firm yet strangely warm supported the back of my head. Along with a subtle fragrance...

When I opened my eyes slightly, Edel was right in front of me.

"Edel...?"
"When I was sick as a child, a girl would always give me a lap pillow like this... Is it uncomfortable for you?"

So it was Edel's thigh.
No wonder... it smelled nice.

Normally, I would have given him a look for bringing up another woman, but now it was different.
If I could enjoy this moment thanks to that girl, I was rather grateful.

Right now, I just wanted to savor Edel's lap pillow.

"No. It's not uncomfortable at all. But what about you? Aren't you uncomfortable? You better not slip away later saying your leg fell asleep."
"Don't worry."

Edel's low baritone spread like waves, calming my restless heart.

"So sleep well."

His fingertips gently covered my eyelids. As if being drawn into darkness, I wanted to depend on even his breath.

"I won't go anywhere."

His touch on my forehead after my eyes was careful. Barely touching, yet clearly conveying the reassurance that he was protecting me.

"I won't do anything to you."

Even with my eyes closed, I could tell. His breathing continuing beside me, his body heat reaching only me. An inexplicable emotion seeped in.

Although my heart was still crushed by sharp pain within that emotion, even that seemed trivial now. Because something greater than pain had taken residence within me.

"I'll stay by your side."

With that final whisper, his touch flowed down along my hair. That gentleness captured me before sleep did. Until the moment I fell asleep... I could still feel his touch.
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"Mmm..."

I woke up to an unusually pleasant warmth.
It was strange. Normally, I'd wake up because my bed was uncomfortable or I was having nightmares, but now it was the opposite.

The first thing that entered my vision was light streaming through the window.

Under the dark sky, a small pinkish star next to the moon and a large brilliant star shining beside it illuminated the night sky together.

After being momentarily captivated by that sight, I slowly rolled my eyes to survey my surroundings.

Apart from the open window, everywhere I looked was just Edel.

Edel had his head bowed, and I almost made direct eye contact, but his eyelids were firmly closed.

...He's asleep.
I breathed a sigh of relief in my hazy consciousness.

If our eyes had met now... I wouldn't have known what to say.

Edel's deep breathing reassured me.

I found myself matching the rhythm of Edel's regular vibrations that I felt against my skin.

After briefly finding the situation mysterious, I remembered what happened before falling asleep... that Edel had offered his lap as a pillow, and I flinched.

That's right. That happened...
I thought his thighs would be nothing but muscle, but they were surprisingly comfortable.

As that sensation transmitted from the top of my head, I unconsciously nestled deeper, savoring the moment for a long time.

Just as Edel said, after a good night's sleep, the pain that had gripped my heart vanished without a trace.

What remained inside me now was,

Thump-thump.

Only the warm pulsation I felt when I was by Edel's side.

But... how long have I been asleep?

Since I fell asleep during the day, it must be midnight or dawn now. I closed my eyes thinking I might sleep more, but I couldn't easily fall back asleep.

There was a reason.

First, my clothes were sticking to me, probably because I'd been sweating the entire time I slept. With this much sweat, ugh... the smell might be terrible.

If I were sleeping alone, it wouldn't matter.
But I couldn't let Edel, who had given me his lap as a pillow for hours to nurse me, smell my sweat.

My hair was all tangled up, and the sweat pooled under my chest felt uncomfortable...

W-well, anyway...
I didn't want to fall back asleep and show Edel a defenseless, grimy appearance.

That was enough to make me wide awake.

Right. I should wash up.
There's a hot spring here, after all.

I carefully removed Edel's hand buried in my hair and sat up. Then I gently laid down Edel, who had fallen asleep in an uncomfortable position.

"Estelle...?"

Despite my careful movements, Edel murmured my name and shifted his body.

His heavily drooping eyelids trembled, and his unfocused red eyes wavered as if about to take me in.

"Shh..."

I covered his eyes with my palm and gently touched my index finger to his lips.

I quietly calmed his breathing, as if it wasn't time to wake up yet.

"...Is this a dream?"
"Yes. It's a dream. So sleep a little longer."

I whispered in Edel's ear like casting a spell.

As Edel sank back into deep breathing, I rose to my feet, swallowing a slight smile.

*

The hot spring at Lumiere House, with its steam and fragrant wood scent, created a scene like stepping into a Japanese garden.

Moonlight flowed over the fence, wrapping around the hot spring like a silver curtain.

The lanterns cast a gentle light on the stone walls. That light mixed with the steam and swirled around me.

Perhaps because it was late, there was no one else at the hot spring. That was actually fortunate. Whenever I entered the women's bath, I'd inevitably get uncomfortable stares at my chest.

"Whew..."

Small ripples formed as I tested the temperature with my toes. A relaxed voice escaped me at the pleasant temperature.

I slipped off the towel wrapped around my body and immersed myself in the hot spring.

"Ahhh..."

How long had it been since I'd been in a hot spring?
A pleasant sigh escaped me.

Surrendering my body to the gently rippling water surface, it felt as if all the fatigue in the world dissolved and disappeared into the waves. With each breath, a subtle steam spread deep into my lungs.

Even the cold night breeze felt refreshing. Each time the water rippled slightly, my body swayed slowly, and my chest rose and fell with the waves.

"Mmm...!"

As I stretched fully and surrendered to the hot spring, today's events came to mind one by one.

The flower crown Edel put on me.
The moment he checked my temperature by pressing his forehead against mine.
The way he picked me up and forcibly brought me to the room.
The look in his eyes as he calmed me when I was scared and misunderstood.
And the warmth of him keeping me company while giving me his lap as a pillow...

It was all about Edel.
Since Joshua left, Edel had always been by my side, so perhaps it was natural.

'Natural? What's natural about it! You idiot! Why did you stop Edel when he was going to leave on his own!? Have you lost your mind!?'

Angel Estelle, who had been quiet for a while since sealing Vampir, appeared and noisily scolded me.

'What were you supposed to do? Tell Edel to leave when he looked like a dejected puppy? What if he got caught by Garnet and something bad happened to him?'

This time, Devil Estelle appeared and defended my actions.

They were consistently chatty and noisy.

'Estelle was just being honest with her feelings.'
'Feelings!? Do you really not know...!?'

Shoo, shoo.
I waved away the two noisy voices with my hand.

I wasn't unaware of what the angel was trying to say.

I knew well that this was something I could never have imagined doing before.

I held onto Edel because... I just wanted to.
I wanted to keep him with me, even if I had to lie.
That was all there was to it.

'I'll stay by your side.'

The moment that thought crossed my mind, my face flushed hot.
It must be because of the hot spring's heat enveloping my body.

Afraid someone might see, I sank deeper into the water until just below my eyes, as if trying to suppress the rising heat.

Let's dismiss it as a one-day whim.
Tomorrow, I'll properly draw magic circles, and if Edel tries to cross the line, I'll teach him a lesson.

Bubble, bubble, bubble...

The sigh I let out turned into bubbles that popped one by one. But Edel's voice still lingered in my ears.

"Estelle."

Yes. Just like now.

A familiar voice reached my ears through the steam.
I jerked my head up in surprise, and red eyes faintly appeared through the white mist.

Edel was stepping into the hot spring.

"Edel...?"

Why is Edel here?
Wasn't he sleeping?
And this is the women's bath!?

Whoosh. I turned my body instantly.
I couldn't show my bare skin to Edel.

I tried to gather my breasts, which were sticking out to the side, toward the center as much as possible, but somehow my cupped hands made my breasts protrude in a ridiculous way.

"This is the women's bath! Why did you come in!?"
"Women's bath? What's that?"

At his innocent questioning face, I felt blood rushing to the top of my head.

Calm down, Estelle.
Edel is an idiot.
Right. He might not know what a women's bath is.

"A women's bath is... a place where only women can enter. The men's bath is on the opposite side."
"Is gender separation necessary for bathing?"
"Of course! Because you shouldn't carelessly show your naked body to the opposite sex!"
"Why not? It's fine if you see my body."
"...!?"

I swear... how can he say such crazy things!?
I pretended to be boiling with anger, but my eyes were secretly rolling. And before I knew it, I was scanning Edel's body.

His muscular body was covered with scars.
Knife wounds, burn-like healed injuries...

He looked wild yet somehow reassuring.
His wet skin partially obscured by steam made it even more eye-catching.

Gulp.
I didn't know where to look.

"I apologize. I didn't know it was a women's bath. I just woke up sweaty and came to wash."

While I was in the middle of my predicament, Edel suddenly offered an apology.

"I've never sweated this much except in life-or-death battles. And... Estelle, I was worried you might dislike my sweat smell, so I followed the manager's guidance."
"What...?"

Edel thought about that...?

"When I arrived here, I smelled your scent and got worried, so I came in. Didn't I say I would nurse you? Leaving you alone isn't pure love. I definitely said that."

That was unfair.
When he put it that way, it made all of Edel's actions sound like they were my fault.

"Are you feeling better?"
"Yes... thanks to you."
"I'm glad then. I'll go to the opposite side."

The water parted as Edel rose.
His broad shoulders briefly reflected in the lantern light through the steam, then disappeared into the misty vapor.

The sound of footsteps gradually faded away through the steam.

I thought I could finally enjoy the peace of the hot spring again. But for some reason, the peace I should have felt seemed to be drifting further away, making me inexplicably anxious.

It was just like before.
Like when I held onto Edel as he was about to leave the room.

"Wait."

It hadn't been a day yet.
So it should be okay to be capricious.

"The nursing... isn't over yet. Just stay here. T-this is just this once."

Another lie flowed from my lips.
Right. Edel had promised not to do anything. We'd just be in the hot spring together.

"But don't come close. Cover yourself properly with a towel. I'll kill you if you peek."

After drawing this ridiculous defensive line, I turned my body back around and sat down.
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In a hot spring where no one ever visits, to be alone with Edel without a stitch of clothing...

I glanced at Edel.
Through the steam, his naked body was visible only as a blurry silhouette.

It was just a man's bare body... but with the name "Edel" attached to it, it felt dangerously fatal, making my lower body twitch involuntarily.

...The stimulation was intense.

Just days ago when we went to the beach, this wouldn't have bothered me, but now it felt strangely unfamiliar.

When the steam thinned, I'd hurriedly turn my head away, but when I regained my composure, my gaze would sneakily drift back. This rocking motion continued several times like a tumbler toy.

We should have made eye contact at least once... but Edel, as if honoring my words, kept his head turned in the opposite direction, staring at the distant sky.

I had firmly told him I'd kill him if he peeked, but I didn't think he'd actually not look at me even once...

And the fact that he didn't seem to care whether I peeked at him or not made me feel somehow wronged and frustrated.

"Edel, what are you looking at?"

I thought if I spoke to him, he might meet my eyes.

"I was looking at the stars."

But Edel simply answered calmly, keeping his gaze fixed.

Following his line of sight, I looked up to see the two stars that had been with me since I opened my eyes, still shining side by side near the moon.

"The stars are beautiful."
"The stars are nice, but... isn't the moon bigger and more dazzling?"

At my question, Edel's stoic eyes slowly and lingered on me for a long time.

"I still prefer the stars. In the demon realm, I didn't have the leisure to appreciate them, but stars... just looking at them makes me feel good."

Why is he looking at me while saying he likes stars...?
It felt awkwardly like he was talking about me.

By the way, I told him not to peek, but now he's openly looking? I-I can't even get mad at that...

I tried to hide my body under the water so Edel wouldn't notice, but my clueless breasts floated up, proudly displaying their two hills.

If I covered them with my hands out of self-consciousness, I feared Edel's gaze would be drawn to my chest, so I was stuck in indecision when—

"Thank you."

Edel spoke to me with a gentle smile accompanied by smiling eyes, unlike his usual hidden smile between expressionless features.

At the same time, I felt as if the distance between Edel and me had narrowed.

"Huh...?"

So he can smile like that too...
Whether it was because of the steam blurring my vision or because his hair was wet from the water... I momentarily lost myself in that sight.

"...I mean Pure Love."

Edel paused briefly before slowly speaking.

"W-why bring up Pure Love suddenly...?"
"I think I understand why I lost to you. Pure Love is truly wonderful. Just... having it seems like it would make me victorious in any battle."

What is he saying...?
So he was talking about Pure Love.

"Thank you."

This time too... it wasn't just the sense of distance, but the actual gap between Edel and me that narrowed.

Things that had been hidden by steam began to appear clearly. Like a moth drawn to flame, irresistibly... instinctively.

But now wasn't the time to worry about that, and I didn't consider it important either.

"What for this time?"
"For teaching me about Pure Love."
"......"

Did I really teach Edel about Pure Love?
I mean... I've never even dated before. If you count my past life, I'm nothing but a failure who got her heart broken badly.

Do I deserve Edel's gratitude?
It's funny that I'm feeling guilty about it now.

It would be more accurate to say Edel learned about Pure Love on his own. Love is something that doesn't need to be taught... it's like a seed sprouting in the desert.

Yet those three words of thanks, what's so special about them?
My lips keep curling into a happy smile on their own.

"O-of course! Once you're with me, you've already learned about Pure Love!"
"I see. That's Estelle for you. Thank you."

See? There it is again.
With those words, our shoulders touched, leaving no more distance to close between us.

I let my guard down.
So this was his plan all along—showering me with compliments and then approaching like this. As expected of one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King's army, he was utterly devious.

"Edel, I-I told you not to come close...!"

Unable to look at Edel's body, I bowed my head deeply and issued a warning that was already too late.

"I haven't moved at all."
"Huh...?"
"Rather, the one who came closer was you, Estelle."

You mean I was the one who approached Edel?
I couldn't believe it.

When I raised my head, I realized the surroundings had changed. The towel I had set aside was lying far away, and the hot spring scenery had shifted slightly.

Only then did I have to admit that it wasn't Edel who had approached me, but I who had approached him.

"Don't worry. I don't know what you're concerned about, but I won't do anything."

At a distance where even steam couldn't hide us, where looking or touching would be possible if he wanted... Edel's gaze returned to the distant stars.

He had said the same thing before falling asleep too.
Soothing me like a child when I was scared...

I didn't dislike this side of Edel, but I couldn't accept it.
Who's the disciple and who's the master here?
That's right.

How can a master always be at the mercy of her disciple?

Feeling mischievous after a long time, I inwardly smiled wickedly.

"Hey, Edel."

I traced down his arm submerged in water and interlaced my fingers with his, placing my hand on top of his—a reverse hand-hold.

"Thanks for the gratitude, but the Pure Love you're learning still has a long way to go. You haven't even reached half of halfway yet."
"What... did you say?"

Edel turned to meet my eyes in surprise. His pupils trembled, showing he was genuinely shocked.

Hehehe. Yes, that's the reaction I wanted. You must be surprised that you can become even stronger, right?

Somehow finding his reaction cute, I felt like playing a naughty prank.

"So..."

Slowly rising, I placed my hand on Edel's shoulder and leaned in close. Despite the embarrassment of my chest touching his arm, I continued.

"Want to do some... advance practice?"

I whispered softly into Edel's ear.

"Advance... practice?"

Pure Love should certainly follow a proper order, but teasing Edel... no, I mean, he kept thanking me, so a little advance practice wouldn't hurt, right?

"Why? Don't you want to?"
"But what is advance practice?"
"......"

Seriously. I should just stop talking.
After wrapping the discarded towel around my body, I grabbed Edel's hand and pulled him out of the hot spring.

Something massive seemed to twitch in the steam, but I tried hard not to acknowledge Edel's demon sword.

"Turn around and sit down, will you?"

I brought over a bath chair and had Edel sit on it.

"What are you planning to do?"
"Hush. Just stay still."

Ignoring Edel's suspicious muttering, I took out a bath towel from my inventory. Plus my homemade body wash as a bonus.

"I'll wash your back."

If Pure Love in a hot spring meant anything... this would be it.

It was actually something I had planned to teach Edel once he found Pure Love, but since I owed him...

Though I felt sorry for Edel's future wife, I thought this much advance practice would be okay.

I applied body wash to the towel and worked up a good lather.
Now I just needed to wash his back thoroughly... but my gaze became fixed on Edel's back.

A large back with lean muscles.
And scars covering it completely.

Edel's back, which might seem hideous at first glance, somehow looked dependable to me, and I was seized by the desire to caress it.

No, no. If I touch him, he might want to do the same to me, and that wouldn't be good.

Shaking my head to dispel such thoughts, I rubbed Edel's back with the towel.

"How is it? Does it feel good?"

I expected a reaction from Edel after just a few rubs.

"I'm not sure."

What nonsense.
I could feel his back muscles twitching every time I rubbed them. But well, Edel wasn't one to lie.

I scrubbed more firmly, cleaning every nook and cranny.

"How about now?"
"Hmm... it just tickles."

The same questions and answers continued until his entire back was covered in foam.

"I'm going to rinse now. Don't be surprised."

I poured water from a basin slowly, washing away the foam.

"All done."
"Is it over?"
"Why? Disappointed?"
"If I say I'm disappointed, will you do it again?"
"Th-this is a one-time thing. There won't be a next time. If you really want it, ask your future wife."

And so again.
This time more slowly.
I washed Edel's back leisurely.

"Estelle."
"Yes?"
"Have you done this over a hundred times too?"

I tilted my head at Edel's puzzling question.

"You said you're the Witch of Love. You mentioned going on dates over a hundred times... I'm curious if you've washed other men's backs over a hundred times too."

Edel's expression as he said this seemed somewhat dark.
I wanted to scold him harshly, my face reddening, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.

It was true.
When teaching him about dating, I had boasted about doing it over a hundred times. I was reaping what I had sown.

But... really. How could dating and washing someone be on the same level... Did I come across as that kind of loose woman?

My hands, artificial respiration, sleeping together... after taking so many of my firsts.

I felt indignant.

"No."

Perhaps that's why.
Normally, I would have put on airs as the Witch of Love and Edel's Pure Love teacher, refusing to be disrespected.

"Edel, you're my first."

I whispered in his ear as if to reassure him.

"Huh. Is that so."

Edel, his ears reddening with pleasure for some reason, turned his head to meet my eyes.

"You're my first too. No one has ever washed my back before."
"W-well of course! Consider yourself lucky!"

Is he deliberately teasing me!?
I shouldn't have been honest. As the Witch of Love, I shouldn't have admitted it was my first time...!

Even when I angrily tapped him with the towel, Edel just kept smiling that silly smile.

That sight annoyed me so much that I poured a basin of water over his head. His hair got soaked and drooped, making him look like a ridiculous wet mouse. Yet when he turned his indifferent gaze toward me, my annoyance quickly disappeared, replaced by giggles.

"Is it my turn to wash you now?"
"We're not done yet."

I stopped Edel as he tried to retaliate.
There wasn't really anything more to do, but I wanted to tease him.

Then suddenly, the scars on Edel's back that I had noticed earlier caught my eye.

Among the numerous small and large wounds covering his back, one particularly large sword wound stood out.

Swoosh.

As my fingertip lightly traced the sword wound,

"...!?"

Edel straightened his back abruptly, unable to hide his surprise.

"Sorry. Did that hurt?"
"It's not pain, I was just a bit surprised."

I thought I'd hurt him by touching the wound, but that wasn't it.
His reaction seemed excessive for mere surprise, and I couldn't help but smirk.

His reaction was so fresh that I felt mischievous.

"How did you get this scar?"
"That... I got it fighting the Demon King."
"Hmm. I see."

While listening attentively to the backstory of how the scar formed, my eyes searched for the second largest wound.

Then again, swoosh.

"And this one?"
"Ugh...!?"

Twitch.

When I traced the scar with my finger, Edel's back twitched with a strange sound.

...I'm innocent.
This is all because Edel showed such a bewitching reaction.

"Th-that's from the hell furnace..."
"Heeh... I see."

And so began my exploration of Edel's reactions... no, I mean, discovering the stories behind his scars.

"What about this one?"
"That is..."
"And this one?"
"Ugh...!?"

Swoosh.
Twitch.

From large scars to ones so small they could barely be noticed... my pranks continued until there wasn't a spot on Edel's back that my hands hadn't touched.

"Shouldn't we stop now? I think we've gone through all the scars on my back."

Edel turned around, grabbed my hand, and bared his teeth with a reddened face.

"Now it's my turn."

Was my prank too much?
I could clearly foresee a future where he would mercilessly touch my back, my smooth skin, just as I had done to him.

"No? We're not done yet?"
"Hmph. There are no more scars."

Edel was right.
There were no more scars left to trace.

"Hehehe. Really?"

I brought my face close to induce him to lower his guard.
While Edel slowly rolled his eyes, thinking if there were any scars left—

"Nom—!"
"Ugh...!"

I marked his nape again, in the same spot I had marked during the siren incident.

"Phwa—! What about this? How did this one happen?"

I smiled with satisfaction at the clear mark left after removing my lips from his nape.

"...You brought this upon yourself."

Huh? I was just playing around... Edel's eyes changed fiercely. At the same time, he grabbed my shoulders with his rough hands and revealed his sharp demon teeth.

"Surely not, Edel...? Right?"

No answer came.
Instead of words, he gave a more definitive response by biting my nape.

"Hnng—!?"

My whole body jerked in surprise at having my nape bitten by Edel. But what made it even more serious was something else.

Because he pressed close to bite me, Edel's demon sword pressed directly against my stomach... skin to skin.

My lower body convulsed.
My legs gave out and I collapsed, feeling dizzy from the sensation of something leaving my body.

Because I fell, the demon sword touching my body rolled up my towel. Eventually, it wedged between my breasts, and its large tip peeked out with a "peek-a-boo" when—

"Hmyanyaaa..."

I lost consciousness once again.
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"Are you awake? You suddenly collapsed and had me worried."

My consciousness was hazy, and my thoughts hadn't yet found their place. Then suddenly, Edel's voice tapped at my ear.

As Edel's shadow filled my vision, my eyelids, heavy with sleep, slowly lifted.

Right. I fainted.
The second time in my life I've fainted.
And both times because of Edel's magic sword...

"Where am I...?"
"In a bedroom. I couldn't leave you there, so I carried you back."

A bedroom, I see.
Looking around, I noticed the room decorated in pink hues, and judging by the sunlight streaming through the window, it seemed to be morning.

Hmm... but why is Edel sleeping next to me?
And why is his upper body completely bare?

The blanket felt cozy against my skin.
Not the feeling of clothes, but direct contact with my skin. When I twitched my legs slightly at that thought, the sensation against my skin became even clearer.

...And there was a strange dampness on my lower body.

Hot spring. Fainting. Bedroom. Naked.

As these four keywords combined chaotically in my head, my face instantly turned red.

No way... right?
He didn't do that sort of thing while I was unconscious, did he!?

Plus, Edel was only wearing pants with his upper body exposed. It looked exactly like a man who had just finished the deed, which accelerated my wild imagination.

"Edel, you...!?"
"Don't make me repeat myself. Touching you while unconscious would be meaningless."

Edel stopped me with one hand as I raised my head abruptly, about to shout, and added indifferently.

"Then why are you naked!? You did it, didn't you? You went ahead and did it!!!"

My voice echoed through the room.
My head was a mess, as if things I didn't know about had piled up while I was unconscious.

Edel sighed as if annoyed and cast a cold gaze at me.

"What if I did?"

My breath caught.
Edel, who always apologized and explained himself... was somehow resolute.

Anxiety washed over me.

Did he really... do it?

"I did put clothes on you."
"Clothes...?"

There was something off about Edel's words.
I clearly felt that my lower body wasn't wearing anything.

"If you slept like that, you would catch a cold."

Edel pointed at the blanket with his finger, as if telling me to check.

Slowly lifting the blanket to check, there was no scent of night flowers. Instead, a sweet smell tickled my nose.

The first thing I saw was a white shirt. It was the shirt I had given Edel to wear. The shirt, which was too large to fit properly, was buttoned up to the chest, and the outline of underwear was visible through the fabric.

When I reached in to check, my panties were indeed where they should be. However, my bra felt uncomfortable, as if it had just been placed over my chest. When I touched my back, I found that the hooks weren't properly fastened and seemed like they would come undone after a few movements.

"I tried to put your clothes on, but women's clothes are complicated and I couldn't manage it."

Edel scratched his cheek as he continued.

"So I put my clothes on you instead. Does that explain why I'm undressed?"
"I-I see."

My face flushed again at my misunderstanding, and I hid under the blanket.

That would explain why the bra was uncomfortably draped over me.

He probably had never seen women's clothes, let alone underwear. It was actually impressive that he managed to dress me at all.

Imagining Edel struggling with my bra while I was unconscious somehow seemed cute.

I couldn't help but laugh, thankfully hidden by the blanket. If he had caught me, he would have definitely demanded to know why I was laughing.

Then, a sense of discomfort took over my body.

Wait.
That means... he saw me completely naked?

In the hot spring, I was submerged in water, and steam provided some cover. But thinking that while I was unconscious, even my most intimate parts were exposed, my body trembled.

Mom, what do I do?
I think I'm practically married now.

Peek.
I peeked out from under the blanket with just my eyes and glared at Edel.

"Did you see me naked?"

I couldn't bring myself to say it out loud.
The answer was obvious without asking.
There's no way he couldn't have seen.

Edel was just helping me after I fainted, it was an unavoidable situation...
But still, seeing him lying next to me so calmly, staring at me blankly... I couldn't help but feel annoyed.

"Could you turn around? I want to change clothes."

As I tried to sound as casual as possible while sitting up, my collar slipped down, tangled in the blanket.
I hurriedly pulled up the collar and busily moved my hands, pretending to adjust my clothes.

My gaze kept drifting sideways to check if Edel had properly turned around.
Each time, I quickly turned my head away, afraid our eyes might meet.

I tried to act nonchalant, but everything was working against me.

Slowly, I took off the shirt and properly adjusted my underwear.
My chest felt comfortable again, but I still felt uneasy.

While I was picking up the neatly placed clothes by the bedside and slowly putting them on,

"Estelle, did I do something wrong?"

Edel's voice approached cautiously.

"You didn't do anything wrong."

Edel hadn't done anything wrong.
If there was a problem, it was that I allowed Edel an unreasonable closeness due to the atmosphere... and fainting again was the second problem.

Why did I do that...?
I could understand the mixed bathing, and even washing his back.
But why did I bite Edel's nape, leading to this situation...?

My head started to ache.

"Why don't you teach me how to put on clothes?"

As I stood in front of the mirror combing my hair after getting dressed, Edel approached while putting on his shirt.

"There's no guarantee you won't faint again. Next time, I want to be able to dress you comfortably in your own clothes."

Edel seemed to think I was upset because I was wearing his shirt.

What does he mean by fainting again?
Is he saying he'll point his magic sword at me again...?

No way. Surely not.

Edel wouldn't know why I fainted, so he couldn't have meant it that way.

He must have simply meant it in a pure, innocent sense.

"Hmph. No. Absolutely not."

Whatever his meaning, I didn't want to do it. I won't be fooled by Edel's words again.

Next time, he might see even more of me. I firmly resolved never to faint again, to maintain my final line of defense.

"Isn't dressing a woman also Pure Love? If I've come to practice Pure Love but can't even dress a woman properly... I think that would be sad."
"Ugh..."
"Won't you allow it?"

My heart sank.
I had firmly decided to refuse, but the mention of Pure Love struck my brain.

"U-ugh..."

My shoulders involuntarily twitched, and my gaze wandered the floor.
When Edel's feet entered my line of sight, even that thought became blank, and my lips trembled.

Estelle, this isn't right.
Don't you understand what he's saying!?

"J-just this once..."

I found myself saying that again.
I bit my lip and clutched my skirt, momentarily hesitating whether to undress or not.

But in the end.
Swish—

I carefully removed the clothes I had just put on.

...After all, to teach him how to dress someone, I had to undress first.

While my mind was screaming that this was wrong, my hands were already undoing my clothes.
My body was moving independently of my will.

Standing in my underwear before Edel, my hands hovered in the air before finally resting on my thighs, then moving up to my stomach, repeating this pattern.

I didn't know where to put my hands.
The same went for my gaze.

It was a different dimension of embarrassment compared to showing a swimsuit. Even though the amount of fabric was similar... there was a strange tension in the air just because it was underwear.

"Could you not stare so intently?"

I tried to sound casual as I hurriedly covered my chest area with my top.

"If I don't look carefully, I can't learn it in one go. Do you want me to ask again?"
"...!"

I have to face that gaze one more time...?
I couldn't do that.

Sigh... quickly and accurately.
Let's get this over with in one go.

"This is just once, so watch and listen carefully."

I gathered my resolve and slowly continued my explanation.

"First, the white corset blouse. You need to fasten the buttons one by one from the top, pulling the chest upward to secure it properly. The lace needs to be firmly fixed on the shoulders so it doesn't slip down."

My fingertips traced along my collarbone, outlining the blouse.

"Next is the skirt. It's not just about putting it on the waist; you need to pull the inner stockings up to above the knee, and here."

I touched my thigh and lowered my gaze.
As I lightly tapped my thigh to point it out, I felt a rush of heat to my face.

"You need to securely attach it to the garter belt. Otherwise, it will slip down every time you move."

I smoothed down the long skirt, brushing my thighs as I adjusted it.

"Finally, put on the shoes and you're done."

As I continued my explanation, I slowly moved my hands.
I demonstrated each step slowly so that even the foolish Edel could understand.

With each button I fastened, the fabric clung to my chest piece by piece. I could feel Edel's gaze following each simple movement.

My chest tightened, and every time the fabric brushed against my thighs, a subtle thrill followed.

Has putting on clothes always taken this long...?
A few simple seconds felt endlessly stretched just because of Edel's gaze.

"Done?"

Only when I returned to my normal appearance did the stretched time begin to flow at its proper pace again.

"I understand perfectly."

Edel stroked his chin and answered with a confident voice.
Usually, people who speak so confidently rarely understand properly... but well, this is Edel.

"Now take it off."
"Huh...?"

What is he saying now?
When I gave him a look of incomprehension, Edel tilted his head.

"Why are you saying that?"
"Well, now that I've learned, I need to practice. Just like learning how to swing a sword doesn't mean you can do it in actual combat."

Is that so?
Sigh... why?
Why does that sound strangely convincing?

"Really just this once..."

And so, once again, I stood before Edel in my underwear.

As if the control was in Edel's hands, my clothes were in his grasp while I embarrassedly looked at the ground.

"Then I'll dress you."
"D-do it quickly, you idiot!"

Edel began to dress me step by step, just as I had explained.

Every time his large, rough hands touched my skin, I barely managed to suppress the rough moans trying to escape. Sometimes I had to cover my mouth with both hands to prevent them from coming out.

"If you move, I can't dress you."
"Ugh...! I understand... hurry!"

Each time, Edel's hands would stop abruptly, making me more anxious.

I wanted to end this embarrassing situation quickly, but Edel moved slowly, as if savoring a delicious food in his mouth.

"By the way, Estelle. I'm curious about something."
"Hmm?"

Edel, who was putting the blouse on me, asked in a serious tone with his gaze fixed on my chest.

"I've been on many battlefields and seen the bare skin of others..."
"...And?"

I don't know what he's trying to say, but I responded somewhat curtly.

Is he trying to say he's seen many naked bodies so it's fine? That he feels nothing? That my body is just a piece of meat to him? Something like that?

Edel paused for a while without continuing. Only his hands moved slowly, buttoning up the blouse.

"Why don't you have any?"

Don't have any? What does he mean?
Did I hear wrong?

"How will a baby eat without them?"

That was like a confirmation shot.

He must have seen it.
Since he fastened my bra while I was unconscious... he must have seen my inverted nipples...!

My face instantly heated up.
No, more than heated up—I could feel steam rising from the top of my head.

My hands trembled.
Not just my hands. My entire body was reacting to Edel's sexual harassment, expressing uncontrollable anger.

"Or is it that they're so large they're buried in your flesh...?"
"Y-you...! You crazy bastard!!!"

I couldn't listen anymore.
My fist, infused with mana, flew directly into Edel's face.

With a dull sound, Edel was slammed into the wall without even being able to scream, but I didn't care.

I hurriedly put on my clothes and flung the door open with a bang, fleeing the room.
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I stepped out of Lumiere House as if I were escaping and found myself on the street.
I glanced back briefly, but there was no sense of anyone following me.

How hard did he hit me? He's being so dramatic.

My face still burned with heat, and my fists trembled with unresolved anger.
I felt overwhelmed with embarrassment that Edel had discovered my sensitive area.

Until just yesterday, Edel had shown such a delicate side... I never thought he'd turn into a pervert who commits sexual harassment overnight.

What? The baby can't eat if I don't...?
Buried in fat...?

The more I thought about it, the more ridiculous it seemed, making my chest tingle with indignation.

"Edel is an idiot. A pervert. A sexual harasser. Vulgar."

I vented my frustration by cursing Edel with every bad word that came to mind.

It must have worked because my hurried steps gradually became lighter and gentler. As my pace noticeably slowed, I kept glancing back.

Finally, I stopped in place, held my breath, and turned completely around to look far away at the main entrance of Lumiere House.

He's really not coming out...?
By now, shouldn't he be walking out casually as if nothing happened?

"This is the worst. Pure Love rapist. Trash!"

Just then, I spotted Edel in the distance.

The moment his searching gaze met mine, my fiery anger quickly subsided.

"I've been looking all over for you."

Edel approached me casually while maintaining a safe distance—just out of arm's reach. The way he cautiously observed my reaction while trying to appear nonchalant was comical.

Sigh. Fine.
How could it be Edel's fault?
He's just... a bit of an idiot, that's all.

I feel sorry for whoever becomes Edel's wife in the future, but all I can do is advise her to take good care of him.

"I've been waiting for you for a while."

I immediately invaded the safe distance Edel had created and grabbed his hand. Seeing him flinch as if expecting me to hit him again, I gave him a light smile.

"Let's go quickly. And put on your helmet."
"Where are we going?"
"We're going to meet the Grand Duke."

Grand Duke Elisia.
As a dragon with the highest racial value, there was nothing lacking—whether it was power, money, or connections.

They would surely be able to find someone matching Edel's ideal type.

"The Grand Duke is a dragon, right? What are they like?"
"Even though they're a dragon, they're not much different from us. A bit self-centered and annoying? But they have a good heart. They let wandering nomadic races rest under their shade."

Before it was called Requies, when I first visited Elisia, it was a collection of small villages organized by race, connected closely together in the dragon's lair.

Elisia provided shade for them to rest, but didn't show much interest beyond that. After I gave some advice, the current Requies was born.

"Is visiting the Grand Duke also part of the Pure Love study?"

Edel continued asking questions, seemingly not thrilled about meeting the Grand Duke.

"Of course. Everything we're doing here is for your sake."
"For my sake...?"
"I'm going to ask the Grand Duke to find someone who matches your ideal type. And it would be even better if you attend the party and dance with that person."

This was the reason I came to Requies at this time.

Just like in Veneschia, the act of men and women dancing together holds great significance, making it perfect for achieving Edel's Pure Love.

"Finding my ideal type."

For some reason, Edel's grip tightened.

"What? You don't like it?"
"...It's nothing."

How bland.
If all goes well, he could achieve Pure Love in one go—shouldn't he be a little happier?

Regardless of what Edel thought, my plan remained unchanged, and I continued walking toward the Grand Duke's residence.

*

The path to the Grand Duke's residence was smooth.
To be precise, it couldn't be anything but smooth.

"Welcome, guest. Your invitation..."
"Yeah, sure."

Even when a guard blocked the way.

"Could you please show your invitation? I'll guide you to your designated seat..."
"I'll find my way. Oh, where is Elisia right now?"

Even when the head maid tried to block the way under the pretext of guidance, a single Ultimate Skill cleared the path.

By now, I felt no hesitation whatsoever about using my Ultimate Skill.

The Grand Duke's office, which we reached with the kind head maid's guidance, was decorated with elaborate dragon ornaments starting from the door.

Knock, knock, knock.

"Grand Duke, a guest has arrived."
"A guest? I thought I said to guide all guests to the reception room or the party hall."

After the head maid knocked and spoke respectfully, a young man's voice came from behind the door.

"Well..."

The head maid trailed off, looking uncomfortable as she glanced at me.

"Elisia, it's been a while. Can I come in?"
"Is that Estelle?"

How nice that they remembered me just by my voice.
Since we were friends after all, I happily kicked open the office door.

"Yahoo! It's been a while. You recognized me just by my voice?"

As I waved my hand in a casual greeting, Elisia, who had been working, looked up and met my eyes.

"A while? It's only been about 60 years. Besides, there are only a handful of people who can come to me without causing a commotion."

They brushed back their white hair, which fell to their shoulders, with androgynous features that made it difficult to distinguish whether they were male or female.

The scales embedded in their skin like decorations and the long white tail extending from their waist were impressive.

Befitting the name of Grand Duke, Elisia wore an elegant white formal uniform and frowned deeply.

"I don't remember sending you an invitation."
"Come on, do friends need invitations? I just came to congratulate you."
"Did you bring a birthday present that might surprise me?"

Ah, right.
It was their birthday.

I had forgotten this obvious fact because of Edel.

"O-Of course! I prepared something you can't easily find elsewhere."
"Really? Personally, I'd prefer the remains of my ancestor."

Elisia's eyes gleamed sharply.
If we're talking about ancestral remains, there was only one—the Triceratops—but I couldn't give that away.

"Here's the gift I prepared."

Instead, I took out the only Elixir left in my inventory.

"An ordinary potion... though the purity of mana is exceptionally high. Does it contain ether?"

Elisia began analyzing it immediately after shaking the Elixir a few times.

"It's an Elixir that heals all wounds as long as you're not dead. How about it? Satisfied with this?"
"I'll put it to good use. Now leave."
"Huh?"

For a moment, I doubted my ears.
After meeting a friend after so long, they're telling me to leave right after receiving a birthday gift?

Even scoundrels have limits.
If I had known, I would have settled for a high-grade potion instead of an Elixir.

"Did you not hear me? I said I appreciate the congratulations, now leave. Or do I need to say it in dragon language for you to understand?"
"No, no. Aren't you being too cold to a friend? You know, catching up, various things..."
"Most races don't consider someone who loots ancestors' remains and swings them around like toys a friend."
"......"

Come to think of it, I might be the scoundrel here.

"Right now, Requies has a mountain of headaches. If you add to my troubles, I'll make sure you never set foot in the Southern Continent again."
"W-What did I do?!"

I felt wronged.
All I'd done since coming to Requies was spend one night at Lumiere House.

"Are you pretending not to know what you've done in the past? Stirring up the entire Southern Continent with talk of the Witch of Love and Pure Love."
"It's petty to bring up old stuff now."
"And I heard you entered Lumiere House without an invitation and took a room. You must have used that ability of yours again. Do you have any sense? If you abuse a witch's power..."
"Okay, okay. I get it."

I cut off Elisia's nagging, which had suddenly shifted as if they were my mother.

Elisia, realizing that further talk would only tire them out, gestured for me to leave quickly, but I wasn't one to give up so easily.

"What do I need to do to join your birthday party? I also have a favor to ask. If you refuse, well, I can't help it. I'll use my Ultimate Skill to..."
"You've become even more shameless since I last saw you. Haah... do as you please. It's better to keep you where I can see you than let you cause trouble out of sight."
"Hehehe. Thanks."

With those words that were half-threat, I raised pink energy in both hands, and easily got permission.

But what can I do?
I can be as shameless as needed for Edel's Pure Love.

"This is great, Edel. I have a feeling your Pure Love is just around the corner. There must be a woman who matches your ideal type in the Southern Continent."
"Hmm..."

I grabbed both of Edel's hands and shook them up and down to share my joy, but he maintained a sullen expression.

"Then call me when you're free? We'll look around the mansion in the meantime."

No matter how shameless I am, I couldn't bother a busy person, so I planned to tour the mansion until Elisia was free.

Contrary to my thoughts, the door remained firmly locked. It was the flow of mana that kept it tightly shut.

"Wait. I only gave permission to you."
"Huh...?"
"As it happens, my followers have been making noise about needing to see to their descendants. Estelle, someone like you would make a decent partner."

What is that supposed to mean?
As I tilted my head in confusion, Elisia sighed repeatedly.

"Haah. To think the Witch of Love becomes stupid at times like this... In short, I'm asking you to be my fiancée."

Fiancée...?
The fiancée I know...?!

"So that man cannot attend the party. Do you understand now? Or well... I suppose standing as an attendant wouldn't be too bad."

Elisia's eyes gleamed as they smiled slightly.
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Elisia.
The last dragon in the Aria Chronicle and the guardian dragon who protects the Southern Continent from the darkness of the world.

A central character who maintained peace in Requies through Part 4, and will meet her end in Part 5.

The only figure who commands all the incompatible races of the Southern Continent with overwhelming power that even Hecate, the Witch of Curses, cannot easily challenge.

Elisia's dragon words are absolute, her breath takes life... and her mercy raises nations.

Perhaps that's why such an impossible statement came from someone who had never taken a wife.

"Are you... joking right now?"

If she had just asked me to pretend to be her fiancée until her birthday party, that would be one thing. But to talk about having children...?

I wasn't some fallen noble's daughter to have engagement proposed like a business transaction. It was absurd.

"Does it sound like a joke?"
"You should be grateful I'm taking it as one. Weren't you the one who despised love, saying only fools fall for it? And now suddenly you want a fiancée? To have children?"

Even if it was a joke, it wasn't something I could easily dismiss.

Or maybe... could it be?
If she had been moved by my teachings about Pure Love and suddenly changed her mind, that would be different.

"Did you suddenly want to get married? Should I introduce you to someone nice?"
"Don't change the subject. How many suitors do you think I've had over the years?"

...Probably countless.
Regardless of race, most unmarried women attending Elisia's birthday party would try to create some connection with her.

After all, any race backed by a dragon would gain the strongest power in the Southern Continent, so it was obvious they would be desperate to forge marital ties.

In fact, while playing Aria Chronicle, quests frequently appeared from women seeking help to catch Elisia's eye.

"I'm talking to you."
"You said witches were annoying and tiresome. Why not just pick any of the women who follow you around?"

Elisia stood up and looked out the window.

Even while gazing at the beautiful landscape stretching to the edge of Requies, her expression remained displeased.

"As the Witch of Love, you should understand. They only come after me for my power, far removed from love. Would they still propose if I were nothing but a lowly creature?"
"......"
"But you're different."

Elisia's gaze slowly shifted from the window toward me.

"You see me as nothing more than Elisia. You're the only one who breaks that boundary and approaches me with that ill-fitting word—friend."

That's all it was.
Even though Elisia was practically making a confession, my Pure Love sensor didn't react at all.

Those words were clearly just a disguise to deceive me.
If there was no love, I didn't need to give it a moment's consideration.

"I'm the Witch of Love. Do you think I would agree to a loveless engagement?"
"Is it because of that man?"

Suddenly, Elisia turned her head and glared at Edel. No matter how powerful a Dark Knight Edel might be, it would be impossible for him to withstand Elisia.

Instinctively, I blocked her view by standing in front of Edel with my arms spread.

"Edel is just learning Pure Love from me. This has nothing to do with him."
"Then why? Am I not the best catch? I don't see anything special about that man."
"Edel isn't someone you can dismiss so easily. That's enough now."

Every word Elisia spoke kept crossing lines that shouldn't be crossed.

Above all, to dismiss Edel like that... I couldn't listen anymore. That made me angrier than her proposing a loveless engagement to me.

"Fine. I don't need your help. Let's go, Edel."

I grabbed Edel's hand and turned around sharply.

I had thought we might advance our plans more easily with Elisia's help, but here she was talking nonsense about engagements and whatnot...

The mana still enveloping the door blocked our way, but I no longer cared about being considerate. Even dragon-wielded mana couldn't stop a Triceratops.

Besides, I was angry enough to kick down the door right now.

[Stop. I have not finished speaking.]

Just then, Elisia's emotionless voice echoed through the room. The voice traveled through my ears, brushed against my brain, and constricted my heart.

All creatures in the human realm are born with mana. Dragons have extremely high mana affinity among all races. This technique commands mana itself through language.

Dragon Words.
One of the Ultimate Skills possessed by dragons.

The power that bound me was simply language infused with mana to restrain the target.

"What if I said I fell in love with you the moment I first saw you?"

Thump, thump.
Elisia's footsteps filled the room.

"I love you. Wouldn't that make you accept my proposal?"

Lies.
Even without my Pure Love sensor, the weight of the word "love" felt incredibly light.

It carried less weight than when I was having casual conversations with Edel.

"Dragons are beings with nearly infinite lifespans. That would match well with an immortal witch, wouldn't it?"

Elisia's voice drew closer, while my body still refused to obey my commands.

"I would devote my remaining life solely to you. How about it? Isn't that the Pure Love you speak of?"

I desperately wanted to refute that this wasn't Pure Love at all... but my body felt so heavy that even breathing seemed to require Elisia's permission.

"I'll take your silence as consent. Let's seal our engagement with a kiss first."

Unable to speak because of the Dragon Words, I could only watch as Elisia looked down at me with forceful eyes before caressing my face.

A real kiss, not just a means to transfer oxygen. At this rate, I would have to watch helplessly as Elisia stole my first kiss.

The simple act of lips meeting lips... with someone I didn't have feelings for felt like a tremendous violence.

If I could move, I would slap that arrogant dragon across the face.

The fact that I had to endure this without being able to resist terrified me.

But... those emotions didn't last long.

The warmth from the hand holding mine reassured me.

"That's far enough."

In a room where I couldn't move a finger because of Dragon Words, Edel calmly blocked Elisia's touch.

Like a Dark Knight protecting a princess from an evil dragon...

"Estelle's body is delicate and shouldn't be touched. Don't you know that, supposed friend?"

Elisia frowned and glared at Edel.

"How are you resisting the Dragon Words?"

Any living being born with mana in the human realm would have to obey Dragon Words. That was the absolute power of this Ultimate Skill.

"I don't know what Dragon Words are... but a few words won't stop me."

There were a few exceptions.
Dragon Words were a forced command that controlled the mana within one's body. If there was no mana to begin with, no command could be issued.

In other words, to Edel, who was born with magi instead of mana, Elisia's Dragon Words were just words.

"Are you interfering with my engagement?"
"You're the one interfering with my Pure Love."

Edel's expression was unusually intense.

He bared his teeth as if ready to tear Elisia apart, and his eyes were so cold they made my knees weak.

The veins bulging on his neck... clearly showed Edel's emotions.

It was the first time I'd seen Edel truly angry.

So he can make such expressions too.
I found myself staring at Edel's face in a daze.

"What? Not satisfied with being a mere attendant? I could specially let you officiate the ceremony."
"Not interested. If you trouble Estelle any further, I'll kill you."
"Are you challenging me?"

Their powers collided.
Silver mana and pitch-black magi crashed against each other, creating a gap where they could never coexist, forming an absolute boundary.

In the human realm, a dragon's power is absolute. Unless it was a witch's Ultimate Skill... it should be impossible for Edel to withstand it.
That should be the case, but... Edel wasn't yielding to Elisia.

Whether Edel had grown stronger from learning Pure Love, or Elisia was holding back... the two powers remained in balance.

"You're not a being of the human realm. That's why you can resist Dragon Words."

Elisia noticed the magi and seemed to realize Edel's true nature, showing an intrigued smile.

"How convenient. Recently, someone similar to you snuck into Requies causing trouble. I could display your corpse as a warning to others not to act so boldly."

Elisia let slip words that shouldn't be spoken. Someone similar to Edel... in this world, that could only be the Succubus Queen.

"But first, let me ask you something. Why are you standing in my way? Are you Estelle's lover?"
"...Lover?"
"I'm asking if you've slept in the same bed with Estelle, bathed together, or even dressed her."

Elisia glanced at my eyes, then smiled mockingly.

My face burned with heat at that smile.
I felt overwhelmed with shame, as if our intimate marital life had been exposed.

That, that jerk! Is he deliberately doing this!?
He must have seen what Edel and I did at Lumiere House.

Elisia's abilities were nearly omnipotent, and this was Requies, practically his backyard.

Otherwise, he couldn't have spoken so specifically.

It's true that Edel and I did those things... but lovers? I wanted to correct him that we were merely in a teacher-student relationship for Pure Love.

If I didn't, my body felt like it might explode from the racing heartbeat in response to the word "lover."

"What if I am?"

Ignoring my feelings, Edel told a shameless lie without a moment's hesitation.

"Oh... is that so? As it happens, forcibly taking another man's woman isn't to my taste."

Elisia shook off Edel's hand and met my immobilized gaze. Then he smiled wickedly like a child who had found an interesting toy.

"Love must be clearly expressed to be understood. So prove it."
"Prove what?"
"A kiss filled with love. To quote Estelle, a 'Pure Love smooch,' as she calls it."

Pure Love... what?
Did I hear that correctly?

"If you're lovers, a kiss shouldn't be difficult, right?"

Elisia, facing Edel again, released a different kind of mana than before.

As I suspected, he had been holding back.
Edel responded by emitting magi, but he was sweating pitifully.

"I won't force you. But as payment for your lie, you'll die and Estelle will become mine... is that acceptable?"
"......"

Normally, Edel would have drawn his sword and charged at anyone speaking such nonsense, but he remained silent.

Edel, who only found value in life when facing powerful opponents... didn't charge at Elisia but slowly looked at me.

"...Move aside. You're in the way."

Pushing Elisia's shoulder aside, Edel knelt on one knee before me. His determination was evident in our exchanged glances.

Edel had given up fighting and chosen to compromise with Elisia.

...Why?
Because I told him not to fight?
Or did he judge Elisia to be stronger than the Demon King? That couldn't be...

"Estelle, it will only take a moment."

Edel's hand carefully lifted my chin, and I could feel it trembling. His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed nervously.

"Why the hesitation? Is this your first kiss?"
"Don't be ridiculous. I've done it over a hundred times."

A hundred times?! A HUNDRED TIMES?!
Who taught him to be so shameless!?
Who was it?! Who corrupted Edel!?

How did things end up like this?
I understood we went from asking Elisia for help to this absurd engagement talk.

But why?
How did Edel and I end up about to kiss?

It felt like we had fallen into someone's grand scheme. And it was all too clear who that someone was.

Elisia.
Standing behind Edel, meeting my eyes, that jerk winked and gave me a thumbs up.

'That's what friends are for.'

That's what his expression seemed to say, making my blood boil.

He seemed to be under some huge misunderstanding.
Edel and I were just teacher and student...

Meanwhile, Edel's face drew closer.
In just seconds, our lips would meet. Not like artificial respiration, but a real first kiss.

Unlike with Elisia, I didn't feel fear or anxiety. Instead, a different emotion surged within me.

It was terror.
Terror of the unknown.
It felt like something irreversible would happen after this kiss.

But Edel didn't stop.
And I couldn't stop him either.
I was still bound by Dragon Words, unable to move.

Yet I didn't want to use my Ultimate Skill on Edel. Somehow, looking into Edel's mind felt wrong.

Would it be okay for Edel to kiss me?
If his future wife asked who his first kiss was with and it wasn't her... wouldn't that be detrimental to Pure Love?

Just as our lips were about to touch...

"Tch. An intruder? This is why I hate witches."

As Elisia clicked her tongue and sighed, I felt the room's temperature rising.

No, it wasn't my imagination.

BOOM!

The door exploded, spewing intense flames.

"Hey, Dragon! I know you're in here! How about you hand over your heart quietly?"

Garnet appeared magnificently, her dress of flames flickering as she rested a huge fire greatsword on her shoulder.
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Garnet's flames bloomed magnificently.
The intense heat, befitting her alias "Passion," filled the room.

Thanks to that—if I should call it thanks—the flow of mana that had been controlled by the dragon's words became disrupted, allowing me to barely move my body again.

My first priority was to distance myself from Edel, who had momentarily hesitated at Garnet's appearance.

Only after moving away from Edel and pressing my back against the wall did the fear that had been consuming my mind vanish like it had been burned away.

"Estelle, are you after the heart too? Sorry, but I already called dibs on the dragon."

Garnet, after surveying the room, immediately picked a fight with me. She seemed to be under the mistaken impression that we shared the same goal.

"That's not it at all."

Mistake or not, I was glad for her presence.
If Garnet hadn't appeared at just the right moment—

I was about to k-k-kiss... Edel?

As a strange image flashed through my mind, I shook my head vigorously.
Embarrassment and confusion washed over me at once, but I decided to set those feelings aside for now.

"...Thank you. That was a close call."
"Thank you? For what?"

Garnet tilted her head, confused by my unexpected response.

"Well, whatever. If you're grateful, buy me a drink later."

Garnet elegantly swung her greatsword to control the flames, then pointed the tip at Elisia.

"I'm busy right now. I need to take a dragon's still-warm heart."
"Elisia's heart...? Are you out of your mind?"
"What? If you're going to stop me, I'll roast you first."
"You have such low magic resistance, what are you even... And why do you suddenly need her heart anyway?"
"You're so noisy!"

Heat rose around Garnet.
The embers clinging to the tips of her hair flared intensely, and between them spread Garnet's confident smile.

Seriously, you could at least explain why you need it!?

First Elisia, now Garnet—what is wrong with everyone!?

"I'll send you off painlessly in one strike!"

She unleashed her full power, seemingly intent on actually cutting out Elisia's heart.

"That's quite an excessive birthday gift."
"Shut up and hand it over quietly!!"

In the meantime, Garnet dashed across the short distance in one bound and swung her massive greatsword toward Elisia's neck.

"Sigh... My office is all burned up."

Whether Garnet was after her life or not, Elisia's gaze was fixed on her office reduced to ashes, merely grumbling complaints.

"This isn't why I gave out invitations."

As if Garnet posed no threat whatsoever, she casually waved her hand as if shooing away a moth drawn to flame.

The mana hovering around began to stir at that small gesture.

"...!?"

The mana transformed into a willful gust that instantly devoured the flames and sent Garnet flying.

Garnet lost her balance, rolled several times, and barely managed to stay upright by stabbing her greatsword into the floor, but as she tried to close the distance again—

[Witch of Passion, cease now. Do not waste what little time remains.]

Garnet's body stopped, unable to resist the dragon's words. Not only that, but even the flames that had been burning around her froze as if time itself had stopped.

This was, of course, the expected outcome.

The hexagram engraved on my finger glowed as it tried to resist the dragon's words, but if even I couldn't withstand them, there was no way Garnet, who couldn't use magic, could resist.

"I understand your desperation, but it's futile. Obtaining power beyond your capacity only leads to ruin."

Elisia looked down at Garnet with sympathetic eyes, evoking pity. She seemed to know why Garnet needed the dragon's heart.

"Sh... u... p!?"

Despite being unable to speak due to the dragon's words, Garnet desperately tried to move her lips to reject Elisia's words.

"Garnet...?"

In this impossible situation, I could clearly see Garnet's eyes.

The emotion in those eyes was difficult to describe as hostility or fighting spirit. It was something different—urgency and desperation.

"Desperate" might be the right word.

"I would have liked to play more, but I've lost interest."

Elisia turned her gaze to Edel and me as she continued.

"Estelle, if you come next time without an invitation, I'll take it as your intention to become engaged to me."

When she was talking about kisses earlier, I thought it was just a tasteless joke, but I didn't expect her to bring up engagement again.

Because of that, Edel, who had been quiet until now, narrowed his eyes warily at Elisia.

"If possible, deal with that troublesome witch too. I'll overlook the fighting. Since you're doing my work for me, I'll grant you this favor."

That was what Elisia wanted to say.

Solve Garnet's problem, get an invitation, and come back. Otherwise, she'd put me in another awkward situation like before.

Really...
Just like the annoying lizard she was, she did whatever she pleased.

I would have liked to simply ignore Elisia's intentions and leave Requies, but I couldn't.

"I was just having trouble with someone similar to you sneaking into Requies recently, so this works out well."

She seemed to know something about the Succubus Queen. Unfortunately, with Edel's detection not working, Elisia was the only lead we had to catch the Succubus Queen.

Also, as the Witch of Love, I couldn't leave Garnet behind when she was triggering my pure love sensor.

"You can refuse if you don't want to."
"...Who said I didn't want to?"

The answer was already decided.

However, because of Elisia, who seemed to have foreseen this entire situation, I couldn't help but respond grumpily.

***

"It would be better to leave this place. I don't want to see you troubled because of my pure love, Estelle."

When we escaped the mansion via teleport and arrived at the main gate of Lumiere House, Edel placed his hand on my shoulder and expressed his concern.

What's with him?
Saying my well-being comes before his pure love.
And avoiding the fight with Elisia earlier...

It wasn't like Edel.

Ever since Elisia played her nasty prank, Edel's behavior had felt unfamiliar. Yes, it was almost like looking at Garnet's desperate eyes.

"Don't worry. Things might be working out better than expected."

Coming here to study pure love and finding a lead on the Succubus Queen—isn't that killing two birds with one stone?

It feels annoying to dance to Elisia's tune, but this is the best option right now.

"I think it would be better to stay away from that dragon."
"Come on, I told you not to worry."

I patted Edel's back and smiled.

Since she misunderstood my relationship with Edel and said weird things about engagement and kisses, I wanted to teach her a lesson.

Even if I couldn't get an invitation, I planned to use my Ultimate Skill to make Elisia spill everything she knew.

"I told you, didn't I? That dragon is selfish and annoying."
"That's not what I meant..."

Ugh... then what?
Why is Edel showing such weakness?

Come to think of it, maybe Edel thought all of Elisia's actions were genuine? I received signals at the end that it was a joke, but Edel didn't.

Maybe he's worried I might be forced into an engagement with Elisia.

...No, that's not it. Edel's only goal is to learn about pure love. It makes more sense that he's worried about disruptions to his pure love studies if I get engaged.

"Hehehe. Don't worry. I'll teach you about pure love no matter what happens. Should we make a promise?"
"Sigh... do as you please."

When I held out my pinky finger, Edel weakly linked his pinky with mine.

Huh? That's not it?
Then what could it be...

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't figure it out.
It didn't seem like Edel would willingly share his concerns.

...In that case, it was my turn to ask directly.

"Earlier... why did you do that?"
"What do you mean?"
"What do I mean?! You were about to kiss me. A kiss done because someone told you to... that's not pure love, you know?"

At my blunt words, Edel's shoulders flinched, but he still didn't say anything.
With his lips firmly sealed and his gaze averted, he looked just like a sulking child.

"A kiss is something you do with someone you truly love."
"......"
"And what's with saying you've done it over a hundred times?!"

Despite my persistent questioning, Edel remained silent.
I firmly believed it was a lie, but his refusal to answer made me strangely anxious.

Edel's past was an unknown territory, not even covered in the setting book.
Maybe he really had kissed over a hundred times...?

That can't be...
Then he'd be better than his teacher.
My pure love plan would fall apart...

"Are you really not going to say anything?"

Edel still said nothing. In that silence, I could see my reflection in his eyes, and strangely, it overlapped with Garnet's desperate gaze.

"...It was a lie, actually."

After keeping his mouth shut for a long time, Edel finally spoke abruptly.

"R-right?"

Only then could I breathe a sigh of relief.

Of course! There's no way Edel, who knew nothing about love until he met me, would have kissed over a hundred times!

"Estelle."
"Hehehe. What? I'm in a good mood now, so I'll answer most things positively."
"Does my pure love study include kissing?"
"Hic!"

I'm screwed.
A hiccup escaped at the unexpected question.

Kissing was...
In a way, it belonged to the highest level of pure love study... on a completely different dimension from shared baths or back scrubbing.

I might be able to teach the theory, but there was no way I could teach the practice.

If it were just pressing lips together, maybe, but a kiss...!
I somehow got through the dating part, but with kissing, he'd definitely find out.
That I'm a complete virgin...!!!

"That's... well! It's a very advanced stage! It's impossible now... much later!"
"Is preview not allowed?"

Edel placed his hand on my shoulder and bent one knee to meet my eyes, just like before.

The atmosphere was strange.
If I stayed like this, I felt like I'd be consumed by the mood.

I didn't know where to look.
Fear began to creep up again.
...This was dangerous.

"Kyaaaah!"

Just then, Garnet's scream echoed.
It seemed the power of the dragon's words had worn off on her, who had also been teleported with us.

I didn't miss the opportunity.

"Garnet! Are you okay?"

Using Garnet, who had fallen in an ungraceful posture, as an excuse, I escaped from Edel's touch.

I could feel a piercing gaze on my back, but I deliberately ignored it and helped Garnet up.
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"You son of a bitch...! How dare you humiliate me like this!?"
"Calm down, Garnet!"
"Would you just sit there if you were in my position, defeated without even landing a hit!?"

As soon as she was released from the binding spell, Garnet spat out curses and tried to charge at Elisia again, but I held her back.

She must have vaguely sensed that she was outmatched, yet she still ground her teeth and expressed her rage.

"Estelle, from what I heard earlier, you seem pretty close with that lizard. Does she have any weaknesses?"
"None. If she did, would she be a dragon?"

If I were to explain why Garnet couldn't win, we'd be here forever... Besides, explaining to someone who didn't know the first thing about magic would just be a waste of breath.

"Even Hecate would have a hard time against her, you know?"
"Is that really true...?"

When I used the strongest being she knew as an example to help her understand, she stared at me blankly, as if questioning whether it was true.

"But what do you need a dragon's heart for anyway?"

I couldn't understand why Garnet still wanted to go after Elisia even after realizing she stood no chance.

The look in her eyes had been that shocking.

Garnet, who was always confident and passionate, who reminded everyone of a strong woman... seemed to be slowly crumbling in the face of this trial.

"......"

Garnet bit her lip hard and trembled, avoiding my question by turning her gaze away.

When I moved to face her directly, I saw that same look in her eyes again.

She has no intention of answering.
Well, Garnet rarely talked to others about her personal matters.

Even in the Aria Chronicle, her past was a blank.

'Don't waste what little time you have left.'

Considering Elisia's warning to Garnet and how she had cowered before the old man named Nus, some pieces of the puzzle fit together, but nothing had actually come from her own mouth.

"Sigh. Want to grab a drink?"
"A drink?"

I shrugged my shoulders dramatically, made a drinking gesture, and gave her a little wink.

"You asked for a drink earlier, didn't you?"
"I'm not in the mood for drinking right now."
"You never know? After a few drinks, I might tell you Elisia's weakness?"

Though she grumbled roughly, the flames burning within her began to subside.

Even someone like Garnet, who rarely spoke about herself, might open up under the influence of alcohol.

*

Thunk!

The sound of a bottle hitting the table echoed through the room.

All eyes in the Lumiere's pub turned toward us, but Garnet, the culprit behind the noise, paid no attention as she chugged one bottle after another.

And she said she wasn't in the mood for drinking... She must have been really frustrated about being helpless against Elisia.

Glug, glug.
We hadn't even been in the pub for ten minutes, but Garnet was already on her seventh bottle and moving on to her eighth and ninth.

Edel, sitting beside me and staring blankly at Garnet, tried to copy her chugging, but I elbowed him in the side to stop him.

"Edel, don't chug like that. What if you get drunk and black out? If you're going to drink, do it slowly according to your tolerance."
"Don't worry. I've never gotten drunk from alcohol... but fine. I'll drink moderately."
"Good, good. That's the way. If you start acting weird when drunk, you can forget about pure love."

Men and their drinking pride.
I couldn't imagine what Edel would be like drunk, but alcohol lowers inhibitions, and who knows what kind of women might try to take advantage of that opening.

Of course, that wouldn't happen while I was around... but it's always better to be careful.

"Cut the crap."

Garnet, who had been watching me, rested her chin on her hand and blurted out dryly.

"W-what did I do!"

A man who loves drinking is so much less attractive as husband material!
Y-yes! I'm just trying to make sure Edel's pure love works out well!

"You've got him wrapped around your finger... Fine. Enjoy yourself while you're young and strong, man. No regrets."

Garnet tossed out those pointed words and then chugged from her bottle again.

"Aren't you drinking too fast? What are you going to do getting drunk in broad daylight?"
"What does time matter when you're drinking? Prepare yourself, Estelle. I'm going to empty every bottle in this place today."

Even with Garnet's high tolerance, she had already emptied ten bottles without any food, and the flush on her face was a welcome sight.

"But why do you need a dragon's heart? Do you need such a powerful mana core for something?"

Maybe now she'll finally tell me.
With that in mind, I carefully watched Garnet's reaction as I casually brought up the main topic.

In the Aria Chronicle, a dragon's heart was used as a mana core, and that was it. Using the pure mana accumulated over many years for anything else was too risky.

One wrong move and boom! An entire continent could disappear.

There were even terrorist organizations trying to get their hands on dragon hearts in later series.

"Mana core? I don't know about that. It's an extremely rare medicinal ingredient."
"Medicinal ingredient?"
"What? You're a witch and you don't know this? If you swallow a dragon's heart whole, you can become immortal."

Immortality?
This was the first I'd heard of it...
Someone must have deliberately fed Garnet false information.

"Ahaha... Really? Who told you that? Dia? Or maybe Topaz?"

Dia coveted dragon hearts for their beauty, and Topaz was a golem maker... I narrowed it down to those two, but—

"Have you ever seen me talking with those bitches?"

I was way off.
Of course, Garnet was treated like an outcast among the witches since she couldn't use magic.

"Then who was it? Surely not...?"

If that was the case, there was only one person who would give Garnet false information.

"...Hecate, that bitch. Who else would it be?"

After briefly checking my reaction and roughly scratching her head, Garnet reluctantly muttered her answer.

Hecate.
The Witch of Curses who resided in the Land of the South End.

Most of the bizarre incidents in the southern continent could be traced back to Hecate, so knowing she was behind this wasn't exactly comforting.

"You believe Hecate? That's all lies."
"Shut up. I know that too."
"If you know, then why?"
"...Even if it's a lie, I have to try."

Garnet leaned her upper body on the table, resting her face on her arms, and scratched the table with her finger.
Then she mumbled in a barely audible voice.

"Hey, Estelle. Why are witches immortal? No matter how much alcohol they drink, how much they fight, how much they burn... they always return to normal as if nothing happened."
"That's..."

I hesitated at Garnet's question.
The reason witches are immortal... I knew, but it wasn't something I could tell her.

But Garnet didn't seem to be waiting for an answer, as she continued speaking without paying attention to my hesitation.

"At first, I thought it was a stroke of luck. When the fear of death disappears, you can fight more fiercely. But because of that... I became numb."

Glug, glug.
Garnet chugged from her bottle again and then tapped the empty bottle with her fingertip.

"I thought everyone around me would live forever too."

The empty bottle that vaguely reflected Garnet's heart looked so hollow.

...So it is because of Nus.
I recalled the old man who looked easily a hundred years old, who had made Garnet act like a fragile woman when we arrived at Lumiere House.

"I thought he would always be by my side... but at some point, he became too far away to reach."

Finally, everything made sense—what Elisia had said, why Garnet was so desperate... all the puzzle pieces fit together.

A witch seeking a dragon's heart to extend the lifespan of her loved one.

If it were the usual me, I would have eagerly offered to help, but... unfortunately, there was no way to help Garnet.

No witch could extend a predetermined lifespan. There were a few exceptions, but they all came with severe side effects and certainly wouldn't be what Garnet wanted.

"I'll do anything if it means extending Nus's lifespan."

An unquenchable fire burned in Garnet's eyes. The tips of her hair flickered with hot embers as if using herself as fuel.

"I won't give up. Nus and I will live until the end of the world. Because that's what we promised."
"Garnet..."

Should I tell her?
I called her name hesitantly, letting my words trail off.

Garnet is experiencing pure love now, but pure love doesn't always end beautifully.

Especially in the Aria Chronicle...
Happy endings for romantic couples were few and far between.

Two hundred years later, when the original story begins, Garnet encounters the protagonist as a flesh monster, spewing mana and curses... essentially a living grave.

If the reason she became like that was because of her plan to forcibly extend Nus's lifespan... what should I do?

Should I support her as the Witch of Love?
Or should I stop her as a friend?

I found it difficult to say anything to Garnet.
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"Well, now will you finally tell me?"

Garnet, who had emptied fifteen bottles, grinned with bleary eyes.

"Hmm? Tell you what?"
"What else? Obviously how to defeat a dragon. You said you would tell me the lizard's weakness."

I certainly did say that.
I had used that bait to lure Garnet in... but it was just an excuse.

"Didn't you give up on the dragon's heart? I told you Hecate's words were all lies."
"Have you been listening to me through your ass this whole time? Who said anything about giving up? Are you going to tell me or not? Or tell me another method."

A haze rose from Garnet's body.

"Is it because you're not drinking? I've been drinking alone this whole time. You should have a glass too."
"No, no, no. Alcohol is, well..."

I shook my head vigorously and waved my hands at Garnet who was offering me a bottle.

The truth is, I'm a lightweight.
In my previous life, I was a heavy drinker who could stay sober through five rounds of company dinners, but after reincarnating, even the smell of alcohol made me dizzy.
Even now, the alcohol on Garnet's breath was making my head spin.

Unless I was drinking with Garnet as equals...
And especially not with Edel right beside me.

Who knows what Edel might do to me if I blacked out.
As they say, half of humanity exists thanks to alcohol—who knows what might happen between a man and woman under the influence in the same bed!

"The great Estelle worrying about what a man thinks?"

When I glanced furtively at Edel, Garnet snapped irritably.

"M-me? Why would I care what Edel thinks!"
"Then drink. Or should I ask for his permission on your behalf?"

Garnet smiled like a devil and snickered.
She was clearly misunderstanding the relationship between Edel and me.

Elisia was the same, and Beryl too, and Nyx...

Everyone who knew me seemed to view our relationship with suspicious significance, which was frustrating.

"Why doesn't Estelle have a drink? Human realm alcohol is sweeter than you might think. It's not as bitter as demon realm drinks."

As I hesitated in front of the bottle, Edel chimed in.

"That's right. Your husband has given permission. Hurry up and drink, then open that heavy mouth of yours."

Husband? What nonsense!
If he had offered to drink in my place like the Dark Knight would have, that would be one thing.
But such a husband will NEVER exist in my life!

"Hmm... Perhaps Estelle, you cannot drink alcohol?"
"Estelle? Hey brother, our Estelle isn't such a weak Witch."

Garnet and Edel ganged up on me, making me feel like the odd one out at a drinking party.

Their skill at needling me was remarkable.
Or were they being blatant about it?

"Don't worry. Being unable to drink is nothing to be ashamed of. Didn't you say yourself that one should drink in moderation according to their capacity?"
"Hey! Are you going to keep underestimating Estelle!? What do you think those ridiculously large breasts are? They're hangover pouches!"
"...That's enough!"

I spoke firmly while trying to control my trembling shoulders.

Fine. I'll just drink! What's the big deal?
Better to drink a little than be tormented by these two.

I couldn't just watch them gang up on me forever.
Besides, I felt an inexplicable annoyance building every time Edel engaged in conversation with Garnet.

I poured alcohol into the fresh glass on the table.

Just a little splash.
When I glanced at Garnet cautiously, her glare seemed to say "Are you joking?" so I reluctantly poured a bit more.

After repeating this process about five times, the glass was already half full.

I hadn't intended to pour so much.
Yet Garnet still gestured for me to pour more, as if it wasn't enough.

When I stopped pouring and hesitated, Garnet rested her chin on her hand and gave Edel a mischievous smile.

"Brother, what do you think of women who can't drink?"
"Is it possible to be unable to drink?"
"Right? Looking at how she's hesitating, maybe she wants to play coy. Even Estelle is trying to act feminine in front of a man..."

Ugh... really!
I'll just drink it then.
I couldn't bear Garnet's mockery any longer.

And more than anything, I didn't want to appear weak in front of Edel.

Gulp, gulp.

I finally did something I would regret.

Despite the strong alcoholic scent stinging my nose, I downed half a glass of hard liquor in one go.

It was bitter. So bitter my tongue felt like it would go numb.

My tongue writhed in agony and protested, but this wasn't the time to worry about that.

Edel, you liar.
This is sweet?

With each swallow, pain traveled from my esophagus, making even breathing difficult.

But having come this far, I didn't want to show any sign of discomfort.

After emptying the glass in one go, I shook it above my head and slammed it down on the table.

"Hic! See! I can drink too!"

I hiccupped.
The pain that had traveled down my esophagus had reached my stomach, apparently stimulating it.

My tongue was also twisted, making it difficult to pronounce words properly.

Nevertheless, my mind was still clear, so I could confidently say:

I was not drunk.
I can do it if I try.

"Well, well. One shot and you're gone."
"I'm not drunk. I'm completely fine..."

Garnet, what do you know?
I'm perfectly fine right now.

Just a little hot, dizzy, and slurring my words, but otherwise completely fine.

Hic!

...And except for this hiccup.

"Estelle, how many fingers am I holding up? If you're not drunk, you should know."

Garnet asked, showing her fingers.

"Th-three, obviously..."
"Wow. She's really gone. Completely gone."

I felt wronged that she was treating me like a drunk person when she clearly held up three fingers.

But why had Garnet multiplied into three people?
Looking to the side, Edel, who was staring blankly at me, had also multiplied into one, two, three... three people.

"What's this? You can use clone techniques too?"

Hmm... this isn't good.
If there are three Edels, I'll have to teach Pure Love three times.

"Estelle, your eyes are unfocused."
"Hic! What are you saying? I'm perfectly fine! Now you're acting friendly after ganging up with Garnet..."

I was annoyed at Edel for suddenly showing concern after teaming up with Garnet to tease me.

"Hehehe. See, I can drink too. How about that?"
"I see. Impressive. As expected of Estelle."

As I proudly squared my shoulders, a fuzzy sensation swept over me, making me dizzy.

My head kept wobbling, and I needed something to lean on.

I didn't need to look around.
There was a perfect spot to lean on right beside me.

"Edel... I'm borrowing your shoulder."

I leaned against Edel's shoulder and closed my eyes momentarily as the intoxication rose to the top of my head.

Even with my eyes closed, I could feel the world spinning, and I exhaled through my half-open mouth due to the heat building inside my body.

My chest felt tight.
The clothes with layers of magic circles felt suffocating.

"Whoa. She's going to strip. Brother, keep your eyes open. You don't often see such massive breasts in this world."
"...Be quiet."

Garnet was making a racket, but my hands were busy unbuttoning the buttons covering my cleavage.

Oh, right.
Edel was beside me.

...Well, whatever.
He'd seen me naked and bathed with me.
A little cleavage showing was nothing to worry about.

Just then, something was gently placed over my body.
Opening my eyes carefully, I saw Edel's outer garment loosely covering me.

"Estelle, why don't you go to your room and rest?"

What a fool...
Where was the Edel who usually harassed me, and why did he become so kind when I was vulnerable?

...Well, not that I disliked that aspect of him.

"Looks like I won't be getting any useful information after all. Brother, help support Estelle."

Garnet finished the remaining bottles and stood up.

She was probably going to look for Elisia again.

I shouldn't have drunk...
I desperately wanted to stop Garnet, but my body wouldn't cooperate.

"Garnet..."

All I could do was call out to Garnet with a weak, slurred voice.

"Hmm? If you're drunk, just go rest quietly. I don't have the patience to deal with your drunken rambling."
"That's not it..."

Through my alcohol-blurred vision, I could hazily see Garnet's terrible form being swallowed by chunks of flesh.

Garnet's appearance as I had seen in the Aria Chronicle.
The writhing flesh, as if alive and breathing, echoed Garnet's name like a scream.

The sound I had heard through the speaker was close to a wail.

I tried my best to hold onto my consciousness and concentrate so my tongue wouldn't slur.

"There's no such thing as a method to extend your lifespan."

As I continued speaking, I could feel flames rising from Garnet's body.

"If something goes wrong, it can't be undone."
"What do you know to be talking like that?"
"Garnet..."

That was the end of our conversation.
Because Garnet kicked the door open and left.

I really shouldn't have drunk.
I should have said something more convincing to persuade Garnet...

My raised eyebrows sank heavily.

Let me sleep and clear my head, then I'll find Garnet again and talk. There's still time.

And so I fell asleep using Edel's shoulder as a pillow.
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"There's no such thing as a method to extend your lifespan."

What do you know?
Garnet stepped out into the street, mulling over Estelle's words.

She had expected more from the Witch of Love, but not a single helpful word was offered—just a waste of time.

Though she certainly looked the part of the Witch of Love, swooning like a lovesick girl over that man named Edel...

But now wasn't the time to worry about her friend's love life.
Nus didn't have much time left. She needed to find a solution quickly.

That's why she had come to Requies, this boring city where fighting was forbidden.

Walking through the streets did nothing to ease her sense of helplessness.
Charging at the dragon again would be futile.

For Garnet, who had always solved everything with brute force, the matter of lifespan was an impossibly difficult problem.

*Why did I become a witch in the first place?*

Garnet pondered this thought that had been recurring lately as she continued walking.

In the beginning, it was simple.
Having run out of worthy opponents among the Amazones tribe, Garnet wandered the southern continent in search of strong fighters.

Only battle could fan the flames in her heart.
Fighting opponents strong enough to make her heart race—that was her purpose, her reason for existence.

Win, win, win, and win again.
No race could stand against Garnet.

The more she won, the more she searched for stronger opponents.
Someone who could rekindle her fire.

"So you're that troublesome Amazones everyone's been talking about?"

Eventually, her pursuit of battle led her to the southern edge of the world, where she encountered a witch.

A girl with long black hair tied in two braids that dragged along the ground.
Wherever her hair touched, the earth rotted and turned black, emitting a foul stench.

"I'm Garnet. Will you fight me with everything you've got?"
"Introductions? Fine. I'm Hecate. The Witch of Curses."

Though she appeared frail, the energy emanating from her was deep and dark... an unfathomable being.

Without hesitation, Garnet raised her great flame sword.

"You're too weak."

The battle ended all too easily.
Garnet was utterly defeated.

Her prized flame sword couldn't inflict even a single wound on the witch.
With just one gesture from the witch, Garnet fell miserably.

"Someone like you might be suitable to join our tea party."

Hecate crouched beside Garnet, who was paralyzed by the curse, and snickered.
As the foul substance emitted by the witch's gesture was absorbed into Garnet's body, a new spark ignited within her.

"Congratulations. You're a witch now. How does it feel to be immortal?"
"Witch? Immortal? What do you mean...?"
"You don't need deficiency like the other girls. For someone burning as brightly as you, there's nothing more cursed than immortality."

Curse. Deficiency.
After speaking these incomprehensible words, Hecate drove Garnet away from the southern edge of the world.

It was quite some time before Garnet realized she had become a witch.

Decades passed, yet her reflection in the mirror never aged.
Even when an axe nearly severed her neck, leaving her flesh barely attached, given enough time, the wound healed completely as if it had never existed.

Only then did she truly understand what Hecate had meant.

Immortality is a curse?
Surely not.

It was exhilarating.
Now she could fight as much as she wanted, more daringly than ever.

Garnet threw herself into battle with unprecedented boldness.
She wielded her flame sword against entire armies alone on battlefields and fought massive monsters day and night.

Eventually, she became so famous that no one on the southern continent hadn't heard of Garnet, and no one dared to challenge her anymore.

Wondering if other witches might be different, she tried picking fights with Diana, Topaz, and Beryl—

"Your flames are beautiful, but hideous."
"I don't really care for living things... Unless they were harder and cooler, like golems. Hehe."
"Hey, Red. Get lost."

For some reason, she was consistently dismissed.

This wasn't right...
Garnet scratched her head at the frustrating situation.

Becoming immortal was fine, but what was the point if there was no one to satisfy the flame in her heart?

It was utterly frustrating.
Just like now.

When she snapped back to reality at the sound of commotion, Garnet realized she had reached the marketplace.

Crowds of people brushed past her.
Among them, a few who recognized Garnet bowed their heads low as they passed. Every one of them was a weakling she had defeated.

Looking around briefly, Garnet spotted an apple rolling on the ground and picked it up.

The apple was badly squashed from being stepped on, covered in dust, with its flesh spilling out.

Come to think of it, that's how it was when she first met Nus.

A slave trader, wasn't it?
Weak as he was, she would have let him pass if he hadn't picked a fight. Instead, she drew her sword and neatly slaughtered him.

"Amazing..."

A weak boy's voice came through the iron bars of a cart.

He was all skin and bones, probably from malnutrition, with bruises visible through his tattered clothes.

He was quite handsome, which was likely why the slave trader had captured him.

"Could you take me with you? I'll give you this in return."

The boy approached her on shaky legs—the iron bars had broken in the aftermath of the fight—and offered her an apple.

It was so badly crushed it was barely recognizable as an apple, fit only for animal feed at best.

Growl.

A stomach rumbled.
Not from Garnet's belly.
The sound came from the boy in front of her, who looked like he might collapse at any moment.

Despite being hungry, he was offering his only food without hesitation. She couldn't understand it.

"You eat that apple. And I can't stand weaklings."
"I promise! I'll become strong! So please take me with you!"

The boy desperately clung to Garnet.

She wondered what to do with this boy who refused to listen and kept insisting. Besides, he appeared to be human, the most unremarkable of all races...

Actually, there was no need to think about it.
A single slash of her sword or a kick would send him flying.

Garnet could simply leave right then and there.

"Leave before I kill you. How strong could you possibly become?"
"Then, big sis can raise me to be strong!"

But for some reason, Garnet hesitated.

It was because of the flame she saw in the boy's eyes.

Whether it was the will to live or something deeper and more intense, she wasn't sure... but she recognized the passion.

Raise him...
Why hadn't she thought of that?

If there were no worthy opponents, she could simply raise one herself.

"Are you a genius?"
"Oof..."

Garnet stuck her great sword in the ground and lifted the boy to examine him.

Arms and legs intact, eyes all there... he had potential to become strong.

"Fine. You pass."
"What?"
"You can come with me. But if you fail to satisfy me, I'll abandon you without mercy."
"Yes!"

A smile spread across his battered face.
The flame in the boy's eyes grew fiercer.

Just like that.
The dying flame within Garnet began to rekindle.

"Kid, let's eat first. And change those smelly clothes."

First, she needed to fatten him up.
Teaching him swordsmanship or combat would come later.

"It's Hibernus."
"Hiber... what?"
"My name."
"Don't care. From now on, you're Nus. I'm Garnet. Call me that."

Raising Nus was difficult for Garnet.
She had never given birth or raised a child before.

As an Amazones, having a child was impossible unless she found a male worthy of dominating her, so it had always seemed like a distant concept.

But Garnet's awkwardness posed no obstacle to Nus.

Despite his small body, he took charge of cooking, cleaning, and even maintaining Garnet's equipment.

It felt less like raising a child and more like having a servant.

Several years passed.
Nus began to put on weight.
His wounds healed completely, and with proper nutrition, he grew taller each day at an impressive rate.

Good. Good.
All she did was feed him properly, yet Nus developed steadily.

"Now, about swordsmanship. You need to swing with passion."
"Like this?"

From then on, Garnet taught Nus how to handle weapons.

All she did was give him a large piece of metal similar to her great sword, but even as Nus struggled with its weight, he understood Garnet's instructions perfectly.

"As expected from having me as your teacher, you learn quickly!"
"That's right, Lady Garnet! I'll become strong like you in no time!"

A scene that might have looked comical to outsiders.

In truth, Garnet knew that Nus was secretly practicing swordsmanship on his own, adapting techniques to suit his body.

But she hadn't been careless in her teaching either.
Regardless of the process, watching Nus gradually grow into a warrior gave her a sense of satisfaction.
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Leo Petrick Florencia had just returned from a mission, holding out a pouch filled with his reward. The tip of the greatsword on his back was covered in monster flesh, and dried blood from an unknown source stained his jawline.

"I've completed the request as you instructed," he said.

"Oh, good work. Looks like goblins are no challenge for you anymore," Garnet replied.

"I think I could handle orcs now too."

Garnet greeted Leo wearing only underwear. Being a man, Leo didn't know where to look and couldn't meet Garnet's gaze directly.

"Aren't you being too revealing? There are rumors going around that you sent a gang of orcs to their deaths after accepting an extermination quest."

That did happen.
Unfortunately, the rumor was only half true.

After cutting off their limbs and trying to enjoy a man after so long, Garnet had thought of Leo's face and just killed them instead.

"Come on. You don't think I'd actually do that? They're just rumors."

"So they are just rumors, right?"

During the time raising Leo, Garnet had rarely encountered worthy opponents, and lately that desire had been burning in other forms.

She wanted to show Leo the taste of a woman, but Garnet had no interest in unripe fruit.

"I'll teach those spreading false rumors a lesson!"

"You? Why? Do you have the strength for that?"

Considering how Leo had challenged Garnet to duels several times claiming he'd grown stronger, only to be defeated in a single exchange... Garnet worried he might just get hurt.

"Ugh. Then I'll petition the Grand Duke to suppress the rumors..."

Leo bowed his head, clenching his fists so tightly they trembled.

He probably sees me as a woman too.
It's the instinct of all males, regardless of species, to want to monopolize an attractive female.

Seeing his frustrated expression made Garnet's lower body tingle.
It would be troublesome if she actually pounced on Leo.
Surely his frail body wouldn't survive Garnet.

"Leo, get some rest."

Garnet, hastily throwing on an outer garment, roughly tousled Leo's hair.

"Where are you going?"

"The brothel."

"What?!"

"I'm kidding. Just going out for some fresh air."

She couldn't be honest with Leo.
She didn't want to share an adult's private matters with such a small, insignificant boy.

Before she knew it, she found herself in front of a brothel. Her feet had led her there without any particular intention.

With Leo not around, should I just indulge myself...?
If I cover a man's face with a pillow, I won't think of Leo's face.

Though fire burned within her, she couldn't easily follow that flame.
...It was because of Leo.

It felt strangely unfamiliar that she, who had always been honest about her desires, now couldn't follow that heat.

As she lingered in front of the establishment for a while...

"Hmm... You're Garnet, right?"

She encountered a woman with flowing pink hair.

A nonchalant expression.
A sweet fragrance that spread gently wherever her gaze fell.
And incomparable, abundant curves like large fruits.

Each step she took, swaying like a wagging tail, made it hard to breathe.

"It's the first time I'm seeing you in a normal state, so I almost didn't recognize you."

The corners of her mouth slowly turned upward.
In that moment, Garnet caught a scent similar to her own in that smile.

That this woman was also a Witch.

The curse that Witches carried allowed them to recognize each other.

"Huh? Don't act like we know each other. Do you know me?"

"Ah... right? I haven't introduced myself?"

Her pink hair sparkled as it swayed.

"I'm Estelle, the Witch of Love. Nice to meet you."

She'd heard of the Witch of Beauty, the Witch of Golems, and the Witch of Curses, but never the Witch of Love.

Garnet frowned as she examined Estelle.
From the mana enveloping her entire body, she seemed ready to fight at any moment.

"Did you come to fight? Perfect timing. I was just itching for some action."

"Me? With you? Why...?"

Flames flickered along the greatsword.
Despite the heat, Estelle didn't move, just tilting her head with curious eyes.

"Huh...? No? Then why did you come looking for me?"

"Obviously because I want to be friends."

Estelle's eyes sparkled innocently as if she truly meant it.

"Friends...?"

"Yes. We're both Witches, right? So, friends. What do you think?"

What the hell is with this woman?
Garnet raised flames, sensing something off about Estelle.

She was ready to cut her down at the slightest suspicious move.

"But why are you here? This place... is far from pure love and makes me uncomfortable."

Estelle's gaze swept over the brothel's sign.

In the middle of an alley with red lanterns, incense, and fluttering silk, her expression subtly crumpled.

"I came to get laid. Why else would I be here?"

Upon hearing those words, Estelle's eyes widened dramatically.

"Whaaaat?! No! I won't allow relationships without pure love... just for pleasure!"

Garnet remained silent for a while, then muttered in genuine disbelief.

What is this woman doing, seriously...?

After that day, Estelle stuck to Garnet like a shadow.
At every opportunity, she lectured about pure love and romance.

At first, Garnet tried to ignore her.

"You understand, Garnet? Relationships are only beautiful when they're with someone you've developed deep feelings for. You shouldn't just chase pleasure!"

But as Estelle's sermons continued one after another, Garnet's patience finally exploded.

"You're so noisy!"

She swung her flame greatsword, trying to blow away that chattering mouth, but...

"Hehehe. All this advice will be good for you."

Estelle used magic to dodge nimbly like a little mouse.

That wasn't all.

"Hello? Are you a friend of Garnet's?"
"Yes, that's right. I'm Estelle. And you are?"
"I'm Leo."

Somehow, she was now conversing with Leo as well.

"Say, Leo. Are you interested in pure love too?"
"Pure love...?"

Then she began preaching her nonsensical pure love to Leo as well.

Garnet wanted to shout at her to get lost, but there was a strange fire flickering in Leo's eyes that stopped her.

Well, Leo is a man after all.
He must be crazy about Estelle's explosive chest.

Compared to that, Garnet's chest was... relatively modest.

If Leo wanted her... it might not be bad to hand him over to Estelle.

"Garnet."

While Garnet was watching the two with a bitter smile, Leo suddenly approached shyly.

He was hiding his hands behind his back, his face flushed.

"This is for you."
"Huh?"

In Leo's outstretched hand was a single red rose.
It looked freshly picked, with dew still clinging to the end of the stem.

"Estelle said there's no woman who doesn't like flowers."
"What...?"

Garnet didn't dislike flowers either.
Especially red roses, which reminded her of her hair color, so she quite liked them.

"And she said when giving flowers, never forget to make a promise."
"A promise?"

When she glared at Estelle, the woman avoided her gaze, whistling poorly.
That sight made her irritation rise.

If she had put unnecessary ideas into Leo's head, this time she really would tear that mouth apart.

"I promise to become strong enough to satisfy you... and repay your kindness. Estelle says that promises pile up one by one to become pure love."
"Good grief..."

...She was speechless.
Leo seemed to have been properly influenced by Estelle.

Still, she didn't dislike the promise Leo had made.
The fragrance spreading from the carefully received rose might have momentarily enchanted her.

This pure love thing... didn't seem so bad.

*

Estelle stayed with us for a few more nights after that, then left Requies saying she had other business.

Leo devoted himself to training, while Garnet watched him, yawning. Occasionally she would check his skills through sparring.

Time passed like that.
Leo became a young man.

"I lost again."
"Why so gloomy? Lasting five minutes is good."

He had become an indispensable talent in Requies, but still couldn't satisfy her.

"You haven't forgotten your promise, have you?"

Since the first promise, Garnet had received more than ten roses from Leo.

Each time, another promise, and another—
Intertwining like threads connecting them.

"I haven't forgotten. I'll definitely defeat you and propose."
"Should I hold back a little and go easy on you?"
"It has to be your full strength."

That's right.
Leo was a stubborn guy when it came to promises.

"Then, how about we have some fun...?"
"That too can only happen after I defeat you, as I promised."

Sigh.
Can't even take what's offered.

Still.
She didn't dislike that about him.

How should she put it...
The feeling of being loved by someone made Garnet's heart flutter.

What Garnet had pursued until now was passion that burned like fire, but Leo's love was like warmth that gently seeped in.

Leo became middle-aged.

"What's this? Giving up already?"
"Haha. My body isn't what it used to be."

His movements dulled and wounds increased from insignificant attacks, but the roses had surpassed fifty.

...Leo became elderly.

He could no longer wield a sword.
He spent most days in bed, sleeping more than before.

They moved to the Great Forest to focus on Leo's health.

"Garnet, I've become an old man who can't even hold a sword. Am I not useless to you now?"
"What are you saying, you're still young. Ogre bone is good for joints, they say. Eat this and then talk."

It was still okay.
He would rise again.
He would bring roses from somewhere again and make silly promises.

By now, the roses had exceeded a hundred.

Since Garnet's lifespan was infinite, she could wait forever for the day Leo would fulfill his hundred promises.

Thud—

"...Leo?"

Leo had collapsed.
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Life is finite.
Unless one is a Witch who defies God's providence, or a divine being who embodies that providence itself, no one can escape this law.

"It's not a special illness. It's just... humans rarely live this long. It wouldn't be strange for him to pass away at any moment."
"What the hell...! That's why I'm telling you to find a way for him to live longer!"

No matter how many skilled physicians were brought in, the answer was always the same.

His lifespan had reached its end.
Living over a hundred years was already exceptionally long for a human.
So now, prepare for his passing.

No.
I can't do that.
There are still so many things I haven't done with Noos.

Kisses, intimacy, marriage... having a child who resembles both of us...

After being entangled in rose stems without experiencing any of these things, now they're telling me to let Noos go... I can't do that.

Garnet watched the peacefully sleeping Noos, feeling utterly helpless.
The flame in her heart remained as strong as ever, and surely it was the same for Noos.
But his brilliance that once shone above that flame... now resembled a single flower pitifully burning beneath it.

The room was quiet.
Garnet traced Noos's hand with her fingertips. His cooling warmth felt so fragile, as if it might vanish the moment she grasped it.

If only she hadn't met Estelle back then.
If only she hadn't foolishly talked about "Pure Love."
If only she hadn't given him that rose and made that promise.

Then—
She wouldn't have to feel this pain now.
She wouldn't have been bound by a promise that forced her to only watch from afar.

Dark thoughts began to surface in her mind one by one.

Garnet knew how useless and foolish such hypotheticals were. But without them, she couldn't contain the emotions welling up inside her.

"Lady Garnet, why are you crying?"

Noos slowly opened his eyes and exhaled with difficulty.
Beside him stood a vase containing only a bare stem—a flower that had withered long ago, with not a single petal remaining.

"Who's crying? Did you see me cry?"

Garnet hastily wiped away the tears that had formed in her eyes.
She didn't want to show weakness in front of Noos.

"Hehe. Perhaps my eyesight is failing me."
"What nonsense about failing eyesight when you're younger than me. You're probably just not fully awake yet."
"Is that so... As I've aged, I do sleep more. Though compared to you, Lady Garnet, I'm still but a child."

When Noos smiled weakly, the wrinkles at the corners of his mouth creased.

"By the way, the Grand Duke's birthday is approaching. It seems you left an invitation while I was asleep."
"Absolutely not. You need to think about your health."

In Noos's current condition, traveling to Requies would be dangerous.

"At the Grand Duke's birthday celebration, I hear there's a ball where all races gather before the majesty of the Dragon. I've always wanted to dance there with you, Lady Garnet..."

Noos's faded eyes met Garnet's.
No, they seemed to look beyond her—revealing what little flame remained as if imagining dancing with Garnet at Requies.

"It seems I can no longer fulfill my promise to challenge you and then ask you for a dance."
"What are you saying..."

Somehow those wrinkles resembled a rose, and Garnet's heart crumpled at the sight.

"Rest now."

Garnet lowered her gaze for a moment to steady her breathing, then stood up.

"Where are you going?"
"To find medicinal herbs that might help you."

Garnet began searching for herbs that could extend life.
Though she couldn't leave Noos's side for long, there were some who bowed before her name and power she had accumulated over the years.

They say hearing a siren's song extends one's lifespan.
Sleeping with moonstone grants immortality.

All sorts of rumors reached her ears, but none fulfilled Garnet's expectations.

After days of fruitless searching, Garnet was returning to Noos.

"Oh my. Who do we have here? Fancy meeting you here, Garnet?"

A girl with pitch-black hair tied in two braids.
Where the tips of her trailing hair touched the ground, it became tainted with curses.

She approached Garnet with a playful smile. Standing right in front of her, she looked up at Garnet with her small stature.

"I've heard the rumors. You're looking for ways to extend someone's lifespan?"

Her hands, previously behind her back, slowly revealed themselves, emanating a subtle curse.

"Hecate!!"

Flames erupted from Garnet's body.
Thinking about it, the root of all this sorrow was standing right before her.

If it weren't for immortality...
Garnet wouldn't have to suffer like this.

"Why are you so angry?"

But Garnet's flames... her great sword never cut through Hecate.

It was because an untouchable curse had bound Garnet's limbs.

"How about it? I told you nothing would be more cursed to you than immortality. I was right, wasn't I?"
"Kugh...! You bastard!"

Hecate laughed casually as if playing a prank on an old friend. This only made Garnet's flames burn more fiercely.

"Why don't you calm down? Isn't it too harsh to treat a Witch who came all this way to bring you good news like this?"

What a ridiculous thing to say now.
Garnet wanted to spit in Hecate's face, but she couldn't help but pause at Hecate's next words.

"If you eat a dragon's heart, anyone can gain immortality. In the southern continent, there's only the Grand Duke who's a dragon, right?"
"...Do you think I'll fall for your tricks?"
"Then you're the only one who'll regret it. That human in your house... doesn't have much time left, does he? Kekeke."

Hecate licked her lips, her eyes sparkling like a child eyeing a sweet treat.
In contrast, Garnet could only clench her teeth and scowl.

That woman clearly knew everything from the start and came just to mock her.

"I told you, didn't I? Becoming a Witch was forced upon me, but this time I'll give you a choice. Do what you will."

Hecate vanished through the gaps in the curse.
All that remained was the smell of burning and her laughter that lingered in Garnet's ears even after she disappeared.

Without even taking a moment to catch her breath, Garnet dispelled her flames and, as soon as the bindings released her body, she dashed forward.
She didn't care that the ground beneath her feet was melting.

There was only one thing she needed to do first.
Rush home and check on Noos.

"Noos—!!"

When she pushed open the door, the familiar warmth enveloped her.
Her frantic gaze darted around until she found Noos sleeping soundly on the bed.

There was no trace of the Witch's presence on him.
Only then could Garnet breathe a sigh of relief.

Noos's breathing was faint.
Sometimes it was so quiet that the room felt completely empty, as if no sound existed at all.

Garnet's fingertips carefully traced his wrinkled face.
Following the deep creases from his forehead, past the space between his eyebrows, when her touch reached the corner of his mouth... it was as if the path ended there.

A dead end.
Just like her current situation.

Besides returning to Requies... Garnet had no options left.

***

Garnet stopped walking and surveyed her surroundings.
The path leading to the brothel, where she had first met Estelle, greeted her.

Garnet looked up at the sky.
The sun was setting pitifully.

The streets, tinged orange, were filled with a chilly air, and the lights of the brothel were just beginning to turn on one by one.

It was time for Noos to wake up.
She needed to head back soon.

Just as she was about to turn around, a considerable sense of unease swept over Garnet. Despite the place about to become lively, not a single person was in sight.

It was strange.
Garnet roughly scratched her head and let out an irritated sigh.

"Haah... Who's there?"

As flames spread across Garnet's body, a woman slowly emerged from the dark alley.

"Really... Is this accessory actually working? You noticed me right away."

Two horns protruding from between purple hair.
Bat-like wings and a long, extended tail.
The scent she gave off was quite different from that of a beastkin.

She resembled the man who had stood by Estelle's side.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Ravia. I heard about you from Hecate and came looking. I was planning to appear a bit later, but since I've been discovered, I have no choice."
"Get lost. I'm not in the mood or have the time for idle conversation right now."
"Don't be so cold. I'm here to help you."

Garnet frowned at the woman before her.

She's the same kind as Hecate.
Just a few words of conversation and the stench of rot, as potent as a curse, was palpable.

"Telling me to get a dragon's heart? You should talk about something feasible if you want to give hope. Don't you think?"
"I won't say it a third time. Get lost."
"Such a fiery temper. Here, take this."

As Ravia tossed something, Garnet instinctively caught it.

A purple gem was glowing brilliantly.

"Embed that in your forehead. Then you can achieve what you desire. How about it? Simple, right?"
"What...?"
"Was that hard to understand? I can't explain it any more simply than that..."

The woman pretended to ponder before flashing a wicked smile.

"That gem grants desires."
"Hah...? Do I look like a fool to you?"
"You do, actually. But it's not a losing deal, is it? Shouldn't you at least try anything at this point?"

The woman was right.
Having failed to obtain a dragon's heart, Garnet had no hope left.

"...What do you want?"
"Nothing in particular? I just felt sorry for you. It's amusing to see someone so hung up over a mere man."

BANG—!!!

The flaming great sword was thrust toward the woman.
But in the next moment, she had already vanished.

Only the gem in Garnet's hand remained, emitting an ominous energy.

Ch.217 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (70)
As twilight faded, deep darkness covered the sky of Requies. Like a lifeless, withered rose, the once crimson sky turned to the deep color of death.

Garnet walked through that spreading darkness.

It was as she passed through the main gate of Lumiere House and crossed the sprawling garden.

"Lady Garnet, you've returned."
"Noos...?"

Noos, who had been sitting on a garden bench with his cane, spotted Garnet's silhouette and raised his hand in greeting.

"Why are you out here? Your health!?"
"After sleeping, I felt better. Lying in bed all day makes me restless."

As Garnet hurried over with concern, Noos smiled as if it were nothing and calmed her fussing.

"I was waiting for you."
"If I'd been banished after fighting, were you planning to wait forever!?"
"Haha. Perhaps I would have. But you didn't fight, so here you are. I doubt you quarreled with the Grand Duke."

Hearing Noos's words, Garnet averted her gaze.

How does he know about that?
Did Estelle gossip about it?

But Noos's expression seemed too calm for that to be the case.

"Actually, I was walking through the garden looking for this."
"That's...."

Noos slowly revealed something he had been hiding in his wrinkled hand.

A single rose glimmered quietly in the moonlight.

Garnet took the rose but couldn't feel happy about it.
What once made her heart flutter now felt like heavy shackles.

Promises were meant to bring excitement about the future, but now there wasn't much future left to be excited about.

"Is there anything left to promise? Haven't we done most everything?"

It was more self-deprecation than a question.

Dating, their relationship, even marriage and plans for children... All of it had been bound by roses.

That's why Garnet was certain there was nothing left to promise with another rose.

"Is that so? Getting old makes my memory foggy."

Though Noos spoke casually as always, after their years together, he surely understood her meaning.

"And... I won't accept promises that can't be kept anymore. I have over a hundred unkept promises. A hundred."
"...I see."

A long silence followed those words.
As the cold night air seeped into their skin, Garnet kindled a gentle fire to warm Noos's body.

Then she gently took his aged hand.
It was time to go inside.

"Even so."

Instead, Noos held onto Garnet's hand.
Though it was the weak grip of an elderly man, she found herself drawn closer by that force.

"Yes...?"
"This time, I want to make a promise I can definitely keep."

In their close proximity, Garnet met Noos's gaze.

Not old, weak, or faded eyes... but eyes containing a fierce flame that reminded her of his younger days.

"Will you listen to my final promise?"

Final.
What a terrible word.

She didn't want to hear this promise.
If she didn't, perhaps Noos's end wouldn't come.

"...What is it? I'll listen."

Still, Garnet couldn't turn away.
With a blush redder than the flames enveloping her body, she gripped the rose tighter and waited for Noos's promise.

Seeing her like this, Noos smiled and took a deep breath. Then, as if resolved, he opened his drooping lips.

"When I die...."

Thud—
In that moment, Garnet's heart stopped.

"Stop."

I shouldn't have listened.
My chest, my heart hurts too much.

"Lady Garnet...?"
"Stop it. Hic... Don't say anything more, you idiot."

Noos's eyes wavered.
Tears that didn't suit the always fiery Garnet... quietly fell onto the rose in her hand.

"Lady Garnet.... All living things must die."
"Shut up! Be quiet! You promised! And now you're trying to escape to a place I can't follow!?"

Garnet's true feelings burst out like flames.
In the air overheated by that intensity, tears formed like steam before pouring down like heavy rain.

"This won't do."

She shouldn't have accepted the rose from the beginning.
If she hadn't... she wouldn't need to shed these unseemly tears now.

She wanted to go back in time.
If she could... she would have snatched the rose from Noos's hand and trampled it.

But Garnet couldn't even imagine such a thing.
Even if she went back, she would have accepted the rose again.

Therefore—
Garnet made a decision.

The rose fell limply to the ground.
Instead, a jewel in her hand emitted an ominous purple light.

"You won't die. I'll make sure of it."

The jewel in her hand slowly approached his forehead. As it got closer, the jewel emitted a stronger light, urging Garnet on.

"So, we don't need roses anymore."

Thunk—

As if finding its place, the jewel burrowed into the center of Noos's forehead.

"Urghh...!"
"Noos...? Noos!!"

When Noos collapsed with a pain-filled groan, Garnet instantly knew something had gone wrong.

Immortality couldn't possibly be achieved so easily.
Her rationality, which had forgotten such an obvious fact, was startled back to awareness by his screams.

"Ughh!! ARGHH!"
"J-just wait! I'll save you!"

She frantically tried to remove the jewel embedded in his forehead, but it was impossible with just her strength. It seemed to have already become one with Noos.

The jewel gradually emitted an intense light, then suddenly went quiet.

Squirm—
At the same time, changes came over Noos's body.

His body pulsated as if a large worm was squirming inside. The symptoms started from his face, gradually moved down his neck, and eventually took over his entire body.

Noos's body began to swell.
The wrinkles that had marked his body disappeared, leaving only traces as he expanded, transforming into something that could no longer be called human.

"Noos...."

Garnet collapsed to her knees.
Her legs had given out.

She stared blankly at Noos's form, unable to comprehend what she had just done.

Was it a pupa?
Or a worm?
It might even be a leech.

Only where the jewel was embedded indicated where Noos's face had been.

"Kiruuk?"

What had been Noos... no, Noos made an unintelligible cry. Yet Garnet could understand what it meant.

He was looking for her.
Noos, transformed into a mass of flesh without eyes, dragged his fungus-covered skin across the ground.

"Noos...?"
"Kiruuk? Kiruruuk!?"

Clinging to a momentary hope, Garnet called his name with a trembling voice.

As if understanding her words, Noos cried out again.

"Kieeeek."

Drawn to Garnet's voice, Noos approached and opened his mouth.

Could it even be called a mouth?

A massive hole opened, large enough to easily swallow a person, lined with sharp teeth arranged like thorns on a rose stem.

She could instinctively understand what the contraction of that mass of flesh meant.

It was trying to devour her.

"What...!"

Finally, the twisted body fully relaxed and then lunged at Garnet in one motion.

Garnet twisted her body and escaped by pushing strength into her legs. Then she drew her fire greatsword and faced off against Noos.

"Noos, you! Can you hear me?! Get a grip...!"
"Kiruruuk!?"

After burying its mouth in the dirt and raising dust, Noos charged at Garnet again.

The grotesquely writhing mass of flesh raised red blood vessels, craving Garnet.

It should be Noos... but it wasn't Noos.
Experiencing fear for the first time, Garnet instinctively swung her greatsword.

"Kieeeek!?"

Following the trajectory of her strike, the mass of flesh screamed and spurted blood.

The massive convulsions overturned the garden, and the rose vines covering the flower bed were mercilessly crushed underneath.

"Haa. Haa."

Garnet looked down at her sword hand while exhaling rough breaths. Her fingertips were trembling.

"Lady... Garnet..."
"Noos...?"

Suddenly, Noos's voice was heard.
Between the writhing mass of flesh, Noos's face slowly appeared.

Did I just cut Noos...?
Her body froze stiff.

Her heart pounded madly as if asking if she realized what she had just done.

"Lady Garnet...."

Noos, having already healed his wounds, contracted his body again, preparing to lunge.

But Garnet couldn't take any action.
After all, it was Garnet who had turned Noos into that thing.

She should have focused on Noos's voice.

"Yes. Noos, it's me. Garnet. I'm right here."
"Lady Garnet...."

Noos is looking for me.
Noos wants me.

Yes. This is how it should have been from the start.
Come and defeat me, take all of me.

Garnet dropped the greatsword in her hand and spread her arms. Then she closed her eyes.

As if inviting him to embrace her—

Like that.

"Kieeeek!"

Crunch—

The mass of flesh swallowed Garnet in one bite.

Ch.218 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (71)
"Estelle, wake up."

As the darkness lifted, a faint light illuminated the edge of my vision. A familiar breathing sound reached my ears. The warm, rhythmic breath pulled me back to reality.

"Edel...?"

As the contours of an unfamiliar ceiling came into focus, a familiar warmth supported the back of my head.

Judging by the lack of softness, this wasn't a bed. Instead, the warmth touching my head was comforting and stable.

A sensation I definitely felt yesterday too...
It was Edel's lap pillow.

"Ughh..."

Only then did I grab my throbbing head and slowly sit up.

The alcohol was still setting off fireworks inside my brain.
It was just one drink... falling for Garnet's provocation was a mistake.

I was at least grateful that I hadn't completely blacked out.

"Can I sleep just a little longer?"

I felt like my headache would subside if I could close my eyes for a bit more.

Unintentionally acting spoiled toward Edel, I tried to lie back down, but his hand caught my head and refused.

"I didn't want to wake you, but there's something I need to tell you."
"What is it?"

Edel handed me cold water while staring intently in one direction with a sharper gaze than usual.

"I sense demonic energy nearby."
"Demonic energy...?"

Demonic energy...? Why suddenly demonic energy?
My alcohol-soaked mind worked hard to understand Edel's meaning.

Right. The Succubus Queen.
I remembered Elisia mentioning that among Requies' troublemakers was someone with energy similar to Edel's.

My half-closed, sleepy eyes flew wide open.

"Let's go, Edel."

I couldn't miss this opportunity now that the Succubus Queen, who had evaded even Edel's detection, had revealed herself.

As I stood up, my hangover-marinated body swayed.
As I nearly collapsed back into my seat, Edel reached out and caught me.

"Can you fight in that condition? That creature may be weak, but it's quite cunning. You'll need to give it your all or it could be dangerous."
"I'm the Witch who defeated the Dark Knight. Do you think I'd fall so easily?"

No matter how much I groaned from my hangover, I wasn't so weak that I'd lose to something like the Succubus Queen.
If I could just capture her now, I could also complete that annoying errand quest Elisia had dumped on me.

"Besides, if we miss her now, who knows when she'll appear again. Hurry and lead the way."

This was an opportunity.
In many ways, a very good opportunity.

"This way."

When I opened the door, cold air brushed against my face.
Outside was already covered with the smell of burning metal instead of alcohol.

Screams mixed with footsteps echoed in layers, and hot flames flickered in the distance beyond the darkness.

It seemed best to hurry.
All Four Heavenly Kings were absolutely necessary if I wanted to see the protagonist's Pure Love in the distant future.

If this commotion grew larger, Elisia would step in herself, and then the Four Heavenly Kings would surely become the Three Heavenly Kings.

As we ran faster along the corridor, I felt uneasy about the ominous energy that was setting my nerves on edge.

"Edel, just to be sure... are you certain you're sensing demonic energy?"
"I don't lie."
"Right. That's true, but..."

Why was it that the closer we got to the flames ahead, the more deeply I could feel a witch's lingering presence?

I didn't know which witch was cooperating with the Four Heavenly Kings, but I'd find out soon enough.

"We're outside."
"Got it!"

After passing through a corridor without a single person in sight, I finally pulled out my Triceratops and slashed through the last remaining main door.

Despite my splitting headache, I gathered mana in my eyes to scan the surroundings. I intended to find the Succubus Queen quickly and end this in one go.

However, the Succubus Queen was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, the entire garden was on fire.
Each time the red flames flickered, something in the center stirred.

"I sense demonic energy from over there."

Where Edel pointed, there lay a mass of flesh.
A lump of flesh with no trace of having been human. Inside it, a magic stone was embedded like a heart, emitting light.

The surface of the flesh mass pulsated as if breathing, with viscous gastric juices flowing between the crevices.
Like a wild beast digesting after a meal... it scattered a witch's curse through holes pierced throughout its body.

"Could that be... Garnet?"

The witch that Zion and Aria first encountered in part 2 of the Aria Chronicle.

Could that even be called a witch?
By then, Garnet had already merged with a mass of flesh, described as a seedbed birthing curses and flames.

And now—
Before my eyes appeared exactly the same form I had seen in the game.
The one that had devoured Garnet... exactly as I had seen it in the game.

"How...?"

My mind couldn't comprehend this situation.
No, rather than not being able to comprehend, I couldn't accept it.

I had personally inscribed magic circles on each of Garnet's ten fingers to prevent this from happening... Was that flesh mass strong enough to devour Garnet?

No way...

I shook my head vigorously, denying the thought.

In the game, that flesh mass was annoying in its patterns but not particularly strong.

It was only strong in prolonged battles, but against opponents with powerful single strikes, it was little more than a mob monster.

Especially for Garnet, who couldn't use mana but had the greatest physical strength among witches, it should have been an easy opponent.

Which means... did Garnet allow herself to be devoured?
No, someone could have attacked Garnet.

"Is it that one's subordinate? I'll eliminate it."
"Edel, wait!"

While I was lost in thought staring at the flesh mass, I hurriedly reached out to stop Edel as he raised his demon sword.

If we attacked it now... just like in the game, the devoured Garnet wouldn't survive either.

"Edel, can you make it spit out Garnet with your power?"
"Garnet? Is Garnet inside that thing?"

The Four Heavenly Kings could control those consumed by magic stones, so with Edel's power, saving Garnet shouldn't be difficult.

Edel frowned as I pointed at the flesh mass.

"Yes. She must have been devoured. If it's not too late, we need to make it spit her out before digestion. We can destroy it afterward."

It had been only a few hours since I fell asleep, so there was still a good chance.

Edel stretched out his hand.
The demonic energy released from his fingertips twisted the air and enveloped the flesh mass, which began to convulse in response to the rapidly spreading energy.

"Kieeeek!"

It let out an agonizing cry while spewing viscous gastric juices as if trying to vomit up something it had swallowed.

But Garnet's form was nowhere to be seen in the vomit.
Only the witch's curse writhed and scattered everywhere along with a strong sulfur smell.

"Is it too late...?"
"No. I can sense Garnet inside that flesh."

Edel briefly added as I stood there in dismay.

"Then make it spit her out quickly!"
"I'd like to, but something seems to be interfering from somewhere."

The Succubus Queen is interfering?
Even using detection magic, I couldn't find any trace of the Succubus Queen.

It didn't take long to realize that someone so thorough as to avoid even Edel's detection wouldn't suddenly reveal themselves now.

"You're stronger than the Succubus Queen, aren't you? But you still can't do it?"
"The magic stone is something that creature created. I merely know how to use it."

I see.
I put away the Triceratops I had just drawn and rolled up my sleeves.

After concentrating mana in my arms, I lightly shook my hands. I had to be careful not to kill it by miscalculating my strength.

"What are you going to do?"

Meanwhile, Edel put away his demon sword and rolled up his sleeves like me.

"What else..."

If peaceful methods won't work, there's no choice.

"I'll force it to spit her out!"

I took a deep breath and gathered strength in my toes.
Concentrating mana throughout my body, I hurled myself toward the center of the monster.
One proper strike should be enough.

"Kieeeek!"

Upon impact, the air exploded with heat.
Flames erupted, making the entire garden undulate like living lava.

Above it, Garnet's curse tangled like flames, blocking the way.

"Tch!"

I thought it would be fine if I attacked too quickly for it to react... but my mana-depleted bare hand began to burn, releasing the smell of burning flesh.

The curse instantly spread across my body, burning away my mana. The air distorted like a scream along with a heat that felt like my skin was on fire.

It was exactly like the game.
That cursed seedbed was covered in patterns extremely disadvantageous for prolonged battles.

It continuously devoured mana and created curse masses made of flames. The curses caused burn damage and were immune to physical damage.

In the end, it was a monster whose difficulty increased exponentially if not defeated quickly.

It would have been really easy if I just needed to kill it... but the condition of making it spit out Garnet was too complicated.

"Kirook!? Kirurook!?"

A sticky crying sound leaked from deep inside the flesh mass.

The thing that was nothing but flesh... seemed to be staring right at me.

As it tore open a large mouth and spewed secretions, an instinctive disgust crawled up my entire body.

The flesh mass suddenly contracted its body, then immediately leaped at me.

A strong smell of blood followed, and the air seemed to tear apart. Hundreds of teeth all lunged toward me at once.

Garnet's curse writhed from the burn mark on my hand.
With my mana flow blocked, I had no means of escape.

The monster's mouth tore wider.
As if certain of victory, a sneer flowed through the sticky secretions.

I too responded to that filthy mouth with a small smile, and whispered softly.

"Edel."
"Kiek!?"

Edel's fist struck the monster's face.
Along with a heavy collision sound, the curse spread explosively, but that was all.

Edel's demonic energy continued to ripple with pitch-black light, regardless of whether the curse stuck to it or not.

The monster rolled on the ground several times before crashing into a wall and convulsing. After a moment, it went limp and fell to the floor as if all strength had left its body.

Someone who didn't know better might have thought the battle was over.

"Is it finished?"
"No. It's deliberately trying to make us lower our guard."

Moreover, since Garnet's curse was immune to physical damage, even striking with demonic energy wouldn't do much damage as long as the curse remained attached.

"Kirurook...?"

See that?
As we stand watching, it's already squirming its disgusting flesh mass and crying.

We can't kill it.
We can't drag this out.
We can't let the situation escalate to the point where Elisia appears.

So many difficult conditions stacked together.
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"It's gotten even bigger."

Edel frowned as he looked at the writhing mass of flesh. Its body had visibly swollen, with blood vessels pulsating beneath the surface.

Not only that, but melted fat gave off a fishy yet greasy smell while forming an even thicker layer over its skin.

"Has it grown?"
"I'm not sure..."

It seemed less like growth and more like evolution.

Developing resistance to things that harm it.

The changes had started around the areas where Edel had struck it. It seemed to be building resistance to physical attacks.

This was a pattern I hadn't experienced in the game.

"Kieek!"
"No matter what, you're still weak."

Once again, the creature contracted its body and lunged at us, but the outcome was predictable.

Despite being knocked back by Edel's fist, it didn't seem to take much damage as it only let out a strange cry.

Whether it was because of the curse, its thickened hide, or perhaps both, I couldn't tell.

"Punches don't seem to work. How about cutting it open?"
"Cut it open?"

Apparently deciding that making it vomit would be difficult, Edel suggested—

"No. That's too dangerous."

Easier said than done.
I didn't have that level of precision.

I couldn't predict what kind of scream that fragile lump of flesh would let out before dying if I accidentally cut it wrong with the Triceratops.

Moreover, I still couldn't focus properly due to the alcohol, so I was afraid to even try.

"Estelle, don't worry. You don't need to have a steady hand. I'll do it."

Edel took my hand.
Between his expressionless features, he gave me a smile to reassure me. I hadn't even realized my hands were shaking... his thoughtful consideration gradually calmed my trembling.

"...Can you do it?"
"I am the Dark Knight. I've fought and defeated everyone except the Demon King with my sword. Trust me."

When he put it that way, I couldn't refuse.
Right. We don't know how much time we have left, so we should try every possible method.

"I'll eliminate any curses that come at us. Go and slice open its belly. But don't kill it!"

As I drew out the Triceratops and channeled my power, Edel also unsheathed his magic sword and gathered magical energy.

"Kirook?"

The creature's cry seemed to serve as a signal as Edel and I charged forward simultaneously.

I slashed away the curses flying toward us with the Triceratops, clearing a path for Edel to advance.

"Edel!"

Edel dove through the opening.

Without the interference of curses, Edel's magic sword cut through the swollen flesh in a single strike.

"Kieeeeek!!?!"

Blood gushed forth with the scream.

Following the red line, blood burst out like a fountain, and the innards spilled onto the floor with a slick sound.

As the internal organs were exposed from beneath the protective flesh, they released a sticky vapor. The organs, unprotected from Edel's attack, split along the same red line.

Inside, I could see Garnet's hand, dissolving and deteriorating in the gastric juices.

She was already being absorbed as part of the monster.
The flesh wrapped around her wrist and wriggled, and between the gaps, a hexagram pulsed blood-red.

"Edel, get Garnet out!"

As Edel reached out, a curse of an entirely different magnitude erupted from Garnet's hand.

Despite being protected by magical energy all over his body, the blood-red wave exploded outward, burning his fingertips and pushing him back.

Even though it was just a pathetic monster with a magic stone embedded in it, as long as it was devouring Garnet and spewing curses, we couldn't subdue it easily.

"Kugh...!"

Meanwhile, the split flesh wriggled disgustingly. Sticky blood connected like threads, gradually filling the gap.

It was regenerating.
The flesh that had engulfed Garnet's hand was trying to reconnect without leaving even a scar.

This couldn't happen.
I couldn't miss this opportunity.

As I slashed through the curse again and reached to grab Garnet's hand—

Thud.

Huh?

It happened in an instant.

As if refusing to come out... it knocked away the hand I was trying to grab.

"Kirook? Kieeeeek!!!"

The flesh sealed itself, and it roared at me who was at close range. It bared its teeth inside its hideous mouth, trying to swallow me whole.

I wanted to blow that maw away, but I couldn't gather mana.

The three horns that had been emitting from the Triceratops flickered like a dying light, gradually losing their form.

BOOM!!

The massive mouth collided with the ground with a thunderous sound, but the tragedy of being swallowed by it didn't occur.

"That was close."
"...Thanks."

Because Edel had grabbed me around the waist and pulled me away to a safe distance.

Lava splattered around, and dust like volcanic ash covered the surroundings. Steam briefly obscured our vision, then the lump of flesh reappeared amid intense heat.

"Again?"

This time, a viscous substance covered the flesh.
It had developed resistance to sword attacks.

And the curse also emitted a much denser residue than before, gradually approaching as if to choke us.

"Wouldn't it be better to kill it?"
"What...?"
"I've dealt with this kind of creature before, and it's better to kill it before we can no longer do anything. If we continue like this, you might get eaten while trying to save Garnet. From what I can see, you can't even use your mana properly."

My heart jumped at Edel's words.

Killing it would be easy.
Edel could turn it into minced meat with a single swing of his magic-infused sword.

But the look in Garnet's eyes wouldn't leave my mind.

Noos would be waiting for Garnet at the Lumiere House. I didn't want to see Noos, with his limited lifespan, sink into sadness, nor did I want to see Garnet become a monster's grave.

"...Still, we can't do that."

Edel looked at me.
As if asking if there was any other way.

A way...
There had to be a way.

I concentrated my still-aching head to analyze the situation.

Garnet was clearly in a state where the witch's curse had gone berserk.

Judging by how she rejected my hand and how the curse's residue had intensified, the circumstances were clear.

If only the curse were gone, turning that lump of flesh into minced meat would be no problem...

In that case, there was only one way.

"Edel, I have a good plan."
"A good plan?"

Rather than a good plan, it was the most viable option... but I didn't bother to correct myself.

If Edel heard the plan, he would surely refuse.

"Kieeeeek!!!"

As soon as I finished speaking, the lump of flesh leaped up.

It was targeting me, not Edel.
After tasting Garnet once, it seemed to know that witches were a delicacy.

Well, I'd be much easier to eat than Edel with his body full of muscles—I was soft and plump in comparison.

This was exactly what I wanted.

"Trust me, okay!?"
"What are you—!?"

I kicked Edel in the side with my remaining mana as he tried to counterattack with his magic sword. The air tore as Edel's body was thrown all the way to the distant wall.

This should be far enough.
Having flown that far, he wouldn't get caught up in this.

I felt relieved seeing Edel fly so far away.

When I turned my head, a disgusting sight unfolded before me.

Hundreds of teeth, violently writhing flesh, and foul secretions between them shook my resolve.

...Just once is all it takes.
The moment I closed my eyes slightly,
I was swallowed whole in one gulp.

The sensation of being eaten alive by someone was truly horrific.

First, it was pitch black everywhere.
A disgusting smell and sticky secretions soiled my body.
I could endure that much.

Teeth pierced my body all over, making holes as if to mash me up for easier digestion.

With each pulsation of the flesh, my body was quickly pulled deeper and deeper.

I didn't resist those vibrations.

At the end of the esophagus, in the stomach, Garnet lay unconscious.

In a grotesque scene reminiscent of a mixture of tentacles and vomit, her body was buried in gastric juices and flesh.

Thank goodness.
It's not too late.

"Garnet!"

I hurriedly moved toward Garnet.
The stomach acid dissolved my body, but it wasn't a major problem.

With the curse preventing me from using mana, there was only one thing I needed to do.

Use my Ultimate Skill to suppress the curse, then use mana to sever the connection between Garnet and the flesh.

"Wait just a moment. I'll save you."

My hand touched Garnet's body, forming a pink current.

It was now impossible to bring her into my mental landscape like I did with Beryl or Lapis.

This time, I just needed to suppress it temporarily.

But perhaps because it had already gone berserk, even when I used my Ultimate Skill to suppress the curse in Garnet's mental landscape, it immediately awoke and raged more violently.

I got goosebumps as I felt something creeping up my leg. If I stayed like this, I would also become a grave along with her, so I bit my lip.

Beryl's, Lapis's, and for some unknown reason, Dia's curse—three curses.

Including my own curse, there were four curses sleeping within me, and if I added Garnet's curse...

...I have no choice.
It's earlier than planned, but I'll have to resolve the curses after finishing Edel's pure love studies.

I activated my Ultimate Skill once more and absorbed Garnet's curse.

"Ugh...!"

That made five.
A groan escaped me as my chest felt like it would burst from the pain.

It was hot.
I almost lost consciousness from the terrible pain, as if fierce flames were burning my body.

But I couldn't collapse now.
I still had things to do.

The mana that I couldn't use due to Garnet's curse now enveloped my body.

First, I cut away the flesh connected to Garnet and caught her as she lost balance and fell.

I wanted to break through the flesh and escape, but my mana recovery was slow. My body felt like a ball of fire, and even maintaining consciousness was difficult.

"Edel..."

I found myself thinking of Edel without realizing it.

Not Joshua, not Mom, but why Edel of all people...
I wonder what expression he's making right now, thinking I've been eaten.

I'm alive, you know.
Completely fine.

I wanted to tell that guy, who's probably frowning at the thought of not being able to learn about pure love anymore...

In my increasingly blurry consciousness, a pitch-black light flickered before my eyes.
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"Keck...! Keh-heh! Eck...!"

I regained consciousness while spitting out the foreign substance in my mouth.

As I opened my eyes, squinting at the bright light, Edel's facial contours appeared hazily.

Drip, drip.

I looked around as a strange liquid trickled down my cheek. Filthy chunks of flesh were falling from the sky.

I see.
Edel blasted away that flesh chunk.

Thank goodness.
If he'd been a little later, I might have been blown away along with Ganet.

"Where's Ganet...?"
"You're worried about Ganet before your own condition?"

As I searched for Ganet through my still blurry vision, Edel's voice boomed like a reprimand.

His voice was different from usual... somehow mixed with tears, which confused me.

"Are you... crying?"
"Crying? I've never cried in my life."

Liar.
You told me you shed tears when you shared your past with me.

Still, I was somehow happy at the thought of Edel shedding tears, and I wanted to see those tears with my own eyes as soon as possible.

"...You really aren't."

As my vision cleared and I stared intently at Edel's face, there was no sign of reddened eyes or tear tracks, which was somewhat deflating.

But why is he making such a scary face?

"Are you insane?"
"Huh...?"
"What would have happened if I wasn't there? Were you planning to be eaten alive? Do you have any sense at all? Shouldn't you have at least said something?"

Why, why is he like this?
I wanted to escape from the barrage of nagging, but being held in Edel's arms, I was in an awkward situation with no way out.

"You almost..."
"Almost...?"

For a moment, Edel's eyes trembled.
In that gaze, I saw a pitiful flame flickering, as if I were looking into Ganet's eyes.

Without realizing it, I repeated his words and waited for what would follow.

My heart was hot.
To borrow Ganet's expression... yes. It was passionate enough to deserve that word.

If I heard what came next... I exhaled a shallow breath in fear of where we might go beyond passion.

"...It's nothing. Estelle, I will be the one to defeat you. Until then, being eaten, killed, or disappearing by someone else's hand... I cannot allow it."
"I-I see. Umm... hehehe. I won't die. There's still so much pure love to witness in this world."

Why was it?
I felt relieved by Edel's words and my evolved feelings, but I made excuses to cover the lingering uneasiness, like a dud firecracker that failed to explode.

While I was smiling to reassure Edel—

"Ugh..."

Something clutched in my fingertips squirmed.
When I turned to look, Ganet had opened her eyes and was writhing in pain.

"Ganet, are you conscious?"
"Estelle...? I was definitely with Noos..."
"Noos? Noos isn't here. More importantly, what happened? Did the Succubus Queen do something to you? Do you know how shocked I was when you were being devoured by that flesh mass!"
"Flesh... mass...?"

Ganet heard my words, opened her eyes wide, and frantically looked around.

"Noos! Noos...!!"

As if trying to find Noos, she ran urgently through the garden littered with flesh chunks, her muscles visible through her partially melted skin.

Something was strange.
Noos wasn't here...

Ganet rummaged through the flesh chunks searching for Noos.
Like someone looking for a lost item in a garbage dump... After searching for a while, a piece of flesh settled in Ganet's hand.

It was a piece of flesh with a magic stone attached.

"Noos...!!"

Why would that be Noos?
Ganet's curse is sleeping in my mental landscape. So she couldn't have been devoured by the curse... Ganet embraced the flesh chunk, crying and repeatedly calling out Noos's name.

And then I understood why Ganet was calling Noos's name so desperately.

When the magic stone emitted light, Noos's face appeared from within the flesh.

"Ga... net... nim."

It weakly recited Ganet's name in Noos's voice.

That's when the puzzle in my head finally came together.

Ganet being devoured.
Her rejecting my hand...

All of it.
She wanted it to happen.

That magic stone was probably given by the Succubus Queen. The absurd claim that a dragon's heart could grant immortality... Ganet had clung to such nonsense.

It was clear that Ganet herself had embedded that magic stone into Noos.

"Estelle...!!!!"

Ganet approached me, preciously holding the flesh chunk and calling my name.

From her rough footsteps, the flames spreading behind her, and the fire blazing at the tips of her hair, I could tell how angry Ganet was.

"That's far enough..."
"Edel."

I stopped Edel as he tried to block my way.
This anger was something I needed to face myself.

Ganet strode past Edel and grabbed me by the collar.

"Why did you do it?! Why!!!"
"Why? Because I had to save you."
"That's what I'm asking—why did you save me?!"

Even the flames couldn't evaporate Ganet's tears as they streamed down her cheeks.

"You should have left me alone! I just wanted to be with Noos forever... and you interfered?! It's been like this from the beginning. If only you... if only you hadn't existed...!"

Ganet's rough hands shook me.
The flames that transferred from her fingertips spread across my skin, but I calmly accepted her hands.

"Is this what you call pure love?! Is trampling on even my last hope what you call pure love!! Answer me!!!"

Ganet's voice wavered precariously like a heat haze.

"Listen, Estelle... We're immortal, right? You know what that means?"

Ganet's voice lowered.
The resignation and despair mixed in her tone through the flames made it hard for me to breathe.

"It wouldn't have mattered what happened to me! If only I could have become one with Noos... that would have been enough..."

She released my collar and collapsed powerlessly, blackened as if there was nothing left to burn.

"I see. Ganet, I understand your feelings now."

Everything about Ganet made sense.
That's how I felt.
Her anger, sadness, love.
All of it.

That's why I, who had been listening silently, lowered myself to meet Ganet's eyes.

"But. But you know, Ganet. Did Noos agree to this too?"
"What...?"
"Becoming a monster, devouring you, and living as one for the rest of your lives. I'm asking if Noos agreed to this."

Because Ganet's one-sided love wasn't pure love.

I needed to tell Ganet.
What true pure love is.

"What are you..."
"Ganet. I can't fully understand how painful and difficult this is for you. But you know what? Would Noos have wanted this too? Becoming a monster, devouring you... was living eternally as a piece of flesh really the pure love Noos wanted?"

Ganet's eyes trembled.
She seemed to be recalling something.

Perhaps a conversation with Noos... fragments of pure love that even I didn't know.

"Noos's pure love... his promise wasn't like that. Right?"

I remembered the boy who was with Ganet when I crossed over to the Southern Continent, built Requies with Elisia, and happened to meet her.

The pure love of Noos, who hid a single rose behind his small back and made promises to Ganet, couldn't have been something so sinister.

"What, what do you know!!!"
"You're right. I don't know. How much you loved Noos, and how much Noos loved you."

I shouldn't say this, but... I can't judge whether someone else's love is right or wrong.

"So. Talk to Noos directly."

A pink light flickered in my hand once more.
I winced at the burning pain but had to endure it.

"Ga... net... nim..."

I placed my hand on the flesh chunk that kept uttering Ganet's name like a dying ember and activated my Ultimate Skill.

Their love... would be meaningless unless they spoke directly to each other.

"Are you alright?"

As I stood up, leaving Ganet behind with her unfocused gaze, Edel brushed off the flames on my body and offered his shoulder.

"I sowed these seeds, so I should bear this much. And Ganet... she'll be fine."

If I hadn't preached about pure love to Noos, then... Ganet wouldn't have been this sad.

I sympathized with Ganet's words to some extent.

"No. I'm talking about you."
"Me...?"

Only then did I examine my condition under Edel's worried gaze.

Besides the skin dissolved by stomach acid and burns, I was so weak I could collapse at any moment, and my mana flow was unnatural, as if blocked by something.

The most serious issue was obviously that.
After using my Ultimate Skill and taking in Ganet's curse... I now had five curses in my body.

I don't think even Aria, the heroine of Part 2, absorbed this many curses. Maybe I was too greedy.

But what could I do?
I didn't want to see Ganet's pure love end like this.

They must be talking in my mental landscape right now. The sight of Ganet endlessly shedding tears was heartbreaking.

"Hehehe. You're right. I'm a bit tired."

I tried to smile and act strong, but under Edel's gaze, I inadvertently revealed my true feelings.

"Why don't you rest for a while? I'll lend you my body."
"Yeah. Thanks. Without you, I might have collapsed on the ground by now."
"Don't show such weakness. It's not like you."

...But it's true.
Even now, I was barely standing by leaning on Edel, my legs almost giving out.

I closed my eyes briefly and surrendered my body to Edel's embrace.

Was Edel's body always this cool?
I was surprised by his refreshing warmth that seemed to cool my heated body.

It seemed I was unknowingly affected by Ganet's curse.

Because of that, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

All life is finite.
That applied to Edel as well.

In 200 years, after Hero Kyle's seventh challenge, Edel too would meet his end.

When I saw it in the game, it was a moment to be impressed by Kyle's growth... but now, just imagining Edel's death made a part of my heart ache dully.

When that time comes, will I be able to understand Ganet's feelings?
Just thinking about Edel's end brought tears to my eyes, and I shook off the thought.

...Right.
This must all be because of Ganet's curse.

"Edel."
"What is it?"
"Mmm. Nothing. I just wanted to call your name."

I'm sorry to Ganet, but right now, the thought of Edel's future death crushed my heart more savagely than Noos's death.

*

Ganet slowly rose to her feet.
The life returned to her eyes, and her hand traced the tear tracks on her face.

As the magic stone lost its power and crumbled, Noos's last piece of flesh lost its vitality and faded away.

"Ganet..."

I called out to her with concern, but she maintained her silence as she wandered the edge of the garden.

Slowly, precariously.
But she never fell.

She must have had a proper conversation with Noos in my mental landscape, as I sensed a small spark igniting in her movements.

After picking up a single rose that had fallen in a corner and turning its stem desolately, Ganet seemed to make a decision and slowly turned to approach me.

"Estelle. It's shameless of me, but please grant me one request."
"Sure. Just ask."

Because a pure love hotter than fire was shining in Ganet's eyes.
Whatever the request, I had no reason not to grant it.

Ch.221 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (74)
"Ugh! Lady Garnett...!"
"Noos...?"

Noos, confronted by Estelle's power, was writhing in pain and repeatedly calling out Garnett's name.

"What have I done...?"

Only then did Garnett realize what she had done.

*

On Elicia's birthday.
Requies was boiling with festive excitement.

Despite all the races of the Southern Continent gathering, there was no fighting—instead, they mingled harmoniously within their own order.

It was hard to believe these were the same beings who had fought in racial wars just a few hundred years ago, dyeing the seas with each other's blood.

Among all the festivities, the mansion's banquet hall was undoubtedly the hottest spot.

The Southern Continent's celebrities who had received Elicia's invitations competed subtly with one another, showing off the gifts they had prepared.

Under the golden chandeliers, sparkling jewels and laughter scattered about, and with each musical note, the fragrances and colors grew more intense.

As the atmosphere reached its peak, Elicia stepped onto the stage in the banquet hall.

The music stopped instantly, and everyone's eyes turned to one place.

"Not everyone is here yet, I see. There seems to be someone without an invitation, but I suppose it doesn't matter."

Elicia spoke, pretending not to notice the pink figure hiding among the crowd.

"It's good to see you all after so long."

When Elicia's voice echoed, the hall became as quiet as the sky after a typhoon. Her silver eyes slowly surveyed the people gathered in the banquet hall.

Seeing the various races, especially the most influential beings, gathered together in harmony, Elicia's lips curled into a smile.

"Just for today, forget about fighting, arguments, and racial pride. This day is my birthday and a day for everyone to become one."

As she raised her glass, hundreds of glasses rose simultaneously.

"...I almost forgot something."

Everyone listened attentively to Elicia's words.
Her words were the order of the Southern Continent beyond Requies, and the milestone for their future path.

Everyone in the hall focused on what her lips would say next.

"To borrow my friend's words, yes. Love each other purely. Regardless of race, if you commit adultery, it's punishable by death."
"Wooooo!!"
"Pure love! Pure love!"

Hundreds of glasses clinked together with a clear resonance, and the golden chandeliers shook, pouring out light like stars.

And so, amid laughter and cheers, the greatest festival of the Southern Continent began.

Starting with the piano, followed by violin and flute, the festive atmosphere grew even hotter.

One by one, people intoxicated by the mood began to pair up and dance, and the banquet hall naturally transformed into a ball.

Elicia sat on an ornate chair on the platform, satisfied with the atmosphere. The lively mood would not stop until Elicia returned to her office.

Everyone gathered there thought so—until the doors of the banquet hall burst open with a bang!

*

Click, clack.

The sound of heels echoed from where everyone's gaze was fixed.

Whoosh.

Along with the footsteps, the sound of flames blazing heated up the temperature of the banquet hall.

Garnett, wearing a modest red dress reminiscent of a wedding gown—perhaps her usual revealing dress had burned away—appeared alone.

A red rose, redder than her hair, was pinned like a hairpin, radiating passion.

"Hey there. You didn't start the ball without me, did you?"

The Witch of Passion, Garnett.
There was no one here who hadn't heard her name.

Above all, with rumors spreading about recent incidents—her confrontation with Elicia and the incident at Lumiere Garden—everyone looked at her with hostile eyes.

However, Garnett ignored the hundreds of hostile gazes and continued walking.

When she reached the central hall, the crowd participating in the festival surrounded Garnett from a distance, as if encircling an enemy.

Garnett snorted at the sight of them exchanging glances, as if ready to drive the witch away at Elicia's command.

"I hope you haven't forgotten what I said. Garnett is also an invited member of the birthday party."

A stern voice subdued the tumultuous atmosphere of the banquet hall.

"Well, thanks, lizard man. I wanted to behave myself just for today."
"If that's the case, wouldn't it be better to extinguish those flames first? You look like an uninvited guest who came to commit arson on this joyous day."

Despite his criticism, Garnett had no intention of extinguishing the gentle flames enveloping her body.

After all, the warmth of these flames was the very reason she had come here.

"Or are you really here to burn things down? You should know by now that taking my heart would be useless. You can't win anyway."
"Shut up. I wouldn't take your heart even if you gave it to me now."

Garnett flipped her middle finger and spewed intense flames in response to his knowing attitude.

It wasn't just the dragon's heart. She no longer needed any rare treasures.

Garnett needed only one thing.
Fiddling with the rose pinned in her hair, Garnett looked around.

The magnificent chandelier hanging from the ceiling.
The splendid two-story banquet hall.
And the various races gathered in pairs...

It was just as Noos had said.

"I just came to dance. I heard the ball held at your birthday celebration is quite magnificent."

Garnett placed her hand on her waist and gave a bitter smile.

"Hibernus did express admiration... But what meaning does it have for you alone?"
"It has meaning."
"Oh...?"

Elicia trailed off meaningfully at Garnett's determination.

There was indeed meaning.
One promise that wouldn't lose to the more than hundred promises Noos had left behind.

Because Garnett had decided so.

"Are you going to dance without a partner?"
"I have one. Right here."

In response to Elicia's mockery, Garnett pointed to the rose and laughed boldly.

"Then dance. I've become curious to see what kind of dance a witch performs."
"You talk too much. Just start the music already."

Garnett took a deep breath and calmly assumed her position.

Then, quietly closing her eyes, Garnett thought of Noos.

Her hand stopped at the height of Noos's shoulder, and her other hand was where his extended hand would have been... For a moment, her fingertips trembled, but the flames held Garnett's mind steady.

She had made an embarrassing request to Estelle for this moment. She couldn't allow even the slightest mistake.

The piano keys announced the first beat of the heavy melody.
But Garnett didn't move.

It was Noos's turn now, not hers yet.

When the second key sounded, Garnett stepped forward with her left foot, a beat late.

Simultaneously,
The events in her mind began to surface in Garnett's heart one by one.

*

Despite writhing in pain, Noos was trying to vomit out what was inside him by putting his fingers in his mouth.

"Noos, I'm here!"
"Lady Garnett...? I'm sure I ate you... My body won't listen to me. I wanted to vomit quickly, but I couldn't... Urgh!"
"Was it that disgusting? I didn't mind, you idiot! I would have been happy to become one with you!"
"What meaning would there be in living as a monster, especially after devouring the woman I love?"

In the end, Estelle was right.
Noos didn't want to live his entire life as a monster either.

"I'm sorry, Lady Garnett. And for making promises I couldn't keep... All of them."
"Why are you apologizing?"

It wasn't Noos who should apologize, but Garnett.
Because of her greed, Noos's end had become a mess.

And she had even taken away his last wish to attend the ball.

If it weren't for Estelle, they wouldn't even have been able to have this conversation.

"Lady Garnett, are you crying?"
"What do you expect? The person I love is leaving me!"

Tears fell from Garnett's eyes.
But she didn't show her usual strength. Just this once... she wanted to be honest.

"Hehe. Is that so."

For some reason, Noos didn't lose his smile even in pain. Instead, he carefully wiped the tears forming in Garnett's eyes.

*

Garnett's dress fluttered to the three-quarter beat. Sparks that bloomed at the hem spread in all directions, adding splendor, and flames traced her path like paint on a canvas.

Garnett's movements in the melody were both elegant and passionate as she monopolized the ball.

Even the crowd that had been hostile to Garnett gradually became captivated by her dance.

A waltz.
Despite performing a duet choreography alone, there was no awkwardness or discomfort in her movements.

"Is that... human?"

The atmosphere in the hall stirred, as if questioning whether she was truly alone... because the flames that rose with Garnett's movements seemed to form the shape of a person.

"I see. So it was true that she wasn't alone."

Only Elicia recognized the identity of the flames, raising the corner of her mouth.

And Garnett, too, was seeing that illusion.

*

"No. Don't die. Stay with me forever. Otherwise, I'll go to the ballroom alone and flirt with every man there."

Garnett buried herself in Noos's embrace and wiped away her tears. Then she stubbornly clung to an impossible wish.

"Hehe. That would be nice too. I really wanted to see you dance."
"Hey!!!"

Noos stroked Garnett's hair with an innocent smile. It made her outburst seem meaningless.

"Actually, that was a joke. If I saw you with another man, I don't think I could fulfill the pure love Estelle talked about."
"If only Estelle weren't here..."

When Noos mentioned Estelle, Garnett's fist trembled.

In a way, she thought all of this began when Estelle preached about pure love.

Even if that wasn't the case, she wanted to think so. She wanted to transfer the responsibility for all this to someone else.

"If Estelle weren't here, I probably wouldn't have lived this long, nor would I have been by your side. I was a weak person. Do you know what sustained me?"
"...What?"
"It was promises. The promise to be with you, Lady Garnett, became my support whenever I was about to collapse."
"Is that why you made over a hundred promises?"
"Hehe. That's how it turned out. Do you realize now? How weak I am."

That's not funny at all.
She wanted to tell him that it wasn't Noos who was weak, but herself.

Because she had no confidence in living without Noos from now on, she had ended up doing something terrible to him.

"Aren't you afraid of dying? Why are you so calm? Just thinking about tomorrow without you makes me feel like I'm going crazy..."

It made her anxious, as if she was the only one in love. She wished he too had wanted to live forever somehow.

"I am afraid. The thought that tomorrow won't come... that as I age, I won't even be able to follow behind you anymore... it scared me. But what can I do? Life eventually ends. And men..."

Noos trailed off.

"It's natural for a man to pretend to be strong in front of the person he likes."
"...You fool. You coward. Just say it."

One word would have been better than a hundred roses.

Noos's body began to become transparent.
And this space, tinged with pink, was gradually losing its light.

Death was approaching.
Yet Noos remained calm.

Not just calm.
Noos was embracing Garnett not as a hundred-year-old man, but in the form of his younger self.

"I told you. I'm weak. So, you haven't fulfilled my last promise yet."

That promise again.
It was a word she really didn't want to hear anymore.

She had firmly decided that, but—
The word "last" softened Garnett's resolve.

"Tell me. Because it's the last."
"If I die, I promise I'll be reborn and fulfill all the promises I couldn't keep."

With that irresponsible promise, eternal farewell came to Garnett.

*

No.
It wasn't eternal.
Because Noos had promised.

It was the most absurd and foolish promise he had ever made, but it felt real.

Garnett also wanted to fall in love again with the reborn Noos. She wanted to experience the pure love Estelle spoke of, not as a promise, but by pressing their flesh together and savoring it.

The tears Garnett shed turned into flames and disappeared, and their warmth gently embraced her.

The flames fluttered like magnificent petals.
Flames rose over the traces she left, transforming into a single picture.

Roses.
A hundred promises now resided here.

Finally, Garnett herself became a flame.
Like one large rose covering a hundred roses.

"Haa. Haa."

With the final step, Garnett exhaled a rough breath.
The flames subsided, and Noos was not there where she had reached out.

Yet it didn't feel empty.
Because the single rose that had gently settled on her hair still held vitality.

Ch.222 - The Butterfly's Journey (16)
"This way."
"Thank you."

Joshua caught her breath as she grabbed Leo's outstretched hand and climbed the hill blocked by large boulders.

Since their encounter with the Succubus Queen, Leo's Holy Eyes had continuously emitted light guiding their way, but... their journey continued as usual.

Joshua wanted to use magic to reach Rabia's location as quickly as possible.
According to the books she'd read, the Succubus Queen corrupted humans into breeding stock and destroyed communities from within.

If they didn't hurry, the Southern Continent might be engulfed in war, just like in the books.
But despite her urgency, her feet couldn't move any faster.

"Hmm-hmm-hmm."

This was because of the girl who had been following Joshua and Leo for the past three days.

A girl with pitch-black hair tied in two braids.
Her hair was excessively long, its ends brushing against the ground leaving strange trails, with dark curses blooming from the marks.

Hecate.
Witch of the South End.
Curse standing upon curse.

Joshua recognized the girl's identity immediately.
She matched exactly the illustrations from the fairy tale book.

Ever since meeting Dia, Joshua had become increasingly sensitive to the possibility that the fairy tales might actually be prophetic.

The same was true for Leo.

Even he, who hadn't wavered before Dia, was now trembling and sweating.
It was a sight Joshua found hard to believe.

'Hello?'

When they faced Hecate, who greeted them casually with a wave as if meeting old friends, they both made the same decision.

'Leo.'
'Yes, Joshua.'

Holy Power burst from the Holy Sword, blinding Hecate's eyes, while Joshua's magic circle simultaneously expanded.

As the air vibrated and the light contracted, the two figures disappeared.

It was the teleport point they had set up when they first arrived on the Southern Continent.
After confirming their transferred coordinates, Joshua wiped the sweat from her neck and exhaled deeply.

According to the fairy tale book, it wouldn't be wrong to say that all misfortunes on the Southern Continent began from her hands... so it was better to avoid any entanglement.

That's why this escape could be considered very successful.

'You're quite something, aren't you?'
'Eeeek...!'

If only Hecate hadn't whispered in Joshua's ear.

After that, their flight to escape from Hecate continued until Joshua's mana was completely depleted.
However, wherever they went on the Southern Continent, Hecate was already there waiting for them.

As if she knew exactly where they were heading...

Eventually, Joshua's knees gave out and she leaned against Leo's body.
Leo activated his Sanctuary to prepare for Hecate's attack, but—

'Is the game of tag already over? But I've only ever been "it," so what should I do?'

Fortunately or unfortunately, Hecate neither scattered curses nor launched attacks.
She merely smiled playfully while observing Joshua and Leo.

They couldn't tell what her intentions were or what meaning lay behind her actions.
And so, this uncomfortable journey had continued until now.

"We're almost there."
"That's Requies."

Joshua let out a small gasp as she looked where Leo was pointing.
Just by looking at the distant city's scale, she could immediately tell it was much larger than Veneschia.

The light flowing from Leo's Holy Eyes was directed toward Requies.
It meant that the Succubus Queen Rabia was there.

But they couldn't simply be happy about it.
Joshua and Leo simultaneously looked back.

It was because of Hecate, who was following them while humming a tune.
For the past three days, the witch had followed them at the same distance wherever they went.

Without causing any trouble, without launching a single attack.

But they couldn't risk bringing this woman into the city, not knowing what catastrophe might unfold.

Until now, they had ignored her like she was invisible, but now that they were almost at Requies, they could no longer do so.

"Excuse me..."

Joshua took a deep breath and quietly addressed Hecate, whom she had been trying to ignore.

Hecate, who had been withering a rose bud that had struggled to bloom in the forest, turned her head at Joshua's call.

"Why are you following us?"
"Hmm? Just because it looked fun?"
"Fun...?"

Fun, she says.
Joshua and Leo were people far removed from fun. If anything, they were the type of people who would be described as boring or too serious to be fun.

"You really don't know? You broke one of my precious gems."

By gem, she must mean Dia.
At those words, Leo drew his Holy Sword and stepped in front of Joshua.

"So you're here for revenge?"
"Revenge? Me? Why? If I wanted revenge, I would have done it already."
"Then why..."
"I was just curious. Dia was my second favorite gem after Beryl. She shouldn't have broken so easily... I'm naturally curious about who could have done that."

Giggle giggle.
With a mischievous smile, Hecate tossed the withered flower to the ground and paced around Leo and Joshua.

"Besides, what fun would it be to fight you? Catching one angel would only please that woman, which is hardly worth it."

As Hecate looked at Leo's Holy Eyes and continued in a somewhat eerie tone, this time Joshua stepped in front of Leo.

"Then... has your curiosity been satisfied?"
"Well, more or less? At first, I thought about finding a replacement for Dia... but those without deficiencies break too easily. So that's canceled. Or, are you interested in becoming a witch?"

Interested in becoming a witch?
At Hecate's sudden proposal, Joshua drew her staff.

Seeing this gesture of refusal, Hecate waved her hand dismissively as if she had expected it.

"Even if you wanted to become a witch, I'd decline. You'd probably be stubborn and no fun to torment."
"Witches are not toys for your amusement."

Joshua recalled the witches suffering at Hecate's hands in the fairy tale book.

Beryl, Dia, Topaz, Garnet, Lapis, and others.
Numerous witches had been toyed with, suffered, and perished at her hands... Furthermore, her mother might be among them.

"If not toys, then what are they?"
"They're people just like everyone else."
"Oh really...?"

Hecate slowly stepped closer in response to Joshua's answer.

"You know something, don't you?"

Then she raised her eyes and glared at Joshua. At the same time, her twin braids floated in the air, emanating an eerie curse.

"......"

Joshua remained silent.
Instead, she stared back at Hecate with her one visible eye, gripping her staff tightly to hide her trembling hands.

"See? No fun at all."

Displeased with Joshua's composure, Hecate shrugged and withdrew her curse.

"Normally, you should be begging for your life, trembling with fear. Is it because of that hairpin?"

The butterfly-shaped hairpin resting delicately on Joshua's head rippled with pink mana.

Come to think of it, Dia had also shown excessive interest in this hairpin. She had asked for it in exchange for lifting the curse on the World Tree...

It was just an ordinary hairpin Joshua had bought in Veneschia, but could it have some special mechanism that she wasn't aware of?

As Joshua touched the hairpin, her mother's mana emitted a warm light.

"Pink light... Aha, I see. Yes, now I understand."

Hecate fell into thought for a moment as she observed the light, then nodded to herself.

"I heard there was a witch who suddenly came to the Southern Continent and caused trouble everywhere... I believe she was called Estelle, the Witch of Love? She must be related to you."
"You know... my mom?"

What kind of life had her mother lived?
It was almost ridiculous how her mother's name came up everywhere they went.

"Of course I do. If that's the case, I can somewhat understand how you managed to break Dia. Anyway, 'mom'... this is getting quite interesting."
"What do you mean...?"
"It's just something. Your name is Joshua, right? If you ever want to become a witch, come find me. Kekeke."

Hecate, finding something amusing, hopped around, twirled in place, and then gave a sinister smile.

"I'm bored with this place now. I've stalled enough time, so I'll be going."
"Stalled time?"
"You're pretending not to know. You came to Requies to chase that Succubus Queen, right? I'm not going in there. Dragons are troublesome. Thanks for the interesting information, though."
"Wait a moment!"

Joshua grabbed Hecate, who had appeared on a whim and was now trying to leave just as suddenly.

Hecate clearly knew something about her mother. If so, she might also know about her mother's curse, which wasn't written in the fairy tale book.

"Why? You were desperate to run away before, and now you're trying to stop me?"
"What exactly is... the foundation of the world?"

The pink light that had swallowed Dia whole had definitely said that.

That it was the foundation of the world.

This was a question she couldn't ask anyone else but now.

Because Hecate was the Witch of Curses.
Because she was the one who taught the system of creating witches to the first witch.

"The foundation of the world...? There's no such thing. And I don't want to know about it."

However, Hecate didn't answer Joshua's question. With those cold words, she dissolved into her curse and disappeared.

Ch.223 - City Of Florence (3)
"Damn... Adversity from the very start."

Lucia spat out a curse while catching her rough breath.

Looking around, there were only Karte and two hooded figures. It was safe to assume that the holy knights who were supposed to join them from the Southern Continent had all perished.

"Haaack. Oh my goodness. I thought I was going to die."

Karte, completely exhausted, flopped down on the ground with a complaint. Judging by the rapid contraction and expansion of his chest, he wasn't just being dramatic.

"The Pink Witch's sister? I'll have to report those monsters behind her separately to the Holy Kingdom."
"I agree with that. It would be better in many ways for the Holy Kingdom to prepare defenses against those monsters."

Lucia recalled the three figures that had appeared behind the girl who called herself Stella.

An iron golem of unprecedented size.
A massive lion with three glinting eyes.
And... a scarecrow with an unpleasant laugh that seemed to whisper directly to one's soul.

Even for Lucia, who had hunted witches throughout the Southern Continent—no, across all continents—these were monsters unlike any she had ever seen.

"Holy Power had no effect on them."

The golem's body couldn't be cut, the beast's hide couldn't even be scratched, and the scarecrow's frail body mockingly passed through Lucia's sword.

If they were to meet again... it seemed unlikely they would escape with their lives as they had this time.

"But you managed somehow thanks to me, didn't you?"

As Lucia's face darkened, Karte, having somewhat recovered his strength, gave her a carefree expression.

As much as she hated to admit it, Karte was right.
In a situation where they were completely helpless, Karte had tried to stab Stella with a weapon designed to kill witches, taking advantage of the confusion.

If the scarecrow hadn't stopped Karte, they would have accomplished half their plan by now.

"What do you think? About my contingency plan? Wasn't it incredibly effective?"
"...Yes. I'll admit that."

Lucia had carefully observed the grotesque thing that extended from Karte's fingertips while she was fighting the lion and golem. When that spike-like object wounded the scarecrow's body, it let out a terrible scream, allowing them to escape with their lives.

"I'll admit it was impressive, but considering how grandly you boasted about it, weren't you exaggerating?"

After all, it had only inflicted a small wound, nothing more than a scratch. Lucia couldn't help but view the object Karte kept in his possession with distaste.

"Come on... That was no ordinary monster. Besides, this only shows its true value when it's embedded in the body. Would you like to test it?"
"Get lost."

When Karte tried to take it out from inside his coat, Lucia turned her head away and flatly refused.

"So what are we going to do now?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"I'm asking how you plan to capture the angel and the heretic from now on."

Their situation was dire from any perspective.
The holy knights who were supposed to join them from the Southern Continent had been annihilated by the monsters, and the two people Karte had brought along weren't much help.

The Southern Continent isn't friendly to humans.
Especially not to people from the Holy Kingdom.

The Southern Continent, called the Land of Witches due to the many witches gathered there, was hostile to them as a result of Lucia's indiscriminate violence against various races in the name of purifying the world.

As a consequence, not only were humans ostracized, but human nations in the Southern Continent faced catastrophe—though from the perspective of the Holy Kingdom located in the Eastern Continent, this wasn't a major concern.

"That's the problem. We used all the personnel from our well-hidden Southern branch this time... but they're all dead now. It's quite a predicament. I'd like to ask the people of the Southern Continent for help, but that's impossible, isn't it? Thanks to someone."
"I was just following the Pope's orders to eradicate witches and heretics. If you have complaints, take them to your precious Pope."
"Yes, yes. You were happily swinging your sword when it suited you, but now you're using the Pope as a shield. That's so like you, Commander."

But now... that karma had come back to haunt them.

They had to find the apostate and heretic in the Southern Continent—the largest landmass among all continents—without anyone's help.

Lucia couldn't ignore Karte's sarcasm.

"We're moving."

Lucia rose from her seat, her cracked armor creaking. Her body still swayed from the impact of the golem's blow, but not so much that she couldn't walk.

"Where are we going?"
"To a place where we can gather information."
"A place with information...?"

The situation for Lucia's group was nothing short of the worst. They had almost no food, no shelter to rest comfortably, and could hardly expect kindness in this strange land.

But even when the sky falls, there's a way out.

"If we cross the Great Forest and head north, we'll reach a city called Requies. I plan to gather information there. The apostate and heretic have distinctive appearances, so we should be able to find something useful."
"Commander, you know we won't be welcomed anywhere, right? Thanks to someone."

Lucia frowned at Karte's sarcasm again, but soon resigned herself and quickened her pace.

"That's why we're going there. I've heard that Requies is a city where fighting is prohibited, so it should be the safest place to gather information."
"No fighting doesn't mean... we won't suffer worse things, does it? I believe there were reports of quite a few victims of witch hunts there."
"So what? Do you plan to return empty-handed?"

Karte merely shrugged at Lucia's irritated words.

Indeed, if they returned empty-handed, the Pope wouldn't let Karte off easily, and they needed to secure at least one hostage to capture the angel or witch.

Karte also got up, dusting himself off, and followed behind Lucia.

"How many days will it take to get there? Surely you don't plan to walk all the way?"
"If you want to advertise our presence to the apostate and heretic, we can fly there."
"Geez. Do you always have to talk like that?"

Following behind the irritable Lucia, Karte continued the march day and night.

Passing through the trees of the Great Forest that blocked the sun and moon, they accumulated fatigue after fierce battles with beasts and monsters armed with sharp hunger, but Lucia's steps never faltered.

The sight of Lucia, who had just escaped from prison and was moving with the aid of armor on a body without a single muscle, was relentless and even vicious.

But the more Karte observed this, the more the smile never left his lips.

After three days like this.
When they finally reached the edge of the Great Forest and faced the small city of Requies beyond the endless prairie, Lucia's face relaxed a little.

"So that's Requies. This is my first time seeing it in person. Isn't it bigger than the capital of a small kingdom?"

Karte made a small exclamation as he created shade with his palm to look at Requies in the distance.

"Right? It's totally hilarious how they all gather in such a big place and just feed off each other."

The one who answered Karte's comment wasn't Lucia. Nor was it the two hooded figures.

A clear, girlish voice.
With a rough tone somewhat different from Lucia's cold condemnation.

Lucia was the first to react to those words.
Drawing the sword at her waist, she turned her body toward the voice behind her and immediately activated her artificial Holy Eyes.

It was a witch.
A pitch-black color similar to the darkness that had crept into the Holy Kingdom, tied in two strands, seeping curses into the ground.

"A witch? How...?"

Lucia was sensitive to the residual aura of witches.
She could smell their traces even in places invisible to the eye, and thanks to that, she had been able to judge a hundred witches.

But the witch who appeared before her now had suddenly manifested at close range without the slightest hint. If she hadn't spoken, Lucia wouldn't have noticed her at all.

This was no ordinary witch.
More dangerous than the Pink Witch... Lucia's instinct warned her.

"Aren't you being too tense? Well, I guess it's right for the minions of that woman to react like this in front of me."
"Could you be...?"

Karte, who had realized the identity of the witch before them, narrowed his eyes in shock.

From Karte's reaction, Lucia could also infer what kind of witch the girl before them was.

The Witch of the South End.
Among the four human destructions—ideal, fate, curse, and end—she was undoubtedly the witch who governed curses.

Lucia recalled what the witches she had captured had said while enduring severe torture.

'Hecate will not let you get away with this.'
So this person must be Hecate.

Just as they were about to leave the Great Forest... they had encountered the worst possible opponent.

"Why are you so scared? Afraid I might eat you?"
"......"

Hecate's joke froze Lucia's group.
When Karte tried to take out the substitute from inside his coat, his eyes met Hecate's.

"That thing in your coat. You've done well mixing in my failed creations."

Then, as Hecate reached out her hand, the spike that protruded through the clothes appeared in her hand.

The angel's feathers were rotting and decaying, and the cries of the witches dwelling within echoed.

Save us.
Help us.
Avenge us.

Lucia swallowed hard at their voices.
Even her will to fight was consumed by Hecate's curse, causing her to lose her fighting spirit.

But Hecate did not give the answer they wanted to their voices.

"Why should I? You ended up like that because you were weak. Useless things."

She merely buried their voices in a colder, darker place.

The spike, thoroughly soaked in Hecate's curse, no longer emitted cries. Instead, an even more ferocious curse had taken their place.

"You need this, right?"

She then tossed the object to Karte as if carelessly throwing it.

"Why... What is your purpose?"
"Do I have to tell you that too? At times like this, you should just say 'thank you' and accept it."

That was true.
Whatever doubts they harbored before Hecate... they had neither the strength, wisdom, nor ability to stop her.

Like humans facing a natural disaster, all they could do was pray to pass through with minimal damage.

They just wanted Hecate to disappear as soon as possible.

But Hecate, seeming to have sensed their intentions, merely giggled with a grotesque smile that almost touched her ears.

"Oh, right. Who were you looking for again? The pink star? Or the blue butterfly?"

As if to say she knew all about their purpose, she displayed a star and a butterfly, each blooming from curses, in her hands.
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I watched Garnet perfectly executing the choreography meant for a duet, lost in deep contemplation.

What if I had said something different to Garnet back then?

Would Garnet not be dancing alone, and would Noos not have been consumed by the magic stone?

Pondering these meaningless what-ifs... all I could do was watch Garnet's dance movements from the corner.

"Estelle."

Just then, Edel called my name while firmly gripping my hand.

"All life eventually dies, doesn't it?"
"Yes... that's right."
"Then, is the end of Pure Love sad?"

So Garnet looks sad to Edel too.
Otherwise, there would be no reason for him to ask such a question.

"Mmm. Not necessarily. Pure Love remains forever in memories. Even if one person dies... they'll become strength in the heart of the one left behind, helping them stand again."
"...I see."

Edel's hand was still tightly holding mine. He was like a frightened child clutching his sister's hand while trembling.

Seeing Edel, who had been so confident in front of Elicia, this scared made me anxious too.

At times like this, I needed to help guide Edel toward proper Pure Love.

"Look over there. Is Garnet crying?"
"No."

Instead of tears, sparks of fire were dancing around Garnet's eyes.

"Then, does she look sad?"
"No."

Her expression was far from sorrowful.

A rose bloomed from flames, decorating the banquet hall brilliantly like a promise being delivered to Noos.

Garnet's dance ended, and the music stopped. All that remained were embers scattering in the air.

"Garnet is strong. That's why, no matter what trials come, she'll live powerfully while cherishing beautiful memories instead of sadness."

Garnet left the banquet hall confidently, receiving cheers and applause from the audience, displaying a beauty surpassing anyone else present.

"And Edel is strong too."

I gently caressed Edel's face and met his eyes.

"Someday when you experience Pure Love, you might lose your partner first. But the Pure Love you've cherished will pull you out of pain and sorrow. It will become the driving force that helps you move forward proudly. So... the end of Pure Love isn't sad."

...Even though you might die at Kyle's hands 200 years later.

The unspoken words stabbed mercilessly at my heart.

Since Noos's death, whenever I thought about Edel's death, my chest would burn, and I struggled to hold back tears.

I didn't know why tears threatened to fall...

I composed myself, thinking it was because I'd grown attached to Edel after spending most of my time with him and experiencing numerous incidents together.

"...I'm not strong."
"Huh?"

Did I hear wrong?
To hear Edel say he wasn't strong...

I looked up at him with wide eyes and met his intensely serious gaze.

"I don't want to see the person I love die. Yes... I'll add 'outliving me' to my ideal type requirements."

Edel's vulnerable words sent a tingling sensation through my heart.

I wondered if he knew how long his own lifespan was... Since no information about Edel was recorded anywhere, I could only sigh at this suddenly added condition.

Should it be an elf who lives a thousand years?
Or perhaps a dragon said to live ten thousand years?
Hmm... who knows. Maybe Edel lives eternally like a witch.

What was Edel's ideal type again?

Someone stronger than him, good at cooking, with large breasts, smelling nice, and now must live longer than him...

Where in the world would such a person exist?!

"Your standards are quite demanding, aren't they? What if you can't find someone who matches your ideal type?"

I jabbed his side with my elbow while making a joking complaint, and Edel silently looked down at me.

"Why? Why are you staring at me like that...?"
"I'm just looking because I want to look."

Liar.
Does he think I can't tell his gaze is different from usual?

It was strangely intense... making me uncomfortable enough to keep averting my eyes, yet compelling me to peek back at him. There was no way he was "just looking."

"You've been staring at me too, haven't you?"
"M-me?!"

I couldn't exactly answer that I was worried he might lose his life 200 years from now.

I needed a suitable excuse.
Yes, something Edel couldn't nitpick.

"I was just admiring your handsome face. What! Got a problem with that?"
"Hmm... no problem."

Edel scratched his cheek with his finger and subtly averted his gaze.

What? Is he actually embarrassed right now?
...Pfft. How cute.

Well, there's probably no man who wouldn't be pleased to be called handsome.

With that in mind, I pulled Edel's hand that I was holding firmly toward me.

"Let's go, Edel."
"Where are we going?"
"Where else? We need to find someone who matches your ideal type in the banquet hall."

Since we still had time before Elicia returned to her office, it would be good to look for Edel's ideal type now.

No matter how picky Edel's standards were, we should be able to find at least one person if we looked.

It would also be a chance to taste the food in the banquet hall and teach Edel about various races.

"Do we really have to find someone?"
"Of course. Don't you want to experience Pure Love?"

Somehow Edel was resisting, applying strength to his hand, but I interlocked our fingers to firmly hold him in place as I looked around the banquet hall.

*

To put it simply, finding Edel's ideal type was a failure.

A woman who met all his conditions simply didn't exist.

Women who seemed strong were short-lived races.
Those who could cook were short-lived races.
Those with large breasts were also short-lived races.

The long-lived ones barely reached around three hundred years at most... and there wasn't a single elf in sight, so meeting all the conditions of his ideal type was practically impossible.

Nevertheless, Edel didn't seem particularly concerned, following along with his usual indifferent expression while being held by my hand.

"Edel, wasn't there really any woman who gave you that 'wow' feeling?"

As night deepened and we headed toward Elicia's office, I voiced my complaints.

"There wasn't."
"Come on, could you at least think about it before answering?"
"Hmm... no matter who I looked at, I didn't see anyone stronger than Estelle."
"I'm an exception! There aren't many people stronger than me, but they're not exactly common either."

Comparing with me sets the bar too high.
Whether he knew this or was pretending not to know, Edel continued speaking.

"No one could surpass the special potato dish Estelle made for me. The food at the banquet was the same. And no woman was larger than Estelle. Estelle's scent was the best too. I didn't even want to get close to that reptilian woman."

I'm telling you the bar is too high!
My face was about to explode from Edel's endless compliments. As my face turned tomato-red, Edel kept staring at me, making my body tremble.

"Why do you keep staring?!"
"I'm just looking because you're pretty. Do you have a problem with that?"
"Yes, I do!"

...Still, I barely managed to suppress the twitching at the corners of my mouth from the not-unpleasant feeling.

"You think complimenting me will get you something?"

There definitely won't be any more preview sessions.
And I will absolutely never give you a lap pillow again.

By then, we had arrived at Elicia's office.

As if she knew we were coming, Elicia's shadow flickered through the slightly open door.

"You brought the invitation, right? I said I would consider it an engagement if you didn't."

When we opened the door and entered, Elicia greeted us with a solemn atmosphere. Again, she glared at Edel and me in turn with those nonsensical words.

"I brought it. Here, this should do it, right?"

I took out the invitation from my temporary inventory.
It was the invitation I received after fulfilling Garnet's requests.

I proudly presented it to Elicia—an invitation earned by fulfilling Garnet's requests to make a rose that would never wither, create a dress suitable for the ball, and teach her how to dance.

"You received it from the Witch of Passion."

Elicia nodded without checking the contents of the invitation.

"Thank you for handling her matter. Since you've solved the problem, I'll grant your request. Tell me."

So she would grant a request for solving the problem. In other words, she would grant one request for helping Garnet.

However, I had two main requests.

One was to find Edel's ideal type.
The other was to reveal the location of the Succubus Queen.

Honestly, I couldn't decide which request to make first.

Until a month ago, sealing the Four Heavenly Kings would have been my priority... but when I closed my eyes, Edel appeared in my mind with the same size and speed as Joshua.

It seemed I had become genuinely invested in Edel's Pure Love.

Sigh... what should I ask first?
Should I prioritize the Succubus Queen?
But I also want to find Edel's ideal type quickly...

While I was hesitating, Edel stepped forward in front of Elicia. Then, parting his heavy lips, he made the request to Elicia instead of me.

"Where is the Succubus Queen?"
"Edel?"
"She must pay for interfering with Garnet's Pure Love."

I was surprised—I thought Edel would surely ask to find his ideal type... I was taken aback by how he prioritized someone else's Pure Love over his own.

"Oh? That's unexpected. Is that really what you want?"
"I need nothing else."

Edel answered Elicia's question firmly, as if he had already made up his mind.

"Recently, I sensed energy similar to yours. Though it was tightly concealed, no one can escape my eyes in Requies."
"So where is she?"
"Go to where primal pleasures gather."
"Primal pleasures? The arena?"

Edel tilted his head and stared at me blankly. His expression suggested he was wondering why there would be an arena in Requies where fighting was prohibited.

"Sigh... You're a man with a dick and you don't even know that? I'm telling you to go to the brothel."
"The brothel. Estelle, let's go now."

With those words, Edel grabbed my hand and tried to leave the office.

What is he saying?!
Visiting a brothel at this late hour when even the night has bowed its head?!

"Edel, do you even know what kind of place a brothel is?!"
"I don't. It probably has nothing to do with Pure Love... But that's where she's hiding."

Whether he really knows or not... Urgh! Anyway!

"Not now! Let's go back to Lumiere House first!"
"Wouldn't it be better to catch her as soon as possible? My heart desires it."
"Argh! I said no!"

I desperately held onto Edel's arm.
Since my mana wasn't gathering well, I was being dragged along, but I had to do at least this much.

What kind of trouble would innocent, naive Edel get into if he went to a brothel?!

The touch of the women there would taint Edel's Pure Love.

"Sex education comes first! Yes! This is also part of Pure Love!"
"Pure Love...?"

At the mention of Pure Love, Edel's footsteps stopped.

Y-yes, sex education!
I needed to instill proper sexual values into Edel's empty head.

Ch.225 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (76)
After returning to Lumiere House, there was an awkward atmosphere between Edel and me—or rather, I was the only one feeling awkward, which was understandable.

Sex education.
What exactly is sex education?

It's the most basic education that teaches proper sexual knowledge to prepare for potential bad situations, passionate love with a future partner, or marital relations.

Mating.
Breeding.
Relations.
S... sex.

Sex education teaches about what happens when male and female reproductive organs meet, expressed through various words or slang.

It's truly the pinnacle of Pure Love.
It should be noble, pure, and elegant... yet somehow, sitting across from Edel, I couldn't bear the embarrassment and kept fidgeting.

How did I end up having to give Edel sex education? I silently fumed that this was all because the Succubus Queen had hidden in the brothel, but that changed nothing.

"We don't have time. Hurry and teach me about sex education."

Edel crossed his arms and spoke arrogantly, as if challenging me to begin.

Did he even know what he was about to learn? Judging by his behavior, he seemed to think sex education was something like cooking or dating lessons.

But... what should I do?
Joshua was a girl, so I hadn't worried much... but having to give sex education to a grown man made me even more nervous.

Knowing Edel's personality, he'd probably want to "practice" after the lesson. He'd already set a precedent not long ago.

Yes, that would be just like him.

I finally collected myself, took a deep breath, and organized my thoughts.

"Listen carefully. Sex education is essential knowledge for Pure Love."
"Ohhh... I'll definitely remember that."

When I emphasized Pure Love again, Edel's eyes lit up.
In that state, he'd believe anything I said.

"Sex education is learning in detail how babies are made. Edel, do you know how babies are made?"
"No."

A guy who didn't even know what a woman was before meeting me wouldn't know how babies are made. He'd be even more ignorant about this than 15-year-old Joshua.

If that was the case, Edel would have no way of knowing if I didn't tell him the truth.

Once I reached that conclusion, I regained my composure and gave a witch-like smile.

"Hehehe. How babies are made is..."

I deliberately paused and slowly spread my arms.
Edel's gaze followed my fingertips.

"When a man and woman hold hands and fall asleep, the stars send down a baby."

I couldn't use the exact same explanation I'd given Joshua.
Edel and I had held hands too often and for too long.
By that logic, I'd have hundreds, no, thousands of Edel's babies growing inside me by now.

I'm not some baby factory exclusively for Edel... That would never happen.

"So even if some prostitute clings to you at the brothel, you absolutely must not hold hands and sleep with her, understand? Making a baby with someone you don't love isn't Pure Love."
"I understand."

Edel nodded and stood up. Then he opened the window, placed his hands on the windowsill, and looked up at the night sky.

The fact that he claimed to understand but was suddenly staring at the night sky made it seem like he actually believed my ridiculous explanation.

That made me very uneasy.

"Edel, why are you suddenly looking at the sky?"
"Why? I'm waiting for the baby."

Baby...?
What baby?
Could it be... Edel already held hands and slept with someone without my knowledge?! When?!

I tried to appear calm while twirling my hair and racking my brain.

Could it be... then?
While I was unconscious at the hot spring, Edel held hands and slept with someone else...!

"Edel, have you... recently held hands and slept with a woman?"
"Yes."
"So... when?"
"When you fainted at the hot spring."

When Edel proudly answered, I felt like half my world had collapsed, and tears welled up in my eyes.

The thought that he'd brought another woman into the room while I was lying there made my body tremble.

No way. Edel wouldn't do that.
It was more likely that some prostitute who lusted after Edel had broken into the room and seduced him, claiming she only wanted to hold hands and sleep.

No matter how I thought about it, it didn't make sense.
Yet my mind started wandering in strange directions.

Would they have just held hands and slept?
Holding Edel's large hands would make one want to touch his firm muscles, and then hands would move downward, and eventually to his m-ma-ma... magic sword...

Someone I didn't even know had tainted Edel's virginity, purity, and Pure Love that I had so carefully nurtured, like a summer night's fling.

This couldn't be happening...
Edel's Pure Love should only be for me...

I was so shocked that my legs wobbled when I stood up.

"...Which woman was it?"

I wasn't asking expecting an answer.
I'd find the culprit by going through all the women in Lumiere House and Requies one by one anyway.

When I pulled out Triceratops, Edel rushed over, sensing something was wrong.

"Estelle, your eyes look strange. They're like those of a madwoman you'd see on a battlefield."
"Don't change the subject. They're the same as always..."

I'm completely insane.

Glancing at the mirror, I saw eyes devoid of light. They resembled the yandere eyes often seen in fiction, and even I was startled, but only briefly.

"Who is she? Tell me quickly. I'll kill only her and spare the rest."

No matter what my eyes looked like, the anger in my heart kept growing.

"Didn't you say witches are immortal? How do you plan to kill one?"
"Witch...? Could it be Garnet?"
"You know better than I do that Garnet wouldn't do that."

I know.
I understand Garnet's Pure Love better than anyone—her desire to be with me forever led her to choose being consumed by Nous.

But if I didn't redirect my anger somewhere, I felt I might go mad.

As if reflecting my feelings, unstable mana made Triceratops' horns emit a grotesque form.

"Then what other witch is here besides Garnet...!"

My shout echoed throughout the room. Between harsh breaths, as cold air swept through my lungs, the pink light at my fingertips grew larger.

If he kept avoiding the subject, I had my methods.
I didn't want to use my Ultimate Skill on Edel, but I had no choice but to look into his mind.

As I closed the distance step by step, Edel scratched his head and sighed deeply.

"Estelle, you're here, aren't you?"
"...Eh?"

My brain stopped.
So did the pink light from my Ultimate Skill.
And the grotesquely distorted Triceratops.

"That day, I laid you on the bed after you fainted. And when I changed your clothes and tried to get up... Estelle, you grabbed my hand and wouldn't let go."

Edel scratched his cheek and spoke step by step, as if recalling that day.

Not knowing this, I'd said such terrible things about Garnet, who was already suffering from heartbreak... I felt ashamed of myself.

...Honestly, I felt more relief than shame.

If I looked in the mirror now, what expression would I be making?
A smile was spreading across my face, and I knew without looking that my eyes would be shining brightly again, as if nothing had happened.

"The prostitute who held hands and slept with you... that was... me?"

Thinking about it, that made sense.
As my body had been insisting all along, Edel's warmth had never left me.
And the witch Edel mentioned... since it couldn't be Garnet, it had to be me...

I had put aside all rational judgment and indulged in all sorts of delusions and assumptions...

I didn't know what face to show Edel.
Triceratops fell limply to the floor, and both my hands grabbed my hair to hide my face.

"So I've been watching to see when the stars will send down a baby. If it falls from the sky, wouldn't the baby be in danger?"
"You... idiot!"

So Edel has been patiently waiting for a baby to appear between us...?

A sharp pain pierced my chest, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

My heart felt like it would burst.
The breath escaping my lips was strangely hot and sticky.

"Y-you fool! What kind of idiot would actually believe something like that!"
"What..."

As I shouted while shaking my head from side to side, Edel blurted out a dumbfounded response.

"Estelle, you wouldn't lie about Pure Love."

Why is his trust in me so absolute only at times like this...?

"...It was a lie. Idiot. Close the window. Stars don't send down babies..."

I crouched down, hiding my face with my hair.
After taking a deep breath, I confessed the truth to Edel.

***

Back in the room, sitting across from each other.
The window Edel had opened let in the chilly dawn breeze, lowering the temperature, but that wasn't a problem.
My body was burning hotter than usual.

"Now, Edel, watch carefully."

I channeled mana to my fingertips and drew lines in the air.
The lines soon became a picture that unfolded before Edel.

A cute baby elephant.
A seashell with a flower-shaped hairpin.

With these unrelated things gathered together, only one thing came to mind.

"An elephant and a seashell?"
"Don't answer."
"...Understood."

I didn't want Edel saying something nonsensical and causing trouble elsewhere...
At this point, it seemed best to give Edel proper sex education.

"Listen carefully. This elephant is the male reproductive organ. And the seashell next to it... you know what that is, right?"

Instead of answering, Edel slowly lowered his gaze and fixed it between my skirt.

"Hiccup...! Where are you looking?! Do you really want to die!?"
"I don't want to die..."
"Didn't I tell you not to answer!?"

I hurriedly covered my skirt with both hands.
Even though I wasn't naked, Edel's gaze piercing through my skirt made my lower body twitch.

I maintained a defensive posture with both hands until Edel looked back into my eyes.
It was strange... even when we were both naked at the hot spring, it wasn't this bad.

"Anyway... The male reproductive organ contains baby seeds. And the female reproductive organ has a home where the baby seeds can settle."

With a flick of my finger, the two images merged.
As the elephant's trunk entered the gap in the seashell, my face burned hot.
...It was too obscene.

In contrast, Edel continued to stare at the picture with an expressionless face.
I wondered what those innocent eyes were seeing.

Calm down, Estelle.
Edel doesn't know anything.
If I don't teach him properly now...
The meaning of teaching him Pure Love will be lost.
Who knows when and where that innocent guy might get devoured by some vixen.

"At this time... both parties feel sexual pleasure, you know?"

Following my words, the eyes on the two images changed to hearts.

"Brothels sell that pleasure for money. Especially men find it hard to control their sexual desires. You've experienced that too, right? Like when you're alone... m-mas-mas..."
"Mas?"

I needed to say it, but the words wouldn't come out easily.

"Masturbation... Yes, jerking off! You've done it, right?!"

I even mimicked the motion of holding and moving a stick up and down to help him understand!

Shame erupted up my throat.
But I couldn't show it in front of Edel, so I just rubbed my thighs together.

"Masturbation? Do you mean training alone to become stronger?"

Despite the shame I endured, Edel gave a completely irrelevant answer.

Is he messing with me?
It seemed like he was deliberately pretending to be stupid, and I felt tears welling up.

...No, wait.
Could it be?

A thought crossed my mind that made my tears disappear.

Perhaps, knowing Edel...
He might be a natural who had never masturbated.

His answer alone suggested as much.
Edel was a Dark Knight who would do anything to become stronger.

When we first met, he couldn't do anything basic like reading, cooking, or anything else, let alone understand love.

If he had felt sexual desire, he would have shown it through actions long ago.
Like touching my chest as he pleased... or taking advantage of me while I was unconscious...

This made me wonder if I was corrupting the purity of a child who knew nothing.

No, that's not it.
Edel needs to know this eventually.
He'll fall in love someday, have relations with someone... and become a father.

"Anyway... sexual desire can be somewhat relieved by touching your own reproductive organ. That's why people masturbate. If you've never done it... you don't need to learn. Masturbation isn't Pure Love."
"I see. If it's not Pure Love, there's no need to know about it."

Edel nodded.
It was fortunate that I could control Edel with just the mention of Pure Love.

"But Estelle, have you masturbated? How do you know so much about it?"

Edel's innocent question with no malice made me hang my head.

Clearly.
100%.
No matter how you look at it, this is sexual harassment.
What's scarier is his lack of awareness.

"L-let's move on to the next topic..."

In the end, I completely ignored Edel's question as the only way to overcome this ordeal.

And so, hours of sex education continued.
From detailed information about male reproductive organs... to female reproductive organs, the hidden uterus, and even pregnancy.

"...Understand? Especially at places like brothels, you never know what diseases you might catch. You wouldn't want to pass a sexually transmitted disease to your future wife, right?"

Additionally, I made sure to explain the STDs that could be transmitted through indiscriminate sexual relations.

Even though I felt like I would drown in shame, as time passed, I could speak more calmly.

The star-filled night sky slowly brightened with dawn, and Edel accumulated new knowledge like a model student.

Perhaps because I mentioned Pure Love, his concentration was remarkable.
Or maybe it was male instinct. Even in my faded past life memories, health class was the one where boys paid the most attention.

"That concludes sex education!"
"Ohh... So that's how babies are made."

Edel kept expressing admiration while resting his chin on his hand.
It seemed like a paradigm shift had occurred in Edel's values.
Well, for someone who only knew fighting, sex education must have been a whole new world.

Edel was staring at me with dreamy eyes, like a kid watching porn for the first time.

"So my thing, which is unnecessarily large and makes urinating inconvenient, goes into a woman's place..."

Why am I the one feeling embarrassed when Edel is the one speaking?
Above all, saying this while looking at me was sexual harassment itself.

Unconscious... no, now clearly intentional sexual harassment was contained in Edel's insensitive gaze as it scanned my body.

"J-just so you know... I won't let you 'practice' this."
"No practice, then."

His drooping eyes conveyed Edel's disappointment.
Just like a puppy sad about not going for a walk...

Did he think I would let him practice?!
This is completely different. Pushing his back or just sleeping in the same bed can't even be compared to this...!

"Estelle, just in case I should mention."
"...What is it?"
"If sexual relations are also Pure Love..."

Edel, who had been blurting out sexual harassment without restraint, uncharacteristically trailed off.

I wondered why those words wouldn't come out.
I knew all too well what would follow.

He was probably going to ask if I'd done it more than a hundred times.

Although I had added lies to everything else, this time I didn't want to.

No, I couldn't.
Having that kind of relationship with a man... that would absolutely never happen.

"I'm a virgin, you know?"
"Virgin? What's that?"
"It means I've never done it...!"

To think I had to reveal something like this to Edel... shame dominated my entire body.

But if I lied and said I'd done it more than a hundred times, I'd hate it more if Edel saw me as a loose woman.

Also, if he used that as an excuse to ask me to do it with him... I would be utterly disappointed in Edel.

I didn't even want to imagine Edel betraying Pure Love, led by instinct.

"Pfft! I see."
"Why are you laughing... After all that talk about being the Witch of Love and Pure Love being the best, is it f-f-funny that I'm a virgin?!"

I stammered and shouted desperately because of Edel's sudden laughter.

It was because the problem I'd been worried about all along had appeared before me.
I was afraid that if Edel knew I was a virgin, he might stop learning about Pure Love.

"Funny? Not at all. I'm a virgin too."

Edel's fingertips gently stroked my hair.
He was being very careful, perhaps trying to calm me down.

He didn't seem to care that I was a virgin... that I hadn't experienced Pure Love.

I worried for nothing.
...Thank goodness.

"What are you saying? Virgin is a term used for women. Men aren't called virgins."

I pouted while thoroughly enjoying Edel's touch.

"Then what are they called?"
"Virgin? Cherry boy?"
"Those don't sound like good terms."

He's only perceptive at times like this.

"Just forget about it. It's not something to discuss with others. Just keep it to yourself. Um... you can tell your future wife if you want."

If Edel tells his wife he's a virgin on their honeymoon... she'd be thrilled.
That was obvious.

"Do you have any more questions?"
"...?"
"You probably won't have another chance to learn about this or ask questions, right? Tell me now instead of bothering someone else later."

There probably wouldn't be anyone else in the Aria Chronicle world who could give sex education as medically and biologically accurate as mine.

It seemed better to address Edel's curiosity now.

"Hmm..."

Edel stiffened his expression and fell into thought.
With his gaze fixed on my lower body...

Fortunately, the tension had eased, and I'd grown accustomed to Edel's blatant stare, so I didn't cover my skirt with my hands... but my hands were ready to spring into action, gripping the hem of my skirt.

...However.
No matter how long I waited, Edel didn't speak.

It reminded me of when I first held Edel's hand.

Back then, when Edel refused to hold hands, I worried he might be homosexual... and now I felt the same way.

"You just discovered sexual curiosity, right?"
"That's right."
"I-I can let you touch my ch-chest! You like my chest, don't you?"

What am I saying?
My rough breathing moved between my breasts, reproaching me.
But I couldn't stop.

I wanted to confirm that Edel liked the opposite sex... I wanted to sacrifice my chest to make sure and feel relieved.

"That's true, but... I'm more curious about what I can't see."
"What you can't see?"

Is it because he saw me naked in the hot spring?
Edel said something unexpected.

"I want to feel the uterus."
"...What?"

For a moment, I doubted my ears.
So... where exactly?

"The baby room, you called it. The most precious part of a woman's body. The essence of Pure Love. That's what you said."
"Yes, I did. But..."

Edel's statement was spicier than if he'd asked to touch my vulva.

"Edel, are you... insane?"
"I'm being perfectly rational right now."

And this guy is now...!
While I was trembling with my lips, unsure what to say, Edel continued.

"I'm not asking to take it out and touch it directly. I'm not asking you to undress either. I just... want to place my hand on your lower abdomen. I just want to feel it—the thing that conceives life."
"......"
"Is that not allowed either?"

Of course not.
It would have been impossible even if Edel hadn't received sex education, let alone now.

Wanting to feel my uterus by touching my lower abdomen... what kind of perverted mind came up with that...?

Pervert. Beast. Virgin. Trash.
I couldn't think of a word that encompassed all of these.

I felt neither embarrassment nor shame.
I was just dumbfounded.
It was unbelievable.

Above all... I was anxious that if I refused now, he might try to feel some other woman's uterus.

"...Just this once."

Even I was dumbfounded that I allowed it.

Gulp.
Edel swallowed dryly and extended his arm.

Every time his large, rough hand covered with scars approached my lower abdomen, my body trembled slightly.

Glancing at Edel, I could see he was tense.
Gone was his usual insensitive expression... replaced with curiosity about the unknown.

Should I stop his hand even now?
But various emotions were so complexly intertwined that I couldn't take any action.

I just...
Closed my eyes slightly until Edel's touch reached me.

Finally.
Edel's touch...
Gently covered the skin over my uterus.

"So this is the uterus."

Thump. Thump.
It felt like my heartbeat was traveling through my lower abdomen to Edel's hand.

"...Are you satisfied now?"

That's it.
Touching over the uterus wouldn't make a baby... and it wasn't even an erogenous zone.

Thump. Thump-thump...
Somehow the beating accelerated.
Accordingly, I rubbed my thighs together more frequently.

"Edel...?"
"No. A little more. Let me feel it a little longer."

Oh no...
My body feels strange...
I need to remove Edel's hand quickly...

Thump-thump-thump-thump...
My heart felt like it would burst.
My body started trembling.

My uterus, which had begun to absorb Edel's warmth, began to throb wildly for some reason.

My hands lost their strength.

All I could do was rub my thighs frantically and wait for Edel's touch to disappear.

"Hnng... Ahhh... Edel...! P-please!"

A moan I could hardly believe came from my mouth escaped.

When Edel's body heat completely covered my uterus, I realized the identity of the heartbeat.

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump...!

This wasn't the sound of my heart.
It was much lower.

It was the sound coming from my uterus, which I realized far too late.

"Hmm...? Oh?"

At that moment, I lost strength as I felt an electric current flowing from Edel's fingertips.

The current traveled up through my uterus and—
Stimulated my brain as if it would burn it.

This is strange.
Something's wrong...!
Just from placing a hand on my lower abdomen...!

Fwoooosh...♡

"Ohhhhhh...!?!♡!?!♡"

How can I be climaxing from this?!!!!!!

My waist reflexively arched.
My thighs opened, and an enormous amount of fluid gushed out through my lower abdomen.

My head tilted back at the sensation I'd never felt before.
My toes curled and uncurled on their own, defying my will, as if electrified.

I barely supported my body with my heels and forearms, but my waist responded by bouncing up even more vigorously.

The stream of fluid that penetrated my panties and soaked my skirt splashed onto Edel's face.

Even when I tried to stop by exerting all my strength, once opened, the floodgates continued to pour like a broken dam.

Why...?
How!?
Why won't it stop!?!!?

"Edel...♡ N-nooo! You shouldn't see thiiis...!?♡!"

I didn't want to show this side of myself...

Edel's hand still rested on my lower abdomen.
Without blinking or averting his gaze... he watched all my shameful behavior.

Squeeze.

"Hyaaah...!!♡♡?!♡♡??!"

When Edel's hand covering my uterus applied more pressure, the juices sprayed out wildly.

The rapidly rising water reached the ceiling, making me worry that all the fluid in my body would be expelled as juices.

"Heck... Hmm. Oh?♡"

All my nerves focused on Edel's hand.

I couldn't see properly.
The sensation of my mind going blank prevented any thoughts.

Only my uterus controlled my body.
And unfortunately, my uterus wasn't on my side.
It only responded to Edel's touch.

As if it had found its master, it was expressing joy.

Finally.
When Edel's touch moved away from my uterus—

Fwoosh.
Fwoosh.

My uterus expelled the remaining juices as if consoling itself for the loss.

My waist kept bouncing up in rhythm.

"Heck... Heck. Phew..."

For several minutes, I breathed heavily in the afterglow of climax.

The floor was wet.
My lower body was beyond description.

When my head fell limply to the side, I saw my reflection in the full-length mirror.

A flushed face.
A long tongue protruding from my powerless mouth.
Unfocused pupils and disheveled hair.

Like a spark flying from a blown fuse, my body trembled irregularly.

My quivering chest asserted itself.
My waist, unable to forget the afterglow, kept rising.
My thigh muscles twitched, sending stimulation to my toes.

But the biggest problem was my uterus.

Thump-thump-thump-thump!!!!

It was protesting to me, demanding Edel's touch back immediately.

"Hmm...♡ Phuuu...!"

The room was filled with my rough breathing.
The air felt unusually sweet and sticky.

I wanted to get up right away, clean the room, and pretend this was all a prank to surprise Edel... but I couldn't move a finger.

"H-help... m-me..."

When my eyes met Edel's, my tongue twisted as if drunk. Nevertheless, I continued speaking one syllable at a time so Edel could understand.

I desperately needed Edel's help.

I wanted him to lift me up with his usual gentle touch and treat me as if nothing had happened.

That was the Edel I knew.

Drip. Drip.

The liquid that had splashed on the ceiling fell like raindrops.
Right above Edel's head.

The liquid traveled down Edel's head.
Past his brow.
Down his nose.

When it seeped into the corner of his mouth—

Edel's gaze transformed.

"Hmyaaah...!!"

Edel roughly lifted my body and immediately headed for the bed.

Only then did I notice something was wrong, but I couldn't resist.

His rough hands blocked my face.
Edel's legs firmly secured my lower body to prevent me from escaping.

"Edel...?"

Seen up close, Edel was not his usual self.

He was somehow frightening.
Like looking at a beast driven purely by instinct.

When the horns on Edel's head revealed themselves ferociously, I sensed something had gone terribly wrong.

No, right...?
This isn't what I think it is, right...?

I wanted to tell him that this was just my physiological response.

That he hadn't done anything wrong.

But...

"Nooo...♡ Edel, don't do thiiis...! This is rape...♡"

My mouth, influenced by who knows what, was only selecting words that would stimulate sexual desire.

The magic circle I had placed on Edel's pants reached its limit and disappeared. In its place, Edel's magic sword that had been hidden until now... was ferociously positioned as if about to pierce through his pants.

Fwoooosh♡
My uterus sprayed juices joyfully.

This caused my waist to bounce up, and my lower abdomen accidentally touched the magic sword.

"Hiiiiick...!"

That made me climax again.

My eyes began to close.
A sign of fainting.

But if I fainted here... I couldn't bear to imagine what situation would unfold when I opened my eyes again, so I endured with all my might.

That's when I heard Edel's voice in my ear.

"Grrrr...."

That was no longer Edel.
It could be considered a beast.
And I... was now just prey about to be devoured by that beast.

Thick liquid flowed from the tip of Edel's magic sword, soaking through his pants.

The clear, transparent liquid changed to white and sticky, thoroughly wetting my lower abdomen.

An amount no human could produce.
A size no human could receive.

If I were taken by that magic sword... I was gripped by the fear that I could never return to my former self.

What should I do...?
The reason that hadn't been devoured by my uterus yet held an emergency meeting.

In a situation where my body wouldn't listen and I couldn't even control my mana as I wished.

Indeed... all that remained was my Ultimate Skill.

Pink light barely bloomed from my fingertips.
But I had no strength left to reach Edel with my hands.

Edel, too, seemed to instinctively realize that my hand shouldn't touch him, so he grabbed my wrist and bound it.

"Edel... This isn't P-Pure Love...♡ It's rape..."

As a last resort, I tried to stop Edel by mentioning Pure Love... but even that was useless.

...Ah. It's over♡
Only resignation dominated my final thoughts.
Even that was devoured by my uterus, making my lower abdomen throb.

Edel slowly lowered his body.
Without even removing his clothes, his ferocious magic sword broke all rules and violently pressed against my lower abdomen.

Edel's weight and the desire felt from his magic sword overwhelmed my body.

"Haaah...♡ I said it's rape...!♡?!!♡"

My whole body trembled as if electrocuted.
Edel's breath heated my nape, and my breasts were completely squashed into a hideous shape.

I felt like I was going crazy.
My entire body was nothing but an erogenous zone.

Why did it turn out like this?
Tears welled up.

This wasn't the end I wanted when I taught Edel about Pure Love...

Tears flowed down my cheeks and soaked the bed.

"Edel..."

I closed my eyes.
It was truly time to accept it.

But there was no sharp pain traveling through my lower abdomen.

Instead, my bound hands moved slowly along his touch.

Thud.
When something hard touched my hand, I gently opened my eyes.

My vision was blurred with tears, but the usual Edel seemed to be in front of me.

As if urging me to use my Ultimate Skill quickly... my hand was touching his chest, not his magic sword.

And so.
In a room where only instinct remained—
Pink light flickered.

Thud.
Edel collapsed while embracing me.
The ferocious sensation from my lower abdomen also withered, leaving only a soft, squishy feeling.

Only my uterus continued to spray juices, unable to control itself, as if lamenting its disappointment.

"Haa. Haa... Edel, it's not your fault. So. Let's forget everything that happened today. I'll forget it too."

I stroked Edel's hair weakly and let go of my barely maintained consciousness.

Ch.226 - The Witch And The Demon Sword (77)
The morning sunlight made my eyelids flutter.
As I opened my eyes through the hazy feeling, my body felt heavy.

It felt as if someone had crushed me beneath them.
When I rolled my eyes slightly, I saw Edel sleeping on top of me.

"Edel...?"
"Hmm...."

Edel shifted his body and collapsed beside me.
He didn't seem to have woken up.
His regular breathing and the gentle breath tickling my hair blew softly.

Whatever dream he was having, Edel showed no signs of waking up.

As I stared blankly at his face for a while, the events of dawn flashed through my mind like a kaleidoscope.

Edel's eyes, with nothing left but instinct.
The demonic sword pulsating vigorously despite being covered by clothes.
And... how I climaxed over and over again from Edel's touch.

Unlike my intention to forget everything, it all came back vividly.

My fingertips trembled like a frightened child.
Actually, no metaphor was needed.
I was literally frightened.

The thought that the man before me... might make me climax countless times again, might mercilessly thrust with that ferocious demonic sword, might leave traces inside my body—all these thoughts surfaced in dozens, hundreds of forms.

The fear that my body would be violated and defiled.
My instincts warned that if I didn't get away from this man right now, my purity would be in danger... but I couldn't do that.

After all, this was Edel.
He barely regained his reason at the end without pouncing on me.

Although tears had blurred my vision, it was clearly the Edel I knew.

I stroked his cheek with my fingertip as he slept soundly, lost in thought.

From the beginning... maybe it wasn't Edel's fault.
If he had really intended to do it, he'd had plenty of opportunities.

When I passed out while straddling him.
When I fainted after he bit my nape mercilessly in the hot spring.
And even in that final moment at dawn.

If Edel wasn't at fault in a room with just the two of us...
There was only one culprit left.

"...Me?"

Attempted rape is a crime... a serious offense that deserves capital punishment in terms of pure love, but all Edel did was place his hand on my lower abdomen.

Besides, men typically get more excited the more a woman climaxes.
If Edel was guilty of attempted rape, I was no different from being guilty of provoking it.

Logically, it doesn't make sense for a virgin to gush like that just from someone touching her lower abdomen, but how would I know how much fluid I produce without having done... self-pleasure?

Who could have imagined that my erogenous zone was my lower abdomen?

No, even for an erogenous zone, climaxing from just the warmth of a palm made no sense.

Unless my body was actually hopelessly lewd... But having lived for over 100 years without ever experiencing surging sexual desire, that possibility seemed low.

So... in the end.
It meant Edel must have done something.

When I lifted my head to examine Edel's head, I saw newly sprouted horns gleaming black in the morning sunlight.

The symbol of demon-kind, reminiscent of devil's horns.

Where had I seen this before...?

I remembered that a demon's horns symbolize their race and power through size and appearance, but I couldn't recall which demon race these horns belonged to, which was frustrating.

In the end, I felt pathetic for circling back to blaming Edel.

"No... What am I thinking? I decided to forget everything, right? Estelle, you just had a nightmare."

I shook my head vigorously, trying to brainwash myself.

Since I had used my Ultimate Skill to prevent Edel from waking up unless I woke him, I needed to hurry and clean up the scene.

The sweet fragrance and night flower scent mixed in the room created a sensual atmosphere.
Edel might pounce on me again when he opened his eyes.

First, I went into the bathroom and thoroughly washed my body.
I scrubbed harder as I felt Edel's scent emanating from all over my body.

Although using mana was still uncomfortable after swallowing Garnet's curse, I somehow managed to take out spare clothes from my temporary inventory and began cleaning in earnest.

I opened the windows for ventilation and cleaned the soaked floor and water marks on the ceiling.
After carefully changing the bed sheets without waking Edel, most traces of what happened at dawn had disappeared.

Now only one thing remained.
Cleaning Edel thoroughly.

Recalling what I'd tried to consider non-existent memories... judging by the fluids that had soaked through his pants, what was inside those pants must be like a demonic realm.

It would surely emit smells that a virgin shouldn't encounter.
The visibly ferocious demonic sword would be waiting for an opportunity.

But leaving it alone meant facing questions from Edel about what happened in his pants when he woke up.
...I never wanted to give sex education again.

For that, I needed to clean those pants—
The underwear beneath them—
And the demonic sword hiding inside.

Gulp.
I swallowed unconsciously.

I should be familiar with male bodies from my previous life... but for some reason, tension crept down my nape.

Why am I nervous?
I'm just undressing and cleaning him, there's no other meaning...

...Besides.
Edel must have seen me naked, so what's stopping me from looking at him?

"Hoo... Ha... Hoo... Ha..."

After taking slow, deep breaths, I placed both hands on Edel's waist.

Was this how Edel felt?
When he carried me after I fainted in the hot spring and dressed me... was he as nervous as I am now?

Somehow, I felt foolish thinking this.
Silly Edel, who had just finished receiving sex education, probably wasn't... he had asked ridiculous questions like why I didn't have nipples when he saw my inverted ones.

Perhaps because of this, the trembling in my fingertips subsided.

If Edel could do it, there was no reason I couldn't.
Whether it was courage or determination... something unknown moved my hands.

Sruuk.

I pulled down Edel's pants.
The demonic sword got caught in the middle, making it difficult, but I somehow managed.

"...!?"

I closed my eyes in shock at the underwear outline—more obscene than nakedness—clearly showing the shape of the demonic sword.

The room I had just ventilated began filling with Edel's thick, sticky scent.

Calm down.
I've only removed one layer.

To remove those underwear and clean him properly, pants should be nothing...!

Steeling my resolve once more, I began removing his underwear—

Thwack.

"Ungh...!?"

Edel's demonic sword struck my chin.
Before I could feel the pain, the masculine scent stimulated my nose.

"Hmyuuuugh..."

A high-pitched scream escaped me just from smelling it.

A scent a virgin shouldn't smell...
Covering my nose was useless.

Perhaps because it was morning, the demonic sword—larger than what I'd seen at the beach—twitched its veins, constantly asserting itself.

The enemy of women.
The thing that turns women into beasts...

In contrast, the wet cloth in my hand looked small and pitiful.

Calm down, Estelle.
This is cleaning, just cleaning!

As I reached toward the demonic sword before me, I encountered a dilemma.

Where do you start cleaning a demonic sword?
Top...? Or bottom?

In the end, my hand first went to the baby seed pouch that I hadn't noticed because I was so focused on the demonic sword.

Since it was a man's weak point, I had to be careful with Edel, gentle... t-tenderly, as it housed children younger than newborns...

Swish. Swish.
Gently from top to bottom.

Then I spread the wet cloth wide to wrap around the whole thing, carefully stroking to clean off the sticky, hardened semen.

Next, I slowly moved my hand to the shaft.
As I started cleaning along the shaft that I could barely hold with one hand—

Twitch.

"Hieek...!"

The demonic sword jerked in surprise at the unfamiliar sensation.
Thanks to that, I let out a rather pathetic scream.

It was understandable...
Despite the wet cloth acting as a barrier, I could still feel it twitching in my hand.

I turned my head slightly to check Edel's face. Only after confirming he was still sound asleep did I breathe a sigh of relief.

"Seriously... if you ejaculate like this, I really won't let it slide."

I vented my anger at the sleeping Edel and focused on cleaning again.

Slowly.
From bottom to top.
From top to bottom.

I cleaned every corner, including the glans at the tip of the demonic sword, which had a ferocious shape, using my fingers.

Each time, the demonic sword kept twitching, but if I paid attention to every reaction, I wouldn't finish even by nightfall.

I wiped carefully but firmly on areas with stains or strong odors.

After cleaning the glans and returning to parts of the shaft I might have missed, transparent fluid flowed from the tip.

It had gotten dirty again after I'd just cleaned it.

Once more, the glans and then the shaft...
Each time, the twitching response of the demonic sword was strangely pathetic, making me wonder if this was really what had frightened me, and I felt mischievous.

As I repeatedly cleaned the already clean demonic sword:

Throb.

...Throb?
I felt a different kind of twitch from my hand than before.

After the demonic sword had become hot enough to warm the wet cloth and turned red:

The baby seed pouch also twitched... and a large wave began pushing up from the base of the shaft.

...No way?
Surely he didn't mistake my cleaning with a wet cloth for a handjob...!?

"Edel! If you ejaculate now, I won't let it slide!"

I tried to block the shaft with both hands as it grew even more ferocious with semen gathering, but this only made it more violent and fierce.

If this continued, I'd have to clean up again and maybe even wash myself.

If ejaculation was inevitable, how should I...?
I looked around anxiously, but there was no way to resolve this situation.

The thing, which had expanded its momentum up to the underside of the glans, seemed to be urging me that I didn't have much time.

The wet cloth would only block it temporarily...
It would surely overflow before long, beyond my control.

And I had no more spare clothes left in my temporary inventory...

......
...
.

Temporary inventory...?
There was no more time to think.

The demonic sword had reached its limit, and the transparent fluid it had been releasing began turning white and cloudy.

Blocking it with my grip had reached its limit too.

I concentrated mana between my cleavage, and as the magic circle glowed, my temporary inventory opened.

I designated an unused space, bent down, and put Edel's demonic sword into my temporary inventory.

As soon as I removed my hands, the demonic sword, with a violent tremor:

Spuuurt...♡

It began ejaculating intensely into my temporary inventory.

Twitching wildly, releasing everything it had been holding back...
It started filling my temporary inventory in an instant.

The ejaculation continued for a while.
Normally it should last about 10 seconds at most, but it had already gone on for minutes.

With this amount of ejaculation, whoever received it would be 100% pregnant...

Gulp.
I unconsciously swallowed.

Having released everything that had built up inside, the twitching subsided, and it gradually lost vitality.

But I knew there was still residue in the urethra. If I removed it now, those remnants could dirty his body.

Yes.
That's the only reason...

Rather than hurrying to remove it, I gently patted Edel's baby seed pouch with the wet cloth.

"Edel, want to ejaculate the rest too... spurt it all out?"

Spurt...♡

See?
I told you there was still some left.

After collecting even the last drop in my temporary inventory, I finally removed the demonic sword and finished cleaning.

Ch.227 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (78)
The room, now cleaned, was comfortable and quiet, making it hard to believe what had happened at dawn.

The fresh breeze coming through the window tickled my hair before quietly retreating, as if not wanting to disturb Edel's sleep.

I gently stroked Edel's hair as he slept with his head on my lap.

"Sleep well..."

His breath tickled just below my chest, giving me a strange feeling, but I didn't want to move him from my lap.

For some reason, I wanted to be his lap pillow so he could sleep comfortably.

This would have been impossible for my former self.

And that's not all.
What happened at dawn, what happened this morning...

All of those things easily crossed into territory I couldn't even have imagined.

To subdue someone who tried to pounce on me with an "Ultimate Skill," and then, under the pretense of cleaning, to make his holy sword ejaculate... into my makeshift inventory...!

Would the scent of night flowers waft out if I opened my makeshift inventory?
Just the thought made my face burn hot.

It wasn't something to laugh off, but it was too difficult to face directly.
Beyond simple sexual harassment... no, it was sexual assault committed by both of us.

"I must be crazy."

This wasn't what I intended.

After Edel gets married, I have no idea how I'll face his future wife.

R-right.
I just need to be careful.
I completely erased Edel's memories anyway.

I'll take this to my grave.
I must protect Edel's Pure Love.
That's what I promised myself.

"Haah..."

Despite my resolution, sighs kept escaping.

To say it was simply because I'd absorbed too much of the Witch's curse... would be an understatement.

Of course, that influence wasn't entirely absent, but I believed Edel played a larger role.

Every time Edel got involved, impossible things became... one by one... so natural.

I used to throw fits about losing my purity just from holding hands, but now holding hands has become normal.

Holding hands is nothing.

Linking arms.
Letting down my guard about my chest.
Sleeping in the same bed.

And now... even providing my lap as his pillow.

The realization that we'd crossed the line of a normal relationship made my head ache.

"Edel, be honest. You're not an ordinary Dark Knight, are you?"

There's no way an ordinary Dark Knight would so casually break one of the rules I established when I first let him into my home.

It was like a curse—once inscribed on the body, it could never be broken without my permission.

Even when I poked his cheeks, Edel just continued breathing peacefully, maintaining his shameless silence.

Well, what would Edel know?
He'd only known fighting his whole life, so asking him would just make my mouth sore.

...I have plenty of time.
I'll just have to find out slowly from now on.

He showed no signs of waking until the sun began to set and the evening glow appeared.

Actually, since I put him to sleep with an "Ultimate Skill," it would be more accurate to say he couldn't wake up. I could wake him right now if I wanted, but I didn't want to.

There was no special reason.
I'd already had enough time to collect my thoughts, and I no longer blushed when recalling yesterday's events.

I just—
Wanted to feel the rhythm of his breathing and hoped my heart would calm down just as much.

Poking his cheeks occasionally.
Stroking his hair.
Feeling Edel's weight on my thighs.

I wanted to breathe in sync with Edel's breaths.

"Hmm hmm hmm."

I hummed a tune while moving my index finger across Edel's face like I was doodling.

I traced his scars, circled his forehead, passed by his eyes, slid down his sharp nose bridge. Finally, I gently poked at the corners of his mouth.

Had I ever seen Edel's face this closely before?
Looking at each feature slowly and carefully, "handsome" seemed insufficient to describe him.

He was masculine yet charismatic even while sleeping, like a sleeping prince in the forest.

Let me look a little closer.
Leaning in, I saw that Edel's skin was flawless without a single blemish. Though scars marked various places, they couldn't hide his handsomeness.

My Pure Love disciple couldn't be ugly—it would damage my reputation as the Witch of Love.

Edel's future wife is lucky.
To have such a man.

His face, his physique, and... considering the size of his holy sword and the amount he ejaculated, any woman would definitely be dominated by him.

That's why I needed to stay by his side to keep Edel from going astray.

Really... he's such a high-maintenance man.

"Urgh..."

Just then, Edel groaned, his face contorting.

He seemed to be having a nightmare, repeatedly clenching and unclenching his fists as his breathing quickened.

Regrettably, it was time to wake Edel up. I took a deep breath and steeled myself once more.

"Edel, wake up. How long are you planning to sleep?"

Calmly.
As if nothing had happened.

At my words, Edel's firmly closed eyelids slowly opened.

"Estelle..."
"Yes, it's me. What's wrong?"
"How long have I been asleep?"

How long, he asks.
Well... that wasn't something I could tell him.

"What's the last thing you remember?"
"I don't remember anything after finishing the sex education."
"That's right. You said you were tired after the sex education and fell asleep."

Hearing my words, Edel sighed in relief and covered his eyes with his arm.

"I see... That's a relief."
"Why? Did you have a nightmare?"
"......"

For a moment, my heart sank.

That can't be.
The "Ultimate Skill" worked properly.
I erased everything completely so it couldn't remain even in dream form.

Edel hesitated, fidgeting with his lips before carefully continuing.

"My body wouldn't listen to me. I tried to trample you. I was about to do something I should never do."
"...And then?"

Pink light swirled around my hand.
He shouldn't remember anything, not even in dream form.

"But you were crying."
"Huh?"
"I didn't like that. You tried to stop me, saying I wasn't Pure Love. So I somehow regained control of my body... then it felt like I was dreaming within a dream."

I recalled the scene where he moved my hand to his chest to use my "Ultimate Skill."

I see.
So Edel was desperately fighting against his instincts too.

Edel couldn't see it, but a smile formed on my face. It was more of a silly, broad grin... which made me glad he couldn't see it.

"Me, crying? That's not a nightmare, that's a complete nonsense dream."
"Nonsense dream?"
"That's what we call dreams that are completely absurd."

The pink light had already disappeared.
Instead, only my gentle touch remained as I stroked Edel's hair.

"Not a nightmare, but a nonsense dream."
"Yes. Now get up."

I carefully lifted Edel's head and stood up.

My legs were starting to hurt after providing a lap pillow for hours.

Also, now that the sun was setting, it was the perfect time for brothels to be busy. It was the ideal time to find the Succubus Queen.

"Where are we going?"
"Where else? We need to catch the Succubus Queen. Don't tell me you forgot?"

I puffed my cheeks while helping the still half-asleep Edel to his feet.

"That's right. We were going to catch the Succubus Queen, then I listened to sex education and fell asleep. Why didn't you wake me up?"

Edel blamed me with his usual insensitive expression.

"I tried to wake you several times, but you wouldn't get up."
"That's a lie. Estelle, you show many signs when you lie. You can't make eye contact and you clench and unclench your hands. You're doing it right now."

I-I do that?
Just as Edel said, my eyes were subtly avoiding his, and my hands were indeed clenching and unclenching.

"You're right. It's a lie."

I chose to confront it directly, knowing Edel would only press harder if I continued.

"I just... wanted to see you sleeping up close while giving you a lap pillow. Happy now?"
"......"

My judgment was correct.
This time, it was Edel who avoided eye contact and clenched and unclenched his hands.

"...I see."

Embarrassed, the man scratched his cheek as his face reddened.

How cheeky.
Edel, you're a hundred years too early to beat me.
What am I saying? After a hundred years... ah, Edel might not be around then.

That thought suddenly made me feel gloomy.

"Let's go quickly. We can't waste any more time."

While I briefly lowered my head, Edel's hand approached.

He probably intended to hold my hand as usual.

"Heeek!?"

But I let out a strange scream and roughly knocked his hand away. The instinctive aversion came from remembering how that hand had tormented my lower abdomen.

"Estelle...?"

Edel couldn't possibly know why, so he just stared at his rejected hand in surprise.

I was equally surprised.
I'd decided to forget everything... but the sensation must have lingered, making my lower abdomen throb.

That wasn't all.
Somehow my lower body felt damp, and even the air seemed to have become sensual.

Edel's horns were... glowing strangely.

"Ah, umm! W-well... no hand-holding today!"

There was no point making up strange excuses—Edel would just accuse me of lying again.

"I'll go out first, okay? Take your time coming out!"

All I could do was flee the room as if escaping.

Ch.228 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (79)
In the dark alleys of Requies, low-quality establishments lined up dimly in the shadows.
Various males of Requies mingled together, mixing alcohol with profanities.

Their eyes carried a sticky, obscene desire directed at me, and each time their gazes touched my body, my footsteps quickened.

If I could freely use mana like before, I wouldn't have even cared...
But now, this alley where I had no way to protect myself felt unusually unfamiliar.

For the first time, I realized how unpleasant human gazes could be.

However, they only sent lewd glances without daring to do anything more.

"Estelle, if you walk that fast, you might fall."

A familiar voice came from right behind me.
Edel, wearing his full Dark Knight armor after a long time, was following closely.
Thanks to his intimidating presence, the riffraff around here didn't even think about causing trouble.

"Am I a child? I'm not going to fall while walking."
"I'm just worried... How about holding hands as we go?"
"I told you hand-holding is forbidden today."
"...I see."

He still hasn't given up.
As I desperately blocked his attempts to hold my hand under the pretense of concern, Edel showed his disappointment.

I told him it wasn't allowed, so why is he so fixated on holding hands...
I was getting irritated at his impatience that couldn't wait even one day, but then my face grew hot at the thought that he liked my hands that much.

Thank goodness it's nighttime.
If he had caught me with this expression, I couldn't have handled whatever he might have said next.

"By the way."
"Hmm?"

Edel continued speaking while his armor clanked, as if something was uncomfortable.

"Maybe because it's been a while, but the armor feels uncomfortable. Do I really have to wear it?"
"Yes. You have to. Today you need to be my knight escort."

When Edel glanced around, the males standing at a distance all turned their heads away at once, pretending not to look.

That's right.
You're doing great, Edel.

How dare they steal glances at my body without permission.
I wanted to link arms with Edel, but when I actually tried, I still felt a physiological resistance.

"Knight escort? You needing protection when you're stronger than me..."
"Ah-ah! Stop! Shush."

I cut off Edel's attempt to win with facts as we exited the alley.

"When we meet the Succubus Queen, you'll handle her, Edel."
"Is that okay? Estelle, didn't you want to make her pay for interfering with Garnet's Pure Love?"

Edel's red eyes glowed from inside his helmet.

"I want to see how strong you've become after learning Pure Love."

Well, Edel doesn't know about my physical condition.
With a body that can barely use magic properly, I'd be too busy running away to seal the Succubus Queen if I met her.

"And... I'll give you a preview based on how you do. How about that?"
"Preview...?"

At the word "preview," the corners of Edel's mouth turned up.
I could tell even with his helmet on.
Judging by the irregular clanking of his armor, he must be quite pleased.

"What kind of preview this time?"
"It wouldn't be fun if I told you in advance."

While chatting with Edel, we arrived at the red-light district, which was full of nighttime vitality.

Being Requies, there was a diverse array of species, preferences, and even play styles on display.

Women busy with solicitation as they wandered the streets, and men checking their pockets while watching them.

Men gossiping obscenely while looking at women sitting neatly in shop windows.

This much was still relatively normal.
Going deeper, all kinds of shops catering to unusual fetishes appeared in a row—tentacles, slimes, well-endowed minotaurs, goblins, and more.

In many ways, this place had nothing good for Edel's mental health.

When I glanced sideways, wondering if he might be interested in such things, I found Edel looking only at me with indifferent eyes.

"What's wrong?"
"Hmm? Oh, nothing."

I quickly turned my head to hide my slightly upturned lips, feeling inexplicably proud.

Yes, that's how it should be.

It seemed the sex education had been effective—Edel didn't show even the slightest curiosity or question about the red-light district scenery.

He did have a history of trying to pounce on me, but I had used my Ultimate Skill to ensure no record remained.
This level of behavior was acceptable.

"Edel, do you sense anything?"
"I don't feel her energy."
"Really? That's okay. As long as we know she's here, there's a way. Would you mind spreading some dark energy?"

If we can't find her, we'll make her come to us.

If we blatantly spread dark energy in her territory, even the Succubus Queen wouldn't be able to ignore it.

Pitch-black dark energy flowed from between the gaps in Edel's armor.

"Can we really find her this way? Wouldn't it be faster to search each shop one by one?"
"Just trust me. It's only been ten minutes."

Who did he take after to be so impatient?

I stopped Edel as he tried to draw his magic sword and looked around.

I wasn't sure how long it would take, but the Succubus Queen would definitely appear.

For someone who disapproved of Edel's independent actions, she would certainly come to protest about him destroying her magic stone.

See?

Click, click.

Speak of the devil—Edel and I simultaneously turned toward the distinct sound of heels approaching through the crowd.

A woman completely wrapped in a hooded robe stopped four steps away from us.

She was the first person to come this close since we arrived at the red-light district.

"Dark Knight, it's an honor to meet you. I've heard much about you from Lady Rabia. Indeed... your dark energy is as impressive as they say."

She gave an elegant, old-fashioned greeting while holding her robe like the hem of a dress.

Her face was revealed beyond the streetlight.
The purple glow around her unfocused eyes made her look as if she were under hypnosis or brainwashing.

"Who are you? I don't recognize your face."
"I am Lady Rabia's loyal servant. Just an ordinary succubus."

As if to prove her words, she opened her robe to both sides.

Her outfit was beyond flashy—it was vulgar.
The fabric barely covering her essential parts seemed designed to stimulate male desire, making it look even more obscene than being naked.

The cloth wrapped around her chest like a band, with prominently protruding shapes, and a translucent pink veil fluttering like a curtain over it.

Her lower body was similar.
A small piece of pink cloth barely covered her private area, so thin that it would cling if wet.

And between them, positioned exactly on her lower abdomen, was a sex mark that proved she was a succubus.

When I instinctively looked at Edel, he was staring at the succubus's body with indifference.

"This way. Lady Rabia is waiting."

The succubus, now covering herself with the robe, slowly moved forward. She meant for us to follow.

"Edel, weren't you staring too intensely? Your eyeballs were about to fall out."

As we followed the succubus, I jabbed at Edel's side, subtly pressuring him.

After touching my lower abdomen, how dare he look at another woman... I felt inexplicably spiteful.

Edel walked alongside me as if nothing had happened.
For a moment, his fingertips almost touched mine before stopping.

That brief hesitation made my heart flutter.

"Hmm... I'm not interested. I don't even feel like women exist except for Estelle."

What does this mean?
Ah, I see.

Even though she was a succubus, her chest was smaller than mine.
It seemed he didn't even consider women who didn't meet his ideal type.

Speaking of which, that means he sees me as a woman... Suddenly, I blushed at the sensation I felt in my lower abdomen.

"Pervert. Sex maniac. Enemy of women. You crazy womb bomber. Sexual harasser... no, sexual assaulter!"

Even after hurling all the insults I could at Edel, my embarrassment wouldn't fade.

Not a bad feeling.
The corners of my mouth kept trying to curl up into a smile.
Something was definitely wrong with me.

More than that, my empty hand felt lonely.
I had clearly said that hand-holding was forbidden until today... but I didn't think I could hold out.

...Right.
If Edel tried to hold my hand again or suggested it... well, I wouldn't mind then.

But Edel didn't try to hold my hand.

As we followed the succubus's guidance down the eerie alley... I kept fidgeting with my empty hand, feeling anxious amid the frustrating silence.

"We've arrived. Lady Rabia is waiting for you inside."

After guiding us, the succubus bowed respectfully and disappeared into the darkness.

"It feels a bit anticlimactic to find her this way."
"It does. Honestly, it seems like a trap."

Edel expressed his honest impression of the Succubus Queen's hideout.

Compared to all our effort and trouble searching, meeting her this easily... usually in these situations, there's a trap waiting.

"A trap? We'll just crush everything if there is."

Edel's eyes flashed.
I couldn't understand why he was so enthusiastic about sealing a fellow Four Heavenly King... it really looked like he was eager to get to the Pure Love preview as soon as possible.

...How cute.

"Hehehe. Right. You're right. Let's find her quickly and seal her."

Without further hesitation, we both entered the building together.

Ch.229 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (80)
As I entered the building, a musky scent washed over me.
Judging by how it spread like purple mist throughout the place, it clearly contained aphrodisiac effects.

With demonic energy mixed in, it seemed ordinary people without resistance to demonic energy would helplessly have their vital energy drained.

"Edel, are you okay? You're not feeling dizzy or lethargic, are you?"
"No problem. The stench is just unpleasant."

Perhaps it was because he was also one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
Edel seemed completely unaffected by the aphrodisiac scent spread by the Succubus Queen.

"Wait a moment."

He drew his magic sword and swung it lightly, dispersing the thick scent with the wind, making it much easier to breathe.

Edel becoming considerate of others? How touching.
But my moment of appreciation was short-lived—

"I can sense it. The target is up ahead."

Edel pointed emotionlessly toward the end of the dark corridor and started walking.

When we reached the end of the corridor, we were greeted by a door emanating an eerie aura.

It was adorned with gaudy decorations, as if advertising "I'm in here!" to anyone who passed by.

"Are you ready, Edel? I'm counting on you."
"Don't worry."

Beyond the door was a large throne-like chair that reminded me of something a prince would sit on.
A purple carpet connected the door to the chair, and numerous incense burners placed along it released wisps of purple mist.

"My, my, Dark Knight. It's been a while."

A demon sat on the chair with her legs crossed, resting her chin on one hand as she welcomed Edel.

Horns similar to Edel's.
Wings and a tail reminiscent of a devil.
And eyes rippling with purple light, as if infused with demonic energy.

Succubus Queen Labia.
Just as I'd seen in the Aria Chronicle, Labia sat there with an arrogant and haughty demeanor.

"After abandoning your post... What brings you to the Southern Continent? You've saved me the trouble of looking for you, though."

Labia spoke to Edel with the familiarity of an old friend.
It felt exactly like... watching an overly friendly female friend who crossed boundaries, making me inexplicably anxious.

"You've been hiding like a rat."
"Oh my. You were looking for me? That's unusual. Weren't you the one who said you had no interest in weaklings? I see you've finally recognized my charm."
"Keep your nonsense to a minimum."

Despite Edel's sharp retort, Labia merely shrugged indifferently.

"I have my reasons too, you know. I flew to the Southern Continent because of a disobedient fellow, just like you. Wasn't this continent supposed to be your territory? This place is full of powerful beings like dragons and primordial witches... it's not suitable for me. Isn't it perfect for a brute like you?"

That, that, that, that...
How dare she insult Edel like that?!

As I stomped my feet in anger, Labia's gaze turned toward me.

"Oh my. What's this? You found yourself a helper? You? How unusual."

Her eyes scanned me from top to bottom.
It felt like she was inspecting merchandise for flaws... feeling uncomfortably scrutinized, I instinctively hid behind Edel.

"She's quite nice. Want to hand her over to me? If I turn her into a succubus, she could be a great asset for conquering the human realm."
"What's wrong? Jealous because you see a real demonic energy vessel instead of a fake one like yourself?"
"W-what?!"

Labia jumped to her feet, provoked by Edel's words.
Come to think of it, Edel had mentioned that the Succubus Queen carried something in her demonic energy pouch.

Edel was clearly trying to defend me with those words... but I was the one left feeling embarrassed.

"And Estelle is not an object."

Edel drew his sword and pointed it at Labia.

His magic sword emitted a red light, exuding thick, pitch-black demonic energy.

A clear sign of hostility.

Yet Labia remained unfazed by Edel's display, appearing completely calm.

"You've gone mad. You want to fight me?"
"What other reason would I have for seeking you out?"
"And here I thought you had no interest in fighting weaklings..."

Labia brought her index finger to her chin and tilted her head from side to side, observing Edel.

As if looking for something that had changed...

There couldn't be anything different about his appearance.
Even his newly grown horns were hidden under his helmet.
After scrutinizing him for a while, she seemed to discover something and flashed a hideous smile.

"It's because of that woman, isn't it?"

That "something" appeared to be me.

"Why? Did she offer her body to you? Or has she already given it once?"
"W-what...?!"

G-give my body? What nonsense...!
My face burned hot as I trembled behind Edel.

As expected of the Succubus Queen, her thoughts were utterly obscene.

How is practicing Pure Love anything like "giving my body"?!
Well, we did experience something similar once... but that was entirely beyond our control and not intentional on anyone's part!

"Useless talk. I'm learning Pure Love from Estelle to become stronger."

Edel took his stance, as if voicing my indignation.

"You're merely a means for me to grow stronger."

Despite Edel's declaration of betrayal, Labia showed no sign of distress, like a cursed doll.

"Pfft! Pure Love? You? The infamous Dark Knight? Hahaha! Have you developed a sense of humor while I wasn't looking?"

Instead, she burst into laughter loud enough to shake the room.

"What's so funny?"
"The fact that someone who wouldn't even snort at my words before is now preaching about Pure Love. It's hilarious."

Labia was clearly looking down on Edel.

"What even is Pure Love? Isn't it just a fancy way to package lust?"
"You're wrong. Pure Love is being happy just holding hands. Being happy just by being together."

My face flushed at Edel's declaration of Pure Love.
Why? It seemed to be because of my empty hand feeling lonely.

"Oh my. Is that so? Then let's see how well you've learned this Pure Love or whatever it is."
"You talk too much. Disappear now."

Their demonic energies intensified.
Though Labia could never defeat Edel in combat, she maintained her composure.

She kept licking her lips with her long tongue, as if she'd found delicious prey.

I felt uneasy.
But I didn't think Edel would lose.

"Edel, don't kill her...!"

With my words, Edel shot forward like a flash of light.
With his magic sword extended, he intended to cut down Labia in one strike.

Labia also wrapped herself in demonic energy but merely held out her hand in front of her, making no attempt to dodge or prepare any special magic.

She only flashed her purple eyes.

It should have been a single decisive strike.
Since she didn't dodge, the Succubus Queen should have fallen, spitting blood.

That's definitely... what should have happened.

But Edel's magic sword stopped in front of the Succubus Queen's finger, unable to advance further.

Not as if it hit a wall, but as if Edel himself had stopped in place...

"Edel...?"
"......"

There was no response when I called out to him.

Instead—

"Pfft! It was true! Pfft hahaha!"

Labia's inexplicable laughter was the only answer.

"You really fell under my charm! To think that the Dark Knight who only knew fighting has learned about love!"
"...What? What are you talking about?"

I couldn't understand what she meant by Edel falling under her charm.

"An incubus who... Instead of embracing the power of lust, you ignored even your instincts and pursued only strength. I thought you might be some mutant without sexual desire... but I guess not?"

Labia's hand traced provocatively along Edel's armor.

Yet Edel... not only didn't refuse, he offered no resistance and accepted her touch compliantly.

"My charm, you see, can control men who harbor lust... especially men who have fallen in love."

Edel under her charm?
I couldn't accept it. I didn't want to accept it.

After all, he had told me at first that things like charm wouldn't work on him...

Above all... seeing Edel under her charm, being handled like a toy in Labia's hands, made me feel like I was losing my mind.

"Edel...! Snap out of it!"
"It's useless. Once caught in my charm, no one can escape. He's probably thrusting his hips in his mental landscape, searching for his love right now."

Labia looked at me with half-closed eyes, mocking me.

"Estelle, was it? Thank you for teaching the Dark Knight about Pure Love. Thanks to you, I can easily capture my adversary."
"What...?"
"As a token of gratitude, I'll let the Dark Knight finish you off. Don't worry. I'll carve magic stones and lust runes into him, enter your mental landscape, and remodel your mind to make you my servant."
"Give Edel... back!!!"

I didn't want to hear anything more from Labia.

The Triceratops in my hand emitted unstable mana.

Yes.
I just needed to get close.

Then I could break the charm cast on Edel with my Ultimate Skill.

But there was a limit to running on two legs without mana-enhanced physical strengthening.

The Triceratops had already reverted to an ordinary broom, and the distance that Edel had closed in one move couldn't be narrowed even after dozens of steps.

"Yawn... Sorry, but it's not your turn right now. I'll deal with you slowly after I take down my adversary. Just wait here quietly, okay?"

Labia, yawning slightly at the sight of me, scattered her demonic energy. A strong gust of wind blew, making me lose balance and tumble several times.

When I finally managed to get up after the wind subsided—

"Edel...?"

Labia and Edel were already gone.

Ch.230 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (81)
Edel narrowed his eyes at the suddenly changed scenery.
In the empty darkness, a bleak fog obscured his vision, making it impossible to see even an inch ahead.

Edel calmly steadied his breathing and heightened all his senses.

His instinct, honed through years of battle, detected nothing, and he couldn't even smell Estelle's scent that usually calmed his mind no matter where he was.

Surely, the Succubus Queen must be playing her tricks.

It was exactly like when he first fought the Succubus Queen.
If so, the method to break free would be the same.

"Tsk. Does she think I'll fall for a trap like this?"

As the surrounding fog gradually closed in on Edel, he clicked his tongue briefly and drew upon his demonic energy.

Gripping the handle with both hands, he raised it high and swung in a large arc, causing the fog to dissipate as if swept away by a storm.

It wasn't just an attack to dispel the fog.

The demonic energy that extended outward with a scream as if tearing through the air destroyed the dark space in one go.

A purple light flickered through the cracks.
The Succubus Queen must be hiding in there.

He needed to hurry and escape the trap set by the Succubus Queen.

Because Estelle's condition wasn't good.

She rarely showed weakness and always tried to laugh things off, pretending to be strong, but he could tell her condition wasn't normal.

"Estelle, wait just a little longer."

Edel lowered his body slightly, following the afterimage of the demonic energy that extended in a straight line.

His muscles tensed and exploded all at once, and his legs pressed against the ground, launching forward with a shockwave.

He immediately stretched out his fingers wide.
He intended to grab the Succubus Queen's head in one go.

As he entered the crack, an intense light blinded Edel. A ringing sound struck his ears, and his movements became sluggish as if someone was pressing down on his body.

It was a sign that the Succubus Queen was nearby.
She was trying to prevent Edel from approaching.

Edel didn't care and reached his hand out further.
His instinct told him the Succubus Queen was right ahead.

Finally.
As he grabbed something and pulled hard—

"Aaaack!"

Estelle screamed.

"Estelle?"

It wasn't just the sound.

The darkness rippled and bent, revealing the forms of ceiling, walls, and furniture.
A humming sound from somewhere, the warmth of the wind brushing against the window, and... Estelle's scent tickled his nose.

Unable to adjust to the sudden flood of light, he narrowed his eyes and searched for the source of the sound.

The first thing he saw was Estelle's back as she sat on the sofa.
A sweet yet mild fragrance emanated from the crown of her head, making Edel feel dizzy.

"That hurts!"

Estelle's small shoulders flinched in surprise.

It hurts?
Why?

He rolled his eyes around, trying to figure out why Estelle was in pain.

The reason was simple.
His hand, extending along his arm, was gripping her pink hair.

"How could you suddenly grab my hair? You startled me."
"I-I'm sorry."

Seeing the small teardrops delicately forming in the corners of Estelle's eyes, Edel hastily released his grip. Then he tidied her disheveled hair and wiped away the tears from her eyes.

"Do that again and no food for you. Got it?"

She protested with slightly puffed cheeks, but she didn't seem that angry. Rather, her face was flushed with embarrassment, and her eyes looking up at him conveyed an indescribable emotion.

She was the most beautiful Estelle he had ever seen.
No, there was something beyond beauty.

Her ears were red through her somewhat disheveled hair, and her cheeks couldn't hide their flush.

Unlike her usual neatly dressed appearance, she had her shoulders exposed and her underwear straps clearly visible. The red, swollen mark on her neck resembled the mark from when he had bitten Estelle at the hot spring.

Thump, thump...
Edel placed his hand on his chest.

Even when fighting the Demon King, he hadn't felt this kind of pounding... It overwhelmed him more than any battle he had ever fought.

"Why are you just standing there?"
"I came to catch the Succubus Queen..."

Edel recalled why he had come here at Estelle's question.

He needed to catch the Succubus Queen and escape from this place quickly. If he didn't hurry, the Succubus Queen might do strange things to Estelle.

But Estelle was here right now.
It wasn't an illusion; it was real.
The reason was simple. Because his heart was moved.

"What are you saying... Don't say such random things and sit on the sofa. It feels empty without you beside me."
"Ah, um. Alright."

Edel sat down beside her as she gestured.
He left just enough space for a fist to fit between them and glanced at her cautiously.

"Come closer."
"...Alright."

At Estelle's suddenly icy tone, Edel had no choice but to sit closer. Only then did Estelle's mood change from winter back to spring.

"Hmm hmm hmm."

She hummed a tune and rested her face on Edel's shoulder...

"Hmph... What kind of husband bothers his wife during breastfeeding?"

Edel tilted his head.

...Breastfeeding? Husband?

Following her gaze, he could see... babies suckling at her breasts, where blue veins subtly showed beneath her fair skin.

The babies were learning about the world just through their breathing, with their faces buried in her warmth.

Pink and white fluffy baby hair.
Chubby baby fat and cotton-like hands gripping her breasts as if they would never let go.

Estelle and Edel.
The babies seemed like a mix of the two.

"Babies...?"

Edel slowly moved his hand to touch the babies, but had to stop at Estelle's fierce gaze.

"Don't touch them, okay? They sleep well when the flow isn't interrupted."
"Whose babies are they?"
"What...?"

Estelle reacted extremely sensitively to Edel's question, which was merely innocent curiosity.

"Whose babies? They're our children, of course."
"What...?"

Edel was dumbfounded, having learned about how babies are made through sex education.

Sex, was it?
Edel had never done such a thing.

"You're acting strange today. Are you sick? Or did you slip while cleaning the bathroom and hit your head?"

Estelle gave him a worried look.

"I'm not sick. I didn't fall or hit my head. I just... can't remember."
"Ugh... Then why are you acting like this... You really don't remember?"

Estelle thought deeply for a while, then brought her face close to Edel's ear.

And then—

"That night... I told you I was ovulating, and you mercilessly thrust that ferocious thing into my womb... You forced me to ovulate and got me pregnant with fraternal twins... You beastly, perverted, insatiable husband."

She whispered these explicit words into Edel's ear.

Each word whispered into his ear stimulated Edel, and blood rushed to his lower body to the point where he felt discomfort.

"Do you remember now?"
"I... don't quite know."
"Really? But it seems like your cock remembers."

Estelle also glanced down at Edel's lower body.

Normally, she would have made a fuss about sexual harassment, but now she smiled playfully and bewitched Edel with fox-like eyes.

"Not now. The babies come first. Unlike the babies, my husband can be patient and wait, right?"

Gulp.
The sound of swallowing dry saliva felt particularly loud.

Estelle seemed to have heard that sound too.
Otherwise, she wouldn't have captured Edel's heart with such a bewitching smile.

He felt dizzy.
Enough to forget why he had come here.

*

Time passed so quickly that he didn't know how it had flown by.

"Edel, don't pat too fast or too hard, okay?"
"I understand."

They each took care of one baby, patting their backs until they burped after feeding.

The baby's heartbeat seemed to beat in the same rhythm as Edel's heart.
It was as if two lives were connected by a single rhythm.
Estelle must be feeling the same sensation.

If so, at this moment, the hearts of three people were greeting the world with the same beat.

"When bathing them, check the water temperature first. And slowly, so the babies don't get scared..."
"Like this?"
"Yes. Slowly, like you're moistening them."

The lukewarm water flowed down the baby's skin.
Whenever that happened, the baby smiled brightly, unconsciously making Edel's lips curl up.

"When changing diapers, first clean them thoroughly, then apply powder. That's how you protect their delicate skin."
"I understand perfectly..."

The white, soft powder settled like snow on the baby's skin.
Whenever the powder scattered in the air, a fragrant scent spread subtly.
Just then, a stream of urine shot up, wetting Edel's cheek.

As darkness settled outside the window, marking the end of a long day, Edel gazed at the baby who had fallen into deep sleep in the cradle.

Estelle, leaning on Edel's shoulder again on the sofa, looked somewhat tired but smiled with happiness.

Seeing her like that, Edel also smiled and gently... wrapped his arm around Estelle's shoulder.

"Thank you, Edel. Thanks to you, it went smoothly."
"It's nothing."
"It's not nothing. Do you know how much strength I get from you being by my side and trying to help, even if you're clumsy?"

Edel's shoulder trembled slightly.
The fact that just being together gave her strength was unfamiliar to him.
Unfamiliar, but... he also leaned his head on Estelle, wanting to savor this warmth forever.

He seemed to have felt this feeling many times before.

When he was held in a woman's arms, which became his earliest memory.
When he stayed with the girl who shared rotten potatoes.
And Estelle's expression when talking about Joshua.

"We're... family, aren't we?"

Edel embraced Estelle's shoulder a little tighter.
He could feel her slightly trembling breath in his arms.

"What? Coming from you, Edel... How cheeky."

When Estelle pinched Edel's cheek, a red mark bloomed on his white skin.

And on top of that—
Smooch.

Her lips gently touched his cheek.

"Hehehe. Since there's no Praise Magic Circle anymore. It's a praise kiss."
"......"

Edel quietly looked at Estelle while touching his cheek, as if savoring the sensation.

Her smiling lips.
Red lips contrasting with her snow-white skin.

Just the thought that those lips had just touched his cheek was enough to make Edel's lower body stir again.

"Hmm? Hehehe. Still not enough? Are you hungry?"

Estelle's bewitching smile made Edel impatient.

"Today, the babies didn't eat much, so there's some left..."

As her breast pressed against Edel's elbow, its beautiful shape distorted seductively.

Above all... the center of her breast was protruding through her clothes, and the surrounding area was soaked.

"It would be troublesome if someone doesn't eat it. I can't just throw it away... What should I do?"

Edel's pupils shook greatly.

What?
Is she asking me to eat it?
But didn't she say she wasn't producing milk?

Come to think of it, what the babies had been drinking was clearly breast milk.
Which means...

Gulp.
He swallowed dry saliva for who knows how many times.
Estelle must have noticed this too.

"I..."

Edel trailed off, avoiding her gaze.
An inexplicable sense of discomfort overwhelmed him. His instinct, honed throughout his life, warned him.

That something was strange.
That this wasn't the Estelle he knew.

Estelle... wasn't this explicit and blatant.

She was a shy woman who was bashful and not honest, yet eventually allowed closeness.

But that didn't mean he disliked her current appearance.
Rather, like a sweet poison, it kept stimulating his instincts.

While warnings rang in his head, his body wouldn't listen.
His heart raced madly whenever he felt Estelle's breath or their skin touching.

His instinct whispered to tear off her clothes right now and drink every drop of breast milk in her chest.

As instinct and desire intertwined, making it hard to discern, a soft and warm fingertip wrapped around his hand.

"Let's go to the bedroom."

Edel's body moved helplessly, following the gently guiding hand.
The tension throughout his body gradually relaxed, and he was led by her hand more easily than expected.

When he came to his senses, he was already in Estelle's intimate space.
Estelle's scent was stronger than ever, and his body wouldn't listen to him.

"Come, Edel. I'll give you a lap pillow. Come and lie down."

Estelle, sitting on the bed, patted her thigh, enticing Edel.

The scene that unfolded before his eyes when he lay on Estelle's lap was shocking.
Her large breasts blocked everything from view, including Estelle's face.

A sweet smell rose from the deeply wet ends of her breasts.
With each breath, it stimulated Edel's nose more intensely.

"That's right. That's right."

Estelle gently stroked his hair as if praising a well-behaved baby.
Her touch was so gentle that... Edel could no longer think of anything else.

Slip—
As Estelle took off her clothes, milk faintly flowed from the breasts that had been holding the baby until just now.
The remaining warmth spread slowly along her skin before it could cool.

Eventually, like droplets forming on the ceiling, it fell onto Edel's face. Drip. Drip.

"Now, shall we say 'ah'?"

Estelle's voice enveloped his ears.
Even his sharply honed instinct and his about-to-explode instincts were drowned out by her voice.

"Ah..."

Just following Estelle's words.

Her soft breast descended into Edel's open mouth.
At that moment, his lower body throbbed as if about to explode.

"No biting, okay? With your lips and tongue... That's right. Suck gently."

As she said, he hid his sharp teeth.
He sucked roughly with pursed lips, and his tongue clumsily licked the nipple full of breast milk.

So this is what breast milk tastes like.
Edel savored the sweet liquid spreading in his mouth.

His initially passive movements gradually became more intense and faster.
In response, the breast milk also gushed out relentlessly.

"My husband... You were very hungry, weren't you?"

Gulp. Gulp...
Edel's Adam's apple moved.
Many times, endlessly.

"This is a reward for my always gallant and handsome husband."

Estelle's hand moved from Edel's chest to his abs, and further down.
With snake-like movements, she gently wrapped her hand around Edel's manhood.

From the top to the deepest root... there was no place untouched by Estelle's hand.

He shuddered at the somehow familiar sensation.
At the same time, his reason felt like it was about to snap from the unbearable urge to climax.

"Does it feel good?"

There was no answer.
The increasing pressure of sucking on her breast was the only response.

"Would you like to feel even better?"

Slurp. Sluuurp...

Gulp...

"If you want an even better reward... will you grant my request?"

He wanted to feel even better.
He wanted to taste more of Estelle.
He wanted to cherish this feeling... forever.

So he had to grant Estelle's request.

"Of course, we're family after all. Hehehe."

Family.

It should be what he had always wanted... but he felt like he had lost something important.
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The Succubus Queen Labia.
Even as she escaped Requies and moved directly south, she glanced at the Dark Knight who silently followed by her side.

An Incubus who strangely lacked any sexual desire.
A mutant who pursued only strength and placed no value on anything else.

The knight of darkness who had dared to point his blade at the Demon King, was defeated, and now reigned as the second-in-command of the demon realm.

Honestly, even she couldn't believe that such a being would fall under her enchantment.

Estelle, was it?
That pink-haired Witch who had been beside the Dark Knight must have done something, attaching the ridiculous name "Pure Love" to lust.

Perhaps she slept with him once.
Or maybe she sent him to a brothel to teach him the taste of women.

The fact that what couldn't be accomplished after years of trying to awaken the Dark Knight's incubus instincts was achieved in less than 100 days after coming to the human realm... it wounded her pride as a Succubus.

But...
Well, whatever.

The Dark Knight would now only listen to and act on Labia's words, so she decided not to worry about the process.

If anything was bothering her—

"Hey, Dark Knight."
"......"

It was strange.
Usually, those under her enchantment would focus on her words and try to continue the conversation just to hear more of her voice.

But the Dark Knight didn't even answer, only shooting her a fierce glare with eyes as cold as a corpse.

"Strange. The enchantment worked well."

The enchantment had definitely taken hold.
And it was the strongest enchantment Labia could cast.
By now, he should be surrendering to his desired lust somewhere in the depths of his mental world.

The thought of someone who cared about nothing but strength now writhing in lust... it made her mouth water as a Succubus. She wanted to watch that spectacle from the front row.

But when she tried to use her Succubus powers to enter the Dark Knight's mental landscape, she couldn't cross even a single threshold.

A truly forbidden zone.
Something she had never experienced as the Succubus Queen.
It felt like being told, "How dare you, someone like you...?"

First that woman Estelle, and now the Dark Knight... they were both challenging Labia's pride in various ways.

Was the Dark Knight some kind of Incubus King or something?

...She decided not to dwell on it.
At least the Dark Knight was definitely under her enchantment.

"Hand."

At her command, the Dark Knight extended his hand.
The gentle, soft gesture, as if asking her to hold his hand, gave Labia goosebumps.

Lightly brushing away the Dark Knight's hand, Labia smiled as she sensed the presence of the Adversary in the distance.

Anyway, as long as he moved according to her words, that was enough.
With the Dark Knight, she could eliminate the Adversary without any other help and soon gather enough demonic energy for the Demon King to descend upon this land.

"Let's go, Dark Knight. Go and destroy the Adversary."
"......"

Again, no answer.
Instead, he drew his ferocious demon sword and flashed red eyes from within his helmet.

Well, fine.
As long as he obeyed, that was all that mattered.

***

BOOM!!!

The ground shook violently as dust billowed into the air.

With only one day left until Requies.
A violent explosion landed right in front of Joshua and Leo as they were about to set up a temporary sanctuary and establish a campsite.

"What is this...!"

Leo quickly shielded Joshua as he examined the center of the explosion.

A force powerful enough to shatter a temporary sanctuary in one blow.
Two silhouettes reminiscent of demons emerging from the dust cloud.
And demonic energy that consumed the surrounding air.

His Holy Eyes flashed golden.

"Succubus Queen Labia."

Leo recalled the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King's army whom he had met recently.

She had called him the Adversary and said she would bring the Dark Knight... So the tall man in pitch-black armor standing next to Labia must be the Dark Knight.

"Dark Knight..."

Joshua, still in Leo's arms while assessing the situation, quietly spoke upon spotting the Dark Knight.

"My, my. You remember me? How delightful!"

Labia, who had casually dispersed the dust cloud with a wave of her hand, welcomed them while wrapping her arms around herself to emphasize her chest.

She had definitely said they would meet again.
But neither had expected it would be so soon.

'Shouldn't we hurry?'
'We were delayed meeting the Witch of the South End, but we should be fine. The Four Heavenly Kings are scattered across the continent, and the Dark Knight doesn't listen to the weak, as they say. The chances of the Succubus Queen bringing the Dark Knight are slim.'

Joshua, who had been reassuring the anxious Leo while recalling the contents of the storybook, couldn't believe the current situation either.

The Dark Knight.
The strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings, whom Hero Kyle had barely defeated after seven battles.

It was said that when he swung his sword, mountains split; when he stomped his foot, earthquakes occurred; and merely meeting his gaze would fill one with terror.

Just as the book described, Leo and Joshua broke into a cold sweat under the pressure emanating from the Dark Knight.

"Oh my. I've been distracted. I'm late with introductions, aren't I? This is the Dark Knight. He's the second strongest in the demon realm after the Demon King, and the mightiest warrior among the Four Heavenly Kings. Dark Knight, say hello."
"......"
"Sigh. Fine. Whatever."

Meanwhile, the Succubus Queen introduced the Dark Knight.
It looked as incongruous as forcibly piecing together mismatched parts of a picture.

Perhaps that's why.
Joshua and Leo drew their weapons, preparing for battle.

"Leo, get ready."
"Yes. I'll be counting on your support."

Holy power infused Leo's Holy Sword, while blue magic and dark magic intertwined like threads at the tip of Joshua's staff.

"Well. I suppose introductions are unnecessary for those about to die."

Labia also prepared for battle as she gazed at the two.
She didn't show any signs of releasing demonic energy or preparing Succubus magic.

Instead.

"Dark Knight."

As if commanding the Dark Knight beside her.

"Destroy them."

She flicked her finger.

"...!"

The Dark Knight suddenly appeared in front of Leo.
No sound or movement was visible.

Without Holy Eyes, it would have been impossible to even recognize that the Dark Knight was right in front of him—such was his speed.

The air tore belatedly, letting out a strange scream.

"Urrrgh...!!!"

Leo's Holy Eyes tracked and blocked the thrust that burst forth at that speed.
His legs, unable to withstand the Dark Knight's power, slid backward as the muscles in his thighs and ankles screamed in protest.

The Dark Knight's strength was overwhelming even for Leo with the assistance of his Holy Eyes.
Even if he had barely blocked it once, he wouldn't survive a second time.

"Joshua!"
"Yes!"

At Leo's cry, Joshua activated her magic.

A wave of butterfly illusions enveloped the Dark Knight.
The butterflies seeped through the gaps in the Dark Knight's armor, slowing his movements.
Leo didn't miss this opportunity and deflected the demon sword, preparing for a strike.

The Holy Sword undulated along a golden wave.
The distance was too close for escape.

He had to end this with one blow while the opponent was defenseless.

He would behead him in one strike.

The raised Holy Sword fell diagonally toward the Dark Knight's neck.

"Pfft. Did you really think you could cut down the Dark Knight with such an attack?"
"What...!?"

From a distance, Labia mocked Leo without taking a single step.

He was certain he had struck.
The trajectory of the Holy Sword had precisely swept across the Dark Knight's neck.

But the Dark Knight wasn't there.
Only his afterimage remained, gradually becoming blurred and distorted.

Simultaneously.
His Holy Eyes sent a warning.
Watch your back, they said.

There was no time to look back.
He could only wrap holy power around his body in preparation for the warning his Holy Eyes had sent.

Then—

BOOM!!

Black demonic energy erupted as the Dark Knight's hand tore through the holy power and roughly grabbed the back of Leo's head.

"Urrrgh...!"

Leo struggled to shake off the Dark Knight, but it was useless.
The more holy power erupted, the more intense demonic energy pressed down on his body.

His vision flipped.
The Dark Knight, still gripping the back of his head, lifted him with one hand and slammed him into the ground.

The ground twisted, and ripples spread from beneath the Dark Knight's feet.
Then his demon sword flashed, plunging toward Leo's heart.

A massive resonance followed by an explosion.
In the aftermath of mingled light and darkness, Leo's figure had already vanished.
All that remained was a single magic circle drawn with blue mana, taking his place.

"Leo, are you alright?"
"I'm fine. It's not beyond what I can handle."

A teleportation magic circle.
Leo, who had narrowly avoided the attack with Joshua's help, forced a smile.

"You don't have to pretend to be strong. We're facing the Dark Knight... someone Hero Kyle barely defeated after fighting seven times."
"Hmm... Then does he have any weaknesses?"

Joshua recalled a passage from the storybook she had read as a child.
How did the hero defeat the Dark Knight?

Come to think of it, there wasn't really a weakness.
The hero simply grew stronger after numerous battles and defeated him head-on.

'Let me ask you. Why did I lose? What did I lack?'
'Dark Knight. You are strong. But... I have people I love. I have a world I love. So I cannot lose to you.'
'I see. Love, is it....'

It was perhaps a victory so innocent it could be called a fairy tale concession.
A miraculous conclusion in the name of love.
A miracle that could only happen to a protagonist.

"The Dark Knight's weakness is..."

Joshua looked at Leo.
In her eyes, Leo was the protagonist of her story, illuminating the world.

"Love."
"Love...?"

It was an absurd statement.
But Leo nodded seriously.

"If that's the case, I can definitely win. I've heard enough about Pure Love from Lady Estelle."

The reconnaissance was sufficient.
He cracked his neck from side to side and lightly dusted himself off.

Once again, he raised his Holy Sword and faced the Dark Knight.
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Like light and darkness crossing paths, the battle between Leo and the Dark Knight continued endlessly, leaving only afterimages.

The demon sword and Holy Sword extended toward each other.
Demonic energy and Holy Power mixed, creating a dissonance.

In the flawless contest of strength, craters formed repeatedly, followed by shockwaves erupting one after another.

Honestly speaking, it was nearly impossible for the fight between the Dark Knight and Leo to be this evenly matched.

In strength, speed, and combat instinct—
The Dark Knight was overwhelmingly superior.

But there were several conditions making this possible.

Awakening the power of the Holy Eyes to borrow a portion of angelic power.

Thanks to what Estelle called "training"—which was more like assault—Leo could withstand the Dark Knight's attacks.

Joshua's magic blocked the Dark Knight's movements, and blue butterflies scattered across the night sky followed the tip of Leo's sword.

"Leo, you can do it! You must win!"

And above all—
Joshua desperately wanted Leo to win.

Wasn't love supposed to be the Dark Knight's weakness?

Every time Leo thought of Joshua, another layer of strength boiled up inside him.
He could win.

Though his muscles trembled, the longer their swords clashed, the more a victorious smile spread across Leo's face.

"Haaaaaah!"

Leo shouted a battle cry as he swung his Holy Sword.

"......"

The Dark Knight raised his demon sword to meet it once again.
The blades collided with a strange scream, and sparks scattered in all directions.

The red glow within the helmet followed the blue butterflies.
Each time, the Holy Sword pushed back the demon sword, threatening the Dark Knight's body.

Just a little more—
With just a little more force, he could cut through.

"Hmm... Dark Knight. You're not losing, are you? How about stopping this charade?"

Ravia's mockery echoed through the air just as victory seemed one step away.

"......"

That's when it happened.
As if rebelling against the Succubus Queen's taunt, the Dark Knight's momentum changed.

After narrowly deflecting Leo's Holy Sword, the Dark Knight twisted his body with surprising flexibility for his size.

Immediately after—
A sharp spinning kick struck Leo's abdomen.

"Guh...!"

With a tremendous impact, Leo's body was thrown backward.

Stabbing his Holy Sword into the ground, Leo barely maintained his balance while breathing heavily.

Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, but the power of the Holy Eyes quickly healed the wound.

*That attack just now...*

Leo gritted his teeth, recalling the recent blow.

Anyone could perform a spinning kick, but somehow it felt familiar.

The timing of a long kick targeting a weak point, just like Lich would do.
Even the way the counterattack utilized centrifugal force for the sword strike.

*Estelle?*

It was very similar to Estelle's combat habits.

Disturbing thoughts crossed his mind—perhaps Estelle had fought the Dark Knight and lost, or maybe she had been brainwashed by the Succubus Queen and was now wearing that gloomy armor.

But he shook his head vigorously, knowing that couldn't be true.
After all, his Holy Eyes told him there was no connection between the Dark Knight and Estelle.

While blocking the sword strike, he instinctively extended his sword behind him.
If the Dark Knight shared Estelle's combat habits, he would take advantage of the blocked vision to attack from behind.

Clang—

Their swords collided behind his back.
His prediction was correct.

***

"Mom...?"

Joshua's eyes widened.
The Dark Knight's suddenly changed movements were somehow too familiar.

They resembled her mother's fighting style too closely.

The movements she had observed during Leo and her mother's sparring sessions over the four years after their Veneschia trip... the Dark Knight was displaying them now.

That meant...
An ominous thought crossed Joshua's mind.

That the Dark Knight and her mother had fought once.
And that her mother hadn't won that fight...

Otherwise... the Dark Knight wouldn't be standing right before them.

Joshua's dark thoughts couldn't continue any further.

"My, you look rather relaxed? Even daydreaming in the middle of battle."

Succubus Queen Ravia approached leisurely, swaying her long tail.

"The Dark Knight shouldn't be pushed back by a mere Chosen One... It must be because of your magic, right?"

Ravia's lips curled upward slowly.
Demonic energy scattered around her, dyeing the ground with a purple hexagram.

"What did you do to my mom?"
"Mom...?"

Ravia tilted her head at Joshua's sudden question.
Then, noticing the pink hairpin nestled among Joshua's blue-green hair, she slowly raised the corners of her mouth.

"Ah. Could you be that woman's daughter? Pfft."
"Eeek...!!"

At those words, Joshua's reason snapped.

Instantly, countless magic circles bloomed behind Joshua.
Dazzling blue light rippled as fierce magical bombardment rained down on Ravia.

The ground split, and dust mixed like a storm.
When the barrage ceased, Joshua leaned on her staff, feeling dizzy from the rapid depletion of mana.

"My, my. Your power seems strong, but what use is it if you can't hit your target?"

Ravia's voice flowed from within the dust.

Despite unleashing her full power, Joshua couldn't find a single wound on Ravia.

"You and Leo will definitely defeat you here today."
"Pfft. You?"

Joshua prepared another spell with trembling fingertips.
Her mother had said Joshua had a knack for precise mana control.

This time, more solid and precise.

...That's how it should have been.

A large magic circle formed at the tip of her staff, charging magical energy.
It was because anger Joshua had never felt before was controlling her reason.

This time, to make it impossible to dodge.
Bigger.
More spectacular.

As blue light rippled, Ravia also deployed her hexagram at her fingertips, loading demonic energy.

"Going for a brute force battle? I'm not good at those, you know?"

Their energies exploded simultaneously.

Joshua maintained her center of gravity while filling the magic circle more tightly.
Mana was drawn in tautly, burning her fingertips, but she refused to stop.

Ravia maintained her smile, scraping the floor with her tail as she pushed in demonic energy.

The moment the two forces collided—

The pressure from her fingertips made Joshua's breath catch.
Her staff felt like it was being pushed back, bending her hand, and her knees trembled.

But Joshua didn't give up.
She could do this.
Just a little more.

If she could just pour in more mana...!

With Joshua's determination, her mana began pushing back the demonic energy.
The blue light rippled, beginning to drive away the darkness.

It was Joshua's victory.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

At that moment, a scream echoed.
It wasn't Ravia's.

Rather, from further away.
It was... Leo's voice.

"Leo?"

Joshua turned her head toward the source of the sound.

There was Leo, his heart pierced by the Dark Knight's sword.

That wasn't all.
As the sword strikes continued, Leo's body began to be cut into pieces.

No matter how well the Holy Eyes could heal him... the scene was too cruel for Joshua to accept.

"LEO!!"

Joshua ran with a scream-like cry.
The only thought remaining was that she needed to save Leo right now.

"Where are you looking right now?"
"Ah...."

The magic circle that had been pushing back Ravia's demonic energy shattered instantly.

Defeating Ravia.
Saving Leo.

Without accomplishing either, Joshua was swallowed by demonic energy.

*

Her vision went dark.
She was thrown coldly to the ground after colliding with it several times.

Her entire body felt hot and painful.
Joshua tried to get up somehow but couldn't move a finger.

All she could do was peer through her darkened vision at the blurry world.

Joshua first searched for Leo, but two heavy shadows blocked her view.

"When you fight, taking your eyes off your opponent leads to misery. Understand?"
"Ugh...."

Ravia's heel stomped on Joshua's head.
The heel pressed against her skull, and the sound of crushing echoed in her ears.

"You seem to have some skill, but how can you expect to survive when you're so ruled by emotions? Pfft."

Joshua didn't have the strength to retort to Ravia's mockery.

Her body trembled with instinctive fear, and she felt suffocated.

Blood flowed from where the heel pressed, substituting for Joshua's tears.

"Joshua. Choose. Do you want to die like this? Or live forever as my slave?"

Joshua answered by glaring up at her.

"Well, I thought so."

The heel pressing on her head moved away. Demonic energy gathered at the heel, threatening Joshua.

She intended to crush Joshua's head in one go.

"Joshua, was it? Farewell?"

Am I going to die like this?
There are still so many things I haven't done with Leo...
I wanted to return safely from our journey and be embraced by Mom...

At the thought of being unable to fulfill all those wishes, Joshua squeezed her eyes shut.

........
......
...
.

But.
No matter how long she waited.
She felt neither death nor pain.

Could Mom have appeared here?
Or maybe Leo had already recovered.

When Joshua slowly opened her eyes, the world remained unchanged. Her wishful thinking hadn't come true.

Instead—

"Guh! Dark Knight, you... how!"
"Joshua..., family. Protect. Estelle... would be sad."

The Dark Knight was choking Ravia, gripping her neck.

Ravia, clearly not expecting this, had lost her composed expression and was dangling her feet in the air.

"Could it be... the charm was broken?"
"Joshua..., family. Protect. Estelle... would be sad."
"That's impossible. Then why!?"

Joshua couldn't understand the current situation.

Why the Dark Knight was stopping Ravia.
What those words coming from his mouth meant.

Everything was full of questions.

At that moment, Joshua didn't miss the faint magic circle that flashed over his armor. It was such familiar mana.

...Mom.
It's Mom.
Mom has been protecting me, so many times...

Come to think of it, it was the same with Daia.
Mom had always been watching over Joshua wherever she was.

"Ah, I get it! I won't kill her! That's enough, right?!"

Finally free from the Dark Knight's grip, Ravia coughed and gasped for breath.

"But turning her into a succubus is fine, right?"
"......"

The Dark Knight maintained his silence on whether it was acceptable as long as she wasn't killed. Following that silence, Ravia's hand moved toward Joshua's lower abdomen.

"Ugh...!"

Her lower abdomen felt hot.
And unbearably itchy.
Joshua felt like her mind would collapse from the sensation of demonic energy coiling and settling inside her.

"That should do it. I've killed the Chosen One and planted the lust mark, so I'd say the mission is complete. Dark Knight, I'll need to charm you again."

Joshua couldn't focus on what Ravia was saying.
She had to resist the oncoming pleasure.

"Hnngh...!?"

Not even noticing that the Dark Knight and Ravia had disappeared, pleasure poured out from between her thighs.

Her dizzying mind repeatedly fainted, unable to endure the pleasure.

But even when she regained consciousness, the pleasure grew increasingly fierce, as if trying to devour Joshua.

She didn't want to climax anymore, but the frequency and intensity gradually increased.

And she fainted again and again.

"Joshua!"
"...Leo?"

When she came to her senses, Leo, who had recovered, was holding Joshua in his arms.

...Thank goodness.

The relief that Leo was safe was momentary.
The moment she saw his body exposed through the clothes torn by the Dark Knight's sword, Joshua's breathing became rough.

"Leo... My, my body... it's so hot."
"Joshua...?"
"My lower abdomen is unbearably itchy... I don't want to climax but... hmmmph!?"

Leo activated his Holy Eyes, examining Joshua's condition.

The lust mark engraved on her lower abdomen.
The demonic energy emanating from there was trying to turn Joshua into a succubus.

His Holy Eyes shone, suggesting a solution, but the method was not to Leo's liking.

To purify the womb infiltrated by the lust mark with the seed of life containing Holy Power...

He never wanted their first experience to be like this, but... there was no time to hesitate.

"I'm sorry. This is all my fault. If I had been stronger... Joshua wouldn't have suffered like this."

Looking around, Leo spotted a camping kit and unfolded it.

He had to hurry.
According to the Holy Eyes, he needed to finish before the lust mark completely settled.

"Joshua... leave it to me."

Leo gently laid Joshua on the bed and softly covered her body with his.

"Leo...? Leooooh...!♡?"

Joshua let out an animalistic moan at the thick, heavy sensation she felt in her lower body.
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In the moonlit night.
A strange silence settled inside the tent that had been filled with passionate heat.

Just a short while ago, it was a space where their breaths collided, but now only an awkward atmosphere lingered, making that previous heat seem like a distant memory.

Joshua and Leo lay with their backs pressed against each other.
But their gazes couldn't meet.
Occasionally, they would steal glances at each other's shadows, checking for reactions.

*I... I actually did it.*

In her mother's words, it was the crystallization of pure love.
Although there had been some unwanted discord mixed in, it was clearly an act of love.

The curse mark had disappeared, and instead, an inexplicable warmth filled Joshua's lower abdomen.

It felt as if the seed of life Leo had planted was quietly breathing inside her.

Even the memory of being driven to the brink of death after meeting the Dark Knight and Succubus Queen just hours ago seemed distant... Joshua savored the tingling afterglow.

She wanted to do it again.
This time with a clear mind.
She wanted to remember his warmth from beginning to end.

But she knew that wasn't possible.

They didn't know when the Succubus Queen might appear again.
Enjoying this peace, making love again... these were all luxuries they couldn't afford.

Above all, the most important thing was...

"Joshua. I'm... I'm sorry."

Leo's voice was low and cautious.
Joshua swallowed hard without turning her gaze from the pillow.

"I never intended for your first time to be like this..."

Leo felt immense guilt for having taken her without proper consent.
Even if it was to remove the curse mark, it had still been done without her permission.

Joshua couldn't understand why he was apologizing.
If Leo hadn't done what he did, she would have already been consumed by the curse mark and turned into a succubus.

Moreover, regardless of the intention behind their union... Joshua was happy that her first time had been with Leo.

Even if her brain had half-melted with pleasure, making it somewhat different from the first experience she had dreamed of.

What did it matter?
What's done is done.

But—
Despite having shared the same night, Leo seemed rigid, as if he had experienced something entirely different.

"I'm truly sorry."
"No. Don't apologize."

Joshua turned and leaned against Leo's back.

At times like this... she wished he would just silently embrace her.
But it couldn't be helped. That was part of Leo's charm.

Joshua wasn't unaware of why Leo was apologizing.

It must be because he cherished her so deeply.
Since Joshua felt the same way, she didn't want him to apologize.

"You saved me, didn't you? And it felt so good I couldn't even think straight. If I had my way, I'd want to do it again..."
"But..."
"Shh!"

Sigh. What a frustrating man.
Joshua let out a sigh at the sight of Leo still suffering from guilt despite her words.

"Honestly, you enjoyed it too, didn't you?"
"T-that's..."
"Don't try to deny it. Otherwise, my lower abdomen wouldn't be this full."

As Joshua pressed closer, her rounded lower belly stimulated the area around Leo's waist.

"And if you're really sorry, then look at me."

At those words, Leo's seemingly immovable body slowly turned around.

"Now hold me."

Leo's hands carefully embraced Joshua.

Eyes directed at each other.
Heartbeats directed at each other.
Breaths directed at each other.

All these things made them feel their love for one another.
That was enough.

"Really... what kind of lover turns their back after making love?"
"...I'm sorry."
"That's something you should be sorry for. Do you know how anxious I was?"
"Sorry..."
"Stop."

Joshua placed her finger on Leo's lips as he continued to apologize repeatedly.

That wasn't what she wanted to hear right now.

"At times like this, don't say you're sorry, say you love me."
"...I love you."
"Hehe. I love you too."

Joshua embraced Leo back, her heart racing with unprecedented happiness.

*

"Joshua, are you sure you don't need to rest?"
"I'm fine."

Despite the late hour, Joshua and Leo had hurriedly prepared to depart.

Changing clothes, maintaining equipment, and even drinking enhancement potions from the portable inventory.

"What about the Succubus Queen? Can you sense where she is?"

Joshua asked as she wiped potion from her lips.

"On the path to Requies... I can sense her some distance from here. Are you planning to fight again?"
"If we leave the Succubus Queen be, the world will be in danger. Now that she's let her guard down thinking she's eliminated Leo... this time, we'll be the ones to launch a surprise attack."

Leaving one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King's army unchecked would put the Southern Continent at risk.

Above all, the movements the Dark Knight had shown continued to bother her.

"You felt it too, didn't you, Leo? The Dark Knight's movements resembled Mom's when I saw her sparring with you."
"Yes, of course. The strength, speed, timing—everything was identical. That Dark Knight and Lady Estelle must be connected somehow."

So Leo had noticed it too.
Well, he had trained under her mother for the past four years.
He would know better than anyone.

"Mom... she'll be safe, right?"

A shadow crossed Joshua's face.
Even though she knew better than anyone how strong her mother was, she couldn't help but worry about her confronting the Dark Knight.

"Lady Estelle will be fine. She's more than capable of giving the Dark Knight a sound thrashing."
"Hehe. Right? She's not just anyone—she's my mom. I was worried for nothing."

Joshua smiled, regaining her vigor after hearing Leo's reassurance.

Leo was right.
Her mother was stronger and kinder than anyone.
Whether it was the Four Heavenly Kings or a hundred kings attacking at once, she would be safe.

Perhaps she could even defeat the Demon King from fairy tales.

"Let's go, Leo."
"Yes."

Mana enveloped them, and gradually their bodies floated into the air. They intended to fly directly to where the Succubus Queen was.

***

Meanwhile, in a field far from Requies, Succubus Queen Labia was troubled.

Despite the time that had passed, the marks from the Dark Knight's grip remained on her neck.

Protecting Joshua.
Estelle would be sad.

That's what the Dark Knight had clearly said.

Under normal circumstances, someone under her charm should only listen to Labia's commands... yet this ordinary incubus had dared to choke the queen.

This was unprecedented.

She had tried to reapply the charm after defeating her opponent, but nothing had changed.

"You are under my charm, aren't you?"
"......"

The Dark Knight maintained his silence.
Yet strangely, he didn't disobey her commands.

In the midst of this, she discovered a few orders the Dark Knight would resist.

"Kill Joshua."
"...No."
"Kill Estelle."
"...Do you want to die?"

Joshua and Estelle.
The Dark Knight, who had maintained silence, showed hostility and threatened Labia when ordered to kill these two.

It seemed clear that this woman named Estelle had played some trick on the Dark Knight.

That must also be why she couldn't enter the Dark Knight's mental landscape.

Labia sighed repeatedly as she thought of Estelle.

A pink-haired witch with enormous breasts that somehow defied gravity.

Aside from the strange energy she harbored within, she didn't appear particularly strong.

How had the Dark Knight, who only pursued strength, become so enthralled by such a witch...

Was it because of her breasts?
Estelle's chest was... even from another woman's perspective, the embodiment of violence itself.

It didn't seem impossible for the Dark Knight to have awakened to lust in front of those breasts.

"Anyway, it doesn't matter. Joshua will become a succubus anyway. And I'll turn Estelle into one too. You don't have any objections to that, do you?"
"......"

She was supposed to be the master, yet she had to seek permission from the Dark Knight... it was truly absurd.

"Let's go back. Your beloved Estelle will be waiting."

Labia smiled wickedly, imagining Estelle surrounded and tormented by succubi.

As she gathered dark energy to transport instantly to her hideout, an amusing thought occurred to her.

"I'll specially assign Estelle as your exclusive sex slave. How about that?"
"......"
"No? I'm saying you can play with those huge breasts as you please. Make her belly swell with only your seed."

Despite the outrageous proposal, the Dark Knight's lips remained sealed.

It seemed as if he was under Estelle's charm rather than Labia's, which infuriated her.

"You threatened to kill me earlier, but now you're silent? If you don't answer, I'll throw that woman into a den of lustful beasts. Do you understand me!?"
"...Try if you dare."

Her angry words seemed to have an effect as a response came, but it wasn't from the Dark Knight who remained silent.

Labia quickly turned her head to locate the source of the voice.

She carefully observed the figure slowly revealing itself in the moonlight from the darkness.

Pink hair fluttered in the breeze.
That alone was enough for Labia to recognize who it was.

"Y-you, how did you..."

Labia's hideout was a succubus den. One she had personally infused with dark energy, making it far from weak...

They couldn't stop this one witch?

Estelle's body, now fully visible, was covered in wounds.

Judging by the dark energy seeping through the gaps, she had clearly fought fiercely with the succubi.

With her rough breathing and disheveled posture, it seemed Labia could easily defeat her if she stepped in personally.

"Fuhuhu. Well, it doesn't matter. Coming here on your own to become a succubus. You've saved me the trouble."
"What are you talking about? I came to get Edel back. And you. I won't let you off easily."

Estelle raised her broomstick.
Despite reflecting the moonlight, her eyes showed no signs of life.
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Leo Petrick Florencia stood before the Succubus Queen, his body trembling with exhaustion.

"Fuhuhu. Well, whatever. How convenient that a succubus would come to me willingly. You've saved me the trouble."
"What nonsense. I came to get Edel back. And you... I won't let you off easy."

Despite his bold words, Leo had no strength left to fight.

His hand trembled as he gripped the Triceratops. It felt like he would collapse the moment he let his guard down.

He wanted to take a potion from his temporary inventory, but his mana wouldn't respond, making even that impossible.

"How amusing. What will you do if you don't let me off easy? Can you even fight properly in that state?"

Ravia seemed to notice his condition and didn't hesitate to mock him.

She was right.
He had consumed too much physical and mental energy breaking through the succubi to get here.

If he could use his mana properly, these would have been mere fodder monsters, yet his body was slashed all over.

If he weren't a Witch, he would have died dozens of times by now.
Even now, his heart seemed to stop and start repeatedly, as if facing death's threshold.

"Fuhuhu. Thank you. It's all thanks to you."
"What...?"
"You taught the Dark Knight about lust, didn't you? The Dark Knight has become my slave forever, so I should thank you."

Ravia's hand slid down Edel's armor. From the chest, past the abs, and down to circle around the thighs...

It was a clear provocation.
She was trying to make him angry and cloud his judgment.

Even knowing this... he fell for it completely.

In that moment, snap.
The thread holding his reason broke.

That filthy woman... the thought of her defiling Edel's Pure Love made his legs move on their own.

"Take your filthy hands off him right now!"

His breathing was labored.
He couldn't breathe.
To put it dramatically, it felt like his heart had stopped.

The Triceratops without mana was no different from an ordinary broom.

Knowing this, he still gripped the Triceratops tightly with both hands and charged at Ravia.

"I don't want to."

As Ravia spread her hand toward him, a massive hexagram appeared. Gradually taking on a purple hue, it eventually became a huge mass that came crashing down.

KWAAANG!

He barely avoided the beam of light that crushed the ground by twisting his ankle.

Dust rose, and his ankle was half-twisted, but he felt no pain.

They say greater pain masks lesser pain.
Compared to the agony that replaced his stopped heart, a twisted ankle was trivial.

As he sprang to his feet, a beam of light shot through the dust cloud.

"Ugh...!"

Unable to dodge the attack from his blind spot, his left shoulder was blown away.
The sensation in his left arm disappeared, but it didn't matter.

It was actually good.
It meant that woman was at the end of the light beam.

Gripping the Triceratops with one hand, he ran along the beam of light.

"Edel, wait just a little longer! I'll save you!!"
"Shouldn't you worry about yourself before trying to save others?"

When he heard the voice right behind him, he instinctively swung the Triceratops.

If he had mana, he would have landed a solid hit, but—

Thump.

The Triceratops, now just an ordinary broom, was effortlessly blocked by Ravia's hand.

"Eeek...!"

Even putting all his strength into it until his hand trembled, the Triceratops wouldn't budge.

"How did someone so pathetically weak manage to break through my succubi and get here?"

Ravia looked down at him with pitying eyes, as if he wasn't even worth mocking.

"Your weak minions fell with just a wave of my hand."
"How cute. Are you putting on a brave front for a man?"
"Whether it's bravado or not... why don't you find out by taking a hit!"

He pulled the broom with all his might.
Without mana, he couldn't overcome Ravia's grip strength.

This naturally pulled his body toward Ravia.

Within arm's reach.
Letting go of the broom, his empty hand filled with pink light.

"Where do you—!"

Just before his Ultimate Skill could connect, demonic energy erupted around Ravia.

The recoil sent him tumbling until he finally stopped after hitting his head on a large rock.

He could have reached her.
Before he could dwell on the regret, Ravia reached out toward him.

"That's quite a dangerous ability... but useless if it doesn't touch the body, right?"

Purple light burst from her fingertips.

"I have a similar technique. Would you like to experience it?"

The Succubus Queen's Mark.
The Succubus Queen's unique skill that turns the target into a slave of pleasure.

This was actually good.
His Ultimate Skill had overwhelming superiority in mental attacks and complete immunity to opponents' techniques.

"I told you earlier! Try it if you can!"
"...!?"

When he didn't dodge but activated his Ultimate Skill to counter, Ravia spread her wings and fled into the sky.

"Come down right now. Before I tear those wings apart."
"My, if you talk like that, I'm too scared to come down."

Hexagrams bloomed in the night sky, so numerous they obscured the stars. From between them, succubi began to appear one by one.

They were the fodder monsters that had blocked his path in the hideout.

"It wouldn't be dignified for a queen to deal with you personally, would it?"

Ravia raised the corner of her mouth arrogantly, continuing with an unbearably smug expression as if victory was within reach.

"Surrender now. I'll treat you specially—not turning you into a succubus, but as my assistant. The Dark Knight comes as a bonus. How about it? Quite a good deal, right?"

His eyebrows trembled.
Rage boiled within him at how she treated Edel like an object.

"I don't need someone like the Dark Knight. He's ignorant, stubborn... I find it unpleasant just being one of the Four Heavenly Kings with him. I don't need a sword that doesn't listen and can't distinguish friend from foe."
"...What do you know."

As his anger reached its peak, the boiling rage froze like a lie.

Perhaps that's why the words he wanted to correct before burning that woman alive flashed quickly through his mind.

"You seem to be seriously mistaken... Edel isn't stupid."

He always teased Edel by calling him stupid, but that wasn't sincere.

Edel was actually a genius in ways Leo could never hope to match.

That boy who only knew how to get stronger learned to read, acquired manners, and traded his magic sword for a kitchen knife to cook for Leo in just a month.

"He's neither ignorant nor stubborn."

That wasn't all.

Wanting to learn about Pure Love.
Wanting to understand love.

He tried not to miss anything Leo said.

With serious eyes, he listened attentively to the absurd Pure Love theories of a virgin.

"Edel is..."

At first, he was just one of the Four Heavenly Kings who needed to be sealed.

But then he suddenly asked to be taught about Pure Love.
He held Leo's hand without permission and said he wanted to drink milk.
He even tried to pounce on Leo...

Thinking about it, it was all sexual harassment, which was absurd.

But—
The more Leo reminisced about his memories with Edel, the more a smile spread across his face.

"What does it taste like? Is it the most delicious thing in the world?"

He remembered Edel proudly presenting the first dish he made.

It was burnt black with oil dripping everywhere, making Leo hesitant to even put it in his mouth... but now Edel made quite decent food.

...Honestly, it matched Leo's taste perfectly.
To the point where he wanted to eat it for the rest of his life.

"Of course it suits you well. I made it while thinking of you."

He also remembered Edel's hands placing a flower crown on his head.

It was clumsily woven with stems and looked a mess, but it fit Leo's head perfectly.

He couldn't help but smile thinking about Edel making a flower crown with those fierce hands that had only ever held a magic sword.

Edel probably didn't know.
That Leo still kept it preserved in his temporary inventory.
Because it was the first gift he received from Edel.

Beyond that, every moment spent with Edel came to mind, making him smile.

Even with all the sexual harassment, those memories were filled with happiness.

A new kind of happiness he had never felt from Joshua or his mother.

To borrow Edel's expression.
It was very unfamiliar.

That must be Edel's Pure Love.
As much as Leo wondered if he could taste it under the pretext of studying Pure Love... Edel tried to bloom a very pure love.

"Edel is far more amazing and wonderful than you think. He is Pure Love itself. Even I, the Witch of Love, acknowledge that."

His answer pointed more and more clearly to one place.

"And I... am a Witch who loves Pure Love."

The moment those words left his mouth, his heart, which had seemed to stop, began to pound heavily.

Additionally, the pink light that had only sparkled at his fingertips now enveloped his entire body.

"Do you understand what I'm saying? Is this content too difficult for someone who babbles about lust and carnal desire?"

From the moment he reincarnated into the Aria Chronicle, he had wanted to taste beautiful Pure Love.

That's why he had to protect Edel's Pure Love.

"Ha... Is that so? Are you aware of your situation while you're babbling?"

Ravia's expression distorted.
When she snapped her fingers, the night sky turned purple.
It was because the succubi were each drawing up their demonic energy.

"Of course I'm aware while I'm babbling. Want me to tell you something? Your charm didn't work well on Edel, did it?"

It was strange from the beginning that she wasn't controlling the charmed Edel and instead chose to face Leo one-on-one.

If he were the Succubus Queen, he wouldn't have faced a dying opponent directly, no matter what.

Rather, he would have used Edel to slowly... painfully drain Leo's blood.

The Succubus Queen's preferred method was to watch internal conflict without dirtying her own hands.

When she called Edel a disobedient sword, it was practically confirmation.

"Fuhuhu. Think what you like. You'll soon become my slave anyway, so I'll allow you that much delusion."

Ravia tried to maintain her composure by raising the corner of her mouth. It seemed like an admission of the truth, so Leo prepared his final blow.

"I'll think what I like. Edel wouldn't fall for the charm of a flat-chested woman who stuffs her bra. You know what? Edel prefers large breasts like mine—big enough to ensure a baby wouldn't go hungry!"

The conversation didn't continue beyond that.
At Ravia's gesture, the succubi all flew toward Leo at once.

It looked just like crows and magpies flapping their wings, which made him smile unconsciously.

It was time to reveal his hidden card.

"Move aside."

The succubi charging toward him parted like the Red Sea in Moses' miracle.
Not only that, they prostrated themselves to form a bridge for him to reach Ravia.

"What is this... Why aren't my succubi... obeying me!?"

An eye for an eye.
A tooth for a tooth.
Brainwashing for brainwashing, right?

She seemed quite shocked that over a hundred succubi were refusing her orders.
Cracks appeared on Ravia's heavily made-up face.

It was too good to keep to himself.
Edel should have seen this too.
He would surely have driven some satisfying facts into that flat chest.

"I told you, didn't I? They all fell with just a wave of my hand."
"Tch...!"

A soft pink light resonated around the bodies of the succubi.

Leo dashed toward the Succubus Queen along the bridge that resembled the Milky Way.
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I crossed the bridge created by the succubus, gradually closing the distance between Labia and myself.
As I got closer, the trembling on Labia's face intensified.

The wrinkles reflected clearly in the moonlight, making her look rather comical, but Labia seemed unaware of what expression she was making.

"Just because you can control a few succubi... do you think that changes anything?"

As Labia stretched her hand toward me, a hexagram appeared in the air.
Purple magical energy exploded along the pattern and rose up, followed immediately by a gust of wind that felt like it would tear my body apart.

In my current physical state, blocking or avoiding it was nearly impossible.
But I had well over a hundred legs and wings to do that for me.

"You'll see."

The succubi connecting the path between Labia and me each performed acrobatic maneuvers, cutting through the sky.
One of them snatched me by the waist and threw me into a crowd of other succubi, disappearing from Labia's sight.

Like a massive typhoon swallowing Labia whole, the swarm of succubi circled around, surrounding her.

As the succubi tightened their encirclement around Labia, she clicked her tongue as if finding it ridiculous.

"You dare betray your queen without recognizing her!?"

Once again, dozens of hexagrams aimed at the succubi, emitting tremendous magical energy.

While some succubi melted away as they tried to evade the magical energy that tore through the air, the flow of the typhoon continued to choke Labia's breath.

Taking advantage of the opening, a succubus used its momentum to throw me toward Labia.

I just needed to touch her once.
Pink light burst from my outstretched fingertips.

"Sorry, but that won't work!"
"Tch...!"

Perhaps my Ultimate Skill was too bright in the dark night sky, as Labia twisted her body to avoid it.

Labia fired magical energy at me as I fell with increasing speed, but one of the succubi grabbed my hand and hid with me in the empty air.

As long as she was wary of my Ultimate Skill, approaching her wouldn't be easy.

Her basic physical attributes probably weren't that high...
Those wings were the problem.

"You won't dodge this time."

Labia brought out a hexagram and charged it with magical energy.
This time, she seemed to be drawing dozens of layers in all directions to fire simultaneously.

"Are you okay with all your cute succubi dying?"
"Do you think I care about something like that? I can just make more succubi."

Dozens more succubi perished before the heat of the magical energy fired once again.

Labia was busy tracking me with sharp eyes while eliminating the succubi.

This time, a dark figure flew in from behind Labia.

"Where do you—!"

I was right not to charge in directly.

Labia's nails sliced through the succubus I had thrown as bait, even faster than I'd anticipated.

From sky to ground.
I used the three-dimensional space to its fullest to deceive Labia's eyes.

First, I threw succubi as bait, then aimed for the moment when her guard was at its weakest to fly in myself.
Each time, Labia either blocked with a hexagram or barely managed to dodge.

As this process repeated, I could see Labia growing increasingly tired.

Fighting physically wasn't the Succubus Queen's specialty, which contributed to her fatigue, but having to guard all six directions—up, down, left, right, front, and back—must have been mentally exhausting.

"You're really annoying...!"

Labia stretched her large wings straight and flew higher.

She intended to escape from the eye of the succubus storm.

I considered going to rescue Edel instead, but I didn't want to lose the advantage I'd gained.

"Think I'll let you go? After her."

I used the swarm of succubi to pursue Labia.

The succubi, now transformed into something like a giant mouth, chased Labia ferociously.

"You're keeping up with my speed...? How!?"

Labia was shocked to see the swarm gradually closing the distance no matter how much she increased her speed.

Of course she would be.
Normally, regular succubi would be inferior to their queen's power.

But these ones had been brainwashed after being hit by my Ultimate Skill.

Whether they were bleeding from the nose as they reached their physical limits.
Or whether their wing bones were crushed from the speed, causing them to fall.

They moved solely with the determination to carry out their orders.

"You should fly faster!"
"Eeek...!"

Though Labia screamed and struggled to increase her speed further, it was practically impossible to shake off the swarm of succubi that didn't recognize their limits.

Just a little more.
The moment Labia looked back to gauge the distance.

Like a monster swallowing its prey in one bite, the swarm devoured her.

"Tear her apart."
"By the Queen's command!"

Hundreds of succubi each extended their sharp nails, but Labia curled up her body and deployed a hexagram for defense.

Despite succubi hands exploding from the impact, the attacks continued endlessly.

Crack—

Thanks to this, cracks formed in the hexagram protecting Labia.
After a few more attacks, the hexagram completely shattered.

"Urgh...!"

The remaining succubi's nails clawed at Labia.
Blood burst from the deep wounds, and the wings that had been protecting her body became tattered, unable to serve their purpose.

As Labia slowly fell toward the ground, I wasn't about to let her escape.

The succubus holding me immediately dove vertically toward Labia.

My fingertips once again glowed pink as they reached toward the target who could no longer escape.

"Do you think I'll fall like this? I... I must fulfill the Demon King's long-cherished wish!"

As if trying to struggle, Labia fired magical energy, but most of her shots missed.
Even when she managed to hit, I used succubi as meat shields.

Even that seemed to reach its limit as Labia's hexagrams gradually lost their light, unable to emit magical energy.

"Looks like you're out of magical energy too! Just end this quietly!"
"I...! Do you think I'll fall easily to someone like you!?"

Our words didn't reach each other, but I could guess their meaning from lip movements and eye expressions.

The distance was closing.
The pink light intensified.

In a situation where victory seemed certain, Labia's eyes fixed on one spot.

"Dark Knight...! Save me!"

I was just about to reach her when...
Labia vanished before my eyes.

More accurately, she had been snatched away.

"Edel...?"

Edel, who had been standing still like a statue, had somehow grabbed Labia and landed on the ground with a violent thud.

What's going on...?
Wasn't the charm not working well on him?

Meanwhile, I landed safely with the help of the succubi and assessed the situation.

Only about twenty succubi remained.
Labia was hiding behind Edel, that was all.

"Thank you, Dark Knight. I almost got caught."

It felt like Labia's and my positions had been reversed.
This way, I looked like the Succubus Queen.

"Dark Knight, eliminate all those traitorous succubi."
"......"

Edel remained silent at Labia's command.
He simply quietly drew his magic sword and emanated magical energy.

Just once.
A gust of wind followed Edel's sword strike.

"...!?"

It happened in the blink of an eye.
Over twenty succubi were slaughtered, falling without even a chance to scream.

"Fuhuhu. Yes. Very good. You should have done this from the beginning."

Labia's triumphant laughter struck my ears.

As if rewarding Edel for carrying out her orders well... she embraced him from behind, wrapping her arms around his waist and resting her chin on his shoulder.

Labia looked at me with a smirk, claiming ownership of Edel.

I wanted to tear that woman away from Edel immediately, but I didn't have the strength left.

Standing was all I could manage.

"Dark Knight, hold her so she can't move. You won't resist an order like this, will you?"
"......"

Edel maintained his silence at Labia's command.

But the meaning of that silence... I had just experienced it firsthand.

I couldn't dodge.
I couldn't run away.

Edel rushed at me in an instant and grabbed my wrists, restraining me.

His grip was so strong that my remaining hand made a cracking sound as it broke.

"Urgh...!"

The situation was similar to when he had tried to pounce on me.
The difference was that, unlike then, Edel wouldn't come to his senses.

"Fuhuhu. Still think the charm isn't working well?"

As the pink light at my fingertips lost its power and faded, Labia approached me.

"I'd like to kill you, but I can't lose valuable fighting power by giving in to emotions. Since I've lost all my succubi, I'll have to turn you into one."

With a disturbing sneer, she emitted a deep purple light from her fingertips that were dripping with blood.

"I'll specially enter your mental landscape and remodel you to be a slave to me and the Demon King."

This wasn't the same simple sound imprint as before.

The Succubus Queen's Ultimate Skill.
Not simply attaching a succubus mark or sound imprint for brainwashing, but a technique that corrupts the soul itself.

It was clearly a unique Ultimate Skill with gender restrictions, usable only on women.

Though my Ultimate Skill had mental immunity passive, if I got hit by that, I would surely face a terrible fate.

Even so, I had no means left to avoid that attack.

I couldn't feel any mana, and my stamina had long since hit bottom.

Restrained by Edel, I couldn't even use my Ultimate Skill, which was my last hope.

My eyes welled up with tears at the thought that Edel's Pure Love might end here.

"Are you crying? Fuhuhu. After putting on such a strong front and showing off... what an unsightly appearance."

I couldn't hear whatever Labia was saying beside me.
Honestly, I didn't care about the purple light slowly approaching either.

I didn't care what happened to me.

'Teach me Pure Love.'

My mind was completely filled with thoughts of Edel.

I slowly tilted my head back.
I gave my body momentum by gathering what little strength I had left.

"Edel, snap out of it...!"
"It's useless."

With one final effort, I slammed my head into Edel's chest.

A cold sensation struck my forehead.
At the same time, a warm feeling flowed down, suggesting my head had cracked and was bleeding.

Perhaps, as Labia said, it was a useless act.

But... I had to do something, even if it was useless.
That's how desperate I was.

Thud.

As Labia's hand touched my lower abdomen, purple light swirled violently.

Labia was trying to invade my mental landscape.

Drop.

Just as a tear—perhaps my last—rolled down Edel's armor.

"What...!"

Pink light burst from my body.
That light was unmistakably my Ultimate Skill.

But it was different from the Ultimate Skill I had used until now.
As if complaining that I was finally using it for its proper purpose, the pink light rained down fiercely.

Rough yet comforting.
Unfamiliar yet warm.
Clumsy yet sincere.

I had felt this sensation once... no, several times before.

I didn't need to look far.
It was similar to when I faced Edel.

And what tickled my heart was...

Yes.
It felt just like when I saw Pure Love.

And so, in a light I had never experienced before.

I arrived in Edel's mental landscape.
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The sand storm seeped into my hair.
The dry, crumbly ground crushed beneath my heels, unable to hide its desolation.

The blue moon shone so brightly it made me squint, as if wary of a stranger's visit.

The demon realm.
The hidden side of an unreachable world.
Edel's mindscape was as desolate as if it had been modeled after the demon realm itself.

I wasn't sure how my Ultimate Skill had activated, but I breathed sighs of relief just for having arrived inside his mindscape.

"So this is Edel's mindscape..."

Edel's mindscape, which I had tried my best not to peer into, was utterly barren.

Hadn't Edel said he would be lovey-dovey with his ideal type inside his mindscape?

Someone stronger than Edel.
Someone who makes the most delicious food in the world.
A perfect woman with breasts large enough to ensure a baby wouldn't go hungry.

To take Edel back, I'd have to confront that woman. From her perspective, I'd be nothing but an intruder.

Perhaps I would even have to face Edel as an enemy.
Regardless of Edel's wishes... I was determined to drag him back, even if I had to beat him up.

"Edel, just wait a little longer."

Since entering the mindscape, my body had maintained peak condition. Once inside a mindscape, this Ultimate Skill made me practically invincible.

With my lightened body, I flew toward where I could sense Edel's energy.

I passed over the desolate desert land and crossed the outskirts of a city that resembled a cesspool.

After passing what looked like a large tower-like Demon King's castle, a space that seemed out of place with the mindscape's atmosphere appeared.

On a large field atop rugged mountains stood a single house.

A roof reminiscent of a witch's hat.
A barn and farmland beyond the spacious yard.
Even the familiar food smell rising from the chimney.

"That's my house, isn't it?"

My house was sitting right in the middle of Edel's mindscape.

Why would my house be in Edel's mindscape?
It would have been just a month in Edel's long life.

But that was it.
I didn't question it any further.

Edel was in there.
After landing in a corner of the yard, I slowly made my way toward the house.

Just as I could sense Edel's energy, I hoped Edel would sense that I had arrived.
As I walked with the expectation that he might open the door and welcome me—

Creeeeak.
The door opened with the sound of old hinges.

"Estelle? How... you were definitely..."

That expectation became reality.
Edel really did open the door and come out.

Not in his Dark Knight armor, but in formal attire... The usually expressionless and indifferent Edel wore a somewhat dumbfounded look.

As if he were dreaming.
Or as if he were facing something impossible.

The next thing I noticed was what he held in his arms.
Two babies sleeping peacefully in his embrace, who even at a glance resembled Edel.

I wanted to bombard him with questions, but I tried not to show it.

After all, they were nothing more than fakes created within the mindscape.

Despite standing at a distance, I reached out my arms toward Edel.

"Edel, let's go back."
"Go back...?"
"To reality, of course."

Edel tilted his head as if he didn't understand what I meant.

"Estelle, your joke is going too far. This isn't reality?"
"You're under the Succubus Queen's enchantment and trapped here. She's trying to blind you with the things you desire."

Honestly... I thought he'd be vigorously thrusting his hips enough to break the bed, but the Edel I saw was surprisingly domestic.

Edel was even careful with his breathing so as not to wake the two babies.

Now I could understand why Edel hadn't completely fallen for Rabia's enchantment.

Rabia represented lust, didn't she?
Yet Edel's appearance was filled with pure love, like an ending credit scene depicting the protagonist's epilogue.

Perhaps his heart, rooted in pure love rather than the lust he had never experienced, had resisted the enchantment.

Such complex factors seemed to have prevented him from completely falling under the enchantment despite being affected by it.

"So what you're saying is, these babies too..."
"Yes. They're all fake. So let's go back."

Edel slowly turned his head to look at the house once, then at me once, back and forth.

Finally, he frowned as he looked at the babies sleeping in his arms.

He seemed quite shocked.

"Estelle, I am currently experiencing pure love."
"Umm...?"

It seemed he was resisting, probably because I had suddenly forced the red pill on him, and he didn't believe me.

"So... you're saying this is fake too?"
"Don't try to mock me. This baby is clearly mine and..."

As Edel was about to continue with a trembling voice.

"Edel, don't look. Don't listen either."

With a voice that seemed censored, a delicate hand appeared from behind the door and covered Edel's eyes.

Following that gentle, caressing touch, Edel's trembling subsided.

"Edel, go inside first."

After Edel was drawn inside as if being swallowed, the door slammed shut.

All that remained were the woman and me.
Just the two of us.

As expected, to reach Edel, I would have to get past that woman.

She must be the one who had settled in Edel's mindscape and set up house. I was curious to see what kind of face this woman had.

Click, click.

As she stepped out of the door with light footsteps, the woman gradually revealed herself.

Wearing a white dress suitable for indoor wear, her breasts, which looked even larger than mine, maintained their firmness while flaunting their size.
She looked capable of giving birth to a hundred children without issue.

Between them, her half-flowing hair fluttered in the wind. For some reason, her hair color alone was an unnatural gray, as if watching a black and white film.

The face that followed was even more bizarre.
Her features were pixelated as if they couldn't be shown to me, reminiscent of a horror movie.

Did it not matter what she looked like as long as she had large breasts?
If this was typical of Edel...

While I was scrutinizing this woman who embodied Edel's ideal type, she spoke first.

"Look who came all this way, a homewrecker?"
"Homewrecker? Are you talking about me?"
"Who else is there? It's not good to chase after a married man. You're an enemy of pure love."

Homewrecker, married man, enemy of pure love.
Every word from her mouth grated on my nerves.

"That's what I want to say. You sneak into his mindscape and manipulate Edel's pure love?"
"Manipulate? I just fulfilled the pure love Edel desires. Oh right, you don't know what form of pure love Edel wants, do you?"

Even with her pixelated face and distorted voice, I could understand her intention.

Well, my woman's intuition was responding sharply.

This was an unavoidable battle of wills between women.

"From the way you talk, you seem to know well?"
"Of course. I am Edel's one and only pure love."

One step.
We approached each other roughly.

Another step.
Words aimed at each other flew like daggers in between.

"Hah? Is that so? Sorry, but Edel is still learning about pure love. He's still a child when it comes to pure love. What are you doing with such a child, talking about pure love? You're seriously mistaken. Just a fake created by enchantment."

Within reaching distance.
Yet I didn't stop and took another step forward.

She also took another step forward.

Finally, our chests touched.
More than the physiological discomfort of our chests touching, more than my breasts being squashed like steamed buns between the two pressures... I applied even more force, unwilling to back down even a single step in this battle of wills.

"Should you be treating him like a child? Edel is a proper adult. A father of two children and my husband. And didn't you want to see Edel's pure love? So why don't you stop acting like a mother-in-law?"

I'd been bothered by this... this woman seemed to know a lot about me.
It was too unpleasant, as if she could see right through my inner thoughts, which was more than Edel could have told her.

"You're smaller than me?"

She glanced down at my chest and sneered.

"What are you saying? They're sagging, and you can't even tell if you're big or small?"
"They're not sagging! It's natural to be fuller when you're producing milk. Oh right, didn't you produce any milk?"

What's so great about producing milk?
Seeing her proudly supporting her breasts with both arms, I also sneered back.

"Most women produce milk when they give birth, you know? I, I would also... produce milk if I got pregnant and gave birth! What's the big deal about producing some milk?"
"It is a big deal. Edel rates my breast milk as the most delicious thing in the world."
"What...?"

What on earth was she saying...?
I couldn't understand the meaning of this woman's words with my brain.

So, Edel... breast milk...?

"Using my thigh as a pillow, he sucks so hard with that mouth... My nipples were so swollen I had trouble wearing clothes for a while."
"......"
"You know it too, right? I am the pure love that Edel desires. So could you please leave now? I promised to make my husband a special potato dish that he loves."

She seemed to feel there was no more value in talking to me, as she turned around with a winner's smile and headed back to the house.

Conversely, I hung my head with slumped shoulders like a loser.

I know.
I know she's just an illusion created by enchantment.

I know.
I know she's the object of pure love that Edel desires.

Despite knowing this, anger boiled inside me.
Perhaps it was because my mind was filled with the thought that Edel had been taken from me by this monster with a pixelated face and a bizarre voice like voice modulation... who only had large breasts.

Taken from me? Why?
Edel wasn't anyone's possession to begin with...

My mind was in chaos.

One thing was certain—

"I'm not leaving."

I drew out my "Triceratops."
As I poured in more mana than ever before, the three crimson horns expanded as if to devour the world.

"So you want to fight to the death, is that it?"

She stopped in her tracks and glared at me with cold eyes.

She too held a broom in her hand and produced horns as large as mine.
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Three horns charged fiercely toward each other, and the massive shockwave created by the collision of the two forces shook the mental landscape.

Something was strange.
The power, the speed, even the timing of the attacks...
It was like watching another version of myself moving in a reflection on water.

Even after dozens, hundreds of exchanges, I couldn't find a single opening.

The pressure wave surged belatedly, raising a huge cloud of dust that blocked my vision, but I used my left foot as a pivot point and rotated my entire body to swing the "Triceratops."

In the clear view along its trajectory, I saw that she too was swinging a broom just like mine.

I held the "Triceratops" at an angle and deflected her broom in one motion. In that instant, I ducked into the opening and delivered a side kick.

The kick, aimed precisely at her abdomen, swept through empty air.

A magic circle rippled faintly where she had been standing.

A teleportation magic circle.
Which meant the next attack would be...

Without even time to shift my gaze, I immediately activated teleport to escape—

Boom!
The sound of earth being crushed echoed.

Her broom had viciously struck the spot where I'd been just moments before.

My prediction was correct.
Exploiting the opponent's blind spot with a rear attack was primarily my preferred tactic.

Not just that, but even using a broom as a weapon was exactly the same... an uncanny feeling ran through my entire body.

"Who are you? What exactly are you?"

I asked while pointing the "Triceratops" at her with one hand.

No matter how I thought about it, this was difficult to dismiss as an illusion created by enchantment.

"Why are you using the exact same techniques as me? Even if Edel's ideal type is a woman stronger than himself, this doesn't make sense."

Using the same techniques—I could reluctantly accept that. But for even the smallest combat habits to be identical, it was as if—

...What was I just about to think?

"Me? Are you really asking because you don't know?"

She brushed the dust off her dress and pointed to her face with her fingertip.

"You can't tell who I am by looking at this face?"

Asking if I couldn't recognize someone whose face was covered by a mosaic—it was absurd.

"Pfft. This is amusing. So amusing."

When I frowned, she burst into laughter and lowered her head. As if she'd witnessed a situation too ridiculous to ignore, she mocked me.

"I'll give you a hint. I am the crystallization of the ideal that Edel unconsciously projected into this enchantment. Who do you think would fit Edel's ideal type?"

Someone who knows me well and satisfies increasingly demanding conditions—who could that possibly be?

"If you still don't understand after all these hints... then you don't deserve to be here!"

She pointed her broom and charged.
Her rushing form left only afterimages of light before disappearing with a magic circle.

I tracked the flow of mana and checked behind me.
Sure enough, she was targeting my back.

"Not there!"

I reflexively swung the "Triceratops," but she was already gone.

"Where are you looking?"

Then, that bizarre voice pierced my back once again.

How?
I hadn't sensed any mana flow...

This time I tried to escape by deploying a teleportation magic circle, but before I could activate the spell, my vision flashed.

"Ugh...!"

Even though I instinctively twisted my body to counterattack, it was already too late.
The broom flying from behind collided with the "Triceratops," creating sparks.

The impact made my arm tingle with numbness.
Unable to withstand the pressure, my balance collapsed.
My toes slipped, and the horn of her broom pressed down on my shoulder, pinning me to the ground.

"Edel is happy now. He'll experience eternal pure love here with me and our two children."

Meanwhile, the mosaic-covered face continued speaking leisurely.

"So there's no need for you to teach Edel about pure love anymore. Especially not from someone like you who has never experienced pure love."

As her words continued, an inexplicable emotion boiled inside me.

I couldn't tell if it was anger or anxiety, even to myself.

All I knew was that every time Edel's name came from her mouth, an inexplicable displeasure rose to my throat. Simultaneously, something within me trembled precariously, as if about to snap.

"How is living under someone else's control pure love?"

I gritted my teeth, enduring her increasingly powerful pressure while refuting her words.

"Do you think anything becomes pure love just by attaching the label to hypnosis or brainwashing?"
"If Edel believes it's pure love, then it is pure love. The process doesn't matter. 'Pure love takes many forms'... isn't that what you said?"

I said that because I wanted Edel not to recognize love in only one form, not to condone things like hypnotic "pure love."

"You're seriously misunderstanding something. That's not what that phrase means at all."

The blade of the "Triceratops" responded to my emotions, writhing and growing in size.

"It's fine if I'm just an empty shell who's never experienced pure love. Because Edel believes in me. And with so many aspects of pure love left to teach Edel... do you think I'd give up so easily!?"

Her broom also grew in size following the "Triceratops," but it couldn't exceed a certain size, and the gap between them gradually widened.

As the roar of mana tearing through the air echoed like a beast's howl, the horns extending from the "Triceratops" began to take the form of a dragon.

"This is..."

The mosaic-covered face stiffened.
The texture of mana writhing before her eyes was moving like a living, breathing creature.

Even if she could copy my attacks, she couldn't replicate this.

This was an application of my Ultimate Skill, summoning the consciousness dwelling within the "Triceratops" into my mental landscape.

"What? First time seeing something like this?"

As the power of the "Triceratops" grew, I slowly regained my posture, pushing away the broom that had been pinning me down.

"Unlike your outdated broom, my 'Triceratops' isn't just a simple broom."

This was my trump card, prepared for potential battles against transcendents or the final boss of the original story.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth strategy.

My hand trembled severely as the "Triceratops" exerted its power indiscriminately.

Just like the final boss of Aria Chronicle Part 5, the backlash was fierce.

I was on the verge of bleeding from every orifice.
Nevertheless, as I increased the output even more, the mosaic-covered face filled with shock.

"Are you trying to self-destruct? If you want to die, die alone!"
"How can I die when I need to watch over Edel's pure love? And..."

Cracks spread across her broom as it failed to withstand the power of the "Triceratops."

And now.
Beyond the trajectory of my upward strike, her broom shattered into pieces.

A teleportation magic circle appeared beneath her feet.
She intended to escape, but—

"The teleport...!?"

It failed because the "Triceratops," transformed into a dragon that devoured everything, had absorbed all the surrounding mana.

"I'm a witch, so I can't die even if I wanted to!"

Seizing that opening, my downward slash swept away everything before me.

Colors bleached away, and space became a vacuum, sucking in the surrounding air and devouring everything in sight.

In the aftermath that even consumed sound, only her head, split precisely in half, rolled pathetically.

"Haa... haa... huff..."

Breathing heavily, I approached the woman—now just a head—using the "Triceratops," which had returned to an ordinary broom, as a staff.

Pure love, husband... after spouting all those annoying words, she got what she deserved. Above all, I felt my stress relieving at the fact that her chest—slightly larger than mine—had disappeared.

"Heh heh. Pfft. Heehee."
"What's so funny?"

After such a miserable defeat.

"This situation is amusing. Do you really think you can take Edel, who now understands pure love, out of this place? I don't think so."

She rolled her head to look at the quiet house as she spoke.
Even through the mosaic, I could sense a strange regret in her gaze.

My woman's intuition told me so.
I too looked at the house where Edel was, with eyes filled with determination no less intense than hers.

"Come on, the same thing again? That's—"
"Don't make me repeat myself. I told you, right? As long as Edel believes it's pure love, it is pure love."

She cut off my words with certainty.
Her confident voice made me hesitate momentarily.

But I also had my own certainty about Edel.

"Edel is different from you. He's not a fake created by enchantment, but the one and only real thing in this world. Do you think he can't tell the difference between real and fake?"

Edel is strong.
Not because he's one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King's army, but mentally.

Even if he's lost in enchantment and can't come to his senses, I plan to beat him up until he does.

The woman, reduced to just a head, gradually lost her color and turned to dust.

"You will need me. Because that's what Edel will want."

Yet she continued to try to shake me until the very end.

"Ah... what a shame. I wanted to experience more pure love with Edel..."
"Get lost."

She couldn't finish her last words before disappearing.
She turned to fine dust under my foot.

I couldn't stand watching Edel's pure love being tainted any longer.

Past the Succubus Queen Labia, through the woman residing in the mental landscape, only one remained.

"Edel, you really... I won't let you off easy when we get out of here."

Just how much trouble was he planning to put me through...

Muttering complaints I didn't really mean, I stepped toward the house where Edel would be.
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The door hinges creaked unusually loudly, as if unwelcoming my entry.

The interior of the house remained unchanged.
The sofa and carpet in the center of the living room, even the dusty fireplace abandoned in the corner—everything was exactly the same.

I ran my fingertips along the backrest of the sofa, and memories resurfaced with the touch.

*"Before you hit me, let me ask one thing... Why did you grab my hand!?"*
*"I asked if I could hold your hand. When you didn't answer, I simply took it."*

The day Edel first held my hand.
I nearly hit him in shock at that first experience that suddenly happened on this sofa.

I mistook him for being gay since he seemed so nonchalant about holding my hand, and ended up in an awkward situation.
The first touch of his magic sword felt so violent that I embarrassingly fainted.

For anyone else, such an incident would have become a trauma... yet somehow.

After that, Edel held my hand as if it were the most natural thing.
And I too came to see it as natural... wherever we went, I never let go of Edel's hand.

I, who had never held a man's hand before... couldn't understand why my emotional walls crumbled only for Edel.

As my fingers fell limply from the edge of the sofa, that brief, dizzying memory sank back into the depths of my mind.

Where could Edel be?
As I slowly looked around the house, my gaze stopped at the kitchen.
Something on the dining table glimmered faintly under the light seeping through the door crack.

Wasn't he planning to make a potato dish special?
Washed potatoes, onions, and other cooking ingredients caught my eye on the table.

*"I'm sorry, but could you teach me once more? Cooking is difficult."*
*"Ugh... this is the last time."*

He handles a magic sword so well, yet doesn't even know how to hold a kitchen knife...

Despite myself, the corners of my lips turned up as I recalled teaching him to cook while nestled in his arms.

We only spent about a month together...
Yet memories with Edel were embedded throughout the house.

I had lived alone in this house making potions for 90 years.
I brought Joshua in and lived together for 10 years.
And the boisterous days spent discussing Pure Love with Edel lasted barely a month.

In that brief month, the air, scent, and warmth in the walls of this house...
It was remarkable how completely they had been filled with traces of Edel.

"I understand why Edel has my house in his mental image."

If even I as the homeowner felt this way, how much more must he feel it.
Still, using my house as a nest for fake Pure Love... I couldn't help but feel indignant.

I hurriedly made my way to where I sensed Edel.

I climbed the stairs to the second floor and walked without stopping to the room at the end of the hallway.

My bedroom.
I was certain Edel was inside.

Not only could I sense his presence using my Ultimate Skill, but his scent seeped strongly from beyond the door.

Why would he be in my room?
Setting aside that question, I took a deep breath to prepare myself.

"Edel, may I come in?"

Knock, knock, knock.
Even though it was my room, I knocked and waited quietly for an answer.
But no matter how long I waited, only silence rippled through my heart, slowly sinking.

Should I just go in?
Some inexplicable fear made me hesitate.

But I had to enter.
I instinctively felt that Edel wouldn't come out to greet me like before.

My fingertips felt cold on the doorknob.
With a gentle push, the door opened slowly with a creaking sound.

The room that had been cluttered with magical tools and piles of books... was now unbelievably clean.

The arrangement of furniture, even the scent in the air.
It felt less like a single person's room and more like a couple's space, with consideration for another person evident everywhere.

The most striking thing was undoubtedly the cradle, where two infants slept peacefully amid white and pink embroidered decorations.

And finally, Edel, watching over the sleeping children with a smile I had never seen before...

So this is Edel's Pure Love.
The words of that mosaic-blurred woman created by Enchantment came back to me, making it hard to breathe.

But what I needed to do remained unchanged.
I had to take Edel away from here.

"Edel."

In this room where I had become a stranger, in an atmosphere where it felt wrong to even speak... I carefully called out to Edel.

"Let's go back."
"......"

Edel gave no answer.
He merely rolled his eyes to look at me.
The smile that had been on his face moments ago had vanished without a trace, like an illusion.

Had Edel always been this frightening?
By all measures, I should be stronger than him... so why was I afraid?

"This isn't Pure Love. It's a deception created by Rabia. It's all fake. You understand what I'm saying, right?"

My lips trembled.
Perhaps that's why my words came out so direct.

"No, Estelle. You're wrong."

Edel gazed intently at the two children, showing the same smile as before.

"That's what Rabia showed you..."
"While staying here, I realized. This is my Pure Love. So I will not return."
"Edel, you really..."

Edel was so stubborn that his usual obstinacy seemed like mere playfulness in comparison. My heart stung each time I met his sharp, wary gaze.

I wanted to beat him up and drag him back, but I couldn't even properly clench my fist. My body wouldn't listen.

"You wanted to experience Pure Love, right? To become stronger through Pure Love, then defeat me and overthrow the Demon King. Are you going to settle for this? You can't get stronger with something fake like this."

At least my lips could move freely.

Edel has always been obsessed with becoming stronger.
After saying this much, even foolish Edel should understand.

"There's still so much Pure Love to learn. Come on, let's go back."

Despite his unresponsiveness, I approached and reached out my hand. I intended to grab his hand and take him away.

But.
With a sharp sound, pain followed in my hand.

"Don't come closer."
"Edel...?"

Edel... showed hostility by striking away my hand.

I was dumbfounded by this unprecedented action.
With my hand frozen in mid-air, Edel pulled the cradle away, creating distance between us.

"If you intend to interfere with my Pure Love, I will cut you down, even if it's you."

Then he even drew his magic sword and pointed it at me, baring his teeth fiercely... All these actions shocked me. It was as if this wasn't the Edel I knew.

"Are you in your right mind?"
"Do I look insane to you?"

It wasn't just unfamiliar—it was utterly foreign.

"Unfortunately, I am in my right mind."

Edel continued, looking down at the cradle.

"I felt the pulse of the babies. Two small, fragile hearts whispered Pure Love to me."
"......"
"Not only that. The pure smiles directed at me. Seeing the two children and wife who need me, I realized. This is where I belong. This is the Pure Love I must protect."

There was too much killing intent in his eyes to say he was under enchantment.
He was trying to cut me down with eyes sharpened to a razor's edge.

"You say this is all a lie? To me, you seem more like the fake."

Each word became a blade, tearing and crushing my heart.

Tears welled up in my eyes involuntarily, but I bit my lip hard, not wanting to cry here.

"Do you really intend to fight me?"

Even when I threatened him by drawing out my Triceratops, Edel didn't bat an eye.

Instead.

"Come at me. To protect these two children, I can defeat even the Demon King."

He even donned the Dark Knight's armor, entering battle stance.

He was clearly out of his mind.
I was curious about who exactly Edel had come to experience Pure Love with.

Perhaps, even if it was just a falsehood, having learned about Pure Love had made him stronger.

Otherwise, Edel wouldn't act so recklessly.

"So that's how it is."

I too gripped my Triceratops and took a stance.

This was within a mental image, a space governed by my Ultimate Skill.
No matter how strong Edel had become, he would be no match for me, who could perform any miracle here.

I could subdue him with overwhelming force, then use my Ultimate Skill to erase the memories from his mental image.

Surely, despite such a simple and easy solution... my feet wouldn't move a single step.

Reason screamed to rescue Edel quickly, but emotion said the opposite.

If I used my Ultimate Skill to intervene in Edel's mind, it would be the same as what Rabia did.

I didn't want to modify Edel's mind with my Ultimate Skill's abilities.

That would be defiling Edel's heart.
It would be nothing but a fake created by my own hands.
That was something I absolutely could not do.

"Edel, is that really the Pure Love you want?"

I had to persuade Edel somehow.

But what words should I use...?
No matter how much I thought, nothing came to mind.
Then, my gaze turned toward the cradle.

"Those children. Do you know their names?"
"No."
"See? You don't know. How did you meet that woman? Did you date? Where was your wedding? Do you remember your wedding night?"

Edel couldn't answer any of my questions.
Each time, my insides felt like they were rotting and collapsing.

"How can it be Pure Love when there's only a result without any process! Edel, is this really the Pure Love you wanted?"
"Didn't you say it yourself? That Pure Love comes in various forms."

That woman too...
The words I had spoken in the past kept coming back to haunt me.

"This is the Pure Love I wanted. It's not the result of the Succubus Queen's enchantment. While here, I realized. It's the result I created because I wanted it. That's all there is to it. So..."

Edel's voice trailed off.
As if about to voice a very important decision, it made me anxious.

My fingertips trembled.
My legs shook so badly that even standing was a struggle.
Just imagining what he might say next... felt like my heart would stop.

"I no longer need you to teach me Pure Love. We've both kept our promises. Now disappear from my sight."

In that moment, my grip loosened and the Triceratops rolled on the floor. The floor I collapsed onto was so cold.

My mind kept turning over the meaning of Edel's words.

I'm no longer needed.
So... the Pure Love studies are over?

Holding Edel's hand.
The sexual harassment he would casually spout.
That smile he showed me... I'll never see them again?

When I finally understood the meaning of his words—

My vision suddenly blurred.

I shouldn't cry...
Even though I bit my lip until it bled, the tears that had started wouldn't stop.

Why did it hurt so much?
Pain surged from deep within my heart.

My body glowed pink.
My Ultimate Skill activated repeatedly, as if trying to suppress these emotions.

Yet the tears wouldn't stop.
Rather, they poured out more heavily, drowning me until I could barely breathe.

Why do I become so weak in front of Edel?
I should have the upper hand in every aspect, but I...

"E-Edel? Y-you're joking, right?"
"It's not a joke. I'm serious."
"You're lying. There's still a mountain of things to learn. How can you not need me... Ah, right! Our promise isn't fulfilled yet. The S-Succubus Queen! We haven't sealed her yet...!"
"The promise was to reveal the location of the Four Heavenly Kings, not to seal them."

Edel coldly refuted my incoherent words.

"Th-that's right...! You wanted to drink my milk! If we go back, I'll develop a potion that produces breast milk and let you taste it! I-I'll even let you touch my breasts all you want!"
"I've already tasted it. It was sweet. And I've touched your breasts until I was satisfied."

How...?
I don't produce milk?

But there was no time to dwell on that.
I had to persuade Edel.

"You wanted to do more preview studies, right? If we go back, I'll let you do all the preview studies you want!"
"I already told you... I no longer need Pure Love studies."

Even my own significant resolution was mercilessly trampled before Edel.

"Hnngh..."

I couldn't stop sobbing at the thought that I was nothing but a stranger to Edel now.

What should I do?
How can I change Edel's mind!?
Please, someone, anyone, tell me...

*"You will need me. Because that's what Edel will want."*

Suddenly, the words of the mosaic-blurred woman came to mind.
Did she know this situation would arise?
Should I summon her again and escape from here?

But that wasn't the path I wanted.
It would go against my purpose and betray Pure Love.

Above all... I didn't want to lose Edel like this.

I somehow gathered strength in my weakened legs and stood up. I fell clumsily several times in the process, but it didn't matter.

"Edel."

Step by step.
I moved toward Edel.

"Stay away."

His magic sword extended straight out to threaten me, but I didn't care.
Right now, I only wanted to get closer to Edel.

"I'll find your ideal type for you."

One step.
The magic sword pierced the center of my chest.
Blood beaded at the edge of my skin.

"Whether it takes a hundred years, a thousand years, or ten thousand years."
"I told you not to come closer."

One step.

The magic sword sank in, touching my heart.
Yet I felt no pain.

"Even if your ideal type doesn't exist in this world, I'll stay by your side."

Blood gushed from both sides of the magic sword that had completely pierced through my body.

But it was fine.
I could finally stand face to face with Edel.

I realized anew that Edel was incredibly tall, with a massive frame that could easily lift me up.

As I took the final step, his hand touched my heart, which had been split in two.

Pink blood soaked the floor.
As if those had been suppressing my emotions, the words I wanted to say to Edel came clearly to mind.

"I'll become your family."

I carefully spread my arms and embraced Edel.
I felt cold metal instead of warm flesh, but that was fine.

The fact that I was holding Edel wouldn't change.

"So please. Don't give up here. Don't surrender..."

The blood on his armor traced pink patterns.

An Ultimate Skill activated not to interfere with Edel's mind, but solely to convey my feelings.

I wanted Edel to understand my heart.
That I wasn't fake, but real.

A truthful proof... that I would help create Pure Love for him.

"Show me... your Pure Love."

The pink currents were gone.

The barrier suppressing my heart.
The pain constricting my heart had also disappeared.

"...Why? Why do you go so far for me?"

Edel embraced me.
The cold armor had vanished at some point, returning him to his usual self.

Warm heat filled my body.
It was just a hug, but... my body trembled at the unfamiliar pounding in my chest.

My face burning red, I hid against his chest and mumbled my answer.

Why, he asks.
I couldn't think of a reason.

I just wanted to see Edel's Pure Love.
Perhaps I had grown... quite attached during our time together.

Hmm... "attached" seemed somehow inadequate.

What is this emotion?
What should I call it?

"You idiot. I don't know either. It's just because it's you. Don't ask me for reasons."

In the end, I laid bare my true feelings.

"I need you. So..."

This won't convince Edel...
But unable to take back words already spoken, I trembled yet didn't abandon my sincerity.

"Don't tell me you don't need me."

Just those simple words.
Without logic, persuasion, or any teacher-like aspect... just pure sincerity that surprised even me.

"...I see."

Edel stroked my hair and murmured quietly.

I couldn't tell what he meant.
It was too ambiguous to know if it was affirmation or denial.

The only certainty was that Edel's heartbeat against my chest matched my own rhythm.

Boom, boom, boom...

Vibrations spread like an earthquake.
The mental image was collapsing.
It was a sign that we would soon leave this mental space.

"I'm sorry for lying. So please don't cry."
"Idiot. I've already cried all I can."

Within that space, we held each other tightly and closed our eyes.
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"Here..."

Labia narrowed her eyes as she looked around.

Massive gray towers stood in rows, their surfaces crumbling with ancient dust that disappeared into the wind.

When she heard a noise passing overhead, she looked up to see a giant metal bird slicing through the sky.

On the ground, strange steel carriages rushed by without carrying a single person.

"Pure love this, pure love that... I thought her head would be full of flower gardens..."

This was clearly Estelle's mental landscape.
After all, Labia's technique allowed her to invade someone's mental landscape and devour it from within.

Yet everywhere she looked was just an endless succession of grayscale... Labia, who had been excited at the thought of dyeing Estelle's pink mental landscape purple, couldn't shake the feeling of disappointment.

Well, whatever.
It's not like women whose outsides and insides don't match are rare.

Thinking of another woman who acted all proper on the outside but whose mental landscape resembled a swamp of pleasure, this level of difference wasn't actually that significant.

Labia looked around as she slowly moved forward.

Estelle was somewhere here.
It was a simple matter of finding her and remodeling her to Labia's taste.

The mental landscape was Labia's home turf.
No matter how strong Estelle might be, Labia was confident she could break her in an instant here.

But no matter how far she went, there was no trace of Estelle's energy, and the gray landscape filling her vision remained unchanged.
It felt like she was going in circles... she couldn't shake the feeling of walking in place.

If anything had changed, it was one thing.
For some reason, the steel objects seemed to be circling around Labia as if keeping an eye on her.

Though they had no visible eyes, it was easy to tell they were watching her.

"Pfft. Don't tell me you've set traps in your mental landscape?"

Labia smiled amusedly as she rested one arm on her hip.

She couldn't believe someone would set traps even in their mental landscape in preparation for an intrusion, but witches were known to be the most troublesome beings during invasions of the human realm.

So having a trap in her mental landscape wasn't particularly surprising.

If anything, it raised Labia's expectations. The anticipation of capturing Estelle sent tingles of excitement through her body.

Crack...

As purple light rippled from her hand, cracks began to form in the mental landscape.

Seeing pink light seeping through the thin crevice, she knew that beyond it must be Estelle's true mental landscape.

Labia clenched her fist firmly.
She planned to strike with her fist to widen the crack.

But before she could widen it, things went wrong.

BANG!

With a thunderous noise, a metal carriage sliced through her field of vision and charged at Labia, running her over.

"Kuhak...!"

There was no special power behind it.
It was just the impact of ordinary mass colliding with her, sending Labia flying and tumbling across the ground several times.

Though blood spread inside her skin as if she'd suffered internal injuries, it wasn't a major problem for movement.

Moreover, this was a mental landscape.
Physical pain was merely a mental impact, not reality, so she didn't take it seriously.

As Labia slowly got up and dusted herself off, dozens of steel carriages came charging toward her.

So this is how you want to interfere?
Fine. It would be boring if it were too easy.

The corners of Labia's mouth curled up sinisterly.

Rushing toward the oncoming carriages, Labia lightly jumped up, rolled her body once, grabbed the front of a carriage with one hand, and vaulted over it.

Then she dodged the next carriage with minimal movement and easily countered a strange carriage threatening her with its large arm using just one hand.

One. Two. Three.
The carriages were smashed one after another with thunderous noises.
Yet the attacks continued relentlessly, as if trying to drive Labia away.

When the last carriage was crumpled like paper and stopped moving, Labia sat atop the pile of metal debris, leisurely swinging her tail from side to side with her chin resting on her hand.

"Whew... Is that all? Not much of a challenge."

She had expected more fun.
The attacks were so trivial that she felt like yawning.

Just then, a shadow spread around Labia.
It grew until it covered the entire debris pile, and a harsh roar struck her ears.

Labia instinctively looked up.

The giant bird she had seen when first entering Estelle's mental landscape was plummeting straight toward her.

CRASH!

An overwhelming mass crashed down, causing an explosion, followed by a firestorm that engulfed Labia's body.

From within the fireball that seemed like it would leave nothing behind, a slender arm suddenly appeared.

"Puha!"

Dusting off the ashes on her scorched skin, Labia irritably extinguished the remaining flames when she saw her hair ends had burned and shriveled.

The mental landscape was quiet.
Nothing else appeared to interfere with Labia.

When Labia's hand reached toward the crack, the world flipped upside down as if by magic.

The gray landscape was gone.
All that remained was a single house sitting in a lush green field.

"Found you."

Estelle was inside that house.
Despite an unsettling energy surrounding it, Labia's steps didn't hesitate.

She gently pushed open the door, passed through the living room, and quickly climbed the stairs to the second floor.
Then she flung open the door in front of her without even pausing to catch her breath.

"What is this?"

There was Estelle, sound asleep.
That alone wouldn't have surprised Labia.

The problem was something else.

A woman with a greenish glow.
A woman with blue scales and the lower body of a fish.
And... Daia and Garnet too.

Five women sharing one bed, all asleep side by side, greeted Labia.

What was going on?
How could there be four completely different people in the mental landscape?

Though Labia tilted her head in confusion, she moved forward. Whether there were five people or a hundred in the mental landscape, her task remained unchanged.

"Pfft. From now on, you'll live as my slave forever."

Remodeling Estelle.
For that purpose alone, Labia's fingertips glowed purple.

That's when it happened.

"Ehehe. Slave? What an interesting thing to say."

It was Estelle, who had seemed sound asleep, grabbing Labia's wrist.

"You...!"

She was awake?
Could this be another trap?

No matter how hard Labia tried to pull her hand away, it wouldn't budge.

Instead, Labia's body was helplessly pulled along by Estelle's strength.

It was strange.
As the Succubus Queen who should always reign supreme over others, the current situation where she couldn't exert her power in the mental landscape felt utterly alien to Labia.

"How...? This is a mental landscape, you can't surpass me..."
"Oh my. You don't know anything? Yet you came all this way and woke me up?"

When Estelle smiled, the sense of dissonance grew even thicker.

Like standing before a vast abyss...
It wasn't just a feeling—her instincts were screaming at her to flee this place as quickly as possible.

But no matter how much strength she used, she couldn't escape Estelle's grasp. Finding this amusing, Estelle smiled.

"What's wrong? Looking so scared. You're the one who crawled in here, aren't you?"
"You... what the hell are you?!"

Labia shouted, forcibly holding her trembling body together.

"Me? Hmm? Ehehe. What do I look like to you?"

Labia instinctively felt that she wasn't Estelle. There was something ominous and unsettling that kept constricting Labia's heart.

And this feeling wasn't unfamiliar.
Yes... just like when she had an audience with the Demon King... fear bloomed deep in her heart.

"You're not her, are you?"
"Hmm... half right, half wrong."

She wore a triumphant expression, as if posing a riddle for Labia to solve.

But she didn't seem like she would reveal the answer.

"Since you're half wrong... you should be punished, right?"

Pink mud spewed from her mouth.
Not just from her mouth, but from her eyes and ears... mud burst from all her orifices, quickly filling the room and devouring the four women lying beside her.

It happened in an instant.

"G-Get away from me...!"

Having barely escaped Estelle's grasp, Labia tried to flee the room, but her lower body was buried in mud and she couldn't move.

Trying to use her ability to escape the mental landscape was useless.

This place, this woman... had no intention of letting Labia go.

"Thanks to you stimulating Estelle, I was able to break free from the Ultimate Skill's restraint. I never imagined she would break the Ultimate Skill she had placed on herself."

Unlike Labia, she continued speaking in a calm voice.

"Thank you. It's all thanks to you. In return, I'll eat you up nicely."

Goosebumps rose on Labia's body.

Eat...?
Eat, she said?
What? Surely not... me?

The pink mud surged and rippled, and tentacle stems rose stickily from within.

Cold, wet sensations instantly wrapped around Labia's limbs, not giving her a chance to escape as they tightened like capturing prey.

"S-Save me...!"

Finally understanding the situation, Labia twisted her body and struggled, but it was useless.

"I-I still have to serve the Demon King...!"
"Then I definitely can't let you live, can I?"

A sinister smile spread across Estelle's lips.

"One pure love is enough for this world."

Eventually, a large tentacle shot up from Estelle's stomach.
Flapping its huge mouth, it slowly positioned itself above Labia's head.

When the mouth opened wide, mucus dripped down, wetting Labia's head. Fear etched deeper into Labia's eyes.

"Don't—"
"—try."

Chomp.

"Mmmmph...!!!"

The tentacle that had bitten up to Labia's shoulders in one gulp swallowed her, gulping loudly.

Each time it violently convulsed, Labia's body was sucked deeper into the tentacle.

The unpleasant air and sticky mucus inside the tentacle suffocated Labia.

It devoured her chest.
It swallowed up to her waist.

With her barely moving fingertips, she grabbed the tentacle's mouth, but only for a moment.

As the gulping tentacle increased its speed—

"Mmmmph!! Mmmmmmph!!!!!!"

Her thighs.
Her knees.
And finally, her toes.

Completely swallowed by the tentacle... she fell into Estelle's cramped stomach.

*

"Not a bad taste, better than I expected."

Estelle stroked her greatly swollen belly as she savored Labia.

Just then, Labia's face suddenly protruded, as if she hadn't given up yet, causing Estelle to frown.

Thwack!

After a forceful punch made things quiet again—

"Ah, digested♡"

The greatly swollen belly transformed back into a slender shape.

Estelle politely covered her mouth with her palm to suppress a burp that had risen to her throat, then wiped her lips before slowly beginning to suck in the pink mud that filled the room.

Amid the wet sucking sounds, she hummed and smiled happily.

Only Estelle remained in the clean room.
She stretched refreshingly as she rolled around on the now spacious bed.

"Estelle, I'll wait for you. Until the day you realize your true wish. Ehehe."

The room filled with her laughter.
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"Estelle."

It was a familiar voice.
A warm call that was completely different from the tone I'd been hearing for over a month.

My tired eyelids struggled to lift me into the outside world, as if trying to hold onto that warmth.

My blurry vision gradually took shape.

Dressed in formal uniform rather than armor. Numerous scars along his skin. Somehow gentle eyes. Snow-white hair swaying in the breeze.

Like a prince straight out of a fairy tale, Edel was looking down at me with concern.

...Hmm. No, I should take that back.
Or maybe not entirely.

He looked no different from the usual Edel, yet today he seemed exceptionally handsome.

Perhaps it was the dawn sunlight making me squint. With that excuse tucked away in my heart, I gave him a sweet smile.

"Edel, good morning."
"Good morning, Estelle."

Edel returned my somewhat sudden morning greeting with a gentle smile of his own.

Wait. Did he even know how to smile like that?
Why... why is he so handsome?

Looking at Edel's smile made my heart beat faster and faster, heat rushed to my face, and my breathing became a mess.

Edel's heart was also beating rapidly like mine, which left me bewildered.

"......"
"......"

An inexplicable silence followed.

Not knowing what to say, I fidgeted with my fingers.

I wondered if conversation even mattered at this point.

We'd already talked plenty in the mental landscape.
And I'd poured out all my unspoken feelings there.

More importantly, we were too close.
I was nestled comfortably in Edel's arms, being carried like a princess.

"Um, Edel. Could you... put me down?"
"No."

Even as I kicked my legs up and down pleading to be put down, Edel flatly refused.

Breaking free would have been easy.

My depleted mana was flowing again, and my injured witch's body was gradually recovering.

If I wanted to, I could easily punch Edel in the jaw and escape.

But that was merely hypothetical.
Me hitting Edel... I couldn't even imagine it.

"I don't think my heart can take this..."

So I hid my face behind my hair like a curtain, my voice barely audible.

"Can't we just stay like this?"
"Hnngh...!"

When Edel leaned in and whispered in my ear, a silly moan escaped my lips.

Why? What is he planning to do like this!?
All sorts of ridiculous fantasies flashed through my mind like lightning.

Sexual harassment!?
Or worse, sexual assault!?
Is he planning to use this as a pretext for "practice"!?

My legs flailed in the air even more frantically.

"J-just this once?"

I remembered my promise to do whatever Edel wanted, whether it was practice or anything else.

Finally, I stopped struggling and my eyes peeked shyly from behind my hair.

Edel's face was too close.
Our noses touched, and I could feel his breath.

Our eyes reflected each other, making it hard to tell whose face I was looking at.

"Estelle, close your eyes."

Why. Whyyy... What are you going to do...
It was just our faces getting closer, but I couldn't contain my yearning heart.

What will he do if I close my eyes?

You pervert!
You sexual harassment milk-extracting demon!!!

Despite my thoughts, my body was honest.
I slightly closed my eyes as Edel instructed.

My lower body felt itchy, making me unconsciously rub my thighs together.

My hands slowly moved up along Edel's chest,
finally gently wrapping around the back of his neck.
My arms naturally went over his shoulders, forming an embrace.

Whatever happened now... I wanted to leave it all to Edel.

I could trust Edel no matter what he did.

At the same time, I felt anxious.

What if his tongue suddenly enters my mouth?
I hope I don't have bad breath...

"......"

But no matter how long I waited, what I had imagined didn't happen.

No soft sensation touched my lips, only the slight breeze created by our mingling breaths tickled the edges of my lips.

"Edel?"

When I slightly opened my eyes, Edel was still touching my nose with his, his eyes closed.

Edel opened his eyes, showing his sharp gaze, then closed them again.

...What was that about.

Gulp.
I unconsciously swallowed.

Why did he look so sensual?
Should I just make the first move?

Unaware of my thoughts, Edel tightened his arms around me. He added tenderness to his grip as if determined not to let me go.

Then.
He moved his lips that were so close yet so far.

"I just. Want to. Feel you in my arms like this."

His words made me feel embarrassed for thinking only of lewd things like "practice."

I see.
Edel just wanted to...

"Heehee."

I didn't want to laugh, but laughter burst out anyway. My lips loosened into a smile I couldn't control.

I wished time would stop right now.
Or that we could be alone in a world with no one else.

But of course, interruptions always come at the best moments.

Thud.

Both Edel and I turned our heads at the sound of something collapsing.

"Rabia?"

Right. I had been fighting with Rabia.
When I opened my eyes, I only saw Edel and had completely forgotten about her.

"Edel, just a moment."

I carefully slipped out of Edel's arms and infused mana into my Triceratops.

Even though I had freed Edel from the enchantment, the fight wasn't over yet.

I needed to subdue Rabia and seal her.

Despite my Triceratops menacingly waving its three horns, Rabia didn't move.

Her legs had given out, causing her to collapse.
Her eyes seemed vacant, as if her soul had left her body.

Even when I waved my hand in front of her eyes, her blank stare remained fixed.

She looked like someone whose mind had collapsed, or just an empty shell.

"Is she dead?"

Edel approached me and asked about Rabia's condition.

She didn't seem dead.
Her heart was still beating, and she was still breathing.

"Edel, give me a moment."

Just to be sure, I placed my hand on Rabia's head and activated my "Ultimate Skill."

Whatever the reason, her consciousness should still be in her mental landscape.

However, I couldn't find any trace of her existence anywhere in Rabia's mental landscape.

She had disappeared, leaving only her body behind.

...This is bad.
If Rabia were sealed in this state, it would hinder the upcoming Demon King invasion.

"This is serious."
"What's wrong? Won't you tell me?"
"Well... she's completely lost it."

To put it nicely, she'd lost it. Rabia's condition was serious, essentially no different from being in a vegetative state.

"Is there no solution?"
"There is a solution, but..."

There is a way.
I could create a personality for Rabia in her mental landscape.

But that wouldn't be the real Rabia—it would be a third party with my interpretation added 100%, which made me hesitate.

Hmm... does it even matter?
Thinking about how she had enchanted Edel and tried to modify me, she deserved it in many ways.

It wouldn't be bad to modify her according to my preferences.

Once again, as pink light flickered, I engraved a personality into Rabia's mental landscape.

I included her personality and behavior patterns based on her actions in the story, plus one special addition I made:

When she meets a man who truly cares for her, she will love him for life.

Whether that's a goblin, an orc, or the Demon King depends on Rabia's fate.

Then I immediately activated the sealing magic circle, swallowing Rabia and successfully completing the sealing of the Four Heavenly Kings.

...By the way.
Could we go back to that moment from before?

That atmosphere of almost touching still lingered faintly on my fingertips.

He said he wanted to feel me in his arms, right?
Unfortunately, I'm aiming for something more, so what should I do?

This was the perfect time to unleash the witchiness I'd cultivated over 120 years.

"Ow. Suddenly my strength..."

With exaggerated hand gestures, I clutched my head and twisted my body.
I gradually weakened my legs, as if walking down stairs, until I naturally leaned against Edel's body.

"Estelle, what's wrong?!"

While receiving Edel's concern, I smiled victoriously where he couldn't see.

"Mmm... I must have used too much power. I feel weak."

Isn't lying a basic witch skill?
I'm not so weak that using my "Ultimate Skill" and a sealing magic circle once would drain me, but Edel fell for it completely.

"Heehee. I can't walk. Will you carry me like a princess again?"
"Alright."

Edel's large hands slipped under my shoulders and thighs, lifting me effortlessly.

Not missing the opportunity, I locked my arms around his neck again, and only then did I feel at ease.

Heehee. How can you be so innocent? How will you ever have a pure love relationship?
I'm worried you might end up with the wrong woman and live unhappily forever, you know?

Just thinking about another woman entering Edel's pure gaze, as pure as his name, made me feel oddly spiteful.

"Hey, Edel. Want to practice?"
"Practice? Now?"
"Now. Right now."

Then I raised my head and whispered softly in his ear.

"It's called... a kiss."
"A kiss?"
"Yes. When our lips and lips... touch each other."
"Is that all there is to this practice?"

Edel, that guy. Is he looking down on kissing right now?
It's not just about lips touching lips, you know!?

"A pure love kiss is not just about lips touching lips."

Would I teach a simple peck for practice?
What I want to teach is an adult kiss.
...Although I've never done it myself.
But that's not the important part.

"Our tongues, um... tongues... intertwining and..."

How should I explain this further?
I would need to have experienced it myself.

My limited vocabulary was frustrating.

I didn't want to use vulgar expressions like "rubbing together."

"Tongues?"
"Ugh... I don't know! Close your eyes!"

In the end, I forced Edel to close his eyes with an almost violent action.

Now the preparations were complete.
All I needed to do was overlap our lips and carefully slip my tongue into his mouth.

Thump, thump...

My heart was beating more fiercely than ever before.
The intense pain I had experienced before was nowhere to be found.

Instead, I only felt the urge to attack Edel's lips as soon as possible.

Not attack.
This is just pure love study, after all.

So slowly.
I moved toward Edel's lips.

How should I tilt my head?
Left? Or right?
I don't know. Let's just go with what feels right.

Should I close my eyes in advance?
If I do, I might miss his lips and hit his nose instead.
Right. I should close them slowly.

Just as I was about to close my eyes, when we were so close that not even a finger could fit between us, and I had almost forgotten to breathe...

A blue butterfly danced into my blurry vision.

That wasn't all.
A golden flash of light, brighter than sunlight, flew in.

"Dark Knight, let go of my mom!"

Joshua...?
Along with that all-too-familiar voice.

KWAAANG!

A violent explosion echoed.

Ch.241 - The Witch And The Dark Knight (89)
How could Joshua be here...?
Before I could even finish my thought, a violent explosion erupted, and I instinctively hid in Edel's arms.

Normally, I would have brushed off such an attack, but I had unconsciously acted coy.
My cheeks flushed red at my involuntary reaction, but Edel held me tighter to keep me from feeling anxious.

"An ambush."

Edel's red eyes darted sharply through the dust cloud surrounding us, searching for enemies.
Following his gaze, streams of holy power extended like tree roots, creating a powerful barrier.

A makeshift sanctuary.
Though inferior to a true Sanctuary, this special barrier covered us, reducing enemy abilities within its range by half.

That meant Leo must be nearby too.
Thinking about it, it made sense. Joshua and Leo were practically inseparable.

I thought I might run into Joshua while in the Southern Continent... but why did they have to appear at this exact moment!
If they'd waited just a little longer, Edel and I could have k-k-k-kissed!

While I was stomping my feet in frustration, Edel lifted me up effortlessly with one hand.
Then, with his eyes fixed firmly on something in the dust cloud, he drew his demon sword and prepared for battle.

"How dare you interrupt our pure love practice. I won't let you live."

As Edel bared his teeth, his demonic energy gradually swelled with enough intensity to split Joshua and Leo in half right then and there.

W-wait.
Split who in half...?

No matter how much Joshua and Leo had interrupted our pure love practice, that was... something that should never happen, even if the world were ending.

"Edel, don't attack!"

When I tightened my grip around his neck, the demonic energy that had been swelling fiercely subsided as if it had never existed.

"Why not?"

Edel quietly asked for a reason.

"It's Joshua."

Joshua.
My one and only daughter.

Recognizing the familiar name, Edel's eyes widened before he hurriedly straightened his clothes.

I wasn't sure what he was doing in the middle of the dust cloud... but I could tell Edel was flustered.

"Estelle, I'm curious about something."
"Yes?"
"Isn't Joshua your family? Why would she attack us?"

Well, I wonder why.
Unless she was brainwashed, Joshua wouldn't attack me.

'Dark Knight, let go of my mom!'

Suddenly, Joshua's shouted words flashed through my mind.
And judging by her calling him "Dark Knight," she seemed to know Edel.

"Edel, have you met Joshua before?"
"I've never met her. I don't remember her at all."

Edel's assertion gave me a headache.

Well, Edel had been with me the entire time since coming to the human realm.
There was no opportunity for him to meet Joshua.

...Unless, was it then?

After Edel fell under the enchantment, Rabia said she was going to face the adversaries.
If she meant Joshua and Leo, that would explain things.

I sighed in relief knowing that Joshua and Leo were safe after encountering Edel.
But at the same time, I became angry thinking that Joshua had been put in danger because of Rabia.

...Should I really release my seal and give her a good smack?
I considered it quite seriously.

"Anyway. No fighting. I don't know what misunderstanding there is, but we need to talk first."
"Hmm..."

Edel looked me over briefly, then looked back at the dust cloud and continued.

"They don't seem to be in a state for conversation."

Edel was right.
Joshua's butterflies were fluttering their wings stealthily in the dust cloud, looking for an opening.
Leo's holy power was approaching us slowly, like a predator with its fur standing on end, holding its breath.

"Estelle, hold on tight."

Edel kicked off the ground and soared through the dust cloud.
The makeshift sanctuary tried to block us, but Edel's demon sword shattered it in one strike.

"What are you trying to do...!"
"First, I want to get away from here. If they're not in a state to talk, wouldn't it be better to take some time?"
"What if that deepens their misunderstanding about you!?"
"Misunderstanding?"

Edel calmly asked back.

"I haven't done anything to be misunderstood."
"Well, that's true...!"

It was too late to regret not reading his memories when I entered Edel's mental landscape.

"Dark Knight, I won't let you escape!"

Just then, Leo spread his angel wings and followed us from below.

With the Holy Sword I had given him filled with holy power, he looked ready to cut Edel down at any moment.

Seeing Leo like that, Edel tilted his head.

"Didn't you say Joshua was female?"
"That's not Joshua!"
"Then who is it?"
"It's Leo. Joshua's... lover. I guess you could call him my future son-in-law."

For some reason, Leo's expression soured at the words "future son-in-law."

Even without understanding what it meant... he seemed to grasp the meaning instinctively.

"In that case."

Edel pointed his demon sword at Leo, who was closing the distance in an instant, and released his demonic energy.

When they got close enough for their blades to meet—

"Kugh...!"

The demonic energy that followed the trajectory of the demon sword engulfed Leo and knocked him to the ground.

"It's okay to attack him, right?"

...You're asking after you've already attacked.
Still, Edel must have held back, as Leo didn't seem to be hurt.

"I'll use this chance to escape."
"No. Let's go back."

I pinched Edel's cheek lightly and continued.

"I won't let Joshua misunderstand you. I'll explain everything properly. Let's go down."
"...Alright."

After safely landing on the ground, I left Edel's arms.

Joshua seemed to misunderstand that I was being held captive by Edel.
Though it felt a bit lonely, I thought it would be better to stay apart like this.

As I carefully approached the two, I saw Joshua frantically checking on Leo's condition.

"Leo, are you okay?!"
"This level of impact is no problem."

She was so worried about her potential husband getting hurt that she didn't even notice her mother approaching.

Joshua and Leo didn't look much different from before I left on my journey.

That made sense since it had been just over 50 days... but the atmosphere between them seemed more affectionate, more intimate than before, making it difficult to casually start a conversation.

Still, I had to do what needed to be done.

"Joshua, it's been a while? Have you been well?"

When I called out to Joshua in a gentle voice, her gaze shifted from checking Leo's condition to me.

Her visible eye, not covered by her hair, trembled greatly before welling up with clear, transparent tears.

"Mom...!"

It had been so long since I'd heard her call me "Mom"...
Joshua burrowed into my arms and hugged my waist tightly.

The way she nuzzled against me, trying to burrow into my chest, reminded me of 10-year-old Joshua, bringing a smile to my face.

Even though she was now nineteen and just became an adult, she still seemed like a child... I hugged her back, sharing our warmth.

"Mom, Mom... Mom!"
"Yes. Mom is right here."

I stroked her hair while responding to Joshua, who kept calling out "Mom" as if she'd had a terrible nightmare, clutching my collar tightly.

Her hair felt dry and rough, suggesting the journey had been quite difficult.

Thinking about how Joshua must have struggled, I unconsciously looked up and glared at Leo. He slightly averted his gaze and lowered his eyes.

"Mom, are you okay? The Dark Knight didn't harm you, did he?"

With my chest area damp from Joshua's tears, she carefully asked me with tear-filled eyes that hadn't dried yet.

"Hmm? Harm me?"
"The Dark Knight is one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King's army. I know from reading storybooks that he came here to invade the human realm."

Joshua had read all of the Aria Chronicle that I had written to pass the time during boring periods.

She seemed to have noticed that the content was based on reality.

"Plus, he appeared with the Succubus Queen and tried to hurt me and Leo! How could I not worry about you, Mom?"

So that's what happened...
It was Rabia, wasn't it?

I was annoyed that my plan to seal the Four Heavenly Kings to protect Joshua had gone awry at the end.

But well.
As long as she's safe, I suppose.

"Hehehe. You think Mom would lose to a mere Four Heavenly King? Anyone who messes with Mom ends up as a bloody pulp."

I rolled up my sleeves to my forearms to reassure Joshua, and seeing her smile bloom on her face as her tears stopped, I knew she was relieved.

"I'm just glad Mom is safe."

Joshua left my embrace and wiped the tears from her eyes with her sleeve. Then she raised her staff toward Edel and deployed a magic circle.

"Now all that's left is to destroy that Dark Knight!"
"Joshua? I have something to say about that."
"Yes?"

I stood in her way, which was unfortunate for Joshua who was fully preparing her magic, but I couldn't just leave it be.

"The Dark Knight, I mean Edel, is indeed one of the Four Heavenly Kings, but he's not a bad person. The situation is a bit different..."
"What...?"

I fidgeted with my fingers, unsure how to explain Edel to Joshua.

While Joshua might simply see him as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, to me, Edel was a man who displayed as many colors as a rainbow.

It was difficult to find the right words to express that in a single phrase.

"Mom."
"Yes?"
"You're not under some kind of brainwashing, are you?"

Joshua's once bright eyes lost their vitality, shadowed by doubt. With what people commonly call "dead eyes," she questioned me.

"It's also strange that the Succubus Queen isn't visible. She hasn't entered your body, has she?"
"Don't worry, I sealed the Succubus Queen. And Mom doesn't fall for things like brainwashing."
"This won't do. I need to check for myself."

What does she mean by check?
Did she learn some mental magic while traveling?

My question was answered relatively easily.
Joshua bent down and grabbed the hem of my skirt—

"Joshua, what are you d— Eek!!"

She lifted my skirt like a blanket and stuck her head underneath.

The thought that it was none other than Joshua who had entered under my skirt made me tremble, unable to move.

Joshua felt her way up my legs and slowly raised her head.

Her head, passing through my most private area and reaching my lower abdomen, made me look like a pregnant woman.

After her suspicious breath stimulated my skin exactly five times, Joshua emerged from under my skirt with a sour expression.

"Strange. There's no vagina dentata..."
"S-see, I told you I'm not brainwashed!"

Even if it was Joshua, it was embarrassing to have her come under my skirt like that in front of Edel and Leo.

Unlike me, whose earlobes had turned red, Joshua still hadn't dropped her suspicious gaze.

"The Dark Knight is an enemy of the human realm. He'll soon throw the world into chaos. You know that better than anyone, Mom, right?"

Joshua wasn't wrong.
The Dark Knight and the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King's army were the first trial threatening the human realm.

They dyed the four continents with blood, scattered demonic energy, and laid the groundwork for the Demon King's descent to this land.

But that was the story before I met Edel.

The Edel who was learning pure love from me was by no means a cruel person.

He saved children who were being bullied.
He knew how to match others' emotions.
He was kinder than anyone.

My heart told me that the current Edel was not someone Joshua needed to worry about.

"Joshua. I understand your concerns, but Edel is a little... very different."
"Different in what way?"
"Edel is learning pure love from me."
"Pure love...?"

Pure love seemed unexpected, as Joshua's eyes widened in a different way.

"Yes. Pure love. Learning to cook for someone you love. Learning to be considerate enough to care for others. And... what else was there."

I couldn't help but smile whenever I thought of Edel learning pure love.

Edel was steadily approaching pure love, unlike when I first met him. I, who had been watching him all along, could guarantee that.

So the Dark Knight in the book and Edel were practically different people.
That's what I wanted to tell Joshua.

"But the Dark Knight tried to hurt me and Leo..."
"That was because the Succubus Queen had cast an enchantment on him. Mom has resolved everything now, so don't worry. Right, Edel?"

When I turned my head, Edel nodded as well.

"If I attacked you, I apologize. I was momentarily under her enchantment and lost my mind."

See that?
Would the Dark Knight apologize here?
He'd obviously just raise his demon sword without knowing what he did wrong.

In contrast, Edel sincerely bowed his head and apologized.
Whoever taught him, he learned very well!

"Edel, can you come over here?"

Edel, who had been standing at a distance, slowly moved forward.

Joshua deployed another magic circle, and Leo stepped forward to block him, but Edel didn't draw his demon sword and simply approached my side.

Then he naturally interlaced his fingers with mine and gave me a smile.
I returned his smile and leaned on his shoulder.

"Let me introduce him properly."

It was just an introduction, but why did it feel so significant...

I introduced Edel to Joshua, who had frozen with an expression like a disapproving father meeting his daughter's boyfriend.

"This is Edel. You know he's one of the Four Heavenly Kings, right? He's learning pure love from me."
"......"

Despite Joshua's silence, I continued.

"And—"

I didn't want to end my relationship with Edel as simply master and disciple.
Edel seemed to feel the same way, as he gently squeezed our joined hands.

So what would be good?
...Right.
Didn't he say that in his mental landscape?

"He's someone who will become a new family member."
"F-family...?"

Joshua's body trembled.

As if facing an unbelievable reality, her eyes seemed to be looking at a very distant place.

"Joshua...?"

What's wrong with her?
Did I say something wrong?

Mana rippled around Joshua.
Finally, after the mana exploded outward—

"I cannot accept this marriage!!!"

Joshua's tearful cry echoed.
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"Marriage...?"

Marriage? Why is marriage suddenly coming up?
For a moment, my mind went blank.

As I stared at Joshua with a dumbfounded expression,

"When grown adults hold hands and introduce each other as family... what else could that be but marriage!?"

She pointed accusingly at my hand clasped with Edel's, raising her voice with a fierce glare.

Following Joshua's trembling finger, my gaze shifted to our interlocked hands.

It wasn't just simple hand-holding—our fingers were completely intertwined... creating an image that suggested intimacy beyond mere friendship.

Moreover, I realized that in this state, when a grown man and woman call themselves family, they could only be seen as a married couple.

...Joshua was right.
Regardless of my intentions, there was really no other way to interpret it.

Me and Edel as a married couple....
A hazy fantasy flickered vaguely in my mind.

"Hyaaah...?!"

I hastily pulled my hand away and stepped back from Edel as if escaping.
What on earth had I said... My face burned hot.

"M-m-m-marriage?! Edel? With me!?"
"What else could 'family' mean?! You're not trying to say he's my brother, are you?"

Is that how it works?
That's not what I meant....

Joshua's strong attitude left my mind in confusion.

"Mom, something's wrong. You seem broken somehow. Don't tell me... you've been brainwashed by the Dark Knight?"
"Brainwashed... How could I be brainwashed by Edel...?"

I muttered defensively while sneaking a glance at Edel.
When our eyes met, I quickly looked away.

"......"

My eyes, hiding behind my hair, squirmed slightly and peeked out again.

We made eye contact again.
I hid again.
I peeked up slightly again, then fled again, repeating the cycle.

These brief moments kept repeating endlessly, leaving me at a loss for words.

Just looking at Edel made me breathless.
Nothing had changed between Edel and me... yet I felt as if I really had been brainwashed.

"Estelle."

Edel didn't seem embarrassed at all, just staring at me with suspicious eyes.

On the other hand, his gaze—like that of a pet afraid of being abandoned—unsettled my heart.

"Do you dislike becoming family with me?"
"No... that's not it, I don't dislike it...."

Perhaps because Joshua had shouted about marriage, the word "family" immediately connected to marriage in my mind, turning my thoughts into chaos.

Marriage is, well... that kind of thing, right?
Eating together, going on dates, bathing, sleeping.
Doing everything together.

...Huh?
Wait, that's exactly the same as... now?

Come to think of it, the time I've spent with Edel so far has been exactly like what you'd imagine for newlyweds.

But I quickly shook my head vigorously.

No, no.
All those things were just actions to teach Edel about Pure Love...!

If we were really newlyweds, by now Edel's demon sword would be...!
With that ridiculous thing, forcibly opening my lower body....
Filling my belly to the brim with the most superior genes...!!!!!

Ten children.
A hundred children....
No, a thousand!!!!!!

My head exploded with the image of a world teeming with pink-haired children.

And in another sense, my lower abdomen tingled with excitement.

"Hmmmm.... Edel, I... I can't bear any more♥"

As the strange sensation in my lower abdomen reached its peak, my legs gave out and I collapsed.
The ground I sat on became oddly damp below, but... this wasn't the time to worry about such things.

My mind was already at full capacity, wondering how to name over a thousand children.

"Mom? Snap out of it!"
"Joshua...? As the eldest, you should take good care of your siblings...."
"Eek! I knew it, you really are brainwashed!"

Joshua urgently took me in her arms and watched Edel warily with a fierce expression I'd never seen before.

"Leo, hurry up and take down the Dark Knight!"
"Ah... yes!"

A tingling sensation like sparks in my brain spread throughout my body.

The last thing I saw before my eyes gradually closed was Joshua and Leo attacking Edel.

***

"Huff... huff..."
"Urgh...!"

What was happening?
When I opened my eyes, Joshua and Leo were rolling on the ground, breathing heavily.

They didn't seem injured, just exhausted from their labored breathing.

"Estelle, are you awake?"
"Edel...?"

I lifted my head toward the voice, and Edel was looking down at me with concerned eyes.

It didn't take long to realize I was being carried in his arms like a princess.

"You suddenly lost consciousness, and I was worried."
"What about Joshua and Leo...?"
"Ah, don't worry about them. I didn't lay a finger on either of them. They're simply exhausted."

So that was it.
Of course Edel wouldn't hurt them.
...Well, I wouldn't have minded if he'd half-killed Leo.

"But why are you carrying me like this? Can you put me down now?"
"I thought you liked being held this way?"
"...I do."

Maybe earlier I wouldn't have minded.
But Joshua's gaze, lying on the ground and staring at us murderously, was too frightening.

And also, there's a mother's dignity in front of her child....
It was embarrassing.

Edel didn't ask for any more reasons and carefully set me down. Only then did Joshua's gaze soften slightly.

What should I do about this?
I smacked my forehead, feeling like I'd created an even deeper misunderstanding while trying to clear up the original one.

Still, it was Joshua's fault for suddenly bringing up marriage.
It was partly my fault too for getting caught up in that talk and having delusions, but I didn't want to assign blame right now.

"Joshua?"
"......"

Look at her.
Completely sulking like a child, just glaring without saying a word.

"Mom isn't brainwashed."
"......"

I slowly helped Joshua up from the ground and dusted off her clothes.

"You're the most precious thing in the world to Mom. Okay?"

After that, despite her dissatisfied gaze, I opened my arms and embraced her warmly. When I gently patted her back, Joshua's delicate hands finally wrapped around me.

"...It shouldn't be like this."
"Hmm?"
"Mom, who's always composed and stronger than anyone, shouldn't fall for a Dark Knight of all people."
"Fall for him? Who said I fell for anyone? I told you before, I'm just teaching Edel about Pure Love. About being family... well, that's something for later, if Edel can't achieve Pure Love."
"...You're lying."

Joshua hugged me tighter and buried her face in my chest.

"My new dad has to be a prince on a white horse, someone strong enough to defeat any curse, and someone who can't live without Mom while living eternally."

I was dumbfounded by Joshua's standards, which were as strict as Edel's ideal type.

More than that, I was surprised she was still thinking of Edel and me in terms of marriage.

I silently blamed myself for bringing up the family talk too hastily and confusing Joshua.

"So... Mom is brainwashed. No, you have to be."

Joshua's eyes, peeking out, were unwavering and firm.

What does she mean I "have to be" brainwashed?

Eventually, Joshua turned her head slightly and looked directly at Edel.

And then—

"Dark Knight."
"You called?"
"I won't let a villain like you have our mom!"

She declared war with force in her voice.

"I don't know what you did to Mom, but I'll expose all your true colors and break the brainwashing spell you've cast on her!!"
"I'll face you anytime."

Edel answered with determination, not even understanding what Joshua meant.

Sigh....
How did it come to this?

What should have been a heartwarming mother-daughter reunion had turned ice-cold.

This is all Edel's fault.
If he hadn't fallen under Labia's charm, Joshua wouldn't have been so wary.

What should I do...?
With Edel and Joshua in a tense standoff, I was caught in the middle, unable to do anything but watch awkwardly.

I gave Leo a meaningful look, but he just stuck out his tongue and shook his head.
He really is useless in every way.

In the end, the only person who could break this atmosphere was... me.

"W-well then! Joshua, it's morning, aren't you hungry?"
"...Not at all."

The lifeline I threw with all my mental strength was cut off pathetically in front of Joshua.
But I couldn't give up here. If this atmosphere continued, I'd die of discomfort.

"No. You should be hungry. It's morning, right? I'll make you a special potato dish that you love. Okay?"
"I prefer vegetable soup though?"

I'm screwed.
The special potato dish was Edel's favorite food.

Am I going to give up here!?

I'm a Witch.
I could put on a hundred layers of thick skin if needed.

"U-uhihi! R-right! Vegetable soup! Mom will make you vegetable soup!"

I grabbed Joshua's hand firmly and, with an awkward smile, forced myself to walk toward Requies, which was sparkling in the sunlight.

"......"

Joshua didn't hide her displeasure until the end.
Even as she was being dragged along, she kept her lips tightly sealed, occasionally scanning my face up and down with suspicious eyes.

"I'll put potatoes in the vegetable soup, and carrots too... I'll make it really delicious! So just look ahead and walk! Isn't the sunshine nice!? Huh? Right!?"

Even though Joshua didn't answer, I kept muttering to myself, trying desperately to salvage the atmosphere.

Joshua continued to be dragged along without much will, narrowing her eyes and glaring alternately at me and Edel.

Please stop looking and just walk forward...!
While screaming internally, I maintained my forced smile and trudged forward.
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