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        I was reincarnated into the [Aria Chronicle] game series, which has enjoyed steady popularity since the 20th century.

        

        This long-running JRPG maintained its popularity through sequels, spin-offs, and side stories.

        It was a game beloved by many gamers in Japan, yet consistently failed miserably whenever they attempted global launches.

        

        Nevertheless, it was a game that had made its name known to gamers worldwide at least once.

        

        Building on JRPG characteristics with its hardcore combat mechanics, and showcasing narratives and love stories developed over a decade in its promotional videos, it caught the attention of users who weren't typically interested in JRPGs.

        

        The slowly developing romance between a man and woman.

        Some users even said they should have just made a dating sim instead.

        

        The game created immersion by placing romantic subplots for supporting characters throughout the story.

        The difference between main and supporting characters, however, was whether they could avoid death flags or not...

        

        "When this war ends, I'll propose to her."

        "If I die, could you deliver this letter for me?"

        "When this battle is over, let's all go see the ocean together."

        

        Even with such lines,

        many users criticized it as a bundle of clichés because it was obvious who would live and who would die.

        In an attempt to counter the negative reactions from the community, the director started subverting clichés, creating the bizarre phenomenon where the roles of main and supporting characters became reversed.

        When characters you cared about suddenly died or became corrupted, it became impossible to deeply invest in them.

        

        By the time the series reached double digits, no one cared anymore about fantasy, heroes, or demon lords.

        

        When they reached the timeline where the demon lord became the hero's mother, transcending the romance between hero and demon lord,

        people were voting on which female character had the most "mommy energy," who had the highest "wife potential,"

        and how many women the protagonist would string along this time.

        Sometimes the heroine candidates included the childhood friend's mother, or even an aunt.

        

        Honestly, as long as they taste good, it doesn't matter who becomes the heroine.

        

        When I encountered a female character who threw herself at a man with no connection to her, begging him to take responsibility because her "womb dropped" after he saved her life once, I lost my mind and smashed my monitor.

        

        [Aria Chronicle is really going downhill for real]

        

        Author: Pure Love Brigade

        Where did the pure love that defied the world shown by Floria and Agnes go?

        Where did the pure love of Zieg Friks, who broke the laws of the world to save the Witch of the End, disappear to?!

        A main heroine who makes womb jokes...?

        If the world ends tomorrow, know it's because of Aria Chronicle.

        

        I posted on the community forum with my phone and flopped onto my bed. I had rushed home right after work, even braving my manager's disapproving looks, because I heard a new installment was out.

        

        I don't want to go to work...

        I shouldn't have broken my monitor.

        Trying to shake off my belated regret, I buried my face in my pillow.

        

        I realized it was time to let go of Aria Chronicle.

        

        You seduced me first. You seduced me first with pure love...

        

        Even remaking previous works would be fine. Just give me pure love. Give me sweet romance.

        

        No, don't even remake anything.

        

        "What joy is there in life now?"

        

        Tomorrow at work, my day would start with my manager's nagging.

        What's the use of worrying about what's already happened?

        I should just sleep.

        

        "Dda-dda..."

        

        Could you believe that when I opened my eyes, I had become a baby who could only babble "dda-dda"?

        

        ***

        

        By the time I turned 10, I had grasped my reality and found myself deep in thought, stroking my chin.

        

        I was truly grateful that this was the world of [Aria Chronicle].

        Having experienced reincarnation like something out of a web novel, I had imagined a happy future for my second life—planning for future events with my foreknowledge.

        But what good is knowing the path to a happy future if there's no immediate way to get there?

        

        First, I was an orphan abandoned by my parents.

        I was found by a passing woodcutter and raised healthily, but I was dismayed by my lack of even the smallest connections.

        Aren't there usually stories about being chosen by a god? Or found by a dragon? Or picked up by an archmage? There are so many possibilities!

        

        Second, I was a man in my previous life but born a woman in this one.

        At first, I was confused by the absence of my precious thing, but I figured that since I'd already lived as a man, living as a woman wouldn't be so bad.

      

      
        However, being born a woman in Aria Chronicle without bloodline, connections, or talent meant my only future was becoming a farmer's or woodcutter's wife, bearing children with a never-empty belly.

        Except for maybe one in ten thousand.

        And that one had to be me.

        

        After coming all this way, living an ordinary life? I'd rather die.

        

        Third, while [Aria Chronicle] might be mistaken for a world full of dreams, hopes, and love due to its popularity for pure romance, it's actually a world where both supporting and main characters get killed off if you're not careful.

        There was no special power for reincarnators, and shouting "status window" or "stats" into the air didn't bring up any translucent screens.

        

        At least it could tell me what talents I might have.

        

        The most important problem was that I was 300 years before the start of the first Aria Chronicle series.

        When the woodcutter mentioned news about the establishment of the Holy Kingdom, I nearly fainted.

        The Holy Kingdom was founded 300 years before the original story.

        

        In other words, living as an ordinary human female character meant I would end my life in unhygienic fantasy agricultural living with a mind tainted by modern sensibilities, without ever seeing the pure love of the original work.

        

        This is bad.

        

        Think. Recall all knowledge of the original work.

        

        Among the legends, quests, and folklore that form the background of Aria Chronicle, is there a way for me to gain power while living a long life...

        

        "Estel, if you're not busy, could you help me move some firewood?"

        

        Just then, the woodcutter came into the house, shaking off his rain-soaked old robe.

        

        A robe? That must mean he's a wizard.

        I imagined myself waving a robe, holding a staff high, and casting area-effect spells.

        But could I even lurk near a magic tower with uncertain connections and talent?

        

        Even if I became a mage, I didn't particularly want to become a 300-year-old hag cackling "kekeke hohoho" and acting senile.

        

        I want to become immortal. And use magic that's only possible in a fantasy world!

        

        "I've decided. I'm going to become a witch!"

        

        ***

        

        "So that's how you were driven out."

        

        "That's right. By my own will."

        

        "It doesn't seem like it was Estel's will though."

        

        This is why kids these days are so perceptive.

        

        While I chatted with my adorable assistant Joshua, the cauldron emitted pink smoke.

        That's it. I've completed all the potions I felt necessary based on the original work.

        This radiant pink potion should be effective with just one sip.

        Behold, the love potion!

        

        It's been 100 years since I was driven out.

        I've become a proper witch with an assistant, and my influence in this area is so great that I've caught the attention of heresy inquisitors, but what does it matter?

        The ordinary country girl I was 100 years ago no longer exists.

        

        To tell a bit more of my old story, I eventually found the Western Witch and became her disciple, growing into a proper witch.

        I still vividly remember crawling to the Western Witch's house when I was nearly dead, unable to walk any further.

        

        'I want to become a witch.'

        

        After that, I went through all sorts of hardships as the Western Witch's disciple.

        Considering what I gained, it was a small price to pay.

        

        With the witch's teachings and ideas from the original work, I could pass the boring time making poisoned apples, potions, and elixirs like those in fairy tales.

        With this apple, I'll eliminate all the impure elements that interfere with pure love. Hehehe.

        When I reached immortality through the Western Witch's final teaching and preserved my 19-year-old appearance forever, tears clouded my vision.

        

        'I taught you, but it's a curse, you rotten girl.'

        

        I missed the witch's irritated expression when she saw me become immortal.

        She was immortal herself, yet she only complained about me.

        I wonder what that lady is doing now.

        

        I rose from my seat, my body drenched in sweat from the cauldron's heat.

        I wanted a shower. An indoor hot water shower, rare in a fantasy world!

        Using magic to recreate most modern comforts, I could enjoy a life similar to modern times as long as I had mana.

        

        As I undressed and infused mana, warm water sprayed from the shower head.

        My pink hair reaching down to my thighs and my prominent chest.

        In my previous life, I fully empathized with being called flat-chested, so I drank a breast-enlarging potion from my master's treasure vault.

      

      
        As a result, I nearly fainted when my master grabbed my chest and squeezed.

        

        Flash—!

        

        Thanks to that incident, I got an idea.

        If breasts can grow larger, isn't that the ultimate love potion?

        After all, there's no man in the world who dislikes women with large breasts.

        There were a few beasts, not men, who did, but I didn't think they deserved respect.

        

        "Joshua, you didn't secretly drink that potion, did you?"

        

        While I changed into fresh clothes after my shower, I cautioned Joshua, who was staring at the pink potion in the cauldron.

        A loli with huge breasts? Unforgivable.

        

        "I'm not curious enough to touch unknown potions."

        

        Joshua answered with a pouty expression at my mischief while neatly organizing the potions in a box.

        

        "Hmm~ Acting all grown-up."

        

        "Someone has to act like an adult since you're so childish, Estel."

        

        Her refusal to back down was adorable again.

        

        I found Joshua three years ago in a ruined village while collecting herbs said to grow from human corpses.

        

        Originally, I had a contract with a village for regular supplies, but for some reason, the supply was cut off.

        

        Joshua stood guarding her parents' graves with a charred wooden stick. Her face was streaked with tears and mucus, and though her hands and feet trembled with fear, her hands gripped the stick tightly in a last desperate stand.

        

        Not only were there herbs growing by the graves, but they were also growing in the child's festering wounds. The wounds had become infected and were beginning to rot.

        

        'Won't you give me that flower?'

        

        I carefully collected the herbs that draped over the burn scars covering half of Joshua's face and stroked her head.

        

        I could have trampled the girl carelessly and just taken the herbs, but I happened to need an assistant, and perhaps I had grown lonely after living alone for so long.

        

        Making all sorts of excuses in my head, I took the girl's cold hand.

        

        As I reminisced about my first meeting with Joshua, she finished organizing and was reading a fairy tale book from the bookshelf.

        

        Snow White, huh.

        

        During my seclusion, I had written books mimicking fairy tales from my previous life when I was bored, and this was one of them.

        

        "Does Joshua like handsome princes too?"

        

        "It's not necessarily because he's a prince."

        

        "Then what do you like about him?"

        

        "Just... how he risks danger for a princess he doesn't know well. The princess doesn't know because she's asleep. I envy that."

        

        Her answer seemed beyond her 10 years, and I was impressed by Joshua's broad thinking, so I stroked her silver hair.

        

        The bangs she had grown long to hide her burn scars became disheveled, and she quickly moved away from my touch.

        

        "Then what about me, who loves Joshua so much?"

        

        "I don't like you, Estel."

        

        Hearing it directly made me feel a bit sad, but maintaining my smile despite that is the charm of being an adult.

        

        "The witch is hurt~ I think I could feel better if my pretty assistant said something nice."

        

        "Still no."

        

        Just bantering like this makes for a pretty happy daily life.

        

        Although I was born too early to see the pure love I wanted to see, I could spend my days without boredom by bickering with Joshua.

        

        When Joshua grows up enough to be independent and falls in love with someone, I might become a fierce mother-in-law.

        

        "Grow up well, Joshua."

        

        "Even if I grow up, I won't be tasty enough for you to eat."

        

        Already familiar with Hansel and Gretel too, I see.

        

        "That's not true~ You look so delicious~ I want to eat you up~!"
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        What is a witch?

        

        Sometimes they stand in the final boss position, hindering the protagonist's path, and other times they become allies, blocking enemies who obstruct the protagonist's way.

        The seemingly capricious actions of witches are one of the elements that have garnered great popularity across time and cultures.

        

        Aren't they the ones who ride broomsticks, swindle protagonists through unfair deals, and if things go wrong, cast black magic to become obstacles to love?

        

        Yes. I am destined to become a witch.

        

        If someone were to ask why I became a witch, I would surely answer:

        

        "Because that's where pure love exists."

        

        Mmm. Excellent, excellent.

        Even I think there couldn't be a more splendid answer.

        

        Whatever the demerits of being a witch, whatever an immortal life entails... imagining the happiness that will come 200 years from now naturally brings a smile to my face.

        

        "Have you finally gone senile? Please go mad gracefully."

        

        Senile? In witch society, 100 years old is just a fresh baby!

        I puffed my cheeks in silent protest at Joshua, who casually spat out such harsh words.

        

        Joshua sighed deeply while cleaning the cavern with my beloved steed (broomstick), Triceratops.

        

        "My dear assistant, Joshua. Cleaning is fine, but do you know what kind of broomstick you're using right now?"

        "Your broomstick cleans better than other brooms, Madam Witch."

        

        It is indeed a luxury broomstick fed with alchemy and layered with black magic.

        Moreover, the material that forms the foundation of the broom is probably a luxury among luxuries that can no longer be found anywhere.

        

        Joshua had a good eye.

        

        Cleaning would be nothing when using Triceratops. Just applying a little force and it works efficiently. When infused with mana, it eliminates dust without needing a dustpan, making it quite convenient.

        

        Perhaps it's about time I taught Joshua black magic.

        At 10 years old, it's exactly the same age I was when I became a witch's apprentice.

        As an assistant, learning magic would make cleaning quick even without using a broomstick.

        

        I cleared my throat to catch Joshua's attention as he was neatly putting the broomstick back in its storage.

        

        "Ahem!"

        "Miss Estel, did something go down the wrong way?"

        

        Is that not right...?

        Well, at least I caught Joshua's attention, so the fake cough served its purpose.

        

        "Joshua, today I'll teach you about black magic, so come here."

        "Black magic?"

        

        Mana that constitutes the world and sacred power derived from divine strength.

        Black magic is the distortion of providence that transforms mana.

        

        Using it in crowded places would immediately label you a heretic, but there's nothing better for self-protection.

        

        A small black wind, just enough to grasp in hand, coiled around my wrist, creating a beautiful quadruple spiral.

        The mysterious yet alien spiral rings gathered to transform into the shape of a butterfly, landing on Joshua's shoulder.

        

      

      
        "How about it? Isn't it cool? Isn't it pretty?"

        "It is, but... if I learn black magic, won't I become a witch? I don't want to be a witch."

        

        I thought coolness and prettiness would definitely work on a child...

        

        After staring at the black butterfly created by black magic with sparkling eyes, Joshua soon shook his head with a pouty expression.

        

        "You don't have to become a witch just by learning black magic. To become a witch, you need to pass the witch's test."

        

        Learning black magic doesn't make you a witch.

        There's what people commonly call a job change quest.

        

        "What kind of test did you take, Miss Estel?"

        "That's a secret."

        "That's unfair."

        

        I sat Joshua, who was expressing discontent with slightly puffed cheeks, on my lap.

        Saying you don't want to change jobs but being curious about the job change quest? No matter how cute and adorable my assistant is, I can't reveal industry secrets!

        

        I don't intend to raise Joshua as a witch, but knowing some black magic, alchemy, and herbology would provide means to survive alone.

        

        In the world of Aria Chronicle, the most successful life for a powerless girl is to become the wife of a farmer or woodcutter.

        

        I deeply wished for the girl I've grown fond of to have the strength to survive on her own.

        

        Even if Joshua doesn't want it, safety measures are necessary. I decided to leave any future anger to my future self.

        

        "What do you think black magic is, Joshua?"

        "Something dirty."

        "Oh, that's not the answer I was looking for. Then, what about darkness?"

        "Something scary."

        

        I hit a roadblock from the start. I broke into a cold sweat at the immediate answers that showed no willingness to learn.

        It seemed I needed to change the perception of black magic first.

        

        Light and darkness. Along with understanding the duality of these two powers, I needed to create an internal familiarity so Joshua could approach darkness without resistance.

        

        "Joshua, do you know why the sky is blue during the day?"

        "Um... because the god who created this world made it that way?"

        "It's because of Rayleigh's scattering law."

        "Eh?"

        

        Oh no, I've done it.

        I worried that I might have crushed the child's innocence by suddenly recalling memories from my past life from 100 years ago.

        

        Think, Estel.

        A way for Joshua not to fear darkness...!

        

        After pondering deeply, I began earnestly packaging the concept using a fairy tale from my past life about siblings who became light and darkness, with a narrative that darkness was actually good when you got to know it.

        

        "And so, the siblings who became light and darkness divided the day in half, each embracing this world in their own way."

        "Oh..."

        

        The only things Joshua could enjoy in the witch's cavern were the fairy tale books I had recreated as a hobby. Fortunately, the fairy tale approach seemed to be the right answer, as Joshua was adorably poking at the black magic that had landed on his shoulder.

        

        "And black magic isn't just about casting terrifying curses or harming people."

        

        Depending on the user's mental health, it can be applied in various ways.

      

      
        As I extended my hand, black tentacles stretched from my fingertips, picking up a stored potion and placing it in my hand.

        

        "Now, close your eyes. Feel the mana around you."

        "Mana?"

        "You don't have to think about it too hard. You'll feel something ticklish. That's mana."

        

        I slowly increased the density of mana in the cavern, scattering it to make it easier for Joshua to feel.

        

        "Please don't tickle me on purpose?"

        "Do I look like a witch who would play such pranks?"

        "Yes."

        

        This is why I dislike perceptive children.

        It's not that I didn't have such intentions, but I quickly abandoned the idea, fearing that if I played around, Joshua might stubbornly refuse to learn.

        

        I made the mana flow slowly around Joshua so he could feel it.

        Since humans with low mana affinity could suffer mana poisoning in high-density areas, I proceeded slowly, careful not to startle Joshua.

        

        Delicate mana control isn't my specialty, but this time I demonstrated the best control I could manage.

        

        "Something is circling around me... is that the thing that always circles around me?"

        "W-what, already!?"

        

        I had been planning a curriculum spanning 10 years to start slowly today, but in less than 10 minutes, the flow of mana...?

        

        Considering it took me about 7 years to sense mana, had Joshua been feeling it all along?

        I wondered if I had gone through unnecessary trouble, but then again, Joshua, being unfamiliar with magic, wouldn't have known that what he felt was mana.

        

        Joshua, what a frightening child.

        

        Momentarily setting aside my silly thoughts about Joshua leaving for a magic tower to become a great magician, saying this wasn't where his talent belonged, I proceeded with the lesson at a rapid pace.

        

        "Now, you'll feel this ticklish energy inside your heart too."

        "I feel strange..."

        "Imagine. Picture yourself grasping it in your hand."

        

        Though it was just a simple use of mana, in my mind, Joshua was already a genius who had secured the top position at the magic tower.

        

        I taught one thing, and Joshua handled mana in various forms as if drawing pictures. I couldn't help but feel proud. So this is why parents dote on their children. A motherly smile was fixed on my face, refusing to disappear.

        

        Is this how I become an obsessive mother? My Joshua would never do that! It must be something you did wrong!!! Alarmed by the image of myself turning into such a middle-aged woman, I watched the beautiful trajectory of mana created by Joshua.

        

        "Miss Estel, look at this!"

        

        As Joshua brought his hands together, mana rippled above them, forming silhouettes of a woman resembling me and a cute girl with bangs covering her forehead.

        

        "How... beautiful."

        

        While pondering how to respond to the child's pure joy, I instinctively patted Joshua's head.

        At first, she flinched as if rejecting it, but soon seemed to resign herself, closing her eyes as if enjoying the touch.

        

        In Joshua's hands, the mana shaped like a woman was also patting the mana shaped like a girl.

        

        I had been worried about how to wait through the next 200 years.

        But with Joshua, it seemed like 100 years would fly by in no time.

        

        If this was her reaction to learning mana for the first time, I could only imagine how much more interesting her responses would be to future lessons.
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        In the autumn when the grain ripened, the village was filled with the smiles of adults as the harvest season approached.

        

        Though one couldn't expect a bountiful harvest every year, ever since the village chief had asked the witch who settled near the village a few years ago to ensure annual abundance, autumn had become like a festival for the village.

        

        Joshua's father, too, as a farmer, had been able to live a comfortable life for several years thanks to the consecutive good harvests.

        

        However, the witch had one request: to keep her presence here an absolute secret.

        

        People who had been skeptical at first followed the witch's words, grateful for the blessing of prosperity she brought.

        

        "Isn't the witch a bad person?" Joshua asked his mother while eating dinner.

        

        "In the stories you tell me before bed, the witch always torments people."

        

        "Not all witches are bad, dear. Look, thanks to her, we have our daily bread to eat."

        

        "My beloved daughter, Joshua. Don't go around saying the witch is bad. We prayed for days to the nameless god who never paid us any attention. But the witch has given us food to eat."

        

        Her father chimed in after her mother.

        

        In truth, whether the witch was good or bad didn't matter much to Joshua.

        

        She no longer had to carefully watch her parents and eat sparingly during winter, and she could stay warm by the fireplace that never ran out of firewood throughout the cold season.

        

        The witch had also helped find children who got lost in the forest.

        

        Adults always warned that going deep into the forest could lead to being eaten by monsters, but some boys had ventured deep into the woods, claiming they could defeat any monster, only to lose their way.

        

        When the sun had set and the adults, including Joshua's father, were frantically searching with torches for the missing children, the witch appeared with her back to the moonlight, holding the hands of the lost children.

        

        "You rascal! Where have you been?!"

        

        "Daddy~!!!"

        

        The father's scolding and the child's crying reassured the villagers.

        

        Meanwhile, the village chief approached the witch and bowed in greeting.

        

        "It was noisy near my home, so I went out and found the children crying. I brought them back."

        

        "How can I ever thank you..."

        

        "As for thanks, I'm running low on those medicinal herbs I mentioned before."

        

        "Of course, without question."

        

        As the village chief bowed deeply in gratitude, the witch's figure leaving the village seemed mysterious, unlike the image from her mother's bedtime stories, almost making Joshua mistake her for a fairy.

        

        This thought wasn't unique to Joshua; it was shared among girls her age.

        

        "I want to be a witch when I grow up!"

        

        Joshua often heard this declaration from her peers when they helped with laundry by the stream.

        

        Adults would smile bitterly when they heard such talk, unsure whether to scold the children or not.

        

        Usually, rumors about witches were unfavorable—tales of villages being cursed with premature aging for offending a witch, or even entire kingdoms suffering from famine.

        

        Since no one had been harmed despite her help, some villagers began to speculate that she might not be a witch at all, but a spirit living in the mountains.

        

        As time passed, talk of the witch became more frequent among adults. Especially discussions about her appearance became like drinking snacks for the men.

        

        "If I were just ten years younger, I would..."

        

        "Could you satisfy her with that size? Hahaha!"

        

        Such lewd talk about the witch was often heard in the village's only inn and tavern.

        

        This made the wives' opinion of the witch deteriorate, as they feared their husbands might one day suddenly leave for the witch.

        

        Drive the witch out of the village.

        

        But a suitable opportunity never seemed to arise. The witch hadn't harmed anyone, and the fertilizer she provided guaranteed bountiful harvests.

        

        Contrary to the wives' concerns, no one had actually become intimate with the witch.

        

        The men just talked; they had no real intention of approaching her.

        

        It was merely typical male bravado and lewd talk.

        

        But there are always exceptions. Tony, who had become simple-minded after a childhood head injury, left the village to confess to the witch. This happened while his only family, Rebecca, was away earning money.

        

        The villagers searched the forest but couldn't find any trace of Tony.

        

        "Rebecca, are you sure Tony went looking for the witch?"

        

        "Tony talked about the witch every day, so I'm certain!"

        

        By late night, when the moon had risen high and there was still no sign of Tony, the villagers believed the witch would appear and find him, just as before.

        

        "Don't worry. Tony will return safely."

        

        While reassuring Rebecca, the villagers firmly believed the witch would bring Tony back, just as she had done previously.

        

        Only Rebecca trembled with anxiety, praying to anyone—the witch or the nameless god—who would listen.

        

        'Without Tony, I'll have to live in this world alone. Please... save Tony.'

        

        The moon set.

        

        By the next day, neither the witch nor Tony had appeared.

        

        ***

        

        The witch killed Tony.

        

        Everyone knew the source of the rumor, but the villagers kept quiet about it.

        

        After days of searching, they found only Tony's skeletal remains, as if he had been devoured by a monster. They identified the bones as Tony's because of the silver ring Rebecca had given him as a birthday gift, which remained intact.

        

        Though it seemed unlikely the witch would kill Tony, Rebecca alone wanted to believe it. Even if he had been attacked by a monster, she blamed the witch for Tony's death.

      

      
        

        The witch had seduced Tony.

        

        Rebecca turned her back on the world completely.

        

        Despite the villagers' concerns, she refused to leave her house, repeatedly crying while clutching the silver ring.

        

        The village atmosphere remained gloomy.

        

        Though the witch rarely appeared in the village, no one could predict how Rebecca might react if she did.

        

        If Rebecca tried to harm the witch...

        

        The village chief, not wanting to return to those impoverished days, had young men assist Rebecca to prevent any rash actions.

        

        Some opposed this, arguing it wasn't right to cater to Rebecca.

        

        "Look at the village atmosphere. How long must the entire village remain unsettled because of that girl Rebecca?"

        

        Joshua's father voiced his complaints to the chief.

        

        "Mind your words. Think of your own daughter. This could happen to any of us."

        

        "Why not just get rid of the witch? Our annual harvests aren't due to her power, but our hard work and sweat."

        

        "Honestly, many wives are unhappy about having to gather herbs for the witch."

        

        "Rumors say the Holy Kingdom has begun hunting witches. If word gets out that we've been cooperating with a witch..."

        

        More people opposed than expected.

        

        "Everyone, be quiet. My decision stands."

        

        Thumping his staff to focus attention, the chief made his decision.

        

        "The witch has nothing to do with this. Everyone, go home and keep quiet about this. Rebecca's situation was simply an accident. Time will heal her pain."

        

        There's no pain that time doesn't heal. He had experienced this himself.

        

        As one ages, pain dulls. He hoped Rebecca would soon forget her pain over Tony.

        

        But time didn't wait for the village to forget its pain.

        

        The village was bustling.

        

        A seemingly endless caravan of merchants entered the village.

        

        The goods loaded on the wagons caught the children's attention. Joshua, too, sparkled with excitement at the sight.

        

        The village, which lay on one of the trade routes from the Kingdom of Verdi to the Holy Kingdom, would normally have been too poor to be selected as a trade route. However, in recent years, it had become blessed land with annual bountiful harvests.

        

        Merchants, by nature, pursue profit.

        

        Barum, the leader of the Verdandi Merchant Group, made his living trading between the Kingdom of Verdi and the Holy Kingdom.

        

        Until last year, he had conducted trade by sea, but due to strange rumors about the ocean and reduced shipping, he had to find a land route.

        

        To celebrate the 100th year of alliance between the Kingdom of Verdi and the Holy Kingdom, he was transporting several times the usual amount of goods, requiring extreme caution.

        

        Using his connections, he sought advice from fellow merchants, adventurers, explorers, and pilgrims about land routes, and heard about the blessed land of Garilil.

        

        "How is this place?"

        

        "You mean the blessed land of Garilil? Until a few years ago, it was a poor rural village, but now it reports bountiful harvests every year. Not a bad choice."

        

        Given the large-scale movement requiring substantial provisions, and concerns about delays if carrying too much food, this place was the perfect distance to resupply.

        

        The village was experiencing an unprecedented festival.

        

        While occasional wanderers had visited before, a large merchant caravan was a first even for the village chief, making the atmosphere chaotic yet lively.

        

        "How do you achieve bountiful harvests every year?"

        

        "Haha, it must be the blessing of the nameless god."

        

        The villagers kept the witch's existence strictly secret.

        

        The merchants probed about special techniques, but with the entire village attributing it to divine blessing, they couldn't press further.

        

        A divine blessing? One couldn't deny the divine.

        

        Barum noticed the villagers' uncomfortable glances but didn't investigate further.

        

        Given the Holy Kingdom's recent intensification of witch hunts, they surely wouldn't be using a witch's power.

        

        He worried that discovering the truth might be like killing the goose that laid the golden eggs.

        

        Knock, knock, knock—

        

        "Master Barum, a village maiden wishes to see you."

        

        "What business does she have?"

        

        Just as he was about to rest in a decent room provided thanks to the village chief's influence, an unexpected visitor arrived.

        

        "She... she wants to meet you personally. She didn't tell me her business."

        

        "What does she look like?"

        

        "She's quite pretty."

        

        "Let her in."

        

        Though reluctant, he granted the audience, thinking a pretty maiden seeking him at this hour might not be a bad thing.

        

        Barum was intrigued by the maiden who entered when the door opened.

        

        Her eyes were red as if she had just been crying, and for some reason, her thin appearance evoked a protective instinct. She had a small face, rare in the countryside, and looked quite pretty even without makeup.

        

        "Thank you for seeing me, Master Barum. My name is Rebecca."

        

      

      
        "I am Barum. Since it's late, I'll get straight to the point. What is your business?"

        

        "I've come to make a deal."

        

        Rebecca pulled out a letter from between her breasts, which she had struggled to accentuate with an old corset.

        

        Barum sensed determination in Rebecca's demeanor.

        

        Women with such desperate looks would use everything as a weapon, just as she was doing now.

        

        "This letter—"

        

        "It doesn't matter who. Just deliver this letter to your closest acquaintance in the Holy Kingdom's church."

        

        "Do you know to whom I might deliver this letter?"

        

        "I heard from your men today. Master Barum... you're known for your deep faith and good reputation in the Holy Kingdom."

        

        Taking the crumpled letter, Barum had to judge whether it would benefit or harm him.

        

        "You mentioned a deal. What do I get in return?"

        

        Rebecca removed the silver ring from her thumb and placed it on the wooden shelf.

        

        "Hmm... this ring alone seems insufficient for a deal."

        

        Rebecca smiled at Barum's words.

        

        She never thought the ring alone would suffice.

        

        "Then, how about the most precious thing a maiden has?"

        

        Slowly undressing, Rebecca awkwardly attempted to seduce him in her naked form.

        

        "I promise it will feel good."

        

        Whispering in Barum's ear, Rebecca closed her eyes.

        

        Following the touch of a man driven by desire, she wished for this night to pass as quickly as possible.

        

        Being deflowered no longer mattered to her.

        

        What value did the world have without Tony?

        

        'My poor little brother.'

        

        Wait just a little longer. I'll follow you soon so you won't be lonely.

        

        Rebecca hanged herself.

        

        It happened less than a week after the merchant caravan left the village.

        

        The funeral was held quickly.

        

        As per her will, she was buried next to Tony's grave.

        

        Joshua tilted her head at the village's unsettled atmosphere.

        

        In truth, she didn't fully understand what it meant to hang oneself.

        

        During meals, she couldn't decide whether to be sad like her mother or to laugh like her father, who said it was for the best.

        

        Her father had once told her that the village had collectively built a house for the orphaned siblings who had been sleeping in a pigsty.

        

        She felt only regret that she would never again see Rebecca, the kind and caring sister who took care of her brother without parents and shared snacks with the children while handling the village's difficult tasks.

        

        To Joshua, Rebecca's death held only that much meaning.

        

        "Joshua, come here."

        

        The next day, while her father was at work, Joshua climbed a small hill holding her mother's hand.

        

        Carrying white flowers, they arrived at two small stone graves.

        

        Others had visited too, as white flowers were neatly arranged by the graves, and between them grew beautiful purple-tinged flowers.

        

        "Mom, what are those flowers?"

        

        The flowers at the grave were unfamiliar even to her mother. She had never been curious about them before, and these flowers, occasionally seen on graves or animal carcasses, evoked disgust in the living.

        

        From the perspective of someone mourning two people, she didn't want to express her instinctive aversion to those flowers, fearing it might negatively influence Joshua.

        

        "Those are Rebecca and Tony's farewells."

        

        "Farewells? To whom?"

        

        "To their loved ones."

        

        "So Rebecca and Tony are saying farewell to each other?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "What if someone doesn't have a loved one?"

        

        A curious question.

        

        Children sometimes ask sharp, fundamental questions.

        

        A question reflected in innocent eyes. She thought this might be an answer Joshua would one day share with her own child.

        

        Her mother knelt to Joshua's eye level and embraced her tightly.

        

        "People always love, Joshua. There may be times when you feel lost without realizing it, times when you feel lonely. But never forget. I love you this much."

        

        In her mother's embrace, something tickled Joshua's heart, bringing warmth.

        

        "Do you love Mommy too, Joshua?"

        

        "Yes, Mommy! I love you! And Daddy too!"
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        The death of the siblings was quickly and quietly forgotten in the village.

        

        It was the village chief's decision, made out of fear that the witch might become angry if she heard about the siblings' story.

        

        Although the witch had never made the evil or cruel requests often heard in rumors or fairy tales, something desolate had taken root in the hearts of the villagers.

        

        Like the butterfly effect, where a butterfly's wings can cause a great storm, the witch's small gestures gradually devastated the villagers.

        

        The Witch Effect.

        

        Rebecca's death settled quietly over the village. Yet no one dared speak of it aloud.

        

        If merchant caravans began to pass through regularly, the village would naturally experience unprecedented prosperity.

        

        The death of Rebecca's siblings was certainly something to mourn, but they couldn't drive away the witch who had indirectly caused the problem. They had received too much from her and had grown accustomed to this way of life.

        

        Rumors that banishing the witch might bring a curse also played a part, driving anxiety like a spike into people's hearts.

        

        The witch's curse had already begun.

        

        Even if the witch had killed Tony, they reasoned it was Tony's problem and Rebecca's fault for not properly looking after him.

        

        When the Verdandi merchant caravan stopped by after completing trade with the Holy Kingdom, it should have been an opportunity to tell many people about how Gariril was a fertile land blessed by the nameless god of the Holy Kingdom.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        The Verdandi merchant caravan stopped at Gariril village on their way back from trading with the Holy Kingdom.

        

        The merchants and their mercenary guards enjoyed the village's abundance, sparing no expense from their fattened purses.

        

        Barum, the caravan master, and the village chief engaged in heated discussions about trade between the Verdi Kingdom and the Holy Kingdom, and about Gariril's future. Joshua's father Jack, along with the mercenary captain hired by Barum, listened attentively, dreaming of a happy future.

        

        "By the way, I don't see that young lady Rebecca anywhere in the village."

        

        Barum, slightly tipsy, asked about Rebecca. His good mood reminded him of their night together. The way she had struggled beneath him, trying her best to satisfy him, had actually stimulated his desire.

        

        He was partly hoping for another pleasant night tonight.

        

        The village chief and Jack's expressions darkened momentarily, but they quickly composed themselves.

        

        "Rebecca is..."

        

        "Last time when we arrived in the village, she boldly came to my bedroom."

        

        Barum continued proudly, raising his voice as if recounting a heroic tale.

        

        "She asked me to deliver a letter to the Holy Kingdom, offering a silver ring as payment. Asking me to deliver a letter to her closest friend in the Holy Kingdom—I've never heard such a request in all my life."

        

        "So... what happened?"

        

        "I told her a silver ring wasn't nearly enough. The connections of Barum, master of the Verdandi caravan, aren't so cheaply bought. I even have ties to the Heresy Inquisitors of the Holy Kingdom, you know."

        

        In his drunkenness, he added this lie to make himself seem more impressive.

        

        Since Rebecca seemed to have been a popular maiden in the village, judging by the serious expressions of the chief and Jack, Barum couldn't bring himself to say that he had delivered the letter in exchange for a night with her.

        

      

      
        "I just remembered Rebecca because of that incident."

        

        "Rebecca..."

        

        The chief told Barum about Rebecca's fate.

        

        It was an appropriately edited story, omitting any mention of the witch—a sad tale that could convince everyone. All the villagers had agreed on the same story, so there was no risk of inconsistencies.

        

        "...And so we buried Rebecca next to Tony, so they could be together even in death."

        

        "I had no idea there was such a tragic circumstance. I should retire now, as we need to depart early tomorrow."

        

        Perhaps due to Rebecca's death and the sad story, the festive mood had cooled. As Barum and the mercenary captain left, the village chief and Jack remained seated.

        

        "A letter to the Holy Kingdom...? Why on earth would Rebecca do such a thing?"

        

        "Chief, haven't you heard the rumors about witch hunts in the Holy Kingdom?"

        

        The atmosphere grew chilly at the realization that Rebecca, born and raised in Gariril, couldn't possibly have connections in the Holy Kingdom, which explained her desperate approach.

        

        "We need to find that letter immediately."

        

        "Do you believe what the caravan master said?"

        

        The chief trembled with fear, barely able to control himself.

        

        "I'm ashamed to admit it, but I thoroughly searched Rebecca's empty house the day she died. Besides that silver ring, she had no valuable possessions. I was planning to sell something when the caravan returned, but after turning the house upside down, I found nothing but a few copper coins."

        

        Jack moved closer to the chief, whose eyes were shaking violently. Jack himself was unsteady.

        

        "Do you know what that means? I think that damned caravan master is lying to us."

        

        That letter surely contained the secret of Gariril village.

        

        No, it can't be.

        This can't happen.

        The contract with the witch...

        

        If the Holy Kingdom discovered that Gariril village had made a contract with a witch, the death of the village chief alone wouldn't resolve the matter.

        

        The entire village would be massacred.

        

        "If that letter was delivered to those impressive connections the caravan master mentioned... we have only two options."

        

        Ways to escape the nails and hammers of the Heresy Inquisitors.

        

        Jack's expression showed madness beyond fear.

        

        "Either find and kill the witch, or flee the village."

        

        "How could we possibly kill the witch?!"

        

        "Otherwise, we'll all die at the hands of the Inquisitors!"

        

        Their voices rose.

        

        Jack wouldn't mind dying alone, but he had a wife and Joshua.

        

      

      
        "Didn't I tell you, Chief? We should never have left that woman Rebecca unchecked."

        

        The damage was already done, and for all they knew, Inquisitors could arrive as early as tomorrow. Though regret was meaningless now, if he could go back in time, Jack felt he would gladly bury an axe in Rebecca's head.

        

        "Whether we die by the witch's hand or the Inquisitor's, isn't it the same?"

        

        If Jack wasn't convinced, he looked ready to grab an axe and run off to kill the witch immediately.

        

        Since there were no stories of even adult men successfully killing a witch, and hasty action could bring disaster, the chief clung to his remaining reason and tried to persuade Jack.

        

        "Your thoughts are valid. Listen to me. Killing the witch is fine. But before that, why not ask for her help? She's a witch who once saved children. If we speak carefully, she might help us. If she refuses, then I'll follow your lead."

        

        "Let's leave tomorrow morning. I'll accompany you."

        

        Morning came quickly.

        

        The caravan departed before dawn, hurriedly and without farewells, which left an uneasy feeling.

        

        Jack berated himself, thinking they should have held the caravan master hostage, even if it meant cutting off his legs. The belated thought occurred to him that if Inquisitors arrived, the man's vaunted connections might have saved Jack's family.

        

        "Do you know where the witch lives?"

        

        Jack, looking exhausted from staying up all night, asked the chief as he slung an axe over his back.

        

        "Who do you think made the deal with the witch? Don't worry."

        

        To avoid being cursed for killing the witch, Jack wore a thick mask. It was based on a superstition he'd heard somewhere—that one could escape a curse if the witch didn't know who killed her. As a precaution, he also packed poison purchased from the caravan, which lightened his heart a little.

        

        Perhaps the witch's blessing didn't even exist, and the bountiful harvests were solely due to their own efforts.

        

        Once the most fervent supporter of the witch in the village, he now felt like an Inquisitor himself, advocating for her elimination more strongly than anyone.

        

        "Chief, let's depart now."

        

        "Yes, let's go."

        

        Just as they were about to open the door—

        

        BANG!

        

        The door shattered with a violent impact, crushing the village chief beneath it.

        

        Jack could only call upon the nameless god as he saw the group beyond the door.

        

        Plate armor bearing the lion insignia of the Holy Kingdom.

        White eyes that seemed to prove divine selection.

        

        "Pray until dawn comes. Repent for your sins."

        

        White-hot eyes burning through platinum blonde hair.

        The Third Sword of the Holy Kingdom.

        Lucia, the witch hunter commissioned by the Pope.

        

        She frowned at the traces of witchcraft felt throughout the village.

        

        Particularly nauseating was the old man crushed under the door, crying out in pain.

        

        "Arrest them all. The witch trial will begin."
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        Lucia, the Third Sword of the Holy Kingdom.

        

        Unlike other Sword Masters who manifest sky-blue auras when reaching the realm of Sword Master, she manifested a platinum aura and was called the messenger of God.

        

        As the head of the Heresy Inquisitors, she proved her faith by fulfilling her mission as a sword of God, for God, and only for God.

        

        The merciless path of the Heresy Inquisitors was one of the things that neighboring countries feared, and rumors spread quickly about villages being accused of heresy and massacred. Even without committing sins, places where Heresy Inquisitors passed through were greeted only with silence and fear.

        

        Their approach differed from those who preached in the name of mercy for a nameless god. Their witch trials, on a completely different level from ordinary torture, were no different from divine judgment for the powerless.

        

        The witch trial.

        

        The people of Gariril Village trembled as they gathered in the village center at the rough gestures of the heavily armed Heresy Inquisitors.

        

        Regardless of age, they were divided into men and women. The men were made to lie face down, while the women were tied to chairs with blindfolds, plunged into panic.

        

        Not everyone had submitted when the Heresy Inquisitors stormed in. The heads of households who tried to protect their families with farming tools or axes were immediately executed for the crime of being bewitched by a witch.

        

        "......"

        

        In the village center, silence prevailed except for the occasional sniffles of those trying desperately to hold back tears.

        

        "We've captured everyone in the village except for the seven who were bewitched by the witch."

        

        "Good."

        

        After finishing his report, one inquisitor returned to his position. The gathered population was just over 40 people including children—quite numerous for a rural village.

        

        "I-I'll speak. The villagers are innocent, so please..."

        

        "Oh?"

        

        The village chief, his life hanging by a thread as he dangled from a stake, barely managed to speak. Though his voice was weak, it was enough to catch the attention of the Heresy Inquisitors.

        

        And not just theirs.

        The villagers needed someone to blame. It wasn't that they wanted to make a contract with a witch, but the chief's unilateral decision. They were innocent. It was all the chief's fault.

        

        "Please spare us...! We only did what the chief told us to do!"

        

        "Old man, speak up now...!"

        

        For Lucia, who had been taught that humans were inherently good, this situation felt like a witch's prank.

        

        If it wasn't a witch's prank, then humans must be inherently evil.

        

        It made her sick.

        

        "The witch... the witch...!"

        

        The chief couldn't finish his sentence and vomited black blood before his body collapsed.

        

        "Lady Lucia! That's—!"

        

        "Nothing to be surprised about. It's the witch's method."

        

        At Lucia's gesture, two inquisitors approached the chief. After checking his condition with their scabbards, they shook their heads.

        

        With the chief dead, their chances of finding the witch's hideout had diminished, but Lucia wasn't disappointed.

        

        "Your chief is dead."

        "Without a witch present, he couldn't have died while trying to speak the truth about the witch."

        "I will find the witch among you."

        

        At Lucia's words, which were tantamount to a death sentence, most of the men rose up.

        

        "There is no witch among us! The witch... ugh!"

        

        "Silence, heretic."

        

        "The witch lives in the forest. She has pink hair and gave prosperity to us poor folk!"

        

        A witch among us?

        What nonsense. The witch is elsewhere.

        

        "Do not bewitch people with words."

        

        The Heresy Inquisitors approached one woman.

        Tied to a chair and blindfolded, unable to see, the woman had become sensitive to sound. When she heard the armor approaching, she seemed to sense what was about to happen and began to struggle.

        

        "Mmmmph!! Mmmmph!!!!"

        "Prove your faithfulness through belief alone."

        

        The Heresy Inquisitors lifted the woman, chair and all, and silently walked away. The lake in the center of the village was clear enough to see the bottom.

        

        "Hmmmph... Mmmmph!!!"

        "We are the guardians of divine providence."

        

        Despite her resistance, when they reached the lake, the Heresy Inquisitors threw her in without a moment's hesitation.

        

        "......!!"

        

        Ripples spread across the water.

        The Heresy Inquisitors watched her desperate struggle as she sank to the bottom of the lake, while Lucia recited prayers.

        Both the men watching the scene and the women who understood the situation from the sounds realized an important fact.

        

        "If truly innocent, she will return to the Mother's embrace."

        "The sinful shall depart from the Mother's embrace."

        

        An inquisitor signaled to Lucia after confirming that the woman had stopped breathing after a desperate struggle at the bottom of the lake.

        

        "The innocence of that woman has just been proven."

        

        "Murderer!! How can you tell if someone is a witch or not by drowning them?!"

        

        "You ask the obvious. If she were a witch, wouldn't she float to save her life?"

        

        "......"

      

      
        

        Lucia's answer was firm.

        

        They had no intention of sparing anyone.

        

        "Next. Let the trial continue."

        

        Screams. Desperate cries begging to be spared.

        

        The village that had been bustling like a festival just yesterday had transformed into hell in a single day.

        

        Joshua, hidden in the storage space under the floor, closed her eyes tightly and swallowed her tears at the sounds coming from outside.

        

        Her mother had helped her hide from the Heresy Inquisitors, but she couldn't hide from the screams outside.

        

        'My beloved daughter, Joshua. Don't come out until I return. Understand?'

        

        She covered her mouth with both hands to hold back her sobs.

        

        "Please spare me! I'll do anything if you just spare my life, AAAAHHHH~!!!"

        

        I miss Mom and Dad.

        She missed her parents, but she didn't want to hear their voices.

        Because whenever screams came from outside, she hadn't heard their voices.

        Joshua instinctively sensed that those sounds were final death throes.

        When she heard the voices of her sister or the neighbor women, she would sigh in relief.

        

        No matter how long she waited, she never heard her mother's voice.

        

        She even heard the crying of a child who had played with her just yesterday, but not her mother's scream.

        

        Mom is alive.

        Thinking this, her tears stopped.

        

        No more screams or the sound of unfamiliar armor could be heard.

        

        Her trembling body calmed down. A smile formed on Joshua's lips.

        

        As tension eased and sleep overtook her, Joshua drifted off believing without doubt that her mother would soon come to find her.

        

        Night fell.

        

        All the women had been drowned in the lake to prove their innocence, and all the men of the village who had interfered with the witch trial had been impaled. None survived.

        

        "The witch trial has concluded that there is no witch in the village."

        

        The Heresy Inquisitor who had confirmed the life or death of the last child thrown into the lake reported to Lucia.

        

        If there was no witch, there was no more business here. It had been confirmed through the villagers' desperate testimonies that the witch's lair was somewhere in the nearby forest, so now it was time to search the woods.

        

        "However, there was one suspicious woman."

        

        "Suspicious?"

        

        "There was a woman who never screamed once during the witch trial. Of course, we confirmed she was not a witch."

        

        All the women in the village had drowned in the lake. The ropes might deteriorate over time, causing the bodies to float, but at least the silent woman had been proven not to be a witch.

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        Lucia, who had conducted many witch trials while bearing the burden of witch hunting, had seen such humans a few times before.

        

        Women who wouldn't scream even as death approached, biting their lips until they bled.

        

        There was always a reason.

        

        "Did you say no one remains in the village?"

        

        Lucia's emotionless gaze interrogated the inquisitor.

        

        "We searched every corner of the village and brought everyone!"

        

        After his prompt reply in a disciplined voice, she withdrew her gaze.

        

        "The witch must be somewhere near this forest. Find traces of the witch. But first..."

        

        At Lucia's gesture, the inquisitors holding torches set fire to various parts of the village.

        

        ***

        

        When Joshua woke up, she had no sense of how much time had passed.

        

        One side of her body felt hot, the other cold.

        

        Sunlight streamed through the gaps in the blackened floor.

        

        "...!"

        

        Mom had told her not to come out until she returned.

        She frantically tried to block the gaps in the floor with her hands, but the floor, no longer serving its purpose, had turned to ash and covered Joshua.

        

        "Keh..., keh..."

        

        After coughing several times to expel the ash, Joshua carefully cleared away the debris.

        

        More than obeying her mother's instruction not to come out, she wanted to find her parents right away to tell them she was hurt.

        

        Don't cry.

        It's okay.

        After a few nights of sleep, the wounds will fly far, far away.

        

        The village had turned to ruins.

        The village chief's house, once the largest in the village, had burned down to its foundation. The other houses were the same.

        

        "Mom... Dad... where are you."

        

        The more she spoke, the more pain stabbed at her throat. Her voice came out rough and metallic, making a mockery of her friend's compliment that she had a pretty voice.

      

      
        

        In the center of the village stood unfamiliar poles with foul-smelling chunks of meat impaled on them. Joshua wondered who had put such large pieces of meat there, but when she realized they were shaped like people, she couldn't bear to look.

        

        Wiping tears with her small hands as she searched for her parents, Joshua finally found her mother and father.

        

        Women's corpses were floating at the edge of the village lake, with fish swarming around them, nibbling at the bodies.

        

        "Mom. Wake up. Okay?"

        

        Joshua immediately recognized her mother and tried to shake her awake, but there was no sign of movement.

        

        Angry at the fish eating her mother, she threw stones to chase them away, then grabbed her mother's hand and tried with all her might to pull her up, but to no avail. Her hand was slippery, and she fell several times before finally managing to drag her mother to shore.

        

        After spending some time crying and sleeping in her mother's arms, Joshua suddenly remembered she needed to find her father and jumped up.

        

        She had to tell her father that her mother wouldn't wake up. Dad could solve anything.

        

        Finding her father was more difficult than finding her mother. There were no men to be seen anywhere in the village.

        

        The only place left was the center of the village with those foul-smelling meat-covered poles.

        

        Overcoming her visceral revulsion, Joshua shook one of the immobile pieces of meat, wondering if her father might be there.

        

        Her father was missing his left pinky finger.

        She had heard the story of how he had cut it off with an axe while learning from her grandfather when he was young.

        She remembered how her father's friends often teased him about it, since he was the only one in the village missing a pinky finger.

        When she saw the piece of meat in front of her missing a pinky finger, Joshua accepted the reality.

        

        Her father who had protected her,

        Her mother who had watched over her as she slept,

        Were now gone forever.

        

        A way to meet her parents came to mind.

        

        She needed to make a grave. Just like Rebecca and Tony had done. She wanted to say a final goodbye to her parents.

        

        Without the strength to carry her parents' bodies, Joshua cut off one hand from each of them.

        

        She chose their happiest place—their home—as the burial site.

        

        She placed their hands clasped together in the small storage space under the floor where she had hidden, and made a grave with the surrounding ashes. Joshua's movements were too small and pitiful to decorate the grave with soil or rocks.

        

        Remembering the fish that had eaten people in the lake, she picked up a charred wooden stick nearby. She feared that even if not fish, animals might appear and dig up the grave to eat her parents.

        

        The sun and moon passed overhead many times.

        

        That day, it rained.

        Waking up under an eave that barely sheltered her from the rain, Joshua saw flowers blooming on her parents' grave.

        

        "Mom, Dad... I love you."

        

        Looking at the fully bloomed flowers, she steeled herself not to cry one last time. Her parents would be sad if they saw her crying. With a determined heart, she smiled brightly—a smile she would never wear again.

        

        Though she couldn't hear them, surely her parents were also saying their final goodbyes to her.

        

        Flowers were also blooming on Joshua's body, covering her. She no longer cared that her body was half-burned or that flowers were growing from her wounds.

        

        Splash—. Splash—.

        

        At the sound of footsteps on the rain-soaked ground, she picked up the wooden stick she had set aside.

        

        Someone had come to the village.

        

        Splash—. Splash—.

        

        The footsteps drew closer.

        

        She had to protect the grave.

        

        "Oh my."

        

        Red eyes peered through rose-pink hair as they discovered Joshua.

        

        It was the witch.

        

        Joshua clutched the wooden stick tightly, tears welling in her eyes.

        

        She had so much to say.

        

        If you were the witch, why did the villagers have to die?

        Why did Mom and Dad have to die?

        Please bring Mom and Dad back.

        

        Her body trembled.

        

        Even as the witch approached and knelt to meet her eyes, Joshua couldn't bring herself to speak.

        

        "Won't you give me that flower?"

        

        Even as the witch stroked her head and carefully gathered the flowers growing on her body.

        

        These flowers were her final farewell.

        She couldn't give them to the witch.

        

        She wished the witch would take the flowers from her body instead of those on the grave.

        

        The witch held Joshua's cold hand tightly.

        

        She remembered the fairy tale her mother used to tell her before bed.

        

        Witches are selfish and don't listen to people.

        

        Joshua hated the witch.

        

        Even as she was led away by her hand, Joshua vowed that she would never like the witch for the rest of her life.
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        Joshua's fifteenth birthday had passed.

        

        Alchemy, herbology, black magic—starting with what I could teach her, and even seeing her use black magic to accelerate plant growth or manipulate them freely without my instruction, I sometimes wondered if she wasn't just an ordinary country girl but perhaps a distant relative of druids.

        

        Though she would deny it herself, she was steadily becoming a proper witch, one step at a time.

        

        If she were to use her powers in public, she would immediately be branded a witch.

        

        Considering how witches' reputation improves after the third series, in this era, a powerless witch is better off hiding quietly in the shadows.

        

        "The tea tastes good today too."

        

        I sipped the tea Joshua had brewed.

        

        Hmm~ That tingling taste.

        She must have added poison.

        Despite having no intention of raising her as a witch, she possessed this level of witchcraft.

        

        I found it adorable how she kept glancing at me, checking my complexion.

        

        Watching Joshua, who had lost her baby fat and developed womanly curves, filled me with nostalgia.

        It seemed like just yesterday she was crying with tears and snot, but now she rarely showed her cute side or expressed emotions—I felt like a mother witnessing her daughter going through puberty.

        

        Girls that age usually enjoy dressing up.

        I made an enhancement potion to remove her burn scars, but her extreme rejection left me a bit hurt.

        

        I had made it for Joshua's sake, but it seems it was unnecessary consideration for her.

        

        Even in the soft glow of our cave dwelling, Joshua's silver hair remained vibrant, intertwined with flower stems, giving her the appearance of a forest fairy. Above her left eye, hidden by her bangs, a flower bud had bloomed beautifully, as if representing her concealed eye.

        

        I considered removing that flower, but since they had already formed a symbiotic relationship, I decided to leave it to Joshua's discretion.

        

        A flower that feeds on corpses. I hadn't paid much attention to it when using it as medicine, but now that the bud had fully bloomed, it reminded me of an Ulysses butterfly.

        

        Additionally, with the witch's robe I gifted her for her birthday, decorated with butterflies imbued with black magic,

        

        Her burn scars were hardly noticeable amid the mystical and radiant beauty that had blossomed.

        

        How delicious would Joshua's pure love be?

        

        'Please allow us to marry!'

        'Not even if you face a dragon's breath!'

        'Lady Estel...!'

        

        Hehehe. The thought of Joshua eloping with some lucky son-in-law against my opposition made my mouth water.

        

        Though I've lived here for over 100 years, I've never experienced the lovey-dovey, tee-hee-tee, pure love moments I initially aimed for, driving me half-mad.

        

        With about 200 years left, I couldn't help but sigh.

        Recently, living with Joshua had helped me forget my boredom, but lately, she rarely played with me, making me wonder how to tease this impertinent assistant of mine.

        

        "Joshua, could you come here for a moment?"

        

        "No. I don't want to. Don't do it."

        

        "I haven't done anything yet!"

        

      

      
        Joshua closed the book she was reading, sighed, and sat in the chair across from me.

        

        "Besides, I told you to use those words when some creepy old man offers you candy to follow him."

        

        "Well, your expression just now was exactly like a creepy old man's."

        

        How lewd!

        You haven't met a real pervert yet.

        There are so many lewd, vulgar, and perverted things in this world!

        

        It's no wonder that even a game with an R-rated spin-off series received positive reviews.

        

        With a pretty, slender figure like Joshua's that stimulates men's hearts and triggers protective instincts, life would become tiresome.

        If she were a nobleman's daughter, a wealthy merchant's daughter, or a witch, it would be a different story, but Joshua, who doesn't want to become a witch, is nothing more than appetizing prey to others in various ways.

        

        "Listen carefully. There are mountains of things to be cautious about in this world. Especially for women."

        

        Bandits who desire sacrifices are everywhere, thugs backed by power prowl in villages, and pirates run rampant at sea.

        

        Despite various countries' efforts to maintain public order, it's a world where even surviving as an ordinary citizen is a miracle.

        

        It's only beautifully packaged as adventure or love from the protagonist's perspective, but living through it myself, I've felt it in my bones and flesh.

        

        Especially for women!

        

        Back when I traveled the world as a witch.

        

        When I met bandits:

        "Hehehe! A woman!"

        When I met orcs:

        "Hahaha! A female!"

        When I saved a nobleman in danger:

        "Lady, would you promise me a future together?"

        

        As someone who was once a man, I understood their feelings. There was a time during my military service in my previous life when my heart would race just seeing a woman.

        

        But everything has its limits.

        

        "Especially when dealing with orcs, if you smell a sweet floral scent from them, cover your nose and keep your distance. Orc pheromones have the effect of exciting women regardless of race."

        

        I was proud of Joshua for taking notes whenever she felt something was important, even from my disorganized speech.

        After thinking for a moment, Joshua spoke up, seemingly curious.

        

        "But how do you know that, Lady Estel?"

        

        Oh crap.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        The misunderstanding was cleared up.

        After countless explanations to Joshua, who tried to brush it off with a dubious "Ah, yes...", I finally got her to understand.

        

        I'm still a virgin... please believe me.

        It was a silent scream.

        

      

      
        My grand plan to tease Joshua had come to nothing.

        

        "Anyway, when dealing with orcs, there's always a shaman in their group, so you must target the shaman first."

        

        The regular mobs that appear in the [Aria Chronicle] series include slimes, goblins, and orc groups.

        

        Slimes appear everywhere but have no intelligence and feed on corpses, so they're not much of a problem.

        Goblins don't appear near our current cave location because orcs occupy the area.

        

        Naturally, that leaves orcs.

        Orcs, like humans, live in groups and form their own tribal culture, often protecting their territory, but there are exceptions.

        

        

        

        

        The first series of [Aria Chronicle] was released in the early 2000s and depicted a classic hero versus demon lord structure.

        

        In those days, games had little monster diversity. Common enemies were recycled, while excessive attention was given to the Four Heavenly Kings or Demon Lords. I skipped through the first series myself and only knew the story from videos.

        

        The first series, featuring a party of six—warrior, cleric, hero, archer, thief, and mage—was also famous for its complex romantic relationships. Since the descendants of the hero's party are intertwined in later stories, it's like a history textbook for Aria Chronicle users, something they have to play or watch reluctantly.

        

        When do witches appear?

        In the game, witches appear as hidden shop owners in Part 1, as bosses in Part 2, and as helpers in Part 3, gradually becoming rooted in the Aria Chronicle world.

        

        Witches in the game can be seen in three ways:

        

        Boss monsters that oppose the protagonist.

        Helpers who assist the protagonist for mutual benefit.

        Hidden shop NPCs that appear when specific conditions are met.

        Going deeper, they're divided into witches representing the four cardinal directions and forces aiming to summon the Demon Lord, but...

        

        - Intruder alert. Intruder alert.

        

        The alarm, recorded in Joshua's voice, activated.

        It seemed intruders had entered near our cave.

        

        "Perfect timing, Joshua."

        

        I stood up and took out Triceratops (non-exchangeable).

        The cool yet nostalgic touch. Thanks to Joshua, the broom that had been relegated to a cleaning tool was returning to its original purpose.

        

        It was also a good opportunity to regain my dignity in front of Joshua,

        And to instill in her a sense of caution about how dangerous and ruthless monsters can be.

        

        The full-length mirror reflected the intruders.

        There were only a few things that could approach our cave, and it was obvious it would be either bandits or a group of orcs.

        As expected, it was a group of orcs, at least twenty of them.

        

        Though the original story wouldn't begin for about 200 years, that didn't mean there were no incidents until then.

        Unless the Demon Lord suddenly appears 200 years later with a "ta-da!", there are always precursors.

        Like water receding from the shore before a tsunami hits, or signs that predict natural disasters—things that are hard to notice in daily life unless you pay attention.

        

        One such precursor was the magic stone embedded in the forehead of what appeared to be the leader, an exceptionally large orc.

        A cursed item that prioritizes desire over reason, promising greater power the more one follows their instincts.

        In the end, only instinct remains, and they become mere puppets.

        

        "Follow me. Today, we'll have a special outdoor lesson."
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        The horde of orcs had gathered at the edge of the barrier spread around the cave. They seemed to have designated this as a temporary resting point, as most had put down their weapons except for a few sentries. Fresh blood dripped from various parts of their armor, evidence of battle before arriving here.

        

        Orc warriors were hastily building tents with felled trees, while an orc shaman waved a staff adorned with numerous skulls, performing something resembling dark magic rituals.

        They appeared to be making efforts in their own way to break through the barrier.

        

        The orc chieftain sat on a tree stump, drinking from a leather pouch while scolding the orcs who were slacking off.

        

        We observed the orcs' movements from inside the barrier.

        

        "What do you think of seeing orcs with your own eyes?"

        

        "...They're disgusting."

        

        Joshua seemed to have a visceral aversion, hiding behind me with just his face peeking out. I barely restrained myself from hugging him because he looked so adorable. Since I couldn't indulge his childishness forever, I settled for a wry smile and patting his head.

        

        "Orcs usually move in groups centered around a leader. You might dismiss them as monsters, but they're not that different from humans."

        

        I explained each orc's role with my finger.

        

        "Those wandering around us are sentries checking for enemies. The one waving a staff around the barrier using dark magic is an orc shaman. Joshua, how would you rate the shaman's skill level?"

        

        As the orc shaman chanted, dark magical energy spiraled from the ground to his staff, attacking the barrier... but it had no effect whatsoever.

        

        "He looks really weak..."

        

        Even to my eyes, it was dark magic that would lose to even a 10-year-old Joshua.

        

        In a one-on-one situation, an orc shaman is merely laughable.

        

        "Correct! But think about it. When you're fighting orc warriors and the shaman uses dark magic, it's not easy to deal with. And the truly frightening aspect of orc shamans is something else."

        

        The reason to target shamans first:

        In game mechanics, the buff skills used by shamans are difficult to counter.

        

        Status ailment immunity

        Stun immunity

        Strength +10% increase

        

        In the turn-based nature of JRPGs, opponents whose HP falls below a certain threshold should enter a stunned state and be unable to act for one turn, but orcs buffed by shamans have stun immunity and can continue smashing characters' heads even with just 1 HP remaining.

        In the community, this was known as the "newbie cutter" for those unfamiliar with JRPGs.

        

        In the game, you could use archers or rogues to take out the shaman first before dealing with the orcs. But in reality, not only was it difficult to locate the shaman, but even if you found one, the chieftain would be guarding the path to the shaman, so it was best to avoid direct confrontation when dealing with orcs.

        

        "Orcs have an excellent sense of smell, making ambushes difficult. Many adventurers have bid farewell to this world by acting carelessly."

        

        I pointed to the nose of an orc pacing in front of the barrier.

        

        "Plus, they're incredibly strong—they can easily lift a human woman with one hand. Important not to get caught, right?"

        

        Bulging muscles writhed beneath their green skin, looking ready to burst through.

        

        "Ugh... I hate them."

        

        "Listen anyway, even if you hate it. You need to know your enemy to know how to deal with them. Life is lighter than you think—if you're not careful, it'll quickly fly away to the heavens."

        

        Suicide was even encouraged rather than being captured by orcs.

        Men were eaten alive as food, while women were "devoured" in a different sense.

        As evidence, several human prisoners could be seen writhing in iron mobile cages.

        

        One man and three women.

        The women's eyes were lifeless, suggesting it was already over for them, while the man showed no movement, perhaps unconscious.

        

        It reminded me of my first encounter with orcs.

      

      
        When the small village I first claimed as my base after becoming a witch was raided by orcs and turned into a sea of flames, they captured people and held a festival.

        

        With orcs, aim for the head rather than the heart.

        Due to their low intelligence, setting traps gives you an advantage.

        Mages should avoid close combat and prioritize securing safety.

        

        I was impressed by Joshua's concentration as he listened attentively to what must have been a boring lesson.

        

        "It's exactly the same as what I read in the book."

        

        "Of course it is. I wrote that book, after all."

        

        To think he even read Estel's Encyclopedia - Monster Edition, which I wrote recalling memories from my previous life, detailing the characteristics of monsters appearing in Aria Chronicle.

        As the series expanded and monster populations increased, there were probably only a few pages still useful to read now.

        

        "That concludes our theory lesson! Shall we move on to practical training?"

        

        "W-wait...!"

        

        As Joshua suddenly widened his eyes in panic behind me,

        I snapped my fingers, and the barrier disappeared.

        

        The orc sentry who had served as our human model discovered us suddenly appearing before him and flared his nostrils.

        

        "Chief! The barrier is gone! We can pass through now!"

        

        The orc chieftain, who hadn't even paid attention to the shaman's words,

        

        "Chief! Females!!!"

        

        At the sentry's booming cry, he hastily raised his massive body.

        

        "Females!!!! Where are the females!!!"

        

        The mana stone embedded in the instinct-driven orc chieftain's forehead glowed.

        

        "...ah."

        

        I'd heard rumors that orcs' war cries could cause panic, but.

        

        "Joshua? Assistant? Hello?"

        

        Joshua had frozen up.

        Oh dear, this would disrupt my plan to restore my dignity through a brilliant display of skill.

        

        He didn't move at all, even when I waved my hand in front of his face or shook his shoulders.

        

        If I could view Joshua's status window, it would probably show Lv. 10 with a beginner certification mark. Considering you need to be around Lv. 30 to face orcs, this was premature...

        

        How unfair. The child should have been more of a genius.

        He absorbed everything I taught so well that I thought he'd quickly catch up in combat too.

        

        Maybe orcs were a bit much from the start?

        Should I have started with slimes?

        

        Fighting might have been too stimulating for a 15-year-old.

        

        "Chief! I found her first. She's mine!"

        

        I blew off the head of the orc trying to touch Joshua without permission.

        How dare you. Laying hands on someone else's precious child.

        

        "My dear assistant. Would you mind closing your eyes until I return?"

      

      
        

        I stroked his head reassuringly. He seemed to have regained his senses, as his eyes were welling up with tears. I smiled at him.

        

        Watch carefully. My awesome control. The open-field action RPG you can't see in turn-based games!

        

        And I'll make sure to tell Joshua's descendants for generations that he bawled his eyes out at the sight of orcs.

        Just imagining it would keep me from boredom for the next 200 years.

        

        ***

        

        Contrary to Estel's thoughts, Joshua wasn't afraid or scared of fighting.

        He had admired heroes who defeated evil dragons and villains in fairy tales and achieved happy endings.

        

        The orcs' shouts were loud but not frightening enough to cause panic—just annoying.

        As he focused on Estel's kind, detailed explanations, he had been imagining how to deal with orcs.

        

        Just before Estel removed the barrier, he had made eye contact with a woman in the cage, even though she shouldn't have been able to see through the barrier.

        

        "Wait...! ...ah."

        

        The moment he saw the woman's vacant eyes, his body froze, and he could only open and close his mouth repeatedly.

        Somehow, Joshua felt the hope and despair contained in her gaze.

        

        'Save me.'

        'Help me.'

        'Kill me.'

        

        'Please save me! I'll do anything if you just save me, AAAHHH!!!'

        

        The image of a small child trembling in hiding beneath the floor storage reflected in her eyes like a mirror.

        The screams from that time seemed to echo right beside him.

        

        The fear of what was about to happen,

        The helplessness of only being able to cry silently.

        

        His mind went blank.

        

        Even as the orc's massive arm approached to crush Joshua's head, he couldn't even think to run away.

        Perhaps if that arm crushed him, he might escape the suffocating pressure in his chest.

        

        He squeezed his eyes shut.

        He clenched his teeth so hard they might break.

        It was time to meet his parents who had departed before him.

        

        But the touch was unexpectedly gentle, nothing like an orc's rough handling, causing him to slowly open his eyes.

        

        The same tender touch as when they first met, even though he was already 15.

        Or perhaps it was the warmth he had felt from Estel's fingertips all along.

        

        "My dear assistant. Would you mind closing your eyes until I return?"

        'My beloved daughter, Joshua. Don't come out until mommy returns. Understand?'

        

        Tears welled up.

        

        Whether Estel's and his mother's images overlapped, he had to acknowledge it now.

        

        And because he didn't want to lose a mother again, he couldn't just stand still.

        

        The powerless 7-year-old girl Joshua was gone now.

        

        His blank mind was now painted with the colors of Estel and Joshua.
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        As I infused magic into the broom, three spirals reminiscent of devil's horns extended outward along with a black aura. I sent a small comfort to the Triceratops, who must have suffered mentally from doing nothing but cleaning all this time.

        

        When their comrade's head exploded in an instant, three Orc warriors who lost their reason and charged at me were split apart by my roughly swung battle axe.

        

        I didn't want to drag this out for long.

        Thinking of quickly finishing this and comforting Joshua, I somewhat excessively increased the size of the spirals extending from the Triceratops.

        

        Sensing the threat, the Orc chieftain used a nearby Orc as a shield, while the shaman began casting area buffs. Even the Orc warriors who had lost their fear of death were ready.

        

        One meat shield wouldn't be enough.

        

        Just once.

        

        As the curse-laden black magic strike was about to travel through the broom and cut down the Orc horde,

        

        A swarm of beautiful blue butterflies fluttered past my eyes.

        Such elegance that seemed they would vanish at the slightest touch.

        It reminded me of the adorable butterfly that had perched on Joshua's eye.

        

        Joshua, who had been malfunctioning until just moments ago, seemed to have come to his senses and was desperately manipulating mana as if trying to find something he could do.

        

        "Joshua?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        I couldn't help but smile at his unexpectedly confident response.

        He was a strong child who had been guarding his parents' graves alone in a ruined village.

        

        "Ready for some real combat?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Tree roots erupted from the ground, swallowing the Orcs' legs.

        

        In the Aria Chronicle series, witches functioned as debuffers, showing a combat style that inflicted various debuffs on enemies. There were many inhumane status effects possible only for witches—binding, curses, sleep, hallucinations, and more.

        

        Causing confusion with butterflies and controlling tree roots for binding.

        Even without being taught, Joshua was excellently fulfilling the witch's role.

        

        Given this development, I canceled my plan to finish them all at once.

        I wanted to coordinate more with Joshua.

        The desire to work together with someone—something I thought might only be possible in the distant future—made me want to witness the child's growth with my own eyes.

        

        I cut down the Orcs whose feet were bound and immobilized.

        

        As I had taught Joshua, if safety was secured, deal with the shaman first.

        

        "Lady Estel, I'll help you!"

        

        Under the cover of butterflies, I ran straight toward the shaman.

        

        "Protect the shaman!"

        

        Making the Orc chieftain's words meaningless, I cut down the shaman who couldn't escape due to the binding, then swung my broom threateningly to prevent the approaching Orc horde from getting closer.

        

        Even though I hadn't aimed for a clean hit, his head flew off in one stroke. They should have felt fear by now. After witnessing the death of their shaman and experiencing this level of difference in power, they should normally be at least somewhat frightened.

        

        Perhaps I had underestimated the power of the magic stone the Orc chieftain possessed. The stone was assimilating not just the chieftain but the entire horde.

        

        "Grrrr! Move aside. I will handle this myself!"

        

        While the few remaining Orcs fell one by one as sacrifices to the Triceratops, the Orc chieftain, who had been biding his time, finally raised his heavy bottom.

        

      

      
        "Isn't it too late?"

        

        Too late to fight or to flee.

        

        No matter how mindlessly he swung his axe with the power of the magic stone, it was meaningless if it didn't hit. The more they lost their reason, the simpler their attack patterns became.

        In their hallucinatory state, they swung at empty air and staggered ridiculously due to the tree roots interfering with their movements.

        It felt like watching a monster arena match that the Empire supposedly operated. Eventually, the chieftain seemed to realize that his attacks weren't landing because of Joshua's interference.

        

        "Capture that female!"

        

        "Where do you think you're going!"

        

        After kicking the Orc chieftain in his weak spot, I took advantage of the opening to run to Joshua and put holes in the heads of the last remaining Orcs rushing toward him.

        

        "Grrrr..."

        

        "Seems like you don't have any subordinates left to command."

        

        Only one remained.

        I mocked the Orc chieftain who was groaning in pain.

        

        "Shall we play a bit?"

        

        Black tentacles shot out from the shadows, binding the Orc chieftain and pinning him down, stepping on his face to immobilize him.

        So he couldn't resist while I extracted the magic stone embedded in his forehead.

        

        While my main reason for encountering the Orcs was Joshua's education, I was curious about the power of the magic stone demonstrated in the recent battle.

        

        "P-please... spare me!"

        

        "Not~ happening~"

        

        What happens when a host creature loses its magic stone?

        I wrapped mana around my hand and pulled at the stone embedded in his forehead.

        The magic stone, which had been draining the host's life force to protect itself, could only be removed from his forehead after the Orc chieftain had turned into a mummy.

        The stone that had shown such power in the Orc's forehead had transformed into a common pebble like those found on any roadside. One-time use, perhaps.

        

        Well, that's disappointing.

        My enthusiasm deflated completely.

        

        I threw the stone that had been a magic stone onto the ground, letting go of any lingering interest.

        I'd see plenty of magic stones in the future. There would always be opportunities to satisfy my curiosity later.

        

        Anyway.

        

        "Hmm. Was there such an Orc among those inhabiting the west...?"

        

        I examined the mummified Orc chieftain's face.

        

        Had they just passed through this area quietly, it might have been different.

        The Orc shaman's attempt to remove the barrier wasn't typical behavior for the stupid Orcs inhabiting the western regions.

        They would have mindlessly hammered away with axes, if anything. More likely, they wouldn't have come near at all.

        

        I considered asking nearby Orcs about it later, but then imagined them bowing at 90-degree angles saying, "Sister! How have you been faring?" and felt nauseated.

        I'd better not see any Orcs for a while.

        

        I helped Joshua up as he sat down to catch his breath, seemingly weak in the legs from using more mana than usual.

        

        "How did you find fighting Orcs?"

        

        "Please don't remind me... And Orcs were... nothing special."

        

        He blushed and averted his gaze, embarrassed by his own words.

      

      
        My heart swelled with pride, wondering if this was really the same Joshua who had frozen in fear at the Orcs' roars, but I didn't feel like teasing him.

        

        "Ugh."

        

        I patted Joshua's back as he dry-heaved, apparently nauseated by the Orcs' remains defiling the landscape.

        I kept forgetting that I needed to be considerate of Joshua, to whom everything must feel strange due to my overly kind treatment.

        Later, when he would have to kill monsters or people himself, it would be even worse than this.

        

        After vomiting a few times, he seemed to feel better and raised his face. His eyes, usually hidden behind his bangs, sparkled in the light.

        How nice it would be if he showed his eyes like this all the time. I wiped the tears from his eyes and stroked his head.

        

        "Shall we go home now?"

        

        "There are still people here."

        

        There were people?

        Joshua pointed at the iron bars.

        They were the people I had glimpsed while explaining about the Orcs.

        

        The man was covered in fist-shaped bruises from being beaten by the Orcs, with broken bones protruding through torn flesh.

        

        And the woman...

        The handprints all over her body,

        The blood and nauseating white fluid flowing down her lower body made me grimace.

        They must have cut all her tendons, preventing her from resisting properly.

        

        I took off my robe to cover their bodies.

        This was solely for Joshua's emotional well-being.

        

        "They won't last much longer."

        

        Joshua seemed to want to save them, but from my perspective, saving them seemed meaningless.

        Even if they survived being captured by monsters, only their families would be happy about their return. Would others around them rejoice as well?

        What man would want a wife defiled by monsters? Fearing pregnancy, he would be afraid to have relations with her, lest he become defiled himself.

        Even if they hid the fact that she had been defiled, the trauma would remain, making her mentally ill. In the end, she would resent Joshua for saving her life.

        Rather than that, it would be better for her to breathe her last here and now.

        There would be no flowering days in her future life.

        

        Joshua had already done his best by saving them before they suffered greater humiliation from the Orcs.

        

        "But with your medicine, we could save them, couldn't we?"

        

        "If we're just talking about whether it's possible to save them, then yes. But in my opinion, it would be better to let them pass peacefully without pain."

        

        Among the items stored in our cave, there were several that showed miraculous recovery powers—as long as the person didn't die.

        But those potions were prepared for future events, not for random strangers.

        All I could offer them was a recovery potion that would barely keep them from dying, like pouring water into a bottomless jar.

        Honestly, even that potion felt too precious to waste.

        

        "As long as they live, that's enough!"

        

        "Joshua?"

        

        In all our time together, he had never rebelled, though he sometimes whined.

        This unfamiliar Joshua, showing obsessive stubbornness, surprised me.

        

        "I'm sorry. I'm being unreasonable."

        

        So you know you're being unreasonable.

        

        "Do as you wish."

        

        Better to act and regret than to regret not acting, I suppose.
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        I moved the prisoners who had been the orcs' emergency rations to my home.

        I gave them a room I had prepared for guests, allowing them to lie down and rest.

        Who would have thought that a room I had never used until now would become a sickroom?

        

        Before beginning treatment, I called Joshua and made him promise a few things.

        

        "You're the one who will treat them. All I can give you are these four potions. The rest you'll have to make yourself."

        

        I handed him four vials containing an orange liquid.

        Despite its simple appearance, this was the Super Potion, a health recovery potion renowned for having the best efficiency and cost-effectiveness among the first series.

        Having completed clinical trials, I could guarantee its effectiveness.

        I had tested it on a half-dead orc in the vicinity, and the creature was perfectly fine when I encountered it the next day.

        

        Joshua carefully accepted the potions to prevent them from breaking and bowed deeply.

        He seemed anxious to administer the potions even though I hadn't finished speaking.

        With that attitude, he might make mistakes he wouldn't normally make.

        

        "Wait. This is the most important part."

        

        I matched Joshua's eye level, which wasn't much different from mine now.

        As I gently brushed his bangs, his sky-blue eyes shyly greeted mine.

        

        "You've already done your best by rescuing them from the orcs. Can you promise not to be hurt no matter what happens to them?"

        

        I patiently waited for Joshua, who avoided my gaze.

        It must be a difficult question to answer immediately.

        I'm not saying the idea of saving everyone is wrong.

        After all, in the series, the Saint's Prayer created a miracle that revived people who died in war.

        

        A miracle (奇蹟).

        

        Even though he might deny it, Joshua, who had already stepped one foot into the witch's domain, could hope for miracles but couldn't perform them.

        A witch is one who defies providence and resists the laws of the world. In contrast, a saint is one who protects providence and conforms to the world's laws.

        While it might be easy to curse and kill four people, saving four lives is impossible.

        

        I could only pray to the self-righteous god that this child would suffer as little as possible.

        

        "I don't know," Joshua cautiously began.

        

        "I don't understand why you worry about me like this. Or why you're leaving them be."

        

        I'm not sure if I can keep my promise even if I make it...

        My heart ached as Joshua trailed off and hung his head.

        If only he had chosen to become a witch, he wouldn't have to worry like this.

        

        "But I'll try my best! Thank you for indulging my stubbornness!"

        

        I waved goodbye as Joshua, seemingly having made up his mind, bowed firmly.

        

        Yes, and don't forget to take care of yourself too.

        I swallowed those words after Joshua left.

        Being too indulgent isn't good for a child's emotional development. It seems I've only grown more sentimental with age.

        

        One week into the treatment.

        

        Although we had managed to get through the critical situation using the Super Potions, their condition remained poor.

        I watched from behind as Joshua brewed medicines, surrounded by towers of books on herbology and alchemy that might help with the treatment.

        

        The smell of medicinal herbs permeated the house. It was particularly pungent, suggesting he might be using monster by-products.

        

        Even I, who had made various medicines over a hundred years, felt dizzy from the smell, but Joshua remained at his post without any change in expression, which worried me.

        Another concern was my rare ingredient storage, which was filled with precious items.

        

        Since I had given permission to use any herbs or monster by-products needed for medicine, I could only silently watch the demise of my ingredients from afar.

        

        'The unicorn horn...'

        

      

      
        The unicorn horn that I had barely managed to find after 30 years went entirely into the cauldron.

        Unicorn horn was an ingredient used to make the Elixir of Purity, which had the effect of protecting a woman's chastity.

        Conversely, if a woman who had lost her chastity used it, it caused side effects.

        Call it the persistence of unicorns that couldn't forgive even when severed, but instead of restoring chastity, it caused infertility.

        

        That potion could be used after asking for the patient's consent once they regained consciousness.

        

        It was somewhat entertaining to deduce what Joshua was trying to create by observing the ingredients that went into the cauldron.

        Starting with the Elixir of Purity, followed by the Elixir of Super Regeneration, the Elixir of Growth—most were potions meant for warriors or knights who engaged in fierce battles at the front lines.

        In other words, they were too potent.

        Even setting aside the Elixir of Purity, if an ordinary person drank those, their body would be overwhelmed.

        Moreover, administering such potions to patients who weren't in good condition could cause shock, which made me anxious.

        I hoped the patients had strong constitutions.

        

        Irritation welled up inside me.

        Since becoming a witch, this was the first time I had to rely on someone else's will and feel such anxiety.

        

        I entered the sickroom following Joshua, who had woken me from a deep sleep saying there was something wrong with the patients.

        In the sickroom, which looked no different than usual, two women who had turned pale caught my eye.

        Judging by their motionless chests and deathly white skin, they seemed to have passed away during the night.

        

        "Joshua, they're already dead."

        

        Perhaps because of our promise, he didn't ask for help, but I could feel the tension in his hand gripping mine.

        

        Even without the promise, I couldn't bring back the dead.

        Even in the game series, only the Saint's Miracle could resurrect the dead.

        Even if he were to rely on me, I couldn't grant what couldn't be granted.

        

        Let go of hope, Joshua.

        I shook my head and released his hand.

        

        "Let's pray for the deceased."

        

        The cause of death was probably shock from excessive medication.

        I covered them with blankets up to their heads and left the sickroom.

        It might seem cold to Joshua, but that's just how it is.

        

        I could hear Joshua's crying from beyond the door.

        I held back my hand that was about to re-enter the sickroom and steeled my heart.

        

        "Joshua. Instead of crying, wouldn't it be better to think about how to save the remaining two people?"

        

        For the first time, I spoke harshly to Joshua.

        

        As I prepared to go outside, I wondered if there was a sunny spot nearby.

        I hoped to find a place large enough for four people to be buried side by side.

        I should check for a location that wouldn't be too conspicuous.

        

        Two weeks into the treatment.

        

        In the meantime, another woman had passed away.

        

        The man now had the spacious sickroom to himself.

        Lying in bed, he looked peaceful, as if merely sleeping.

        It seemed difficult to improve the situation further with potions or herbs.

        

        Despite half of my herb storage disappearing, Joshua's efforts didn't cease.

        

        My worry only grew.

        I prepared meals on time to keep his body healthy, but he often left food uneaten.

        His hair was greasy, suggesting he hadn't bathed properly, and he spent more time staring blankly.

        

        It was obvious he was blaming himself for their deaths.

        

        Did I ever go through such a phase?

        

      

      
        For about 30 years after becoming a witch, I felt like I could do anything.

        I took pride in being the first and last disciple of the Western Witch,

        and as a comet-like figure in the witch world, my abilities were recognized by all, earning me various nicknames.

        Being immortal also played a part.

        

        'What sentimentality.'

        

        Setting aside old memories, I approached Joshua.

        At this rate, not only would he fail to save the patient, but he himself would become one.

        

        "Joshua, how about taking a break? I think it would be good to relieve your fatigue, perhaps with a bath."

        

        "...Why won't he wake up... The book clearly said..."

        

        I reached for Joshua's shoulder as he muttered to himself, despite my proximity.

        

        "Joshua. You've done enough. It's time to stop..."

        

        Thwack.

        

        Joshua swatted my hand away.

        

        Eh?

        

        What's happening right now?

        My mind couldn't keep up with the situation unfolding before me.

        

        "Joshua. Joshua. Joshua...! Please stop!"

        "You knew, didn't you? That such an overdose of medicine would cause side effects!"

        

        His emotions rode on his indignation.

        

        "You could have done it! Whyyyyy!!!!"

        

        He threw the stacked books while venting his frustration.

        

        "Why... why didn't you save them like you saved me? Why..."

        

        Tears streamed down his cheeks as he clenched his fists.

        

        "I'm no different from those people. Why did you make me believe I could do it? Why did you make me think I was special! I wish you had just let me die back then...!"

        

        Why? Why? Why?

        My head was filled with questions.

        Why? Why are you looking at me with such resentment?

        

        Slap!

        

        My hand moved on its own.

        When I came to my senses, I had already slapped Joshua's cheek.

        I did what? To Joshua?

        

        What have I done?

        

        "So this is... Joshua?"

        

        Joshua lost his balance and collapsed.

        I couldn't tell if it was due to accumulated fatigue or the shock of being slapped.

        Shaking the fallen Joshua yielded no response.

        

        Were hidden cameras also popular in Aria Chronicle?

        Even though that couldn't be the case, I lifted his bangs to check if he was squinting and testing my reaction.

        

        His forehead was burning hot.

        

        "Joshua! Joshua!"
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        In the land at the western edge, Witch Dorothy, who had been leisurely observing life, felt joy when her apprentice Estelle contacted her for the first time through the witch's mirror.

        

        She recalled the image of the young girl who used to follow her around calling "Witch, Witch," but also remembered the brat who irritated her by calling her "Auntie." To Dorothy, Estelle was not only her one and only apprentice but also like a daughter.

        

        With her unusual intelligence for a child and her unyielding determination.

        She never demanded attention, never complained about food, and never crossed the line that an apprentice should maintain.

        

        Positively speaking, she was mature beyond her years; negatively speaking, she lacked the cuteness typical for her age.

        

        She would prepare breakfast on the desk by morning, clean dusty books spotlessly, and often act as if she understood Dorothy's personality perfectly.

        

        "I'll do it!"

        "If you teach me just once, I won't bother you again!"

        

        Though it had been hundreds of years since Dorothy left the secular world, she wondered if today's children were really this mature.

        

        When she asked the Southern Witch, known for taking many apprentices, the witch scoffed that such a child could only exist in dreams, which left Dorothy feeling strange. She ignored the Southern Witch's jealousy when she suggested that if such a child existed, she would raise her as a favorite apprentice.

        

        For Dorothy, who had to teach once she accepted an apprentice, Estelle was the perfect candidate.

        Except for the basic use and understanding of mana, she would study on her own if just given books.

        Dorothy thought it wouldn't have been much different if Estelle had gone to another witch.

        When Dorothy asked why she had come to her instead of another witch before Estelle left, she was infuriated by the ridiculous answer: "Just because you were close by."

        

        At first, Dorothy was concerned, then gradually became curious.

        She looked forward to seeing how far this child would follow her.

        Though compared to Dorothy, who was born with a natural witch's calling, Estelle fell slightly short of expectations.

        

        If Dorothy was "It just works when I do it,"

        Estelle was "It works because I try hard."

        

        When Estelle fell asleep among magical tomes after studying late, Dorothy would organize the books that were eagerly waiting for a chance to devour Estelle and cover her with a blanket.

        When Estelle brought crude branches, insisting that witches must ride brooms to fly, Dorothy worried anxiously that she might fall.

        That's how Dorothy slowly opened her heart to Estelle.

        

        Dorothy felt a sense of discomfort with Estelle, who followed along so well, when Estelle turned 19.

        Apart from her initial desire to become a witch, Estelle never revealed her inner thoughts.

        What kind of life she had lived before, why she wanted to become a witch.

        What foods she liked, what colors she preferred.

        

        At first, Dorothy thought she might be hiding her preferences out of consideration.

        She wanted to know Estelle better.

        

        "What color do you like? I like black."

        "My favorite color? Hmm... I've never thought about it."

        

        "This stew is delicious. I liked the savory one from before, but I prefer this sweet taste."

        "Hmm... I'm not sure. I've never thought about it."

        

        Never thought about it?

        Then what did she think about?

        Why did she want to become a witch?

        

        From the beginning,

        "Estelle, who are you?"

        "..."

        

        Was it alright to ask a question she should have asked from the start so late?

        Though she received no answer, that was fine. Dorothy believed it brought her one step closer to Estelle.

        

        She should have kept quiet.

        After that, Estelle, who had always seemed precocious, began acting like a teenager.

        

        She would sneak into the storage room and drink potions without permission, or create large holes while claiming to be modifying a broom.

        When the child who used to follow her around cutely like a chick suddenly started calling her "Auntie" with a mischievous expression...

      

      
        

        Dorothy had shared too much time with Estelle to hate her.

        Even though she was tense every day not knowing what trouble Estelle might cause, it was much more enjoyable than when she had been precocious.

        

        Unlike Dorothy, who was born with a natural witch's calling, those not born with it were cursed when they tried to take on a witch's burden.

        A witch bound by the curse would have a body that neither aged nor died, living as a slave to the curse.

        

        Immortality.

        

        Some might consider it a blessing, but those who became witches had to bear it as a curse.

        

        Dorothy wished Estelle wouldn't become a witch.

        She wished she would meet a man she loved, start a family, and live like an ordinary person. It wasn't too late.

        

        How ironic that she was now standing in the way of the child who had come to her wanting to become a witch.

        

        Unlike Estelle, who had been mentally prepared from the beginning, Dorothy was not ready.

        

        Dorothy unconsciously pulled at her curly black hair.

        It was a habit that emerged whenever she felt irritated.

        

        Why didn't she stop her back then?

        Being a witch was not something one should become.

        What if Estelle resented her?

        

        Dorothy was terrified.

        She could see her own precarious state reflected in Estelle's eyes.

        

        "By becoming a witch, there's something I really want to do. It's very important to me."

        

        Looking at Estelle, who had nestled tightly in her arms, Dorothy couldn't bring herself to refuse.

        She had to admit, no parent can win against their child.

        

        That day, Estelle became a witch and left Dorothy's care.

        Though she knew Estelle would leave someday, that night the emptiness felt particularly profound.

        She thought that when she woke up in the morning, breakfast would be prepared as usual, and she would contemplate how to scold Estelle for irritating her by calling her "Auntie."

        

        I'll never take another apprentice again.

        

        My beloved Estelle. That brat...

        A child who doesn't understand a mother's heart...

        

        Even if Estelle returned someday to blame her...

        It wouldn't be so bad to live together, bickering until the end of the world.

        Thinking this way, she was able to fall asleep with a somewhat lighter heart.

        

        

        ***

        

        "So, why did you call me?"

        

        "W-well... Joshua..."

        

        Dorothy found it frustrating as Estelle repeated the same words while shedding tiny tears.

        Looking at the endless tears through the witch's mirror, she wanted nothing more than to go there and smack some sense into her, but she had to be patient.

        Yes. It had been a long time since her apprentice contacted her. This was a time for an elder's patience.

        

        "Sob... Joshua, Joshua..."

        

        "Would you care to explain?"

        

        Fine. It's all fine. It's okay that she's crying now when she never showed tears until the day she left, and it's okay that she didn't contact her once during the past hundred years.

        But at the very least, she should explain who Joshua is so Dorothy could sympathize, advise, or do something.

        With Estelle just squeezing out tears, Dorothy's patience was reaching its limit.

      

      
        

        "Joshua...!!"

        

        Snap.

        The thread of reason broke.

        

        "You damn brat!!!"

        

        "I'm sorry!!!! I'm sorry for being a brat!!!!!!!"

        

        It took another ten minutes for Estelle's tears to subside.

        Dorothy thought about smashing the mirror to prevent any future contact and going to bed, but she couldn't just leave her crying like a child.

        

        Hoo. Ha.

        After taking a deep breath, Estelle slowly explained the situation, like a child confessing her wrongdoing.

        

        "So... you don't know why Joshua got angry, and you don't know how to deal with him going forward?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        Dorothy saw her past self in Estelle.

        There was a time when Dorothy didn't understand Estelle either.

        To be honest, she still didn't fully understand her.

        The current situation felt like a daughter seeking her mother's help after being shocked by her child's rebellion and hitting them for the first time, which made her feel uncomfortable.

        This makes me feel like a grandmother.

        

        "Have you talked with the child?"

        

        "No... He just got over his fever and is sleeping now."

        

        "You should ask him directly."

        

        "That's... a bit difficult..."

        She squirmed, her face turning red.

        

        "You fool."

        When Dorothy pulled at her hair, Estelle trembled on the other side of the mirror.

        

        "It's a mistake to think you know everything about that child. You don't know why he got angry? Would you have slapped him if you knew? Do you talk often? What's his favorite color? His favorite animal? What food makes him happiest when he eats it? Have you ever tried to find out?"

        

        Dorothy vented her accumulated frustrations.

        She thought something had changed when she saw Estelle crying, but it was a huge misconception.

        

        "..."

        

        Estelle could only remain silent.

        After all, she had no answers to give.

        

        Moreover, these questions were the same ones Dorothy used to ask her, averting her gaze shyly, when they lived together.

        How much effort Dorothy had made. How futile that effort must have felt.

        

        "Apologize or get angry, do as you please."

        

        "Wait—"

        

        With the communication cut off abruptly, she couldn't finish her sentence.

        Talking about being a witch, the original story, pure love...

        What am I doing? What do I want to do?

        

        'You should have just let me die back then...!'

        

        Her chest ached every time Joshua's words echoed in her ears.

        Even curling up didn't ease the pain.
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        As I replaced the lukewarm washcloth, a thousand worries flashed through my mind.

        

        'Should I apologize for slapping him? What if he doesn't accept my apology?'

        

        Even putting myself in his shoes, I knew that if someone suddenly slapped me and then apologized, I'd be furious about adding insult to injury.

        When I tried to imagine how things might go well, my thoughts kept drifting toward negative scenarios—Joshua getting angry or running away—so I shook my head to clear these thoughts.

        

        Right, I'm a witch. I should act like one.

        

        'What if I give him a potion to make him forget?'

        

        If we had never fought in the first place, I wouldn't need to apologize, and we could return to our happy daily life, laughing together like before.

        But that wouldn't erase the fact that I had struck Joshua.

        I couldn't imagine facing a cheerfully smiling, memory-wiped Joshua and acting like nothing had happened.

        

        'You should have just let me die back then...!'

        

        That scene kept breaking my heart.

        If it hurts this much, maybe I should have never saved him.

        

        'Why did I save Joshua in the first place?'

        

        A child orphaned by war.

        A child so emaciated by famine that he was just waiting to die.

        A child abandoned as an infant, treated as less than human, begging at the edge of the village.

        

        There were countless children in worse situations than Joshua.

        

        Beyond the excuse that I needed an assistant,

        I couldn't think of any convincing reason—for either Joshua or myself.

        

        But still.

        If I hadn't saved Joshua then.

        

        There would be no Joshua who grimaced at my affection, no Joshua who became absorbed in fairy tales and eagerly asked what happened next, no Joshua who rejoiced at his first manifestation of magic, no Joshua who expressed his frustrations for the first time.

        

        I don't want that.

        Even if the time we have left together is less than a hundred years—a brief moment.

        I've realized how large a part Joshua plays in my life.

        

        I carefully removed his sweat-soaked clothes and gently wiped his body, trying not to wake him.

        Despite my caution, I panicked when he tossed and turned, but once he settled down, I dressed him and lit some incense with sedative properties.

        

        His breathing grew steady. I gently caressed his flushed cheek as he slept soundly.

        

        Perhaps the reason doesn't matter.

        

        His appearance not fully hidden by burn scars, his silver hair softly reflecting moonlight.

        Eyes like snowflakes, shyly peeking through his hair.

        The butterfly-shaped flower resting delicately on the hair covering his right eye.

        

        I carefully kissed his forehead, trying not to wake him.

        

        ***

        

        Joshua woke just after midnight.

        

        "Nngh..."

        

        His mind was foggy.

        As time passed and his thoughts cleared, the memories he'd forgotten began to resurface.

        

        'What did I say...?'

        

        It was too severe to dismiss as a simple mistake—he had driven a massive nail into Estelle's heart.

        So terrible that he wouldn't have grounds to complain even if she threw him out tomorrow morning.

        

        To Joshua, Estelle was a witch who could do anything and knew everything.

        Even when he saw her easily subdue more than twenty orcs, he wondered if the books were wrong.

        After all, books described orcs as powerful monsters that even adult men struggled to face.

        And what about her skill with magic and medicinal ingredients? Her alchemy that could create anything?

        

      

      
        'If I could follow in Estelle's footsteps, could I save someone too?'

        

        He wanted to save others, just as Estelle had saved him when he was crying at his parents' graves.

        When he decided to save those imprisoned people who didn't know when they might die, he stubbornly insisted despite Estelle's opposition.

        He had confidence that he could accomplish anything, just like his mentor Estelle.

        

        Perhaps his confidence had been too great.

        Unable to distinguish the right medicine for the situation and pursuing only effectiveness, the results were too difficult for a 15-year-old Joshua to accept.

        When two people died, he didn't have time to doubt himself. Their condition had been so poor that their deaths weren't surprising.

        He believed that if he tried harder, he could definitely save the remaining two.

        

        He couldn't spare time for eating or sleeping.

        He smelled from not bathing, and his hair became tangled and messy.

        

        Only when another person died did a chill run down his spine.

        Warning bells rang in his head that he was missing something.

        Memories of studying with Estelle flashed through his mind. He found a book among the texts on herbs and potions.

        

        [Medicinal Effects and Side Effects]

        

        His hands trembled as he read about the side effects.

        His body shivered, and his head felt hot as if he had a fever.

        

        'I killed them.'

        

        He didn't want to believe it. He wanted to deny it.

        He wanted to shift the blame for their deaths onto someone else.

        

        The arrows of resentment that poured from Joshua quickly found their target in Estelle.

        

        Thinking about it, Estelle always did as she pleased.

        She would bring prosperity to a village or stand by as it fell to ruin.

        From saving Joshua to determining the fate of those people.

        

        He had hoped she would save them as she had saved him.

        That resentment also contained feelings he had never expressed to Estelle, which is why he felt he couldn't leave things as they were.

        

        He wanted to bow his head and apologize.

        

        As he slowly raised his upper body, something slid from his head onto his chest.

        A lukewarm washcloth that had been on his forehead greeted him.

        

        "I collapsed, didn't I."

        

        Skipping meals and reducing sleep recently had been the cause.

        Touching his forehead, he found his fever had subsided, though some dizziness remained.

        

        "Mmm... Joshua?"

        

        "Estelle...?"

        

        The room was dark, and he hadn't noticed Estelle sleeping while leaning against the bed.

        He hadn't expected to see her so soon.

        

        Estelle, who had been nursing Joshua until she dozed off, felt the same way.

        

        "Well... I mean..."

        "..."

        

        A long silence stretched between the two, neither knowing what the other was thinking.

        

        "Estelle, would it be okay if I sleep with you tonight?"

        

        "Mmm. Of course."

        

        Joshua moved to one side of the bed and took Estelle's hand, guiding her.

        

        When was the last time either of them had shared a bed with someone else?

        Lying on the same bed under the same blanket.

        With their faces so close that their noses would touch if they turned their heads, Estelle and Joshua both swallowed nervously.

        

        "You know, at first I hated you."

      

      
        

        Joshua was the first to gather his courage.

        

        Estelle wanted to close her ears and run away from Joshua's shocking first words.

        But she knew that if not now, there might never be another chance.

        She turned her head to look at Joshua.

        

        "I don't know if you remember, but... the village where I lived survived thanks to you. When I was a baby, people were leaving one by one due to the ongoing famine. My family couldn't afford to leave, so we were just waiting to die."

        

        Joshua's village was a barren land suffering from famine.

        The village lake had dried up, crops withered quickly, and the villagers' eyes were sharp with hunger after days without proper food.

        

        If not for the request from the elder who seemed to be the village chief, Estelle would have left without helping.

        For Estelle, the chief's request was a kind of quest.

        

        She had planned to help revitalize the village in exchange for using the villagers to gather herbs and medicinal ingredients.

        

        To Estelle, Gariril Village was just that—a means to an end.

        

        "People suddenly invaded and turned the village into ruins... I barely survived thanks to my mother. I was hiding alone in a storage room when I heard them looking for you."

        

        In the Aria Chronicle, only the Heresy Inquisitors possessed the madness to erase entire villages in their search for witches.

        

        When she witnessed the ruined village, the men impaled on stakes and women's bodies floating in the lake, Estelle knew the Heresy Inquisitors had come.

        

        Gariril Village was precariously situated on the border where Inquisitors could operate, making it nearly impossible for them to come unless someone had reported the village's sudden prosperity.

        

        "So... on that day when you found me... I had so much I wanted to say."

        

        Why did the villagers have to die when you were the witch they were after?

        Why did my mother and father have to die?

        Please bring my parents back.

        

        Joshua deliberately left those words unspoken.

        The seven-year-old Joshua was now fifteen.

        

        Joshua turned his head to meet the gaze watching him.

        Had he ever looked into Estelle's eyes this closely before?

        She was more beautiful than any princess from a fairy tale.

        

        "When you saved me, I was confident I could hate you forever, but do you know how I feel now?"

        

        "..."

        

        Estelle shook her head instead of answering.

        If she spoke now, she feared the tears she was barely holding back would pour out.

        

        "Now, I don't hate you anymore."

        

        Joshua blushed and smiled brightly.

        

        "All the things you teach me, how you worry about me, why you care so much about me... I think I understand now."

        

        Just as Joshua saw Estelle as a mother figure, Estelle saw Joshua as her daughter.

        

        "I made an unreasonable request, and... you have your own position too. I was too selfish. I'm sorry for saying such harsh things. Hehe. That's what I wanted to tell you."

        

        "Mmm... Joshua, why are you apologizing... I should be the one apologizing for hitting you..."

        

        Estelle hugged Joshua tightly.

        

        At this moment, nothing else mattered—not the original story, not pure love, nothing.

        She just wanted this child to live a normal, happy life. And if she could watch over Joshua's happiness until the end, that would be enough.

        

        "Why are you crying...?"

        

        "Just because. You're so precious to me, Joshua. That's why I'm crying."

        

        They talked about things they had never discussed before—from Estelle's worry about what if Joshua stayed angry and wouldn't accept her apology, to what foods he liked, what colors he preferred, what kind of man was his ideal type, what kind of house he wanted to live in, and even small wishes like wanting to see the ocean.

        

        They shared these conversations they had been putting off until they fell asleep from exhaustion.
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        "Haaaam..."

        

        The morning sunlight woke me up.

        Having stayed up all night working in secret from Joshua, I desperately wanted to sleep more.

        Still, I had to get moving. Normally, I would have woken up to the sound of Joshua preparing breakfast, but I couldn't make a sick person do household chores.

        

        I gently stroked Joshua's head as he slept soundly while hugging me tightly, and carefully got out of bed so the noise wouldn't wake him.

        

        "I suppose porridge would be best?"

        

        Since it had been over a hundred years since I'd taken care of someone who was sick, I pondered what would be good while putting on an apron embroidered with butterfly patterns.

        

        Vegetable porridge would be best, I think.

        

        Being a Japanese game, it was interesting that rice was the staple food in this fantasy world. As a Korean who also grew up with rice as a staple, it was one of the things I adapted to quickly.

        

        I entered the kitchen, picked up a knife, and rolled up my sleeves. It had been three years since Joshua declared he would take charge of cooking and took over the culinary front. The knife I hadn't held in a while, the apron, and the kitchen scenery all felt pleasantly familiar.

        

        "Wait, Joshua. I'll make you the most delicious breakfast."

        

        Was cooking always this enjoyable?

        Even though I hadn't started yet, the tickling sensation in my heart filled me with enthusiasm.

        

        Despite my enthusiasm, I immediately ran into a major problem.

        The result of not entering the kitchen for three years was devastating.

        

        "Where did I put the vegetables...?"

        

        After turning the kitchen upside down, I finally found the vegetables.

        

        Potatoes, carrots, onions—washing them, peeling them, and cutting them into perfect pieces. Then, using magic to light a fire, I put the potatoes in the pot first and stirred them with a spatula.

        

        "Good, now add water..."

        

        After confirming the potatoes were softened, I poured in water, added rice, and stirred well.

        When it started to bubble and steam, I added the prepared carrots and onions, poured in more water, and let it boil.

        

        "It might be boring if it's too bland. A little salt too."

        

        After tasting it, I couldn't say it was perfect, but it was quite edible.

        I ladled the porridge into a bowl, placed it on a tray, and carefully headed to Joshua's room, making sure not to spill it.

        

        "Joshua, are you awake?"

        

        He must still be in dreamland. When I opened the door and saw Joshua tightly hugging a pillow instead of me, I couldn't help but smile.

        

        I placed the tray on the table and happily contemplated how to wake him up.

        

        The porridge will get cold if I don't wake him soon.

        

        I poked his innocent cheeks repeatedly.

        Maybe I should let him sleep a little longer.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Perhaps feeling the touch on his cheek, his closed eyes slowly opened. As he squinted at the sunlight through the window, stretched, and sat up, I greeted him cheerfully.

        

        "Did you sleep well? Good morning."

        

        "Lady Estel...?"

        

        Still half-asleep, Joshua rubbed his eyes, noticed the sunlight reflected in the window and me wearing an apron, and then tried to jump out of bed as if struck by lightning.

        

        "I'm sorry! I'll hurry and prepare breakfast...!"

        

        "Now, now, calm down. You're sick, remember?"

        

        I held his shoulders to calm him down.

        Judging by how much effort it took to settle him down as he insisted he was fully recovered, maybe he really was better.

        

        Hehe. Joshua. You should know that just waking up now is already late.

        

        I brought over the bowl of porridge and smiled confidently.

        

        "I prepared breakfast, so stay put. By the way, all housework is forbidden for you today."

        

        "What?!"

        

        "Why are you so surprised? I used to do all this before you came along."

        

        This child is surprised by so many things.

        

        I scooped up a spoonful of steaming porridge and blew on it gently to cool it down, making sure it wouldn't burn his mouth.

        

        "Say 'aah~'. Come on, aah~"

        

        "I can eat by myself..."

        

        How shy he is.

      

      
        He tried to take the spoon from me while blushing, but not a chance!

        I raised my hand high, easily avoiding his interference.

        

        "Here comes the broomstick~ Swoosh swoosh~"

        

        "Really... I'm not a child anymore..."

        

        Found an opening.

        I was worried he wouldn't open his mouth.

        But as he responded to each of my antics, he unconsciously opened his mouth, giving me the chance to successfully feed him.

        

        "...How is it?"

        

        Munch, munch.

        I waited for Joshua's verdict as he ate the porridge. What if he says it's not good? What if he says it's good even if it's not...? That would be worse than him saying it tastes bad.

        

        Gulp.

        The sound of him swallowing seemed unusually loud.

        After chewing thoroughly and swallowing, Joshua looked me in the eyes and spoke.

        

        "It's..."

        

        "It's?"

        

        "...delicious."

        

        Perhaps finding my intense gaze uncomfortable, he blushed and looked away, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

        

        Not having cooked for three years, I had been quite nervous, so I couldn't help but sigh in relief.

        

        "Really? You're not lying?"

        

        "Really."

        

        I knew immediately that he genuinely found it delicious, but I strangely wanted to continue the conversation.

        Despite always pretending to be grown-up, he was showing such a shy side.

        

        "Then what did you like about it?"

        

        "The... carrots."

        

        I was glad I remembered that Joshua mentioned liking carrots during our late-night conversation yesterday.

        

        "Should we do the broomstick swoosh again?"

        

        This time, I filled a spoonful with as many carrots as possible.

        

        "Lady Estel. Could we... maybe skip the broomstick part?"

        

        Joshua panicked, his face turning red as if steam was coming out of his head.

        Was he always this shy?

        I felt my mischievous witch switch flipping on.

        

        "As a witch, I don't like granting requests when people ask."

        

        "Ugh! I really hate it!"

        

        Hehehe.

        I was just teasing him.

        If I teased him any more, he might hide under the blanket, so I chose the next best option.

        

        "Then I won't do the broomstick, but say 'aah~'?"

        

        "A-aah~"

        

        "That's right. Good."

        

        One bite. Then another.

        After a while, I fed him without the "aah."

        Wiping the porridge from the corner of his mouth, I made sure he didn't eat too quickly, matching his pace as I gave him another spoonful.

        

        After Joshua finished the entire bowl, I handed him some water.

        

        "Shall we take a bath together now?"

        

        "T-t-t-that I can do by myself!"

        

        Joshua's embarrassment seemed to reach its limit as he wrapped himself up and hid under the blanket.

        

        Did I go too far...?

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Just so you know, taking care of patients is forbidden today."

        

        "What?"

        

      

      
        While magically drying Joshua's hair after he returned from his bath, I told him the most important rule.

        

        If he thought about why he got sick in the first place, he'd quickly understand.

        Whether he knew my concerns or not, when he gestured for me to explain, I added more conditions.

        

        "You're not allowed near the cauldron either. Instead, I'll take care of everything today."

        

        "But you said it was my responsibility."

        

        My mind hasn't changed.

        Saving the remaining person is still Joshua's responsibility.

        But even if that man wakes up, there were additional precautions needed.

        

        Due to the excessive use of potions, when he wakes up, he'll have physical abilities that could win a fight against an orc.

        And we don't know who this man was or what he did as a human.

        

        If he regained consciousness while I was away and harmed Joshua...

        

        A frightening thought crossed my mind.

        

        It's never bad to be cautious.

        We needed a safety measure.

        

        "I'm worried about you."

        

        After finishing drying his hair, I embraced him from behind.

        A pleasant fragrance rose from his hair.

        

        "In that case, I also... have a condition."

        

        "A condition?"

        

        After hesitating for a moment as if it was difficult to say, he seemed to gather his resolve, turned around, and looked me in the eyes.

        

        "Um, I... well. Promise you won't laugh?"

        

        "Of course. I won't laugh. Shall we make a promise?"

        

        I held out my pinky finger, and he linked his pinky with mine.

        

        "There, pinky promise."

        

        What's with him? A condition not to laugh?

        Did he touch my chest while we were sleeping?

        He's at a curious age, and seeing large breasts up close might be quite stimulating.

        While I was lost in my own strange thoughts, Joshua, who hadn't let go of my pinky, carefully spoke.

        

        "Can I... call you... Mom?"

        

        Huh?

        

        Did he just call me Mom?

        I was speechless, and something struck my heart.

        

        Something different from before, something that made my heart swell, something indescribable.

        

        I could feel Joshua's feelings, which he must have pondered countless times, through his pinky finger that he refused to let go.

        

        "D-do you hate it that much?! Lady Estel, don't cry. It was just a joke. So... so..."

        

        While Joshua was flustered, saying it was a presumptuous remark, I touched the tears flowing from my eyes.

        

        I'm crying right now.

        Why am I crying?

        Even though I wasn't sad, the tears wouldn't stop.

        

        "Lady Estel, I'm sorry!"

        

        Why is this child apologizing?

        Joshua, trying not to cry, pretending it was all a joke, as if he hadn't been hurt.

        

        I hugged him tighter than before.

        

        "Joshua~ Joshua~!! Joshuaaaaa~!!!!!!!"

        

        I felt like I could fly.

        I was so overwhelmed that I couldn't say anything but call his name.

        

        "Can you call me that again? Quickly!"

        

        I released the hug and looked into Joshua's eyes again.

        

        "M-mom?"

        

        "Yes, Mom. Mom! My beloved daughter."

        

        How could I possibly return this feeling, other than hugging him tightly again and again until he asked me to let go?

        For someone like me who had only observed others' love and pure affection, it was an incredibly difficult task.
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        "Mmm. This tea is delicious. The aroma is nice too."

        

        I savored a sip of the tea Joshua had prepared.

        

        Whether it had a calming effect or not, my body gradually grew warm and then pleasantly drowsy. The scent was incredibly familiar, as if I'd smelled it often somewhere before. The color was so unique—a blue hue that reminded me of Joshua's butterflies.

        

        Though I felt it had become somewhat bland, as if I'd grown accustomed to its tangy taste, I rather liked it when I considered that the blandness reflected Joshua's special affection.

        

        A daily routine: waking up in the morning, having breakfast with Joshua, leisurely drinking tea, and then tutoring him.

        

        A day just like any other.

        

        Perhaps things I had taken for granted now held meaning.

        

        Mom. Is he my mom? Hehehe.

        Recalling yesterday's series of events, I found it impossible to focus on the taste of the tea.

        

        I barely managed to stop the corners of my mouth from turning upward. Every time I called him "mom," he expressed embarrassment with his entire body. If I laughed, he might puff up his cheeks and go into sulking mode.

        

        "Right? I dried the petals that grow on my body and steeped them. I was worried they might be poisonous, so I tried drinking it myself first, but it was fine."

        

        Joshua fiddled with the butterfly-shaped flower positioned above his right eye. Looking now, I noticed the flower that had bloomed on his right shoulder was no longer visible.

        

        I was touched that he had even considered the poison issue, and as I was about to savor another sip, a thought crossed my mind, and I set the teacup down.

        

        He made tea by steeping flowers that grew on his body...?

        Then that scent, that taste...

        

        When I thought about where I'd smelled this scent before, I realized it was identical to Joshua's warm, sweet body scent that I'd noticed when sleeping beside him. I had felt calmed while inhaling that scent.

        

        Drawing on my past life's memories, this tea was essentially Joshua's bathwater. I had thought it bland because it lacked the tangy taste, but mentally, it was anything but bland.

        

        "Never serve this to anyone else."

        

        This tea is harmful.

        My mind was dominated by the useless thought that if anyone discovered the true nature of this tea, Joshua might end up spending his life brewing tea for others.

        

        "Does it taste strange?"

        

        "It's not about the taste. Value yourself more!"

        

        Serving bathwater to others!

        I didn't raise Joshua to be such a lewd child.

        I had only taught him about magic, alchemy ingredients, and herbs, but never basic sex education. Nor about how humans currently live and what cultures they have.

        

        Since I don't know everything myself, I can't teach him everything. Joshua hadn't gone down to the village since becoming my assistant, so I thought it might be good to create an opportunity for that.

        

        "The flowers grow back quickly, so..."

        

        Seeing his innocently smiling face, I felt drained, as if I were the only strange person here.

        

        "Mom, there's something I'm curious about."

      

      
        

        "What is it?"

        

        As tea time ended and we were clearing the teacups, Joshua casually asked.

        

        "Why did you become a witch?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Well... witches are usually scary, curse people, and are evil. When I was little, I was taught that witches were bad, but you're... so different from the witches I know about. Surely even if you weren't a witch, you'd be an amazing person. Like a hero who saves the world, or a magician who defeats evil dragons."

        

        It was difficult to answer readily.

        

        A witch who bears the burden of curses in exchange for immortality. Witches were typically objects of avoidance for people. The power of a witch itself was close to the concept of curses that easily sickened people's hearts. And there were few reasons to use that power with good intentions.

        

        For a witch, a curse is a mass of obsession born from the extreme of selfishness. Because it belongs to the realm of emotions like love, jealousy, and hatred, the more one uses the power, the more people around get involved.

        

        Most of the witches appearing in the original work wielded their power to destroy countries or threaten the world, and were consequently vanquished. It wasn't until the series progressed that a witch's love story finally saved the world, changing perceptions of witches.

        

        Even if I had chosen a different path, I couldn't have treated witches favorably, which brought a bitter smile to my face.

        

        "Now that Joshua has gotten nice and plump, should I eat you up?"

        

        "I'm not joking."

        

        I tried to change the subject by playfully pinching Joshua's cheeks, but it was no use.

        

        "Didn't I tell you before? Why I became a witch."

        

        "That was a lie, wasn't it?"

        

        It had been three years since Joshua became my assistant. The story I had told him while making a love potion for companionship apparently didn't feel like the real reason.

        

        But it wasn't a lie.

        

        At that time, becoming a witch was the easiest way to fulfill the conditions I wanted. And I didn't particularly mind the disadvantages that came with becoming a witch.

        

        Whether it was curses or witch hunts or whatever.

        

        As long as I survived, that was enough. With time, the protagonists would eventually step up and improve the treatment of witches. I was so excited about becoming a witch that I didn't properly listen to the whispers of curses echoing in my head. I wasn't too concerned about that curse either, since there would be a solution for it later.

        

        Though it's a despised and scorned profession now, it would later become a blue-chip position, with witches even being invited as dark magic professors at academies.

        

        Since I'm the only one who knows this, I belatedly realized that it could only sound like a lie to Joshua.

        

        But I was hesitant to say I knew the future, as I only knew the original timeline. With the man lying in the sickbed, not knowing when he would wake up, I was cautious about claiming to know the future.

        

        "We're family now, aren't you? You can be honest with me. If it's difficult, you don't have to tell me..."

        

        It's unfair to say I don't have to tell if it's difficult, then use the butterflies on your body to look all dejected.

        

        I needed to come up with a plausible reason, anything would do.

      

      
        

        "Hehehe. I suppose I have no choice but to tell you now."

        

        As if resigned, I sat on the sofa and beckoned Joshua over. It was adorable how he sat right next to me, eyes sparkling at my gesture.

        

        "You see, witches can wield a special power. It's different from curses—a wonderful power that could even be called a miracle."

        

        The ultimate skill possessed by characters in various games. Known as an ultimate or finishing move, it's the decisive technique that determines victory or defeat.

        

        In Aria Chronicle, there are ultimates called "Ulti." A trump card that can only be used once per battle, requiring strategic skill deployment.

        

        A swordsman splits the sky with a single dance of the blade, an archer reaches places beyond reach with arrows, a magician summons meteors to end wars, and a hero defeats the demon lord to bring peace to the world.

        

        All because of their Ultis.

        

        A witch's Ulti belongs to the realm of concepts invisible to the eye. To implement it in the game, it's presented as a debuff, making it seem like just a debuff skill, but if you dig into the settings:

        

        [It is a wish too pure and noble to be called a curse]

        

        The monologue of Zeke Friks, the protagonist of the fourth series, upon seeing the Ulti of the Witch of the End, suggested it was closer to a miracle than a curse.

        

        So the explanation I gave Joshua wasn't exactly wrong.

        

        "Later, a great danger will befall this world. And a witch's power is essential for this world."

        

        Unlike the previous works where treatment improved somewhat, in the epilogue of the fourth series, the Holy Kingdom even halted witch hunts because witches had played a crucial role in protecting the world.

        

        "But heroes are the ones who save the world, aren't they? Is it so dangerous that even you need to step in, Mom?"

        

        It's not that the hero is too weak for me to have to step in, but...

        

        "Even heroes can't protect this world alone. Don't they need someone to help them?"

        

        A hero can't save everything alone.

        That's why they have companions and helpers.

        

        "Hmm... I don't quite understand. If witches are good people, why do people dislike and fear them?"

        

        The only witch Joshua had met was me, but it would be problematic if he developed a positive frame for witches. In reality, most witches in the work were violent, self-centered, and saw people only as means to their own ends.

        

        "Even good people can't always be good. And even bad people can't always be bad. That's true not just for witches, but for everyone. Even if Joshua is very kind, there are moments when you get upset, right?"

        

        "I'll go check on the patient's condition!"

        

        As if struck by something, Joshua hastily left his seat, and I sighed.

        

        It didn't feel good, as if I had lied.

        

        If I told everything about knowing the future and the original work, what if Joshua decided to become a witch?

        Had I ever received such attention from someone before? Even when I lived with Dorothy, the Witch of the West, it wasn't like this.

        Sometimes attention from others can feel uncomfortable.

        Feeling the need to create a justification to show others, I moved toward where Joshua had gone.
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        "How does he look to you, Mom?"

        

        Joshua carefully asked as he fed the appropriate potion to the patient's mouth.

        

        When I flowed mana through the man's body to check his condition, I couldn't see any problems—whether external or internal injuries, he had become much healthier than before.

        

        Moreover, the curse I had engraved on his heart, despite some complications, had settled well and was perfect for any situation that might arise.

        

        When I tried to implant the curse, he showed resistance which gave me some trouble. Judging by the holy power residing in his body, he appeared to be from the Holy Kingdom.

        

        An Inquisitor wouldn't have fought orcs alone. He might be an evangelist or pilgrim, I thought.

        

        If he tries to harm Joshua, attack him, or report us, I've made sure his heart will burst without mercy, so there shouldn't be any concerns.

        

        At this point, whether it's nursing or cursing, it would be courteous of him to at least wiggle a finger in appreciation.

        

        "The medicine he took earlier didn't cause any problems, and all the measures you've taken so far are excellent. The rest..."

        

        "The rest...?"

        

        "Trust and wait. You've done more than enough. Now it's up to this man's will."

        

        Just as even the best physician can do nothing if a patient lacks the will to live, there are no more medical measures to take. All we can do is trust and wait. It's remarkable that Joshua, who is neither a doctor nor a cleric, has managed to heal him this much with just herbs and potions.

        

        I gently stroked his head, careful not to mess up his hair, trying to comfort Joshua who always becomes timid when standing before a patient.

        

        The man woke up three days later, while I was worrying about how to replenish the medicine storage that was more than half empty.

        

        Food could be self-sufficient, but medicinal herbs and monster by-products needed to be procured directly. Gorgon eyes, mimic tongues—I'd have to enter a dungeon soon and gather everything.

        

        I had prepared necessary potions in advance, but you never know what situations might arise.

        

        Since becoming close with Joshua, I'd developed worries I wouldn't normally have.

        

        "Mom!!! Mom!!!!!"

        

        Hearing Joshua's urgent call from afar, I stopped my contemplation and left the medicine storage.

        

        He didn't need to shout so loudly for me to hear.

        I could tell how urgent it was just from his voice.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        There was only one thing that would make him this excited.

        My question was obvious even as I asked it.

        

        "He finally woke up...!"

        

        He ran over, grabbed both my hands, and his expression was both serious and filled with joy.

        

        Perhaps it was a sense of achievement for succeeding on his own for the first time, a reward for all his hard work.

        

        I needed to express gratitude to that man in various ways, so it would have been inconvenient if he had died now.

        Thanks to him, Joshua not only opened up to me but even started calling me "Mom."

        

        Led by Joshua's hand, we arrived at the sickroom where the man had raised his upper body and was looking at us with half-closed eyes, as if drunk with sleep.

        

        His eyes, half-hidden between his eyebrows, shone with a bright golden light.

        

        I was instinctively repulsed by his unpleasant gaze that seemed to examine every inch of me, as if measuring my soul.

        

      

      
        Holy Eyes. A blessing bestowed upon the most devout in the Holy Kingdom, allowing them to distinguish good and evil in souls.

        Famous in legends where those visited by angels in dreams who breathed into their eyes would awaken with this sight.

        Above all, in various stories, those with Holy Eyes became either allies or enemies of the protagonist.

        

        Should I kill him now?

        Thinking that perhaps I'd drawn the short straw among the four, I silently began to chant a spell.

        I wouldn't be affected as a witch, but the moment Joshua gets branded as one, he would have to bid farewell to normal life forever.

        

        Just as I was about to extend my hand and cast black magic without Joshua noticing—

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        "You need to rest more."

        

        I couldn't proceed as Joshua supported the man who was grimacing in pain, likely from overusing his Holy Eyes.

        

        There's still plenty of time.

        If I want to kill him, I can do so anytime.

        And I didn't want to nullify Joshua's dedication.

        

        I dispersed my spell and approached the restless Joshua to examine the man's condition.

        I had to admire his nerve—passing out so peacefully even though he must have recognized me as a witch through his Holy Eyes.

        

        "W-what should we do!? He lost consciousness!"

        

        "Calm down. He's just sleeping."

        

        It must be due to using the Holy Eyes right after waking from a prolonged coma.

        

        This worked out well.

        I needed to give Joshua advance notice anyway.

        Whether this man was an Inquisitor or not, Joshua, a victim of witch hunts, needed to know that he was closely connected to the Holy Kingdom.

        So he wouldn't regret his choices later.

        

        It was Joshua who saved him, and it wouldn't be right for me to decide his life or death on my own.

        

        In the past, I would have eliminated him already.

        I inwardly sighed that this was all because of Joshua.

        

        "Joshua, come out for a moment."

        

        I took Joshua's hand and left the sickroom.

        While organizing my thoughts on what to say, I simulated how Joshua might react.

        

        He definitely wouldn't suggest killing the man.

        But Inquisitors might be traumatic for Joshua.

        

        "What is it, Mom?"

        

        "There's something you should know about that man."

        

        Still holding his hand, I looked into Joshua's covered eyes.

        

        "That man might be connected to the Inquisitors."

        

        I felt his hand trembling and gripped it more firmly.

        

        "What? How do you know that, Mom...?"

        

        "Those brightly shining eyes are a sign of being God's messenger."

        

      

      
        While the White Eyes that Inquisitors possess have no ability beyond symbolism, the Holy Eyes truly represent the privilege of those blessed by God. He might even be a saint, or simply a devout believer.

        

        "That man has Holy Eyes that can pierce through souls. Those eyes are given by God through angels. He's probably of high status in the Holy Kingdom, so he must be related to the Inquisitors, directly or indirectly."

        

        "......"

        

        "Mom respects her daughter's choice. Joshua, what do you want to do? They hate witches more than anyone, and witches dislike them more than anyone. If we let him live, we might bring trouble upon ourselves. Even so..."

        

        Perhaps this man could even be the one who killed your real parents.

        

        Even so, do you still want to save him?

        

        I didn't say the last part aloud, but Joshua probably understood vaguely.

        

        That the same tragedy could happen again. That he might not be as lucky to survive as before.

        

        No matter how much I know about the original story and have prepared, there are limits to fighting while protecting Joshua.

        

        I felt troubled for becoming the evil stepmother forcing a cruel choice on a 15-year-old girl, but it was necessary.

        

        "You told me, Mom, that even good people can't always be good, and evil people can't always be evil. That applies to everyone, not just witches."

        

        "As you said, this person might be a bad Inquisitor who killed innocent people. But even if that's true, I want to ask why he had to do it. And he might not even be that Inquisitor from back then. Hurting someone based on assumptions... that would make us no different from them. So what I mean is..."

        

        I hugged Joshua tightly after he poured out his thoughts. I'd been hugging him often lately; it might become a habit.

        

        Who wouldn't want to hug someone who speaks such beautiful words?

        

        "But what if he really is an Inquisitor...? What if he suddenly attacks us...?"

        

        After speaking so nobly, now he worries about this?

        I barely managed to hold back my laughter.

        

        "Then~ Joshua will have to scold him."

        

        "What!?!? You said you'd help me!"

        

        People really do hear only what they want to hear.

        His shameless assumption that I would help him amused me.

        

        "I said I respect your decision, not that I'd help you."

        

        "That's unfair..."

        

        What can you do? That's what being an adult is.

        Though I say this, when the moment comes, my body would react first.

        Joshua knows my words aren't sincere and is deliberately puffing his cheeks. This mischievous child.

        

        Assuming he doesn't harm us and recovers fully, what then?

        Joshua probably hasn't thought beyond saving him, let alone what comes after.

        

        We can't keep that person here forever.

        I plan to send him away once he's healed, but Joshua would probably insist on accompanying him to the village.

        I could join them for that much, but...

        That means keeping that man in our home until then.

        

        When bodies grow close, hearts naturally follow.

        If that man were to make advances toward Joshua...

        Or if Joshua were to develop feelings for him...

        

        Sex education—is it too late to start now?
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        [Fear not.]

        

        [I am His servant. The one who watches over you.]

        

        [See the world with those eyes of yours.]

        

        [Hasten to Veneschia.]

        

        The moment I directly met those eyes, my body froze like stone.

        The spherical form covered with countless eyes would have looked like nothing but a horrifying monster if not for the angel's wings.

        Even though I instinctively sensed this being was an angel, it was impossible to shake off the fear.

        

        A strong wind blew, stinging my eyes, yet I couldn't even blink.

        

        Why would an angel descend to me?

        What were these eyes?

        Where was Veneschia?

        

        Everything was shrouded in questions.

        I wished it were just a nightmare.

        After all, I lacked the piety worthy of meeting an angel.

        I was the Third Prince of the Holy Kingdom, yet a fool who had never manifested any evidence of faith.

        

        "Are you awake?"

        

        My eyes opened to a beautiful, gentle voice that calmed my heart—one I'd never heard even in the church choir.

        My body reacted before my consciousness, and I couldn't close my mouth even when I saw the person before me.

        

        "An... angel?"

        

        They appeared to be around my age of 18.

        

        Silver hair framing beautifully shining blue eyes, a face whose beauty couldn't be fully concealed despite burn scars, and butterflies perched here and there—it all created an almost mystical atmosphere.

        

        Compared to the monster I'd seen earlier, I wanted to believe this person was the angel.

        

        "Pfft. Sorry to disappoint, but I'm not an angel. Just a moment, let me bring you something to drink."

        

        "Wait..."

        

        I tried to stop the girl who left the room without giving me a chance to talk, but it was useless.

        

        She was beautiful.

        

        Like a butterfly that would fly away if you reached out to catch it.

        

        After briefly thinking about the girl, I suddenly came to my senses and looked around.

        

        Where am I? Heaven?

        

        "Whoa!?"

        

        When I tried to get up from the bed, I nearly lost my balance.

        Was my line of sight always this high?

        It felt like I was looking down from a higher place than usual.

        

        Staggering, I opened the door and was greeted by a pleasant fragrance.

        

        A feeling of peace washed over me.

        

        "Well, the sleepyhead is finally awake?"

        

        My attention was drawn to a different voice—

        more mature and seductive than before.

        

        Long rose-pink hair flowing down to her waist and ruby-red eyes.

        Elegant movements as she drank tea, along with a chest that emphasized her femininity.

        

        I unconsciously lost myself in her dignity and beauty—enough to tempt any man.

        

        Yet my mind kept warning me repeatedly that I shouldn't get close to her.

        

        'A witch.'

        

        I instinctively realized she was a witch.

        

        One who defies providence.

        One who seduces lost lambs.

        A heretic.

        

        "Everything's fine, but it's uncomfortable when you keep staring."

        

        I needed to flee from the witch who approached me as she set down her teacup.

        

        That was the only way to survive.

        

        Perhaps because I unconsciously stepped backward, or because of my changed eye level, I tripped over the doorstep and fell.

        

        "After saving your life, it would be a shame if you got hurt again."

        

        Saved my life?

        Me, who was considered a troublemaker even in the Holy Kingdom?

        

        Was she planning to use me as a living sacrifice?

        

        I recalled the Demon King recorded in ancient forbidden books.

      

      
        If she were to use me, a descendant of an ancient prophet, as a sacrifice... it made perfect sense.

        

        "Those eyes."

        

        Was she going to pluck out my eyes first?

        

        My body was too weak to run away.

        Should I recite a prayer?

        What was the prayer again?

        

        The prayers I used to recite daily wouldn't come to mind when I actually needed them.

        

        The witch, already at my feet, crouched down and giggled "heehee."

        

        Beautiful.

        But deadly.

        

        Even as her hand approached... I was just a poor excuse for a believer.

        

        'O angel. Can't you just intervene for me?'

        

        "Those eyes, are they passive?"

        

        Neither the witch showing me brightly glowing eyes in a hand mirror, nor the butterfly-like girl bringing tea in the distance.

        

        Having fainted, he could see nothing.

        

        "Ah. He fainted."

        

        "WHAT?!?!"

        

        Leo Patrick Florencia was the Third Prince of the Holy Kingdom, a troublemaker, and a fool.

        

        ***

        

        "......"

        

        "Come on, relax. We're not mortal enemies."

        

        Between the Holy Kingdom and a witch, aren't we exactly that?

        

        I thought it was a dream.

        Even after regaining consciousness, why was a witch still before me?

        

        I did want to become a Heresy Inquisitor, but I certainly didn't want to encounter a witch like this.

        

        As the saying goes, "Even in an orc's den, you can survive if you keep your wits about you," Leo likewise steeled himself, believing he could survive if he stayed alert.

        

        "Will you relax?"

        

        When she glared fiercely and bared her teeth with black magic, I quickly abandoned that thought.

        

        "Are you... going to kill me?"

        

        "If I had wanted to kill you, I wouldn't have saved you in the first place. Remember being captured by orcs?"

        

        Right. I was captured by orcs.

        The day I went to Lord Lucia to express my desire to join the Heresy Inquisitors.

        

        'There have been reports of orc packs near the ruins of Gariryl Village.'

        

        Lord Lucia had promised to let me join the Heresy Inquisitors if I helped him and two other Inquisitors defeat the orcs and rescue people.

        

        I was excited, thinking the day had finally come to fulfill my calling.

        

        I found the orc pack... and then?

        I couldn't remember what happened next.

        

        "I remember finding the orcs... but nothing after that."

        

        "Ah, going with that concept?"

        

        I didn't understand what the witch meant, but I could tell she was being aggressive. Her tone was dripping with irritation. I couldn't help but notice.

        

        "Mother, you're being too mean..."

        

        "Hmph!"

        

        Despite the plea from the butterfly-like girl sitting beside the witch, she crossed her arms and turned away.

        

        Leo hoped the girl would appease the witch, but he had no idea what had offended her in the first place, which was incredibly frustrating.

        

        "Eyes... eyes..."

        

        'Eyes?'

        

        The girl covered her mouth with her hand to hide from the witch and signaled by pointing to her eyes.

        

        Eyes?

        Certainly, when I first saw the witch, she mentioned something about eyes...

        

        The brightly glowing eyes reflected in the hand mirror.

        

        Leo's eyes, reflected in the full-length mirror opposite him, were glowing brightly as if to confirm this wasn't a dream.

        

        [See the world with those eyes of yours.]

      

      
        

        The angel's words from his dream came back to him.

        

        Could it be... that was real...?

        

        The Sacred Eyes, which he had heard about endlessly in the Holy Kingdom—eyes awakened by an angel's breath—were now residing in Leo's eyes.

        

        As Leo gazed at his Sacred Eyes with joy, the witch's eyes grew increasingly sour.

        

        "Should I kill him?"

        

        "No!"

        

        Leo didn't want to put the girl in a difficult position, but since he himself didn't know how to suppress the Sacred Eyes, he was equally frantic.

        

        "I, I would like to do something about it, but this is my first time too, so I don't know how to..."

        

        "Should I pluck them out?"

        

        "I'll figure something out!"

        

        Whether it was an angel's mistake or not, Leo didn't want to lose the Sacred Eyes that had somehow come to him.

        Without them, he truly had nothing left.

        Even if the angel came back to reclaim them, saying it was a mistake, he didn't want to give them to anyone.

        

        Just for a little while, please...!

        

        "How... how is it now...?"

        

        Leo carefully closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and cautiously asked the witch.

        The witch, who had been grinding her teeth and emanating traces of black magic, checked Leo's eyes and set aside her anger.

        

        Phew...

        Somehow the situation seemed resolved, and the tension drained away.

        

        "From now on, those eyes are forbidden in my presence. Understood?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        "Your name?"

        

        "Leo Patrick Fl— mmph!"

        

        With his guard down, he reflexively started to answer the sudden question.

        

        Witches can cast curses if they know someone's face and name.

        He recalled watching Heresy Inquisitors train when he was young.

        

        Considering it fortunate that he hadn't finished saying his name, and reminding himself that this place was a witch's den more frightening than an orc's lair,

        

        "Leo Patrick Florencia? So you're royalty. A bigger fish than I thought."

        

        The witch casually spoke his full name as if names were of little interest to her, nearly making Leo lose his mind.

        Florencia. A name that only those of noble bloodline in the Holy Kingdom could possess.

        The witch seemed knowledgeable about the Holy Kingdom and appeared to know about the Sacred Eyes as well.

        

        "Afraid I'll curse you with your name? Such old-fashioned curses are both troublesome and inefficient, so we don't bother with them either. And as I said earlier, if I had wanted to kill you, I wouldn't have saved you."

        

        "I see. Then why did you, Madam Witch..."

        

        "Leo? Patrick? Whatever—I wasn't the one who saved you. It was this child."

        

        The mysterious girl with a blue butterfly perched on the hair covering her right eye smiled when her eyes met Leo's.

        

        An angel without wings.

        He believed she must be an angel sent by God to help him escape from the witch's den.

        

        "How can I ever thank you..."

        

        "Eeeek...!"

        

        He merely tried to express gratitude by clasping her hands, but the girl's face turned red.

        

        'Did I do something wrong again?'

        

        While the witch chuckled ominously beside them, the butterflies perched on various parts of the girl's body began to flutter.

        

        "When a man and woman hold hands, th-they... get pregnant!!!"

        

        What?

        

        Leo was speechless at the girl's outburst.

        

        He wanted to tell her that was incorrect, but wooden vines suddenly emerged and wrapped around his body so tightly he couldn't breathe, leaving him unable to gather his thoughts.

        

        "You should only have children with a man you love."

        "Yes, Mother! I let go within three seconds, just like you said!"

        "Very good. But if you don't release him now, he's going to faint again."

        "What? WHAT?!?!"

        

        As he gradually lost consciousness from lack of air, Leo couldn't hear what the two were saying.

        

        Leo simply thought that whether it was his Sacred Eyes or his life,

        he just wanted to escape from this place.
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        "Are you conscious?"

        

        When Leo opened his eyes, he found himself face to face with a girl.

        

        Déjà vu?

        It felt like he'd had a similar experience just moments ago.

        

        He had tried to take the girl's hand to express his gratitude.

        As he raised himself from the sofa, he recalled his last memory before fainting.

        

        'When a man and woman hold hands, th-they... get pregnant!!'

        

        Remembering how desperately the girl had pulled away from him, her claim didn't seem like a lie, and it felt like everything he had learned as common knowledge in the royal palace was crumbling.

        

        But getting pregnant just from holding hands...

        Do witches get pregnant from just holding hands?

        When he first saw the girl, she didn't give him the same feeling as when he'd encountered the witch.

        

        Unconsciously, his gaze shifted to the girl's hands.

        

        Despite the scars marring her jade-like skin, they were delicate and pretty hands.

        

        A butterfly resting on the scar covering the back of her right hand seemed to notice Leo's gaze and hid itself between the sleeves of her clothes.

        

        "Um, if you keep staring at my hands like that, it's..."

        

        "I-I'm sorry!"

        

        He quickly apologized and bowed his head. He didn't want to faint again.

        The way she hid her hands in her sleeves seemed somewhat cute, but when he remembered the tree trunk he'd seen before fainting, cold sweat ran down his back.

        

        Judging by how the witch had treated the girl, the girl seemed more dangerous than the witch.

        

        He wanted to live. But how?

        Looking around, there was no sign of the witch.

        If he wanted to escape, now was his only chance. He needed to wait for the girl to be distracted.

        

        "Since you're royalty, should I call you Prince? Or Lord Leo?"

        

        Prince? It was a title he hadn't heard in a while, and while it made him feel somewhat happy, it also brought back unpleasant memories.

        The word "prince" was always preceded by words like "foolish" or "incompetent."

        

        "Just Leo is fine."

        

        For now, he'd go along with the girl. Surely there would be an opportunity.

        

        "I'm Joshua. Earlier, I was so surprised that I..."

        

        "No, I should be thanking you for saving me."

        

        The girl who introduced herself as Joshua kept bowing her head in apology for what had happened earlier, and Leo found himself bowing in return.

        Regardless of his desire to escape, his gratitude was sincere.

        If Joshua hadn't saved him, he didn't even want to imagine what would have happened to him by now.

        

        "......"

        "......"

        

        An awkward silence hung between them.

        

        What should he say?

        This was a place where common sense didn't apply.

        He was cautious about speaking or acting, fearing that he might be attacked like before if he said or did something wrong.

        

        Joshua, fidgeting with her hands and avoiding eye contact, seemed to have something to say to Leo, but she didn't speak up, making him increasingly anxious.

        

        If they wasted time in this awkward silence, the witch might return.

        

        He wanted to go home.

        Even though there was no family or friends to welcome him back.

        Even if he hadn't become an Inquisitor, he had obtained the Holy Eye, so wouldn't they welcome him?

        As a prince and a believer, he could show proof of his faith.

        

        'Then they'd be welcoming the Holy Eye, not me.'

        

        Those people might, as the witch had said, pluck out his eyes.

        

        Saying he wasn't worthy of the Holy Eye.

        That they would give it to a more suitable owner.

      

      
        

        Leo found his situation laughable.

        A prince by birth who had never proven anything, a fool.

        He had recklessly sought out the Inquisitors but couldn't even join them.

        And now, after nearly being killed by orcs, he was barely clinging to life thanks to a witch's help...

        

        Was Leo Patrick Florencia actually a person who didn't need to exist?

        

        His head felt heavy.

        After claiming he would become an Inquisitor, being captured by a witch... he couldn't face Lord Lucia.

        

        "This tea will make your heart feel warm."

        

        While he was sinking into negative thoughts, Joshua offered him a cup of tea.

        It was an unusual tea with a distinctive aroma and a bluish color.

        

        She smiled shyly, as if expecting him to share his impression, so he reluctantly savored the tea.

        

        "How is it?"

        

        "Yes, both the aroma and taste are good. As you said, it makes my heart feel warm."

        

        "Right? It's a secret from my mom, okay? She told me never to serve it to others."

        

        He wondered if there was some secret about this tea that others shouldn't know, but he decided not to inquire further, fearing he might get hurt.

        

        "When you say your mother..."

        

        "The person who was with us earlier."

        

        "We don't look alike, do we? She took me in after both my parents passed away and I was left alone."

        

        I shouldn't have asked.

        It was too late to regret; the water had already been spilled.

        

        Both the witch and Joshua were beautiful, but they didn't resemble each other enough to be mother and daughter. Their aura, hair color... and chest size.

        

        "What about you, Leo? You're a prince. What about your family?"

        

        "Haha..."

        

        Family.

        He had only unpleasant memories and didn't want to think about it.

        

        "If it's uncomfortable, you don't have to say anything. My mom..."

        

        Joshua looked happy as she talked about the witch—how she cooked well, nursed her when she was sick, and always hugged her tightly. Leo envied her.

        

        Isn't it usually the opposite?

        Witches reject God and curse people, so Joshua, being with a witch, should be unhappy.

        In contrast, Leo, as a prince of the Holy Kingdom blessed by God, should be happy.

        

        Why did Joshua, living with a witch, seem happier than him?

        

        "Actually, when I said I wanted to save Leo, my mom was strongly against it."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        If it had been Leo, he would have opposed saving a witch too.

        Even if he didn't know she was a witch, the moment he found out, he would have handed her over to the Inquisitors.

        Thinking from the opposite perspective, the answer was simple. Witches and the Holy Kingdom consider each other enemies.

        

        "Because of that, I argued with my mom... but we made up well. I think it's thanks to Leo."

        

        "Thanks to me? It's because of the love between you two, how you care for each other."

        

        Love doesn't work when it's one-sided.

        Only when both parties love each other can it truly become love.

        He was merely recalling a sermon about God's love that he had heard as a child.

        

        "Leo, you're a really good person."

        

        A good person... He couldn't be happy about the compliment.

        

        "Do you hate witches too, Leo?"

        

        Witches defy providence and tempt lost lambs.

        The Holy Kingdom upholds providence and takes God's will as law, so the two cannot coexist.

      

      
        

        Since the establishment of the Holy Kingdom, many people have been liberated from witches' curses through witch hunts.

        

        Do I hate witches?

        

        No one in the Holy Kingdom likes witches.

        No matter how much of a scoundrel Leo was, his perception of witches wasn't much different from theirs.

        

        "Yes, I hate witches."

        

        The Inquisitors who eliminate witches were Leo's last bastion and justice.

        

        ***

        

        "Did you have a good conversation?"

        

        After reinforcing the barrier and returning home, I was greeted by Joshua, who had buried her face in the bed.

        

        Seeing Leo tied to a tree trunk and Joshua's state, I could guess what had happened.

        

        It seems things didn't go as Joshua had hoped.

        

        "I thought he was a good person, but..."

        

        "You thought he was a good person, but?"

        

        "...I'm not sure."

        

        I sat beside Joshua, offering my lap as a pillow and stroking her hair.

        

        "Why do people hate witches?"

        

        "Well, didn't you hate them too when you were little? Even until quite recently."

        

        I couldn't help but smile, remembering how young Joshua would say "I hate you!" whenever I expressed affection.

        She'd grown up but was still immature enough to put poison in tea.

        Joshua tried to lift her head, perhaps embarrassed by the memory, but was stopped by my large chest and meekly returned to her position.

        

        "That's a bit different..."

        

        "Wasn't the important thing not how he thinks about witches, but whether he's connected to the Inquisitors?"

        

        So what if he hates witches?

        I'm not particularly fond of other witches either.

        I can count the witches I'm close to on one hand.

        

        "What did you originally want to ask him?"

        

        "I don't know how to bring it up..."

        

        "Were you nervous because he's a prince?"

        

        "N-no! It's just...!"

        

        I felt mischievous, remembering how she used to love fairy tales where princes rescued princesses.

        

        I gave up my place so she could talk to him without him fainting at the sight of me, but she couldn't even ask the important questions.

        

        I sometimes wonder if I've spoiled my socially awkward daughter too much, but then again, that's part of what makes Joshua lovable.

        

        "What do you want to do now?"

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "My opinion hasn't changed."

        

        If he were to harm Joshua in any way, I had no intention of letting him go peacefully.

        Even if I didn't intervene directly, the curse I'd planted in his heart and brain would activate.

        Whether he's an Inquisitor, royalty, or whatever.

        

        There are many ways to torment the dead. I definitely wouldn't let him peacefully go to God's side.

        

        "Please give me a little more time."

        

        "Alright, dear."

        

        Joshua seemed to have been tense just from having a conversation with someone else and had fallen asleep. I carefully laid her down and covered her with a blanket.

        I wasn't sure what Joshua was hoping for, but it didn't seem like it would be smooth sailing.
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        Since I had no intention of taking in a man called Leo or whatever as a freeloader, I put him to work starting the next day.

        

        His condition had improved so much compared to when he was captured by the orcs that there was no need for Joshua to worry. After all, Joshua had preserved his body with medicine to the point where it resembled that of a decent warrior. However, he frequently stumbled or failed to control his strength, perhaps needing time to adjust to his body.

        

        I handed over all the chores I usually solved with magic or that Joshua would take care of—chopping firewood, pulling weeds, house repairs, dishwashing, cleaning, garden maintenance, and more.

        

        Though the barrier meant he was like a rat trapped in a box if he tried to escape, I couldn't forgive laziness, so I had to check on him frequently.

        

        "If you grip the crops that tightly, you'll crush them. Is that so difficult?"

        

        I tossed a neatly pulled carrot among the crops Leo had crushed.

        I had no intention of showing mercy despite his complaints about getting dirty from fieldwork.

        

        I didn't care what kind of life Leo had lived or how he ended up here, but the thought of him staying in the house all day making things difficult for Joshua irritated me.

        

        "Why should I do this kind of work..."

        

        "Isn't 'those who don't work shall not eat' a famous saying in your country?"

        

        I shut down Leo's complaints by invoking the doctrine of the Holy Kingdom, which had many similarities to the religion of my past life.

        You didn't expect to hear doctrine from a witch's mouth, did you?

        

        "I'm just not used to this kind of work."

        

        I never expected him to be good at it in the first place.

        How could a royal have experience with commoners' work?

        

        "Joshua will help you until you get used to it, so be grateful."

        

        I waved to Joshua, who was carefully digging up carrots—not as quickly as Leo but happily nonetheless.

        He was voluntarily getting his hands dirty when magic could have done the job.

        It seemed he wanted to work the same way as Leo, without using magic.

        

        I thought that having something in common would give them more to talk about, allowing Joshua to naturally ask various questions.

        

        "Even if you apply force, do it gently..."

        

        While it was good that he was teaching the clumsy Leo, it seemed unlikely that Joshua would achieve his goal in the short term at this rate.

        

        Was my presence making their conversation awkward?

        There are things that are difficult to say when an adult is around.

        Though he didn't tell me, they must have had a deeper conversation when I went to repair the barrier.

        

        "Come inside and wash your hands when it's lunchtime."

        

        I pretended to go into the house but hid in a suitable spot, concentrating mana in my ears to focus on their conversation.

        I was a bit curious about what kind of conversation Joshua would have when I wasn't around.

        

        "Does Joshua eat all of these by himself?"

        "I can't eat everything alone. I cook and eat with Mom."

        "I thought witches primarily ate humans?"

        "What?"

        

        What?

        

        Just what does the Holy Kingdom think witches are?

        

        I suddenly understood why the Heresy Inquisitors were so desperate to catch witches. Of course, there were a few witches who enjoyed human flesh. Given the lack of news about them among witch circles, I wasn't sure if they were dead or alive.

        

        Come to think of it, I hadn't gone outside since I started living with Joshua, so I hadn't interacted with other witches. I wasn't curious enough to use a witch's mirror for communication.

        Still, I thought it might be good to take Joshua to Venestia sometime soon.

        

        "I've never seen Mom eat meat. Eating people as a staple... that's too witch-like."

        "But she is... a witch, isn't she?"

        "Anyway, Mom doesn't eat people. Even if some witches eat people like you said, there are good witches in the world like Mom."

        "Ah... I see."

        

        Oh Joshua, what are you saying?

        A good witch? If I were good, I wouldn't have become a witch.

        

        I could imagine how bewildered Leo must look just from hearing this.

      

      
        

        "Do you like carrots, Leo? Carrots are my favorite."

        "I don't like vegetables. I prefer meat."

        "Why don't you try liking vegetables? They're good for your body, they taste good, and there's nothing bad about them. Plus, homegrown carrots are so delicious!"

        

        Since the rest of their chat was mostly trivial small talk, I went back inside.

        

        I decided to make vegetable stew for lunch.

        I'll add plenty of carrots, which Joshua loves.

        

        "You've had a tough morning, haven't you? Go ahead and eat."

        

        "Mom, enjoy your meal too."

        

        "......"

        

        Unlike Joshua, who happily ate the stew with floating carrots, Leo seemed displeased with the vegetable stew, merely picking at it with his spoon.

        

        "...Is there no meat?"

        

        A royal from the Holy Kingdom complaining about side dishes at a witch's table.

        

        "Oh, meat? I'm so sorry! I only eat vegetables, so there's no meat in the house. Should I catch something now? There happens to be some plump meat nearby."

        

        "...No, thank you."

        

        Did you hear that?

        And if you did, what are you going to do about it? What can you do?

        

        Though I didn't say it aloud, I exchanged glances with Leo and smiled.

        

        "Joshua, after the meal, please watch Leo chop firewood. It would be a problem if he crushes the firewood like he did with the crops."

        

        "Being picky about food is bad. You need to build up your strength to chop firewood."

        

        "...Understood."

        

        What good is an improved body if you don't eat?

        

        Leo must be hungry, being unaccustomed to labor.

        But what if lunch is a stew full of vegetables he dislikes?

        Moreover, he probably can't easily bring himself to eat stew made by a witch.

        

        "I'm not very hungry..."

        

        "You'll have a hard time if you don't eat."

        

        Despite Joshua's concern, Leo merely picked at the stew without actually eating it.

        

        After he returned from chopping firewood, I welcomed him with warm vegetable stew for dinner as well, which seemed to torment him even more, much to my amusement.

        

        GROWWWWL!!!!!!

        

        The loud rumbling from Leo's stomach was so intense, it was as if a dragon lived inside him.

        

        How noisy.

        

        If someone else had heard it, they might have ducked for cover thinking it was an air raid siren.

        

        "Go ahead and eat. There's no meat, but I added beans instead."

        

        I even added beans to balance the nutrition.

        

        Still won't eat? How stubborn.

        

        Whether he lacked the strength to lift the spoon or simply didn't want to, Leo sat there blankly like his soul had left his body. Unable to bear it any longer, Joshua took action.

        

        He carefully scooped up some stew with a spoon and put it in Leo's mouth.

        

        "Mmph!"

        

      

      
        "No excuses!"

        

        Leo seemed startled by the sudden hot stew in his mouth, but Joshua, clearly angry, showed no intention of letting up.

        

        "Leo worked hard, so you need to eat. No matter how much you dislike vegetables, if you only work without eating, you'll collapse!"

        

        After all, Joshua himself had collapsed after skipping meals and reducing sleep while trying to save Leo.

        

        "I can eat by my—mmph!"

        

        One spoonful. Then another.

        

        Leo struggled, insisting he could eat by himself, but eventually seemed to realize he couldn't overcome Joshua's stubbornness and resigned himself to being fed the stew.

        

        Despite claiming to dislike vegetables, he ended up scraping the bowl clean.

        

        Whatever his true feelings, Joshua seemed satisfied.

        

        "I... I'm sorry, but may I have another bowl?"

        

        "You want more vegetable stew? I thought you hated vegetables? If I'd known, I would have made rice too~"

        

        When I teased him, his face turned red and he trembled, which was quite amusing.

        

        "It doesn't matter. It was... delicious..."

        

        When you work without rest or food, even food you dislike tastes good.

        I wonder if the prince knows that hunger is the best seasoning.

        

        "Just a moment. I'll bring it right away."

        

        While Joshua went to get more stew, leaving just the two of us alone.

        It was amusing to see how wary he was of me.

        

        "Honestly, I'm surprised. I thought you'd try to escape midway."

        

        Not just the labor, but if it were me and I had to do forced labor and eat food I disliked after being saved by the Holy Kingdom, I would have been planning my escape from the start.

        

        "Is it possible to escape?"

        

        "Why don't you try and find out?"

        

        The Holy Eye can pierce through the essence of souls and distinguish between good and evil, but depending on the user, it can also grant special abilities.

        In various stories, Holy Eyes have shot lasers or stored holy power.

        

        For all I know, a holy sword might emerge from Leo's Holy Eye and break through the barrier for his escape.

        

        "No thank you. I want to live."

        

        "Do you have somewhere to go?"

        

        It seemed strange that no one—adventurer or mercenary—had been hired to search this area, given that a prince of the Holy Kingdom, which had grown so powerful that no other country dared challenge it, had gone missing.

        

        The claim about searching for orcs was suspicious.

        And it's even more ridiculous that a prince with a Holy Eye fainted at the sight of a witch.

        

        If a witch had killed him, so be it.

        He wouldn't be begging for his life like this.

        

        Either he was impersonating someone...

        ...or he had been abandoned.

        

        The Holy Kingdom, being established by humans, must be full of power struggles and scheming.

        

        "Why did you save me in the first place?"

        

        "I was against it. If you're curious, ask Joshua directly."

        

        Whatever Leo's past might be, I'd have to wait and observe more before we could discuss our histories.
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        As days passed, Leo gradually adapted to his changed body and life here.

        After two weeks, he no longer crushed crops, broke brooms, or sent axes flying while chopping firewood.

        

        He finally started pulling his own weight.

        

        Though he would grumble to himself about craving meat, he never left any food on his plate.

        Even if he wanted to, Joshua's merciless spoon-feeding wouldn't allow for any leftovers.

        Watching them, I couldn't help but laugh—Joshua looked just like a mother dealing with a picky child.

        

        He always seemed like a baby to me, so cute and innocent... but now he's mature enough to take care of others.

        I truly realized how quickly children grow up.

        

        In both my past life and now, I wanted to grow up quickly.

        Yet Joshua wishes I could stay a child forever.

        That's probably too greedy, even for a witch.

        

        "I've cleaned around the house thoroughly. We won't need to do major cleaning for a while."

        "Why did you have to do deep cleaning while I'm here..."

        "Keep complaining and next time it'll be bathroom duty."

        "Ugh... I thought we were done for today?"

        

        Listening to their conversation during meals was like watching real siblings.

        

        Joshua must have his reasons.

        

        Sometimes when I see Leo being picky with food or slacking off, I want to step in and finish things my way.

        But having decided to respect Joshua's wishes, all I can do is trust and wait.

        

        "Mom, I'm going to take Leo to that place today."

        

        "Are you sure?"

        

        By "that place," I could only think of the graves where the three women were buried.

        

        I had told him about the location, but since he hadn't visited yet, I wondered if he wasn't mentally prepared.

        But now it seemed he had made up his mind.

        

        "Yes, I'll be fine."

        

        "Be careful."

        

        Though there was nothing to be careful about within the barrier.

        I hugged Joshua tightly and stroked his head as a sign of encouragement.

        

        ***

        

        The entire way to the graves, Joshua was conscious of Leo following behind.

        

        'You can rest after working just the morning.'

        

        He had told Leo he could rest after the morning's work, and Leo had been happy about it when they finished the morning cleaning.

        Though Leo must be older than himself, he often acted childish, making Joshua wonder if this was what having a younger brother felt like.

        The way he complained about food... and how he beamed with joy when praised after finishing work...

        

        Princes in fairy tales were always so gallant.

        Though he was past the age of believing in fairy tales, meeting a real prince made him realize that fairy tales were just that—fairy tales.

        

        Still, he believed Leo had things he could do.

        Though he couldn't use magic and needed a lot of guidance, it was impressive how well he handled unfamiliar tasks.

        

        Perhaps that's why he couldn't imagine Leo harming his parents.

        Leo, who couldn't even handle a broom properly, hurting someone? It was hard to imagine.

        

        "We're here."

        

        Following behind the house to the boundary of the barrier, small graves welcomed them like hosts, with flowers swaying in the breeze as if greeting them.

        

        "Who are they...?"

        

        "People who were captured by orcs."

        

        Though they couldn't save them in the end.

        Swallowing the rest of his words, Joshua approached the graves.

        

        Mom had always comforted him, saying he didn't need to grieve or feel hurt over their deaths, but he couldn't help being affected.

        

      

      
        If only he had done better.

        Knowing that regretting the past would only leave lingering attachments, he shook off his thoughts.

        He hadn't come here to dwell in contemplation.

        

        He patted his cheeks a couple of times to focus.

        

        "Could I ask you to pray for them?"

        "I think it would be better if Leo prayed for them."

        

        Leo would surely know prayers for the dead. It seemed better than having himself, who knew nothing, do it. He thought that a prince's prayer would be something even the gods couldn't ignore.

        

        "...I will pray."

        

        He closed his eyes and clasped his hands.

        Praying for forgiveness for not being able to save them.

        Wishing them happiness if there was a next life.

        

        "Do you think God heard Leo's prayer?"

        

        On their way back home, Joshua, feeling much lighter, approached Leo and asked.

        

        Leo couldn't understand Joshua.

        

        A witch's daughter asking for prayers to God?

        When Joshua had asked him to pray, he seriously suspected he was being mocked.

        

        Leo didn't know who the graves belonged to or what kind of people they were, nor did he care.

        It was true that he had gone looking for the orcs to save them, but that was only to join the Heretic Inquisitors, nothing more.

        

        "God doesn't ignore the prayers of those who are sincere."

        

        Having shown neither sincerity nor earnestness in his prayer, Leo gave an insincere answer that sounded like something from a sermon.

        

        Thinking about it, Leo's life had never gone well no matter how earnestly he prayed.

        Rather, the more he prayed, the more trials appeared to block his path.

        After running away from the kingdom, he stopped praying altogether.

        

        If Joshua hadn't saved him, he would probably be standing before God for judgment by now.

        

        "Joshua."

        

        Joshua, who had been walking ahead, stopped and turned around.

        

        "Why did you save me?"

        

        He had wanted to ask this whenever he got the chance.

        Whether it was for money or something else, there had to be an ulterior motive. There had to be.

        Otherwise, it would be too pathetic for him.

        If Joshua was a witch's child, he wanted to see that hidden agenda.

        

        "Is it not enough to say... I just wanted to save you?"

        

        Joshua, who was about to give an evasive answer, composed himself upon seeing Leo's serious expression. It felt like if not now, they might never confirm each other's true feelings.

        

        "When I first saw Leo, I was reminded of myself when I was younger. I told you before, right?"

        

        Leo recalled the story of how the witch had saved Joshua after he had lost both his parents and was left alone.

        

        "Actually, our village was destined to perish without the witch's help. After she came, our poor village with nothing to eat began to have bountiful harvests every year. My parents liked the witch more than God back then."

        

        The village was full of vitality, and everyone lived happily without worrying about hunger.

        Joshua soothed the ache in his heart as he recalled those times.

        

        The once sparsely populated village gradually became bustling, even hosting large merchant groups. Though he couldn't remember the details clearly since he was young, those happy moments remained in Joshua's heart.

        

        "A witch wouldn't do such things for free. She must have been after sacrifices or placed a curse..."

        

        "A curse? The witch only wanted medicinal herbs or unfamiliar weeds. Oh, and she told us never to tell strangers about her. So when strangers came, children had to play inside, but other than that, it was good."

        

        She would rescue children lost in the forest and come down to the village to heal the sick.

        The village children even said they wanted to become witches when they grew up.

        

        Leo thought this was a story Joshua had made up to deceive him. A witch helping people?

        

        Joshua continued without stopping.

        

      

      
        "...Come to think of it, I think it started after Tony and Rebecca died."

        

        Rebecca?

        

        Leo felt a sense of discomfort upon hearing the name Rebecca.

        Rebecca should be a common name, but a chilling sensation ran down his nape, causing cold sweat.

        

        "I barely survived that day thanks to my mother... but I later found out that Heretic Inquisitors had come to the village."

        

        "I hid in the storage room and heard the villagers' screams. I was so scared... scared enough to lose consciousness."

        

        The villagers' screams and cries were too much for young Joshua to bear.

        

        By the time he regained consciousness, the village had already been reduced to ashes.

        

        "All the women in the village, regardless of age, drowned in the lake... and all the men were impaled on huge iron spikes and burned. My parents too..."

        

        "The Heretic Inquisitors of the Holy Kingdom would never kill innocent people..."

        

        Leo didn't want to believe it.

        The Heretic Inquisitors always judged evil, and Sir Lucia's sword would only ever target a witch's heart.

        He recalled Sir Lucia kneeling before him as a child, vowing to eradicate evil.

        

        "Leo, you were a prince of the Holy Kingdom, right? But... this is the truth. We were never cursed, nor did we harm anyone. We were just... people who survived with a witch's small help."

        

        "......"

        

        "I saved Leo because... I was reminded of myself, crying and waiting for death in front of my parents' graves. The hand of my mother that I held then... was definitely warm."

        

        Leo felt dizzy.

        His stomach churned, and he felt like he would go mad if he didn't vomit right away, his breathing becoming rapid.

        

        He wanted to run away from this place if possible.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        Joshua had no intention of letting him go.

        

        Step by step. Slowly.

        

        Like a snake gradually tightening around its prey, Joshua closed in on Leo.

        

        Barely holding back tears, Joshua stood before Leo. For the sake of his mother who trusted and waited for him... he couldn't avoid this forever.

        

        "Leo... you weren't involved with the Inquisitors then, were you? You didn't kill my parents, did you?"

        

        As a child, he had pestered a merchant guild leader visiting the Holy Kingdom for a gift before they left.

        With manners unbefitting royalty, he had found a crumpled letter in the guild leader's pocket.

        

        'Prince, that letter has no owner!'

        'Then I shall find its owner!'

        

        The contents of the letter clearly... requested help, claiming a witch had appeared, deceived the villagers, and eaten her sister.

        

        The tear stains smudged throughout the letter.

        The name Rebecca written at the end of the letter.

        

        'Sir Lucia! Sir Lucia!!'

        

        It was none other than Leo who had run to Sir Lucia upon his return from a mission, delivering a letter that would otherwise never have reached him.

        

        "That's..."

        

        His mind was in chaos.

        

        Yes. If he killed Joshua now... wouldn't he be free from these feelings?

        Even if the Inquisitors had killed innocent people, if only Joshua disappeared...

        

        He wasn't in his right mind.

        

        "Leo...?"

        

        Just as his trembling hand reached for Joshua's neck—

        

        A dark red magic circle glowed from near Leo's heart.
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        "Leo?"

        

        Just as his trembling hand was about to reach for Joshua's neck—

        

        Leo's body lost balance and collapsed like a puppet with cut strings.

        

        Joshua tried to support him as he fell, but her body was too frail to hold up a man larger than an adult male. All she could do was extend tree branches to lay him down gently without injury.

        

        "AAAAARGH!"

        

        "Where does it hurt? Stay conscious!"

        

        A magic circle appeared near Leo's heart, spewing magical energy.

        The dark red, pulsating magic was unmistakably her mother Estelle's power.

        

        Her mother, who had repeatedly promised to respect her decisions, wouldn't have lied.

        If she had wanted to kill Leo, she would have simply stabbed a broomstick directly into his heart rather than going through the trouble of planting a curse.

        

        Then why this curse?

        

        And why now, of all times?

        

        After briefly resenting her mother, Joshua knew she couldn't let this curse take Leo's life.

        

        She still hadn't gotten her answers.

        Judging by Leo's reaction, he clearly knew many truths.

        If she missed this opportunity... this sadness, these emotions would have nowhere to go.

        

        "Kuhack...!"

        

        "Leo, just hold on a little longer! I'll save you!"

        

        She must have learned about curse principles and countermeasures from her mother. Yet nothing clear came to mind when she needed it most.

        

        'Interfering with someone else's curse or magic is dangerous unless there's a significant difference in skill. You could die. If someone is cursed, make sure to use the appropriate countermeasure.'

        

        The only method she could think of was the reckless approach of intervening directly in the magic circle to break the curse.

        

        Even if she squeezed out all her mana, she probably wouldn't stand a chance. But there was no time to think of alternatives, nor any brilliant ideas coming to mind.

        

        There was no time to hesitate. Once she made her decision, she gathered mana without hesitation.

        

        "Nnngh...!"

        

        When she channeled mana into the magic circle, the shock reverberated back through her mana.

        As if refusing to be interfered with, dark red magical energy traveled up against her mana flow and coursed through Joshua's entire body.

        

        It was too much for Joshua, who was neither a magician nor a witch.

        

        As the magic circle gradually expanded, Joshua's eyes began to close.

        If she continued to interfere, she might die, just as her mother had warned.

        

        As Leo coughed blood from his mouth, tears of blood streamed from Joshua's eyes.

        

        At this rate, they'll both die.

        

        Is there no other way?

        

        She examined the magic circle, which had grown large enough to cover Leo's body.

        

        A conditional curse.

        From the shape of the magic circle, she could deduce it was a curse that activated when certain conditions were met.

        

        What had Leo done?

        He had been terrified, like a child caught doing something wrong.

        The closer she got, the rougher his breathing became, and he couldn't stop sweating.

        

        There had been no sign of the curse until then.

        So, what happened next?

        Leo, who had been avoiding contact since they first held hands, had reached out to her.

        

        "...!"

        

        Leo was trying to...

        

        If those thick hands grabbed her neck and applied pressure... she would collapse without being able to resist properly.

        All the happy moments they had shared while living together suddenly felt like lies, but she didn't remove her hand from the magic circle.

        Instead, she forced her closing eyes to stay open, hoping for a miracle.

        

        Trying to save someone who had attempted to kill her.

        Maybe her mother was right.

        Even if she saved Leo, there was no guarantee the same thing wouldn't happen again.

        

        But she didn't want to give up.

        

      

      
        "I can't let you die like this... I'm going to hear everything directly from you...!"

        

        But how...?

        Her head was spinning as her mana was running out.

        

        'Now, close your eyes. Feel the mana around you.'

        'Mana?'

        'Don't overthink it. You'll feel something ticklish. That's mana.'

        'Now, you should feel this ticklish energy inside your heart too.'

        'I feel strange...'

        'Imagine it. Picture yourself grasping it in your hand.'

        

        The memory of her first dark magic lesson came to mind.

        She recalled the moment she grasped the mana floating around her.

        Back then, she had felt the same sensation of dark red magical energy surrounding her body.

        

        Maybe, just maybe...

        

        She grabbed her mother's magical energy pulsating inside her body.

        The dark red magic, which she expected to resist, began to move according to Joshua's will.

        

        The ticklish sensation she had first felt when sensing mana enveloped Joshua.

        It was cozy, warm, and even gentle... almost making her feel as if her mother was helping her from nearby.

        

        'I'm a disobedient daughter, but please help me.'

        

        What a situation—her daughter blocking a curse that her mother had planted to protect her.

        Would she get scolded? Definitely.

        But... she was past the age of worrying about her mother's scolding.

        

        Now, she felt she could interfere with the curse.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Where is this..."

        

        A white space with nothing in it.

        Leo had no interest in this space where he couldn't tell where it ended or how high the ceiling rose.

        

        Despite being left alone in this vast emptiness, he felt comfortable rather than afraid or wanting to escape.

        

        Because he had wanted to escape.

        

        The memory of trying to kill Joshua made him frown, but thinking it no longer mattered, he lay down on the floor and closed his eyes.

        

        It seemed he was the one who had died, not Joshua.

        It was too empty to be heaven, too bright to be hell, but it was comfortable.

        

        Click-clack.

        

        Apparently, someone else was here besides Leo. While he was having the silly thought that it would be wasteful for one person to use such a vast space, a woman's light footsteps approached from the distance.

        

        What if she demands rent?

        All he had was his body.

        

        Click-clack.

        The footsteps stopped at his head.

        He was confident he could lie here and resist even if she ordered him to leave.

        

        "Are you sleeping here too?"

        

        His eyes opened at the voice he had heard so frequently lately.

        A witch with ruby-like eyes gleaming through her light pink hair was crouching down, looking at him.

        

        "Witch...?"

        

        Before he could wonder why, he remembered the rumors that those cursed by a witch would find no peace even in death.

        Perhaps she was here to take revenge for his attempt to kill Joshua.

        

        "Is this hell?"

        

        "Hell? Why do you think it's hell?"

        

        "Well... because a witch wouldn't be in heaven."

        

        "That's quite a reasonable approach, but wrong. And it's not heaven either. Heaven wouldn't have such a nice house."

        

        As the witch rose and sat in midair, a chair appeared. With a gesture of her hand, a teacup materialized, and gradually, the pure white space transformed into the witch's house.

        

        "How long are you going to lie on the floor?"

        

        The witch pointed to a chair, but Leo didn't particularly want to sit.

        

      

      
        "Are you going to kill me?"

        

        "You speak as if you want to die. What happened to singing about wanting to live?"

        

        He had never sung, but he couldn't deny that he had strongly wanted to live whenever he was in front of the witch.

        

        "I tried to kill Joshua."

        

        "I know. That's why that thing in your heart is my work. It's about to burst."

        

        The witch got up and poked at Leo's heart area.

        

        The moment he had decided to grab Joshua's neck and break it, he had lost consciousness due to the pain in his heart.

        Of course, knowing what might happen to her daughter at the hands of a man who was essentially an enemy.

        

        If it was about to burst... was he still alive?

        Leo couldn't believe the witch's words.

        If the witch wanted, Leo would have been long dead.

        

        "Believe it or not, it's up to you. This is a space within your mind. I just dropped by because I was curious about something."

        

        Her knowing smile irritated him.

        

        "If this is my mind, then get out now. I..."

        

        "You're Prince Leo Patrick Florencia III, right? Trying to run away again? Well, you've been a troublemaker causing all sorts of incidents. If you run away this time, it'll really be heaven or hell."

        

        The witch had touched Leo's sore spot.

        As his past, which he had never spoken about, was exposed, he felt a sense of shame, as if he had been stripped naked.

        

        "What? Trying to do the same thing you did to Joshua?"

        

        Even as he stood up and glared threateningly, she gestured as if offering her neck, smiling in a way that was unmistakably witch-like.

        

        "How do you know about my past?"

        

        "Because this is your mind. I learned things even if I didn't want to."

        

        "Is that what all witches do?"

        

        "I'm just a bit special."

        

        As he had realized while listening to Joshua's stories, this witch was different from the witches he had heard about in tales. There was something about her that couldn't be explained by simply calling her "special."

        

        "So... have you satisfied your curiosity by seeing my past?"

        

        Information that could be gleaned from Leo's past would be tempting from a witch's perspective.

        Not just the secrets of the Holy Kingdom, but also the locations of witches captured by the Inquisitors.

        

        "I was just curious why Joshua is trying so hard to save you."

        

        With a snap of the witch's fingers, a screen appeared showing Joshua.

        Despite being in a precarious situation with depleted mana, Joshua was still interfering with the magic circle, refusing to give up on saving Leo.

        

        "I never asked to be saved. Just kill me. You can do that, can't you?"

        

        "I'm a witch, so I don't like doing what people ask me to."

        

        Her "hehehe" laugh was unmistakably witch-like.

        

        "What... should I do? I'm the one who massacred Joshua's village! And if that wasn't enough, I..."

        

        "You're afraid Joshua will learn the truth about you?"

        

        Leo was afraid.

        If Joshua managed to save him, he wouldn't have the courage to face her eyes. He couldn't imagine anything more miserable.

        

        Leo's resolve was so broken that he didn't even want to join the Inquisitors anymore. Now that the line between justice and evil had become so blurry... he didn't know what to live for... he just wanted to die.

        

        Wouldn't everyone be happier if he died now?

        No one would mourn Leo's death anyway.

        If he survived and had to face Joshua, it would only be more miserable.

        

        "You know, I don't really care whether you live or die. Honestly, I don't understand why Joshua is trying to save you."

        "I just respect Joshua's decision. Because I promised. She's working so hard. As a mother, I can give her a little reward, right?"

        "Don't make Joshua regret saving you. This is your last chance."

        

        As the witch extended her hand, dark red mana seeped into the screen.

        Joshua's expression visible through the screen seemed to ease.

        

        "Sort out your feelings, foolish prince. Our princess is more stubborn than you think. I've given up, so you should too."

        

        A light so bright it was blinding enveloped Leo.
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        "Leo will be okay, right?"

        

        Who's worrying about whom when you couldn't even move from bed after overusing your mana?

        It's been a week since the flowers that bloomed all over Joshua's body started to regain vitality.

        While Joshua was tidying up his clothes, I sent out my mana to check his physical condition.

        

        "Joshua, worry about yourself first. How are you feeling now?"

        

        "My condition is good, and my body feels fine."

        

        After circulating mana to check Joshua's condition, there didn't seem to be any particular problems.

        

        If it weren't for my help, Joshua would have fallen victim to the curse too.

        It was worth noticing the strange signs and using Ulti. The power to interfere with the divine realm and reverse the laws of the world in an instant. I thought I'd only use it 200 years later, but you never know how the world will turn out.

        Who would have thought I'd choose to save Leo there? It was a choice I would never have made myself.

        

        When Joshua lost consciousness and then woke up, I had many thoughts about how to scold him.

        

        Is it right to risk your life to save a man who tried to kill you?

        What if you had gotten caught up in the curse and nearly died?

        How dangerous is it to use someone else's mana...!

        

        I didn't want to imagine a world without Joshua.

        

        'I'm sorry.... Hehe. You helped me, Mom, didn't you? I felt like you were by my side.'

        

        When I saw those eyes peeking out from under the blanket, just showing below the eyes, with those two eyes hiding between strands of hair, smiling with their eyes... I almost went soft, but I fulfilled my duty as a mother.

        

        "What about Leo?"

        

        "Leo is dead. I'm going to kill him now."

        

        "Mom!!"

        

        They say raising a daughter is thankless.

        How many times is she going to ask about Leo... I teased her with my feelings of disappointment, and she reacted intensely.

        

        It's true that Joshua desperately blocked the curse, but conditional curses take effect immediately upon activation. His heart had received quite a shock.

        

        An ordinary person might have died, and it wouldn't have been strange.

        Whether it was his body soaked in medicine that helped repair the heart, or the power of the sanctuary protecting his body... he was now breathing just fine.

        

        "Can't I joke around?"

        

        "It doesn't sound like a joke. Mom, please don't joke around like that anywhere."

        

        Joshua's grooming was complete with putting on a robe.

        While I was wondering if her chest seemed more rounded and if it might be time to go up a size in underwear, she looked every bit the young girl as she fixed her hair once more in the mirror.

        

        "What do you think of Leo?"

        

        With his uncommon blonde hair, tall stature, and skin that was a bit rough from lack of care, Leo's muscular appearance was enough to stir a young girl's heart. Moreover, Joshua's desperate attempt to save Leo would have looked like a girl in love to anyone who didn't know the circumstances.

        

        I asked a half-joking, half-serious question about whether she might have feelings for Leo.

        

        It feels like I'm a middle-aged woman watching a morning drama.

        

        "He's like a disobedient little brother."

        

        "If you say so."

        

        My excitement faded as she responded coldly, seemingly unwilling to play along with my teasing anymore. I hear other mothers and daughters talk about all sorts of things together.

        

        As we left the room and stood in front of Leo's room, Joshua, who had taken several deep breaths, knocked a couple of times.

        

        "Leo, may I come in?"

        

        There was no answer.

        

        Since Leo came to this house, it seemed like he spent more time sleeping than awake. To think he's sprawled out sleeping in front of Joshua, who was bedridden for a week because of him.

        

      

      
        "Don't worry. Your efforts weren't in vain. He's just not regaining consciousness because his body received a shock."

        

        "When do you think he'll wake up?"

        

        If he were to wake up, it wouldn't be strange if he did so right now.

        

        After checking his condition at Joshua's request for a week, Leo's heart was functioning without any problems.

        

        He should have woken up first and been on his knees with his hands up until Joshua recovered.

        He was truly vexing.

        

        "Who knows? It seems like he doesn't want to wake up."

        

        Or perhaps he's already awake and just pretending to be asleep.

        Given the previous offenses I'd seen in Leo's mind, I couldn't help but have reasonable suspicions.

        

        I told him to sort out his feelings. A week is more than enough, isn't it?

        

        How should I wake up this timid and cowardly person?

        I couldn't help but sigh.

        

        "Mom, do you dislike Leo?"

        

        Perhaps concerned about my coldness toward Leo, Joshua carefully asked while watching my expression.

        

        "Considering what he's done this time, he's at negative one million points. What about you? Are you confident you won't regret it?"

        

        "Regret?"

        

        With a serious Joshua before me and a heart full of mischief, I leaned close to her ear and whispered.

        

        "He might put you in trouble again. Like forcibly grabbing your hand..."

        

        "Hiiiii...!"

        

        I couldn't help myself seeing her face turn bright red as if about to explode. If she reacts like this just from hand-holding, what kind of reaction would she show if I told her the truth...

        

        "Leo isn't that kind of person...!"

        

        Not that kind of person? He attempted worse things that were only thwarted. Is she unaware of what could have happened to her, or does she know and still say such things... As a mother, I can't help but worry.

        

        It was amusing to see her frantically defending someone she barely knew about Leo, but unlike someone who just sleeps obliviously, her refusal to run away was admirable and made me want to support her.

        

        I can't meddle too much in Joshua's decisions. The future is unpredictable. All I can do is hope that Joshua's efforts won't be in vain.

        

        With her hands hidden in her robe, I prepared one last favor for the cute Joshua, giving her time to cool her head.

        

        "...He's gotten good at chopping firewood, and he prays for them, and also..."

        

        I calmed Joshua, who had started pouring out even trivial details beyond just defending him. At this rate, she seemed ready to compile and show me a Leo observation journal.

        

        "Yes, yes. Mom didn't know."

        

        "Anyway, I think this is what it would feel like to have a little brother..."

        

        Little brother. Earlier I thought she was just being evasive, but it seemed she genuinely thought of Leo as a little brother.

        Leo seemed about 3 years younger than Joshua. But judging by their behavior, Joshua was certainly more mature.

        

        "Then, would you bring some water for your sleepyhead brother? It's hard to have a proper conversation when your throat is dry after waking up."

        

        "Don't do anything strange to Leo, okay?"

        

        "Do something strange? When have I ever done such a thing?"

        

        At most, I just put a bomb in his heart.

        Perhaps because of my previous offense, she left the door slightly ajar to monitor me, which made me stick out my tongue.

        

        "I'll be right back."

        

        Only after confirming the quickly fading footsteps did I let out a small sigh.

        

      

      
        "You're awake, aren't you?"

        

        "......"

        

        I didn't expect an answer.

        If he was going to answer, he would have already opened those precious eyes of his and gotten up.

        

        After looking into his mind, Leo's life could be summarized in about three lines.

        

        A coward with no will to live, who has only ever run away.

        A fool who wants recognition without making any effort.

        A troublemaker who, pretending to be a prince, causes problems everywhere he goes.

        

        "You have nowhere to run now, do you?"

        

        Even his blind faith in the Heresy Inquisitor, his last bastion, had been shattered. He no longer had anywhere to return to or run to.

        

        "Unlike someone pretending to be asleep, our Joshua seems to be planning to stay by your side until you wake up."

        

        As expected of a child raised by a witch, she's so stubborn. Sometimes I wonder who the real witch is.

        

        "If you're confused about what's what now... why not try relying on others? If you see the world with those eyes and feel it, who knows? There might be an answer."

        

        "And... you need to tell Joshua the secret you couldn't tell her."

        

        Leo had something left to do.

        To properly apologize to Joshua.

        

        "......"

        

        What am I saying to someone who might not even be listening?

        I suddenly felt drained.

        

        It seemed Joshua was returning with water, as I could hear footsteps approaching.

        

        "When Joshua returns, I'll be leaving for a while. So face her properly."

        

        Whether she slaps you or whatever she does.

        Running away won't solve anything.

        

        I hoped Joshua wouldn't regret the first action she took out of stubbornness. She can't depend on me forever.

        

        "This is my last favor. To you... and to Joshua."

        

        As I pulled the curtains wide open, the morning sunlight streamed through the window.

        Beyond the window, a blue butterfly gently landed on a dew-laden flower, reminding me of Joshua and making me smile.

        

        "Time to wake up, Prince Negative One Million Points."

        

        A twitch.

        Leo's finger twitched.

        See? He was listening all along.

        

        Just as I was thinking of punishing him for his impudence, Leo's greatest punishment arrived, panting and opening the door.

        

        "You're early. What if you get hurt running inside the house?"

        

        "Haa. Haa. I'm... I'm fine."

        

        She must have been quite anxious, as more than half the water in the cup was gone from her running.

        

        "I'll be away for a while, so please?"

        

        "What are you g...!"

        

        I can't hear you, I can't hear you.

        Ignoring whatever Joshua was saying, I left the room.

        

        Thinking that next time, I should make a medicine that prevents sleep so he can't run away.
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        Joshua calmed his rapid breathing and briefly watched his mother's retreating figure as she left the room before he even finished speaking, then let out a sigh.

        

        He wondered if she had been up to something while he was away. Asking him to fetch water for Leo who might wake up at any moment—it was an errand that made no sense.

        

        Looking at the half-empty glass of water after running back as quickly as possible, he couldn't help but sigh, almost hearing his mother's mischievous laughter in his mind.

        

        If he had used magic to fly back, he could have returned faster without spilling the water, but since he needed to rest and avoid using magic for a while, he had no choice.

        

        Joshua placed the glass on the shelf and observed Leo, who showed no signs of waking from whatever dream he was having.

        

        His neatly settled golden hair, sharp eyebrows, well-defined nose bridge, rough lips, and sharp jawline—if forced to choose between handsome or not, Joshua would say handsome.

        

        It felt somewhat strange to be so conscious of Leo's features, as he had never really paid such close attention before.

        

        Considering Leo's usual behavior, he seemed more like a disobedient younger brother than a prince. But watching him sleep peacefully... occasionally Joshua saw glimpses of a fairy tale prince overlapping with Leo's image, creating a ticklish feeling in a corner of his heart.

        

        "Leo, if you wake up now, I'll exempt you from bathroom cleaning duty."

        

        Even after poking his cheek repeatedly with his index finger and offering exemption from the bathroom cleaning duty Leo hated most, not even a finger moved in response.

        

        Though tempted to shake him awake roughly, Joshua hesitated, unsure of what to say first when Leo actually opened his eyes.

        

        'Did you sleep well? How are you feeling? Is that too formal? What if I directly mention not getting an answer yet and he refuses to talk?'

        

        He felt foolish for having spent a week lying in bed with mana depletion, worrying about how to start the conversation.

        

        Why was he even worrying about this?

        

        He didn't want to use the extreme methods his mother suggested. Though his mother was incredibly kind and gentle, she showed an excessive indifference toward anyone outside the family. At such times, Joshua was reminded that his mother was indeed a witch.

        

        Threatening and attacking others with talk of killing... he thought that would make them no different from those who had killed his parents. Besides, it was a line that shouldn't be crossed as a human being, not as a witch.

        

        That was also why he had desperately prevented Leo's curse.

        

        "Joshua, pull yourself together."

        

        After tapping his cheeks a couple of times, Joshua got up and opened the window for a change of mood.

        Through the fresh morning air and warm sunlight, a blue butterfly flew in and gently landed on Joshua's head. Since flowers shaped like butterflies often bloomed around his body, creatures like this frequently landed on him without fear, so he greeted it like meeting a friend.

        

        "Hello, did you sleep well?"

        

        "Yes, I slept well. My body feels a bit stiff from sleeping too much."

        

        Since when could butterflies talk?

        And with a voice identical to Leo's, no less.

        For a moment, his mind couldn't process what was happening.

        

        "Leo?"

        

        "Yes... Joshua."

        

        Wondering if he was hearing things, Joshua called out the name, and once again heard Leo's voice. Leo's soul couldn't possibly have entered the butterfly... and when he tried to sense the butterfly's mana to check if his mother was playing a trick, he couldn't detect her dark red mana.

        

        That meant...

        

        Slowly turning around, he saw Leo sitting up in bed, looking at him.

        

        Leo's eyes seemed weak, like someone who hadn't slept well.

        

        Did his noise keep Leo from sleeping? Maybe he hadn't fully recovered yet.

        Immediate concern overrode the words Joshua had prepared.

        

        "Are you alright? If you're tired, you should—"

        

        "Why are you worried about me?"

      

      
        

        "What...?"

        

        Joshua's concern was genuine, but Leo couldn't accept that sincerity.

        

        Leo knew where Joshua's misfortune had begun—despite being saved from near death by orcs, he had tried to harm her. He thought that if he could just eliminate her... he might escape his guilt. When his heart felt like it would burst, he had thought dying wouldn't be so bad.

        

        The witch who invaded his mind and dug up his past, saying whatever she pleased, and Joshua, who seemed not to know how to be angry, only kind—Leo couldn't face either of them.

        

        He wished Joshua would just get angry at him.

        He didn't want to be worried about, nor did he deserve such concern.

        

        "I... tried to kill Joshua."

        

        "I know."

        

        If you know, then why?

        

        "You knew and still saved me again? I tried to break your neck! If you weren't a witch, you wouldn't be here now! Even right now, if I wanted to—!"

        

        "I know that too."

        

        Joshua understood well what those desperate cries meant.

        After all, these were issues she had been contemplating for the past week.

        

        "I've thought about it too. About Leo's actions... what they meant... but even if I could go back to that moment, my decision wouldn't change."

        

        Joshua's resolve remained unshaken.

        Rather, she stood before Leo with even stronger determination, without hesitation.

        

        Joshua's kindness pierced Leo's heart like guilt and sin.

        

        Then there was no choice but to tell the truth.

        Would she still think the same after knowing the truth?

        

        "You asked if I was connected to the Heresy Inquisitors? It was me who delivered the letter that should never have reached them. I'm the one who killed your parents."

        

        The truth Joshua had wanted to hear poured unrestrained from Leo's lips.

        

        "That's not all. The reason I left the country was to join the Heresy Inquisitors to punish heretics! Do you know what that means? To eliminate disgusting heretics—you people!"

        

        "......"

        

        "Is that enough now? Joshua, this is the truth you wanted. Your enemy is right in front of you. There's no need to save me anymore, is there? Do as you please."

        

        His desperate cry, essentially begging to be killed, filled the room. In the quiet stillness, Leo breathed heavily. Just like before, cold sweat ran down his body and he trembled, but he had managed to say everything.

        

        Leo closed his eyes and waited for death.

        

        "......"

        

        Even after learning the truth, Joshua didn't feel relieved.

        Did Leo truly wish to die? Joshua couldn't understand him either.

        

        There were times when Joshua had wondered what to do if Leo was connected to his parents' death.

        Would his parents want revenge?

        Would revenge make the sadness and longing for his parents go away?

        Would his current mother want him to kill someone?

        

        What did he... want to do?

        

        Anger rose to the top of his head. It could also be called indignation, as tears were welling up in Joshua's eyes. He thought that if he didn't release this anger now, if he didn't properly resolve this, it wouldn't be right.

        

        His action happened in an instant.

        Without a word, Joshua approached Leo and—

      

      
        

        SLAP—

        

        "...!"

        

        Leo's head turned to the side.

        Just as he was beginning to grasp what was happening—

        

        "This is for my parents."

        

        SLAP—

        

        This time in the opposite direction.

        

        "This is for trying to harm me."

        

        SLAP—

        

        "And for that impudent mouth talking about killing my mother!"

        

        "And finally, this is...!!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Joshua stopped his hand just before striking Leo's cheek one last time.

        

        Instead, he tightly embraced Leo, who had been silently accepting the blows, preventing him from escaping.

        

        "What is this..."

        

        Leo opened his eyes, feeling warmth instead of pain.

        He couldn't understand why he was in Joshua's arms, receiving falling tears.

        

        "Leo, you died today. You're no longer a prince or anything else. Do you understand?"

        

        "Stop joking! This isn't death or anything like it! Just kill me instead. I have no reason or courage to live anymore...!"

        

        How much more miserable would he make him?

        To Leo, who now had nowhere to go and no hope, life was nothing but a curse.

        

        "I said I'd do as you please. I'll do what Leo wants. This is a curse."

        

        He said it was a curse, but it was just words, not a real curse.

        After all, Joshua had never learned to cast curses.

        If Leo had no reason to live... even if it was just a verbal curse, he hoped it would become Leo's driving force to live.

        

        Joshua hugged Leo tighter to prevent him from escaping and stroked his head.

        Doing for someone else what he had always received made him naturally think of his mother. If his mother were here instead, wouldn't she say something like:

        

        "As a witch's daughter, I don't like granting requests when people ask."

        

        And then she'd be busy teasing with that characteristic witchy laugh of hers.

        

        "Now Leo's life belongs to me. Since you died and came back to life. Don't talk carelessly about dying."

        

        "Is that a curse too?"

        

        Thinking of it as a curse made his heart feel lighter.

        He had thought there was nowhere left to run.

        Joshua had provided Leo with a final sanctuary.

        

        "Yes, it's a curse. How about it? Scary, isn't it?"

        

        It was so terrifying that he couldn't hide the hot tears flowing down his face.
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        The season when rice begins to bow its head was approaching.

        

        Due to the barrier surrounding the house that kept the summer heat at bay, I hadn't really noticed the changing seasons. It was only when I saw Joshua busily moving about with Leo, mentioning that they would soon need to harvest, that I realized autumn was coming.

        

        A Western setting with an East Asian climate and lifestyle—what a convenient setup. I'm grateful for it, as it helped me adapt quickly to life here.

        

        If I hadn't added the temperature regulation function to the barrier... I don't even want to imagine, but I might have been desperately waiting for autumn to arrive sooner.

        

        What started as a barrier to prevent annoyances like bandits and nearby monsters now significantly impacts daily life with temperature control, humidity regulation, UV protection, and more. The barrier is one of my top three masterpieces created during my slightly-over-100-year life.

        

        I've already added a self-repair function in case of invasion damage, so should I now add a water-spraying feature to prepare for fires?

        

        As I reclined in the rocking chair in the yard, contemplating what function to add to the barrier next, I spotted Joshua and Leo heading toward the farmland.

        

        Joshua was talking non-stop, clearly enjoying himself, with a smile that never left his face. They were too far away for me to hear what they were discussing, but I felt a twinge of jealousy.

        

        That used to be my place.

        

        "I want to do this harvest with just Leo and me!"

        

        The rolling stone had completely taken my spot.

        

        Every year around this time, I would head to the fields with Joshua. I would start the harvest using magic, and Joshua would assist, finishing it in a short time.

        

        Since preventing the curse, Joshua seemed to have gained confidence in magic and would step in for me whenever magic was needed. This harvest was another extension of that confidence, which was cute, but it left me idly sitting in a rocking chair, wasting time. It felt strange experiencing an unplanned retirement life.

        

        Should I follow them?

        

        I thought about killing time by watching Joshua direct the harvest, but then remembered how he had emphasized "just the two of us," so I decided against it. I had many excuses, but I wasn't confident I could console Joshua if he got upset. Teenage girls are sensitive, after all. I didn't want to interfere with Joshua's harvest date.

        

        Leo had been acting like a completely different person since that day.

        The guy who used to slack off during work had become diligent as if he'd never been lazy, and he no longer complained about the side dishes.

        The way he helped Joshua while she was working... I don't know what magic Joshua had cast on him, but Leo had become so accustomed to everyday life that a stranger wouldn't think he was a prince.

        

        Above all, what bothered me most was how he kept trying to score points with me, as if trying to impress his mother-in-law. It was absurd watching him scurry around trying to earn points when he was already at negative one million. It's not like he was a vagrant with nowhere else to go... I could give him about 100,000 points if he would just leave for his own country or anywhere else.

        

        Since I had completely entrusted Leo's matter to Joshua, it was awkward to issue an eviction order. If I drove him out and Joshua left with him, that would be a headache.

        

        Joshua said Leo was like a younger brother to her, but... relationships between men and women can quickly change from "little brother" to "darling."

        

        Even if she truly treated him like a brother, men tend to misinterpret when a woman is just a little nice to them or smiles at them. Remembering my painful experiences from my previous life made my heart ache.

        

        If the boy she thought of as a brother suddenly confessed... it was too horrible to imagine. If Joshua realized Leo saw her that way, wouldn't it be uncomfortable to even eat together? Then Joshua might drive Leo away herself.

        

        Creak, creak—

        

        The rocking chair squeaked as it swayed back and forth.

        

        "That's it!"

        

        I jumped up as I remembered the Potion of True Courage that I had stashed somewhere in the common area.

        

        A potion that allows people who struggle to express their feelings to bravely speak their true thoughts—I thought I wouldn't use it for hundreds of years, but the opportunity came sooner than expected.

        

        "Hehehe."

        

        As they say, strike while the iron is hot. The thought of slipping the potion into tonight's dinner made me smile.

        

        I needed to hurry and find the potion and prepare the meal before Joshua offered to help with cooking, which would make me miss my chance.

        

        ***

        

        It took quite some time to find the potion, but I managed to prepare dinner on time.

      

      
        

        "I'm home."

        

        Just then, Joshua's tired voice came from beyond the front door.

        

        "Good work. Did you wash your hands?"

        

        "Yes~"

        

        They both looked quite exhausted after finishing in one day what was a large enough field to sustain us for a year.

        

        No matter how much magic one uses, maintaining precise control over such a large area must be quite taxing. Moreover, since this was the first harvest where Joshua took the lead rather than assisting, the butterfly on her right eye looked droopy.

        

        "Hungry? Come sit down."

        

        Leo sat down, watching me cautiously.

        Perhaps because I was unusually welcoming, or because I had initiated conversation when I hadn't spoken to him first since that day, he trembled slightly, seemingly on guard.

        Only after I took the first bite did he relax and begin eating.

        

        "Mom, did something good happen?"

        

        Not long after we started eating, Joshua put down her spoon and asked.

        

        Of course. I can't just say I'm enjoying watching Leo eat without knowing what's in his food... so I came up with a suitable excuse.

        

        "Just... seeing Joshua eat makes me happy."

        

        I tried to act as normal as possible, but the corners of my mouth must have naturally turned up.

        

        The Potion of True Courage doesn't work immediately, but its effects should start showing soon.

        

        I can't tell you how excited I am about the surprise event Leo is about to put on.

        

        It's a bit unfair to Joshua, but considering what Leo did, this is getting off lightly. She'll understand her mother's feelings even if she learns the truth later.

        

        "Leo, there's something on your cheek."

        

        Joshua noticed food on Leo's cheek and tried to wipe it with her handkerchief.

        

        "It's fine. I'll do it myself."

        

        Leo refused her kindness, when normally he would have accepted Joshua's touch without protest.

        

        "Oh... okay."

        

        Could it be that he's not interested in Joshua?

        Leo's behavior until now had been that of a man clearly interested.

        

        Helping her carry heavy loads, listening attentively to her conversations, spending more time together than apart, and even serving her the carrots she likes.

        

        Was it all my imagination?

        Has my sense for these things died because I never dated in my current life? Do men here express interest differently?

        

        I felt bad seeing Joshua embarrassed after having her kindness rejected, but... no, this is actually good.

        

        Plan B.

        

        If he won't speak, make him speak.

        

        "Leo, what do you think of Joshua?"

        

        "M-Mom!?"

        

      

      
        Why is she embarrassed? Can't I ask that? I needed to be shameless at times like this.

        

        "Come on~ I can ask that."

        

        Having taken the Potion of True Courage, he wouldn't be able to avoid answering. All I needed was for him to make Joshua uncomfortable, whether he liked her or not.

        

        "Joshua is..."

        

        "Joshua is?"

        

        Gulp.

        The sound of him swallowing seemed particularly loud.

        

        "Joshua has shown me undeserved mercy. So much that I don't know how to repay it... As Leo—not a prince, not a fool, not a scoundrel—I only wish for her happiness. Although all her misfortunes may have started with me... I've dedicated my life to her happiness. Sometimes it's a bit uncomfortable when she treats me like a child... but I want to show her that I can do things on my own."

        

        "......"

        

        Maybe I gave him unnecessary courage.

        Still, at least I learned his honest feelings about Joshua.

        

        As he fearlessly spoke these embarrassing words, Joshua's face grew increasingly red. She squirmed awkwardly, clearly a girl in love.

        

        Unable to make eye contact, she kept her gaze down and fidgeted—my long-dormant pure love sensor was responding to this scene.

        

        The atmosphere was becoming concerning.

        

        "T-Then!! What do you think, Mom!?"

        

        Apparently wanting to escape this embarrassing flow, my fire-attribute filial daughter threw me under the bus. While I wondered what to do with her, I suddenly became curious about what Leo thought of me.

        

        "The Witch is..."

        

        I still had a chance to drive Leo away.

        If he spoke of disliking me now, I could use it as an excuse to expel him. Then Joshua wouldn't run away with Leo.

        

        Come on, say it.

        As I waited for his answer with my arms crossed, he blushed and hesitated for some reason.

        

        "The Witch has large breasts."

        

        Huh?

        What on earth is he saying?

        Both Joshua and I were too shocked to recover.

        

        "Whenever I meet her, I don't know where to look..."

        

        I couldn't even hear what Leo was saying anymore, nor did I want to. I've heard countless lewd remarks since reincarnating into Aria Chronicle, even worse ones... but to hear such things from Leo.

        

        He's a man too, I suppose. It's unavoidable that his eyes are drawn to large breasts. I want to pluck out those eyes that keep glancing at my chest while he's freely expressing his honest thoughts about breasts, talking about how he wouldn't drink breast milk as a baby unless it came from large breasts, and showcasing his philosophy about large breasts... even I couldn't help but blush gradually.

        

        Should I drive him out? No, let's kill him.

        

        "Mom... I agree with your thoughts."

        

        Joshua seemed to share my sentiment, glaring at the ranting Leo with dead eyes.

        

        "What I'm saying is... breasts are simply the best!"

        

        This scoundrel hasn't changed at all.

        

        "Shut up, you lunatic!!!!"

        

        I had no choice but to forcibly close his non-stop mouth with a fist full of magical power.
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        The commotion that arose after drinking the Potion of True Courage ended with a sincere punch knocking Leo unconscious.

        

        Since then, Joshua had been treating Leo with extreme awkwardness, so it could be considered a successful operation.

        

        "I'm so sorry!"

        

        "It's fine. You're at that vigorous age, so these things happen."

        

        After regaining consciousness, Leo recalled what he had said and bowed his head in apology.

        

        I'm really fine. It's not like my breasts will wear out just from being looked at. I was just startled by such blatant sexual harassment in front of my daughter. Though he only spoke words, the feeling of being touched was unpleasantly chilling.

        

        But would Joshua forgive him? The person who truly needed to apologize seemed to be Joshua, not me.

        

        Dozens of times a day, butterflies appeared from nowhere to attack Leo. They didn't cause any injuries, but they were undoubtedly assassins sent by Joshua.

        

        Joshua treated Leo like garbage that needed to be removed from this world and barely made eye contact with him. I couldn't help but smile at the thought that an expulsion order was imminent. All that remained was to wait patiently.

        

        Although there had been a noble sacrifice... this wasn't my fault, but entirely due to Leo's lecherous intentions.

        I did down that breast-enlarging potion in one shot because I liked large breasts, but once they actually grew, they were just uncomfortable and served no purpose other than as mana pouches, so my daily maintenance was worth it.

        

        They say there's no man who doesn't like large breasts, but I couldn't hand over my precious daughter to a ruffian who blurts out whatever comes to mind just because he has the courage to speak.

        I seemed to understand why the Holy Kingdom had cast Leo aside. To think he was hiding such vulgarity in his heart.

        

        Joshua, forget about men who stare at and judge other women's breasts!

        

        Contrary to my expectations, Leo wasn't expelled.

        

        Rather, as each day passed, Joshua's emotions were turning not toward Leo, but inward.

        She began spacing out more frequently, and some nights she would sigh until falling asleep.

        

        "Are they too small..."

        

        When having tea and conversing with Joshua, she would glance at my chest and mutter to herself. Though she spoke quietly enough not to be heard, her words had such weight that I couldn't possibly miss those two words, yet I had to pretend not to hear them. Even if I said something, it didn't seem like it would provide any comfort to Joshua.

        

        When I had business in the vault, I sometimes sensed someone's presence in the potion storage room. Since Leo was forbidden from entering the vault, and only Joshua and I had access, it was obvious who was there.

        

        "Joshua?"

        

        "Eeeek!"

        

        When I carefully opened the storage door, I found Joshua startled like a thief caught in the act. With her body stuck in a box of rarely used potions, only her lower half was wriggling desperately. It was absurdly amusing, like watching an ostrich with its head buried, thinking its entire body was hidden.

        

        "Do you need a specific potion? You could just ask me, and I'd find it for you right away."

        

        "N-no! I don't! Eep!?"

        

        As if you weren't rummaging through more than five boxes. After extracting herself from the box, Joshua, with a flushed face, hurriedly tried to leave but, not looking ahead, bumped into my chest and bounced back. I managed to catch her before she fell, so she wasn't hurt, but her expression looked more pained than ever.

        

        "Are you okay? Be careful, it's dangerous..."

        

        "I-I'm... completely fine!"

        

        As I watched Joshua shake off my hand and flee the storage room, I wondered what I should say... I thought about following and stopping her, but quickly abandoned the idea.

        

        What was I like at 15?

        I could only remember being immersed in my studies under the Western Witch. When secondary sexual characteristics appeared, I was simply fascinated. My breasts began to swell, baby fat disappeared, and curves started to form. When I first experienced the magical day, I truly felt like I had become a woman. Since I had a previous life and had already experienced puberty once, I managed without much trouble... but for Joshua, all these changes were unfamiliar, and at an age when she was sensitive to others' gazes, it hurt my heart as a mother that I couldn't even empathize with how to help her.

        

        What Joshua was looking for must have been the breast-enlarging potion. But that potion was stored separately under strict security, so she wouldn't find it here. I hadn't even written down the recipe, so she couldn't make it herself, which is why she came searching the storage room.

        

      

      
        Why such an obsession with large breasts? She already has a beautiful shape and form. Her breasts will naturally grow to a size that suits her as she develops. Mindlessly large breasts might only please men to look at, but they would be nothing but poison for Joshua herself. There are so many things to worry about. Shoulders ache with the slightest movement, sweat pools under the breasts in summer, and if not properly cared for, they sag and become worse than having none at all. If not for the aesthetics of large breasts I recalled from my previous life, I would never have drunk that potion.

        

        As I cleaned up the messy storage room one by one, I pondered how to persuade Joshua.

        Rather than persuading Joshua, I was tempted to discipline Leo. But since I was somewhat responsible for making Leo reveal what he had been hiding so well, I decided to hold off for now.

        

        That's just how men are.

        Even if not a man, anyone, regardless of age or gender, can't help but look at breasts with the destructive power of a siege engine. Joshua might be a special case. Having grown up seeing only me, she might have thought it was normal.

        

        Thinking about Joshua potentially falling into an inferiority complex about her breast size for the rest of her life, even if Leo were expelled, made my heart ache.

        Should I deceive her and feed her the potion little by little as a nutritional supplement?

        I took out the breast-enlarging potion labeled as "Love Potion" from the magic inventory engraved between my cleavage and fell into thought.

        

        "No. There's no need to rush. Especially if it's because of Leo."

        

        For whose benefit? It would be too sad to become busty just because of someone like Leo.

        Even if Joshua wanted it, there are limits to what I could allow as a mother.

        

        ***

        

        Knock knock knock—

        

        "Mom, are you asleep?"

        

        Just as I was about to lie down in bed, Joshua knocked on my door.

        When I opened it, Joshua was standing there with a pillow, blushing, apparently wanting to sleep together tonight. I let her in.

        

        "Can I sleep with you tonight?"

        

        "Of course. Come on in."

        

        Reminded of a viral internet meme from my previous life, I got into bed first and held Joshua tightly in my arms.

        

        "Do you have something troubling you?"

        

        "No, nothing like that..."

        

        I gently stroked the head of Joshua, who was hesitating as if she had something to say.

        Whatever Joshua was worried about lately was probably just about her breasts, but conversely, I was curious about why she was so concerned.

        If there was a reason I hadn't considered, I was willing to pretend to be persuaded and give her the potion.

        

        "Mom... is, is th-that..."

        

        "That?"

        

        "Are your breasts naturally so big?!"

        

        So she finally said it.

        Blushing, she buried her face in my chest as if escaping. Barely enduring the ticklish sensation of her breath, I gently pulled her away from my chest.

        

        "Why? Is it because of what Leo said?"

        

        "It's not because of Leo..."

        

        Her averted gaze suggested otherwise.

        Given the sensitive subject, it must be difficult to speak honestly. If you reversed the genders, this situation would be unimaginable.

        

        "Then? Why about Mom's breasts?"

        

        "Well... they're pretty, and big, and also..."

        

      

      
        I had no idea how to comfort Joshua as she began rambling incoherently in praise of breasts.

        

        "...Someone I know also likes big breasts, so I wish mine would grow too. I thought since Mom has big breasts, you might know how to make them grow. Mine are small and..."

        

        It was admirable that she expressed her honest feelings, even mentioning "someone she knows" (where did she learn that?), but I couldn't give her the potion. If she kept comparing herself to others like this, Joshua's life would fall into unhappiness. I wanted her to love her body as it was first.

        

        "What's wrong with Joshua? People just grow at different rates. Your body is already so beautiful."

        

        "Mine is?"

        

        I couldn't exactly explain about shape and form, but Joshua possessed a slenderness rare for her age, and her breasts were developing appropriately for a 15-year-old, not even small compared to her peers.

        

        "As you grow up, your mind will gradually adapt to your body's form. So there's no need to be hasty right now. When I was 15, I was smaller than you are now."

        

        "Really?"

        

        She smiled with newfound confidence, then blushed shyly.

        

        "But Leo is an idiot who only cares about big breasts."

        

        Now she's not even calling him "someone she knows" anymore.

        

        "Where would you find a huge slime from the start? They all begin as baby slimes and gradually grow larger. Besides, Leo is just being dishonest. He knows I don't like him much, so he probably said that to lighten the mood. In reality, he probably doesn't care whether breasts are big or small."

        

        "D-do you think so?"

        

        Yes. The guy who drank the Potion of True Courage wouldn't have lied, but I can change that truth right now.

        

        "It's getting late. Go to sleep now. Early to bed helps you grow quickly."

        

        I covered her with the blanket and gave her a little wink. Yes, there are many ways for breasts to grow without relying on potions. Genetic factors might be significant, but environmental influences can't be ignored either.

        

        After confirming Joshua was asleep, I carefully got out of bed and left the room.

        I had only one destination. I grabbed Leo by the collar, who was sleeping comfortably in his large room, oblivious to Joshua's worries, and forcibly woke him up.

        

        "Gwaak!"

        

        Waking from sleep with a strange cry, Leo froze when his eyes met mine.

        Seeming to have some sense, he remained still as I kindly explained what he needed to do tomorrow, right into his ear.

        

        "Tomorrow, as soon as you wake up, tell Joshua you dislike large breasts. Understand?"

        

        "...!"

        

        "Answer me."

        

        "Y-yes, ma'am!!!"

        

        That's better. If you don't want to die right now, it's best to comply obediently.

        Satisfied with Leo's answer, I released his collar, ignoring him as he fell limply onto the bed, and returned to my room.

        By tomorrow, Joshua's worries should be resolved. With a lighter heart, I returned to my room, hugged Joshua tightly, and drifted off to sleep.

        

        ***

        

        "Joshua, I dislike large breasts! Actually, I prefer modest sizes! Ever since I first saw you..."

        

        "You pervert!!!!!"

        

        Oh, that fool...

        The next morning, Leo's sexual harassment toward Joshua ended with him being knocked unconscious again, but... Joshua's expression looked much more at ease.
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        One day, after the breast incident had finally come to an end and peaceful days continued.

        It was nice to see Joshua back to his spirited self, seemingly no longer fixated on having large breasts, but Leo—a walking sexual harassment case and Joshua's officially recognized pervert—remained a thorn in her side.

        

        Even if Joshua claimed she couldn't live without Leo, in a world where love alone often leads to death, Leo was just a good-looking fool. In Aria Chronicle, without the power to protect someone, even a protagonist couldn't grasp happiness. If Leo truly wanted Joshua's happiness, he needed to become stronger somehow.

        

        His body, strengthened by medicine, wasn't built through his own efforts, so he had no sense of his limits.

        

        Fighting monsters might be manageable with that brute strength, but when facing humans—especially warriors, rogues, or Inquisitors accustomed to combat—he would clearly be beaten helplessly.

        

        Since all Seong-an holders had made significant marks on history, for better or worse, preparations had to be made in advance, even for a perverted fool like Leo who currently only cared about breasts.

        

        If Joshua got involved, it would be troublesome for her.

        

        Like it or not, she needed to objectively assess Leo's condition.

        

        "Leo, come sit here."

        

        She had called him alone, thinking it might be awkward to speak with Joshua present. Yet there was Joshua, sitting between them with a beaming smile.

        Predictably, Joshua must have insisted on coming along. Always being swayed like this—what would happen later? It was truly pathetic.

        

        "I heard your pledge to live for Joshua. I'm sure you're sincere. But the world doesn't run on sincerity alone."

        

        "What do you mean...?"

        

        "If Joshua were in danger, could you save her? If an Inquisitor tried to harm Joshua, could you cut them down without hesitation to protect her?"

        

        They couldn't stay in this house forever. Joshua needed to travel the world and broaden her horizons. Though Joshua wasn't weak, magic wasn't infinite.

        If Joshua ever found herself in danger, someone other than herself would need to help... and currently, Leo was the most likely candidate.

        

        "I made a promise to Joshua. I am no longer a prince of the Holy Kingdom or anything else. I want Joshua to be happy until her dying day. Even if it means cutting down an Inquisitor."

        

        She had expected him to hesitate or fumble, but his immediate answer was unexpected.

        Above all, she had to admire his courage to speak such embarrassing words without hesitation, even with Joshua sitting right beside him.

        

        "I see. I understand your feelings."

        

        She stood up and gripped the Triceratops.

        

        "Mom? Why the broom...?"

        

        How rarely must she pick up a broom for him to be so surprised?

        

        "Follow me."

        

        With a gentle smile, she led them to the weapons storage.

        

        Before settling in this house, she had collected valuable items during her adventures around the world. If one looked, they would find holy swords, magic swords, and even noisy ego weapons tucked away in corners. Since it would be a waste to give Leo anything too precious, she tossed him a decent iron sword. Even a decent iron sword was valuable enough to make her reluctant.

        

        "Do you know how to handle a sword?"

        

        "I handled one a little when I was young."

        

        A little when he was young, huh.

        For someone she thought had no experience at all, it wasn't a bad answer.

        

        "What about other weapons?"

        

        "I've never handled anything but a sword."

        

        "That'll do. Come along."

        

        Now that she had provided a weapon, all that remained was finding a place.

        She sat Joshua in the rocking chair in front of the yard and faced Leo in the center of the yard.

        

        "Is this a duel?"

        

        "That's right. I can't entrust Joshua to someone whose abilities I don't know."

        

      

      
        Seeing Leo take a somewhat decent stance, as if he had prepared himself to some extent, she smiled coldly.

        A duel required worthy opponents to be called a duel.

        

        "I'm going to see how much your body can endure. And also assess your skill level."

        

        "I was called a prodigy, believe it or not."

        

        What prodigy? She could clearly picture soldiers letting him win to avoid offending the prince.

        

        "Will you be alright with just a broom? I wouldn't want you to get hurt."

        

        "Don't worry about me."

        

        It was cute how he gripped his sword tightly, probably thinking she was underestimating him.

        Joshua, sitting in the chair listening to their conversation, looked anxious.

        

        "I'll let you attack first."

        

        "Then I won't hold back...!"

        

        Leo pushed off with his heel, leaping high and charging in diagonally. The movement of his shoulder muscles, the angle of his wrist, the pressure on his front foot as he prepared to slash upward diagonally—she could read it all. Judging by how he turned the flat side of the blade toward her, he seemed to be concerned about hurting her. He was clearly underestimating her too.

        

        "Hyaaah!"

        

        His sword strike, delivered with a loud battle cry, failed to reach its target and couldn't penetrate the broom blocking its path.

        

        "...!"

        

        "How kind of you to be so considerate about not hurting me."

        

        Though he had struck with the back of the blade, he should have at least pushed through with force if not cutting. His dismay at the failed attack was evident.

        

        "You wouldn't show such consideration to other opponents, would you?"

        

        She infused mana into her kick, sending the sword flying back. As Leo returned to his starting position, she gave him a slight smile.

        He adjusted his grip on the sword, as if his hands were sweaty, and prepared to charge again.

        

        "I'll be serious now."

        

        He charged straight ahead with greater speed than before.

        She clicked her tongue at his overly straightforward movements, betraying his lack of real combat experience. She could practically hear his thoughts—thrust, then if dodged, follow with a horizontal slash.

        

        For now, she would play along with his rhythm.

        

        As expected, when the thrust came, she gracefully dodged by turning her body, then blocked the horizontal slash with her broom.

        

        Now, what next?

        Maintaining the momentum from his horizontal slash, he twisted his waist to prepare for a side kick. Not a bad combination.

        As she widened the distance to avoid the kick, he closed in again, refusing to give her space. She continued blocking his sword strikes while maintaining her smile, which seemed to make him increasingly frustrated.

        

        "Is this all you've got?"

        

        It had been only about two minutes since they started, yet he was already breathing heavily.

        

        "Kuh... Not yet, not yet."

        

        "That's the spirit. That's what you'll need to protect Joshua. You know it too, don't you? With your current skill, you can't protect Joshua—you can't even protect yourself."

        

        Leo's memory contained many powerful figures. His two brothers were among them, and not far behind was the woman named Lucia, leader of the Inquisitors. To survive against those called Sword Masters, he couldn't give up so soon.

        

        Being ordinary wasn't enough. One had to become extraordinary. This world was indifferent to the ordinary.

        

        His next sword strike, though slightly slower than his first, was still decent.

        

        "Why can't I hit you...!"

        

        "Because you're too slow."

        

      

      
        She jabbed the end of her broom into Leo's solar plexus, sending him flying.

        As he flew over the fence, she wondered if she should go check on him.

        

        Just then, the iron sword came slicing through the air. She deflected it, sending it spinning upward, momentarily blocking her view.

        

        "Not yet!"

        

        In that split second, Leo had rushed right up to her, desperately reaching out as if trying to grab her wrist.

        

        "I told you, you're too slow."

        

        By average human standards, his strength, speed, and decision-making ability to create variables weren't bad... but all were insufficient to protect Joshua.

        

        It was she who caught his wrist, not the other way around. Using Leo's own momentum, she threw him to the ground without exerting any effort. The iron sword that had been sent flying landed next to Leo's face. It might have been his trump card, given how drenched in sweat he was, but she had no intention of going easy on him.

        

        "Your skill is, well, terrible. Now, let's test your durability."

        

        "W-wait...!"

        

        The purpose of this duel was, from her perspective, quite straightforward.

        While there were reasons like gauging his skill and determining how far he could push his body,

        The primary goal was, of course, to beat Leo to a pulp.

        

        As she infused mana, the Triceratops glowed crimson, with only one horn protruding, and she swung it.

        

        For the crime of toying with both mother and daughter's breasts!

        

        "Aaaaargh!!!"

        

        Though she had tried to hold back, he failed to react, and the weapon pierced his left shoulder, causing Leo to scream in agony.

        

        "Mom!!!"

        

        As blood gushed out and the yard turned red, Joshua tried to intervene, but she stopped her.

        

        "Joshua, this is all for your sake. Stay put."

        

        She turned her head so Leo couldn't see and gave Joshua a slight wink.

        She couldn't kill someone Joshua had worked so hard to save. At the very least, she had to make a show of it for all Joshua's efforts.

        

        "Get up. You're not going to whine about something like this, are you?"

        

        "Ughh..."

        

        Whether his spirit should be admired or called foolish, he ignored his tattered left arm and gripped the iron sword with his right hand.

        

        "I don't know what promise you made with Joshua, but in your current state, you'd only be a burden. Wouldn't it be better to die here and now?"

        

        "Not... yet."

        

        An unpleasant sensation swept through her body. Leo's eyes were glowing. Whether because he was in mortal danger, the Seong-an was burning brightly in both his eyes.

        

        They say those with Seong-an don't die until they reach the fate bestowed by angels. If he were meant to die here, he wouldn't have been given the Seong-an.

        

        Holy power emanating from the Seong-an enveloped Leo's torn shoulder. Despite the dark magic's lingering effects making healing difficult, his bones realigned, and muscles and skin reconnected in a grotesque display. The Seong-an's power must have also been what allowed him to survive the curse on his heart.

        

        Surely the Seong-an's abilities didn't end with mere recovery. Moreover, the healing was too slow. No fool in the world would wait for someone to recover. And Leo wasn't even consciously using it. He clearly needed a lot of work in many ways.

        

        Thud—

        

        "What do you mean 'not yet'?"

        

        Leo, who had taken a stance as if ready to charge again, collapsed as soon as his shoulder was healed.

        The backlash seemed severe, likely from using power beyond his capacity.

        

        At this rate, recovery was meaningless.

        He had a long way to go.
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        The beatings, which began under the name of training, continued from the moment I woke up until before dinner.

        The only training I could offer wasn't so much about handling weapons as it was about physical conditioning and sharpening combat instincts needed for actual battle. But that alone would be of great help to Leo.

        

        In the morning, we'd sprint around the edge of the barrier ten laps at full speed, adding one lap each day, so now we were up to nineteen laps. Normal people would have collapsed by the tenth lap, but perhaps thanks to the holy mark, he managed to complete the routine just short of dying.

        

        Stamina is the most fundamental aspect of fighting. No matter how strong you are, if your stamina doesn't support you, it's meaningless. There are plenty of ways to draw upon holy power to increase strength or use stamina efficiently... but for some reason, Leo didn't know how to control his holy power.

        

        As someone who deals with black magic, I couldn't teach him how to handle holy power. I could only focus on basic physical training, and he would have to awaken his holy power on his own. We couldn't just kidnap someone from the Holy Kingdom to learn about holy power—it would be like putting pearls before swine.

        

        After finishing physical training in the morning, the rest of the day was about getting hit until near death. After about ten days, he was keeping up with the pace quite well.

        

        Even now, twenty minutes into our sparring session, his breathing remained steady.

        

        Though I was swinging the broom with restrained force, he was dodging attacks by utilizing his holy mark.

        He tracked attacks he didn't need to block with his eyes until the last moment, and defended with his sword against those he couldn't avoid. He even counterattacked through the openings I deliberately showed. It had only been about ten days, but the Spartan training was paying off.

        

        "Not bad. Let's see if you can dodge this too?"

        

        Blocking the crimson mana-infused triceratops horn with a sword would be the worst option.

        

        Over the past few days, whether deflecting or counterattacking, the moment his sword made contact, it was split in two. By now, he should understand that dodging is better than recklessly blocking. A regular sword's durability, unlike holy swords or magic swords, cannot protect its wielder from mana's cutting power.

        

        If he tried to block, the iron sword would be split in two. If he failed to break through, that holy mark would be pierced.

        

        Just as my thrust, delivered with more force than usual and at higher speed, reached Leo's eyes—

        

        "Hyaah...!"

        

        With a shout, he dodged the thrust by a hair's breadth. Judging by the small line of blood on his cheek, with a little more training, he wouldn't be one-sidedly beaten by average opponents.

        

        Moreover, the way he counterattacked by targeting the opening left by my thrust suggested that if his opponent underestimated Leo's skill, they might allow a hit. I was tempted to let him land one blow, but I couldn't worry Joshua, who was watching anxiously from a distance.

        

        "Hit me!!"

        

        If you're distracted by a large, visible opening and fail to read your opponent's next move, you'll inevitably be countered. If your opponent deliberately exposes an opening... diving into it is like walking to your death. It would be good for him to learn this lesson now.

        

        The crimson mana concentrated in my other hand came out to greet Leo as he lunged toward my chest.

        

        "...!"

        

        He seemed to notice the mana in my hand within that split second, but it was too late to react. My hand extended along the sword's path, releasing mana that sent Leo flying in an instant.

        

        "When an opponent shows a big opening, you need to understand there's a reason for it. You were too hasty."

        

        Leo, who had been embedded in the ground with a satisfying sound, quickly got up, showing he hadn't passed out, but he couldn't escape Joshua's concern as he rushed over worriedly.

        

        "Leo, are you okay? You're not hurt, are you?"

        

        "I'm fine. I thought I could land a hit this time."

        

        If Joshua hadn't been there, I might have allowed him a pity hit. But I couldn't display such unseemliness in front of Joshua.

      

      
        

        "Not bad. It would have been better if your swordsmanship were more diverse, but I'm not talented enough with swords to teach you properly."

        

        Not just swordsmanship, but also how to use the holy mark and holy power—he still had a long way to go.

        

        All I could offer was practical experience and physical training. What Leo needed was a mentor. Someone more suitable for Leo than me.

        

        Perhaps it was time.

        I hadn't gone out since Joshua arrived, and I was feeling the need to venture outside anyway.

        

        We couldn't live in this house forever.

        Besides, there were several means at that place that could solve the problems I was currently considering.

        

        First, I needed to think about what gift to bring for a friend I hadn't seen in a long time.

        

        ***

        

        "We're going to Veneschia in a week."

        

        I casually mentioned as dinner was ending.

        

        "Veneschia?"

        

        "If it's Veneschia..."

        

        Veneschia was a city slightly removed from the center of the Verdi Kingdom, flourishing around the largest adventurer's guild and serving as a second capital. It was so large that most adventurers in the Verdi Kingdom operated there, making it economically vibrant with thriving businesses like lodging that catered to the transient population, making it one of the most lively cities.

        

        In the Aria Chronicle series, many characters visited Veneschia, and several protagonists were from there, making it an unforgettable city.

        

        "If we go to the city..."

        

        I wasn't unaware of what Joshua was worried about. It must be about the Heresy Inquisitors.

        

        When the Laplace family, the lords of Veneschia, were rebuilding the city, I had helped them in my own way. As a witch, I wouldn't be viewed with suspicion. Even if someone reported me, I could simply hide behind the Laplace family.

        

        "Don't worry. My friend lives there. What you're concerned about won't happen."

        

        After reassuring Joshua, Leo asked nervously:

        

        "By friend, do you mean a witch?"

        

        "Yes, a witch."

        

        "Then wouldn't it be better if I didn't go?"

        

        Leo seemed to have some bad memories about witches, judging by his frightened expression.

        I could understand disliking witches, but seeing him recoil right in front of me was deflating enough to make me consider letting him do as he pleased.

        

        Joshua tried to dissuade him while watching my reaction, but there would be no exceptions for this outing.

        I spoke clearly, enunciating each syllable so there would be no misunderstanding.

        

      

      
        "Absolutely not."

        

        "I have a holy mark, and I'm afraid I might be killed for making them uncomfortable if we meet."

        

        Indeed, Leo's holy mark did cause discomfort to witches.

        It felt like someone secretly watching you while you shower—an unpleasant gaze.

        Looking at it might make one feel murderous impulses, but if the reason was the holy mark, that was all the more reason he had to come.

        

        "That holy mark is partly why we're going. That friend of mine has magic eyes, not a holy mark like yours."

        

        Magic eyes.

        

        Eyes that can cast all sorts of curses just by looking.

        

        A witch's artifact with status effect mechanisms that can turn opponents to stone, make them excited, put them to sleep, and more.

        Though the exact setting wasn't revealed, there was a hypothesis circulating in the community that it might be an angel's lost eye mentioned in ancient literature.

        

        Its nature was certainly similar.

        

        "She might know how to fully use your holy mark. Don't you need to become stronger to protect Joshua?"

        

        When I subtly shifted the focus to Joshua, Leo nodded with a determined expression.

        I wasn't sure if he was easy or difficult to handle.

        

        "What kind of person is your friend, Mom?"

        

        "My friend is~"

        

        Joshua's innocent question momentarily left me speechless.

        I called her a friend, but the last time we met was over 60 years ago.

        From our first meeting, we fought bloodily, so perhaps "frenemy" would be more accurate, but after clearing up our misunderstandings, we became quite close.

        

        Above all, she was one of the few witches appearing in Aria Chronicle, popular enough to be released as a playable character.

        At first, I didn't recognize her because her appearance was different, but I immediately realized when I saw her magic eyes.

        Her voice, her power, and the pure love she showed were all captivating, making friendship inevitable.

        

        "It's a secret~ You'll find out when you meet her."

        

        It wasn't enough to explain one of my few friends in just a few words. I wanted Joshua to meet her and form his own impression.

        

        Friend. A friend, huh.

        To make a friend here when I had none in my previous life.

        She was unusual too, offering friendship in the individualistic witch society.

        

        "We leave in a week, so everyone make sure to pack what you need. And Joshua, write down what you want to do in Veneschia. It will definitely be fun."

        

        I couldn't just think about my friend forever.

        There was much to prepare before going to Veneschia.

        Leo's training couldn't stop, and I needed to prepare potions for emergencies to put in the portable inventory.

        Lastly, time was tight to make a staff for Joshua, who had no special equipment.
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        The week passed by faster than I had expected.

        

        "Leo, are you ready?"

        

        "Yes, I'm ready."

        

        Leo, who was putting on quite a manly air after all that training, answered while adjusting the sword at his waist.

        

        Leo had reached a level where he could defeat most soldiers or mercenaries. His stamina and combat instincts were above average, but due to his lack of sword mastery and inability to consciously use holy power, winning against named-level opponents would be difficult. Still, he wouldn't be overwhelmingly defeated or allow a fatal blow due to carelessness. This was the result of nearly three weeks of grueling training.

        

        The greatest achievement was that he had learned to utilize his artificially enhanced body through his own efforts. Leo's strengths lay in his physical capabilities and self-healing supported by the holy city. He probably wouldn't die even in prolonged battles against orc-level monsters. No, he had better win, or it would be troublesome for me as his teacher.

        

        The sword at his waist, which he treasured like a precious artifact, was a reward for his loyalty in not running away and following me well. It wasn't an ornately decorated weapon, but it had high resistance to mana and excellent durability that wouldn't break when touched by aura, capable of withstanding even exchanges with a Sword Master. Since confrontations with aura users could happen at any time, and Leo's sword shouldn't break before he did, it was quite a suitable weapon for him.

        

        "What about Joshua?"

        

        "I'm ready too!"

        

        Joshua answered with an expectant face, clutching the staff I had given him.

        

        During the week, while helping with Leo's training, Joshua had been writing down things to do in Veneschia in a notebook. For the first couple of days, he struggled with what to write, but after I gave him some examples, his eyes sparkled as he filled the notebook. Though few of those things seemed realistically possible... I thought if Joshua was happy, that was good enough.

        

        Between supervising Leo's training, preparing potions, and crafting Joshua's staff, a week was extremely tight.

        

        If I had a branch from the World Tree, I could have made something magnificent like a Triceratops, but with the limited materials at hand, I had to do my best with what I had.

        

        Since Joshua primarily showed combat abilities focused on hindering opponents through illusions or bindings, I added debuffs to complement those abilities. With additional functions for dangerous situations, a rather impressive staff was born.

        

        The design featured two blue butterflies meeting at the top of the staff, following a spiral path like the trajectory of stars. Where the butterflies landed, there was a blue orb resembling Joshua's eyes, topped with a star-shaped decoration.

        

        A custom weapon that matched Joshua perfectly was created. It would look unsightly without proper coordination. Considering how I used to refuse to develop characters in Aria Chronicle without their exclusive weapons, I was quite satisfied with the result.

        

        "We still have time before departure."

        

        I took out a map from my makeshift inventory and spread it on the table.

        

        A map of the Verdi Kingdom. It showed Veneschia and our destination house marked with a circle.

        

        "How should we get to Veneschia? There are various means of transportation and routes depending on how you think about it."

        

        I traced a rough direction with my finger while observing their expressions. Joshua, seeing a map for the first time, looked bewildered, while Leo, who had escaped the kingdom alone and drifted here, examined the map with a serious expression.

        

        "You have about an hour before departure, so discuss it thoroughly and let me know."

        

        Whatever choice they made, the answer was already decided, so I had no intention of accepting their suggestion. Still, coordinating with companions was a necessary exercise.

        

        Leaving them nodding and examining the map, I went upstairs.

        

      

      
        Standing before the witch's mirror large enough to reflect my entire body, I infused it with mana. The surface rippled gently before revealing the image of a woman.

        

        A bewitching witch with wavy black hair, snake-like slit pupils in mesmerizing purple eyes, an alluring mole near her lips, and an enchanting presence despite her all-black dress.

        

        "My, I thought we wouldn't speak for another hundred years. Good to see you again, Estel."

        

        The Witch of the Western End. My mentor and, though I've never said it, a woman who was like a mother to me. Despite her sarcastic tone, her upturned lips couldn't hide her joy.

        

        "Oh, don't say that. You're happy to see me, aren't you?"

        

        "What's there to be sad about, you rotten girl? Did you fight with the child again?"

        

        Seeing her quickly resort to harsh words out of embarrassment was somewhat reassuring.

        

        "Fight? No, thanks to you, we've reconciled and now get along like mother and daughter."

        

        It was frightening to think that if I hadn't spoken with Dorothy then, Joshua and I might still be awkward with each other. I was aware of being this child's mother, but I had no idea how to act as one, and Dorothy was the only person I could think of.

        

        "Really? So who's the child's father?"

        

        "I gave birth to her with my heart?"

        

        "Ah, I see. If that's what you say, Estel, then it must be so~"

        

        See that? See?

        She barely listens even when I explain.

        

        She started talking about mandrake-based potions being good for virility, sounding like a meddling mother-in-law, which was absurd. Still, seeing Dorothy's usually expressionless face bloom with smiles, I could only wait patiently for her to finish, letting her words go in one ear and out the other.

        

        "Are you raising that child to be a witch?"

        

        "No. Joshua herself said she doesn't want to be a witch. There's quite a story behind it."

        

        At first, I had hoped Joshua might grow up to be a witch. Her skill with mana and learning speed were superior to mine. I thought she might become an even greater witch than me someday... but that was just my selfishness. I now understood why Dorothy had tried to dissuade me from becoming a witch back then. A mother's heart is the same everywhere.

        

        "Joshua is like a butterfly. It would be nice to watch her flutter her wings forever... but I want to be by her side until the very end of her life."

        

        "That's your selfishness. You need to know when to let go."

        

        Here we go again. Always with the nagging.

        

        Normally, I would have ignored her, saying I was sick of it. But I couldn't dismiss Dorothy's sincere concern.

        

        Joshua had come to occupy a much larger part of my life than I had expected while waiting for the original story to begin.

        

        I know. I know that someday Joshua will leave my embrace. Whatever the reason, I should prepare my heart for it, but at least not now.

        

        "Oh please, I'll handle it. Aren't you lonely being alone? Should I make a homunculus that resembles me and send it to you?"

      

      
        

        "Lonely my foot. Do you know how many years I've spent alone? Now I can't stand having someone beside me."

        

        She says that, but she'd actually like it if someone were there. I should make a homunculus for company and visit her soon.

        

        "So what's the real reason you contacted me? It can't be because you missed me... If you got into trouble somewhere and need help, solve it yourself."

        

        "Actually, that's exactly it."

        

        "Huh...? This rotten girl finally got into trouble. Alright, let's hear it. Did you get into a fight with other witches? You studied offensive magic so much, you finally decided to become a witch queen instead of a witch. A witch should behave like one, not show off..."

        

        The nagging started again, making my ears hurt. Why did she have this image of me always causing trouble? Come to think of it, I did cause a lot of trouble from age 19 until I became a witch.

        

        "That's not it..."

        

        "Then what is it?"

        

        When I tried to speak, the words wouldn't come out. My face felt hot and flushed. I never imagined such words would come from my mouth.

        

        "Don't tell me... you're actually pregnant this time?"

        

        "Oh, come on!!!"

        

        I was exasperated that such thoughts were all she had. Shouting released my tension, making me feel lighter.

        

        "I... contacted you because I missed you..."

        

        I never knew saying "I miss you" could be so difficult. I was too embarrassed to look at Dorothy, so I lowered my head.

        

        She would probably dismiss my sincerity with strange remarks, asking what drug I took or accusing me of lying. But I was fine even if she took it as a joke. What mattered was expressing it. Living with Joshua and going through recent events had made me think of Dorothy often, and I wanted to talk with her.

        

        "Hello? I'd appreciate if you said something..."

        

        I was dying of embarrassment. Any response would help break the awkward atmosphere.

        

        Slowly raising my head, I saw tears welling in Dorothy's eyes—eyes I thought had dried up centuries ago.

        

        "A-Anyway! I'm about to travel to Veneschia, so I won't be able to contact you for a while! I'll call again later, Mom!"

        

        I hastily delivered my message and ended the communication.

        

        Was saying "I miss you" that hurtful? I had gathered my courage to say it. Or was she moved by the unexpected words?

        

        Whatever the reason, Dorothy's tears were an unexpected outcome. I had expected her to blush or mock me, asking if I was going to die.

        

        Still, it wasn't a bad feeling.
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        After finishing the embarrassing conversation with Dorothy and calming my flushed face, I finally came out to the living room.

        

        The two seemed to have finished discussing how to get to Veneschia and were now chatting over tea.

        

        "Have you decided which route to take?"

        

        "Yes, Leo knows the local geography well, so we decided quickly."

        

        Joshua proudly held up a map to show me.

        

        There were several ways to get from home to Veneschia, but the path they had chosen prioritized safety at the cost of taking a longer route.

        

        "I thought about flying there, but that would attract too much attention. I think Leo's suggested path is better."

        

        "Once we get past the mountains, there's a trade route. If we're lucky, we might be able to hitch a ride with a merchant caravan heading to Veneschia."

        

        Leo had apparently concluded that walking all the way to Veneschia would be too difficult and offered a reasonable solution. But as Joshua mentioned, it would still attract attention. Despite being known as a fool, ruffian, idiot, and coward, Leo was still a prince, and using a route near the Holy Kingdom's border would undoubtedly draw unwanted attention. Getting involved with the Holy Kingdom would surely lead to troublesome situations.

        

        "Leo's suggested path isn't bad, but it leads to trade routes between the Verdi Kingdom and the Holy Kingdom. If you encounter someone who recognizes you, it will definitely cause problems. Are you okay with that?"

        

        "Well, that's..."

        

        "Right? If you get dragged to the Holy Kingdom, I'll abandon you and leave."

        

        Leo trailed off, apparently not having considered that possibility.

        

        "What do you think, Mom?"

        

        "I'm obviously going to use teleport, aren't I?"

        

        No matter what answer they came up with, the correct solution had been decided from the beginning.

        Without a carriage, it would take us considerable time to reach Veneschia.

        Using teleportation would be better than flying.

        

        Joshua puffed out his cheeks, seemingly realizing that all the time spent worrying and discussing with Leo had been wasted.

        

        "You were planning to use teleport from the beginning, weren't you?"

        

        "Of course. How long did you think it would take otherwise? I'm too delicate, sensitive, and fragile to spend a month sleeping outdoors."

        

        Neither Joshua nor Leo seemed to believe me, so I cleared my throat a couple of times and continued.

        

        "But wasn't it fun discussing it together? Now even if you get lost, you'll know how to get back home."

        

        I had intended to teleport to the Laplace mansion in Veneschia, but Joshua, apparently wanting to enjoy the journey, refused to cheer up. Leo, having suffered during his quest to find the Heresy Inquisitor, had immediately brightened at the mention of teleportation.

        

        I gave Leo a look suggesting he should try to comfort Joshua, but he irritatingly avoided my gaze.

        Is that how you're going to be?

        

        "If we don't hurry, the festival will be over. Is that okay? I don't mind either way."

        

        "Festival?"

        

        Joshua's eyes sparkled at the mention of a festival.

        Every year as harvest time approached, Veneschia held a harvest festival. I had helped make the first festival a success, and if the tradition had continued, they would be busy preparing for it around this time.

        Even though the town had prospered around the Adventurer's Guild, agriculture remained an essential component of any community.

        

        "Yes. You could wear a beautiful dress and dance. Not just nobles, but anyone who contributes to the festival can receive an invitation from the Laplace family. Perhaps a handsome prince from the Verdi Kingdom might appear and ask Joshua to dance?"

        

        "Let's go right now!"

      

      
        

        This child really can't resist the mention of princes.

        Either unaware of or ignoring Leo's sour expression, Joshua eagerly grabbed my hand. I carefully detached myself.

        

        I needed to convey some important information before we left.

        

        "There's something important to remember before we go. Both of you listen carefully."

        

        Our relationships would seem suspicious to ordinary people.

        Joshua and I don't look like mother and daughter, and there's also the issue of Leo calling me "Witch."

        

        "Until we return home, Joshua, don't call me 'Mom,' call me 'Big Sister' instead. People might misunderstand otherwise. Leo, call me 'Lady Estel,' not 'Witch.' If you call me 'Witch,' you know what could happen... And my profession will be 'mage,' Joshua is a mage's apprentice, and Leo... let's say you're a guard knight or something."

        

        They both nodded.

        

        Well then. Now that we were prepared, I immediately formed a teleportation magic circle.

        I had intended to teleport directly to the Laplace family mansion, but I changed my mind.

        

        Hehehe.

        I felt mischievous.

        

        ***

        

        "Leo, watch out!"

        

        A slime that lunged at Leo from behind was killed when tree roots burst from the ground and pierced its core, but there was an endless stream of slimes and goblins shooting arrows at any opening. For every goblin cut in half by Leo's sword, another quickly took its place.

        

        "Thank you! Witch, please do something!"

        

        "Yawn~ 'Witch,' you say? I told you to call me 'Lady Estel,' didn't I?"

        

        Leo shouted in frustration at me as I watched their battle from inside a magic circle, yawning, which hurt my ears.

        

        "Lady Estel, please help us!!"

        

        "I don't really like helping when people ask. Are you really asking someone as delicate, sensitive, and fragile as me?"

        

        There were only slimes and goblins, yet he was asking for help. Such a fuss over nothing.

        Despite his pleas for help, he was doing quite well, eliminating enemies one by one without injury with Joshua's assistance.

        

        "Don't worry about the arrows!"

        

        Joshua's judgment was excellent, using tree roots to block arrows flying toward Leo while casting illusions on the goblin archers to make them shoot each other. Leo's vanguard abilities were also impressive, not allowing a single monster to approach Joshua.

        

        Even in this sudden situation, their teamwork was better than expected, showing satisfactory results from my teaching perspective.

        

        I blew off the head of a goblin that was trying to sneak up from behind, while appreciating their coordination.

        

        "Sorry, sorry. Who knew we'd end up in a place like this?"

        

        "You're lying!"

        

        Of course I was lying.

        

        The battle ended as Leo cut down a goblin trying to escape after the illusion wore off.

        

        I had simply remembered the beginner dungeon near Veneschia from playing Aria Chronicle. It was popular as a low-level hunting ground because it was filled with slimes and goblins, making it perfect for their first battle.

        

        However, I hadn't expected that we'd teleport right into the middle of a monster group.

        

      

      
        "Are you hurt anywhere?"

        

        "Thanks to Joshua's protection, I don't have a single scratch."

        

        Joshua checked Leo's body for injuries, touching him here and there.

        Ignoring Leo's blushing face, Joshua only sighed in relief after confirming there were no wounds.

        

        "Big Sister, what if someone had gotten hurt?!"

        

        Even when angry, she remembered to call me "Big Sister."

        It was only recently that she started calling me "Mom," which made my heart flutter whenever I heard it, but "Big Sister" gave me a different kind of flutter.

        

        "Joshua, even your big sister makes mistakes sometimes. But everyone's safe, so it's fine, right?"

        

        It's true that I played this prank partly to get back at Leo for not helping me with Joshua earlier, but I also wanted to see how well they worked together in a low-level hunting ground, so I made up an excuse.

        If I told the truth, Joshua would surely lecture me about whether this was really necessary. I was just giving them a vivid lesson that battles can happen anywhere, anytime.

        

        "If it had been dangerous, I would have stepped in. I did this because I trusted you both."

        

        "Still, I'd appreciate some warning next time."

        

        Leo grumbled, and Joshua nodded in agreement.

        They both seemed to think I had deliberately dropped them here.

        

        "Calm down. It's only about a day's journey from here to Veneschia. Is this everyone's first dungeon? Should we explore it while we're here?"

        

        They didn't seem particularly enthusiastic about this unplanned dungeon exploration.

        In that case, I needed to motivate them.

        Since this was their first dungeon, deceiving them would be all too easy.

        

        "Dungeons don't prevent people from entering, but to exit, you must defeat the dungeon master."

        

        "The dungeon master?"

        

        Veneschia's beginner dungeon.

        The master was just one old troll.

        Perhaps due to its age, its attack patterns were simple. Just dodging its charge attacks would cause it to lose health on its own, and after dodging three times, it would be stunned and easy to capture. Unlike other bosses in higher-difficulty dungeons that leap out of their rooms, this one just slept in its chamber—a newbie-friendly boss designed to teach the concept of attack patterns.

        

        That was the case 200 years later in the original story, anyway.

        

        THUMP— THUMP— THUMP—

        

        As if on cue, the dungeon began to shake.

        

        "That sound..."

        

        A heavy sound echoed from the deep darkness of the dungeon.

        Leo's voice beside me sounded small.

        

        "GRAAAAH!!"

        

        A young troll burst through the darkness and charged at us.

        

        Starting with a charge attack? Usually, one would save their finishing move for last, but there's no need for courtesy toward dungeon intruders—that's what its roar seemed to say.

        

        "Danger!"

        

        Leo managed to grab Joshua and narrowly dodge the charge path, but the attack, having lost its target, was now heading straight for me as I watched from a short distance away.
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        Despite not being fully grown, it had a massive body over 2 meters tall. From the green goblin skin around its mouth—likely from just having eaten one—to its reproductive organ dangling carelessly between its legs... I felt dizzy thinking that if Joshua had seen this, he would have said, "So trolls have three legs!"

        

        Trolls have a habit of breaking their prey's bones to prevent escape before devouring them, so this one showed no sign of slowing down as it tried to pulverize me.

        

        I considered eliminating it immediately—I'm not kind enough to spare something that attacks first—but if it died now, all my teasing would be for nothing.

        

        Besides, I was curious about the mana stone embedded in its forehead, glowing brilliantly. I'd already tasted the power of an orc with a mana stone. I wondered how strong a troll would be, and with mana stone-embedded monsters likely to increase in the future, it would be good to check if Leo and Joshua could handle them.

        

        "Not this way, that way."

        

        "Gruh?"

        

        Carefully, to avoid breaking its neck, I charged my palm with mana and slapped its cheek just as it lunged, sending it flying in a perfect arc toward Leo's position.

        

        Did I hit it unnecessarily? I could have just expelled mana to blow it away.

        Feeling disgusted by the troll's touch lingering on my palm, I shook my hand.

        

        THUD—

        

        "Looks like this is the dungeon master~"

        

        How long was he planning to hold Joshua? The troll's arrival snapped the two out of their frozen stare.

        

        The creature that had been sent flying in a cloud of dust showed no signs of getting up, perhaps from having its brain rattled.

        

        "We need to be careful—it could get up again at any moment."

        

        Like in other fantasy genres, trolls in Aria Chronicle possessed high regenerative abilities, so unless they were completely dead, it was better to stay vigilant or attack from a distance. Especially in the current situation where its stomach was still moving slightly despite appearing dead. It was clearly planning to wait for its enemies to lower their guard before approaching and subduing them in one go.

        

        Joshua, having read "Estel Encyclopedia - Monster Edition" cover to cover, seemed to know about trolls' cunning habits. He stopped Leo from delivering a finishing blow and instead increased the distance between them.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to finish it while it's unconscious?"

        

        "No. Trolls often play dead when fighting humans to make them lower their guard."

        

        If Leo had been alone, he would have been caught by the troll and thrown far away.

        

        Tree roots emerged from all directions, wrapping around the troll's body. If it wouldn't move, we might as well bind it completely.

        

        By the time the troll sensed something was wrong and opened its eyes, its entire body except for the neck was wrapped in tree roots. No matter how strong it had become with the mana stone, it was useless when completely bound.

        

        "GROOAAAR!"

        

        The more it struggled, the more tightly Joshua's bindings wrapped around it, layer after layer—the troll's strength was no match.

        

        "Leo, now!"

        

        Leo rushed forward with his sword.

        

        Even with a troll's good recovery ability, it couldn't recover from a severed head—not a bad judgment.

        

        Just as he leaped up to cut the troll's neck—

        

        "WOOAARGH!"

        

        Another troll burst from the darkness, instantly pouncing on Leo.

        

        "Kugh!"

      

      
        

        Similar in size but with a protruding belly as if pregnant, this troll quickly rose and tried to rescue the captured one.

        Though the tree roots tried to grab it, they couldn't withstand the troll's fierce resistance.

        

        The female troll also had a mana stone embedded in her head, and unlike the male, her bloodshot eyes gleamed fiercely.

        

        The situation suddenly became 2 vs 2.

        Leo looked at me watching from a distance beyond the trolls. He seemed to be hoping for help with this unexpected situation, but if I helped with something this trivial, he'd spend his life expecting assistance—not happening.

        

        I acknowledge they're stronger than normal trolls, but in an era where mana stone-embedded monsters will become more common, two trolls make for suitable practice opponents. Besides, no stronger monsters inhabit this dungeon anyway.

        

        Rather than relying on me, he should be thinking about how to overcome the situation like Joshua is.

        

        SOLVE IT YOURSELF.

        

        I silently mouthed my intentions, and he resigned himself to focusing on the trolls.

        Leo needed to have more faith in his abilities. It's true he's still lacking as a warrior, a swordsman, and as someone's knight, but...

        His body tempered by medicine, the blessing in his eyes, and Joshua preparing magic while trusting him.

        

        All these things would become Leo's strength.

        

        Leo's eyes turned golden.

        

        "Joshua, please watch my back."

        

        "If you don't aim for vital points, they'll recover quickly."

        

        Leo readjusted his grip on his sword and charged at the trolls.

        He approached the troll at a speed much faster than I'd seen during our last sparring match. Since Leo couldn't use aura and wouldn't be able to cut through a troll just by swinging his sword, he followed Joshua's advice and used protruding tree roots as a foothold to gain momentum to target vital points.

        

        His body soared high again, aiming for the female troll's neck.

        

        "GROOAAAR!"

        

        "!!!!!"

        

        Leo's attack was fast, but his sword path was predictable.

        The male troll lunged similarly and caught Leo's attack with its hand. Leo tried to quickly retrieve his sword, but the troll gripped it firmly, refusing to let go.

        

        It seemed desperate, knowing that if it released the sword now, the female troll would be the next target.

        The female troll, apparently exhausted from throwing herself to block Leo, was too tired to either fight or flee.

        

        If she wasn't pregnant as I first thought, there would be no reason for the male to protect her so desperately.

        

        A male troll stopping intruders from harming his newlywed home.

        

        ...How romantic?

        

        A swarm of butterflies appeared to distract the troll while Leo retrieved his sword and created distance. Once again, tree roots tried to bind the troll from below, but it wouldn't fall for the same trick twice, breaking free with brute force and glaring at Joshua.

        

        By now, it had figured out who its most troublesome enemy was.

        

        In gaming terms, the aggro had shifted.

        

        "Joshua, danger!"

        

        Leo tried to block the charge, but he was no match for the red-eyed charging troll and was pushed aside by a swinging arm.

        

      

      
        Despite being moments away from collision with the troll, Joshua's expression remained calm. His staff emitted a blue light, assisting with magic. Having never seen him use a proper attack spell before, I was curious what he would cast.

        

        The distance closed instantly.

        

        Joshua's spell was about to activate, but he had to cancel it abruptly.

        

        Someone who had rushed in from the dungeon's upper entrance deflected the troll's charge with a large greatsword.

        

        "This place is dangerous! Are you hurt?!"

        

        Similar in build to Joshua, but from the voice, a boy who hadn't yet hit puberty.

        

        Despite his small frame, he effortlessly lifted the greatsword and assumed a defensive stance, preparing for the next charge. He seemed experienced in dealing with trolls.

        

        An adventurer operating in Veneschia. Clearly one of the top five in skill level.

        

        Normally, dungeons only accept quests from parties of five or more, but some high-ranking adventurers are exceptionally allowed to act alone. Even so, adventurers who work solo are rare. His single action made it understandable why—though he had deflected the impact, there wasn't even a tremor in his body or a break in his breathing.

        

        Additionally, the large and small scars visible on his body revealed the boy's hardships at a glance.

        

        "Recently, monster aggression has increased, so dungeon entry should be prohibited. How did you get in here?"

        

        "Well, that..."

        

        While Joshua hesitated, unable to mention teleportation, the boy continued speaking.

        

        "You realize you almost died just now, right? Even a grown man can die from a troll's charge if he's not careful—didn't you know that?"

        

        Joshua was also an expert when it came to theory.

        

        "I know that too."

        

        "And someone who knows enters a dungeon alone?"

        

        The boy seemed unable to see me and Leo, as he continued to press Joshua.

        

        "Grooaar..."

        

        "Anyway, let's get out of here before the troll regains its senses."

        

        As the troll, recovering from the impact with the wall, shook its head and tried to stand, the boy urgently grabbed Joshua's hand and hurried him along.

        

        Oh, this is trouble.

        Judging by Leo's expression as he watched from the side... Joshua's face was turning increasingly red.

        

        "HIIIEEE!!!!"

        

        "Eh?"

        

        The boy who had easily deflected the troll's attack was hit by tree roots sprouting from the floor, forcing him to let go of Joshua's hand.

        In less than two seconds, he was tightly bound like a cocoon and knocked unconscious. My education efforts were paying off.

        

        We needed to come up with a plausible explanation before the boy woke up.

        

        Also, we couldn't leave an unconscious person behind to hunt trolls. Perhaps it would be good to show mercy to the trolls who had demonstrated such pure love.

        

        I'd have to save the pleasure of watching Joshua's magic for another opportunity, though the current situation wasn't entirely bad.
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        After using teleport to escape the dungeon, I moved to the entrance located halfway up the mountain.

        

        "Joshua, Leo, can you see it? That's Veneschia."

        

        "Wow..."

        

        The distant view of Veneschia was even more prosperous and vibrant than when I had helped rebuild the city with the Laplace family. The procession of merchants entering Veneschia and adventurer parties heading out of the city gave a small glimpse of the city's bustling atmosphere.

        

        Leo, having lived in the royal palace, didn't seem particularly impressed by the city view, but Joshua, seeing a city for the first time, was completely mesmerized by Veneschia's scenery, letting out constant exclamations of wonder.

        

        The farmlands, not yet fully harvested, created waves of yellow that rippled in the wind.

        Since the festival could only begin after the harvest was complete, if we had moved as Joshua and Leo suggested, we would have arrived only after the Harvest Festival had passed.

        

        "The troll won't chase us, right?"

        

        "Don't worry. She's pregnant, so rather than pursuing us, she'll return to her den to rest."

        

        I reassured Joshua, patting his head to ease his concerns.

        If there was anything to worry about, it would be the adventurer who had fainted from Joshua's strike, not the troll.

        

        Our purpose in coming to Veneschia was for travel and training, not to pick fights. Still, I didn't intend to blame Joshua. You reap what you sow... it was essentially no different from me knocking someone out. When Joshua truly finds someone he likes, I'll tell him the truth then. Until then, the men who will faint from holding Joshua's hand, well...

        

        For now, I just needed to convince the adventurer who was pretending to be unconscious like the troll while assessing the situation.

        

        If I didn't clear up the misunderstanding, it would obviously become troublesome in many ways. I was tempted to just kill him, but I was reluctant to kill someone in front of Joshua. Judging by his skills against the troll, if I could persuade him properly, he might make a decent teacher for Leo.

        

        "If you don't wake up soon, I'm going to leave you behind. One sleepyhead is enough for us."

        

        As if he had never fainted, he opened his eyes wide and got up in the blink of an eye, grabbing his greatsword.

        Given that he attacked us when we tried to help him, his wariness wasn't unreasonable.

        

        "Who are you people? What was that attack earlier? You'll need to explain everything—why you were in the dungeon, all of it. Otherwise..."

        

        "Otherwise what?"

        

        "I'll have to draw blood until you feel like talking."

        

        The adventurer's eyes turned fierce. He took a stance as if ready to charge at any moment. Despite us being three people, he exuded confidence that he could win. Considering his small frame compared to Joshua, yet wielding that greatsword with such ease... he was no ordinary human.

        

        A hero, perhaps?

        He might be one of the heroes who wrote the narrative that became the background for the Aria Chronicle before the original work. Or like Leo, he might be receiving help from someone to exert above-average strength. Perhaps... he might even be a creation of my friend living in Veneschia.

        

        Leo drew his sword to protect Joshua, but I raised my hand to stop him and walked toward the adventurer.

        I didn't forget to give him a wink, signaling to leave this to me.

        

        "We have no intention of shedding blood with you. We came to explore the dungeon at the request of Marquis Laplace."

        

        "The Marquis...? You're not impersonating the Marquis, are you? He would have already entrusted the dungeon exploration to the Adventurers' Guild."

        

      

      
        The Laplace Marquis I knew would have died of old age by now, so his son must have inherited the title. Considering I saw him as a newborn, he would now be over 60 years old—the thought filled me with nostalgia. For an adventurer to bring up the crime of impersonating nobility... it seemed the Laplace Marquis commanded considerable trust.

        

        "This should prove I'm genuine, right? Besides, reaching out to the Adventurers' Guild... it seems he doesn't trust me much."

        

        I took out the Laplace family crest I had received as thanks for helping build Veneschia from my inventory and showed it to him.

        A unique crest with three gears turning inside a large star.

        The idea that each gear symbolized past, present, and future was perhaps too deep a setting, but it was undeniably a crest worthy of the name Laplace.

        

        "That is indeed the Marquis's crest... but that still doesn't explain why you attacked me."

        

        He still wasn't ready to drop his suspicions.

        If I revealed the real reason here, Joshua might realize that the sex education I gave him was a lie.

        

        "I'm a mage. And that child is my disciple. As for why I attacked you... could I borrow your ear for a moment? I don't intend to do anything suspicious, so please lower your sword for a bit. If you notice anything strange, feel free to attack."

        

        Raising both hands to show I had no intention of attacking, I approached the adventurer and whispered quietly so that Leo and Joshua couldn't hear.

        

        "The truth is, mages can get pregnant just by holding hands for three seconds. That's why we don't allow anyone but our husbands to hold our hands. You wouldn't want to suddenly become a father, would you?"

        

        "I-I... I already have someone I like! I don't want to suddenly become a father! And I won't fall for such lies!"

        

        The adventurer's face turned red at the mention of pregnancy. He seemed about the same age as Joshua, and perhaps not used to adult conversations, he backed away from me and burst out in anger.

        

        "You think it's a lie? Want to try touching my hand then?"

        

        I waved my hand gently, extending it for him to hold easily.

        

        Mages are rare creatures. There's no way for him to know if what I'm saying is true or false.

        Mages won't appear in the world until 200 years later when the Demon King's invasion begins in earnest.

        An ordinary adventurer has no way of knowing about a mage's physiology.

        

        "I won't blame you if you get me pregnant. Want to interlock fingers too?"

        

        *Gulp*—

        

        As I spread my fingers to make it easier to interlock them, the sound of him swallowing nervously was particularly loud.

        I barely managed to hold back my laughter at his fresh reaction, just like when I taught Joshua that bogus sex education.

        

        "What's wrong? Men like this sort of thing, don't they? Making babies."

        

        "I believe you! I'll believe you, so please put away those lewd hands!"

        

        Lewd hands, really? Where could you find hands as delicate and pretty as mine?

        

        Unable to endure any longer, he covered his face with both hands. I patted the collapsed boy's back, making him flinch.

        

        "So you believe me? We're just here to explore the dungeon at Marquis Laplace's request."

        

        "I believe you. I really do..."

      

      
        

        "Then you should properly apologize to that child over there. Say, 'I'm sorry for grabbing your hand without permission.'"

        

        After confirming his nod, I approached the two who were waiting and flashed them a victory sign.

        

        If he had actually held my hand, I would have pretended to be pregnant by filling my clothes with mana to look like an expectant mother.

        

        "Lady Estel, what exactly happened?"

        

        "It's a woman's secret. Curious?"

        

        I hummed a tune, dismissing Leo's question with a declaration of secrecy.

        Even if he was curious because he couldn't hear our conversation, the content wouldn't have been of much help to Leo anyway.

        

        The adventurer, having regained his composure, slung his greatsword over his back and trudged over.

        

        "I'm sorry for grabbing your hand earlier. I almost committed a great disrespect to the mage. Can you forgive me?"

        

        As he bowed at a 90-degree angle in apology, Joshua looked bewildered, glancing back and forth between me and the adventurer.

        Why was he so uncomfortable? He could just accept the apology like he did with Leo.

        

        "I should be the one apologizing for suddenly using magic. Are you hurt anywhere?"

        

        "I pride myself on having the sturdiest body in Veneschia, so I'm not particularly injured. My name is Nix, and I work as an adventurer in Veneschia. If it's alright, may I ask for your name, mage?"

        

        "I'm Joshua."

        

        Looking at Leo, I noticed he was frowning as if something displeased him.

        

        "Oh right, I hope I didn't interfere with the Marquis's request by getting in the way."

        

        "Someone did interrupt in the middle, but we've completed our check, so don't worry about it."

        

        The adventurer who introduced himself as Nix awkwardly smiled and scratched the back of his head.

        

        "Then, are you heading straight to Veneschia? As an apology for earlier, please allow me to escort you safely to Veneschia. Please let me do this!"

        

        As he bowed at a 90-degree angle again with his request, Joshua and Leo's gazes turned to me.

        They wanted me to decide what to do.

        

        Originally, I had planned to part ways and teleport there, but... it didn't seem like a bad idea to go slowly while listening to Nix's adventure stories. Entertainment was scarce in this era, so it might be a good experience for Joshua and Leo.

        

        "If you tell us your adventure stories on the way to Veneschia, I might forgive your rudeness from earlier."

        

        "If I can earn your forgiveness with my adventure stories, that's fine by me! Let's get going then! If we delay, the sun will set."

        

        Nix took the lead, urging us to hurry.

        Judging by his personality, the journey to Veneschia wouldn't be boring.

        I patted the backs of Joshua, whose eyes lit up at the mention of adventure stories, and Leo, who still seemed displeased, as we headed toward Veneschia.
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        After finishing a brief introduction with Nix, I shared my adventure stories as promised.

        

        "That time, I barely escaped by stabbing my greatsword into the golem's core. If I had been just a little later, my companion would have died."

        

        Nix's adventure stories, which continued throughout our journey to Veneschia, became a great source of interest for us.

        

        Starting with tales of his first dungeon conquest with companions—since he hadn't always adventured alone—to stories of subjugating wyverns and drakes, and exploring newly discovered dungeons, his narratives kept listeners on edge. Even Leo, who had initially regarded Nix with indifference, was now absorbed in the stories. Currently, everyone's attention was focused on Nix.

        

        "That's amazing! To defeat a golem in such a critical moment."

        

        "Not really. I was the one who awakened the golem in the first place. If I hadn't acted so rashly, my companion wouldn't have been in danger."

        

        "No, that's not true. No one can predict what will happen in a dungeon."

        

        I slowed my pace slightly to admire the three of them walking side by side, engaged in pleasant conversation—they looked good together.

        

        High-ranking adventurers are typically prideful and often look down on others, which is why they frequently appeared in the early parts of Aria Chronicle as expendable characters demonstrating the villain's strength. I had thought Nix would be that type of adventurer.

        

        But as he told his adventure stories, he concluded with reflections on his shortcomings rather than boasting, making his tales much more pleasant to listen to than cheap, self-aggrandizing adventures. Through his stories, I could understand what kind of adventurer Nix was.

        

        "What happened after you defeated the golem?"

        

        Joshua, curious about the rest of the story, urged Nix to continue.

        

        "I defeated the golem, but... my party's injuries were too severe to continue exploring. If I had been more careful in checking ahead, we wouldn't have triggered the trap that awakened the golem. It was all due to my inadequacy."

        

        Nix blamed himself, but it wasn't really a trap—it was a mechanism where the golem activates to repel intruders when they reach the boss room entrance.

        

        The boss room in the ancient ruins dungeon at the northern entrance requires defeating the guardian golem and obtaining the key inside its core to enter. Defeating the golem was essential if they wanted to proceed further.

        

        If Nix had explored the dungeon alone, he probably would have easily defeated the golem and entered the boss room.

        

        "I lack experience and have many shortcomings as a leader, which is why I work alone now."

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to join another party? When you work alone, unexpected situations..."

        

        "Stella-rank adventurers can manage fine on their own. I only take on jobs I can handle by myself."

        

        When adventuring alone, one can't take turns keeping watch during long-distance quests, and when entering dungeons, one must remain constantly vigilant against surprise attacks and traps... it's nearly impossible for an ordinary human.

        

        The confidence to explore dungeons alone—it's not for nothing that Stella ranks at the top of adventurer grades. His eyes revealed a subtle self-assurance.

        

        "Are there many adventurers as strong as you in Veneschia?"

        

      

      
        "Hmm... I've heard there are three Stella-rank adventurers including myself. I haven't met the other two, so I'm not sure. I heard they prefer long-term quests with good pay. If you look around the city, I'm sure you'll find people stronger than me."

        

        There might be just one person stronger than Nix in Veneschia, but I didn't bother mentioning it.

        

        "Come to think of it, Sister Estel, you mentioned having a friend living in Veneschia."

        

        What are you talking about, Joshua?

        

        "Who are they? Since I'm a Veneschia native, I might be able to help you find your friend. If you tell me their name or appearance, I can find them quickly. Your friend must be an extraordinary person, right, Miss Magician?"

        

        Joshua and Nix turned their sparkling eyes toward me. Leo, also curious, followed suit.

        

        I didn't really need help finding my friend—I could easily follow the witch's residual aura—but seeing their eager expressions, I couldn't bring myself to refuse their assistance.

        

        I had planned to keep it a secret until we met directly, but I hadn't expected Joshua to be so curious about my friend.

        

        "She's a friend who always keeps her eyes closed. She's about 170cm tall, quite tall for a woman. What's unique is that her hair looks black on the outside, but inside it's like honeydew melon... how should I put it? If you're not sure, think of it as light green."

        

        A classic squinty-eyed character with a slender, model-like figure.

        She had black shoulder-length hair with light green underneath. I recalled my friend's impressive secret two-tone appearance.

        

        "Her name is Beryl... do you know her?"

        

        "Hmm... I'm not sure..."

        

        Beryl was a homebody who hated going out. Even when she did venture outside, she wore her robe pulled low and used perception-inhibiting magic, so it made sense that Nix, a Veneschia native, might not know her.

        

        Beryl, who appeared as a popular supporting character in Aria Chronicle and later became a playable character, was a witch with a dramatic gap between her appearance with eyes closed versus open. Normally, she gave off the impression of a quiet, gloomy neighbor girl with her hood pulled up, but the moment she opened her eyes, she transformed into someone who could appear in a gangster film. The problem was that she rarely opened her eyes unless she needed to use her magical eyes. Still, Beryl with her eyes closed wasn't bad either.

        

        I hope she hasn't moved away?

        Since I came without notice, I couldn't ask if she was still in Veneschia.

        

        "If you have trouble finding her, please visit the Adventurers' Guild. We also help find people."

        

        "Sure. If I really can't find her, I'll come by."

        

        Though I wouldn't need to visit the guild to find Beryl.

        

        "Do you know when this year's Harvest Festival starts? One reason I came to Veneschia was to see the festival."

        

        I asked, noticing farmlands that hadn't yet been harvested despite the approaching festival season.

        

        "Recently, monsters have become more aggressive and frequently attack the city. Some farmers have died during harvest due to monster attacks, so the Marquis has ordered a pause in harvesting until the monster wave subsides. I've been helping with monster subjugation, and after hearing rumors that these ferocious monsters might have escaped from dungeons, I accepted a dungeon exploration quest."

        

      

      
        Monsters affected by magic stones attacking even a city—if a large city like Veneschia felt threatened, the situation in smaller farming villages was predictable.

        Although more than 200 years remained before the Demon King's advent, the signs pointing toward the original story were approaching faster than expected.

        

        "Some people in the city are worried we might not be able to hold the Harvest Festival at this rate. The Adventurers' Guild has already sent messages to recall the remaining Stella-rank adventurer parties to Veneschia."

        

        "What?! Then... the ball with the handsome prince..."

        

        I shouldn't have let her read fairy tales as a child. Leo and I sighed deeply at the same time.

        Veneschia had a large floating population, and the crops from the farmlands were barely enough to survive the winter, which explained Nix's gloomy expression.

        

        "Miss Estel and Joshua are magicians, right? Would it be alright if I requested a quest on behalf of Veneschia?"

        

        Nix asked us with a serious expression.

        I didn't particularly care about Veneschia's winter provisions, but if Joshua couldn't enjoy the festival, 30% of our reason for coming to Veneschia would be meaningless. However, I couldn't hastily accept a quest in Nix's name. After all, we were ostensibly in Veneschia at Marquis Laplace's request.

        

        "I'll discuss that with Marquis Laplace before deciding. Moving magicians requires considerable power. Even a Stella-rank adventurer probably doesn't have enough money to hire two magicians, right? We'd like to enjoy the festival too, so don't worry."

        

        "I'll definitely ask for your help!"

        

        Nix bowed deeply at a 90-degree angle again.

        

        "In return, I have a separate request for you. I'd like you not to accept any other quests until the festival ends."

        

        "You want me not to accept quests...?"

        

        After hearing his adventure stories, I was convinced that Nix would be a great help for Leo's training.

        Working alone means having to consider many factors, and if he could explore dungeons by himself, he would be very helpful to Leo.

        

        Although their weapons differed slightly, Leo wouldn't mind having a top-ranked adventurer as his mentor.

        

        "I plan to make a specific request for you. Look forward to it until then. If you accept another request before that... you know?"

        

        I reached toward Nix and waved my hand playfully, causing him to blush.

        

        "I'm a Stella-rank adventurer, you know? I'm quite expensive—can you afford it?"

        

        Designated requests incur additional costs. Moreover, Nix is the highest-ranked adventurer, so silver coins wouldn't be enough, but I had plenty of money in my portable inventory.

        

        "If you don't have money, would something else work?"

        

        "Of course not!"

        

        Nix's reaction made me laugh.

        It was amusing to see a different reaction from when I teased Joshua or Leo.
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        The sunset beautifully painted the plains of Veneschia. Taking our time chatting as we traveled meant the line of merchants and adventurers waiting to enter Veneschia had grown quite long.

        

        If we waited our turn, night would fall, and finding lodging would become difficult. I noticed some people bypassing the line to speak directly with the guards, but unless they were injured, they were strictly denied entry, forcing everyone to wait in line. As Nix had mentioned, there were more injured adventurers returning than expected.

        

        Nix had already gone ahead to report a quest to the Adventurer's Guild, so we couldn't use his Stella-rank adventurer status to our advantage.

        

        Joshua and Leo sighed as they looked at the line, uncertain when their turn would come. Even if they did wait, they might not be allowed in without proper identification.

        

        I considered using teleport but decided to humor the Marquis. His son might not be as friendly toward me, and I wasn't sure if he would honor his father's words.

        

        But... that didn't mean I was going to wait in line.

        

        "We're going straight in. Follow me closely."

        

        I headed directly toward the guards without lining up, with Joshua and Leo cautiously following behind.

        

        "Unless it's urgent business, please wait in line. If it's truly urgent, show us some sincerity."

        

        The guard, apparently experienced in his role, calmly demanded a bribe while blocking our path, reciting lines that sounded like something an NPC would say.

        

        "I'm here on business with Marquis LaPlace. As for sincerity... how about this emblem?"

        

        I showed the LaPlace family emblem as my form of sincerity.

        

        "Please wait a moment!"

        

        The LaPlace family emblem proved more helpful in Veneschia than I expected. Just like with Nix's situation, showing the emblem sent the guard running straight to the checkpoint, apparently unable to handle the matter himself. I couldn't help but laugh at the scene—it felt like something straight out of a typical fantasy novel, and being the protagonist of such a moment felt rather strange.

        

        Soon, a figure who appeared to be the guard captain arrived with a soldier.

        He seemed quite aged, with deep wrinkles on his face and white hair, but his armor couldn't hide his muscular build, and he was slightly larger than Leo.

        

        "I heard you're a guest of the Marquis. You possess the LaPlace family emblem?"

        

        "That's right. I have rather important business, and I'd like to enter before sunset. It would be inconsiderate to arrive too late, wouldn't it?"

        

        "Hmm," the guard captain examined the emblem with concern while stroking his rough beard.

        

        "I can see this emblem is genuine... but we haven't received any notice about guests coming to see the Marquis. Are you truly a guest? Your answer may determine whether you're detained."

        

        Maybe I should have just paid the bribe earlier.

        I sighed at the guard captain's strict scrutiny.

        Fifty years ago, the Marquis himself would have rushed out to welcome me.

        

        Though reluctant, I had no choice but to use the nickname the Marquis LaPlace used for me.

        

        "Tell the Marquis that the Devil of LaPlace has returned... would you?"

        

        "The Devil of... LaPlace? J-just a moment, please!"

        

      

      
        "Sister, what's the Devil of LaPlace?"

        

        While the guard captain rushed off somewhere, Joshua couldn't contain her curiosity.

        

        The Devil of LaPlace.

        

        It was a nickname given to me about 60 years ago when Veneschia, the setting of the original story, was not yet established as a city. I had helped Marquis LaPlace by explaining various things based on my knowledge of the original story.

        

        The name also came from how I ruthlessly supported the establishment of Veneschia through violence and money without hesitation... and because I extracted quite a price for my help, he often compared me to a devil.

        

        Back then, he used it with a mix of awe and fear, so it sounded rather good... but now it had become an embarrassing nickname.

        

        "I helped Marquis LaPlace in the past. It's like a code phrase we used back then."

        

        It's fortunate the guard captain recognized "the Devil of LaPlace." If he hadn't, I would have been quietly detained under the accusation of being a devil. Devil of LaPlace, really. It's not like I knew the past, present, and future. I made a mental note to make the Marquis pay for creating such an embarrassing nickname if he was still alive.

        

        "Open the gates immediately!"

        

        As the evening sunset completely settled, the guard captain came running back and gave orders to his guards.

        The gates, which had only been opened enough to let carriages through, were now being fully opened with half the guards deployed, causing the rough sound of iron chains to echo loudly through the night air.

        

        When the gates fully opened, a magnificent sight unfolded with soldiers lined up from the edge of the gate.

        It seemed they had gathered every soldier in the marquis's domain, with the formation extending all the way to a carriage visible in the distance.

        

        "Welcome to Veneschia!"

        

        "Thank you."

        

        I waved to the guard captain who saluted respectfully as he let us through.

        

        "S-sister... is it okay for us to receive such a welcome?"

        

        "It's fine. Just trust your sister."

        

        I had expected a decent welcome, but even I didn't know it would be to this extent.

        Still, I was grateful to the Marquis for helping me save face in front of Joshua.

        When I mentioned going to Veneschia, Joshua's face had shown more worry and concern than excitement about going outside.

        

        Leo, being of royal descent, seemed accustomed to such scenes and wasn't surprised, but he looked at me with newfound respect.

        

        Ahem. I'm quite famous, you know.

        My shoulders rose involuntarily with pride.

        

        Following the line of soldiers, we found a figure who appeared to be a butler and an elderly man waiting for us.

        With his mismatched mustache and narrow eyes, red eyes gleaming in the moonlight...

        

        "Derick?"

        

        Derick de LaPlace. He was in his twenties 60 years ago, so he would be over 80 now if still alive. With the average lifespan not even reaching 60 these days, I didn't think Derick would still be alive... but this man looked remarkably similar to how I imagined Derick would look in old age.

      

      
        

        "I am his son, Eric de LaPlace. It's an honor that you still remember my father."

        

        "It's good to see you. It feels like just yesterday when I saw you as a newborn, and now you've grown so old. How is Derick?"

        

        "My father is fortunately still in good health. It's all thanks to your grace, Estel. We'll escort you to the mansion by carriage."

        

        So he's still alive. Well, if Derick had died, they probably wouldn't have welcomed me so warmly.

        

        "The carriage is so soft and comfortable!"

        

        Joshua, riding in a carriage for the first time, looked around excitedly with sparkling eyes.

        

        "Since childhood, I've heard many stories about you from my father. He said that without Estel's help, the LaPlace family could never have built Veneschia to rival the capital."

        

        All I did was warn them about a few things to be careful of and give them some medicine before I left...

        Veneschia was destined to be passed down through the LaPlace family even without my help. That's how it happened in the original story. I merely helped the process go smoothly.

        

        "I only helped a little. It was entirely LaPlace's strength that built Veneschia into a great city."

        

        Derick would stop at nothing for profit.

        "To think he would consider borrowing a witch's power." I recalled Derick kneeling before me, begging as if he had multiple lives to spare.

        

        "May I ask why you've visited Veneschia this time?"

        

        Eric cautiously asked while reading my expression.

        

        "Don't be so tense. I'm simply visiting for travel purposes."

        

        "Ha ha, I see. I suppose I'm too nervous. The thought of hosting our family's benefactor has me overthinking and committing discourtesies."

        

        Eric couldn't help but be nervous meeting me for the first time.

        Though I helped his family, I'm still a witch.

        The rumors about witches aren't pleasant, even from my perspective as a witch myself.

        Some witches eat people, slaughter livestock, cause crops to wither, or cast numerous curses.

        

        From Eric's standpoint, not knowing me well, my sudden appearance must be concerning.

        

        "I have no intention of causing trouble for the LaPlace family. I'm not the type whose mood swings wildly enough to curse a family I once helped. That is, as long as I receive appropriate treatment in return."

        

        "Then there's nothing to worry about. The LaPlace family welcomes you, Estel. We will do our utmost to ensure your visit is comfortable."

        

        As long as they don't provoke me, Eric has nothing to worry about. Understanding my meaning, Eric seemed relieved and took out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his forehead.

        

        The carriage stopped and the door opened, indicating we had arrived at the mansion.

        

        "Welcome to Veneschia. Once again, the LaPlace family welcomes Estel's visit. Please enjoy your stay."

        

        Eric, who had stepped out of the carriage, greeted me respectfully and guided us to the mansion.
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        "It's been a long time, Lady Estel."

        

        Upon arriving directly at the dining hall under Eric's guidance, I found members of the LaPlace family waiting.

        

        An elderly man immediately stood up when he saw me, greeting me with a warm smile.

        

        He looked not much different from Eric standing beside him, and I could tell he was Derick.

        

        He must be over 80 years old, yet he looked even healthier than his son. The potion I gave him was only meant to permanently boost vitality and increase resistance to disease. I never expected him to be this healthy.

        

        "What's this? If you were this well, why send your son to greet me instead of coming yourself?"

        

        "Hahaha. My son kept insisting on greeting you himself, so I had no choice. The Marquis is now my son, not me, so isn't it better to follow the head of the family? You must have traveled far, please have a seat."

        

        In the past, he would have apologized and bowed his head, but it seems his age hasn't been wasted as he smoothly evaded the conversation.

        

        I sighed, both relieved and exasperated that his way of deflecting blame hadn't changed at all.

        

        "How was my son? I gave him the opportunity for a private audience, but I hope he didn't cause you any trouble, Lady Estel?"

        

        "Father..."

        

        As the head of the family, he probably wanted to know the intentions of a witch who suddenly visited.

        

        Even if I'm considered a benefactor, one can never be too careful around a witch.

        

        However, if I had harbored ill intentions and attacked Eric, he would have perished instantly. I wonder if such boldness also comes from Derick.

        

        "I was worried you might have forgotten me, but I'm pleased by this generous welcome."

        

        "How could we possibly forget you, Lady Estel? The LaPlace family always welcomes your visit. I was planning to leave it as a testament for generations to come, even after my death."

        

        While the maids brought in food, Derick's words continued without pause.

        He proudly recounted stories from 60 years ago with such exaggeration that even I wondered if such things had actually happened.

        

        The LaPlace family members seemed tired of hearing these stories, pretending to be distracted as if saying "here he goes again," but Joshua and Leo were focused on the tales, their eyes shining.

        

        "And then, Lady Estel defeated the dragon in one strike...!"

        

        It wasn't a dragon but a wyvern.

        

        "...You brought blessed rain to the settlers who were struggling with water shortages."

        

        Blessed rain? It was just a lucky downpour, and I merely helped them find a nearby water vein.

        

        In Derick's stories, I was portrayed almost like a deity, so I didn't even feel like correcting him.

        I was curious to see how far his exaggerations would go, but there seemed to be no end to his stories.

        

        "Enough, enough. The food will get cold. I'm hungry after the long journey. How about we set aside old tales for now and celebrate our current meeting?"

        

        "Ahem. I got carried away with memories. Please, eat."

        

        Fearing he might soon claim I defeated the Demon Lord as well, I cut the conversation short, and Derick, returning from the past, encouraged everyone to eat.

        

        "Leo, there are too many forks and knives."

        

        "You should start with this fork and knife first."

        

        Joshua, unsure which utensils to use, carefully asked Leo for help.

        

        Come to think of it, while I taught Joshua magic, herbology, and alchemy, I never taught him etiquette... I couldn't help but watch as he awkwardly proceeded with Leo's guidance.

      

      
        

        "Like this?"

        

        "Yes, well done. It's fine if you're not skilled yet, just take your time..."

        

        Leo was careful not to touch Joshua's hands while still being attentive, which wasn't bad to see.

        

        "They look good together. Would you mind introducing your companions?"

        

        Derick carefully inquired, probably thinking that anyone traveling with me couldn't be ordinary.

        

        Having met after so long, I had delayed introducing them.

        Joshua and Leo put down their utensils and looked at me nervously as attention turned to them.

        

        "This is my daughter Joshua, and this is Leo, Joshua's knight protector."

        

        "Ah, hello! I'm Joshua!"

        

        "Thank you for your hospitality."

        

        Joshua stumbled over his words nervously, followed by Leo who calmly displayed noble etiquette as he greeted them.

        

        Joshua seemed confused that I introduced him as my daughter rather than my younger sibling, but I patted his head to reassure him.

        The LaPlace family knew I was a witch, so there was no need to maintain pretenses.

        Unless we were in Venetia, there was no reason to hide my identity in the Marquis's residence.

        

        "I introduced her as my daughter, but while in Venetia, we're posing as sisters. And outside, I'm a mage, not a witch. I'd rather avoid troublesome situations. Understand?"

        

        "Hmm... I see. I understand what you mean. We've been following what you told us before, so I hope you have a comfortable journey."

        

        Before leaving Venetia, I had instructed Derick:

        

        Avoid exchanges with the Holy Kingdom.

        Refuse visits from Inquisitors.

        Don't neglect the city's defenses against monster attacks.

        

        It was obvious that Inquisitors would cut down anyone in their path, whether foreign nobles or not, all in the name of their god.

        Considering how they massacred Garili Village after labeling them heretics... for the LaPlace family who had received help from a witch, Inquisitors were more dangerous than monsters.

        

        One reason many countries don't believe in the nameless god is because of the Inquisitors' ruthless actions.

        From Marquis LaPlace's perspective, there was even less reason to allow Inquisitors into the city.

        

        "How old are you, Lady Joshua?"

        

        "I'm fifteen."

        

        "Ho ho. Eric, isn't Emily also fifteen? They could become friends."

        

        Derick introduced the girl sitting across from Joshua with a kind smile.

        

        "Pardon my late introduction. I am Emily de LaPlace. I grew up hearing about Lady Estel from my grandfather. It's an honor to meet you."

        

        A girl with red hair identical to young Derick's, proving her LaPlace lineage, offered a shy greeting.

        

        "She started working at the Adventurer's Guild three years ago. Now the guild struggles when Emily isn't there."

        

        Eric, who had been quietly enjoying his meal, proudly boasted about his child.

        

        "Since we've met by fate, I hope we can maintain a good relationship."

        

        It would be nice if Joshua could make a friend while we're here.

      

      
        Emily's gaze seemed to make Joshua uncomfortable as he avoided eye contact, awkwardly picking up utensils and fidgeting with his food.

        It's probably his first time meeting someone of the same age and gender. It must feel strange.

        

        After the meal, when the maids who brought tea had left the room, I got to the main point.

        

        "I hear you're having trouble with the harvest?"

        

        "Haha. Has it already reached your ears, Lady Estel? It's embarrassing, but true."

        

        "I heard the basics from an adventurer named Nix. One of our purposes in coming to Venetia was to enjoy the Harvest Festival."

        

        Given the strength Nix displayed, he should have been able to defeat all monsters near Venetia, so I was curious why they still couldn't proceed with the harvest.

        

        Eric, who had taken over from the retired Derick, continued the explanation.

        

        "We know it's time for harvest. However, the farmlands are too vast to force the harvest while ensuring the farmers' safety. We can't risk farmers dying if we proceed carelessly."

        

        Considering even the farmers' lives? Other nobles wouldn't care whether farmers lived or died. This was a rare mindset in this era.

        

        "What about using Stella-rank adventurers for the harvest?"

        

        "We tried to proceed with Nix's help, but... the problem isn't monsters charging from the plains. They're underground."

        

        "Underground?"

        

        "Yes. Something is emerging from underground, causing farmers and adventurers to go missing. It's not that Nix can't handle them, but there are too many. Until other Stella-rank adventurers return, the harvest is essentially suspended."

        

        Underground?

        The only monsters that live underground are worm types. And those are usually found in desert terrain, not in Venetia.

        

        "This is the monster."

        

        The drawing Eric handed me showed a creature that looked like human intestines but with the movements of a giant worm, with sharp teeth... it was a Death Worm.

        

        "Have they appeared in the village?"

        

        "There have been no sightings in the village yet. They seem to appear more frequently deeper into the farmlands."

        

        It's fortunate they haven't been spotted in the village, but worm-type monsters locate prey through vibrations, so there's no telling when they might invade the village.

        However, disturbing the farmlands to catch the worms would make harvesting impossible, which would defeat the purpose.

        

        We needed someone who could handle mana with precision, not someone like me who relies on raw power.

        

        Actually, there's no need to worry about this.

        

        Only Joshua and I can handle mana, and Joshua happens to be skilled at precise and delicate mana control.

        

        Hehehe.

        

        I couldn't help but smile.

        

        Marquis Eric, you were so proud of your child earlier?

        

        "I'll solve this for you. I happen to have the perfect person for the job. My daughter is so capable. Sometimes I think she's even better than me."

        

        I hugged Joshua while giving Marquis Eric a knowing smile.

        

        "Whaaaat?!"

        

        Joshua let out a shriek of surprise, but I deliberately ignored it.

        Your daughter can't use magic, can she?
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        After dinner, Joshua and Leo were guided to their rooms by a maid.

        While Leo had plenty of stamina, Joshua must have been tired after walking all the way from the dungeon to Venetia.

        

        When Derek guided me into the study, memories flooded back as it looked almost unchanged from sixty years ago.

        This was the very place where I had sought help, determined to make Venetia the second capital.

        Back then, I was reckless, passionate, and full of determination. Now I've aged into a genial grandfather—truly, time has passed.

        

        "I didn't expect you would offer help so easily."

        

        "Without a harvest, there can be no festival. Do you know how much Joshua has been looking forward to the Harvest Festival? If we don't invite the prince to this festival, my daughter will be terribly disappointed."

        

        "Well then, I should try to ensure the prince comes. How about a drink for old times' sake?"

        

        Derek took out a bottle from the cabinet and offered it, but I shook my head.

        In my previous life, I could drink without getting drunk, but since my reincarnation, even a small amount of alcohol caused blackouts, and I wasn't confident in handling the aftermath.

        

        "To think that Lady Estel has a child now. Indeed, one lives and learns."

        

        "Who do you think I would have slept with? Joshua is a child born from my heart."

        

        "True. No man could handle Lady Estel's personality."

        

        What's wrong with my personality?

        I could only hold back as Derek chuckled and drank his liquor. I couldn't beat him up like in the old days.

        There was no point in attacking an old man—I'd only end up in trouble. Derek probably knew this and was teasing me.

        

        Sleeping with a man... That's still something I can't even imagine.

        

        "What do you think, Lady Estel?"

        

        "About what?"

        

        "How closely does the current Venetia resemble what you described?"

        

        I pondered how to respond to Derek, who seemed to be speaking more freely than usual—perhaps he was already tipsy.

        What did I tell Derek back then? I certainly boasted that it would become the center of the world.

        It was also the protagonist's birthplace and a town they would pass through.

        Anyone who played Aria Chronicle would know about Venetia whether they wanted to or not, so calling it a "center" wasn't exactly wrong.

        

        Comparing the current Venetia to the original work, it still had a long way to go.

        

        "It's still far from it. Venetia can prosper much more."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "Why? Are you disappointed?"

        

        "How could I be disappointed? I would have been disappointed if this was the end. Hearing from Laplace's Demon that Venetia can still grow further is reassuring. Eric, Emily, or perhaps even more distant descendants will create the Venetia of that day."

        

        Though his body had aged and wasn't what it used to be, Derek's eyes still burned with the same fire I saw when I first met him.

        

        "By the way, can we do something about that 'Laplace's Demon' thing? It sounded cool and fine back then... but now it feels like you're digging up my embarrassing past."

        

        I felt embarrassed saying it.

        There were other options besides Laplace's Demon—prophet or sage would work too.

        

        "When I saw Lady Estel in my youth, 'demon' was the only image that came to mind. When you returned after slicing a dragon in half before the tea got cold, I nearly committed a grave offense."

        

        "No, that wasn't a dragon, it was a wyvern!"

        

        I'd been wanting to correct that for a while, so this was perfect timing.

        

        "Aren't all flying, fire-breathing reptiles basically the same thing?"

        

        He emptied his glass while casually making a statement that would have dragons falling over in shock.

        

        "What's the point of talking with an old man like you?"

        

        "Heh heh. Despite appearances, I'm still more vigorous than my son. My goal is to live to a hundred."

        

        Sure, brag all you want.

      

      
        I was getting tired of figuring out how to respond to Derek, who had gone from that fierce gaze to a genial grandfather in an instant.

        

        "How is my friend doing?"

        

        "If you mean her, I arranged for her to open a shop in a corner of the market. I'm indebted to her. The medicine she gave me seems to be making me healthier by the day."

        

        I thought as much.

        One medicine from me couldn't keep him this healthy at 80. Beryl must have had a hand in this.

        

        For a homebody to open a shop... I worried she might be selling precious medicines at cheap prices. Or if she opened her eyes to chase away difficult customers, that would be equally disastrous.

        

        From what Derek said, it seemed she hadn't caused any incidents yet, which was fortunate.

        

        "That friend gets scary when angry, so make sure nothing upsets her. But don't bother her too much either. When she's angry, she's even more single-minded than I am."

        

        "As a friend of Lady Estel, I'm taking good care of her in my own way."

        

        "Good. I'm sure you're handling it well."

        

        I stood up as the smell of alcohol permeated the study.

        If I stayed any longer, I'd get drunk just from the smell.

        

        "Are you leaving already?"

        

        "Today isn't our only chance to talk. I plan to stay in Venetia longer than expected."

        

        I opened the door, leaving behind Derek, who seemed disappointed that our reminiscing was cut short.

        

        "By the way, are your daughter and that knight lovers?"

        

        I turned my head at the unexpected question.

        Joshua and Leo as lovers? I could never accept that.

        Even with the full marks I gave him for helping Joshua with etiquette today, he was still a negative ninety-nine thousand points as a potential son-in-law.

        

        "No, Leo is just a knight."

        

        "Heh heh. Is that so? They seemed quite affectionate during dinner. I'm glad if I misunderstood, but..."

        

        Derek trailed off without finishing his sentence.

        

        "What... That's unsettling."

        

        "It's just that Emily's ideal type happens to be exactly like your knight. If they're not lovers, then that's fine, right? Youth will be youth! Heh heh heh."

        

        I left the study, leaving behind Derek who couldn't stop laughing, apparently excited about his granddaughter's love prospects.

        

        I recalled Emily's shy smile and the way she looked at Joshua with twinkling eyes during dinner.

        I thought she was smiling at Joshua's shyness... but now I wondered if she had actually been looking at Leo beside him. The thought gave me chills.

        

        If Emily and Leo developed feelings for each other and Leo stayed in Venetia, Joshua would have no choice but to give up.

        This meant I could get rid of the annoying Leo without getting my hands dirty.

        

        "Hehehe. Derek, as you said, that's youth for you. Well then."

        

        I headed toward Joshua's room with a light step.

        

        In the distance, I could see Joshua running toward me in tears.

        To make Joshua cry overnight—this Emily must be quite something.

        

        ***

        

        Joshua lay on the bed after bathing, reflecting on the day.

        

        Starting from home, encountering slimes, goblins, and even trolls that she had only read about in "Estel's Encyclopedia - Monster Edition," all the way to arriving in Venetia. There was that improper moment when Nix held her hand, but as her mother had taught her, she removed it within three seconds, preserving her purity.

        

        And then at dinner in the marquis's mansion, the feeling when she saw all those forks and knives and didn't know how to use them...

        

        Her mother was engaged in conversation, so she couldn't ask for guidance. Thankfully, with Leo's help, she managed to finish the meal despite her clumsiness. Otherwise, she would have been completely lost.

        

        And then there was Emily. She looked so beautiful, dining elegantly and handling the cutlery with such grace.

        Come to think of it, Joshua hadn't even properly made eye contact with her. Having not met peers since childhood, she felt pathetic for being too nervous to look Emily in the eye.

      

      
        

        Emily certainly had a larger chest...

        Mother had said Joshua would grow more with time, but seeing the clear difference between her and Emily, who was also fifteen, stirred up some indescribable feelings.

        

        Life at home had been the same routine every day.

        Realizing how tiring travel could be, Joshua fought against her drowsiness and heavy eyelids after the bath and got up from bed.

        

        "It's not time to sleep yet."

        

        She left the room despite her fatigue.

        

        Leo, who had taught her how to use cutlery, appeared in a new light to Joshua, who had previously seen him only as a disobedient younger brother.

        

        She wanted to thank him for his help.

        

        Though Leo's room was separated from the women's quarters, Joshua had noted the maid's directions and could find it without difficulty.

        

        She was just going to say thank you, but why was she so nervous?

        She was concerned about possibly waking Leo if he was already asleep.

        

        "Huff... Ha..."

        

        Knock, knock, knock—

        

        She knocked gently after calming her nerves.

        

        "Leo, it's Joshua. Are you asleep?"

        

        "..."

        

        There was no answer.

        Thinking he might already be asleep, she was about to leave when—

        

        Thud—

        

        A sound came from inside Leo's room.

        

        "Leo?"

        

        Knock, knock, knock— Thump, thump, thump— Bang, bang, bang—

        

        "Leo, is something wrong? Answer me!"

        

        Joshua found herself knocking harder and harder.

        Not even noticing her reddening hands, she worried that Leo might have collapsed.

        

        When she pulled the handle, the door wasn't locked and opened with her force.

        

        "Are you okay? I heard a strange noise... um... that's..."

        

        What is this?

        

        The scene that greeted Joshua when she opened Leo's door was beyond her comprehension.

        

        "Joshua, this is..."

        

        Emily, in her nightgown, was lying on the floor with Leo on top of her.

        

        Their hands clasped together.

        

        It didn't take long for the unfamiliar emotion to travel from Joshua's heart to her head.

        

        No matter how quickly Leo got up and tried to explain, Joshua's time had stopped, and she couldn't hear anything.

        

        Joshua had also found Emily beautiful—elegant, dignified... she was incredibly beautiful even to another woman.

        

        If Joshua felt this way, wouldn't Leo feel it even more?

        

        Her mind was in turmoil, but these feelings were still too difficult for Joshua to express.

        

        The only thing Joshua could think to do was flee back to her room.
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        "Haaah..."

        

        Joshua rose from the bed, dragging his tired body.

        Having not slept a wink, his shoulders felt heavy, and he couldn't stop sighing.

        Even the flowers settled on various parts of his body seemed to have lost their vitality, withering away.

        

        Standing in front of the mirror, he lifted the bangs covering his eyes to reveal a terrible appearance.

        His eyes were swollen from crying all night, and dark circles had formed heavily beneath them...

        

        Every time he tried to sleep, the image of Leo and Emily holding hands would surface, making it impossible to fall asleep.

        When he finally managed to drift off, Leo and Emily would appear in his dreams to torment him.

        

        "Pull yourself together, Joshua."

        

        After slapping his cheeks hard a couple of times, he headed to the bathroom.

        He wanted to wash away not only the dirt accumulated on his body but also the memories of that moment, but...

        

        The more he tried to forget, the more the pain stabbed at his heart, leaving him helpless.

        

        Why was Emily in Leo's room?

        What was the reason they were holding hands?

        Why did he run away...?

        

        "I don't know."

        

        He realized there was no use pondering alone about what had happened in Leo's room.

        

        After tidying his clothes and taking a deep breath, he organized his thoughts.

        

        He would ask Leo directly about what happened that day.

        Then perhaps these emotions disturbing his heart would calm down.

        

        With heavy feet, he headed toward Leo's room.

        

        Though it was early morning, it was around the time Leo usually woke up, so if he waited outside the door, he might be able to meet him.

        

        The events of yesterday kept coming back to mind, and he lacked the courage to knock first, so he chose the next best option.

        

        "Oh my, Sir Joshua. Good morning. Did you sleep well?"

        

        But seeing the unwelcome visitor guarding Leo's door, his heart sank like a rock falling—thud—settling heavily.

        

        She looked elegant and dignified as she greeted him, slightly lifting her skirt with both hands.

        

        "Ah, yes... I was able to rest comfortably, thanks to you."

        

        In reality, he hadn't slept at all, but he didn't want to tell the truth. Somehow, telling the truth felt like losing, so he was thankful that his bangs covered his bloodshot eyes.

        

        "I'm glad you rested well. I was worried you might have been shocked and spent the night awake."

        

        "......"

        

        Every word Emily spoke grated on Joshua.

        

        Leo is just his little brother. What is there to be shocked about?

        Whether Leo holds hands with another woman or does whatever else, it's none of his business. That should be true, but... the resonance in his heart kept tormenting Joshua, suggesting otherwise.

        

        "Leo is still sleeping. There's no point waiting at his door; he'll be sleeping like the dead."

        

        Another lie came out.

        

        "Oh my, so Sir Leo is a sleepyhead. But that's fine. I've only been waiting for about an hour. Waiting is a lady's art, after all."

        

        An invisible battle of nerves passed between Joshua and Emily's gazes.

        

        "By the way, I heard Sir Leo is your knight... how do you think of Sir Leo?"

        

        "What do you mean, how do I think of him?"

        

        "Why, I'm asking if you have romantic feelings for him, of course."

      

      
        

        Romantic feelings...!?

        He's just a disobedient little brother!

        If she's asking if he likes Leo... the right answer would be no, but the direct hit left his mind blank.

        

        "He's like a little brother..."

        

        Though he mumbled quietly as if to himself, seemingly embarrassed, Emily didn't miss the opportunity.

        

        "That's a relief. I couldn't sleep well last night, worried I might have committed a great discourtesy to you, Sir Joshua. Sir Leo also said there's nothing between you two beyond a knight-protectee relationship, so I feel much better now."

        

        Couldn't sleep well, she says.

        With that glowing skin and eyes full of vitality, she clearly had a good night's sleep.

        

        He immediately noticed Emily's words were a lie, but he couldn't ignore what she said next.

        

        "Pardon? What do you mean...?"

        

        "Last night, I took the liberty of asking Sir Leo. You two looked quite affectionate during dinner."

        

        "......"

        

        "I'm embarrassed to admit it, but I fell in love with Sir Leo at first sight."

        

        Emily's reddened cheeks and shy demeanor would make anyone see her as a girl in love.

        

        It's true that Leo is handsome like a prince from a fairy tale, with impressive muscles that catch the eye without even realizing it... but Joshua didn't like Emily's attitude of judging Leo solely by his appearance.

        

        Unlike his appearance, Leo is a coward with a tender heart. And what about his pickiness with food? When he first started learning his duties, he was so lazy that it felt like having a disobedient little brother.

        

        Joshua had been furious when he learned about the past... but killing Leo wouldn't bring his dead parents back. Even if Leo had tried to kill him, Joshua wanted him to repent for his sins and live on.

        

        Since that day, seeing Leo trying to live diligently made Joshua proud, wanting to take care of even the smallest things for him.

        

        "You don't know Leo well."

        

        "That's something I can learn gradually. If you think of him as a little brother... you wouldn't be a meddling sister interfering in his love life, would you? Don't you think a dignified woman like me suits a splendid man like Sir Leo?"

        

        Silence fell.

        The brief moment, not even a few seconds, felt like hours.

        

        Click.

        

        What broke the silence was Leo's door.

        Leo looked disheveled, as if he had just woken up.

        

        "Joshua? Thank goodness. Yesterday..."

        

        "Oh my, Sir Leo! Did you sleep well? I was disappointed we couldn't have a deeper conversation yesterday because of an intruder."

        

        As if not giving him a chance, Emily cut off Leo's words and linked her arm with his. She held on so tightly that her chest was squished against his arm.

        

        "Lady Emily, would you please let go for a moment? I need to talk to Joshua..."

        

        Despite Leo's polite request, Emily didn't let go. She glanced at Joshua with a sly smile.

        

        It felt like becoming a loser.

        

        "Hmph. How nice for you, Leo. Having a beautiful lady clinging to you because she likes you. You two have fun."

        

        "Joshua, you misunderstand!"

        

        Whatever Leo was saying, Joshua left without looking back.

        

        Why did he come here again?

        He couldn't even remember the reason.

        

        ***

        

        Breakfast time arrived.

      

      
        

        Nothing had changed from yesterday, except that Emily, who had sat across from Joshua, was now sitting next to Leo.

        

        "Tsk tsk. Already getting along so well overnight. Youth is indeed wonderful."

        

        Derek looked at Leo and Emily with satisfaction.

        

        "Here, Sir Leo, say 'aah~'"

        

        "I can eat by myself. Lady Emily, why don't you focus on your own meal?"

        

        "Don't be shy."

        

        Joshua didn't care what conversation they were having. Or rather, he tried not to care.

        

        If he looked at the two of them, he felt like he might lose something precious.

        

        Focus on the meal for now.

        His body wasn't in normal condition due to lack of sleep, so he needed to eat properly at least.

        

        "......"

        

        How was he supposed to use these again?

        

        The numerous utensils placed before him made him dizzy.

        Leo had taught him yesterday, but...

        

        From the outside in...? Or from the inside out...?

        

        He would rather die than ask Leo again.

        But asking his mother would bring to mind Emily's sly smile.

        

        "Joshua, shall we do 'aah~' too?"

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        Estelle offered pasta rolled on a fork, concerned that Joshua wasn't eating at all, but he didn't want to eat.

        

        "By the way, when do you plan to proceed with the farmland subjugation? The sooner the harvest progresses, the sooner we can prepare for the festival."

        

        Marquis Eric cautiously brought up the subject.

        

        "Festivals are nice, but we just arrived in Veneschia yesterday. Wouldn't it be better to proceed after recovering from the journey? How about three days from now?"

        

        Three days later.

        It didn't matter when Estelle stepped in.

        The issue was Joshua's condition.

        

        To proceed with both the Deathworm subjugation and the farmland harvest, a lot of concentration and mana would be needed.

        

        Although Estelle would assist with mana support and magic circles... the farmlands in Veneschia were larger than those at home, so Joshua's condition was the top priority.

        

        "I see. As the ones receiving help, anytime is fine with us."

        

        "No. Let's start today."

        

        He tried not to care, but he hated hearing Leo and Emily's voices, and he hated the meal time where he couldn't eat a single thing because he didn't know the table manners.

        Joshua wanted to vent these emotions somewhere.

        

        "Joshua? You don't have to push yourself."

        

        "Sir Joshua, I certainly didn't mean to rush you. As Lady Estelle said, wouldn't it be better to proceed after you've fully recovered from your journey?"

        

        The adults present were concerned about Joshua's physical condition. Even now, he wasn't eating anything. And the flowers on his body had lost their vitality.

        

        "It would be troublesome if the festival is delayed, wouldn't it? I'm fine."

        

        Despite everyone's dissuasion, Joshua's stubbornness showed no signs of yielding.
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        The agricultural lands of Veneschia were larger and more vast than the fields Joshua had harvested before.

        The endless rows of crops stretching along the horizon made him nervously swallow his dry saliva, wondering if he could really handle this.

        

        Death Worm, was it?

        

        The image of the Death Worm came to mind, with its hideous illustration that had decorated the Estel Encyclopedia - Monster Edition.

        

        Its hunting method: dwelling underground, detecting prey through vibrations, and hunting at once with its massive body and hundreds of sharp teeth.

        

        Originally, they were said to frequently appear in deserts and not move in groups...

        

        But here, Death Worms appeared frequently in the center of the farmland and even moved in groups. It was completely different from what was written in the book.

        

        He tried to recall the information, peculiarities, and precautions about Death Worms that his mother had told him before leaving the mansion, but he couldn't remember clearly.

        

        Estel's role was to support with mana by enveloping the magic circle in a large form, while Joshua's job was to find the Death Worms through precise mana control and eliminate them before they could cause damage.

        

        To be honest, it was impossible to cast magic over the entire farmland that stretched endlessly to the horizon all by himself.

        

        "Haaawwn..."

        

        "Joshua, it's not too late. Don't you think it would be better to rest today?"

        

        "I can do it."

        

        Despite trying to hold back, his yawns wouldn't stop, causing his mother to worry.

        He wanted to lie down on the ground and sleep right away, but his pride wouldn't allow it.

        If it had been just him and his mother, he might have acted spoiled, but he didn't want to show weakness to the person watching from behind.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to keep Leo by your side? He's supposed to be your guard knight, but standing so far away would make it difficult for him to help when Joshua is in danger."

        

        He glanced at Leo, who was standing awkwardly in front of the east gate leading to the farmland in the distance.

        He turned away, disgusted by the sight of Emily clinging to Leo like glue with her arms linked with his.

        

        "It's fine. Nothing will happen."

        

        Joshua recalled the brief conversation he had with Leo before departing.

        While Emily was away preparing for the outing, Leo had cautiously approached him like a child who had done something wrong.

        

        'It could be dangerous, so I'll stay by your side to protect you.'

        'Don't get hurt by being near me... Leo, please just take good care of Lady Emily from a distance.'

        

        He had told him to stay away, but he didn't expect him to actually be so far away.

        Everything about him was irritating.

        

        Emily, who wouldn't be of any help in this matter, had followed them here claiming it was her duty as a member of the Laplace family to observe.

        

        She was sticking close to Leo with no intention of leaving his side, which was grating on Joshua's nerves.

        

        "Mom will create a magic circle to assist with the range and output. Joshua, you'll use the magic circle to eliminate the Death Worms underground. Just like when you interfered with the magic circle before."

        

        "Don't worry. I can do it well."

        

        "Alright, shall we begin then? Don't overdo it. If it feels too difficult, you must tell me right away, okay?"

        

        "Yes, I'll definitely tell you."

        

        Even though he said that, he had no intention of actually saying anything.

        His mother seemed to know this, as she let out a deep, worried sigh with a thoroughly skeptical expression.

        

        Flying to the center of the farmland on her broomstick, his mother stretched her hand toward the sky and drew a magic circle, emitting crimson mana.

        The magic circle, which had been small enough to hold in one's hand, gradually expanded until it grew enormous enough to cover the entire farmland.

        

        Its tremendous presence, as if it would devour the sky, was breathtaking.

        He knew his mother was amazing, but... he felt overwhelmed by the magic circle that had been inflated simply by consuming mana.

      

      
        If it were Joshua, he could only create a magic circle large enough to engulf the marquis's mansion. To think she could do this much just by expelling mana into the sky without any preparation.

        

        The mana inside his body trembled, affected by the magic circle.

        

        I need to focus.

        

        He closed his eyes and concentrated on the flow of mana created by the magic circle spread across the sky.

        He needed to raise his staff high and connect his mana to the magic circle.

        

        Since Joshua's mana alone was far from enough to search this vast farmland, he needed to borrow his mother's mana to explore it.

        Having experienced his mother's mana when he blocked the magic circle activated in Leo's heart before, he was able to connect to the magic circle without much difficulty.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Just by connecting, he felt as if he would be sucked into the massive flow of mana.

        Normally, he could have kept up even if it was a bit strenuous, but... his physical condition was terrible. Still, he didn't want to give up his stubbornness.

        After all, it was Joshua who had insisted on proceeding with the extermination today.

        

        If he could just circulate the mana in his body and keep the channel open...

        

        'I'm embarrassed to admit it, but I fell in love with Sir Leo at first sight.'

        '...Don't you think a refined woman like me would suit a splendid man like Sir Leo?'

        

        Even as he tried to concentrate, the morning's events suddenly flashed through his mind.

        

        What was the big deal about it being her first love?

        The more he thought about Emily's words and what her intentions might be, the more anger welled up inside him.

        That smile too... it felt like she was mocking him.

        

        'When did you ever say you wished for my happiness....'

        

        She had said she wished for his happiness until death, and yet...

        He felt so far removed from happiness.

        It was unpleasant, infuriating, irritating, and painful.

        

        As his emotional turmoil intensified, the magic circle connected to Joshua began to shake and gradually crack from the edges.

        

        "Joshua!! Focus!!!"

        

        He came to his senses at the sound of his mother shouting from afar on her broomstick, but the mana that had started to run wild from the flow connected to the magic circle was rapidly surging into Joshua's body.

        

        Even as he belatedly tried to focus and control it, the mana that had gone out of control was too vast to contain.

        

        "Eh? What should I do in this situation...?"

        

        What should I do?

        His thoughts were slower than usual.

        

        If he stayed like this, he wouldn't be able to handle all the vast mana, and it would backflow, causing mana to burst out from every orifice in his body, leading to death.

        

        The wave of mana engulfed Joshua.

        

        He needed to sever the connection with the magic circle first, but the mana that had lost its way was rushing into his body, making it difficult to maintain his sanity.

        

        Even if he tried to release mana into the ground, more was coming in than going out, which was maddening.

        

        "Uuugh... it hurts..."

        

        His entire body felt prickly and painful, as if being stabbed by needles.

        Eventually, the pain became like being pierced by swords or spears all over his body, making it difficult to stay upright.

        

        A mistake he wouldn't normally make.

        He had never lost concentration while using magic before.

        Despite the serious situation, Leo's face kept flashing through his mind.

        

      

      
        "Joshua!!"

        

        He could see Leo rushing over from the distance.

        Even if he came now, there was no way Joshua would forgive him...

        

        Why would he need to forgive Leo? Leo hadn't done anything wrong.

        Even as he thought this, he couldn't follow his own reasoning.

        

        "Joshua, release as much mana as you can!!"

        

        His mother swung her broomstick, which had transformed into a crimson spear, physically cutting off the channel connected to the magic circle.

        Although he was relieved that no more mana was coming in, his body was so battered that even standing was difficult.

        

        Thud.

        

        His strength gave out, and he collapsed to the ground.

        There was still a lot of mana left in his body. It was dangerous if he didn't release more, but he couldn't move a muscle.

        

        I should have listened.

        It would have been fine to do this three days later, as mother suggested.

        What a state he was in because of his stubborn insistence.

        

        He felt ashamed both as his mother's daughter and as a young lady.

        

        He had wanted to show off and put someone in their place... but it was he who had been flattened.

        

        He wanted to hide in a mouse hole if there was one. The embarrassment made him forget the pain.

        

        Grooooowl...

        

        A rumbling sound from underground.

        As he barely managed to roll his eyes to look around, he saw something approaching him, digging through the earth.

        

        How did the Death Worms...?

        Soil erupted from all directions, suggesting there was more than just one or two.

        

        Perhaps drawn by the mana scattered underground, they followed the trajectory of the mana, approaching faster and faster, making his heart beat more rapidly.

        

        His mother seemed unaware of the situation here as she was busy controlling the rampaging magic circle,

        and if things continued like this, even Leo, who had almost reached him, would be in danger.

        

        He was more afraid of Leo being in danger than being eaten by the Death Worms himself.

        

        "Leo... danger... don't co..."

        

        Even as he squeezed out his voice with difficulty, the words wouldn't come out properly.

        Rather, the more he tried to speak, the heavier his eyelids became.

        

        He shouldn't fall asleep like this.

        He had planned to sleep comfortably after solving the harvesting problem splendidly.

        

        "Josh...!"

        

        Leo's expression contorted.

        He hadn't meant to cause worry.

        

        SCREEEEECH~!!!!!!!

        

        With an ear-splitting sound, Death Worms sprang up from all directions.

        As if starving, they opened their mouths wide, revealing densely packed teeth while dripping secretions.

        

        Still...

        

        It wasn't so bad to see Leo fretting over him.
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        "Leo... don't come. Because of me..."

        

        Joshua was mumbling in his sleep with groans, as if having a nightmare. Despite the shock he should have felt from Emily coming between them, his obsession with Leo remained unchanged.

        

        He worries about everyone else but sleeps peacefully in dreamland himself.

        I told him not to overexert himself.

        

        I wiped the sweat from his forehead, promising myself not to give in to his stubbornness next time.

        

        I sighed with relief as the mana flowing through Joshua's body had stabilized and showed no unusual signs.

        

        If I had been a little later, it could have been dangerous.

        I wonder if he knows how close he came to suffering terribly... whether from Death Worm or mana overload...

        

        After setting up various magic circles to aid his recovery and chase away nightmares so Joshua could sleep comfortably, I carefully left the room.

        

        "Is your daughter alright?"

        

        Derek, who had been waiting outside the door, asked worriedly.

        He seemed tense, perhaps afraid I might get angry.

        

        Have some dignity with your son and granddaughter watching.

        Besides, this wasn't something worth getting angry at anyone about.

        

        It was just a minor incident caused by Joshua overexerting himself and being stubborn.

        

        "He's just exhausted. Don't worry. He'll be fine after resting for a few days."

        

        "Perhaps we should call a doctor..."

        

        A doctor would hardly have a different opinion from mine.

        

        When mana goes berserk, it causes external injuries that make blood gush from all over the body and tears muscles. Internal organs become so damaged they barely function—it's almost a miracle just to be alive.

        

        As long as he didn't die, I had planned to use an elixir to restore his body to optimal condition.

        

        I could easily have prevented the Death Worm from attacking Joshua, but his already damaged body needed the elixir urgently.

        

        "It's fine. Seems a miracle happened."

        

        I looked at Leo, who was fidgeting anxiously in the corner with a serious expression. Emily was keeping her distance, seemingly aware that staying close wouldn't help right now.

        

        It wasn't me who healed Joshua, but Leo.

        

        Light emanating from the Holy Eye had enveloped Joshua, healing all his wounds completely.

        

        It was quite a sight to see him sobbing while holding the now uninjured Joshua in his arms, the Holy Eye's power having activated unconsciously.

        

        "The farmland issue will take a bit more time. Is that okay? I could resolve it quickly if you want, but you'd have to give up this year's harvest."

        

        "If Lady Estel were to intervene... wouldn't we need to reclaim the land from scratch? There's no rush, so please don't worry. I'm more concerned that we've burdened your daughter."

        

        If reclaiming the land were all that's needed, that would be fortunate. If he had rushed me, I would have made him redraw the maps.

        

        "Anyway, I'm sorry my daughter caused you worry. She'll be fine after getting some rest."

        

        "I see. We'll withdraw now so she can rest comfortably."

        

        Derek left with his household.

        Emily seemed to want to stay by Leo's side, but she obediently followed after seeing Derek's signal.

        

        "You must be shocked too. Why don't you go back to your room and rest?"

        

        "......"

        

        I shrugged at Leo, who remained motionless, either not hearing me or having no intention of leaving.

        He'll figure it out himself.

        

        Just as I was about to return to the room to continue nursing Joshua,

        

      

      
        "I'm sorry. Because I wasn't by Joshua's side..."

        

        Was that Leo's fault?

        This happened because Joshua was being stubborn, so I couldn't understand Leo's apology.

        

        "What do you have to apologize for?"

        

        If standing guard over Emily from a distance was wrong, it was Joshua's stubbornness to blame, not Leo's fault.

        If someone were to assign blame for Joshua's condition... my inability to curb his stubbornness would be the greater fault.

        I actually felt like encouraging Leo.

        

        As expected of royalty, his looks could put any protagonist to shame, and he looked quite good paired with Emily.

        If they were to marry someday, I might even officiate their wedding.

        

        If he separated from Joshua now, I could avoid troublesome tasks like training him or investigating the Holy Eye.

        I could just enjoy the remaining time traveling happily with Joshua in Venestia.

        

        Whether he knew about my happy thoughts or not... Leo's expression showed no intention of letting go of Joshua.

        

        "The reason Joshua ended up like this is actually because of me. If I had explained properly yesterday..."

        

        Yesterday?

        I recalled Joshua running to his room in tears. And beyond that, Emily coming out of Leo's room in pajamas.

        

        If Derek hadn't told me, I might have been surprised by the situation, but I was actually impressed by Emily's boldness.

        

        Although it pained me to see Joshua crying.

        

        "But do you really need to explain everything to Joshua?"

        

        "Pardon? What do you mean...?"

        

        "You two aren't even dating, are you?"

        

        "......"

        

        He wasn't a boyfriend caught cheating by his girlfriend.

        Although Joshua showed an unusual attachment to Leo, it was too ambiguous to even call it a crush.

        

        There hadn't been any significant event to advance their relationship, and they didn't seem to have done anything special.

        If something had happened without my knowledge, that would be unforgivable in its own way.

        

        They probably hadn't even properly held hands.

        

        "Or... don't tell me you have feelings for Joshua?"

        

        No way.

        This guy who had decided to kill Joshua to cover up his own mistakes...

        If he had the audacity, I'd want to peel off his face to see what kind of nerve he had.

        

        This was also a kind of warning.

        Even if Leo did have feelings for Joshua, I wouldn't allow it.

        

        I've been quiet about it because of Joshua, but there are lines that shouldn't be crossed.

        

        I narrowed my eyes and glared at Leo.

        

        You'd better answer carefully.

        

        "That day... I lost my life to Joshua, and received my life back from her. I vowed to use this life for Joshua. If I can watch over her happiness for the rest of my life, that's enough for me."

        

        "Is that so? That's fine then."

        

        Since he healed Joshua with the Holy Eye's power, I'll leave it at that.

        If I said more and made him self-conscious, that would be more troublesome, so it's better not to provoke him.

        

        "However, what happened yesterday did hurt Joshua. So I must tell her. I don't want her to be hurt because of me ever again. I want to see her happy."

        

        I sighed as I watched Leo making his own resolution, seemingly stimulated in a different way.

        Well, if he maintains such a consistent attitude, it might not be bad to keep him around.

      

      
        Not that I want to get involved one way or another.

        

        "I don't know what happened yesterday. And I don't want to know. Talk to Joshua directly about such things, not me."

        

        One thing I do know is that I'm not the one who needs to hear his resolution and truth.

        

        "You're not blaming me?"

        

        Blame?

        Anyone listening would think I'm the type to blame others.

        

        "Why would I blame you?"

        

        "Joshua's condition is my fault."

        

        He's quite frustrating.

        Stubborn, I suppose.

        Looking at him carefully, he has subtle similarities to Joshua that irritate me.

        

        He really is the disobedient little brother Joshua described.

        

        "I don't know what you're thinking, but I have no intention of blaming or scolding you."

        

        I actually want to praise him.

        Go on, be hated by Joshua for life and then go to Emily.

        

        Wouldn't that be better?

        

        Leo, having lived as a prince, would also have fewer inconveniences in life if he ended up with Emily.

        

        Being with us would only mean a series of trials for Leo.

        Mostly trials of me tormenting him, but still.

        

        With the Holy Eye, he might even find a way back to the Holy Kingdom. He would refuse that, but Leo had many options to choose from.

        

        The worst option—staying with Joshua—is something I reject for both Leo's sake and mine.

        

        Still, I didn't want to lie or speak ill of someone who claimed to want Joshua's happiness.

        

        "Joshua probably doesn't blame you either."

        

        "What do you mean..."

        

        "He might even apologize to you instead, for worrying you or something."

        

        He kept calling for Leo in his dreams.

        

        I remembered an internet post from my previous life saying raising daughters is pointless.

        

        I was actually worried that when Joshua wakes up, he might immediately go looking for Leo. He should take care of himself first.

        

        He's always had a tendency to put his own body second.

        

        A parent's concern is that if he falls for a bad man, he might give both body and heart.

        

        "So you should rest and sort out your thoughts too. Don't cause trouble by rambling nonsense."

        

        "I understand."

        

        "Oh, right."

        

        I called out to Leo, who was heading back to his room, seemingly having finally understood my meaning.

        

        "Thank you for healing Joshua. That eye of yours is somewhat useful after all, isn't it?"

        

        I should say what needs to be said.

        

        Although that eye is extremely irritating to me as a witch, he did heal Joshua. It wasn't a waste, and thanks to him, I was able to save one of my few elixirs.

        

        Ignoring Leo, whose eyes had widened in surprise at hearing my thanks, I entered the room.
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        Joshua woke up the next morning.

        

        Thinking he might be hungry when he got up, I received an easily digestible meal from the maid and returned to find him dressed up, apparently about to go out.

        He seemed to be in such a hurry that he hadn't even checked his clothes properly when our eyes met.

        

        "Joshua, you're awake?"

        

        "Mom, I..."

        

        His flustered look upon seeing me reminded me of Leo yesterday, making me uneasy.

        

        He probably intends to apologize.

        For being stubborn, or causing a mana outburst due to lack of concentration...

        Since I didn't particularly want to hear any of that, I changed the subject before he could continue.

        

        "Your clothes are disheveled."

        

        Starting with the shirt that was buttoned incorrectly from the first button, I fixed his crooked ribbon and adjusted the robe that was hanging off one shoulder.

        I straightened the skirt that was sitting unevenly on one hip, and finally corrected his shoes that were on the wrong feet.

        

        After looking Joshua up and down, I fixed his messy appearance.

        Not a single item of clothing was worn properly.

        

        "There, that's better. Aren't you much prettier this way?"

        

        When I stroked his hair, he didn't reject my touch, seemingly not minding it.

        

        "Aren't you going to scold me?"

        

        "Why? Would you like me to?"

        

        "Because I did something wrong enough to deserve it."

        

        From insisting on doing it immediately when it would have been better to wait three days, to the mana outburst, to almost being eaten by the Death Worm... there were plenty of reasons to scold Joshua if I thought about it.

        A good scolding might prevent him from doing the same thing next time.

        

        Even if I wanted to scold him, it was awkward to burst out in anger when he looked like a dejected puppy afraid of being scolded.

        

        "What did you do wrong?"

        

        "Being stubborn without checking my physical condition... getting distracted while handling mana, and causing you unnecessary worry."

        

        Mumbling and avoiding my gaze, Joshua took a moment to collect himself before continuing.

        

        "Actually... I couldn't sleep at all. When I saw Leo and Emily in the room, my heart just sank for some reason. I kept thinking about it, even though it clearly had nothing to do with me. I couldn't stop crying."

        

        The drooping shoulders, the wilting flowers, and the dark circles I saw when I stroked his hair. Considering what had happened the day before, I should have known his mind was in turmoil, but I hadn't expected Joshua to be suffering this much emotionally.

        

        For someone who supposedly thought of Leo as just a disobedient younger brother, he looked more like a girl who had failed at her first love.

        

        I wondered if he might suddenly cut his hair like in a romance manga or drama.

        

        Should I postpone my plans?

        

        But I had no place interfering in matters of the heart.

        

        "And this morning, I wanted to talk to Leo, so I went to his room. But there I ran into Emily again. And... Emily said she likes Leo. Isn't that strange? Leo is just my disobedient younger brother. Why was I angry? You know what's funny? Part of me thought Leo and Emily looked good together. Better than me with all my burn scars and plants hanging all over my body...!"

        

        "Stop. That's enough."

        

        I embraced him tightly to prevent him from saying more.

        My clothes became damp with his tears, but I didn't mind and held him even tighter.

        

        What I wanted was reflection, not self-blame.

        Especially not comparing his appearance to others and putting himself down.

        

        From his behavior toward Leo until now, and the fact that I hadn't driven him away despite several off-putting incidents, I had somewhat suspected it, but I could no longer ignore what I had been trying to deny.

        

        That Joshua had feelings for Leo.

        Though he didn't seem to have defined those feelings for himself yet.

        

        Although I had lived as a woman much longer than I had as a man, I had never been in love in either my previous life or my current one, so I couldn't offer any meaningful advice.

        

        What is love, anyway?

        In a way, I envied Joshua's worries and pain.

        

        If there was anything I could do, it would be this.

        

        "Want me to give you kisses like I used to?"

        

        "What...?"

        

        Joshua lifted his face from my chest where he had been crying.

        The combination of his confused expression at the sudden mention of kisses and his tears made for a comical face.

        

        I firmly held his face with both hands so he couldn't escape.

        

        "W-what if someone sees us!?"

        

      

      
        "All I can see is my daughter, so I don't know who else might be around?"

        

        There was nothing embarrassing about a mother and daughter kissing, and seeing Joshua's exaggerated disgust was irresistible.

        

        "Eeeek...!"

        

        A maid who had entered to clean the room tactfully closed the door and left quickly.

        Despite Joshua's protests, I continued planting kisses all over his face.

        Starting from his forehead, then his eyes, cheeks, nose, ears, and finally a firm kiss on his lips before letting him go.

        

        I crouched down to eye level with Joshua, who had sunk to the floor while hugging himself, and gave him a gentle smile.

        He must have enjoyed it because he stopped crying and his face turned red, making all those kisses worthwhile.

        

        "That's much better. I may not understand exactly what's bothering you, but I can tell you one thing for certain. You are extraordinary, lovable, and beautiful."

        

        I wished he wouldn't say things about himself being ugly or unattractive.

        Whether he had burn scars or plants hanging all over him unlike others, he was lovable and beautiful just as he was.

        

        "Next time you worry me, I'll give you lots more kisses. Nothing is more embarrassing for a 15-year-old girl than displays of affection from her mother, right?"

        

        "What's that supposed to mean..."

        

        I took both his hands to help him up and wiped the remaining tears from his eyes.

        Indeed, his smiling face looked much better than his crying one.

        

        "Do you feel better now?"

        

        I fixed his clothes that had become disheveled from my tight embrace.

        

        "I've been feeling better since I woke up. I'm ready to solve the farmland problem right now."

        

        All talk when he couldn't even dress properly.

        It was cute how he was trying to act tough after being so clingy, as if he didn't want to be pampered anymore.

        

        "That's not happening. You haven't even eaten properly. I know you've been starving yourself."

        

        "I'm on a diet..."

        

        Grumble.

        

        The timely growl from Joshua's stomach undermined his credibility.

        What diet when he was already underweight?

        

        "Joshua, you know what happens to women when they lose weight? The first thing to go is this area."

        

        "I suddenly feel hungry."

        

        When I pointed to my chest, he seemed to finally develop an appetite, showing great enthusiasm.

        

        "Shall we try some new food today?"

        

        "New food?"

        

        I started preparing to go out since the food I had prepared earlier had gone cold.

        I could have had new food brought in, but a change of scenery was needed at times like this.

        

        "You haven't had a chance to explore Veneschia yet, have you? Let's go on a date, just the two of us today."

        

        I took Joshua's hand and left the mansion.

        I mouthed words to Leo, who was lingering near the room.

        

        I'll kill you if you follow us.

        

        "What about the farmland issue?!"

        

        He seemed concerned about leaving unresolved matters behind to go out, but such things couldn't stop our outing.

        

        "It's fine. Spending time with Joshua is more important than farmland. If anyone complains, I'll just crush them~"

        

        Though I said it jokingly, I was completely serious.

        Not that anyone would complain anyway.

        Joshua seemed to recognize that he couldn't change my mind and followed along obediently.

        

        Veneschia was known as the city of water, with waterways running throughout, and a large market formed at the city center.

        We entered the city with our robe hoods pulled up to avoid attention and arrived at the bustling market.

        

        The smell of baking bread filled the air, and merchants selling fish and fruit competed to promote their goods at the top of their voices.

        It had been so long since I'd been in such a crowded place. Though it was somewhat noisy, Joshua seemed stimulated just by seeing the sights of such a large city with his own eyes, constantly looking around with sparkling eyes.

        

        "Wow... there are so many people. They sell so much food, and probably chickens and cows too, right?"

        

        "Why livestock?"

        

        "I've been thinking about Leo's complaints about the side dishes. If we could get eggs or milk, we could make more diverse dishes. That might reduce his complaints."

        

        This child is thinking about Leo even here.

        

        "How about buying livestock before we head home? It would just be a burden if we bought them now. And are you confident you can raise them properly?"

        

      

      
        I hadn't tried putting living creatures in my inventory before, so it would be awkward to store them properly.

        It seemed he had taken Leo's complaints about side dishes to heart and was planning a more enriched diet, considering even me who doesn't prefer meat.

        

        "Couldn't I learn from books?"

        

        I could almost see Joshua's dejected face looking at a cow that wouldn't produce milk.

        

        "Let's eat first. What would you like?"

        

        "Umm... anything is fine!"

        

        That's the hardest answer to accommodate.

        

        But I wasn't about to back down.

        I entered the largest and most magnificent high-end restaurant.

        Since few customers enjoy restaurants from early morning, the inside was relatively quiet.

        

        "Would you like to order?"

        

        "Bring us everything from start to finish, would you?"

        

        "M-Mom!? We can't eat all that!?"

        

        When the waiter waited for our order, I voiced a fantasy I'd always wanted to fulfill.

        That's why you shouldn't say "anything is fine."

        

        "The leftovers will be your tip. And bring small portions of each dish. We can't eat it all."

        

        "I-I'll bring it right away."

        

        I tossed a pouch of gold coins to the waiter who seemed to doubt our ability to pay, and he rushed to the kitchen.

        

        "That's wasteful...!"

        

        "But you said anything was fine, Joshua. If anything is fine, we should order everything~!"

        

        I had a notebook listing things I wanted to do in Veneschia, including trying delicious food, so there was no backing out now.

        After teasing the shocked Joshua, he seemed to resign himself and started tasting each dish as it arrived.

        

        Despite not enjoying meat, the sweet aroma stimulated my appetite.

        Watching him eat bite by bite of the well-cooked meat that I cut for him made him look just like a baby bird.

        

        "Mom, you should try some too."

        

        "Mmm. Just watching Joshua eat makes me full."

        

        Since most main dishes were meat-based, I was satisfied with eating a little of the salads that came out occasionally.

        

        Although I had asked for small portions, it was impossible to eat everything, so we got up from our seats when Joshua's stomach was full.

        

        "I can't eat anymore..."

        

        "Next time, tell me exactly what dish you want. Otherwise, I'll order everything again."

        

        He probably meant he didn't mind eating anything, but there's nothing scarier than that from the listener's perspective.

        

        As we walked around the market looking at livestock and strolled along the waterways, evening came before we knew it.

        Time had flown by even though we hadn't done much, and I realized it was time to head back.

        

        I hadn't realized time could pass so quickly.

        Whenever I spent time with Joshua, I couldn't feel the passage of time.

        

        "Joshua, shall we head back now?"

        

        "Wow..."

        

        While I was briefly distracted, Joshua was gazing with sparkling eyes at an accessory shop.

        Though the items were somewhat crude, I spotted a blue butterfly-shaped hairpin that would suit Joshua well.

        

        "This would look good on you."

        

        I used the hairpin to pin back the hair covering Joshua's left eye, revealing his beautiful eye that seemed to shyly greet me.

        

        My taste was indeed impeccable.

        It would be nice if he wore it like this regularly.

        

        "Is it okay...?"

        

        "Yes. It suits you perfectly."

        

        With his shy expression and face flushed red from the sunset, there was no reason not to buy the hairpin, so I paid for it immediately.

        Additionally, I infused the hairpin with magic as a precaution, causing one wing to emit a pink glow.

        The pink was a bit flashy, but Joshua seemed satisfied, touching the hairpin repeatedly.

        

        "Shall we go back?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        As we walked hand in hand back to the mansion with the sunset as our carpet, Joshua hummed a happy tune.
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        The landscape of the Venetian farmland was still beautiful.

        

        It was so peaceful that it was hard to believe Death Worms were hiding beneath it, and the chirping of birds could be heard everywhere as they flew in to feed on the grain.

        

        Since it was time for our appointment with the Laplace family, we needed to start the extermination soon. If they wanted to complete the harvest before the festival, it would be good to help them appropriately.

        

        Last night, I asked Derek to hurry with the festival preparations, and he seemed busy just sending letters.

        

        After confining the 80-year-old grandfather who was whining about wanting to see my magic after so long to his room, Emily and Marquis Eric had climbed up to the castle walls to watch us.

        

        "Joshua, are you ready?"

        

        "Yes, I'm ready whenever."

        

        Joshua's left eye, no longer hidden but shyly revealed to the world, gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight.

        

        I was briefly struck by the beauty of his blue eyes, which contrasted with my own, before glaring at Leo who stood awkwardly beside us, visibly tense.

        

        I could understand him carefully examining the ground, not knowing when a Death Worm might spring out... but as a knight, he should show more dependability. I couldn't shake the feeling that we'd just gained another burden.

        

        "Leo, if Joshua gets even a scratch, you'll face consequences. Your training intensity will increase a hundredfold."

        

        "I'll protect Joshua with my life if necessary."

        

        "Leo's life isn't Leo's to give. I won't forgive you if you die."

        

        I couldn't understand what Joshua saw in this unreliable fellow...

        I pressed my forehead, remembering what Joshua had said to Leo before we departed as he hovered nervously around us.

        

        'Do you need to stay by my side today? Isn't it strange for a knight to be separated from his charge?'

        

        I would have preferred him to watch from a distance like before.

        I had hoped to enjoy a harvest date here that I couldn't have at home.

        I almost kicked Leo in the shin as he carefully avoided my gaze, either out of obliviousness or deliberate evasion.

        

        "Let's begin."

        

        I condensed mana in my hand to create a magic circle.

        

        Penetration. Observation. Sharing. Support. Limitation.

        

        Drawing from Joshua's previous failure, I added these properties. I realized that despite his experience with my mana, controlling such vast amounts was still too much for him.

        

        It was my mistake for overestimating Joshua.

        

        I couldn't let him experience the same thing again.

        

        This time was different from before because we were holding hands while using magic.

        If any problems arose, I could address them immediately.

        

        "We're connected!"

        

        The flow and circulation of mana stabilized completely.

        

        Now all that remained was to find and exterminate the Death Worms hiding underground.

        If I were to handle it myself, I might destroy the entire farmland, which would defeat half the purpose of the extermination. This was Joshua's moment to shine.

        

        "It's stable. Now, can you focus on searching? We need to find those creatures hiding underground."

        

        Connecting to the magic circle was just the beginning.

        The real work started now.

        

        Joshua closed his eyes and drew mana from the magic circle, dispersing it underground.

        Like a tree spreading its roots deep into the soil, the mana tendrils spread in all directions.

        

        "I found them! But..."

        

        Our joined hands were damp.

        Joshua was trembling, his body covered in cold sweat.

        

        Was it his condition?

        When I checked his physical state before we left, he didn't seem particularly tired or exhausted.

        Or... was there something else underground?

        

        I assessed the situation through the mana flow that had taken root deep in the ground.

        

        I thought there would be at most a few dozen, but

        dozens... no, hundreds... perhaps even more.

        

        Where did so many Death Worms come from?

        

        It was almost miraculous they hadn't appeared in Venetia until now.

      

      
        I'm sorry to Laplace, but... I might have to consider destroying the farmland along with them.

        

        There was no need to consider the worst-case scenario yet; we should first do what we could.

        

        Just as we had found the Death Worms,

        they had found us too.

        

        The ground began to vibrate as the Death Worm swarm started moving.

        We hadn't made any provocative movements or impacts.

        

        They moved as if tracing the trajectory of our mana.

        

        They can detect mana?

        

        I've traveled quite extensively, but I'd never seen Death Worms with such characteristics.

        

        "Trust Mommy and Leo. What you're worried about won't happen."

        

        Calming Joshua was the priority now.

        

        "But..."

        

        "Joshua, just do what you can do. You're not alone here, are you? Mommy and Leo will handle the rest."

        

        Right. Just do what you can.

        They can detect mana? That's actually fortunate.

        If we twist the trajectory, no matter how many there are, they won't reach us.

        

        "Even if you feel something strange, bear with it a little longer."

        

        I immediately intervened in Joshua's mana, altering the flow of the mana rooted in the ground.

        

        When the mana formed a net of densely packed hexagons like a honeycomb, the worms quickly began to lose their way.

        

        Worms should behave like worms and stay underground.

        How dare they try to harm my daughter?

        

        "Mommy's right, isn't she?"

        

        "Yes!!"

        

        Joshua seemed to have calmed down quickly and began reducing the number of Death Worms using the extended mana.

        

        SCREEEECH!!!!!!!

        

        "Where do you think you're going!!!"

        

        The few Death Worms that broke through the mana net couldn't escape Leo's sword.

        

        An ordinary adventurer would have become prey before they could even react properly. All those days of beating him to improve his reaction speed had paid off.

        

        While we kept the Death Worms disoriented by changing the pattern of the net as they began to figure it out, Joshua strangled them underground, and Leo cut down those that occasionally emerged, quickly reducing their numbers.

        

        "Joshua, how many are left?"

        

        "Not many now!"

        

        The swarm of Death Worms that had raised goosebumps just by being detected was now reduced to a countable few.

        

        "It's... done!!!"

        

        The last Death Worm died, pierced by Joshua's mana.

        

        Perhaps due to the release of tension, Joshua collapsed to the ground, wiping the beads of sweat from his forehead as he exhaled roughly.

        

        Leo too was drenched in sweat, likely from the constant tension of facing enemies hidden underground.

        

        I wanted to embrace Joshua and praise him for a job well done, but... I couldn't yet because there was still work to be done.

        

        "You did great. Leo, can you support Joshua? Go back to the city first and rest."

        

        "Understood."

        

        "What about you, Mommy?"

        

        "Mommy still has work to do."

        

        The vibrations that had stopped when the last Death Worm died began to rumble loudly again.

        

        Logically, Death Worms wouldn't form groups and act together. There must be something leading them.

        

        I gave Leo a look, and he quickly picked up Joshua and evacuated to the city.

      

      
        

        I had promised Derek I would try to preserve the farmland, but some damage was inevitable.

        

        GROOOOAR!!

        

        Finally, a giant Death Worm burst through the center of the farmland.

        

        Unlike regular Death Worms, it was covered in carapace and more than ten times larger.

        The magic stone embedded near its face was larger than those I'd seen on orc chieftains or trolls, and the ability to detect mana was likely a characteristic of swarms born from this giant Death Worm.

        

        It might have become a field boss somewhere, but there was no need to wait 200 years to defeat it.

        While it was hiding underground, I couldn't act for fear of destroying half the farmland, but now that it had revealed itself, that concern was gone.

        

        I took out Triceratops and infused it with mana, revealing three crimson horns.

        Rather than delicately controlling mana, I preferred unleashing massive output like this.

        

        "I'm not in the mood to play with you. So I'll end this in one go."

        

        The giant Death Worm, sensing the turbulent flow of mana and realizing it had chosen the wrong opponent, tried to escape back underground, which I mockingly laughed at.

        

        Where was this caution when it was hiding to avoid the mana net? If it wanted to escape, it should have tucked its tail and left from the beginning.

        

        GROOOOAR!!

        

        "Die cleanly like a proper boss monster."

        

        The giant Death Worm, cleanly cut in half, sprayed a fountain of blood.

        

        To prevent serious damage to the farmland from its massive body falling, I made sure to finish by slicing it thinly.

        

        Troublesome until the very end.

        

        Though the Death Worm extermination was complete, there was still work to be done.

        

        I had planned to enjoy the harvest intimately with Joshua, but...

        Alone in the remaining farmland because of the giant Death Worm, I deployed magic once more.

        

        I never thought I'd use magic designed for self-sufficiency while secluded at home like this.

        

        The wind blew with the melody of mana.

        The mana carried by the wind spread across the farmland, attaching to the grain.

        

        Soon, with a light gesture, the harvest began.

        

        "Mmm... time to go back."

        

        As I stretched, I watched the grain being properly sorted and neatly stacked before turning to leave.

        

        "Just as my father said... you're incredible, Lady Estel. Thank you."

        

        Marquis Eric welcomed me with applause.

        

        "Please handle the rest. Will there be any issues with the festival?"

        

        "We'll prepare to meet your expectations."

        

        I hadn't planned to proceed with the harvest, but if there were problems with the festival, Joshua would be greatly disappointed.

        Moreover, since it was Venetia, a city I was particularly attached to for various reasons, I didn't mind helping.

        

        "Where are Joshua and Leo?"

        

        By now, they should have come running, worried about me, but I couldn't see them anywhere.

        

        "Those two..."

        

        What's with that tone?

        I glared at Marquis Eric as he avoided my gaze and hesitated, and he finally sighed and answered.

        

        "They went inside ahead of you."

        

        "Were they very tired?"

        

        It was the first time Joshua had handled so much mana, so he must be exhausted.

        

        "Tell the Adventurer's Guild that the Laplace family resolved it. Make sure no strange rumors spread."

        

        "Don't worry. I've already taken precautions for any concerns."

        

        As Derek's son, he would surely handle it well.

        I didn't see Emily, but given that Marquis Eric was calm, it didn't seem to be a cause for concern.
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        The Laplace family, who had been racking their brains over the farmland issue, was now in a festive mood.

        

        Even if they had hired adventurers or mercenaries, they would have had to accept many sacrifices to eliminate the Deathworm swarms and the giant Deathworm. But now they couldn't help but rejoice since they had saved lives, money, and time.

        

        "Once again, I would like to express my gratitude to Lady Estel for lending her strength to the Laplace family."

        

        Derek raised his glass high, signaling the start of the banquet.

        There had never been a day without a feast while staying at the Marquis's residence, but today the maids seemed to be putting in extra effort, busily carrying more food than usual.

        

        "No need to thank me. If it weren't for Joshua, the farmland would have been blown away entirely."

        

        It's not that I couldn't have handled it, but manipulating mana like Joshua does is quite troublesome.

        If I had been alone, would I have ended up destroying the farmland along with the Deathworm and then stuck my tongue out with a silly "Oops"?

        

        "Heh heh. We sincerely thank you, Lord Joshua."

        

        "Not at all. It would have been impossible for me alone. It was only possible because Mom and Leo were there."

        

        Joshua stood up from his seat and accepted the gratitude with a polite bow.

        

        "Lord Joshua has such a kind heart. It's fortunate you're nothing like a certain someone."

        

        "What did you say, old man?"

        

        I can't exactly hit that old geezer.

        

        I had thought Joshua had returned to the Marquis's residence ahead of us after the extermination, but he arrived as the evening sunset was fading.

        At the time, I thought his face was flushed because of the sunset, but he was still blushing and focusing intently on his meal, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

        

        Joshua wasn't the only one acting strange.

        Leo was also eating silently with a flushed face,

        and Emily, who had been sticking close to Leo all day, was eating across from Joshua as if she couldn't care less.

        

        Something definitely happened while I was overseeing the harvest.

        I was curious, but I had no intention of putting Joshua in an awkward position.

        

        He's at an age where he might have a secret or two he can't tell his mother.

        As long as he's not speeding or going down a bad path... well, I don't want to interfere with his private life.

        Leo, valuing his life, wouldn't dare mess with Joshua... but just in case, it might not be a bad idea to give him some moral education.

        

        "The festival is scheduled to begin in ten days. We've tried to adjust the schedule as quickly as possible, but... please understand that ten days is the limit."

        

        Marquis Eric carefully broached the subject.

        

        "Ten days? Won't that be cutting it close for preparations?"

        

        Preparing a large city festival in just ten days.

        Even in my previous life, festival preparations would take at least a month.

        Ten days seemed far too tight in this fantasy world.

        

        "Actually, the festival preparations are already mostly complete. The Harvest Festival is one of the biggest events in Beneschia."

        

        "I see. We'd rather not have the festival ruined by rushed preparations. I'm counting on you."

        

        Joshua has been looking forward to this festival so much.

        If they put on a sloppy festival and disappoint him, I won't let it slide.

        

        "Emily, aren't you dining with Lord Leo today?"

        

        Derek nudged Emily, who was eating quietly.

        

        Nice one, Derek.

        Honestly, I was curious about that too.

        Just this morning she was fawning all over Leo at the table, so it was impossible not to wonder why she was suddenly eating so quietly.

        

        While pretending not to be interested, I ate my salad and focused on Emily's words.

        

        "Grandfather, I have no interest in things that already have an owner."

        

        "Heh heh, how can a person have an owner? The one who holds on until the end is the victor."

        

        "What I seek is pure love. Taking something from someone else isn't my style. But... being a young lady, it's difficult to let go without lingering feelings."

        

        What? What's going on? What happened?

        What kind of juicy event did I miss out on?

        

        I wanted to ask Joshua right away, but he was trembling with his ears turning red, and I didn't have the courage to ask.

        It seemed like he might burst if I even gently poked his cheek with my finger.

        

        "Joshua, there's sauce on the corner of your mouth."

        

        "Ah, th-thank you."

        

        When Leo took out his handkerchief and wiped the sauce from Joshua's mouth, the butterfly flower fluttered its wings in a fluster.

        

        "......"

        

        I'll kill Leo tomorrow morning.

        No. Training intensity multiplied by a thousand. No, two thousand.

        

        While I was contemplating how to torment Leo, empty dishes were piling up in front of Joshua.

        Knowing that he usually ate sparingly, it was obvious he was overdoing it.

        To say he was hungry after using large-scale magic... Joshua's expression certainly didn't look like someone eating out of hunger.

        

      

      
        This could lead to indigestion.

        

        "Joshua, are you okay? Were you that hungry?"

        

        "N-no! It's just, if I don't eat enough..."

        

        Joshua, startled as if caught hiding a secret, hurriedly swallowed his food as he spoke.

        

        Not eating enough isn't good?

        Is he concerned about his chest?

        

        "Eating too much is actually bad for your body. Everyone has an appropriate amount of food they should eat."

        

        "I guess... you're right?"

        

        Unable to eat any more, he put down his utensils and smiled shyly.

        If he pushed himself like this because of his chest, something other than his chest might grow first... I wondered if I should give him a love potion.

        

        "Joshua, if you ever have any concerns, you can always tell me. Mom will understand everything."

        

        "I-I don't have any concerns!"

        

        "That's good to hear."

        

        As if he doesn't have concerns.

        His trembling eyes were practically screaming "I have concerns!"

        

        After the banquet ended, Derek cautiously summoned me, so I headed to the study.

        

        Entering the study, I found Derek sitting in a chair, quietly drinking.

        

        "Lady Estel, I apologize for calling you so suddenly."

        

        "Just get to the point. If it's not important, I won't go easy on you even if you are an old man."

        

        I had been planning to take a bath with Joshua after a long time and have a chat, so if this was about something trivial, I wouldn't spare him regardless of his age.

        

        "Heh heh... fortunately, it is an important matter."

        

        Derek handed me a letter from his drawer with a wry smile.

        

        Upon opening the letter, I first noticed a large lion seal stamped on it.

        It was clearly the lion emblem symbolizing the Holy Kingdom.

        Judging by the faint holy power emanating from it, there was definitely some kind of mechanism at work.

        

        "It requests permission to visit Beneschia, claiming that the witch's hand has reached here. It says that if you write a response on the back of the letter, it will be delivered immediately."

        

        "And?"

        

        Unless Derek had developed dementia, he wasn't trying to blackmail me with this letter.

        I couldn't understand why he was showing me this letter now.

        

        "Although the Kingdom of Berdi and the Holy Kingdom are fostering friendly relations, the tyranny of the Inquisitors is well-known in the Kingdom of Berdi. Moreover, the Laplace family is indebted to you, Lady Estel, so we cannot allow Inquisitors to set foot in Beneschia."

        

        If an Inquisitor were to come to Beneschia, it would naturally harm the Laplace family.

        The rumors about how they sniff out even the slightest connection to what they call "witch's remnants" and put people on trial are well-known even among witches.

        

        "The rumors are quite vicious, aren't they? Even if I were to reply to this letter refusing their visit, they might still act tyrannically. It seems I'm becoming paranoid with age. I just wanted you to be prepared for any possibility."

        

        "Afraid I might be caught?"

        

        While I'm well aware of the Inquisitors' notorious reputation, I don't think I'd lose to them.

        What unnecessary worry. Derek must be getting old too.

        

        "Heh heh. I don't think you would be caught, Lady Estel. However, you're not alone anymore, are you? The Inquisitor would stop at nothing to kill you."

        

        The thought of Joshua being subjected to a witch trial made my blood boil.

        If an Inquisitor were to lay a finger on Joshua...

        

        "Make sure no Inquisitor enters while we're here. Don't betray my trust. I could truly become a demon."

        

        "How could I? The Laplace family will never forget your kindness, Lady Estel. Even at the cost of my life."

        

        Derek probably won't do anything foolish, considering everything he's built up so far.

        Whether he likes it or not, we've been in the same boat for 60 years.

        The fact that he hasn't fallen victim to the Inquisitors so far shows how well he's kept his promise.

        

        Even after returning to my room, my concerns didn't easily fade.

        

        An Inquisitor, huh.

        

        I recalled Lucia whom I had seen in Leo's heart.

        She possessed strength comparable to the heroes of Aria Chronicle.

        If I hadn't focused on destructive power unlike ordinary witches, I might have had to live in hiding my entire life.

        

        Should I find and kill them first?

        No. That's what an amateur would do.

        It would be troublesome if I made the first move and became a target.

        

        I'm not strong enough to face the entire Holy Kingdom alone.

        

        As Derek said, I'm not alone anymore.

        If necessary, I could use Leo as bait.

        

      

      
        Knock, knock, knock.

        

        "Mom, are you asleep?"

        

        While I was lost in thought, Joshua knocked on the door.

        

        "No, come in."

        

        I collected myself and opened the door.

        If I looked too serious, Joshua would worry.

        

        "Earlier, you said to tell you if I had any concerns. I... I have a concern."

        

        "What kind of concern has you so embarrassed?"

        

        Is it time to bring out the love potion?

        The way he was blushing and fidgeting with his hands, I couldn't think of anything else.

        I guess today marks the end of Joshua's modest chest.

        

        "Promise you won't be shocked?"

        

        "Of course, Mom understands everything."

        

        For a woman, breasts are like height for a man.

        I could understand completely, both as a man and as a woman.

        

        Joshua took a deep breath and finished preparing himself mentally.

        

        "I... I think I'm pregnant."

        

        Am I stressed? I must be hearing things.

        

        "Huh? What did you say? Mom's hearing must be getting bad. Could you say that again?"

        

        "I said I think I'm pregnant..."

        

        Calm down, Estel...

        First, I need to confirm the facts.

        

        "W-whose child is it?"

        

        "It's... it's Leo's and my child."

        

        Joshua blushed as he caressed his lower abdomen.

        

        I recalled what Emily had said during dinner.

        Something about not being interested in things that already have an owner.

        Don't tell me they did... that... right in front of Emily?

        

        Snap.

        The thread of my reason broke.

        

        Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him.

        

        I'll kill him by any means necessary.

        

        "How dare he touch Joshua? I'll kill him. No, killing is not enough."

        

        Joshua, dear, saying it like that could lead Mom to misunderstand. Won't you explain in detail?

        

        "M-Mom!?! No!! Leo didn't do anything wrong!"

        

        As if what he meant to say and what he actually said came out reversed, Joshua blocked me as I was about to leave the room.

        

        Already defending your husband!?!!?

        

        "I held Leo's hand... So Leo didn't do anything wrong."

        

        Oh, so that's what it was?

        I almost buried someone for no reason.

        My reason barely returned.

        

        "Phew... I thought..."

        

        "I knew Mom would understand! But... what should I do?"

        

        "Huh? What do you mean?"

        

        Could there be something more serious than this?

        

        "I held his hand for more than a minute... You said not to hold it for more than 3 seconds, so are there more than twenty babies in my belly...? I don't eat much, so what if the babies don't grow up healthy?"

        

        My legs gave out in front of Joshua, who was seriously worried.

        So that's why he was forcing himself to eat so much at dinner?

        

        Twenty twins?

        How should I explain this...

        I never imagined that the mess of sex education I gave him to keep him away from strange men would come back like this.

        

        "Do you think I can be a good mother?"

        

        As Joshua seriously contemplated how to raise his children, I felt ashamed as a mother.

        It was time to tell him the truth that could no longer be hidden.
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        It was when Joshua, exhausted from dealing with the Death Worms, was being carried back to Veneschia in Leo's arms.

        

        "KUWOOOOO!!"

        

        With a roar different from other Death Worms, an enormous one that made even the city walls seem small was being held off by Mother alone.

        

        "Will Mother be alright?"

        

        Based on Mother's actions so far, Joshua rarely thought she would lose, but it was impossible not to worry.

        

        "It's Lady Estel, isn't it? There's no need to worry."

        

        There's probably no one in this world who could match Mother.

        As Leo reassured Joshua with a gentle smile, Joshua felt relieved, but then became aware of his current situation.

        

        He was being carried princess-style in Leo's arms because his body had gone limp from using too much magic.

        

        "We'll arrive soon, so please bear with the discomfort a little longer."

        

        When Joshua instinctively struggled to escape from Leo's arms as strength returned to his body, Leo held him even tighter, making it impossible to resist properly.

        

        He could have simply said he could walk on his own, but... somehow he didn't want to.

        

        Unlike Mother or himself, Leo's body was incredibly firm, and with each step, Joshua could feel Leo's body against his own, making it difficult to keep his composure.

        

        I hope I don't smell of sweat...

        This was his first time using magic so extensively, and his entire body was drenched in sweat.

        

        "We've arrived."

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        Contrary to his desire to stay close a little longer, Joshua quickly separated himself from Leo's arms.

        

        "See? There was no need to worry after all."

        

        Leo said, looking back.

        The giant Death Worm, split in two by the power emitted from Mother's broom, had met a pitiful end.

        

        The worm's blood seeped into the ground where a large streak of black light had passed.

        

        While Joshua was staring in awe at Mother's figure,

        Marquis Eric appeared with Emily.

        

        "As expected, it's Lady Estel. It's an honor to witness with my own eyes the legendary feats I've only heard about from my father. The sacrifices we would have had to endure to defeat that Death Worm... Without all of you, Veneschia would have faced a crisis. Thank you."

        

        "Both of you worked very hard."

        

        Joshua felt embarrassed when Emily, whom he had expected to immediately rush into Leo's arms, offered a respectful greeting instead.

        

        Emily wasn't a foolish girl who couldn't separate public and private matters and was obsessed only with love; she knew that expressing gratitude to those who helped Veneschia came first.

        

        But that was as far as Emily could maintain formality. Soon, with a flushed face and sparkling eyes, she hurried over to Leo.

        

        "It was an honor to witness Sir Leo's gallant figure even from afar. You must be tired—wouldn't it be better to go to the mansion and rest?"

        

        Leo stood close beside Joshua.

        

        "I appreciate your concern, but I am Joshua's knight."

        

        For a moment, Joshua's eyes met Emily's.

        

        She had the eyes of a predator, as if telling him not to interfere with her love and to hand Leo over quickly.

        Normally, Joshua would have averted his gaze, but this time, he didn't want to lose.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better for Lord Joshua to return to the mansion and rest as well?"

        

        As Emily said, both Joshua and Leo were very tired.

        But Joshua could now see the trap, the hidden blade within her consideration.

        

        "Leo and I are planning to tour the city. Thank you for your concern, but we'll return to the mansion after our tour is done."

        

        It was a kind of warning that he would no longer let Leo go according to Emily's wishes.

        From Leo's life to everything from head to toe, Leo was entirely Joshua's.

        

        "Since you've only recently recovered your health, prioritizing rest as Emily suggests would be..."

        

        Marquis Eric tried to help his daughter, but after seeing Joshua's expression, he backed down. There was a fiercer look in Joshua's eyes than he had ever seen when his daughter was angry.

        

        "What would you like to do, Sir Leo? Don't you think it would be better to return to the mansion and rest? Even a knight needs rest."

        

        "Leo? You'll come sightseeing with me, right?"

        

        "I..."

      

      
        

        Even as a prince, Leo had never experienced something like this.

        He swallowed hard under the intense gazes of the two young women.

        He thought Emily was right—Joshua looked very tired and should rest at the mansion, but an alarm was ringing fiercely in his heart.

        

        While Leo hesitated, Joshua grew impatient.

        

        'Patience is a lady's virtue.'

        

        Patience is a lady's virtue?

        Then wait forever.

        

        "Joshua?"

        

        Leo found it difficult to process what happened so suddenly.

        

        Joshua had quickly grabbed Leo's hand and wouldn't let go.

        

        Three seconds felt both incredibly short and long as he tried to pull his hand away... but the trembling he felt told him how much courage Joshua had mustered.

        

        In fact, Joshua was showing more courage than Leo realized.

        

        His breathing was rapid, and his face felt hot, as if about to explode.

        

        "Joshua, if you don't let go now..."

        

        "......"

        

        One second. Two seconds. Three seconds...

        

        After three seconds passed, Joshua's heart sank with the thought that he had crossed a point of no return, but he couldn't give up.

        

        What should I tell Mother?

        She said she would understand everything... Mother will surely support me.

        For Joshua, the meaning of becoming pregnant was still more an unknown terror than a mystery.

        But if it was Leo's child... perhaps.

        

        "W-well then! We'll be going ahead!"

        

        Joshua pulled Leo's hand and practically fled the scene.

        He seemed to be sweating more than when facing the Death Worm.

        His heart was pounding, and his breathing wouldn't calm down as he gasped for air.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        Only after running for quite a while did he manage to calm his rough breathing.

        

        They had arrived at an unfamiliar place after running aimlessly, but Joshua couldn't take in his surroundings.

        

        "Joshua, um... is it alright if I hold your hand?"

        

        Leo didn't believe that holding hands would lead to pregnancy, but Joshua believed that holding hands alone could make one pregnant.

        In other words, it was a matter of resolve.

        

        What holding hands meant to Joshua.

        It was something like an intimate secret that couldn't be shared with anyone.

        

        Their clasped hands were soaked with sweat.

        So much that it was impossible to tell whose sweat it was.

        

        "I-I'll let go now."

        

        Having held hands for over a minute, he had to let go now.

        Otherwise, who knows how many children would grow in his belly!

        Recalling the belly of a pregnant adult from his childhood in Garilil village, he hastily pulled his hand away.

        

        "There's something I need to tell you. That day..."

        

        "No. It's fine. You don't have to say it. I won't worry about it anymore."

        

        Joshua had a good idea of what Leo was going to say, but he didn't want to hear it now.

        Rather, he wanted to hear something else.

        

        He tucked his hair behind his ear, emphasizing his left eye.

        

        "So... how is it? Does it suit me?"

        

        Lovingly shining eyes, and the new butterfly hairpin with mixed blue and pink colors sitting atop his hair.

        

        Leo felt as if he'd been struck by the sight of Joshua waiting shyly for an answer with a smile.

        Joshua was like a final sanctuary that Leo wanted to protect with his life.

        Desire welled up from the depths of his heart.

        

        "It suits you very well."

      

      
        

        "I'm glad."

        

        The happiness Leo wanted to protect was right there.

        The happiest smile he had ever seen graced Joshua's lips.

        

        "I'm sorry for grabbing your hand like that... I'll take responsibility and raise the child myself."

        

        Joshua lovingly caressed his lower abdomen.

        

        Should I tell him?

        Joshua's child...

        While Leo wouldn't mind, actually...

        

        There was absolutely no way someone could get pregnant just by holding hands.

        Unless they were under a witch's curse.

        And there was no way her mother would cast such a ridiculous curse on her daughter.

        

        "Joshua, actually... people don't get pregnant just by holding hands."

        

        "It's okay. I'm not trying to burden you, Leo. Of course, I'd be happy if you loved the child too, but..."

        

        Whatever Leo said, Joshua's mind was filled with visions of a future with their child.

        Above all, he firmly believed that Mother would never lie to him.

        

        'What should I name them?'

        

        The thought of having to name twenty children made him feel a bit dizzy, but that was a happy problem in its own way.

        

        Until he learned the truth...

        

        ***

        

        "You understand? This is actually how babies are made."

        

        "......"

        

        After hearing the truth from Mother, Joshua couldn't say a word.

        His world collapsed that day.

        

        He had clearly visited to confide his worries to Mother and seek advice on what to do next.

        

        To think that children aren't conceived just by holding hands.

        That a man and woman have to do... that sort of thing...!?!!?

        Just imagining overlapping bodies with Leo made him feel embarrassed and ashamed.

        

        And all his actions until now...?

        He couldn't face Leo anymore.

        

        Joshua's face was not just red but on the verge of exploding.

        Even though the butterfly attached to his body fluttered its wings to cool him down, it was like fanning a burning house—he felt like steam would burst from his head.

        

        "Did you deceive me?"

        

        "I didn't mean to deceive you...!!! I just wanted you to hold hands with someone you really liked!"

        

        It sounded like a cowardly excuse, but should he forgive Mother for telling him the truth now...?

        Barely collecting himself, Joshua took a deep breath, as if expelling the heat built up inside.

        

        Joshua was the one who wanted to cry, but somehow, the sight of Mother with tears in her eyes begging for forgiveness seemed strange.

        The always calm and composed Mother was nowhere to be seen.

        

        Come to think of it, Mother only lost her composure in matters related to him.

        

        Because he wanted to understand the feelings of the mother who had loved him unconditionally like her own child, he didn't want to fight or be upset with her.

        

        On the other hand, the realization that he could freely hold Leo's hand without consequences filled him with excitement.

        

        "I'll forgive you if you answer my question."

        

        "Really? What is it? Ask me anything!"

        

        First, he wanted to change the atmosphere.

        He hadn't thought about what to ask, but he quickly racked his brain.

        

        The sex education Mother had just explained?

        He thought one couldn't explain it so specifically without having experienced it firsthand.

        It might be good to get advice from someone experienced for when he eventually makes babies for real.

        

        "Mother, have you... have you ever done... baby-making?"

        

        "Mother is a virgin..."

        

        Mother's face turned redder than ever before.
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        A silver blade sliced through the orc and passed by.

        The orc's massive body collapsed, losing all strength, behind the blade that gleamed even more vividly in the moonlight.

        

        "Tsk."

        

        Lucia clicked her tongue as she sheathed her sword, now stained with orc blood.

        

        She had been troubled by the recent surge in monster attacks.

        An Inquisitor would not normally be threatened by ordinary monsters, but the magic stone embedded in the fallen orc's forehead was emitting an ominous energy, holding together a body that should have perished.

        

        Magic stone.

        This stone, emanating a sinister and unpleasant energy quite different from a witch's power, enhanced a monster's strength more than threefold.

        It was something peculiar that seemed to draw out the body's limits to their maximum, making the creature forget both the pain of wounds and the fear of death.

        

        As an Inquisitor, she found herself exterminating monsters more often than judging heretics.

        For Lucia the Witch Hunter, this was nothing short of irritating.

        

        "Remove the magic stone before it fully regenerates."

        

        "Yes, ma'am!!!"

        

        After giving orders to the Inquisitors standing nearby, Lucia left the scene, brushing back her platinum hair that shimmered beautifully in the moonlight.

        

        She hadn't come all the way to the Kingdom of Verdi just to hunt monsters.

        Had she even encountered a witch, let alone a heretic, recently?

        As far as Lucia could remember, she had been busy cutting down only monsters for the past few years.

        

        "Deputy Commander Carte has returned, ma'am!"

        

        An Inquisitor approached Lucia to report.

        

        She thought Carte had already returned to the Holy Kingdom after receiving their summons.

        

        "Tell him I don't need to see his face... No, that won't be necessary."

        

        "Commander, it's been a while."

        

        As she entered the temporary quarters, Carte greeted her cheerfully, waving his hand.

        

        Deputy Commander Carte of the Inquisition.

        A man in a snow-white robe with a gentle face, looking more like a clergyman than an Inquisitor.

        Though not particularly strong in combat, his holy power rivaled Lucia's, making him one of the Holy Kingdom's valuable assets.

        

        "You should lighten up your expression. That's why the others get so tense around you, Commander."

        

        "If you're just here to spout nonsense, you can leave."

        

        She had told him to mind his speech as befitting a deputy commander.

        She directed harsh words at Carte, whose big head never seemed to listen to what she said.

        

        "Without me around, you'd just be bullying the others, wouldn't you? I'm the only one who can handle your personality, Commander. Should I really go?"

        

        "You're still here?"

        

        She already felt irritated doing nothing, and listening to Carte's chatter made her feel like she might explode at any moment.

        

        "For your information, I've brought a letter that I need to deliver to you."

        

        As Carte pulled out a letter from his chest, she snatched it away.

        The seal stamped on the letter was unmistakably the Pope's insignia, brilliantly glowing with holy power.

        

        "Didn't I tell you? Even though we're Inquisitors, our job isn't to scour the world and exterminate witches. The Pope is furious."

        

        [Lady Lucia is to cease her rampages in foreign countries and return to the Holy Kingdom immediately to prepare for monster attacks.]

      

      
        

        This was the gist of the letter's contents.

        In other words, stop wasting time abroad and come back to be a watchdog at home.

        

        "What if I have no intention of returning?"

        

        Lucia's silver eyes gleamed softly.

        For a moment, silence fell over the temporary quarters.

        

        Carte, accustomed to Lucia's rebellious attitude, which was nothing new, smoothly continued.

        

        "If you're going to defy the holy Pope's orders... I'd have no choice but to consider you a heretic too, Commander. Wouldn't it make more sense to deal with the monsters that attack without warning rather than searching for witches who are currently inactive? Wouldn't it be better for you to return to our country to fight monsters rather than hunting them in foreign lands?"

        

        "......"

        

        "When it rains, it's best to seek shelter for a while. What good would come from rebelling? There have been no recent sightings of witch activity, nor can we sense their energy, which means we're successfully fulfilling our mission."

        

        "Hmph."

        

        Indeed, there had been no reports of witch activities or sightings for several years.

        Even when they had obtained information about a pink-haired witch previously, the search had failed, yielding no results.

        

        Carte's words weren't wrong, but Lucia felt extremely anxious.

        

        "And they asked about Prince Leo III's whereabouts. Apparently, before he went missing, he was singing about becoming an Inquisitor."

        

        "......"

        

        Prince Leo III.

        The fool of the Holy Kingdom.

        A man of noble lineage who couldn't use even a speck of holy power, unlike his two brothers, and who never received divine revelation, leading to rumors that he might be illegitimate.

        

        He had been quite intelligent as a child and had once delivered a letter to help catch heretics. Now he was just a man abandoned by everyone, only useful as a son-in-law.

        

        He did come looking for her, as Carte said.

        She didn't know how he had managed to find the Inquisitors on his own.

        Lucia had no intention of accepting Leo.

        

        When he appeared wanting to join the Inquisition... she had considered beheading him on the spot, but out of past kindness, she had shown mercy by throwing him to a group of orcs so he could die honorably.

        

        Even though Carte held the position of deputy commander, she couldn't tell him the truth.

        Lucia was well aware that he was watching the Inquisition as the Pope's eyes.

        

        How cunning.

        She thought that he might have been involved in how Prince Leo was able to find the Inquisitors.

        She wanted to drive her sword through his face as he smiled innocently, pretending to know nothing.

        

        "This is the first I've heard that Prince Leo III is missing. The Inquisition's missions are top secret. He couldn't possibly have found us here."

        

        "Hoo-hoo. That's true. I was just asking, just in case. It doesn't really matter whether Prince Leo III lives or dies. It might even be fortunate if he dies quietly without causing trouble somewhere."

        

        "You seem to wish for the death of someone of noble blood."

        

        "Isn't that the same for you, Commander? Isn't it what everyone in the Holy Kingdom wants?"

        

        What everyone in the Holy Kingdom wants? She felt a moment of sympathy for Prince Leo, but that was all.

        

        Lucia left the temporary quarters and looked over the Inquisitors.

        They all seemed tired and exhausted from the long expedition.

        Some had lost their lives due to monster attacks, so morale might have been broken long ago.

        

        As much as she hated to admit it, returning to the Holy Kingdom as Carte suggested was the better option. She couldn't continue to impose her stubbornness on her subordinates any further.

        

        "Carte, as you said, it's best to seek shelter when it rains. We'll return to our homeland."

      

      
        

        "You've made a wise choice. The Pope will be pleased to see your face, I'm sure."

        

        That old man?

        Lucia found it absurd, knowing what the inscrutable old man might be hiding behind his back.

        Her relationship with the Pope was sufficient as one of mutual use.

        

        Lucia kills witches,

        The Pope uses Lucia's power.

        

        That was enough.

        

        The Inquisitors' steps were light as they prepared to withdraw. Some were happy to be returning home, others were glad they could finally stretch out their legs and sleep, and some were looking forward to reuniting with their lovers. Not a single one regretted the withdrawal. Lucia didn't like this, but she couldn't dampen everyone's happiness.

        

        "Preparations for departure are complete! We can leave as soon as you give the order!"

        

        "Yes, yes. Good work."

        

        Carte, who received the report beside her, gave Lucia a signal with his eyes.

        It was a sign to depart quickly.

        

        "Even if we leave now, it will take at least a month, so we should move promptly."

        

        "Hmph. Then let's return to our home..."

        

        A ripple of mana passed through Lucia.

        The unpleasant energy felt within the mana was unmistakably that of a witch.

        

        After years of searching like hunting for mice with no results, now just as they were about to leave, this blatant flaunting of energy.

        Carte must have felt it too, as he looked toward where the mana ripple was coming from.

        

        "Venestia?"

        

        It was a city large enough to be called the second capital of the Kingdom of Verdi, and also home to the main branch of the Adventurers' Guild.

        

        "Venestia is ruled by Marquis Laplace. Don't you know that most cities have banned your entry because you've been poking around everywhere? Besides, every time we've requested passage permission from Marquis Laplace, we've been rejected. Commander, it's best not to take on more than you can handle."

        

        Lucia was well aware of the repeated rejections for passage.

        Even though they maintained friendly relations with the Kingdom of Verdi, Lucia's witch hunts showed no mercy, so no place welcomed the Inquisitors. Until now, their actions had only been possible because they were backed by the prestige of the Holy Kingdom.

        

        The belief that the Holy Kingdom's Inquisitors, who pursued only order and goodness, would never create innocent victims.

        

        "Carte, how long would it take to reach Venestia from here?"

        

        "Even at your fastest, it would take ten days, so give it up. Are you thinking of ignoring the Pope's orders?"

        

        "No, I cannot defy the Pope's command. As planned, the Inquisitors will return to our homeland."

        

        That's more like it.

        No matter how obsessed Lucia was with witches, she couldn't ignore the Pope's orders.

        Carte breathed a sigh of relief, thinking that the unpredictable Lucia was fortunately still on a leash.

        

        "It will take a month to reach the Holy Kingdom anyway. I'm going for a short walk. You lead them back—that's an order from your commander."

        

        "Commander, wai—!"

        

        Carte tried to stop Lucia, but... he couldn't stand in the way of a monster running at full speed, cloaked in holy power.

        

        "That damned woman..."

        

        She should have just gone home quietly without causing trouble outside.

        Why couldn't she take the opportunity when it was given?

        This is why he couldn't stand inflexible people.
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        Venice had grown increasingly vibrant since the harvest. Not only had the rumors about possibly canceling the festival disappeared, but the entire city was busy with festival preparations.

        

        The Laplace Marquis family was rarely seen outside of mealtimes, and the mansion was filled day and night with people involved in festival-related matters.

        

        I was just as busy myself.

        After enjoying a pleasant warm bath, I finished getting ready to go out and admired my reflection in the mirror.

        

        Since I maintained the appearance of a 19-year-old, I didn't have to worry about losing skin elasticity, developing wrinkles, or having sagging breasts, but I still needed to take care of myself consistently.

        

        Self-care is a basic virtue.

        In my previous life, I lived without self-love, but the results of my consistent care to maintain a flawless appearance in this life were evident in the mirror.

        

        "Estel, is it okay to be this beautiful?"

        

        Wasn't there a saying that if you tell yourself you're beautiful while looking in the mirror, you actually become beautiful? That wasn't wrong at all.

        

        What if I meet the protagonists and they fall for me?

        As such delusions began to take over, I came to my senses and lightly patted my cheeks a couple of times.

        

        Let's not cross the line.

        

        I was excited at the thought of meeting a friend after so long. Though there was an age gap of over 400 years between us, making "friend" an odd term... but a friend is a friend.

        

        I wonder if Beryl is still the same?

        She won't attack me as soon as we meet, right?

        

        Beryl had a severe complex about breasts and would attack anything with large, bouncing breasts, whether monster or human, with her nasty temperament.

        

        Our first fight when we met was also because of these breasts.

        Speaking of breast-related anecdotes,

        

        There was a time when she believed the baseless rumor that eating female Minotaur breasts would make her own breasts bigger, so she ate nothing but breast meat...

        

        Thanks to her, Minotaurs nearly became an endangered species, though she was the only one who didn't realize it.

        

        Should I wear compression bandages?

        I lowered my head slightly and gently cupped my breasts, which were so prominent I couldn't see my feet.

        

        Have I gained weight...?

        My breasts seemed to have grown larger since living with Joshua.

        

        She'll definitely attack me.

        Please save me, master...

        My breasts were pleading with me.

        

        Don't worry.

        I've prepared something for this day.

        With one dose of love potion in my inventory, Beryl's 500-year-old worries would soon be a distant memory.

        

        Though I felt sorry for Beryl, I still had things to do before meeting her.

        

        Leaving my room, I opened the door to a room located in a corner of the men's quarters and pulled on Leo's ear as he slept obliviously.

        

        "Wake up, you thief!!"

        

        "AAAAARGH!!!"

        

        ***

        

        "Leo, are you okay? Does it hurt a lot?"

        

        "Yes... I'm fine."

        

        Even as we walked out of the mansion, Joshua's concern didn't cease.

        He looked worriedly at Leo's red, swollen ear, then shot me a reproachful glance.

      

      
        

        "Mom, you're too mean to Leo!"

        

        "It's Leo's fault for not waking up early. How can you function in society if you're so lazy? And remember, outside you should call me 'sister,' not 'mom.'"

        

        Joshua realized his slip of the tongue even as I scolded him and covered his mouth in surprise. He looked around nervously, then sighed in relief when he confirmed no one was nearby.

        

        "Anyway, some people have trouble waking up in the morning. And Leo would wake up just fine if you were gentle with him. Right?"

        

        "Y-yes, that's right."

        

        Yeah, right.

        I remembered how Joshua would spend an hour trying to wake Leo up when we were at home.

        

        Sigh. Whose fault is all this anyway?

        Now wasn't the time for him to take Leo's side; he should be taking mine.

        I felt uncomfortable seeing the two of them closer than usual. If they got any closer, they'd be holding hands.

        

        Angel Estel and Devil Estel appeared in my mind, whispering in my ears.

        

        'Let's kill him.'

        

        The devil was straightforward, bold, and brief as expected. What about the angel?

        

        'Supporting Joshua's love is also a mother's role. But we can't entrust our daughter to such an unreliable human. Let's kill him.'

        

        Hey, if even you say we should kill him, what am I supposed to do?

        Unless I could remake him to my satisfaction, neither the angel nor the devil was being helpful.

        

        "Where are we going now?"

        

        Leo asked while gently rubbing his swollen ear.

        

        "We're here."

        

        We arrived at the second-largest building in Venice after the marquis's mansion. Fantasy means adventure, adventure means adventurers, and the starting point for adventurers is, of course, the Adventurers' Guild.

        

        Despite the early hour, a line of adventurers moved busily to accept quests.

        I glanced subtly at Leo, but he showed no reaction, just kept yawning. I was foolish to expect anything.

        

        Let's see how long he stays like that.

        

        When we entered the Adventurers' Guild, it was even more crowded than I expected. Most people were gathered around the quest acceptance area, but the quest submission area was empty, as no one was submitting quests this early.

        

        "Sister... people are staring at us..."

        

        Joshua whispered nervously, tense from the attention we'd been receiving since entering the guild.

        

        "It's okay. They're just extras anyway."

        

        "Extras?"

        

        "Yes, that's what they are."

        

        Looking around, I didn't see anyone who might be related to the original story. Rather, when I made eye contact with people, they hurriedly looked away as if they hadn't been staring.

        

        "Hello. Is there something I can help you with?"

        

        The receptionist was stretching to fight off sleepiness but quickly sat up properly when we arrived at the counter.

        

        "Yes. I'd like to make a nomination."

        

        Unlike the usual method where adventurers apply for quests that match their qualifications, this was a method where you could designate the person you wanted.

        

        The cost varied depending on who you nominated, but money wasn't an obstacle. I had plenty of treasures from all the dungeons I'd raided. I might even be able to buy a country with all that money.

      

      
        

        "Depending on the nominee and quest content, there can be significant cost variations. Is that acceptable?"

        

        "Yes, it's fine. There's a Stella-rank adventurer named Nix, right? I'd like him, please."

        

        "Please wait a moment...!"

        

        When I subtly showed the pouch of gold coins hidden in my robe, she hurriedly went up to the second floor.

        It was understandable that she'd be flustered when someone tried to hire a Stella-rank adventurer with money.

        Moreover, since Venice was currently under monster threat, this wasn't a decision the receptionist could make alone.

        

        "As expected of a Stella-rank adventurer."

        

        "I wonder how Nix is doing?"

        

        While Joshua and Leo were talking about Nix, the receptionist returned.

        

        "They'll assist you in the office on the far right of the second floor!"

        

        Special treatment for clients must be rare, as adventurers' gazes briefly turned toward us before we followed the receptionist's guidance to the second-floor office.

        

        "If I had known Lady Estel would visit, I would have prepared better. I apologize for the inadequate reception."

        

        "Hello, Emily. Don't worry about it. We didn't know we'd be meeting you either."

        

        "Thank you for your understanding. Please, have a seat."

        

        I thought we might meet the guild master, but Emily welcomed us.

        It seemed Eric Marquis wasn't lying; Emily appeared to hold a fairly high position at the Adventurers' Guild.

        

        "I won't waste your precious time, so let's get straight to the point. You said you wanted to submit a nomination quest for Stella-rank Nix, correct?"

        

        "Yes, that's right. I even got a promise from Nix in advance. He's not taking any quests right now and is resting, right?"

        

        It was the condition I set in exchange for solving the harvest problem, so now it was Nix's turn to keep his promise.

        The skills Nix demonstrated in the dungeon were sufficient to make him Leo's teacher, and it seemed impossible to find a better teacher in Venice.

        Regardless of Leo's abilities, he needed to become stronger to protect Joshua in unforeseen situations. There would surely come a time when I couldn't protect Joshua alone.

        

        "Hmm... I was wondering why he wasn't taking any quests, thought he might have gone crazy. So that was the reason. When receptionist Marie came up, I called for Nix, so he should arrive soon."

        

        "You seem quite close to Nix."

        

        Emily's tone wasn't how one would typically address a Stella-rank adventurer.

        Even a guild master would normally defer to a Stella-rank adventurer.

        

        "Ah, I didn't mention it. Nix and I are childhood friends. Please feel free to use him as you wish."

        

        Emily's bright expression as she treated Nix like a tool was almost cold.

        A marquis's daughter and an adventurer as childhood friends?

        While my mind was spinning romantic scenarios about Emily and Nix's past, footsteps rapidly approached from beyond the door.

        

        "Emily~!!!! Why did you call me like this? Hm? Do you need something? I had an appointment, but if it's your request, I can't refuse!"

        

        Nix, whom I hadn't seen in a while, was still as talkative as ever. One difference was that the look in his eyes when gazing at Emily was unmistakably that of a boy in love. He seemed to not even notice us, his eyes shining like an obedient puppy.

        

        So the person you like is Emily?

        I remembered Derek saying that Emily's type was Leo.

        

        "Oh, really? I called you because of that appointment. And I absolutely hate men who don't keep their promises."

        

        Emily didn't even glance at Nix, who looked frail compared to Leo, apparently not meeting her standards.

        

        "Actually, I came to keep my promise. When a man makes a promise, he has to keep it!"

        

        She certainly had a remarkable skill in handling Nix.
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        "I apologize for the late introduction. You're the mage who solved our harvest problem, right? I believed in you. Was the task requested by the Marquis resolved well?"

        

        "Yeah... well, more or less."

        

        Nix, seemingly having found a moment to look around, greeted me politely.

        I was taken aback when Emily looked confused about something I had lied about to convince Nix, but I managed to smooth things over. Next time, I should avoid lying. It could unnecessarily complicate things later.

        

        More than that, Nix's excited behavior and attitude toward Emily felt strangely familiar.

        Just look at Joshua, who was subtly holding Leo's hand while pretending not to notice—this was clearly the age when young people show keen interest in the opposite sex.

        

        What was I doing at that age?

        I was busy learning magic under Dorothy, researching dark magic, and consuming anything I could get my hands on—potions or force—just to witness the romantic developments in the original story.

        

        "Lady Estel, it's fine to hire Nix. However, since Venestia is currently experiencing frequent monster attacks, it might be difficult to employ a Stella-class adventurer for an extended period."

        

        Emily pointed out the current situation in Venestia.

        Even though the Death Worm swarm had been eliminated, Venestia wasn't free from monster threats. Considering the adventurer parties injured by stronger monsters, the Adventurers' Guild must be short-staffed. Even if it wasn't profitable, letting a Stella-class adventurer sit idle would be a loss for everyone.

        

        The city wouldn't collapse without Nix, but Emily's concern made sense.

        

        "Don't worry. It's not as concerning as you think. The quest is to include Leo in Nix's activities."

        

        "Me... you mean?"

        

        "Yes, I mean you."

        

        Leo responded with a puzzled expression when his name was mentioned.

        I wondered why he thought I'd woken him up to come to the Adventurers' Guild.

        

        There were clear limitations to my training Leo. First, I didn't know how to handle a sword. Second, my fighting style differed from his. Third, I didn't want to imagine what kind of nagging I'd get from Joshua. He seemed more focused on taking care of Leo than his own mother lately.

        

        "I'm not worried about Leo's skills after seeing him during the harvest. But are you sure? If anything, we should be the ones making requests."

        

        Emily asked again.

        She seemed to feel burdened by the fact that the benefactor who had eliminated the Death Worm swarm and completed the harvest, relieving Venestia's worries, was offering help again.

        

        "I have conditions. Nix will treat Leo as an apprentice. When he notices areas needing improvement, he'll speak up without hesitation. No special treatment. Leo has much to learn. If he fought Nix now, he'd lose a hundred times out of a hundred. As Joshua's knight, he needs to become stronger."

        

        Leo needed to become stronger than he was now.

        A woman's intuition was sending me that warning. Even with a drug-enhanced body or support from the castle, without experience and skill, he'd be nothing more than a durable punching bag. With the label of a Holy Kingdom prince, friction with the Holy Kingdom was inevitable.

        

        The problem was that Joshua might get caught up in it, so preparations were necessary.

      

      
        

        "I see. Lady Estel, you really care for Joshua. Nix, did you hear Lady Estel clearly? Don't think about working alone for a while. It's too dangerous. With injured adventurers increasing lately, I won't let it slide if you get hurt too."

        

        "Yes, of course! It's been a while since I worked in a party, but with Leo, there won't be any problems. Don't worry too much."

        

        Even though Leo looked strong and capable, he'd probably be a huge burden.

        Nix reassured Emily with a confident voice.

        It was fascinating to see him transform from a 15-year-old boy in love to a Stella-class adventurer in an instant.

        

        "Who said I was worried about you? I'm concerned about the Adventurers' Guild. And if you let Leo get hurt, you'll die by my hands."

        

        Emily was skilled at handling Nix, but conversely, Nix was equally adept at handling Emily.

        Unlike her dignified appearance at the mansion, she now showed the prickly side of a 15-year-old girl, along with her tsundere attitude toward her childhood friend who made his own assumptions... I almost suspected her apparent interest in Leo was just a smokescreen.

        

        Nix quickly took Leo's hand and led him away, like a husband who knew he'd face nagging if he stayed any longer.

        Joshua, who had been holding Leo's other hand, was dragged along. He hadn't let go, apparently intending to go with Leo from the start.

        

        "I'll go ahead. Leo, get up. We have quite a bit of work to do. We need to gather weapons and visit some shops. There's a store I've frequented since childhood. Their potions are so effective that I always drink them before leaving the city."

        

        Nix's chatter continued until they descended the stairs to the first floor.

        

        The space, now occupied only by Emily and me, was suddenly enveloped in silence.

        

        "Sigh... I'm sorry. Whenever I see Nix, his immaturity makes me behave inappropriately."

        

        "It's fine. It actually looked nice. Nix seems to like you a lot."

        

        "Nix!? That's going too far. Nix and I are just childhood friends. Besides, my type is someone handsome and dependable like Leo, a prince who would protect me anytime."

        

        Emily's face instantly turned red as she blurted out what sounded like excuses.

        While childhood friend relationships rarely work out, when they do, there's no sweeter romance.

        If that's what Emily says, then so be it. Sometimes "hey you" turns into "my dear husband," but I didn't want to meddle and become a nosy old lady.

        

        "Are you okay with this, Lady Estel?"

        

        "Hm? With what?"

        

        "Joshua went with them too. I know the magic Joshua showed was extraordinary, but... adventurer work is dangerous. I thought you would stop him."

        

        Originally, I had planned to bring only Leo to the Adventurers' Guild. Joshua tagged along because Leo screamed and made a fuss. If I had wanted to stop Joshua, I wouldn't have brought him in the first place.

        

        My intervention would only make Joshua more persistent.

      

      
        Even Romeo and Juliet might not have loved so passionately if their families hadn't opposed them.

        I was learning firsthand that love shines brightest when faced with obstacles.

        

        "It's fine. Nix might not be able to protect Leo, but he can protect Joshua if necessary. And Joshua isn't so weak that he can't protect himself."

        

        The future is uncertain.

        Learning adventurer work now might prove useful later.

        And Leo might lose interest if he can't handle Nix's training and ends up in a mess.

        

        "Could you register Joshua and Leo as adventurers? The rank doesn't matter."

        

        "That's not difficult. Also, you don't need to pay for this designated quest. It wouldn't feel right to accept payment from you, Lady Estel."

        

        "Are you sure that's okay?"

        

        I took out a pouch of gold coins and placed it on the table, where it made a heavy sound, asserting its presence.

        While I'd like to receive goodwill, I understand what it means to designate a Stella-class adventurer.

        

        He must be the guild's top asset right now.

        Although the designated quest simply involves helping with Leo's training, Nix's workload when operating alone would be significantly higher than other adventurers'. With a burden tagging along, his efficiency would inevitably decrease.

        

        *Gulp*

        

        Emily swallowed hard.

        It must be a payment difficult to refuse.

        But her pride wouldn't allow her to take back her words.

        

        "Then, how about this? I happen to need monster by-products. If you show me the guild's inventory list, I'll purchase items equivalent to this amount."

        

        "A-are you sure that's okay...? The by-products won't be of any use to you..."

        

        Adventurers submit monster by-products as proof of elimination.

        In the original story, these by-products were refined and sold to mages, alchemists, or witches for additional income.

        Currently, with no mage activities, witches branded as heretics, and alchemists apparently not experimenting with by-products, the guild's collection must be rotting in storage, unused.

        

        "These will be valuable later. The Venestia Adventurers' Guild might become the world's best someday, though that's far in the future."

        

        "The world's best... is this what grandfather called Laplace's demon... hehe, we'll be rich."

        

        She seemed lost in fantasy, drooling with a happy expression.
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        Beryl diligently opened her shop early this morning as usual.

        

        Though her tasks were simple—cleaning the thin layer of dust that had accumulated overnight and arranging potions from the storage onto the display shelves—she devoted herself to these small, mundane duties.

        

        Her behavior bordered on obsessive, like ensuring the spacing between potions was perfectly precise, but these little things were what brought Beryl joy.

        

        It had been over 60 years since she'd opened this modest shop in the corner of the marketplace... yet customers were practically nonexistent.

        

        She had initially set her potion prices too high, which drove customers away. By the time she realized and normalized her prices... word had spread that hers was a shop that overcharged customers.

        

        Now her shop was treated like a dusty souvenir store that occasional adventurers visited out of curiosity.

        

        Nevertheless, she wasn't completely without regular customers.

        One regular was an active adventurer who would stop by when accepting quests or delivering monster by-products she had personally requested....

        

        Recently, this adventurer hadn't visited the shop, perhaps taking a break from adventuring, and Beryl couldn't help but worry.

        

        'Surely they haven't... died?'

        

        If it were an ordinary adventurer, she wouldn't be so concerned. But she had discreetly given her regular customer good potions without them noticing, so they shouldn't die easily.

        

        Still, being an adventurer was a profession where living a full life was difficult, so her worry was unavoidable.

        

        'What if they're badly injured and unable to move? Are they waiting for me to find them...? Or worse, have they already died and their spirit is wandering this world?'

        

        Negative thoughts suddenly swept through Beryl's mind, but she shook her head to clear them away.

        

        Delusions and misconceptions were among Beryl's bad habits. Especially since the magical eyes dormant in her sockets could completely change her personality... she wanted to be free from such things now.

        

        For that freedom, she had settled in Venestia with the help of her only friend to live a peaceful life.

        

        As a witch, she no longer wanted to be hated by others or curse anyone.

        

        'I wonder how Estel is doing?'

        

        Having sensed Estel's overwhelming mana twice recently, she often found herself lost in old memories while idly sitting at the counter.

        

        Even to another woman, Estel was exceptionally beautiful and alluring. Like perfectly ripened meat, tempting enough to taste just once....

        

        'What am I thinking?!'

        

        Shaking her head more dramatically than before, she covered her face with both hands, knowing it had turned bright red even without seeing it.

        

        Still... Estel's breasts were large.

        She still couldn't forget the sensation of that one time she had squeezed them with all her might. Soft and tender, something indescribable.

        

        She was envious.

        Beryl's chest, as straight and stiff as Venestia's city walls, was closer to hardness than softness.

        

        She wanted to make a breast-enlarging potion, but that wasn't her specialty, and for Beryl, who only made healing potions for her shop, it was nearly impossible.

        

        "I'm sorry you got such an incompetent owner, my chest."

        

        There was no point apologizing to her nonexistent chest—it wouldn't answer back.

        Though they lacked presence, she stroked her breasts—more precious to her than anyone else's—trying to calm her nearly tearful heart.

        

        "What... are you doing?"

        

        "EEEEK!!!!"

        

        Startled by the sudden voice, she hastily pulled up the hood attached to her robe. She couldn't let others see her hideous face. After confirming that the perception-inhibiting magic on her robe had activated, she cautiously looked toward the source of the voice.

        

      

      
        'How long have they been there? I didn't sense anyone coming in. Is my perception broken? What if they saw? If rumors spread, I'd be too embarrassed to continue business....'

        

        There was still an hour before opening time, and she needed to both ask this intruder to leave and find out how much they had seen.

        

        She absolutely refused to be labeled as a crazy woman who not only fondled her meager chest but talked to it as well.

        

        "We're not open yet... Estel?"

        

        Even with her eyes closed, she could tell through her perception.

        That vibrant pink hair belonged to only one person she knew. And that chest that maintained its presence even hidden behind a robe.

        

        She had known Estel was in Venestia from sensing her mana, as overwhelming as her chest... but she hadn't wanted to reunite like this.

        

        "D-did you s-see?!"

        

        "Should I come back later...?"

        

        As Estel scratched her cheek and averted her gaze, preparing to leave the shop, Beryl rushed to stop her.

        

        "This isn't what it—ack!?"

        

        No, she tried to stop her, but her feet got tangled, and she fell pathetically to the floor. Fortunately or unfortunately, this allowed her to grab onto Estel's ankle.

        

        "Beryl, I can't leave if you don't let go...."

        

        "If you leave, you'll spread rumors all over town, won't you?! Absolutely not!!!"

        

        This reunion with her long-lost friend was off to the worst possible start.

        

        ***

        

        "Stop crying and tell me slowly, okay?"

        

        "Sniff... I-I'm not crying! Ngh...!"

        

        Beryl was wailing so loudly, insisting that I couldn't leave, that I had to stop teasing her.

        I knew she had some complexes, but to think she'd talk to her ironing-board chest.

        

        Beryl only stopped crying after blowing her nose thoroughly into the handkerchief I offered.

        

        With such an intense reaction, I felt more guilty than amused.

        

        "Are you going to keep wearing that hood when you're seeing a friend after so long?"

        

        She had layered so much magic that even sitting directly across from her, the inside of her hood appeared pitch black.

        After 60 years, wouldn't it be nice to show your pretty face?

        

        "No, it's just... I'm very ugly...."

        

        I was dumbfounded by Beryl's words as she clutched her hood tightly with both hands.

        

        If Beryl was ugly, then there wouldn't be more than ten good-looking people in this entire world.

        

        Where was the Beryl who used to hold her head high, claiming everyone but herself was ugly? In her place sat this timid, fragile person exuding an aura of social awkwardness.

        

        "Can't you make an exception? I came all this way to see Beryl's pretty face. If I leave without seeing it, I might be so sad that I'll tell everyone about what I saw earlier."

        

        Estel's attack.

        It was super effective!

        

        Her body trembled so much that it would be criminal not to tease her a little, but I ended up bringing up what had just happened, which I'd barely managed to let slide.

        

      

      
        "O-okay...! Just don't spread rumors that I'm some creepy pervert who talks to her chest! I have nowhere else to go...!!"

        

        I hadn't thought that far....

        This was too much.

        Hearing such lines—the kind you'd expect from some eldritch entity beyond the abyss in a past life—coming from my friend's mouth left me dazed.

        

        "I t-told you...! I'm ugly!! You're the one who said you wanted to see, so I'm not responsible!"

        

        As Beryl forcefully pulled back her hood, a gem as beautiful as her name was revealed.

        

        Her slightly wavy hair was disheveled from being pressed under the hood, but that couldn't hide Beryl's beauty. If anything, it gave her a decadent charm.

        

        And behind that black hair, the green secret two-tone proudly displayed its presence.

        

        Even with her eyes closed, those long, pitiful eyelashes....

        

        "......"

        

        As my gaze reached her eyes, I understood why Beryl had been so reluctant.

        

        Both eyes were sewn shut with green thread.

        As if she never intended to open them again.

        

        "I told you... that I'm ugly...."

        

        Beryl hastily pulled her hood back up and trembled slightly.

        

        Her magical eyes were practically Beryl's identity, yet she had sewn them shut so she could never open them?

        

        In the original story, most of Beryl's feats stemmed from her magical eyes. I remembered how she could defeat enemies that the protagonist's party couldn't handle with just a glance.

        

        Did she sew them shut herself?

        I couldn't imagine Beryl falling victim to someone else.

        

        "There's no way you could be ugly. You're still as beautiful as when I first met you. But what happened to your eyes?"

        

        There were surprisingly many who coveted magical eyes.

        Even among witches, there were countless who eyed Beryl's eyes greedily.

        When we first met, she was dealing with a witch who was after her magical eyes.

        

        Beryl, seemingly cheered up by the compliment as if she'd never been upset, proudly explained.

        

        "I won't use those magical eyes anymore. My dream now is to live quietly and peacefully day by day. When I open my eyes, I become a different person, so I sewed them shut to prevent that."

        

        "I... I see."

        

        Was that decision agreed upon with your open-eyed self...?

        I wasn't sure whether to be impressed by Beryl's extreme choice.

        I hoped I would never encounter Beryl with her eyes open.

        

        Seeing Beryl fidgeting with her hands, apparently not wanting to discuss her eyes further, I inwardly sighed.

        

        "How's business going?"

        

        "Hehehe... well, about that."

        

        I could tell from the "Closed" sign still up after 10 AM and the fact that not a single customer had appeared yet.

        

        Wouldn't Beryl actually prefer having no customers?

        I started to worry whether she was earning enough money to live a proper life.
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        The inside of the store was cleaner than I expected.

        

        The floor, windows, and display cases were free of dust, suggesting daily morning cleaning.

        

        The shelves were filled with potions ideal for adventurers—health potions, recovery potions, stamina potions, vitality potions, and more.

        

        The prices were set at levels that wouldn't burden adventurers.

        

        When Derek told me she had opened a shop, I was skeptical... but I'm relieved to see she seems serious about running it.

        

        With monsters becoming more violent in Venestia and adventurer parties sustaining many injuries, word would spread quickly if she marketed to the Adventurers' Guild.

        

        Though it was unlikely that homebody Beryl would go to such trouble, I couldn't just stand by and watch my friend holed up at home, fondling her chest and giggling.

        

        "Have you been outside recently? The festival preparations are making quite a commotion."

        "Festival?"

        "The harvest festival they hold in Venestia around this time every year."

        "Ah. Aaah, mmm. Festival! Of course I know about it!"

        

        She clearly has no idea, despite living in Venestia for over 60 years.

        What am I going to do with this damn homebody?

        

        I felt dizzy at the thought of having another child to look after besides Joshua.

        

        At this rate, forget asking her to watch Leo's castle—I'm not sure she'll be able to function properly even 200 years from now.

        

        I knew Beryl became shy and withdrawn when she closed her eyes, but I didn't expect it to get worse while I was away.

        

        Business aside, I wanted to get Beryl out of the house first.

        And while I was at it, get rid of that hood she refused to take off.

        If possible, I wanted to rebuild her pulverized self-esteem.

        

        "What brings you here, Estel? You didn't come just to see me..."

        

        "What a thing to say. I was thinking about you and came to visit. We're friends, aren't we?"

        

        "Fr-friends... hehe. Yes, yes. Estel is my one and only friend! It's been so long—should we take a bath together and have a pajama party? I have a glow-in-the-dark dragon plushie. Let's look at it under the blankets at night!"

        

        Damn, I can't resist a glow-in-the-dark dragon plushie.

        I was almost tempted for a moment, but I managed to come to my senses.

        

        If this were Beryl with her eyes open,

        she'd be making lewd comments like a man and playfully grabbing at my chest the moment we met.

        

        I prefer this childish Beryl who shows intense reactions to the slightest teasing and indulges in creepy fantasies.

        

        Yes. I like it. I do like it.

        

        But the infantile behavior from someone 400 years my senior was causing cognitive dissonance.

        

        "Would you take off that suffocating hood for me?"

        "Eeh. That's difficult..."

        "You don't wear it when bathing or sleeping, do you?"

        "I... I guess not?"

        

        Judging by her inability to answer properly, she probably did.

        Sorry, Beryl, but I had to use her gloomy personality to my advantage.

        

        "It makes me sad that I can't properly see my friend's face after so long. Don't you consider me a friend? If you're going to show me once and then keep hiding, I'll put on a hood too..."

        

        I covered my face with both hands as if hiding tears, speaking in the most pitiful and disappointed tone I could manage while watching Beryl's reaction.

        

        "S-sad? You shouldn't be sad... If I don't have Estel, I don't have any friends."

        

        She must know through her spirit sense that I wasn't actually crying but acting, yet she seemed too flustered to think that far, fidgeting anxiously as I watched through my fingers.

        

        This is getting addictive.

        Teasing her was more enjoyable than I expected.

        

        "Beryl, we're friends, right?"

      

      
        "Y-yes! We're friends."

        "Then, shall we take it off?"

        "Eh?"

        

        Taking advantage of Beryl's momentary distraction, I successfully grabbed her dingy hood.

        No matter how she struggled to remove my hand, with her eyes closed, she didn't stand a chance.

        

        "You've shown me once already. A second time shouldn't be difficult, right?"

        

        "B-b-but! I'm not mentally prepared yet...!"

        

        Mental preparation my foot.

        What was she imagining...?

        It's not like she was getting naked—just taking off a hood. Did that really require mental preparation?

        

        "Gently... please."

        

        Should I just take it all off?

        She seems like she'd let me strip her completely right now.

        I had no intention of actually doing so, but this wasn't me being bad—it was Beryl's fault for encouraging my sadistic tendencies.

        

        "So, I'm taking it off?"

        

        "Mmm."

        

        It was just a hood, but I felt tense for some reason.

        It was like opening a treasure chest for the first time, even though I'd already seen inside once before.

        

        "W-wait!!!!!!"

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        What now? After all that mental preparation?

        Just as I had pulled the hood halfway off and Beryl's face was beginning to emerge from the shadows,

        

        "C-c-c-customer! A customer is coming! Let's do this later, okay?"

        

        What was this—like being caught seducing a married woman when her husband suddenly comes home?

        Beryl must have sensed someone entering the shop through her spirit sense, as she grew increasingly frantic.

        

        "Estel, you should hide under the counter for a bit."

        "Why do I need to hide just because a customer is coming?"

        "Stop arguing and hurry...!"

        

        Beryl, who couldn't resist at all until moments ago, easily picked me up and threw me toward the counter.

        How could she lift and throw me so easily when her eyes were closed?

        I used mana to protect myself from the impact, but I was still dumbfounded by how quickly it all happened.

        

        Ignoring me after throwing me, she pushed her backside off the counter with all her might and then composed her voice.

        

        What kind of important customer would make her hide her friend?

        

        Footsteps approached the shop, and then a customer's voice was heard.

        

        "This is the shop I told you about. The potions work really well, so I come here often. It's where I buy necessary potions before starting a quest. I've told other adventurers about it, but they're hesitant to visit because they say the owner is scary... but in my opinion, she's definitely a nice person."

        

        The endless TMI and the boy's voice I'd heard just that morning.

        Nix appeared at the door with Joshua and Leo.

        

        The customer was Nix?

        It seemed the shop Nix frequently visited before departures was Beryl's store.

        

        "Nix, you're here? It's been 5 days, 15 hours, 35 minutes, and 13 seconds since your last visit. I was worried you might have died somewhere. Y-you're not hurt, are you!?"

        

        She remembered that precisely?

        I thought people found the owner scary because of the hood hiding her face, but with that kind of obsessive behavior, it was understandable why they'd be frightened.

        If someone told me exactly how long it had been since my last visit, I wouldn't come back either.

        

        "Haha. I haven't been taking quests recently. I'm planning to start again today."

        

      

      
        "You could come visit even without a quest..."

        

        Nix seemed used to this situation and brushed it off casually.

        

        "Ah, these are Leo and Joshua. They'll be in my party for a while, so I thought you might see them often."

        

        "Pleased to meet you. I'm Leo. I came on Nix's recommendation."

        

        "Hello. Please call me Joshua."

        

        "Y-yes, n-nice to meet you. I see. Well, Nix is a Stella-rank adventurer, but it's still dangerous alone. Yes. Parties... are important."

        

        Stop it.

        It's better not to show interest in male customers.

        I remembered changing clothing stores in my previous life as soon as the owner started acting overly familiar.

        

        "Should I prepare the potions as usual?"

        

        "Yes. The same potions I always buy, but for three people, please."

        

        "Got it. Just wait a moment."

        

        While Beryl went to the storage room to prepare the potions, I peeked my face out from under the counter.

        

        Nix was explaining the potions on display to Leo,

        and Joshua, who had been watching them from a distance, made eye contact with me.

        

        "Big sis?"

        "Shh."

        

        Seeing his surprised expression that seemed to ask why I was hiding there, I put my finger to my lips, gesturing for him to be quiet.

        Joshua cautiously approached the counter, glancing at the others, and whispered:

        

        "What are you doing here?"

        

        What am I doing here?

        I don't know.

        I really don't know...

        

        "The shop owner is a friend of my mother's."

        

        "I see. But why are you hiding?"

        

        "I don't know either. She asked me to hide for a bit. Anyway, you didn't see me, okay? You understand?"

        

        I hid back under the counter, reassured by Joshua's vigorous nod.

        Beryl returned with so many potions she could barely hold them all, carefully placing them one by one on the counter.

        

        "Thank you for bringing these. I'll pay right away."

        

        "Just take them. And, um, come show your face more often."

        

        Free? Not just one or two potions, but what looked like more than ten bottles, for free?

        Potion prices weren't cheap—was she serious about running a business?

        Judging by her tone, she didn't seem to be joking.

        

        How much pressure was she putting on a regular customer who hadn't visited in a while?

        

        "No, I can't do that. You need to make a living too. I'd be sad if you closed down."

        

        "S-sad? Hehe... Yes. I can't let Nix be sad. Then I'll accept the money."

        

        I inwardly sighed as Beryl immediately melted at whatever part of Nix's words had touched her.

        

        "I'll come again tomorrow!"

        

        "Mmm. Take care. Do you have to come tomorrow? Do you really have to?"

        

        There were too many issues to point out.

        First, I wanted to know why she had hidden me under the counter.
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        Beryl continued to wave and grin broadly for a while after Nix had left.

        She seems to have completely forgotten about me, tucked away under the counter.

        That was rather harsh treatment for her only friend.

        

        "Beryl?"

        

        "Huh? Estel!? S-sorry! Are you hurt anywhere?"

        

        When I emerged from behind the counter, she finally seemed to return to reality, flustering as she patted various parts of my body.

        There were some meaningless touches around my hips and chest, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

        

        "I'm not hurt."

        

        "Phew... That's a relief. Were you very surprised?"

        

        In many ways, yes, I was very surprised.

        From telling him to take the potion for free to her obsession with a regular customer...

        I had so many questions.

        

        "More importantly, why did you hide me? Is it because you're embarrassed to have me around when dealing with customers?"

        

        I asked while slowly removing Beryl's hood.

        Fortunately, she didn't resist, and I could see her face again.

        

        "It's absolutely not because I'm embarrassed of you, Estel. If anything, it's the opposite. It's just, well..."

        "Well what?"

        "Well... Promise you won't be disappointed when you hear it? And don't make fun of me?"

        

        What could possibly make her so evasive?

        I knew there was no point in pushing her when she was being so hesitant, so I waited for her to speak on her own.

        

        "It's because... you're pretty..."

        "Huh?"

        "Because you're too dazzling and pretty! Why are your boobs so big!! And what about that butt!!! All men like women like you!!! Compared to you, I'm... flat-chested and have no meat on my butt... You walking bundle of obscenity!!!!! You bitch!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

        "......"

        

        I thought it would be some trivial explanation, but the abuse that came out of Beryl's mouth left me speechless.

        

        Me, seducing Nix?

        What kind of witch am I in Beryl's mind?

        Does she think I'm a sow that sprays pheromones that make men go into heat just by walking around?

        Even a succubus wouldn't go that far.

        

        I don't know about disappointment, but I was certainly surprised.

        What nonsense to say to a pure virgin who has never seduced or had experience with men.

        

        Beryl, having shouted so much, was breathing heavily with excitement.

        

        One thing was clear: Beryl's feelings for Nix were far from ordinary.

        

        "Do you... have feelings for Nix?"

        

        It made sense now—her defensive behavior toward me, her obsessive attitude—if she had feelings for him.

        At first, I thought it was just attachment to one of her few regular customers, but if it was a different kind of attachment, then her hidden feelings behind the verbal abuse and her attitude all fit together like puzzle pieces.

        

        "Feelings!?!?!? W-well, I mean, he is a regular customer, so I can't say I don't care about him... But since when are you two so close that you call him Nix?"

        

        Her face flushed red, but her mood quickly turned cold, and I struggled to keep up with her shifting demeanor.

        

        A yandere with a crush.

        They say it's comedy when viewed from afar and tragedy when seen up close.

        The murderous aura Beryl was emitting made me wonder if one wrong word might get me killed.

        

        But I wouldn't have offered to be friends with Beryl if I was afraid of a yandere.

        The way to handle this was surprisingly simple.

      

      
        I just needed to make her believe I wasn't an enemy, but an ally.

        

        "I only met him after coming to Veneschia. Besides, short and skinny men aren't my type. And he talks so much. I prefer the quiet type."

        

        I didn't really have a specific type of man, but I emphasized that I had no intention of seducing Nix.

        

        "Really?"

        "Do I look like a witch who would lie to her friend? Look into my eyes. Don't they show I don't know how to lie?"

        "I... can't see."

        "You can use your magical sense, can't you?"

        

        As if she couldn't use her magical sense to see not just in front, but in a full 360 degrees.

        

        "Besides, not all men like big breasts. Some... appreciate the beauty of flat landscapes."

        

        In my previous life, as someone who preferred large breasts, I could never understand the flat-chest enthusiasts in online communities.

        I respect preferences, but while someone might have liked a person who happened to have a flat chest, liking someone because they have a flat chest is a bit...

        

        "If you say so, Estel... I guess that's how it is."

        

        Whew. Thankfully, I managed to defuse the situation.

        I congratulated myself on defending well against the sudden attack.

        I was worried my chest might get torn off.

        

        "So?"

        "Hm?"

        "What do you like about Nix? What made the great Beryl fall for him so hard that you're this obsessed?"

        

        Just as my daughter's love life is important to me, though for different reasons, my friend's love life is a major matter.

        Especially since it's Beryl.

        A behind-the-scenes story that was never revealed in the original work.

        If this isn't a side story, what is?

        

        I couldn't shake the delicious feeling of watching her blush and stammer.

        

        "It's a secret..."

        

        Ah, how cute.

        Not telling actually made it more intriguing.

        It wouldn't be fun if she spilled everything from the start.

        Every little thing about Beryl seemed lovable to me.

        Enough to forgive her for calling me a "walking bundle of obscenity" and a "bitch."

        

        Who's calling who a bitch?

        Seeing Beryl in love was quite amusing.

        

        "Is it because he's a Stella-rank adventurer? It's extremely rare for someone so young to reach the highest rank. And he's so strong too. It's hard to believe such a small body could have that much power. How promising is his future? His appearance is decent enough too."

        

        "N-no, that's not it. Could you please stop? It's embarrassing..."

        

        I was just praising Nix, but Beryl was squirming with embarrassment.

        

        "I envy Nix. I wish Beryl would be obsessed with me too. Does Nix know what a lovable witch Beryl is? Ah, how cruel the heavens are."

        

        "I'm ugly, so I wouldn't suit Nix. I've never heard of a witch loving a human and it ending well. I'm satisfied with our current relationship."

        

        Since witches live eternally under a curse, while humans have limited lifespans.

        Even if love were to blossom in the end, there have been actual cases of witches going mad from being unable to overcome the limits of lifespan and being consumed by their curse, so Beryl would naturally be hesitant.

        

        "I've been hearing voices lately. I think it's the effect of the curse. That's why I decided to live quietly. I sewed my eyes shut, and though I was prepared for it... honestly, I'm scared."

        

        The witch's curse.

        

        In exchange for defying the laws of the world, one hears the voice of a god singing curses.

        Since each witch has different wishes, the form of the voice varies for each.

      

      
        Therefore, I couldn't possibly imagine what kind of pain Beryl was enduring.

        

        If it was painful enough to bury the love in her heart... as a friend and as a fellow witch, I couldn't just stand by and watch.

        

        "So, are you giving up?"

        "Isn't that the right thing to do?"

        "Could you smile and wish for Nix's happiness even if he ends up with another woman?"

        "......"

        

        Just looking at how Nix treats Emily, the probability of Beryl's love being realized might be extremely low, but

        I didn't think giving up without trying anything was the right choice.

        

        Love itself is pure, noble, and beautiful.

        A miracle that anyone in the world can experience, beyond anyone's criticism.

        

        ...Of course, as a mother, I'd have to meddle in my daughter's love life, but that's beside the point.

        

        "See? You can't even answer."

        "B-but, is that right? Nix might already be with someone else... He might already have someone he likes. It's like... I shouldn't interfere. What if I confess and lose my only regular customer?"

        "Is business the issue here?"

        

        She was willing to give Nix potions for free, as if she'd give him her liver and gallbladder, and now she's talking about business?

        

        "Even if Nix is already in love with someone, the one who ends up with him in the end is the winner. Do you think love happens only once in a lifetime? Where there's a meeting, there can be a parting. People you like can change. Make sure Nix can't look elsewhere by holding onto him tightly."

        

        The fact that love can change applies not only to Nix but also to Beryl, though I didn't bother mentioning that.

        

        Pure love is ultimately about two people thinking of each other.

        Whatever the process, as long as they end up in a sweet, pure relationship, that's all that matters.

        Above all, without obstacles in love, there's no desperation.

        

        "B-but wouldn't the person who loses him be pitiful?"

        "What kind of love considers other women?"

        "T-that's true, but... honestly, I don't have confidence..."

        

        I couldn't understand what she lacked confidence in.

        It would be hard to find someone as pretty as Beryl in this world.

        It was quite vexing how much she underestimated her own appearance.

        If there was one thing that bothered me... it would be the flat cliff where you couldn't tell front from back.

        

        But what does that matter?

        The Western Witch's storage had many potions that could be called miracles, and I was the one who had successfully mass-produced one of them.

        

        "Beryl, have you forgotten? What kind of witch I am?"

        

        After becoming a witch, various aliases followed me as I wandered the world.

        

        "The Boob... I mean, the Breast Witch?"

        "The. Witch. Of. Love."

        

        I sighed at Beryl's emphasis on breasts and corrected her, enunciating each syllable.

        Of course, I hadn't actually helped anyone with love yet, but I could start building experience from today.

        

        "Hehehe. Beryl, I'll help you with your love."

        

        Though I said it playfully, I was completely serious.

        I couldn't just watch her give up without even trying.

        

        Of course, we wouldn't start right away.

        A woman's transformation is her right.

        And Beryl would need time to prepare mentally.

        

        As Beryl nodded slightly with a reluctant expression,

        I began to formulate a plan in my head for how to become her Cupid of love.
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        When did I first meet Nix?

        Beryl carefully traced her memories.

        

        It was an afternoon more than 50 years after she had moved to Venetia.

        

        Today, not a single customer came, so she closed the shop early.

        

        When she first moved to Venetia on Estel's recommendation, the shop was quite busy even if no one actually bought anything. Was it because of the prices?

        

        Since the only person who bought potions was the head of the Laplace family who managed Venetia, the shop was essentially bankrupt.

        

        It wasn't that she hadn't thought about joining the Merchants' Guild to learn about price trends, putting in legwork at the Adventurers' Guild, or consulting nearby merchants about what the problem might be.

        

        But it wasn't easy to do any of those things when everyone she met was busy avoiding her.

        Perhaps it was because she wore a hood laden with perception-hindering magic, uncomfortable with facing people with her bare face.

        

        And then there was the voice echoing in her head.

        Surely it was a witch's curse. She tried hard to ignore it, remembering how the Witch of the Southern End had warned her not to listen to the inner voice.

        But recently, it had been following her into her dreams and kept talking to her, making her nerves raw.

        

        "Sigh. I really shouldn't have opened a shop."

        

        What kind of wealth and glory did she expect to gain by opening a shop?

        It wasn't like she lacked money or had dreams of becoming a merchant.

        

        'Someday, you too will experience beautiful love.'

        

        If it weren't for Estel's words, spoken with sparkling eyes, she would probably still be dealing with those who coveted her Magical Eyes.

        

        While Magical Eyes themselves were special, there were many who sought Beryl's eyes, which were in a league of their own.

        If she hadn't helped that fallen angel she saw in her childhood dreams, she wouldn't have ended up with these eyes.

        

        What is love anyway?

        For Beryl, who grew up as an orphan, wandered the world, caught the eye of the Witch of the Southern End to become a witch herself, and lived amid jealousy from other witches, love was an extremely foreign concept.

        

        There had never been room for love in Beryl's entire life.

        She was merely curious.

        

        First, get away from the battlefield.

        

        With her eyes closed, she settled in Venetia with Estel's help for that reason.

        

        Before departing for Venetia, Estel had suggested opening a shop, and Beryl had ended up doing so somewhat reluctantly... but dealing with people was harder than dealing with witches for Beryl, who kept her eyes closed.

        

        Normally, she would have closed the shop and shut herself in her room, but today she felt like taking a walk.

        

        The night air felt pleasant, and it was the perfect time to wander the streets alone as the city's people would be returning home for dinner.

        

        The children who had been noisily playing and disturbing her morning sleep must have all gone home, as the area in front of Beryl's shop, which had become their playground, was quiet.

        

        Just as she was about to start her pleasant walk,

        her foot stepped on something that felt out of place on the ground.

        Harder than a slime but softer than an orc, it felt just like a witch who had been stepped on while trying to steal Magical Eyes....

        

        "It hurts. Could you please move your foot?"

        

        "Eeeek...!!!"

        

        Beryl screamed when she belatedly realized that what was under her foot was a child.

        Lost in thought, she had apparently failed to notice the child with her spiritual sense and stepped on them.

        

        "A-Are you alright?!"

        

        "I'm fine except for the pain. Thank you for moving your foot."

        

      

      
        The little one lying on the ground casually thanked Beryl and then crawled along the ground.

        

        "Is this a new game?"

        

        So this is how kids play these days.

        

        Beryl recalled her own childhood.

        When they were poor and had nothing to eat, the popular game was stealing each other's hidden food.

        It was a dangerous game where getting caught meant saying goodbye to the world.

        

        After becoming a witch, she no longer needed food, so she didn't have to play such dangerous games anymore.

        

        "It's not a game. I went to a friend's house, but the adults there broke both my legs and told me not to play with my friend anymore. So I have no choice but to crawl home. It's not bad except for being tired and hungry. I should try this with my friends later."

        

        "Oh... I see."

        

        It was hard to keep up with the information as the child's mouth kept running.

        

        Judging by the direction they were crawling, they seemed to be heading toward the slums.

        

        "Um... Should I call your family? Or take you to a hospital?"

        "I live alone. My mother died after giving birth to me, and my father died while working as an adventurer. I don't have money to go to the hospital."

        "I-I see."

        

        'What am I supposed to do in this situation? Help me, Estel!'

        

        She felt uneasy about leaving the child like this.

        She silently called out to Estel, who wouldn't answer anyway.

        

        "You're the owner of this shop, right, miss?"

        "Y-Yes. That's right. How did you know?"

        "Because you're the only one who wears that dark hood. Do you know how uncomfortable other adults feel about you? The other shop owners say you're only allowed to stay here because you sold your body to the Marquis."

        

        Beryl felt dizzy hearing such unbelievable words from the child's mouth.

        

        "W-What... Who sold their body?! I never did such a thing!"

        

        "I thought so! Adults love to slander and bully others. Like my legs. I was just playing with a lonely friend at the Marquis's house. They said I was making that friend uncomfortable by being there. Isn't that funny? That friend looked so happy playing with me."

        

        The child's legs were twisted in a direction that could never be natural.

        If not treated quickly, they might never walk again.

        

        "Can't you take off that hood? Then maybe you could catch first-time customers? I've noticed that no one comes around when I play in this area."

        "That's a bit difficult... I'm ugly. My eyes are hideous... and..."

        "Come on. That's not true, right? I don't think you could be ugly, miss."

        "What do you know..."

        

        While Beryl wanted to stomp on that mouth right away, the child was smiling.

        

        "My dad used to say that people always need proper preparation. Like washing hands before eating. Or praying to God before sleeping. Maybe you're just not ready yet? Someday, you'll take off your hood yourself."

        "So, were you prepared to have your legs broken?"

        "Hmm... I guess I wasn't ready either. But I'm only seven, so that's okay, right? I'm going to become an adventurer when I grow up. Dad always looked so happy when he told me about his adventures. Maybe having broken legs is just preparation for becoming an adventurer?"

        

        A mere seven-year-old giving advice to a witch who had lived for over 500 years.

        When was the last time she had a conversation like this?

        It had been almost 50 years.

        

        "Kid, what's your name?"

        "I'm Nix. What about you, miss?"

        "Don't call me 'miss,' call me 'shop owner.'"

        "Huh? Aren't we friends?"

        "Friends? As if."

        

        Beryl wanted to talk more with Nix, but if those broken legs were left untreated, he would never achieve his dream of becoming an adventurer.

        

      

      
        She picked Nix up with both hands, carried him into the house, and laid him down in a suitable place.

        

        She wasn't particularly skilled at potion-making, so she couldn't make a medicine to mend broken bones, but she remembered that among the potions Estel had given her, there was one with a similar effect.

        

        She went into her room and opened a preciously kept box, revealing a potion that glowed with a purple light.

        Was it called an Elixir?

        Estel had told her to save it and only use it in dangerous situations, but when would that be?

        Without hesitation, she took the potion and headed to where Nix was lying.

        

        When she opened the potion bottle, a sweet smell wafted out.

        Grape flavor?

        But was this for drinking? Or for applying?

        Since it smelled like grapes, it was probably for drinking.

        

        "I don't have money to pay for the potion."

        

        While she was contemplating the potion, Nix kept talking.

        That boy is really noisy.

        

        "I know. You want to be an adventurer, right? You have no money and can't go to the hospital, so how do you plan to become an adventurer with those legs? I've never heard of a crippled adventurer."

        

        Her words came out long, as if she had caught something from Nix.

        To silence the chattering Nix when a witch was trying to show kindness, she made him drink the potion.

        

        What kind of potion did Estel make...?

        Aside from Nix's broken legs, the energy Beryl sensed from him began to emit a different aura from that of an ordinary person.

        She understood why Estel had warned her to use it only in dangerous situations.

        It wasn't just healing; he seemed to have become a completely new person.

        

        "Want to try walking?"

        

        Just to be safe, she held Nix's hand and helped him put his feet on the ground.

        

        "I feel like I could fly!"

        

        Nix jumped in place and expressed his honest impression, finally looking like a seven-year-old.

        

        "Now go home."

        

        While it was enjoyable to have a conversation after so long, she also felt as if Nix had drained her energy.

        Beryl wanted to go to her room and rest.

        Enough to not talk to anyone for another 50 years.

        

        "Already?"

        

        She pushed Nix's back and shooed him out of the shop.

        She had only wanted to take a walk to refresh herself... well, at least she had refreshed herself.

        

        As she tried to close the door, a small hand blocked it.

        

        "I'm going to become an adventurer."

        "Yes, good luck with that. Try not to die."

        "Oh, please listen to me!"

        "Fine. I'm listening, so speak."

        

        In the past, she would have slammed the door shut regardless of whether his fingers got hurt.

        She sighed softly and opened the door.

        Half-listening to whatever grand statement seven-year-old Nix was about to make.

        

        "Thank you for helping me. I promise I'll become an adventurer and repay your kindness! And I'll let people know that you're not a strange person. I'll make your shop so popular that the best adventurers will line up for your potions!"

        

        Beryl was surprised by Nix's sincere declaration.

        

        That would be troublesome...

        Before Beryl could tell him that wasn't necessary, Nix disappeared into the darkness of the city as if running away.
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        "Nix was quite talkative since he was young."

        "Mmm... He was super noisy at first, but now I'd feel empty without him."

        "Heeh~ So, what happened next?"

        "N-next?"

        

        What happened next...?

        Beryl tried to recall old memories to meet Estel's expectant gaze.

        

        It had been three years since Nix boldly declared his ambitions and quickly disappeared. Today, like every other day, Beryl's shop was empty of customers.

        

        Sitting at the counter with nothing to do, her mind would often wander to various thoughts, and Nix was among them.

        

        He must be ten years old by now? I wonder if he's still alive?

        I gave him good potions, so he shouldn't die easily wherever he goes.

        He said he wanted to become an adventurer, so hopefully he's at least working as a porter for some guild by now.

        

        No adventure party would take a ten-year-old kid.

        

        Childhood dreams change easily, so he might have given up on becoming an adventurer and might be struggling just to survive day by day.

        

        Given that he hasn't shown his face for three years, he might be doing well somewhere.

        

        Beryl quickly shook off these thoughts.

        

        Creeeak.

        

        The old door, never repaired since the shop opened, squeaked as it opened.

        

        A customer?

        She thought it might be an adventurer visiting Veneschia for the first time out of curiosity, but—

        

        It was Nix, covered in wounds and sticky slime, with a wooden sword strapped to his back.

        

        Though it had been three years since she'd seen him, he looked underdeveloped for his age.

        It was unlikely that Nix, who grew up without parents, had eaten proper meals.

        

        "Nix, it's been a while."

        "Boss, I'm back. Have you been well? You're still wearing your hood. Are you still not ready?"

        "D-don't mind it."

        

        Beryl tightened the strings of her hood in response to Nix's meddling.

        It was both a signal to mind his own business and a form of self-defense.

        

        "What happened to you? Did you get into a fight?"

        

        His already shabby and worn clothes were stained with dirt and blood.

        His lip was split with dried blood, and one eye was swollen and bruised.

        

        'He said he wanted to be an adventurer, but did he become a brawler instead?'

        

        Beryl sighed inwardly.

        That's not why Estel gave him that potion.

        She felt disappointed in Nix, who was smiling as if something good had happened.

        

        "Actually, I fought goblins and slimes. At first, I was only trying to catch slimes, but I didn't know goblins were hiding there. I guess adventurers really need to be fully prepared."

        "W-what? Can you say that again?"

        

        Did I hear wrong...?

        He caught slimes and goblins?

        

        While slimes move slowly and can be defeated by destroying their cores, goblins typically move in packs and are cunning.

        It seemed too much for a mere ten-year-old like Nix to handle.

        

        "Goblins and slimes."

        "I'll forgive you if you tell the truth now."

        "It's true... Look at this."

        

        Nix rummaged through his pocket and carefully placed some materials on the counter.

        

        A slime core and five pairs of goblin ears...

        The cut surfaces were too crushed and deformed to be recognizable, as if they had been harvested with a blunt weapon.

        

        If he had harvested them with a wooden sword, the crushed state of the materials made sense.

        

      

      
        The sticky slime must be fragments from the slimes,

        And the wounds all over his body from the goblins...

        Could it be... really?

        

        For Beryl, slimes and goblins would vanish with just a wave of her hand,

        But for a ten-year-old Nix without a party, it must have been a life-or-death battle.

        

        "Hehe. Do you believe me now? It's okay. The Adventurer's Guild had a similar reaction, so I'm used to it."

        "You didn't defeat them alone, did you?"

        "Well... no one would accept me into their party. There's no party that would take a ten-year-old kid."

        

        I thought he'd be lucky to work as a porter if he succeeded.

        

        Nix proudly showed his adventurer registration card, and Beryl wasn't sure whether to be impressed or think him reckless.

        

        Although the adventurer rank on the card indicated Bronze, the lowest rank, it shone brighter than any other registration card.

        

        Beryl felt ashamed for thinking negatively about Nix earlier, calling him a brawler.

        

        "W-wait a moment!"

        

        Coming after so long and surprising the witch like this. She couldn't let him leave like this.

        She took out all the potions from the display case and placed them on the counter, startling Nix.

        

        "I don't have enough money to pay for those potions. At ten gold coins per potion, it's impossible with my current rank. The reward for monster subjugation quests is only ten silver coins."

        

        Nix glanced at the price tag on the display case and stuck out his tongue.

        

        "Do I look like that kind of person? This is... well, an investment. An investment in a future Stella-rank adventurer."

        

        And also as an apology for her misunderstanding.

        

        "You gave me one for free when I hurt my leg too."

        "Didn't you say you'd repay the favor later?"

        "That's that, and this is this. If you give away items for free in an already empty shop, what will happen to you, Boss?"

        

        Just take them if I'm offering...!

        The potions had been gathering dust in storage due to the lack of customers.

        Even if she told him the truth, Nix probably wouldn't take the potions willingly.

        

        "How much do you have now?"

        "Three silver coins. It's what's left after buying the wooden sword."

        

        Nix took out silver coins from his worn coin pouch and showed them.

        She picked up the dirtiest one, covered in soil.

        

        "It's not free. I'll collect payment later. This silver coin is a down payment."

        

        She had no intention of collecting from a ten-year-old kid, but he wouldn't take the potions otherwise.

        

        "I'll definitely pay it all back."

        "Sure. Want to drink a potion first?"

        

        As if he could repay with just ten silver coins.

        When she gave Nix a healing potion, his wounds began to heal gradually.

        

        "So how was it?"

        "Huh? How was what?"

        "Your adventure, of course. You said it was fun, your father's adventures. Was your adventure fun?"

        

        She recalled why Nix wanted to become an adventurer.

        

        It was enough to pique the curiosity of Beryl, who had lived a quiet, customerless life for three years after Nix disappeared into the darkness of the city.

        

        She was also curious about the adventure story of someone his age who had defeated slimes and goblins with just a wooden sword.

        

        "Promise you won't be surprised? Well, it was like this..."

        

        The little adventurer's story seemed unimpressive and somewhat amusing to Beryl... but Nix's eyes were shining brighter than ever.

        

        After that, Nix often visited the shop to tell Beryl about his adventures.

        

        Whether he had defeated an orc, met an elf, or barely survived a dungeon.

        

      

      
        Though the content wasn't particularly interesting to Beryl, listening to Nix's adventure stories made each day enjoyable.

        

        Enough to forget about the curse.

        

        After turning twelve, Nix began working with a party, and before long, he had become a Gold-rank adventurer.

        

        He never failed to complain about how he was scolded by a friend who worked at the Adventurer's Guild when he belatedly learned that low-rank adventurers couldn't work alone.

        

        "...You have no idea how much Emily scolded me."

        "I see..."

        "But thanks to Emily, I could easily find a party. My companions are good people too."

        "I see..."

        

        Emily. Emily. Emily.

        That damn Emily...!

        

        Beryl's head ached every time she heard the name Emily from Nix's mouth.

        

        In recent years, the whispers of the curse had intensified, making her nerves raw.

        Kill her, curse her, nothing will happen if you open your eyes...

        

        When listening to Nix's stories, she could forget about the curse and be at peace... but when he talked about Emily, it was as if the curse made an exception and kept whispering to her.

        

        She didn't like how Nix looked happier when talking about Emily than when telling his adventure stories.

        

        'What did Emily do for you? Didn't you become an adventurer because of me? You became a Gold-rank adventurer because you drank the potions I made by researching late into the night. Does it make sense for someone your size to defeat an ogre? You should know without me saying it. And that warrior Emily recommended is a complete fraud who's just waiting to swindle you. Should I kill him right now? No. It would be better if Nix just quit being an adventurer....'

        

        "Boss, are you okay?"

        "Ah, y-yes! Where were we!? What did Emily do again?"

        

        She barely regained her senses at Nix's words.

        

        Her body was damp with cold sweat,

        And the threads stitching her eyes felt tightly pulled.

        

        Was I about to open my eyes just now?

        Her body was covered in goosebumps.

        

        "You should close early and rest today. You don't look well."

        

        How could he tell when her face was covered by a hood?

        It would be better to rest as Nix suggested, as she might open her eyes if she listened more, but she still had something to do.

        

        "J-j-just wait a moment? Don't go!?"

        

        Her speech was now stuttering, so she hurriedly went to the storage room and brought out a gift she had prepared in advance.

        

        "This is..."

        "A g-gift for your promotion to Gold rank... You said you were worried about your weapon... I-it's nothing special. I just picked it up somewhere."

        

        Nix easily lifted the greatsword, which was about his height.

        It was a greatsword specialized for hardness and durability, made specifically with Nix in mind.

        

        She had even gone against her past resolution to never leave Veneschia and had specially ordered it from a dwarf, making it a one-of-a-kind weapon in the world.

        

        She had prepared it so it could be used as a shield if needed.

        It ended up being a bit oversized due to her desire to protect Nix, who didn't use shields...

        

        "It's incredibly light. And it seems sturdy too. Thank you. I'll use it well."

        "Use it well or not... just don't get beaten up out there..."

        "Despite appearances, I'm not weak enough to get beaten up. I'm strong enough to defeat ogres, you know?"

        

        In Beryl's eyes, Nix was still vulnerable.

        She knew from the creatures dying beneath her feet that people are most likely to die when they think they're strong.

        

        "Don't get too close to Emily. Understand? Always be suspicious of people around you. Enemies are close by."

        "Emily is my friend. Thanks for your concern, but I'll handle it myself. Thanks for the gift! I'll bring you a gift in return next time!"

        

        Nix seemed unwilling to continue this conversation and left in a hurry, causing Beryl's accumulated irritation to nearly explode.

        

        Argh...!

        Why won't he listen?

        

        Even as she was angry at Nix, she couldn't understand why her anger quickly dissipated at his promise to bring a gift.
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        As Nix began receiving more long-distance quests, Beryl's days became a continuous stream of dullness and boredom.

        

        'It's been over a month and 20 hours since I last saw Nix.'

        

        At some point, she found herself counting the time they'd been apart.

        

        Is he eating his meals properly?

        He said he was exploring ruins in the north, so he should be dressed warmly.

        What if he accidentally enters a brothel thinking it's an inn?

        No, Nix wouldn't do something like that.

        

        First experiences are important.

        Nix wasn't the type to go to such places, but who knows if that warrior fellow constantly hovering around him might corrupt such a pure child.

        

        "If that's the case, I'd rather..."

        

        Would Nix like her modest chest?

        And what about her unattractive face?

        Suddenly, she lost all confidence.

        

        'I shouldn't have let him go. Maybe I should have told him to quit being an adventurer... but being an adventurer is Nix's dream. I don't want his adventures to end because of me.'

        

        Even if she told him not to go, a free spirit like Nix wouldn't listen anyway... [You could always cut off his limbs and keep him by your side, couldn't you?] She also didn't have the confidence to persuade him to quit being an adventurer.

        

        As time passed, Beryl's worry transformed into obsession.

        Perhaps it was consuming her heart even more deeply than the cursed voice.

        

        Her eyes itched unbearably.

        She was overwhelmed by the urge to unwrap the thread and dig out both eyes with her fingernails.

        

        'Get a grip, Beryl. You're just a shop owner. You're not Nix's parent, let alone someone special to him. [You're not even ordinary acquaintances. If you could see, you wouldn't have these worries.] There's no need to worry. Think simply. Just go back to how things were before.'

        

        Yes, back to how things were before.

        Sighing about poor business, spending each day monotonously, and occasionally going out for walks to refresh herself.

        

        She wouldn't have to worry or agonize over Nix.

        Her eyes wouldn't itch either.

        

        Beryl tried to recall those times.

        

        "What was it like back then...?"

        

        Her meeting with Nix just five years ago was enough to make her forget the 50 years she'd spent alone in Venestia... All she could remember was Nix, eyes shining as he recounted every little detail of his adventures.

        

        'What is love?'

        'Love is love. Sometimes it hurts you and torments you... but it's a happiness that makes you feel like your entire life has been leading up to this moment.'

        

        She recalled asking Estel about love.

        That's exactly how she felt now.

        It hurt and tormented her.

        

        "Someone tell me. What am I supposed to do with this feeling? If love is just this heavy, tormenting, and painful, then I'd rather..."

        

        [Let's just take it and devour it, like we've always done.]

        'Should I?'

        

        Knock, knock, knock.

        

        "W-who... Marquis?"

        

        Just as Beryl was sinking into despair, she barely regained her senses at the sound of knocking that shouldn't have been possible.

        

        With the creak of old hinges, Marquis Derick entered.

        When she first met him, he was a passionate man with fiery hair, but now he was an old man with white hair, leaning on a cane.

        

        Since moving to Venestia, the Marquis often visited the shop to collect potions he probably didn't need.

        

        "Tsk, tsk. It's Derick. I'm no longer a Marquis, just an ordinary old man."

        

        "Ah, I know. It's been a while since you visited. Do you need a potion?"

        

        "Potions, yes, but I'm also feeling a bit lonely. Would you mind keeping me company? There aren't many people in Venestia I can have a comfortable conversation with."

        

        Derick went into the storage room as if it were his own house and brought out a suitable chair.

        Hey, I never gave permission. Why is he sitting down as he pleases?

        

        "My granddaughter has been causing trouble lately. She should just go to social gatherings and find a suitable man, but instead she joined the Adventurer's Guild..."

        

        She had intended to give him a potion and send him away, but he started talking on his own.

        Should she just kick him out?

        She wasn't in the mood to have a conversation with anyone right now.

        

      

      
        "...Does love feed you? Kids these days are so impudent, ignoring their elders' advice. The future of the Laplace family looks bleak."

        

        'She's probably not agonizing like I am. If a noble lady has joined the Adventurer's Guild...'

        

        Whoever she was, being a noble lady while working at the Adventurer's Guild couldn't have been an easy choice.

        Beryl envied the granddaughter's determination, something she herself lacked.

        

        After all, she could go find Nix anytime she wanted, but instead she was holed up in her shop, worrying alone.

        

        "Derick. What is love to you?"

        "Love, you ask?"

        

        If he had talked about Venestia or politics, she would have kicked him out, but Derick's topic of conversation was of interest to Beryl.

        

        "For me, love was a means to an end. For nobles, marriage is just a political tool. Well, that's not to say I never experienced pure love that stirred my heart..."

        "Pure love?"

        "Yes. Well. It's an embarrassing story to tell others."

        

        Had Derick ever blushed before?

        Despite seeing him frequently, second only to Nix, she'd never seen him blush.

        His reluctance to speak, shifting his gaze toward the window, only piqued her curiosity more.

        

        "Won't you tell me?"

        "Ahem. Even I have my pride."

        "I'll give you the potions for free today, specially."

        "......"

        "...I'm sorry. Forget it."

        

        Feeling like she had trampled on Derick's pride, she bowed her head in apology.

        

        People have lines that shouldn't be crossed, and Beryl's line was Nix.

        If she put herself in his shoes, if Derick were to pry about Nix, she would feel like her pride had been trampled too.

        It was a mistake she wouldn't normally make. Her mind really must be in disarray.

        

        She should give Derick a potion and send him home, despite feeling sorry for him.

        

        "There's no need to apologize. It's a story from over 60 years ago. It's about time I could talk about it with a smile. But it's a secret from others."

        

        "Eh? Um... okay."

        

        Momentarily stunned by the unexpected response, she quickly fetched a chair from the storage room and sat facing Derick to listen attentively.

        

        "Tsk, tsk. Please understand that I cannot speak in detail."

        "That's fine. Tell me."

        "She was a dazzling person. As brilliant as a star in the night sky. She seemed so distant, as if I could never reach her, like she was at an unapproachable distance."

        

        Derick's eyes were looking not at the present, but at the distant past.

        A time when Marquis Derick de Laplace was young, with flowing red hair and exuding youthful vigor.

        A time when he seemed capable of achieving anything with his youthful energy, passion, and determination.

        

        "I am here today because of that woman. When I hit a wall, she effortlessly broke it down and took my hand, leading me forward. Sometimes gently, sometimes cruelly... She was so breathtakingly beautiful that it would be a lie to say any man born wouldn't fall for her."

        

        When he first met her, he was consumed by such intense desire that it would be fair to say he fell for her at first sight.

        He wanted to make her his.

        His instincts screamed so.

        

        "So? Did you confess to her?"

        

        "Love doesn't always come to fruition. It wasn't a matter that could be resolved with a confession. I was already married. Though love was a means to an end for me, that doesn't mean I didn't love my wife who passed away first."

        

        "You said you loved that woman. Is it different from your wife?"

        

        "Tsk, tsk. Embarrassingly, I suppose it is. She wasn't someone I could aspire to from the beginning. I simply watched over her path quietly. Love sometimes needs to be buried in one's heart, waiting for the fire to die down."

        

        Burying such a painfully aching love in one's heart and waiting for it to fade?

        Beryl couldn't understand Derick's words.

        

        "You might find it amusing that I'm saying this... but love doesn't come to fruition just because one person harbors it. Sometimes, love that remains unspoken shines more beautifully."

        

        "I don't understand. That just makes you suffer alone."

        

        "Tsk, tsk. With time, even pain becomes a memory. Now, my only wish is to meet her once more. That's why I'm struggling hard not to die yet. I'm sorry I can't tell you more details, but that's all for my story. I hope it provided some entertainment."

        

        So that was why he bought potions he didn't need.

        She didn't know who the woman Derick loved was, but... she simply envied being loved by someone.

        Would the day come when Beryl would be loved by Nix?

        Or should she bury these feelings like Derick did?

        

        "Could it be that you've fallen for someone?"

        "W-w-w-who!? Me!?"

        

        Beryl's face reddened at Derick's sudden attack.

      

      
        If asked whether she liked him or not, of course she would say she liked him, but...

        

        "Tsk, tsk. I'll take the potions for free. My story is expensive, after all."

        

        Derick gathered a few bottles of potion from the display and slowly opened the door.

        There was still something she wanted to ask before letting him go.

        

        "Wait a moment. Derick, don't you regret it?"

        

        "What is there to regret? Love is often beautifully romanticized, but... harboring an impossible love and regretting it only becomes poison. I am content with how things are now. Was that helpful?"

        

        "I see. Thank you. Yes, it was helpful."

        

        Sitting in the spot Derick had left, she leaned back in her chair.

        The chair creaked in protest, but she didn't care.

        

        Beryl was also aware of the tragedy that occurs when a witch falls in love with a human.

        The gap in lifespan cannot be ignored.

        

        'Maybe giving up is the way.'

        

        Though it's painful and tormenting, let's bury these feelings.

        Perhaps in a few hundred years, it will become a memory she can talk about with a smile, which wouldn't be so bad.

        

        'What love, with such an ugly face? Beryl, you're just a shop owner. Know your place! Get a grip!'

        

        Making a resolution she didn't mean, she regained her energy.

        Quietly watching over Nix's path from behind.

        That was all Beryl could do for Nix.

        

        ***

        

        "Boss, I finally became a Stella-rank adventurer!"

        

        "C-congratulations. You've finally become the greatest adventurer."

        

        Nix, who returned to the shop after 36 days, 13 hours, and 25 minutes, showed his adventurer registration card with joy.

        Nix was probably the only person to achieve Stella rank at the age of 15.

        Seeing Nix happy made Beryl happy too.

        

        "Now all that's left is to make this place famous! Look forward to it!"

        

        "Ah... yes. Haha, things will get busy from now on."

        

        She'd rather not become famous and busy, but if Nix was happy, that was enough.

        

        "Oh, and this is a gift for you, Boss. It's a gem I found while exploring a dungeon. It shines beautifully in purple."

        

        A g-gem?

        She had only ever had gems stolen from her, never received one as a gift.

        

        Nix pulled out a small jewelry box from his bag.

        Can she open it now?

        Judging by his nodding, urging her to open it quickly, it seemed okay.

        

        He had brought gifts a few times before, but they were strange things like ogre clubs, so she didn't expect much.

        Her heart raced at the thought of receiving a proper gift.

        

        Carefully opening the jewelry box, she saw a radiant purple gem... or rather, what appeared to be a small pebble.

        

        "What do you think? Do you like it?"

        "Ah, y-yes. I like it. It's my first time receiving a gem."

        

        She hurriedly put the jewelry box away.

        She didn't want to show Nix its contents.

        

        The contents might have been switched. [He deliberately put a pebble in there.]

        That suspicious-looking warrior might have intercepted and taken the real contents.

        

        "Thank you. I'll cherish it."

        

        'Nix doesn't like me anyway.'

        

        Perhaps a worthless pebble suited Beryl better than a gem.

        Love was just difficult and painful. She didn't even know how to handle it...

        

        The cursed voice kept whispering incessantly, and her witch's eye was raging beyond control, but she was happy enough just seeing Nix like this, having let go of her desires.

        

        Still... a little obsession should be okay, right?

        

        And so, Beryl's unrequited love was buried deep in her heart.

        Until she met Estel again.
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        Beryl, nestled in the warm blanket with a glow-in-the-dark dragon between us, reminisced about Nix with a mix of embarrassment and resignation, letting out deep sighs that seemed to sink into the ground.

        

        Though she hadn't completely revealed her innermost feelings to me, I could roughly understand what kind of relationship remained between Beryl and Nix.

        

        Beryl was the typical pushover who would give her heart, soul, and body, yet she was also a woman with an intense obsession.

        

        "You don't have to help me. I'm happy enough as I am right now."

        "......"

        

        Beryl didn't know yet.

        Just as there are deeper depths below rock bottom,

        There are greater happinesses above happiness.

        

        In love, while emotional connection is important, physical connection matters too.

        Especially since men are weak to visual information, there's no way Nix wouldn't be attracted to Beryl's appearance.

        

        But if she never takes off her hood in front of Nix...

        That seemed exactly like something Beryl would do.

        

        "Beryl, think about it. How would it feel if the person lying next to you right now wasn't me but Nix?"

        "Urgh!?"

        "Imagine waking up in the morning and seeing Nix sleeping. While you're preparing breakfast, he gets up with a drowsy face, hugs you from behind, and whispers 'good morning' in your ear..."

        

        Gulp.

        

        Beryl swallowed hard.

        See? Despite claiming she's happy now, Beryl ultimately wants to advance their relationship too.

        

        I pretended not to notice as she inexplicably pressed her legs together and rubbed them.

        

        "H-how many children would be nice? Maybe a modest five would be good?"

        "Um. Yeah. Sure..."

        

        She was already planning their children in her head, possibly even grandchildren, as the speed of her leg-rubbing increased. It was becoming impossible to ignore.

        I had to prevent the bed from becoming a puddle.

        

        "You haven't shown your face to Nix yet, have you?"

        "Well... n-no, not yet."

        

        I barely managed to pull Beryl out of her fantasy by bringing up the hood.

        

        "I'm not mentally prepared, I guess. I..."

        "Hey now. No saying you're ugly. That's how you actually make yourself ugly."

        

        I pinched Beryl's soft cheek.

        Whether man or woman, confidence is crucial.

        The first condition of love is loving yourself more than loving others.

        

        I needed to start by raising Beryl's self-esteem, which had sunk into a deep swamp after she closed her eyes.

        

        "Ow... shtop it."

        "What do you mean 'but'? Are you going to meet Nix wearing a hood forever? You'll have to show your face to your child someday. Does it make sense for a child not to know their mother's face?"

        "But...!"

        

        I had to hold onto Beryl, who was only thinking about running away.

        

        I didn't want to use this method.

        But it was time for drastic measures.

        

        "I've been talking one-sidedly without understanding your situation, haven't I? I'm sorry."

        "Eh? Oh, no. I should be the one apologizing..."

        "No. Don't apologize. I'm the bad one. You're already happy enough, and your feelings are what matter."

        "......"

        "Nix will probably end up with someone else. There are plenty of women who would desire a Stella-rank adventurer, even if it's not Beryl."

        

        I felt sorry for Beryl, but if I didn't shock her like this, she would keep treading water in the same place.

        

        I'll properly apologize later.

        

      

      
        "...I don't like that."

        

        The stimulus must have been too strong; Beryl buried herself in my arms, sniffling.

        

        "I liked him first... Both Emily and that Joshua kid we saw today... The place beside Nix is all mine. Why are they standing next to Nix as they please? I hate that. Only I get to see Nix's smile. That smile is mine."

        

        Love is too heavy.

        What exactly about Nix made her fall this deeply?

        I was worried I might have unnecessarily poked the whiskers of a sleeping dragon.

        

        She seemed ready to devour any woman around Nix.

        Even Joshua, who appeared with Nix this morning, was a target of her vigilance. It gave me chills.

        

        But who am I?

        I'm the one who sees right through men's hearts, so Beryl's heartache ends here!

        

        I patted her back to help her calm down as she shed tears.

        

        "Don't worry. That's why I'm helping you, right? Let's become much happier than now."

        "...I want to be happier."

        "In return, can you follow everything I say? It will be very difficult for you as you are now. You can say no if you don't want to."

        "......"

        

        As Beryl is now, she'd have trouble attracting even a passing elderly man.

        No man anywhere would like a woman who hides her body completely in a hood and robe.

        

        She needs to change. She needs to become a bit more daring.

        

        Beryl knew this too, which is why she hesitated to answer.

        

        If she says no... well, that can't be helped. I don't want to force love on her. This all stems from my wish for Beryl to be a little happier.

        

        "Yes. I'll do anything Estel tells me to. If you tell me to take it off, I will...!"

        "No, don't take it off right now!"

        

        I barely managed to stop her meager chest from popping out.

        

        If Beryl, who was self-conscious about her small breasts, was willing to expose her chest...

        I could understand her determination more clearly than words.

        

        "But... is it really possible?"

        "Don't worry. Just trust me."

        

        I'll make any man fall for Beryl.

        

        I brought a gift for Beryl, who had suffered from her complex for a long time, but now the love potion could be used true to its name.

        

        You'd better say goodbye to your small chest in advance.

        When breasts grow larger, it becomes quite uncomfortable.

        The body balance you've maintained for 500 years will change significantly, so it will take time to adjust.

        

        Hehehe.

        Goodbye to the Beryl who was teased for having small breasts in her past life.

        

        ***

        

        "I heard you received a dance invitation from the butler for this festival?"

        "Oh my, really? How enviable. They say if you receive a dance invitation from the man you like and dance with him first during the festival, your love will come true, right?"

        "Yes, yes. We're supposed to meet behind the ballroom. I'll be skipping work, but that should be fine, right?"

        "The Marquis will forgive you. After all, he's the protagonist of that legend!"

        

        While waiting after asking Marquis Eric for an item early in the morning, I happened to overhear two maids chatting.

        

        I had no idea there was such a legend about the ball held on the last day of the Harvest Festival.

        I unexpectedly found an event that could help Beryl's love.

        

        Nix, who said he was a native of Venestia, must know about this too, right?

        With only about 5 days left until the festival begins, if I could get Nix to ask Beryl for a dance...

        

      

      
        Just imagining them dancing in the ballroom made my dopamine surge.

        

        "Lady Estel, I've brought the item you requested."

        "Ah, yes. Thank you."

        

        Eric, tired from the festival preparations, brought the item I had asked for.

        

        Didn't I come early in the morning? But this was the only time I could meet Eric.

        

        When I unfolded the beautifully green-dyed silk to check its condition, I could smell a subtle fragrance.

        I was right to ask Eric.

        It was luxurious and had just the right color to gift to Beryl.

        

        "If you need clothes, I can have them made for you."

        "No, I don't need clothes."

        

        Since Beryl's eyes are sewn with thread, they might appear grotesque. Nix might feel repulsed when he sees Beryl's face.

        

        I plan to make a blindfold for Beryl's eyes with this fabric.

        With magic circles added to it.

        

        I cut the fabric using mana and embroidered elegant patterns with the magic catalysts I had prepared.

        The magic circles to be engraved on the blindfold focused on things that would help Beryl, such as sealing, curse resistance, and tranquility.

        

        While Eric was lost in watching the magic despite being busy, I remembered something I was curious about.

        

        "By the way, what's that rumor? Something about a legend?"

        "By legend, you mean..."

        "They say if you receive a dance invitation from the man you like and dance with him first during the festival, your love will come true?"

        

        Since they said the protagonist of the legend was Marquis Eric, the subject of the rumor would know best.

        Eric sighed, clearing his throat in embarrassment.

        

        "Those maids are talking nonsense again..."

        

        You immediately know it was the maids.

        I silently apologized to the maids who would likely be scolded later.

        

        "Why? Come on, tell me."

        "It's nothing. Just... My late wife was my personal maid. Given her status, when my father first found out, he strongly opposed it."

        

        This guy Eric. Unlike his appearance, he was a romantic?

        From his looks, I thought he'd be a typical nobleman who would have an arranged marriage between families.

        

        "I had a fiancée, but before I knew it, I had become someone who couldn't live without my personal maid. So during the festival ball, I approached her before my fiancée and asked her to dance."

        

        At a ball, there would have been Derek and other nobles.

        A nobleman asking a maid to dance.

        I could clearly picture Derek's reddened face in anger.

        

        "Due to her weak constitution, she passed away after giving birth to Emily... I had many regrets. She was under extreme stress from my father. If I hadn't been so greedy, she could have lived longer..."

        

        "Do you regret loving her?"

        

        "My feelings will never change. Even if I could go back in time, I would love her again and ask her to dance. What I regret is not standing up to my father sooner."

        

        Wow. This is true love.

        If Eric is like this, how much more delicious will Beryl be?

        Just imagining it makes my lower abdomen tingle.

        

        "Thanks for telling me. It must have been difficult to talk about."

        "Not at all. The anniversary of her death is approaching, so I should visit her grave soon."

        

        After sending Eric off, I cast teleport.

        Beryl should be awake by now, right?

        

        I fed her the love potion while she was sleeping, so I was excited to see her reaction.
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        "Did a thief break in?"

        

        When I teleported into Beryl's room, I momentarily wondered if I'd arrived at the wrong place given the chaotic scene before me.

        

        The blanket and pillow were strewn far across the floor, and the glow-in-the-dark dragon Beryl had proudly shown off was wedged between the doors, seemingly screaming in distress.

        

        The witch's mirror lay shattered on the floor, making me naturally suspect a break-in. Even if a thief had broken in, they'd be lucky to have any bones left after encountering Beryl... but the important thing was that Beryl herself was nowhere to be seen.

        

        "Beryl?"

        

        Where could she have gone?

        She wouldn't be under the bed.

        It's not time to open the shop yet.

        

        I searched the entire room but couldn't find her. She wasn't in the shop hall either, leaving only the storage room.

        

        "Beryl, are you in here?"

        "Uuugh... Estel? Is that you, Estel?"

        

        As I carefully opened the storage room door, I spotted Beryl huddled in a corner, trembling.

        

        "What happened? Did someone break in?"

        "T-that... that is..."

        

        Did someone really break in?

        

        Beryl grabbed onto the items stacked in the storage room and barely managed to stand up.

        I could only see her from behind as she faced the wall, but the potion had clearly worked—her chest commanded attention even from the back.

        

        "I can't wake up from this dream... What do I do? My chest, my chest couldn't possibly be this big. It's so tight... I-I can't breathe..."

        

        When she turned around, I realized that the pajamas that had looked cute and loose-fitting just yesterday now appeared surprisingly sexy.

        The buttons were screaming in protest, and her breasts were trying to squeeze through the gaps between them.

        

        Those buttons are going to burst any second now.

        

        "Eeeek!?!"

        

        Pop!

        

        Just as I thought it, a button that could no longer bear the weight of the crown made a frightening sound as it shot past me.

        

        To actually witness a button popping in real life.

        Looking at my own chest in the mirror never gave me any particular stimulation or curiosity.

        But now I couldn't take my eyes off her liberated breasts as they bounced.

        

        Did I give her too much?

        They weren't bigger than mine, but they were definitely in a different dimension compared to other breasts I'd seen before.

        

        Beryl tried to cover herself with both hands, but her breasts couldn't be hidden, and she began to cry.

        

        "Beryl, this isn't a dream."

        "You're lying... This is a nightmare. I'm not waking up because I was jealous of Estel's boobs and wanted to tear them off...!"

        

        What are you saying, Beryl...

        

        The potion I'd secretly given her to surprise her had backfired.

        I wondered what to do with Beryl, who was now in denial of reality.

        

        ***

        

        "Are these... my breasts?"

        "Good grief."

        

        I'd broken a sweat trying to convince Beryl.

        

        Having accepted reality, she was now kneading her breasts.

        

        If I'd lived with a flat chest for 500 years and suddenly became busty overnight, I'd probably spend all day fondling them too.

        

        In fact, when my already substantial chest became even more substantial after taking the potion, I sat in front of the mirror for a while, squeezing them.

      

      
        

        Fascinated, she tried licking her own breasts and molding them into strange shapes... I understand the excitement, but I wish she'd do that when she's alone.

        

        "They won't produce milk, will they?"

        "No, they won't. Don't suck on them."

        "Then what about yours, Estel?"

        "...They don't."

        "R-really? Since your chest is so big, I thought you must be storing plenty of milk in there... Guess not."

        

        Does having bigger breasts make you dumber?

        She's not a cow, though I suppose they could be mana storage containers.

        

        Unlike the potion I drank, this improved love potion brought many changes to Beryl's previously slender body.

        

        I thought only her chest would grow, but her hips widened, and her buttocks and thighs filled out voluptuously. Even her skeletal structure seemed to have adjusted to accommodate her new chest size. Looking at just her body, she had become a completely different person.

        

        Even a married man would see his home life crumble in an instant if Beryl linked arms with him.

        

        I don't know what kind of relationship Emily has with Nix, but I feel sorry for her.

        

        While Beryl was playing with her breasts, I took out clothes and underwear from the closet and adjusted their sizes.

        Since her loose pajamas had already burst, she wouldn't be able to wear her other clothes either.

        As a bonus, I also prettied up her previously plain clothes.

        

        A black dress with green accents, matching her hair color, would have suited Beryl well, but to enhance her pure image, I rearranged it with a white background instead of black.

        

        Short skirts that showed off her long legs would have looked good too, but for Beryl's peace of mind, a dress that highlighted her legs through its silhouette would be better—the beauty of concealment.

        

        As for her chest area, its presence was so enormous that it was revealing even without exposure.

        

        After adding the magic circles I usually place on my own clothes and underwear—for anti-bounce, shock absorption, and anti-sagging effects—I finally finished.

        

        "Hehe. It's like slime."

        

        Oh my. How adorable.

        I thought about scolding Beryl, who was still obsessed with her breasts, but decided to let her enjoy herself.

        

        With great power comes great responsibility.

        Beryl, who had lived with a flat chest for 500 years, didn't know the challenges of having large breasts.

        

        "Beryl, try these clothes on. Let me know if they don't fit."

        "Okay! Thank you!"

        

        She seemed embarrassed to change her underwear in front of me, so as I was heading out the door—

        

        "Ack!?"

        

        My foot caught on the threshold, and I fell forward.

        With both hands holding clothes, I took the full impact on my chest.

        

        My chest hurts just thinking about it.

        Even a slight bump causes pain, so falling like that...

        

        "Are you okay? Does it hurt a lot? You always have to be careful since you can't see your feet."

        "Ugh. It hurts, but I'm so happy..."

        "Ah... y-yeah."

        

        Well, if Beryl is happy.

        If she were to slap her chest, she might writhe in ecstasy.

        

        "Change comfortably in the room. I'll wait outside."

        "Th-thank you."

        

        After carefully guiding Beryl back to her room to prevent another fall, I closed the door.

        

        After a scream of "Kyaaaa!" followed by a crashing sound—she must have bumped into something—the door opened.

        

        "How do I look...? Does it suit me?"

        

        When did the combination of white and green become so provocative?

        It was clearly a flowing, pure dress without any exposure, yet why did Beryl look sexy rather than pure? It was all because of her figure that couldn't be completely concealed by clothes.

      

      
        

        And with her blushing cheeks and shy demeanor, she had become the ultimate being, combining cuteness with sexiness.

        

        After seeing Beryl always wrapped up in dark hoods and robes, looking at her now made me think she was almost too good for Nix.

        

        "Can I hug you?"

        "Huh? Eeek! Don't squeeze too tight, it hurts...!"

        

        I asked, but I wasn't really interested in her answer, so I hugged her with all my might. There was the minor issue of our chests pressing together, but I didn't mind.

        

        How much could it hurt? If anyone should be in pain, it should be me.

        

        Even Beryl's exaggerated complaints seemed cute.

        It was hard to believe she was a witch over 400 years older than me.

        

        "You're so cute! It's unfair to be this cute! You're too precious to give to Nix. Why don't you just live at my place?"

        

        I exaggerated to boost Beryl's self-esteem.

        

        "We're friends... Living together, that's... how should I put it... maybe after we get to know each other better..."

        

        Oh, Beryl. I was just saying that—you shouldn't take it so literally...

        

        I shook Beryl, who had fallen into her own fantasy again.

        

        "Now, if I add this too..."

        

        I took out an eye patch I had made earlier from my inventory.

        

        I tucked one side of her hair behind her ear to reveal the hidden green strands, and tied the extra strings into a cute ribbon near her ear as decoration.

        

        Beryl, now looking antique yet pure, sexy yet cute, smiled seductively.

        

        "I can feel your mana in both the clothes from earlier and this eye patch."

        "Of course. I can't give my friend something ordinary, can I? Keep wearing that eye patch. It will help dispel the curse."

        "Thank you... I feel like I'm always just receiving. Is there anything I can do for you? I'll grant any request!"

        

        Any request...?

        She surely meant it innocently, but my mind kept wandering in strange directions.

        

        "I'll think about it."

        

        Maybe I could have her casually link arms with Nix. Or cross her legs in front of him to see where his gaze goes.

        Or perhaps have her hug him from behind, pressing her chest against him...

        

        No, physical contact might be too sudden for Beryl. If it backfires and causes her to resist, it could have the opposite effect, so I need to be more careful.

        

        First, let's start by showing her current appearance to Nix, then gradually escalate from there.

        

        Hehehe.

        Just thinking about it is delicious.

        

        "I should start preparing to open the shop... I'll go put on my robe."

        "Huh? What are you talking about? You can't wear robes anymore."

        "Eh?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Beryl tilted her head as if she'd forgotten our conversation from last night.

        

        "You said you'd do whatever I tell you. Robes are forbidden now."

        

        After going to the trouble of changing her clothes and giving her an eye patch as a gift, she can't just hide everything under a robe and hood.

        Especially not her chest.

        

        "S-so... I have to see N-N-N-Nix like this?"

        "Correct~ You're so excited you're stuttering!"

        

        Stop pretending you don't know when you clearly do.

        It's time to stop hiding and face reality.
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        "You'll at least stay by my side, right? You won't hide and leave me alone?"

        

        "Hmm? Hiding under the counter like yesterday was suffocating. I was thinking of going into the room to rest today."

        

        After finishing the shop's opening preparations, I watched Beryl sitting at the counter, trembling nervously, while waiting for Nix to arrive.

        

        Just yesterday she was treating me like toxic waste, saying Nix shouldn't see me, and now she's asking me to stay by her side.

        

        As if I would.

        

        "Nix has a party too! That's it! Let's have a party too!"

        "Hey now. Even if you and Nix become lovers later, will the three of us still meet together?"

        "...I don't want that."

        

        Then we should practice from now on.

        I can't intrude when Beryl faces Nix not as the shop owner, but as herself.

        

        If I stayed by Beryl's side, I'd definitely end up meddling in everything.

        Even if I could give advice, if I became the main actor, it wouldn't truly reflect Beryl's feelings.

        

        "Will I... be able to do well?"

        "Don't overthink it. Just act like you normally do."

        "Like normal?"

        

        Beryl's debut stage is simply revealing her veiled appearance, not some grand goal of seducing Nix today.

        

        If she acts pushy or differently than usual, Nix would feel uncomfortable.

        That would put the relationship they've built so far at risk.

        

        She just needs to show the composure of a mature adult.

        Cast the bait and patiently wait for a bite.

        

        The regular shop owner is actually an S-class drop-dead gorgeous beauty?

        And she's obsessed with only me?

        That's not something a 15-year-old boy just discovering romance could resist.

        

        "Yes. Like normal. You can start with greetings and be obsessed with Nix. Just don't initiate physical contact. Not difficult, right?"

        "I... I understand perfectly!"

        

        Right. She clearly doesn't understand.

        One moment she's looking for her robe out of embarrassment, the next she's like a predator salivating over when to use her chest that's become a formidable weapon.

        

        "Keep your expression calm. Beryl, your emotions are completely visible on your face. Even with your eyes covered, your mouth corners give you away easily."

        "R-really? Am I that obvious?"

        "Yes. Very much so. I can tell what you're thinking just by looking at your expression."

        

        Just seeing her flushed face and hot breath, I could tell she was consumed by lewd thoughts.

        Her legs couldn't stay still, rubbing her thighs together, and though her arms were neatly folded... she was subtly touching her chest with her forearms.

        

        Maybe I should ventilate the place.

        I started worrying that if the shop filled with Beryl's scent, Nix might run away as soon as he opened the door.

        

        I gave her a light flick on the forehead to snap her out of it, and Beryl clutched her forehead in pain.

        

        "You're not in any relationship with Nix yet. Calm down."

        "Eeh...? How did you know?"

        "Do you have any idea what expression you were making just now? If I were to describe it, I'd call you a walking mass of obscenity or a female dog in heat, with that female animal-like expression...!"

        

        I wasn't sure if the love potion had some unknown effect, or if Beryl's dormant true nature had awakened, but she definitely needed to cool down.

        

        "F-female in heat!? Am I making such a perverted expression right now?"

        "Your face basically says 'Ready for impregnation.'"

        "Stop joking..."

        

        But it wasn't really a joke...

        

        Her mouth hanging open defensively was a problem.

        The hot breath from her nose could also be considered an issue.

        And what about those flushed cheeks and ears?

        

        There wasn't a single part that wasn't problematic.

        

        Perhaps I should consider watching Nix from Beryl's side after all.

        

        "Shall we practice a bit?"

        "Practice?"

        "Nothing relieves tension like a rehearsal. Pretend I'm Nix."

        "Okay. I'll give it a try."

      

      
        

        I stepped out of the shop and took a deep breath to prepare myself.

        Surely she wouldn't pounce on me?

        She must have enough sense not to do that.

        

        "Boss, I'm here...!"

        "NIIIIIIX...!"

        

        Beryl was a woman who lacked that basic sense.

        As I opened the door and said what Nix might say, suddenly a heavy yet soft mass tackled me.

        

        Not only was I pinned under Beryl's body, but she also firmly gripped both my hands, making resistance impossible.

        

        I tried enhancing my strength with mana, but somehow she countered with her own mana-infused strength, making it impossible for me to move.

        

        "Beryl? Calm down!"

        "Not Beryl, you should call me Boss!"

        

        She must have hypnotized herself into thinking Estel=Nix, because she wasn't listening at all.

        

        "You came earlier than usual today? You must have missed me?"

        "Let me go!"

        "Such a good boy~ Good boys deserve rewards, don't they?"

        "Hiiiii!?"

        

        Her face was too close.

        She's definitely trying to kiss me!?!?

        

        As Beryl opened her mouth, her long tongue appeared.

        Sticky saliva formed a thin thread from the tip of her tongue, dripping around my mouth.

        

        "Niiiix...♥"

        

        It's coming. It's coming. It's coming. It's coming. IT'S COMING...!

        I turned my head to avoid a forced kiss, but my cheek ended up in her mouth, assaulted by her tongue.

        

        "Puha.... Nix is such a shy boy?"

        

        Seemingly satisfied after thoroughly tasting and marking my cheek, she licked her lips.

        Though covered by an eyepatch and sewn shut, Beryl's eyes must have lost all reason.

        Otherwise, she wouldn't be doing such crazy thi— HIIIEK!?!

        

        With another surprise attack, my other cheek was defiled as well.

        

        "Stop now. Come to your senses, Beryl. This isn't like you...!"

        "What is 'like me'?"

        "Timid, shy, prone to delusions, but at least not an eccentric witch who toys with others at will!"

        

        Maybe if her eyes were open, it would be different.

        This wasn't like Beryl at all.

        

        "You don't know, Nix? This is my true self."

        "......"

        "I've always wanted to have you. Do you know how much it hurt whenever you talked about other girls?"

        

        Beryl placed my hand, which she was holding, against her chest.

        Her heartbeat transmitted through my hand, revealing how excited she was.

        

        "Can you feel it? This is my true feeling. Is Emily prettier than me? Does she have bigger breasts? Nix♥ I can give you everything. Emily can't do this, can she?"

        

        She trapped my hand between her breasts and began frantically licking my fingers as if savoring them.

        

        I shouldn't have given her the love potion.

        It's too late to regret now.

        

        I never imagined that the rehearsal I started to help her relax would lead to this kind of result.

        

        "I won't hold back anymore. Let's feel good together?"

        "I may not have a fox-like husband, but I have a butterfly-like son."

        

        Joshua flashed through my mind like a fleeting image.

        No. Not in front of Joshua!

        

        Since it was time for Nix and his group to arrive, I couldn't let Joshua see this.

        

        This time she seemed determined to kiss me, as Beryl held my face with both hands after pinning my hands with her knees.

        

        "Let's kiss? Kisssss...♥"

      

      
        

        My mana seemed to be interfered with, as I couldn't gather it properly.

        Watching Beryl's face draw closer, I steeled myself.

        I wanted to resolve this verbally, but since she wouldn't listen, I had no choice but to use my last resort.

        

        I waited for Beryl's face to come closer as she closed her eyes, opened her mouth, and dripped thick saliva.

        I had only one chance.

        

        "Stop... SNAP OUT OF IT!"

        "UGAK!?"

        

        When her face was just about a face-length away, I headbutted Beryl with all my strength.

        

        "Haa. Haa. I managed to protect myself..."

        

        I escaped from the embrace of the unconscious Beryl, who was now bleeding from her nose, and caught my breath.

        

        I didn't want to lose my purity like this.

        Especially not to Beryl, who kept calling Nix's name instead of mine.

        

        "When am I going to clean this up..."

        

        I sighed, looking at the wet floor where Beryl had collapsed.

        

        I could only hope that Nix and his group would arrive a little later.

        

        ***

        

        "Uuugh. Estel, I'm sorry. Can you forgive me?"

        "......"

        

        I glared coldly at Beryl while sitting in a chair with my arms crossed.

        

        It had been 10 minutes since Beryl regained consciousness.

        The same amount of time she'd been kneeling in the corner of the shop with her hands raised.

        

        Finding it hard to endure, she trembled and whimpered, but I had no intention of letting her off.

        

        "My, my arms... they hurt so much."

        "......"

        "I'll keep them up a little longer..."

        

        How did she muster such strength when she could barely hold up her arms now?

        They say witches possessed by curses can exert supernatural power, but I didn't sense any curse in Beryl's energy.

        

        She must have some secret I don't know about.

        Or perhaps there's something even Beryl herself doesn't know.

        

        "Beryl, have you reflected on what you did?"

        "Yes...! I have!"

        "I didn't say you could lower your arms."

        "Hiing..."

        

        What's with the "hiing"?

        Where did the carnivorous Beryl from earlier go, leaving only this herbivorous one behind?

        

        "Understand? Displays of affection backfire unless both hearts are in agreement."

        "I think something came over me momentarily..."

        

        There it is. The kind of excuse you'd only hear in news reports in my past life.

        To think I'd hear it from Beryl's mouth.

        

        "There's plenty of time. Isn't it better to savor the most delicious part last, with special care?"

        "Yes. I'll try to be patient."

        "You can lower your hands now."

        

        Beryl lowered her trembling hands and got up from her spot, massaging her numb forearms.

        

        I sensed someone approaching from outside, so I couldn't continue the punishment any longer.

        

        It was time for Beryl's first offensive.

        

        I had planned to rest in the room, but since I couldn't predict what trouble she might cause, I had no choice but to watch secretly.

        

        "You'll do fine. Just act normal. Don't smile too freely. And don't stare too intensely."

        

        I snapped my fingers to activate a magic circle, and soon my body became transparent.
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        "Can I do this well?"

        

        The moment Beryl mistook Estelle for Nix, all the emotions she had buried in her heart exploded wildly. Now, she didn't have the confidence to face the real Nix.

        

        She had been content just seeing his face while maintaining their relationship as shop owner and customer...

        But because of Estelle, her appearance had changed, and now she found herself here.

        

        Her body had filled out and grown heavier, her hips bumping against corners whenever she passed by, and her breasts threatening to bounce with every turn of her head.

        

        'I hope he doesn't think I'm strange. He wouldn't dislike me for being... perverted, would he?'

        

        She hadn't noticed it when she was alone with Estelle, but having lived in Veneschia covering her entire body with robes and hoods, her current appearance was essentially the same as being naked for Beryl.

        

        As she got close enough to sense Nix's presence, her breathing quickened and sweat formed on her skin.

        She hadn't sweated like this in the last hundred years... The unfamiliar sensation of sweat pooling beneath her breasts kept irritating her nerves.

        

        If she had her sight, Beryl might have thought nothing of it and walked around with her chest exposed wearing only minimal undergarments. But even though she was wearing clothes that weren't revealing, she couldn't help feeling self-conscious about her conspicuously prominent breasts.

        

        'I wanted bigger breasts, but not quite this big...'

        

        Not that she disliked it...

        For Beryl, who had always been insecure about her small chest, this was nothing short of a miracle. She could finally say goodbye to the days when she was mocked by other witches after being taken in by the Witch of the Southern End.

        

        How could she ever repay Estelle?

        

        Her breasts aside, the real problem was Nix.

        

        'Pull yourself together, Beryl. What happened earlier can't happen again.'

        

        Gulp.

        

        She swallowed dryly while fingering the silver coin she always carried in her pocket. It was the first money Nix had given her.

        

        'I want something more precious than a silver coin.'

        

        Like Estelle said, Beryl wanted to be happier.

        She wanted to hold hands with Nix and walk along the shore, to look at the same things and share the same thoughts.

        

        A love that the sighted Beryl could never have had, no matter what...

        

        Now was the time to unearth those buried feelings.

        

        'Did she tell me to act normal? How did I act before...? She told me not to smile too much, and also... not to stare, but I'm wearing a blindfold anyway. Estelle can be so silly.'

        

        Beryl recalled Estelle's advice and strengthened her resolve.

        

        "Boss, I'm here..."

        

        Nix entered the shop alone, without the man introduced as his party member or Joshua.

        If the other party members had been there, it would have been more embarrassing, but showing herself only to Nix was less embarrassing and she was simply happy to be alone with him.

        

        "Nix, you're late today. Welcome. Good... morning?"

        "......"

        

        Was it strange to say good morning in broad daylight?

        Nix just stood there silently, staring. She wished he would say something. The awkward silence that stretched between them was painful.

        

        'Is it because I'm ugly? Or is it my breasts? Did Nix prefer small breasts?'

        

        As the silence lengthened, Beryl's imagination grew wilder.

        

        "Um... excuse me, but is the shop owner away? I don't think I've come to the wrong store."

        

        Nix asked while looking around the shop.

        Since becoming an adventurer, whether receiving quests or returning from them, this was definitely the shop he frequented.

        However, instead of the shop owner who always hid behind robes and hoods, there stood a woman so beautiful he didn't know where to look.

      

      
        

        Her black hair shimmered with green highlights in the sunlight, and the blindfold covering her eyes gave her a classic, mysterious aura.

        The volume revealed by her dress, and that chest that seemed to pull him in if he stared too long... Nix turned his head away, not knowing where to look as the employee smiled at him.

        

        Nix wondered if the shop owner had hired an employee because business wasn't going well.

        

        He had promised to make the shop popular once he reached Stella rank, but since customers hadn't increased... perhaps the owner couldn't wait any longer.

        

        After all, it was a shop that could go out of business at any time. He worried whether there was even enough money to hire an employee.

        

        At the very least, the owner could have mentioned it to him.

        Nix felt inexplicably disappointed by the shop owner.

        

        "It's me. Me. Don't you recognize me?"

        "When you say 'me'..."

        

        As the employee rose from behind the counter and approached, Nix unconsciously stepped back to maintain distance.

        The closer she got, the stronger her sweet scent became, making his head spin.

        

        "You really don't recognize me? This isn't good..."

        "I've never seen anyone as beautiful as you in my life. Excuse me, but have we met somewhere before?"

        

        Beryl stopped walking and trembled.

        What did he just say?

        

        'He called me beautiful. Nix said I'm...!'

        

        She replayed his words in her mind countless times.

        Although Estelle had strictly forbidden touching, Beryl was overcome with the urge to hug him tightly so he couldn't escape.

        

        She should have taken off her hood much sooner.

        One word from Nix made Beryl happier than all of Estelle's countless reassurances.

        

        Taking a deep breath to regain her composure, Beryl carefully stroked Nix's head.

        A little stroking should be fine.

        Even his rough hair, unkempt from adventuring, seemed lovable to her.

        

        "Could it be... you're the shop owner?"

        "Yes, I'm the shop owner."

        

        Since she had never shown her face without the hood, it was natural that he wouldn't recognize her.

        Even his slow realization seemed like one of Nix's charms.

        

        "You took off your hood... Are you finally ready? I was right, wasn't I? I knew you wouldn't be ugly."

        "How do I look now?"

        "You're extremely beautiful. If you had taken off your hood earlier, the shop would have been busy. Was there something that made you decide to remove it?"

        "That's... because of you..."

        

        'Because I want to have you.'

        

        The rest of her words remained unspoken.

        Thanks to Estelle, who made her presence known while hiding with magic, Beryl barely managed to regain her senses.

        

        "Because of me?"

        "W-well... I just remembered what you said. I'm ready to take off my hood now. You need potions, right? Wait just a moment."

        

        Beryl quickly finished speaking and ran to the storage room.

        She almost tripped over the threshold but managed to keep her balance.

        

        "Whew... calm down, Beryl. You're doing well."

        

        Her heart was racing madly.

        She tried to lower the corners of her mouth, but her lips wouldn't obey.

        But... how could she help feeling happy?

        

        All she did was take off her hood and her breasts had grown larger.

      

      
        Nothing could stop Beryl now that what she had felt was lacking had been filled, but she tried hard not to forget Estelle's advice.

        

        Since Estelle called herself the Witch of Love, she must know a lot about it.

        When Beryl had her sight, she had experienced things similar to love, but they were more like... lust.

        She had been busy satisfying her burning desires by ravishing anyone she found attractive, regardless of gender.

        Estelle had almost become one of those victims.

        

        Because of that ingrained habit, she realized during practice with Estelle that her body moved before her heart.

        Such bestial mating was not love.

        What she wanted with Nix wasn't mating, but love.

        

        Of course... if they became closer later, then that sort of thing...

        

        Beryl's face heated up.

        This wasn't the time for such thoughts. She quickly gathered the potions and left the storage room.

        

        "Did you wait long?"

        

        She was worried Nix might be bored from the delay, but fortunately, he was passing the time by examining the potions on display, which made her sigh with relief.

        

        "Not at all. I was so busy looking at the potions in the display case that I didn't notice the time passing."

        "That's good. How's your party? They're not giving you a hard time like your previous party, are they?"

        "It's a temporary party. A passing mage asked for my help. Besides, Leo and Joshua are skilled, so I'm actually the one receiving help from them. You don't need to worry."

        "Well, that's a relief, but..."

        

        Leo might be fine, but Beryl couldn't help worrying that this Joshua woman might try to seduce Nix.

        Yet she hesitated to voice this concern, afraid Nix might despise her for it.

        

        "What happened to your eyes?"

        "This? Well..."

        

        Nix asked, looking at her blindfold.

        

        This wasn't part of the plan!

        If she told him about her magical eyes... would he despise her for being a witch?

        But she didn't want to lie to Nix either.

        

        "I'm sorry. Everyone has a past or two that's difficult to talk about. I was thoughtless. It must be very inconvenient for you."

        "Hmm? Oh, no. I can live just fine without eyes."

        "If I had known, I would have visited you more often. I'll try to come by more frequently from now on."

        "Mmm. I'd like that..."

        

        While she was wondering how to respond, Nix's misunderstanding actually helped her out.

        If she could see Nix more often, how much more would that be? Five times a day? Considering Nix had his own life and adventuring activities, maybe he would come three times.

        She had always been disappointed that she could only see him once a day. Even twice would be wonderful.

        

        "Well, I should get going now."

        "Like today... would you...?"

        

        As Nix gathered his potions and prepared to leave the shop, Beryl mumbled something quietly.

        An ordinary person might not have heard, but Nix's ears didn't miss Beryl's words.

        

        "Pardon? What did you say, shop owner?"

        "Um... could you come alone like today? Without other people, I'd be happy if it was just you..."

        "......"

        

        She spoke shyly, tucking her wind-tousled hair behind her ear.

        She didn't want anyone else intruding on the time they spent together once a day.

        She wanted this time to remain exclusively for Beryl and Nix, without anyone's interference.

        

        Beryl's face had long since turned red, and her heart was beating so fast she worried it might burst.

        

        She wanted to talk with him alone.

        She wanted him all to herself.

        

        She hoped her unspoken feelings would reach Nix.
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        "Beryl, what was that just now? You sneaky thing! I didn't even teach you that. You're such a fox, a complete fox!"

        

        As soon as Nix left the shop, I dispelled the invisibility spell and gave Beryl a tight hug.

        I had been worried that Beryl might pounce on Nix at some point, but with such good results, who cares?

        

        "Did I... do well?"

        "Did you see Nix's expression? Beryl, he couldn't take his eyes off you!"

        

        Especially that shy comment Beryl made before Nix left—it made even my heart flutter.

        Nix didn't seem to dislike it either. Rather, he seemed busy hiding his embarrassment by avoiding eye contact, so it was safe to say our operation was a huge success.

        

        It was worth dressing her modestly with a pure feeling and no exposure.

        There's no point in using unnecessary exposure to stimulate someone—it only evokes thoughts closer to lust than love.

        The eyepatch was also a good choice that earned bonus points and caught Nix's attention—he might have felt disgusted if he'd seen the sewn eyes.

        

        Men don't particularly like it when women they're interested in dress too revealingly. Most want their own women to be modest, while they don't care about women outside their interest.

        

        Unless they're looking for physical compatibility first.

        Nix doesn't seem like that kind of man, and he's young too, so this approach is just right.

        

        Regardless of who Nix likes or is dating, we've succeeded in making him recognize Beryl as a woman, so it's time to move on to the next step.

        

        "R-really...?"

        "Of course. Nix promised to come alone, didn't he?"

        "What if his party members insist on coming along...? Especially that girl Joshua."

        

        She worries about the strangest things.

        Joshua and Leo wouldn't be a problem—I could just give them a hint behind the scenes, and they'd back off.

        

        Come to think of it, I haven't told Beryl that Joshua is my daughter.

        I get goosebumps every time Beryl mentions Joshua, so it might be better to clarify that now.

        

        "Don't worry about that. Joshua and Leo are with me. I'll make sure Nix comes to the shop alone."

        

        "So the passing magician Nix mentioned was you, Estelle."

        

        "Yes, and Joshua is also my daughter. Though I hate to admit it, she seems interested in Leo... So you don't need to worry about Joshua."

        

        I hate acknowledging the relationship between Joshua and Leo with my own mouth... but I had to say it to get Beryl's attention away from Joshua.

        

        I don't want to see what might happen to Joshua if she falls out of favor...

        

        I certainly don't want to see Beryl charging at Joshua after misunderstanding her as a rival.

        

        "I see... I thought... Wait, daughter?"

        

        Why does everyone act surprised that I have a child?

        I understand Beryl's reaction, but Joshua and I don't look alike at all, so perhaps it's not strange to react that way.

        

        "Yes. She's not my biological daughter, but she's the daughter of my heart."

        

        "You... you should have told me that from the beginning! What a relief..."

        

        I decided not to ask what was such a relief, as I didn't want to know.

        

        "Anyway, the first operation was a huge success."

        "First? So... there's a second one?"

        "Hehehe. Of course. The second operation is to get Nix to call you by your name."

        

        If the first operation was to make Nix conscious of Beryl as a woman by showing her appearance, the second is to make him call her by name instead of "boss."

        

        People naturally maintain distance depending on what they call each other.

        Nothing develops a relationship better than calling someone by their name.

        

        Though I have zero dating experience,

        in Aria Chronicle, when the second protagonist asked the heroine to call him by his name instead of "hero," it signaled the beginning of their relationship.

        This will definitely work. The heroine started becoming conscious of the protagonist from that moment on.

        

        Calling her "Beryl" instead of the formal "boss" will reduce the psychological distance between them.

        

      

      
        From "boss" to "Beryl."

        From "Beryl" to "darling,"

        Just imagining it makes my mouth water.

        

        I'm scared, Estelle...

        Is it okay for me to understand love this well?

        I'm afraid that eventually all protagonists and heroines will come to me for relationship advice.

        

        "My name...? But I haven't even told him my name yet..."

        "Just imagine it. How would it feel if Nix called you by your name?"

        "Ooooh..."

        

        It's maddening how she's squirming just at the thought of being called by her name.

        Considering how she acted during the rehearsal, this is relatively tame, which is fortunate...

        Even though we've started well, we still have a long way to go.

        

        "I'm not saying he should call you by name starting today. When Nix comes later, just have dinner together and get to know each other better. The name-calling can start tomorrow."

        

        There are still five days left until the festival begins.

        We'll make progress day by day, and on the day of the festival, Nix will ask Beryl to dance—that's the end goal.

        

        Assuming, of course, that Beryl doesn't lose patience and pounce on Nix in the meantime.

        

        "Beryl, absolutely no funny business until after you're dating. A relationship that moves too fast might not lead to love."

        "I'm not sure... Can I really hold back?"

        "You agreed to do whatever I tell you, right? Even if you're not confident, you have to do it. If you cross the line—"

        "If I cross it?"

        "I'll take your breasts back."

        

        I have no way to take them back, but it's better to instill some caution, even with a lie.

        Seeing Beryl curl up and cover her chest, I felt somewhat reassured.

        She doesn't want to go back to being flat-chested, it seems.

        

        "How do you know so much about love, Estelle?"

        "Huh? Well, that's..."

        

        My heart skipped at the sudden question.

        If she found out that I'm actually a virgin who's never experienced romance but is meddling in someone else's love life...

        The relationship I've built with Beryl could crumble in an instant.

        

        "I'm a witch of love! Love is nothing to me!"

        "Estelle really knows everything about love..."

        "Hehehe. Don't worry, Beryl. Just trust your big sister!"

        

        If this fails... No, I must make it succeed.

        Beryl is counting on me.

        

        "I'm 400 years older than you, and you call yourself my big sister..."

        "It's just a figure of speech."

        

        Let's skip the trivial stuff.

        It might be good to ask Joshua to observe Nix's reactions.

        Find out if he likes someone, and ask about his preferences.

        It would be less suspicious if she asks naturally from the side rather than me asking directly—he might reveal his true feelings.

        

        Joshua would be curious too, right?

        

        ***

        

        Only after confirming with my own eyes that Nix had come in the evening and finished a simple meal did I return to the marquis's residence.

        

        I wonder what Joshua is doing now?

        We've never been apart this long while living together.

        Even though it's only been a day, it feels like I haven't seen her in ages.

        I hope she's not crying because she misses her mom?

        

        I knocked on Joshua's door and entered to find her lying on the bed without having washed up.

        It seems that even Joshua found it quite challenging to keep up with a Stella-rank adventurer's schedule.

        

        She'll catch a cold like that.

      

      
        I told her she must always bathe after going out!

        

        "Mom?"

        

        Joshua welcomed me with half-closed eyes, looking tired, as I hurried to her side.

        

        "How was the monster subjugation? Was it very difficult?"

        "Yaaawn... It wasn't that hard, but we went all over the place. I didn't know we'd accept five quests in one day."

        

        Five quests in one day?

        Considering that in the game system, you could only accept one quest per day, this truly befits a Stella rank...

        I could understand why Joshua was exhausted.

        If Joshua, who was in the rear, was this tired, I wonder if Leo is sprawled out on his bed by now.

        

        "What about you, Mom? Were you at your friend's house again today?"

        "Yes. I was so busy helping my friend that I didn't have time to check on you."

        "When will you introduce me? I wanted to talk with your friend."

        "I'll introduce you when this is all over."

        

        I've made Joshua quite excited about meeting Beryl, but I haven't introduced them yet.

        There hasn't been a good opportunity.

        Beryl is already wary and defensive just being around Nix, so introducing them hastily might scare Joshua.

        

        "So, Joshua. Could you help me so I can introduce my friend to you sooner?"

        "Help?"

        

        Joshua's half-closed eyes suddenly opened wide.

        I've never asked her for help before, so she seems surprised.

        

        Once she hears the story, she'll have to help!

        Nothing is more interesting than a journey toward pure love.

        

        "Could you find out what kind of women Nix likes? And if possible, ask if he likes someone!"

        "Mom... this isn't what I think it is, is it?"

        "Correct~"

        

        This is why I love my sharp-witted Joshua.

        Whose daughter is she? She understands everything with just a hint.

        

        "......"

        

        Huh?

        I thought she'd be excited and jump at the chance,

        but instead, she was silently glaring at me.

        

        "No."

        "Huh?"

        "If that's the request, then no."

        

        I thought I'd misheard, but she firmly rejected me again.

        Is today some magical day?

        If it were that time of the month, she might react this sensitively.

        

        "This is the first time I've asked you for something, and you won't do it?"

        "Nix's feelings are important too, but you're trying to do whatever you want, right? I said no."

        

        Joshua buried her face in her pillow, seemingly not wanting to talk anymore.

        

        "Fine. Well, I have my own ways to find out. It's okay if you don't help."

        

        What's wrong with her?

        She seemed to have some complaint against me, but I'm upset too.

        If Joshua won't help, I'll just ask Leo instead.

        

        "Remember to wash up before bed, okay?"

        "I'll take care of it myself."

        

        So cold...!

        Leaving behind Joshua, who was acting like she'd entered puberty, I carefully left the room.
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        "Yaaawn..."

        

        Leo couldn't stop yawning despite it being midday with the sun high in the sky, as fatigue washed over him.

        

        It was partly because he had completed five quests while training with Nix, but also because Estel had grabbed him by the collar and woken him up when he was sleeping soundly.

        

        She said she would add points to his score.

        Leo recalled Estel's face as she asked him to dig into Nix's private life without even explaining what kind of points she meant.

        

        His ideal type, who he likes... Wouldn't it be better to ask Joshua?

        

        In Leo's life, he had never really talked about ideal types with male friends.

        And even if he suddenly asked such things, he wasn't sure if Nix would answer honestly.

        

        "Leo, we can't face Nix if we're late again today!"

        "Yes, I understand. Joshua, you should be careful not to fall while hurrying."

        

        They had been terribly late yesterday after going through a similar schedule.

        

        Leo thought he had trained quite rigorously before coming to Veneschia... but Nix's training focused on stamina and endurance in ways he'd never experienced before, so it seemed he would need more time to adapt.

        

        If Joshua hadn't woken Leo from his deep morning sleep, he would have been late again today, but fortunately, it looked like they would just barely make it to the meeting time.

        

        Though that was only because the meeting time had been pushed back by two hours... if they had met at the same time as yesterday, they would have been late again.

        

        ***

        

        "Haa. Haa... Nix, I'm sorry. We made it on time today."

        "It's fine. I just got here myself."

        

        Joshua apologized to Nix while catching his breath.

        

        Nix was sitting by the fountain, casually tossing and catching a potion in the air as he waited.

        

        Judging by Nix's previous statement that he uses all potions purchased on the same day unless it's for a long-term quest, it seemed he had already visited the potion shop.

        

        "Did you already go to the potion shop?"

        "Ah, yes. Well, I can visit the potion shop alone from now on."

        "But if you're getting our share too, it must be inconvenient for you. Perhaps having a porter would be..."

        

        A porter, huh.

        Leo deliberately ignored Joshua's glance in his direction.

        Just keeping up with the insane schedule of completing five quests in a day was overwhelming enough.

        

        Even though Leo could self-recover within the city walls, psychological fatigue wasn't something that recovered automatically, so he wanted to protect his sleep time.

        

        "It's really fine. The shop owner is quite shy, so I prefer going alone. That's why I pushed back our meeting time."

        "There wasn't anyone else there besides the owner, right? Like my sister... She didn't try to recommend any strange potions, did she?"

        

        Joshua recalled what had happened last night.

        The look in his mother's eyes had been like someone who had found an interesting toy.

        He was worried she might do something strange to Nix.

        

        His mother often acted on what she believed or decided to do without considering others' feelings, thoughts, or intentions.

        

        Around the time they rescued Leo, after a big fight with Joshua, she had shown efforts to be considerate of his feelings... but that was relatively recent,

        

        And even that was essentially consideration limited to Joshua alone.

        He hadn't seen his mother being considerate to anyone else while staying in Veneschia.

        

        It wasn't that Joshua didn't want to grant his mother's request, but he didn't want to go along with someone trying to manipulate another person's feelings.

        

      

      
        After the farmland incident, he had come to understand the identity of the emotions troubling him. If someone were to manipulate these feelings in any way... Joshua couldn't bear the thought.

        

        Additionally, the way his mother subtly mistreated Leo also played a part.

        

        No matter how he looked at it, his mother was in the wrong. Leo could do well if she treated him more kindly.

        

        "Hmm... There wasn't any magician there. And I wasn't given any strange potions. Is there a problem?"

        "No. It's just a feeling... Anyway, be careful. Don't follow anyone who offers you a good potion."

        

        Fortunately, it seemed his mother hadn't used the method of feeding Nix potions to control his mind.

        

        The request to ask about his preferences or who he likes probably meant someone had asked his mother to help them get closer to Nix, or she had volunteered to help.

        

        Since she had apparently spent all day at a friend's house yesterday,

        the person who liked Nix was likely his mother's friend.

        

        Or... could it be his mother?

        

        No, that can't be it.

        

        Joshua shook his head to clear his thoughts.

        While Nix was an impressive person worthy of his Stella-rank adventurer title, as Joshua's father...

        

        If he could choose a father, he would want someone kind. Someone with the strength to protect his family from any threat...

        But most importantly... he wanted a man who truly loved his mother.

        

        "What kind of quest will we be doing today?"

        "Since we did combat on the plains yesterday, today I've picked up quests focusing on terrain with obstacles like forests or caves, where swinging a sword is more challenging."

        "Indeed... the way we handle weapons would change depending on the environment. I'll learn a lot today as well."

        "Ah, Leo learns quickly, so once you get the feel for it, you'll pick it up in no time."

        

        While Joshua was lost in worry and fantasy, Leo and Nix were having a constructive conversation.

        

        "By the way, Nix, do you have an ideal type or a woman you like?"

        "Hmm, I wonder."

        

        So much for constructive conversation.

        The request Joshua had refused had clearly been passed on to Nix.

        

        Nix, who would normally add a comment or two, was unusually reserved.

        

        Joshua glared at Leo to make him stop, but Leo brazenly persisted.

        

        "I was simply curious if a Stella-rank adventurer like Nix had a woman he liked."

        "It wouldn't be fun to just tell you. How about this—during today's quests, whoever defeats fewer monsters has to reveal their ideal type?"

        "Isn't that too advantageous for you?"

        

        There was no way Leo, who had just started wielding a sword, could win against a Stella-rank adventurer.

        A competition should be between equals to be motivating. If one side has too much advantage, it only means Nix doesn't want to talk...

        

        "If you're not confident, I guess I can't tell you."

        "Wait. Let's do it. That competition."

        "No take-backs. Are you sure?"

        

        Leo had fallen neatly into Nix's trap.

        From the beginning, this competition was clearly Nix's victory.

        But there are certain challenges a man can't back down from.

        

        Especially when someone scratches your pride by implying you're not good enough.

        Whether the conditions are favorable or unfavorable doesn't really matter.

        

        "Leo, stop it. Nix is a Stella-rank adventurer."

      

      
        

        Joshua tried to stop Leo, but he didn't seem interested in listening.

        

        "No, Joshua. There are battles a man can't avoid."

        "That's right, Joshua. There are battles a man can't avoid. Aren't you curious about Leo's ideal type?"

        "......"

        

        Leo's ideal type.

        Of course he was curious, but...

        Perhaps he wasn't mentally prepared yet.

        

        "L-Leo! You can't lose!"

        

        Joshua's mouth wasn't as honest as his heart.

        He couldn't openly cheer for Nix, after all.

        

        ***

        

        The result was 53:127, Nix's victory.

        An expected outcome, one might say.

        

        Unlike Leo who was lying on the ground, Nix was sweating but still looked composed.

        Considering that Nix had been helping with Leo's training during the competition... Leo could have given up halfway, but he never surrendered.

        

        He lost, but fought well.

        That was enough for Joshua.

        

        "Leo, are you okay? Mom said it's not shameful to lose to a strong opponent."

        "Phew... I knew I would lose, but I didn't think it would be this devastating..."

        

        Joshua, who had been counting monster kills from a distance, thought Leo had no chance of winning after seeing Nix's performance.

        

        With a greatsword as tall as himself, Nix would leap into the midst of enemies, slaying two or three monsters at once without allowing a single attack, massacring them mercilessly.

        

        Even terrain obstacles couldn't impede Nix's sword path before his overwhelming strength.

        

        For Leo, who could only defeat one monster per swing, taking down 53 seemed impressive enough.

        

        "Leo, it was a good match. This way we finished the quests faster too."

        "It was a good match for me as well. I won't lose next time."

        "I'll look forward to it."

        

        Nix offered his hand and helped Leo up from the ground.

        Is this male friendship...?

        Yesterday they had finished the five quests only after nightfall, but today the evening glow was illuminating Leo and Nix from behind.

        

        "That's it for today's training. Let's head back and rest. You must be tired, right? Leo, you can tell me your ideal type another time."

        "Whaaaaat?!"

        

        Joshua, who had been eagerly anticipating the answer, was shocked, but Nix wasn't leisurely enough to listen to Leo's ideal type and tease him about it now.

        

        He was concerned about the potion shop owner, but also about the purple gems recently found in monsters.

        Monsters with those gems embedded in them possessed unusually strong power compared to normal monsters.

        

        When collected for investigation quests, the gems would transform into ordinary stones, so there was no proper way to analyze them at present.

        

        Moreover, those gems... he couldn't remember where he had seen them before, but they seemed familiar somehow.

        

        It's probably nothing.

        He headed toward the village, thinking about what conversation he would have with the shop owner today.
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        "So... you failed to find out?"

        "If you give me one more chance, I can do it."

        

        Just asking for one more chance.

        Leo spoke like a villain's henchman returning to his evil boss after failing a mission, begging for one more opportunity.

        

        In the end, it means he failed, right?

        While it's admirable that he had the courage to challenge Nix in a battle he couldn't win, without results...

        

        From the beginning, I was focused on Beryl regardless of Nix's preferences, so it's not a big concern, but it's disappointing to have to take the long way around when there was a shorter path.

        

        "It's okay. If you failed, there's nothing to be done. Don't worry about it."

        "Then, about those points..."

        "I'll give you fifty thousand plus points."

        

        Even though he failed, I added bonus points for his effort in trying to fulfill my request.

        Some people's daughters are quick to refuse even when their mothers ask, but this servant at least makes an effort.

        

        I felt uncomfortable as I recalled Joshua curtly refusing my request last night.

        

        Is she upset with me?

        It's true that I've been focusing on Beryl lately and haven't paid much attention to Joshua.

        Either way, it's natural to worry about my only daughter.

        

        "How is Joshua?"

        "What do you mean by how is she...?"

        "I'm asking if she's doing well. Is she eating properly? Is she getting irritated suddenly... or getting angry over trivial matters?"

        

        I shouldn't have let Joshua go with Leo.

        If she had stayed by my side, Joshua wouldn't have refused my request.

        I wouldn't have had to worry about small things.

        

        Whether she's eating well... whether she's getting blisters from walking too much... whether she's using magic in crowded places and arousing suspicion... things like that.

        

        These concerns would have seemed laughable to my past self, but now they weigh on my mind.

        

        "Joshua is the same as usual."

        "That's good to hear. If anything happens to Joshua, you need to tell me right away, okay? Joshua is much younger and more fragile than she appears."

        

        Since I brought Joshua from the ruins, she's only lived at home. Unlike a normal 15-year-old girl, she has less experience and is inevitably more sheltered. Perhaps... she's not much different from when she was 7.

        

        One of the reasons I decided on this trip to Veneschia was to give Joshua more experiences. A mother's wish is for her to talk with various people and make friends.

        

        But wouldn't it be better for her to be with Nix and Leo rather than following me around if that's the goal...?

        

        Since I'm new to being a mother, I couldn't decide between wanting to keep her close and letting her experience the world freely—two conflicting feelings.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to talk to Joshua directly rather than asking me? Joshua trusts you, Estel."

        "I know that, mind your own business."

        

        Of course I'd prefer having sweet, intimate conversations with Joshua rather than with gloomy, servant-like Leo.

        

        But... her piercing gaze and cold tone when refusing my request lingered in my mind, making me hesitant to approach her.

        

        "Anyway! Don't tell Joshua I asked about her. Got it?"

        "I'll take it to my grave."

        

        You'd better. If you let it slip, I'll make sure you suffer eternally, feeling your flesh rot while unable to die, let alone reach a grave.

        

        "Is your training going well? Is it different from when I trained you?"

        "I'm getting a lot of help with swordsmanship and how to use my body effectively."

        "Make sure you learn well. It's not often you get the chance to be taught by a Stella-rank adventurer."

        

        The stronger Leo becomes, the safer Joshua will be.

        In Aria Chronicle, whether you're a main character or supporting cast, one wrong move could be fatal.

        There's no downside to becoming stronger.

        

        "By the way, Estel, have you found your friend? When will my status window..."

        

        Ah, right.

        I completely forgot about checking Leo's status window because I was so absorbed in Beryl's love life.

        

      

      
        "M-my friend? I found her! She's the owner of the shop Nix frequents. She's too busy to help right now, so I'm helping out instead."

        "I see... so that's why you've been so busy lately."

        "Th-that's right! I am quite an impressive witch, after all."

        

        I sighed in relief as Leo seemed to believe my lie.

        

        Though the day was ending, it was time for Nix to come looking for Beryl, so I needed to head out soon.

        

        "Anyway, I need to go now. Take care of Joshua. If you make her cry or hurt her in any way, you'll regret it. If you so much as touch her finger first... you understand?"

        "I will protect Joshua."

        

        Should I believe that?

        Still, Leo seemed a bit more dependable now than when I first met him, which gave me a small sense of reassurance.

        

        ***

        

        In a dark alley at night.

        I stopped Beryl as she was about to enter her house.

        I couldn't let her go back inside after I'd finally gotten her out.

        

        "E-Estel...! Can't we just meet at home? Outside is a bit..."

        "No."

        

        I firmly rejected Beryl's request.

        

        After failing to get him to call her by name this morning, she wants to run away from this too?

        I was worried whether she'd get a dance invitation from Nix on the festival day.

        

        There's nothing more effective than meeting outside to break free from the shop owner-customer relationship.

        A change of setting often plays a big role in changing relationships.

        

        "Beryl, you have two assignments today. First, get Nix to call you by your name. Second, hold hands with him. Can you do that?"

        "H-h-h-hold hands!?"

        

        Why is she so surprised about holding hands?

        She was trying to do more with me before.

        

        "The atmosphere is key. You can't just grab his hand abruptly. Understand?"

        "For example...?"

        

        I needed experience to explain examples, but I couldn't think of any appropriate ones.

        In Aria Chronicle, hand-holding scenes usually happen after battles or in dangerous situations, so I couldn't think of examples suitable for this situation.

        

        Think, Estel!

        

        "Like carefully holding hands while watching a falling star? Or maybe your hands touch while eating popcorn during a movie...? You know, romantic things like that."

        "What's a movie?"

        "......"

        

        We're in trouble.

        While searching through my memories, I accidentally mentioned something from my previous life.

        

        "Anyway, when you feel the moment is right, trust that feeling. It will guide you."

        "I don't really understand, but... okay. I'll try!"

        

        I should be grateful she didn't ask more about movies.

        I patted Beryl on the head as she pressed her hands to her chest, trying to listen to her inner voice.

        

        "I'll be watching. It's just a simple walk, so don't be too nervous."

        "Okay...! Estel, thank you for helping me!"

        

        No need to thank me. I should be thanking you.

        Though I told her not to be nervous, Beryl was clearly anxious. I cast an invisibility spell and disappeared as I left her behind.

        

        Nix would be arriving soon.

        Only after confirming with her spiritual sense that Nix was approaching did Beryl take a deep breath and slowly walk out into the alley.

        

        "Boss, I'm here. You're outside today. Going for a walk?"

        "Y-yeah... I can't stay inside all the time."

        "May I join you?"

        "S-sure... you can come along."

        

      

      
        While there's a certain charm to Beryl taking the lead in her clumsy way, it was also delightful to see Nix being so perceptive and considerate.

        The reversal of roles between the older woman and younger man... perfect.

        

        As the two set off for a night walk under the stars, I went off to handle my own business.

        Though the Laplace family was supposedly maintaining public order, there might be obstacles that could interfere with their walk.

        

        Even without going far, there were adventurers hiding in dark places trying to extort money,

        or drunkards wandering the streets picking fights unnecessarily.

        

        It seemed unlikely anyone would fail to recognize Nix, a Stella-rank adventurer, and pick a fight, but I couldn't let their conversation be interrupted.

        

        While doing this, I also kept checking to see if Beryl was doing well.

        Because of their different stride lengths, Beryl kept walking ahead but would slow down when the distance between them grew too large,

        and Nix would speed up to match Beryl's pace.

        

        At some point, they were walking side by side at a steady pace, looking like a couple.

        

        "Why is your name Nix?"

        "I was born at night, so they named me Nix. Not a very interesting reason, is it?"

        "No, it's a cool name."

        "Then what about your name, Boss... ah, never mind."

        

        After saying she'd never taught him her name, it seemed to be true based on how Nix quickly retracted his question about her name.

        

        This would be a natural time to tell him her name.

        Beryl seemed to realize this too, as she hesitated.

        

        "Beryl..."

        "Yes?"

        "My name. It's Beryl. I don't remember clearly, but my mother said she named me Beryl because my eyes resembled the beryl gemstone. Call me Beryl from now on."

        "Then... can I consider us close now?"

        "......"

        

        What are you hesitating for, Beryl!

        Hurry up and say yes!

        Show your power to this innocent younger man... well, not too harshly, but still!

        

        "...Yes."

        

        Though she spoke softly, as if shy, Beryl's hand slowly... but surely took hold of Nix's.

        Nix didn't seem to mind, as he didn't reject her hand.

        

        I couldn't see their faces in the darkness, but they must have been blushing.

        If even I, just watching, felt my face heat up, how must they feel?

        

        "Thank you for telling me your name. I was worried I might never hear it. It's the first time in eight years."

        "Like you said, I just needed time to prepare..."

        "Right? Thank you for preparing."

        

        How does he speak so sweetly...?

        Adventurers are known for their rough speech, but every word from Nix's mouth struck the older woman's heart.

        

        As the atmosphere was becoming perfectly romantic, Beryl suddenly stopped walking.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        "You... still haven't called me by my name."

        

        She seemed upset that Nix hadn't called her by name.

        Yes. There's no point in teaching him if he doesn't use it.

        Well done, Beryl!

        

        "Calling you just Beryl feels a bit... How about... Beryl noona... would that work?"

        

        Wow. Adding "noona" to it?

        I threw a jab, but he countered with a straight punch.

        All I could do was pray that Beryl's reason wouldn't snap.

        

        One thing was certain: Nix had feelings for Beryl too.

        Otherwise, he wouldn't seduce an older woman like that...

        It was too skillful to be mere innocence.
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        Beryl's path to romance was sailing smoothly.

        

        Holding hands with Nix had become routine, and she would even lift the smaller Nix onto her lap... She'd even ask to be fed during meals, using her eyes as an excuse.

        

        Though they weren't officially dating, anyone could see that Beryl and Nix had become a couple.

        

        Beryl had nearly crossed the line several times, but Nix maintained appropriate distance while steadily advancing their relationship.

        

        An older woman trying to cross boundaries with a younger man trying to maintain them... perfect combination.

        

        It was admirable how Beryl followed Nix's pace as they progressed step by step.

        

        The beast-like Beryl who once tried to pounce on me was gone, replaced by a fox tamed by Nix.

        

        Beryl's romance had steadily followed the stages I planned, with only the final goal remaining.

        

        Since Nix was also showing affection toward Beryl, I considered it essentially successful, but love requires vigilance until the very end.

        

        Days passed, and on the eve of the festival, an unexpected emergency struck Beryl.

        

        "Estel...?"

        

        Beryl called my name with a cracked voice, seemingly regaining consciousness.

        

        "Are you awake? How are you feeling?"

        

        My heart sank when I found Beryl collapsed in her room.

        Her body was burning hot with a severe fever.

        Since witches don't catch colds, I immediately suspected someone had attacked Beryl.

        

        There were no signs of intrusion, making me wonder if it really was a cold... but that couldn't be the cause.

        

        I removed the wet cloth from Beryl's forehead and placed my hand there, only relaxing slightly when I confirmed her fever was subsiding.

        

        "Have I been asleep this whole time?"

        "Asleep? Do you realize you collapsed?"

        "Collapsed...?"

        

        Look at her. I wonder where her memory cuts off.

        

        "Yes. You collapsed. You had a high fever too."

        "Ughh... What time is it now? What if Nix leaves...?"

        

        I stopped Beryl as she tried to get up from bed.

        She should be taking care of herself first, yet here she is thinking about Nix.

        I understood her desire to see Nix, but I couldn't let her get up when she needed to rest.

        

        "Nix already left. Do you know what time it is? It's already night."

        "That can't be... I wanted to eat with Nix, go for a walk... hold hands too."

        

        Sigh. How am I supposed to stop her?

        But I must.

        

        It's not a cold. That leaves only one possibility.

        

        The witch's curse.

        

        When a witch's body shows abnormal symptoms, it's related to the curse they bear.

        

        It was something I'd heard repeatedly from Dorothy, the Witch of the West End, before I became a witch.

        

        The curse is influenced by the power each witch craves.

        It stimulates their desires, gnaws at their minds, and ultimately leads to destruction—a punishment imposed by the world on those who defy providence.

        

        If it was severe enough to make her collapse... I could only assume Beryl's mind had already been pushed to its limits.

        

        "Beryl, tell me honestly. When did it start getting worse?"

        

        Discussing curses among witches is practically taboo.

      

      
        It's like cows asking each other when they'll be slaughtered.

        Nevertheless, I had to break the taboo and ask—not as a witch, but as a friend.

        

        "Hmm...? Worse? I'm completely fine..."

        "Stop joking. I'm serious right now."

        "Estel, you worry too much. I'm really not affected at all."

        

        Beryl moved her body around to show she was fine, seemingly unaware that her movements were weak and unsteady.

        

        She should at least make her lies more convincing.

        Her unconvincing lies irritated me, and I snapped without meaning to.

        

        "If you don't tell me, our friendship is over."

        "We can't end our friendship... Without you, I don't have any friends..."

        

        I'm not a child to be threatening to end friendships.

        And Beryl's playful response made me feel like a petulant child for worrying.

        

        "Actually... it's been getting worse recently... I was distracted doing various things with Nix... Hehe. Sorry. I didn't want to worry you."

        "..."

        

        'I've been hearing voices lately. I think it's the curse's influence. That's why I decided to live quietly. I sewed my eyes shut, and though I was prepared for this... honestly, I'm scared.'

        

        Beryl's previous words came back to me, and I couldn't look up.

        I might have pushed Beryl too hard because of my selfishness.

        While I wanted to see Beryl in love, I didn't want to lose her because of it.

        

        "Why are you apologizing? I should be the one apologizing. If only I hadn't encouraged you..."

        

        If I hadn't unearthed the love Beryl had buried in her heart, things wouldn't have gotten this bad.

        I should have accepted it when Beryl said that was enough.

        

        "That's why I didn't want to tell you... Estel, you haven't done anything wrong. I'm actually glad I could bring out these feelings."

        

        Beryl raised her trembling hand and patted my head.

        

        "I was too cowardly to approach Nix on my own. You don't know how happy I am to be able to do various things with Nix."

        "Hey, don't talk like you're about to die."

        "Hehe. Did I sound like that?"

        

        While Beryl was collapsed, I increased the intensity of the curse-weakening magic circle in the room.

        A witch's curse is one of those status ailments that can't be removed, not even with elixirs, so delaying the curse was the best I could do.

        Fortunately, the magic circle seemed effective, as Beryl's complexion improved significantly.

        

        To remove the curse, the original story would need to begin...

        And for that to happen, we'd have to wait another 200 years.

        

        "Estel, what was our final step again?"

        "When the festival starts, you receive a dance invitation from Nix. Then you dance at the ball wearing a beautiful dress. If you confess there, your love story will have a happy ending."

        "The festival is tomorrow, right?"

        "Yes. The ball is held on the last day of the festival. Focus on your health first."

        

        The festival starts tomorrow, but the ball is on the last day,

        so there's no need to rush.

        

        It's not like Nix would ask anyone but Beryl to dance anyway.

        For now, all we can do is wait for the curse to improve...

        

        "I'm excited. Dancing with Nix... I've never danced before. Do you think I'll do well?"

        "What's the big deal about dancing? You just hold hands and move to the music. That's dancing."

        "Is that so?"

        

        I'm sorry, Beryl. The truth is, I've never danced either.

        Beryl hummed a tune, probably imagining dancing with Nix.

        

        "To dance, you need to be healthy first. Take this medicine and get some good rest."

        

        I took out a potion from my inventory that increases resistance to status ailments.

        Plus another potion that ensures dreamless, deep sleep.

      

      
        

        "Is it grape flavor?"

        "It's strawberry flavor."

        

        Ignoring Beryl's grimace (she prefers grape), I forced her to drink the potion.

        

        "What if I stay like this until the end of the festival?"

        "Don't even think about that. Is the Green-Eyed Witch going to show such weakness?"

        "Green-Eyed Witch... It's been a long time since I heard that."

        

        Beryl's epithet was the Green-Eyed Witch, fitting for her eyes.

        The green color in her mystic eyes displayed a jewel-like beauty that matched her name.

        Though they're now covered by an eye patch and thread, never to be seen by the world again, it seemed to bring back old memories.

        

        "Hey, Estel... No, Witch of Love."

        "Hmm?"

        "I want to hear the Witch of Love's love story."

        

        Suddenly asking for my love story like a student asking a teacher about their first love?

        

        I couldn't disappoint Beryl who was looking so expectant.

        But... I've never liked anyone before.

        Since I couldn't just brush it off, I searched my mind.

        

        If I don't have experience... I can borrow someone else's, right?

        Am I a genius?

        After all, my head contains the narratives of all the protagonists from the Aria Chronicle series.

        

        Which protagonist has a story Beryl would like...

        Kyle? Sion? Agnes? Or maybe... Zick Frix?

        

        The story of Zick Frix, the protagonist of the fourth series, was personally my favorite.

        I thought Beryl might like it too.

        

        Sorry to Zick Frix and the Witch of the End who's connected to him, but if I mix the story convincingly, Beryl will be happy.

        

        "Ahem. I guess I have no choice. Listen carefully? My love story can't be heard anywhere else."

        

        I cleared my throat once to set the mood.

        

        "Once upon a time, in an era when dragons destroyed kingdoms with a yawn..."

        "Estel, you're 400 years younger than me."

        "It's just a figure of speech."

        

        This is why I dislike perceptive witches.

        Listen, Beryl. I'm going to tell you an amazing story.

        The heartbreaking love story of the man who led the golden age of Aria Chronicle.

        

        Throughout the story, Beryl interjected with questions, but I didn't mind.

        She was soon captivated by Zick Frix, listening with bated breath.

        

        "...And so, peace returned to the world."

        "..."

        

        Was this even a love story?

        It seems more like a fairy tale than a love story.

        But since Beryl had fallen asleep midway, I supposed it didn't matter.

        

        As long as it was entertaining.

        I justified to myself as I watched the sleeping Beryl.

        

        Her breathing was normal, and her face was peaceful, not troubled by nightmares.

        

        Sorry, Joshua, but you'll have to spend the festival with Leo.

        Though I'm not entirely comfortable with Leo, I couldn't leave Beryl's side until she improved.

        

        If Beryl were to succumb to the curse...

        Veneschia would disappear from the map that very day.

        The only thing I could do was stay by my friend's side to prevent the worst from happening.
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        [It's not too late yet. Switch with me.]

        

        [If we stay like this, both you and I will be consumed by the curse.]

        

        [I'll resolve the fruits you couldn't bear, and the curse too.]

        

        The beautiful eyes, shining like jewels within the mystic vision, stared at Beryl.

        

        That couldn't be possible.

        Those eyes should have been sealed shut, sewn with thread so they could never see light again.

        

        Beryl touched around her eyes with trembling hands.

        

        Nothing remained where her eyes should have been.

        Blood tears flowed from the empty, hollowed eye sockets and began to consume Beryl's body.

        

        'My body... won't move...'

        

        She needed to escape from that gaze.

        The precious heart that she couldn't surrender to either the curse or herself belonged to her alone.

        

        The eyes extended two hands from the darkness to grab Beryl's face, preventing her escape.

        

        'No...!'

        

        [Remember. Estel is buying you time, but even that is woefully insufficient.]

        

        "No...!!!!"

        

        Beryl's scream echoed through the room.

        

        It was... a dream, right?

        

        Upon waking, Beryl immediately checked around her eyes.

        She exhaled in relief as she felt her two eyes still in place beneath the blindfold.

        

        The eyes she had seen in her dream refused to fade from her memory, tormenting her mind.

        

        She knew well enough that she was running out of time, just as the voice had said. She tried not to think about it, tried to forget, but the curse's whispers echoing in her head were giving her a headache.

        

        She knew that relying on the magic circle Estel had set up in the room, the blindfold, or the medicine would only delay the inevitable.

        

        If Beryl were to open her eyes as the voice suggested, she might be able to suppress the curse... but then she would either have to part with Nix forever or claim his love in an unwanted way. That much was clear.

        

        That couldn't happen.

        

        The five days since Estel had come felt far more precious than her 500 years of life. This feeling was something she didn't want to surrender to anyone.

        

        Even if that someone was herself.

        

        Compared to her awakened self, her current self was incomparably pathetic.

        

        She admitted it.

        

        She hated meeting people, her business had been failing for over 50 years, and she was a fool who couldn't properly love without her friend's help... but all Beryl had left was her undelivered feelings.

        

        How much longer could she remain sane?

        Three days? Or just today?

        Perhaps only a few hours remained...

        

        What was certain was that Beryl had very little time left.

        

        "Mmm... Beryl?"

        "Estel, you can sleep more. I'm fine now."

        "No, I—"

        

        Beryl cast a sleep spell on Estel, who had been dozing against one side of the bed and was now groaning as she tried to get up.

        

        'I'm sorry, Estel. You would definitely try to stop me. At least let me tie up the loose ends on my own at the end.'

      

      
        

        This might be her last act as herself.

        

        If her awakened self emerged, she would never relinquish control again in order to suppress the curse.

        

        Even if control was returned, it might be hundreds of years later... or perhaps never.

        

        Beryl hurriedly prepared to go outside.

        She quickly washed herself and changed into clothes that Estel had prepared for her.

        

        She didn't forget to put the tarnished silver coin containing memories of Nix in her pocket.

        

        While checking if she had forgotten anything, her magical senses detected a stone decorating one corner of the room.

        

        'Ah, and this is a gift for you, ma'am. It's a gem I found while exploring a dungeon, beautifully shining with a purple light.'

        

        It was a stone Nix had given her as a gift when he became a Stella-rank adventurer.

        

        Back then it had definitely been just a stone, but now it emitted a clear purple radiance strong enough to be detected by her magical senses.

        

        So Nix's words were true.

        She placed the stone-turned-gem, now a precious jewel, inside her breast pocket.

        

        Just carrying the silver coin and gem, both invaluable to Beryl, made her feel Nix's warmth. With these, she could endure even if the curse's whispers reached her.

        

        "Estel, I'll be back. Thank you for your help."

        "......"

        

        After placing a brief kiss on the forehead of Estel, who remained motionless in deep sleep, Beryl left the room.

        

        [Go back. G̴̨̛̫̣̈̎̃̃̌̅̀Ỏ̵̡̠̪͓͛͡ Go back. G̴̨̛̫̣̈̎̃̃̌̅̀Ỏ̵̡̠̪͓͛͡ Go back. G̴̨̛̫̣̈̎̃̃̌̅̀Ỏ̵̡̠̪͓͛͡]

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Just stepping out of the room caused such noise to resound in her head that she nearly retched, barely managing to hold it back.

        

        Beryl tightly gripped the silver coin in her pocket and slowly moved forward one step at a time.

        Though she felt her field of vision narrowing as her magical senses were being interfered with, she couldn't stop walking.

        

        She instinctively sensed that she had less time than she had thought.

        

        'I know I'm being reckless. I know the best thing would be to go back to the room and rest... but if not now, I feel like I'll never be able to tell him.'

        

        Estel had told her to trust and follow her feelings.

        Although she was disregarding Estel's good intentions, surely she would forgive her?

        Wouldn't Estel make the same reckless choice in this situation? Yes... because they were friends. Somehow, it felt like she would.

        

        Come to think of it, she didn't know where Nix lived.

        She had heard he moved after becoming a Gold-rank adventurer, but he never told her the exact location.

        At the time, she had no plans to go out except for walks, nor any reason to visit Nix's home, so she hadn't pressed for details.

        

        Now that she wanted to find Nix, the path ahead seemed daunting.

        

        'If I go to the Adventurer's Guild, I might be able to find Nix.'

        

        Though the world Beryl could sense was gradually shrinking, she couldn't stop walking.

        She felt that she could meet Nix even if her magical senses disappeared.

        As certainty filled Beryl's heart, the gem in her pocket emitted an ominous light.

        

        'Where am I?'

        

        Contrary to Beryl's thoughts, the world was cruel... Having relied on her magical senses throughout her life with closed eyes, Beryl now found herself in darkness where she couldn't see an inch ahead.

        

        Perhaps because a festival had begun, the streets of Venestia were crowded with people, and Beryl felt as if she was being pushed into a deep quagmire by the crowd.

        

        How much time had passed?

        Her mind was hazy.

        

        Who was right in front of her? Where was this place? Though she had lived in this city for over 50 years, everything felt unfamiliar.

      

      
        It might have been 50 years, but she had rarely gone outside, mostly staying cooped up at home.

        She had recently gone for walks with Nix, but they always went to the same places...

        

        'If I had known this would happen, I would have gone out more often.'

        

        She knew regret was useless, but she couldn't help it.

        The malfunction of her magical senses must be due to the curse's influence.

        She could use detection magic, but for some reason, neither her magical senses nor her magic... nothing seemed to respond to Beryl's wishes.

        

        "Eek!? D-d-don't touch me!"

        

        Someone had just touched Beryl's chest.

        Not a brush or a bump, but a deliberate touch filled with desire.

        

        Beryl hugged her chest and collapsed to the ground.

        The snickering laughter nearby and the murmuring around her made Beryl feel desolate.

        

        What would happen now?

        She couldn't move anymore.

        

        The current Beryl was not a witch, but merely a powerless woman.

        She wanted to escape from this place.

        

        "Nix... help, kyaah!?"

        

        She took out the silver coin from her pocket, hoping Nix would appear, but someone pushed Beryl, causing her to drop the coin.

        

        No. Where did it go?

        The silver coin, as precious as her life, had rolled away on the ground.

        

        Her heart sank.

        Beryl groped the ground with trembling hands, trying to find the coin.

        

        "Please help me. That silver coin is more precious than my life. Ah, where is it... ugh...!"

        

        Someone stepped on Beryl's hand as they passed by, causing her pain, but she didn't stop.

        

        With no time to feel the pain, she desperately searched the ground for the coin.

        

        No. No. No.

        Without the coin... she didn't think she could hold on any longer.

        Even enduring until now would have been impossible without the coin and the gem.

        If she lost even one of them...

        

        She should have convinced Estel to come with her.

        Beryl became depressed at the realization that she had done nothing but regret since coming outside.

        Her awakened self would probably laugh at her if she saw this.

        

        Should she remove the blindfold now and hand over control?

        

        "The silver coin is here."

        

        Just as Beryl, huddled up, was contemplating whether to remove her blindfold,

        a girl with a voice as refreshing as a butterfly addressed her.

        

        "Thank you. This coin is as precious as my life... no, more precious than my life."

        

        Beryl expressed her gratitude after being helped out of the crowd by the girl.

        

        Sitting on a bench in the plaza in front of the central fountain to catch her breath, Beryl tightly gripped the coin with both hands to avoid losing it again.

        

        "I'm glad. I'm Joshua. You're... Beryl, right?"

        

        The girl who introduced herself as Joshua called Beryl by name.

        Joshua was a party member who traveled with Nix and was also Estel's daughter.

        

        Beryl felt ashamed that she had once been jealous of such a kind child.
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        "I'm Beryl. You're Estel's daughter, right?"

        "This is the first time I'm properly greeting you. I've been wanting to meet my mother's friend! You're truly beautiful, just as mother said."

        "This child... Estel really doesn't hold back with her words, does she?"

        

        I wasn't sure what Estel had told Joshua, but even if it was just flattery, it felt nice.

        In the past, I would have been flustered, wondering why she'd call someone unattractive like me beautiful,

        but lately, I've gained some confidence in my appearance.

        

        "But what brings you here? Weren't you staying with my mother?"

        "Well, about that..."

        

        Telling Joshua that I had forcibly put Estel to sleep seemed... uncomfortable.

        I had no choice but to come up with a suitable excuse.

        

        "Estel said she had an urgent matter to attend to, so I came out alone."

        "Leaving a friend behind. I wonder where she is, abandoning even her daughter."

        "Hahaha... Yes, that's true."

        

        Estel, I'm sorry for making your daughter misunderstand you.

        

        "What brings Joshua here? Where's that boy you were with? Do you know where Nix is?"

        

        Joshua might know Nix's whereabouts.

        I carefully revealed my true concern along with my worry.

        

        "Actually, I was looking for Leo. Someone who usually sleeps in late went somewhere from early morning today... We were supposed to celebrate the party's disbandment together with Nix today. It's the festival, after all, right?"

        

        Festival. Right, the festival.

        I had momentarily forgotten about it.

        Joshua was grumbling about looking for Leo, but even without my magical sense, I could tell she was smiling.

        

        Her voice lifted every time she mentioned Leo.

        This child is in love right now.

        Thinking that it was real love, different from Estel's, somehow made me smile.

        

        "You like Leo, don't you, Joshua?"

        "W-What?! Me...?"

        "Am I wrong?"

        "Ugh. I don't know if I should say I like him or dislike him... Is it that obvious?"

        

        Is that even a question?

        Even though I can't see, her voice is dripping with honey.

        

        "Yes. Very obvious."

        "Ugh. That's not good."

        "Why not? Doesn't your heart race whenever you think of Leo? You don't know what to do, and just being with him makes you happy, right?"

        

        I'm in love too, after all. Just thinking about Nix makes my heart race.

        

        It must be the same for Joshua.

        

        "Mother doesn't approve of Leo. I understand her reasons, but I think she's being too harsh..."

        "Estel does?"

        

        Estel, who was so enthusiastic about helping with love, is actually strict about her own daughter's romance?

        She called herself a witch of love, but I guess Estel isn't tolerant of all kinds of love.

        

        I couldn't imagine Estel interfering with her daughter's love.

        

        "Joshua. No matter what anyone says, believe in your feelings. They will guide you."

        

        As Estel's friend, giving this much advice should be fine.

        After all, these were Estel's own words.

        

        "Thank you. That gives me strength! When I find Leo, I'm going to scold him!"

        

        Joshua, how did you arrive at that conclusion...?

        

        "You're looking for Nix, right? Do you like him, Beryl?"

        "Yes... I do. I need to find Nix and tell him something."

        "Phew... that's a relief."

        "Hm? What do you mean by relief...?"

        

        Beryl asked again, not understanding why Joshua sighed with relief.

        Was there someone else who liked Nix...?

        

        Ah, there was Emily.

        I'm not sure if Emily likes Nix, but nothing was more painful than hearing about another woman from Nix's lips.

        

        Recently, Nix hadn't brought up Emily, so I'd forgotten about it.

        My mood darkened.

        

        "Ah, it's nothing...! Nix is supposed to meet me here. He should arrive soon."

        "Thank you for your help. If it weren't for you, I'd still be crawling on the ground looking for that silver coin."

        

        What would have happened without Joshua...

        I might have failed to find the coin and been consumed by the curse or opened my eyes.

        

        "I'll go look for Leo now. I hope things work out for you."

        "Yes. Good luck to you too. Remember what I said?"

        "Yes, I'll believe in my feelings!"

      

      
        

        Joshua carefully rose from her seat and walked away.

        

        She was a good child.

        Estel had such a lovely daughter.

        I found myself thinking that if I ever had a daughter, I'd want her to be like Joshua.

        

        To build a home with Nix,

        To live a life with Nix,

        Though I can't grow old with him, until the day he's buried...

        

        I had never regretted becoming a witch until now,

        but it pained me that I could only see Nix for at most 100 years.

        

        But we haven't even started yet.

        I don't know how much of those 100 years I'll be able to share with him...

        It all begins with conveying these feelings.

        

        "Beryl... noona?"

        "Nix?"

        

        Even without my magical sense, I knew Nix was standing before me.

        His rough breathing, as if he'd been running, made his presence all the more vivid.

        

        Thank goodness. I'm not too late.

        

        "Haah... I've been looking everywhere for you. How could you go out alone when you're not feeling well?"

        "I wanted to see you. Were you worried about me?"

        "How can you even ask that... Yes, I was worried."

        

        Just knowing that Nix was worried about me made me feel like I could fly.

        

        I didn't want to worry him, but I also wanted to mischievously make him worry again.

        

        When Nix placed his hand on Beryl's forehead, she felt a cool sensation through his touch.

        Her forehead was burning like a fireball.

        

        "Your fever is high. Let's go home right away."

        "I have something to tell you, Nix."

        "I'll listen at home."

        "No, I want to say it now."

        

        Nix, who was trying to take her hand and head home, couldn't overcome Beryl's stubbornness.

        

        Thanks to Nix holding her hand, the curse's whispers couldn't be heard,

        and if not now, when she could be her complete self, then when?

        

        "......"

        

        Her heart was beating so loudly she wondered if Nix could hear it.

        All she had to do was open her mouth and speak, but her voice wouldn't come out, creating a subtle atmosphere between them.

        

        Yes. Believe in these feelings.

        Hoping that happiness awaits at the end.

        

        "Nix, would you dance with me at the ball?"

        "......"

        

        I said it.

        I wasn't too late.

        

        I finally conveyed the sincere feelings I had buried in my heart to Nix.

        

        "Nix...?"

        

        Why isn't he answering?

        For some reason, Nix's response didn't come.

        

        ***

        

        "......"

        

        Beryl wandered aimlessly through Veneschia.

        She didn't want to think about anything anymore.

        

        Even the voice of the curse didn't matter now.

        

        A silver coin hung precariously on her finger.

        

        "Watch where you're going!"

        "......"

        

        She walked desolately among people who bumped into her, knocked her down, and brushed past her unpleasantly.

        

        Thud. She collided with someone.

        

        "What's this? If you bump into someone, you should apologize."

        "......"

        

        A rough male voice grabbed Beryl, but she didn't resist. Perhaps she truly had no strength to resist.

        

      

      
        "Boss, I think she's blind."

        "What, blind? Everyone's crawling out for the festival, I see."

        "She looks better than any woman in the brothel. How about it for today?"

        "Why not? It's a festival, we should enjoy ourselves."

        

        Even as rough hands dragged Beryl into an alley...

        

        She didn't care anymore.

        

        "What's this? It's a silver coin."

        "No... give it back!!"

        

        No. Not the coin...!

        Brutish hands snatched the silver coin from Beryl's hand.

        

        Should I kill them?

        If I open my eyes, not just a few humans but an entire city...

        Then Veneschia, Nix's home, would disappear from the map.

        

        While Beryl hesitated, her clothes were roughly torn away.

        

        "Boss, please make sure to take turns."

        "Ah, don't worry."

        

        So this is how it ends.

        

        "......"

        

        Just as she was about to be violated, the rough hands exploring her body... and the lust-filled voices were no longer heard.

        

        "Beryl, are you alright?"

        "Estel?"

        

        Estel took off her robe and covered Beryl's body.

        How...? Estel should still be asleep.

        

        "If Nix hadn't woken me up, I would have slept through everything. I'm glad I wasn't too late."

        

        I see, so it was Nix.

        He said he'd been looking everywhere, so he must have come to my room.

        

        "Here, take your coin."

        "...Thank you."

        

        Even though it's probably useless now, why does this single silver coin feel so precious?

        

        It hurt like there was a hole in her chest.

        

        "Let's go back, Beryl. You don't look well."

        "......"

        

        Estel is telling me to go back to my room too. Just like Nix.

        

        "Estel... what is love?"

        "Beryl, you... don't tell me."

        "Hm? Tell me. Please. What is love?"

        

        The love Estel spoke of should surely be filled with happiness, making the whole world beautiful.

        

        But Beryl's heart had a gaping hole that couldn't be covered no matter how hard she tried.

        

        So...

        

        Tell me.

        

        "Estel... what is love? Hm? I'm in so much pain."

        

        Just thinking about Nix used to make me overflow with happiness,

        but now just thinking about him makes me feel like I'm dying.

        

        It feels like hatred is seeping through the gap in my heart.

        

        "Beryl, I'll explain everything...! Let's go home first...!"

        

        Beryl brushed away Estel's frantic hands as her eyes grew moist.

        

        Tears that couldn't flow because of the blindfold made the jewel-like radiance even more mysterious.

        

        Clink.

        

        The silver coin in Beryl's hand fell and was sucked into the dark shadows of the alley.

        

        "If I had known it would hurt this much... it would have been better not to fall in love at all..."

        

        [Ŷ̵̲͚̗̦͚̈́͛̓o҉̞͓̤̝̮̭͉̙͋̂̆̐͆ͅụ̶̮̭͇͋͒̐̏̅̈́̍'̴͕̝̭̞̥͎̟̆̏͋̋̒̐̃̃̍͑r̷̥̝̞̗̥̝̝̩̫̳̮̈͒́̄͛͊͋̓̎̐̈́̚ẽ̸͍̲̦͕̖̠̞̪͒͆̏ m҉̝̣̩̝̩̳̗͙̣͖̯̘̒͋̆͐̅̾́̓̐͒i҈͈̱̯̭̪͉͑̍͂̾̐̏̾̐̇̓͒͆ͅn҈͔̖͖̬͇̦͓̐̈̋̈́̏é̶̞̭͕̪̖̤̮̄̎̇̾̈́.҈̟̘͔̳͙̰̗̯̗͉͕̌͗̎̆́̓̅̏͒͌̓̀]

        

        The jewel in Beryl's pocket glowed purple, brighter than ever before.

        

        [Ah... foolish one. There's no turning back now.]

        

        Before Estel could stop her, the world began to be dyed entirely in green.
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        # The First Day of the Thanksgiving Festival

        

        Joshua's morning began with energy.

        

        After a light shower, standing in front of the mirror to dress and check his appearance, it was only 7 AM.

        

        As if Nyx had sensed Joshua's desire to enjoy the festival, Leo's training had ended yesterday.

        It seemed the cleanup of monsters around Venestia was also mostly complete.

        

        As the festival approached, Nyx had become increasingly impatient, either fidgeting or spacing out, making Joshua feel that further training wouldn't be helpful.

        

        Thanks to this, Joshua was excited about enjoying the festival with Leo, though Leo seemed disappointed, as if he wanted to train more with Nyx.

        

        We can train after the festival.

        Does he prefer training with Nyx over enjoying the festival with me?

        Feeling a bit petty, Joshua grinned at the thought of waking the sleeping Leo and spending the whole day sightseeing together.

        

        After receiving quests from Nyx, Joshua had explored not only the outskirts of Venestia but also various parts of the city, creating a list of places he wanted to visit.

        

        Since coming to Venestia, he'd spent time on agricultural issues and Leo's training—hardly what you'd call travel.

        He wanted to have fun with Leo during the festival.

        

        Of course, he wanted his mother to join them too... but he hadn't seen her recently.

        It had been over three days since he refused her strange request, which meant he hadn't seen her for just as long.

        Having never been apart for so long, it felt strange.

        

        I wonder how Mom is doing?

        He could guess roughly what she was up to,

        But without her constantly grooming him like a mother cat licking her kitten, saying "pretty, pretty," he felt somewhat empty.

        

        Should I have granted her request?

        No. No matter how many times he thought about it, that wasn't right.

        Mom had childlike aspects. Usually when her eyes sparkled like that.

        

        Wherever she was, she'd be fine.

        Joshua lightly patted his cheeks to focus.

        Right now, he should only think about going out with Leo.

        

        "Leo, I'm coming in. Leo?"

        

        He was about to knock on Leo's door when he found it open.

        Who went in? Not Emily, right?

        

        Emily had done it once before.

        If she'd done it again, he planned to scold Leo as he entered the room.

        

        The blanket was on the floor, and Leo was nowhere to be seen, as if he'd left in a hurry.

        Judging by the absence of the sword his mother had given him, this wasn't an ordinary outing.

        

        He wouldn't have taken a quest so early in the morning.

        It was hard to believe that Leo, who usually woke up at 10, had risen three hours early.

        

        Maybe he snuck out to train?

        But he wasn't diligent enough to overcome sleep.

        Leo had a certain... charm that made you want to take care of his flawed aspects.

        

        Joshua worried that Leo might have forgotten their lunch appointment with Nyx to celebrate the party's disbandment.

        Being late for appointments was an experience he never wanted to repeat.

        

        "Oh, Lord Joshua. I hope you've been well."

        

        Turning around, he saw Emily greeting him from the doorway.

        

        "Are you looking for Lord Leo? I think you're late."

        

        Though Emily's words seemed designed to irritate Joshua, he wasn't one to be provoked.

        Emily was no longer his match.

        Such shallow provocations were nothing more than morning greetings to him.

        

        "Emily, hello. Good morning. Have you seen Leo by any chance?"

        "How boring. I was expecting a more interesting reaction."

        

        Seeing Emily quickly lose interest when she didn't get the response she wanted, Joshua smiled slightly.

        

        "If you're looking for Lord Leo, a maid saw him leaving in a hurry at the crack of dawn."

        "Ah... Yes, thank you."

        "What's with that reaction? As if you thought I wouldn't tell you."

        

        After the agricultural incident, Emily hadn't approached Leo, but at dinner she'd said she wasn't ready to give up.

        Joshua didn't think Emily would readily share information about Leo, so he'd only asked on the off chance.

        

        "Well, you said you had feelings for Leo, didn't you?"

        "Hasn't Leo told you?"

        "What? What do you mean...?"

        

        Had Leo discussed Emily separately?

        Joshua felt slightly upset at the thought that there might be something only he didn't know.

        

        "Sigh... Lord Leo is really a tiresome type. That was all an act."

        "An act...?"

        "I have a dream. But there's so much interference—telling me to get engaged to another noble, to quit the Adventurer's Guild. I thought if I were with Lord Leo, whom Lady Estel accompanies, the elders would acknowledge it and give up. Well, I'm sorry to you, Lord Joshua... but your reactions were so amusing that I acted quite sincerely."

        

        That was all an act?

        So I was the only one suffering over Emily's performance?

        

        Joshua's face flushed red with embarrassment.

        

        Come to think of it, Leo had asked him to listen several times.

        

        He felt foolish for not having listened to Leo then.

        

        "See? When you show reactions like this, how could I not be sincere?"

        "......"

        "The fact that Lord Leo is my ideal type remains unchanged, but Leo only shines when he's with you. With me, he's like a puppet with cut strings... I don't like such an ill-mannered person."

        

        Emily approached, poking Joshua's reddened cheeks and bursting into laughter. Though he wanted to get angry, he feared falling for Emily's tricks again, leaving him at a loss.

        

        "Emily, you have a bad personality. Worse than my mother's."

        "Thank you for the compliment. Dealing with adventurers has inevitably worsened my personality."

        

        That wasn't a compliment. It was an insult.

        Joshua realized he couldn't win against Emily with words.

        Even in their brief exchange, she manipulated him more skillfully than his mother.

        

        "By the way, have you decided who to dance with at the ball, Lord Joshua?"

        "You're asking the obvious. Of course, only Leo."

        

        He had asked his mother if a handsome prince would come, but that was mere curiosity.

        Only Leo could be his partner at the ball.

        

      

      
        "Our Thanksgiving Ball has a legend. A legend about love."

        "A legend?"

        "A beautiful love story starring my father and mother. They say if a man asks a woman to dance and they dance together first, their love will continue."

        

        Gulp.

        

        Joshua swallowed dryly.

        

        He hadn't discussed the ball with Leo.

        He'd simply assumed they would dance together.

        But what if Leo got distracted and asked another woman to dance first?

        Leo had his careless moments. Besides Emily, Joshua worried about what other women might approach him.

        

        "I don't believe in such legends. Love isn't formed by such things. You think so too, don't you, Lord Joshua?"

        "O-Of course...! But... isn't it romantic?"

        

        His heart stung unexpectedly.

        He'd planned to ask Leo to dance at the ball as soon as he found him.

        

        "Oh, one more thing... they say if a woman asks first, the love won't be fulfilled. Isn't that ridiculous? Even for a legend, that's nonsense."

        "Haha, indeed...."

        

        Emily seemed to be looking down on Joshua's thoughts.

        

        "But why are you telling me this?"

        

        Though the adults hoped Joshua and Emily would become good female friends since they were the same age,

        Their relationship had started as rivals over one man, so there was no reason for such conversation.

        Even knowing it was an act, Joshua still felt awkward around Emily.

        

        "I hope you enjoy the festival more fully, Lord Joshua. We're friends, aren't we?"

        "Friends?"

        "Hmm... If I'm the only one who thought so... How about 'making a witch's apprentice like Lord Joshua my backup for future plans'?"

        

        What's that supposed to mean?

        There had been no reason to consider each other friends until now. The noble lady's standard for friendship must be different.

        Joshua laughed at Emily, who seemed upset that she'd mistakenly thought they were friends.

        

        "You're right, Emily. We are friends."

        

        His first friend starting as a rival.

        This didn't seem so bad.

        

        ***

        

        Leo, whom Joshua expected would return to the mansion if he waited, hadn't arrived even as the appointment time approached.

        

        In truth, after chatting with Emily, he'd momentarily forgotten about searching for Leo, but when Emily mentioned she was going to finish her guild duties, he came back to his senses.

        

        First, he should go to the central fountain where he'd promised to meet Nyx and tell him the truth.

        Otherwise, he'd keep Nyx waiting again.

        

        The path to the central fountain was bustling with more people than usual, signaling the start of the festival.

        In the crowd, where one could easily be swept away, Joshua bumped into someone who suddenly stopped in front of him.

        

        "Please help me. That silver coin is more precious than my life. Ah, where is it... ugh...!"

        

        Amidst the murmuring crowd, a familiar voice reached his ears.

        A womanly figure in a white dress that couldn't contain her femininity, eyes covered by a blindfold, and green hair prominently visible behind black hair.

        

        She matched the description of his mother's friend, whose name was definitely Beryl.

        A silver coin rolled to Joshua's feet, hitting his shoe.

        Though the tarnished coin didn't seem special, she'd said it was more precious than her life, so Joshua decided to step in.

        

        "The silver coin is here."

        

        Beryl was beautiful, just as his mother had described.

        It was hard to understand why she'd initially hidden herself in a robe and hood.

        

        Thanks to this encounter, he also understood why his mother wasn't interested in Nyx.

        It made sense why Nyx had been spacing out and getting distracted during recent quests.

        

        It seemed Beryl liked Nyx, and in their brief time together, Nyx had appeared entranced.

        Joshua silently cheered for their love.

        

        "Joshua. No matter what anyone says, believe in those feelings. They will guide you."

        

        To even receive encouragement he hadn't heard from his mother!

        For a moment, he wondered what it would have been like if Beryl had been his mother.

        

        After parting with Beryl, he resumed his search for Leo.

        Though he regretted not keeping his promise with Nyx, it would be better for Nyx to be with Beryl.

        

        The world is full of pink.

        Joshua wanted to find Leo quickly too.

        

        Where on earth is he...?

        Finding Leo in the crowd seemed nearly impossible, and the temptation to give up occasionally tugged at Joshua's heart, but having received encouragement, he couldn't quit.

        

        If only he'd placed a tracking spell on Leo.

        

        Since Leo had taken his weapon, he probably wasn't in the city.

        If he'd gone outside the city, the guards might know.

        

        Having built rapport with the guard captain while solving quests with Nyx, he decided to ask.

        

        Though the festival would make them busy, asking a simple question should be fine.

        

        Joshua headed to the main gate where the guard captain would likely be.

        The captain was at the outpost, dealing with a long line of travelers.

        

        "Guard Captain, hello."

        "I'm busy now, so don't bother... Ahem. It's Lord Joshua."

        

        Though he was almost rejected immediately, his appearances with Nyx seemed to have had an effect.

        

        "I'm sorry to bother you when you're busy. Have you seen Leo by any chance?"

        "Leo, you say..."

        "The tall, handsome blonde man who was with Nyx..."

        

        Given how many people the guard captain had encountered today, describing Leo might be useless.

        Seeing the guard captain's troubled expression, Joshua wondered if his question was too thoughtless.

        

        "I'm sorry for bothering you when you're busy."

        "If that man is Leo, I heard a report of a blonde man leaving through the east gate at dawn. Since there's been no report of his return, why not check the east gate?"

        

        What rudeness, detaining a busy person like this.

        As Joshua bowed in apology and was about to leave, the guard captain recalled Leo's whereabouts.

        

        "Thank you!"

      

      
        

        Joshua bowed in gratitude and ran to the east gate.

        

        The east gate, you say?

        Going out the east gate at dawn, forgetting the appointment with Nyx, and not thinking about enjoying the festival—what is he doing?

        

        "The east gate is currently closed to traffic!"

        "I'm sorry. I'll be right back!"

        

        Ignoring the guard's warning, Joshua passed through the east gate.

        

        With the chilly wind and the evening glow illuminating his back, making it easier to search for Leo, there was still no sign of him.

        

        The land, barren after the harvest, was devoid of people.

        

        "I'm really going to scold you when I find you."

        

        According to Joshua's plan, he should be enjoying the festival with Leo by now, holding hands.

        

        He had so many foods he wanted to try and scenery he wanted to see.

        

        To make him suffer like this.

        While claiming to want Joshua's happiness, Leo was the one causing the most trouble.

        

        Joshua closed his eyes and concentrated, and butterfly-shaped mana appeared, beginning to search the surroundings.

        

        It was impossible to check this vast land with just his eyes.

        There must be some trace left.

        Even footprints would be good.

        

        "Found it."

        

        In the dark, he discovered a beam of light.

        It was a white beam similar to when Leo was using his holy power.

        

        His mother had called it holy power.

        Joshua could quickly recognize it as it contrasted with the black magic he used.

        

        After checking that no one was around to see him, Joshua slightly levitated and flew.

        

        After flying for some time, the sunset disappeared and night fell.

        Did he come this far?

        By now, Joshua was starting to worry.

        

        Should I have found him sooner?

        Though Leo's holy power had healing abilities, so he probably wouldn't be seriously injured.

        Still, an ominous feeling crept over Joshua.

        

        Clang! BOOM!!!!

        

        The sound of blades clashing and something exploding pierced Joshua's ears.

        

        A dark figure flew toward Joshua, hit the ground, rolled several times, and barely stopped.

        

        It was Leo.

        

        "Leo? What happened? How did you get these wounds?"

        

        His body was covered in sword wounds, and bruises filled areas where he'd been hit.

        

        Who could have done this?

        

        In Venestia, only his mother or her friend could have done this to Leo.

        

        Even if Nyx was a great adventurer, it would be difficult for him to reduce Leo to such a state. And there was no reason for him to do so.

        

        "Joshua? How did you... You must escape..."

        "What do you mean, escape!"

        

        Joshua couldn't follow the situation.

        Why had Leo come so far, why was he in such a state, and now telling him to escape?

        

        "Oh. So the reason I couldn't enter the city was because of that witch?"

        

        Armor clanked, creating an ominous sound.

        Though Joshua had heard armor sounds at the Adventurer's Guild recently, they hadn't felt ominous...

        

        Joshua had heard this sound once before.

        On that unforgettable day when he was hiding in the warehouse, crying silently...

        When similar armor sounds came from all directions.

        

        A person approached from the direction Leo had flown from.

        The lion emblem engraved on the armor gleamed in the moonlight.

        With platinum hair fluttering, silver eyes quite different from Leo's bore into Joshua.

        

        "Do not beguile people with words."

        

        The knight made the sign of the cross.

        

        "Prove your faithfulness only through belief."

        

        The sword in his right hand glimmered in the moonlight, while mana more subtle than moonlight enveloped the blade.

        

        "I am the guardian of providence."

        "Joshua, please... you must run away."

        "......"

        

        Contrary to Leo's plea, Joshua's legs gave out, forcing him to sit down.

        

        The scene from that unforgettable day flashed before him.

        The day his mother drowned and his father was impaled and burned to death.

        

        "If truly innocent, you shall return to the Mother's embrace."

        

        Leo supported himself with his sword, barely standing.

        To protect Joshua, he pointed his sword at the knight, and Leo's holy power created golden waves.

        

        "The sinful shall depart from the Mother's embrace."

        "Leo, that person is..."

        "The leader of the Heresy Inquisitors. The Holy Kingdom's Third Sword, Lucia. Please bring Lady Estel quickly. I can barely hold Lucia back."

        

        So that means...

        Both his mother and father were killed by this person...

        

        The true enemy who killed Joshua's parents.

        

        "I shall now begin the witch trial."

        

        Lucia readjusted his grip on the silver-aura-wrapped sword and charged in an instant.
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        "Haah..."

        

        Nix lay on the sofa in the Adventurer's Guild's second-floor office, covering his eyes with his hand as he let out a deep sigh.

        

        "What's with the sighing? Did you cause trouble somewhere again?"

        

        Emily, who had been organizing documents at her desk, couldn't help but speak up.

        

        There should be a limit to sighing. It wasn't just once—it was already more than ten times, making it impossible not to notice.

        

        Nix sighed once more because of Emily's familiar tone, dropping formalities when they were alone.

        

        "Don't worry about it."

        

        "I wish I could. But your face practically screams 'please pay attention to me.' Or would you rather leave? I have work to do, you know."

        

        "......"

        

        Why was she so prickly when they were alone, yet so friendly when others were around?

        

        Nix scratched his head as he got up from the sofa.

        

        He could clearly see that if he confided in Emily, she would definitely treat him like an idiot.

        

        He wanted to quietly organize his thoughts, but if he talked back to Emily and got kicked out of the guild, he'd have no idea how to explain it to Beryl.

        

        Though he doubted they would expel a Stella-rank adventurer, Emily seemed to view him as just a childhood friend who caused trouble everywhere, so it wouldn't hurt to be careful.

        

        "Are you leaving?"

        

        "Didn't you tell me to?"

        

        Emily put down the documents she was looking at and stared at Nix.

        

        "Until recently, you were wagging your tail like a puppy with sparkling eyes. Now your responses are so short?"

        

        "Yeah. I don't have a reason to do that anymore."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        The office was enveloped in silence for a moment.

        

        "That's good. I don't know what happened, but congratulations."

        

        It felt strange to receive congratulations with a smile when Nix had expected Emily to pick a fight, asking why he was being irritable.

        

        How should he put it... It felt like a mother bird watching her child fly away independently, which somehow irritated him.

        

        "So you finally understand my feelings? I don't like skinny, troublesome men like you."

        

        "And I don't like women whose outside and inside are completely different, like you."

        

        He shouldn't have approached Emily when she was playing alone sadly at age seven.

        

        Nix regretted why his past self had made such a choice.

        

        It was true that until recently, he had followed her around with sparkling eyes, as Emily said.

        

        He had thought her cold attitude was just because she was shy, but now he realized that was her true feeling toward him.

        

        He missed Beryl.

        

        The way she blushed when he called her "Beryl" without the "sister" title was just too adorable.

        

        But... the fact that he couldn't go see her right now troubled his mind.

        

        "So, who is it?"

        

        "Who is what?"

        

        "The person who stole the heart of the great Stella-rank Nix. Who else? I have good intuition."

        

        She was unnecessarily perceptive at times like this.

        

        It was absurd how she showed interest only at times like this when she usually didn't care at all.

        

        "It's none of your business."

        

      

      
        "How is it not my business? It's a critical matter that could affect the guild's workforce."

        

        Even if things went well with Beryl, he wouldn't quit being an adventurer, but seeing Emily's lecherous expression like some old man made him feel like changing his mind.

        

        "So did you ask her to dance? I could ask my father to arrange for you to dance first if you want."

        

        Emily's words were tempting, but Nix wasn't keen on the idea.

        

        Anyone from Veneschia City would know the legend of the ball, and that was exactly why Nix had been sighing so heavily.

        

        Despite being called a "legend," rumors were just rumors. Rumors that had circulated for 15 years naturally accumulated various embellishments as they passed from person to person.

        

        For instance, if a woman asks a man to dance first, her wish won't come true... or if that happens and the man doesn't answer but asks her to dance again the next day, the previous rumor loses effect and love will blossom...

        

        It might sound ridiculous, but for Nix, who had been wondering how to make an unforgettable confession since realizing his feelings of love for Beryl, the rumors about the ball seemed like a good approach.

        

        'Nix, would you dance with me at the ball?'

        

        He never imagined Beryl would know about that rumor too...

        

        But she apparently didn't know the part about how a woman shouldn't ask for a dance first.

        

        In truth, he knew they had already somewhat confirmed their feelings for each other, so they didn't need to go to the ball and dance—they just needed to express those feelings. But he couldn't bring himself to answer Beryl's invitation.

        

        "You know what? I believe love shouldn't be bound by such rumors. Isn't true love about transcending those strange rumors? My parents married just fine without the help of such rumors."

        

        Each of Emily's words pierced Nix's heart as if they were aimed directly at him.

        

        Perhaps he should have stopped her when she said she was leaving.

        

        The guilt of not stopping Beryl as she staggered away without receiving an answer continued to torment Nix.

        

        To Nix, Beryl was a woman worth more than love itself.

        

        Perhaps it started when he was seven years old, crawling on the ground with his legs broken while playing with Emily.

        

        She had only mocked his dream of becoming an adventurer back then. She even insulted him, saying he would die a miserable death like his father if he became an adventurer.

        

        Beryl, on the other hand, showed mercy to an orphan with nothing and even encouraged his dream instead of mocking it.

        

        He became an adventurer... thanks to Beryl.

        

        It thrilled him to know that he was the only one who knew Beryl's true nature—someone who kept her appearance hidden and only let her voice be heard, someone about whom strange rumors circulated throughout the city.

        

        If there were an angel in Veneschia, it would surely be Beryl.

        

        Even after he became an adventurer, when he couldn't afford proper treatment, she generously gave him potions and listened to his boring adventure stories with more interest than anyone else...

        

        At first, he thought it was just small compassion shown to a pitiful orphan... but looking back now, he belatedly realized it was all love.

        

        Perhaps... his ability to exert strength beyond his age and his achievement of becoming a Stella-rank adventurer were all possible because of Beryl's help.

        

        The world wasn't easy enough for an ordinary person like Nix to achieve Stella rank at the age of 15.

        

        "Emily, what do you think?"

        

        "About what?"

        

        "If you had someone you liked, could you ask them to dance first?"

        

        Nix wasn't confident he wouldn't regret not believing the rumor if things ended unhappily later.

        

        "You really are an idiot who only knows how to use strength, aren't you? As I said earlier, I would confront it head-on. I'm not weak enough to let rumors dictate my feelings."

        

        "......"

        

        "And if you truly love someone, such rumors wouldn't even matter. Wouldn't you rather disprove them? Like, 'That rumor was actually false.'"

        

        That would be romantic too.

        

        While Emily was expounding her theory on love with relish, Nix steeled his resolve.

        

        He shouldn't have let her go alone.

        

        He didn't want to wait until tomorrow because of the rumor.

        

        Though late, he wanted to convey his feelings in response to Beryl's invitation.

        

      

      
        "Thanks, Emily. That helped."

        

        "If you're grateful, be an adventurer for life. It's convenient for the future Guild Master to have an obedient Stella-rank adventurer. Or you could help with paperwork."

        

        "Haha, I have no talent outside of physical work."

        

        Emily breathed a sigh of relief seeing the smile blooming on Nix's face.

        

        After all, he was her childhood friend. He had helped bring Emily out of her corner when she was playing alone.

        

        She might not know about him as a man, but as a friend, she only wanted to look after him.

        

        There was a time when Emily was tempted by Nix's interest in her, but Nix's feelings felt... uncomfortable, like he was trying to find substitute satisfaction from her for love he couldn't receive from someone else.

        

        If that love was finally going to its rightful owner, Emily wanted to congratulate him.

        

        But what about all the pending paperwork?

        

        Despite everything, Emily also wanted to enjoy the festival.

        

        She didn't like seeing Nix trying to escape with an awkward smile.

        

        "If you're not going to help, then disappear quickly. Stop getting in the way."

        

        Shooing him away as if he were a nuisance.

        

        Just as Nix was about to leave with an awkward smile to find Beryl—

        

        Boom...

        

        The air vibrated.

        

        "Emily, did you feel that just now?"

        

        "I'm really busy, you know? So please..."

        

        Feel what? Pervert.

        

        She was about to get angry at Nix's nonsensical words, but Emily could feel it too.

        

        BOOM...!

        

        A chilling sensation swept through her entire body.

        

        She got goosebumps from the unpleasant feeling, as if someone was watching her.

        

        "What was that just now...?"

        

        "The world... it's all green."

        

        When Nix opened the window, the entire world had turned green.

        

        The cityscape,

        

        The evening sky that had been reflecting the sunset,

        

        Even the sun and moon that had been at the horizon.

        

        Emily also approached the window and couldn't help but be shocked at the scene. The green tint was one thing, but there wasn't a single person to be seen in the city that had been full of people.

        

        "Nix, I'm just asking in case... You didn't cause trouble somewhere, did you...?"

        

        "......"

        

        No, there was exactly one person.

        

        A green woman who matched the green-tinted world perfectly was looking up at Nix.

        

        Green pupils in eyes that couldn't be considered human met Nix's gaze.

        

        "Nix...♥"

        

        "...Beryl."

        

        This is definitely trouble he caused.

        

        Emily wanted to smack the back of Nix's head as he emotionally called out the woman's name.
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        "Nix... I missed you. I've been looking for you everywhere."

        

        Beryl smiled brightly at Nix.

        

        Unlike her usual shy smile, this one seemed to express her emotions openly, causing Nix's cheeks to flush red.

        

        The happiness was short-lived as Nix's face hardened at the stark contrast between Beryl's cheerful smile and her disheveled appearance.

        

        Through the tears in her clothes, glimpses of Beryl's skin—which he had never seen before—were visible. Normally, Beryl would be embarrassed by even the slightest exposure, so something seemed off.

        

        And then there was the eye she had been hiding behind an eyepatch.

        

        Nix still had much to learn about Beryl.

        

        After all, he had only been getting to know her slowly during their brief five-day acquaintance.

        

        "Are you leaving?"

        

        As Nix was about to leave the office, unable to leave Beryl waiting outside alone, Emily stopped him.

        

        "Beryl is waiting."

        

        "Hey, I told you I have good intuition, right? That woman feels strange. From what I can tell, the world changing like this..."

        

        "Don't speak carelessly about Beryl."

        

        Even without Emily pointing it out, he knew that the reason the world had turned green was somehow connected to that green-hued woman.

        

        And what about her eyes?

        

        Those green eyes within her heterochromatic gaze shone like a predator spotting its prey, almost like the eyes of a demon.

        

        That woman is dangerous... Emily's instincts were telling her.

        

        Despite Emily's supposedly good intuition, Nix didn't want to listen to her speaking ill of Beryl.

        

        Nix was already aware of certain things.

        

        After all, Beryl was the person the magician had been searching for.

        

        She might be a magician herself... or perhaps even a witch.

        

        Even if Beryl turned out to be a demon, Nix wouldn't care.

        

        Even if she had dyed the world green, he had no reason to run away or avoid her.

        

        As long as she was calling for him, he had to go.

        

        He wanted to apologize for turning away from her courage at the fountain.

        

        "Beryl! Are you alright?"

        

        "Yes. I'm not hurt. Rather, I feel like I could fly."

        

        "What happened to your clothes?"

        

        "It's nothing."

        

        Her clothes were covered in rough tears everywhere.

        

        Though her pinkish-black robe was covering her body, Nix—who had no resistance to seeing the bare skin of a woman he liked—tried his best not to look.

        

        With the city's security in disarray due to recent festival preparations, he worried that she might have encountered some trouble.

        

        While clothes don't often end up in tatters, he didn't want to think about it in a negative way.

        

        Besides, she looked refreshed, making it hard to believe anything bad had happened to her.

        

        He wanted to focus on their reunion.

        

        "Your eye..."

        

        "Oh, my eye? How is it? Pretty?"

        

        As Beryl leaned in close, the jewel-like eye in her heterochromatic gaze emitted a soft light.

        

        "Yes, just as you said before, it really is like a jewel."

      

      
        

        "I'm glad♥ I was worried you might dislike seeing my eyes."

        

        If the young Nix had seen it, he might have been shocked, as Beryl's eye could appear both grotesque and mysterious.

        

        He understood why she would worry about that.

        

        He might even thank her for showing it...

        

        It made him smile, feeling that she trusted him enough to share her secret.

        

        Beryl always takes the first step forward.

        

        Nix couldn't lose either. He wanted to walk alongside Beryl, who had gone so far ahead.

        

        "Beryl."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I'm sorry I couldn't answer you right away. I wanted to be the one to say it. Would you... dance with me at the ball?"

        

        Despite having several near-death experiences during dungeon raids, his heart had never pounded this hard.

        

        He couldn't even imagine how Beryl must have felt when she spoke up, or how lonely she must have been when she left without receiving an answer.

        

        Even if Beryl refused, he would have nothing to say... because he now understood that the ball wasn't what mattered. As Emily had said, he could become the protagonist who disproved the rumors.

        

        It would be fine if she accepted.

        

        It would be fine if she refused.

        

        Just conveying his true feelings was enough.

        

        "Ah, yes. Right. Dancing. That was a thing, wasn't it? I remembered it until just now, but I forgot."

        

        "What...?"

        

        Her response was neither acceptance nor rejection, but something ambiguous.

        

        "Nix♥ I've been thinking about why you didn't give me an answer."

        

        Beryl embraced Nix tightly, breathing heavily. Due to their height difference, his face was buried in her chest. Despite trying to break free from the sudden skinship, his body wouldn't move.

        

        "You don't like me. Because Nix has something more precious than me. Right...?"

        

        "......"

        

        "You don't have to answer. I already know. Nix is an adventurer... and you have Emily, your childhood friend, right?"

        

        Beryl, who had been stroking Nix's head, shifted her gaze to the Adventurer's Guild in front of them.

        

        Even to Emily, who was secretly watching them from the window corner.... Thinking that Nix had been there until just now, a sneer escaped her lips.

        

        She never believed in the love formula from romance novels that Estel had suggested. Beryl had her own way. Why had she been holding back all this time?

        

        The light in her magical eye began to glow more intensely.

        

        She hugged Nix even tighter as he struggled in her arms, seemingly wanting to say something.

        

        "It's strange, isn't it? I've liked Nix for much longer... It wasn't supposed to make you become an adventurer..."

        

        If he hadn't become an adventurer, if she hadn't healed his leg back then... Nix would have remained disabled for life, dependent on Beryl. Living without dreams, without meaning to his life...

        

        But that would be fine.

        

        The thought made her shiver with excitement.

        

        "Nix is mine. Right? I'll give you all of me... so give me all of you too♥"

        

        "...!"

        

        As Beryl extended her left hand, the Adventurer's Guild began to crumple.

        

        "N-no...!! Save me, Nix...!!!!"

        

        Emily's dying scream echoed as the guild was mercilessly crushed like paper, without any pattern or rule.

        

      

      
        The Adventurer's Guild, now smaller than a bead, became a single point and disappeared from the world as if it had never existed.

        

        "There, now Emily and the Adventurer's Guild are gone. Nix♥ Now there's nothing to stand in our way."

        

        Where did it all go wrong?

        

        Was it the butterfly effect from not accepting her confession? Wasn't that too cruel?

        

        Nix hoped this was all just a nightmare.

        

        If only he could move his body... he might have been able to save Emily.

        

        Nix tried desperately to move, but he couldn't escape Beryl's embrace.

        

        "Hmm? Nix, do you have something to say?"

        

        "Huff...!"

        

        As sensation returned to his body with Beryl's gesture, Nix immediately broke free from her embrace and ran toward where the Adventurer's Guild had been.

        

        He couldn't believe that the three-story building, second only to the marquis's mansion in grandeur in Venestia, had vanished in an instant, leaving only its foundation.

        

        "Why are you running away? You like me, don't you, Nix? There's nothing in our way now. You should only look at me."

        

        Click, click.

        

        As the sound of her shoes approached Nix, uncontrollable emotions surged within him.

        

        "At least... you could have talked... You didn't have to do this..."

        

        "Hmm? But this is easier. Why bother talking things through? If you have power, it's natural to use it."

        

        There were many ways to resolve issues without resorting to such actions.

        

        Even for Nix, who made his living as an adventurer, not everything could be solved with violence.

        

        He couldn't believe that Beryl—who was so timid she could barely show her face to people, who was kind enough to give potions to penniless orphans, who stuttered and stumbled over her words—would do something like this.

        

        That's not Beryl.

        

        It's something that looks like Beryl, or something controlling her.

        

        Even if that wasn't the case, that's what he wanted to believe.

        

        "You're not Beryl, are you?"

        

        "What are you saying? Have you forgotten that I healed your crushed leg when you were seven? I'm the one who gave you a potion for just one silver coin. Hmm... are you upset because I destroyed the Adventurer's Guild? Forget about all that. Um... that's right! Emily never existed from the beginning! Neither did the Adventurer's Guild! There, is that better?"

        

        Is that better...? It was absurd.

        

        What was certain was that this wasn't the Beryl he knew, and that brought him some relief.

        

        Nix turned around and took a stance facing Beryl, who was slowly approaching.

        

        He would get Beryl back and save Emily.

        

        Even if his opponent was a monster that could crumple buildings like paper.

        

        "So... you do like Emily more than me after all."

        

        "......"

        

        Beryl stopped walking and lowered her head.

        

        Though he had faced many dangers as an adventurer... he had never felt such a chill down his spine as he did now.

        

        He had boldly declared he would save Beryl and Emily, but was that even possible? He couldn't be certain of anything.

        

        Nevertheless, he felt he had to stop Beryl here.

        

        "You don't have to say anything. I know everything now. I'll make you love me so much that you won't even remember Emily♥"

        

        Even without knowing how, he had to do it.

        

        For Beryl's sake, too.

        

        Starting with Beryl, who cupped her cheeks and exhaled roughly, the world began to crumple.
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        "Niiicks...♥ You wanted to play hide and seek? You really are still a child."

        

        The house where he had been hiding just moments ago crumpled.

        

        In the face of such overwhelming violence, all Nicks could do was run away, trying to put as much distance between them as possible.

        

        Though Beryl could easily catch the fleeing Nicks in an instant if she wanted to, she didn't.

        Instead, the corners of her mouth twisted upward grotesquely, as if she was enjoying the current situation.

        

        At this rate, all of Veneschia might end up crumpled.

        

        It wasn't that Nicks hadn't tried to counterattack.

        He had confidence in fighting after experiencing various adventures, and subduing one woman should have been nothing to him... but he couldn't get close.

        

        Getting near her was something he had to avoid.

        An almost instinctual feeling screamed at him to stay as far away from Beryl as possible.

        

        Anything he grabbed that could be used as a weapon immediately crumpled, and even when he threw a carriage from the street, it crumpled in mid-air...

        

        "Is hide and seek over already? You can run more if you want. I'm confident I can chase Nicks anywhere he goes."

        "......"

        

        All obstacles between Beryl and Nicks had been crumpled, leaving nothing between them.

        

        Such strong power should require some kind of price, but Beryl showed no signs of strain.

        If anything, she seemed even more excited...

        In that short time, already half of Veneschia had been crumpled.

        

        No matter how fast he ran, Beryl would appear from somewhere and catch up.

        Attacks didn't work, and any weapon he grabbed would crumple, as if telling him not to resist.

        

        He tried to escape outside the city but was blocked by an invisible wall.

        He tried to find the magician friend of Beryl's, but in this world, there was no one except Nicks and Beryl.

        

        Was there truly no way out?

        

        This was the first time he had felt so powerless since becoming a Stella-rank adventurer.

        

        If Beryl wanted to, she could crumple Nicks right now...

        

        Then maybe.

        

        Nicks had one possibility come to mind.

        

        "Hide and seek. It's not over yet. Think you can catch me?"

        "You can run more, Nicks. Wherever you go, you're still mine."

        

        Even if he was like a mouse trapped in a cage, he couldn't give up.

        Even a cornered mouse will bite a cat.

        

        Nicks ran with all his might. He passed through the main street, entered an alley, and jumped over a wall blocking his path.

        As a native of Veneschia, the complex maze of the city couldn't stop Nicks' steps.

        

        Whenever he encountered Beryl blocking his path, he twisted his body and changed routes.

        In his house, located in the part of the city center that hadn't yet disappeared, was the greatsword Beryl had gifted him.

        With that, perhaps even Beryl couldn't easily crumple it.

        

        It was just a guess, but... he had to hope the greatsword would work against Beryl.

        

        Once again, Beryl blocked his path.

        Somehow she had caught up despite only walking, but Nicks felt more at ease now.

        Even without certainty, having hope made Beryl seem less frightening.

        

        If Beryl had a weakness... he realized it was himself, Nicks.

        

        "Where are you rushing to?"

        "We always go to Beryl's house, so how about visiting my place this time?"

        "Your house...?"

        

        Beryl's face flushed.

        At least he wouldn't be sent flying along with his house before getting the greatsword. Seeing Beryl's reaction added credibility to Nicks' theory. It seemed that despite her willingness to crumple the entire world, she had no intention of harming Nicks.

        

        He increased his speed. At this rate, Veneschia might truly become irreparable.

        Everything in Nicks' path was getting crumpled, so he couldn't allow any more damage.

      

      
        

        Bursting through the door, Nicks entered his house and grabbed the greatsword mounted on the wall.

        Unlike before when houses would immediately crumple when he tried to hide in them, this time the scenery remained intact.

        

        "So this is Nicks' house?"

        "Yes, do you like it?"

        

        For a Stella-rank adventurer's home, Nicks' house was ordinary. It wasn't particularly large nor did it have a garden. It was the kind of house an average city man would live in. Nevertheless, Beryl carefully stepped inside like a country girl entering a palace and took a deep breath.

        

        "Yes, I like it. It smells like Nicks everywhere♥"

        "Beryl, you're a pervert."

        "Yes...♥ I am. Just the smell of Nicks makes my lower abdomen ache. I can't hold back anymore. Do you dislike me because I'm a lewd woman?"

        

        What man would dislike being seduced by someone he cares for? But such words wouldn't sway Nicks' heart.

        The Beryl that Nicks liked wasn't someone who shamelessly said vulgar things, but someone who blushed just from hearing her name called.

        

        "I... don't prefer lewd women!"

        

        In an instant, Nicks closed the distance and swung the greatsword.

        

        It was a gift from Beryl when he had complained about his weapons breaking frequently after being promoted to Gold-rank adventurer.

        

        The greatsword, imbued with mana, was swung upward, aiming for Beryl's shoulder.

        

        "Nicks?"

        

        Beryl's eyes followed the path of the blade. Even in a situation where her shoulder could be completely severed, she didn't crumple the greatsword but merely tracked it with her eyes.

        

        She must know what kind of sword this is.

        She couldn't crumple it. The greatsword that wouldn't break or dull under any circumstances was one of the things that made Nicks feel Beryl's affection.

        

        The greatsword silently cut through Beryl's shoulder, and the cleanly severed part spurted blood as it rolled into a corner of the room.

        

        Seeing Beryl's sad expression, Nicks felt that something was wrong.

        She looked like the Beryl who had been sad when she didn't get an answer in front of the central fountain, not the one who had been showing that grotesque smile until now.

        

        A sinister thought crossed his mind—that the one who had made the city like this and killed Emily might actually be the Beryl he knew.

        

        "Please return everything to normal. Veneschia, Emily, everything. If not... I'll have no choice but to kill you."

        "......"

        

        Nicks raised the greatsword, threatening Beryl.

        Even if this was the real Beryl, there was no turning back now. It didn't seem like he could reason with her. The only option that came to mind was to subdue her by force.

        

        "It's Emily again, isn't it?"

        "......"

        "Emily. Emily. Emily.... It should just be the two of us. What happens to Emily... what happens to the world... it doesn't matter."

        "Beryl...."

        

        Seeing Beryl with tears welling up in her eyes, as if she might cry at any moment, Nicks steeled his resolve. If he wavered here, everything would be lost.

        

        "Next will be your other shoulder. Give everything back. You can do that, right, Beryl?"

        

        What if she couldn't restore things...?

        He didn't want to live hating Beryl in a world with just the two of them. He'd rather die by Beryl's hand.

        

        He could cut her now, before she could crumple him.

        Nicks gripped the greatsword tighter, keeping a close watch on Beryl to prevent any sudden moves.

        

        "Nicks has so many attachments to things other than me? Is it because you're too free-spirited? You were quite fast when running away earlier. Yes, that's it. You don't need your legs, do you?"

        "What do you mean—ugh!"

        

        He thought the ground was shaking, but it was his legs being crumpled, causing him to lose balance and fall.

        

        'So she could touch me after all?'

        

        Then why that arm...?

        

        Looking up, he saw the arm that should have been on the floor was miraculously still attached.

        

        "I'm tired of hide and seek now. I was planning to take you to my house, but your house isn't bad either."

        

        With his arms still intact, he desperately swung the sword while on the ground, but Beryl seemed to find it amusing and laughed playfully.

        

      

      
        "You don't need the sword anymore, do you? You won't need arms either. You don't have to be an adventurer anymore."

        "No, don't...!!!"

        

        Both the greatsword and his arms were crumpled.

        With his limbs suddenly gone, Nicks had no time to scream before Beryl picked up his body and laid him on the bed.

        

        What's going to happen now?

        Nicks didn't want to give up yet, but the overwhelming fear made it impossible to think clearly.

        

        Beryl climbed on top of Nicks, loosening her robe to reveal a dress that exposed her flesh indecently.

        

        "Niiicks...♥ I've waited so long for this moment...♥"

        

        Beryl's long tongue traced from Nicks' neck up to his cheek. The sensation made Nicks' skin crawl, and he bit his lip, turning his head away to avoid meeting her gaze, but even that reaction seemed to excite Beryl.

        

        "Hehe. Are you scared? Men like this kind of thing, don't they? I like it too. So much that I wouldn't mind being broken by Nicks."

        "This isn't right..."

        "Why? I like you just as you are now. Do you dislike me as I am? With no legs, you can't run away to other women, and with no hands, you can't hold a sword. I really like you this way♥"

        

        She's insane.

        Nicks' body trembled.

        

        "Love me as I am too, okay?"

        

        Beryl grabbed Nicks' face, lifted it, and held him tightly against her chest.

        

        Even if he tried to struggle, Nicks had no means to resist without limbs. He was nearly suffocating in Beryl's embrace, and when he finally managed to break free, he gasped for breath.

        

        "You're shy? How cute...♥"

        "Beryl... please come back, please..."

        

        Nicks pleaded with tears in his eyes.

        The image of her shyly removing her hood for the first time, her worried expression when giving him the greatsword...

        The memory of Beryl giving him a potion and encouraging his dreams overlapped, but

        

        The current Beryl tore through those memories as she brought her face close enough that their noses almost touched.

        

        "I want to be united with Nicks forever."

        

        Along with Beryl's hot breath, thick saliva dripped onto Nicks' mouth. The sticky desire in her eyes was directed solely at him.

        

        "Being like this is nice, but... I want us to have a deeper relationship. You know how I feel, right? Even without limbs, I feel like you might disappear if I look away. Let's become one?"

        "What...?"

        "Come into my stomach...♥ Let's be together forever...♥ No one will be able to interfere with us."

        

        He instinctively knew this wasn't a metaphor—she really intended to put him in her stomach.

        Nicks' body was starting to crumple into a more edible form.

        Am I really going to be eaten...?

        

        Her hot breath touched his entire body.

        The fact that he remained conscious even as his body was being crumpled drove Nicks further into madness.

        

        As an adventurer, Nicks had contemplated death before, knowing he could die at any time, but he never imagined he would die by being eaten by Beryl.

        

        "Niiiicks...♥ Time to eat up♥"

        

        Her tongue wrapped around Nicks.

        With Beryl's coquettish voice being the last thing he heard, Nicks, unable to resist, could do nothing but close his eyes and await his end.

        

        ***

        

        **

        

        *

        

        "Ugh...!!"

        

        As Beryl flew back with a scream, Nicks' body was released.

        

        Having had his eyes closed, Nicks had no idea what had happened, so he opened them.

        

        "I told you to do that kind of stuff after you start dating."

        

        Pink hair fluttered in the wind.
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        What a relief. I'm not too late.

        

        Arriving before the grotesque scene of Beryl devouring Nix could unfold—a fortunate turn in an unfortunate situation.

        

        "Magician!"

        

        Nix, crumpled like paper and drenched in sticky saliva, called out with a hopeful voice.

        

        "Hello, Nix. Glad I made it in time."

        

        I quickly wiped Nix with a blanket and placed him on my shoulder. Even if I managed to bring Beryl back to her senses, if she realized she had tried to eat Nix... her fragile mind wouldn't be able to handle it.

        

        "Estel, did you come to interfere?"

        

        Beryl, who had been slammed into the wall with an unsightly scream, steadied herself and stood up. Her jewel-like eyes, resembling the beryl gemstone for which she was named, glared at me fiercely through her mystic eyes. But in situations like this, it's important to maintain composure.

        

        "Having a good time? I came to teach you how to distinguish between friends and food, since you seem to be having trouble with that."

        

        "So, you deliberately came here to die? I was holding back out of consideration for our friendship. Seems I wasn't considerate enough."

        

        Holding back?

        Considering I had to drink a high-grade potion to heal my wounds—though not quite an elixir—it definitely didn't feel like she was holding back...

        

        Although I was drinking a mana recovery potion to restore my mana faster than usual, being under Beryl's influence since entering the dream world was making even that recovery sluggish.

        

        "How did you get in?"

        "Through the front door. It opened when I pushed it."

        "It must be because of that broom? You know, your nonchalant attitude has irritated me since we first met..."

        

        This is why I dislike perceptive witches.

        Beryl gnashed her teeth and reached out her hand, seemingly aware that Triceratops was no ordinary broom. She was probably trying to activate her mystic eyes, as her pupils were glowing vividly.

        

        "Nix, hold on tight!"

        "What's haaaappeniiiing?!"

        

        I channeled mana into my feet, broke through the roof, and leaped into the sky, escaping the range of her mystic eyes. Using teleportation would allow her to trace the mana flow and catch up quickly, so this was the best option for now.

        

        Nix's screams right by my ear were painful, but I couldn't worry about that now. Beryl's Dream Mystic Eyes, which she obtained by helping a fallen angel in her dreams before becoming a witch, could be life-threatening if I let my guard down for even a moment.

        

        [Dream Mystic Eyes]

        When Beryl activates the Dream Mystic Eyes, the entire field enters the Dream World.

        In the Dream World, Beryl gains dominance over reality, can rewrite the laws of the world, and obtains god-like powers.

        The Dream World disappears after 2 turns, and damage dealt in the Dream World inflicts 20% additional damage.

        If Beryl becomes incapacitated before the Dream World ends, all damage dealt becomes void.

        

        In the game, Beryl's ultimate ability was a field-wide area effect with 20% additional damage that made her a popular support position, but the Beryl I met in reality... was truly a monster.

        

        'Can rewrite the laws of the world, and obtains god-like powers.'

        

        In the game, this was merely flavor text for setting purposes, but when I first fought Beryl 60 years ago, I had no idea how to fight her.

        

        In the green world dominated by her mystic eyes, Beryl was literally a divine being.

        

        To restore Beneschia from the brink of annihilation, I either need to incapacitate Beryl or bring her back to her senses so she can restore the world herself.

        

        The witch who left the Witches' Tea Party led by the Witch of the Southern End.

        One of the worst witches, rumored to make you bid farewell to the world if you meet her eyes.

        

        That's the true identity of the awakened Beryl.

        She appeared as a hidden boss in Aria Chronicle Part 2, dominating players' popularity with her overwhelming performance, which led to her becoming a playable character in Part 3.

        

        And her personality is so volatile... even characters who stood against the protagonist avoided fighting Beryl.

        

        "Why are you interfering? Give Nix back."

      

      
        "Interfering? I'm actually helping you. Did you ask for Nix's consent?"

        

        Beryl suddenly appeared in the sky above me and reached out her hand.

        

        Even if my opponent has god-like powers, she has weaknesses. The first is that if you escape her line of sight, you can flee from the range of her abilities.

        

        I teleported backward, and the place where I had just been crumpled like paper.

        

        "That won't work twice!"

        "I know that!"

        

        Beryl tracked the mana from my teleportation and activated her mystic eyes, but I wasn't going to fall for the same trick twice.

        

        "You're fast...!"

        "You're just slow!"

        

        Using the teleportation magic circle as a foothold, I flew faster than Beryl could activate her mystic eyes.

        The crimson glow of mana-infused Triceratops pierced through Beryl's stomach. I followed with an additional strike by detonating mana. Unable to withstand the impact, Beryl's body crashed to the ground, raising a cloud of dust.

        

        "Did you defeat Beryl?!"

        "Damn it! Why would you say that?!"

        

        Nix had uttered the magic words.

        I had hoped that Beryl would at least be knocked unconscious, though she wouldn't die from that level of attack. But because Nix had spoken the words of victory, Beryl's figure emerged from the dust cloud, making me sigh.

        

        I clearly felt Triceratops pierce her properly, yet Beryl's body was spotless without a single wound.

        

        I attacked with all my might, but if I can't deal damage... I guess I have no choice but to use my ultimate. Even if I restore Beryl with my ultimate, there are still important matters to attend to.

        First, I hid from Beryl.

        

        "Nix, did you do something to Beryl?"

        "Well..."

        

        Beryl still had time left before being consumed by the curse.

        Above all, I couldn't believe that Beryl, who would still be active 200 years later, was destined to perish here.

        I thought that if she connected with Nix, she might transcend the curse through the power of love.

        

        If there's a reason why such a Beryl was consumed by the curse, there could only be one.

        

        'If I had known it would hurt this much... I should never have fallen in love...'

        

        Judging by what Beryl said to me in tears just before being consumed by the curse... I could only conclude that Nix had rejected Beryl's advances or had ended their relationship—essentially, she had been severely rejected.

        

        "I... I rejected Beryl... She asked me to dance with her."

        

        I thought Nix was interested in Beryl, but was I wrong?

        If his attitude all this time had been toying with Beryl... that would be unforgivable.

        Was I wrong to interfere? Maybe I should have just let her eat him.

        

        "Nix, don't tell me... you were playing with Beryl's feelings?"

        "It's just that! There's a rumor in Beneschia that if a woman asks for a dance first... the love won't be fulfilled... so..."

        

        When I glared at the crumpled Nix with fierce eyes, he hurriedly continued with additional explanations.

        

        There was such a rumor?

        I never imagined the rumor would have such a backstory...

        

        "A rumor is just a rumor. I ended up hurting Beryl's feelings..."

        "So that's why Beryl changed like this?"

        

        There is a way to pull Beryl out of the curse.

        The problem is I don't know if that method works on others.

        

        Also, another thing.

      

      
        The magic stone emitting a purple glow attached to Beryl's right thigh is also fueling her rampage.

        I have no idea where this magic stone appeared from to consume Beryl.

        

        "What state is Beryl in?"

        "She's consumed by a curse and a magic stone. Remember that purple jewel on Beryl's thigh?"

        "Purple jewel...?"

        

        The ominous purple magic stone that devoured Beryl's emotions and flaunted its presence.

        He couldn't have missed it, especially since the monsters that recently attacked near Beneschia also had magic stones.

        

        "Don't tell me... the one I gave as a gift..."

        

        Seeing Nix's face filled with shock as if something clicked, I sighed.

        Nix... you sinful man. How dare you give a magic stone as a gift to Beryl?

        

        "Nix, how about just letting Beryl eat you?"

        

        Rejected her confession. Gave her a magic stone.

        This is way beyond what I can defend.

        Leo was like that, and now Nix too...

        Were there really no decent men around?

        

        I even thought it might be better if he just got eaten by Beryl.

        

        "Did I make Beryl like that?"

        "Half right, half wrong. So, what do you want to do?"

        "Of course..."

        

        Nix hesitated with his answer.

        

        If Beneschia falls, the tower I worked so hard on will collapse, and I can't just watch my friend head toward destruction.

        No matter what Nix answers, I'll save Beryl, but right now, Nix's opinion is more important than ever.

        

        "Beryl has eliminated everyone in Beneschia except you. And she tried to eat you."

        

        Nix experienced something that no ordinary person could endure.

        It wouldn't be strange if he felt terror toward Beryl or asked me to kill her.

        After all, no one would wish for the death of being eaten alive, slowly dissolving in someone's stomach.

        

        "I'm sorry for deceiving you, but I'm not a magician—I'm a witch. My friend Beryl is also a witch. You know what witches are, right? And what fate befalls those associated with witches. Inquisitors would hunt you down until your death."

        

        "......"

        

        Outside the North, witches are unwelcome intruders everywhere.

        The weight of being named a witch is heavy, and merely being beside a witch brings contempt from others.

        That's one reason why it's difficult for a witch who loves a human to have a happy ending.

        

        Nevertheless.

        

        "Nevertheless. Do you want to save Beryl? Even if we save Beryl, we might not be able to restore the rest of Beneschia's people. But if we kill Beryl... we can definitely save the others."

        

        "......"

        

        Although Beryl's presence was drawing closer and time was running out, I didn't show it, allowing Nix to consider thoroughly.

        

        Go ahead, think it through.

        Nix, depending on your answer, you might die by my hand.

        But if you truly love Beryl... show me a miracle.

        

        "I..."

        

        Nix seemed to have made his decision and slowly opened his mouth.
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        "I'm... afraid of Beryl. I tried to fight back until you arrived, Magician, but it was beyond my strength. I was scared... scared that I'd be devoured, that I'd die without saving anyone."

        

        Nix's fear transmitted through his shoulders.

        

        Yes. It would be a lie to say he wasn't afraid.

        

        Even though Nix holds the impressive position of a Stella-rank adventurer, he's still only 15 years old.

        

        It's impossible not to be frightened by Beryl's appearance.

        

        It's amazing that he's maintaining his sanity even now, when his body has been crumpled to a size that could be swallowed in one bite.

        

        "But... I'm the one who made Beryl like this. I practically turned her into a monster. If there's anything I can do, I want to do it. I want to bring back the Beryl I knew...!"

        

        "As I said before, killing Beryl would be easier and faster. If you try to save Beryl, Venestia, the people, you, and even Beryl herself might die. Do you still want to save her?"

        

        If I can just incapacitate Beryl until this dream world disappears, everything that happened here will fade away like a handful of dreams.

        

        I used the harsh expression "kill," but it's still not enough.

        

        Show me more of your true feelings.

        

        If you're trying to save Beryl out of mere guilt... you'll only end up hurting each other.

        

        "I still... haven't heard her answer about the dance..."

        

        Nix spoke up, overcoming his embarrassment in his own way, but it's not enough.

        

        "Is that all?"

        

        "I've never liked someone this much before. I want to believe in these feelings. Even if Beryl is a witch... without her, I would have been as good as dead when I was seven. So... now it's my turn to save Beryl. Even if you're trying to kill her, Magician...!"

        

        Nix's face turned red.

        

        After a few provocations to be honest, his true feelings burst forth like a breaking dam, making me feel like my face might flush too.

        

        "Even if she's a witch," huh...

        This is pure love.

        I thought I'd only see something like this 200 years from now.

        

        Nix's courage made me smile.

        

        I can't score someone else's love, but... this much should pass. I can entrust Beryl to him with peace of mind.

        

        "I see. Then I'll believe you."

        

        I nodded in acknowledgment of Nix's honest answer.

        Well then, I should be honest too.

        

        "Actually, killing Beryl was a lie. I just wanted to hear your resolve, Nix. Thank you for being honest."

        

        "Whaaaat?!"

        

        Is there really a need to be that surprised...?

        A witch can tell a little lie now and then.

        

        I wanted to talk more, but thanks to Beryl appearing around the corner, further conversation became difficult.

        

        "Estel, you only bring me pain, don't you?"

        

        Beryl appeared, acting pitiful.

        Complaining despite her flawless, fair skin without a single scar.

        

        "Love and friendship are naturally painful. Happiness isn't happiness without experiencing unhappiness."

        

        "Lies. If I eat Nix, I can have love that's only happiness without any pain. Estel, everything you say is nothing but lies."

        

        "What do you mean, lies? Beryl, you've only taken one step from the starting point of love."

        

        Lies, she says.

        

        She's only taken one step forward.

        She's still far from reaching the beautiful love I spoke of, but it seems Beryl has interpreted love differently.

        

        I want to say something like "Poor Beryl, not knowing the beauty of love!" but ironically, I don't know love either, which makes me laugh at the absurdity.

        

        "Oh, by the way. Did you know? Nix doesn't like you. Do you know what that means? You've been rejected."

        

      

      
        "Magician, I never said anything like that...!"

        

        What an oblivious kid.

        

        He hasn't fully experienced the Dreaming Eye yet?

        The fact that we can have a conversation in this dream world is only because Beryl has shown mercy.

        

        Another Beryl would have killed us instantly without giving us a chance to attack. The current Beryl... her eyes are open, but having them open isn't much different from having them closed.

        

        In other words, she's not utilizing the Dreaming Eye effectively.

        The paper-crumpling performance isn't practical.

        

        She could erase our existence immediately if she wanted.

        Just look at how she extends her hand.

        

        For the current Beryl, who possesses power rivaling a god, activation words or movements are meaningless.

        

        It must be because the magic stone has made her faithful to her instincts and desires.

        

        If she regains her reason, who knows what fantastic ways she might use the Dreaming Eye, so now is the right time.

        Now, I might be able to at least make physical contact...

        

        "Urrrgh...! Estel, what do you know!!!!"

        

        She's pissed off, that's it.

        This is perfect so far.

        

        "You can't even attract one man. You don't listen to your friend. Why don't you just watch Nix live happily ever after with another woman and pleasure yourself to your defeat? While wearing a hood, of course."

        

        Now I just need to exploit the opening when Beryl gets angry...

        

        "Estel, I won't kill you gently."

        

        "Oh crap."

        

        "Whaaaat?!"

        

        Did I go too far...?

        The saying that extreme anger makes one more rational seems to apply to the current Beryl.

        

        Defeat pleasure?

        As a friend, there are things you can say and things you shouldn't.

        

        Beryl's eyes began to glow. This time without even the preparatory motion of extending her hand.

        

        Whatever attack she was about to launch... I had to run away even if escape was impossible.

        

        "Hold tight!"

        

        Once again, I gathered mana in my legs and ran to avoid being caught in Beryl's sight.

        

        Her threat to not kill me gently seemed real as she didn't immediately cut off my head or crumple me, but the ground split, lightning struck, and compressed mana lasers were fired.

        

        I narrowly avoided a laser coming from the side, blocked lightning with a magic circle as a lightning rod, and teleported away from the cracked ground at my landing spot.

        

        My mana was limited, but Beryl's attacks kept coming endlessly.

        

        What terrible taste.

        Planning to toy with me like prey before killing me?

        

        "Magician, what are you going to do?!"

        

        As if I wasn't already struggling enough, Nix, hiding behind my neck, was chattering noisily.

        

        "We need to catch Beryl!"

        

        "You're just running away...!!"

        

        "Shut up...!!"

        

        I just need to induce a moment of carelessness.

        With just one chance, I can somehow stop this situation.

        

        And who's causing all this trouble?

        Half the blame goes to Nix, who not only gifted the magic stone but rejected Beryl's confession,

        And the other half goes to me, who drew out the inner feelings of the otherwise well-behaved Beryl.

        

        "Are you playing around with Nix? Estel, you don't get a break."

      

      
        

        "Thanks for the reminder!"

        

        The Triceratops I swung to check Beryl, who appeared before me, began to crumple.

        

        "Estel, without your broom, how do you plan to escape from me? You can't even run away from here anymore, can you?"

        

        Beryl, who had erased the Triceratops from existence, sneered. I felt what little mana I had left being sucked into her.

        

        Due to mana exhaustion, my head spun, and I couldn't stand properly, falling to my knees.

        

        Go ahead and laugh all you want.

        When this is over, I'll collect it back with interest.

        

        "I never planned to run away in the first place."

        

        "What...?"

        

        I threw back a sneer no less mocking than Beryl's.

        

        Isn't kneeling a way to gain momentum?

        I gathered all my remaining mana, concentrated it in my legs, and charged toward Beryl.

        

        My ultimate becomes more effective the closer I get to the opponent.

        It reaches maximum efficiency upon complete contact.

        

        That's also why I could achieve a draw against Beryl's Dreaming Eye in our first fight.

        

        Rewriting the laws of the world and gaining god-like abilities?

        

        A witch's ultimate originally defies the laws of the world.

        The power to interfere with the divine realm for an instant and overturn the principles of the world.

        

        "Reach...!"

        

        Beryl, who has gained power rivaling a god through the Dreaming Eye, is no exception.

        

        Just one finger joint's distance left.

        

        I hurriedly prepared to use my ultimate.

        

        "Estel, I told you. It won't work twice."

        

        What?

        

        "Urgh...!!!"

        

        Just a little closer and I could catch Beryl... but somehow the distance wasn't closing.

        

        Looking down at the pain in my abdomen, I saw the Triceratops had pierced my stomach, scattering green light.

        

        "Did you think I'd fall for your tricks again after experiencing them once before?"

        

        Blood gushed from my mouth.

        I'd only poked before, but actually being hit was so painful. So that wasn't an exaggeration earlier.

        

        If I'd known, I would have poked more gently.

        I grimaced at the pain I hadn't felt in a long time.

        

        "So, is this the end? I thought the second round would be more fun. I'm disappointed."

        

        I smiled at Beryl, who looked genuinely disappointed with a bored expression.

        

        "Nix, now's the time. Go save Beryl."

        

        "Nix...?"

        

        My efforts to make Beryl forget Nix's existence had paid off.

        

        Nix, who had been hiding behind my neck, grabbed my fingertip, adding the missing finger joint's distance.

        

        "I know it won't work twice."

        

        The conditions are sufficient.

        The ultimate isn't something only you can use, Beryl.

        

        As Nix's hand touched Beryl's forehead, streams of light poured down, covering the world.
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        "Nyx, wake up."

        

        "Mmm... where am I...?"

        

        I woke Nyx who had been sleeping peacefully, oblivious to the world.

        

        This was my first time using my Ultimate with someone else, so I was worried about failing... but true to its reputation as a miracle-worker, we arrived safely.

        

        I used to get dizzy just from entering someone's mindscape too.

        

        I was concerned that if Nyx didn't regain consciousness, I'd have to solve this my own way, but fortunately, he opened his eyes.

        

        "Where else would we be? We're in Beryl's mindscape."

        

        "Beryl's... mindscape?"

        

        "To put it simply, um... think of it as being inside Beryl's heart."

        

        I suppose this forest landscape filled with tree-shaped beryls represents Beryl's mindscape.

        

        Beryl did have that twisted hobby of trapping enemies in beryl crystals like trophies.

        

        Looking at a nearby beryl crystal, I could see the silhouette of a person reflected inside.

        

        A forest where the green deity resides.

        The hidden stage of Aria Chronicle Part 2.

        

        This was also where I first met Beryl, and where Beryl made her base after leaving the Witches' Tea Party.

        

        Why her mindscape would be this place specifically... I had a bad feeling about it.

        

        "Does this mean everything isn't resolved yet...?"

        

        Nyx asked, looking confused.

        

        "What are you talking about? We're just getting started."

        

        My Ultimate is non-combat oriented.

        

        In a game, I'd be considered trash-tier, never making it into party compositions—a character with an unfortunate fate.

        

        Nevertheless, I never regretted obtaining this Ultimate when I became a witch.

        

        Power can be acquired through other means... and this Ultimate has proven surprisingly useful in many ways.

        

        Without it, I wouldn't have been able to achieve a draw in my previous struggle with Beryl. I wouldn't have been able to confirm Leo's true feelings either.

        

        "How's your body? Can you move?"

        

        "No problem."

        

        Nyx examined his body, having returned to his original form after escaping the influence of the Mystic Eye.

        

        "Then let's go. We need to move."

        

        There are two reasons why I used my Ultimate to enter Beryl's mindscape.

        

        First, to remove the magic stone.

        

        The last time I forcibly removed a magic stone from that orc chief, it drained the host's life force and turned him into a mummy. To remove Beryl's magic stone without harming her, I needed to first subdue the emotions that form the foundation of the stone.

        

        Second, to block the curse.

        

        Since the witch's curse has consumed Beryl, it must be affecting her mindscape and wandering around somewhere.

        

        I wanted to avoid the annoying scenario of encountering the curse before meeting Beryl.

        

        Having festered enough to consume Beryl under the influence of the magic stone... it might be even trickier to deal with than the Mystic Eye of Dreams.

        

        That's why we need to find Beryl first. The curse is influenced by wishes and desires.

        

        Just by Nyx meeting Beryl and conveying their feelings to each other, the curse's power would diminish, giving me time to subdue it.

        

        Ultimately, both objectives require Nyx to meet Beryl.

        

        Once everything is resolved, Beryl will return to normal and simply need to cancel the calamity she summoned with the Mystic Eye of Dreams.

        

        The plan seems flawless on paper.

        

        "Where are we going?"

        

        "We're going to where Beryl is."

        

        The star-filled night sky is creating a path to where Beryl is.

        

        If we follow the starlight, Beryl should be waiting at the end.

        

        "Miss Magician, shouldn't we hurry? Maybe we should run..."

        

        "Oh no. Walking is sufficient."

        

        This is a mindscape that transcends concepts of time and space.

        

        Running won't close the distance in our hearts.

        

        "Since when have you liked Beryl, Nyx? Was it... after she took off her hood?"

        

        I started a conversation to help the tense Nyx relax.

        

        Indeed, nothing's better than love talk to ease tension!

        

        Though my question contains 99% self-interest, just seeing Nyx blush and struggle with how to answer seemed to lighten the mood.

        

        "I thought it was from that moment, but thinking about it now, I think I liked Beryl from the first time we met."

        

        "Oh come on, that's a lie. You didn't even know what Beryl looked like then. Would you still have liked her if she was extremely ugly or had a chest so flat she could be mistaken for a man?"

        

        A little seven-year-old Nyx falling for a mysterious shop owner of unknown identity?

        

        Even a novel would be criticized for such a plot.

        

        "Even if Beryl had been an old grandmother, my feelings wouldn't have changed. After all... I was able to become an adventurer and am still alive today... all thanks to Beryl."

        

        "So what do you like about Beryl?"

        

        Beryl said it was a secret, so I didn't pry further, but it might be nice to hear from her prospective boyfriend what he likes about my friend.

        

        "Just so you know, vague answers like 'she has a good personality' are not accepted. I prefer specific answers."

        

        "Can't I keep it a secret?"

        

        "No, because Beryl already used that excuse. I only allow it once per couple."

        

        I need to hear this much to feel motivated.

        

        Whatever his reasons for liking Beryl, it doesn't matter to me, but there's nothing more entertaining than love stories. Now I understand why girls in my past life would gather at school and chat about the boys they liked.

        

        Even though it's not my own love, the sweet atmosphere tickles my heart, making me feel like I'm falling in love too.

        

        "I like Beryl when she's shy about showing her appearance, and I like Beryl who gave me potions when I had no money. I like Beryl who listened to my trivial adventure stories with interest, and I like Beryl who can't be honest with her feelings... I like Beryl who was embarrassed when she first took off her hood, and I like Beryl who held my hand for the first time, and who smiled while taking night walks with me... Should I continue?"

        

        "N-no...! That's, that's enough...!"

        

        Why am I the one feeling embarrassed?

        

        If I feel this way just hearing it, if Beryl were to hear this...

        

        Nyx was administering a lethal dose of sweetness without knowing his limits, making me feel like I might develop diabetes.

        

        "What about you, Miss Magician?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Do you have someone you like? Or do you already have a partner? You're so beautiful, it wouldn't be strange if many men proposed to you. Whoever he is must be an incredible person. What do you like about him?"

        

        Nyx, now relaxed, returned to his chatty self and asked with a grin.

      

      
        

        I'm sorry. I'm a virgin.

        

        I've never liked anyone, nor have I ever comforted myself with such fantasies—truly the real deal.

        

        I found myself in an embarrassing situation of a different kind.

        

        Strictly speaking, this is sexual harassment...!

        

        How impertinent to pry into my private life.

        

        "It's a secret..."

        

        I answered primly, avoiding Nyx's gaze.

        

        "But I told you mine..."

        

        "An adult's secret only has value when it remains a secret."

        

        "At least tell me about your first love..."

        

        "Aish...! Be quiet!"

        

        ***

        

        While bickering with Nyx, I sensed a presence. In an ordinary mindscape, I could roam freely without fear, but since this was Beryl's mindscape consumed by a curse, it was better to be cautious.

        

        "Wait a moment."

        

        I stopped walking and carefully observed the direction from which the presence was coming.

        

        It was getting closer.

        

        Though I couldn't sense any cursed energy, my ominous feeling wouldn't disappear.

        

        "Beryl...?"

        

        What appeared in the moonlight was Beryl.

        

        Just like when I first met her 60 years ago, she was half-draped in a robe, and her Mystic Eye of Dreams, half-closed as if tired, emitted a soft light.

        

        "Cutie pie?"

        

        Cutie pie...? Is she talking about Nyx?

        

        "Beryl, are you okay? We came to save you."

        

        "Nyx, don't approach."

        

        I grabbed Nyx's shoulder as he tried to approach, wary of the Beryl before us.

        

        From her relaxed shoulders to her eyes—half-closed but sharper than usual.

        

        The bridge across the night sky still extended far ahead, indicating we had a long way to go.

        

        While there's only one Beryl in reality, I'd forgotten that we could meet both versions here.

        

        Perhaps an even more troublesome entity than the curse had appeared—I bit my lip at the thought.

        

        "Hey, milk jugs. Long time no see?"

        

        That vulgar way of speaking and that carefree expression...

        

        The way she acts like a thug, as if she's glad to have caught me in a bad mood...

        

        Having only met the Beryl with closed eyes recently, I'd forgotten about the existence of the Beryl with open eyes.

        

        Still, it was a relief that the current Beryl seemed fine... she didn't appear to have been consumed by the curse.

        

        If even the Beryl existing in the mindscape had been devoured by the curse, it would have reached a point beyond my power to reverse. It might be a blessing in disguise.

        

        "Answer me."

        

        "Uh, yeah... It's been a while, hasn't it? Um, my name isn't 'milk jugs'... it's Estel. Have you forgotten already?"

        

        "What are you saying, you big-breasted woman? Want some education after so long?"

        

        Bad memories surfaced, and I covered my chest with both arms.

        

        That seemed to provoke Beryl even more, as she licked her lips, making me instinctively hide behind Nyx.

        

        She's going to pinch me again...

        

        I had such a hard time treating the bruises on my chest from Beryl's hand marks.

        

        Even after drinking potions, recovery was slow, and I writhed in pain when my chest merely touched the bed while sleeping.

        

        "Nyx...! Can you stop Beryl? Do something about this barbarian!"

        

        "Ahaha... Beryl, could you perhaps speak more nicely?"

        

        At Nyx's request, Beryl blushed and scratched her cheek.

        

        "If it's cutie pie's request... well, I don't mind obliging."

        

        This actually works?

        

        Beryl, who used to eat when hungry, defecate when needed, sleep when tired... this embodiment of instinct is actually listening to someone else?

        

        When I first met Beryl, I wondered where the mature image from the original work had gone, replaced by this barbarian, but seeing her now obediently following Nyx's words was even more shocking.

        

        Whether her eyes are open or closed, Beryl is still Beryl.

        

        I sighed in relief seeing Beryl become a shy girl in front of Nyx.

        

        "You're late, milk ju— no, mammary... mana pouch."

        

        "They're all vulgar!"

        

        "Anyway."

        

        What do you mean, "anyway"?

        

        You've already said everything you wanted to say.

        

        "Late? Did you know I was coming?"

        

        "I didn't expect you to bring cutie pie though."

        

        I laughed at the cute nickname Beryl gave Nyx, so different from her behavior toward me.

        

        Cutie pie, she says. From my perspective, Beryl calling him that looked cuter.

        

        Beryl approached with a leisurely gait and began to carefully examine Nyx's face.

        

        "Oh my... he's so cute."

        

        Beryl grabbed Nyx's cheeks and stretched them, then stroked them, and suddenly even hugged him... She touched Nyx's lips with her finger as if wanting to kiss him, then blushed and stepped back.

        

        Beryl? Holding back? Why?

        

        Is this perhaps a curse pretending to be Beryl?

        

        The carnivorous Beryl I knew was gone, replaced by a herbivorous one.

        

        "Beryl, you haven't been consumed by the curse, have you?"

        

        "Me? If I were to be consumed by the curse, it would have happened long ago. Am I a wea— what's the word?"

        

        "Weakling?"

        

        "Anyway."

        

        Nyx gave a wry smile at Beryl's unusual behavior.

        

        "If cutie pie is looking for that stubborn, foolish woman, she's over there. Holed up at home. Try to coax her well. She won't listen to me."

      

      
        

        Beryl pointed behind her, in the same direction as the Milky Way.

        

        "Is it okay if we pass through?"

        

        "Yes, our cutie pie can go. I'll coolly forgive you for hurting our feelings."

        

        So you were watching everything.

        

        I felt a pang of guilt, like a thief caught in the act.

        

        I thought I bore some responsibility for Beryl being consumed by the curse.

        

        Even now, my wariness of Beryl might stem from a strange anxiety that she might reproach me for my mistakes.

        

        Nevertheless, since she coolly forgave Nyx, I briefly wondered if she might forgive me too.

        

        "Then... what about me?"

        

        "Cerberus has to stay."

        

        "C-Cerberus...!?"

        

        "Since you're bigger than your head, maybe not Cerberus. Anyway."

        

        To the open-eyed Beryl, I'm just a lump of fat. I felt like crying at this twisted friendship.

        

        Jokes aside, I couldn't accept the decision to send Nyx alone.

        

        If Nyx were to encounter the curse on his way... there would be no point in bringing him here with such difficulty.

        

        "What if Nyx encounters the curse on his way? I should go too."

        

        "Ah, that. It's fine, I tell you."

        

        "I don't know about you, but Nyx is an ordinary person."

        

        "Hey, Estel. I told you. It's fine."

        

        Beryl's half-closed eyes opened sharply. I swallowed hard at the sight of her calling me by a name she rarely used and looking so serious.

        

        It seemed she had no intention of letting me go quietly.

        

        At this point, I could only hope that Nyx wouldn't encounter the curse...

        

        "Nyx, follow the Milky Way. You'll find Beryl there."

        

        "What should I do?"

        

        "Men need guts. Go and scold her to come to her senses. I'll follow soon."

        

        Just by entering Beryl's mindscape, we've achieved half our goal.

        

        The other half is just for Nyx to meet the closed-eyed Beryl.

        

        "Thank you, Miss Magician. Beryl."

        

        Nyx expressed his gratitude and ran in the direction of the Milky Way.

        

        Running is pointless, you know.

        

        He must have forgotten already, as he quickly disappeared at a fast pace. I frowned and faced Beryl, whose Mystic Eye of Dreams was glowing.

        

        To think I'd have to fight Beryl even after entering her mindscape... It was quite exhausting.

        

        The only option was to subdue Beryl as quickly as possible and follow Nyx.

        

        Beryl moved her left foot first.

        

        Is she planning to leap forward with her left foot? A punch? A kick? Or is she aiming for my chest like before...? No, the movement could be a feint, and she might activate her Mystic Eye. Though the Mystic Eye can't exert its full effect in a mindscape, it can still be used. In a mindscape, I have possibilities too.

        

        While I was imagining various scenarios of how Beryl might attack, she simply collapsed with a thud.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I made a dumbfounded sound, trying to understand the situation.

        

        Is she trying to make me lower my guard with such an act...?

        

        "Ah, damn... if you're going to send him, send him quickly."

        

        What's going on...?

        

        The eyes that seemed about to activate the Mystic Eye had returned to their half-closed state.

        

        "Weren't you going to fight?"

        

        "Milk jugs... why would I fight? I feel like I'm dying, so come here and let me use your lap as a pillow."

        

        Once Nyx disappeared, Beryl's language became crude again as she nonchalantly requested a lap pillow.

        

        Anyone would have thought a battle was about to break out just now...!

        

        "Hurry up. I'll even forgive you for giving love advice despite being a virgin."

        

        "Uh, okay..."

        

        So she was holding that against me after all.

        

        Well, ending with a lap pillow is better than fighting.

        

        I approached the collapsed Beryl and provided a lap pillow, to which she let out a sigh of satisfaction like an old man entering a hot bath.

        

        "Ahh... now I feel a bit better. Thankfully, I didn't collapse in front of cutie pie and lose face. Milk jugs, why do I have to go through this? I'm really struggling. Because of someone."

        

        Is your pride that important right now?

        

        I don't understand why she wanted a lap pillow either... I felt completely caught up in Beryl's pace.

        

        "Were you fighting the curse?"

        

        If she hadn't been fighting the curse, Beryl wouldn't be this exhausted.

        

        "Hey, don't even mention it. It's seriously so strong..."

        

        "Of course. It's a curse born solely to devour Beryl. You were prepared for this when you became a witch, weren't you?"

        

        "If it weren't for that foolish one, it wouldn't have come to this. It's all because of you."

        

        If Nyx hadn't been so concerned about rumors, it wouldn't have turned out like this...

        

        While I bear some responsibility too, she said she'd forgive me if I gave her a lap pillow, but it seems she's still holding a grudge.

        

        "So what about the curse? Did you win?"

        

        If Beryl had weakened the curse, our task would become considerably easier.

        

        The rest would just be for Nyx to meet the closed-eyed Beryl, and for me to find and block the curse.

        

        "Here it comes. I'm going to rest a bit, so try to block it."

        

        Kuuung... Kuuung... Kuuung...

        

        [N̴̡̳̰̘͓͓͆̈́̏̽̕y̴͇̮̠͒͒̀̾͜͡x҉̠̯̝̰̬҇͂̍͗͢ N̴̡̳̰̘͓͓͆̈́̏̽̕y̴͇̮̠͒͒̀̾͜͡x҉̠̯̝̰̬҇͂̍͗͢ N̴̡̳̰̘͓͓͆̈́̏̽̕y̴͇̮̠͒͒̀̾͜͡x҉̠̯̝̰̬҇͂̍͗͢]

        

        Seeing how vigorously it's raging, you... lost, didn't you? Yet somehow you managed to escape without being devoured...

        

        I don't know whether to call you amazing or foolish...

        

        So there was a reason for sending Nyx ahead. With the curse howling and searching for Nyx like that, if he had shown his face, the curse would have devoured him before we could intervene.

        

        Feeling the curse's voice drawing closer, I carefully rose to my feet.

        

        "Ack!?"

        

        With Beryl, who had planted her face on the ground and let out an unseemly scream, as a bonus.
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        Nix ran and ran. The wizard had said that walking would be enough, but Nix wanted to run. He wanted to meet Beryl as quickly as possible.

        

        BOOM! A powerful explosion from behind disoriented his ears. He couldn't tell if Beryl and the wizard, who had been with him until just now, were fighting each other or something else entirely.

        

        He smiled as he thought of Beryl, different from usual, the Beryl he felt he should call "noona." Her eyes were sharp, and her speech was rough.

        

        It wasn't like he hadn't met companions with rough language while working as an adventurer. William, the warrior Emily had introduced him to, had quite the sharp tongue too. He always said that adventurers shouldn't be taken lightly.

        

        Though he disliked William's rough talk, somehow Beryl noona's manner of speaking seemed like she was trying to hide her honest feelings, which only made her seem cute. Perhaps he was just lovesick.

        

        The wizard and Beryl noona seemed so close that he felt a bit envious. Though the atmosphere had been quite tense before he left, somehow he couldn't imagine the two of them fighting.

        

        More importantly, who was Beryl noona? Nix pondered this as he ran along the Milky Way. The Beryl he knew was more passive and never called him "cutie."

        

        He had always told Beryl his own stories but had never heard hers. The only thing he knew was the origin of her name.

        

        Since he had always been the one talking, this time he wanted to hear Beryl's adventures. Her favorite food, favorite clothes, favorite time of day—he wanted to know everything about Beryl, down to the smallest detail.

        

        Before coming here, he hadn't dared to look closely at Beryl's eyes, but Beryl noona's eyes were beautiful like jewels. They resembled the devil's eyes from fairy tales, or perhaps the enchanting gaze of a siren luring people from the sea.

        

        The stars adorning the sky shone even brighter. It felt as if they were telling him he didn't have much further to go, making his steps lighter.

        

        "Veneschia?"

        

        As he emerged from the forest, the scenery of Veneschia welcomed Nix. The cluster of stars formed a beautiful bridge from the sky to one of Veneschia's buildings.

        

        Beryl must be there. Even from a distance, he could immediately tell where the stars were pointing. It was also a place Nix could never forget.

        

        The stars led to Beryl's potion shop, located in a corner of the market district—a somewhat rugged place without even a sign to indicate it was a store.

        

        The streets of Veneschia were empty. Nix headed straight for where the stars were gathered.

        

        No matter how much he tried to think of what to say, his mind refused to cooperate, filled only with thoughts of Beryl. Whether she was smiling, pouting, or angry—he wanted to see her, no matter what expression she wore.

        

        Arriving at the door, Nix took a deep breath to calm his pounding heart. It was strange that he was so out of breath; normally running this much wouldn't tire him.

        

        Knock, knock, knock.

        

        It was just the act of knocking on a door, but his heart beat fiercely in rhythm with it.

        

        "Beryl, it's me."

        

        "......"

        

        There was no answer. Though he couldn't sense any presence, he knew Beryl was there.

        

        "I'm coming in."

        

        The door opened easily, making his worry about it being locked seem foolish. A creaking sound echoed throughout the shop.

        

        As he ran his hand over the potions in the display case, the empty counter, and the worn sofa, he recalled the first time he had come here.

        

        While crawling on the ground with his legs crushed, no one had helped Nix. His clothes were torn, his elbows bloody, and he clenched his teeth to keep from crying despite the pain in his legs.

        

        Life in Veneschia had been harsh for Nix, who had become an orphan, which made him all the more determined not to cry. Tears would only make him more pitiful.

        

        All Nix could do was imagine himself as an adventurer, traveling the world freely.

        

        The evening sunset that had been the only comfort for young Nix faded, and the chilly night sky descended. With pain and hunger combined, he couldn't move forward. Even though home was just a little further... it felt like he was sinking into an endless quagmire, getting further and further away.

        

        If he just died here... would he meet his parents? He wanted to become an adventurer and experience adventures like those his father had told him about, but it seemed like an impossible dream for a seven-year-old Nix.

        

        As he closed his eyes and tried to recall his father's adventure stories, someone stepped on his body. The touch was very cold. There seemed to be no malice; if there had been, they would have stepped harder, but they immediately eased the pressure. It felt more like they were shaking him to wake him up.

        

        Nix opened his eyes, which had adjusted to the darkness, and looked to see who had stepped on him. It was the potion shop owner, wearing a hood and robe, who had a bad reputation in the city.

        

        The rumors were so widespread that even children knew about them.

        

        A small courage grew in Nix's heart, which had been ready to give up on life just moments ago. If he was going to die anyway, he wanted to say something to the potion shop owner.

        

        First, he would ask them to remove their foot.

        

        'It hurts. Could you please move your foot?'

        

        'Eeeek...!!!'

        

        The day he first spoke with Beryl.

        

        From that moment, Nix's life changed.

        

        She encouraged his dreams, listened with interest to his boring adventure stories, and was always worried about him.

        

        "I've only been receiving from Beryl."

        

        Nix stopped his reminiscing with a bitter smile.

        

        Beryl's room inside the shop.

      

      
        

        Beryl must be there.

        

        Unlike before, he wasn't nervous. He felt rather peaceful.

        

        The words he wanted to say, the feelings he wanted to convey.

        

        Nix opened the door without knocking. Again, it opened easily. It almost felt as if she had been waiting for him to come.

        

        In the corner of the room, Beryl was curled up, crying. With her hood pulled over her head, he couldn't see her crying face, but the room was filled with her sadness.

        

        "Beryl, I'm here. Were you waiting?"

        

        "Nix...?"

        

        Beryl turned her back to avoid looking at Nix.

        

        "How... did you get here...?"

        

        "The wizard helped me find you."

        

        "Oh, oh no... Stay away!"

        

        As Nix tried to approach Beryl, he was suddenly blocked by an invisible wall and couldn't move forward.

        

        "Please. Don't come any closer... Nix, my heart aches whenever I see you. So please, don't hurt me anymore... Get out of my sight."

        

        At her desperate, plaintive cry, Nix clenched his fist tightly. He didn't want to see Beryl suffering because of him. Maybe it would be better to leave now...?

        

        All the words he had prepared seemed to crumple and lose their meaning.

        

        'A man needs guts.'

        

        As he was about to turn around quietly and leave the room, the wizard's words came to mind.

        

        He felt he couldn't face the wizard who had struggled to open the path here for him, nor the other Beryl noona who had willingly opened the way.

        

        Beyond that, Nix hadn't properly conveyed even a single word to Beryl yet. Even if a crumpled paper can't be restored to its original state, the words it contains remain unchanged.

        

        Turning back, Nix pounded on the invisible wall and spoke as if shouting.

        

        "Do you really want me to leave?"

        

        "......"

        

        "You were actually waiting for me to come, weren't you? Be honest."

        

        "What are you..."

        

        If she truly didn't want him to come, she would have locked the shop door and not shown herself at all. Though she had left an invisible wall, it felt more like she was asking to be caught.

        

        "Even if I leave, I'm taking you with me."

        

        "I said stay away!?"

        

        Bang! Bang! Bang!

        

        Nix struck the wall with all his might. He had come this far—did she think a mere wall would stop him? That couldn't be.

        

        "What do you think will change if you go back!? I'm a witch... over 500 years old! Our lifespans are different, and even if you go back, I might threaten you anytime because of the curse consuming me...!!"

        

        "I don't care about that... What does it matter if you're a witch?"

        

        He was happy just that Beryl, who had always kept everything about herself tightly wrapped up, was talking to him directly like this.

        

        "It was me who crushed Emily, who crushed the Adventurers' Guild, which is everything to you...! That's right! Even trying to eat you...!! It was all sincere. It was all me."

        

        The more excuses Beryl made, the more reasons Nix had to break down the wall. His punching seemed to be effective as small cracks in the wall gradually grew larger.

        

        "Anything else?"

        

        "Anything else...? I, I actually don't want to dance with you...! Someone as oblivious as you, someone like you..."

        

        Beryl's voice trailed off.

        

        She couldn't even lie properly.

        

        With Nix's final punch, the wall that had been separating them disappeared like a shimmering mirage. Blood dripped from his fingertips, but he didn't pay much attention to it.

        

        "Y-your hand is bleeding!?"

        

        As the wall crumbled, Beryl cautiously turned her head to assess the situation and was shocked to see Nix's bloodied hand.

        

        "That's why I told you not to come..."

        

        Beryl approached Nix with a whimper and examined his bloodied hand. From under the hood shrouded in darkness, her tears fell onto Nix's hand.

        

      

      
        "Didn't you say your heart aches whenever you see me?"

        

        "Is that important right now?! Wait a moment. I'll get a potion!"

        

        He grabbed Beryl's hand as she hurriedly tried to go to the display case for a potion. He didn't want to let her go.

        

        "Don't go. This little wound doesn't matter. You're more important to me than this."

        

        "W-wh-what...?"

        

        While Beryl was flustered, he carefully lowered her hood. From under the hood, the Beryl he knew appeared shyly, her eyes glistening with tears and looking bewildered.

        

        She said she didn't want to see him. The heartbeats felt from their hands were so intermingled that he couldn't tell whose was whose.

        

        "Did you not want to see me? I missed you terribly."

        

        "...I missed you."

        

        Finally giving an honest answer.

        A smile spread across Nix's face.

        

        "I like you."

        

        "Huh...?"

        

        Nix collided with Beryl without wrapping his current emotions in pretty words or speaking indirectly. He no longer cared about the ball or anything else.

        

        "I'm actually very bright..."

        

        "That's okay. I'll do my best."

        

        "I have a dual personality, so my character changes drastically..."

        

        "That sounds even more fun, doesn't it?"

        

        "I'm also very possessive. Just seeing you with another woman will make me torment you..."

        

        "I'd be jealous if you were with another man too. So we're the same."

        

        Beryl was annoyed that Nix seemed to accept everything she said. She was annoyed, but... she couldn't understand why her face was getting redder and redder.

        

        What it means to love a witch...

        

        Adventurers, villages, friends... all could leave Nix's side. Rationally thinking, this love would eventually lead to catastrophe for any number of reasons.

        

        But, but...

        

        She didn't want to let go of Nix.

        

        "Then... prove it."

        

        Beryl approached Nix. She bent down to meet his eyes and shyly closed her own.

        

        Nix also knew what Beryl was asking for, and there was no one to interfere with their proof.

        

        "Are you ready?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        Slowly, little by little...

        

        The moment their lips met,

        Nix's mind was flooded with intense stimulation and everything about Beryl.

        

        Beryl's panorama, everything that had happened over 500 years, began to fill Nix's head. He clung to his sanity through the pain of his head burning hot.

        

        Beryl, too, had her mind filled with everything about Nix the moment they kissed.

        

        In less than a second, they no longer needed any misunderstandings, lies, or even ordinary words.

        

        As their lips parted, their gazes crossed stickily.

        

        Of course they would. Just by looking into each other's eyes, they could now know what the other wanted.

        

        Nix wanted Beryl,

        Beryl wanted Nix.

        

        "Shall we... do it again?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        Without hesitation, their second kiss didn't end with just a touch of the lips. Their tongues intertwined, reconfirming each other's feelings.

        

        The magic stone on Beryl's thigh, which had been emitting a purple energy, quietly lost its light and crumbled to dust.

        

        Like a promise of eternity, their love did not end. Rather, it had just begun to burn hotly.
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        The silver sword, gleaming as if it had captured moonlight, grazed Leo's hair as it passed by. Cold sweat ran down his face at the realization that if his reaction had been even slightly slower, his face would have been split in half.

        

        Though the golden holy eyes within him trembled greatly, Leo maintained his composure and prepared for Lucia's next attack.

        

        He wanted to swing his sword at Lucia, who seemed full of openings everywhere he looked, but he instinctively recognized that those openings were deliberately created to lure him in.

        

        This time, the shoulder. He could parry it sufficiently.

        He read the sword's path and attempted to guard with his own blade, but in an instant, Lucia twisted her body and delivered a kick aimed at his abdomen.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        "Those eyes... I see. You've been chosen."

        

        Despite having fought continuously until Joshua arrived, Lucia's breathing remained steady as she casually examined Leo while speaking to him.

        

        The holy eyes, said to be bestowed upon the chosen by angels appearing in dreams.

        Unlike Lucia's silver holy eyes, Leo's golden heterochromia was different from other holy eyes—it was the real thing.

        

        [It is written that those eyes are the will of God, the eyes of a prophet and seer.]

        

        Lucia frowned as she recalled the biblical verse she had read so many times it had become tiresome. After all, her silver holy eyes were merely a human-made imitation of Leo's golden miracle.

        

        Fool of the Holy Kingdom.

        She found the angel's choice displeasing, as there were many others within the Holy Kingdom more deserving of those eyes than Leo Petrick Florencia.

        

        What were the angel's criteria, and why did she herself possess only a fake? It was infuriating.

        

        It would have been better if he had died when thrown to the orcs.

        Then she wouldn't have to grimace at the sight of those holy eyes.

        

        Even as the golden heterochromia glared at her, the tip of her sword pointed at Leo's pupils, as if she could gouge them out at any moment.

        

        "Joshua, hurry..."

        

        When Leo urged the witch who had collapsed, Lucia used her sword tip to force his attention back to her.

        

        It irritated her that Leo was concerned about the woman who reeked like a witch, especially when even at full strength, he could barely inflict a single wound on Lucia.

        

        Even as drops of blood formed on his pierced cheek and trickled down Lucia's blade, Leo worried about Joshua.

        

        "Those eyes, since when? Given your personality, I doubt you would have hidden them."

        

        If she thrust her sword in now, Leo would die.

        Leo swallowed a mouthful of blood-tasting saliva and glared at Lucia.

        

        "Since you threw me to the orcs as food."

        "I see. Is that how you survived?"

        

        When he had gone alone to find Lucia in the Holy Kingdom, she had promised to accept him as an Inquisitor if he could defeat a group of orcs. He learned during his training with Nix in Veneschia that this had been a lie.

        

        The orcs would have been impossible opponents for the Leo of that time. Even with two Inquisitors assigned to him, they weren't enemies he could have defeated.

        

        "Why? Do you covet these eyes too?"

        

        With his holy eyes activated, Leo could immediately tell that Lucia's eyes were imitations. Unlike the holy eyes he had seen in the mirror, Lucia's eyes contained not sacred energy but the aura of a witch.

        

        "Don't be ridiculous. Do you want to live as a blind man for the rest of your life?"

      

      
        

        Seeing Lucia's sword dig deeper into his face, confirming his suspicion, Leo felt more like laughing than screaming.

        

        "Those eyes don't suit you."

        "On that, I agree."

        

        After all, Leo hadn't wanted to obtain the holy eyes.

        He considered them more like a strange gift arbitrarily bestowed by an angel who had suddenly appeared in his dream.

        

        He even thought that if he hadn't had the holy eyes, he might have been beaten less by Estel.

        

        But there were some good points too.

        He could heal Joshua when she collapsed during the Death Worm extermination, and now he could act as a shield in front of her.

        

        Even now, except for his pierced cheek, his wounds had healed, and he was ready to fight again.

        

        "Since you've received the angel's revelation, God must have a purpose. If you kill that witch now, I'll let you join the Inquisitors."

        "What...?"

        "If you return to the faithful as an Inquisitor, your trash-like standing might recover somewhat. Work for God. This is my final act of mercy."

        

        Leo felt nauseated that such words would come from Lucia's mouth—that she would try to recruit him again after already discarding him once, showing how powerful the holy eyes were considered.

        

        Kill Joshua and he could return?

        Anger rose to the top of his head, and he wanted to charge at Lucia immediately, but he had to restrain himself. Acting rashly now would endanger Joshua behind him.

        

        "Lucia, Joshua isn't the witch you've been longing to find."

        "......"

        "Joshua is human. A kind-hearted, naive country girl who saved the life of a man who tried to kill her."

        

        Joshua, who had promised to be the only refuge for Leo when he had nowhere else to run, was clearly human, even if she was the daughter of a witch.

        

        She was jealous of Emily's actions, she shared others' pain, she could be stubborn at times, and she was so innocent and pure that she believed holding hands could lead to pregnancy... just such a girl.

        

        Since Lucia as an Inquisitor only hunted witches, Leo thought that was why she was keeping him alive now when she could kill him. Perhaps it was also due to a small faith in Lucia based on what Joshua had told him—that Inquisitors wouldn't harm innocent humans.

        

        "So?"

        "So... Joshua isn't a witch, she's human..."

        "Anyone who spreads the aura of a witch and tries to defy the laws of the world is a witch. Even if that woman isn't a witch, she reeks so badly that she's a heretic just like one."

        

        Humans touched by a witch's hand would crave that touch again and again. That was the lesson Lucia had engraved on her soul throughout her life. Her siblings and family from childhood had been the same.

        

        Witches would bestow mercy like God's messengers, then suddenly demand a family member's heart, spreading curses that paralyzed human reason.

        

        She had told this to Leo when he was young and wanted to become an Inquisitor... but now he was bewitched and spouting nonsense.

        

        Lucia shook her head.

        She criticized the angel's choice to bestow holy eyes on Leo.

        She had intended to spare his life out of affection, but being bewitched, he would only repeat the same atrocities if allowed to live.

        

        "Then... you really killed all those innocent people...?"

        "Have you forgotten everything I taught you? As long as the witch's aura emanates from them, they are heretics. Heretics cannot be innocent."

        

        Leo bit down so hard his gums bled.

        He didn't care if his teeth broke, even as the sword dug deeper into his face, causing pain to surge through him. Even that pain turned into anger, mixing with his emotions.

        

        "Leo, this is my final mercy. I'll send you painlessly. Repent your sins before God."

      

      
        

        Lucia's sword became enveloped in silver aura.

        Leo tried to block it, but the aura-infused blade extended upward and sliced through his brain.

        

        "Kuhek..."

        

        With a short scream, Leo collapsed lifelessly like a puppet with cut strings.

        

        Now only one remained.

        

        Lucia approached the girl who had been sitting paralyzed with fear. Even if she wasn't a witch as Leo had claimed, she reeked so badly that calling her a witch was no exaggeration.

        

        "L-Leo...?"

        

        Only upon noticing Lucia's approach did Joshua regain her senses.

        

        Beyond Lucia, she saw Leo collapsed on the ground. Blood and white fluid soaked the earth beneath his head.

        

        Leo...? Why...!

        

        "L-Leo!? Wake up!!"

        

        Joshua, who had briefly lost consciousness after learning from Leo that Lucia was the enemy who killed her parents, lost her mind again at the shock of losing another precious person to an Inquisitor.

        

        As Joshua tried to rush to Leo, she found herself unable to do so as Lucia grabbed her by the throat and lifted her up.

        

        "Nnngghh...! Le... o...!"

        

        She kicked at Lucia while struggling, but this only made the grip around her neck tighten.

        

        She tried to use magic, but for some reason, her mana wouldn't gather.

        

        Am I going to die like this?

        

        Joshua tried with all her might to remove Lucia's hand with her trembling fingers, but she couldn't pry off even a single finger.

        

        "L...e, o...."

        "Leo is dead. Heretic, repent your sins with death."

        

        She couldn't breathe properly, and her fragile neck felt like it would snap with a scream at any moment, but Joshua desperately tried to hold onto her fading consciousness.

        

        Lies. These are lies....

        Leo... Leo's life couldn't end so meaninglessly.

        

        Joshua's kicks and struggles gradually diminished as her strength ebbed away. The small hands gripping Lucia's wrists lost their strength and hung limply, swinging like pendulums.

        

        In her blurring vision.

        Joshua smiled faintly at the golden flash that filled her sight.

        

        "Take your hands off her right now!!!"

        "You should have died then... Are you determined to become an apostate?"

        

        Lucia clicked her tongue and looked back.

        She had at least given him the opportunity to repent at the end of his life as a prince.

        Emitting a golden radiance, Leo's sword rushed toward Lucia's hand that was strangling Joshua.
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        Just as Leo's sword was about to slice through Lucia's hand, Lucia released her grip on Joshua's neck, which she had been about to snap, and created distance between them.

        

        A sword trailing golden radiance.

        While Leo couldn't be said to have reached the realm of Sword Master and manifested an Aura, the golden sword that took a form similar to an Aura with the help of the Holy Eye couldn't be ignored.

        

        She was certain she had split his head in two.

        Lucia readjusted her grip on her sword and assessed the situation.

        

        The waves of holy power enveloping Leo's body rippled outward from the Holy Eye.

        Thin, thread-like strands of holy power extended around Leo's head, repairing his wounds.

        

        "What monstrous power."

        

        No one had ever survived having their brain severed except for witches cursed with immortality. Come to think of it, all the wounds she had inflicted earlier had disappeared... He would probably rise again even if she stabbed him through the heart.

        

        Lucia felt her irritation rising at the prospect of a prolonged fight against Leo.

        

        "Joshua, are you alright!?"

        

        Leo caught Joshua's collapsing body and carefully laid him on the ground. Holy power flickered from Leo's trembling fingertips, enveloping Joshua's body.

        

        The previously absent pulse began to beat normally, and Joshua's breath could be felt in the night air.

        

        Thank goodness. If he had been just a little later... Leo clenched his fist so tightly at the thought that Joshua had nearly died that his hand bled.

        

        "Apostate, is that heretic so precious to you?"

        "More precious than my own life."

        

        Without Joshua, Leo had no hope left to live for. He wanted only happiness for her at the end, as he had promised to be her final sanctuary. She had reached out to him, who was no better than the enemy of her parents, and told him to live.

        

        If protecting Joshua's side meant apostasy... he had vowed to become an apostate a hundred times over.

        Leo Petrick Florencia had died once for Joshua, and now only Leo remained.

        

        "Did she seduce you in bed? Or were you bewitched by sweet words? Even after receiving the angel's revelation... you're still a fool."

        

        He didn't care what names she called him. That was the truth. But... he couldn't tolerate her insulting Joshua.

        

        Leo didn't hesitate to raise his sword and point it at Lucia.

        

        If it came down to whether he could win or not, he would definitely lose. Leo knew Lucia's prowess better than anyone, having admired the Heretic Inquisitor since childhood.

        Nevertheless, there are times when a man, a knight, cannot back down.

        

        And this was one of those times.

        

        "I promised to watch over Joshua's happiness until the end. And Lucia, you are the first obstacle to Joshua's happiness."

        "Does an apostate like you have the power to do that?"

        

        Surviving from the brink of death was likely due to the Holy Eye's power.

        Even if his opponent couldn't be killed, he was no match for Lucia. She had memorized countless ways to deal with immortality while hunting witches.

        

        She just needed to cut faster than he could regenerate.

        If she destroyed the Holy Eye first, he wouldn't be able to regenerate at all. Though she wasn't sure if she could destroy it.

        Moreover, the power of the Holy Eye wasn't infinite; eventually, he would collapse without being able to recover.

        

        Above all, in terms of skill, Leo was no match for Lucia.

        

        Silver and golden lights extended toward each other without restraint. Afterimages blurred as they chased one another. The sound of swords clashing was almost like a scream, releasing intense heat as it echoed.

        

        Their swords emitted fierce light as they sought to cut each other. Leo hesitated momentarily but didn't give ground.

        Rather, he let out a battle cry as if driven by rage and added more strength.

        

        "Uaaaah...!!"

        

      

      
        As Leo exerted more force, the tendons in his forearm began to snap one by one. However, the holy power emanating from the Holy Eye quickly repaired his wounds, as if refusing to allow them.

        

        They exchanged sword strikes and counters.

        Leo's crude, unrefined sword clashed with Lucia's, scattering fragments of metal.

        

        An ordinary sword would break in half without even a single exchange against an Aura, but the sword he received from Estelle, while its blade might be damaged, would never shatter.

        

        Lucia's sword, surrounded by silver Aura, moved first, but Leo's sword, though slower, blocked it with certainty.

        

        The beatings he had endured from Estelle allowed him to instinctively avoid Lucia's unexpected sword paths, and the swordsmanship he learned from Nix helped him intuitively deflect Lucia's attacks.

        

        When Lucia tried to add technique and feints, Leo would see through them as if by magic and counter-attack, making it difficult to find an opening.

        

        Clearly, Lucia was the one pressing the attack. Yet somehow, Leo's momentum didn't break but burned even hotter.

        

        She shouldn't be losing in terms of strength.

        Lucia briefly glared at Leo as she noticed her heels gradually being pushed back.

        

        Lucia tilted her blade diagonally to deflect Leo's attack.

        Leo's sword, having lost its target, created a booming sound as if breaking the ground. Chunks of soil flew up, obscuring their vision.

        

        In that moment when they couldn't see each other, Lucia reversed her blade and swung it toward the now-exposed Leo.

        

        Facing the oncoming sword strike, Leo felt as if Lucia's attacks, which had been difficult to react to until now, were becoming slightly easier to read. The attacks seemed slower, and he felt he could predict where the sword would land.

        

        She was aiming for Leo's Holy Eye.

        He bent his back backward to avoid Lucia's sword strike.

        

        The key to Lucia's sword technique was the series of attacks that followed after the first.

        

        A structure where the enemy would be caught by Lucia's second strike if they tried to exploit the gap after her first attack.

        

        Leo used the elasticity of his bent back to rise more quickly. Not stopping there, he leaned his body forward and put strength into his head.

        

        There was no time to swing his sword.

        Before Lucia could follow with her second strike, Leo's forehead crashed into hers.

        

        "Kugh...!"

        

        Before she could retrieve her sword, Lucia staggered from the impact of Leo's headbutt.

        The shock made her brain feel like it was rattling.

        

        She tried to compose herself with what could be called mental strength and retrieve her sword to prepare for Leo's next attack, but—

        

        "UAAAAARGH!!!"

        

        With Leo's roar, his sword, filled with golden light, rushed toward Lucia.

        

        I'm going to die like this.

        She could almost see the future where she would be cut in half by Leo's sword strike.

        Lucia sensed her death approaching.

        

        Yet, in the face of death, Lucia calmly gave a hollow laugh.

        

        I didn't want to use this.

        She thought she would only use the Holy Eye given by the Pope when absolutely necessary,

        and that time was now. Even though it was a fake, she had accepted it because it helped in hunting witches.

        

        "Apostate, you're not the only one with a Holy Eye."

        "...!?"

        

        Lucia's Holy Eye explosively emitted silver radiance.

        

      

      
        It's not too late yet.

        If he could cut her before Lucia's Holy Eye exerted its power...!

        

        "No, it's too late."

        "What...?"

        

        As if reading Leo's thoughts,

        Lucia appeared beside Leo and whispered.

        

        Lucia, who until just now had lost her balance and seemed on the verge of defeat, sneered as she thrust her sword into Leo's side.

        

        "UUUUGGHK!!?"

        

        The Aura surrounding Lucia's sword exploded inside Leo's body. Starting from his internal organs, then his spine, muscles, and ribs.

        

        Unable to withstand the impact, Leo was sent flying, tumbling against the wall about five times before he could stop.

        

        He needed to stand up, but for some reason, his legs wouldn't listen.

        Something fell with a thud in front of Leo, an aftereffect of the impact.

        

        It was his lower body, which had been supporting him until just now.

        

        "My, my body...."

        "Using more time than others is not a pleasant feeling. How annoying."

        

        Lucia's Holy Eye had the power to extend a moment of time at the cost of her lifespan, and she frowned at the sensation of time flowing twice as fast as for others.

        

        She was irritated from the start at having to use her Holy Eye on a mere apostate.

        

        As golden threads burst forth from Leo's upper body, trying to reconnect with his severed lower half, Lucia stomped on them and brushed back her hair, calming her rapid breathing.

        

        Between the witch's energy emanating strongly from Veneschia and the mountain of tasks still to be done... she wondered if it might have been better to bring Vice-Captain Carte along.

        

        Though she didn't like Carte, his skills were at least reliable.

        

        "Jo, Joshua...."

        

        Lucia grabbed Leo's head and lifted it.

        Leo, barely clinging to life with the help of the Holy Eye, tried to escape Lucia's grasp, but lacked the strength.

        

        "Like Saint Maria, and like that heretic lying over there... everyone around you is doomed to misfortune. You can't save anyone. They die because of you."

        "Don't... speak of Maria... with that mouth...!"

        

        Saint Maria.

        That was Leo's sore spot, and Lucia knew it well.

        

        The incident that turned Leo into the fool of the Holy Kingdom.

        

        A pitiful woman who burned her own life to live for others.

        

        'Leo, I'm fine. So please don't cry.'

        

        A wretched woman who thought of others before her own life until the very end.

        

        "I'll send you to Maria's side. Ah, but as an apostate, you won't meet her even in death. Go to hell."

        

        Lucia's sword emitted a silver radiance.

        She was aiming for Leo's Holy Eye.

        There was no point in dragging this out; Leo would only recover.

        

        Without a moment's hesitation, a butterfly flew between Lucia's extended sword and Leo's Holy Eye.
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        A pitiful blue butterfly fluttered in, seemingly trying to block Lucia's sword from harming Leo.

        

        "Leo...!!!"

        

        Idan's cry echoed from behind.

        This butterfly must be one of Idan's wicked deceptions.

        

        Lucia should have been wary of the butterfly scattering mana with each flap of its wings, but she didn't withdraw her sword. Instead, she gripped it tighter and charged straight ahead.

        

        She didn't want to postpone the opportunity to kill the apostate because of Idan's tricks. She had the skill, and even if it was a trap set by Idan, she was confident she wouldn't fall for his schemes.

        

        Kill the apostate, punish the heretic... then hunt the witch of Veneschia.

        

        If she wasted any more time and the witch escaped... the effort of traveling for ten days without rest would be for nothing.

        

        The butterfly that touched Lucia's aura flickered with blue light before vanishing into nothingness.

        

        One thrust through the heart and it would be over. Lucia's sword pierced the apostate's heart and simultaneously released an explosion of mana.

        

        To ensure that even a heart would not dare attempt to regenerate.

        

        A deafening boom echoed through the air. Holy power burst forth with silver energy, emitting a light so intense that for a moment, it was impossible to distinguish between day and night.

        

        With his head completely blown apart, he shouldn't be able to regenerate.

        If there was any sign of regeneration, she planned to cut his body into pieces and feed them to the fish.

        

        "Butterflies...?"

        

        As the light faded, what Lucia saw was... not the apostate with his head severed, but a swarm of butterflies arranged in the shape of the apostate.

        

        She had felt the sensation of piercing the apostate at the tip of her sword... but the apostate was gone, and in his place was a swarm of butterflies that seemed to mock her as they all fluttered toward her at once.

        

        No matter how many she cut down, the butterflies made of mana kept coming, overwhelming her vision.

        

        Perhaps she should have killed the heretic first?

        She could kill the apostate anytime, so once the butterflies passed, she would kill Idan first.

        

        Lucia berated her past self for not definitively ending a life and waited for the swarm to pass. She summoned holy power throughout her body, maintaining her defenses to prepare for any dark magic that might come.

        

        Only after all the butterflies had passed did she lower her arm from her face and survey her surroundings.

        

        "Such petty tricks..."

        

        Instead of the battle-scarred ground or the distant view of Veneschia, an unfamiliar yet somehow familiar sight greeted Lucia—a small rural village reduced to ruins by fire.

        

        As a burnt roof collapsed, raising a cloud of dust, the acrid smell of charred remains rose up.

        

        A murder of crows circled above the village, pecking at what was once human flesh, now burnt and impaled on a stake in the village center.

        

        With no living souls around, the crows' cries consumed the village.

        

        Was this an illusion spell?

        She didn't know how the spell had been cast, but for a petty trick, it felt remarkably real.

        

        In the lake near the village, women's corpses would be floating, becoming fish food.

        

        This was the hell Lucia herself had created.

        A decision made to eradicate everything related to witches.

        She couldn't remember each one individually, but villages where witch trials were held looked just like this.

        

        This was the method Lucia used during witch trials. It was neither surprising nor disturbing to her.

        Instead, she calmly walked around the village, observing her surroundings.

        

        Since she had surrounded herself with holy power to resist, she didn't think she was under a spell. Then the only remaining possibility... something that could alter the environment while ignoring Lucia's holy power would have to be a barrier.

        

        She was impressed by the heretic's skill in using magic of a higher level than expected.

        

        But he had chosen the wrong opponent.

        

        As the head of the Heresy Inquisitors, Lucia knew the methods to break barriers by heart.

        

        Destroy the core maintaining the barrier.

        A simple and straightforward method.

        

        Her heart glowed as she traced the flow of mana.

        Inside a barrier, mana always spreads from the core.

        

        She didn't want to waste any more time since all she needed to do was find and destroy the source of the mana flow.

        

        "Hic... Mom, Dad..."

        

        At the center of the barrier were two graves.

        Flowers that had grown by feeding on the flesh of corpses pierced through the graves, wrapping around wooden planks too shabby to be called tombstones.

        

        Lucia instinctively readjusted her grip on her sword.

        

        The girl crying in front of the graves must be the guardian protecting the core.

        

        The guardian's body was formed from flowers growing on the graves. The shape of a butterfly. Idan had appeared the same way. Flowers had bloomed, and butterflies had settled on them.

        

        "It was you...? The one who did this to my mom and dad... I won't let you have Leo...!"

        

        The guardian turned to face Lucia.

        Drops of blood instead of tears flowed down her cheeks.

        

        A scene created by the heretic. The guardian resembling Idan...

        

        "I see. So there was a survivor."

        

        Idan might have been a survivor of the witch trials.

        

        So what?

        Should she kneel and apologize?

        That's ridiculous.

      

      
        

        As a Heresy Inquisitor, she only killed those who defied God's providence. Moreover, she wouldn't put down her sword until her revenge was complete.

        

        As the guardian stretched out her hand, a swarm of butterflies, stained red from drinking blood, fluttered toward Lucia.

        

        ***

        

        "Leo...! Wake up...!"

        "Jo...shua?"

        

        Leo regained consciousness, feeling something soft beneath his head. He frowned as water dripped onto his face, wondering if it was raining.

        

        "Thank goodness..."

        

        The first thing Leo saw was Joshua's face. He realized that what he had thought was rain was actually Joshua's tears flowing down his cheeks.

        

        You saved my life again.

        The softness beneath his head must be Joshua's thigh.

        

        His moment of joy was brief as Leo suddenly remembered what had happened before he lost consciousness and hurriedly tried to sit up.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        "You shouldn't move so suddenly."

        

        Leo grimaced at the pain in his side. Recalling that Lucia's attack had separated his upper and lower body, he frantically checked his legs.

        

        He sighed in relief seeing his legs intact where they should be. Having his body split in two... was an experience he never wanted to go through again.

        

        Then... what about Lucia?

        There was no way Lucia would leave them both alive.

        

        "Joshua, what happened to Lucia?!"

        "I trapped her in a barrier. Calm down. She won't be able to escape for a while."

        

        Joshua tried to calm Leo down, pointing to one side.

        

        In the distance, tree roots had risen to form a dome-shaped space. Blue butterflies had settled on it, scattering mana.

        

        Though it was the first time Joshua had used such a barrier, Lucia had been trapped for over 10 minutes, giving Joshua time to both catch his breath and save Leo's life.

        

        The barrier had been hastily and poorly deployed, fueled by the fear of Leo dying and a mix of complex emotions, but it had bought enough time to repair Leo's body.

        

        Without potions, all Joshua could do was reattach Leo's lower body...

        

        "How long was I unconscious?"

        "About 15 minutes now. It's okay. Let's use this chance to get to my mother. Given the situation, we can fly there."

        

        Teleportation, I should have learned it...

        Something about space... something about the body...

        He regretted refusing to learn it after his mother had warned him about the dangers of teleportation, but it was too late now.

        

        "If we use magic, she'll pursue us. Heresy Inquisitors are trained to detect the flow of mana and sense dark magic to track witches."

        "Then we'll run. Veneschia isn't far."

        "You go alone, Joshua. I'll stay here and hold off Lucia. Please hurry and find Lady Estel. If it's Lady Estel... even Lucia would have to retreat."

        

        Leo ignored Joshua's outstretched hand.

        No matter how impressive the barrier, Lucia was the head of the Heresy Inquisitors. The barrier would probably break in a few more minutes.

        

        Having felt Lucia's speed firsthand before losing consciousness, Leo knew that unless someone acted as bait, they would both die meaninglessly.

        

        He had to protect Joshua.

        Leo couldn't think of anything but Joshua's safety, nor did he want to.

        

        With his heart, he could buy as much time as possible.

        

        [Hurry to Veneschia.]

        

        As if his time to die had come, he recalled the angel's words that he had forgotten. He still couldn't understand the meaning of the angel's words or why the heart had been given to him.

        

        Leo was a simpleton.

        He wasn't sensitive enough to analyze, measure, or worry about the meaning of such words.

        

        Right now... yes.

        If he were to interpret the angel's words in his own way, it would be to protect Joshua in Veneschia.

        

        "No."

        

        Contrary to Leo's determination, Joshua's answer was cold.

        

        Joshua's tears, which had momentarily stopped, now flowed hot again.

        

        "Why do you keep trying to die? To me, those words only sound like you're saying you want to die."

        "Joshua... it's the only way to survive."

        "If we die, we die together. If we live, we live together."

        

        This wasn't the time to argue,

        but Leo's face turned red.

        

        Why?

        He couldn't understand why Joshua was so fixated on his life, but the sincerity in those words touched Leo's heart.

        

        "Joshua, why on earth would you..."

        

        Care about someone like me?

        

        Leo swallowed the words he couldn't bring himself to say as he met Joshua's eyes.

        

        Since Lady Emily had entangled them, Leo had noticed Joshua's feelings but couldn't acknowledge them.

        

        Not only was he wary of Estel's reaction, but he also felt unworthy. After all... Leo's actions had been so terrible that it was a miracle he hadn't been thrown to monsters as food.

        

        He had tried to kill the person who saved his life.

        

        Conversely, he couldn't understand why Joshua showed affection toward him.

      

      
        

        Beyond understanding, Joshua's feelings seemed genuinely sincere. That's why Leo could neither accept nor reject them, only uncomfortably following along.

        

        It was the same now.

        Whether they fled together or fought, they would only end up dead...

        

        Why was Joshua crying?

        Unlike Joshua, who had been like a roof sheltering him from rain, Leo had done nothing for Joshua.

        

        "Leo's life belongs to me. Have you forgotten? The curse of a witch's daughter is powerful. You shouldn't defy it!"

        

        Joshua spoke almost shouting, teeth clenched. His fists trembled, and the butterfly perched on his hair above his right eye fluttered vigorously, as if excited.

        

        Words full of pure stubbornness.

        That was how desperately Joshua wanted to hold onto Leo.

        

        Joshua didn't want to lose another precious person.

        

        Why are you trying to take him away?

        Wasn't taking my parents enough?

        I can't let you take Leo too.

        

        "Alright. Let's escape together."

        

        Taking a deep breath, Leo conceded defeat.

        As Estel had once said, he didn't have the confidence to overcome Joshua's stubbornness.

        

        He couldn't waste any more time or put Joshua in danger.

        

        "Really?"

        "Yes, we need to find Lady Estel first and inform her of the situation. If we're not careful, all of Veneschia could face a witch trial."

        

        After his conversation with Lucia, Leo believed this was entirely possible.

        

        "We don't have time. Let's go now. You can use magic. Lucia will be heading to Veneschia anyway."

        "Yes...!"

        

        When Leo extended his hand, Joshua reached back with a bright smile. The warmth of each other's touch transmitted through their palms.

        

        Just as Joshua was about to use mana to lift them both...

        

        "Using mana? You've saved me the trouble of searching."

        "Joshua, danger...!"

        

        They had wasted too much time.

        Leo gritted his teeth.

        

        Silver eyes gleamed in the darkness, leaving afterimages as they lunged forward.

        

        They shouldn't have used mana after all!

        

        Leo pushed Joshua away and raised his sword to block Lucia.

        

        But Lucia's speed, as she passed Leo with a sneer, was much faster than his ability to think and react.

        

        Moving even faster than when she had torn open Leo's side, Lucia's sword aimed straight for Joshua's heart.

        

        'Is this how I die...?'

        

        As Joshua sensed his impending death, everything seemed to slow down.

        

        The sword rushing toward his heart, Leo's terrified expression... even Lucia's sneering face.

        

        He didn't want to die like this.

        

        He wanted to experience more with Leo.

        To travel together, eat delicious food, and learn more about each other.

        

        He hoped that someday his mother would accept Leo and bless their relationship.

        Come to think of it, it had been a long time since he'd seen his mother.

        

        'You should wash before going to bed.'

        'I'll take care of it myself.'

        

        How ridiculous that his last conversation with his mother had been an argument.

        He should have just done as she asked...

        

        Joshua closed his eyes, accepting death.

        

        Thud!

        

        The sound of a sword piercing flesh echoed loudly.

        Even the sound of blood spilling onto the ground...

        

        Yet Joshua felt no pain.

        Instead of pain, a warm hand gently stroked his head. There was no sensation of cold metal, only something soft and gentle enveloping him.

        

        Is death this warm?

        

        When Joshua slowly opened his eyes, he saw familiar pink hair. Red eyes gazed at him more tenderly than ever, as if trying to reassure him.

        

        "Mo...ther...?"

        "It's okay. Mother is here now. Everything will be fine when you wake up."

        

        Blood poured from the sword embedded between Estel's breasts. She maintained her smile, trying to reassure Joshua.

        

        "Mo...ther... No..."

        

        Mother can't die, I need to heal her wounds quickly...

        

        Joshua couldn't fight the overwhelming drowsiness.

        As his mother had said, he hoped that when he woke up, everything would be alright.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.70The Witch and the Witch (50)Jun 11, 2025

      
        Lucia was wary of the being who suddenly blocked Ethan's path.

        

        Not only had this person selflessly acted as a meat shield, taking Lucia's sword with their body instead of Ethan... but they even embraced and comforted Ethan while ignoring Lucia. She involuntarily frowned, sensing not just the vibrating energy of a witch but also what seemed like a foul odor.

        

        A witch.

        

        No one but a witch would jump in so fearlessly. This was actually fortunate. She'd been spared the trouble of searching throughout Veneschia for a witch, and once she detonated the aura contained in the sword that had pierced through the heart, even a witch wouldn't be able to avoid serious injury.

        

        Lucia focused on the aura in her sword, confident of victory. However, the aura didn't detonate as she had hoped. Instead, the silvery aura was gradually being consumed by a crimson color.

        

        "What? Something not working right?"

        

        Even if the witch was immortal, a stab through the heart should have caused damage... yet the witch mockingly questioned her instead.

        

        Holy power yielding to black magic? Impossible!

        If the aura wouldn't work, she could simply apply force and cut the body in half. But the sword, corrupted by the witch's power, wouldn't obey Lucia and lost its original color, becoming completely crimson and emanating a terrible curse.

        

        Lucia realized that if she kept holding the sword, she too might become contaminated by the witch's power. She boldly abandoned the sword and drew a spare one, attempting to strike the witch, but crimson mana surged and exploded.

        

        The explosion of mana rushed directly at Lucia, forcing her to retreat.

        

        The witch's pink hair absorbed the moonlight, adding a mysterious color to it.

        

        The pink-haired witch.

        

        This matched information she had obtained during a witch trial in a small rural village. Despite combing through forests meticulously, she hadn't found her, yet here she was revealing herself in Veneschia... Surely this witch was also responsible for the massive magical disturbance.

        

        Having been on edge from dealing with only violent monsters lately rather than witches or heretics, Lucia felt elated and smiled with joy. The meaning of her life had appeared before her eyes.

        

        "A witch, I've finally found you."

        

        She had never encountered a witch like this before. Every witch cut by Lucia's aura had begged for mercy. But the witch before her, despite having her heart pierced, seemed to mock her, provoking Lucia's competitive spirit.

        

        Even that one comment just now. It seemed to taunt and ridicule Lucia.

        

        "You look just like an angel when you're sleeping. Who did you get such beauty from?"

        

        Estel gently laid down Joshua, who was sleeping soundly under the influence of magic, and stroked his head. She carefully wiped Joshua's face, which was wet with what appeared to be tear stains.

        

        The sword lodged in where her heart should be and the heretic inquisitor getting excited behind her were outside her realm of concern.

        

        She had almost lost Joshua. Just a little later, and he would have been gone.

        

        After leaving Beryl's mental landscape, a butterfly had been hovering around Estel. It was a kind of rescue signal she had created when she gave Joshua the hairpin.

        

        Realizing Joshua was in danger, she had immediately used teleport, which proved to be the right decision as she calmed her startled heart.

        

        Estel couldn't understand why a heretic inquisitor was here or why Joshua had been in danger, but she knew exactly what she needed to do.

        

        "Leo?"

        "Y-yes...!"

        

        Leo, who had been frozen stiff nearby, snapped back to attention and answered.

        

        He felt more tension from Estel's unusually gentle voice calling his name than he had when facing Lucia.

        

        If she had been angry about his failure to protect Joshua properly, he wouldn't have been this tense... but the killing intent hidden beneath her gentleness, and her eyes like those of a predator about to devour its prey, made Leo's blood run cold.

        

        "Would you take Joshua to his room? Please watch over him carefully, just in case."

        "Yes...! But, are you... going to be alright?"

        

        Leo glanced at the sword embedded between Estel's breasts as he picked up Joshua. While he didn't think Estel would lose to Lucia... having had his body cut in half by Lucia's strike, he couldn't help but worry about how painful that must be.

        

        "Would you go quickly?"

        "Y-yes...!"

        

        At Estel's smile, Leo ran toward Veneschia without looking back.

        

        You'd better go quickly.

        Estel let out a small sigh as she watched Leo's retreating figure, thinking she could tear him to pieces and it wouldn't be enough. She concluded that this incident must have been caused by Leo, as it seemed unlikely Joshua would have any connection to heretic inquisitors.

        

        As Estel pulled the sword from her body, blood gushed from the hole. First the abdominal wound from the Triceratops hadn't fully healed, and now a hole in her heart.

        

        While witches were fundamentally immortal beings who naturally recovered, healing was slower when damaged by holy power, so she took out a potion from her inventory.

        

        "Where do you think—!"

        

        The heretic inquisitor charged at her, emanating holy power, clearly not intending to let her heal in peace.

        

        The figure she had seen in Leo's mind. The head of the heretic inquisitors, wasn't it? The name was... Lucia.

        

        As befitting the leader of heretic inquisitors, she seemed well-versed in how to deal with witches. Witches were generally weak in close combat and vulnerable to holy power. Even now, the hole in Estel's chest wasn't healing and continued to bleed.

        

        But that only applied to ordinary witches.

        Estel faced Lucia without avoiding her eyes, as if finding her laughable.

        

        When Lucia thrust straight at her in one swift motion, Estel extended her hand and deployed five layers of magic circles.

        

        Screeeech...!

        

        A scream-like sound echoed as Lucia's sword collided with Estel's magic circles. Three of the five layers were penetrated, but the remaining two refused to yield, instead surrounding Lucia with cursed energy.

        

        While witches might be weak against holy power, the reverse was also true—holy power was vulnerable to black magic.

      

      
        

        As Lucia struggled to break through the magic circles, Estel leisurely drank her potion. Watching the wound heal rapidly, leaving not even a scar, Lucia clicked her tongue.

        

        "Tch...!"

        

        Judging it dangerous to be exposed to black magic any longer, Lucia retreated again, putting distance between them.

        

        "What a shame. Just a little more and you would have broken through."

        "You witch..."

        

        Lucia immediately realized Estel's words were a lie.

        

        "My daughter is indebted to you. I'd like to repay you—will you accept?"

        "Even witches have families? I'll judge you and send the heretic to join you."

        

        The sword in Estel's hand became infused with crimson mana. The sword that had been beautifully adorned with silver aura, seemingly ready to cut down all evil, now emitted an ominous energy as if cursing and denying everything.

        

        Despite her clumsy sword handling, as if she'd never held one before, the crimson mana extended in a straight line toward Lucia. Lucia instinctively knew that if she tried to block it, nothing would remain of her body.

        

        "I am the guardian of providence."

        

        Lucia made the sign of the cross and recited a prayer that was like the law of heretic inquisitors.

        

        Dodging the attack to the left, Lucia immediately rushed toward Estel. Her holy mark glowed, drawing out speed once more.

        

        If she was focused on her attack now, she wouldn't be able to defend like before. Every witch Lucia had faced had underestimated her, and that had been their downfall. This pink-haired witch was no different.

        

        Yes, laugh now. Keep underestimating me. In the end, you'll be begging me to kill you.

        

        What Lucia failed to realize was that Estel was filled with the deepest anger she had felt in over a hundred years of life.

        

        Until a few years ago, her daughter had played pranks like poisoning tea, stubbornly insisted on keeping Leo alive, and even rudely rejected the first favor Estel had asked of her. But...

        

        'Can I... call you Mom?'

        

        She couldn't forget how moved she had been when she heard that word for the first time... it was even sweeter and more ecstatic than when she had seen Sunae. Though not her biological child, her feelings of motherhood were genuine. Something thicker than blood connected Estel and Joshua's hearts.

        

        To ensure Joshua would never be hurt again. Overwhelmingly. Cruelly.

        

        Just killing wouldn't be enough. Perhaps she should tear off the limbs, feed her plenty of curses, and send her as a gift to the Holy Kingdom.

        

        It was good she had sent Joshua back with Leo. She couldn't show her child such a cruel side of his mother.

        

        "I promised Joshua nothing would happen to worry him... but you've ruined everything."

        

        Estel discarded the sword that was beginning to break from the output and drew out her Triceratops.

        

        Crimson mana gathered at the end of the broomstick, and three horns extended from it.

        

        Estel didn't wait for Lucia. With even greater speed, she charged toward Lucia's heart, aiming the Triceratops.

        

        Close combat was Estel's preferred fighting style too.

        

        Silver flash and crimson flash collided.

        

        Estel lightly exchanged a few blows, as if testing. Though mentally exhausted from resolving Beryl's issue, she wasn't struggling enough to have difficulty facing just one heretic inquisitor. When the dreamlike world had dissipated, her abdominal wound had healed and her depleted mana had returned.

        

        Arms? Legs? Which should I cut off first? How should I discipline Leo? I should hear the situation first before making a judgment.

        She casually countered Lucia's continuous attacks while organizing her thoughts.

        

        "Do you have time to be distracted?"

        "Yes. You're weak."

        

        From Estel's perspective, dealing with a single heretic inquisitor wasn't difficult. There were many beings stronger than Estel in Aria Chronicle, and she didn't consider herself among the strongest, but heretic inquisitors were far below her standards.

        

        After facing Beryl, who had wielded omnipotent power until just now, the inquisitor's sword seemed like mere child's play.

        

        As time passed, it was Lucia who grew more anxious. Despite continuously using the power of her holy mark, she hadn't landed any effective hits besides the initial stab. Continuing to drain her lifespan like this wasn't good.

        

        Lucia created distance and concentrated all her focus on her sword. She would deliver one powerful blow with her full aura.

        

        "You seem confident in a power struggle? Power struggles are my specialty too."

        

        Seeing Lucia's aura, now larger and more powerful than before, Estel calmly extended her Triceratops.

        

        "If truly innocent, you shall return to the Mother's embrace. If sinful, you shall depart from the Mother's embrace."

        

        Lucia recited the law, beseeching God for the power to defeat the witch. As if her prayer had reached heaven, her aura continued to grow.

        

        "Let the witch trial begin!"

        

        With Lucia's cry, holy power and black magic collided.

        

        A battle of pure power.

        

        In the collision that warped space and silenced sound, it was Lucia who began to lose balance.

        

        Crack...

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Her sword began to crack. Unlike before, there was no corruption—she was simply being overpowered. If her battle with the apostate had been a difference in physical strength, this was a simple difference in output between holy power and black magic.

        

      

      
        "You know what? There's no answer when you're losing a power struggle."

        "I'll return those words to you!"

        

        Lucia's holy mark flashed as she gathered her holy power to the maximum. If she could kill the witch, she was willing to sacrifice any amount of lifespan.

        

        The silver aura gained strength and pushed back Estel's attack.

        

        I'm winning.

        

        Lucia raised the corners of her mouth, certain of victory.

        

        "I just told you. There's no answer when you're losing a power struggle."

        "What...?"

        "First, your arm."

        

        This isn't the end?

        Before Lucia could finish her thought, the Triceratops, which had grown even larger, swallowed her aura.

        

        KWAAANG...!

        

        The crimson mana roared as if devouring the world and extended forward.

        

        She had to dodge. She managed to twist her body to avoid having her heart pierced, but her left arm was consumed by the crimson mana, disappearing without a trace.

        

        The remnants of the crimson curse began to eat away at Lucia's body from the severed arm. She needed to purify it immediately with holy power or her body would be consumed by the curse, but she had no strength left.

        

        "Where do you think you're standing? How impudent."

        "Gah...!"

        

        Estel kicked Lucia, who was still standing despite taking a direct hit.

        

        After being struck by the mana-infused attack, Lucia flew through the air, rolling on the ground until she landed far away in a paddy field ridge. She struggled to get up.

        

        She couldn't breathe properly. Her armor was crushed, and her broken ribs were piercing her internal organs, causing her to cough up blood.

        

        She had no holy power left to fight, nor any weapons.

        

        Lucia's legs began to tremble, and the trembling spread throughout her body. She backed away at the sight of the witch slowly approaching. She struggled to breathe, squeezing her lungs in an effort to survive somehow.

        

        "Is this the end? I'm quite disappointed."

        "Ugh... kill me."

        

        You dared to touch Joshua when you're this pathetic?

        

        In Estel's eyes, Lucia was no different from a mouse, trembling under overwhelming power. Whether fortunate or unfortunate, her refusal to beg for her life felt like a last shred of dignity.

        

        "Witches don't like granting requests. Since you asked to be killed, I'll let you live."

        "What...?"

        "I still haven't received repayment for the debt my daughter owes you."

        

        Yes. Anyone who touches Joshua can't die easily. Even if it were God himself, Estel would gladly raise a blade against Him.

        

        A malicious smile unlike any before spread across Estel's face.

        

        "I'll give you options. Either return to your country with a curse and spread it like a plague, or live the rest of your life as Joshua's foot-wiper."

        "You call those options...?"

        "Don't like either? How about becoming a breeding tool for a horde of orcs without arms or legs? Wouldn't that be too delightful?"

        

        Lucia spat at Estel, who had approached right in front of her. The spit, mixed with blood, ran down Estel's cheek. It was Lucia's last act of defiance.

        

        "Are you not afraid of God's judgment...? Having defied providence, you cannot escape divine judgment."

        "You, the head of heretic inquisitors... you really don't know anything, do you?"

        

        Estel found it hard to contain her laughter at Lucia's amusing joke. Well, they wouldn't reveal the world's secrets to mere heretic inquisitors. They were just convenient tools.

        

        "What's so funny?"

        "Have you ever heard of Embryo?"

        "Embryo...?"

        

        Judging by Lucia's expression, she had never heard of it. See? You know nothing.

        

        "Embryo is at the very bottom of the Holy City. Go ask your superiors about it. The secret of holy power. Would you still continue as a heretic inquisitor if you knew? Not even knowing who the real heretics are. Well, you won't live as a heretic inquisitor again anyway."

        

        Hehehe. Estel laughed as she swung her Triceratops. She intended to cut off both legs and the remaining arm, as they were unnecessary.

        

        But Lucia's body wasn't cut. Before the Triceratops could slice through her, a cluster of holy power stars rained down toward Estel.

        

        "That's why I told you to return to the Holy City, you damn woman."

        "Carte?"

        

        Lucia felt hope at the sound of Vice-Captain Carte's voice, which shouldn't have been audible here. Hoping it wasn't a hallucination experienced before death, she looked around to see Carte in a white robe, appearing with an irritated demeanor.

        

        "Is this a buy-one-get-one-free deal?"

        "I don't know what that means, but pleased to meet you. I'm Carte. This damn woman here is indebted to me. May I take her with me?"

        

        Estel, who had appeared without a scratch, frowned at the sudden appearance of the man.

        

        Carte... a name she'd heard somewhere. Estel pondered, trying to recall the memory. In her previous life, she had definitely seen it while playing Aria Chronicle...

        

        "Carte...?"

        "Oh my. This is why popular men have it tough. Let's meet again next time."

        

        Carte used holy power to obstruct Estel's vision to prevent her from interfering, then tore a scroll that allowed return to the Holy City.
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        On the evening when Venezia, which had been engulfed by the dream world, returned without incident.

        

        Amidst the festive excitement where everyone should be rejoicing, only one person was kneeling with trembling body and raised hands.

        

        "Do you know what you did wrong?"

        

        When I returned to Joshua's room, I found Leo standing in self-imposed punishment that I hadn't even ordered. His appearance was so ridiculous that I couldn't even feel angry.

        

        It's not like I'm going to eat him.

        Why is he so nervous?

        

        "I know well... I failed to protect Joshua. Even though Lady Estel entrusted him to me..."

        "Right. You understand well. But let's speak properly. Me? Trust you?"

        

        Ha! How absurd.

        I should trust someone trustworthy.

        

        Well, judging by Leo's appearance, it seems he struggled to protect Joshua while I was gone.

        

        That woman Lucia. She must have been too much for Leo to handle.

        

        Leo's clothes were torn, and his sword was so damaged it was barely distinguishable from a club. Thanks to the Holy Eye, he didn't have a single wound on his body, which somehow made me even more annoyed.

        

        "So, why were you fighting with the Heresy Inquisitor?"

        "Well..."

        

        This is what matters.

        If something happens while I'm away, like today, he needs to handle it properly.

        

        "In my dream, I saw an angel heading east. Something felt strange... so as soon as I woke up, I headed east..."

        "And the Heresy Inquisitor was there?"

        "Yes."

        

        Should I believe this? Or not?

        I was dumbfounded by Leo's scale of excuses, dragging angels into it. And I can't even verify this by bringing an angel here.

        

        "Then why was Joshua there?"

        "I'm not sure either. While I was stopping Lucia from entering Venezia, Joshua appeared."

        

        I'm sure Joshua spent the morning looking for Leo when he couldn't find him. He must have gone all the way to the east gate where Leo was. Joshua had been increasingly obsessed with Leo lately.

        

        Only after piecing together how the situation unfolded did I breathe a sigh of relief.

        

        If the Heresy Inquisitor had entered Venezia, she would have undoubtedly started slashing around, claiming to hunt heretics.

        

        That would have halted the festival Joshua was looking forward to, and we couldn't let the city be devastated dealing with her, so perhaps it was fortunate that Leo kept her at the east gate...

        

        "I protected Joshua from danger twice."

        "That's one statement too many?"

        "I-It's true!"

        "So that's why you were in that state before I arrived?"

        

        Leo bristled defensively at my sigh, as if feeling guilty about something.

        If he was going to protect Joshua, he should have done it properly. If I had been even a little late, we might have lost Joshua.

        

        "I have one question."

        "What is it?"

        "How do you think of me, Lady Estel?"

        

        How do I think of him...? What is this, some relationship-defining conversation before dating?

        Did he suffer brain damage while fighting the Heresy Inquisitor?

        

        I was stunned by Leo's out-of-nowhere question.

        

        "I don't like you. If it weren't for Joshua, you'd be out already. You know what you've done. No, just die."

        

        Considering what Leo has done, the fact that he's even having a conversation with me now is close to a miracle. If it weren't for Joshua, his heart would have burst long ago.

      

      
        

        Thinking about it made me remember the Heresy Inquisitor I'd missed earlier, and my irritation surged.

        

        I should have just killed her. I played around unnecessarily and now I'm left with a bitter aftertaste.

        

        "I see... Thank you for your honesty. But I cannot die yet. Someone told me to live."

        

        Leo's gaze turned toward the bed.

        He looked at the peacefully sleeping Joshua with tender eyes and a resolute expression that I didn't like at all.

        

        "Lady Estel... I have a request."

        "No. No way. I won't listen. Don't say it."

        

        The atmosphere already told me what was coming next.

        Leo's expression, his eyes—they were showing me the scene I had hoped to see 200 years later.

        If I heard those words... no matter how much I refused, I could only see a future where I would end up helping Leo.

        

        "I want to become stronger. I need the power to protect Joshua."

        "I told you not to say it!"

        

        His words spilled out before I could cover his mouth, and I felt embarrassed on his behalf.

        Even if Joshua was asleep, shouldn't this kind of talk happen when Joshua isn't around?

        What if Joshua was just pretending to sleep...!

        

        "Fighting Lucia made me realize painfully how weak I am... So I want to become stronger. I need the power to protect Joshua...!"

        "......"

        

        Thud! Leo's forehead hit the floor. He hit it so hard that blood spread around his forehead.

        

        A battle raged in my heart between the romantic faction saying "How can you not help him?" and the mother faction saying "Does it make sense to entrust your daughter to an attempted murderer?"

        

        "Joshua is not someone you can aspire to. Understand?"

        

        No matter how impressive Leo's lineage might be, or how extraordinary his Holy Eye is... he can't aspire to Joshua.

        Because Joshua is my only daughter. As a mother, I want her to meet a wonderful man who won't hurt her.

        

        "I understand. I would be content just being able to protect her. I'll do anything."

        

        Leo, who surely understood what I meant, expressed his determination by hitting his forehead on the floor again with a thud!

        

        Anything. Anything...

        Easy to say.

        

        I wanted to test just how determined Leo really was.

        

        "Give me that Holy Eye. Then I'll grant your request."

        

        Without the Holy Eye, Leo is just a strong servant.

        

        If he had to choose between Joshua and the Holy Eye, could he do it without hesitation? What if I didn't keep my promise even after he gave up his Holy Eye?

        

        Leo, is Joshua that special to you?

        

        I wanted him to show his willingness to give up everything to stay by Joshua's side.

        

        "I'll give it to you."

        

        Leo immediately rose and activated his Holy Eye. As I faced those unsettling golden eyes, Leo's hand moved without a moment's hesitation to extract the eyeball.

        

        The eyeball, trembling at the approaching fingertips, emitted holy power regardless of Leo's will.

        Leo's fingers pierced through this self-defensive holy power and grabbed the eye.

        

        If he pulled now, the Holy Eye would be gone.

        Without understanding what it means to become blind, he was willing to give up his Holy Eye just to protect Joshua.

        

        I wasn't sure whether to call it admirable or reckless...

        

      

      
        "I don't need it."

        "What...?"

        

        I grabbed Leo's hand, stopping him from pulling out his Holy Eye.

        Seeing Leo's dumbfounded expression at my intervention, I sighed.

        

        Leo doesn't understand how extraordinary the Holy Eye is. The Holy Kingdom has put so much effort into trying to replicate even a fraction of it... It's pitiful that the one who possesses the real thing treats it so carelessly.

        

        "In situations like this... you're supposed to say you can't give up the Holy Eye because you need it to protect Joshua. Got it?"

        

        I was so annoyed that I even taught him the model answer, especially since he had nothing else of value besides the Holy Eye.

        Who was he trying to make look like a wicked witch?

        If Joshua woke up and saw a blind Leo... the mere thought gave me chills.

        

        "But Lady Estel, you asked for the Holy Eye..."

        "That's just a figure of speech! Don't ever go around saying you'll do anything for someone. Understand?"

        "I understand..."

        

        He seems decent enough on the surface, but becomes an idiot when it comes to Joshua...

        Are there no normal men around me?

        Leo bowed his head in gratitude, the wound on his forehead already healed cleanly.

        

        "Lady Estel, thank you."

        "What are you talking about? I haven't done anything yet. I'll ask Beryl to check about the Holy Eye tomorrow. Now go get some sleep."

        

        I shooed Leo away with a wave of my hand.

        

        I wanted to find Beryl right away, but they might be having a happy time with Nix.

        The looks they were exchanging before heading to Joshua were so sticky and hot...!

        

        Just as I was wondering how to leave without feeling awkward, Joshua's butterfly sent a distress signal, making my heart sink.

        

        The experience of going between heaven and hell in an instant... I never wanted to go through that again.

        

        I slowly approached the bed and stroked the sleeping Joshua's hair.

        

        Heresy Inquisitor.

        

        Joshua's village had been devastated by a Heresy Inquisitor, leaving her to cry while guarding graves.

        I remembered the image of young Joshua, trembling in the cold with a tree branch in hand, and my heart grew heavy.

        

        I worried that meeting the Heresy Inquisitor this time might have triggered her trauma and left a wound.

        

        I wanted to leave only happy memories for her in Venezia.

        It saddened me that nothing was going according to my wishes.

        

        And I hadn't been able to properly care for Joshua lately.

        Although Joshua calls me mother, I questioned whether I was really fulfilling that role well.

        

        I lay on the bed and carefully embraced Joshua so as not to wake her. The bed was wide enough for two people to lie comfortably, but I stayed close to feel Joshua's body heat.

        

        My eyelids felt heavy, perhaps from properly using Ulti after a long time.

        Or maybe Joshua's warmth had calmed my tense body.

        

        So many things had happened today.

        Fighting with Beryl after a long time, using Ulti... beating up the Heresy Inquisitor.

        

        Come to think of it, there was also Carte.

        I wanted to stop thinking about complicated matters like the original story.

        

        Right now, I just wanted to feel Joshua's warmth and fall asleep to the lullaby of our heartbeats and breathing.

        

        "Good night, Joshua."

        

        With a snap of my fingers, the lights illuminating the room went out.

        I placed a gentle kiss on Joshua's forehead and slowly closed my eyes.
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        With a thud... the sound of her mother's heart screaming in agony echoed through the air.

        Blood gushed from her mother's mouth, covering Joshua's face.

        

        "Joshua..."

        

        Her mother's trembling hand wiped the blood from Joshua's face as tears streamed down her cheeks.

        The hole in her mother's chest needed immediate treatment, but Joshua's body wouldn't respond.

        

        Where's Leo...? With the power of the Holy Sword, he could fix Mother's heart...!

        

        'Leo...!? Where are you!! M-Mother is...!'

        

        As if Joshua wasn't permitted even the slightest word or movement,

        she could only scream internally while her consciousness remained painfully clear, forced to witness her mother's final moments.

        

        There was nothing Joshua could do except watch her mother die.

        

        As the sword that had pierced her mother's heart was pulled out, her mother's body lost balance and collapsed.

        Behind her... the figure of the person her mother had thrown herself to protect stepped forward, treading through the pooled blood.

        

        "Heretic, you're next."

        

        With Leo's neck in one hand and a blood-stained sword in the other.

        The same blade that had just pierced her mother's heart now pointed at Joshua's throat as Inquisitor Edan's silver eyes gleamed.

        

        Mother and Leo... are they both dead?

        Eight years after the village tragedy, Joshua had lost her family once again.

        

        Neither thoughts of escape nor desires for revenge... nothing could fill the void that loss had carved into Joshua's life.

        

        The cold blade pressed against Joshua's neck, fierce yet cold, while her mother's blood on the blade embraced her with a warm sensation.

        

        I don't want to die like this. I was just starting to heal.

        Joshua hated the Inquisitor Edan who had once again appeared in her life to sentence her loved ones to death.

        

        'If only I had been stronger...'

        

        Then Mother and Leo wouldn't have died.

        

        Even if it meant becoming a witch.

        If becoming a witch could save Mother and Leo... if it could curse the Inquisitor Edan...!

        

        Contrary to Joshua's wishes, she couldn't move even a finger as the Inquisitor's sword glowed with silver aura, signaling the end.

        

        "Nooooooo!!"

        

        Joshua's scream filled the room.

        She opened her eyes, feeling as if her racing heartbeat dominated her entire body.

        

        With rough breathing and cold sweat soaking her body, Joshua frantically looked around.

        

        "A dream... is it?"

        

        Recognizing the familiar surroundings of her guest room in Venestia, she sighed in relief at the realization it was just a dream.

        

        But after that brief moment of relief, Joshua quickly sat up as she recalled what had happened before she fell asleep.

        

        It was a dream, but not just a dream.

        The scene she witnessed in her dream had undoubtedly happened in reality too. She had clearly seen the sword piercing her mother's chest.

        

        "Then Mother is...!"

        

        She wished the nightmare had remained just that—a nightmare. She didn't want to face the same situation in reality.

        

        Her heart wouldn't calm down until she confirmed her mother and Leo's safety with her own eyes.

        

        As if to soothe Joshua's urgency, her mother's voice came from right beside her.

        

        "Mmm... Joshua. Hehe, shall we go eat something delicious with Mommy...?"

        

        Her mother, who emitted a subtle sweet scent that seemed to calm Joshua—something she hadn't noticed due to the nightmare—was hugging her waist tightly while sleep-talking.

        

        Wounds? Her heart?

        Joshua unbuttoned her mother's top and pushed aside her large breasts to check for stab wounds.

        

        "Nnngh... that tickles... my chest is, sensitive you know..."

        "Sorry, Mother. I just need to check something quickly."

        

        Only after confirming her mother's cleavage—white, glossy, and without a single scar—could Joshua finally compose herself.

        

        Thank goodness, truly.

        She wiped the tears from her eyes with her sleeve.

        Her tense shoulders slumped as the tension drained away.

        

        The nightmare had been so terrifying that she'd momentarily forgotten her mother was a formidable witch. Considering the prowess she'd shown against the orc, she wasn't a witch who would fall to an Inquisitor.

        

        Joshua lay back down and closed her eyes. Since it was still deep into the night, she wanted to wait until morning to hear the full explanation from her mother.

        

        Tomorrow, they would all eat together and enjoy the festival.

        Last time, her mother had given her a hairpin as a gift, so now it was Joshua's turn to give something.

        

        It would be strange to give a gift only to her mother, so she'd get something for Beryl, Nyx, and... Leo too.

        

        No one would dislike receiving a gift, so everyone would be happy.

        

        As she was about to drift off to sleep with these pleasant thoughts, a chill ran up her spine, making her sit up again.

        

        It felt like she was forgetting something...

        

        "Leo...?"

        

        Why had she forgotten?

        

        If her mother was safe, Leo should be too... but she wouldn't be able to sleep without confirming it with her own eyes.

        

        Mother disliked Leo...

        And with the convenient excuse of the Inquisitor, she might have done something to Leo while Joshua was asleep.

        

        Carefully removing her mother's arms from around her waist, Joshua got out of bed quietly and cautiously left the room.

        

        If Leo was in his room, he'd be sound asleep at this late hour. Even without talking to him, just seeing him sleeping would be enough.

        

        The thought of someone seeing her visiting a man's room alone in the middle of the night concerned her less than her urgent need to confirm Leo's safety.

        

        Carefully, to avoid making footsteps, but walking slightly faster than normal, Joshua arrived at Leo's door and quietly opened it.

        

        He doesn't lock his door, maybe because he's a man.

        What if someone comes in while he's sleeping...!

        

      

      
        Come to think of it, Leo's door was always unlocked.

        It was the same with Emily, and even this morning. She thought about teaching him a lesson about vigilance but shook her head to dismiss the thought.

        

        Joshua moved carefully in the dark room, trying to calm her racing heart. She didn't want to make any noise that might wake Leo.

        

        "Leo...?"

        

        Feeling around for the bed in the darkness, she couldn't find Leo.

        

        Could it be...?

        All kinds of negative thoughts began swirling in Joshua's mind. In response, her heart, which had just calmed down, began racing again.

        

        Did Leo not return? The Inquisitor was strong enough to cut Leo's body in half. Could it really be...?

        

        Is Leo dead...?

        That can't be true, right?

        Maybe I haven't actually woken from the dream.

        

        Thump... Thump... Thump...

        

        Her heartbeat echoed between her thoughts.

        Pinching her cheek to see if she would wake up only caused pain, confirming that this wasn't a dream.

        

        "Are you hiding? Leo, come out now. I've been scared enough... so please..."

        

        Unable to think of turning on the light to check, Joshua searched through the darkness but couldn't find Leo anywhere in the room.

        

        Under the bed, in the wardrobe, the bathroom, the washroom—nowhere.

        

        "Ugh, Leo..."

        

        She wandered around, searching for Leo who was nowhere to be seen, tears streaming down her face.

        

        Maybe this wasn't Leo's room but an empty guest room? Even as she tried to rationalize it, Joshua knew she couldn't have mistaken Leo's room, and the heavy reality squeezed her heart.

        

        Finally realizing Leo wasn't there, Joshua clutched the windowsill and wept until a beam of light caught her attention.

        

        Something reflecting the moonlight outside the mansion was shining as if sending a signal to Joshua.

        

        A sword moved with disciplined motions, reflecting moonlight that tickled Joshua's eyes.

        

        The blond man was unmistakably Leo.

        Joshua opened the window and threw herself out, using magic to avoid crashing to the ground, landing directly in Leo's arms.

        

        "Leo!"

        "J-Joshua...!?"

        

        Leo, startled by Joshua suddenly flying toward him, dropped his sword and carefully caught her in his arms.

        

        He didn't understand why Joshua had come flying in the middle of the night, but judging from the tears in her eyes and the open window, he guessed she must have come looking for him as soon as she woke up.

        

        "Leo, Leo, Leo, Leo...!"

        

        Joshua kept calling Leo's name as she burrowed into his arms. His heartbeat, though hard and rough, instantly melted away Joshua's anxiety.

        

        "Joshua, please calm down first..."

        "I was so worried something terrible had happened to Leo...!"

        

        You should have just been sleeping quietly instead of training in the middle of the night...!

        She wanted to scold Leo for being so inconsiderate of others' worries, but she couldn't think of what to say.

        

        Right now, she just wanted to stay in Leo's arms until her agitated feelings calmed down.

        

        "Why would anything happen to me? With Lady Estel around, and with you wanting me to live, what kind of curses would you heap on me if I died like this..."

        "What!?"

        

        Angered by his last comment, Joshua pounded on Leo's chest. Without any real force behind it, just expressing her displeasure... the gentle gesture almost tickled, and Leo responded by stroking her hair.

        

        "......"

        "......"

        

        After savoring each other's touch for a moment, Joshua's cheeks flushed as she regained her senses.

        

        It was fine to throw herself into Leo's arms out of emotion, but she didn't know what to say... or how to naturally extract herself from his embrace... it was all uncharted territory.

        

        "I'm... okay now."

        

        Joshua turned her head to hide her embarrassment and gently pushed against Leo's chest with her fingertips.

        

        "I'm glad you've calmed down. The night is cold. Let's go inside."

        "What about you? What were you doing out in the cold night?"

        "That... I was practicing my swordsmanship."

        

        Despite Lady Estel telling him to go to bed early since they would check the Holy Sword in the morning, Leo couldn't sleep.

        

        When he closed his eyes, he kept remembering his fight with Lucia.

        

        If he had been stronger, Joshua wouldn't have been in danger.

        

        If Lady Estel hadn't been there, it would have been Joshua impaled on Lucia's sword.

        

        He didn't want Joshua to be in danger. Like his vow back then, he wanted only happiness to grace her face. Wanting to become stronger as quickly as possible, he had quietly slipped out of his room to practice his swordsmanship...

        

        But it seemed he had only added to Joshua's worries.

        

        Her sky-blue hair fluttering in the wind, her sky-blue eyes sparkling more than usual, perhaps from undryed tears. The butterfly that had settled on her hair, and her flushed cheeks.

        

        Leo wanted to protect Joshua, who seemed as delicate as a butterfly. If he could go back in time, he would cut off the hands of his past self who had almost killed Joshua.

        

        Joshua, looking up at Leo, didn't want to see him get hurt because of her either.

        

        "Joshua."

        "Leo."

        

        They called each other's names simultaneously, followed by a brief silence.

        

        "You go first."

        

        Joshua lowered her head, yielding. Somehow, she felt she knew what Leo was going to say.

        

        "I was weak, and I put you in danger. I... will become stronger. Even if some nameless god wishes for your sorrow, I will be strong enough to stand in the way."

        

        The sincerity in Leo's eyes moved Joshua's heart more than any words could. A different kind of flutter from before enveloped her entire body.

        

        Not knowing what to do with her hands, she fidgeted before tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

        

        "Leo, me too. If I had been stronger, you wouldn't have been badly hurt... I'm going to become a great magician. With magic greater than my mother's, I'll protect you."

        

        Joshua's pledge and Leo's determination

      

      
        took root in each other's hearts

        and blossomed into one.

        

        A flower born not from magic or miracles, but from the hearts of two people, to last forever.

        

        "Let's go inside now. You'll catch a cold."

        

        Feeling like he might cross a line if this atmosphere continued, Leo took off his coat and draped it over Joshua's shoulders.

        

        He wanted to claim Joshua's lips right then, but he couldn't. He didn't have that right. Just confirming their mutual feelings was enough to make him happy.

        

        Being a little greedy, holding hands should be fine, right?

        Just that was enough to make both their faces heat up even more.

        

        "Um, Leo..."

        

        As Leo was about to return to his room after escorting Joshua to her door, she called out to him.

        

        With a face redder than when they had held hands, taking a deep breath as if making a decision.

        

        "W-would you... like to sleep together tonight...?"

        "What? What do you mean..."

        

        Did I hear wrong?

        He doubted his ears, wondering if he was hallucinating from being too pent up.

        

        "W-well... I had a nightmare earlier... so..."

        

        Gulp.

        

        Leo swallowed hard.

        

        While avoiding this would make him less of a man, if Lady Estel saw them sleeping in the same bed...

        

        He would definitely die.

        Even if he explained they just held hands while sleeping...

        He was 100% certain of it, regardless of the Holy Sword.

        The only uncertainty was how he would die...

        

        "If Leo stays by my side, I don't think I'll have nightmares... Is that... not okay?"

        "Lady Estel will be very angry."

        

        That's right. Better than dying tomorrow because of giving in to emotions... Besides, Joshua didn't seem to understand what her words implied.

        

        "So Leo is fine with me having nightmares...?"

        

        Unable to resist the pleading look in her eyes, Leo lost his balance as he felt his body being lifted.

        

        Joshua had activated her magic to lift Leo's body, and before he could resist, he was moved into the dark room.

        

        Upon entering, the sweet scent unique to a woman's room stimulated Leo.

        

        "Joshua, this is really going to cause trouble...!"

        "Shh. I'll explain everything to Mother."

        

        She approached the flailing Leo and whispered in his ear.

        

        Joshua lay down in the center of the bed first, then lowered Leo onto the edge.

        

        We're really sleeping together...?

        

        The bed, which should have been spacious enough for two, somehow felt cramped, but Leo was too distracted by Joshua's face, just a handspan away, to notice.

        

        He didn't want to accidentally touch any inappropriate part of Joshua. Staying perfectly still was the best Leo could do.

        

        "Hehe. It's our first time sleeping together, right?"

        

        As Joshua grabbed Leo's hand and pulled it up to her face, her small breaths traveled through his hand.

        

        The more Joshua's half-closed eyes, tired as they were, smiled, the more sleep eluded Leo.

        

        He could only pray that his manhood wouldn't touch Joshua's body.

        

        "Don't go anywhere, okay? Today, together..."

        "......"

        

        Joshua kept talking to him, but at some point her pronunciation became slurred, and she fell into a deep sleep.

        

        Regular breathing traveled through his hand.

        A smile spread across Joshua's face, suggesting she wasn't having nightmares.

        

        If Joshua is happy, is that enough?

        

        Though he could already imagine what kind of scene Lady Estel would make tomorrow morning, for now, he decided to focus only on watching Joshua sleep happily.

        

        Joshua would clear up the misunderstanding.

        She had to...

        

        Despite thinking he wouldn't be able to sleep in this situation, Leo slowly closed his eyes, following Joshua into slumber.

        

        ***

        

        "Y-you... you crazy bastard!!!! Wake up!?!?"

        "Gahk!!"

        

        Estel's fist struck Leo's solar plexus.

        

        It felt like he had just fallen asleep, but after what seemed like barely a minute, Leo's eyes flew open with a scream of pain.

        

        Big.

        

        Before Leo's eyes stood Lady Estel, her top—which usually covered her large chest completely—unbuttoned, her face flushed.

        

        "H-how dare you!!!!!!! Not only did you enter a room where a mother and daughter were sleeping, but you touched a sleeping person's chest!?!!!!?! No wonder I dreamed someone was touching my chest...!!!!!!"

        "Wait, there's a misunderstanding..."

        

        This had to be a misunderstanding. It was impossible unless someone was setting Leo up, or unless this was Lady Estel's own scheme.

        

        But what did she mean by "a room where a mother and daughter were sleeping"?

        

        Leo glanced at the opposite side of the bed. There were traces of someone having lain there until just now... so that's why the bed had felt cramped?

        

        "What misunderstanding...!!!!"

        "J-Joshua will explain everything!!"

        "You crazy bastard... you sick, perverted bastard...! You're throwing Joshua under the bus?"

        "J-Joshua... wake up quickly and, aaaaargh!!"

        

        Joshua remained blissfully unaware of what was happening to Leo, lost in sweet dreams.
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        "L-Leo... are you okay? I'm sorry. It's all because of me..."

        "It's nothing. I was beaten nearly to death, but fortunately, I didn't die..."

        

        Joshua anxiously checked Leo's condition at his side.

        He's already recovered with his holy power, yet he's still playing it up.

        

        This morning, when I was furiously beating Leo within an inch of his life after waking up to the horrifying scene, Joshua woke up from the noise and hurriedly stopped me, explaining the situation... but I just couldn't calm down.

        

        Even if Joshua was the one who suggested it about the chest issue,

        To actually sleep together in the same bed just because he asked...?

        

        It hadn't even been a day since I warned Leo not to set his sights on Joshua, and yet something like this happened...

        

        No matter what temptations Joshua might have offered, Leo shouldn't have gotten involved.

        

        I thought he had become somewhat decent after the commitment he showed me yesterday, but how quickly he changed his mind after making that promise.

        

        And what was Joshua thinking, inviting Leo into the bed?

        As a mother, I didn't even know where to begin with my criticism.

        

        The two of them secretly sleeping in the same bed... it's not something I could forgive, but I suppose it could happen.

        

        They're at an age where they're interested in the opposite sex, and they were probably emotionally unstable after meeting the Inquisitor, so giving them the benefit of the doubt, I could let it slide.

        

        But bringing Leo into the bed where I was sleeping... Even if Joshua is her precious daughter whom she loves more than anything, to think about sharing a bed with a man in the same room where her mother is sleeping...!!!

        

        I never raised Joshua to be a fox-like child.

        Yet somehow, Joshua had become a vixen who had bewitched Leo.

        

        "Mom, I was wrong. Can't you forgive me now?"

        "......"

        

        I stopped walking for a moment as Joshua approached me timidly, seeking forgiveness, while I had been striding quickly and silently toward Beryl's house.

        

        If Joshua had a tail, she would probably be wagging it gently to appease my mood.

        

        This... this... bewitching child...!

        

        I missed the Joshua who would blush just from holding hands and use magic.

        But what can I do? She's my daughter no matter what.

        

        With a small sigh, I held Joshua's shoulders and met her eyes.

        

        "Joshua."

        "Y-Yes?!"

        

        Even though I just called her name gently without showing any anger, Joshua bit her tongue in nervousness, clearly terrified.

        

        "Now, repeat after me. Hugging is for 17-year-olds."

        "Hugging is for 17-year-olds..."

        "Pecks are for 18-year-olds."

        "Pecks are for 18-year-olds..."

        "Kissing is for 19-year-olds."

        "Kissing is for 19-year-olds..."

        "Baby-making is for those 20 and older."

        "Baby-making is for those 20 and older..."

        

        In the Aria Chronicle world, which is based on quasi-fantasy, many women Joshua's age get married and have children, but as my daughter, I didn't want to see Joshua become a mother at 15.

        

        "Understand?"

        "I'll try my best..."

        

        At times like this, she should just say she understands, even if it's a lie, but "try"...!

        I held my tongue, worried that saying anything more might send Joshua down the wrong path.

        

        Well, at least she's willing to try.

        As a mother, my role now is to watch over her from behind to make sure she doesn't go too far astray.

        

        Just when I was about to forgive her, I felt there was one more thing I absolutely needed to insist on.

        

        "Never bring a man into your room. Especially when you're sharing a bed with your mother—that should never have happened."

      

      
        "I'm sorry... I won't do it again."

        

        Joshua bowed her head once more, asking for forgiveness.

        

        That should be enough.

        I gave Joshua a big hug to show that my anger had subsided.

        

        It's fortunate nothing actually happened.

        If he had laid a hand on me while I was sleeping or touched Joshua... Leo would have disappeared from this world.

        

        While hugging Joshua, I glared at Leo, who was staring blankly from behind. Seeming to recognize his own fault, he lowered his head, and with that final image, I started walking again.

        

        As we passed through the bustling market crowd and turned into an alley, an awkward silence hung in the air without any conversation.

        

        I was the only one who could break the tension by changing the subject, but with all the incidents, big and small, that had been happening since yesterday, I couldn't let my guard down enough to engage in small talk.

        

        "Lady Estel, um... what happened to Lucia?"

        

        Perhaps unable to bear the atmosphere, Leo spoke up. And with such a heavy topic, no less.

        

        To bring up a subject that might be traumatic for Joshua so casually!

        

        "I'm curious too, Mom."

        

        I sent Leo a look of protest, wondering why he had to bring up such a topic, but contrary to my thoughts, Joshua seemed curious about Lucia as well and stood beside Leo to support his question.

        

        Lucia, the leader of the Inquisitors.

        The titles that followed weren't worth remembering, and her skills were just mediocre.

        

        She had the feel of a mid-chapter boss with awkward power, but to Joshua and Leo, she must have seemed like an insurmountable mountain...

        

        Thinking back to my past life... yes, terms like "power level measurer" or "newbie cutter" would suit her well.

        

        But the answer they wanted wasn't about her strength or level.

        

        Joshua lost her village and parents to the Inquisitors, and Leo nearly died at their hands as well...

        Perhaps Lucia represented a trial in both their destinies.

        

        "Lucia escaped."

        "I see."

        

        Leo responded quite calmly, either from the belief that Lucia wouldn't die easily or because he still had a chance to end his ill-fated connection with her by his own hands.

        

        "Why? Did you think I killed her?"

        "I thought that for Lady Estel, killing wouldn't be enough. After all... she touched Joshua."

        

        Touch Joshua and death alone won't be a gentle end.

        That was something I often told Leo.

        

        "I cut off one of her arms, so she won't be causing trouble for a while."

        

        Although I cut off one of her arms, I still regret not cutting off both her legs. Someone like Lucia, who's no different from a fanatic, will seek revenge sooner or later.

        

        Maybe I should have killed her. The uneasy feeling wouldn't go away.

        

        Still, with the curse spreading from the severed arm and what I learned about Embryo, she probably won't show herself for a while.

        

        "That Inquisitor will reappear someday. I might not be able to help like I did this time. Leo, you must never put Joshua in danger again."

        

        I can't always be with Joshua. There's no guarantee I'll be by Joshua's side if incidents occur one after another like yesterday. Leo is probably the one who's spent the most time with Joshua lately.

        

        One way or another, the reality is that we have to rely on Leo.

        

        That's also why we're heading to Beryl's. Being distracted by Beryl and neglecting Leo's holy power almost put Joshua in danger... regardless of Leo's involvement, it felt like my fault in the end.

        

        "I'll get stronger too, so Leo won't get hurt."

        "That's right. When we get home, Mom will teach you various things so you can protect yourself."

        

        I'm not sure if it's fortunate that Joshua is burning with motivation rather than trauma after this incident... I'd prefer if she lived a normal life, but contrary to my wishes, I had a feeling Joshua's fate wouldn't be smooth.

        

        Just looking at Leo, who's entangled with Joshua... he was far from ordinary.

      

      
        

        "By the way, Leo, do you know about Karte?"

        "Karte... you say?"

        

        More important than Lucia was Karte.

        The person who held the position of Pope in Part 3 of Aria Chronicle's Holy Kingdom arc was active 200 years ago from now, which didn't make sense.

        

        Is there some setting I'm not aware of?

        I thought I had a deep understanding of the overall setting after looking through setting books and official anthologies, but it seems there might be some behind-the-scenes setting that only the creator knows.

        

        "Karte is the vice-captain of the Inquisitors. He has Pope Arius's trust."

        "Anything else? Any special characteristics?"

        "Well... I've never spoken with him, so I don't know anything besides his excessively high holy power."

        

        I thought Leo might know something, but it seems not.

        I guess I'll have to meet and talk to him directly.

        Though I'm not sure if there will be an environment for a calm conversation.

        

        As our conversation was ending, we arrived at Beryl's shop, which had no sign.

        

        "Ahem. You've been here with Nix before, but it's your first time coming with Mom, right? I'll formally introduce you to Mom's friend."

        

        I felt a bit embarrassed that I hadn't introduced Beryl to Joshua despite being in Veneschia for quite some time, but I decided to be brazen about it.

        

        They might be in the midst of confirming their feelings for each other, but it's already past 9 AM, so we probably won't encounter any embarrassing situations.

        

        "Beryl, I'm coming in."

        

        After knocking, I carefully opened the door slightly, and at that moment,

        

        "Beryl...! I, I can't anymore...!"

        "Haah...! E-Estel. N-Not now...!"

        

        Along with sticky, even sensual air, Beryl's moans reached my ears.

        

        Oh crap.

        

        I immediately closed the door, but... not before meeting Beryl's eyes, filled with complex emotions, and seeing Nix transformed into a beast...

        

        They're... doing it right now, aren't they?

        My face flushed with embarrassment as this was my first time seeing it directly.

        

        My friend... the great Beryl... with a mere human...!

        

        Judging by the lifeless look in Beryl's eyes... they must have been going at it all night without rest.

        

        How else could I explain the sight of Beryl, who had shown me such a different face before, now turned into a gentle lamb being devoured by a wolf?

        

        Nix, you scary child...

        

        "Lady Estel, is something wrong?"

        "Ah, yes. Well. Yes, yes. It seems they're still sleeping. For a moment... That's it! Should we look around the area for a bit?"

        

        Leo, who was at the back, tactlessly asked, making me stutter as I made up an excuse.

        

        "Mom, Nix is the same age as me, 15."

        "Ah, Mom knows that!"

        "Just saying."

        

        What are you talking about, Joshua?

        You saw it, didn't you?

        

        Being right behind me, Joshua might have witnessed the moment history was being made in that brief second...

        

        Joshua's face was also flushed, but she mentioned Nix's age as if defying what I had said earlier.

        

        "A-Anyway! Let's look around for a bit...!"

        

        There was nothing else I could do at the moment except grab Joshua's hand and Leo's collar and leave Beryl's shop.
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        After leading Joshua and Leo around for about two hours to enjoy the festival atmosphere, I returned to find everything neatly cleaned up—the strange atmosphere and traces on the floor had been completely removed.

        

        Beryl seemed to have had a change of heart; the eyepatch that had covered both eyes now only covered one, and the exposed eye proudly displayed the mystical Dreamy Eye without being sewn shut.

        

        Though she had said it was scary to open her eyes, now the gentle Beryl greeted us with an awkward smile while keeping one eye open.

        

        Come to think of it, when I peeked through the door crack earlier, Beryl also had one eye closed.

        

        I wanted to ask what had happened, but... the awkward atmosphere made me afraid to bring it up.

        

        "Estel, welcome back..."

        "I'm sorry..."

        

        I apologized quietly to Beryl, who was awkwardly greeting us.

        

        "No, don't be sorry. I should have locked the door. I'm sorry you had to see me in such an embarrassing state."

        

        If it were me, I would have been angry.

        Thanks to Beryl apologizing instead, I found it difficult to look her in the eyes properly.

        

        I expected something to happen, but who would have imagined that their "historical event" wouldn't be over even after 9 o'clock?

        

        I should have sent a message ahead.

        Beryl, whose hair tips were still wet as if she had just bathed, sat awkwardly in her chair with a flushed face, looking uncomfortable.

        

        It felt like silent pressure saying this place was uncomfortable and we should state our business and leave quickly.

        

        Since I was nothing but an unwelcome guest who had interrupted their happy time, I thought that despite feeling sorry for Leo, it might be better to leave for today...

        

        "If it's uncomfortable... I'll come back tomorrow. Sorry for interrupting your good time."

        "That's not it... it's just... I can't put strength in my lower back..."

        "Beryl, you need to be careful. Let me help you."

        

        Beryl, who was sitting awkwardly, was slowly sliding off her chair as if to prove her point.

        Only after Nix caught her and helped her back up could she sit properly in the chair again.

        

        Just how much did they... that she can't even control her body...?

        

        I had just dealt with Joshua's antics this morning... but these two had boldly gone beyond my concerns and were heading straight for the cosmos.

        

        That's usually how pure love ends up. I understand they're excited about their feelings finally connecting, but... facing this situation as a guardian was as awkward as it gets.

        

        Everyone in the room blushed and awkwardly watched each other's reactions.

        Leo also seemed to have figured out what had happened here through my conversation with Beryl.

        

        In a situation where everyone was reluctant to talk... the only one who could change the atmosphere was me.

        In a way, I created this situation, so I felt a sense of duty that I had to do something.

        

        "Ah, right! Introductions, yes. Beryl, let me introduce you. This is my daughter, Joshua. And this is Leo, my knight escort."

        "Hello. Nice to meet you again properly. I'm Joshua."

        "Hello. I'm Leo, the escort knight."

        "Nice to meet you. I'm Beryl, Estel's friend. Joshua, thank you for helping me yesterday."

        

        Fortunately, I wasn't the only one who wanted to change the atmosphere, as they exchanged greetings without awkwardness. It seemed that the initial visit to the shop with Nix had helped ease the tension.

        

        Moreover, Beryl expressed gratitude to Joshua, suggesting they had met separately without my knowledge.

        

        "I helped Beryl when she was in trouble while I was looking for Leo yesterday."

        

        When I glanced at Joshua, she smiled and explained the situation.

        

        "You found my silver coin for me, but I lost it again. I'm sorry."

        "That's okay. I'll find it for you again."

        "Thank you for offering. Someone probably picked it up. Besides... I gained something much more precious than a silver coin."

        

        Beryl smiled as she placed her hand over Nix's hand that was supporting her.

      

      
        

        It was a smile more filled with happiness than the one she wore when she was trying to capture Nix's heart and dreaming of a happy future.

        

        Seeing that smile made me happy too, making me wonder if I would ever experience such happiness myself.

        

        "How are you doing, Joshua? Going well?"

        "Hehe. Not bad."

        

        While I was lost in thought, Beryl and Joshua were having a conversation about something only they knew about.

        

        What is it? What are they talking about?

        My friend and my daughter were bonding right in front of their mother.

        

        I couldn't shake off the strange feeling of being left out.

        

        "Oh, right. Estel, you came to see me about something, didn't you?"

        

        As I was watching their friendly conversation with puffed cheeks, Beryl noticed my expression and changed the subject.

        

        "Yes. I wanted to ask you a favor."

        "What is it? I'll help with anything I can."

        

        With a bit of exaggeration, the current Beryl seemed like she would gladly give away her Dreamy Eye if asked.

        

        "Leo's eyes are special. Like your Dreamy Eye. I thought you might know something about them."

        "Leo? Let me see."

        

        Beryl beckoned Leo, who was standing behind Joshua, and had him sit in a chair where she could see him comfortably.

        

        "Please tell me immediately if you feel uncomfortable."

        

        Leo seemed cautious about revealing his Holy Eyes in front of another witch. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and slowly opened them.

        Leo's golden eyes met Beryl's gaze.

        

        Even Beryl, who possessed the Dreamy Eye, frowned when confronted with the Holy Eyes that supposedly see through everything.

        Anyone would instinctively feel uncomfortable with eyes that seemed to examine every inch of your exposed body.

        I too couldn't forget the unpleasant, chilling sensation when I first saw the Holy Eyes.

        

        "Estel, this is..."

        "Yes. The Holy Eyes. Eyes given by angels to chosen humans."

        

        A blessing said to distinguish between good and evil souls, bestowed upon the most devout in the Holy Kingdom.

        A symbol that its bearer, as a messenger of God, will be involved in great events in the future—and the worst possible eyes for beings who stand opposite to God.

        

        "Leo doesn't handle his Holy Eyes well, so I thought someone with a Dreamy Eye like you might know about the power of Holy Eyes. Is that possible?"

        "It's not impossible, but... Estel, are you serious?"

        

        Beryl looked at me with concerned eyes. It was a warning that only Beryl understood, not Joshua, Leo, or Nix—that awakening Leo's Holy Eyes might turn their power against us instead.

        

        Given what the Holy Kingdom had done to witches, as a witch herself, she couldn't view the Holy Eyes favorably.

        No matter how much Joshua might care for Leo, Beryl, being a witch, would be reluctant to help.

        I never thought I'd be asking a witch to examine Holy Eyes either.

        

        If Joshua hadn't chosen Leo, I wouldn't have had to make such a request.

        

        "I'm serious. Please."

        "..."

        

        If Leo doesn't become stronger, Joshua might be in danger.

        Setting aside concerns about Holy Eyes and the Holy Kingdom as a witch... as a mother, I couldn't back down.

        

        "Sigh. Alright."

        "Hehehe. Thank you."

        

        Beryl nodded with a deep sigh.

        

      

      
        "Leo. You should thank her too."

        "Th-thank you."

        

        True to form for Leo, who was terrified before we headed to Venestia that showing his Holy Eyes to Beryl might get him killed.

        Only after I pushed the back of his head to force him to bow did words of gratitude come out.

        

        "Nix, could you go outside with Joshua for a while? It might be dangerous."

        "Understood. Don't push yourself too hard."

        

        At Beryl's request, Nix nodded gently and signaled to Joshua.

        Normally, Joshua would have insisted on staying, but seeing Beryl's serious expression, she followed Nix out of the shop without protest.

        

        "What are you going to do?"

        

        Though I had asked for help without much thought, I was curious about Beryl's method since I didn't know how to examine Holy Eyes.

        I hoped it wouldn't involve primitive methods like extracting and dissecting the eyes.

        

        "I can't do it alone. Estel, I need your power."

        "My power?"

        

        Since the Dreamy Eye was said to have omnipotent power, I wondered why she would need my help.

        After all, this was the same Beryl who would appear out of nowhere when trouble arose in Aria Chronicle Part 3, claim she solved everything, and then vanish gracefully.

        

        "I'll use the Dreamy Eye to make the Holy Eyes defenseless, and then you'll use your power to send Leo into his own mental landscape. The angel who gave him the Holy Eyes must be dwelling within him. If the Holy Eyes are defenseless, he can meet the angel hiding in his mental landscape. It'll be faster to ask the angel directly."

        

        I had heard somewhere that Dreamy Eyes might be lost eyes of angels, but Beryl seemed to know a lot about Holy Eyes.

        

        "Wouldn't it be faster to summon the angel to the dream world instead of sending him into his mental landscape?"

        "Estel... if an angel appears in the dream world, it won't be a pleasant conversation. It would attack us immediately, wouldn't it? Even I would have trouble subduing an angel."

        

        That's true.

        If you were resting comfortably at home and suddenly found yourself in a place that defies providence... even an angel wouldn't try to resolve things peacefully.

        Still, she's not saying she would definitely lose.

        

        "Will you be okay? Making the Holy Eyes defenseless."

        

        Though she made it sound easy, rendering Holy Eyes defenseless didn't seem like a simple task.

        

        The power of the Dreamy Eye that Beryl showed when her eyes were closed during her rampage was strong, but it seemed somewhat lacking in terms of control.

        

        I was a bit worried, to be honest. Slightly anxious.

        

        "Estel, don't worry."

        

        Noticing my concern, Beryl smiled with her eyes and removed her eyepatch.

        The Dreamy Eye, now completely free, shot a sharp gaze at me—or more precisely, at my chest.

        

        Surely not, right?

        With Beryl's eyes open, there should be nothing to worry about!

        

        In an instant, the atmosphere reversed, and that sharp gaze made me anxious in a different way.

        

        "Hey, milk jugs. We meet often these days, huh?"

        "Y-yeah. It's only been a day...?"

        

        Beryl rose from her seat and reached out as if to roughly grab my chest.

        

        But as she tried to stand...

        

        "Oooh... my, my back...!"

        

        I should thank Nix, I suppose.

        If I laughed here, it wouldn't end with just getting grabbed.

        I barely managed to hold back my laughter as Beryl collapsed with a beast-like groan.
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        "My lower body feels strange..."

        "You should have shown some restraint..."

        "Did I do it...? That foolish girl did. Oh, there. A bit more... mmm. That feels good."

        

        I massaged around Beryl's waist to help her regain strength since she couldn't seem to get up.

        As I carefully kneaded her slender waist between her pelvis and shoulder blades, infusing it with mana, Beryl let out strange sounds and old-man-like exclamations that made me sigh.

        

        "Ahem. Please let me know when you're finished."

        

        Leo cleared his throat and averted his gaze, but Beryl didn't seem to care who was around.

        

        Just listening to her, you'd think Beryl had done something scandalous while I wasn't looking.

        Between calling Nix "cutie pie" when I entered her mindscape and knowing I helped with her love life, I found it a bit ridiculous that she didn't know about this.

        

        "Weren't we sharing consciousness?"

        "Milk brat. Who do you think was blocking the curse before you arrived? I was tired and sleeping."

        

        Fair enough. In the mindscape, Beryl's eyes were half-glazed, and she had collapsed without helping me fight off the curse.

        If she was sleeping, it made sense that she couldn't control her body after receiving the aftermath and aftereffects of their lovemaking when she took back control.

        

        She showed quite dramatic convulsions, like someone suddenly released from hypnosis.

        Considering Nix was still growing... I couldn't even imagine what would happen in a few years.

        

        "That's better now. Hmph, keeping all the good stuff to yourself, huh?"

        

        Beryl staggered to her feet and barely managed to sit in a chair.

        She grumbled resentfully at me while scratching her head, then glanced at Leo, who was glowing with the Holy Eye.

        

        "Oho. That's the Holy Eye, isn't it?"

        "Yes. I already told your other self, but what happened was..."

        "I heard the situation. It keeps buzzing in my head."

        

        Having a dual personality is quite convenient. I was worried about having to ask the awake Beryl to examine the Holy Eye again, but fortunately, it seemed the sleeping Beryl was communicating with her from inside her head.

        

        When Leo cautiously turned his head, the Phantasmal Witch Eye and the Holy Eye began emitting energy as if glaring at each other.

        

        "Well, look at that."

        

        Despite how unpleasant seeing the Holy Eye should be, Beryl smiled playfully as her Phantasmal Witch Eye emitted even more light.

        That's Beryl for you... As expected of a witch at the top of the power balance, second only to the Primordial Witches at the four corners of the world, she didn't seem bothered by the Holy Eye at all.

        

        "Estel."

        "Y-yes?!"

        

        Beryl rarely called me by my name.

        Usually when she's angry or displeased... I almost missed being called "milk brat."

        

        Even if I had convinced the sleeping Beryl, the awake Beryl might be a different story.

        

        Is she going to get angry? Or demand a proper explanation?

        I swallowed nervously and focused on what Beryl would say next.

        

        "I'm sleepy. Let's start right away."

        "S-sure! Right away, yes! Great!"

        

        I was worried for nothing!

        Before I could finish speaking, the Phantasmal Witch Eye began to flicker, turning the world green.

        It was a sign that the phantasmal world was beginning to infiltrate Beryl's shop.

        

        "Th-this...!"

        "Leo, calm down. It's all for Joshua's sake."

        

        Leo stood up in panic as the world turned completely green.

        I wondered if seeing the phantasmal world through the Holy Eye would feel similar to how a witch sees the Holy Eye.

        But what can we do? Leo, you'll have to endure it for Joshua's sake.

        

        I grabbed Leo's shoulders and made him sit quietly in the chair.

        This was just the beginning, and it would be troublesome if he panicked already.

        Making the Holy Eye defenseless seemed to be part of a plan almost equivalent to extraction, if not quite.

        

        "Hey, eyeball. Stay still if you don't want to die. Know that you'll die even if you make a fuss."

      

      
        "Urgh..."

        

        So Beryl calls him "eyeball." Eyeball... not bad.

        

        The energy emanating from the Phantasmal Witch Eye instantly engulfed Leo's Holy Eye.

        Though he bit his lip to suppress his screams from the pain, some sounds inevitably escaped.

        

        The Holy Eye's self-defense instinct, independent of Leo's will, emitted golden energy to push back the Witch Eye's power.

        

        This is the phantasmal world.

        A space where Beryl can exercise omnipotent power.

        The Holy Eye's defensive instinct was no match for Beryl's Witch Eye.

        

        The Holy Eye's light visibly diminished as it gradually took on Beryl's color.

        

        Is this really safe?

        Even the small screams that had been escaping from Leo's mouth were no longer audible. And he had dropped his head lifelessly.

        

        Beryl said that canceling the phantasmal world would undo everything, but I met eyes with Beryl, who looked satisfied seeing the unconscious Leo.

        

        "Milk brat, it's your turn now."

        "Thanks for your help."

        

        Pink energy began gathering in my hand.

        I didn't expect to use my ultimate two days in a row.

        

        Since opportunities to meet an angel are rare, I considered entering Leo's mindscape too,

        but if I went in and got rejected by the angel... Beryl probably wouldn't help me a second time.

        

        Even now, she was yawning and showing signs of wanting to rest.

        

        I grabbed Leo's shoulder with my hand glowing pink and activated my ultimate.

        

        Go ask the angel.

        Why they gave you the Holy Eye.

        What the Holy Eye's power is.

        

        The green-tinted space suddenly turned pink as I sent Leo into his mindscape.

        

        ***

        

        "Did it work?"

        "Yes. He just entered his mindscape."

        

        While I was laying down the collapsed Leo in a suitable place, Beryl, covering one eye, asked kindly.

        The phantasmal world remained, but since the delicate work was done, it seemed the sleeping Beryl had handed over control and gone to sleep.

        

        "Just in case, I'll maintain the Witch Eye until Leo wakes up. Is that okay?"

        "Thank you, Beryl."

        

        Despite how the stronger the Witch Eye, the more physically draining it must be, Beryl seemed unfazed.

        Well, considering she'd been burning the midnight oil until 9 AM and still hadn't slept at all... the Witch Eye was probably nothing to her.

        

        "Hey, Estel. Are you okay?"

        "Huh?"

        "It's... nothing."

        

        Why make me curious like that?

        Is there something she's hiding from me?

        

        I tilted my head, looking at Beryl who suddenly asked if I was okay and then abruptly cut herself off.

        

        "What is it? Is there some secret you can't tell me?"

        "It's not that... I just don't feel the curse at all right now."

        

        Is that all?

        If she can't feel the curse, that's a good thing, so why the suspense?

        

        "Isn't that good?"

        "At first I was happy. The curse's voice wasn't audible, and even the feeling of the curse was gone, as if it never existed. But..."

        

      

      
        Beryl, her body still trembling, came over to me and clasped both my hands.

        

        "Why do I feel my curse coming from you, Estel?"

        "......"

        

        Beryl's eyes trembled, revealing complex emotions.

        Worry, doubt, anxiety... as if asking me to tell her the truth she didn't know, she held my hands and soon began to tear up.

        

        I didn't mean to worry her...

        I never expected Beryl would be able to sense the curse.

        

        My ultimate breaks down mental walls and shares secrets.

        A miracle that allows understanding of incomprehensible memories, emotions, and thoughts.

        

        In this space, no secrets can exist; it's where our hearts are connected.

        

        Perhaps Beryl and Nix found their happy ending because they faced each other without hiding anything.

        They must have felt a unique, tender emotion while sharing each other's memories and feelings.

        

        That's how I'd explain it with sentiment and romance.

        

        "Well... I ate your curse. Nom nom nom."

        "Stop joking around."

        

        I tried to lighten the mood with some aegyo, but was flatly rejected.

        It was half a joke, but half true.

        

        Another aspect of my ultimate allows for things opposite to pure love.

        

        Manipulating someone's memories and emotions, distorting their mindscape as I please... or even blocking curses within the mindscape.

        

        I vowed never to manipulate others at will because it's absolutely not pure love, but this time it was for the sake of pure love.

        

        "It's true. I ate it. Otherwise... how could you feel it?"

        

        When I guided Beryl's hand to my chest, she flinched as if feeling the curse more closely.

        

        If I can enter someone else's mindscape, I can also bring them into mine.

        I simply transferred Beryl's curse to my mindscape and convinced it.

        

        That it's not time to rampage yet.

        That it should sleep quietly and wait for the right time.

        

        Just like when I first used my ultimate.

        I prepared a sleeping place for it right next to my own dormant curse.

        

        "Estel... I'm sorry. Because of me... *sob*."

        

        Beryl hugged me tightly, tears flowing.

        

        "I told you it's fine! Don't cry. Just listen to me."

        "B-but... but...!"

        

        Perhaps putting it in my mindscape instead of Beryl's was the right answer, since it might rampage again someday.

        I could solve it in 200 years anyway. I could take care of Beryl's curse along with mine then.

        

        Unlike me, who didn't think much of it, Beryl cried even more bitterly than before, probably because of her memories of being consumed by the curse.

        

        I understand her concern since a curse's rampage means a witch's destruction, but...!

        Could she at least let me go so I can explain?

        

        She's hugging me so tightly that my chest is being flattened like a hotteok... it's getting hard to breathe!

        

        "Waaah! Don't die, Estel...!"

        "I won't die! Calm down!"

        "I... I! I killed Estel...!"

        "ENOUGH!!!!! I'm really going to die, so let go first!!"

        

        Still, I didn't entirely dislike seeing Beryl crying for my sake.
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        "I didn't just eat it. I put it to sleep."

        "Put it to sleep...? Explain so I can understand."

        

        Beryl stopped crying and blinked her eyes wide in surprise at my words.

        

        Seeing Beryl's eyes welling up with tears again as if telling me not to lie, since my explanation about putting it to sleep seemed insufficient, I quickly continued.

        

        "My ulti is... well, Beryl, like your magic eye, I can also perform miracles. As you know, I can enter other people's mental landscapes and, while not omnipotent, I can use certain powers. Like putting curses to sleep..."

        

        I didn't mention anything about controlling memories, emotions, or minds, worried that Beryl might doubt her own love.

        

        It's true that I shared memories with Beryl and Nix, but tampering with emotions or memories goes against my principles... Those feelings belong solely to Beryl, so it seemed best not to say anything that might cause misunderstandings.

        

        "Isn't that too reckless? What if you had failed...?"

        "I have a track record of putting my own curse to sleep. So I thought I might be able to do the same with yours, and fortunately, it worked."

        

        I made it sound easy, but honestly, it would be a lie to say I wasn't anxious. Transferring another witch's curse into my own mental landscape... it's absurd even to me.

        

        Fortunately, I was able to put it to sleep relatively easily thanks to physical contact, which maximizes my ulti's power, and because the emotions that caused the curse to go berserk had subsided... but suppressing a rampaging curse was uncharted territory even for me.

        

        "Then you could have just put it to sleep in my mental landscape. Why is Estel shouldering my curse...?"

        "Because... we don't know when the curse might wake up again. If it's in my mental landscape, I can put it back to sleep immediately... but I can't keep entering your mental landscape all the time, can I?"

        

        My own curse has been sleeping peacefully since I put it to sleep the day I became a witch, without any incidents of going berserk. But Beryl's curse has already gone berserk once, so we need to monitor the situation.

        

        In that case, it's more efficient to bring it into my mental landscape and manage it there.

        

        "Give the curse back."

        "No. What if waking up a peacefully sleeping curse causes either of us to be consumed by it?"

        

        Above all, I thought that I might be the cause of Beryl's curse going berserk.

        

        If she hadn't met me... she would probably still be in the forest where the green god resides, her magic eye gleaming, never giving the curse a chance to rampage.

        

        I should have put it to sleep before it went berserk.... I never imagined she would put me to sleep there and run to Nix.

        

        "What if you become endangered? What if it becomes uncontrollable even for you...!"

        "Then, just as I helped you, you can help me."

        

        I'll take measures to prevent that from happening, but even if it did, Beryl would have the power to stop me if I were consumed by the curse.

        

        "Estel, I'll definitely help you."

        

        Beryl showed her firm resolve as the last of her tears fell.

        

        With Beryl, she might find a way to eliminate the curse through methods I don't know.

        

        That thought made me feel reassured, and I found myself smiling without realizing it.

        

        Beryl's tears were purely out of concern for me as a friend.

        

        It was different from pure love, but a warmth that tickled my heart seeped in, unfamiliar yet pleasant.

        

        "But... what happened to your eye?"

        

        Not being used to this kind of atmosphere, I scratched my cheek and changed the subject, looking away.

        

        Beryl's appearance with one eye covered had been something I wanted to ask about since I first saw her, but somehow it hadn't seemed like an appropriate topic to bring up until now.

        

        "I wanted... to see."

        "To see? But you can see with your spiritual sense."

        

        I didn't quite understand since Beryl could perceive the world through spiritual sense. Seeing with spiritual sense would give her an even wider field of vision than using her eyes.

        

      

      
        Beryl fidgeted with her hands and smiled shyly.

        

        "Spiritual sense is good, but I wanted to see Nix directly with my own eyes. His smile when he looks at me. His gentle gaze. His thoughtful gestures. I wanted to see the world as Nix sees it, with the same eyes. So I asked permission from my other self and opened one eye."

        

        I thought she was going to say it was the result of two Beryls trying to claim Nix at the same time...

        

        Beryl's unexpected answer felt like a hard blow to the back of my head.

        

        The green magic eye in her revealed eye might look hideous and demonic on the surface, but within that gaze bloomed a poignant love directed at one person.

        

        Sometimes intense, sometimes gentle. Beyond my reflection in her pupil, Nix's image shimmered.

        

        A woman in love.

        

        Anyone could see that Beryl was burning with passionate love, making even me feel as if I had fallen in love too.

        

        So this is love.

        The ridiculous love story I told Beryl couldn't even compare to this—real love.

        

        "I was worried Nix might be horrified seeing my eye... But you know what? He didn't avoid my gaze and kept looking at me. He said I was lovable no matter what I looked like and kissed me on the eye."

        

        'Someday you'll experience a beautiful love too.'

        

        I remembered when I met Beryl, fought with her, became friends, and lectured her about love. Beryl, who had made a disgusted face as if I was talking nonsense... now seemed like a completely different person, having fallen into a love more beautiful and happy than anything I had described.

        

        "Thank you, Estel. It's all thanks to you. If you hadn't helped me... I would have lived without ever knowing this happiness."

        "Hehehe. For the Witch of Love, this is nothing...!"

        "Hehe. That's right. Thank you, Witch of Love."

        

        The more radiant Beryl became, the more something empty in my heart seemed to fill.

        

        Pure love.

        

        This is what I wanted to see.

        Pure love that makes even me, just watching from the side, not know what to do with myself from the elation of happiness—a sign of a happy ending.

        

        "Tomorrow is the ball, but you haven't prepared a dress, right? I'll make one for you."

        

        The final destination of the plan is dancing at the ball. As the Witch of Love, I should see it through to the end.

        

        Since I've handmade all of Joshua's clothes, I can make a dress in a day if I have the materials. If I ask Derek, I can get fabric stored by the Laplace family.

        

        I wanted to make her a dress that would suit her better than a white one-piece.

        

        "No, I'll pass on the ball. I'm just going to stay home. Without something like a ball... my love has already been fulfilled. No, it's just beginning."

        "Beryl, you..."

        

        Perfect score. Perfect score...

        Beryl's pure love power, which had surpassed a perfect score to reach a million points, gave me a tingling sensation in my lower abdomen.

        

        Should I just move to Venestia?

        Thinking that I wouldn't be able to see Beryl and Nix's love if I went home made me feel regretful.

        

        But if I keep hanging around, I'd be interfering with their love... and that's unacceptable, so I quickly abandoned the idea.

        

        "What do you think about Joshua and Leo?"

        "What do I think...?"

        "Don't you think they look good together?"

        

        While I was happily immersed in thoughts of Beryl's pure love, my heart burning warmly, this sudden question cooled me down and brought me back to my senses.

        

        It's true that Joshua and Leo make a visually appealing pair, both being exceptionally good-looking... but considering Leo's circumstances and the terrible things I had planned to do to Joshua, I simply couldn't view it positively.

        

        And Joshua's desire to somehow embrace Leo despite everything is beyond my understanding... Even though I said I respect Joshua, I've just been looking away.

      

      
        

        As Joshua's mother, Leo is absolutely unacceptable as a son-in-law. What's so good about someone like him that Joshua protects him!

        

        My thoughts must have been written all over my face, as Beryl made a bitter expression. Then she folded her hands again and met my eyes.

        

        "Why don't you try trusting Joshua?"

        "I trust Joshua more than anyone. And I know Joshua better than anyone in this world."

        

        This was a kind of warning to Beryl. I didn't want any more interference in Joshua's affairs. I am Joshua's mother, not Beryl.

        

        Even if Beryl is my friend, there's a line that shouldn't be crossed... and that line is Joshua.

        

        "That's right. You know Joshua better than I do, Estel. Because you're her mother."

        "......"

        "You must know better than me, who's only met her for a few days, that Joshua has feelings for Leo, since you've always been by her side."

        

        I tried to listen to Beryl's words while suppressing my irritation. "Tried" might be the more appropriate word.

        

        Beryl doesn't understand because she's not a mother.

        A mother's heart that only wants her daughter to be happy.

        I can't forgive anything that might cause even the slightest blemish.

        

        "Do you remember what you told me? You said that the feelings of the person you love are most important. Believe in emotions and act as they guide you."

        "......"

        "Joshua seems to be doing well, following the guidance of the Witch of Love... what does our Witch of Love think?"

        

        The words I had said to Beryl in Venestia came back to me.

        

        Somehow, Beryl's words made it seem like I was blocking that happiness, which felt unfair.

        

        "I... just don't want Joshua to get hurt."

        

        I don't think it's wrong to want Joshua not to get hurt. Any parent in the world would feel the same way.

        

        Even if it might cause a small wound to Joshua's heart, I didn't want to see her suffering from a large wound and giving up.

        

        "What if she gets hurt... and decides never to love again?"

        

        Like you did before being consumed by the curse.

        

        Although Beryl and Nix ended up together in the end... there's no guarantee that would happen with Joshua.

        

        "How about trusting Joshua's choices? Joshua is my friend, and Estel's daughter, right?"

        

        When it came to thinking about Joshua, I prioritized worry over trust, while Beryl prioritized trust over worry. At the end of that difference in perspective, I felt intimidated.

        

        "Joshua will surely overcome any wounds she receives. Because... her mother, the Witch of Love, will be by her side."

        

        I know. I know that love isn't always just happiness. At the very least, it can be less painful. That's why I disapproved of Leo, who had already hurt her once...

        

        Come to think of it, Joshua never blamed Leo for that incident. Instead, she protected and cared for him.

        

        I couldn't understand it, but I left her alone because that's what Joshua wanted.

        

        There were plenty of opportunities to kill Leo from the beginning... but Joshua wanted him to live.

        

        "...Alright."

        

        I know. I hold Joshua's love to an especially strict standard...

        But I'm her mother. I just want Joshua to be happy.

        

        "I'll think about it."

        

        I wanted to end this uncomfortable conversation as quickly as possible.
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        A white, empty space greeted Leo.

        

        A pristine white space... where one couldn't tell if it was a confined area or an endless expanse.

        

        Despite the alien landscape that could easily be dismissed as a mere dream if encountered for the first time, Leo wasn't flustered and slowly rose to his feet.

        

        It wasn't difficult to realize this wasn't a dream but a mental landscape. Estelle had clearly called this place a mental landscape back then.

        

        He smiled bitterly at the scenery he had already seen once, on the day he tried to strangle Joshua.

        

        As he stood up, he winced at the pain that seemed to pierce his eyes.

        

        Perhaps it was the lingering shock from when he neutralized the Holy Eye with Beryl's help before falling into this place.

        

        The pain subsided momentarily... Leo followed the golden threads emanating from the Holy Eye.

        

        Though the pure white space made him lose all sense of direction, all he could do was follow the path guided by the Holy Eye.

        He walked aimlessly through a place where neither time nor space held meaning, unable to tell if minutes or hours had passed.

        

        An angel.

        

        An angel in the form of a sphere covered with numerous eyes had appeared in his dream that day and given Leo the Holy Eye.

        

        The pupils filling the four wheels and the large eye gleaming brightly at the center of the wheels had been a great shock even to Leo, who had only seen depictions of angels in paintings.

        

        Leo, who had been a prince of the Holy Kingdom but lacked piety, thought the angel had descended to judge him when they met.

        

        If not for that, there would be no reason for Leo to encounter an angel. However, instead of judgment, the angel bestowed the Holy Eye upon Leo and gave him a revelation.

        

        He would have to face it directly.

        He had many personal questions for the angel.

        About the power of the Holy Eye, why it was given to him, and what the angel wanted.

        

        Leo stopped in his tracks as soon as he reached the destination guided by the Holy Eye.

        In the space that had been empty except for Leo until just now, the angel from his dream was watching him.

        

        The angel's form was just as terrifying and bizarre as when he had seen it in his dream.

        Yet, faced with this contradictory being that was both holy and sacred, Leo clenched his fist.

        

        "......"

        

        Now that he stood before the angel, he couldn't think of what to say.

        

        Had he been more devout, he wouldn't have dared to meet the angel's gaze, but he examined each of the angel's eyes one by one.

        

        Each eye on the wheels emitted the same light as the Holy Eye, and there were also empty spaces where eyes should have been.

        

        Those eyes seemed to question why he had come here, which gave him an inexplicable sense of relief.

        So not all angels know everything.

        

        [Why have you sought me out?]

        

        The angel's voice echoed in his mind two or three times like a reverberation.

        

        "I need power."

        [What tempts you? Is it the tongue of a wicked witch that seduces you? Or is it the sword wielded against you that blinds your eyes?]

        "Neither."

        [Then why do you seek power so desperately?]

        

        The angel continued questioning Leo as if testing him.

        

        Why do I seek power?

        Leo strengthened his resolve as he thought of Joshua.

        

        Joshua, who would hold out a spoon insisting he finish his food, who would hold his hand and smile shyly, who promised to protect each other as they embraced, who would fall asleep beside him in the same bed... he wanted to protect her.

        

        Leo's answer was already decided.

        

        "I want to protect the one who believes in me. I want to protect the one who begged me to live when I wanted to die. I want to protect the one who gives me more love than I deserve. Even if it... sends me to hell... I need the power of the Holy Eye."

        [......]

        

        The angel fell silent.

        The angel's flashing eyes closed one by one as if in contemplation, until only the large eye at the center remained watching Leo.

        

        The silence didn't last long.

      

      
        

        [What is your name?]

        "Leo."

        [Leo, what power makes you speak thus?]

        

        Leo pondered. The reason he was so desperate for power before the angel. The reason he needed to use the Holy Eye more freely.

        

        'Leo.'

        

        Joshua's beautiful voice, which couldn't possibly be heard here, pierced through the angel's voice echoing in his mind.

        

        As long as Joshua wanted to embrace him, conflict with the Holy Kingdom was inevitable, and Leo's current abilities were insufficient to protect Joshua.

        

        He wanted to protect Joshua. He needed power strong enough that no one could hurt her.

        

        "It is... love."

        

        Leo revealed his true feelings to the angel, something he had never told anyone.

        This burning passion could only be expressed as love, nothing else.

        

        He had come to like Joshua, who had seeped into his heart like a butterfly. Even if... he wasn't worthy. At this moment, he didn't want to hide his feelings.

        

        [With those eyes, see the world. Select and guide those worthy of their place. And thereby fill the nameless name of God.]

        

        The angel stirred. All the closed eyes opened wide at once, emitting light so intense it was blinding.

        

        That light extended directly toward Leo.

        

        [Until love fades... you shall not die. You shall not be defeated by great darkness. You shall not fall for the witch's temptation.]

        

        As the light poured down, Leo's consciousness began to fade. He struggled to maintain awareness.

        There was still so much he wanted to ask... but the angel was only uttering incomprehensible words.

        He sensed that if he lost consciousness, he would never meet the angel again.

        

        As if to soothe Leo's desperate heart, information about the Holy Eye began to fill his mind.

        From how to use it... to the source of its power. Additionally, a mass of divine power he had never felt before began to fill Leo's body.

        

        [When the pink starlight falls, love will beget love. So that love does not become hatred. So that love does not betray. See with those eyes.]

        "Please, speak clearly...!"

        

        It was frustrating that even though he now knew how to use the Holy Eye, he couldn't ask why the angel had given it to him specifically.

        Leo couldn't finish his last words and lost the consciousness he had been barely holding onto amidst the pouring light.

        

        ***

        

        "200 years later... in the forest..."

        "Yes... leave it to me..."

        

        Leo slowly opened his eyes as he emerged from the mental landscape.

        Estelle and Beryl were conversing nearby, but he couldn't make out exactly what they were saying.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        He involuntarily groaned in pain, as his head, eyes, and chest all ached.

        Hearing Leo's groan, Estelle and Beryl turned their attention to him.

        

        "How are you feeling? Did you meet the angel well?"

        

        Estelle approached the bed and examined Leo's eyes.

        The color of the corrupted Holy Eye had returned to its original state, emitting a golden heterochromia.

        

        Facing the Holy Eye was still unpleasant, but the divine power felt within Leo's body was more immense than what he had sensed from Lucia or Carte.

        

        "It just said a bunch of incomprehensible things... ugh."

        "So. What did the angel say?"

        "To fill the nameless name of God..."

        "Oh, really?"

        

        The nameless God.

        

        Estelle couldn't understand why the angel would tell Leo to fill in the name.

        That name would be filled 200 years later.

        It seemed pointless to tell Leo, who would live at most 100 years, about a mission he couldn't fulfill.

        

        "What else did it say?"

      

      
        "Pink starlight... I can't remember clearly."

        

        Leo placed his hand on his head and tried to recall the angel's words,

        but like when the Holy Eye was first bestowed, the words seemed blurred, becoming hazier the more he tried to remember.

        

        "Take your time. Tell me if it comes back to you later."

        

        Estelle didn't rush Leo.

        Whatever the angel said didn't really matter that much.

        The knowledge Estelle possessed was more valuable than the angel's prophetic words.

        

        The most important thing was the Holy Eye.

        Leo needed the power of the Holy Eye to become exceptionally stronger than others.

        

        "What about the Holy Eye?"

        "The Holy Eye... is resolved. I know what powers it can manifest. All of it."

        "Really? Then, that's good. How are you feeling?"

        

        If Joshua saw Leo in pain, she might make a fuss again...

        It was necessary to check Leo's physical condition before releasing the dreamworld.

        

        "I think I'm feeling better now."

        

        Leo got up from the bed and moved his body around, smiling brightly as if there was nothing wrong.

        The pain seemed to have subsided, as the groans that had punctuated his speech were gone.

        

        "That's good. Please don't worry us, okay?"

        "What...? What did you just say...?"

        

        Leo couldn't believe his ears at Estelle's concerned words.

        It would be fortunate enough not to be cursed at... her showing concern felt very strange.

        

        Am I still dreaming?

        He pinched his cheek and was greeted with a mild pain.

        

        "If you look weak, Joshua, who's been waiting outside all day, will worry. Pretend you're fine even if you're not."

        

        That's more like it.

        Leo sighed in relief and released his pinched cheek.

        But wait, she'd been waiting all day?

        

        "How long was I in there?"

        "...About 8 hours?"

        "8 hours...?"

        

        He had only exchanged a few words with the angel, yet 8 hours had passed?

        He was dumbfounded by this unbelievable sense of time.

        

        "Thank you, Beryl. I think we can stop now."

        "It's fine, it's nothing."

        

        With Estelle's words of gratitude, Beryl smiled.

        Beryl's magical eye gradually lost its light, and the world tinted green slowly began to regain its original colors.

        

        "Leo!"

        

        At the same moment, the shop door burst open and Joshua rushed in urgently.

        

        A beautiful voice reaching his ears, different from what he had imagined in the mental landscape.

        Joshua, who instantly appeared before Leo, examined him with worried eyes.

        

        "I was so worried because it took so long!"

        "I'm fine. I'm sorry for worrying you."

        "Do you know how many hours I waited? I couldn't go in... time kept passing..."

        

        Joshua's nagging continued for a while, but the smile never left Leo's face.

        Perhaps even her nagging sounded like beautiful choir music to him.

        

        Leo glanced at Estelle, signaling for help, but Estelle turned away, waving her hand as if to say "figure it out yourself."

        

        "Leo, are you not paying attention to me?"

        "Yes, yes! I'm sorry."

        

        Leo fumbled at Joshua's words, but then, like a hand carefully touching a butterfly, he gently stroked her head.
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        Joshua sighed as he stood in front of the large mirror.

        

        His heavily applied makeup to hide the scars and the hair covering one eye were neatly styled, making both his eyes look like they were greeting a stranger.

        

        The tightly laced corset, meant to make the already thin Joshua look even thinner, made it difficult to breathe, and his forcibly gathered chest felt almost pitiful.

        

        And what about the cumbersome dress with all those frills... He kept getting distracted by the bare skin visible through the holes in the dress.

        

        The shoes had such high heels that it was hard to stand properly, and he felt like he would fall if he didn't focus all his attention on walking. The accessories hanging all over his body were not just uncomfortable but heavy.

        

        This wasn't like Joshua at all.

        He sighed at his somewhat ridiculous appearance.

        

        "Miss Joshua, you look so beautiful!"

        "I envy the gentleman who will dance with you at the ball."

        

        Oblivious to Joshua's feelings... the two maids who had applied his makeup and dressed him kept showering him with enthusiastic compliments, almost screaming with delight.

        

        "Haha... Do you think so?"

        

        Is this really okay...?

        While seriously wondering if his perspective on beauty differed from the maids', he tried to adjust to his unfamiliar appearance.

        

        With only two hours left until the ball began, he didn't want to trouble the maids any further.

        

        From the Laplace family, and recommended by Emily... Are they trustworthy...?

        

        "Lord Leo will be your partner, right?"

        "Tall and handsome... You and Lord Leo make such a perfect couple."

        "There are so many rumors among the maids!"

        "I heard Lord Leo is trying on a very handsome tuxedo."

        

        The maids' chatter continued endlessly, cutting through Joshua's thoughts.

        

        A perfect couple... with Leo?

        Joshua blushed as he imagined Leo in a tuxedo. And then himself dancing with him face to face...

        

        It would surely be like a scene from a fairy tale.

        

        In contrast, Joshua's reflection in the mirror was... quite far from the princess he had imagined while reading fairy tales, which made his confidence waver.

        

        If only his mother were here, she would have given him all sorts of advice. But she hadn't shown herself since returning to the mansion last night.

        

        "Haah. Where is Mom..."

        

        Joshua sighed, muttering quietly like a complaint. He tried to calm his hands, which were trembling slightly from nervousness.

        

        Although he had dreamed of attending a ball, it was an unknown territory for Joshua, making it all feel unfamiliar.

        

        "Hmm... Our Joshua has become a different person overnight."

        "Mom...?"

        

        When pink hair appeared behind Joshua in the mirror, he turned around hastily with an undisguisable smile.

        

        His mother, leaning against the door and repeatedly yawning as if tired, looked Joshua over with a lukewarm gaze.

        

        "Aren't you changing into a dress, Mom?"

        

        Joshua questioned his mother's usual appearance.

        

        Though he didn't think his mother would dance with anyone else, he secretly wanted to see her in a dress.

        

        A splendid dress, elegant movements... captivating eyes and a dignified presence.

        

        She would surely be beautiful.

        After all, she was his mother, no matter what anyone said.

        

        "Why would I wear a dress when I'm not the main character? I have no intention of going to the ball to dance. *yawn*..."

      

      
        

        She dashed Joshua's expectations quite spectacularly with another yawn.

        

        "More importantly, Joshua. What on earth is this look?"

        

        Not content with just looking at Joshua's outfit, she frowned at the dress, makeup, and everything else.

        

        "We dressed her according to the latest fashion trends!"

        "Miss Joshua will shine the brightest at the ball!"

        

        The maids seized the opportunity to boast.

        

        "Fail."

        "......"

        

        At his mother's firm rejection, the maids froze in silence.

        

        It's all too much. Why so much unnecessary exposure? Did they have to tighten the corset this much... even an ant's waist wouldn't be this extreme. What if it damages the child's organs?

        

        And what's with this makeup? She's not a circus clown. With all this thick foundation, it's hiding Joshua's natural beauty. And putting killer heels on someone who needs to dance at a ball?

        

        She was already tired from working all night and almost lost her temper, but managed to hold back. If it were up to her, this would be a capital offense. Well, mere maids wouldn't understand Joshua's charm.

        

        "Leave."

        "Eek...! Yes!"

        "We'll take our leave!"

        

        As the maids fled the room, silence filled the air.

        

        So Mom felt the same way?

        Joshua breathed a sigh of relief at his mother's criticism of his appearance.

        

        If he had faced Leo like this... if Leo had laughed at his appearance... he didn't even want to imagine it.

        

        "Today, I'll be Joshua's stylist and makeup artist."

        "Pfft. What's that?"

        "It's a thing. Simply put, bibbidi-bobbidi-boo!"

        

        Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo was a spell from a fairy tale where a magician helps a crying woman attend a ball, and Joshua decided to believe in his mother's spell.

        

        Joshua accepted his mother's touch as she removed his clothes layer by layer. Starting with the dress that slid down with a swoosh, followed by the uncomfortable shoes and all sorts of trinkets. When the corset came off, it felt good to breathe freely again.

        

        Standing naked before his mother was a bit embarrassing, but... soon she took out a dress from her inventory and carefully helped him into it.

        

        "Joshua suits a simple yet dreamy dress better than a flashy one."

        

        It wasn't without frills, but they weren't excessive. His shoulders were exposed, but without shoulder pads, so it wasn't uncomfortable.

        

        The skin revealed at his sides had butterfly-shaped openings, and the light blue color of the dress harmonized with Joshua's hair color, giving the impression that it was made just for him.

        

        The skirt came down to his knees, and the waist decoration wrapped around his legs like a skirt down to his ankles.

        

        Plants growing from his body jutted out freely, creating a thoroughly dreamlike atmosphere.

        

        Even without a corset, even without forcibly gathering his chest, Joshua was beautiful enough as he was. Estel was glad she had spent the night making this outfit.

        

        "Where did you get this dress?"

        "Get it? I made it all myself. It's Joshua's first ball, and if I didn't do at least this much... I wouldn't be fulfilling my duty as a mother."

        

        Finally, she tied the strings on his back into a butterfly knot. Even without tightening it too much, Joshua's waist naturally created a beautiful curve. So he could breathe comfortably. She even used magic to ensure it wouldn't come undone.

        

        Joshua felt his mother's delicate touch reflected in the mirror. In each gesture, he could feel her consideration and love for him.

        

        "Next, let's fix your makeup?"

        

        Estel ignored the cosmetics on the dressing table and brought out her special makeup from her inventory.

        

        "Joshua doesn't need heavy makeup. Light, but with emphasis on key points."

      

      
        

        She carefully removed the makeup covering Joshua's face, then slowly applied foundation with a brush and painted his lips with a light pink lipstick. Defining his eyebrows and applying some makeup to his eyes would be good too.

        

        "Where did you learn to do makeup?"

        "Among the witches I know, there's one interested in beauty. Somehow... I learned from her."

        "You'd look pretty with makeup too, Mom... though you're already beautiful!"

        "Hehehe. Well, I am your mother after all."

        

        Estel gently caressed the scar on Joshua's face.

        

        "Should we finally remove this scar?"

        "Do you think... it would be better to remove it?"

        "I don't mind how Joshua looks, but... I'd like to see your face without scars too."

        "......"

        

        If possible, she wanted to remove that flower too, but it had become almost part of Joshua's identity now. At the very least, she wanted to remove the scar.

        

        She thought it would be better for both Joshua and Leo.

        

        "Okay, Mom."

        

        Joshua nodded as if making a big decision.

        

        Estel applied a potion she always kept ready to her fingertips and stroked the scar, causing the scars covering the right side of Joshua's body to visibly heal.

        

        "Thank you for making such a big decision."

        "No, I'm sorry for being stubborn all this time."

        

        While they chatted warmly, she untied Joshua's hair and rearranged it. Neat yet elegant and classic... while maintaining Joshua's dreamy atmosphere.

        

        Not much different from before, but covering one eye.

        

        "For shoes, this would be best, right?"

        "Glass slippers...?"

        

        Estel took out glass slippers from her inventory to show him.

        She had put more effort into making these glass slippers than the dress.

        

        She had applied perhaps excessive magic to ensure they wouldn't break and wouldn't hurt his feet.

        

        She had lowered the heels appropriately so they wouldn't be uncomfortable while dancing, and from the back of the shoe, translucent straps in a triple spiral rose up to hold the ankle, ending with a butterfly decoration.

        

        "Let me put them on for you."

        

        Estel bent down, carefully took Joshua's leg, and put the glass slipper on.

        

        "How is it?"

        "So comfortable!"

        

        Joshua walked around the room and even tried running, but he didn't feel like he would fall or feel any pain.

        

        "Thank you, Mom."

        

        Estel smiled with satisfaction.

        The current Joshua looked like a fairy with beautiful butterflies landing on him. Well, he was her child after all.

        

        Joshua also seemed pleased with his appearance, standing in front of the mirror, lost in thought, blushing at his completely transformed look.

        

        "Is this... me..."

        

        Joshua was, by anyone's standards, a girl in love.

        Finding that both heartwarming and bittersweet... Estel quietly left the room.

        

        She still had work to do.

        To make this the most unforgettable ball for Joshua.

        

        Estel, bearing the name of mother, moved her tired body and weary steps.
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        Leo stood leaning against the wall facing the full-length mirror, arms crossed, trying to calm his nervousness.

        

        One hour until the ball begins.

        

        He thought he'd never have to wear formal attire like a tuxedo again... but the reflection in the mirror showed a handsome man who would surely catch the eye of any woman.

        

        The perfectly fitted tuxedo enhanced Leo's appearance, giving him a classic, elegant look. Like a prince attending a royal banquet... come to think of it, Leo had momentarily forgotten that he was born a prince.

        

        This wasn't Leo's first ball, yet he felt more anxious and tense than he had at his very first one.

        

        Regardless of his intentions, his mind was filled with thoughts of Joshua—imagining her approaching slowly in a dress, smiling and extending her hand to him.

        

        "She'll certainly be beautiful."

        

        He wanted to see Joshua in her dress.

        He wanted to dance with her and enjoy the ball together.

        

        But would Estel allow it...?

        

        Thinking of Estel, who clearly disapproved of him... perhaps it would be better to simply act as Joshua's knight escort, ensuring she enjoyed the ball safely.

        

        Considering Estel's concern and actions yesterday, it seemed possible... but who knew when the witch's temperament might turn against Leo.

        

        "Are you ready?"

        

        Marquis Eric entered Leo's room.

        

        "Marquis Eric, you must be busy... Thank you for lending me these clothes."

        

        Leo expressed his gratitude to the Marquis who had come to his room despite surely being busy greeting the nobles arriving for the ball.

        

        "You look nervous."

        "Is it that obvious?"

        "I was the same way once. Haha. It reminds me of my younger days."

        

        Marquis Eric sat in a nearby chair and gave a bittersweet smile, as if reminiscing about the past.

        

        Over forty years ago, he too had been filled with anxiety and nervousness—until he approached his wife, who had been serving drinks in a corner of the ballroom, and asked her to dance.

        

        "These are the best years of your life. The situation with Emily is unfortunate, but love should be free, shouldn't it?"

        "......"

        

        Leo wondered if he should mention that Emily's behavior had been a facade to avoid the eyes of Marquis Eric and Derick. She had other goals beyond love; in fact, love had been merely an obstacle to her.

        

        In the end, he remained silent and listened to the Marquis. Conversing with someone seemed better than being anxious alone.

        

        "So your partner for the ball is... Joshua?"

        "For now... yes."

        

        Whatever the situation, Leo wanted to be Joshua's first dance partner. He might get beaten half to death by Estel, but he couldn't bear to watch her dance with someone else.

        

        If he could be a little more greedy, he'd want to be with Joshua from beginning to end—for every moment, if possible.

        

        "But why are you so nervous? Did Estel object?"

        "Haha... I've made some mistakes... that's why."

        

        Just as Estel was an obstacle for Leo, Marquis Eric had faced his own father Derick as an obstacle to his love, so he could understand. Still, Leo wanted to avoid appearing pathetic in front of Joshua.

        

        No parent can defeat their child, and considering Joshua's actions after the Death Worm subjugation, Estel would eventually accept their relationship.

        

      

      
        They might continue to live under scrutiny, but that could be easily resolved once they had children. Marquis Eric wished Leo would act with more confidence.

        

        "You should have confidence. Estel would want to entrust her daughter to a confident man."

        "I'll try..."

        "If possible, pretend Estel doesn't exist tonight. Focus only on Joshua."

        

        Leo wondered how to respond to the Marquis, who made something so difficult sound so easy. He wasn't wrong, but it wasn't as simple as he made it sound.

        

        Marquis Eric didn't know how painful Estel's fist could be, or the curse blasts from the end of her broom... Without the sanctuary, Leo might have been sent to hell long ago.

        

        Moreover, considering the mistakes Leo had made... there was no way he could lead the atmosphere with Joshua. Estel wasn't wrong either.

        

        As a mother, she couldn't entrust her daughter to a man who had attempted murder. If the positions were reversed, Leo would feel the same way.

        

        Still... his confession to the angel had been sincere, and he was anxious because he didn't know what to do.

        

        BANG!

        

        Speak of the devil. Estel burst through the door. Her expression sharper than usual, indicating her displeasure. She approached Leo in an instant.

        

        "What's this about pretending I don't exist?"

        "T-that wasn't me saying that..."

        

        Estel snapped sharply, apparently having overheard their conversation.

        

        Leo looked to Marquis Eric for help, but he broke into a cold sweat as he watched the Marquis silently slip out of the room.

        

        Ah, I'm going to get hit again.

        He squinted his eyes, bracing for the impact that could come from any direction.

        

        "Open your eyes. You're acting like I beat you every day."

        "You're... not going to hit me?"

        "Sigh... what does she see in a man like this..."

        

        As Leo cautiously opened his eyes, Estel placed her hands on her hips and sighed, muttering to herself.

        

        "Well, you don't look bad."

        

        Estel nodded slightly as she looked Leo up and down.

        

        "Leave the ribbon a bit loose."

        "Why the ribbon...?"

        "'Why' is too casual. You need at least one point of clumsiness so Joshua will take care of you."

        

        Estel snapped her fingers, and the neatly arranged ribbon at Leo's neck loosened.

        

        "Don't look at other women for more than three seconds. Focus only on Joshua. When conversing, make sure to maintain eye contact."

        "...Are you really okay with this?"

        "Hm? With what?"

        "Me attending the ball with Joshua."

        

        The loosened ribbon, the advice... it all seemed like she was acknowledging and supporting Leo and Joshua's relationship.

        

        Coming all the way to his room to offer advice... it made him wonder if he was dreaming.

        

        "Honestly, it annoys me."

        "Then why..."

        "My annoyance and Joshua's feelings for you... are separate issues."

        

        While making Joshua's outfit alone, Estel had sorted through her feelings. No matter how much of an eyesore or fool she thought Leo was... Joshua might feel differently.

      

      
        

        She didn't want to think she'd been swayed by Beril's persuasion, but it had certainly been a catalyst.

        

        A mother is just a mother.

        She knew she couldn't be responsible for Joshua's entire life... yet she kept being greedy, kept worrying. Because she was a mother.

        

        Perhaps it was a bit frightening and heavy to realize that, as a mother, it was time to let her daughter go.

        

        "Leo, can you stay with Joshua even if she falls to the depths of hell? Can you ensure she never has to lift a finger? Can you protect her from any threat? Even if... it costs you your life, can you prioritize Joshua's life?"

        

        She wanted to confirm Leo's determination once more.

        

        "I swear. I will stay by Joshua's side no matter what hardships or adversities come. Even if death stands in my way... I will cut down death itself."

        

        As Leo placed his clenched right fist over his heart and made his vow, Estel sighed in resignation.

        

        "It's not a pass, but it's not a fail either."

        "I... see."

        

        So what happens now? Is she giving her permission?

        Leo, struggling to follow the flow of the conversation, found it difficult to ask further questions or even make light jokes.

        

        "Because of someone, Joshua has dressed up beautifully for the first time in her life. Like a princess. What should you say when you see her?"

        "That she's... beautiful."

        "That's right. And don't forget to compliment the dress, which I stayed up all night making."

        

        True to her words about staying up all night, Estel looked slightly more tired than usual.

        

        Leo hadn't seen Estel since checking the sanctuary, wondering where she'd been... and now he learned she'd been making a dress. It gave him a glimpse of how much Estel cherished Joshua.

        

        "Aren't you teaching me too much?"

        "Why? Don't you like it?"

        "I'd rather... express the emotions I feel when I see her with my own eyes."

        "......"

        

        Leo didn't dislike Estel's help, but he wanted to express the feelings he had when seeing Joshua directly.

        Not following a prescribed answer, but words with genuine emotion.

        

        He believed that was the respectful approach and the first step he should take with Joshua. Even if it wouldn't differ much from what Estel suggested...

        

        "Full marks..."

        "Pardon?"

        

        Leo questioned, unable to hear Estel's quiet whisper, but she opened the door to leave without repeating herself.

        

        "Oh, right. You said you saved Joshua twice? Thank you."

        

        Estel peeked her face through the doorway to express her gratitude.

        

        "It's nothing. It was only natural to—"

        "You talk too much for a man. I've prepared a gift as thanks. Don't be surprised. You need to lead well, understand?"

        

        With a slight wink, Estel disappeared, leaving Leo completely unable to follow the situation.

        

        Gratitude, a wink... and even a gift?

        Is the world ending tomorrow or something?

        Maybe this really is a dream.

        

        Even pinching his cheek hard only confirmed that this wasn't a dream—it just hurt.
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        10 minutes before the start of the ball.

        Leo stood in front of Joshua's door, clasping his hands behind his back to hide his nervousness.

        

        The ball was about to begin shortly, so they needed to hurry, but Joshua had locked the door and showed no signs of coming out.

        

        "Joshua, the ball will begin shortly. If we don't hurry..."

        "Just a moment, please...! I'm not mentally prepared yet...!"

        

        Joshua stood before the mirror, checking his attire once more for any imperfections and paying attention to each strand of hair.

        The long-awaited ball was right around the corner, but now that he was about to face Leo, he didn't know what to do with the nervousness creeping over him.

        

        Joshua looked incredibly beautiful in the mirror thanks to his mother's help, but he felt like crying from the desperate desire to appear even more perfect in front of Leo.

        

        However, if he kept wasting time in front of the mirror, he would miss the ball entirely. Realizing this, he hastily opened the door—just a crack.

        

        "Leo... do I look strange...?"

        

        Joshua showed himself slightly through the gap in the door, tears welling in his eyes.

        Leo was prepared to accept Joshua wholeheartedly even if he had been dressed as a ridiculous clown.

        So he gently pushed the barely-opened door wider.

        

        The dress seemed to perfectly embody Joshua's essence, and the light makeup, though subtle, accentuated his features... and those teary eyes looking only at Leo.

        

        Leo couldn't maintain eye contact and had to look away.

        If he kept looking, he feared he wouldn't be able to calm his startled heart.

        

        "I knew it! I do look strange!?"

        

        As Joshua tried to close the door again, Leo blocked it and gently wiped away his tears with the back of his hand to prevent the makeup from smudging.

        

        "You're so beautiful that I couldn't properly look you in the eyes. Please forgive me for only being able to express it as... truly beautiful."

        "What... That just now was so cheesy. But I'll forgive you."

        

        Though Joshua said it was cheesy, his blushing face as he slowly exited the room suggested he didn't dislike it.

        Click-clack. The sound of glass slippers echoed clearly, creating a pleasant rhythm.

        

        Unlike typical dresses, this one exuded a more ethereal and mysterious atmosphere.

        The glass slippers, like something out of a fairy tale... It made Leo wonder if he was truly worthy of dancing with Joshua.

        

        "The dress, the shoes... they all seem to make you shine even more."

        "Hehe. My mother prepared them for me."

        

        The frightened Joshua was gone, replaced by his usual self who smiled shyly at Leo's sweet words.

        

        "Leo looks amazing too. Like a prince from a fairy tale. Oh, you were actually a prince, weren't you?"

        "Now I'm neither a prince nor anything else, just Leo... but today, I'll be a prince for one person only."

        

        Leo's appearance was exactly like the prince Joshua had imagined while reading fairy tales.

        The white tuxedo, and the way his hair was styled up, reminded Joshua that Leo was the older one.

        The cute light blue butterfly bow tie seemed to remind him of Joshua, making it appear endearing.

        

        "Wait a moment. Your bow tie seems to have come loose."

        

        Joshua reached out to fix Leo's slightly askew bow tie.

        This brought their bodies close together, and Leo felt Joshua's curves, not knowing how to react, but Joshua was too focused on fixing the bow tie to notice.

        

        Thank you. Thank you.

        While Leo was inwardly expressing gratitude to Estelle, Joshua finished fixing the bow tie and smiled with a mischievous face.

        

        "There, done. It seems Leo can't manage without my touch."

        "It seems... so."

        

        Joshua's hands lingered on Leo's chest, as if savoring the moment, reluctant to pull away.

        The ball was about to start soon... but somehow, they felt like they wouldn't mind missing it.

        

        If only they could stay like this a little longer... with their bodies touching.

        If Leo were to take Joshua's hand and lead him back into the room, Joshua was inclined to follow without resistance.

        Though it would be a shame to his mother who had prepared the dress...

        

        "Ahem. Joshua, we might be late. Let's go."

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        Contrary to Joshua's expectations, Leo gently took his hand, holding onto his rationality, and the moment remained just a fantasy.

        

        ***

        

        The first-floor hall, which served as the ballroom, was bustling with people.

        Noble ladies gathered to chat, and nobles who hadn't seen each other in a long time exchanged indecipherable words with wine glasses in hand.

        Some people, dressed in exaggerated outfits that seemed uncomfortable to move in, wandered around as if the ball wasn't their main purpose.

        

        If there was one common trait, it was that everyone looked beautiful.

        From the moment Joshua entered the ballroom with Leo's escort, he couldn't let go of his tension.

        

        He now understood why the maids had insisted on that particular attire.

        Everyone else was dressed similarly.

        Moreover... unlike the awkward Joshua, everyone else looked beautiful.

        

        What if Leo's eyes wandered to another woman...?

        Caught in such unworthy thoughts, Joshua couldn't bring himself to look up at Leo's eyes.

        

        "..."

        

        Furthermore, people would stop talking and stare whenever Joshua passed by...

        He couldn't shake the feeling of being like a crumpled piece of paper.

        

        "Joshua. It's alright."

        "Pardon...?"

        "You are the most beautiful person here. So, please have confidence."

        

        Leo matched Joshua's eye level and spoke warmly.

        

        Looking into Leo's eyes, which held only Joshua, he felt ashamed of his insecure thoughts.

        

        'Leo is only looking at me... What was I thinking?'

        

        Have confidence.

        Even if someone else at the ball called him beautiful, it wouldn't make him happy. This was a place to be with Leo.

        Who cares about others' gazes!

        

      

      
        "Thank you. Leo is the most handsome one here."

        

        Lately, it felt like he was always receiving help from Leo.

        Before coming to Benestia, Leo had seemed like a disobedient younger brother... but now, he was standing by Joshua's side as a man he could rely on.

        

        When had it started...?

        Was it when Emily tried to touch Leo? Or was it when they first held hands and ran to the plaza?

        

        What's certain... is that the exact moment doesn't really matter.

        

        Joshua blushed at the gentle warmth he felt from Leo's gloved hand.

        

        "A word from Marquis Eric de Laplace!"

        

        A voice with enough volume to command the entire ballroom resonated. The noisy ballroom instantly fell silent as everyone traced the source of the voice.

        

        Joshua and Leo also shifted their gaze to the source.

        

        There stood Marquis Eric, twirling his mustache.

        

        "Ladies and gentlemen, I sincerely thank you for attending this ball that marks the final day of the Benestia Harvest Festival."

        

        After greeting the audience with utmost courtesy, the Marquis continued speaking loudly enough for everyone in the ballroom to hear, yet in a manner that was gentlemanly and not disruptive.

        

        "We almost couldn't hold the festival due to a harvest mishap... but thanks to those who helped, we were able to arrange this gathering."

        

        The extermination of monsters in the farmland.

        The Death Worms, repulsive in appearance, brutality, and number.

        

        Recalling that time, Joshua and Leo felt a sense of pride, becoming the hidden protagonists of this event.

        

        "Therefore, I'd like to yield the start of the ball to those who helped make the harvest successful."

        

        Some jeered, but the atmosphere of the ball responded with applause to the Marquis's words.

        

        "Leo, could it be..."

        "It seems he's referring to us."

        

        Leo, realizing what Estelle had meant by a "gift," was considerably surprised but didn't show it. He believed that appearing calm was the only way to reassure the startled Joshua.

        

        "I'd like to invite them to the center of the ballroom."

        

        Marquis Eric immediately spotted Leo among the crowd and made eye contact. Leo didn't avoid his gaze and looked back at the Marquis.

        

        Didn't he say to have confidence?

        As a former troublemaker of the Holy Kingdom who had attended numerous balls, Leo didn't shy away from the opportunity.

        

        The people blocking Joshua and Leo's path made way, creating a direct path to the center. In the midst of this, Joshua and Leo received the attention of everyone at the ball.

        

        "Shall we go?"

        "Yes..."

        

        Click-clack.

        

        The sound of shoes was audible in the silence that enveloped the hall.

        

        Eventually, as the two stood at the center of the stage, Marquis Eric smiled.

        

        "I'd like to introduce them on this occasion. Lady Joshua and Sir Leo, who helped the Laplace family make the Harvest Festival possible."

        

        As applause erupted again, Joshua and Leo stood facing each other.

        

        The heartbeat dominated Joshua's entire body, cutting through the applause, but he didn't want to make the foolish choice of running away.

        

        As the applause subsided, the musicians began to place their hands on their instruments one by one. It was a signal that they could start anytime.

        

        Leo hadn't expected to be in such a spotlight again... He briefly recalled old times before focusing on the woman in front of him who was only looking at him.

        

        "Would you do me the honor of dancing with me, Joshua?"

        

        With his left hand behind his back and his right hand reaching for Joshua's, he formally requested a dance.

        

        "I'd love to. I could dance with you a hundred times."

        

        Leo responded with a bright smile to Joshua's cheerful acceptance.

        

        "But Leo... there's something I just remembered."

        "What is it?"

        "Actually... this is my first time dancing..."

        

        This was Joshua's first dance.

        He had thought he could learn from Leo in a corner of the ballroom... but he hadn't expected to be in such a spotlight.

        

        He was anxious, fearing that he might make Leo a laughingstock because of him.

        

        However, Leo didn't lose his composure at Joshua's bombshell revelation. Instead, he was grateful to share Joshua's first experience.

        

        "It's alright. Trust me, and take it slow."

        "Yes, I'll trust only you, Leo."

        

        As if he had never been anxious, Joshua regained his composure, placing one arm on Leo's shoulder and holding his hand with the other.

        

        With the conductor's gesture, a duet of violin and harp filled the ballroom.

        

        "You'll extend your left foot first. Then, slowly go with the flow."

        

        Leo carefully guided Joshua to ensure he didn't lose balance. He led him step by step, telling him how to move next.

        

        "Ouch...!"

        "Are you alright?!"

        

        When Leo slightly winced as the glass slipper pressed on his instep, Joshua hastily apologized, but the dance didn't break.

        

        Joshua's face turned red from the mocking laughter around them, and he couldn't properly look at Leo's face.

        

        "It's fine. Don't mind others, just focus on me. You're doing well, Joshua."

        "Yes...!"

        

        As the viola, cello, and contrabass joined in, the music became even richer.

      

      
        

        Joshua, who had just stepped on Leo's foot, was now moving in harmony with Leo's body, sometimes letting the music guide him... creating a dance that was clumsy but beautiful.

        

        It was like magic.

        It would have been impossible with anyone else.

        

        Joshua's eyes were filled only with Leo.

        The numerous people filling the ballroom didn't enter Joshua's vision.

        

        Only Leo and the music filled Joshua's world. A world just for the two of them. A scene he had dreamed of while reading fairy tales, one that no one could interrupt.

        Above all, the dance felt even more beautiful because it was with Leo. Everything felt like a dream. With an impossible wish in his heart that time would stop forever...

        

        'Does Leo feel the same way?'

        

        "Turn here."

        

        Until Joshua entrusted his body to Leo's hands and rotated smoothly.

        Joshua was beginning to gain confidence.

        

        ***

        

        "Heh. They make a lovely pair."

        

        Estelle, who was watching Joshua and Leo's dance with her chin resting on the balcony railing of the ballroom's upper level, was approached by Derick.

        

        "Derick? Thank you for accepting my request."

        "Not at all. I'm glad I could be of help to you, Lady Estelle."

        

        Estelle briefly glanced at Derick, who was speaking with feigned maturity, before returning her gaze to the dance the two were creating.

        

        "Regarding inviting the prince... I regret to inform you that it wasn't possible."

        "It's fine. I don't need it anymore."

        

        Because the Leo reflected in Joshua's eyes was something more than a prince.

        

        At first, Joshua's steps were tangled, and he looked like he might cry at any moment. But now, he was dancing naturally, which made Estelle proud.

        

        Magic, dancing... is he a genius?

        

        "It reminds me of when we first held the Harvest Festival."

        "Ah, that time?"

        

        Though Estelle was annoyed by Derick's constant interruptions, she didn't show it and responded while keeping her gaze fixed.

        

        After the bloodshed in Benestia, no one responded to the invitation, and only Derick and his wife had danced.

        She had worried if they could make Benestia prosper with such a lack of connections and recognition.

        Even that ended abruptly when baby Eric, who was just an infant then, started crying.

        

        "Would you like to dance with me for old times' sake?"

        "No, thanks."

        "Heh. I thought as much."

        

        Has this old man gone senile with age?

        Estelle immediately rejected Derick's absurd invitation.

        

        What dance?

        She had neither the desire to dance nor a partner she wanted to dance with.

        Right now... she only wanted to watch Joshua's debut performance from the best seat.

        

        "The music is good."

        "It's called 'The Ball of Night Bestowed by the Witch's Mercy.' Do you like it? I specially requested it to be composed."

        

        The Ball of Night Bestowed by the Witch's Mercy.

        She could immediately understand the meaning.

        It almost seemed like too much service.

        

        Estelle savored the title of the song as she watched the beautiful dance Joshua and Leo were creating.

        

        Without Estelle, such a dramatic production for the two would have been close to a miracle.

        

        They say no parent can win against their child. This situation felt exactly like that, bringing a bitter smile to her face.

        

        "Hey, Derick."

        "Yes?"

        "How did you feel when your child got married?"

        

        Heh heh heh. Derick couldn't hold back and burst into laughter.

        

        She was asking seriously, and he just laughed out loud. When Estelle gave him a cold look, Derick finally stopped laughing and gave a bitter smile.

        

        "Well... it was bittersweet. Despite our opposition, my son insisted on proposing to the woman he wanted. But as they say, no parent can win against their child. Eric's life is his own."

        "I thought so."

        

        When she had heard about Eric's love story, she had thought Derick was a bad person... but now that the roles were reversed, she understood Derick's feelings.

        

        Parents are all the same, aren't they?

        The common wish of parents is for their children to meet someone better.

        

        "I agree with that statement. No parent can win against their child."

        

        So, it should be fine to give Joshua at least one unforgettable memory.

        

        Estelle snapped her fingers.

        

        At the same time, the glass slippers Joshua was wearing began to emit a clear light.

        

        Transparent butterflies emerged from where Joshua had danced, filling the hall.

        

        The people at the ball stirred, but she didn't mind.

        

        Ethereal, mysterious, and beautiful.

        

        Until the music ended and the dance of the two came to a close...

        So that Joshua would forever cherish this night, this moment in his memories.

        So that even if he fell amidst wounds, it would give him the strength to rise again.

        

        The final night in Benestia was brilliantly adorned.
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        Holy City Florence.

        

        The capital of the Sacred Kingdom located in the eastern part of the continent, and the heart of those who seek to spread the will of the nameless god, or those who follow that will.

        

        Lucia stepped onto the soil of the Holy City with her exhausted body.

        Just being in the Holy City gave her weary flesh vitality and dulled her pain, causing Lucia's expression to soften considerably after her near-death experience.

        

        She had almost died. No, she could have suffered something so terrible that she would have begged for death.

        

        A witch.

        

        She recalled the witch with pink hair who had overwhelmed her with an absurd difference in power.

        

        A combat style she had never seen before. Witches typically established themselves in caverns, showing all sorts of curses and illusions, and never confronting directly...

        

        The pink-haired witch had overturned Lucia's common sense by confronting her head-on, even dominating her in a battle of strength, and taking her left arm.

        

        If Carte hadn't come to rescue her in time... Lucia might have been torn limb from limb by the witch and imprisoned in an orc den, destined to be a broodmare forever.

        

        "You should have returned earlier. What kind of state are you in?"

        

        As Carte stretched fully, the hood covering his face came off.

        

        Golden hair, said to have inherited the will of God most strongly, along with eyes so narrow it was impossible to tell if they were open or closed, glared at Lucia.

        

        "Now that we've reached the Holy City, the witch won't be crazy enough to pursue us. Teleportation scrolls are expensive, but saving the Commander's life was worth it, wasn't it?"

        

        The Holy City was surrounded by sacred territory, a space called God's sanctuary where no power except holy energy could manifest.

        

        As Carte said, the witch wouldn't pursue them here... but despite having her life saved, Lucia couldn't let go of her tension yet.

        

        The timing had been too perfect.

        As if someone had been watching the situation and appeared precisely at the moment of crisis...

        

        "What is it? Why are you glaring so fiercely at the person who saved you?"

        "What are you plotting?"

        "Plotting? What plotting? I simply saved my commander as your deputy. Do you think I had some other reason for saving you?"

        

        Lucia detested Carte's brazen denial. She had only suspicions but no physical evidence. Beyond glaring at Carte while biting her lip in frustration, there was nothing Lucia could do.

        

        She wanted to punch that smug face immediately, but between the damage from battle and the price of being in the Holy City, she was being consumed in real-time.

        

        A dark red curse was seeping from the cross-section of her severed arm.

        

        "This is the Holy City... but that doesn't seem like an ordinary curse? You need urgent treatment. Should I heal you as well?"

        

        Once inside the Holy City, the curse shouldn't be able to exert its power.

        

        Carte recalled the situation as he observed the curse manifesting from Lucia's left arm.

        

        The witch's broom that had spewed dark red mana in three streams.

        Even at a glance, it was clearly no ordinary broom.

        

        Just as Lucia and Carte were exceptional members of the Heresy Inquisition, it wouldn't be strange if there were exceptional beings among witches as well.

        

        Thinking of known witches... there were primal witches like the Witch of the End, the Witch of Fate, and the Witch of Curses—names that any Heresy Inquisitor would have heard of. There was no guarantee there weren't more.

        

        You should have been more careful about who you fought.

        Carte could only regret that Lucia, whom he rather liked both as a commander and as a person, had become like a broken toy.

        

      

      
        "I'm going to the Grand Cathedral."

        "What? The Grand Cathedral? To see the Pope? If you go looking like that, you'll be scolded."

        

        Ignoring Carte's sarcasm, Lucia continued walking.

        

        She didn't trust the witch's words, but she had questions.

        

        'The Embryo is at the bottom of the Holy City. Go ask the high-ranking officials. The secret of holy power. Would you still continue as a Heresy Inquisitor if you knew that? When you don't even know who the real heretics are. Well, you probably won't live as a Heresy Inquisitor again anyway.'

        

        What on earth was the Embryo?

        There was indeed an entrance to beneath the Grand Cathedral, a place called the Garden of Eden that no one except the Pope could enter.

        

        Only the cardinals who assisted the Pope or the royal family would know... Lucia had only heard rumors and didn't know exactly what the Garden of Eden was.

        

        Perhaps an apostate had revealed the Sacred Kingdom's secrets to the witches. Or maybe there was a secret Lucia didn't know about.

        

        Normally, Lucia would have dismissed a witch's words as nonsense. A witch's wicked tongue moved ceaselessly to push people toward hell.

        

        But... this time she simply couldn't ignore it. The witch had looked down on her as if she knew secrets of the Sacred Kingdom that Lucia didn't, treating her like a pitifully foolish human.

        

        That was nothing short of humiliation for Lucia. A humiliation worse than death... worse than being thrown into an orc den.

        

        Perhaps she felt more humiliated because the words came from a witch rather than because of the words themselves.

        

        "What are you doing? Going to the Grand Cathedral only to be turned away at the door? Did getting hit by a witch drive you mad?"

        "......"

        

        Ignoring Carte's incessant chatter behind her, Lucia didn't stop walking.

        

        "The Pope has ordered that no one be admitted."

        "Move aside."

        

        Even when the holy knights guarding the Grand Cathedral blocked her way, she didn't stop. Lucia entered the Grand Cathedral unhindered and reached the door where the Pope resided. After a brief deep breath, she opened the door.

        

        "I clearly ordered that no one be admitted. How did you come this far?"

        

        Pope Arius frowned as he questioned the uninvited guest.

        

        "Haha, you see, Your Holiness, Commander Lucia said she had urgent matters to discuss with you..."

        

        Carte, who had followed all the way to the Grand Cathedral, explained the situation to the Pope as if defending Lucia.

        

        "Ah, I see. Lady Lucia. Why have you sought me out so urgently?"

        

        With the group of holy knights who had failed to stop Lucia and a hooded woman beside the Pope whose face was concealed.

        

        It wasn't a topic she wanted to discuss with so many listeners, but... Lucia didn't hesitate or delay.

        

        "I have confirmed that the Third Prince Leo Patrick Florencia is alive. He has fallen for heretical temptations and become an apostate."

        "I see..."

        

        She opened the conversation with the matter of the apostate that the Pope was curious about.

        

        The Pope sighed and rubbed his face, but there was no trace of sadness or regret in his actions.

        

        Leo, now an apostate, was the villain who had caused the death of the Sacred Kingdom's only saint and was a scoundrel. However, no one dared whisper about this.

        

        "And... the Sacred Eye descended upon Leo—no, the apostate's hand."

        "The Sacred Eye, you say."

        

      

      
        If it hadn't been for the Sacred Eye, she might have lost to the witch, but she could have judged the apostate and the heretic.

        Even if losing to the witch was unavoidable, failing to deal with the apostate and heretic was a humiliation for Lucia.

        

        The Pope's eyes briefly lit up at the mention of the Sacred Eye, but then he stroked his long beard.

        

        "Lady Lucia. Then what happened to your arm?"

        "This... there was a witch's intervention while I was judging the apostate and heretic."

        "You are alive, and that is enough. Now withdraw and receive treatment."

        

        The Pope gestured for her to leave as if he had no further questions, but for Lucia, this was just the beginning.

        She didn't fully believe the witch's words, but... unlike other witches, the power shown by the pink-haired witch suggested she knew something close to the world's secrets. Perhaps... if she learned about the Embryo, Lucia thought she might gain similar power.

        

        "What exactly is the Embryo?"

        "......!"

        

        Lucia didn't miss the Pope's surprised expression upon hearing about the Embryo.

        

        "From whom did you hear that word?"

        "From a pink-haired witch."

        "I see.... Lady Lucia. To believe a witch's words. Have you been cursed?"

        "What...?"

        

        Contrary to Lucia's expectations, the Pope continued in a regretful voice.

        

        "Holy knights, listen. Lucia has been cursed by a witch and is seeing illusions and hearing voices. We don't know when she might become the witch's puppet and turn her blade against us. Therefore, I will send Lucia to Salem, treating her as equivalent to a witch."

        "What are you saying...?"

        

        Salem was the underground prison where Lucia had confined witches she couldn't kill as a Heresy Inquisitor...

        

        Lucia felt a bitterness she had never experienced before.

        If the Embryo was classified information that even Lucia, the head of the Heresy Inquisition, shouldn't know...?

        

        Could it be that the witch had planned even this?

        Her body became drenched in cold sweat.

        

        Nearly letting out a bitter laugh at the situation, as if she'd been hit hard on the back of the head, she rolled her eyes trying to find a way out of the current predicament.

        

        This is a trap. A trap set by the witch.

        First, she needed to convince the Pope. No, she needed to beg.

        That Lucia was content with just hunting witches.

        That she didn't need to know about any secrets...

        

        "There's a misunderstanding...!?"

        

        The group of holy knights pounced on Lucia all at once.

        Pinned to the floor with her one remaining hand twisted, she couldn't even resist.

        

        Normally, no matter how many holy knights came at her, they would have been laughable, but going to the Grand Cathedral without any rest had tightened the noose around Lucia's neck.

        

        "Carte...!"

        

        As she was being dragged away by the holy knights, she hoped Carte would extend a helping hand once again.

        Carte was the Pope's closest aide, so she held onto a small hope that he could somehow save her.

        Salem, that place... absolutely not!

        

        "Why would you say such a thing? You damn fool."

        

        Contrary to Lucia's expectations,

        a second miracle did not occur.
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        Four years had already passed since the Venetian Thanksgiving Festival.

        

        Joshua had grown significantly during these four years, reminding me of something I heard in my previous life—that once children graduate from elementary school, they quickly finish high school and become adults.

        

        Where had that child gone who used to crawl into my bed worrying about her small chest? Now her noticeably developed bosom made its presence known.

        

        Every time I looked at the mature Joshua, who had lost her baby fat and completely shed her childish appearance, I couldn't help but mutter to myself about how well I had raised my daughter.

        

        Perhaps I was seeing her through a mother's biased eyes, but I still couldn't shake the feeling that she was too good for Leo.

        

        "Did you pack your underwear? What about dried food and water?"

        "Mom, don't worry. I packed everything. This is the third time you've asked."

        

        Though she grumbled, she didn't seem to mind my concern and attention as she stood there quietly. I opened the simple inventory engraved on the back of Joshua's hand to double-check its contents once more.

        

        Extra clothes and underwear, plenty of food and water... even a tent that could be set up by infusing mana if they needed to camp outdoors. Money... three boxes of gold coins should be enough.

        

        I also confirmed with my own eyes that there were plenty of potions and even two bottles of elixir tucked away in the corner for emergencies before finally letting go of her hand.

        

        "Really... aren't you worrying too much?"

        "Joshua, good preparation before a journey prevents suffering later."

        

        For Joshua's 19th birthday, I had granted her request—or rather, her demand—to travel alone with Leo. Now that I had given my permission, all I could do was ensure they were thoroughly prepared.

        

        I too had left Dorothy's care when I was 19... It was as if she had been waiting for this moment to ask for permission, which made my thoughts complicated... but I had no legitimate reason to hold her back, and I couldn't keep Joshua under my wing forever.

        

        Looking at the mirror in Joshua's room, I saw anxious red eyes staring back at me. I think Dorothy's eyes looked the same before I became a witch. Though it happened a hundred years ago, those eyes remained unforgettable.

        

        I never thought I would have the same look in my eyes... well, that's not entirely true. I had considered it, but facing it now left a bitter taste.

        

        "You know you should refrain from using magic in front of people, right?"

        "Of course. You've always told me—magic only when my life is in danger or when no one is around."

        "That's right. Using magic carelessly can lead to misunderstandings and trouble. Even if you must use magic, claim to be a wandering mage."

        

        Until the Demon King's invasion begins 200 years from now, all mages are confined to magic towers under the Holy Kingdom's control, so using magic would only lead to being mistaken for a witch.

        

        There might be some wandering mages out there, but it's still best to avoid using magic as much as possible.

        

        Above all, with Leo by her side—who had been trained mercilessly by me for four years—I doubted Joshua would ever be in mortal danger... but the less exposure to risk, the better.

        

        "And also, never waste money. Spend when necessary, but save properly when you can. Never use money for charity. There are people who will come running at the sight of money."

        

        Even after giving all these warnings, I still had an unsettling feeling that there was more I needed to tell her.

        

        I wanted to share my experiences with her, but back then, I was bolder, rougher, and more merciless than anyone because I had a witch's power and understood the flow of the world.

        

        Because I had power.

        

        Wielding that power, I explored supposedly impenetrable dungeons to obtain legendary weapons like holy swords or demon blades, fought powerful beings like Beryl, and used any means necessary to acquire rare materials... I traveled freely without concern for others' feelings or circumstances.

        

        Above all, unlike me who had no qualms about killing people, Joshua was still a pure young woman who had never taken a life...

        In the end, I couldn't shake the negative thought that this might become her weakness.

        

        Not that I wanted Joshua to commit murder without hesitation, but in any world, humans are the most frightening creatures.

        

        "Mom, really. You worry too much."

        "Joshua, you don't know how scary the world is. There are so many dangers out there besides Heresy Inquisitors."

        "Whose daughter am I? Don't worry."

        

        As my anxious nagging continued, Joshua came into my arms with a gentle smile, trying to reassure me.

        

        How impudent! If she thought I would stop nagging just because she hugged me, she was mistaken!

        But somehow, as if she knew me better than I knew myself, the flood of nagging got stuck in my throat and wouldn't come out.

        

        Instead of nagging, I stroked her back, feeling Joshua's warmth in my arms.

        Thinking that I wouldn't feel this warmth for months or even years, I didn't want to let go.

      

      
        

        Joshua seemed to share my feelings as we stayed like that for a while... feeling each other's warmth without separating.

        It was just a journey, not a permanent goodbye, but emotions welled up and my vision blurred as if with moisture.

        

        "I'll go see the world and come back. I'll return, so don't cry."

        "W-who's crying?!"

        

        I thought she couldn't see me while I was holding her, but my tears must have fallen on Joshua's neck, immediately giving me away.

        

        "This is, well... it's just a runny nose, ahem."

        "That's gross..., Mom. Let me see your face."

        "No way! I'm staying like this a little longer. Hold still."

        

        Despite my exaggerated sniffling, Joshua tried to pull away to see my face, so I held her even tighter.

        

        I didn't want to show my daughter a mother's tears.

        I didn't want to hold back Joshua's desire to leave by showing her my tears.

        

        I shouldn't have cried from the start... but controlling my emotions wasn't as easy as I'd hoped.

        Come to think of it, I've only cried twice since reincarnating into Aria Chronicle. Once when I slapped Joshua, and now.

        

        This sinful daughter of mine...!

        Making me shed tears, and twice at that! No, four times? Anyway!

        

        "You're not coming back as three people, right? Mom doesn't like accidents before marriage."

        "...I'll try my best."

        

        She won't deny it outright, huh?

        Well, at least she'll try.

        

        I wanted to ask why she was going on this journey, but I didn't want to be the kind of mother who pries and interferes, so I couldn't bring myself to ask.

        

        Joshua is 19 now.

        Trusting your daughter is also a mother's duty.

        

        Knock, knock, knock.

        

        "Joshua, it's time to depart."

        

        Leo's knock at the door made Joshua try to leave my embrace, but I decided to indulge in one last selfish moment before she left.

        Unlike me, Joshua radiated a sky-blue light, and I pulled her closer to inhale the faint flowery scent of her skin.

        

        When did she grow up so much? It didn't feel like 12 years had passed since I first met Joshua.

        It seemed like just yesterday that I was wondering how to spend the next 200 years after living through 100... time was cruel.

        

        "Mom."

        "Yes. I understand."

        

        I smiled at Joshua as brightly as possible as she carefully pulled away from my embrace, so she wouldn't notice the tear stains.

        

        ***

        

        "Do you have a plan?"

        

        Standing in front of the barrier protecting our home, I casually asked Joshua and Leo as they prepared to leave.

        

        Arms crossed, gaze averted,

        Trying my best to look unconcerned. As if I didn't care where they went.

        

        "Leo and I discussed it, and we're planning to head west and then south."

        

        The north was just cold, and the Holy Kingdom was to the east. With only the west and south as viable options... it was a reasonable decision.

        

        "Leo, you understand?"

        "Yes. You don't need to worry."

        

      

      
        Leo nodded while touching the sword at his waist.

        

        The holy sword—which would have remained hidden in a secret dungeon for 200 years before seeing the light of day—emitted an unpleasant aura as it resonated with holy power at Leo's waist.

        

        I had given him the holy sword Psyche as a gift, so he wouldn't lose due to inferior equipment anywhere they went... but with Leo as the user, I couldn't help but feel uneasy.

        

        Unlike the matured Joshua, Leo hadn't changed much since I first met him, giving the strange impression that he alone was unaffected by time.

        

        That must be the influence of the Saint's Eye.

        Though Leo could now fully use the power of the Saint's Eye, he still looked like a novice to me.

        

        Well... he hadn't managed to wound me even once in four years. He'd only gotten better at dodging... slipping away like a loach. I worried whether he could properly protect Joshua.

        

        "Mom, really. Don't worry. I've gotten stronger too. I won't let Leo struggle alone."

        "Right. You should take good care of your future husband."

        "How did you reach that conclusion?!"

        

        Joshua's face turned red as she shouted, causing me to cover my ears with my palms. If it's not true, just say so. Why the shouting?

        

        "I'm going now."

        

        Seemingly upset, Joshua turned to leave, and I cleared the way so she wouldn't bump into the barrier.

        

        "Then... we'll be going now."

        

        With a bow, Leo followed after Joshua.

        

        Was I too playful?

        I didn't think she would leave without looking back...

        Well, this might be better than sending her off with tears and snot, but I couldn't help feeling a strange sense of disappointment.

        

        Ugh... is she really leaving?

        Fine. Eat well, stay healthy, see only good things, don't get hurt... whatever!

        

        As I turned to go back inside, feeling regretful,

        

        "Mom."

        "Yes?"

        

        I quickly turned around, startled by Joshua's voice.

        

        Smooch.

        

        Along with the scent of flowers, I felt Joshua's soft lips against my cheek.

        

        "I love you, Mom. I'll be back."

        

        Joshua looked up at me shyly with her hands behind her back, leaning slightly forward.

        

        "Yes. Take care and come back safely. Mom loves you too."

        

        If I searched, I'm sure there would be more I wanted to say. But I couldn't think of any more elegant or beautiful sentences to express my feelings than that direct statement of love.

        

        And so, slowly, or perhaps increasingly quickly,

        I tried not to let the tears in my eyes fall as I watched Joshua's retreating figure grow smaller and smaller.

        

        So that Joshua wouldn't turn back if she looked over her shoulder.

        It was just a journey, what was I being so sentimental about...

        

        She's really gone.

        

        Until Joshua and Leo were no longer visible,

        Until even their shadows couldn't be seen,

        I silently stood my ground, seeing them off.
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        Joshua took a deep breath to calm his emotions. Without doing so, he might have turned back and run straight into his mother's arms.

        

        The feeling of longing for his mother, whom he wouldn't see for a while, outweighed the sense of liberation from finally leaving her shadow.

        

        He was nineteen now, no longer a child.

        He couldn't just throw tantrums and act on his own whims anymore. That's why he had resumed his magic studies that he'd left unfinished since returning from Veneschia.

        

        His decision to travel at nineteen was partly because he admired his mother, but also because he wanted to see, hear, and feel the world with his own eyes.

        

        There were too many hidden things in the world, and when he asked his mother about them, she never gave reasons that Joshua could understand.

        

        For instance, why Heresy Inquisitors persecuted witches... Talk about "defying the laws of nature" made no sense to Joshua.

        

        His mother, and even Beryl...

        The witches Joshua had met weren't evil enough to deserve persecution, nor did they toy with people. They were no different from ordinary people.

        

        They loved, hurt, grieved, and suffered just like... ordinary people you'd see anywhere.

        

        The murderous intent shown by Lucia, the leader of the Heresy Inquisitors that night... Joshua couldn't understand the atrocity of burning down the village and killing everyone.

        

        At one point, he hated the Inquisitors enough to contemplate murder for the first time, but looking at Leo beside him, he wondered if they might have their own circumstances...

        

        He didn't think revenge against Lucia would resolve the emotions knotted in his heart.

        

        So he would learn more about the world.

        About witches, about Heresy Inquisitors, about everything.

        That was the judgment of nineteen-year-old Joshua.

        

        "Thank you, Leo."

        

        Joshua expressed his gratitude to Leo, who had waited silently while he paused to take a deep breath.

        

        "It's nothing. If you need... wouldn't it be alright to stay for another day or two before departing?"

        "No, I'm fine."

        

        Having already come this far, to go back now...

        For a moment, Joshua was tempted by Leo's suggestion, but he shook his head in refusal. If he went back now, he felt he might never leave again.

        

        "Is there anywhere you'd like to visit, Leo?"

        

        He wanted to change the subject.

        

        To something more pleasant. Though it might be a bit late, now that they were on their journey, he wanted to start with a cheerful mindset.

        

        Understanding Joshua's intention, Leo relaxed his worried expression and appeared to be thinking deeply.

        

        "I'd like to visit the forest where elves are said to live."

        "Elves?"

        

        Elves.

        

        Joshua recalled his mother saying they lived deep in the southern forests, tending to the World Tree and living in isolation from the outside world.

        

        Their lifespan was easily a thousand years, and they were difficult to meet.

        Above all, remembering his mother's words that they were all beautiful men and women, Joshua puffed his cheeks.

        

        Surely Leo didn't have impure intentions, but on the other hand, it would be troublesome if an elf fell for Leo at first sight.

        

        Unlike Joshua, who would grow old someday, elves maintained their youth for most of their lives...

        

        He was suddenly anxious that Leo might leave him when he grew old, taking an elf's hand instead.

      

      
        

        "No. Absolutely not."

        "But why...?"

        "Your intentions are impure! Anyway, no!"

        

        Leo felt wronged. He hadn't even explained his reasons, yet he was accused of having impure intentions.

        

        He couldn't understand why Joshua was being so sulky and pouty, though he immediately understood what "impure intentions" meant. Still, he decided to pretend not to understand.

        

        "Impure intentions? What do you mean?"

        

        Pretending not to understand.

        Pretending to be clueless unless explained to.

        

        It was one of the ways to tease Joshua that he'd learned during their four years together.

        

        It seemed to work, as Joshua stomped his feet and shot him a reproachful glare. If Leo just met his eyes innocently,

        

        "It's because...!"

        "Because?"

        "Because... elves are pretty, and eternally young... and even when I become a hunched old lady, they'll stay the same..."

        

        Just like that.

        

        His voice gradually became smaller, like a girl's small gift, cutely packaging jealousy yet ultimately unable to fully express it.

        

        But eventually, with a "hmph!" and folded arms, turning his head away—this was their private signal that he was sulking and Leo should know to comfort him.

        

        Even now, as Joshua slightly turned his head to gauge Leo's reaction, it was a signal that anyone could recognize, but Leo chose not to mention it.

        

        Instead, to match Joshua's mood and soothe him, he carefully embraced him, and Joshua melted into his arms as if nothing had happened, nuzzling against his chest.

        

        "I'm more concerned that Joshua might fall for an elf. Perhaps it's better to exclude the elven forest from our itinerary..."

        

        Finally, to make him realize how foolish his thoughts were, Leo gently whispered in his ear with genuine concern, putting himself in Joshua's position.

        

        "M-me?! Ab-so-lutely not!"

        

        Just like now, Joshua erupted in adorable anger within his embrace.

        

        Though he pushed against Leo's chest with both hands as if trying to break free, it was really just a weak pretense. If Leo held him a little tighter, he would immediately give up the act and snuggle back into his arms.

        

        "...Let's go. To the elven forest."

        

        Eventually, he spoke with what seemed like resignation, but one should never take the bait too quickly. It was a trap—Joshua's final struggle to gauge Leo's reaction.

        

        "It's alright. I really don't want to show you to the elves."

        

        Though Leo was playing along with Joshua's mood, he was also sincere.

        

        The mere thought of Joshua being charmed by a handsome elf caused him serious internal damage.

        

        "But why the elven forest?"

        

        After taking such a roundabout path, Joshua finally asked with a curious face, and Leo released him from his embrace.

        

        "They say the World Tree, which elves revere like a god, has mysterious powers. There's even a legend that one can meet and talk with the dead there."

        "The... dead?"

        "Yes, though it's just a legend and rumors..."

        

        The dead.

      

      
        Joshua's face sank into contemplation.

        

        If the legend were true, Joshua wanted to meet and talk with his birth parents.

        

        To tell them that he had grown into a lovely young lady without dying, so they needn't worry and could rest in peace... that was his small wish.

        

        To tell them he was receiving abundant love from his current mother, the witch who had cared for the village, and traveling the world with Leo, who was as dependable as a father.

        

        "Let's go. To the elven forest."

        

        Joshua had one more reason.

        

        He had openly told Leo about the purpose of this journey, but there was another reason he couldn't mention at home where his mother might hear.

        

        "I'm going to find a wonderful man there."

        "What...?"

        

        Leo responded with a dumbfounded voice.

        It hadn't even been a minute since Joshua had absolutely denied it... but Joshua's resolute attitude didn't seem like a joke, and a chill ran down Leo's spine.

        

        "I'm going to find someone who can be my father!"

        "What are you... huh?"

        

        Leo's vision went dark at Joshua's bombshell declaration.

        

        "What do you mean...?"

        "Witches live forever! And elves live for a thousand years! I'm going to find a father who can love my mother for a thousand years if necessary!"

        

        Leo felt a different kind of chill.

        He'd heard of mothers looking for sons-in-law, but a daughter looking for a father...

        

        "Is this... something you've agreed upon with Estel?"

        "What? Of course it's a secret. But I'm sure mother would be happy to have a father too."

        

        Joshua had seen it.

        

        His mother watching from afar, chin in hand, as he walked hand in hand with Leo.

        

        His mother gazing intently as Joshua put side dishes on Leo's rice bowl during meals.

        

        The subtle expression on his mother's face when she approached Leo, battered from training, to hand him a towel...!

        

        Among countless other signals, Joshua was certain.

        

        Just as Joshua had Leo, his mother also needed love. He sensed the loneliness and solitude in her eyes.

        

        He even imagined that perhaps she was hiding her feelings to focus on raising him...

        

        A strong yet gentle, long-lived and handsome elf... a man who could stay by his mother's side even after Joshua was gone—wouldn't his mother be able to love freely then?

        

        "I think... such matters should be Estel's own choice..."

        "Of course mother's opinion is most important. But as her child, don't I have some say in who becomes my father?"

        

        Is that so...?

        Leo sighed inwardly.

        

        It seemed both right and wrong, and the more he thought about how to persuade Joshua, the more confused he became.

        

        Still, Joshua was full of enthusiasm, and that was enough.

        

        Leo smiled slightly as he followed Joshua, who was walking ahead with quick steps.
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        Silence and quiet descended upon the once bustling house, repeatedly pressing down heavily on my head.

        My eyes kept unfocusing as if drowning in sleepiness, making it difficult to distinguish whether this was a dream or reality.

        

        To pass the boring time, I opened a grimoire.

        The sound of turning pages felt unusually loud, and the clock announcing its presence every second made it impossible to concentrate on reading.

        

        Was the house always this cold?

        I should have included temperature control in the barrier I set up around the house, yet I kept finding myself huddling up.

        

        I put the grimoire back in its place and wrapped my arms around myself.

        

        I took a deep breath and exhaled to see if I could see my breath, but instead of visible breath, the strawberry scent from what I had eaten earlier rose up and tickled my nose.

        

        9 AM.

        Time for Joshua to wake up Leo who was sleeping in.

        But I heard neither Joshua's call nor Leo's scream.

        

        The house maintained the same silence as an hour ago. Thinking I might have misread the clock, I checked the time again, but it was indeed 9 o'clock. Looking at the clock that had just passed the 5-minute mark, I came to my senses.

        

        "Ah, that's right."

        

        Joshua and Leo had gone on a journey.

        It's already been a week since they left, but I keep forgetting.

        After 12 years of a lively household, the sudden quiet seemed too much for my mind to process.

        

        They must be crossing the Western Continent by now.

        Are they eating properly?

        Are they having trouble sleeping because they're not used to camping outdoors?

        

        As all sorts of worries flooded in, threatening to overwhelm me again, I checked the time and saw it was already past noon.

        

        I didn't really care how much time had passed. Like someone who had lost their purpose in life—or perhaps like someone who had achieved it—I thought it wouldn't be so bad to just let time flow by aimlessly, following my grayed heart.

        

        "I miss you..."

        

        The image of Joshua's shy smile appeared in my mind.

        From when she first started smiling at 10 years old to her current 19-year-old self.

        

        'I love you, Mom. I'll be back.'

        

        Remembering the look in Joshua's eyes as she shyly kissed my cheek and looked up at me, I unconsciously touched my cheek.

        I wanted to avoid the foolishness of running after my daughter to hug her, especially after we'd already said our proper goodbyes.

        

        I shook my head to clear away the worries piling up in my mind.

        Rather than worrying about Joshua who had already set out on her journey, I wanted to wish her only good things.

        

        For example, meeting reliable companions and building friendships, being captivated by scenery so beautiful she'd never forget it, or entering dungeons and rejoicing after finding treasure at the end of dangerous adventures...

        

        I longed for the day, whenever it might come, when Joshua and I could sit together drinking tea, laughing as she told me stories of her travels.

        

        Even if she came back having caused trouble, suddenly presenting me with a child... Wait, is that going too far?

        If that happened... I might half-kill Leo.

        

        Everything has its proper order. Meeting the parents, a wedding ceremony—having a child right off the bat is not allowed.

        But if we were to meet the parents, would that mean dining with the high nobles of the Holy Kingdom...?

        

        ...Meeting the parents canceled.

      

      
        I didn't have the confidence to sit there blushing at such an important occasion.

        I felt foolish worrying about things that hadn't even happened.

        

        "Nnngh...!"

        

        I've been acting silly for a week now; it's time to stop.

        I stretched my stiff body and yawned widely.

        

        I wonder if Dorothy felt this way when I left on my journey?

        I could see my younger self in Joshua, and Dorothy's image reflected in my own mirror.

        

        I was also 19 when I left the Western Witch's care to embark on my journey.

        And I only contacted her for the first time after 100 years because of an argument with my daughter... I felt like I'd become the worst fire-attribute daughter ever.

        

        Should I visit her now? She wouldn't turn me away, would she...?

        

        The image of Dorothy pulling at her curly black hair and scolding me as a "rotten girl" made me hesitate to make a decision.

        

        "...Should I go?"

        

        Should I contact her first to gauge her reaction?

        I paced back and forth in front of the witch's mirror, stomping my feet.

        

        If Dorothy truly considered me her daughter... wouldn't she feel the same way I do missing Joshua? She might have suffered even more heartache than me. Unlike my mere week of separation, Dorothy hadn't seen me for over a hundred years...

        

        I remembered the tears in Dorothy's eyes the last time we spoke before I left for Venestia.

        

        Wow, I really was the worst daughter ever.

        

        I should have kept in touch more often. I resented myself for not paying attention to her after returning from Venestia, being too busy supervising Joshua's magic studies and Leo's training.

        

        She must be furious with me.

        I wanted to fly to her immediately on a Triceratops, but the thought of facing Dorothy's pent-up anger made me shudder.

        

        Should I bring a gift?

        

        I thought that if I brought a gift Dorothy would like, it might soften her scolding or anger a little.

        

        Dorothy, who had turned her back on the world, probably wouldn't appreciate material gifts...

        

        'Oh my, I'll handle it myself. Aren't you lonely being alone? Should I make a homunculus that resembles me and send it to you?'

        

        Homunculus.

        

        I remembered the words I had casually mentioned before leaving for Venestia. She had clearly said she didn't need one, but knowing she would actually like it if she received it, a smile spread across my face.

        

        I'll make a homunculus to keep the lonely Dorothy company. It should help ease her loneliness somewhat.

        

        With the gift decided, enthusiasm welled up like a flame igniting in my ashen heart.

        

        Alchemy wasn't my specialty, so I wasn't confident I could do it well, but if I failed, I would just keep trying until I succeeded.

        

        "Hehehe. Look forward to it, Mom. I'll make you a second child."

        

        My steps toward the workshop felt light, as if my body, which had been heavy since Joshua's departure, had gained new vitality.

        

        I never imagined that the books I had taken from an alchemist's hideout, thinking they might be useful someday, would actually help me now.

      

      
        

        I took out all the dust-covered alchemy books and rekindled my scholarly passion after a long time.

        

        I was worried my mind might have stiffened after 100 years, but perhaps because my growth had stopped at 19, I had no major difficulty understanding the alchemy texts.

        

        It reminded me of the time before I became a witch, when I would shut myself in Dorothy's library to study grimoires. I absorbed any subject like a sponge except for sensing mana, which had earned Dorothy's favor...

        

        The more old memories surfaced, the more I wanted to quickly create the homunculus and meet Dorothy.

        

        ***

        

        "This might be closer to a clone than a homunculus."

        

        I realized midway that I couldn't achieve what I wanted with the contents described in the books. I didn't even need to read them all.

        

        A simple homunculus that only lives in a flask wasn't the gift I had in mind.

        

        It needed to have emotions and fill my absence as if it were alive and breathing. So I decided to change my approach.

        

        Placing a fragment of a soul from blood and flesh into an artificial body—an act that defies God. And I am a witch who goes against divine providence.

        

        No guilt, no prick of conscience whatsoever. Besides, a clone in a fantasy world? Somehow, it made my heart race.

        

        I found a large glass jar from the storage room, big enough to hold a newborn, and placed it in the center of the workshop.

        

        "The necessary ingredients are blood and flesh to serve as the model."

        

        I wrapped my right hand in crimson mana and cut off my left arm in one stroke.

        

        "Ugh... should have cut more gently."

        

        After grimacing in pain briefly, I collected enough blood spurting from the severed arm and the cut surface into the glass jar, then took out a potion from my inventory and drank it in one go.

        

        The sensation of bones, muscles, fat, and skin regenerating all at once was something I couldn't get used to no matter how many times I experienced it. I clenched and unclenched my hand, waving my arm around.

        

        Perhaps it's fortunate Joshua isn't here...

        The workshop turned into a bloody mess wouldn't be good for Joshua's mental health.

        

        I made a mental note to clean the workshop thoroughly if I succeeded in creating the clone, then began drawing up my mana.

        

        Regeneration, reconstruction, healing, transformation, and more.

        Different magic circles appeared one by one, compressing into the glass jar as if being sucked in.

        

        As the number of magic circles increased, the blood in the glass jar began to bubble. The severed arm dissolved and mixed with the blood, and as the bones melted, a black liquid that could no longer be called blood filled the jar.

        

        As the black liquid began to turn red again, something in the shape of a fetus wriggled in the center of the glass jar, making me smile involuntarily.

        

        Is this success...?

        Unlike my expectation that it would take at least another month, I succeeded in one go...

        

        The visual might be a bit grotesque, but since it feeds on mana, it should grow quickly. Plus, it's not just an ordinary human clone but one made from my blood and flesh.

        

        Soon it will be toddling around as a mini-Estel, entertaining Dorothy?

        

        "Hehehe. Estel Number Two. Please take good care of Mom."

        

        I placed my hand on the glass jar and quietly conveyed my wish, though it couldn't possibly hear me.
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        The Witch's House at the Western Edge.

        A paradise cut off from the world.

        

        Dorothy spent most of her time sitting on the terrace overlooking the sea, leisurely enjoying the view.

        

        The salty sea breeze caught in Dorothy's curly hair and tickled her face, which was rather annoying, but she could endure that small discomfort.

        

        The sea, which would normally be shrouded in fog with zero visibility, now revealed a spectacular view of the open horizon.

        

        She enjoyed the serenity felt in the stillness. For Dorothy, who never liked noisy atmospheres to begin with, the rhythmic sound of waves filled the loneliness that had been honed over many years as she gazed at the sea.

        

        Though to say it was only the sound of waves might not be entirely accurate.

        

        Occasionally, her scatterbrained daughter would contact her through the witch's mirror, preparing events that would startle Dorothy.

        

        Sometimes she'd call crying and asking for advice.

        Other times the girl who used to tease her by calling her "auntie" would suddenly call her "mom."

        

        If she had time to call, she should just come visit. What could be keeping her so busy? She left saying she had things to do, and then went and made a daughter.

        

        Even if she's an adopted daughter, she made Dorothy a grandmother, yet never once thought to visit with her granddaughter in tow. Is that how a daughter should treat her mother?

        

        "That rotten girl. Just wait until she shows up."

        

        Dorothy spat out a brief curse while reminiscing about memories as numerous as uncountable grains of sand washed away by the waves.

        

        They were just memories of ten years spent with Estelle, yet they prevented her from fully concentrating on the sound of waves or the scenery of the horizon.

        

        The setting sun began to cast a red glow across the evening sky, stinging Dorothy's eyes.

        

        Dorothy rose from her seat, her body chilled by the sea breeze. She had always set a rule to enjoy the sea view only until sunset.

        

        Just as she was about to turn around to go inside for a warm cup of tea while contemplating how to spend the rest of her day,

        

        "Guess who?"

        

        Warm hands gently covered Dorothy's eyes.

        

        She barely managed to stop her lips from curling up at the sound of that lovely voice she hadn't heard in so long. This wasn't the time to be welcoming; she wanted to be angry.

        

        That strange giggle,

        The soft, squishy feeling against her back,

        There was only one person who could come to the western edge without any warning.

        

        "Guess who?" As if that was a genuine question.

        

        "You rotten girl."

        "Wrong! It's Estelle!"

        

        Estelle appeared before Dorothy's eyes in a fluster as she removed her hands, beaming brightly.

        

        Though she had seen her through the witch's mirror a few times, seeing her with her own eyes was a different experience altogether.

        

        Her pink hair fluttered in the sea breeze, and her ruby-red eyes focused solely on Dorothy.

        

        As if trying to hide her embarrassment, she tucked her hands behind her waist while still flashing a tomboy-like smile.

        

        She looked exactly like she did before leaving Dorothy's care... no, her chest seemed to have grown even more prominent since then.

        

        That rotten girl... what on earth has she been doing and where?

        Was the potion I hid in the storage actually unnecessary...?

        

        "Mom, you look upset. Are you feeling unwell?"

        

        Estelle closed the distance, seemingly concerned about Dorothy's stern expression.

        

        Dorothy used all her strength to stop her lips from curling upward. Being called "Mom" in person made it impossible to maintain her composure.

        

      

      
        She needed to be angry...

        Why was she trying to be angry in the first place?

        

        Her mind was suddenly in chaos, but it wasn't an unpleasant feeling. Rather, it was uplifting... She barely managed to maintain her expression while suppressing the urge to embrace Estelle right away.

        

        "You rotten girl. Who's sick?"

        "I'm just worried since it's been so long. I missed you."

        

        Estelle stretched out her arms and nestled into Dorothy's embrace.

        Dorothy's cold body absorbed Estelle's warmth, and her slowly beating heart began to quicken.

        

        Ah, this is hopeless.

        Her expression softened involuntarily, and a pleasant curve formed on her lips. Thankfully, Estelle was nestled against her. If she had seen this expression, that mischievous young witch would have teased her endlessly...

        

        "You say you missed me, yet you left and never visited once?"

        

        Despite her softened expression, Dorothy continued to express her discontent. It was almost like a protest, wanting her feelings to be acknowledged.

        

        "Come on. Why do you have to talk like that?"

        "Well, how should I talk then?"

        "You could just say, 'I missed you too, Estelle,' and give me a kiss, like this."

        

        What is she doing...?

        Before Dorothy could comprehend Estelle's words, she felt a soft touch on her cold cheek.

        

        Those small lips, pink like her hair, merely touched her cheek... yet from that point of contact, color returned to her face, turning it red.

        

        "Hehehe."

        "......"

        

        Estelle, who had lightly kissed her cheek and pulled away from her embrace, gave a playful laugh.

        

        Did she just kiss me?

        Except for the last embrace before she left, this kiss was the most intense display of affection.

        

        Dorothy's mind half left her from the unexpected attack before barely returning, but her stern expression had softened, and her lips, which she had been struggling to control, had curled upward... her face had become that of a mother delighting in her daughter's affection.

        

        "Are you feeling better now?"

        "You. You're not going around kissing just anyone, are you?"

        "Of course not. I've only ever kissed you and Joshua."

        

        'She kissed my granddaughter before me...?'

        

        While Dorothy was momentarily lost in an inexplicable jealousy, Estelle grabbed her hand.

        

        "The night air is getting cold. Let's go inside and continue our conversation."

        "Are you staying overnight?"

        "Of course. I've come after so long; you'd be upset if I left right away."

        "......"

        

        Normally, she should respond with:

        

        'You rotten girl...!' or,

        'Get out right now.'

        

        Such cold and harsh words should have been her reply.

        

        But instead of the expected response, Dorothy remained silent, causing Estelle to cautiously gauge her reaction.

        

        "If you don't want to see me upset, stay for at least five more nights."

        

        Contrary to Estelle's concern, Dorothy twirled her already curly hair with her finger and replied coyly.

        

        Though taken aback by this unfamiliar side of Dorothy, Estelle's face flushed at hearing Dorothy refer to herself as "Mom."

        

        She's acknowledging me as her daughter.

        This dispelled the strange anxiety that had lingered in a corner of Estelle's heart, the fear that she might be playing family all by herself.

        

      

      
        The word "Mom" from Dorothy's lips brought a different kind of warmth than when she heard it from Joshua.

        

        "Then, shall we take a bath together?"

        "...A bath? Why together?"

        

        Oh no, this is bad.

        Did I get too carried away?

        

        "Well, mothers and daughters take baths together, you know. Joshua and I don't do it often, but we do sometimes."

        

        Thinking about her baths with Joshua, Estelle's suggestion didn't seem like just an excuse. Though they hadn't bathed together since Joshua was 10...

        

        "R-Really? I suppose a mother and daughter could take a bath together."

        

        After leading Dorothy from the terrace to the dining table, Estelle entered the kitchen and looked around. Though it had been well over 100 years since she left, nothing in the house had changed.

        

        The positions of the ladle and pot, the shelf where tea leaves were stored—everything was the same.

        

        It couldn't be said that the place hadn't been used at all, as there was no dust anywhere, but the scene was preserved exactly as it had been before Estelle became a witch, evoking nostalgia.

        

        As if hoping for her return at any time. Dorothy's feelings seemed to permeate every corner of the house.

        

        "What about the child? Didn't she come with you?"

        

        Dorothy's gentle voice reached Estelle as she prepared tea.

        

        "Joshua? She turned 19 and went on a journey."

        "Like mother, like daughter. At this rate, how will I ever see my granddaughter's face?"

        

        Is this what it feels like to have a dagger pierce your heart? Putting aside the complicated feelings from Dorothy's words, Estelle brewed tea and served it.

        

        "Joshua will greet you when she returns."

        "As if. It took you over 100 years to come back. Next time it'll be over 200 years."

        

        So she had been harboring these feelings.

        Estelle had tried to act cute on purpose to ensure Dorothy wouldn't feel neglected, but expecting to fill a gap of over a hundred years with just a few displays of affection was wishful thinking...

        

        The only way to soothe Dorothy's heart was through continuous conversation.

        

        "Do you want to be called 'Grandmother' that badly?"

        "Are you crazy? I just want to see the face of the granddaughter my daughter raised."

        "You might be called not just 'Grandmother,' but 'Great-grandmother.'"

        "Pfft!"

        

        Dorothy spat out her tea. Like something out of a drama from her past life. Grandly. Seeing it in person was quite an experience.

        

        "Is the child pregnant?"

        "No, not that... but it could happen soon."

        

        When a young man and woman travel together... such things are bound to happen. Especially if they have special feelings for each other.

        

        Particularly since Joshua's gaze toward Leo had been growing increasingly intense day by day. Estelle could only hope that Leo's patience would last.

        

        "What about your son-in-law? She hasn't been seduced by some strange man, has she? I'm sure you've judged well, but I can't help but worry."

        "Haha... well, about that... Anyway! I brought a gift for you, Mom."

        "A gift?"

        

        Estelle changed the subject, fearing that if they continued, not only Leo's personal information but possibly his life might be at risk.

        

        She didn't want to imagine how Dorothy, one of the primordial witches, might react if topics like the Holy Kingdom came up.

        

        Fortunately, Dorothy's eyes lit up at the mention of a gift. Estelle carefully placed a basket with a peacefully sleeping baby on the table, which she had prepared in advance.

        

        "Ta-da! Congratulations, Mom. You've got a second child. Now you won't be so lonely even when I'm not around."

        "......"

        

        Contrary to Estelle's expectation that Dorothy would be delighted, she silently stared at the child in the basket.
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        "Second? Not your child?"

        "No, no. Not mine, but your second daughter."

        

        The baby slept peacefully in the basket, oblivious to the world.

        Its soft pink newborn hair rippled as Dorothy approached, stirred by her breath.

        

        The cotton blanket was carefully pulled back, revealing the tiny body.

        Tightly clenched little hands, cute feet hidden in booties... the baby looked just as Estel might have as a newborn.

        

        "Do you... not like it?"

        "..."

        

        Estel watched Dorothy anxiously, but received no answer.

        

        Dorothy tugged at her own hair—a habit that emerged whenever she was irritated.

        Knowing this habit well, Estel immediately recognized her displeasure.

        

        "Mom...?"

        

        What's wrong? Should I have let it grow more before bringing it?

        I thought it wouldn't be a big issue since the physical adjustments were complete—childhood would be just a moment before quickly becoming an adult...

        

        I failed to consider that even Dorothy might find it difficult to accept if I suddenly brought a baby and called it her second child.

        Come to think of it, Dorothy never liked troublesome things. Perhaps I was too eager to see Dorothy again.

        

        "Well... it's a clone I created. It'll grow quickly, so you don't need to worry about it being a burden. At first I thought about making a homunculus, but then I figured a child resembling me might comfort your loneliness... Oh, and it consumes mana instead of food, so no worries about feeding!"

        

        Estel rambled nervously, jumping to conclusions about why Dorothy was upset.

        

        "Aren't you misunderstanding something?"

        "What...?"

        "Did you think I'd be happy with just some piece of flesh that looks like you?"

        

        Dorothy had been solitary, but never lonely.

        Until she met Estel.

        

        And that loneliness could never be soothed by the piece of flesh before her, because it was meant for one person only—Estel.

        

        The loneliness that bloomed in Dorothy's heart could only be embraced by Estel herself. Nothing in this world could replace Estel.

        

        But... this damned girl who had raised a daughter herself couldn't understand a mother's heart and pulled this stunt?

        

        Second child?

        Comfort her loneliness?

        

        The more she thought about it, the more absurd it seemed.

        It almost sounded like Estel was saying she wouldn't visit anymore now that she'd brought this baby.

        

        Above all, what infuriated Dorothy most was Estel's attitude.

        All those times Estel had called her "Mom" and acted affectionately now seemed like deception, making her sick to her stomach.

        

        "Piece of flesh? It's breathing properly and alive. Perhaps... one isn't enough? I can make as many as—"

        

        Slap! Estel's head jerked to the side.

        

        "Mom...?"

        

        Estel felt less pain from her stinging cheek than from seeing Dorothy trembling with suppressed anger.

        

        Though Estel was the one who'd been struck, somehow Dorothy's expression showed a wound that couldn't be visible...

        

        Dorothy's face reddened with anger as small teardrops formed in her eyes, precariously hanging as if about to fall.

        

        "Who's your mom, you damned girl? Who said I needed a gift like this?"

        "..."

        "Don't you know that a hundred of these things wouldn't equal even one of you? Someone's been waiting to see your face just once, whether it takes a hundred years or a thousand... and you dare play this prank?"

      

      
        

        This wasn't right.

        

        She had only wanted Dorothy not to be lonely. After Joshua left on his journey, she thought she understood what Dorothy might be feeling, so she prepared this gift.

        

        What should have been a gift bringing smiles and warmth... Like water that couldn't be gathered back up, the tears barely clinging to Dorothy's eyes spilled over, unable to contain her sorrow.

        

        "Get out now. Don't ever show your face to me again."

        

        The closed terrace doors flew open violently, letting in a gust of wind.

        Following Dorothy's will, it wrapped around Estel and flung her outside.

        

        "This isn't right."

        

        Thrown outside, Estel lay sprawled on the ground, muttering. The basket had landed gently beside her. She felt completely rejected.

        

        Where had it gone wrong? The stars adorning the sky seemed to mock her, as if asking how she couldn't understand.

        

        The loud sound of the bolt being locked indicated that Dorothy was thoroughly angry.

        

        If she'd known it would turn out like this, she wouldn't have created it. She found herself resenting the peacefully sleeping Estel No. 2 in the basket.

        

        Should she dispose of it?

        As Estel rose and reached toward the basket, a magic circle appeared.

        

        If she injected mana now, it would literally become just a piece of flesh. But what was she doing? It felt like taking her anger out on innocent No. 2 when she herself was at fault. She lay back down.

        

        Destroying No. 2 wouldn't undo what had happened.

        

        Estel pondered why Dorothy was angry.

        She had created No. 2 only hoping Dorothy would be less lonely, nothing more.

        

        Thinking in reverse, if Joshua returned from a long journey with a clone...

        If he told her to comfort her loneliness by looking at the clone instead of him...

        

        If Estel faced the same situation, she might have turned the clone into a piece of flesh on the spot, even if it resembled Joshua.

        

        What Estel wanted to see was Joshua himself.

        Not some clone.

        

        Beyond a prank, she had driven a nail into her mother's heart.

        She realized too late that this was something a daughter should never do.

        

        And on top of that, she'd said that insane thing about making more if one wasn't enough.

        Like pouring oil on a burning house.

        

        "Damn... what have I done?"

        

        Estel covered her eyes with her palms.

        Lost in loneliness during the week without Joshua, she had failed to notice what was truly important.

        

        She wanted to return home and apologize, but lacked the courage to face Dorothy's tears again.

        She'd been told never to show her face again... what if appearing now only provoked more anger?

        

        Estel stood up, holding the basket.

        If she left without apologizing, she might truly never see Dorothy again.

        

        Even if Dorothy wouldn't accept it, she wanted to say she was sorry.

        

        Knock, knock, knock.

        

        After taking a deep breath, she carefully knocked on the firmly bolted door.

        

        "Mo— I mean, Dorothy. Are you listening?"

        

        She didn't expect the door to open or receive a response.

      

      
        It would be enough if Dorothy just listened. Though she wasn't sure if Dorothy was listening... even if her words turned out to be merely self-satisfaction.

        

        "I'm... I'm sorry. I prepared this thinking you might be lonely because of me. But if Joshua had done the same to me, just imagining it makes me furious."

        

        What Estel loved was Joshua himself, not something resembling him. Conversely, she failed to realize Dorothy felt the same way.

        

        Nothing can replace a child. Even without blood ties...

        

        "I'm a mother too. I should have known better... I failed both as a mother and as a daughter."

        

        She felt uneasy, as if there was more to apologize for. But right now, all she could think to say was that she was sorry.

        

        How could she remove the nail she'd driven into Dorothy's heart? How could she mend the hole it had created?

        

        It was too difficult for Estel.

        

        "I'm sorry. I'll come back tomorrow."

        

        She didn't expect her apology to be accepted immediately.

        She could return tomorrow. If not tomorrow, then she would keep coming until her apology was accepted.

        

        Estel stepped away from the door, preparing to teleport.

        

        "I love you. I don't know what you'll think, but I mean it."

        

        Although it resulted in driving in a nail, her love for Dorothy was genuine.

        For someone called the Witch of Love, she seemed terribly unskilled at it, and it made her feel worthless.

        

        Creeeeak.

        The sound of old hinges echoed through the quiet night.

        

        "Dorothy?"

        "..."

        

        Dorothy opened the door that shouldn't have opened,

        glaring with sharp eyes, causing Estel to hastily cancel her teleportation.

        

        "I... I'm s-s-so..."

        

        She needed to apologize.

        Just the fact that the door had opened left her lips trembling, unable to form complete sentences.

        

        Worried that No. 2 might change Dorothy's mind, she hid the basket behind her back.

        

        Like a guilty child, she didn't know where to look, her eyes darting around searching for somewhere to rest.

        

        "You said you'd stay for five nights, and you're already leaving? You damned girl..."

        

        Dorothy's words made Estel's shoulders jerk.

        Tears that she thought would only flow for Joshua welled up, urging her on.

        

        "Ugh..."

        "Well, well. What right do you have to cry?"

        "B-but..."

        

        The more she tried not to cry, the harder it became to suppress her emotions.

        

        She just wanted to be held in Dorothy's arms and be forgiven for her mistake.

        

        "What are you doing to your mother, you grown child?"

        "I'm s-sorry! Uuugh!!"

        

        By the time she came to her senses, she was already in Dorothy's arms, blurting out incoherent words.

        

        Dorothy continued to pat her back until Estel's tears subsided.
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        "Nnngh."

        

        I blew my nose into the handkerchief Dorothy had given me.

        Perhaps because I'd been crying so much lately, I struggled with emotions that wouldn't easily subside.

        

        My shoulders heaved as I sniffled, and mucus ran down my nose relentlessly with each ragged breath, driving me nearly mad.

        

        "......"

        "......"

        

        While it was good that I had been allowed back into the house, Estel couldn't figure out what to say in the silence that enveloped the atmosphere.

        

        She was also cautious about saying something unnecessary that might set Dorothy off again. Honestly... she hadn't expected to be forgiven for her mistake so quickly.

        

        She wished Dorothy would say something, even if it was in anger.

        

        "Should I make an artificial life form too? As a substitute tear-catcher for this damn girl."

        

        Dorothy pinched her tear-soaked chest with two fingers, trying to create some air flow.

        

        "I'm sorry..."

        

        With Dorothy speaking like that, Estel had no choice but to apologize in a shrinking voice, keeping her head bowed while watching Dorothy's reaction.

        

        "So what's the child's name?"

        "Estel No. 2..."

        "What did you say?"

        "Eek!"

        

        Dorothy's sharply honed eyes glared at Estel as if they could kill her.

        

        A-a name!?

        Her panicked mind squeezed out a name for No. 2.

        If she answered carelessly here, she might be thrown out of the house again.

        

        "Well, it's, um... S..."

        "S?"

        "S-S-S... Stella!"

        

        Since Stella was a synonym for Estel, which meant star, wouldn't that be a fairly good name...?

        

        "Stella... Stella."

        

        Dorothy repeatedly murmured the name while poking Stella's cheek with her finger as she slept peacefully in the basket on the table.

        

        Her sharp gaze softened into something round and gentle, looking down at Stella with a benevolent expression that made Estel wonder if this was how she looked at Joshua.

        

        Wasn't she angry?

        Just a moment ago she had called it a piece of meat... but now she was playing with it with a face like a grandmother looking at her granddaughter. Estel couldn't keep up with the mood shift.

        

        "Didn't you dislike it?"

        "What fault could the child have? It's all the damn girl's fault."

        "Urk..."

        

        Certainly... while the creator's intentions might have been wrong, Stella herself was innocent. Estel shuddered to think what might have happened if she had hastily disposed of her.

        

        Come to think of it, even when the gust of wind had thrown them out, the basket had landed gently... At this moment, Stella might rank higher than Estel in Dorothy's mind.

        

        "Mom."

        "...What."

        

        Estel fidgeted with her fingers while watching Dorothy's reaction. In response, Dorothy turned her head slightly, remained silent for a moment, then sighed before answering.

        

        Dorothy's anger hadn't completely subsided, but seeing Estel so submissive with her tail between her legs, she couldn't even feel angry anymore.

        

        Such a daughter...

        

        In the end, no matter what mistakes her messed-up daughter made, a daughter was still a daughter. Even though she had driven a stake through Dorothy's heart. Seeing her acknowledge and repent for her wrongdoing made Dorothy's heart soften.

        

        She had been so angry that she thought she wouldn't want to see Estel's face for years... but a single "I love you" had slightly calmed what seemed like an unquenchable rage.

        

        "Just... I'm sorry. And thank you."

        "Is that all?"

        "...I won't do it again."

        

        Estel vowed never to make another clone. She didn't even want to imagine what would happen if she made one more.

        

        Above all, she didn't want to hurt Dorothy's heart. Although it had come to this conclusion... Dorothy was as precious to Estel as Joshua was.

        

        From the day she was reincarnated in the Aria Chronicle and barely reached the paradise at the western end until now. Without Dorothy, she might have starved to death or ended her life as an ordinary country girl.

        

        Then she wouldn't have met Joshua either.

      

      
        She wouldn't have felt the emotions she felt now.

        

        It had been a really long time since she'd been scolded by someone and cried. The desire to be spoiled suddenly sprouted like bamboo shoots after rain.

        

        "I love you. You love me too, don't you, Mom?"

        "Damn girl."

        

        Despite her words, Dorothy didn't push away Estel as she approached for a hug. Rather, she offered her body to make the embrace easier.

        

        Love. Yes. What the hell was that love?

        Estel uttered so casually what Dorothy found difficult to say.

        

        But she didn't entirely dislike it, unconsciously stroking Estel's pale pink hair. She should have stayed angry a little longer to teach her a lesson so she wouldn't do it again...

        

        But her hand wouldn't stop. As if sensing this, Estel burrowed deeper into her embrace, and Dorothy couldn't stop her... because she too had craved Estel's warmth.

        

        Once she had let Estel back into the house, it was already too late to be angry.

        

        "This won't happen twice. Understand?"

        "Thank you, Mom. I love you."

        

        Perhaps... Dorothy's anger had already dissipated from the moment she first heard those words of love.

        

        She wanted to embrace Estel with both arms, but the finger that had been poking Stella's cheek felt a small pressure, as if caught by something.

        

        Red eyes identical to Estel's met Dorothy's. Tiny cotton-like hands gripped Dorothy's finger with all their might.

        

        "Uwaa... Waah!"

        

        She burst into tears, barely opening her tiny mouth just enough to fit a finger.

        

        The crying was extremely short and repetitive.

        She even shook her head from side to side as if uncomfortable.

        

        "Stella is crying? What should we do?"

        "What do you mean what should we do? You made her, didn't you? Don't you know?"

        

        Dorothy and Estel were flustered by Stella's cries.

        

        "Did we make too much noise while she was sleeping?"

        "Did we shout or something?"

        

        Both had the title of mother, but neither had ever given birth or had any experience raising a child.

        

        Dorothy had met Estel when she was 10 and she had grown up on her own... and Estel had met Joshua when he was 7.

        

        Childcare was unfamiliar to both of them, and they had momentarily forgotten that it naturally came with raising a child.

        

        In short, why was Stella crying?

        They couldn't discern the baby's needs from just crying.

        

        As Estel panicked at the increasingly loud cries, Dorothy, unable to stand by, carefully picked up Stella, supporting her head.

        

        "Stella, don't cry."

        "Waaah!"

        

        She awkwardly tried to soothe the baby, mimicking the actions of women who had raised children from some distant memory.

        

        "It's getting worse... What should we do? Should I use magic to put her to sleep? Or maybe use an elixir...?"

        "Are you crazy?"

        

        The louder Stella cried, the more both mother and daughter wanted to cry too.

        

        Then suddenly, a thought flashed through Dorothy's mind, and she gave Estel a meaningful look.

        

        Specifically, at the monstrous breasts protruding from Estel's chest.

        

        "Milk."

        "What?"

        "Get your breast out. Quickly."

        "Whaaaat?!"

        

        Estel gasped in horror, covering her chest with both arms. Far from hiding them, the pressure from her arms only emphasized her flesh, causing Dorothy's eyes to narrow sharply.

        

        "You need to pay for those potions you took from the storage. When else would you use those useless milk pouches if not now?"

        "But... I don't produce milk...!"

        

        Having large breasts was meaningless without the crucial breast milk.

        

        Estel had wondered if her growing breasts were swollen with milk, so she had tried squeezing and massaging them a few times, but it only hurt without producing any milk.

        

        Maybe with Joshua, but...

      

      
        To breastfeed Stella, who was essentially herself?

        

        "Besides, Stella only needs mana. It would be better to put a finger in her mouth and inject mana..."

        

        Stella had been modified during the cultivation stage to grow by consuming only mana without food.

        

        Rationally thinking, it would be more reasonable to let her suck a finger to transfer mana than to breastfeed her.

        

        "I won't say it twice. Get your breast out. Now. Channel mana through your breast. Breastfeeding is so good for a baby's emotional development. If you make her suck your finger, forget about forgiveness."

        "Yes..."

        

        But she couldn't break Dorothy's stubborn insistence.

        

        I have no choice.

        I'm sorry, breasts... for not being able to protect you.

        

        Estel swallowed her tears and sat down. She carefully exposed her left breast to avoid rubbing against her clothes.

        

        Free from the magic circle on her clothes, her breast defied gravity, maintaining its volume without sagging, and the weight pressed down on her shoulder.

        

        She was showing her breast, which she hadn't shown to anyone since bathing with Joshua when he was 10. Although it was just one side... her face flushed with embarrassment.

        

        "Don't look."

        

        Estel covered her pale pink areola with her palm before Dorothy's gaze could reach it, hiding what might be her last excuse.

        

        "Move your hand. How else can you feed her? Do you want to watch Stella starve to death?"

        "Well... there's another problem..."

        "Sigh. What is it?"

        

        This was the most intimate area that Estel didn't want to reveal to anyone.

        

        Estel swallowed hard and carefully continued.

        

        "I actually have inverted nipples... so to get them out, it's a bit..."

        "......"

        

        Should I really kill her?

        Dorothy's previously pleasant demeanor during their hug had completely vanished, replaced by a murderous glare.

        

        "F-five seconds is all I need!? J-just a moment!!"

        

        Quickly digging out the nipple hidden in her flesh with her fingers and bringing it into the world, Estel took Stella, who was crying in Dorothy's arms.

        

        She put her breast to Stella's mouth and squeezed her eyes shut.

        

        "......"

        

        Slurp, slurp, slurp.

        

        Stella enveloped the areola with saliva and began sucking the breast with all her might using her small tongue and lips.

        

        As Estel channeled mana through her nipple instead of milk, Stella's crying stopped as if by magic.

        

        Gently opening her eyes that she had squeezed shut at the unfamiliar sensation, she met Stella's incredibly pure gaze.

        

        Although Stella was just a clone... her vigorous pulsing, not unlike the laws of nature, evoked feelings quite different from when looking at Joshua.

        

        So this is what they mean by a baby's strength while feeding.

        

        She felt guilty experiencing this blessing that only women with children should feel through such a loophole.

        

        "How does it feel?"

        "It's amazing."

        

        She couldn't explain it beyond amazing.

        This... was something that couldn't be understood without experiencing it firsthand.

        

        She had come to realize the weight of life beyond breastfeeding.

        What it meant to create life.

        How absurd Estel's actions had been.

        

        To think she had spoken of disposing of such a child.

        She felt ashamed both as a creator and as her sister.

        

        While it wasn't exactly breastfeeding... "mana feeding" might be the more accurate term, but if she ever gave birth to her own child and breastfed them... she felt she couldn't help but love that child.

        

        Though she wasn't sure if that would ever happen.

        

        "But how long do I have to feed her?"

        "Until she's tired. Until she's full. Until she's had enough."

        "Ugh."
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        Stella grew rapidly, just as Estel had designed.

        

        It took two days after the mana feeding for her teeth to start growing.

        When no one was looking, she would crawl into corners, and after just five days, she stood up on her own and took one step, then another... until her clumsy little feet carried her into Dorothy's arms.

        

        Her newborn hair had barely been shaved off when she was already flaunting a light pink bob, and soon enough, she began speaking short words.

        

        "Mama!"

        "Hey! Did you hear that? She just said 'mama'!"

        

        Dorothy slipped her hands under Stella's armpits, lifted her up, and proudly brought her over to Estel.

        

        Over the past five days, Stella had transformed from a mere lump of flesh into Dorothy's second daughter, faithfully fulfilling her original purpose of easing Dorothy's loneliness.

        

        With light pink hair and red eyes identical to Dorothy's.

        A chubby, round jawline from baby fat, and a face that beamed with inexplicable joy.

        

        Estel felt slightly uncomfortable seeing her own unremembered childhood right before her eyes. It wasn't like the discomfort of an adventurer meeting their doppelgänger, but rather the simple thought: "Was I really this ugly as a baby?"

        

        Maybe I fed her too much mana and she got fat...

        While Estel pondered this with a serious expression, Stella's tiny hands began kneading her large chest.

        

        Now able to express herself beyond crying, Stella was signaling that she was hungry and wanted food.

        

        "Mama!"

        "I don't think she's saying 'mama,' I think she's asking for food?"

        "What would you know."

        

        Then don't ask me in the first place.

        Estel swallowed the honest retort she almost blurted out and laughed off Dorothy's prickly response.

        

        Regardless of what Dorothy thought, Stella's eyes were fixed on Estel's chest like a baby deer discovering a spring, drooling profusely.

        

        Her fingers tapped and pinched at Estel's chest as if demanding mana immediately... until finally, she used her sharp teeth as weapons and bit down on the breast hidden beneath the clothing.

        

        "Anyway, I'm preparing baby food, so—KYAAH!"

        

        Despite her tightly closed clothes, Estel let out a shrill scream and blushed at the vivid sensation of teeth against her skin.

        

        On the second day, when she hadn't realized Stella's teeth had grown in.

        

        When she had nursed her, she felt a sharp, stinging pain and quickly pulled Stella away. Seeing the red blood welling up between the teeth marks on her nipple... she couldn't comprehend what was happening.

        

        She hurriedly used a potion to heal the wound, preventing any scarring, but Estel's left breast seemed to remember the pain, proudly jutting out even through her clothes with an embarrassing prominence.

        

        And now, five days later, it continued to make its presence known, becoming a perfect bull's-eye target for Stella's appetite.

        

        Estel tried to detach Stella to protect her increasingly sensitive breast, but the baby's suction was so strong that there was no sign of her letting go.

        

        "Big sister, do you like her feeding that much?"

        "Ugh...! Don't just stand there watching—help me!"

        

        Despite Estel's plea for help, Dorothy just stood there looking fondly at Stella, driving Estel to the brink of madness.

        

        Realizing no mana was coming out, Stella finally released the breast, leaving a sticky thread of saliva connecting her mouth to the nipple.

        

        "It's gotten even bigger..."

        

        Just when she thought things had calmed down... Estel fought back tears as she looked at her nipple, which had swollen in response to Stella's suction.

        

        "Want to let Stella take care of the other side too, for balance?"

        "Can I just go home?"

      

      
        "Even if you go, make food before you leave. And prepare clothes in advance since she's growing so fast."

        

        As if she had no more use for her grown-up eldest daughter, Dorothy coolly walked out of the kitchen with Stella in her arms, leaving Estel to sigh at her retreating back.

        

        You clearly like it, so why were you angry before?

        While it was good that Dorothy had accepted Stella without resistance... Estel felt foolish for having tearfully begged for forgiveness.

        

        Wait, did that happen because I apologized so much...?

        Though Estel was a witch herself, she couldn't understand the moods of other witches at all.

        

        Let's just take the good with the bad.

        Offering up one breast for family harmony... it wasn't such a bad feeling.

        

        After Stella started eating solid food, Dorothy took over all childcare duties.

        

        "Phew... Here, want to eat?"

        "Mama!"

        

        From cooling the baby food by blowing on the spoonful, to checking the temperature with her pinky finger, to carefully feeding it to Stella—Dorothy's actions were filled with affection.

        

        Stella clapped her hands in delight while spilling half her food, and Dorothy smiled as she carefully scooped the food from around Stella's mouth back in.

        

        Sitting across the table with her chin propped in her hand, Estel fell into reminiscence, remembering when she had nursed Joshua.

        

        I used to feed him carefully, one spoonful at a time.

        I wonder if he's eating properly? He shouldn't catch a cold.

        Though he looks healthy, he tires easily because his body is actually quite weak.

        He shouldn't wander into dangerous places just because they look interesting...

        

        "Thinking about Joshua?"

        "Ah... Is it that obvious?"

        "Of course. I used to do the same."

        "......"

        

        Not knowing how to respond, Estel remained silent.

        Though a mother's heart might be fundamentally the same across all mothers, the depth varied, and she didn't want to presume she fully understood Dorothy's emotions.

        

        Selfish as it might be, she was grateful that Dorothy had longed for her for over a hundred years.

        

        Just as Estel had done, Joshua would also travel the world, seeing, learning, and experiencing many things. Though Estel's circumstances and motivations were different... the process wouldn't be all that different.

        

        He might make friends like Beryl too... Friends?

        

        "Mother, don't you have friends?"

        "Friends?"

        

        The question suddenly came to Estel's mind, and she asked Dorothy.

        

        The witches of the four cardinal directions.

        Like Dorothy, the Witch of the West, the witches of the South, East, and North were prominently featured in the Aria Chronicles.

        

        They appeared as series bosses with the worst gimmicks and boasting romantic three-phase battles.

        

        "How would I make friends when I'm cooped up here alone?"

        "Come on. Someone as great as you must have at least three friends, right? What kind of people are your friends?"

        

        Dorothy paused her spoon-feeding at the sudden question, trying to recall those she could call friends.

        

        Friends, huh...

        As Estel suggested, Dorothy did have three friends. Though she wasn't sure if they considered her a friend in return.

        

        It had been ages since she'd last seen them; the most recent contact was when she reached out after taking Estel as her apprentice.

      

      
        

        "Hecate is busy raising her apprentice. Rapunzel is holed up in her tower talking about fate and whatnot... And Alice, well, don't even get me started on that one."

        

        Hecate, the Witch of the South.

        Rapunzel, the Witch of the North.

        Alice, the Witch of the East.

        

        Estel's heart raced at these familiar names she'd only heard in games. Regretting not having asked earlier, she pressed Dorothy, who was trying to change the subject.

        

        "Why? Tell me more, please."

        "Forget it. Even if I call them friends, we're not that close, so there's nothing to tell."

        

        Estel clung to her like a child begging for a bedtime story. If possible, she wanted to hear about unrequited love or ancient romances, so she persisted.

        

        Dorothy tugged at her own hair in frustration, which immediately returned to its original state, but seeing Estel watching expectantly, she couldn't help but sigh.

        

        "Damn it, girl. Why are you so interested in my friends? They're not your friends."

        "But... you never know what might happen later, right? What if Joshua or I meet them someday? Wouldn't it be better if we could greet them properly? Like, 'Please take care of my mother.'"

        

        Good grief.

        Dorothy was dumbfounded by Estel's nonsensical reasoning.

        

        Encountering the primordial witches, including Dorothy, was no easy feat even for fellow witches.

        

        Each pursued their own desires and didn't welcome visitors, and they weren't exactly known for their hospitality toward uninvited guests.

        

        Dorothy was no exception.

        She still wondered how Estel had overcome the trials guarding the gates of paradise, but that level of capability was the minimum requirement for a meeting.

        

        Perhaps Estel should know a bit more about the truth of this world.

        For a witch destined to live eternally, knowledge wouldn't hurt. But it was difficult to decide how much to reveal.

        

        "Listen, Estel. There are witches like me at the four cardinal points."

        "Your friends?"

        "Yes, my friends. I'm in the West. Hecate is in the South. Alice is in the East. Rapunzel is in the North. They all have strange personalities, so don't even think about meeting them."

        

        Estel wanted to cover her ears at Dorothy's nagging, which she hadn't heard in a while. She already knew all this. Understanding Dorothy's concerns, she listened patiently as one mother to another.

        

        "Even if you do meet them, avoid the Witch of the East at all costs. Just stay away from the East entirely. The South will treat you decently if you mention my name. As for the North, you won't meet her unless you seek her out. Actually, just don't meet any of them. Understood?"

        "...I'll try."

        

        Joshua, so this is how you felt.

        Estel used the same response Joshua often gave her.

        

        She'd meet them all in 200 years anyway.

        For now, she'd just play along with Dorothy.

        

        In the end, she didn't hear any real stories.

        She should have known better than to ask.

        All she got was a lecture for nothing.

        

        "Sigh. Damn girl."

        

        Dorothy was about to resume feeding when she noticed Stella had fallen asleep. She carefully picked her up.

        

        "So. How have you been?"

        

        The question that should have come on the first day finally left Dorothy's lips, now that the issue with Stella was settled. They'd been busy with Stella's care for the past five days.

        

        Rather than her own old-fashioned, nagging stories, Dorothy wanted to hear about the world Estel had seen and experienced.
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        "You know, Joshua called me 'mom' for the first time. My heart fluttered so much... Even though we're not related by blood, I can't tell you how happy I felt to have something redder than blood connecting our hearts."

        

        Dorothy closed her eyes as she listened to Estelle's endless chatter.

        

        "If I hadn't taken Joshua's hand that first time, I wouldn't have been able to feel these emotions. Joshua taught me so many things."

        

        Mm-hmm. Absolutely.

        Dorothy nodded in full agreement with Estelle's words.

        

        Just as a child grows watching their mother, a mother also grows watching her child. Whether it stems from maternal instinct or from a child's innocence... Dorothy was no exception, and neither was Estelle.

        

        Estelle had taught many things to Dorothy, who would have lived in solitude until the end of the world.

        

        The joy of being someone's shelter,

        The anger when they hurt you without understanding a mother's heart,

        The sadness when they left her embrace after becoming a witch...

        

        Now, as they formed a united front to raise Stella together, each day passed so enjoyably that she barely noticed time flowing.

        

        Whether to consider these emotions as growth, she wasn't sure...

        But one thing she could be certain of was that meeting Estelle, who had been on the verge of death that day, was a great fortune.

        

        What would life have been like as an ordinary woman rather than a witch?

        Estelle, who had turned dream-like stories into reality, was nothing short of a blessing.

        

        After all, she was bringing happiness that witches from the south, north, or eastern edge couldn't even dream of.

        

        "And... how worried I was after Joshua met Leo. I mistakenly taught him that holding hands could lead to pregnancy... Later, when he came to me blushing, saying he might be pregnant with about twenty twins, I thought I might have to kill Leo."

        "You rotten girl. That was your fault."

        "Joshua was 15 then! Would you be happy if your daughter suddenly came to you pregnant?! You should just sympathize with me! Mom, right?"

        

        Estelle flared up with an incomprehensible outburst at Dorothy's comment.

        

        Isn't it normal to meet your destined partner after your first period, have children, and live together? Well, times have changed, so perhaps attitudes have changed too.

        

        Though difficult to fully understand, one thing was clear: Estelle adored Joshua immensely.

        

        "Anyway, Joshua..."

        

        Estelle's love for Joshua was endless.

        Whether bathing together or sharing a meal after a long time.

        The stories about Joshua continued uninterrupted until they fell asleep under the same blanket for the first time.

        

        And even as the promised five nights passed and the seventh night approached...

        

        "When Joshua wore that dress, it was like seeing a fairy from a storybook! You should have seen it, Mom."

        

        While it's true that children become the purpose of a parent's life,

        Estelle never once spoke about her life before becoming a parent.

        

        Even as Stella began taking her first steps, Estelle's love for her child showed no signs of ending.

        

        "Enough. That's sufficient."

        "What? I still have so much more to tell."

        

        You've been talking for nearly three days and you say there's still more?

        Just how much of a daughter-obsessed fool are you?

        

        It wasn't that Dorothy disliked hearing about her granddaughter, but what she wanted to hear was not stories about her granddaughter, but stories about her daughter.

        

        It was just that Estelle seemed so happy when talking about Joshua, her eyes shining brighter than usual as she spoke without pause.

        

        Dorothy had patiently listened for a good three days.

        Now she wanted Estelle to share her own story.

        

        The feelings in Estelle's heart, reflected in those glowing red eyes.

        

        "You've talked plenty about Joshua. Won't you tell me your story now?"

        "Mine?"

      

      
        

        To Dorothy, Estelle was both close and distant. Despite feeling a mother-daughter bond, it was just a relationship in name; she didn't really know what kind of person Estelle was.

        

        That left her with regret.

        Thinking back now, perhaps she had been angry when Estelle had presented Stella as a gift because it felt like an insurmountable barrier, preventing them from growing closer.

        

        She wanted to know.

        Starting with small things would be fine.

        

        What Estelle liked. What she disliked. Her hobbies. What foods made her happy. What colors gave her comfort, and what colors displeased her.

        

        It was okay to open up completely at a slow pace.

        Dorothy also had truths she couldn't reveal yet, and she thought Estelle must have her own as well.

        

        Whatever Estelle had done over the past 100 years, Dorothy was prepared to listen.

        

        "Um. Well... I don't really know what to say."

        

        Estelle scratched her cheek and avoided eye contact.

        

        Except for stories about Joshua, her memories were hazy. As if they weren't important enough to remember, the more she tried to recall, the more elusive they became.

        

        She seemed to have done various things before meeting Joshua... but it felt like those memories—more than ten times the length of her 12 years with Joshua—had been bleached away.

        

        "You said you had something you had to do. Have you finished that?"

        "No. I haven't even started yet."

        

        Something she had to do. Witnessing with her own eyes the pure love depicted in the Aria Chronicle.

        

        You remembered.

        Before becoming a witch, Estelle had embraced the sorrowful Dorothy and said those words.

        

        Somehow, Estelle's reflection in Dorothy's eyes reminded her of herself back then.

        

        Estelle, too, often saw overlapping images of Joshua's childhood no matter how much he grew, and she clearly remembered what he had said.

        

        A mother's heart is the same everywhere. She now understood what Dorothy wanted to hear, though she hadn't realized it before.

        

        Just as Joshua had done, it was now Estelle's turn to speak to Dorothy.

        

        "Mom, I like the color pink."

        "Like your hair?"

        "Yes. And I like beautiful love stories even more than the color pink."

        "Is that so? What kind of stories do you like?"

        "Well, that..."

        

        Estelle's small and trivial stories gently filled the witch's home called Paradise.

        

        From small things like enjoying vegetarian food, almost getting drunk just from smelling alcohol, and butterflies being her favorite insects, to meeting Beryl and becoming friends, and traveling the world to meet various people.

        

        Except for sleeping hours, Estelle's mouth hardly stopped moving.

        

        ***

        

        By the time five days had passed and Stella had grown to appear five years old, Estelle's stories continued without end.

        

        "At the end of the dungeon, I found a holy sword. I just grabbed it and took it."

        "Holy sword? What use is that piece of junk?"

        "It might be junk to you, Mom, but holy swords are really good."

        

        Only primordial witches like Dorothy might scoff at holy swords, but to lesser witches or demons, they were deadly weapons.

        

        Estelle puffed her cheeks in protest, and Dorothy let out a chuckle.

        

        "Sister, what's a holy sword?"

        

        Stella, nestled in Dorothy's arms listening to the conversation, asked while twirling the ends of her hair that reached down to her neck.

        

        "A holy sword is an amazing weapon."

      

      
        "What's a weapon?"

        "A weapon is a tool that protects people."

        

        The way she played with her hair to express emotions, mimicking Dorothy's habit, was cute... Despite being Estelle's clone, her different upbringing made her seem like a completely different person.

        

        "I want a holy sword too. I'll protect Mom and Sister with it."

        "Estelle. What are you doing? Give her a holy sword already."

        "Isn't a weapon too early for Stella? She'll learn magic quickly anyway since she's familiar with mana, even without a holy sword."

        

        Despite saying this, Estelle pulled out a holy sword from her inventory and placed it in Stella's hands.

        

        The holy sword Aegis.

        A sword without a blade. Forged solely for protection, it was perfect for Stella. She wouldn't hurt herself swinging it around.

        

        The two mothers watched with fond smiles as Stella broke free from Dorothy's embrace and swung the holy sword around.

        

        However, they were slightly concerned seeing her play alone without peers.

        

        "Shouldn't we make some friends for her? Maybe three? Golems or animals like cats would be good. How about a scarecrow doll made of straw shoes?"

        "You're right. My second daughter should have about three friends so she won't be lonely."

        

        Recalling the three trials to reach Dorothy in the Aria Chronicle, Estelle asked, and Dorothy nodded in agreement.

        

        "So when are you leaving?"

        

        Dorothy asked, looking directly into her eyes.

        

        "Would you like me to leave soon?"

        "No? On the contrary, I'd like you to return quickly. You said you haven't even started what you need to do yet."

        

        What she needed to do.

        To witness the protagonist's pure love, there were still about 200 years left, so there wasn't much she could do immediately...

        

        She hadn't explored the whole world yet. There were still things to do to facilitate the protagonist's pure love.

        Above all, she needed to create safety measures for herself to witness that pure love...

        

        "It will take at least 200 more years. Is that okay?"

        "Waiting 200 years is nothing. With Stella here, I won't be bored."

        

        Hearing her name, Stella abandoned the holy sword and climbed onto Dorothy's lap. Dorothy gently stroked Stella's hair, who looked like a small, adorable animal.

        

        "Stella. Your sister is leaving now. Say goodbye."

        "Sister, going? Where? When will you come back? I want to go too."

        

        Estelle knelt down to eye level with Stella, who was tugging at her sleeve with tiny hands, protesting against her departure. She held both of Stella's hands to reassure her face that looked ready to burst into tears.

        

        "If Stella comes with me, Mom will be alone. That would make Mom very sad. Can you stay with Mom instead of me?"

        "Okay... But you have to come back, promise?"

        "Of course. I'll definitely come back. Shall we pinky promise?"

        

        Estelle released Stella's hands and extended her pinky finger, and Stella raised hers to make the promise.

        

        How could she be so adorable? Estelle considered staying a bit longer, but seeing Dorothy's hint that it was time to go, she prepared for teleportation.

        

        "Keep in touch often. Next time, bring Joshua too. It would be nice if you brought that son-in-law as well."

        "Of course. I'll contact you often."

        

        What kind of commotion would she cause if I brought Leo?

        Estelle smiled wryly, thinking about future events. Joshua and Leo would handle it themselves. It might be fun to watch from the sidelines.

        

        "Ah! Stella will stop aging at 19. If someone continues to infuse her with mana, she could live forever. If she learns magic, she might even be able to live on her own."

        

        Just as she used teleportation after delivering what should have been Stella's user manual from the beginning,

        

        "My daughter, Estelle. I love you."

        "What?"

        

        With Dorothy's hidden final words, their reunion after a hundred years came to an end.
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        "Hum hum hum."

        

        As soon as I got home, I ran straight to bed and buried my face in the soft, fluffy pillow.

        

        I had only gone to meet Dorothy, yet I felt such a change in my mood. I secretly regretted not having visited her sooner.

        

        Family really is a wonderful thing.

        Just thinking that Joshua has me, just as I have Dorothy, made loneliness no longer feel like loneliness.

        

        Happiness rose above solitude, and I kicked my innocent bed repeatedly.

        

        The sound of my feet hitting the bed echoed in a steady 4/4 rhythm. From quarter notes to dotted quarter notes. From dotted quarter notes to gradually slower beats. Finally, after the complete silence that followed the sounds created by my kicking, I savored the happiness.

        

        'My daughter, Estelle. I love you.'

        

        "Heehee."

        

        I couldn't help but smile as I recalled Dorothy's words before I teleported away. To hear Dorothy say "I love you" for the first time—that fact alone filled me with elation.

        

        If Joshua's "I love you" felt like a seed I had planted beginning to sprout, Dorothy's "I love you" was like the gentle rain falling on me—the seed—allowing me to grow.

        

        The same phrase "I love you," yet so different. Love is truly a mysterious word. Despite how embarrassing it felt, I barely restrained myself from going back and asking her to say it just one more time.

        

        The warm sensation filling one corner of my heart gradually spread from my head to my toes. I flipped over, curling up tightly before stretching out again. I tried my best to feel this warmth with my entire body before it disappeared.

        

        I felt like I could become addicted to this emotion. My body fidgeted with joy—a different kind of pleasure from the romance Beryl had shown me.

        

        I once wondered what would remain after the original story ended. What if I were left alone in a world where nothing remained, where even curses couldn't drive witches to destruction... what would I do with true immortality?

        

        The answer was surprisingly close.

        

        After witnessing all the romances, I'll return to Dorothy's side. I'll spend my days with Stella, talking about all the love stories I've seen.

        

        The fact that Joshua wouldn't be there troubled my heart, but I couldn't selfishly turn Joshua into a witch.

        

        When that time comes, I'll sit by Joshua's grave and tell stories. To Joshua's descendants too.

        

        I'd need to prepare for that again.

        

        I took out the notebook I had used from my time as Dorothy's apprentice until I met Joshua from my inventory.

        

        I remembered my past self who had eagerly anticipated becoming a witch, drawing mind maps of what to do and relationship charts after becoming one.

        

        Mostly personal information like which couples had romances, who had unrequited love for whom, which love stories I really wanted to see but never materialized...

        

        I inhaled the scent of the notebook—as precious to me as treasure—and opened its pages.

        

        Though it would only truly shine 200 years from now, traces of my hasty notes were scattered throughout, written out of fear I might forget before the original story began.

        

        I opened the last page and wrote down the names of Joshua, Dorothy, and Stella in the blank space, then slowly turned the pages.

        

        Building friendship with Beryl (O). Establishing Venestia (O). Mass-producing elixir (O). Creating love potion (O). Finding holy swords (O). Finding demon swords. Meeting Hecate, the Witch of the South End. Meeting the Sea Witch. Meeting Grace the Elf. Encountering the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's Army, and so on.

        

      

      
        I stopped at a section filled with goals like a bucket list and scanned through the contents.

        

        It listed things I could do before the original story began. The completed tasks were marked, making it easy to see what remained.

        

        "I've found all the holy swords, and the demon swords can only be completely found after Part 1 ends... The elf, should I look for her again?"

        

        Grace the Elf.

        Part 1. A character who joined the hero's party as an archer.

        A classic elf archetype who cherishes nature, doesn't know how to lie, and only eats vegetables.

        She often bickers with the thief who has the complete opposite personality, and when their arguments escalate, the hero Kyle steps in to mediate.

        

        She clears a path through the Demon Lord's army with a single arrow, builds up affection points by appearing throughout Part 4, and eventually falls in love with the thief from the hero's party.

        

        Since the thief is human, their marriage isn't recognized, and she's banished from the elven forest. But they live happily until the thief's death, after which she chooses to die with him, saying a world without him has no meaning—a romance I really wanted to befriend her for...

        

        Remembering how I wandered around the southern regions looking for elves only to waste my efforts... my enthusiasm significantly dampened.

        

        ...I'll postpone the elf for now. Sorry, Grace. I'll come find you soon.

        Though Grace wouldn't even know I existed, I indulged in pointless sentimentality and imagined a happy future.

        

        "As for Hecate..."

        

        The Witch of the South End, Hecate, turns anyone with witch potential into a witch regardless of race, plotting to kill Alice, the Witch of the East End...

        I shook my head, worried that if I sought her out, I might end up joining her elite group, the Tea Party.

        

        And her personality is so volatile and moody. Thinking about the Hecate I saw in Aria Chronicle, it might be good to visit her once to establish a connection, but that's...

        

        "The Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's Army..."

        

        I gazed at the dark sky through the window, lost in thought. Aren't they all boss monsters except for Grace?

        

        The Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's Army.

        The Black Knight, the Succubus Queen, the Cursed Doll, and the Vampire. Like a game made in the 20th century, I'm not sure which era these "Four Kings" are from...

        

        I remembered noting them down because, despite appearing in Part 1, their corpses provide by-products necessary for story development in the sequels.

        Items like fragments of the Black Knight's armor, the Succubus Queen's horns, or the Doll's core—all needed for the Holy Kingdom conquest in Part 3.

        

        There's also the Succubus Queen's unrequited love... but she eventually dies at the hands of the protagonist Kyle, which is sad, so I wanted to see her face at least once.

        

        Monsters corrupted by magic stones had been appearing more frequently, so it wouldn't be strange if the Four Heavenly Kings appeared soon.

        

        I couldn't know exactly when the star cluster would fall since it wasn't recorded...

        But I recalled the narration from Part 1 that before the Demon Lord's advent, the Four Heavenly Kings descended on a green light cluster and attacked the human realm.

        

        Just like now.

        

        "Eh?"

        

        I quickly got up from the bed after spotting a cluster of green stars falling from the sky outside the window.

        

        "That's happening now?"

        

        I rubbed my eyes, wondering if I was seeing things, but the green star cluster was still there, streaking across the night sky.

      

      
        

        Even though it was just the narration part, it could be considered the actual beginning of Aria Chronicle Part 1.

        But... if it falls this early...

        

        "Then what about Joshua?"

        

        A worry I would never have had when writing the notebook chilled me to the bone.

        

        Even if monsters controlled by magic stones run rampant and become more ferocious, with Leo around there shouldn't be a problem...

        But no matter how well-armed Leo might be with holy swords in the castle, if Joshua were to encounter the Four Heavenly Kings, his life could be in danger.

        

        How long has it been since Joshua left on his journey, and now the Four Heavenly Kings show up!?

        

        What should I do? Should I intercept them in mid-air?

        Despite knowing what might happen to Aria Chronicle's narrative, only Joshua's safety filled my mind.

        

        I have to stop them. My heart raced.

        I opened the window and flew up immediately.

        So urgent that I forgot all about the concept of riding a broomstick.

        

        I immediately deployed a magic circle, aiming at the star cluster.

        I intended to launch a mana bombardment enhanced by the magic circle.

        

        But... one of the stars seemed to be getting closer to me.

        Not just a feeling—it really was.

        

        It was as if it had noticed my attempt to intercept.

        The star cluster was falling faster and faster, gaining momentum.

        

        Probably the Black Knight.

        The action leader among the Four Heavenly Kings, known for his powerful strength and loyalty to the Demon Lord.

        He fights any strong opponent, friend or foe, which is why he battled the Part 1 protagonist Kyle seven times.

        

        He might be flying toward me now, sensing my mana from afar and coming to challenge me out of competitive spirit.

        

        If it's impossible to take down all four at once,

        

        "I'll just have to defeat them one by one, right?"

        

        For Joshua's safety. A way to deal with the Four Heavenly Kings without hindering his journey.

        

        I realized after looking at my notebook again that the world is dangerous enough without me trying to stop Joshua's journey for that reason.

        

        The Four Heavenly Kings have already descended, so I'll find them before Joshua encounters them.

        The only option is to defeat them one by one and cripple them so they can't act for 100 years.

        Plus, if I control the monsters with magic stones, wouldn't that make Joshua's journey more enjoyable?

        

        It would also be good to check if Joshua is doing well.

        

        I can watch romances later; it's not too late.

        I fired the magic circle, brimming with magical power, toward the light cluster.
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        # "I Want to Become Stronger."

        

        On the outskirts of the demon realm.

        

        The Black Knight wasn't always a Black Knight.

        A worthless orphan. A life of wandering alleyways just to secure each day's meal.

        He probably had a name once... but like all things from the past, it had turned to dust and disappeared, no longer important.

        

        Perhaps a slave's life would have been better—in such a childhood, he learned that only the strong survive. Even when he found food, it was often taken by someone stronger.

        

        Survival instinct. The Black Knight pursued power. Nothing else mattered. He stole swordsmanship techniques from others, mastered the control of demonic energy, and with a dull blade in hand, he sought out the strong.

        

        Defeating the weak was of no help at all.

        

        I want to become stronger.

        Though he lost more often than not, he never died, always surviving. Instead, he would ask his opponents about his shortcomings and harbor fierce determination.

        

        Eyes filled with that determination.

        Perhaps it was those eyes that made the strong spare the Black Knight. Thinking he showed promise.

        

        "How can I become stronger?"

        "Kid, without armor, you can't protect your body."

        "Give me your armor."

        

        He was beaten within an inch of his life.

        

        Since the Black Knight had no money to buy armor, he defeated the strong and collected the intact pieces to make his own.

        

        "Why did I lose? I want to become stronger."

        "Who do you think you can defeat with that sword?"

        "Give me your sword."

        

        He was beaten within an inch of his life.

        

        The Black Knight went to the demon realm's incinerator, a hellish fire pit no one visited, and obtained a demonic sword.

        

        The days of victory began to outnumber the days of defeat.

        The more he fought against the strong, the stronger the Black Knight became, and the stronger he became, the more powerful opponents he faced.

        

        Before long, he had become famous throughout the demon realm for his strength.

        

        Except for one.

        The Demon King.

        

        As if defeat were inevitable, he knelt before the Demon King.

        

        Perhaps it was a difference in the nature of strength. The Demon King's power was somehow different. It was fundamentally unlike the Black Knight's, who pursued power simply to become stronger and to fight the strong.

        

        "Why did I lose? How can I become stronger? I want to become stronger."

        "Black Knight. I have a long-cherished wish to fulfill. A destiny to defy. Is it not natural that I am stronger than you, who seeks only power?"

        

        Desire, anger, jealousy—he had heard many reasons for defeat, but "destiny" and "cherished wish" were new concepts, so the Black Knight became brazen once more.

        

        "What is a cherished wish? What is destiny? Teach me these things."

        "Those are not things that can be taught. Nor do I think a fool like you would understand. If you're so curious, why not follow me?"

        

        Without feeling the frustration of defeat, the Black Knight accepted the outcome. Though he rose to become one of the Four Heavenly Kings, he still couldn't understand the Demon King's words.

        

        He could only sense that destiny and cherished wishes were stages beyond his reach. Wishing only to become ever stronger, he moved according to the Demon King's will.

        

        No one could match him except the Demon King, not even the other Heavenly Kings. I want to become even stronger.

        

        He didn't know why he wanted to become stronger.

        Even if he once knew, he'd forgotten. Now, only the thirst for power drove the Black Knight forward.

        

        And then that day came.

        

        "The Four Heavenly Kings shall descend to the human world first and prepare the groundwork for my arrival. Grow stronger while avoiding the adversary. The world will soon be filled with demonic energy. It won't be difficult."

        

        The Four Heavenly Kings gathered at the Demon King's throne.

        Descent. Groundwork. None of it mattered.

        The Black Knight was intrigued by the human world, a place where someone might still defeat him, unlike the demon realm where only the Demon King remained superior.

        

        "You haven't forgotten what the Demon King said, right? You can't just fight. We've scattered demon stones generously, so use them well to fill the world with demonic energy. The human world is different from the demon realm. You need to adapt first."

        "I'll handle it my way."

        

        The Black Knight ignored the Succubus Queen's words and surrendered himself to the magic circle prepared by the Demon King.

        

        The Black Knight wanted to become even stronger.

        Strong enough to defeat the Demon King.

        

        Hoping that in the human world, he could fight countless powerful opponents. Grand reasons for invading the human world didn't matter. Such justifications were for the other Heavenly Kings to worry about.

        

        The Demon King surely knew this too. The Black Knight intended to act according to his own will.

        

        As he fell toward the human world as a cluster of green stars, the Black Knight noticed a flow of mana extending toward the Four Heavenly Kings, and he trembled with excitement.

        

        A strong one had seen him.

      

      
        Clearly, a powerful being had noticed the Black Knight's existence and issued a challenge.

        

        "Don't cause trouble from the start! Didn't you hear the Demon King? We need to go to our designated locations and prepare! Can't you wait just a little while!?"

        

        Despite the Succubus Queen's protests, the Black Knight altered his trajectory, deviating from his intended destination to head straight for where the strong one was.

        

        The strong one, seeming to understand the Black Knight's intentions, immediately fired mana bombardments. The energy felt similar to demonic power, creating a sense of familiarity, but its intensity was anything but friendly.

        

        "Good. Good. Good. I have been waiting for this moment."

        

        Facing attacks of overwhelming heat, the Black Knight didn't dodge but collided head-on, flying directly toward the strong one and swinging his demonic sword infused with dark energy.

        

        Despite the pitch-black demonic sword that seemed capable of devouring the night sky, the strong one didn't even blink. Rather, they looked at the Black Knight as if he were an annoying obstacle, with irritated eyes.

        

        "You came too early. Sleep for a hundred years. Or stay quietly tucked away in a corner."

        

        The strong one spoke with surprising familiarity, as if they knew the Black Knight, and their attitude of treating him as weak was even more exciting.

        

        The strong one swung their weapon.

        It was a broom.

        

        The kind of broom that even slaves in the demon realm might use.

        The difference was that unlike the shabby brooms used by lowly slaves, this one wasn't old or worn, nor was it covered in dust.

        

        Wielding a broom seemed like mockery of the Black Knight, or perhaps it demonstrated the strong one's confidence.

        

        There were some in the demon realm who fought with unusual weapons, but none of them had been a match for the Black Knight.

        

        Clash and find out.

        Thinking more complexly than that didn't suit the Black Knight's temperament.

        

        Simply put, if the broom couldn't block the demonic sword, that would be that. But if it could? Nothing would be more exciting.

        

        A crimson power erupted from the broom in the strong one's hand, instantly forming three horn-like shapes that blocked the Black Knight's sword.

        

        "Not an ordinary broom, then."

        

        Though it looked like a broom, it functioned like a spear or a great sword. The ominous power that seemed to consume demonic energy extended toward his sword. The Black Knight couldn't hide his excitement, feeling an exhilaration he hadn't experienced since fighting the Demon King.

        

        Powerful. Both the energy rivaling demonic power and the strength that withstood without yielding.

        

        After exchanging five blows, their weapons clashed again.

        

        I can become stronger. A smile formed on the Black Knight's face, hidden beneath his helmet.

        

        "Strong one, I am pleased."

        "If you'd come a little later, I might have enjoyed this too. But I'm in a hurry. I have many others to deal with after you."

        

        The other ones to deal with must be the other Heavenly Kings. The strong one had been attacking toward where they were falling, after all. As if they had known from the beginning that the Four Heavenly Kings would come.

        

        Perhaps the strong one before him was the adversary the Demon King had mentioned.

        

        After pushing each other away and creating distance, the Black Knight prepared to launch himself again. As he summoned demonic energy, his armor turned completely black, befitting his title.

        

        Emitting red light from within his helmet, he charged toward the strong one at a speed incomparable to before.

        

        A simple, straight thrust.

        The strong one momentarily moved their foot to easily avoid the Black Knight's attack, then tried to swing the broom in return, but their posture crumbled when hit by the follow-up sword pressure.

        

        "Tch...!"

        

        The Black Knight didn't miss the opportunity. Supporting himself on one foot, he used centrifugal force to gather speed. Though it was a wide swing, the speed made it appear as a single motion—fast yet crude, leading to merciless violence.

        

        "...!"

        

        The Black Knight's attack didn't reach the strong one. Though it demonstrated tremendous destructive power by slicing through a mountain behind them, it was useless if it couldn't hit its target.

        

        Without hesitation, the Black Knight protected his back with his sword. Enemies who disappeared from sight usually attacked from behind. It was combat instinct born from long experience.

        

        There wasn't enough time to properly defend or dodge.

        

        CLANG!!!

        

        A collision like a scream shook the air.

        His posture wasn't good enough to block the attack. His wrist couldn't bear the burden and made an ominous sound as it was crushed.

        

        The Black Knight deflected the strong one's attack by exploding his demonic energy.

        

        Even amid the shockwave of roughly expelled demonic energy, the strong one landed lightly and watched the Black Knight's movements.

        

        "Excellent. Your speed. Your power. Your wit. But not yet. Still far from it, strong one...!"

        "Phase 3 already? Too fast. But that's fine."

        

        This won't do. The desire to clash at full power dominated the Black Knight's mind.

        

        Ignoring the strong one's puzzling words, the Black Knight exploded with power once more.

        

        A technique where he became one with the demonic sword, his entire body becoming a blade. A technique he had perfected to become stronger after his battle with the Demon King.

      

      
        

        A technique he thought he would use in his rematch with the Demon King now revealed itself against this strong one.

        

        He charged at the strong one at a speed surpassing sound, shattering the surrounding terrain. Each finger transformed into a blade of the demonic sword as he reached for the strong one.

        

        "But you know, using that reduces your magic resistance to zero. You're aware of that, right?"

        

        The strong one, who should have been crushed in an instant or counterattacked as the Black Knight hoped, instead laughed leisurely. Despite striking so quickly there shouldn't have been time to speak...

        

        The Black Knight's hand stopped right in front of the witch's face, unable to move. Only the air pressure made the strong one's hair flutter.

        

        Large and small magic circles surrounded the Black Knight. These magic circles perfectly controlled him, preventing even a finger or a trace of demonic energy from moving.

        

        "Slow curse. Energy control curse. Petrification curse. And various others. Sorry about this. I'm not a warrior class, I'm a witch."

        

        Though he didn't know what a witch was, the Black Knight was impressed. To find the enemy's weakness and exploit it perfectly in such a short time. He wanted to praise the strong one again if possible, but his stiffened lips wouldn't part.

        

        "...!"

        

        Spikes large and small protruded from the magic circles restraining the Black Knight, piercing his entire body. Though they could have killed him, the attacks avoided vital points, making him feel the strong one's composure rather than humiliation.

        

        Eventually, another magic circle spread from the strong one's hand, targeting the Black Knight.

        

        "I won't kill you. Just sleep until Joshua leaves this world."

        

        With the strong one's final words, the Black Knight's body gradually sank into the ground. He couldn't end it like this. He hadn't come to the human world to suffer such a fate.

        

        Despite the Black Knight's resistance, his body was buried deeper and deeper into the earth.

        

        "How am I going to find the rest of the Four Heavenly Kings? I guess I'll have to search the southern region first... Or should I find Joshua and follow him? No, I don't want to get scolded if I'm caught. But... if I say I was watching from behind because it's dangerous, would he forgive me?"

        

        By the time only his face remained above ground, the strong one turned away, showing no further interest in the Black Knight.

        

        He couldn't let them go.

        He couldn't sleep as the strong one said.

        

        He needed to ask. About his weakness. About the other's strength.

        To become stronger, defeat the strong one, and then defeat the Demon King.

        

        With that single thought, the Black Knight's body began to move little by little.

        

        ***

        

        "Not yet."

        

        The Black Knight, crawling out of the ground, grabbed the strong one's ankle as they were about to leave.

        

        "How did you escape? The magic circle is still intact... Did your magic resistance increase in that short time?"

        "I have... something to ask."

        

        The magic circle was still intact, and the curses were still binding the Black Knight, so he had no leisure to answer the strong one's question.

        

        "Why did I lose?"

        "You said the same thing to Kyle, didn't you? After getting thoroughly beaten in your last battle, you asked. I'm similar to Kyle. You lack pure love. That's why you lost."

        

        Pure love.

        A term he'd never heard before.

        Like destiny or cherished wish that the Demon King mentioned.

        

        I can become stronger.

        With that fact alone, the Black Knight didn't lose his smile despite his defeat.

        

        "Satisfied? Now go back into the ground quietly. When you experience pure love someday, I'll appreciate it with you."

        

        The power in the strong one's hand pressed down on the Black Knight again. Faced with a strength of a different dimension than before, his grip on the strong one's ankle almost loosened, but he barely held on.

        

        "Amazing. Did you get even stronger in that time...? Look, I'm in a hurry. I don't have time to deal with you anymore. There are three more besides you."

        "I'll tell you. Where the remaining Heavenly Kings are..."

        "What?"

        

        If it meant becoming stronger, the Black Knight didn't care what happened to the other Heavenly Kings. Moreover, since the strong one could have killed him but didn't... Wouldn't the Demon King's forces become stronger as the Black Knight grew stronger, rather than relying on those other useless ones? The Black Knight's mind raced.

        

        "Were you that kind of character?"

        

        Above all, regardless of what the other Heavenly Kings thought of him, it was the Black Knight's principle not to listen to the words of the weak.

        

        The only important thing now was one:

        To become stronger.

        Therefore,

        

        "Teach me. Pure love...!"

        

        The Black Knight decided to return to his former self as a weakling and be brazen.

        

        Learn pure love, defeat the strong one.

        Then defeat the Demon King.

        

        Thinking to himself that it was truly a perfect plan.
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        The meticulously tended garden had been completely overturned. The distant mountain peaks somehow seemed misaligned, and the barriers damaged in the battle were undergoing self-repair.

        

        Perhaps I should consider myself fortunate that facing one of the Four Heavenly Kings only resulted in this much damage... Leaving the traces of battle visible through the window behind me, the house was filled with a silence that went beyond mere tranquility.

        

        Perhaps it was because a Black Knight in dark, murky armor had taken up residence in the comfortable home meant only for Joshua and me.

        

        I glared at the Black Knight who stood motionless like a wooden statue, arms folded across his lower chest, legs crossed while seated in a chair. It was my own way of expressing my displeasure.

        

        "Sigh..."

        

        Just minutes ago, I had been frantic with worry about Joshua, and now somehow I'd let the Black Knight into our home... Like a timer set to repeat, sighs escaped my lips periodically.

        

        This is all because of the Black Knight.

        

        The single sentence the Black Knight had desperately shouted while enduring my curse with his minuscule magic resistance was making my head complicated.

        

        'Teach me. Pure love...!'

        

        Teach him pure love?

        

        I carefully thought about whether I might have forgotten some episode related to pure love in the Black Knight's storyline, but nothing came to mind like a light bulb turning on.

        

        The Black Knight, who had shown little interest in anything besides combat, had absolutely no connection to pure love.

        

        I prided myself on remembering all episodes related to pure love, if nothing else. Could there be some hidden backstory I wasn't aware of, like with Carte?

        

        I shook my head excessively, trying to clear thoughts of pure love from my mind.

        

        Right now, finding the Four Heavenly Kings to ensure Joshua could travel safely was the urgent priority. I couldn't waste time being tempted by talk of pure love.

        

        Considering how easily I'd captured the Black Knight, supposedly the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings, dealing with the rest should be straightforward.

        If the Black Knight revealed the locations of the other Kings, I was confident this could be wrapped up quickly.

        

        "Where are the other Heavenly Kings? If you're thinking of lying or stalling, it won't end with just sealing you."

        

        I scattered crimson mana while throwing out what amounted to a threat. If he didn't answer properly, I planned to not just bury him but sink him to the bottom of some distant ocean.

        

        "I don't know."

        "What?"

        

        The Black Knight brazenly answered while mimicking my posture, arms folded across his chest.

        

        He doesn't know...?

        Did I hear that wrong?

        

        It took me more than three seconds to process those three simple words.

        

        "Is this bastard lying?"

        

        As I grabbed Triceratops, which was leaning against the chair, and began drawing up mana, the Black Knight flinched and hastily continued.

        

        "Mighty one, calm yourself. Even though we descended to the human realm with the Demon Lord's power, the Four Heavenly Kings are in a weakened state. They're probably holed up somewhere recovering their strength. Once they've hidden in their rat holes, even I find it difficult to detect them."

        

        "Weakened? Weren't you all about to invade?"

        

        "This is a place where your gods reside, not the gods of the demon realm. Forcing our way through the gate comes with consequences. So said the Demon Lord."

        

        Even if Triceratops was a one-of-a-kind broom in this world, reaching Phase 3 had been too easy.

        

        Having fought him seven times while playing Aria Chronicle Part 1, I knew his attack patterns, and now I learned he was in a weakened state.

        

        More importantly, realizing that Joshua wouldn't encounter any of the Four Heavenly Kings anytime soon, I sighed with relief and smoothed my chest.

        

        "When will you be able to detect them?"

        

        "As soon as they start moving, I can sense them immediately. It will take about a month. So don't worry, mighty one. I keep my word."

        

        "Reaaally?"

        

        My voice trailed off at the Black Knight's resolute answer. Perhaps I felt something off about his words.

        

        "But, is it okay for you to just tell me? Aren't they your fellow... Heavenly Kings? I mean, I'm not saying don't tell me."

        

        There was a disconnect between the Black Knight I remembered from Part 1, who had never betrayed anyone, and the one standing before me now.

        

        The Black Knight who had been loyal to the Demon Lord, fought hero Kyle seven times, and blocked the Demon Lord's path until the very end was now willing to sell out information on the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        "Mighty one, you could have killed me but chose not to. I don't know why, but I assume you won't kill the others either. Am I wrong?"

        

      

      
        "Well, that's true..."

        

        I had clearly stated I wouldn't kill the Black Knight before sealing him. I planned to do the same with the other Heavenly Kings, so I had to agree with him.

        

        "Then it's settled. It shouldn't be a problem if the Demon Lord's arrival is slightly delayed. The Demon Lord's advent is inevitable. So said the Demon Lord."

        

        That's it?

        And what's with this "so said the Demon Lord" business he keeps repeating?

        

        It was absurd to hear the supposedly strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings speaking as if he were a third party, detached from the situation. The Demon Lord would have been disappointed to hear such words.

        

        "Mighty one, what is that expression for?"

        

        "Aren't you curious about why I attacked the Four Heavenly Kings... or why I chose to seal rather than kill you... you know, things like that?"

        

        If I were the Black Knight, that's the first thing I would have asked upon meeting. But the Black Knight's interest seemed directed neither at the Four Heavenly Kings, nor the Demon Lord, nor me.

        

        "I'm not interested. I think of nothing but becoming stronger."

        

        Wanting to become stronger. Pursuing strength alone was the line that defined the Black Knight. I knew from the lore that he had become one of the Four Heavenly Kings after being drawn to the Demon Lord's power.

        

        "Then why do you want me to teach you about pure love...?"

        

        "Didn't you say that was my weakness?"

        

        So... because pure love was the reason he lost to me, he wants me to teach him about it...?

        I wanted to open up the Black Knight's skull and dissect his brain to understand what logic it operated on.

        

        "I will become stronger by understanding pure love. And you will learn the locations of the Four Heavenly Kings. Not a bad arrangement, is it? While you teach me about pure love, I will immediately inform you if the Kings begin to move."

        

        His breastplate heaved as if he thought his plan was truly perfect. He seemed to be laughing, and in an unpleasant way—like the "hoo hoo hoo" or "kekeke" laughs of villains from classic games in my past life.

        

        Though I felt somewhat manipulated, teaching the Black Knight about pure love might provide entertainment later.

        

        And receiving the Black Knight's help would be far more efficient than wandering around searching for the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        It's not a bad arrangement for me either. Whatever happens with the pure love situation, just knowing the Kings' locations brings me closer to ensuring Joshua's safety. Even if the Kings recover their strength, they won't be a match for me since I know their attack patterns.

        

        I can protect Joshua.

        And... incidentally enjoy some pure love.

        Isn't this killing two birds with one stone?

        

        Unlike the narration in Part 1, perhaps due to the month-long grace period, thoughts of pure love that had been pushed to the background kept flashing before my eyes.

        

        "Alright. Let's do that. So, who do you want to have pure love with?"

        

        "What is pure love? You said you would teach me."

        

        "Huh???"

        

        What does he mean, what is pure love? Wondering if I'd misheard, I tilted my head and looked at the Black Knight.

        

        "Then, what about love or feelings of affection...?"

        

        "What are those?"

        

        "......"

        

        I could understand if the term "pure love" was unfamiliar to him. But not knowing what love is?

        

        Yet the Black Knight was clearly serious. He didn't appear to be lying.

        

        Even if he didn't know about pure love, surely he must have experienced feelings of love or affection. At the very least, familial love, brotherly love, or camaraderie.

        

        "You know... when your heart pounds just from seeing someone, or when you don't want to be apart from them even for a moment. Someone like that. You really don't have anyone?"

        

        "Hmm... if that's what you mean, I do."

        

        I knew it.

        

        I wasn't prepared to face the impossible challenge of teaching pure love to someone who didn't even have someone they liked, so I mentally applauded the Black Knight's deep contemplation.

        

        "It's you, mighty one. It's you."

        

        "Eh?"

        

        But I couldn't applaud that answer.

        

        He's suddenly confessing here? Some kind of twisted attraction to strong women? Is that it?

      

      
        

        Should I just kill him? I could probably wear his armor and pretend to be the Black Knight myself.

        

        While I was confronting the murderous instinct bubbling up inside me, the Black Knight continued.

        

        "Next is the Demon Lord. When I'm with the mighty one, my competitive spirit boils and my heart pounds. I want to keep fighting."

        

        "Oh. That's what you meant? You should have said so earlier."

        

        I set aside Triceratops, whose three horns had been undulating as if ready to skewer the Black Knight in an instant, and let out a deep sigh that seemed to sink into the ground.

        

        "Haah... Then try to think about your parents. Or siblings, that works too."

        

        If he doesn't have someone he likes romantically, then yes.

        Let's approach this through familial love.

        

        Recalling my wanderings through the fields connected to the demon realm in Part 3... the demon realm wasn't that different from here. Demon folk also had families and lived in groups. The Black Knight must be someone's child too, so surely this time...

        

        He couldn't possibly not have this, right?

        

        "I'm an orphan. I don't remember who my parents were. I've long forgotten my own name."

        

        "I-I... I see. Haha. Yes. Um... right."

        

        They say "assumptions make a fool of you," and reality proved it true.

        I shouldn't have asked. It was too late for regrets.

        

        Damn. How was I supposed to know about the Black Knight's family situation?

        

        He doesn't have someone he likes. He doesn't have family... well, that's a bit harsh to say, but anyway! Now I was getting stubborn. There must be something, but he's keeping it all wrapped up tight, like his appearance hidden in that armor, and I was starting to get heated.

        

        Alright. Then how about this?

        

        Born with gender, there's one thing he must feel—sexual desire. Even if it's a bit distant from pure love, we could take a roundabout approach.

        

        "No, you know, someone who just by looking at them, just by being with them! Just by talking with them...! You know? The blood rushes right to your groin! You know? Someone like that! You're a man, you must have someone like that!"

        

        Surely he must have embraced a woman at least once?

        

        I raised my voice while making crude hip movements and gestures with my fingers, forming a circle with my thumb and index finger while inserting and withdrawing the index finger of my other hand to illustrate the act.

        

        I didn't want to resort to this...!

        My face felt hot, as if I was running a fever.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The Black Knight began to seriously contemplate again.

        

        This time it's guaranteed. It's impossible not to have this.

        As someone who was a man in my past life, I can assure you.

        

        The Black Knight, who had been touching his chin with one hand while thinking, seemed to reach an answer and looked directly into my eyes.

        

        "That is..."

        "That is?"

        

        I swallowed hard.

        

        Bring out those dark desires hidden in your heart!

        If necessary, I can use a potion to transform it into pure love.

        

        "I feel that way when facing you, mighty one. Even now. Would you like to verify?"

        

        "What verification, you crazy bastard...!!!!"

        

        Faster than the Black Knight who was reaching for the device in the center of his breastplate to deactivate his armor.

        

        My kick, filled with mana and traveling at what could only be described as supersonic speed, landed precisely on the Black Knight's egg pouch.

        

        "Y-you... crazy bitch...!"

        

        Thud.

        

        Covering my flushed face with trembling hands, I left behind the Black Knight who had collapsed without even managing to scream.

        

        Does he not have a brain? Is it all muscle?

        What on earth is wrong with him...?

        

        He doesn't know love. He seems to have never had a relationship. With a mind filled with nothing but becoming stronger, I had no idea how to handle the Black Knight or if I could even teach him about pure love. The future looked bleak.
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        "That was an excellent attack. Hitting the vital point with such precision. If I hadn't protected myself with magic, there would have been only Three Heavenly Kings instead of Four."

        

        Looking at the Black Knight standing awkwardly, still in pain, I felt more troubled than apologetic.

        

        It wasn't like he was some perverted 40-year-old man offering to show me something special by taking off his pants. I shuddered at the thought that there might be a pot-bellied old man inside that black armor.

        

        "You're not... lusting after me, are you? Or do you have some kind of fetish for showing your naked body to others?"

        

        Pure love or whatever. I had no desire to teach anything to someone who looked at me that way.

        

        "Lust...? Ah. Is that what the Succubus Queen often speaks of? I don't know what that is. I have no interest in weakness."

        "Then why were you trying to undress?"

        "I was going to remove it because you seemed not to believe me. Rather, I should ask you. Why did you stop me?"

        

        The Black Knight's counter-question made my blood boil. Breathing heavily, I pointed at him with exaggerated movements.

        

        "Because it's sexual harassment! No, it's beyond harassment—it's assault!"

        "What is sexual harassment?"

        "That... never mind. You don't need to know."

        

        Was he genuinely asking because he didn't know?

        

        The thought of explaining it to him made me see a future where I'd just get more worked up and angry.

        

        With a build larger than the average man like Leo, he seemed like someone who would force himself on women... yet he claimed not to understand even basic lust, let alone pure love or romance.

        

        It's not like he'd been confined to a room where he could only leave after becoming stronger, focusing solely on training.

        

        Charitably speaking, he was innocent; less charitably, he was ignorant. I couldn't believe that beneath that black armor was an untouched blank canvas that no one had ever laid hands on.

        

        "Anyway! Don't go around taking off your armor carelessly. Got it?"

        "Without armor, I cannot protect my body. Why would I remove it?"

        "Then why were you trying to take it off just now?!"

        "If it means becoming stronger, I can remove even my armor."

        "Argh...! This is so frustrating!"

        

        What kind of insane conversation was this? The more I talked with the Black Knight, the more my head throbbed.

        

        "Strong one. I have a question."

        "What is it...?"

        "Is this 'pure love' something I can learn? Much of what you say is difficult for me to understand."

        

        The Black Knight asked with a serious expression.

        

        Anxiety, impatience, and fear—emotions that didn't suit the Black Knight—were conveyed through his eyes. He seemed almost frightened. His fingertips trembled slightly, and his tone lacked confidence.

        

        "When I fought the Demon Lord and lost, he said I was defeated because I lacked destiny and purpose."

        

        As if experiencing déjà vu, I could guess what the Black Knight had said to the Demon Lord afterward... it was obvious without even seeing it.

        

        "So? Did you ask him to teach you?"

        "Yes. But he said that since I'm a fool, I wouldn't understand even if he taught me. Is pure love similar? Am I... unable to become stronger than I am now?"

        

        The Demon Lord isn't just anyone, I see. I admired his insight.

        The Black Knight was indeed a fool. A fool who knew nothing but becoming stronger. A power-type character whose brain was filled with muscle.

      

      
        But love doesn't discriminate between fools and geniuses. It doesn't care about social status or wealth.

        

        Love is a small miracle inherent in everyone's heart.

        I didn't want to imagine that love, which exists even in animals and monsters, would be absent in the Black Knight.

        

        "Hehehe. Don't worry. Even fools can experience pure love. In fact, being a fool might make you better at it."

        

        Wouldn't someone who looks only at love, moving forward with that single focus, be more likely to find pure love than someone who calculates everything based on money or honor...?

        

        Most protagonists were like that. They were fools... and that's what made them protagonists.

        

        "Is that so! Then how much stronger can I become?"

        

        The Black Knight who had been wrapped in all sorts of negative emotions just moments ago was gone, replaced by one who couldn't hide his excitement at the prospect of becoming stronger.

        

        "Well... just knowing about it isn't enough. If you truly experience pure love, you can become stronger than you can imagine."

        

        After all, the protagonist's awakening was triggered by love for the heroine. Saying that pure love makes you stronger isn't exactly a lie.

        

        When Kyle defeated the Black Knight after their seventh battle, the Black Knight asked him the same question he had asked me.

        

        Why had he been defeated?

        How could Kyle rise again after being knocked down six times and still achieve victory?

        

        Kyle answered the Black Knight's question without hesitation.

        

        'Because I want to greet tomorrow with her. Even if I had lost to you, I would have ultimately claimed victory because of nothing other than love.'

        'I see... Love, is it? Then for me...'

        

        Not just Kyle, the protagonist of Part 1, but all protagonists were like that. They overcame seemingly insurmountable hardships and adversities in the name of love.

        

        Defeating the Demon Lord.

        Filling the name of God.

        Defying the world.

        

        "Then, strong one. If I were to experience pure love, could I defeat the Demon Lord?"

        

        As I was reminiscing about the pure love in Aria Chronicle, the Black Knight's excited voice pulled me out of my memories.

        

        His words reminded me of a post I had seen in an online community in my previous life.

        

        It was a pointless thread asking who would win if certain bosses from different parts fought each other. The Demon Lord, befitting his status as the final boss of Part 1, was ranked near the top, while the Black Knight barely clung to the middle ranks.

        

        The Black Knight defeating the Demon Lord... It would be a miracle if he won once in ten thousand battles.

        

        "Why do you want to become so strong? Do you have a grudge against the Demon Lord?"

        

        I was curious about why he pursued power so desperately.

        Plus, his question about defeating the Demon Lord made me wonder if the person before me was really the Black Knight.

        Even if he didn't understand pure love or romance, I thought I might at least get a proper answer about why he wanted to become stronger.

        

        If he had a compelling reason, I was prepared to tell him, even if it was just empty words, that he could defeat the Demon Lord...

        

        "Grudge? Does one need a reason to become stronger?"

        

      

      
        Sigh. Of course.

        I was the fool for thinking I'd hear a plausible reason.

        

        The charismatic Black Knight from Part 1 had long vanished from my mind.

        

        "Yaaawn... Let's go to sleep now and continue this conversation tomorrow."

        

        Fighting with the Black Knight and all the excitement had left me mentally and physically exhausted. My shoulders drooped, and a sound that was part yawn, part sigh escaped my lips. I covered my widened mouth with my hand and wiped away the tears that had formed in the corners of my eyes.

        

        "Strong one. I want to learn about pure love and become stronger as soon as possible."

        "Pure love isn't something you can learn overnight, you know?"

        "Then how long will it take? A day? A week? A month?"

        "It depends on how you approach it. If you do well, maybe within a week. If not, it could take a lifetime."

        

        The Black Knight expressed dissatisfaction for the first time, but I firmly refused.

        

        Not even knowing what love is, yet being so eager—it was an unseemly sight.

        

        This wasn't something I could teach in a single night. I wasn't even sure if pure love could be taught at all.

        

        If I had known he was asking me to teach him pure love without even understanding the emotion of love, I would have given it more thought.

        

        At least Beryl was experiencing unrequited love. The Black Knight didn't even know what love was, going so far as to ask what it meant...

        

        Setting aside my complete lack of romantic experience, I had no idea where to begin teaching the Black Knight. I doubt even a dating expert would know what to do.

        

        I didn't want to just throw the dictionary definition at him and call it a day, and my pride as the Witch of Love wouldn't allow me to pretend this conversation never happened.

        

        How delicious would it be to witness pure love that wasn't seen in Aria Chronicle? And cultivated by my own hands, no less.

        

        "I'll bring you a blanket. Just sleep on the sofa."

        

        I found a suitable blanket in what was once a guest room prepared for visitors, now Leo's room, and tossed it to the Black Knight.

        My heart sank as he looked back and forth between me and the blanket with a somewhat vacant expression.

        

        "Don't tell me you don't know what a blanket is either?"

        "I'm not that much of a fool. It's just... unfamiliar to me."

        "That's a relief. I was worried I'd have to teach you how to use a blanket first."

        

        At least he knows about basic living necessities. A small mercy... If he hadn't known even that, I might have abused my Ultimate, which I had reserved only for pure love, to crack open his skull.

        

        "Don't you dare come near my room. Understand? There will be no talk of pure love then. You'll find yourself buried underground again."

        

        The Black Knight didn't seem like the type to attack while I was asleep, but the memory of his almost-exposure show prompted me to activate all my defensive magic circles.

        

        "Winning by ambushing someone during rest doesn't make one stronger. Rest assured. And I have no intention of fighting you until I learn about pure love."

        "That's good to hear. Now go to sleep. You must be tired from fighting me too. Let's start slowly tomorrow."

        

        After soaking in warm bath water and lying in bed, I should plan a curriculum for educating the Black Knight.

        Even with my complete lack of romantic experience, I did manage to connect Beryl and Nix, so I should be able to figure something out.

        As a bonus, I'll inscribe a few magic circles to ensure the Black Knight can't rebel.

        

        Leo was at least someone I could have a conversation with. Leaving the Black Knight, who felt like dealing with a child, behind, I moved away with tired steps.
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        The Black Knight couldn't easily fall asleep due to the unfamiliar feeling of the blanket.

        

        Though he could barely feel the sensation of the blanket covering his cold armor, which had become almost like his own body, he couldn't shake the strange feeling of unfamiliarity.

        

        When even this unfamiliarity felt unfamiliar, the Black Knight vaguely realized that this was what comfort felt like.

        A comfort he had never experienced in the demon realm. No, perhaps he had felt it once, long ago.

        

        It drew out some emotion sleeping in the forgotten corners of his memory.

        Though hazy, the Black Knight felt as if he had once experienced this same comfort in someone's embrace.

        

        Whose embrace had it been? Why had he felt such comfort?

        After all, another's embrace was typically a target the Black Knight needed to strike, far removed from comfort.

        

        The Black Knight closed his eyes and traced back through his memories.

        

        To before his defeat by the Demon King.

        To before he assembled the armor pieces to complete his suit.

        ...To before he became a worthless orphan.

        

        To the time when he was called by his name, not "Black Knight." To his childhood when he couldn't speak and was too young to do anything alone. He fumbled through memories that had burned to ashes.

        

        He questioned his own unusual behavior—something he would never normally do or be able to do—but thinking that comfort might somehow be related to pure love, he sifted through the ashen memories.

        

        'Hmm hmm hmm~'

        

        A humming sound echoed in his ears. A woman's voice he had never heard before.

        Unfamiliar yet somehow familiar. The song, which somehow felt nostalgic, gave the Black Knight the same comfort as the blanket wrapped around him.

        

        Who was this woman?

        Why did he feel such comfort?

        

        The Black Knight, who had only ever pursued strength, wanted to know the identity of the comfort hidden in his heart.

        He used all his strength to lift his heavy eyelids, but his eyes wouldn't open easily.

        

        Through a hazy vision, as if walking through fog, a figure presumed to be a woman looked down at the Black Knight with a smile.

        

        'OOO.'

        

        The woman met the Black Knight's eyes and spoke to him with a welcoming and extremely happy expression.

        Though he couldn't understand what she said, he instinctively knew it was his name. A name he thought he had forgotten, one he never expected to hear again.

        

        But to the Black Knight, his name wasn't particularly important. What mattered was the woman's appearance. The smile blooming on her face—so fragile and weak—disturbed something in the Black Knight's heart.

        

        The reason the strong seek to become stronger.

        Only the strong can smile. Only they don't have to starve. That's why one must become strong. That's all the Black Knight had focused on as he rose to become one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        So why was this woman smiling?

        

        'Why is she smiling? Is that pure love too?'

        

        As if to show that merely opening his eyes was an achievement, the Black Knight's lips didn't move. Not being one to dwell on impossibilities, he gave up trying to speak and focused more intently on his blurry vision, determined to engrave the woman's image clearly in his eyes.

        

        If he asked the Strong One, she might know something. Why he felt comfort from this woman. Whether this had any connection to pure love.

        

        The blurry image began to come into focus.

        Light pink hair tickled the Black Knight's face.

        

        Light pink...?

        

        'You're awake?'

      

      
        "You're awake?"

        

        The woman's voice and the Strong One's voice rang out simultaneously.

        

        Had he been asleep? When the Black Knight checked the window, sunlight now bathed the windowsill that had been pitch dark just moments ago.

        

        His body felt light.

        Even as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, he had never slept so soundly. Perhaps it was thanks to the blanket that had covered him all night. Though blankets existed in the demon realm, they never provided such comfort.

        

        Above all, the wounds from yesterday's fight with the Strong One seemed to have healed, making it much easier to move his body.

        

        "How are you feeling? Is your body better? No point explaining about pure love to a patient who won't listen anyway. Consider it a service."

        "Service?"

        "It's a thing."

        

        The Black Knight sat up, concerned that something strange might have been done to his body.

        As he used his demonic energy to check every corner of his body... indeed. He frowned at the foreign sensation engraved within.

        

        "What have you done to my body?"

        "Nothing much. Just added a few rules. Things necessary for getting stronger. Aren't you looking at me with pretty eyes?"

        "...What rules?"

        

        If it was necessary for becoming stronger, the Black Knight was willing to do anything. However, "rules" was an unfamiliar word in his life.

        

        Come to think of it, since coming to the human realm and meeting the Strong One, all sorts of unfamiliar concepts had been pounding at his mind.

        

        Pure love. Love. Sexual harassment? Service. And now rules.

        

        As for lust... well, that was a word that came from the Succubus Queen's mouth, so he had dismissed it. He hadn't paid any attention to words from the Succubus Queen, who was weaker than him. So it was essentially an unknown word as well.

        

        "To behave yourself for 100 years, not to harm Joshua, and... well, this and that?"

        

        The Black Knight was puzzled by the Strong One's evasive answer. She didn't seem to be deceiving him, but she wasn't telling him everything either. Still, he didn't press further.

        

        In any case, he thought it would be enough to learn about pure love, defeat the Strong One, and eliminate the foreign sensation occupying a corner of his heart.

        

        As the Black Knight rose from the sofa, the blanket that had been precariously draped over his armor slipped off.

        

        Blanket. Comfort. Dream.

        

        The fragmented elements of his dream flashed through the Black Knight's mind. Including the woman's smile he had seen at the end. He wanted to ask the Strong One if it had any connection to pure love.

        

        "Strong One. I had a dream."

        "Oh? What kind of dream?"

        "A woman held me and smiled."

        

        After hearing the Black Knight's words, the Strong One fell into thought for a moment, then made a peculiar "ehehe" laugh and nudged his side with her elbow.

        

        "Well, well. I have good intuition. You were asking what pure love is, what love is, but unconsciously, your ideal type or someone you like appeared in your dream? What did she look like?"

        "That..."

        

        Ideal type?

        

        Another unfamiliar word popped up, but as the Strong One suggested, he tried to recall the appearance of the woman in his dream.

        

        Try as he might to remember her features, the hazy scenery and the passing of each minute seemed to blur her form even more.

        

        All the Black Knight could remember was the light pink hair he had seen at the end, in what might have been a dream or reality.

        

        However, he didn't think the woman in his dream had light pink hair. Rather, he cautiously guessed that it might have resembled his own white hair hidden beneath his helmet.

      

      
        

        There was no way the Strong One would know his name, nor would she have held him as a child. Above all, the Strong One wasn't fragile like the woman in his dream.

        

        "I cannot remember."

        "Ah, that's too bad. It would have been a good opportunity to get closer to understanding pure love."

        

        The Strong One sighed deeply, seeming disappointed as if it were her own story.

        

        Indeed, it seemed that dreams and pure love were connected. Though he wasn't sure exactly how, judging by the Strong One's reaction, the Black Knight thought his guess wasn't wrong.

        

        "However..."

        "However? What is it? You're making me curious. Hurry up and tell me."

        

        At the Black Knight's continued words, the Strong One perked up her ears, leaned forward, and brought her face closer.

        

        If she had a tail, it might have been wagging from side to side. The beastfolk he had seen in the demon realm often showed similar behavior when curious.

        

        "...It was comforting."

        "Comforting?"

        "Yes. Like when covered with a blanket."

        

        The Black Knight picked up the blanket from the sofa and handed it to the Strong One. She looked back and forth between the blanket and the Black Knight for a moment, then sniffed it, grimaced, and tossed it away.

        

        The Black Knight couldn't take his eyes off where the blanket had landed. An inexplicable sense of regret made him uncomfortable, as if he had formed an attachment to the blanket.

        

        "You wore armor to sleep, yet you still felt the comfort of the blanket?"

        "But it's true."

        

        The comfort transmitted from the blanket despite wearing armor was indeed real. Even the Black Knight himself wasn't sure how he had felt it. But he clearly sensed that what was hidden within the unfamiliarity was comfort.

        

        Even if it was just his imagination.

        

        "Well, fine. What's important is that you can feel such things. Now I know you're not just a fool who only understands getting stronger. That's enough. Thanks for telling me."

        

        Thanks? For what?

        

        While the Black Knight pondered the reason, the Strong One sat on the sofa and patted the spot beside her to get his attention.

        

        "Come, sit down."

        

        At the Strong One's gesture to sit beside her, the Black Knight sat down without a word.

        

        "Ahem!"

        

        The Strong One pulled out a book from somewhere, cleared her throat, and showed the cover to the Black Knight. Unable to understand her intention or thoughts, the Black Knight simply watched her actions in silence.

        

        Though he had seen the Demon King's cherished books from afar in the library of the Demon King's castle, the Black Knight couldn't write or read, so he had little connection with books.

        

        "I thought about it carefully last night. There's a pure love textbook that's just right for your level. It wasn't in the storage room, so I looked everywhere and finally found it on Joshua's bookshelf."

        "What is it?"

        "Behold, the Estel Fairy Tale Collection: Pure Love Edition! With this, you too can become a master of pure love!"

        

        Though he couldn't read, it wasn't difficult to understand that this was probably the title of the book.

        

        "I cannot read."

        "Fear not. I'll kindly read it to you, so listen well and appreciate it. By the way, I expect a 100-page book report. Ah, if you can't write, you can tell me verbally."

        

        The Strong One's eyes sparkled as she opened the first page of the dusty book. Sitting deep in the sofa, she swung her legs that didn't reach the floor back and forth, humming a tune that sounded somehow familiar.
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        Last night, my ambitious plan to teach the Black Knight about pure love through fairy tales—"Learning Pure Love Through Fairy Tales Operation"—hit a snag right from the start.

        

        I had prepared a deliciously adapted fairy tale version of Zion and Aria's pure love story from Part 2 of the Aria Chronicle.

        

        Zion, born and raised in the southern region, was climbing the mountain behind his village to gather wood as usual when he encountered a group of orcs.

        

        Monsters never appeared on that mountain before, and Zion, being nothing more than an ordinary woodcutter, tried to flee from them but ended up falling into a deep pit...

        

        "What kind of monsters were they? How many? What weapons did they carry? How hungry were they?"

        

        The Black Knight seemed oddly immersed in the story already, asking somewhat strange but detailed questions.

        

        Shouldn't he be more interested in what happens after the protagonist falls into the pit? Why focus on the monsters... Ah, right. The Black Knight was a monster himself. A boss monster at that.

        

        I wanted to give a half-hearted answer to his questions, but the red eyes gleaming inside his helmet somehow resembled Joshua's eyes when he used to read fairy tales as a child, making it impossible for me to respond carelessly.

        

        "Um... well. There were five ordinary orcs carrying battle axes. They were probably hungry for about two days...?"

        

        Even though I played Aria Chronicle diligently, how am I supposed to know how hungry monsters in the prologue were?

        

        Recalling the prologue scene and adding a bit of my own interpretation was the best I could do.

        

        "If they were hungry for two days, they would be violent but their actions would be simple. Yet he couldn't defeat them and had to run away. I don't want to hear stories about the weak."

        

        Like a child protesting that he didn't want to hear any more of the story, the Black Knight folded his arms and turned his head away.

        

        Having gained some experience in dealing with his contempt-for-the-weak, respect-for-the-strong mindset, I knew how to make him turn his head back without much difficulty.

        

        "Do you know how strong Zion becomes later? You weren't always strong from the beginning either, right? After hearing the whole story, you won't think Zion is weak. After all... he becomes stronger than you."

        

        See that? The moment I mentioned someone becoming stronger than him, he immediately turned his head back with a surprised look. I couldn't help but feel exasperated.

        Was he simple-minded, stupid, or just foolish...?

        

        "How strong does he become? Stronger one, is he stronger than you?"

        "Much stronger than me. And the reason Zion becomes strong is also related to pure love. Well, if you don't want to hear it, that's fine."

        

        Zion places Aria on the divine seat and fills in the name of a god for the first time.

        

        At first, he's just a weak human male character who runs away from monsters... but as they say, the beginning may be humble, but the end is grand. Zion's life story follows that pattern.

        

        And since both his beginning and end were rooted in his love for Aria, I wanted to tell him about Part 2 first. But it was frustrating that the very person who asked me to teach him was being so uncooperative.

        

        "Strong one, continue."

        "Then I'll add a rule. No interrupting until the story is finished."

        

        If the Black Knight kept asking questions every time Zion faced an enemy, we wouldn't finish even if we talked all night.

        

        I infused mana from my fingers into the Black Knight's armor, activating the curse magic circle I had set up early this morning.

        As the rule was engraved, the Black Knight made a displeased face, but I ignored him and continued the story.

        

        *

        

        Aria was a proxy of the gods.

        She was one of thirteen mechanisms arranged by a nameless god before it lost its name, a doll that should have remained asleep in the ruins forever.

        

        Whether by coincidence or fate, the pit Zion fell into was a path leading to the ruins where Aria slept.

        

        After barely escaping from Machina, the golem guardian of the ruins, Zion awakens the sleeping Aria and falls in love at first sight.

        

        Her dull golden hair, as if faded in color, was seductive and even decadent. Her white clothes clung tightly to her body, emphasizing her figure, and were even torn in places, making Zion unable to look directly at her.

        

        On her neck, in the middle of her collarbone, the number 12 was engraved—the "1" glowing with a golden heterochromia and the "2" with a black heterochromia.

        

        Unlike Zion, who kept stealing glances at Aria while feeling embarrassed, Aria looked at him with emotionless eyes.

        

        However, Aria had a major flaw—she had been cursed by the southern witch and her memories were incomplete.

        

        Why was she asleep in the ruins? What was her name? She couldn't properly answer any of Zion's rapid questions.

        

      

      
        'Name. Don't remember.'

        'Then, how about Aria? It's a name that really suits you.'

        

        Zion recalls the name "Aria" that had been whispered to him in recent dreams, and gives it to the nameless girl.

        

        'It's dangerous here. Let's leave together.'

        'Together?'

        

        Zion takes Aria's hand and escapes from the ruins. With Aria easily destroying Machina in the process.

        

        Unlike Part 1, which was a simple hero story about fighting the Demon King and saving the world, this scene marks the beginning of Part 2 with a more established storyline.

        

        It's a scene that's always mentioned when discussing the fundamentals in the community, so I couldn't help but get excited while telling the story to the Black Knight.

        

        *

        

        While I was lost in the afterglow, the Black Knight maintained his silence with a deeply dissatisfied look.

        The rule set by the magic circle was clearly working, as crimson light flickered between the gaps in his armor.

        

        "Shall we take a moment for questions?"

        "Aria is strong enough to destroy the golem Machina in one blow, so why did she follow the will of the weak Zion? Is that also related to pure love?"

        

        The Black Knight seemed to have been itching to speak, as he asked quite a lengthy question.

        

        I thought he would ask about how strong Machina was or how strong Aria was, but his surprisingly insightful question made me laugh.

        

        "Hehehe. That's an excellent and insightful question. Everything is related to pure love. Yes! Absolutely!"

        

        Just before Aria fills the divine seat with her name, she recalls her time with Zion.

        

        Receiving a name, being led by his fragile hand on a journey. Facing numerous life-threatening dangers. At first, she found it strange that Zion never gave up on her, even when she almost destroyed the world.

        

        And she realizes that this strangeness was the love Zion had confessed to her.

        

        "Aria found Zion strange. From giving her a name to his embarrassed face when looking at her. The warm sensation of holding someone else's hand for the first time. She didn't let go of Zion's hand because she was curious about all that."

        

        The Black Knight tilted his head, seemingly unsatisfied with my answer. Even though we had only exchanged a few words, I could immediately tell that his eyes were demanding further explanation.

        

        "Love takes many forms, but sometimes it starts from a sense of unfamiliarity. Is that too difficult for you to understand?"

        "Unfamiliarity..."

        

        As he seemed to be pondering the concept of unfamiliarity, I wanted to reward him as a teacher for his scholarly enthusiasm.

        

        "Since you asked a good question, I'll give you a praise magic circle. By the way, if you collect five, a special reward awaits. Keep showing enthusiasm like this!"

        

        Wanting to give him a praise stamp like those on his armor, I drew a magic circle depicting me with a thumbs up, as if saying "well done."

        

        When I was a child in kindergarten in my previous life, receiving praise stamps from teachers made me incredibly happy. Surely the childish Black Knight would like it too?

        

        However, the Black Knight merely glanced at the magic circle briefly, showing little interest.

        

        "Last night, I felt unfamiliarity from the blanket the strong one gave me. Is this also love?"

        "No. That was just unfamiliarity. Usually, love that leads to pure romance is felt towards people, not objects. So that is absolutely not it."

        "I see."

        

        Sometimes people feel sexual desire towards objects and rub against them, like walls, floors, desk corners... anyway!

        

        I made it clear that the Black Knight shouldn't become that kind of pervert. As they say, habits formed at three last until eighty. I couldn't allow even the slightest possibility that he might make the blanket smell of night flowers. As the Witch of Love and self-proclaimed elder of the pure love faction, I couldn't tolerate it.

        

        That's not what pure love is about...!

        Some might argue that it could also be pure love, but by my standards, it's completely out of bounds.

        

        I can't let such infidelity stain a clean slate.

        

        "Then, strong one. Have you ever felt unfamiliarity towards someone else?"

        "Huh... me?"

        

        Asking if I've felt unfamiliarity...

        I couldn't think of anything in response to this sudden question.

      

      
        

        If there's someone who recently made me feel not just unfamiliar but shocked... it would be the Black Knight.

        

        "You're the most unfamiliar to me."

        

        'Teach me. Pure love...!'

        

        Since it happened just last night, I vividly remembered the Black Knight desperately grabbing my ankle, resisting dozens of magic circles.

        

        Teaching pure love? And even selling out the positions of the other Four Heavenly Kings to learn about it...?

        

        It's good for me since I can easily find the Four Heavenly Kings now, but I never expected the Black Knight to be such a pure blockhead who only understood power.

        

        Unfamiliar? Yes. Definitely unfamiliar.

        

        Hearing my answer, the Black Knight groaned with an unconvinced look. As if he hadn't expected my response at all, he looked somewhat dazed, appearing even more foolish as he watched my reaction.

        

        What's wrong with him?

        He looked like a child who accidentally witnessed their parents making a sibling, hesitating whether to ask about it or not.

        

        "You feel unfamiliarity towards me... Does that mean you love me?"

        

        Me...? You...? Why...?

        What nonsense is this? The Black Knight's self-delusion left me speechless.

        I was so speechless that my trembling hands seemed ready to slap his face at any moment.

        

        "How did the conversation turn this way...?"

        "Didn't you say feeling unfamiliarity is love?"

        "I said that's one form it can take... not that all unfamiliarity is love!!"

        "...This is difficult."

        

        Normally, when you teach someone one thing, they should understand at least that much, right? But why does it seem like he doesn't understand anything...?

        

        I took several deep breaths to calm myself down, reminding myself that the Black Knight knew nothing except how to become stronger—he was truly like a child.

        

        Why? On what basis? Is love a joke?

        No. He's a child. A child. It's natural that he doesn't know.

        What's the point of getting angry at a child? Calm down, Estel.

        

        In my mind, the Black Knight was no longer a boss monster who opposed Kyle as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, but a foolish child who didn't understand emotions.

        

        Growl.

        

        My stomach clock rang loudly after getting worked up since morning.

        Not mine, but the Black Knight's stomach clock. Checking the time, it was already past 10 AM.

        

        "Are you hungry?"

        "...I am hungry."

        

        It's understandable to be hungry past 10 AM the morning after such a fight.

        Thinking it would be pointless to continue talking to someone who's hungry, I closed the book and headed toward the kitchen, but the Black Knight stopped me.

        

        "Hunger is not urgent. The story takes priority."

        "Forget it. We have plenty of time to continue after eating. Could you please not be so impatient?"

        

        I removed his hand that had grabbed my skirt and before entering the kitchen, I asked the Black Knight who was staring intently at the book despite not knowing how to read.

        

        "Do you have any favorite food? Or the most delicious food you've ever eaten?"

        "The rotten potato I took after defeating a strong one for the first time was the most delicious."

        

        Sigh. Of course.

        I shouldn't have expected a normal answer.

        I felt foolish for asking, worried that he might leave food or be picky, which would make me want to punch him.

        

        Still, if I prepare potato dishes, he'll probably eat them well.

        Since he said rotten potatoes were the most delicious, he probably won't leave anything.

        Potatoes from the demon realm probably aren't any more special anyway.

        

        I tied the apron strings behind my back and headed to the food storage to see if there were any decent potatoes.
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        Food is a skill I've had to master in Aria Chronicle, as essential as magic.

        

        True to its Japanese game origins, there were often Japanese dishes not found in the West, which made it quite difficult to adapt compared to the foods I ate in my previous life.

        

        How many people have I cooked for so far? Dorothy, Joshua... Leo, and if I include Stella for whom I recently made baby food, that's only four people.

        

        Not as many as I thought.

        Well, in over 120 years, how many opportunities would I have had to cook for someone?

        

        Leo is a bit of a special case since he's not family. It might give me goosebumps if he calls me "Mother-in-law" instead of "Lady Estel" next time I see him... but if that happens, then I wouldn't have served food to anyone outside my family.

        

        Except today. Excluding the Black Knight.

        

        Watching him from across the table as he shoves food into his mouth without even knowing what he's eating, my eyebrow can't help but twitch.

        

        Dignity, manners... I figured the Black Knight, who only knows about getting stronger, wouldn't know about such things, but this was extreme.

        

        The way he picks up entire plates and dumps the contents down his throat, food splattering not just on his armor but making a mess on the floor, and the loud smacking sounds he makes...

        

        I thought I had prepared a generous spread of food on the table, but my portion seems to have disappeared, all sucked into the Black Knight's stomach.

        

        The beautifully garnished dishes now lie pathetically scattered on empty plates—I might as well have just steamed some potatoes and served them.

        

        Does he have a beggar in his stomach?

        

        The scene was like a deserter who hadn't eaten for three days finally getting a proper meal—I couldn't bring myself to pick up my spoon.

        

        Not that there was any food left to eat with it anyway...

        

        "Why aren't you eating? Hunger is the path to defeat."

        

        The Black Knight asked, licking his lips with only his mouth exposed from inside his helmet.

        

        You're asking now? After scooping up entire plates of food?

        

        His beard, which seemed to have gone untrimmed for quite some time, had bits of salad hanging from the ends as if screaming for help.

        

        With or without food, facing such an unsightly appearance made my appetite vanish.

        

        "Whose fault is that... You ate my portion too."

        

        The salad I loved had been carpet-bombed across the table, leaving only traces that seemed to beg me to put them out of their misery.

        

        "Since when does food belong to anyone? In the demon realm, most people die because of food. Until it's in your mouth, food doesn't belong to anyone. Before food, it doesn't matter if you're strong or weak. First come, first served."

        "If you shared a spoon with the Demon Lord, would you steal his food too?!?!"

        

        I shouted, trembling with anger at his shamelessness.

        

        "How did you know? When I first became one of the Four Heavenly Kings, I ate with the Demon Lord... It wasn't much different from today. We haven't eaten together since. He said he had no appetite. Do all strong people have poor appetites?"

        "You... you're just insane, right?! You know exactly what you're doing and you're doing it on purpose?!"

        

        Not strong against the weak, but strong against everyone, this crazy bastard...

        How did the Demon Lord ever make someone like him one of the Four Heavenly Kings? How did he even rise to that position?

        

        I immediately understood why the Demon Lord avoided meals claiming lack of appetite. More than understanding, I was experiencing it painfully firsthand.

        

        I needed a solution.

        

      

      
        I couldn't keep witnessing this spectacle when I had to spend at least a month with the Black Knight, whether I liked it or not.

        

        I could always make more food for myself, but what about the food scraps stuck to the table and the mess on the floor?

        

        Above all, if the Black Knight were to progress with another woman only for her to lose interest after seeing how he eats... nothing could be more humiliating for me as a teacher of pure love.

        

        Such behavior would surely repulse any woman.

        

        The Black Knight is like a 7-year-old child. If I reason with him well or use his desire to become stronger, this should be easy to fix.

        

        And that beard needs to be shaved too. Before learning about pure love, he needs to become more human first.

        

        "BURRRP... Is there any meat?"

        

        The Black Knight belched, releasing a foul odor.

        After devouring everything, he still complains about the side dishes.

        Yes... this needs correction too...

        

        Plop. Something landed on my chest as I was resting at the table.

        Carefully wiping it with my finger and bringing it to my eyes, I saw it was mashed potato.

        

        I hadn't made any mashed potatoes... Ah, there was one explanation. The Black Knight's teeth had randomly mashed the potatoes.

        

        He burped once and food from his mouth flew at me? Yeah. Sure. That can happen... Can it?

        

        "......"

        

        It didn't take long for deep anger to rise within me. I must have stood up carefully, but my chair lost balance and fell over.

        

        Step, step, step.

        

        Just three steps—the distance between the Black Knight and me. I staggered over and reached out toward the Black Knight, who was comfortably resting, enjoying his fullness.

        

        "Strong one, what are you—?!"

        

        My crimson hand, filled with mana, grabbed the Black Knight's helmet and lifted him by it. His screams echoed as I didn't control my grip strength, but I didn't slow down.

        

        Instead, I smiled sweetly and tightened my grip even more, finding it somewhat amusing to see him struggling desperately to break free by grabbing my wrist.

        

        "Before pure love, you need to learn social skills. Including manners."

        

        I was shortsighted.

        Pure love can't be achieved with love alone.

        No, I just didn't realize how serious the Black Knight's case was.

        

        I needed to instill concepts into the Black Knight's mind, which only cared about getting stronger.

        

        "Social skills? What is that—ARGH?!"

        "You said you wanted to get stronger, right? These are essential qualities you need to know before understanding pure love, so don't resist."

        

        It feels like we're moving further away from pure love, but they say the longer route is better when you're in a hurry.

        

        If I didn't teach him social skills first, I might end up burying our agreement about pure love deep in the ground.

        

        This is all for Joshua's sake.

        

        The Black Knight, giving up resistance at the mention of getting stronger, relaxed his body and allowed himself to be dragged along with my grip.

        

      

      
        Like a parent grabbing the hair of a child who violated curfew and played too late.

        

        Thinking of it that way made me feel a bit sorry for the Black Knight, as if I'd become his caretaker, but my grip didn't loosen.

        

        With each step filled with emotion, I arrived at:

        

        "First, let's get you cleaned up."

        

        The bathroom.

        

        The musty smell I noticed when the Black Knight gave me the blanket became even stronger when he merely opened the mouth of his helmet.

        

        Not to mention the food scraps stuck to his armor. And considering what was stuck in his beard... I couldn't face him with a clear mind.

        

        "You do know what bathing means, right?"

        "That much... I know."

        "Take off your armor and wash thoroughly. If you still smell strange, I won't let it slide. And rinse your armor with water too. Shave off all that beard. Trim your fingernails and toenails as well."

        

        I'm not his mother... The Black Knight nodded quietly with a dumbfounded expression at my stream of nagging.

        

        Joshua was mature, so I never had to nag him. I looked at the Black Knight with contempt—he was worse than 7-year-old Joshua despite his age.

        

        "Answer me."

        "...I understand."

        

        Only after hearing the Black Knight's reluctant response did I let out a deep sigh that had been building up inside me.

        

        Thinking there was no point in saying more, I was about to leave him in the bathroom when a thought suddenly struck me.

        

        Surely he wouldn't come out wearing wet armor, dripping water all over the floor? Or worse, appear naked...

        

        'That's what happens when facing someone strong. It's happening now too. Would you like to confirm?'

        

        When he's with me, is he always er—no, don't imagine it.

        

        Heat rose to my face as an unsettling shadow crept between my brows.

        

        I carefully turned around and sighed with relief seeing the Black Knight still hadn't removed his armor.

        

        "Do you have clothes besides your armor? If you come out naked, I won't let it slide."

        "I have no clothes other than my armor..."

        "I'll leave some clothes in front of the bathroom. Make sure you wear them. If you don't, I'll cut it off."

        

        I recalled Sion's story, which I hadn't told the Black Knight yet. Sion also taught Aria, who knew nothing, various things.

        

        Starting with basics like bathing and sleeping, to sharing with others and making friends. Somehow, it felt strange to be following Sion's path.

        

        At least Aria was pretty and Sion fell for her at first sight, but this Black Knight... instead of rose-colored glasses, I'd be wearing dark ones.

        

        The grand plan to learn about pure love through fairy tales that I prepared last night would have to be put on hold.

        

        First, let's gradually fill in the basics like manners and common sense. That's the shortcut to pure love right now.

        

        How did teaching pure love turn into childcare... and for a grown man at that.

        

        I slowly walked away, hoping to find spare clothes in Leo's room.
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        The Black Knight stared at the steam rising from the hot water in the bathtub for a moment before touching the device on his chest.

        The armor that had firmly secured his body loosened piece by piece, eventually gathering at his chest.

        

        In front of the steam-fogged full-length mirror, the Black Knight carefully wiped the glass with his rough hands.

        

        The horn broken during his battle with the Demon King.

        White hair flowing down to his waist, cloudy red eyes.

        Scars crisscrossed his entire body between muscles that were neither excessive nor lacking.

        

        He couldn't remember the last time he had seen himself without armor. It had been so long that it felt like looking at someone else's body.

        The Black Knight never bathed except when drenched in enemy blood. Even then, he had merely submerged himself in a lake while still wearing his armor. Bathing without armor was extremely rare.

        

        The armor held significant meaning for the Black Knight.

        It was the reason he was called the Black Knight, and he felt more comfortable wearing it than not.

        Among the scars etched into his body, there were several that would have been more than just scars had it not been for the armor.

        

        Yet why was he standing naked without his armor now...?

        

        'Take off your armor and wash thoroughly. If I smell anything strange, you'll be in trouble. Rinse your armor with water too. Shave off that beard. Trim your fingernails and toenails.'

        

        The Black Knight recalled the Master's words.

        He didn't understand what bathing had to do with pure love, but as someone who knew absolutely nothing about pure love, he had no choice but to follow the Master's instructions.

        

        'Do I smell that bad?'

        

        Cautiously, he lifted one arm to his nose and was hit by a stench strong enough to make him grimace.

        It smelled like blood, or perhaps like the sewage from the demon realm.

        It was his first time smelling his own scent. It was quite horrific.

        

        Now he understood why the Master had said what she did.

        

        He soaked in the hot water, scrubbing away the grime.

        As the bathwater turned muddy, the Black Knight's body became increasingly clean.

        

        He shaved, as he occasionally did when his beard interfered with combat, and trimmed his broken or split fingernails and toenails.

        

        If these things were related to pure love, the Black Knight should have known about it.

        But since the Master's instructions about self-care beyond strength were very foreign to him, he decided to embrace the feeling.

        

        He wasn't sure how taking a bath had anything to do with eating, but the Black Knight was willing to do anything to become stronger. That's why he felt proud of himself for completing everything the Master had instructed. It felt like taking a step closer to pure love.

        

        After finishing his bath, the Black Knight changed into the clothes the Master had left.

        They were unlike anything he had seen in the demon realm. He didn't quite know how to wear them properly, so he looked somewhat ridiculous, but the Black Knight was satisfied.

        

        "Master, I have finished bathing."

        

        The Black Knight stood before the Master with confident yet unfamiliar steps, unaccustomed to being without his armor.

        

        His eyes were the same red as the Master's, though cloudier, with sharp yet indifferent gaze. A sharp jawline revealed by his clean shave, and white hair still damp and clinging to his clothes.

        

        Steam rose from the Black Knight's body, the warmth of the bathwater still lingering on his skin.

        

        Though his clothes neither slipped nor fit too tightly, his inexperience with clothing meant his shirt was half-draped, revealing muscles that were neither excessive nor inadequate.

        

        The scars covering his face and body showed how many battles the Black Knight had fought. These were like medals to him, so he felt no shame in showing them to the Master.

        

        The Master, who had been resting her chin on her hand while gazing out the window, momentarily looked stunned when she saw the Black Knight.

        

        "Oh. Umm... That's, not bad? How much better would it have been if you'd cut your beard earlier?"

        

        She seemed quite shocked. As if unwilling to believe they were the same person, she rubbed her eyes and pinched her cheeks before finally accepting reality and offering a brief comment.

        

        "And you don't smell anymore. It took long enough. You pass."

        

        The Master approached the Black Knight and sniffed his skin.

        

        It was a series of actions to check if the Black Knight had bathed properly. As she moved closer, the Master's soft skin touched the Black Knight's rough body.

        As the Master checked his scent, the Black Knight could smell her fragrance as well. A sweet aroma. Just as he was becoming lost in this sweetness he had never experienced in the demon realm, the Master stepped back.

        

        "Why are you half-dressed?"

        "The clothes were different from what I saw in the demon realm. And I've been wearing armor for over 100 years... The clothes just felt unfamiliar."

        

        The Master fixed the Black Knight's disheveled clothing.

        She even used magic to instantly dry his still-damp hair. As a result, his white hair became fluffy and disheveled.

        

        Perhaps it's time to cut it.

        Like his beard, he would cut his hair whenever it interfered with battle.

        Seeing it fly about from the magic's effect, he felt it was time for a trim. Though for him, trimming simply meant roughly slicing it off with his magic sword.

        

        "Sit down. I'll cut your hair."

        "My hair? I'll cut it myself."

        "Sit down when I tell you to."

        

        The Master, apparently also finding the Black Knight's long hair bothersome, forcibly sat him in a chair.

        She draped a cloth that flew in from the sky around his neck, then took out a comb and scissors.

        

        "Long hair does give you that prince-with-a-backstory vibe, which is nice. But I don't think you know how to take care of it at all. It's better to just cut it."

        

        The Master's scissor work was quite bold.

        With each snip, chunks of the Black Knight's hair fell to the floor.

        

        Couldn't he just swipe his magic sword once and be done with it?

        The Black Knight frowned, thinking the Master's method was inefficient.

        

        Moreover, the Master's large breasts kept hitting his face, which was quite uncomfortable,

        but the fragrant scent that couldn't be hidden even by clothes stimulated the Black Knight's nose.

        

        "Do you like it? I cut it in a protagonist style. With your scars and broken horn, you've got this masculine charm, or maybe a decadent appeal. It's pretty decent. Acceptable."

        

        When she finished and brought a hand mirror, the Black Knight stared at his reflection with a blank expression.

        Regardless of what expression the Black Knight made, the Master kept muttering incomprehensible things with a satisfied look.

        

        "Like it or not..."

        "I'm asking if you like it."

        "...I will make myself like it."

        

        The Master's sharp gaze reflected in the hand mirror. As the weaker one, the Black Knight had no choice but to comply with the Master's words.

        

        Hair that was neither long nor short.

        Looking at just the hair, it had an androgynous feel, neither feminine nor masculine.

        

        For the Black Knight, as long as it didn't interfere with fighting, that was all that mattered... but somehow, he couldn't take his eyes off his reflection in the hand mirror.

        

        'You've awakened?'

        

        Perhaps it was because he saw fragments of the woman from his dreams in the mirror. Just as he was about to be drawn into the mirror, as if the continuation of his dream was about to materialize, the Master's thunderous voice brought him back to reality.

        

        "Now, you'll live like this from now on. No wearing armor except when fighting."

        "You're saying I shouldn't wear armor...?"

        "It's a rule. You're plenty strong without armor, right? You don't get weaker without it, do you?"

        

        It was true that without armor he felt empty, uncomfortable, and strange, but it was certainly not the case that he became weaker without it.

        

        While it was true that the Black Knight's armor had saved his life several times, his armor was nothing more than a combination of crude protective gear found in the demon realm.

        

        Even without bringing up rules, having been told that he would be weak without armor wounded the pride of the Black Knight, who cared about nothing but becoming stronger.

      

      
        

        "Hahaha... Interesting. I am strong enough without armor."

        "Of course, of course. Absolutely. You're strong without armor, right?"

        

        The innocent Black Knight failed to notice that the statement itself was a trap set by the Master, regardless of strength or weakness.

        

        "That's right. I am strong."

        "And you're going to get even stronger by learning about pure love, right?"

        "That's right. I will become even stronger...!"

        

        While the Black Knight was making what sounded like a pledge, the Master covered her mouth with her hand and laughed quietly behind him.

        

        ***

        

        The Black Knight quickly learned what the Master taught him.

        Though he cared about nothing but becoming stronger, he wasn't stupid.

        

        For instance, how to handle tableware, how to eat food politely, how to express gratitude before meals, and so on.

        The Master skillfully taught the Black Knight things he had never learned as an orphan.

        

        If he didn't follow the Master's instructions, the food would explode. To avoid starvation, he had to follow her words, and this method was enough to inspire enthusiasm in the Black Knight.

        

        "Here's a potato dish. Looks delicious, doesn't it? What should you do to eat it?"

        

        Steam rose from the potato the Master brought out. The potato contained something called cheese, giving it a somewhat plain yet rich aroma that stimulated the Black Knight's appetite. But unlike before, he didn't pick up the plate and bring it directly to his mouth. He had learned. If he touched it carelessly... it would explode without being eaten.

        

        "First, I should thank the person who made it. Then use tableware to eat slowly and without making a mess."

        "That's right. This place is different from the demon realm. People rarely steal food here, so you don't have to eat in a hurry."

        

        You don't have to eat in a hurry. You don't covet others' food.

        This was a very unfamiliar situation for the Black Knight, who had lived day by day in struggle in the demon realm.

        The Black Knight slowly... very gradually... internalized the Master's rules.

        

        "Thank you for making such delicious-looking food. I will enjoy it."

        

        First, the Black Knight expressed gratitude to the one who made the food, then slowly picked up his utensils.

        The Master's gaze checked each of the Black Knight's movements as if he were taking a test.

        

        He held the fork in his left hand to keep the potato from escaping, then used the knife in his right hand to decisively end its life.

        The potato fell, bleeding what was called cheese, and the Black Knight brought the potato's head to his mouth with somewhat unfamiliar movements.

        

        Though he had simply cut the food and put it in his mouth, the Black Knight remained tense.

        The Master's gaze seemed to be demanding something more from him. If he couldn't recall it, the remaining food might explode immediately.

        

        Did I forget something?

        The Black Knight desperately tried to remember what he had missed, more focused on this than on the potato being chewed in his mouth.

        He had expressed gratitude, and his table manners, while not perfect, were fairly good, so next was...

        

        "This is the most delicious potato I have ever eaten."

        "Well done."

        

        Only when the Master's gaze softened and she smiled brightly could the Black Knight relax.

        Each time he learned something, the Master would inscribe a "well done" magic circle on the Black Knight's body.

        

        The Master's education wasn't limited to mealtimes. All hours except sleeping time were dedicated to education.

        

        In the morning, they studied love.

        At noon, they studied letters.

        In the evening, until bedtime, she told stories about Sion and Aria.

        

        After two weeks, he had become quite proficient at eating etiquette and dressing himself, but love remained difficult for the Black Knight to understand.

        

        However, the Master looked happiest in the morning.

        

        "Understand? Love is wanting to always be with someone. Wanting to protect them. Feeling possessive, not wanting to show them to others. Wanting to be considerate so they're not uncomfortable."

        

        Love itself seemed perhaps the exact opposite of the Black Knight's life philosophy.

        

        In his world, if you were weak, you would be robbed and die—that was the natural order. Yet here was the idea of protecting and being considerate of someone in the name of love.

        The only thing he had ever wanted to possess was food. The idea of having such feelings for a person seemed absurd.

        

        People are fundamentally divided into the strong and the weak.

        The strong have everything, and the weak lose everything.

        

        "The world looks beautiful, and everyone starts to look like that person. Even when eating delicious food, you first think about wanting to eat it with that person. You want their attention because you want them to love you as much as you love them. You want to be with them day and night."

        

        Love seemed to deny the Black Knight's life philosophy.

        The Master had said that pure love would make him stronger, but from the explanation alone, it sounded like creating a weakness.

        

        There had been such types in the demon realm too. Before the Black Knight became one of the Four Heavenly Kings, when he still lived on the outskirts of the demon realm.

        There were many stronger than the Black Knight, but their deaths were often caused by much weaker beings. Their weaknesses had been exploited. Weaknesses could be information, demon kin, or food.

        

        "Isn't that a weakness?"

        "A weakness? It's a strength. Loving someone is like a miracle. And that miracle creates a strength beyond imagination."

        

        How strong could this "strength beyond imagination" be?

        The Black Knight's mind remained focused on strength rather than the meaning of love, but he could at least understand that love was something remarkable.

        

        Then suddenly, he wondered if the Master also experienced love.

        If the Master was strong enough to defeat the Black Knight, surely she must be in love.

        Even though the Black Knight had weakened somewhat since arriving in the human realm, he had been defeated by the Master without being able to inflict a single significant wound.

        Perhaps, he thought, it was all the power of love.

        

        "Master, do you also experience love?"

        "Eh...? Love?"

        

        The Master turned her eyes away at the mention of love and blushed.

        It was a habit of hers that often appeared when something was difficult to talk about.

        Each time the Master's breathing became irregular, her large breasts shook comically.

        

        "If you mean family love... of course! You can feel love for family too...! It's a bit different in form, but similar."

        "Family love?"

        "Yes. It means the love you feel for family."

        

        The Master continued the conversation with shining eyes.

        

        "Joshua, you see. He's not a child I gave birth to, but he's much more precious than that. Joshua is a child who..."

        

        Joshua.

        A butterfly-like child raised by the Master from the age of 7.

        Now 19, he's traveling with a man named Leo after falling in love.

        The Master had stood against the Four Heavenly Kings to keep Joshua from danger.

        

        That's what the Black Knight could summarize in four lines in his head, but the Master elaborated on Joshua's life in great detail.

        

        What foods he liked. What magic he was good at. How cute he was when he occasionally acted spoiled.

        How calming it was to sleep together. How delicious the tea brewed from Joshua's flowers was, but how she could never serve it to others.

        How moved she was when Joshua first called her "mom"...

        

        The Master looked happier than ever.

        Just from talking about Joshua, her words carried the same warmth the Black Knight had felt in the blanket.

        

        "...I just want Joshua to be happy for hundreds, thousands of years."

        "I see."

        

        Normally, the Black Knight would have asked what that meant, saying he didn't understand.

      

      
        But the Black Knight found himself nodding in response without realizing it.

        

        "So you understand how lovable Joshua is?"

        "I understand that you love Joshua. I would like to meet him sometime."

        "You can't have Joshua just because you say so. Understand?"

        

        For some reason, the Master bared her teeth and became wary, but

        the Black Knight had, for the first time, empathized with someone else's happiness.

        

        ***

        

        With each passing day, the Black Knight felt himself drifting further from who he had been.

        

        "Do the clothes fit? I made them with special care. Be grateful."

        

        Perhaps it was because the clothes that had felt uncomfortable, like wearing someone else's clothes, had been altered to fit the Black Knight's physique. Or perhaps it was because it was the first gift he had ever received from someone. Or perhaps it was the light, refreshing air he couldn't feel when wearing armor.

        

        "Did you spill again? It's okay. The food won't run away. Eat slowly."

        

        The Black Knight used to grab and eat food as fast as he could when he saw it, but now he used utensils to eat slowly. He was still not skilled with utensils and sometimes dropped food, but perhaps it was because the Master didn't rush him and waited patiently.

        

        "Aria learned about the world through Sion, and slowly came to understand his heart. Emotions that weren't permitted as a proxy of God began to bloom one by one through Sion's love."

        

        Perhaps it was because the Master sat alone with him on the sofa, reading fairy tales until the Black Knight fell asleep.

        

        Pink paint slowly, imperceptibly, gently spread across the blank canvas that was the Black Knight.

        

        From a Heavenly King who pursued only strength to a Black Knight learning about love and various other things.

        If asked whether he had become stronger than before, well... Honestly, the Black Knight still couldn't grasp what love was, but it wasn't a bad feeling.

        

        *

        

        When he fell asleep under the blanket where he first felt warmth, he still had the same dream.

        Perhaps because he had removed his armor, he could feel the warmth more easily, making the dream quite vivid.

        

        White hair tickling the Black Knight's cheek and warm red eyes. Horns identical to his own.

        The woman had the same bright smile that the Master had when talking about Joshua.

        

        Who this woman was.

        What the warmth was.

        

        The Black Knight, having spent time with the Master, could finally figure out what it was, but one thing—

        he still couldn't understand the name that came from the woman's lips.

        

        *

        

        "Hey. Are you listening? This is a crucial part right now."

        

        The Master shook the Black Knight's shoulder.

        Her gaze was sharp as she looked at the Black Knight, who had apparently fallen asleep while listening to the story.

        

        "Hmm... I'm sorry. I dozed off."

        "When did you fall asleep? What's the last scene you remember?"

        

        When did I fall asleep?

        Only the image of the woman from his dream lingered in the Black Knight's mind.

        

        If he couldn't answer now, who knew what mischief the Master would pull... He had been falling asleep during stories frequently lately and had promised to be careful, but today he had fallen asleep again.

        

        "Name..."

        "Name? You mean the scene where Sion calls out Aria's name?"

        

        Having nothing specific in mind, he mentioned the name that kept lingering from his dream, and the Master's eyes sparkled.

        The Master flipped back about three pages in the book, placed her finger on the passage with the word "name," and began reading the fairy tale again.

        

        "Sion called out to Aria, not Judas, his original name completely tainted by the southern witch's curse. Only that name was pure love untainted by the southern witch's curse. The nameless god's name became inscribed with Aria. That's all for today."

        

        The Black Knight's eyes flashed at the sound of the book closing.

        He had been listening to the story but apparently had his eyes closed, as the Master was now glaring at him with a sharp gaze.

        

        "Sigh. If you're sleepy, you should just sleep. What's the point of continuing the story?"

        

        The Master rose from the sofa with a grumbling sound and brought a blanket.

        

        "Name... Is a name that important?"

        

        The Black Knight called out to the Master, forcing his closing eyes to stay open.

        

        The Black Knight had no name. A forgotten name lay like a corpse in his heart, like a life that never returns once lost.

        

        But in the story, Sion called out Aria's name more desperately than anyone. So that Aria wouldn't forget. For the first time, he envied having someone call his name.

        

        "I have no name. I cannot remember it."

        

        The Black Knight, who cared about nothing but becoming stronger, became fixated on a name that had nothing to do with becoming stronger.

        

        "Could you give me a name? I've collected five praise magic circles. You said you would give me a reward when I collected five."

        

        The Black Knight showed his arm inscribed with praise magic circles. There were five magic circles with the Master's face drawn on them.

        

        Once for showing enthusiasm.

        Once for eating food with proper etiquette.

        Three more for various other reasons.

        

        "Is it okay if I give you one? A name isn't something you just change or anything. If you can't remember, you could come up with a new one yourself."

        "When I'm alone, a name doesn't matter."

        

        Even after becoming one of the Four Heavenly Kings, he never particularly cared about having a name. He never needed one. The term "Black Knight" was simply the descriptor that represented him.

        

        But after hearing the Master's stories, the Black Knight wished to have a name.

        

        To add a bit more of an excuse, it seemed strange that even the other Heavenly Kings, who were weaker than him, had names, while he alone did not.

        

        Even the mighty Demon King had a name.

        

        Rather than spending his life trying to recall a forgotten name, he wanted to receive a name from the Master.

        

        "Edelweiss. Edel for short. How about it? It resembles your hair color too. Isn't it nice?"

        "Edel. Edel, huh? What does it mean?"

        

        The Black Knight savored the name the Master had given him. This time, so he wouldn't forget.

        

        "It has several meanings, but... pure heart? That suits you perfectly."

        "Is that so? Does it suit me?"

        

        The Black Knight could no longer resist the approaching drowsiness. Normally, he could easily fight for three days straight without sleep if he put his mind to it, but now he couldn't keep his eyes open for even a second.

        

        Whether it was because of the warmth felt from the blanket, or the warmth emanating from the Master's voice, or the fact that he had been called by a name...

        

        A combination of factors caused Edel's eyes to close.

        

        "Good night, Edel."

        

        When he woke up in the morning, he would first ask the Master's name.

        Edel thought that if he met the woman in his dream again, he would tell her his name was Edel.
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        "Tell me your name."

        

        The sudden demand from Edel in place of a morning greeting chased away my drowsiness.

        Asking for my name out of nowhere... Is this because of the name I gave him yesterday?

        

        While his appearance seemed normal... his mouth was still the same as ever, creating a cognitive dissonance.

        

        "There's something you're supposed to say first in the morning. You haven't forgotten, have you?"

        "Ah, that's right. I forgot. Good morning. Now tell me your name."

        

        What's this...? Is he picking a fight first thing in the morning?

        

        Edel's gaze was quite serious and didn't seem confrontational, but his sudden demand for an introduction—and one that felt much too late—left my mind struggling to keep up.

        

        "Why aren't you answering? Strong one. Have you forgotten your name as well?"

        "That's not it...."

        "Then tell me."

        

        How should I describe this feeling...?

        It's like watching some handsome guy who relies solely on his looks asking a strange woman for her number.

        Realizing I was on the receiving end made me instinctively reluctant to tell him.

        

        "Why do you need my name? Until now, you've been fine calling me 'strong one' and 'you.'"

        

        I lowered my voice, mimicking his manner of speech, and Edel's eyebrows twitched.

        Seemingly displeased, he looked down at me from his height advantage of over 20cm with an intimidating glare.

        

        What are you going to do by glaring at me like that?

        I'm not going to tell you.

        

        There are only 10 days left of the month anyway.

        Why bother with introductions now...? I felt a petty sense of spite.

        

        "Do I need a reason?"

        "You can't just have it. If you want to know, either collect five praise magic circles or bring me a reason I'll find acceptable."

        "...I understand."

        

        Edel turned and headed toward the sofa where he had been sleeping.

        Facing the sofa that still bore the impression of his body and the blanket thrown carelessly on the floor, Edel began tidying up his sleeping area.

        

        He picked up the blanket, folded it neatly, and carefully placed it on one side of the sofa before approaching me with his hand confidently extended.

        

        "Huh...?"

        "I tidied up the blanket. Give me the praise magic circle."

        

        Was the Black Knight always this type of character...?

        With each passing day, he seemed less like one of the Four Heavenly Kings and more like a male lead from some otome game.

        I was dumbfounded by his childlike behavior, asking for praise just for tidying his bed.

        

        If he had just said he was curious, I would have told him...

        Why go to such lengths for a mere name?

        

        He was better when wearing armor... No, that's not true. The current situation is a million times better.

        Speaking of armor, I shook my head as I recalled his unkempt beard and smell.

        

        "Why aren't you giving it to me?"

        

        Edel seemed embarrassed by his outstretched hand hanging in the air, opening and closing it awkwardly as he questioned me.

        

        "Tidying up your blanket is good, but that's not enough to earn one."

        "......"

        

        Edel's eyebrows twitched again.

      

      
        Shocked at not receiving a praise magic circle, he stared at his hand for a moment before approaching the neatly folded blanket.

        

        Surely... he's not going to mess it up again just because he didn't get praised?

        

        Just as I suspected, Edel grabbed the blanket with one hand and waved it like a flag. He seemed to be engaging in a childish battle of wills, threatening to mess everything up if I didn't give him a praise magic circle.

        

        A smile spread across Edel's usually expressionless face. It seemed to say, "Still not giving in? You're tough." My eyebrows twitched in response.

        

        "Are you sure about this? If you mess that up, there won't be any food today."

        "......"

        

        Pick a fight with someone else.

        You dare challenge the person who cooks your meals?

        

        Though he slowed down slightly, he continued waving the blanket.

        I thought he would immediately give in to food-related threats... but his stubborn behavior showed remarkable persistence.

        

        Should I just let it go?

        Barely suppressing the mana boiling inside me, I delivered my final ultimatum.

        

        "Just so you know, I was planning to make a special potato dish for breakfast. Too bad."

        "......"

        

        The hand waving the blanket stopped. The blanket fell, covering Edel's body. Though I couldn't see his expression, I didn't need to. In fact, not seeing his face made the situation even more amusing.

        

        *

        

        A rather heavy meal for breakfast was laid out on the table.

        My portion consisted only of a small plate of salad, while everything else was for Edel.

        

        "Thank you for preparing another delicious meal today."

        "Sure. Enjoy your food."

        

        I watched Edel eat while sitting in front of my salad.

        

        Watching Edel eat with his awkward movements was like observing someone who had lived in the forest their entire life trying to adapt to civilized society.

        

        It seemed like just yesterday he was eating like a beast, scooping food with the entire plate, but now he was using utensils properly and eating calmly. Maybe I actually have a talent for teaching?

        

        Though the blanket incident earlier was both annoying and childish, his quiet, proper dining manner gave off the impression of a dignified northern duke, which was fascinating.

        

        "Is something wrong? Is there food on my face?"

        

        Edel paused his eating to check my expression.

        I could sense confusion in his dull, murky red eyes.

        

        Every time he failed to observe proper dining etiquette, I had made his food explode, so he was now touching his face, worried he might have made a mistake. It was a little cute.

        

        "No, I was just thinking how well you're eating."

        "Eating well is fundamental to maintaining strength. Don't you also need to eat a lot to maintain your mana... pouch?"

        "Huh? What do you mean?"

        

        Did I hear that wrong?

        I doubted my ears for a moment.

        Mana pouch? No way....

        

        "I heard that women, instead of muscles, store magical energy in their chests. You said you use mana, not magical energy, so isn't it a mana pouch?"

        

        What on earth is he talking about...?

        What, what pouch?

        

        I had recently nursed Stella with mana, but I never expected to hear about it from Edel's mouth.

        

      

      
        My face instantly turned bright red.

        When Edel's gaze shifted to my chest resting on the table, I instinctively covered it with both arms.

        

        "Where... did you hear such a thing?"

        "The Succubus Queen told me. She was carrying around useless lumps and putting strange things in her chest, so I asked."

        

        The Succubus Queen put something in her chest?

        Well, I don't care if she's padding her bra or whatever, but why tell innocent Edel such things?

        

        "You don't actually believe that, do you?"

        "I thought it made sense. Her magical energy was quite impressive, though not as large as yours. Still, she was weaker than me."

        

        Edel seemed completely unaware of what he was saying.

        

        This wasn't unconscious flirting—it was unconscious sexual harassment. And directed at two women at once.

        

        I didn't want to further taint our meal with chest talk, but I was afraid of what might happen if I left Edel's misconception uncorrected.

        

        I had a terrible vision of Edel fighting Hero Kyle, running out of magical energy, and then grabbing the Succubus Queen's chest demanding she give him magical energy...

        

        How can someone who only knows fighting be so crude about it? If he had been a stranger from the start, I wouldn't care, but after living together for 20 days, he's making me worry unnecessarily.

        

        Though it was a bit early, I took a deep breath to prepare myself to tell Edel the truth.

        

        "A woman's chest is not a pouch for storing mana or magical energy."

        "Did the Succubus Queen lie? Then what is the purpose of those breasts? It feels strange for me, who was defeated by you, to say this... but aren't they just unnecessarily large and a hindrance in battle?"

        

        Not just in battle—large breasts are inconvenient in many ways.

        

        Even slight movements cause shoulder pain, sweat accumulates underneath them in summer, and without proper care, they sag and become worse than having none at all.

        

        It's only because I've enchanted my clothes with various magic circles that they maintain their shape and don't cause discomfort. Otherwise, it would be difficult to keep them looking nice.

        

        "Breasts are... well... they store milk for babies."

        "Milk...?"

        "It's called breast milk, and it's nutritious milk that helps babies grow healthy. Babies need breast milk to grow quickly, and it's good for their emotional development too... What am I even saying...?"

        

        Explaining this to a man was making me even more embarrassed. Above all, Edel's fixed gaze on my chest, which my arms couldn't fully cover, was uncomfortable.

        

        Is this what they call "the gaze" or whatever?

        

        "Anyway. Don't go around talking about mana pouches or lumps. And don't stare. Otherwise, you might never experience pure love."

        "I understand. I'll be careful. Milk, huh...."

        

        This shouldn't be an embarrassing topic, so why am I feeling embarrassed?

        

        Having large breasts isn't something to be ashamed of.

        Shouldn't I be more confident in situations like this? Covering them might actually stimulate childish curiosity.

        

        Even if Edel has some foolish tendencies, he probably wouldn't cross that line.

        

        I cautiously lowered my arms that were covering my chest, and Edel returned his focus to the meal without showing further interest.

        

        Then he finished the water in his glass and looked at it, then at my chest....

        

        "I'm out of water. Could I taste that milk of yours?"

        "ABSOLUTELY NOT!!!!!!"

        

        That bastard, pretending to be innocent and pure—he knew all along, didn't he?!

        

        I charged my fist with mana far beyond what I had used on Leo before and punched Edel square in the face.

        

        With no time to dodge, Edel took the punch to the face and passed out. I approached him and added a new rule to ensure he would never bring up the topic of breasts in my presence again.
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        After the morning commotion with the blanket and chest... incident, Edel worked tirelessly to earn a praise magic circle.

        

        She volunteered to help with dishes that didn't need washing, only to break plates.

        

        She offered to help restore the messy yard, only to break tools...

        

        In the end, she just created more work and earned a scolding from me, but her effort was commendable enough that she succeeded in receiving one praise magic circle.

        

        "Hehehe..."

        

        Edel let out an almost sinister laugh while looking at the magic circle engraved on the back of her hand. Watching her from the side, she covered the back of her hand as if worried I might take the praise magic circle back.

        

        "Are you that happy?"

        "Just wait, mighty one. Your name will soon be mine."

        

        Edel's cloudy eyes grew more intense. Yet she had only collected one so far. She was carrying on as if knowing my name would give her the world, which wasn't even worth a laugh.

        

        More concerning was what kind of trouble she might cause to collect more praise magic circles... I couldn't help but sigh.

        

        Should I just tell her?

        I considered just giving her my name since I might be overcharging for it, but I was curious about what expression Edel would make when she finally collected enough praise magic circles to hear it.

        

        *

        

        Evening came, and with it, story time.

        

        I was going to tell the story of Sion and Aria again today. We'd already read it through three times, but Edel wouldn't focus on anything except the second part.

        

        I had tried to stimulate her with more diverse love stories, but she seemed captivated by their tale—or perhaps it was the illustrations of Aria that had captured Edel's heart.

        

        "I'll read it myself."

        

        Edel took the fairy tale book from my hands and insisted on reading alone.

        

        "Can you read by yourself?"

        "I've studied the letters, so there's no problem. I'm not stupid. In exchange, if I read it all by myself, give me a praise magic circle."

        

        So that's how you want to play it?

        It's true that I'd been teaching Edel letters bit by bit, but I thought reading comprehension might be too early... Still, it was something I would have had her try eventually, so I agreed to her condition.

        

        "Fine. But if you give up halfway, that's the end of it."

        "I don't know the meaning of giving up. Just prepare the magic circle."

        "I like that confidence. If you get stuck or have questions, feel free to ask anytime."

        

        Edel's red eyes moved left and right, following the letters in the book. It took her a long time to turn each page, but she never took her eyes off the book.

        

        She was speaking the contents of the book in a voice so small it was barely audible, which suggested she wasn't just skimming through without understanding.

        

        She's actually reading?

        I thought she'd give up before finishing even one page...

        

        It was just reading a book, but I stared at Edel with fascination, like someone watching a monster read. Starting from her focused eyes and then gradually... my gaze wandered without me realizing it.

        

        Edel brushed her white bangs away with one hand, as if they were tickling her eyes and interfering with her reading.

        

        The scars scattered across her face seemed fitting rather than unsightly, and with her broken horn—a symbol of demon-kind—she even exuded a certain decadent charm.

        

        It seemed like just yesterday she had a beard like something from a historical drama and reeked of foul odor...

        

        Now she was... well, quite presentable. Should I say she's a bit more handsome than Leo?

        

        A face that would look noble in noble's clothes, knightly in armor... a face that would suit anything she wore.

        They say the face completes the fashion, and that seemed especially true for Edel.

        

        Dia, the Witch of Beauty, would have liked her.

        She had a perverse tendency to be obsessed with anything beautiful.

        

        Who would have thought such a treasure was hidden beneath that dark armor? Probably not even the Demon King himself.

        

        While I was distracted by Edel's appearance,

        Grab. Something rough and coarse took hold of my left hand.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Edel's hand was holding mine, neither too weakly nor too strongly, touching it here and there like a curious child.

        

        She held it like a handshake, then interlaced our fingers like lovers, and even pressed our palms together as if comparing finger lengths...

        

        What's happening?

        Why did she take my hand?

        

        As I came to my senses,

        

        "Y-y-y-you...! W-what do you think you're doing!?"

      

      
        

        I screamed, quickly pulled my hand away, and distanced myself.

        I hid my hand behind my waist and regarded Edel with suspicion.

        

        This hand had never held a man's hand before...!!!

        Is this how my first time, my purity, gets taken away!?

        

        "Why are you so surprised? It's just holding hands."

        

        Edel retorted shamelessly, not even realizing what she had done.

        

        "Before I hit you, let me ask one thing... Why did you grab it!?"

        "I asked if I could hold your hand. You didn't answer, so I just took it."

        

        I had been distracted looking at Edel, but I couldn't accept that she had asked such a question during that time, nor that she had grabbed my hand without an answer.

        

        "When? I didn't hear you! Besides, you just grabbed it without me answering!? You... you sexual harasser!!!"

        

        I pointed at Edel with a trembling finger, gathering mana at my fingertip.

        

        First my chest earlier, and now my hand...!

        At this rate, in a day or two she'll be touching my bottom or chest, and eventually, m-m-m-milk...!

        

        My anger was boiling over.

        

        "Calm down. Is holding hands really something to get so angry about? I was just curious after seeing the scene where Sion and Aria hold hands. Isn't this also a path toward pure love?"

        "What kind of excuse is that..."

        "Look at this picture."

        

        The page Edel showed me had an illustration of Sion and Aria holding hands for the first time.

        

        While Aria was unconscious, consumed by a curse, Sion faced enemies alone. When Aria regained consciousness and went looking for Sion, she found him covered in wounds, and they held hands.

        

        That was when Aria first learned the emotion of worry and discovered the warmth that could be felt through their hands.

        

        Edel's eyes, peeking over the raised book, weren't filled with anything sinister but rather shone with childlike innocence.

        

        Edel was sincere about learning pure love.

        Getting angry at such an endearing action...

        

        Perhaps I overreacted because of the misunderstanding-inducing incident from this morning.

        

        Is holding hands really something to get so angry about?

        Hands... you can hold them with anyone.

        

        Thinking rationally, holding hands doesn't wear them out... I released the mana I had gathered at my fingertips and took a deep breath.

        

        "I'm sorry. I didn't know it was something to get angry about. Holding hands seems to be quite a dangerous action."

        "No, it's just... Well, anyone would be surprised if you suddenly grabbed their hand like that. Especially a woman's body is delicate, so you shouldn't grab it carelessly."

        

        After living together for 20 days, hearing "I'm sorry" for the first time and seeing her sullen expression made me feel like the guilty one.

        

        "When I look at this picture, I also want to hold someone's hand... That's why I did it. I would appreciate your forgiveness."

        

        Edel stroked the illustration and gave a bitter smile.

        

        "Edel, you..."

        

        It was hard to understand. This person who didn't know what pure love was, let alone love or affection, now felt such emotions...?

        

        As the saying goes, "Even a dog at a magic tower can recite spells after three years." Though it had only been 20 days, perhaps Edel was starting to see the light.

        

        My displeasure at having my hand grabbed without permission quickly faded. I sat down close beside Edel and leaned in, my eyes shining.

        

        "So? How was it? Holding hands. Did you feel something go 'pow'?"

        

        Maybe Edel felt something like what was described in the fairy tale? If she shared those feelings, I might forgive her for grabbing my hand!

        

        "Other than that it's small and fragile unlike my hand, I don't know."

        

        But Edel avoided my eyes and replied curtly.

        

        "That's it?"

        

        After touching such a delicate and beautiful hand, that's all?

        I couldn't believe it.

        

        "What else should I feel?"

        "Like, a tickling in your chest... or your heart beating wildly... or feeling warmth, something like that."

        "I'm not sure. It was shocking that such a small hand could exert such strong force."

        

        Is that really all...?

        Usually, regardless of whether they like someone or not, when a man holds a woman's hand, his heart should race, his face should flush! He should be nervous enough to have sweaty palms!

        

      

      
        I didn't want to think that Edel had no interest in women—that is, that he might be gay. If that were the case, my 20 days of effort would be wasted.

        

        I grew anxious at the thought that I might have to bury Edel in the ground and go search for the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        "Hold it again."

        

        I extended both hands, and Edel tilted his head in confusion.

        

        "I've held it once, so there's no need. My curiosity is satisfied."

        "Argh...! When I say hold it, hold it again!"

        

        I reached out to grab Edel's hands, but true to his reputation as a Black Knight, he easily avoided my gesture, causing me to lose balance.

        

        Straddling the fallen Edel, I used mana to immobilize him, and it wasn't difficult to catch his escaping hands.

        

        To ensure he couldn't escape, I interlaced our fingers.

        His hands, nearly twice the size of mine, struggled like a final resistance before resignedly folding over mine.

        

        The calluses on his palms and knuckles felt rough.

        The comfort of those large hands was also there.

        Conversely, I too was holding the hands of the opposite sex, so the sensations felt unfamiliar, but I didn't show it.

        

        "Feel it again. Really, you can't feel anything? Like your heart pounding or something!"

        "......"

        

        One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.

        In the time that felt measured by the second, Edel, who had been avoiding my gaze, met my eyes.

        

        "Indeed... you're right. It's warm. I think my heart is beating faster."

        "See? I was worried you might be gay with no interest in women. I almost buried you again."

        

        Thank goodness. So he's not gay.

        My efforts weren't in vain.

        I breathed a sigh of relief at that thought.

        

        "But mighty one, are you alright?"

        "Huh? What? Because of the hand-holding?"

        

        What does he mean, am I alright?

        Hands are just... now that I've confirmed Edel isn't gay.

        It's a bit embarrassing, but it was my initiative, so I didn't want to make a big deal out of it.

        

        "It's not about the hands."

        "If not the hands, then what..."

        

        Things I hadn't noticed because I was focused on the hand-holding started to become apparent one by one.

        

        First, that I was straddling Edel's body.

        That our bodies were quite closely pressed together.

        

        And then...

        

        Twitch.

        

        Twitch?

        

        Between my buttocks...

        

        That is... something extremely thick and massive, like a demon sword, was twitching between my thighs.

        

        "Demon sword...? Hiccup...!"

        

        I hiccupped.

        

        A man's one and only soul partner.

        Known by various nicknames.

        Something whose size couldn't be gauged by touch alone... the demon sword.

        

        The presence that couldn't be blocked by pants, skirt, or underwear kept rising up against the cleft of my buttocks, and my face burned at the grotesque sensation.

        

        "A-are you crazy...!"

        

        I tried to get up quickly but ended up sitting back down. I had forgotten I was still holding Edel's hands tightly.

        

        And because I sat back down, I felt the demon sword even more vividly...

        

        "Ughh...!?"

        

        Thud.

        

        My reason couldn't withstand it,

        and I lost consciousness.
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        # A Dream... Is It?

        

        My eyes fluttered open to the soft, fluffy sensation of a blanket.

        Not the cozy feeling of a bed, but the somewhat rough texture of a sofa... A sofa?

        

        This isn't a dream.

        Right. I had fainted.

        

        Did I pass out disgracefully from shock at feeling that blunt demon sword against my backside?

        

        ...It was big. Way too big.

        Like a sweet potato... No, what am I thinking about!?

        

        I couldn't imagine Edel doing anything inappropriate with my body while I was unconscious, but just to be sure, I checked under the blanket and examined my clothes. There was no sign that anything had been deliberately removed.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        I rubbed my face with both hands and checked the time. It seemed about an hour had passed since I fainted.

        

        "Are you awake?"

        "Eep...!?"

        

        At the sound of Edel's voice, I instinctively wrapped myself tightly in the blanket and hid. With an undignified scream as a bonus. After a moment, I peeked out with just my face showing to see where the voice had come from.

        

        Edel was sitting on the opposite sofa with his legs crossed, reading a book. After what had happened between us, his relaxed demeanor somehow made me feel irritated.

        

        Our red eyes met for one second.

        I quickly hid my face in the blanket again.

        

        Calm down, Estel.

        In my mind, angel and demon versions of myself appeared for an emergency meeting.

        

        Strictly speaking, you're the victim here.

        Why are you hiding?

        Go out there and claim victory with the tears of the victim!

        That's what Angel Estel argued.

        

        Let's just cut it off.

        How about removing the seed?

        Or add a rule to make him a eunuch.

        That's what Demon Estel suggested.

        

        Unfortunately, I couldn't make a clear judgment to accept either opinion.

        

        "Don't worry. As I said before, attacking a defenseless strong one doesn't make me any stronger."

        "W-who said anything!?"

        

        This time I shouted loudly while remaining hidden in the blanket, not showing my face.

        

        "......"

        

        After the silence that followed, I cautiously peeked my face out of the blanket again.

        

        Edel was no longer looking at me, focusing on his reading instead. This made it seem like... I was the only one concerned about what happened.

        

        Come to think of it, Edel did say that just seeing someone strong makes his... thing stand up. So it wasn't like he suddenly went into heat.

        

        Strictly speaking, this was... right. An accident. Just an accident.

        A minor incident I could simply forget and move on from.

        

        When you think about it, it was partly my fault for carelessly getting too close. If I hadn't tried to hold his hand, this would never have happened in my entire life... ever! Ugh.

        

        "Ahem!"

        

        I sat up on the sofa and cleared my throat awkwardly. Unfortunately, I didn't possess the wit or behavior necessary to break this atmosphere.

        

        Is there anything I could say to change the subject?

        I shot a glance at Edel, hoping he would ask me something, anything.

        

        "Strong one. Why did the Southern Witch place a curse on Aria?"

        

        Edel looked up from his book and asked a question.

        

        A question completely unrelated to love... or becoming stronger. It felt like consideration, and I was grateful for it.

        

      

      
        "Well... You see, the Southern Witch really hates the Eastern Witch. Since the Eastern Witch is deeply involved with the Holy Kingdom, she wanted to mess with her."

        "Why didn't she go directly instead of using such a troublesome method? The witch's curse seems difficult to defy even for Aria, who is God's representative."

        

        The Holy City of Florence.

        That's where the nameless God's true name was sealed in Embryo.

        

        "Well... The Eastern Witch is hiding in the Holy Kingdom's capital. The capital has a sanctuary that prevents curses or evil energy from entering. And because of the Eastern Witch's power, the Southern Witch can't leave the south."

        

        That sanctuary was also why they didn't pursue when Carte ran off with the Inquisitor.

        

        If a witch enters the capital without protection, she becomes a level 1 immortal meat shield who can't use skills or mana...

        

        Moreover, the holy power emanating from the capital is close to God's power, causing witches and demons to take additional damage, so there was no reason to visit the Holy Kingdom.

        

        It was a problem that would be resolved when Agnes and Floria became the true rulers of the Holy Kingdom in part three.

        

        "How strong is the Southern Witch? If she didn't exist, wouldn't Aria have been spared from suffering?"

        

        Edel solemnly drew his real demon sword. From the content of his question, it seemed like he was ready to go cut down the Southern Witch right away.

        

        Whether he liked the story of Sion and Aria, or was just too immersed in it, I couldn't help but laugh at Edel's behavior.

        

        I couldn't believe that Edel, who only understood strength, had such a cute side.

        

        "Sion and Aria will defeat the Southern Witch anyway, right? Besides, love shines more brilliantly when there are hardships. If the Southern Witch hadn't placed the curse, Aria would never have known love. Then she wouldn't have been able to ascend to godhood."

        

        An emotionless doll.

        Aria, born solely to be God's agent, was able to learn emotions because she became imperfect due to the Southern Witch's curse.

        

        "Love is difficult."

        "Indeed. There's no correct answer to love. Each has different forms and methods, making it infinitely varied."

        

        Edel didn't seem to understand what I was saying, but he put away his sword and closed the book.

        

        "Then what is your form? Your method?"

        "Uh... me?"

        

        I unconsciously avoided Edel's gaze at the sudden question.

        

        Hmm... I would need to have experienced love to answer that...

        

        I had spoken as if I knew, but I had never romantically liked anyone either. In a way, I was at the same starting point as Edel.

        

        While I would get excited about other people's pure love stories, I never really cared much about my own.

        

        For some reason, I couldn't imagine myself loving someone. Maybe that's why I didn't pay attention to it.

        

        It felt like being immersed in darkness, as if someone had deliberately covered my eyes. The deeper I thought about it, the more I felt like I was sinking into a quagmire.

        

        It wasn't like this when I thought about Joshua or Dorothy. It was only romantic love that made me feel this way, which frustrated even me.

        

        "Does this require a praise magic circle too?"

        

        While I was struggling with how to answer, Edel suddenly spoke up.

        

        "S-should we do that?"

        "Then what do you think my form would be? I can't imagine it myself."

        

        Edel's form...?

        Hmm... What would it be like if Edel were in love?

        

        From the perspective of a dark knight, Edel was a fool who only knew about getting stronger... I couldn't think of anything else.

        

        Then what about Edel now, without his armor...

        Innocent? Pure? Sometimes seeming stupid or foolish... and completely unaware of it.

        

        The way he tried to use unfamiliar utensils during meals...

        

        As I was lost in thoughts about Edel, a simple analogy suddenly came to mind.

        

        "Edel, what's your favorite food?"

        

        I asked him again, though I had asked before.

        

        "Hmm... The potato dish special I had this morning... that was the most delicious."

      

      
        

        I expected him to say the rotten potato he got from his first victory against a strong opponent, but his answer surprised me.

        

        Did I make that dish...?

        His favorite food is what I made for breakfast?

        They say even a whale will dance when praised, and I couldn't help feeling proud.

        

        "Then wouldn't your form and method of love be sharing that food with someone you love?"

        "Hmm... Food? Sharing with someone. Impossible."

        "I thought you'd say that. But love is powerful enough to change your mind."

        

        Edel seemed unfamiliar with the concept of sharing food, but I thought that sharing food would be Edel's pure love.

        

        "When you eat together and share your thoughts, it tastes even better. That's just my opinion though."

        

        Well, it could be like that.

        I was only talking about food, after all.

        

        "Since you asked a good question, I'll grant you a praise magic circle."

        

        Putting aside the earlier awkwardness, I drew a praise magic circle on the back of Edel's hand.

        

        For covering me with a blanket while I was unconscious.

        For changing the awkward atmosphere with his questions.

        For asking an excellent question.

        And finally, for complimenting my cooking.

        

        Four magic circles were drawn at once, making a total of five praise magic circles shining on the back of Edel's hand.

        

        "Strong one. Can't you count? Why did you add four more?"

        

        Edel looked at me and his hand alternately with a disgruntled expression.

        

        Who do you think is the fool here?

        I gave him a special service, but he didn't seem to appreciate it.

        

        "Don't like it? If not, I'll take them back."

        "I didn't say I disliked it."

        

        When I tried to retrieve the magic circles, he covered the back of his hand with his other hand and pulled back, which was absurd.

        

        "Your name. You said you were curious, right?"

        "......"

        

        "Strong one," "you"... I'd gotten used to these forms of address, but after holding hands, sharing a name shouldn't be difficult.

        

        "I'll only say it once, so listen carefully. There won't be a second time."

        

        I put my hands behind my back and bent down to meet Edel's eye level. Edel's tense expression was comical, and with a playful smile, I leaned close to his ear and whispered,

        

        "Es-tel."

        

        One syllable at a time, clearly articulated.

        I whispered it so Edel could hear it well.

        

        Then I stepped back and gave him a grin.

        

        "Hehehe. It means 'star.'"

        "Estel..."

        

        When Edel called my name, I felt a sharp sensation in one corner of my heart, but I dismissed it as nothing important.

        

        Leaving Edel behind as he repeatedly murmured my name as if trying not to forget it, I climbed the stairs. It was past my bedtime.

        

        "Good night, Edel. I'll make you another potato dish special tomorrow."

        "Estel... Estel... Estel, is it."

        

        I felt awkward as Edel kept calling my name, not even seeming to hear what I said.

        

        Anyway, this seemed to have smoothed over the fainting incident.

        

        And I was satisfied with Edel's gradual steps toward pure love.

        

        Now it was time to enjoy a soft, cozy bed instead of the hard, rough sofa.
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        The morning felt a bit lazy as the bed seemed especially cozy, perhaps because I'd never fallen asleep on the sofa before.

        

        As I stretched and went downstairs, I found Edel sitting on the sofa reading a book. Judging by the neatly folded blanket beside the sofa and his well-groomed jawline, he had even finished shaving.

        

        If it were Leo, he would still be sleeping at this hour. Seeing Edel being so diligent brought a small smile to my face.

        

        If Joshua didn't like Leo, I might have considered Edel as a potential son-in-law.

        

        Looks? Check.

        Intelligence? Check.

        Strength befitting his title as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, the Black Knight? Check.

        

        Anything else...? None?

        

        Anyway.

        

        "Estel. Good morning."

        "Ah... yes. Good morning, Edel."

        

        Sensing my presence, Edel turned his gaze from the book and met my eyes, greeting me with a flat tone.

        

        He wasn't like this until yesterday.... Somehow, this situation where we simply greeted each other by name felt strangely awkward.

        

        "Estel."

        "Yes?"

        "I'm hungry."

        

        This glutton.

        

        Well, I understand his hunger since breakfast was delayed due to my sleeping in. But Edel bluntly saying he's hungry... I wonder if he still has a long way to go.

        

        Since I promised to make him a potato dish special last night, I had no choice but to get busy now.

        

        "Wait a moment."

        

        I entered the kitchen, put on an apron, and headed to the food storage.

        

        Since Edel had been eating so many potatoes, they were starting to run low. There's a limit to how much we can produce ourselves, so soon I'd need to either go to the market to buy more potatoes or find another food option.

        

        Still, a promise is a promise. Since I said I'd make a potato dish special, let's stick with potatoes for today.

        

        When I returned to the kitchen with all the remaining potatoes, for some reason Edel was standing there blankly.

        

        "I told you to wait, didn't I? Surely you can wait a little while?"

        

        Come on. Even pets wait when told to.

        Could Edel not manage that?

        

        "That's not it."

        "Then what?"

        "I want to learn how to cook."

        

        Learn to cook...?

        For a moment I thought I'd misheard, tilting my head in confusion. Edel opened the book he was holding and showed it to me.

        

        It was the scene where Aria cooks for Sion for the first time.

        

        When Sion is resting after taking medicine for poison, Aria personally makes porridge for him.

        

        Aria's cooking, which she only knows through theoretical knowledge, is absolutely terrible, becoming an infamous item in the game system that decreases HP by 10 per second.

        

        Although Sion ate it all saying it was delicious... he ends up with an upset stomach for a while.

        

        So Edel wanted to imitate Aria's actions. I couldn't imagine Edel cooking at all. Not someone else, but Edel specifically.

        

        Just yesterday, he broke more than a few plates while trying to help with the dishes. If he were to cook, who knows what kind of disaster he might cause.

        

        Plus, he probably had no basic concept of cooking at all... I was worried whether we could complete a proper meal while I guided him through cooking.

        

        Right. Whatever else, when it comes to cooking...!

        Just as I steeled myself to refuse,

        

        "Isn't this related to pure love too?"

        "......"

        

        Noticing that I was about to refuse, Edel cast an irresistible magic spell.

        

        A domestic man who's good at cooking?

        Wouldn't that be a fantasy not found in the Aria Chronicles?

        

        It might be pure love, indeed.

        

        *

        

        "This is uncomfortable. Do I really have to wear this?"

        

        Edel complained quietly while wearing a tight apron.

      

      
        

        Since only Joshua and I had used the kitchen, the apron was a bit—no, very—small for the tall and bulky Edel. So much so that he had to use a magic circle to secure it because he couldn't tie the knot behind his back.

        

        It might be uncomfortable, but I couldn't compromise on the apron.

        

        After all, a man cooking in an apron is an attractive point for women. If I instill this habit now, it would be a great help when he pursues pure love later.

        

        "An apron is like a mindset for cooking."

        "So in battle terms, it's like armor?"

        

        He completely misunderstood my perfect explanation.

        Still, it wasn't wrong, so I let it slide.

        

        Edel looked around the kitchen, and when he spotted the kitchen knife, his eyes lit up.

        

        He alternated holding it in both hands to check the grip, then stared intently at his reflection in the blade before swinging it through the air like a magic sword.

        

        "It's just an ordinary dagger."

        "It's a kitchen knife. And please don't swing it around like a sword in the kitchen? It's dangerous."

        "...I'll be careful."

        

        I couldn't help but sigh as I already envisioned an unpleasant future.

        

        "So what do I need to do?"

        "You'll cut the potatoes after I peel them. Like this."

        

        Even if he couldn't cook, his knife skills should be good.

        After setting up the wooden cutting board, I handed him a washed potato and demonstrated.

        

        Tok. Tok. Tok. The knife hitting the cutting board created a steady rhythm as I cut the potato. The pieces were uniform in size and shape—nearly perfect julienne cuts. Watching this, Edel smirked as if finding it trivial.

        

        "Simple enough."

        

        Simple?

        

        It took me over a year to master this nearly perfect julienne cutting technique. I looked forward to seeing what expression Edel would make shortly—his confidence bordered on arrogance.

        

        "It's not as easy as it looks."

        "Watch carefully. This is the sword of the Black Knight."

        

        Holding the kitchen knife and uttering such ridiculous lines, Edel went "PACK!" and made a sound that could never come from simply cutting a potato.

        

        Pack? W-wait a minute...!

        

        Splitting the potato cleanly in half was fine. But... why was the kitchen knife now embedded in the kitchen table, having split the cutting board in two?

        

        I suppose he showed the true might befitting a Black Knight.

        

        Why would anyone use enough force to skewer an orc when slicing a potato?

        

        "You, you you you!? Can't you control your strength!?"

        

        Unable to contain my rising anger, I raised my voice.

        

        "I was controlling it..."

        "......"

        "...I'm sorry."

        

        When I glared at him silently, he apologized pitifully like a dejected puppy.

        

        Calm down, Estel.

        This was something you anticipated from the beginning, right?

        Though I didn't expect to get stuck at the cutting stage.

        

        I've been doing well so far. Knife skills are just a minor issue. After taking a deep breath to calm myself again,

        

        "Edel. Watch carefully. Hold the knife like this. Don't grip the kitchen knife with all four fingers like a sword because it puts too much force into it. Place your thumb and index finger at the base of the blade."

        

        We're not cutting a pumpkin, and gripping it like a magic sword makes it difficult to control the force.

        

        As I reached out to correct his knife grip... I hesitated momentarily. Until yesterday morning, I couldn't have imagined touching him... It felt a bit strange that I was now reaching out without hesitation, as if some limit had been removed.

        

        It's just teaching, right? It's not like I'll die from touching his hand...

        

        I took Edel's large hand in both of mine and corrected each finger individually. His fingers moved like a ball-jointed doll following my guidance.

        

        His fingers trembled slightly, as if holding the kitchen knife was uncomfortable.

        

        "Now for controlling the strength..."

        

        Standing beside him and holding his hand to monitor his strength would mean my chest touching his forearm, but standing far away would make his posture sloppy...

        

        And standing behind him would mean being hidden by his bulk while also risking my chest touching his elbow due to the reach.

        

        So the only remaining option was... that one.

        

        "Edel, could you step back two paces?"

      

      
        "Understood."

        

        I slipped into the gap between Edel and the kitchen table, which was now two steps apart.

        

        Almost like a back... hug position.

        Ugh... this is for educational purposes.

        It's to prevent my chest from touching him!

        

        "D-d-don't stick to my body! Focus on cooking!"

        "I am focused, so let's begin."

        

        Pressing myself against the table as much as possible to avoid touching Edel's body, I placed my hand over his as he awkwardly held the knife.

        

        Edel's hand was covered in rough scars. Deep scar marks had turned black.

        

        I definitely didn't want to risk being attacked by his magic sword again and fainting while teaching him to cook.

        

        I placed the halved potato on the cutting board I had used earlier for demonstration.

        

        Was cooking always this tense?

        

        Thinking about the thick forearm beside me and Edel right behind me filled me with an inexplicable tension.

        

        Our bodies weren't touching, yet it felt like they were.

        

        Edel would be focusing on cooking anyway, so what was I thinking...? Once I dismissed these unnecessary worries, my mind felt lighter.

        

        "Now, slowly. Curl the knuckles of your left hand. Yes. Don't slice, but place the knife on the potato and point the tip toward the cutting board. Push gently while pressing down slightly."

        

        Following my guidance, Edel cut the potato with movements that were rough yet gentle. Instead of the earlier "pack" sound, there was a pleasant "tok" sound.

        

        Edel and I silently focused on the sensation of our overlapping hands.

        

        Even the smallest muscle movements and subtle tremors.

        Though we were just holding hands, I could tell how much Edel was concentrating on controlling his strength.

        

        To prevent Edel from cutting the board, I wiggled my relatively smaller hand to guide his larger one, cutting the potato piece by piece.

        

        Tok. Tok. Tok. Tok.

        The sound of the knife hitting the cutting board echoed through the quiet kitchen.

        

        It felt similar to when I first taught Joshua how to cook. The nostalgic sensation made me smile.

        

        The julienned potatoes were a bit rough, but done.

        There was a small nick in the cutting board, but the result was satisfactory.

        

        "Oh..."

        

        Edel let out a short exclamation, as if he couldn't believe he had done it himself. Without experience, one wouldn't understand. Despite all his boasting about Black Knight swordsmanship. I could imagine the expression on his face behind me without seeing it.

        

        When I released his hand, I wiped my palm, somehow drenched in sweat, on my apron and slipped out of Edel's embrace.

        

        "Hehehe. How about that? Easy, right? From now on, try to do it by yourself."

        "...Understood."

        

        Having learned the feel of it firsthand, he should do well, right?

        We should hurry since we're starting to cook for a breakfast-lunch combination now.

        

        As I finished peeling the remaining potatoes for Edel to work on and was about to prepare other things,

        

        "Estel."

        

        Edel called my name in a somewhat disgruntled voice.

        

        "Yes?"

        "I'm sorry, but could you teach me one more time? It's difficult. This cooking thing."

        

        I sighed as I saw his fingers had reverted to holding the knife like a magic sword, despite my corrections.

        

        His blank expression made me wonder if he had been paying attention at all, giving me a headache.

        

        "Ugh... this is the last time."

        

        What am I doing when we're short on time?

        I slipped between the table and Edel once more.

        

        The second time was less tense than the first.

        I placed my hand over Edel's as he held the kitchen knife and continued the supplementary lesson.

        

        "Got it? When holding a kitchen knife..."

        

        Step by step, slowly.

        How to hold the knife, how to cut, and so on.

        

        My shoulders hunched involuntarily at the seemingly closer distance than before, but since we weren't actually touching, it was awkward to get angry about it.

        

        In the end, Edel's education didn't end until all the potatoes were julienned.
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        Thud. Thud. Thud.

        

        Estel's small, delicate hands overlapped with Edel's as they sliced potatoes together. Estel, positioned between the table and Edel, within his arms, seemed almost defenseless.

        

        "You understand? You need to control your strength properly."

        "...I see."

        

        Estel's touch, both soft and warm, made it difficult to concentrate on cooking.

        

        It wasn't just her touch; her mana sou—no, her large chest was blocking the cutting board completely, forcing him to rely solely on the sensation of their hands.

        

        Ironically, it was Edel himself who had asked her to teach him cooking, despite typically only being interested in becoming stronger.

        

        He noticed Estel's shoulders trembling slightly as she hunched over.

        

        The sweet fragrance from her long, light pink hair that reached her waist tickled Edel's nose. Though Edel had tasted every fruit in the demon realm, perhaps none had emitted such a sweet scent.

        

        "Now, try it on your own."

        

        Estel tilted her head back to meet Edel's eyes and puffed her cheeks in dissatisfaction.

        

        Already finished?

        Edel, somewhat brazenly, didn't avoid her gaze and stared back.

        

        "I'm sorry, but could you teach me one more time?"

        "Are you really not going to focus? Seriously..."

        

        There were three peeled potatoes left.

        

        Despite her complaints, Estel picked one up and once again placed her small hand over Edel's.

        

        Thud. Thud. Thud.

        

        When Edel applied too much force, Estel's touch would warn him against it. When his grip was too loose, she would firmly grasp his hand.

        

        Though it was just one hand, Edel surrendered his body to Estel's control.

        

        Since becoming one of the Four Heavenly Kings, no one except the Demon Lord could control Edel... yet somehow, he didn't want to resist Estel's guidance.

        

        He couldn't understand why, but Estel's control didn't feel uncomfortable. It was an unfamiliar yet cozy feeling.

        

        Though his mind was complicated, he thought simply.

        This is to become stronger.

        Learning to cook, having his hand held by someone powerful.

        

        By following what Sion and Aria did in the fairy tale, he would understand pure love and become stronger.

        

        Come to think of it, Edel recalled a similar situation from the fairy tale he had read countless times.

        

        Yes, there was definitely a scene where Sion embraced Aria from behind when she was out of control.

        

        Not just Sion and Aria, but the woman in his dreams had also embraced Edel with a very happy smile.

        

        "Are you really focusing? You're not getting closer, are you? I warned you..."

        

        Estel anxiously kept glancing behind her, gauging the distance.

        

        "There's no problem."

        

        In truth, problems were overflowing.

        No matter what Estel said, Edel could hardly concentrate.

        

        Thud. Thud. Thud.

        

        Just two steps.

        

        Just two steps and he could embrace her like Sion had done.

        

        But Estel had warned him several times not to get too close...

        

        Edel pondered.

        

        Pondering was quite unfamiliar in Edel's life. He would find strong opponents to fight, eat when food appeared, and cut down what he disliked.

        

      

      
        He had lived thinking simply.

        But what if Estel refused to teach him cooking if he acted on instinct?

        

        If he distanced himself from pure love, he wouldn't become stronger.

        

        Contrary to Edel's thoughts... his body moved carefully, even secretly, taking one step closer to Estel without his conscious control.

        

        A distance so close they almost touched.

        

        When had they gotten this close? Estel's scent became even more stimulating.

        

        His heart pounded violently, like when he was pushed into a defensive position fighting a strong opponent. His hands were so sweaty that he gripped the knife tightly, fearing it might slip. He had never dropped his sword before...

        

        Just one step.

        Just one step more and his wildly beating heart would be felt by Estel.

        

        This is foolish.

        Considering Estel's reaction when he had impulsively held her hand just yesterday... he'd be buried alive.

        

        Though simple-minded, Edel wasn't foolish enough to misunderstand the pros and cons of the current situation and what would follow.

        

        And yet.

        Somehow...

        Edel's body refused his thoughts and kept trying to cross that final step.

        

        Like weaklings controlled by the Succubus Queen's charm, it felt as if someone was controlling Edel's body.

        

        Could it be Estel...?

        No, that's impossible.

        

        Edel gritted his somewhat rough and sharp teeth, struggling desperately to control his rebellious body.

        

        His breathing grew rough,

        And inexplicably, cold sweat trickled down.

        

        The more Edel resisted, the more fiercely his body tried to move forward. Eventually, as if protesting the interference, it began to invade Edel's mind.

        

        He wanted to embrace Estel with both arms and smell that sweet fragrance up close.

        

        He wanted to share his heartbeat with her soft body.

        

        'Why?'

        

        Even questioning himself, he couldn't understand his body's instincts.

        

        As Edel's mind went blank,

        A thud sound echoed.

        

        "Done!"

        

        When Estel removed her hand from atop Edel's, his advancing foot, his left hand that was about to embrace her, and his head tilted downward to catch her scent all stopped as if by magic.

        

        Simultaneously, as Estel turned her head, Edel took three steps back like a weakling caught stealing food from someone stronger.

        

        "Done...?"

        "Yes. Do you understand now?"

        "Th-thank you. I can do it alone now. I'll handle the rest."

        

        Though all he had learned was how to hold a knife, if he accepted any more help from Estel, he feared losing control of his body again.

        

        Edel's expression darkened at this sensation typical of weaklings.

        

        "You... weren't focusing properly, were you?"

        "There are still two potatoes..."

        "I said we're done!"

        

        Done...?

        

        There should clearly be two peeled potatoes left on the table...

        

        No matter how he rubbed his eyes or shook his head vigorously, as Estel said, there were no peeled potatoes left.

        

        "Y-y-y-you! After I taught you so carefully, you weren't focusing properly...!"

        

      

      
        Estel stammered, her temper flaring.

        

        Edel didn't have the courage to face the red glare in her eyes—a habit that appeared when she was angry or flustered—which he had experienced over the past three weeks.

        

        "...I'm sorry."

        

        To think he couldn't control his own body enough to focus on cooking. Though there were several other reasons mixed in, saying anything more would only provoke Estel's anger.

        

        All Edel could do was apologize.

        

        "Sigh. I've really mellowed out. If it weren't for pure love, I would just...!"

        "......"

        

        Estel stretched out her arm with her nails extended, baring her teeth threateningly at Edel. While he was wondering how to respond, she seemed to feel awkward and quickly lowered her hand.

        

        "That's strange... Learning to cook brings you closer to pure love. Edel, aren't you focusing on becoming stronger?"

        

        With a puzzled yet serious expression, Estel circled around Edel, examining him from all angles.

        

        The cold sweat running down his neck.

        His slightly trembling hands.

        His eyes darting around, unable to meet hers.

        

        Seeing Edel so unlike himself, Estel pondered deeply.

        

        "Edel. Are you sick?"

        "...No."

        

        Though he hadn't been sick even once since becoming a Black Knight, Estel seemed unsatisfied with his answer.

        

        "What do you mean, no?"

        

        She grabbed Edel's sleeve, sat him down on a nearby chair, and created a magic circle. Since it wasn't meant for attack but to check his physical condition, he didn't feel the powerful mana he had experienced when they fought.

        

        Estel's mana seeped into Edel's body, starting from his head and methodically checking downward.

        

        "Um... you're... quite healthy...?"

        

        When examining his lower body, Estel's face reddened for some reason as she averted her gaze.

        

        "Strange. You don't have a fever either."

        

        Estel dispelled the magic circle and covered Edel's forehead with her left hand. She placed her other hand on her own forehead to compare their temperatures.

        

        "What are you doing?"

        "Stay still. Joshua checks for fever this way too."

        

        Edel's wandering eyes cautiously turned toward Estel. She was close as she checked his temperature. Suddenly, their eyes met.

        

        In her crimson eyes, brighter than Edel's, he saw the reflection of an anxious man who even looked sickly, which suddenly made him understand why she had reacted that way.

        

        He wasn't sick.

        He was just... surprised by his body moving against his will.

        How dare it try to interfere with his path to becoming stronger by moving on its own.

        

        "No fever... Just rest for now. Maybe you're hungry. It's getting late, but I'll make something quickly."

        

        Having confirmed he had no fever, Estel removed her hand from his forehead.

        

        "I'm not sick, so I want to learn cooking."

        "Don't be stubborn. You were acting strange earlier. I'll teach you cooking step by step later."

        

        Estel grabbed the back of Edel's neck like he was a stubborn child and laid him down on the sofa.

        

        Just to be safe, she bound Edel's body with a magic circle and headed back to the kitchen. Remembering something she hadn't mentioned, she peeked her face out from the kitchen entrance.

        

        "Oh, let's take some medicine after eating?"

        "Medicine?"

        "Just in case, you know? If you're really sick and can't find the Four Heavenly Kings, then pure love won't matter anymore. We only have about a month left, right?"

        

        Ah, right. The Four Heavenly Kings.

        He had completely forgotten about the promise to reveal their locations in exchange for teaching him about pure love.
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        I tossed Edel onto the sofa and entered the kitchen alone, rolling up my sleeves.

        

        The clock already showed 10 o'clock, and the only food preparation done was some sliced potatoes, leaving a mountain of work ahead.

        

        If I had continued cooking with Edel, we probably would have finished long after lunchtime. No, we might have created something that merely resembled cooking rather than actual food.

        

        Given how much he struggled just with slicing... And considering how Edel couldn't even focus properly and was just spacing out, potato dish specials were clearly too advanced for a first cooking lesson.

        

        It's not even about the potato dish being difficult, is it?

        Who would have thought I'd need to teach knife skills from scratch?

        

        "Haah..."

        

        What's the big deal about teaching someone how to use a knife?

        

        When I was teaching Edel knife skills, an inexplicable tension kept creeping up on me, making my chest ache with a tingling sensation.

        

        I must be going crazy.

        Getting so physically close to teach him like that...!

        

        Feeling my face heat up, I fanned myself to cool down.

        

        Maybe I'm the one who's sick, not Edel.

        I placed a hand on my chest, but couldn't feel the tingling sensation I'd experienced while teaching Edel.

        

        Wondering if the witch's curse had awakened, I checked using Ulti, but the curse appeared to be in deep hibernation, so that wasn't it...

        

        "Let's just make the food first."

        

        Putting aside these complicated thoughts, I busied myself preparing our late breakfast.

        

        *

        

        It was a little past noon—a meal that was both breakfast and lunch. Edel and I sat at the table laden with dishes.

        

        "Thank you. I'll eat with gratitude."

        "Don't you dare leave anything."

        

        We exchanged our now-familiar mealtime greetings and picked up our utensils.

        

        Despite having appeared unwell earlier, Edel now wore his usual expressionless face—seemingly indifferent yet impossible to read.

        

        And this was the same guy who had been sweating profusely just a while ago...

        Well, I suppose it doesn't make sense for one of the Four Heavenly Kings to be moaning and groaning over a little illness.

        

        "Are you feeling better? Your color looks good."

        

        Still, uncharacteristically for me, I tossed out a small gesture of concern.

        

        "I've never fallen ill in my life. Illness is for the weak."

        

        After all my thoughtful concern, his curt response instantly irritated me.

        

        "Oh really? From what I can see, you're weak too. A weakling."

        "Kuh..."

        

        His pride apparently wounded, Edel's hand trembled as he paused mid-bite.

        

        Why does this feel so satisfying?

        

        I think I understand why meskagaki characters enjoy calling others weaklings...

        

        I'm not usually the type to enjoy teasing others, but seeing Edel's intense reaction made me reluctant to stop at just once.

        

        "When I master pure love, you'll be the first one I challenge. I look forward to seeing if you can still talk like that after losing to me."

        "Hmm. It's not scary at all when a weakling talks big. How can you learn pure love when you can't even slice vegetables properly?"

        

        His eyebrows twitched, the utensils in his hand bent, and he glared at me fiercely while grinding his sharp teeth. He looked like a child desperately trying to beat an adult, and I couldn't help but laugh.

        

        Forgetting about my food, I swung my legs back and forth under the table, savoring his reactions.

        

        "By the way, what does 'weakling' mean?"

        "Huh? You were trembling with anger without even knowing what it meant?"

        "I could tell from the context that it was meant to mock me. Am I wrong?"

        

        Weakling. I had used it to tease Edel, but I was reluctant to explain its meaning. I worried that after defeating Kyle, he might start using "weakling" instead of "weak one."

      

      
        

        After all, the Black Knight was the coolest boss in the first part after the Demon Lord. Thinking about him using the term "weakling" because of me... I really didn't want to teach him.

        

        "I'm not telling you."

        "Suit yourself. I'll just defeat you and ask afterward, Estel."

        

        Edel straightened his bent utensils and resumed eating.

        

        As if sensing that I had been hoping to see him tremble more, he returned to his indifferent expression and avoided eye contact.

        

        How boring.

        I nibbled on my salad, thinking about the day we would fight again.

        

        If we fought again... it wouldn't be as easy to win as last time. But I didn't feel like I would lose.

        

        Unlike the image of the first Black Knight who was noble and only knew how to become stronger, Edel was, how should I put it... like an innocent child but also incredibly foolish?

        

        I haven't lived such an easy life that I'd lose to someone like him. Unless he becomes a protagonist-level character by mastering pure love.

        

        Despite his good looks... and having two demon swords. If I can just instill the concept of love in him properly, he could achieve successful pure love.

        

        Perhaps an Edel who understands pure love might defeat Kyle or even the Demon Lord in the final chapter.

        

        Hehehe. How delicious would that be?

        Just thinking about it made the salad in my mouth taste sweeter.

        

        "Oh, by the way, Edel. What's your ideal type?"

        "Ideal type?"

        

        Edel paused his nearly finished meal and met my eyes.

        

        To pursue pure love, one needs an object of affection.

        I wanted to help him connect with someone who matched his ideal type if possible.

        

        Call it a generous service from the Witch of Love.

        

        "I'll help you find someone who matches your ideal type so you can pursue pure love."

        "Hmm. Ideal type... that's what you call someone I would like, if I remember correctly. Well, I'd prefer someone stronger than me."

        

        Edel revealed his ideal type without a moment's hesitation.

        

        Someone stronger than Edel...?

        Well, it's not like there aren't people stronger than the Black Knight in the Aria Chronicle world. Even now, I could think of several women who fit that description.

        

        "Why do you want someone stronger?"

        

        It wasn't that I had anything to say about his preferences, but I was curious about his reasoning. Don't men usually like women they want to protect, who trigger their protective instincts...?

        

        Is this some kind of distorted attraction to strong women?

        

        Anyway.

        

        "If they're stronger than me, we could spar every day, couldn't we?"

        "I don't know whether to call that typical of you... And?"

        "I'd like them to be good at cooking."

        

        Stronger than Edel and good at cooking...

        This man isn't making it easy.

        

        Usually, women stronger than Edel aren't interested in things like cooking...

        

        Strong person.

        Good cook.

        

        It's not that there are no women who fit both criteria. But ideals are just ideals. Even with my help, there's no guarantee Edel will find pure love with someone matching his ideal type.

        

        Love is unpredictable, after all.

        

        "What would you like them to look like? Tall, pretty eyes, nice figure, that sort of thing."

        "Hmm..."

        

        Usually, when discussing ideal types, appearance comes first, but for some reason, Edel hadn't mentioned appearance at all.

        

        If appearance didn't matter as long as the two conditions were met, it would make finding his ideal type easier, but pure love tends to be stronger when it's with someone who matches his taste.

        

        Edel, who had been answering without hesitation until now, was unusually taking his time.

      

      
        

        Judging by the way he was gauging my reaction, he seemed to be wondering whether he should say it or not.

        

        Does he have some unusual preference?

        Like monster girls or something missing limbs?

        

        There are many people with unusual attractions in the world, and Edel might be one of them. As long as there was pure love involved, I was prepared to support whatever kind of love Edel pursued.

        

        "Don't worry. It's just your ideal type. You can speak freely without pressure."

        "I've never felt pressured. I was just trying to figure out how to phrase it without breaking the rules."

        

        Bound by rules?

        What rules could possibly restrict discussing an ideal type?

        

        I recalled the rules I had inscribed on Edel's body on the first day.

        

        Cease activities as a Demon Lord's army member for 100 years.

        Do not harm Joshua.

        Do not reach the western edge.

        Do not harm me.

        

        I had set these four basic rules and planned to inscribe the same on the other Heavenly Kings, but none of them prevented him from describing his ideal type.

        

        If there were additional rules for Edel... there was not interrupting during storybook reading and also...

        

        Right. That one.

        

        I could tell from the way Edel's gaze was directed at my chest. I should have realized.

        

        Chest. Right. Well...

        A man wouldn't be a man if he didn't care about breasts.

        Breasts are a major consideration, after all.

        

        When my past life memories were more dominant... that is, when I was an immature 19-year-old, I too had recklessly taken breast-enlarging medicine from Dorothy's storage, so I could understand.

        

        But understanding didn't prevent my face from turning red.

        

        Then a sudden thought crossed my mind.

        

        Could Edel possibly... prefer flat chests?

        

        If he said he liked large breasts, I could solve that with my secret weapon, the Love Potion (breast enlargement), but if he preferred flat chests, I couldn't make a woman's breasts smaller.

        

        And it's not like I could just remove existing breasts. If Edel's ideal type was flat-chested... I would need to give this serious consideration.

        

        "Do you perhaps prefer them smaller? It's your ideal type, so... feel free to say."

        

        Throughout this conversation about breasts, I found it difficult to meet Edel's eyes.

        For the first time, I genuinely felt uncomfortable about the breasts attached to my chest.

        

        Unlike me, Edel responded with shameless seriousness:

        

        "I'd prefer if the baby doesn't go hungry. Yes. If possible, I'd like them larger than the face."

        

        He spouted such vulgar words with the face of a sage expounding universal truths.

        

        And he did it cleverly, without breaking the rules.

        

        I suppose I should be glad he doesn't prefer flat chests...

        But why am I the one feeling embarrassed when Edel was the one who said it?

        

        Then again, he wasn't directly asking for milk like last time, and I was the one who asked about his ideal type, so it felt awkward to get angry like before.

        

        It's just his ideal type, after all.

        I was about to sigh with some strange relief and dismiss it with a "men are all the same" thought when—

        

        "Someone like Estel would be good."

        "You crazy bastard!!!!!!"

        

        He always has to add that one extra line. That ONE extra line!!

        

        I asked about his ideal type, not for sexual harassment!!

        

        As I gathered mana and swung my fist, Edel dodged as if he had anticipated it, grabbing his plate with the remaining food and fleeing.

        

        He flashed an irritatingly smug smile, as if getting revenge for my earlier teasing, deliberately provoking me.
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        Edel flinched as tears flowed from her eyes.

        

        A tear, unable to bear its own weight, rolled down her cheek and along her jawline before finally dripping off.

        

        "Tears, is it."

        

        As she lightly brushed her chin, the damp touch tormented Edel's sense of touch, sight, and smell.

        

        In Edel's life, she had shed tears only once before, and including now, just twice. She glared at the flowing tears with her characteristically dry gaze.

        

        When was the first time?

        Closing her eyes, she used the flowing tears as a guide to trace back through hazy memories.

        

        Before she was called the Black Knight, an even older memory.

        The life of an orphan wandering the back alleys of the demon realm in search of food. A rat-like existence, drifting about looking for anything edible to fill her hungry stomach.

        

        Edel recalled walking while holding a girl's hand. Though Edel was an orphan with no family, somehow she had been wandering the back alleys with this girl.

        

        The girl wore tattered rags that could hardly be called clothes and walked with an awkward gait on her bare, wounded feet. Perhaps she couldn't walk properly, or maybe someone had crushed her legs.

        

        She was missing three or four teeth, and her face bore large bruise marks like handprints... which seemed to match the size of the hands belonging to those who ruled as the strong in the back alleys.

        

        Finding something edible in the back alleys was no easy task. Edel wasn't the only orphan wandering there, and even when food was found, it was often taken by the stronger ones.

        

        After a whole day of finding nothing, she would retreat to rest her tired body in what could hardly be called a home—a burrow that might have once been a beast's den.

        

        That place was Edel's only shelter. When it rained, it would flood, and terrible odors wafted from every corner, but...

        

        The cold rising from the ground would wake her several times during sleep, so she and the girl would huddle together, their small bodies clinging to each other to survive the harsh winters.

        

        'Don't follow me. Wait here.'

        

        When Edel would crouch down clutching her hungry stomach, the girl would stroke her head and suddenly leave. Despite how difficult it must have been for her to walk, the girl never showed any sign of pain in front of Edel.

        

        Where the girl went wasn't of great concern to the young Edel. When the girl returned, she would be holding some food in her small hands, obtained from who knows where.

        

        The food caught Edel's eye more than the new bruises on the girl's face.

        

        'Eat.'

        'What is this?'

        'A potato.'

        

        The girl compared the size of the potatoes in her hands and gave the slightly larger one to the starving Edel.

        

        Looking back now, it was probably just a rotten, tasteless potato... but Edel devoured it hastily with her small mouth. The taste of food didn't matter. She had to eat to survive.

        

        When she choked on the potato from eating too quickly, the girl's small hand would pat Edel's back.

        

        If Edel stared intently at the potato in the girl's hand, unsatisfied with just one,

        

        'Have this too. I already ate.'

        

        She would readily offer the potato in her other hand.

        

        Even while eating the second potato, Edel thought less about gratitude and more about how many potatoes the girl might have eaten herself. If she was giving away two so easily, she must have eaten three, no, at least four herself?

        

        To bring only two...

        Surely there must be some food storage that she didn't know about?

        

        I want to eat more.

        

        Exhausted from hunger, Edel couldn't think beyond that. Primal desires like those of a beast dominated her mind. For Edel, who survived day by day in a burrow once inhabited by beasts, this was natural.

        

      

      
        That day was lucky.

        They had found food in the back alley, so they wouldn't have to starve. Such fortune came perhaps once during the time it took for the moon hanging over the demon realm to change its shape and return.

        

        The girl also entered the burrow with a relaxed expression to rest.

        

        'I'm hungry.'

        

        But Edel curled up and for the first time complained to the girl.

        

        That she was hungry.

        That she should go and bring more food.

        

        The girl's expression darkened, but she tried not to show it and stroked Edel's head generously.

        

        'Don't follow me. Wait here.'

        

        Edel followed the girl as she left the burrow with her uncomfortable legs. She thought if she followed the girl, she could eat potatoes.

        

        Not just two, but maybe even five.

        

        The girl entered the back alley. She moved without hesitation into the depths of the alley covered in indifferent darkness.

        

        The deep parts of the back alley were where the strong resided, making it rather unsuitable for children to venture. Especially orphans without guardians.

        

        Occasionally, orphans who went deep in search of food, their eyes crazed with hunger, never returned.

        

        Edel knew these stories well, and it was one of the warnings the girl had repeatedly given.

        

        And yet... the very girl who had warned her was now heading there.

        

        Edel, debating whether to follow the girl who was disappearing into the darkness, surrendered to her instincts as her stomach growled.

        

        'Please... give me food.'

        'Did you leave food with me?'

        'Ugh...!'

        

        The large hand of a notorious strong one in the back alley struck the girl's face. At the violent sound—thwack!—Edel's eyes widened.

        

        The grip was so powerful that the girl not only fell but rolled two or three times, trembling violently before barely managing to get up.

        

        'Foo... pleash...'

        

        With lips so swollen she could barely pronounce words properly, the girl asked the strong one for food.

        

        Rustle.

        

        And then... she removed the rags that could hardly be called clothes.

        

        Along with the girl's naked body revealed from beneath the rags, bruises densely covered every part of her body.

        

        Spitting out a tooth with blood bursting in her mouth, she smiled broadly, perhaps worried that the strong one might be displeased.

        

        'That's why I like you. You boldly show the appearance of a weakling. If you're weak, you should beg the strong. Don't spare your body. Right? Other girls don't go that far. Good. Today, let's make it just ten hits. Two potatoes sound good?'

        'Ush... ushually five...'

        'Don't like it?'

        'I... I like it...'

        

        Something was wrong.

        She wasn't getting food from a storage.

        A pain worse than hunger pierced Edel's heart.

        

        Thwack...! Ugh...!

        Thwack...! Urgh...!

      

      
        Thwack...! .......

        

        With each scream from the girl, Edel could barely breathe from the pain like merciless violence. Though it was the girl being hit, Edel's body trembled so much she could hardly stand.

        

        Stop. Stop. Stop...!

        This wasn't how she wanted to fill her hungry stomach...!

        

        She wanted to immediately stop the violence being unleashed on the girl who seemed to be struggling even to breathe, but Edel had no strength.

        

        As the strong one said, the girl was weak, and Edel, weaker than the girl, was even more so.

        

        Above all... she was afraid that those fists might turn toward her instead of the girl.

        

        Fear. That primal instinct felt by the weak.

        Just like hunger.

        

        Edel escaped from there like an animal, careful not to be discovered by the strong one, covering her mouth so not even her breathing could be heard.

        

        She couldn't properly remember how she got back to the burrow. When she came to her senses, she was hiding in the deepest part of the burrow, crying.

        

        Waiting only for the girl to return.

        She would fall asleep exhausted from crying, then wake from nightmares, pace around the burrow several times, and then cry again, repeating this cycle.

        

        She wanted to give all the potatoes in the girl's hands... back to the girl. And she vowed never to complain about hunger or even pretend to be hungry again.

        

        But the girl never returned.

        

        ***

        

        Edel clenched her fist as she recalled the unpleasant memory.

        

        The catalyst that allowed Edel to become the Black Knight and one of the Four Heavenly Kings. The precious memory she had forgotten while obsessed with becoming stronger now stabbed at her heart along with her tears.

        

        Why had she forgotten?

        Both the woman who had embraced her and the girl who had held her hand.

        

        After being defeated by Estel, as she learned about pure love, somehow forgotten memories of the past appeared one by one before Edel, and she couldn't understand why.

        

        Is this also pure love...?

        

        Pure love was more complex and profound than Edel had thought. Pure love was something invisible and intangible. It could be a name, cooking, or laughter.

        

        That's how it was for Sion and Aria, and for Estel as well.

        

        Conversely, weren't tears the opposite of pure love?

        

        Thinking this way, Edel couldn't tolerate "this" that had brought her to tears for the second time.

        

        With a pop!

        She applied force to her grip and mercilessly burst it.

        

        "Making me show tears. I commend your spirit, but you're nothing but a weakling."

        

        Fragments splattered, but she didn't care. Instead, she raised one corner of her mouth in a victorious smile.

        

        "Estel. I win."

        

        Shaking off the white juice remaining on her hand, Edel turned to Estel who had been watching from behind and gave a thumbs up, like the "Well Done" picture drawn on a praise magic circle.

        

        "Hey...! How could you burst an onion just because you shed a few tears!!!!"

        

        Day 1 of officially learning to cook.

        Estel shouted with a flushed face.
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        "Hey...! How could you smash the onion just because you shed a few tears?!!!"

        

        Estelle shouted at Edel, who was proudly crushing an onion while giving a thumbs up.

        

        Seeing Edel's confident smile while tears and snot streamed down his face as if his tear ducts had burst open, she couldn't help but raise her voice.

        

        In truth, Edel crying while handling onions was a predictable outcome.

        

        Yesterday morning, when they were talking about ideal types, Estelle had assigned him onion preparation as both revenge for his sexual harassment comments about breasts and as a cooking lesson... but she never expected him to actually smash the onion.

        

        She had planned to tease him from behind while he complained, "My eyes are tearing up," or "Why won't these tears stop flowing?"

        

        "This is only the second time in my life I've shed tears. That onion was quite strong, but it couldn't defeat me with such a mere mental attack."

        "Oh really? Tears are normal when cutting onions, you know? Are you going to smash every onion whenever you tear up while preparing them?"

        

        Edel couldn't understand why Estelle was glaring at him so sharply.

        In his mind, tears were only shed by the weak, so he had simply punished the onion for making him cry for the second time in his life.

        

        Besides, if cutting onions naturally made one cry, then onions must be unpleasant. Food should be a privilege of the happy and strong, but onions only reminded him of weakness, so they would only be unpleasant to include anyway.

        

        He also wondered if Estelle cried when cutting onions. He couldn't quite imagine her shedding tears.

        

        "Estelle. Do you cry when you prepare onions too?"

        "Of course I tear up."

        "Hmm..."

        

        Strange. Cooking should be part of learning about pure love. He thought the pure love Estelle spoke of suited laughter more than tears.

        

        If that was the case, then cutting onions must be the opposite of pure love. What Edel wanted to learn, know, and practice was pure love, not onion preparation.

        

        The thought of crying again and being reminded of his first tears—of being nothing but a weak child—was unpleasant.

        

        In short, Edel didn't want to cut onions.

        

        "I don't want to do it."

        "What's wrong? Is it because of the tears?"

        "...Tears are sad things. Pure love isn't sad. You said it's strong and happy, Estelle. Therefore, cutting onions isn't pure love. So I won't learn it."

        

        Estelle let out a deep, complaint-filled sigh at Edel's childish syllogism.

        

        It was a good sign that Edel, who had only thought about becoming stronger, was starting to think more, but he was acting like a petulant seven-year-old boy... He still had a long way to go before understanding pure love.

        

        Estelle's explanation that pure love was simply about happiness and strength had greatly influenced Edel's behavior, so it was awkward to raise her voice again.

        

        But if Edel gave up on cutting onions now... he might give up on other things later, so Estelle steeled herself.

        

        Love changes people.

        It makes alcoholics quit drinking,

        Makes individualists and egoists care about others,

        And gives courage to face enormous trials that would otherwise be unbearable.

        

        Even for someone like Edel, who had never cared about anything except becoming stronger.

        

        "Sion and Aria shed tears during their journey too, didn't they? Pure love is a happy thing, but tears can be part of the process. Didn't you say you wanted to become stronger? Is the Black Knight giving up just because of a few tears?"

        "......"

        

        Estelle continued her lengthy explanation while looking into Edel's still-teary eyes.

        

      

      
        "And if you want to meet a perfect woman like your ideal type, you need to become perfect too. Edel, think about it. Making a meal for the woman you love. Her praising your cooking as the most delicious in the world. How about that? Doesn't it make your heart race?"

        "Hmm..."

        

        'I wonder if there's anyone close to his ideal type...'

        

        Edel had three conditions for his ideal type:

        

        Stronger than him, good at cooking, and with a chest larger than her head...

        

        Estelle had spent all night thinking about who might fit Edel's ideal type, but no one came to mind.

        

        Either they were strong and good at cooking but small-chested,

        Or good at cooking with a large chest but weak,

        Or strong with a large chest but couldn't cook.

        

        'Where on earth would you find such a perfect domestic goddess munchkin proper lady! I'm curious too!'

        

        Would such a woman even look at a beast like Edel?

        

        She might have to train a decent woman to tolerate Edel, teach her cooking, or use a love potion.

        

        While Estelle was racking her brain over the three conditions, Edel looked at her with his moist eyes.

        

        "I'll do it. Cut the onions."

        "Really?"

        "But... I don't want to cry."

        "Hehehe. Don't worry. There's a way."

        

        She should have taught him earlier, but she had deliberately made him cry to tease him.

        

        Estelle approached Edel and filled the basket containing the onions with water.

        

        "If you soak the onions in water for about five minutes before cutting them, you won't cry as much. And here's another tip: you can protect your eyes with magic. Simple, right?"

        "I see. Why didn't you teach me that from the beginning?"

        

        She had expected a reaction like "You can cut onions without shedding tears? Amazing!!" but Estelle flinched at Edel's sharp question.

        

        "W-well, you see. Cooking is all about trial and error! Yes! Once you experience the sting of onions, you'll try not to cry the second time. Love is the same way."

        "Hmm... I see. Understood."

        

        Estelle blurted out an excuse she made up on the spot. She breathed a sigh of relief when Edel, who knew nothing about love, nodded and accepted it.

        

        He might be quick-witted, but...

        

        If she had told the truth—that she wanted to tease him as payback for his sexual harassment and to see him cry—her carefully prepared cooking lesson plan might have fallen apart.

        

        He had smashed the onion before she could even tease him, making her angry instead... She looked up at Edel's tear-stained face, wondering if she should still tease him.

        

        The tears running down his cheeks and dripping from his jawline as he sniffled to keep his nose from running... his eyes, clouded with tears, sparkled as if immersed in melancholy.

        

        'Why does he have to look handsome even when crying...?'

        

        He was like an uncut gem. What are the chances of a stone rolling around in the jungle actually being a priceless meteorite?

        

        That improbable chance was right in front of Estelle.

        

        If he just kept his mouth shut, he could probably steal even the heart of the Empress in the North... Maybe the Demon Lord recruited Edel not for his strength but for his potential—as eye candy.

        

      

      
        If only he had taken care of himself earlier. He would have been a hot topic in community character popularity polls for ages.

        

        What if he ends up seducing married women too?

        As that thought crossed her mind, seeds of anxiety began to grow rapidly in Estelle's heart. NTR was the enemy of pure love, after all.

        

        She thought it would be better to warn him now for the sake of world peace.

        

        "Edel. You must NEVER fall in love with a woman who already has a partner! Got it?"

        "Huh? What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

        "That's the enemy of pure love. If you do that, I'll kill you with my own hands, strength or no strength! Understand?! Answer me!!"

        

        Estelle stood on her tiptoes and brought her face as close as possible to Edel's, who was looking at her with a blank expression as if wondering what nonsense she was spouting. Despite the 15cm height difference that still forced her to look up...

        

        She demanded an answer, forgetting that their chests were touching due to their proximity.

        

        "Well... I understand. I'll keep it in mind."

        

        Edel turned his head and grabbed Estelle's shoulders to create some distance.

        

        Despite all her talk about women's bodies and sensitivity, Estelle occasionally pressed her body against his without realizing it, and Edel never quite knew how to handle it.

        

        Considering how his body had gone out of control yesterday while she was teaching him how to chop vegetables... he didn't want to experience that again.

        

        "And stop crying now. Don't cry in front of others. Especially not in front of married women."

        "There won't be a third time. Even if I'm defeated, I won't shed tears."

        

        He wouldn't shed tears anymore. Edel was no longer weak. Even if he had lost to Estelle and the Demon Lord, Edel was strong.

        

        Just as his tear ducts seemed to have tired out, with the last dewdrops of tears hanging from his eyes, Edel roughly wiped his tears with his hands, still sticky from crushing the onion.

        

        ...It took less than five seconds for him to realize his mistake.

        

        His eyes stung.

        The pain was on a completely different level than before, and tears gushed out uncontrollably.

        

        "Urgh...! You onion...!! Cursing me until the very end...!!!"

        

        Edel closed his eyes and bent over, groaning as he tried his best to endure the pain. His hands flailed in agony.

        

        "How could you touch your eyes with hands soaked in onion juice!"

        

        Estelle hurriedly took out a handkerchief, dampened it with water, and tried to wipe Edel's eyes.

        

        "Stay still, I'll wipe it for you...!"

        "Urgh...!"

        

        Just as she was about to wipe the onion juice from the face of the bent-over Edel, his hands suddenly covered Estelle's face.

        

        "Y-your hands...! Hey, did you do that on purpose...?!?"

        

        And precisely targeting Estelle's eyes, too. As if he couldn't hear her voice, Edel frantically rubbed his onion-soaked hands all over.

        

        Estelle tried to improvise by surrounding her eyes with mana for protection, but... she couldn't stop the flood of tears.

        

        "My eyeeees!!!"

        "You damned onion...!"

        

        Their screams and tears mingled in the kitchen for about five minutes.
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        The curse of the onion was more powerful than expected.

        Whether intentional or not, even Estel shed tears and let out a weak cry, giving me a strange sense of satisfaction.

        

        After the onion commotion ended early, Edel's cooking lesson continued.

        

        Although I ended up with a large bump on my head from Estel's knuckle punch... I didn't worry too much since it was already in the past.

        

        As Estel had said, cooking is a series of trial and error, and I vowed never again to touch my eyes with hands soaked in onion juice.

        

        The onion was just the beginning.

        Just as becoming stronger means enduring even greater hardships, the same applied to cooking.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        After chopping carrots, onions, zucchini, green onions, and other vegetables, Edel stood before the frying pan on the stove, deep in thought.

        

        The dish Edel had decided to make was vegetable fried rice.

        

        It was also the food that Sion and Aria had bought with their limited money when they arrived in Veneschia. And... it was perfect for someone who never ate meat.

        

        "Uuugh. My eyesh... *sniff* Wait jusht a moment."

        

        While Estel stepped away, still sniffling with tears from the spiciness, a thought crossed Edel's mind.

        

        A vision of successfully cooking alone and serving it to Estel. Estel taking a bite of the vegetable fried rice, declaring it the most delicious thing in the world, and engraving five praise magic circles.

        

        "Heheheh... I'll definitely do it."

        

        Edel let out an unsettling laugh and recalled the cooking instructions Estel had explained.

        

        'Add oil to the pan over medium heat and start by sautéing the potatoes first.'

        

        Definitely something about potatoes first...

        Then add the other vegetables and do something else.

        

        Before meeting Estel, when Edel was still a Dark Knight, such instructions would have been met with confusion. But that weak Edel was dead.

        

        The current Edel was growing stronger by learning about pure love. Understanding Estel's cooking instructions was certainly possible.

        

        However, a few unclear points troubled Edel.

        

        'What exactly is medium heat? Why cook the potatoes first? And how much oil should I add?'

        

        The first dilemma when starting to cook:

        Everyone's recipe standards are vastly different.

        Even the Dark Knight Edel was no exception.

        

        Isn't a bigger fire always better?

        

        Edel turned the heat up to maximum.

        The flames rose fiercely, as if about to devour the frying pan, radiating intense heat.

        

        Just as becoming stronger faster is better, the same must apply to fire. Edel smiled with satisfaction at the rising heat.

        

        The same logic applied to oil.

        More must be better.

        

        Applying life's obvious principles to cooking, Edel generously poured oil from the storage container.

        

        Now it was time to stir-fry the vegetables.

        If potatoes had to be cooked first, it would take too long, and who knew when Estel would return.

        

        Ignoring Estel's instructions to cook the potatoes first, Edel dumped all the prepared vegetables into the pan at once.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Edel stared intently at the salt container, falling into deep contemplation.

        

        The tiny white crystals shifted with Edel's movements, sparkling as sunlight streamed through the window.

        

        'This is seasoning, something magical that makes food taste even better.'

      

      
        

        Among the seasonings Estel had mentioned, besides sugar, there was salt, soy sauce, and sesame oil right in front of Edel.

        

        Estel had definitely said something about adding a few spoonfuls...

        Should I just add everything with a spoon?

        More seasoning must make it taste better.

        

        Soy sauce is soy sauce.

        Salt is salt.

        Sugar is sugar.

        

        Unlike with the oil, Edel carefully added heaping spoonfuls of each seasoning, and finally dumped in the prepared rice.

        

        The burning vegetables screamed for help as they emitted a charred smell, but to Edel, making a dish alone for the first time, it smelled sweet.

        

        "Just wait, Estel. I'll make you the most delicious dish in the world."

        

        As the blackened vegetables jumped in the scorching pan, Edel smiled—innocently, but in a way that would have seemed somewhat evil to Estel.

        

        ***

        

        "So... what exactly is this?"

        

        Estel, her eyes still red from the onion's effects, pointed at something dark and murky while looking at Edel.

        

        When she rushed into the kitchen alarmed by the burning smell, she thought Edel had mishandled the fire and started a blaze... but it turned out the source of the smell was the finished dish.

        

        "Can't you tell? It's vegetable fried rice. I made it. By. My. Self. Cooking is nothing special. Go ahead, eat."

        

        Sitting across the table, proudly presenting the blackened food with an arrogant smile, Edel made Estel's eyebrows twitch.

        

        This is... vegetable fried rice?

        Those charred things that could pass for coal were vegetables?

        

        And how much oil had been used? When Estel carefully scooped up a spoonful of the so-called vegetable fried rice, oil dripped from it.

        

        Why so much oil? It was a miracle the pan hadn't caught fire.

        

        "Edel, be honest with me. You're not... an assassin sent by the Demon Lord, are you?"

        "Assassin? I'm neither a lion nor female."

        "Let's... just stop talking."

        

        Estel sighed deeply at Edel's uncharacteristic joke, hesitating whether to take a bite or not.

        

        Of course, anyone might fail when cooking alone for the first time. But this was a bit extreme...

        

        "Try it. I'm sure it's the most delicious thing in the world."

        "......"

        

        It might not be the most delicious, but it certainly looked like it could be the least delicious thing in the world...

        

        Estel carefully brought a spoonful of the fried rice to her nose and sniffed.

        

        Setting aside the burnt smell, the nuttiness of sesame oil dominated the middle notes, followed by an overpowering soy sauce aroma. It was too much.

        

        This probably couldn't even be used as fertilizer...

        Honestly, she didn't want to eat it.

        

        But seeing Edel's eyes shining like a child showing their first drawing to their mother, she couldn't bring herself to be blunt... especially after witnessing how hard Edel had tried.

        

        She had no choice but to take at least one bite.

        

        Estel gulped nervously and slightly closed her eyes. Though her body warned her to remove the harmful substance immediately, she ignored it and parted her small lips.

        

        "Haup..."

        

        Chew, chew.

        What she tasted was not much different from what she had smelled, but with the added catastrophic information that her taste buds could detect, tormenting her.

        

        Salty, sweet, greasy... ugh!

        Her teeth, trying desperately to chew, and her tongue, trying to escape the taste by darting around her mouth, both sent distress signals.

      

      
        

        Eventually, seeing Estel bang her head on the table and convulse, Edel smiled with satisfaction.

        

        "Too delicious to control your body, I see."

        "...What exactly did you do to cook this?"

        

        Estel, having barely swallowed what was in her mouth, raised her head and glared sharply at Edel.

        

        "I simply followed the cooking method you taught me."

        "If you had followed my instructions, it would never taste like this! Why is everything burnt!? I clearly said to use medium heat!!"

        

        Estel recalled the instructions she had given before Edel started cooking.

        

        Add oil to the pan, cook potatoes first over medium heat, then add the remaining vegetables. Potatoes take longer to cook. Then push the cooked vegetables to one side, add soy sauce... anyway!

        

        "It's too salty!!! How much salt did you add? And what about the sugar!? There's too much oil making it greasy, and you went overboard with the sesame oil too!!!"

        "...Does it taste bad?"

        

        She had tried to be nice, but her taste buds, now ruined, couldn't produce any kind words.

        

        Edel's expression hardened at Estel's sudden barrage of complaints.

        

        "Try it yourself and judge."

        

        Estel scooped up a large spoonful of the fried rice and immediately fed it to Edel. She wouldn't feel better unless she did at least this much.

        

        "......"

        

        Chew, chew.

        As Edel tasted the self-made fried rice, though not as dramatically as Estel, the previously confident shoulders slumped, and with a more serious expression, Edel looked down.

        

        "Well? Does it taste similar to the food I make?"

        "This is serious. Did I create such garbage?"

        "I'm proud you made it by yourself. I'll praise you for that. But... the taste gets zero points."

        

        Even zero points might have been generous.

        At least she was still calling it food.

        

        "How exactly did you make this?"

        "I just..."

        

        Like a child confessing after being scolded, Edel explained the cooking process in a dejected voice.

        

        Not knowing how much oil to add, so adding a lot.

        Turning the heat up to maximum.

        Wanting to cook quickly, so adding all vegetables at once.

        Thinking more seasoning would make it tastier.

        

        Edel had thought it was no different from becoming stronger.

        

        "...I just wanted to make you the most delicious dish in the world."

        "Edel..."

        

        These were the typical mistakes of first-time cooks.

        That's why she had asked Edel to wait...

        Chopping vegetables had already been challenging for Edel, and cooking alone would be too much. She had planned to stay close and teach step by step.

        

        If only it weren't for the onion.

        

        What's done was done, and Edel had tried to do it alone with good intentions... further questioning would just be meaningless torment.

        

        "Listen, Edel. Cooking is like love. You shouldn't overdo it. Everything has its proper measure. When you become too greedy, anything will fail. Like this food."

        

        Edel didn't know that even though seasonings enhance flavor, too much becomes poison. Mistakes made out of ignorance.

        

        Above all, she had said cooking is a series of trial and error, so Edel probably wouldn't make the same mistake again.

        

        "Come on, follow me. I'll teach you how to make the most delicious vegetable fried rice in the world."

        

        Estel lifted Edel's slumped shoulders and led the way back to the kitchen, where the burnt smell still lingered.
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        The first thing Estel did upon arriving in the kitchen wasn't cooking... but cleaning. Oil splattered everywhere, blackened vegetables and rice grains that had escaped from the frying pan.

        

        The burnt smell was so intense that she opened the window for ventilation. After soaking the frying pan—stuck with oil and burnt residue—in water, she took out a new one.

        

        Meanwhile, Edel awkwardly watched Estel, wondering if there was anything he could help with.

        

        "Edel. Your job is to stick by my side and learn how to cook."

        

        Estel noticed Edel's gaze and was about to ask him to do something, but then shook her head. For now, just having him quietly beside her was help enough.

        

        If Edel's self-confidence was unusually low, asking him to do anything might result in having to do the work twice.

        

        It didn't take long to bring ingredients from the storage, prepare them, and restore the kitchen to its state before the onion incident.

        

        "There, preparations complete. Ready to learn cooking?"

        "...Begin."

        

        Edel approached Estel's side with a gloomy but determined tone. He wanted to understand what his mistake was and how Estel's cooking differed from his.

        

        They stood close enough for their sleeves to touch.

        Thinking it might be too close, Estel moved a step to the side, but Edel immediately followed.

        

        "Hey... aren't you standing too close?"

        "I merely wish to learn cooking from a closer distance."

        

        If that was the reason, she couldn't fault his enthusiasm for cooking, but... standing too close would make it difficult to move her arms, so she gently pushed Edel's shoulder to create some distance.

        

        "If you're too close, I can't teach you properly. Don't come any closer than this."

        "...Understood."

        

        Their physical distance had been decreasing lately... and if their chests accidentally touched, cooking would be the last thing on her mind.

        

        Edel's shoulders drooped more than before, looking pitiful, but this was something she couldn't compromise on.

        

        "For oil, just enough to cover the pan is sufficient. Medium heat means exactly that—halfway up the dial."

        

        Seeing Edel looking at her with sad puppy eyes, Estel quickly began the cooking lesson, afraid she might give in on the distance.

        

        Estel took the oil container and poured just enough to cover the pan, then turned the heat up enough to warm the pan's bottom.

        

        "Potatoes need to release their starch, so they should be soaked in water before stir-frying. Make sure to shake off as much water as possible to prevent oil splatter."

        

        The more specific the instructions for a beginner, the better.

        

        Remembering how vague terms like "as appropriate" in cookbooks from her previous life had frustrated her, she figured Edel would feel the same.

        

        "Once the pan is heated, add the potatoes. We cook potatoes first because they take longer than other vegetables. Otherwise, the ingredients won't harmonize properly."

        

        Estel added the finely chopped potatoes to the pan and began stirring them with a wooden spatula.

        

        Sizzle... The delicious sound from the frying pan tickled Edel's ears.

        

        Unlike Edel, who had burned all the vegetables on high heat, Estel's delicate movements made the potatoes dance in the pan, browning evenly on all sides.

        

        In less than two minutes, the stir-fried potatoes took on a rich color. With a slight orange tint, they looked appetizingly golden brown.

        

        "We'll be adding other vegetables, so they don't need to be completely cooked. Two minutes is enough. When you see the color change like this, add the rest of the vegetables."

        

        Carrots, onions, zucchini, and green onions entered the pan one by one under Estel's small, careful hands. The aroma that wafted up was somewhat—no, vastly—different from when Edel had cooked, smelling much more appetizing.

        

        "Here's a tip: when you have children someday, cut the vegetables into smaller pieces so they're easier to eat. Large pieces are difficult to chew and might be swallowed whole."

      

      
        

        Estel offered this tip imagining a day when Edel might have children and make vegetable fried rice as a caring father, though it wasn't immediately useful.

        

        Edel couldn't understand what pure love had to do with children, but he focused intently, not wanting to miss a single word from Estel.

        

        He took in everything—how she held the spatula, how many times she moved it.

        

        "Hmm-hmm-hmm. Don't add too much seasoning. Moderation is key with everything—sesame oil, salt, sugar, all of it."

        

        Estel hummed a tune while explaining everything slowly and specifically so Edel could understand.

        

        For instance, soy sauce should be added twice with a spoon and simmered, sugar should be added at 1/3 the amount first and tasted before deciding whether to add more, and salt should be adjusted at the end after tasting.

        

        "Oh! By the way, the most important ingredients in cooking are sincerity and love. Pure love is the best."

        

        Estel's eyes widened as if she'd forgotten something important, and she looked up at Edel with a little wink.

        

        Estel hadn't always made delicious food either. When she lived alone, she preferred using magic or eating simple meals, not bothering with sincerity.

        

        After taking in Joshua, she honed her cooking skills year after year, putting her heart into it, wishing only for her daughter to enjoy the food.

        

        "Can pure love be added to cooking?"

        "The more love in the cook's heart, the more delicious the food becomes."

        "That's difficult. I need a demonstration."

        

        A... demonstration?

        Should she teach him something like "make it delicious, moe-moe-kyun"?

        

        She might imagine cute, lovable Joshua doing that, but Edel? Not so much.

        

        She was briefly tempted to teach him as a joke, but she wanted to treat pure love more seriously and sincerely, so she suppressed her playfulness.

        

        Besides, having to demonstrate in front of Edel...

        That would be practically suicidal.

        

        "Just think about someone you love while cooking. That's enough."

        "...I see."

        

        As time passed, a vegetable fried rice of an entirely different dimension from what Edel had made was completed.

        

        Gulp.

        

        Unlike the black something masquerading as food that Edel had made, this had evenly cooked rice grains with colorful vegetables distributed throughout.

        

        Though it had been only a few hours since lunch, Edel swallowed his saliva at his suddenly increased appetite.

        

        Cooking with love.

        While all of Estel's cooking was probably like that, the thought that this dish contained love as a seasoning made it look somewhat different.

        

        "Here, try it."

        

        Edel stared intently at the vegetable fried rice, ignoring Estel who sat across from him at the table, smiling brightly as she handed it over.

        

        "May I eat this?"

        

        Is it okay to eat Estel's love?

        In other words, is love something that can be eaten?

        

        He was curious.

        What did vegetable fried rice taste like?

        What did Estel's love taste like?

      

      
        

        "Of course. I made it for you. It's the destination you need to reach, so you should eat it and tell me what you think."

        

        Unlike Edel's concerns, Estel spoke lightly and leisurely.

        

        A dish made solely for Edel.

        She had put all the flavors and aromas that vegetable fried rice could offer into it.

        

        She was sure he would eagerly ask to taste it...

        If she had to eat that blackened vegetable fried rice one more time, her taste buds might die.

        

        Even though Edel was new to cooking, she had taught him step by step, carefully and gently, so he probably wouldn't burn food next time.

        This vegetable fried rice could be considered a bribe for Edel.

        

        "I will eat it with gratitude."

        

        Contrary to Estel's intentions, Edel looked at the vegetable fried rice with a slightly different meaning before slowly picking up his spoon.

        

        He scooped up as much as he could fit on the spoon, smelled it once, and carefully put it in his mouth.

        

        The harmony of rice and vegetables.

        

        It was so delicious it seemed to melt on his tongue. Not just the taste, but the aroma too. He felt like he could even detect a sweet scent like Estel's skin from the vegetable fried rice.

        

        To have such flavor without adding any special ingredients.

        

        Is this love?

        

        Though Edel still didn't know exactly what love was,

        The taste of love he experienced through his palate was incredibly sweet.

        

        In all his pursuit of strength, he had never felt such sweetness before. The more he learned about love, the more it shook his foundation.

        

        Strength had always followed pain.

        Sometimes it required bloodshed, sometimes it demanded lives.

        

        But love was different.

        It required neither sacrifice nor pain.

        

        He questioned whether knowing love truly made one stronger, but he didn't dislike this sweetness.

        

        "It's the most delicious thing in the world."

        

        That was the only impression Edel could express.

        No other description was necessary. The words Estel had taught him were enough.

        

        "Hehehe. Right? It's the most delicious in the world? You can make it too. The world's most delicious vegetable fried rice."

        

        Estel rested her chin on her hand and gave her characteristic smile.

        

        The most delicious in the world.

        

        She wanted to see him happy, saying "it's the most delicious in the world" after eating food he had made himself.

        

        "Can I make it too?"

        "Of course you can. I'll make sure you can, so don't worry."

        

        If Estel, who was stronger than him, said so, it must be true.

        

        Edel put another spoonful of vegetable fried rice in his mouth and slowly savored the taste.

        Even though he was learning to cook, right now he just wanted to enjoy this love-filled vegetable fried rice that Estel had made especially for him.
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        It had already been two days since I made vegetable fried rice for Edel, and now it was the third day of formally teaching him how to cook.

        

        A delicious aroma wafted from the kitchen.

        Sweet yet savory.

        

        Could I finally eat a properly cooked meal?

        

        Considering how my tongue and stomach had been screaming while eating Edel's food until now, it was about time he completed a proper vegetable fried rice.

        

        After eating three meals a day for three consecutive days—all vegetable fried rice with something wrong each time—my patience was reaching its limit.

        

        Though I never got tired of it since the taste changed with each serving, my refined palate simply couldn't adapt.

        

        "Sorry to keep you waiting."

        

        Edel appeared with a solemn expression, his oversized apron fluttering. He looked as grave as a warrior heading into battle.

        

        I couldn't quite understand why he was being so dramatic about making vegetable fried rice, but it showed how much effort he had put into this dish.

        

        Edel sat across from me at the table and handed me the vegetable fried rice.

        

        The appetizing colors and pleasant aroma of the vegetable fried rice stimulated my appetite.

        

        Considering the previous attempts, I could give it passing marks for aroma and visual presentation since it looked nicely arranged.

        

        However, taste is the most important aspect of cooking. I couldn't let my guard down yet.

        

        "Judging by your expression, you seem confident."

        "I'll show you the results of my training. Please, eat."

        

        Though his words exuded confidence, I could see tension in Edel's eyes. His usually indifferent gaze was now sharp and focused, and the way he crossed his arms seemed to be an attempt to hide his trembling hands.

        

        This kid. How cute.

        No matter how hard he tries to hide it, I can see right through him.

        

        To enjoy Edel's nervousness, I picked up my spoon more gently than usual. Watching Edel's brow twitch because I wasn't tasting it quickly enough felt like compensation for all the unpalatable fried rice I'd endured.

        

        As much as I wanted to drag this out, Edel wasn't known for his patience. I lifted my spoon just as he seemed about to explode.

        

        What would be missing this time?

        The last vegetable fried rice I tasted lacked flavor because he used too little seasoning. Today, he might have added too much.

        

        "Thanks for the food. Ahhm."

        

        Munch, munch.

        

        I slowly savored the vegetable fried rice in my mouth.

        

        The harmony of vegetables, the aroma, even the texture.

        All the vegetables were evenly cooked to a pleasant softness,

        and the seasoning was neither lacking nor excessive, enhancing the flavor.

        

        The initial taste and aftertaste gently wrapped around my tongue in a complex way, and before I knew it, my mouth was empty.

        

        It was delicious, without any flaws.

        How else could I describe it...

        

        While following the recipe faithfully, he had added a sharp taste that seemed to express Edel's ruggedness.

        

        I found myself unconsciously licking my lips, wanting another bite... In short, it passed in terms of appearance, aroma, and taste.

        

        "How is it...?"

        "Hmm..."

        

        Edel anxiously asked, clearly impatient for my evaluation.

        

        As I deliberated with a smile in my eyes, Edel let out a sigh of relief. After all, until now, my post-tasting reactions had involved twitching eyebrows rather than smiling eyes.

        

        "You pass."

      

      
        "I see... Then how does it taste?"

        

        Not satisfied with just passing, Edel demanded a more specific evaluation.

        

        Taste? Well, it's just ordinary vegetable fried rice.

        Maybe I could give extra points considering that Edel, who only knew how to get stronger, had cooked it?

        

        "It's delicious. The vegetables and rice harmonize well."

        "I already know it's delicious. I tasted it before serving. I'm asking how delicious it is."

        

        What's with him?

        Even after telling him it was delicious, he seemed dissatisfied, responding coldly in a way that felt unfamiliar.

        

        Usually, he would just say "I see" or "Understood" in a flat tone, but today he was showing an unusual reaction.

        

        Like a child craving praise, he seemed dissatisfied with just "delicious," so I pondered a more elaborate compliment.

        

        "Umm... I think you could open a vegetable fried rice restaurant with this..."

        "..."

        

        Edel glared at me so fiercely that I instinctively shrank back.

        

        Is that not it?

        This is difficult. A man's heart—no, Edel's heart.

        What higher praise is there than saying it's good enough to sell?

        

        "Tsk. Forget it. It must be my shortcoming."

        "Eh? It's delicious, really! You passed!"

        

        Does he not know what "passing" means...?

        That can't be it. Even when I said he passed, he didn't like it. I couldn't understand.

        

        What Edel wanted to learn was the scene of Sion and Aria eating vegetable fried rice. I thought he'd be satisfied with making something delicious and passing my evaluation...

        

        I tried to think if I'd missed something, but nothing came to mind, which was frustrating.

        

        "From now on, I'll make all the food Estel eats. I won't listen to complaints. You have no right of refusal."

        "How did the conversation turn to this...?"

        

        Do demons consider "passing" an insult?

        Edel's sudden declaration of culinary tyranny made me envision an ominous future.

        

        Like eating only vegetable fried rice three times a day, or being served burnt food that had turned to charcoal...

        

        Edel showed no signs of backing down. He snatched the spoon from me, scooped up a large portion of the fried rice, and shoved it into his mouth without any manners.

        

        "Dush ih tashte gud to yu?"

        "Edel... finish eating before you speak. I can't understand a word."

        "Hmph."

        

        All I could do was sigh deeply, feeling like I was watching a son going through puberty.

        

        I should be thankful Joshua is a girl...

        Though come to think of it, Joshua did go through a turbulent period at 15, being stubborn.

        

        Now she's grown up to be obedient and mature. I suddenly missed her even more.

        

        Still, this is all for Edel to get closer to pure love.

        Vegetable fried rice is fine, but it would be good for him to master various dishes to captivate a woman's heart, making his future wife only have eyes for him.

        

        Perhaps sacrificing my taste buds and stomach is a small price to pay to witness pure love.

        

        A man cooking for his wife... just imagining it exuded pure love energy.

        

        "No giving up in the middle?"

        "Hmph. I'll definitely make you say it."

        

        Edel said something I couldn't understand, but I didn't pay much attention to it.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        After that, we started making food for each other. Since we couldn't eat only vegetable fried rice, Edel would follow along with the dishes I made.

        

        In the morning, I would cook with Edel supporting,

        At lunch, Edel would cook with me supporting,

        And in the evening, Edel would cook by himself.

        

        Building on his successful experience with vegetable fried rice, Edel followed along quite well, avoiding mistakes like burning food that I had worried about.

        

        Instead, he would question new cooking methods like boiling or steaming... but he moved forward without hesitation toward his goal of understanding pure love and becoming stronger.

        

        "How does it taste?"

        "It's delicious."

        "Is that all?"

        

        The same question came every evening, leaving me perplexed. Even when I said it was delicious, he would ask if that was all, just like a girlfriend saying "that's it?"

        

        I wished he would at least give me a hint instead of just being prickly. I was starting to dread dinner time.

        

        "Hey, Edel. Is there something specific you want to hear? Can't you just tell me?"

        "What would be the point of that? Cooking is pure love. If it's not sincere, it means nothing, right?"

        

        That's true. Just like saying "I love you" without sincerity... that's not pure love.

        

        "That's true, but... before pure love and romance, sometimes people don't know things unless they're told."

        

        Without even mentioning my past life, just thinking about misunderstandings that arose with Joshua and Dorothy because things weren't said, I carefully brought up what I wanted Edel to understand.

        

        While loving feelings are important, what sustains love is sincere conversation.

        

        Just as Joshua and Dorothy had done for me.

        Now it was my turn to teach Edel.

        

        "I really like tonight's soup. It's delicious. You made it with just vegetables because you know I don't like meat, right? That's impressive. It makes me want to give you a praise magic circle."

        

        Even though I was just evaluating and praising the food, why did it feel so embarrassing? Scratching my slightly warm cheeks, I continued.

        

        "Also, I liked how you cooked the vegetables separately to add texture and fill the emptiness of the soup..."

        "Estel. I still don't fully understand what love is, but I... put love into making this. Or at least, I think I did. Didn't you say food made with love is the most delicious in the world? So how is my cooking...?"

        

        When I finally realized what Edel had been wanting to hear all along, I couldn't help but smile. I shouldn't laugh, but... the foolish, clueless black knight Edel who only knew how to get stronger kept appearing adorable to me.

        

        "Hehehe."

        "Why are you laughing?"

        

        Does Edel not realize?

        That he's acting like a boy falling in love.

        

        Just learning about love is making him act as shy as someone in love. When he experiences real pure love later, he might even surpass Kyle.

        

        "Hehehe. So that's what you wanted to hear?"

        "Forget it. Don't say it."

        "But witches always want to do what they're told not to. What should I do?"

        

        When I responded playfully, Edel said he didn't want to hear it anymore and stood up abruptly.

        

        Well, if he wants to hear it that badly, I don't mind saying it.

        

        He'll hear it plenty from his wife later, but maybe hearing it once in advance would help with his pure love education?

        

        He'd better treat me well after he gets married.

        Where else would he find someone teaching him all these things one by one?

        

        "It's delicious. The best in the world."

        

        I gave Edel, my one and only disciple, words I had only ever said to Joshua.

        

        A slight pang, similar to when I first heard Edel's name, visited a corner of my heart, but I didn't want to dwell on it now.
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        If someone were to ask me about pure love, wouldn't I say it's the journey of two people getting to know each other, understanding each other, and embracing each other?

        

        And the driving force that makes it possible is when they confirm that they cherish each other. Just like Joshua and Leo, Beryl and Nyx did.

        

        Taking advantage of Edel's free time after mastering the letters and floating away, we sat facing each other on the sofa.

        

        Conversation is the most fundamental step in getting to know each other. I intended to listen to Edel's story and fill in the gaps.

        

        "Edel. How did you live?"

        "That's sudden... Besides getting stronger, I don't particularly remember anything."

        "Don't you have any memories from when you lived in the demon realm? Or maybe what made you so obsessed with getting stronger?"

        

        It was a somewhat abrupt question, but one I wanted to ask. Even if the demon realm was particularly gloomy and ruled by survival of the fittest, I wondered if there was a reason why Edel was so obsessed with strength.

        

        Although Edel had clearly asked before if there needed to be a reason to become stronger, he closed his eyes for a moment as if something was coming to mind.

        

        "It's not a particularly pleasant story. Not entertaining either. I don't have elaborate adventure tales like Sion and Aria. I'm not sure how to tell it..."

        "That's okay. Storytelling improves with practice. It doesn't have to be entertaining. I'm just curious about you."

        

        If everything I've learned so far has been highly versatile pure love enhancement training, perhaps it's time for some customized training specifically for Edel.

        

        "Why are you curious about me?"

        

        Edel asked primly, like a child who didn't want to show their secret notebook.

        

        "Well... getting to know each other is the beginning of love, isn't it?"

        

        He might get flustered when talking to his ideal type later. I think I've heard somewhere that women find it difficult to see men who stutter or lack confidence as potential romantic partners.

        

        Well... with Edel's appearance, that might actually be a plus factor, but since we're talking about his ideal type, Edel needed to be perfect.

        

        "I remembered while crying as I was cutting onions. The first day I ever shed tears."

        

        *

        

        The story of Edel's powerless childhood, when he wandered through the demon realm with a girl.

        

        I had a feeling his life hadn't been smooth.

        I had guessed there would be a sad backstory, as those who pursue only strength usually have a clear past that drives them...

        But Edel's memory of the last time he saw the girl was both bitter and heartbreaking.

        

        "Why did the girl get beaten by the strong to obtain food? Is this related to pure love too? And Estel, why are you crying?"

        

        Edel had shed tears because he was sad about the girl being beaten, but he didn't seem to understand the meaning of it.

        Just as he said about cutting onions, he wasn't crying, but my reflection in Edel's eyes showed that I was shedding tears instead.

        

        "Well... anyone would cry hearing such a sad story."

        "Is that so? Is it a sad story?"

        "I think the girl loved you. *sniff* She didn't want to see you hungry, so she got food even if it meant humiliating herself."

        

        I pulled out a handkerchief to blow my nose as I explained Edel's story.

        

        Like in his dream and now in this story.

        Edel had been deeply loved by someone.

        He probably hadn't noticed because he was only interested in getting stronger and didn't understand.

        

        "Love sometimes means willingly sacrificing for someone else. That person becomes more important than yourself. I think the girl loved you so much that she wanted to feed you even if it meant sacrificing her own body."

        

      

      
        The girl's miserable end was truly sad, but it showed how much she loved Edel.

        If Edel truly had no interest in anything but fighting and knew nothing about love, he wouldn't want to cook food and receive praise from others like he does now.

        

        "The girl loved me?"

        

        Edel expressed doubt, seemingly unable to believe my explanation.

        

        "Yes. It looks that way, doesn't it? Who else would get beaten up just to bring you food? Even if it wasn't romantic love, she might have cherished you like a little brother. You were being loved without even knowing it."

        "I didn't love the girl. Yet she loved me? Didn't you say love is something two people do together?"

        "Ideally, love is mutual, but often it's one-sided. It's still love, though. A sad pure love, but love nonetheless."

        

        After hearing my explanation, Edel maintained silence with a complicated expression.

        He seemed unable to believe that the girl had loved him.

        

        Moreover, for Edel who was just learning about love, the girl's love might have been even more difficult to comprehend.

        Wasn't there a type of person who avoids love because the pain of separation, or because the pain outweighs the pleasure?

        Edel's unusual expression seemed to hint at such feelings.

        

        "Don't worry. What we're doing is pure love, right? As long as I'm here, I'll make sure you experience a wonderfully happy pure love, not the sad kind like with the girl."

        "That's not what concerns me. I'm just... sad that I can no longer repay the girl's love. I think I understand now why I cried back then."

        

        Contrary to my concern, Edel was engaged in a more mature contemplation.

        Just a month ago, Edel only knew about fighting strong opponents to become stronger.

        It was surprising to see him now agonizing over not being able to repay someone else's love.

        

        What? He already understands enough about love.

        I couldn't help but smile as I watched Edel's eyes redden without even cutting onions.

        

        "Well then, shall we study to get one step closer to pure love?"

        

        I quickly changed the atmosphere, fearing Edel might start crying if left alone.

        It's not that I disliked seeing him cry or thought it was unsightly, but...

        an inexplicable feeling welled up inside me.

        

        The girl's life was tragic and deserved tears and mourning, but I didn't want him to show tears in front of me.

        Normally I would have been delighted, saying this too was pure love... Why? Why didn't I want to see it?

        

        "This time it's an advanced course. The Love Witch will specially impart the skills needed when men and women converse!"

        

        The first skill in conversation is empathy.

        Empathy is essential.

        Women are naturally drawn to men who listen well and empathize!

        

        "You need to be good at empathizing with women."

        "Empathy?"

        "Yes, empathy. Women like empathy. Empathy is, simply put, understanding the other person."

        

        In the Aria Chronicle world, being strong, well-fed, and good in bed would make one a top bachelor rather than empathy... but considering Edel's ideal type, a woman who meets his conditions wouldn't be satisfied with just basic necessities.

        

        In short, the plan was to create a husband who appears gruff and cold to others, but is understanding and even cooks for his woman.

        

        After all, no woman in this world would dislike a man who is kind only to her.

        

        "Edel, imagine your ideal type of woman is sitting next to me. It might be difficult, but try to picture her vaguely..."

        "Easy."

        

        Edel snorted lightly as he answered.

        Easy? I was about to add more explanation since I didn't think he'd have much imagination... but he was more imaginative than I expected.

      

      
        

        "R-really? Then... let's assume you're talking with her. You really love meat, but she says she dislikes meat and prefers vegetables. How would you empathize with her?"

        

        For Edel, who was practically a natural human, empathy would be extremely difficult. He had no interest in others besides becoming stronger, and judging by how he treated the Four Heavenly Kings, he had a built-in contempt for the weak, making empathy foreign to him.

        

        I didn't expect proper empathy from the start, but I needed to check just how weak his empathy skills were.

        

        "Hmm. I cannot understand disliking meat. But vegetables do provide surprising satiety. They have good texture and can be more delicious than meat depending on how they're cooked. So preferring vegetables makes sense. However, meat consumption is necessary for muscle and physical strength in combat, so wouldn't it be good to try it sometime? If you wish, I could cook it for you."

        "......"

        

        What? Why is he so good at this?

        I expected a disastrous answer like "So what?" but...

        

        Self-expression and empathy, and on top of that, a gentle suggestion to try meat. I almost found myself thinking maybe I should try meat too.

        

        "Is there any particular reason you dislike meat? The texture, or perhaps the strong smell?"

        "Not really... It just doesn't suit my taste. There are plenty of ways to get nutrients without meat."

        

        It's not like I haven't tried meat before.

        

        I wanted to try the meat dishes I'd only seen in images in Aria Chronicle. When I found a thick piece of meat attached to a bone, something often depicted in fiction, I rushed toward it with gleaming eyes.

        

        In the end, I took one big bite and spat it right back out. The taste and texture were awful. It was even fishy, making me nauseous at just the smell of grilled meat for a while afterward.

        

        Not just that one, but most meats were the same... Realizing I couldn't stand meat, I despaired and was forced to become a vegetarian.

        

        Now I've adapted and prefer vegetarian food, but back then I was on edge, restlessly moving about because I couldn't eat the meat right in front of me.

        

        "Then it can't be helped. I have no desire to force you to eat meat. Do you have any particular vegetables you like?"

        "I don't really have specific vegetables I like. I just prefer vegetarian food in general. It suits my taste."

        

        As I answered Edel's question, I felt a strange sense of discomfort.

        

        We were clearly talking about empathy, but I suddenly felt caught up in Edel's pace... and it wasn't just a feeling, it was actually happening. His skill at naturally probing the other person's preferences went beyond mere empathy.

        

        Moreover, when I asked him to imagine his ideal type, he stared intensely into my eyes as he spoke... it made me feel strange, and I had to look away.

        

        "S-so what if your ideal type says she likes butterflies? How would you empathize with that? She says she really loves delicate blue butterflies."

        

        Food talk might be easy for Edel since he's been studying cooking recently, but what about this?

        It wouldn't be easy to empathize with someone who suddenly says they like butterflies, right?

        

        "Northeast."

        

        I expected Edel to think more and give a clumsy answer... but unlike before, his response was completely out of left field.

        

        Northeast...? Is he talking about direction?

        Edel's expression was serious, so it didn't seem like a joke. He wasn't the type to joke anyway.

        

        I looked northeast to see if there was anything there, but nothing related to butterflies.

        

        "Northeast? Isn't that completely random?"

        "The Four Heavenly Kings have appeared in the northeast."

        

        The one month Edel had mentioned.

        Today marked exactly one month, which I had momentarily forgotten while teaching Edel about pure love.
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        "The Four Heavenly Kings have appeared in the northeast."

        

        The Four Heavenly Kings consisted of the Black Knight Edel, the Cursed Doll, the Vampire, and the Succubus Queen.

        

        The Cursed Doll turned monsters consumed by magic stones into puppets to serve as its minions. The Vampire propagated its kind through blood-drinking, while the Succubus laid the groundwork for invading the human realm by imprinting marks that transformed humans into succubi like herself.

        

        As time passed, the demon realm forces grew while those who could oppose them perished. Eventually, all nations united to plan a stand against the Four Heavenly Kings, which ultimately led to the story of Kyle, the first Hero.

        

        Edel, true to his title as the Black Knight, swept through everything like a one-man army, so he was in a league of his own.

        

        Recovering my power would take a month...?

        I hadn't realized that the long-awaited month was already approaching.

        

        Time had crawled so slowly except for the moments spent with Joshua, yet somehow I found myself thinking, "Already?" before I knew it.

        

        "Northeast? How far? Is it very distant?"

        

        I rose from the sofa, brushed the dust off my backside with the back of my hand, and pulled out the Triceratops that had been resting comfortably in my portable inventory.

        

        Where could they be hiding in the northeast?

        Joshua said he was traveling south, so I was relieved that the Four Heavenly King had appeared in the north. I needed to quickly subdue the Heavenly King so Joshua could enjoy a peaceful journey.

        

        The impatience I had momentarily forgotten while teaching Edel about pure love bloomed again in a corner of my heart.

        

        "Judging by the faint detection of intense magical energy, it must be some distance away."

        

        Northeast from here wouldn't be where the witch of the northern end resides. There were too many possibilities to make a hasty judgment, but I'd find out once I got there.

        

        I wanted to teleport directly to the location Edel mentioned, but the position wasn't precise, and I wanted to avoid being ambushed immediately upon arrival.

        

        No matter how far it was, I could quickly get there by teleporting to my safe spot in the north and flying from there.

        

        It was time to transform from the Witch of Love teaching pure affection to the brutal Witch wielding a Triceratops.

        

        Was there only one of them? Or were all three gathered together?

        

        I wanted to quickly dispatch them and dispel the anxiety that had settled in a corner of my mind.

        

        "Edel, let's finish this quickly."

        "Huh? Am I coming too?"

        

        As I was deploying a magic circle to use teleportation, Edel suddenly asked an unexpected question.

        

        Wasn't it obvious that we'd go together?

        

        If I went alone and the Heavenly King escaped, having Edel there to detect them would make pursuit easier.

        Besides, who knows what trouble Edel might cause if left alone at home?

        

        The more I thought about it, the less reason there was to leave Edel behind.

        

        "Of course we're going together."

        

        I grabbed Edel's hand as he was about to sit on the sofa and read a fairy tale until my return, and activated the magic circle.

        

        *

        

        Cold air greeted us as the teleportation completed. With each breath, vapor puffed from my nostrils, and I used magic to block the chill that cut to the bone before heading northeast as Edel had indicated.

        

        Of course, I soared through the sky riding the Triceratops, while Edel ran swiftly to match my flying speed—that was the difference.

        

        Each time Edel's feet touched the ground, snow exploded up to his knees, creating noisy blizzard swirls.

      

      
        

        Before long, Edel had increased his speed beyond my magical flight and was now guiding the way like a Sherpa leading through the snow-covered mountains.

        

        "We've arrived."

        

        After traveling for less than 10 minutes, Edel suddenly slowed down and pointed in one direction.

        

        Between the snow-white mountains, a castle buried in snow was barely visible. If he hadn't pointed it out specifically, I might have missed it—only the terrace of the top floor peeked out from the snow-buried structure.

        

        I couldn't sense the magical energy I had felt when fighting Edel, but his eyes were filled with certainty.

        

        Making that deal with Edel had definitely been the right choice.

        If they were hiding in a place like this, it would have been difficult to find them even in half a year, not just a month, yet he detected and located a Heavenly King instantly.

        

        I felt a small surge of hope that perhaps subduing the Four Heavenly Kings for 100 years might proceed smoothly after all.

        

        Come out, whether you're a doll, vampire, or succubus.

        

        "Let's go in."

        

        I expected monsters to appear to block entry to the castle, but we were able to enter without any interference.

        

        One of the annoying aspects of the Four Heavenly Kings should be their overwhelming numbers. But as Edel had said, they might not have recovered their strength for long, as the inside of the castle was eerily quiet.

        

        "It's cleaner inside than I expected."

        "Where did you learn to say things like that?"

        

        As Edel entered the terrace, he glanced around casually and made that comment. It sounded like dialogue from the opening of a horror movie, which I had tried not to mention....

        

        Indeed, as Edel said, the inside was cleaner than expected. Except for objects frozen by the cold, there wasn't a speck of dust, and chandeliers adorned with icicles gleamed brilliantly, capturing the light flowing in from the terrace.

        

        "Edel, are you sure this is the place? It's too quiet."

        

        The Four Heavenly Kings in the game... well, except for Edel, the other three would have mobs swarming out when you entered their home stage, unlike anything you'd see in regular fields.

        

        Even if they had just recovered their strength and begun activities, it was too quiet, making me doubt Edel.

        

        Was he deceiving me?

        Perhaps secretly communicating with another Heavenly King to lure me here...?

        

        That might be going too far.

        Edel, whom I'd observed for a month, didn't seem cunning enough to betray someone.

        

        And... he was still learning about pure love, and he hadn't attacked me when I lost consciousness because of the magic sword, so it didn't seem like he would set such a trap.

        

        "This is the place. More precisely, we're inside its stomach."

        "Stomach...?"

        

        SLAM!

        

        As soon as Edel finished speaking, the only exit firmly closed. True to his words about being in a stomach, darkness settled in the castle as if it wouldn't let its prey escape after willingly entering.

        

        Faint streams of light came through the snow covering the terrace windows, but it was far from enough to secure visibility.

        

        I quickly spread a wide magic circle to emit light in preparation for an ambush, when—

        

        Creak... Crunch...

        

        A group of dolls that weren't visible before made ominous noises as they attacked from all directions.

        

        Dolls in the form of monsters found in the northern regions, like yetis or frost wolves. If they had one thing in common, it was the magic stone in the center of their foreheads, emitting a purple light.

      

      
        

        The Cursed Doll.

        

        The first of the Four Heavenly Kings to be eliminated by Kyle... in other words, the infamous weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings was right here.

        

        This should be easier than I thought.

        The number of dolls wasn't even that great, and I infused mana into the Triceratops with the intention of cutting them down in one go.

        

        Just as I was about to aim the three imposing horns at the charging dolls—

        

        "Oh my?"

        

        The dolls that seemed ready to pounce didn't approach beyond a certain distance. Specifically, they kept their distance from Edel.

        

        Thinking it might be my imagination, I moved away from Edel briefly, and they began to close in on me with creaking sounds, but when I returned to his side, they gradually backed away.

        

        "Edel, did you do something?"

        "All I promised was the location of the Heavenly Kings. I didn't do anything else."

        

        Edel, who had been watching the fight with excitement and crossed arms, responded indifferently, as if protesting why I wasn't swinging my weapon.

        

        "Then why are they acting like this?"

        

        My agreement with Edel was only to tell me the location of the Heavenly Kings. I didn't expect or want any additional help. Besides, I could easily handle these minions with a few swings of the Triceratops.

        

        Observing the dolls that had frozen like mannequins, I noticed the magic stones embedded in each of their foreheads.

        

        Magic stones were like seeds scattered by the demon realm to invade the human world. Creatures consumed by magic stones were overtaken by instinct and moved according to the orders of the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        The Four Heavenly Kings...?

        

        "That's right. Edel, you were one of the Four Heavenly Kings, weren't you?"

        "I am a Heavenly King. What do you take me for?"

        

        What do I take you for? Well...

        

        You tormented my tongue and stomach with lumps of charcoal, then made decent food and looked for praise.

        

        You touched my hands without permission—hands I've never let anyone else touch—and with an innocent face, you committed sexual harassment.

        

        At first, I thought you were a barbaric gorilla, but you turned out to be quite decent-looking, and your knife skills, onion preparation... Come to think of it, a lot has happened in the past month. Mostly in a bad way.

        

        Rather than a Heavenly King, the image of Edel fixed in my mind was more like an idiot who needed looking after.

        

        "No, I just realized you're a Heavenly King too."

        

        Anyway, these minions might be nothing special, but saving energy is always good.

        

        "Are you asking me to fight?"

        

        As I moved behind Edel with quick steps and grabbed his shoulders with both hands, he responded grumpily.

        

        "You haven't finished guiding me yet, have you? You should guide me properly."

        

        True to the expression of being in a stomach, the castle itself might be the Cursed Doll, but since we hadn't met the core yet, he couldn't refuse.

        

        As I moved forward with Edel in the lead, the dolls parted like the Red Sea on both sides.

        

        Though they were monsters who had become dolls, losing their emotions and hearts, I stuck my tongue out at them while hiding behind Edel's back.

        

        Since my business was with the Heavenly King anyway, wasn't it better to skip the minions when possible? I silently laughed at the thought that Edel was proving useful in his own way.
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        "Are we there yet?"

        

        I hadn't noticed because I was buried in snow, but the interior of the castle was wider than I expected. We had already descended four floors along the corridor, yet Edel showed no signs of stopping.

        

        As we descended further, the monster dolls grew larger, like progressing through dungeon stages. Starting with yetis and frost wolves, now golems and drakes—quite high-level monsters both in size and power—roamed the floors.

        

        Even so, they didn't approach Edel, merely lingering around without any intention to attack.

        

        Judging by Edel's attitude, she hadn't given them any orders, but when someone of the same rank as their direct superior suddenly appeared... Perhaps monsters, like people, didn't know how to react in such situations.

        

        The dolls that had swarmed me as an intruder but couldn't approach because of Edel made eerie sounds, their joints creaking instead of crying.

        

        Using one of the Four Heavenly Kings as a shield to advance—if I had a past-life cheat like a status window, wouldn't I have achieved some interesting achievement?

        

        "This is it."

        

        The place where Edel stopped was a passage leading underground. Beyond the stairs, whose end remained invisible even with magical light, I could sense the same magical energy I had experienced all too well when fighting Edel.

        

        If Edel's magical energy was like a straightforward, honest flame, the energy rising from below felt desolate and gloomy. In a word, it felt unpleasant.

        

        "Wait here. Want to play with them if you get bored?"

        "Hmph. I have no interest in weaklings."

        

        Unfortunately, Edel's help ended here.

        She descended the stairs with relatively light steps, too casual for someone about to encounter another Heavenly King.

        

        At the end of the stairs appeared a large door. Just seeing the magical energy flowing through the cracks was enough to tell that one of the Four Heavenly Kings was behind it.

        

        I swung Triceratops at the firmly closed door that seemed unwilling to open easily.

        

        With the power of Triceratops, which had allowed me to invade even Beryl's dream world, any barrier created by a Heavenly King would crumble like paper.

        

        Perhaps it could even cut through the sanctuary spread across the holy city.

        

        Walking slowly through the thick magical energy past the door now split into four pieces, I surveyed my surroundings. Doll remains scattered everywhere, hardened bloodstains throughout, and frozen chunks of meat piled in corners made me grimace.

        

        Besides traces of the Cursed Doll, there was no sign of the other Heavenly Kings.

        

        Well, they wouldn't stick together, given their different personalities and reasons for following the Demon Lord. Edel was proof enough of that.

        

        Wouldn't it be nice to take them all out at once and be done with it cleanly?

        Still, with Edel's detection ability, finding them wouldn't take long—that was my only consolation.

        

        "I know you're here. How about saying hello?"

        

        My gentle threat echoed a couple of times through the quiet basement. As if to prove I wasn't bluffing, I scattered black magic everywhere to drive away the magical energy, and an unpleasant creaking of joints sounded from the darkness.

        

        "How unusual for material to walk in here on its own. Did you make it past the children outside?"

        

        With a childlike voice, a small ball-jointed doll appeared from within the magical energy.

        

        It was small enough for a seven-year-old girl to hug while sleeping.

        

        Incongruous with the basement atmosphere, it wore a fluttery dress, its golden hair fluttering as large eyes in its small face stared directly at me.

        

        It was almost like a scene from a horror movie, but rather than screaming or feeling scared, I found myself smiling.

        

        How could a Cursed Doll become one of the Four Heavenly Kings?

      

      
        

        It wasn't like a vampire that could only be damaged by special attacks, nor was it skilled at handling magical energy like the Succubus Queen, nor was it strong like Edel.

        

        All it had shown in the game was cursing opponents to immobilize them, then converting them into dolls to use as minions.

        

        It seemed slightly underwhelming to be called a Heavenly King. Some argued that mass-producing minions for human wave tactics was enough to fulfill its role, while others countered that both succubi and vampires could also mass-produce minions, making that argument less credible.

        

        Thus emerged the "Demon Lord's Attachment Doll" theory.

        The speculation that it was included among the Four Heavenly Kings simply because the Demon Lord found it cute became accepted as fact among users.

        

        Whenever fan art of the Demon Lord was posted, the Cursed Doll was almost always included as a set.

        

        Despite its arrogant tone, the Cursed Doll I saw with my own eyes was much cuter than it had appeared in the game.

        

        "Yeah. They were kind enough to clear the way for me."

        

        I pointed to the entrance with a grin, and the doll used magical energy to verify my claim.

        

        "It's true. Not a single one is broken. The first material to walk in on its own, and without a scratch? Strange. Why didn't they attack?"

        

        Why? Because of Edel, who could control magic stones. The doll seemed to know about the intruder but not that another Heavenly King had arrived.

        

        While the doll rotated its head 360 degrees, puzzling over the inexplicable phenomenon, I adjusted Triceratops's output.

        

        "If you've come to fight me, you're not an ally. Are you the adversary the Demon Lord mentioned?"

        "Not exactly an adversary. How about you just sleep for about 100 years? It's not a request. I came to make that happen. You should have waited to appear."

        

        Why did you have to show up when Joshua was traveling and make things difficult for everyone? If you'd leisurely appeared 100 years later, it would have been easier for everyone. I could have watched the Heavenly Kings' invasion from afar, munching popcorn like it was happening in a distant land.

        

        How should I deal with this weak Heavenly King?

        

        If I swung Triceratops, its core would shatter instantly. If I fired magical artillery like I did at the green star cluster, the castle would collapse and it would flee immediately...

        

        It would be easier to overwhelm it with brute force like Edel. Controlling my strength really doesn't suit me.

        

        "You must know what it means to set foot here, so I'll make you my friend too. Let's escape that filthy flesh and enjoy true freedom. Then we'll serve the Demon Lord together."

        

        While I was contemplating how to deal with it, the doll disappeared into the darkness, spouting clichéd and childish lines.

        

        Sssss....

        An unpleasant sound echoed from all directions.

        It was the sound of small creatures busily moving their legs.

        

        Spider-shaped dolls poured endlessly from cracks in the walls.

        

        Exploding spider dolls.

        The explosion wasn't the problem—the doll fragments would invade the body and transform it into a doll.

        

        In the game, unless you had a mage's area attack from a distance, you were forced to fight the first phase without a mage—a memorable challenge.

        

        "Some people worry about controlling their strength, but you're starting with phase two right away?"

        

        Like Edel, aren't you skipping phases too much?

        Well, you probably didn't have time to create dolls for phase one. You've just recovered your strength.

        

        This is actually better.

        Since I can't control my strength well enough to avoid killing you, I'll have to defeat you step by step.

        

      

      
        The spider swarm, now occupying more than half the basement, crashed toward me like a massive wave.

        

        "You can't escape. I've cursed you so you can't move. Just quietly become a doll."

        

        Magical energy wrapped around my body, trying to bind me so I couldn't escape the spider wave, but I could only laugh at the idea of a curse being used against a witch.

        

        "Really? But what can I do? A witch's specialty is curses."

        

        Though it was a curse using magical energy and thus different in nature, it wasn't something I couldn't handle. Maybe if this were my first time facing magical energy...

        

        "You broke my curse so easily...?"

        "You're weak. Your curses and your dolls."

        "Eeek...! How annoying!!"

        

        The voice that had been so composed until now was gone, replaced by childish screaming that was quite amusing.

        

        With my freed body, I lightly swung Triceratops, and the spider dolls melted along its trajectory. Clay-like substances stuck to various parts of my body and hardened, but I paid no mind.

        

        Once. Twice. Three times.

        

        As the number of spider dolls decreased exponentially, the foreign substances on my body accumulated.

        

        Starting from the arm wielding Triceratops, then my chest, face, and legs.

        

        By the time not a single spider remained,

        my body was covered in foreign matter, unable to move like an insect trapped in amber.

        

        "Hee hee. Serves you right. You may be strong, but you can't move in that state."

        

        The voice that had been screaming from a distance now sounded closer, gloating as if anticipating victory.

        

        "How strong will you be when I turn you into a doll? Maybe I could even defeat the Black Knight? He always irritated me with his contempt. Come to think of it, you're annoyingly similar to the Black Knight in the way you talk."

        

        Edel, were you an outcast? Or did Edel ostracize everyone else? And who resembles whom? I wanted to clear away the foreign matter and correct her, but I had to be patient.

        

        A little closer.

        

        In the original story, she was adept at fleeing whenever she fought Kyle, so I hadn't fallen into the doll's trap for nothing.

        

        "This is a special, extra-large magic stone. I'll embed it right in the middle of your cleavage, fitting for those unnecessarily large breasts."

        "......"

        

        These breasts seem to invite sexual harassment regardless of species. As I was half-resignedly accepting my fate, an ominous energy approached.

        

        Magic stone.

        

        I couldn't see how big it was because my vision was blocked, but judging by the energy I sensed... about the size of my fist? Time to make my move.

        

        "What was that about my breasts?"

        "Kyaaaa!?"

        

        I released the mana protecting my body from the foreign substances and grabbed the doll that had approached within arm's reach, causing it to let out a scream too frail to believe it came from a Heavenly King.

        

        No wonder they say it's the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings, even the Demon Lord's attachment doll, screaming like that.

        

        I snatched the magic stone from the doll's hand, infused it with mana, and crushed it to powder with all my might.
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        "Wh-what?! Let me go! Let me go right now!?!?"

        

        The doll was spewing magical energy trying to escape from my hand, but it was pathetically weak compared to Edel's magic.

        

        "You really are weak, aren't you?"

        "If I just had enough time and materials, someone like you would be nothing!!"

        

        The cursed doll concept that belonged in horror mysteries and suspense was nowhere to be found. Instead, I was bewildered by the sight of it struggling desperately while caught in my hand.

        

        And that dialogue straight out of a mad scientist's mouth.

        

        Was this character always like this?

        Between Edel and now two of the Four Heavenly Kings showing sides different from my expectations, I was experiencing cognitive dissonance.

        

        What kind of battle was the Demon Lord fighting alone?

        The demon realm seemed frightening in a completely different way than I'd imagined.

        

        "Why aren't my friends outside coming?!"

        

        It seemed to be trying to summon the dolls guarding each floor with its magic energy, but... Edel was firmly blocking the passage, so they couldn't come.

        

        "Would it make any difference if those minions showed up?"

        "Eeek... I can't end like this so pathetically. I have to fulfill the Demon Lord's wish!"

        

        The way it desperately flailed about, spraying magical energy as if fighting for its life even though I wasn't trying to kill it... it awakened something sadistic in me. Perhaps this really was the Demon Lord's favorite doll.

        

        I was tempted to play with this satisfyingly responsive doll a bit longer, but instead activated a magic circle to bind it.

        

        Just like with Edel, large and small chains wrapped around the doll, and dozens of magic circles cast curses upon it.

        

        "Do you know who I am? I'm one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army!"

        

        I was trying to seal it properly, but the doll's voice continued without pause.

        

        Yes, yes, I know.

        As one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army, you're the cursed doll who swept away several countries with human wave tactics 24 hours a day regardless of weather or time.

        

        You're the worst of the Four Heavenly Kings who turned strong opponents into dolls and increased your forces over time. But that's a future story, not now, right?

        

        "If you mess with me, the Demon Lord will execute you immediately. Do you know how much the Demon Lord adores me! Even if you don't face the Demon Lord, the other Heavenly Kings will hunt you down and kill you! Do you know how strong our Black Knight is?!"

        

        The doll that was just threatening to turn me into a puppet and make me fight the Black Knight was now trying to use Edel as a shield to escape danger... it looked rather pitiful.

        

        In a way, they were workplace colleagues, so using each other when necessary was quite... human, I suppose.

        

        "Oh really? How strong is the Black Knight?"

        

        While inscribing rules into the doll's core, I became curious about how others viewed Edel and postponed the sealing for a moment.

        

        There might be something useful to reference for teaching pure love from an outsider's perspective.

        

        Maybe I could learn some secrets Edel hadn't told me... that would be exciting.

        

        "Once you hear it, you'll be begging for your life! First of all, he's incredibly strong! Weaker than the Demon Lord, but... he's so brutish he can cut mountains with his sword! Someone like you wouldn't last a single hit. All he's good at is brute force! And he eats so disgustingly that I heard the Demon Lord muttering about never dining with him again. Also, he looks down on anyone weaker than him. He's so unpleasant, just like you!"

        

        I was hoping to hear some impressive anecdotes, but... the doll was so desperate it was just rambling whatever came to mind. I couldn't tell if it was trying to threaten me or just gossiping.

        

        It was badmouthing Edel and then taking a shot at me too?

        I felt annoyed at the thought of sealing it like this.

        

        "You're one of the Four Heavenly Kings too. So isn't the Black Knight weak too? Just... like... you."

        

        I deliberately whispered slowly into the doll's ear, and it trembled violently as if trying to break free from the chains to hit me.

        

        Isn't this reaction too satisfying?

        

        "I-I'm... the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings! The Black Knight will definitely avenge me!!"

        

        I was almost impressed that the doll swallowed its pride and uttered those words with its own mouth.

        

        "Shall we test that? Whether he'll avenge you or not."

        "Huh?"

        "Edel, could you come down for a moment?"

        

        Sorry, but Edel is on my side.

        The price for toying with my chest is steep. I should make the doll pay for Edel's share too.

        

      

      
        I infused mana into my voice and called toward the entrance, and heavy footsteps echoed.

        

        "Is it not over yet?"

        

        Edel appeared with an indifferent expression, arms crossed, leaning against the broken door and letting out a bored yawn.

        

        "Was there another intruder? I was sure there was only one..."

        

        Contrary to my expectation that the doll would be terrified at the sight, it didn't recognize Edel.

        

        Could it be because Edel wasn't wearing armor?

        Shouldn't the Four Heavenly Kings recognize each other just by sensing their aura?

        

        "Edel, could you put on your armor?"

        "Hmm... if you wish."

        

        Edel infused magical energy into the armor on his chest, and the full-body armor that defined the Black Knight's existence was equipped piece by piece.

        

        Starting from the chest, covering the arms and legs, and finally the face. Red light glowed from within the black-painted helmet.

        

        While I was momentarily entranced by the appearance that could belong in a special effects show if only he shouted "transform," the doll saw the armored Edel and shook with joy.

        

        Hope swirled across the doll's face, which should have been emotionless. It seemed quite proud now that the Black Knight had appeared, as if I was nothing to worry about anymore.

        

        "Black Knight! You came to save me!"

        "No. I have no interest in weaklings like you."

        "Eeek! I'm asking for help!"

        

        Ignoring the doll's protests, Edel removed his armor again and approached my side.

        

        "Estel. Is there a reason you called me?"

        

        His deep voice, in a softer tone than when he spoke to the doll, pleasantly caressed my ears.

        

        "Well, this one says you'll avenge it, you know? And it was badmouthing you so badly. Let me tell you what it said..."

        "W-w-wait a minute!? You can't say that!?!?"

        

        As I was about to relay the gossip to Edel, the doll shook its body on a completely different level than before. It seemed to be desperately begging me not to tell.

        

        Isn't this doll too emotionally expressive...?

        I could understand why the Demon Lord adored it.

        

        "Revenge is for the weak. And I have no interest in the words of weaklings."

        "Hehehe. You heard him?"

        

        I stuck close to Edel's side and smiled at the doll.

        

        "You, what's going on? Don't tell me... you betrayed us? After the Demon Lord spared your life when you defied him. You betrayed us!?"

        

        An increasingly agitated voice echoed through the basement.

        

        The Black Knight it had been bragging about appeared right before its eyes, boldly conversing with the enemy—it was understandable that it would be furious.

        

        "Betrayal? What betrayal? If I become stronger, doesn't that strengthen the Demon Lord's army? I learn about pure love from Estel and grow stronger."

        

        Sorry, but what can you do?

        The Black Knight you knew has become Edel.

        The Black Knight who ate disgustingly is now a ghost of the past.

        

        I couldn't stop smiling at the sinful feeling of having stolen another woman's man, even though I hadn't really.

        

        I shouldn't feel this way. I'm a believer in pure love.

        But it's probably okay to enjoy the feeling since I didn't actually steal him.

        

        "S-save me!!"

        

        As I resumed the sealing I had postponed, the doll's ugly screams continued.

        

        "Who said I'm killing you? Just sleep for a hundred years. Oh, and Edel eats with proper manners now. And saying he's only good at brute force? He learns so well when taught."

        

        After refuting each of the doll's criticisms of Edel point by point, I snapped my fingers to complete the sealing.

        

        The magic circle flashed pink and disappeared along with the doll. A single magic circle gently glowing on the floor indicated that the sealing was complete.

        

        I hope it won't break the seal and cause trouble like Edel did?

        I cautiously tapped the magic circle, and feeling reassured when it didn't move at all.

        

      

      
        I guess Edel was a special case.

        As the doll said, Edel is the strongest among the Four Heavenly Kings.

        If he becomes even stronger by knowing pure love, a witch like me might not be a match for him.

        

        I stretched to loosen my stiff body. My body must have become stiff from being briefly restrained earlier.

        

        Now there were two Heavenly Kings left.

        At this rate, I might be able to seal them all today.

        

        "Estel."

        "Yes?"

        "There's something on your face."

        

        As Edel spoke, he reached out and removed something from my cheek. Surprised by the unfamiliar touch, I checked Edel's fingertips and saw debris that must have gotten on me when I was pretending to be hit by the doll's attack.

        

        "Oh, um... thanks."

        

        I could have removed it myself.

        I thanked Edel for his trouble.

        

        "Not yet."

        "Hmm?"

        

        But Edel's touch didn't end there.

        

        Starting from the crown of my head, then my ears, collarbone, shoulders, the back of my hands, down to the hem of my skirt. As Edel's hands slowly moved downward, heat rose to my face.

        

        I didn't dislike the way his rough, clumsy hands delicately removed debris as if grooming a doll.

        

        A tension I hadn't felt when facing the cursed doll spread through me, my nerves responding sensitively to Edel's touch.

        

        When his hands followed the line of my pelvis, I couldn't help but close my eyes.

        

        What's going on...? Why is he suddenly doing this?

        Only after kneeling down to remove debris from my shoes did Edel finally stand up.

        

        I-is it over already?

        

        "There's still one spot left... but you should take care of that yourself."

        

        Edel dispassionately glanced at a part of my body and then turned away. Following his gaze, I saw debris stuck between my cleavage.

        

        "I-I can do it myself!"

        

        I released mana once more, blowing away the remaining debris.

        

        On one hand, the debris between my cleavage... no, what am I thinking!?

        

        My chest is absolutely OFF LIMITS!

        

        I unconsciously hugged my chest defensively and tried to calm my rough breathing.

        

        "A-anyway, where are the other Heavenly Kings? Is it the south this time?"

        

        Wanting to change the strange atmosphere, I quickly changed the subject. I felt annoyed that only I seemed affected while Edel remained the same as usual, but I couldn't show it.

        

        "I don't know."

        "Huh?"

        

        Is this déjà vu?

        I was dumbfounded by this conversation that felt like I'd experienced it before.

        

        "The others seem quite cautious. No additional magical energy has been detected."

        

        My grand plan to seal all the Four Heavenly Kings today had turned to bubbles.

        

        "Don't worry. I'll let you know the moment they're detected."

        "Oh, yes. That's helpful, but..."

        

        If we could find them the moment they're detected like today, Joshua's journey wouldn't be a problem... but my shoulders slumped as I hadn't expected this outcome.

        

        "More importantly, since we're in the north, I want to build a snowman together. Sion and Aria were making one too. This must be related to pure love, right?"

        

        Edel opened a fairy tale book he'd brought from home, showing me a scene of Sion and Aria building a snowman, his eyes shining.

        

        "I'd like to make one bigger than what Sion and Aria built."

        "Sigh... Alright. Let's build a snowman. The biggest one in the world."
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        # Is Building a Snowman Pure Love?

        

        Strictly speaking, a snowman isn't pure love, but the experience of building one with someone might remain a significant memory in Edel's upcoming romance.

        

        Like building a snowman with your wife or children. Good fathers often emerge from good experiences.

        

        In that sense, I sympathized with Edel's idea of connecting snowmen with pure love.

        

        "Making a snowman is simple. Just gather snow, roll it, and shape it into a round form."

        

        After completing the seal, I came out to the fortress and carefully explained to Edel how to build a snowman.

        

        I engraved a magic circle on my bare hands to protect against frostbite, then scooped up snow with both hands and carefully molded it into a small snowball.

        

        Then I gently rolled it on the ground to increase its size. I had to explain each step in detail because I couldn't predict what kind of accident Edel might cause otherwise.

        

        "Don't squeeze the snow too hard at first or it will break. You make the body, and I'll make the head. Oh, and be careful not to wander around too much—the ground could collapse. Put magical protection on your hands to prevent frostbite."

        

        Crevasses in snowy mountains can open suddenly like other disasters.

        

        Even without crevasses, considering how Edel had run to the fortress earlier... it wouldn't be strange if an avalanche occurred.

        

        Edel isn't weak enough to die from natural disasters, but I couldn't help worrying.

        

        If I didn't look after every detail, he seemed likely to cause accidents when out of sight. This relationship feels familiar somehow... from somewhere very close.

        

        "Don't worry. We have winter and snow in the demon realm too. I've fought many battles in snowy mountains, so rest assured."

        

        Edel reassured me with a slight smile.

        

        I already knew that the demon realm had winter and snow. With how many hours I've put into Aria Chronicle, how could I not know that?

        

        Edel seemed to have experience building snowmen.

        

        Without a single mistake, he gathered snow and formed a perfect spherical snowball, which somehow made me feel uneasy.

        

        It's not that forming a round snowball is difficult. But I had expected a misshapen lump with finger indentations.

        

        My plan to patiently teach Edel techniques as he struggled with imperfect snowballs...

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        Noticing that I was just staring instead of building my snowman, Edel turned and asked.

        

        "Nothing. I'm just impressed by how well you're doing."

        "This is my first time making one, so that's fortunate. Following your instructions definitely helps create a nice shape. I've only used snow for fighting—either as an obstacle or to bury many enemies."

        "F-first time?"

        

        Just those words—"first time"—and my uneasiness melted away.

        

        Hehe. Well, I am a good teacher. It's not strange that Edel's rough hands could produce something so delicate.

        

        "Then you can handle it on your own now?"

        "..."

        

        Though disappointed that my plan couldn't be realized, watching a student's growth is also a teacher's role.

        

        No longer focusing on Edel, I lightheartedly began rolling my own small snowball.

        

        When was the last time I made a snowman?

        As the snowball grew larger, vivid memories returned.

        

        I made a snowman with Joshua when he was 12. Like Edel, Joshua had read a storybook about Sion and Aria and wanted to build a snowman.

        

        Back then, he called me "Lady Estel" so formally. Now he's grown into a proper young lady who calls me "Mom," making my heart flutter just thinking about it.

        

        Where might she be traveling now?

        Has she arrived safely in the South?

        

        To get from the West to the South, she'd need to cross the sea—I hope she doesn't get seasick. I hope she doesn't encounter any boss monsters while crossing the ocean and get hurt.

        

        If Joshua were in danger, the hairpin I gave her last time would immediately signal me, but... with her not by my side, I worried about everything.

        

        Would it kill her to contact me occasionally? That would ease my worries.

        I wonder if Dorothy felt this way during those 100 years without contact—the thought made me uneasy.

        

      

      
        "Ow...!"

        

        As I was lost in worry about Joshua while rolling snow, something hit the back of my head with a solid thud.

        

        Judging by the scattered snow powder, it seemed a snowball had hit me. Since there wasn't even a breeze, the snowball couldn't have flown by itself...

        

        Slowly turning around, I saw Edel leaning against a snowball as large as the fortress—when had he made that?—holding a small snowball in his hand with a relaxed smile.

        

        It didn't take long to assess the situation. The facts were right before my eyes.

        

        Edel had thrown a snowball at me.

        

        Rather than feeling angry or irritated, I was simply dumbfounded. Throwing snow? He's not a 10-year-old child.

        

        "Edel, why suddenly start a snowball fight—mmph!"

        

        While brushing snow from my hair, another snowball flew at me.

        

        Throwing snow at me not once, but twice!?

        

        "..."

        "Sion and Aria also had a snowball fight while building a snowman. Isn't this also pure love?"

        

        After wiping snow from my face, I silently glared at Edel, who responded quite brazenly. And bringing up pure love, no less.

        

        Well, he's right about it being pure love.

        

        As Edel said, there was a scene where Sion and Aria traveled north and had a snowball fight while building a snowman. Their journey was filled with battles, so I had enjoyed this rare healing moment with a big smile.

        

        Since Aria was seeing snow for the first time, she didn't understand why Sion threw snow at her. When she learned about snowball fights, there was quite a comedic scene.

        

        "So you started this? I'll give you what you want. You know what comes next in the story, right?"

        

        It's good that Edel is learning about pure love by following the book's content, but... yes. Since Edel started this, I'll have to follow the book's plot exactly.

        

        "W-wait. Calm down, Estel."

        

        Strangely, Edel stammered—something he hadn't done even before being sealed—trying to calm me down, but it was too late.

        

        I had already stretched both hands upward to activate a large magic circle. The circle sucked in surrounding snow, creating a snowball even larger than the one Edel was leaning against.

        

        Just like the snowball Aria made after learning what a snowball fight was from Sion. Edel's expression hardened—having read the book multiple times, he surely knew what was coming next.

        

        As he tried to quickly escape, perhaps wanting to follow the book's plot but avoid Sion's fate, I threw the magic-created snowball with all my might.

        

        "Argggh!"

        

        Edel's ungraceful scream was buried in snow.

        The loosely packed snowball quickly dispersed, sweeping over Edel like an avalanche.

        

        Protected by his magical barrier, Edel emerged from the snow relatively unscathed and immediately counterattacked by lifting the snow that had buried him with both hands. Forgetting about building snowmen, we continued our snowball fight for quite some time.

        

        After being hit by Aria's snowball and barely escaping, Sion had slowly taught her about proper snowball fights, leading to the kind of fight most people imagine. But we were different. We weren't pointing weapons at each other, but we were using magic and magical energy to throw snowballs.

        

        ***

        

        "Really... what a mess."

        

        I frowned as I brushed off the snow covering my body, but the dampness had already soaked into my clothes.

        

        The heat from our intense movement had melted the snow, making my clothes cling uncomfortably to my body. While I could ward off the cold by wrapping myself in mana, I activated the magic circles engraved in my clothes to dry them quickly.

        

        Getting so worked up over an unplanned snowball fight.

        Quietly grumbling that it was all Edel's fault.

        

        But since Edel was acting based on the book's content, perhaps the sudden transition from building a snowman to having a snowball fight was inevitable.

        

        "That was fun. This snowball fight."

        

        Edel, who had been buried in snow, calmly emerged and gave a slight smile.

        

        So that's the expression Edel makes when he's enjoying himself.

        I momentarily lost myself staring at a smile I'd rarely seen during our month living together, then shook my head to regain my senses.

        

        If he were to have such a snowball fight with his future child or lover... the consequences would be disastrous, so I needed to correct him.

        

      

      
        "Normal snowball fights aren't like this. People don't use mana or magical energy, and they don't throw so hard. Like this."

        

        I casually tossed a snowball at Edel.

        

        Without mana, the snowball didn't make a booming sound like before, but followed a normal, somewhat awkward trajectory before hitting Edel's chest with a soft thud.

        

        Though I expected him to catch or dodge it, Edel calmly took the hit, still smiling as if thoroughly enjoying himself.

        

        "I see. I'll do it that way next time. You have snow on you. Let me brush it off."

        "Huh? Where? I'm sure I got it all off."

        

        Checking my chest and clothes, I couldn't find any snow. I had brushed everything off while drying my clothes. Nevertheless, Edel slowly approached and reached out his hand, which I avoided by taking two steps back.

        

        "I-I'll brush it off myself!"

        

        I was wary of Edel's touch after sealing the cursed doll. I wasn't going to let him touch me under the pretext of brushing off snow!

        

        Judging by the snow powder that scattered when I released mana, he wasn't lying. Edel withdrew his hand, having lost his purpose, and seemed somewhat disappointed, but I wasn't going to fall for such a look.

        

        "Anyway, what about the snowman?"

        

        The evening glow had settled, turning the snowy mountain red. It felt like we'd spent more time having a snowball fight than dealing with the cursed doll...

        

        Given the northern region's characteristics, the sun would set soon, and it would soon be dinner time. Edel probably wouldn't choose a snowman over dinner.

        

        Growl...

        

        Right on cue, Edel's stomach clock rang loudly.

        

        "Hmph. I don't want to build a snowman alone. It's not fun."

        

        He was being coy about being hungry. Or maybe, regardless of hunger, he genuinely found building a snowman alone boring.

        

        Come to think of it, Edel wanted to build a snowman together. Even back at the fortress, he seemed to emphasize "together."

        

        It was a bit absurd that he was saying this now after doing so well on his own, but whatever the reason, he had clearly lost interest in building a snowman.

        

        "Shall we make one next time? Together."

        "..."

        

        Imagining Edel's future where he would only engage in snowball fights if left with the impression that building snowmen was boring... that wouldn't be enjoyable to watch, so I spoke soothingly, and Edel turned his head to meet my eyes again.

        

        Hehe. Easy. So easy.

        

        But how do you build a snowman together...?

        Isn't it "together" if we each make separate parts—head and body?

        Or does he want to roll and build both the body and head together?

        

        "Let's go home and eat."

        "Wait."

        

        I decided to think about that later.

        As I was creating a magic circle to return home, Edel stopped me.

        

        "There's something I want to try eating in the North."

        "Something you want to eat?"

        

        It was unlikely that Edel would know about northern specialties. I tried to recall what they ate in the North during Aria Chronicle Part 2.

        

        "Ah, Cornelia?"

        

        Edel's eyes sparkled, confirming that he meant Cornelia.

        

        During Sion and Aria's northern journey, they received a quest from a pregnant woman with severe morning sickness in a small village to find a fruit called Cornelia.

        

        It was sweet and delicious, and Aria particularly liked it. Sion barely stopped her from eating the Cornelia meant for the pregnant woman.

        

        When I came to the North, I was also curious about Cornelia's taste and went looking for it, so I understood Edel's interest.

        

        It was also the season when Cornelia would be bearing fruit. It would make a good snack before dinner.

        

        "Let's have dinner a bit later."

        

        Since we needed to move further south to find Cornelia, I immediately used teleportation.
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        In the cold northern weather, Cornelia serves as daily sustenance for those stranded in the mountains, doesn't it?

        

        They say snow spirits appear to eat them when hungry... It's introduced in the second part of Aria Chronicle as a versatile fruit that the monster called Yeti, which appears in the north, hoards in large quantities.

        

        The quest to bring Cornelia to pregnant women wasn't particularly notable as a side quest, but pregnancy was a sublime and noble process of bearing the fruit of pure love. It was one of those stories forcibly inserted into the fairy tale book due to its high pure love rating.

        

        The place I arrived at using teleport was halfway up a mountain connecting the west and north regions, a remote spot I had once found while wandering the north, abundant with wild Cornelia.

        

        Putting one Cornelia, made even redder by the evening sunset, into my mouth, the flesh—sometimes tangy, sometimes sweet—filled my mouth.

        

        "How is it? Delicious? Edible?"

        

        Edel, seemingly pleased as well, answered by stuffing Cornelias into her mouth like a squirrel immediately after trying one, her eyes shining.

        

        Though I hadn't grown or cultivated them myself, watching Edel's behavior somehow made me smile.

        

        Why was she eating so hurriedly when no one was going to take them away? Just like Aria used to, Edel's hands continuously brought Cornelias to her mouth.

        

        "It's delicious. But... not as delicious as Estel's cooking. It's just edible. Not bad."

        "Would you wipe the fruit pulp off your mouth before lying?"

        

        Edel had been praising it as delicious, but after glancing at me, she suddenly changed her tune.

        

        Sigh. Where did she learn such blatant lies... Does she think anyone would feel good hearing that?

        

        "Hold still."

        

        Suppressing the smile trying to form at the corners of my mouth, I took out a handkerchief and carefully wiped the pulp from around Edel's mouth. For a moment, Edel was startled and tried to pull her head away, but then accepted my touch.

        

        She had no choice. I was holding the back of her head with my other hand and wouldn't let go.

        

        "......"

        

        How does it feel? Uncomfortable when you're on the receiving end?

        Wondering why I'm doing this?

        This is payback for earlier. Ahem.

        

        First she cries while cutting onions.

        Then she protests demanding praise magic circles.

        Now she gets fruit pulp all over her mouth while eating.

        

        It was amusing to imagine how Kyle, who would end up fighting the Black Knight seven times, would react if he knew that Edel was actually this messy.

        

        Conversely, I worried needlessly about what would happen if someone Edel admired found out about this messy side of her... Would they lose interest?

        

        I knew how hard Edel had been working all this time because I'd been watching her, but what about others? Would that perfect woman she described as her ideal type—strong, busty, and a good cook—understand?

        

        If that ideal person were to disparage or mock Edel... no matter how much Edel liked them, I didn't think my fists could stay still.

        

        Insulting Edel was no different than insulting the way of pure love that I had taught.

        

        "There, done."

        

        I smiled at Edel, who had frozen quietly with her mouth full of Cornelia, and then stepped back.

        

        "Don't eat too many. You need to save room for dinner. You should eat something even more delicious than Cornelia."

        

      

      
        Though I'd never tried it before, I wondered if she would like a pie made with Cornelia. Whatever I made, she'd never called it bad, so she'd eat it with pleasure... But since Edel would be eating it, I wanted to make something more to her taste.

        

        They say praise makes even a witch dance, and that's exactly what was happening now.

        

        "Edel. Shall I gather some Cornelia and make dinner? How about a pie? You sealed one of the Four Heavenly Kings today. I'll give you special service."

        

        As the sun completely set and the moon and stars in the night sky illuminated us, I looked up at Edel and spoke softly.

        

        "You can make food with this...! Anything would be fine."

        

        In the space brightened by the reflected moonlight, Edel's red eyes shone even more brilliantly.

        

        Her eyes resembled those of a child full of innocence, as if this was the most joyous thing imaginable. Joshua had that exact same look when he first used black magic.

        

        I hadn't even started cooking yet, but seeing her this excited already, I had no choice but to live up to her expectations.

        

        As I was about to pick some Cornelia for cooking...

        

        "Who's there."

        "Huh? Who's where?"

        

        Edel, who had been excited and elated just a moment ago, suddenly threw her magic sword toward the darkness with a sharply honed voice.

        

        The magic sword, flying straight with a piercing sound, made a clang! as it hit something metallic before returning to Edel's hand.

        

        I hadn't sensed anyone's presence, but judging by the sound of the collision, someone was definitely there. If it had been a monster, the sound would have been different, and the magic sword would have pierced through it with a thud!

        

        When I brightened the surroundings with a magic circle, I saw a man in the darkness rubbing his backside in pain.

        

        "Oww..."

        

        Judging by the greatsword thrown nearby, he seemed to have blocked Edel's attack, but not completely, as he appeared to have fallen.

        

        "I asked who you are."

        

        Edel pointed her sword at the man's neck and asked again.

        

        "Ah, well... I'm not a bandit. I came looking for Cornelia. My wife has severe morning sickness, and I heard from an acquaintance that these are good for pregnant women... I came from the Western Continent. I didn't know they belonged to someone... I have enough money, so would you be willing to sell some?"

        

        Despite having a sword at his neck, the man calmly explained his situation without pause.

        

        Edel must have controlled her strength when throwing the magic sword due to the rules, but to block the sword of one of the Four Heavenly Kings—the Black Knight no less—and remain so calm... He was no ordinary man.

        

        "Edel. Wait. There's no need to be so defensive."

        

        Even if he wasn't an ordinary man, throwing a sword or pointing it at his neck seemed like an overreaction.

        

        Moreover, a word from the man's mouth caught my pure love sensor and piqued my curiosity.

        

        He definitely said pregnant woman, right?

        He came at this hour to find Cornelia for his wife...? That's pure love.

        

        As I approached to see the face of this pure love gentleman we'd coincidentally met in this cold place, the man saw me and his face brightened.

        

        "Magic Lady...?"

        "Do you know him?"

        "Well..."

      

      
        

        Magic Lady?

        Was there someone who called me Magic Lady?

        

        I examined the man carefully.

        Over 170cm tall, dressed like an adventurer. Various scars on his exposed skin, though not as many as Edel... A decent face, a familiar-looking greatsword, and unnecessarily talkative.

        

        'Thank you, Magic Lady.'

        

        Yes. There was definitely one person in my memory who matched.

        

        "You... could it be... Nix?"

        

        To think I'd see him in the north when he should be enjoying a lovey-dovey pure love life with Beryl in Veneschia...

        

        "Could you please ask your companion to lower their sword? It's too intimidating. I have a beautiful wife like no other in the world and a child who hasn't yet seen the light of day."

        

        Though he had grown taller and more manly in the four years since I'd last seen him, making him hard to recognize at first glance, it was definitely Nix.

        

        ***

        

        Nix's wife is Beryl, right? Unless Nix was cheating, that would be obvious. Even if Nix did stray... Beryl wouldn't let him live. Then that means in Beryl's womb right now...

        

        The fruit of pure love.

        The love between Beryl and Nix has taken root?

        

        "Nix, tell me in detail. Beryl is pregnant? When? How many months?"

        

        Hearing about Beryl's pregnancy was more urgent than preparing dinner.

        

        "She suddenly started feeling nauseous, so we called a doctor, and they said it's early pregnancy. I don't... exactly know when she got pregnant either. Haha."

        

        Ugh... this wolf!

        He must have feasted on Beryl every day!?

        Considering how passionately in love they were when I left Veneschia, it was actually surprising that it took four years to get pregnant.

        

        "Wait. You left Beryl, who's pregnant, and came all the way to the north? What about Beryl? You didn't leave her alone for over a month, did you?"

        

        It would take well over a month to travel from Veneschia to here. Even if he came to find Cornelia for Beryl's severe morning sickness, leaving a pregnant woman alone for so long was unforgivable. I could acknowledge his pure love rating, but this was simply unacceptable.

        

        "I left around lunchtime... so it's been about five hours now."

        "Are you lying? You're not a magician. How could it only take five hours to get here from Veneschia?"

        "Well... Joshua visited Veneschia recently. She made me a magical device that can fly. She's also the one who told me Cornelia is good for morning sickness. Haha... It's true."

        

        When I glared at him with narrowed eyes, he broke into a cold sweat despite the northern chill.

        

        "Joshua did?"

        

        As if to prove his words, he showed me the magical device strapped to his back. Analyzing the magic circles entwined in the device, I could see a blue butterfly pattern, suggesting Nix was telling the truth.

        

        I never taught her how to make magical devices.

        To create one through self-study... my daughter truly is a genius.

        

        She must have stopped by Veneschia on her way south after traveling west.

        Though I was disappointed not to have heard directly from Joshua, I found some comfort in hearing news of my daughter from Nix.
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        "By the way, I never expected to meet you in a place like this."

        

        Nix stood up from his seat, brushing the snow off his buttocks as he spoke.

        

        He didn't forget to pick up the greatsword that had been lying in the corner, checking if it had any scratches. Was that greatsword also a gift from Beryl? Even after four years, the sword still gleamed like new, revealing how much Nix cherished Beryl.

        

        Pure love. It's pure love.

        

        While Nix and Beryl's love was only possible because of their mutual feelings, I couldn't help but take special interest in it, given that I had contributed to their relationship to some extent.

        

        "The kid who used to be about Joshua's height has grown so much... I couldn't recognize you at first glance. Is Beryl doing well?"

        "Of course. The potion shop is booming, so she's keeping busy. It's become quite famous as a shop run by a beauty, though that attracts some strange bugs too. You're still as beautiful as ever, Magician."

        

        So she's still running the potion shop. I remembered the store that once had only Nix as its customer.

        

        I thought she might close the business after getting together with Nix and live happily ever after... She could have taken off that hood earlier and attracted customers with her pretty face.

        

        Speaking of bugs swarming around her... I never expected such word choice from Nix, who always spoke so gently and mildly, unlike a typical adventurer. Well, you need strength to claim a beauty. It seems he's realized that even as a Stella-rank adventurer, he shouldn't let his guard down.

        

        They say lovers grow to resemble each other, don't they?

        The word "bugs" sounded exactly like something Beryl would say now that her eyes were opened, so Nix's change didn't feel strange to me.

        

        "Anyway. Congratulations, Nix. You're finally going to be a father. Hehehe. How many more children are you planning to have? Are you going to fill the entire Adventurers' Guild with your offspring?"

        

        I grabbed both his hands and shook them vigorously up and down. Never before in my life had I felt so excited about someone, especially a friend, being pregnant.

        

        "If Beryl wants it, and if I have the strength for it, well..."

        

        Look at him! He's not saying he absolutely won't do it!

        

        "You're too close. Estel, you said a woman's body is delicate, yet you're being careless."

        "Huh?"

        

        While I was having a pleasant conversation with Nix, Edel's hands carefully gripped my shoulders and pulled me away.

        

        When I tilted my head back to look up at Edel, he wore his usual stoic expression with a hint of displeasure as he voiced his complaint.

        

        I had repeatedly told Edel that a woman's body is delicate, but... he's the one who freely touches my hands and shoulders. Yet he gets sensitive just because I held Nix's hands once?

        

        Even now, he was so close that I could feel his firm muscles against my back, making me think I might hear his heartbeat.

        

        Fortunately, he seemed to have made sure that the... demon sword in Habasin didn't touch me, so I was spared the embarrassment of screaming and fainting in front of Nix.

        

        What's wrong with him? Is he upset because I was talking to Nix without including him? No way, Edel wouldn't be like that, would he?

        

        But seeing how Edel looked at me before turning his head toward Nix with bared teeth, perhaps... it really could be possible.

        

        "Haha. I seem to be interrupting your date. You two look good together."

        

        Nix, unfazed by the Four Heavenly King Edel's glare, instead flashed an innocent smile and blurted out something completely unexpected.

        

        Date...? Who?

        

        Looking around, I could only see myself, Edel, and Nix.

        

        Could it be... me and Edel?

        What is he talking about?

        

        "D-date?"

        "In the middle of the night, halfway up a mountain where no one else is around, a man and woman eating Cornelias together, with one wiping the other's mouth... isn't that a date? And the distance between you two now..."

        

        Nix's sharp observation instantly sent heat rushing to my face. Perhaps it was because we were in the north, but I felt like my head was burning up.

        

        R-right! First, I needed to escape from Edel's embrace and frantically figure out how to clear up Nix's misunderstanding.

        

        I only ate the Cornelia because Edel wanted to eat it... I just took a bite after a long time, that's all.

        

        As for wiping his mouth... well, Edel was eating so messily, letting food drip. It was like payback for what happened at the castle.

        

        I never thought Nix would have seen that scene.

      

      
        

        But why am I looking for excuses?

        Shouldn't I just flatly deny it?

        

        O-of course, a date doesn't necessarily have to be romantic; it can be used in a casual sense too!

        For some reason, my chest felt tight, accompanied by a stinging pain that made it impossible to calm down.

        

        "Estel, calm down. This isn't like you."

        "Do I look calm right now!?"

        

        Edel maintained an indifferent attitude, seemingly unbothered by Nix's outlandish remarks. That somehow irritated me even more, making me puff out my cheeks.

        

        I felt like a fool caught in the middle.

        

        "Is a date something strong enough to make you nervous?"

        

        Ah, of course.

        How could I be irritated at someone who doesn't even know what a date is? Thanks to Edel's reaction, I was barely able to regain my senses.

        

        "A date is, well..."

        

        How should I explain this?

        Nix's words weren't entirely wrong. Broadly speaking, a date is when two people of the opposite sex enjoy something together. It was true that we had just been enjoying Cornelias while having a pleasant conversation.

        

        While I was organizing my thoughts on how to explain dating to Edel,

        

        "I should get going now. Beryl will worry if I stay longer. Have a good time."

        "Wait wait wait...!"

        

        I hurriedly stopped Nix as he gathered the Cornelias and prepared to activate his magical device.

        

        They called me the Witch of Love, but I had never even held a man's hand... well, that's not true anymore. Whether I liked it or not, I had held Edel's hand.

        

        Anyway! If Beryl, who knew I was a complete virgin, heard Nix's rumors, I couldn't imagine what expression she would make or how she would tease me... I didn't have the confidence to handle it.

        

        ***

        

        "You understand, right? Edel and I are like master and disciple."

        "Ah. Yes. Well. I see?"

        

        I explained my relationship with Edel point by point, excluding anything about the Dark Knight or the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's Army, but Nix hardly seemed convinced.

        

        Instead, with raised eyebrows and narrowed eyes, he gave an emotionless response that sounded like "Is that your setting?" It made me even more frustrated.

        

        "What kind of answer is that... It's the truth, I tell you!"

        "Of course. Why would the Magician lie?"

        

        See that? See that?

        His tone suggested he had nothing more to say...!!

        After I carefully explained everything step by step!

        

        "Estel's words are true."

        

        Edel, who had been watching with folded arms, stepped forward.

        He approached Nix, who refused to believe me, his cloudy red eyes gleaming.

        

        "Estel is teaching me about pure love, about love."

        "Ah. Your taste is... quite unique."

        

        Are you really helping me?

        Everything you said is correct, but the nuance seems off somehow.

        

        I couldn't shake the feeling of being backstabbed by Edel, whom I had trusted.

        

        "Joshua might be going through unnecessary hardship..."

        "Huh? Why Joshua?"

        "It's nothing. If both of you say so, then that must be it."

        

        He clearly seemed to imply that Joshua was suffering, but Nix appeared unwilling to elaborate further and accepted our claims.

        

      

      
        "I really should go now."

        

        Nix awkwardly glanced at me while looking at the moon rising high in the sky.

        

        Come to think of it, Nix had come to find Cornelias for Beryl, and I had kept him for too long.

        

        "I'll take you there. I'd like to see Beryl after so long."

        "Are you sure? I don't want to interrupt your precious time."

        "P-precious? What's precious about it!?"

        

        I thought it would be good to accompany him, partly to monitor whether Nix would say strange things to Beryl, and partly to explain about Edel myself.

        

        Also, I wanted to experience pregnant Beryl's pure love energy. And I felt bad for keeping him so long. With these multiple overlapping reasons, I made what seemed like an impulsive but rational decision.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better for you to go quickly too?"

        "I'd like that, but..."

        

        If he likes it, then what's the problem?

        Nix smiled awkwardly and looked at Edel rather than me.

        

        Following Nix's gaze, all I could see was Edel, still appearing indifferent and somewhat foolish.

        

        "What about Edel?"

        "It's nothing."

        "How boring."

        

        Is there some kind of silent communication between men?

        I couldn't recall anything like that from my previous life.

        

        As I was about to activate the magic circle for teleportation, for some reason, Edel stood outside the circle with no intention of entering.

        

        Unlike when we first departed from the north, he was clearly making a silent protest, showing he didn't want to go.

        

        Nix and Edel were taking turns causing trouble.

        

        "Edel, what are you doing? Let's go."

        "Didn't you say we would have dinner at home? I want to eat Cornelia pie."

        

        Right, I had promised to make Cornelia pie for Edel. I had completely forgotten about it, distracted by the talk of dating.

        

        "I'll make you pie at Beryl's house."

        "......"

        

        Didn't he want to eat pie?

        It shouldn't matter where he eats it, but for some reason, Edel wouldn't budge an inch.

        

        In that case, I had no choice but to use my secret weapon to move Edel's heart.

        

        "We're going to Venestia. Don't you want to go?"

        "Venestia?"

        "Yes. It's the town that Sion and Aria visited. Remember?"

        

        Venestia is both Kail's hometown and a city that Sion and Aria visited during their journey across the western continent. That's also why I helped the House of Laplace prosper in Venestia.

        

        Edel, who had read the books multiple times, couldn't possibly not know about Venestia.

        

        As I expected, Edel took the bait.

        I could tell immediately from his pupils, slightly larger than usual, reflecting the moonlight.

        

        Moreover, Edel, who was trying to follow in Sion and Aria's footsteps, probably couldn't bring himself to say he didn't want to go. After all, so many things happened in Venestia. How could he resist?

        

        "How long are you going to keep me waiting?"

        "I haven't said I'm going yet...!?"

        "You don't have to!"

        

        I grabbed Edel's hand and pulled him into the magic circle—he was only a few steps away—and activated it.

        

        I thought it might be nice to have outdoor lessons in Venestia until the next Heavenly King appeared.
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        The scenery of Venice, which I was visiting after a long time, remained as beautiful as ever. The canals sparkled under the starlight like earthbound stars.

        

        Lights illuminated homes like a galaxy of stars, as if reluctant to let the day end, and Beryl's house was among them, radiating a warm glow.

        

        "Nix, where have you been so late? Do you know how long I've been waiting all day? I almost turned into an old grandmother waiting for you."

        

        Beryl's gaze, with one eye covered by an eyepatch while the other revealed her magical eye, enveloped Nix with intensity yet filled with deep affection.

        

        Though she was scolding her husband for coming home late, her anger seemed to dissolve instantly upon seeing his face. Despite her complaints, she made no effort to hide her bright smile.

        

        Is this what newlyweds are like?

        The atmosphere was so thick with pure love that I wondered if I should just go home without even saying hello.

        

        "Well, something came up..."

        "Is it more important than me?"

        "How could it be?"

        "Then prove it to me."

        

        The magical eye behind the eyepatch locked onto its prey of love and immediately closed the distance.

        

        Beryl embraced Nix in one swift motion and showered him with passionate kisses. As their tongues intertwined in a deep, intense kiss, I covered Edel's eyes with my palm and slightly closed my own.

        

        Perhaps because my eyes were closed, the sounds—smack, mmm—and the sticky harmony of their tongues exploring each other stimulated my ears more sensitively, making my face flush.

        

        "Why are you covering Estel's eyes?"

        "It's, it's still too early for you...!"

        

        Edel complained softly but didn't remove my hand.

        

        Kissing is still... too mature for Edel. It's a hundred years too early.

        

        Yes, that's right. Learning about passionate kisses like that can wait until after marriage. To use an analogy, high school mathematics is too advanced for an elementary school student.

        

        Unless Edel is a genius... but judging from what I've taught so far, he's slightly better than an idiot rather than a genius.

        

        However, unlike Edel, as a witch of love, I couldn't pass up pure romance. I opened my eyes slightly to watch Beryl and Nix's love from a front-row seat, adding more fuel to my already flushed face.

        

        Beryl's hands gripped Nix's back, her fingers clutching his clothes as if she would never let go, even this gesture feeling like an extension of their kiss.

        

        Someday, in the distant future, would Edel also experience such passionate love like Beryl and Nix? I don't know who his partner might be, but surely he would taste the finest pure love.

        

        I might even be a little envious.

        

        I unconsciously frowned at the pain I'd been feeling repeatedly over the past month.

        

        "Phew! Um, Beryl... we have guests."

        

        Just as I was considering whether to leave in case Beryl intended to go all the way, Nix fortunately came to his senses first.

        

        "Guests...? E-Estel!?"

        "Want to continue...? I can come back later to say hello."

        

        When Beryl finally looked around and our eyes met, I awkwardly smiled and waved.

        

        Like last time... it seems I always catch Beryl in embarrassing situations when I visit, making me feel unnecessarily apologetic.

        

        *

        

        Beryl and Nix, me and Edel. We sat facing each other on two-seater sofas in an awkward atmosphere. Like last time, they had displayed intimate affection in front of a friend...

        

        In the past, Beryl would have covered even her one good eye with an eyepatch and fled into darkness, but now she sat tightly pressed against Nix, firmly holding his hand.

        

      

      
        "Beryl, congratulations. I heard you're pregnant? Nix told me everything."

        "Mmm. Thanks. Hehe. But when did you meet with Nix?"

        

        I tried to break the awkward atmosphere with conversation, but Beryl's sharply honed question came back like a dagger.

        

        Beryl seemed more concerned about how and where I had met Nix than about receiving congratulations for her pregnancy. I thought her yandere tendencies might have diminished after they got together... but Beryl was still Beryl.

        

        "I met the Magician in the north."

        

        Nix, apparently accustomed to Beryl's behavior, casually continued the conversation in my place.

        

        "The north? Why the north? What were you doing so far away?"

        "You were having severe morning sickness, and I was worried. Joshua mentioned that Cornelia flowers help with morning sickness, so I went looking for them. For you, I would go to the ends of the earth."

        "I-I see... you went that far for me... hehe. Don't go to the ends of the earth though, it's dangerous. Just staying by my side is enough for me."

        

        Wow... so that's the level needed for marriage.

        I marveled at how quickly the sharp-edged Beryl turned to mush.

        

        "Edel. Listen carefully to how the senior in pure love speaks."

        

        I gently nudged Edel's side with my elbow.

        

        The type of woman Edel would like would surely have a personality as strong as Beryl's. Even if kissing was too early, he needed to pay attention to words that capture a woman's heart.

        

        "Engaging in pure love. Is this Nix fellow stronger than me?"

        "Well... Edel, if you go looking for fights without my permission, there won't be any pure love or anything else. Besides, if you mess with Nix... someone even more terrifying than me won't let you off easily."

        "Hmm... understood."

        

        I issued a warning to Edel, who seemed full of fighting spirit like some dark knight. Though he didn't seem pleased, his gaze remained fixed on Nix.

        

        "Estel."

        

        While I was admiring Beryl and Nix's lovey-dovey behavior, Edel suddenly called my name.

        

        I needed to absorb every second of this pure love that would never be rebroadcast, so this interruption was unwelcome. When I looked up at Edel somewhat coldly, his insensitive gaze came uncomfortably close.

        

        "I too could go to the ends of the earth."

        "Huh...? Where did that come from?"

        

        Did he eat something weird? Why is he acting like this?

        We haven't had dinner yet... or is he acting strange because he's hungry?

        

        More importantly, why is he suddenly talking about going to the ends of the earth? After thinking for a moment, I easily realized he was quoting what Nix had just said.

        

        I told him to listen carefully, and now he's even quoting... his learning speed was remarkable.

        

        Anyway, what does he want to tell me?

        

        "Okay, you've learned well. Now could you back up a bit?"

        "I'm glad I learned well. If needed, I could even get you Cornelia flowers."

        

        As Edel kept moving closer, our chests were almost touching. I pushed his face away with one hand, and he offered no resistance.

        

        "No thanks. Save it for your future wife."

        

        Thanks to Edel, I tried to resume watching the pure love scene, but Beryl and Nix were already staring at us with sparkling eyes.

        

        They were even making exclamations like "Oh my" and "What's this?" as if they were feeding each other Cornelia flowers.

        

        "Beryl. Why are you looking at me like that?"

        "Hmm? Like what? Keep going."

        

      

      
        Keep going? With what...?

        

        Beryl's eyes narrowed meaningfully. Nix went even further, whispering something into Beryl's ear...

        

        I had partly followed them because I was worried Nix might spread rumors to Beryl. But now I belatedly realized that to them, our appearance... wasn't much different from theirs.

        

        Edel's behavior seemed to have deepened their misunderstanding.

        

        Whatever I said now, they probably wouldn't listen.

        But if I remained silent, their assumptions would solidify.

        

        "L-let me introduce him properly! Edel is my disciple. We're traveling together due to certain circumstances."

        "Hmm~? Is that so? If the Witch of Love says so, then I guess that's what it is."

        

        My face reddened, feeling like I was being teased about playing with a girl back in kindergarten in a previous life.

        

        As I expected, they didn't believe me at all.

        And Beryl bringing up the "Witch of Love" title made it even more annoying.

        

        Both Nix and Beryl...

        Why are they misunderstanding?

        There's no way I could have that kind of relationship with Edel.

        

        He sexually harasses me at every opportunity... touches my hands without permission. He swings his magic sword and knocks me unconscious, throws tantrums asking for praise magic circles, and is so high-maintenance. How could I possibly like him?

        

        Of course, Edel is decent-looking... strong, learning to cook and becoming a sexy chef, considerate enough to dust things off, and hardworking enough to read books on his own after less than a month, but...!

        

        I've never once thought of Edel that way...!!!

        

        The more I thought about it, the more heated I became. Yes, that's why my face is flushed. There's absolutely no other meaning.

        

        This is all Edel's fault.

        

        When I glared at Edel with sharp eyes, he maintained his insensitive gaze. With such poor awareness, I worried whether he could ever properly experience pure love.

        

        A fool like Edel wouldn't understand such things.

        He still has a long way to go before he can experience pure love.

        

        "Estel, it's getting late. Will you stay for dinner? We can chat about various things too."

        "No thanks. We're going home."

        

        I had planned to listen to Beryl's pure love stories and stimulate my imagination, but I changed my mind.

        

        If we stayed for dinner, Beryl's misunderstanding would undoubtedly grow out of control.

        

        Ugh! After all the effort I put into bringing them together, this is how they repay me.

        

        "Let's go, Edel."

        "Didn't you say you'd make pie?"

        "I'll make plenty of Cornelia pie when we get home."

        

        It wasn't difficult to persuade Edel, who was complaining about the delayed dinner. His eyes immediately lit up at the promise of lots of Cornelia pie, which was so like him.

        

        "That's too bad. Come visit again, okay? I'll be waiting."

        "Hmph."

        

        Leaving behind Beryl, who kept giggling for some reason, I quickly activated a magic circle. Staying here a moment longer would make my blood boil.

        

        I can come back to Venice tomorrow.

        I made a resolution to move around secretly without running into Beryl next time.
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        The day after Edel had her fill of Cornelia pie.

        

        I walked around the Venetia marketplace with Edel, lecturing her the whole time. After what happened yesterday, I was so heated I couldn't even sleep properly.

        

        Both Beryl and Nix.

        Their misunderstanding started with Edel, and there was no guarantee it wouldn't happen again.

        

        "Got it, Edel? Don't act like that in front of others like you did yesterday."

        "Why not?"

        "Because... people misunderstand. What if your ideal type sees it? They might think you're already taken and keep their distance. Would you like that?"

        "I don't particularly care."

        

        This girl, does she even want a pure romance?

        Annoyed by her indifferent response, I jabbed her waist with my elbow, making her yelp, "Ugh!"

        

        "Hitting my weak spot. That hurts."

        "It was supposed to hurt."

        

        I barely poked her, yet she's being so dramatic.

        Seeing Edel exaggeratedly clutching her waist in pain, I felt my anger subsiding.

        

        Is... is she really hurt...?

        No way. Does she think I don't see through her act of pretending to be hurt to gain sympathy?

        Damn... I really did poke her gently.

        

        I glared coldly at Edel, who seemed to realize how awkward she looked and quickly corrected her posture.

        

        Sigh. Just as I thought.

        Where did she learn these tricks?

        I never taught her this. The only source must be those books she has... Did Sion ever play such pranks on Aria?

        

        Sion wasn't really the playful type though...

        Perhaps this was Edel's own personality showing through.

        

        "Anyway. If you don't want to really get hurt, listen to me... Edel?"

        

        Edel, who had been right beside me until just now, had disappeared while I was briefly distracted. Looking around, I spotted her not far away.

        

        "Hand over the food."

        "Y-yes, right away!"

        

        She was standing in front of a food stall, casually demanding food while pointing her demon sword at the terrified vendor.

        

        A child with no money, what is she... Wait, could it be.

        A terrible thought suddenly crossed my mind.

        

        Before meeting me, Edel only knew how to get stronger. It seemed unlikely she would understand etiquette, common sense, or even have any concept of money.

        

        From what I was witnessing, she wasn't trying to buy food—she was trying to take it by force.

        

        "Hey, Edel... do you have any money?"

        "Money? What's that? Is it edible?"

        

        I approached her with heavy steps and asked, only to receive exactly the answer I expected, making me sigh deeply.

        

        Having lived only at home for a month, I hadn't thought to teach her about money. I couldn't really blame Edel, who had survived solely by strength in the demon realm where only the strong prevailed.

        

        "Wait a moment. I'll get you food."

        

        Edel smiled as if she was doing something impressive.

        

        Maybe coming to Venetia now was a good thing... It would be awkward for me to teach her these things later when she starts pursuing pure romance.

        

        "You need money to buy food. This isn't the demon realm. Taking things by force is a crime here."

        "Crime? Isn't it the weak one's fault for being weak?"

        "That's how it works in the demon realm. This is the human world, remember? You need to follow the rules. Nobody likes criminals."

        "...Estel, do you dislike criminals too?"

      

      
        

        Edel asked with a serious expression, as if inquiring about something that wasn't completely obvious.

        

        "Of course. I dislike criminals. Especially those who think they can do anything just because they're strong."

        

        I frowned, remembering how such villains often appeared in the Aria Chronicles. In a way, the Black Knight could be considered the ultimate example of that type. Edel thought seriously for a moment, then withdrew her demon sword.

        

        "I see. Then how does one obtain money?"

        "Money is usually earned in exchange for labor."

        

        For someone like Edel, taking quests at the Adventurer's Guild and earning rewards would be the most typical way.

        

        But we didn't come to Venetia to earn money. While understanding the value of money through labor would be good, ordinary money probably wouldn't mean much to Edel, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army.

        

        "Here, Edel, I'll give you these."

        

        I took out a copper coin, a silver coin, and a gold coin from my inventory and placed them in Edel's hand.

        

        "Listen carefully while I explain, okay?"

        

        It didn't take long to help her understand the value of each coin. Using comparisons she could easily grasp, like "a copper coin can buy five potatoes," helped a lot.

        

        "How fascinating. These small things have such value. So even without strength, one can still eat."

        

        I know the demon realm has its own currency, but Edel wouldn't know that, so I didn't bother mentioning it.

        

        For a while, Edel examined the coins from every angle, her eyes shining like a child receiving pocket money for the first time, wondering what to buy.

        

        "Just because you have money doesn't mean you should spend it carelessly. You need to spend it wisely, on things you really need."

        

        I made sure to include the obligatory lecture that every child needs to hear.

        

        "I see. I understand perfectly. Weakling, give me all the food I can buy with this money."

        

        I wasn't sure if she truly understood as she placed the gold coin in front of the stall owner and demanded food.

        

        Sigh. Just as I expected.

        So much for planned spending. I couldn't stop sighing as Edel immediately gave in to impulse buying.

        

        I shouldn't have just given her the money...

        But seeing Edel's face light up with a smile as she filled both hands with snacks from the stall and even got change back, I found it hard to scold her.

        

        Perhaps what looked like impulse buying to me was actually planned spending for Edel.

        

        *

        

        "Estel, would you like one?"

        "No thanks. And don't spill on your clothes. Eat slowly."

        "...I see. That's too bad."

        

        We left the market briefly and sat on a bench near the central fountain, waiting for Edel to finish eating. She offered me food several times, but I firmly declined.

        

        Does Edel realize it hasn't even been an hour since breakfast? Besides, the fishy smell of meat wasn't particularly pleasant just sitting next to it.

        

        I didn't say anything because Edel enjoyed it, but I doubted the meat from street vendors was of good quality. I worried she might get an upset stomach later.

        

        Didn't she say she used to eat even rotten potatoes with gusto when she was young? Then she probably wouldn't get sick, but still...

        

        "Edel, you should find someone wealthy who can buy you lots of good things. I don't see you earning money anywhere. You might want to add 'rich' to your list of ideal type qualities."

        

        Adding one more condition to Edel's already impossible list of requirements wouldn't make much difference anyway.

        

        "Hmm... money. Are you wealthy, Estel?"

        "I'm not poor? If I had to say... I guess I'm quite well-off."

        

        The gold and treasures I'd accumulated from dungeons were substantial. Perhaps as much as a dragon's hoard? I hadn't counted it myself, but I might have enough to buy a small country without breaking a sweat.

        

      

      
        But why is she asking about my financial situation?

        

        "I see. That's good then."

        "Why? Are you trying to extort me? I'm not giving you any more money."

        

        I'm not her personal ATM.

        

        I didn't want to see her buying and eating more unhealthy street food again.

        

        The food I cook would be much healthier and tastier. Why does she keep eating that stuff?

        

        I stared at Edel with my usual indifferent gaze.

        

        "She's really enjoying it."

        

        I muttered quietly so Edel couldn't hear.

        

        Unlike when she ate Cornelia pie, Edel was now eating slowly with proper manners and etiquette, looking like a noble experiencing commoner life.

        

        It wasn't just my impression—passersby would glance at Edel as they walked by. Especially women, whose lingering gazes came from all directions without restraint.

        

        Well, he is handsome.

        I quickly scanned the surroundings to see if anyone matching Edel's ideal type was around.

        

        The only visible criterion was... well, large breasts. Venetia was a prosperous city, so it wouldn't be strange to find one or two women with chests larger than their heads.

        

        But Edel's standards were perhaps too high. I could spot several women with good volume and balance, but they still seemed too small to catch Edel's eye.

        

        In Edel's words, most looked like they might "starve a baby."

        

        Among them, a few brave—or perhaps foolhardy—women began circling closer.

        

        'Oh, look at that.'

        

        Two female adventurers.

        They kept crossing what seemed like a border, not caring that I was sitting right next to Edel.

        

        If they had matched Edel's ideal body type, I might have carefully made way, but since they would "starve a baby," I couldn't feel comfortable even as someone teaching pure romance.

        

        Whatever lives they had led, to me they looked no different from the smelly meat in Edel's hands.

        

        While they stealthily took five steps closer, I boldly shifted my position, closing the hand-span gap between Edel and me.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        "Nothing. Don't worry about it."

        

        Our shoulders and thighs touched as I moved closer, and I made sure to flash a sweet smile at the adventurers eyeing Edel.

        

        This man is beyond your reach.

        If you want to come closer, ask yourself if you're better than me—that was the warning in my smile.

        

        And my chest served as an excellent defense mechanism to keep flies from buzzing around Edel.

        

        The unbridgeable chest gap was more than enough to break the will of the approaching adventurers.

        

        Not just the size—I even momentarily released the magic seal on my clothes to showcase some bounce without Edel noticing.

        

        Though maintaining the shape without sagging put strain on my shoulders, it was far better than having flies interrupt Edel's meal.

        

        Know your place.

        The street food is enough of a snack.

        

        I was contemplating whether to link arms or lean on his shoulder if the adventurers came closer... but thankfully, no such embarrassing situation arose, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

        

        "Edel, you really should be grateful to me."

        "For what...?"

        "Never mind. Forget it."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.118The Witch and the Black Knight (29)Jun 11, 2025

      
        The adventurer targeting Edel was just the beginning.

        

        A noble daughter with an engagement ring on her left ring finger.

        A married woman hesitating while holding a child's hand.

        Even a group dressed in revealing clothes, attempting seduction with their bodies.

        

        By the time their number exceeded ten, I gave up counting altogether.

        

        These predators, far from being ideal partners or pure love interests, were targeting Edel... For the sake of the month I spent teaching him, I had to protect Edel at all costs.

        

        Did Edel even realize his chastity had been in danger more than ten times? That clueless guy who was just mindlessly eating meat wouldn't have a clue.

        

        Click-clack.

        

        While I was dealing with the predators trying to taint Edel's pure love, the rhythmic sound of heels distinctly registered in my ears.

        

        From the refined sound of those heel clicks alone, I instinctively knew this woman was of a different caliber than those I had just chased away.

        

        Accompanied by what appeared to be a knight escort, she had red hair flowing down to her waist and crimson eyes filled with desire. Her elaborate dark red dress, suitable for nobility, couldn't conceal her chest. Perhaps because of her small face, she precariously met Edel's criteria for an ideal type.

        

        The baby wouldn't starve, but compared to my chest, hers was rather insignificant...

        

        A small face to compensate for that?

        Do you think such a trick would work on me?

        

        I flashed a smile at the red-haired woman as a warning not to approach further, but she simply smiled back without stopping her advance.

        

        W-what? She's not backing off...?

        Usually, one smile is enough for people to read the situation and back away on their own...

        

        She's a formidable opponent.

        Both in appearance and aura, she was truly a femme fatale.

        

        "Estel, I need to go somewhere for a moment..."

        "Don't disturb me."

        "...Understood."

        

        Whatever Edel was saying beside me didn't register.

        My mind was filled only with the thought of protecting Edel from this femme fatale who was slowly closing the distance.

        

        Sigh... I have no choice.

        I didn't want to use this, but...

        

        If I linked arms with him... my chest would touch his arm, so I wanted to save that as a last resort. The only option left was to rest my head on his shoulder.

        

        Linking arms with a man or leaning my face on his shoulder... both required a tremendous resolve from me, so I took a deep breath and hypnotized myself.

        

        This is all for Edel's pure love.

        If he falls for some strange woman's seduction and loses his purity, a month's worth of teaching would go to waste.

        

        Yes, this is an unavoidable choice.

        My embarrassment gradually subsided as I regained my composure.

        

        "Edel, I suddenly feel dizzy..."

        

        I closed my eyes slightly, placed my hand on my forehead, and staggered.

        

        It was a simple move—naturally sway my body and rest my face on Edel's shoulder—but I put method acting into every action and line.

        

        I didn't want to act clumsily and risk provoking the femme fatale. Since I'd started, I intended to finish it in one go.

        

        I then relaxed my body and naturally tilted my face first, slowly leaning in.

        

        If I lean on his shoulder like this...

        Since he has so many muscles, will it be hard?

        Or maybe it'll be unexpectedly soft?

        

        "Huh...?"

        

      

      
        My bold plan to rest on Edel's broad shoulder somehow ended with me falling endlessly, pulled by gravity.

        

        My face didn't land on Edel's shoulder but crashed onto a cold bench, causing a painful chill.

        

        "Ugh! Edel, how could you dodge... Edel?"

        

        Wondering if Edel had deliberately moved away to prevent me from leaning on him, I opened my eyes wide and looked around, but he was nowhere to be seen.

        

        He disappeared again...?

        Why does he keep vanishing without a word!?

        What about all my effort...? My resolve...!

        

        Shame washed over me. And embarrassment too.

        How ridiculous must that femme fatale think I am?

        

        I hoped she would go her own way now that Edel was gone, but the rhythmic sound of heels didn't stop and continued to close the distance.

        

        As if her target had been me from the beginning, not Edel.

        

        The femme fatale reached the bench and met my gaze as I lay there in a heap, then gave me a slight smile.

        

        "Lady Estel, have you been well? I'm Emily de Laplace. I apologize for not being able to welcome you properly, as I heard about your visit so suddenly. I've been wanting to meet you, so thank you for visiting Venestchia."

        "Emily...?"

        

        I couldn't believe that Emily, who had been just a girl when I visited Venestchia four years ago, had grown up so much.

        

        Come to think of it, Joshua had also grown remarkably in those four years. The same went for Nix, who was the same age, so it was natural for Emily to mature as well.

        

        "Oh my, perhaps you didn't recognize me? You made eye contact and smiled at me from afar, so I thought you knew who I was."

        

        I did make eye contact and smile... but with a different intention.

        I couldn't bring myself to tell Emily the truth.

        

        With red hair in Venestchia, it could only be the Laplace family... and I only realized that now.

        

        Something must have made me lose my senses. Otherwise, I wouldn't have failed to recognize Emily and mistaken her for a femme fatale.

        

        Regardless of how it happened, I was so embarrassed by my actions toward Emily that I wanted to crawl into a hole and hide.

        

        This is all Edel's fault.

        

        If Edel weren't so handsome, women wouldn't be eyeing him so eagerly. And I wouldn't have been distracted enough to mistake Emily for a femme fatale.

        

        ...Should I make him wear a helmet at least?

        But that would look strange.

        

        Or maybe I could have him wear a hood with perception-hindering magic like Beryl used.

        

        "Of course... I recognized you at first glance! Absolutely! You've grown so beautifully! B-but how did you know I was here? I came quietly without notifying the Laplace family."

        

        My original purpose for coming to Venestchia was for an outdoor lesson, and I deliberately kept it secret because I thought Derek might misunderstand like Beryl if he knew I was here.

        

        I got up from my fallen position and asked Emily as if nothing had happened.

        

        "The Adventurers' Guild also deals in information. There was a rumor among male adventurers about a beautiful woman with a pink aura appearing. I thought it must be you, Lady Estel, so I hurriedly came with one escort."

        "Male adventurers? But I only saw women around..."

        "I heard that one man was glaring so fiercely beside the lady that they could only watch from afar, so it's natural you didn't notice them."

        

        Edel...? Why would he do that?

        

        I turned my head to ask him why, but the seat beside me was empty.

        

        Right. Edel disappeared again.

        I hope he's not causing trouble somewhere.

        

        He wouldn't be seduced by some strange woman offering to let him touch her chest, would he? Given that half of Edel's sexual harassment toward me involved comments about breasts, I couldn't help but worry.

        

        "Emily, did you see where Edel went?"

        

      

      
        He was definitely by my side when I made eye contact with Emily, so she must have seen where he went.

        

        "If you mean your handsome companion... he went that way. I think he headed toward the slums."

        

        Emily pointed to a narrow alleyway at the corner of the market.

        

        The thought of Edel heading down an alley so far removed from Venestchia's vibrant atmosphere made my anxious imagination seem increasingly real.

        

        "Thanks. Edel can be quite problematic, so I get anxious if I don't keep him under surveillance."

        "Hmm... Is that so? From what I saw..."

        "From what you saw?"

        "It's nothing. He seemed like the ideal man that all women would desire... He didn't appear to have any issues at all."

        

        Everyone says that because they don't know Edel's true identity.

        

        Although I thoroughly defeated him, Edel is actually the Black Knight, the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army, who once nearly brought humanity to extinction.

        

        If it weren't for me, Venestchia wouldn't be peaceful right now but would be engaged in a bloody battle against the Demon Lord's army—something Emily doesn't realize.

        

        Plus, he subtly sexually harasses me, touches my body knowingly or unknowingly, says things that could easily be misunderstood by others, and disappears without a word...!

        

        The ideal man that all women would desire?

        Edel is as troublesome as Leo—no, even more so—yet she's deceived by his appearance. Emily still has a long way to go before understanding pure love.

        

        "Anyway, I'm busy, so I'll go ahead. Keep this a secret from Derek and Duke Eric, okay? I want to stay quietly and leave without fuss."

        "W-wait a moment...!"

        

        Emily called out urgently, but I couldn't waste any more time in case Edel was causing trouble somewhere, so I headed toward the gloomy alleyway.

        

        I didn't even need to use magic to find him; Edel's distinctive scent lingered throughout the path, allowing me to proceed without hindrance.

        

        "Edel?"

        "Estel."

        

        I found Edel easily shortly after reaching the slums. He was standing like a sentry in front of a shabby wooden structure that could barely be called a house.

        

        I wanted to scold him for disappearing without a word again, but looking around, I realized this wasn't the time for such remarks.

        

        "Did you do this?"

        

        Judging by the men sprawled like corpses around us, it was clear Edel was responsible.

        

        "They were playing at being strong, so I taught them a lesson. Don't worry. Their lives aren't in danger."

        

        I was relieved that it was far from my anxious imagination about women, but...

        

        I couldn't comprehend why someone who claimed to have no interest in fighting the weak because it wouldn't make him stronger had suddenly beaten people up.

        

        "You disappear without a word and I find you beating people up? Do you know how embarrassed I was when you vanished!?"

        

        It was fortunate it was Emily; if it had really been a femme fatale... just imagining it made me flush with embarrassment and shame.

        

        "Calm down. I clearly told you... I said not to disturb me, so I moved alone."

        

        You're going to use the same excuse as when you held my hand?

        I remember clearly, and such lies won't work...

        

        'Estel, I need to go somewhere for a moment...'

        'Don't disturb me.'

        '...Understood.'

        

        Damn... he really did say it.

        Why did I completely forget?

        Anyway, it's all Edel's fault.

        

        "...So what brought you all the way here?"

        "Just reminiscing about the past. The human realm isn't so different from the demon realm."

        

        As Edel opened the door he had been guarding, two children in shabby clothes were huddled together, trembling.
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        A boy who looked about ten years old held a girl who seemed around seven in his arms, glaring at us warily.

        

        He bared his teeth while tightly gripping a stone in his small hand, yet with his other hand, he gently patted the girl's back to keep her from crying.

        

        Even though the boy must have known he couldn't win with just a stone, he gripped it tighter, blood seeping from where the sharp edges cut into his flesh.

        

        It was like Edel's past, just with the genders reversed.

        

        The story of young Edel wandering the outskirts of the demon realm with a girl's hand in his, searching for food day by day... I could see it overlapping with this child.

        

        "I apologize for leaving you alone. Next time, I'll wait."

        "Mmm... but what's going on here?"

        

        I was curious about the current situation. Edel, who normally wouldn't show the slightest interest in the weak, didn't seem like someone who would resort to violence without reason.

        

        Above all, the unfamiliar tenderness in Edel's expression as he gazed at the two children felt strange.

        

        "That boy stole my food."

        "Stole it? What you were eating?"

        

        The sauce from Edel's food was smeared on the girl's chapped lips, looking remarkably similar to how Edel looked with Cornelia on his lips.

        

        "He didn't run away even when he saw my eyes. I found his spirit admirable—having the eyes of the weak yet daring to steal from the strong, approaching with trembling legs. It was quite impressive. I felt a nostalgia for the demon realm even in the human world, so I followed him..."

        

        Edel looked down with an expressionless gaze at the figures sprawled motionless on the ground.

        

        "I see. I get it now. So afterward, you beat up those thugs who were bullying the kids? You did well, but weren't you the one who believed the weak deserved to have things taken from them?"

        "I still think it's natural for the weak to have things taken from them... but this is an exception."

        

        Since when did someone like him make exceptions to his principles?

        This wasn't even consistent with his survival-of-the-fittest mentality. Well, since this exception wasn't a bad thing, I didn't press the issue.

        

        "Hehehe. Really? An exception, huh."

        

        Instead, I just laughed lightly.

        

        A month ago, both the child who stole the food and the thugs would have died by Edel's hand... but judging by the fact that no one here was dead, this seemed like quite a significant exception.

        

        I felt proud, as if Edel was growing as a person named Edel rather than just as one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army—perhaps because he wasn't wearing his armor.

        

        "So, Edel. How does it feel to protect someone for the first time?"

        "This feeling is new to me. A strange emotion. Is this also pure love?"

        "No. That's not pure love. It's compassion. You said it reminded you of the past, right?"

        

        Normally, he would have insisted it was pure love and launched into one of his pure love speeches... but I didn't want to package the emotion Edel was feeling as pure love.

        

        "Compassion... so that's what it is."

        

        For someone like him, who had been so focused on becoming stronger that he lacked most emotions, compassion would be just as important as pure love.

        

        If Edel could learn to recognize and feel a wider range of emotions, it would greatly help him achieve pure love. Of course, perverted emotions like lust could wait until after he understood pure love...!

        

        "What will happen to those children now?"

        

        The compassion that I thought would end with a single rescue continued.

        

        "I'm not sure."

        

        I too gazed at the children, lost in thought.

        

        From the looks of it, they probably didn't have guardians. A small, roofless palisade appeared to be their home.

        

        They hadn't eaten properly, as evidenced by the bones visible through their tattered clothes, and untreated wounds had festered into infections.

        

        "Tomorrow won't be much different. Today was just a bit special."

        

        Edel probably knew better than I did.

        After all, he had spent a similar childhood to those children.

        

        Even though he had dealt with them, the thugs who lay motionless on the ground might take their anger out on the children later.

      

      
        

        It was certain that darkness would overshadow light in their future.

        

        "If they had money, at least they wouldn't have to go hungry. Money allows even the weak to fill their stomachs."

        

        Edel took out some coins from his pocket and showed them to me. True, with money they wouldn't starve immediately, but... they'd more likely become targets for thugs pretending to be strong. Especially if they were kids from the slums.

        

        "Put it away. A few coins might be fine, but giving them too much would be poison. Others would try to harm the children to get that money."

        

        That's why I couldn't agree with Edel's suggestion.

        

        "So it would be better to kill them after all."

        "No!"

        

        I stopped him as he drew his demon sword to cut down the thugs sprawled on the ground.

        

        "Why are you stopping me? Wouldn't killing those who would steal their money solve the problem?"

        "If killing solved everything, wouldn't everyone in this world be dead by now? If you really want to help those children... violence isn't the right choice."

        

        For you either.

        I kept those last words to myself.

        

        Edel silently stared at the children for a long time. His normally insensitive and dull gaze somehow seemed to be trying to capture something distant, something he could no longer see.

        

        Having made some decision, Edel withdrew his demon sword and looked me straight in the eyes.

        

        "I want to prevent these children from feeling the same sadness I did. I think that's how I can repay the girl who loved me in my childhood. So, Estel, teach me. I'm a fool who can't think of any solution besides swinging my sword."

        "Edel..."

        

        Edel had leaped further than I expected and given an unexpected answer. Each time I turned that answer over in my mind, small ripples stirred and resonated in my chest.

        

        "Lady Estel, so this is where you were."

        

        Before I could respond, Emily's voice came from the alley entrance we had passed through while looking for Edel. With elegant footsteps, Emily and her knight escort appeared.

        

        ***

        

        "...So that's what happened."

        

        After hearing about the current situation, Emily looked at the two children and sighed softly.

        

        She seemed puzzled, as if she couldn't believe such a thing was happening in Venetia, which was led by the Laplace family, while also blushing like a lady whose flaws had been exposed.

        

        As the future Marchioness who would lead Venetia, taking responsibility for two children would be nothing for Emily, and she would have the most ideal means to help them.

        

        "I've shown you something shameful. I regularly go around the slums taking in orphans... I'll arrange for these two children to live in the orphanage I operate."

        

        At Emily's gesture, the knight approached the two children. The boy threatened him with the stone, but it did no harm to the knight, who picked them up and carried them away.

        

        "Is that it? Is it over?"

        

        Edel couldn't take his eyes off the spot where the children had been. I gently took his hand, which was trembling slightly with anxiety he couldn't hide.

        

        "The orphanage I run provides food, clothing, shelter, and education. We need to raise them to become talents who can work for the Laplace family. We even teach combat skills so they can become adventurers if needed, so please leave them to me."

        

        Emily added further explanation without following her knight out of the slums.

        

        "Edel, don't worry. It's better for those children if Emily helps them rather than us."

        

        It was clear that having the Four Heavenly Kings and a witch help them would only distance them from a normal life. Growing up in Emily's orphanage would obviously be a better choice for those children.

        

        "I see. I don't really understand, but thank you."

        "It's only natural. I'm just glad I could help in some way. I was so worried I might be interrupting your date, I was on pins and needles."

        

        Date...? What is she talking about now?

        I didn't say anything that would make Edel misunderstand like with Beryl and Nix...

        Just like Nix, her childhood friend, she's making the same misunderstanding... I couldn't believe it.

        

        "This isn't a date."

        "Oh, is that so? Coming quietly to Venetia... the way you were attacking with your eyes from the bench earlier... Wasn't that to protect the man beside you? And you're still holding hands so affectionately. Hoho. No need to hide it."

      

      
        "No, it's not like that! Edel and I are just like teacher and student."

        

        Emily's smooth talking made me flush with heat, and I roughly pulled my hand away.

        

        Thinking that she knew all about what I had done to her from the bench earlier brought back a rush of shame I had forgotten.

        

        Her narrowed eyes and "hehehe" laugh as she looked at us both made me even more annoyed, as it seemed she wasn't listening to a word I said.

        

        "Estel, I asked yesterday too, but what is a date? Is it something to eat? Or is it related to pure love?"

        

        Didn't I explain it yesterday? Ah, I didn't finish. I couldn't explain properly because I was trying to catch Nix who was running away with a misunderstanding.

        

        "A date is... well... it's..."

        "Yes, that's right. It's like a process where a man prepares to devour a woman."

        "Are you crazy?! Completely crazy!!!"

        

        While I was trying to think of a clear and wholesome explanation that Edel could understand, Emily cut me off and threw in something that scrambled my thoughts.

        

        I tried to quickly cover Edel's ears to prevent him from hearing Emily's words, but... it was too late. Edel seemed confused about the connection between dating and cooking, pondering Emily's words with a puzzled expression.

        

        "Oh my, is that not right?"

        "A date is...! It's a process where men and women confirm their feelings for each other! Broadly speaking, it's just spending time together having fun! What do you mean by 'devour'?!"

        

        I was anxious that if Edel received any more incorrect knowledge about pure love, the month I had spent teaching him would crumble. I didn't want him to think of dating as an extension of that kind of behavior.

        

        "Is that so? Then... would it be alright if I went on a date with him? Since it's just spending time together having fun. If someone like him were to cook for me, I'd welcome it anytime."

        

        Emily approached Edel with a seductive expression and linked arms with him. Though shorter than me, she pressed her reasonably impressive chest against Edel's arm while giving me a meaningful smile.

        

        That, that thing...!

        My intuition was right. Emily was indeed a fox spirit.

        She was no different from a dangerous creature who knew how to use her body as a weapon.

        

        She even rubbed her face against Edel's sturdy arm... making prostitute-like gestures and flirting with him.

        

        Weak, always eating food prepared by chefs... with a chest smaller than mine, maybe she has money but less than me. She was far from his ideal type in every way, yet as she approached him, indignation welled up inside me.

        

        If I got caught up in Emily's pace, it would be like acknowledging that I was on a date with Edel, so I couldn't do anything. All I could do was stand there with my shoulders trembling.

        

        Besides, why was Edel just standing there?

        Shouldn't he push away a woman who isn't his type when she clings to him?

        Is it all about breasts? Is any woman with large breasts his ideal type?

        

        He said he wanted to learn pure love to become stronger. Maybe he was just deceiving me to preserve his life.

        

        My indignation spread from Emily to Edel, who was just standing there. I didn't know why I felt this way, but I glared at Edel with eyes full of complex emotions.

        

        "Weak one. Thank you for helping the children, but don't anger Estel. And only those stronger than me can touch my body."

        

        Edel, caught between Emily and me, warned her after pushing her away.

        

        "I was just... because Lady Estel wasn't being honest... I'm sorry. I was out of line."

        "I apologize for the rudeness first. Estel and I have a busy schedule. Because of me, our schedule is tight. Right?"

        

        I couldn't focus on Emily's polite apology; all I could see was Edel cautiously approaching me.

        

        The indignation that had been about to burst instantly subsided at his actions, which made my earlier worries about him falling for some strange woman's seduction while sitting on the bench seem foolish.

        

        I knew all along that Edel wouldn't fall for Emily's seduction. After all, who taught him?

        

        Like a dog recognizing its owner, he coldly pushed Emily away and came to me... if Edel had a tail, it would probably be wagging frantically from side to side right now.

        

        "We are busy. Yes... very busy. We have so much to learn. Let's go quickly."

        

        And his words were so sweet. I barely resisted the urge to pat his head right then and there.

        

        Whether she misunderstood it as a date or not... I didn't forget to flash a winner's smile at the fidgeting Emily as I took Edel's hand.

        

        There wouldn't be anyone in Venetia closer to Edel's ideal type anyway.

        Yes... I thought it wouldn't matter even if she misunderstood.
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        I couldn't leave Emily alone in the slums, so I forcibly teleported her to the Adventurer's Guild before slowly wandering the streets of Veneschia.

        

        Since the theme of this outdoor lesson was "diverse experiences," I was contemplating where to begin. I could follow Sion and Aria's example... but I wanted to teach Edel something different about pure love that couldn't be learned from books.

        

        That would make Edel's pure love even more delicious.

        

        While I was lost in thought, Edel simply... silently held my hand and followed along.

        

        As we walked, women stared intently at Edel, but I wasn't particularly worried since he hadn't fallen for Emily's seduction.

        

        To find Edel's ideal type, we might need to go to the southern regions where various races live.

        

        There are elves, witches, and dragons there. Surely among them, there must be at least one woman who meets Edel's criteria.

        

        Though she'd have to pass Estel's rigorous screening.

        

        She'd need to know how to make Edel's favorite potato dish spectacularly. We'd have to fight her to measure her combat power. We'd need to check if she's padding her chest... And we'd also need to investigate her assets to confirm if she's truly wealthy.

        

        Ugh... why does Edel have such preferences?

        It creates so much work...!

        

        "Estel. I have a question."

        

        Oblivious to my inner complaints, Edel tactlessly spoke up.

        

        "What is it?"

        "Have you ever been on a date?"

        "D-date? Why so suddenly?"

        

        My footsteps halted abruptly at Edel's question.

        My heart sank like a child caught in a long-winded lie.

        

        Have I dated before? Of course not. I've never liked anyone or gone on dates with others.

        Before meeting Edel, I never even thought about holding hands with a man.

        

        But admitting I'd never been on a date would somehow wound my pride as someone teaching pure love.

        Above all, I feared Edel might end our arrangement if he discovered someone who'd never dated was teaching him about pure love.

        

        If that happened, I'd have to search for the remaining two Heavenly Kings on foot... and live each day worrying about Joshua.

        

        "O-of course I have! I'm the Witch of Love! I've been on more than a hundred dates!"

        

        I had no choice but to tell a lie with a touch of bravado.

        

        "Is that so. I see. Of course..."

        

        Edel slightly furrowed his brow, then suddenly tightened his grip on my hand.

        

        "Then can you teach me about dating? It seems related to pure love."

        "Dating...? It's not difficult... but why suddenly? That's something you do after pure love is achieved."

        

        Asking me to teach dating. I had simply explained it as the process where men and women confirm their feelings for each other while having fun together...

        

        But what is it really? How do you actually do it...

        

        Even searching through my fading memories of my past life, all I could recall was going to movie theaters, amusement parks, or sitting in cafes talking.

        The most serious problem was that movie theaters, amusement parks, and cafes don't exist in the Aria Chronicle world, so even these memories were useless.

        

        So I desperately wanted to avoid the topic of dating and turned my head away.

        My shoulders trembled and my heart pounded so hard that I worried Edel might notice my lie through our joined hands.

        

        "Estel, look at me."

        

        As if refusing to let me escape, Edel carefully turned my face with his other hand to meet my eyes.

      

      
        His eyes, usually indifferent and disinterested in worldly matters, now gazed directly into mine with burning desire.

        

        For some reason, something I'd said seemed to have stimulated Edel.

        

        But I couldn't think of anything I'd said that would provoke him...

        

        "Will you teach me about dating? Please. I want to give you a date that will make you forget those hundred others."

        "......"

        

        What should I do? What should I do? What should I do...

        I really don't know anything about dating...

        What hundred dates? Damn... I should have just been honest.

        

        Unable to avoid Edel's gaze as he drew close enough for our noses to almost touch, I finally nodded in surrender.

        

        "O-okay... Let's do it... A date. Just this once."

        

        ***

        

        "Dating is... well. There are normal dates between friends, and love-love dates between couples. We are..."

        "Obviously a love-love date, right? Since I need to learn about pure love."

        

        I might have been able to muddle through a normal date, but he cut off my escape route... His reputation as the Black Knight was well-earned for his thoroughness.

        

        What should I do...? If I stay silent, Edel will become suspicious. I felt I needed to say something.

        

        Just as one lie typically leads to another, I was no exception.

        

        "For couples' dates, first you hold hands or link arms... reducing the distance between you is important. It's about showing gestures that make others think, 'Those two are definitely a couple.'"

        

        Since my past life memories were useless, I recalled dating scenes from pure love stories in Aria Chronicle.

        

        Usually dates began with holding hands and taking a light stroll, so it would be best to start there.

        

        "We've been holding hands already. Does that mean we're on a love-love date right now?"

        

        I had been holding his hand to prevent Emily from making unnecessary advances... but why was I still holding Edel's hand?

        

        I tried to let go, but Edel's grip was too firm to pull away. He seemed to be controlling his strength, as it wasn't painful but applied just enough pressure to make his touch feel more intense.

        

        He left enough room that I could pull away if I really wanted to... yet through his precise control of pressure, he made me lose the will to escape.

        

        My palm was sweating as all my attention focused on our joined hands, which until just now had seemed so ordinary.

        

        "Not quite. The way couples hold hands is different."

        

        Fearing I might be exposed as having no dating experience if I continued following Edel's pace, I decided to be more bold.

        

        I lifted our joined hands and interlaced our fingers in the way couples do.

        

        My small, delicate fingers found their place one by one between Edel's large ones.

        Like puzzle pieces fitting perfectly together, our fingers covered each other's hands.

        I could feel moisture on the back of my hand where Edel's fingers rested, suggesting I wasn't the only one sweating.

        

        Is he nervous right now?

        Well, interlaced fingers are... quite intimate.

        I'm embarrassed too, so how much more embarrassed must Edel be?

        

        Come to think of it, Edel is a fool who only knows about getting stronger, so he'll probably believe whatever I say...

        

        Just as I resolved to take control and get this over with quickly,

        

        "What about linking arms?"

        

      

      
        Edel pushed me further into a corner, refusing to relinquish control.

        

        "Linking arms? That's..."

        

        Our chests would touch, which is a bit...

        Unconsciously, I covered my chest with my free hand.

        I knew one hand wasn't enough, but I felt I needed to cover it somehow.

        

        If I backed down now, wouldn't I be surrendering control to Edel?

        It's not like he's touching me, just his arm against mine... that should be fine, right?

        Emily also linked arms as light skinship, so there shouldn't be any problem...

        

        Unlike Emily, I don't have impure intentions in linking arms.

        This is... because Edel asked for a love-love date, so I have no choice.

        

        So...

        

        "Just... this once?"

        

        It's just linking arms, Estel.

        Nothing to be nervous about.

        

        Keeping our fingers interlaced, I moved half a step behind Edel.

        Then, slightly turning my waist, I linked my other arm with his.

        

        "Mmph..."

        

        With our bodies pressed close, my clothes couldn't resist against Edel's forearm and helplessly gave way as it invaded the valley between.

        

        Edel's forearm. It's big and hard...

        The unfamiliar sensation was so embarrassing that I unconsciously let out a strange moan.

        

        The part of my chest touching his forearm felt ticklish.

        Though it was just contact, my chest seemed to warn against the intruder with a tingling sensation, sending protests to my brain to remove it quickly.

        

        Calm down, chest.

        This is... just simple contact.

        

        How did Emily do this so shamelessly?

        Though it was just linking arms, I could tell my face was burning bright red without needing a mirror.

        

        "H-hmph! H-how is it!? Th-this is how c-couples link arms."

        

        I put on a show of bravado to hide my wildly beating heart.

        I needed to distract Edel with words, or he would surely feel my heartbeat through his arm.

        

        "I see. So that's what that weakling was doing earlier."

        "......"

        

        Why bring up Emily now?

        Here I am, overcoming my embarrassment to link arms for the first time...

        My racing heart suddenly went cold.

        

        Didn't he learn not to talk about other women during a date?

        Isn't that common sense? Oh right, Edel wouldn't know that...

        

        I can overlook a man's mistake. It's not like I don't understand.

        I'm a witch generous enough to make allowances for Edel, who's just taking his first steps.

        

        "So? How was it? Did you like Emily's arm-linking? Or do you prefer this now?"

        

        I pressed my chest more firmly against his forearm, demanding an answer.
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        "Ugh...!"

        

        A groan that had never escaped Edel's stoic lips during our back-and-forth fights now flowed freely.

        

        The unmistakable trembling from our interlocked hands and his chest transmitted directly to me.

        

        Well, well. So he thinks he's a man too.

        Getting quite the reaction, aren't we?

        Take that. And that...!

        

        The guy who had been trying to have his way with hands and arm-linking couldn't move an inch now. Edel's reaction was strangely addictive, bringing a devilish smile naturally to my face.

        

        How dare he think about another woman in front of me, especially while learning about dating between lovers?

        

        "Hmm? How was it? Was it better when Emily did it for you?"

        

        I loosened my grip on our linked arms, adjusting the hydraulic pressure more gently. Like releasing a mold before casting, my chest, which had been deformed by the shape of Edel's forearm, slowly returned to its original form.

        

        Only after his forearm and my chest completely separated did Edel's trembling subside.

        

        Though I hadn't choked him, he was breathing roughly as if his airway had just cleared—it was quite adorable.

        

        The first boundary is always the hardest to cross. The second time is so simple that the me from before, who was embarrassed by even the touch of chests, was nowhere to be found now.

        

        Far from feeling embarrassed, I was busy thinking about how to tease Edel, who couldn't move under the hydraulic pressure.

        

        I bet he can't say Emily's arm-linking is better.

        I'll make him lose his mind with a size, weight, and shape that can't even be compared to Emily's.

        

        "Or do you prefer this better?"

        

        With a forceful motion, I pulled Edel's forearm close again. I delivered a hydraulic press more violent than when we first linked arms. I squeezed so strongly that my cleavage swallowed up my clothes... and then swallowed Edel's forearm too.

        

        "Urrrgh...!"

        "Eeeek...!"

        

        Edel and I let out shrill screams simultaneously.

        

        My chest should have expelled the unwelcome visitor, but instead it went "nom...♡" on Edel's large forearm, savoring everything from its thickness to the movement of his muscles, as if determined not to miss even the smallest detail.

        

        The clothes stretched between my cleavage pulled taut, clearly revealing the contours of my chest.

        

        Fortunately, the magic circle activated so my clothes didn't tear, but the skin appeared semi-transparent through the extremely tight chest line.

        

        This was practically the same as being naked.

        

        My breasts, puffed up on both sides like a chipmunk with its cheeks full of acorns, swayed up and down with my breathing, caressing Edel's forearm.

        

        What do I do? What do I do? What do I do...!

        I-I didn't mean to go this far!?

        This is almost like... sexual harassment... I'm crazy...!

        

        I had no such intention at all....

        I just wanted to link arms a bit firmly to teach him to focus on his partner during dates, but how did it end up like this...?

        

        The action I took to make Edel lose his composure ended up breaking me as well.

        

        "Um, uh... that is, well. This is, I mean..."

        

        I mumbled incoherent words while trying to come up with an excuse.

        

        Something about taking the lead. Something about Emily....

        My mind went completely blank, unable to process the current situation. Though this was clearly a result I had brought upon myself, my mind was in emergency mode.

      

      
        

        It was a simple problem that could be solved by removing Edel's forearm, yet my body was frozen.

        Thump. Thump. Thump. My heart beat fast and heavy. Sometimes something painful stimulated a corner of my chest, creating dissonance. Perhaps the sound of my heart was being transmitted through Edel's forearm wedged between my breasts. Maybe even doubled.

        

        "......"

        "......"

        

        Our eyes met, and silence fell.

        An inexplicable sense of discomfort lingered in Edel's gaze.

        Though brief, it was clearly the look of a hunter eyeing its prey. My pupils reflected in Edel's eyes were looking at him in exactly the same way.

        

        Gulp.

        

        Edel was nothing special—I could swing a Triceratops around a few times without breaking a sweat.

        I should have yelled at him for staring like that, but instead I swallowed hard and remained frozen.

        

        The words I should say in this situation, the gestures, even where to look... I wished someone would teach me.

        This feeling was new to me, and I had no idea how to act or what to say.

        

        It was a certain atmosphere that prevented me from thinking rationally. It might have been due to Edel's scent so close to me, or perhaps his forearm lodged between my breasts like a stake driven into my reason.

        

        Something deep inside me seemed to say I needed to fully endure Edel's gaze, and my body, beyond rational control, followed its instincts.

        

        Edel's face slowly approached, almost as if I was imagining it.

        From a hand's width to just enough space for a fist. Then to barely enough space for a finger joint.

        

        Close enough to hear each other's breathing, close enough for our noses to touch.

        I allowed the distance to diminish too easily, and Edel approached as if it were natural.

        

        ...What happens now?

        Why did I link arms again...?

        

        A ringing pain arose in my heart. It kept warning me that I shouldn't stay like this.

        

        Edel's face was so close that my wandering eyes slowly examined his features one by one, and before I knew it, I slightly closed my eyes.

        

        Only the increasingly loud breathing and the overwhelming presence of Edel gave me a sense of the distance between us.

        

        "Estel."

        

        Finally, as our noses touched and squished against each other, as Edel's scent became stronger than ever at the tip of my nose... he whispered my name softly.

        

        After that, the distance that had slowly closed suddenly widened. Edel's forearm, which had been devoured by my chest and was about to be digested, escaped from my embrace. Missing it already, I unconsciously rubbed my chest area with both arms.

        

        "Your clothes are disheveled. Didn't they say a woman's body is delicate?"

        "......"

        

        He carefully straightened the wrinkled clothes, taking care not to touch my chest area....

        When I carefully opened my eyes at the warmth I felt from his gestures, Edel's fierce gaze had already returned to its usual indifferent look.

        

        "Hmm...."

        

        After checking my appearance, Edel made a dissatisfied sound. Then he took off his coat, draped it over my shoulders, and buttoned it up over my chest.

        

        "I certainly don't want others to see."

        "Huh?"

        

        Edel looked around, baring his teeth. Following his gaze, I noticed people staring at us.

        

        "And about linking arms... yes, you're right. It's too early. It wouldn't be too late after pure love. I'll be satisfied with holding hands for this date."

        

        Edel casually interlocked our fingers again. I clearly said it was just this once, but he smiled innocently as if he had already secured the next date.

        

      

      
        My mind was blank and I couldn't think straight, but Edel was smiling as if nothing had happened... it was so frustrating that my shoulders trembled.

        

        He even gave me his coat to shield me from others' gazes... he skillfully did things I hadn't even taught him, making me wonder if I had anything left to teach.

        

        "Where should we go now? This is my first date... I wouldn't know unless you tell me. Won't you teach me?"

        

        It was so vexing how naturally he asked, as if he had read my mind.

        The way he readily handed over control. The way he honestly admitted his inexperience....

        

        But I managed to calm myself, thinking that getting angry would only play into Edel's hands.

        

        The only way to teach Edel a lesson would be to skillfully lead the date.

        

        "Usually, the man leads the date. Take this opportunity to learn well. This is... just this once. Let's go."

        

        But since this was my first date too....

        Where should we go? What should we do? How should we spend our time? Everything was full of questions.

        

        To hide my true feelings, I spoke primly, but my feet moved forward one step at a time without a destination.

        

        Edel's footsteps matching mine with shortened strides, his rough but gentle hand holding mine—things I hadn't noticed until we started talking about dating now caught my attention.

        

        The biggest change was the coat draped over my shoulders, covering my chest. Its large size concealed how voluptuous my chest was, and the wind that slipped under the coat tickled the underside of my breasts.

        

        The warmth of Edel that remained in the coat felt like it was embracing me, enough to make me lose my mind.

        

        "So... how was it?"

        

        If I stayed like this, I'd be completely overwhelmed by thoughts of Edel. Needing something else to clear my head, I blurted out whatever came to mind.

        

        ...I still hadn't gotten an answer anyway.

        

        "How was what?"

        "You know... linking arms."

        

        We should be on the same page. Does he have no sense?

        I worried whether he could properly handle romance at this rate.

        

        "I mean, compared to Emily... no, never mind. Don't say it. And when you date your ideal type next time, make sure you focus only on that person. Never talk about other women."

        

        It wasn't like I was jealous... it just felt foolish to keep asking.

        

        "It was a strength incomparable to any weakling."

        

        Edel suddenly stopped walking and pulled my hand. Then, with a serious expression, he looked into my eyes.

        

        "To borrow your expression, yes. It was the most delicious thing in the world."

        "Wha...?"

        

        You, you, you, you... you crazy bastard!

        What do you mean delicious! Does he have taste buds on his forearm?

        Just when I thought things had calmed down, he came out with another outrageous sexual harassment.

        

        Until recently, I would have punched him while feeling ashamed... but somehow, the corners of my mouth twitched.

        

        "I'd like you to link arms with me again next time."

        "Th-there won't be a next time! I said it was just this once. Next time, ask your ideal type or whatever!"

        

        What is he saying? Pervert.... Always thinking bigger is better. What woman in the world would put up with this kind of harassment.... I worried about the future of the woman who would become Edel's pure love.

        

        Whether Edel stopped or not, I infused mana into our interlocked hands and forced us forward. Edel moved as if pushed by the force, but quickly matched his steps with mine again.
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        After wandering around for quite some time holding Edel's hand, we arrived at an upscale restaurant. In the end, after going around in circles, we came here to eat.

        

        Partly because we couldn't decide where to go, and partly because it was now lunchtime—and despite having eaten snacks earlier, Edel's stomach had started growling.

        

        Fortunately, the restaurant I had taken Joshua to four years ago when he was feeling down was still there. Otherwise, we might have ended up filling our stomachs with cheap food.

        

        "This is better than I expected."

        "Eat plenty."

        

        Just like before, I placed a pouch of gold coins on the table and ordered everything on the menu, causing the table to become filled with all kinds of food.

        

        True to being a restaurant specializing in meat, various types of meat prepared in different ways made their way into Edel's mouth.

        

        I rested my chin on my hand and nibbled at the few salad options available. Though I was hungry, some inexplicable tension prevented food from properly going down my throat.

        

        Even though this was a normal meal, I couldn't let my guard down. I had to be fully prepared, not knowing when, where, or how Edel might attack.

        

        'It was the most delicious thing in the world.'

        

        Moreover... the earlier events kept swirling in my mind. Forget eating—I could barely look Edel in the eyes.

        

        Perverted bastard... Crazy lustful bastard... Breast fetishist.

        

        What was so delicious? Did you taste it? How would you know without tasting it? I grumbled internally while stabbing my innocent salad repeatedly with my fork.

        

        "Dating isn't much different than I thought. Isn't this just like usual?"

        "What do you mean, like usual?"

        "If eating together is considered dating, wouldn't what we've been doing together all along also be dates?"

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Despite Edel's insensitive gaze, his disappointment was evident.

        

        Are you subtly mocking me for never having dated before? Is that it?!

        

        If I got angry now, I'd only be proving that I was indeed a virgin with no dating experience trying to teach someone about romance.

        

        You think I don't see through you?

        

        "You just don't know. When lovers date, there's this thing where they feed each other."

        

        Even if I've never dated, I've seen plenty of this in online communities, dramas, and games.

        

        My advantage over Edel is definitely my indirect experience. What would someone who's only read one book know about dating?

        

        "Here. Say 'ah.'"

        "...?"

        

        I stabbed a piece of salad with my fork and extended my arm, causing Edel to look confused.

        

        "I said, say 'ah.'"

        "What is 'ah'?"

        "Ah!"

        "...Ah."

        

        Only after I raised my voice did Edel open his mouth, allowing me to place the salad inside.

        

        I've never done this for anyone except Joshua. But since we're learning about dating between lovers, I suppose I can do this much.

        

        Edel slowly chewed the salad in his mouth, his eyes darting around as if trying hard to understand what was happening.

        

        "This is what's called feeding each other—something that's essential in lovers' dates. How about it? Still think it's the same as usual?"

        "...It's different."

        "Hehehe. Right?"

        

        Edel kept chewing the salad in his mouth for quite some time before lowering his gaze.

        

        Judging by how red his scarred face had become, he was quite flustered.

        

        Seeing the reaction I wanted, I couldn't help but smile.

        

        How dare Edel make me flustered all this time? Think I'll stop at just once?

        

        While waiting for Edel to swallow the salad, I prepared another piece for his mouth.

        

      

      
        "Estel."

        "Ah."

        

        Second time.

        

        "That's enough now."

        "Ah~"

        

        Third time.

        

        "Open your mouth."

        "......"

        

        Fourth time.

        

        After that, the feeding continued dozens of times, and Edel had no choice but to endure it helplessly.

        

        As if I hadn't been too nervous to make eye contact just moments ago, I now covered my mouth with my hand and giggled "hehehe."

        

        "You need to say 'ah' again, right?"

        

        With my eyes fixed on Edel, I stabbed my fork into the salad plate, but heard an unfamiliar sound.

        

        Not the soft sound of piercing vegetables, but a "clink, clink"—the sound of hitting an empty plate...

        

        I leaned back slightly to check the plate that was hidden by my chest, only to find it completely empty.

        

        "Is that all? That was quite impressive."

        

        I flinched at his sharp voice.

        

        "Edel...?"

        "Feeding. I'd like to try it too. This is also part of pure love, isn't it?"

        

        A piece of neatly cut meat on Edel's fork was slowly approaching me.

        

        ...I'm screwed.

        No. I need to stay calm in situations like this.

        

        Edel knows I can't eat meat, so he probably won't actually feed it to me. Yet his hand didn't stop. He really intended to feed me meat.

        

        "You know I can't eat meat, right?"

        "It might be different if you try it after so long. The texture is quite nice, and there's no gamey smell, so there's nothing to worry about. You can spit it out if needed. I just want to experience the act of feeding you right now."

        

        As Edel said, the meat aroma that reached my nose wasn't fishy or nauseating, but I couldn't help feeling psychological resistance.

        

        "Surely you wouldn't refuse being fed during a lovers' date? If you can't learn about pure love this way, it might be difficult for me to tell you about the positions of the other Four Heavenly Kings."

        "......"

        

        I turned my head away like a picky child staging a hunger strike, but his threat was too compelling to refuse.

        

        Last time he said he wouldn't force me to eat meat, but now he was threatening me with that mischievous expression... How fitting for one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's army—petty and underhanded.

        

        "Say 'ah.'"

        "...If I throw up, it's not my fault. I'll vomit on your clothes."

        

        I didn't want to risk him using this as an excuse not to tell me about the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        "Ah..." I carefully opened my mouth.

        

        How wide should I open my mouth?

        Is my tongue positioned correctly?

        

        While these unnecessary worries flashed through my mind, the meat entered my mouth. I squinted my eyes and chewed with a grimace, like someone eating bugs to survive.

        

        I wanted to show him what happens when I eat meat...

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        Chew, chew.

        

        Far from vomiting, the meat juices seeped into my tongue. And the texture... A stimulating flavor spread throughout my mouth. I swallowed the meat with a gulp, leaving a lingering sensation.

        

        This couldn't be right...

      

      
        

        "How does it taste?"

        "...Delicious."

        "That's because I fed it to you."

        

        How could being fed by someone make me able to eat meat? What an absurd, shameless claim.

        

        Before Edel could feed me another piece, I quickly grabbed my fork, picked up a piece of meat, and put it in my mouth.

        

        I wanted to prove how ridiculous Edel's claim was. Besides, I couldn't bear the craving in my mouth with his slow movements. I wanted to savor the meat taste again quickly.

        

        "Heurgh?!"

        

        Despite it being the same meat, a fishy smell permeated my senses. The texture was also terrible, and my tongue warned me to spit it out immediately.

        

        "Kheugh! Ughh...!"

        "Are you alright?"

        

        After spitting the meat onto an empty plate and coughing for a while, Edel approached me and gently patted my back.

        

        ***

        

        "......"

        

        Edel was right.

        

        Somehow, only the meat he fed me tasted normal. The same was true for other meats. Even raw meat wasn't fishy when it came from his hand.

        

        Thanks to this, I was able to eat plenty of meat that I had only been able to look at until now, but I felt like I was facing a reality I didn't want to accept.

        

        It was as if... Edel had cast some spell to alter my common sense. Though Edel, who only knew how to crudely use magic power, couldn't have done such a thing—and even if he had, I would have noticed—it was hard to accept otherwise.

        

        "How strange. You can't eat it on your own."

        

        As we sat resting on a bench in a relatively quiet area after leaving the restaurant, Edel cautiously spoke to me.

        

        "If you want to eat meat, just tell me. I'll feed you."

        "...That's very kind of you. But I'm good now. I'm tired of meat."

        

        It was absurd how he implied he would always be there to feed me. On the other hand... I wondered what it would be like to still be able to eat meat hundreds of years from now.

        

        Of course, Edel would have to feed me then too. But by that time, Edel would either be dead by Kyle's hand... or experiencing pure love with someone else.

        

        Today would be the last time I'd taste meat. I made that promise to myself. If I kept tasting meat and then Edel disappeared... the memory would haunt me.

        

        "Where to next?"

        "Is there somewhere you want to go?"

        "May I decide?"

        

        Since a date shouldn't be decided unilaterally by one person, I nodded slightly.

        

        "I'd like to see the ocean."

        

        I stared at Edel, surprised by his unexpected answer.

        

        "Why the ocean?"

        "Didn't Sion and Aria go to the ocean? They swam and had fun there, so that must be a date too, right?"

        

        Sion and Aria didn't exactly go to the ocean to have fun. There was a mid-boss from Part 2 sleeping in the ocean. They did swim and have fun after resolving the incident, but...

        

        "Shall we go to the ocean, then?"

        

        Since Venestia was quite far from the ocean, we would need to use teleportation. And as a thank you for letting me taste meat for the first time in a hundred years, I couldn't refuse a trip to the ocean.

        

        "Wait. We'll have to continue our date later."

        

        Just as I was about to use a magic circle for teleportation, Edel gazed into the distance with sharp eyes.

        

        "Hmm? What's wrong? Could it be..."

        "East."

        

        Just like when we faced the cursed doll, Edel mentioned a vague direction.

        It seemed one of the Four Heavenly Kings had appeared in the east.
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        On a forest path further east from Florence, the capital of the Holy Kingdom.

        

        The Holy Knights, known as the pride of the Holy City, advanced with their white armor emblazoned with lion emblems gleaming in the light.

        

        "Sir Knight. How much further do we have to go?"

        

        A man at the very front, ignoring the formation, complained to the Holy Knight following behind him.

        

        None of the Holy Knights dared to reprimand the shabby-looking man who wore worn-out armor that didn't match the Holy Knight group, carried a chipped greatsword over his shoulder, and had an unkempt beard growing wildly on his face.

        

        "Guardian, we'll arrive soon. Would you prefer to rest briefly in the rear?"

        

        One of the Holy Knights at the front addressed the man with excessive formality.

        

        "Come on. What's with this 'Guardian' business? So stiff. Just call me Gray or mister, like I told you. And drop the formal speech."

        "How could we possibly show such disrespect to Lady Cecilia's Guardian? Please understand our position."

        

        Gray wasn't used to this kind of treatment.

        

        As the knight said, Gray had taken on the role of Cecilia's sole guardian... but he was neither devoutly faithful to God like other guardians, nor did he hold any title. He was just a lucky case wearing an ill-fitting hat.

        

        He had merely picked up Cecilia by chance when she was surviving day by day as a pickpocket...

        

        He had stepped up to raise her properly as a human being, but when the holy stigmata appeared on her forehead, he somehow ended up raising her as a Saint.

        

        And since a Saint needed a grand escort called a Guardian, he naturally became one. He wasn't the kind of great person who deserved such honorifics from Holy Knights.

        

        If Cecilia hadn't stubbornly insisted that she needed no guardian other than Gray, he would probably still be living day by day somewhere as a mercenary who knew how to use a bit of holy power.

        

        "Nonsense. I feel more comfortable at the front. An old man like me who only knows how to use brute force should at least do this much. You knights should conserve your strength. We don't know what might happen ahead."

        "...Thank you for your consideration."

        

        Since that day when a shower of green stars fell, monsters had become increasingly ferocious with each passing day.

        The Holy Kingdom was no exception, with monsters infused with magic stones frequently attacking the Holy City.

        

        Thus, the Holy Kingdom dispatched an investigation team.

        

        Everyone in the procession tacitly knew this journey would be no ordinary one, as they'd heard that someone quite renowned in the Holy Kingdom had participated in the first investigation team but there had been no news since.

        

        It was peaceful now, but monster attacks had already occurred more than five times, and worse attacks came after sunset. Despite that, no one had died from the monsters yet, which was only possible because Gray had commanded from the front.

        

        Gray often disparaged himself as an unremarkable, ordinary middle-aged man, but none of the others thought of him that way.

        

        Rather, more people considered him the only Guardian who could control Saint Cecilia, who was notorious even in the Holy City.

        

        "Guardian... no, Sir Gray, how did you come to join this investigation team? Shouldn't you be by the Saint's side?"

        

        Another Holy Knight who had been listening to the conversation cautiously asked while observing Gray's reaction. During their two weeks together, some had become comfortable enough to engage in casual conversation with him, and this knight was one of them.

      

      
        

        "Well... this could be considered an extension of my guardian duties."

        

        Since becoming a Saint, Cecilia had constantly whined about wanting to go outside the Holy City...

        

        Gray had approached Cartera and made a deal: if he successfully completed this investigation mission, Cecilia would be allowed to go outside.

        

        He had kept it strictly confidential, knowing that if he told Cecilia, she would definitely cause all sorts of trouble insisting on coming along...

        

        'She must have noticed my absence by now. I just hope she's not going around destroying things trying to follow me.'

        

        Gray wished that Cecilia would just behave properly as a Saint for once.

        

        After all, Cecilia had the worst reputation among the four Saints of the Holy Kingdom.

        

        She had gone from being a girl who survived day by day as a pickpocket to becoming a representative Saint of the Holy Kingdom... if she got expelled, he would end up supporting Cecilia for life without ever getting married.

        

        "So Lady Cecilia ordered you to do this?"

        "No, no. I'm doing this because I want to. It has nothing to do with the kid."

        

        Gray added these words thinking the knight had misunderstood something, but judging by his expression, he clearly didn't believe it. Gray could only sigh at the thought of how bad Cecilia's reputation must be.

        

        "Still, it's fortunate that you are Saint Cecilia's Guardian, Sir Gray. When you're by her side, the Saint becomes well-behaved."

        

        This time, another Holy Knight said something Gray couldn't ignore.

        

        "Huh? Sir Knight, what do you mean by that?"

        "When you're present, she shows a benevolent demeanor, but when you're absent, she behaves in ways unbecoming of a Saint... Didn't you know?"

        

        Of course he knew.

        

        Gray was the one who had scolded her, saying that since she had become a Saint, she should act like one. In return, Cecilia would visit his room every night, asking for praise for her efforts that day...

        

        Such betrayal. He couldn't even imagine what kind of trouble Cecilia might be causing now that he was away from the Holy City.

        

        "That kid may talk tough, but she's so tender-hearted inside. Isn't it nice that she has no pretenses? I've met all the Saints, and there's no one like our kid."

        

        But as her Guardian, he couldn't just stand by and let Cecilia's image deteriorate further.

        

        "There's a rumor circulating in the Holy City... that Saint Cecilia visits Sir Gray's bedroom every night. That's why the otherwise ferocious Saint becomes particularly docile before Sir Gray, and her gaze becomes... sticky... ahem. I apologize."

        

        The excited Holy Knight who had crossed the line with such an improper topic was stopped by another knight beside him, but only after he had already said everything.

        

        "Sir Knight, you shouldn't believe such baseless rumors. It's fortunate you said this in front of me. If you had said such things to another Guardian, you might have lost your head for defaming a Saint."

        "I-I'm sorry!"

        

        Gray casually dismissed the knight's apology and fell into thought. He never imagined such rumors would spread...

        

      

      
        Gray wasn't oblivious to Cecilia's gaze. With each passing year, the way she looked at him increasingly resembled that of a girl in love.

        

        Gray and Cecilia had an age gap of twice her age, and unlike her, a Saint, he was just an unremarkable middle-aged man.

        

        The Holy City was overflowing with splendid men with promising futures who could make Cecilia happy, so he had deliberately ignored it, thinking she would eventually tire and give up.

        

        If such blasphemous rumors spread, Cecilia's future would be blocked... and if that happened, the only future left would be Gray supporting Cecilia...

        

        He would have to tell Cecilia to stop visiting him at night as soon as he returned to the Holy City.

        

        "That's just a false rumor. I prefer the more voluptuous type, you know."

        "So Sir Gray is a man after all."

        "Of course. A man among men. Breasts are justice."

        "So that's why there's a rumor that Saint Cecilia stuffs wool in her chest."

        "......"

        

        What was this now?

        

        Thinking back, he recalled Cecilia's breasts growing increasingly larger as time passed. They certainly had grown abnormally. To think it was wool...

        

        Every single one of Cecilia's actions put Gray in a difficult position. How did such rumors even spread in the first place... At this point, he began to reasonably suspect that she might be spreading them intentionally.

        

        "What else... are there any other rumors? At this point, this old man is curious about what kind of rumors our kid has."

        "Ahem. Well... would you be alright with some rather indecent rumors?"

        

        The knight who had made the earlier mistake asked cautiously, and Gray could only nod. It seemed there couldn't be any worse rumors than what he'd already heard.

        

        "They say that in the prayer room when she's alone, she moans your name quite passionately. It's not just a rumor—quite a number of nuns have heard these moans."

        "......"

        

        There was. There was something even worse, something unspeakable...

        

        Other Holy Knights who had been listening to the conversation also agreed, saying they had heard similar things.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Gray sighed.

        

        "Our kid wouldn't do such things. Besides, I'm thirty-four years old. She's seventeen. I prefer older women anyway."

        

        Regardless of whether Cecilia was unqualified as a Saint, Gray was the only one on her side as her Guardian. Even if the rumors were true, he had to deny them vehemently.

        

        "Besides... what would she see in an old man like me? These are all baseless rumors."

        

        Gray scratched his cheek as he denied the rumors, but no one believed him.

        

        As the second investigation team continued exchanging misunderstandings and truths about Saint Cecilia, they gradually approached the place where the shower of green stars had fallen.
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        "How dreadful."

        

        Grey arrived at the site where the cluster of green stars had fallen and surveyed the surroundings with a grimace.

        

        Black energy spewed from the center of the meteor crater created by the impact. This ominous energy was devouring everything in the land.

        

        Wherever the energy touched, the earth rotted, plants withered, and water dried up.

        

        When Grey released his holy power against the energy that was creeping toward his feet, it scurried away as if alive, fleeing in a panic.

        

        From the monster corpses scattered around and traces of human presence, it was clear that the first investigation team had made it this far.

        

        "What would you like us to do?"

        

        A holy knight beside Grey asked.

        

        "How about we first collect a few handfuls of this contaminated soil and send two people back? They can report on our situation too. It would be troublesome if we lost contact like the previous team, wouldn't it?"

        "Understood."

        "Ah, wait. Also ask them to dispatch additional investigation teams. This feels ominous. Everyone brought their direct teleportation scrolls to the Holy City, right?"

        

        Though Grey prided himself on having lived a fairly rough life for 34 years, the scene unfolding before him was a first... There was no harm in being cautious.

        

        Grey checked each holy knight's possession of return scrolls, then selected the two who appeared to be in the worst condition and sent them back to the Holy City.

        

        "Well then, shall we begin our investigation? Sir Knight, we're here to investigate the connection between this place and the monsters infected by the magic stone, correct? And while we're at it, determine if anyone from the first investigation team survived."

        

        Grey reminded the holy knights who were maintaining silence away from the ominous energy, as if telling them to stay alert.

        

        Fear of the unknown was a natural human instinct, but for holy knights trained on the laws of the sacred texts, simply reminding them of their purpose was enough to bring them back to their senses.

        

        Understanding Grey's meaning, the holy knights began to pray, making the sign of the cross. Their holy power emanated outward, halting the spread of the foul energy.

        

        "Half of you will form a perimeter and watch for monsters—alert us immediately if any appear. The rest will move in groups of three. Covering yourselves with holy power is basic. If an emergency occurs, notify those around you immediately. Report any unusual findings right away. Not difficult, right? Let's all return safely to see our families."

        

        Grey skillfully commanded the more than thirty holy knights as they began their investigation.

        

        Though command wasn't something Grey particularly enjoyed given his personality, this investigation team had many young holy knights who needed an experienced leader to guide them.

        

        While the holy knights moved systematically, Grey crouched in place, going over everything he had just said to make sure he hadn't missed anything important.

        

        After living together for two weeks, they had become comrades he cared about, and he knew he'd have troubled dreams if even one of them died.

        

        As he was checking for any precautions he might have forgotten, he suddenly felt uneasy about his final words.

        

        Family... Though he had said it himself, it was a rather uncomfortable word.

        

        'That little brat. I wonder how she's doing.'

        

        Though they weren't related by blood, Cecilia was the first person who came to mind at the mention of family. At the same time, memories of her tantrums, stubbornness, and childish behavior stirred unease in Grey's heart.

        

        Cecilia was seventeen now. Though her overall development had been somewhat stunted from poor nutrition during her growth period, perhaps it was time for her to practice becoming independent from Grey's care...

        

        Still, he couldn't help but worry.

        Not so much about Cecilia herself, but about the people around her.

        

      

      
        She already had no connections and was looked down upon, yet she was so stubborn that she would likely try to impose her will on others.

        

        "Sir Grey! We have something unusual to report!"

        

        Just as he was becoming troubled with worries about Cecilia, three holy knights who had formed a group appeared before Grey.

        

        "Huh? Already? Sir Knight, you work quickly. The future of the Holy Kingdom looks bright. So, what's the unusual finding?"

        "While investigating the source of the ominous energy at the center of the crater, we discovered an entrance leading underground. It appears to be a dungeon."

        "A dungeon?"

        

        Grey's eyes lit up at the term he hadn't heard in a long time. Before he had picked up Cecilia, dungeons were places he had frequented almost daily.

        

        Dungeons typically formed when terrain frequented by monsters over decades or centuries solidified into a particular shape... but for a dungeon to form under a meteor crater that was barely a month old was highly suspicious.

        

        "Alright. Then this old man will go check it out."

        

        Grey rose, stretching his stiff body.

        

        "...It really is. It's really a dungeon."

        

        As Grey approached the source of the ominous energy and released his holy power, a path leading underground revealed itself.

        

        The dungeon entrance, which should normally be rough and winding, was smooth as if pierced by some powerful force. It was clearly a dungeon created intentionally.

        

        Usually in such cases, it was either a dungeon connected to ancient ruins or a corridor used by a witch as a base... or so he had heard from an adventurer during his mercenary days.

        

        Whichever it was, it wasn't a problem the investigation team could solve.

        Among their group, there were no heresy inquisitors who could deal with witches, nor holy knights particularly knowledgeable about dungeon interiors.

        

        As Grey increased his holy power to illuminate the dungeon interior, traces of human passage were gradually revealed.

        

        The footprints of holy knights' armor, marks where someone had placed their hand against the wall... and scratches on the ground, perhaps made as markers, leading into the darkness.

        

        "It's quiet."

        

        Above all, it was quiet. Not just the dungeon, but the surroundings as well.

        

        Usually by this time, at least one monster attack wouldn't be unusual... but the holy knights monitoring the perimeter hadn't sent any signals.

        

        "Are you going in?"

        

        One of the holy knights asked Grey in a tense tone.

        

        "We have to. If the investigation team went in here, we need to at least confirm whether they're alive or dead. And we also need to figure out why this energy is occurring."

        

        Grey hated entering unexplored dungeons as much as anyone, but for Cecilia, who kept singing about wanting to go to the Holy City, he had no choice but to enter. Only with proper results would Carte acknowledge them.

        

        So he recruited holy knights to enter the dungeon, selecting three who had been exchanging idle gossip on the way here.

        

        Since there was a risk of everyone getting trapped if the passage narrowed, and if monsters blocked the entrance they could all die together, the rest would remain at the entrance on guard duty.

        

        "If we don't come out within two hours, tear your scrolls and return to report the situation."

        

        Grey ignored the relief evident on the faces of the holy knights assigned to guard duty outside, gave what might be his final instructions, and plunged into the dungeon.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        Contrary to the entrance, the dungeon interior was surprisingly spacious.

        

        It was wide enough for ten people to stand side by side, and the ceiling was high enough that Grey could freely swing his greatsword without any problems.

        

        "Sir Knight, don't be too tense. We're just investigating, not conquering the dungeon. If it seems dangerous, let's tear our scrolls and flee faster than those guys outside."

        

        Following the markers left by the first investigation team, Grey made a light joke to ease the tension of the holy knights following him.

        

        "In my younger days, I entered quite a few dungeons. Surprisingly, many dungeons have nothing in them. I know how to spot traps, so don't touch anything strange. Just follow me well."

        

        Despite his words... Grey's instincts sent him ominous warnings. The smell of blood permeating the air was gradually becoming stronger.

        

        And the source of the blood smell was unexpectedly close.

        

        "Sir Grey, that's..."

        

        One of the following holy knights pointed ahead.

        

        Holy knights in pure white armor bearing the lion's emblem lay collapsed in a heap, their armor stained with blood.

        

        The blood had turned black, having been spilled some time ago, but there was no rotting smell typical of corpses.

        

        Conspicuously, there were two large wounds on each of their necks, as if something had bitten them, but no other injuries were visible.

        

        "These must be from the first investigation team. Let's rescue them quickly."

        "Wait...!"

        

        Before Grey could stop them, the holy knights rushed toward the first investigation team. Holy power spread from the knights' hands, gradually enveloping the fallen team members one by one.

        

        Usually in such situations, monsters hidden beneath the bodies would attack... but when nothing happened, Grey awkwardly scratched his cheek, withdrawing the hand he had extended to stop the knights.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Moreover, as if still clinging to life, members of the first investigation team began to regain consciousness, groaning.

        

        'Was I being too sensitive?'

        

        He had been on edge due to three factors: being in a dungeon, the ominous energy, and the absence of monster attacks so far... but to have things go so smoothly was unexpected.

        

        There should be no risk of necromancer interference with bodies imbued with holy power, so it seemed safe.

        

        Now they just needed to take these survivors back, and half their mission would be accomplished.

        

        "Let's put the dungeon investigation on hold and first focus on the survivors..."

        

        Just as Grey was releasing the tension he had been holding,

        

        "Blood... Blood...!"

        "ARGHHHH!"

        

        As if punishing him for letting his guard down, one of the survivors bit into a holy knight's neck.
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        I should have strongly warned them not to approach from the beginning.... Grey regretted as he quickly retraced his steps, but it was already too late.

        

        The three paladins who had entered the dungeon with him were overwhelmed by the investigation team.

        

        Grey swung his sword to save them, but it was a futile effort since their limbs regenerated quickly even after being severed.

        

        He wanted to tear the scroll and return immediately, but he couldn't do that either, not knowing if the paladins standing guard outside the dungeon might suffer the same fate.

        

        The only option was to go outside, explain the situation, and return to the Holy City. Sorry to the paladins who were bitten, but the living must survive.

        

        "Not enough blood... blood..."

        

        He deliberately ignored the voice echoing off the dungeon walls from far away.

        

        Infection. Blood. Thirst.

        

        In Grey's 34 years of life, he had never heard of or seen such monsters.

        

        It could be a new monster, or one that had remained unknown until now.... Though it was just a hunch, the reason other monsters had become more ferocious was probably related to this incident.

        

        When he returned, he would need to check if the monsters also had wounds on their napes.

        

        But that was something to consider after escaping this place.

        

        "What kind of hardship is this at my age... This is all because of that kid."

        

        Grey grumbled half-heartedly while thinking of Cecilia. Whenever she smiled like a little troublemaker, he would worry about what mischief she had caused, but now he even missed that smile.

        

        'When I get back, maybe I should buy her some candy. She'll complain that I'm treating her like a child, but she'll eat it anyway.'

        

        Finding the dungeon entrance by following the markers wasn't difficult. After all, they hadn't spent much time in the dungeon.

        

        However... Grey had to stop in his tracks when he reached the end of the markers.

        

        The entrance, which had been emitting an ominous aura until just moments ago, was now sealed as if it had never existed.

        

        It was as if the dungeon was saying it wouldn't let anyone who entered leave alive, and Grey could almost hear an eerie laugh behind him.

        

        After assessing the situation, Grey immediately tore the precious scroll he had kept in his pocket. With a crackling sound, the holy power contained in the scroll spread out and enveloped him.

        

        "..."

        

        When he opened his eyes, the comfortable Holy City should have greeted him. Grey slowly opened his eyes after briefly closing them due to the bright light, but... the scenery didn't change.

        

        The dungeon.

        

        No matter how much he rubbed his eyes or slapped his cheeks, the fact that he was still in the dungeon remained unchanged.

        

        "Oh God. Even if my faith is slightly... no, quite lacking compared to others, must You test me like this? I've raised one Holy Maiden quite nicely, couldn't You cut me some slack?"

        

        When there's nowhere left to retreat, people turn to God. Grey was no different. But God gave no answer.

        

        He wished God would say something, even a trivial joke... but God had never answered Grey's questions.

        

        "Sir Grey...."

        

        Instead of God's answer, a paladin's voice called out to Grey.

        

        With a staggering body, the paladin's fangs, which had grown sharp and fierce, reflected the holy power, making them appear even more pointed.

        

        Until just a while ago, they had been joking around, but now with the wound on his nape and bloodshot eyes, he was clearly conscious, unlike when the first investigation team had attacked them.

        

        "The thirst is unbearable. I, I... what should I..."

        "Calm down, Sir Paladin. Can you maintain your sanity?"

      

      
        "I'm somehow holding on by protecting my body with holy power, but... ugh. I'm at my limit now. Someone... someone is telling me to drink your blood right now, Sir Grey!"

        

        Even to the naked eye, it was clear that he had reached his limit, with something visibly pulsing through his veins from the wound on his nape.

        

        "Kneel and make the sign of the cross. Then pray to God. For your soul to be saved."

        "..."

        

        The paladin didn't respond further and knelt on his trembling legs. Then, closing his eyes, he made the sign of the cross, praying for his soul to be saved as Grey had suggested.

        

        The serrated greatsword, imbued with holy power, cleanly severed the paladin's neck.

        

        With a thud, the helmeted head fell to the ground with a heavy sound.

        

        "Better to die as a human, Sir Paladin. That way, God will welcome you with open arms."

        

        Unlike before, the headless body collapsed without regenerating. Perhaps because he had ended his life as a human. The only kindness Grey could offer was not to save a life, but to end it.

        

        Grey picked up the sword from the paladin's waist and fell into thought for a moment.

        

        He couldn't die here. Especially not with Cecilia waiting. There was no one in the Holy City who could control that kid except for Grey.

        

        How could he escape from here?

        

        Suddenly, he remembered a tale from somewhere about a dungeon where one couldn't leave without defeating the boss... a young adventurer with a large greatsword had told the story.

        

        The adventurer was quite respected in the western regions, which added credibility and piqued Grey's curiosity... Perhaps this dungeon was the one the adventurer had spoken of.

        

        Whether it matched the adventurer's description or not, Grey had to move.

        

        "Blood... blood."

        

        The voice demanding blood had been getting closer. Whether he liked it or not, Grey had no choice but to press forward.

        

        Either see it through to the end, or hold out until the two paladins he had sent ahead brought back additional investigation teams. Or wait until the paladins standing guard outside noticed something was wrong after two hours and reported the situation to the Holy City.

        

        Grey strapped his greatsword to his back, picked up the paladin's much lighter and easier-to-handle sword, and moved deeper into the dungeon once more.

        

        ***

        

        Judging by the fact that the jerky he always carried had run out, about three days must have passed.

        

        He had tried to conserve water, but... there was no sloshing sound when he shook his canteen.

        

        "Blood... ugh."

        "Sir Paladin, you're quite... noisy."

        

        When Grey crushed the paladin who was noisily demanding blood at his feet with a foot imbued with holy power, the paladin turned to dust and disappeared.

        

        That was the last one. Now the group that had been chasing him like perverts, begging for blood, was gone.

        

        Grey reflected on what had happened over the past three days.

        

        Being bitten on the nape makes one crave blood.

        Teeth become sharply honed.

        Normal attacks don't work, but attacks with holy power are effective.

        If the thirst isn't quenched, they freeze like corpses.

        When they die, they turn to dust.

        

        It was fortunate that holy power worked... otherwise, Grey might have been craving blood just like them.

        

        Grey took out a piece of paper with a crude drawing from his pocket. It was originally a Holy City return scroll, said to be unpurchasable with money, but now it had been repurposed as a dungeon map in Grey's hands.

        

        Looking at the map that connected like an ant colony, he marked an X and frowned as he examined the remaining areas.

        

      

      
        Just one place left.

        

        The dungeon exploration that had seemed endless was now down to the final stretch.

        

        The place where the ominous aura was the strongest.

        He had hoped it wouldn't be this one... but as if mocking Grey's wishes, it was the only direction left, making him sigh.

        

        Even at the Adventurer's Guild, dungeons were considered so dangerous that quests couldn't be accepted without a party... yet he had to do this alone.

        

        However, with his holy power still abundant and his body free of wounds, Grey's hope burned brightly.

        

        In fact, he was even a bit excited at the thought of returning to the Holy City and telling Cecilia about this adventure. Though he felt sorry for the sacrificed paladins...

        

        'Uncle, are you really crazy!? Disappearing for so long and then coming back with such stories, as if I'd be happy about that. Right?'

        

        He knew exactly how Cecilia would react, but he missed even that.

        

        Grey moved according to the map. He illuminated the darkness, from which the ominous aura emanated, with his holy power as he advanced.

        

        And at the end, a woman was sleeping with her chin resting on her hand, seated on what looked like a throne-like ornate chair.

        

        Dressed in a black and white uniform with quite an antique design, her crimson hair, long enough to touch the ground, spread out in all directions like a spider's web.

        

        The large horns on her head reminded him that she was not human.

        

        'A demon... is it?'

        

        Grey swallowed hard.

        Though not devoutly religious, stories about demons were so famous in the Holy Kingdom that everyone knew about them.

        

        Creatures with horns, who seduce people and distort God's will.

        

        Her seductively pale skin and the prominent chest visible between her uniform... the complete opposite of Cecilia.

        

        'If only Cecilia had half of that, it would have been nice.'

        

        Grey shook his head to clear his thoughts. Focus on the demon in front of him now. With her eyes closed, it was the perfect opportunity for a surprise attack.

        

        Stealthily, recalling his childhood days as a petty thief, he approached the woman one step at a time.

        

        As he advanced, he noticed something that looked like a coffin had been destroyed, and from the traces, he could tell that the first investigation team had made it this far.

        

        When he reached the perfect position to swing his sword, he infused it with holy power and swung with all his might.

        

        "...!"

        

        He had swung with enough force to sever her neck in one blow, but... the demon caught it easily with her hand.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Eyes of a deeper crimson than her hair glared at Grey.

        

        "Are you the Adversary? You don't seem like it... Someone who wouldn't even be a match for Sir Black Knight couldn't possibly be the Adversary. The power you use is irritating yet intriguing, but you're weak."

        "Ugh...!"

        

        No matter how hard he tried to pull the sword free, he couldn't overcome the demon's two fingers. Finally, he abandoned the sword and stepped back, drawing the sword strapped to his back.

        

        The demon carelessly tossed aside the sword held between her fingers and rose from her chair. Clearly displeased, she looked down at Grey with her tall stature, emanating an intensely ominous aura.

        

        "To have my rest disturbed twice... I'm not in a good mood. Since I'm awake now... entertain me."

        

        The demon's cold lips split into a grin that nearly reached her ears.
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        Holy City Florence.

        

        The holy knights guarding the city gradually gathered one by one in response to a young girl's reckless behavior.

        

        Though the knights weren't so weak that they couldn't restrain a mere 17-year-old girl—delicate, slender, and even small for her age—the problem lay in her status.

        

        Her long, pale white hair flowed freely as her high-quality pure white nun's habit, which no ordinary citizen could wear, billowed roughly with each step she took.

        

        Above all, the red cross-shaped stigmata etched on her forehead and the pure white halo floating above her head testified to her noble status.

        

        Saint Cecilia Evangelina.

        

        One of only four in the Holy Kingdom, bearing authority directly below the Pope—living proof of divine faith.

        

        "Saint Cecilia, the Pope has not authorized you to leave the city."

        "Get lost."

        

        An expletive that seemed unbelievable coming from a saint's mouth burst forth.

        

        Cecilia wanted nothing more than to blast away the holy knights blocking her path. She had never been one to care about procedures or formalities.

        

        What made matters worse was that her "Guardian," who always kept her in check, wasn't by her side, making her truly unstoppable.

        

        Her halo vibrated. With a sound that crushed the air, translucent wings unfurled above Cecilia's shoulder blades. Though only one pair, they were sufficient to blow away the knights blocking her path.

        

        Her slender hand extended toward the group of holy knights. Immense holy power gathered at her fingertips, gradually emitting a light so intense it was blinding.

        

        "If you don't move, you all die. Think carefully."

        "Saint Cecilia, the Pope has not authorized you to leave the city."

        

        Despite facing imminent death, the holy knight repeated the same words without changing a single inflection.

        

        Go ahead and shoot if you dare.

        

        The knight's eyes, hidden behind his helmet, seemed to say as much. Holy power flowed between the knight's unfocused gaze.

        

        I might as well oblige.

        

        Another saint might have hesitated, but Cecilia was different.

        

        Cecilia cared little for her position as a saint or a life dedicated to serving others. She had only become a saint because her "Guardian" had wished it for her.

        

        Just as she was about to unleash a mass of holy energy to blast through the city gates and prevent anyone from stopping her—

        

        "Whoa, whoa. Calm down, calm down. We can talk this out. We're civilized people, aren't we?"

        

        A man with eyes so narrow it was impossible to tell if they were open or closed appeared between Cecilia and the holy knights.

        

        "Carte. Shall I send you to God's embrace too?"

      

      
        

        Carte. Head of the Heresy Inquisitors.

        

        The most insufferable man in the Holy City, enjoying the Pope's trust. Even Cecilia, who cared little about the workings of the Holy Kingdom, had heard rumors about Carte from her Guardian at least once.

        

        "Where are you going, abandoning your sacred duty? With monsters becoming more vicious, the outside world has become a veritable hell."

        

        Cecilia knew that after one of the green stars had fallen somewhere in the east, monsters had grown stronger and more ferocious.

        

        Her Guardian had forced this knowledge upon her, insisting that a saint should know such things, regardless of her interest.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to stay in the Holy City at least until the investigation team returns from the green star?"

        

        Carte tried to persuade Cecilia with a light smile. His words made sense—if only her Guardian hadn't been included in that investigation.

        

        Having not seen her Guardian, Grey, for over two weeks, Cecilia's patience had reached its limit.

        

        "Look, let's be honest. You know exactly what's going on."

        "What do you mean?"

        "You talked to the old man! He went there!! Without even consulting me!!! Do you really want to die!?!?"

        

        Carte wanted nothing more than to throw the rampaging Cecilia into Salem prison right then and there, but he carefully concealed his thoughts.

        

        Despite her crude language and childish behavior, she was a Saint. A genuine Saint. The halo and stigmata flaunting their presence before him weren't artificially created like those of other saints.

        

        "Where did you hear such information?"

        "What, so it's true? When I asked the angel where the old man went, they told me. So it was true. Why don't you ask too if you're curious? Oh right, you're not a saint, so you don't have angels. Why don't you go ask that old geezer you call Pope or whatever?"

        

        This brat, seriously...

        

        Carte held onto his sanity. There were too many eyes watching here—not just holy knights, but ordinary citizens gathering to witness the commotion at the city gates.

        

        "Perhaps even angels don't know everything? Grey joined the investigation team entirely for Saint Cecilia's sake. Did the angel not tell you that? Angels are quite incompetent, aren't they?"

        "What? For my sake? Why?"

        "Grey asked me to keep it secret. I can't freely speak of it even to you, Saint. And Grey specifically asked that you stay put and behave yourself."

        

        So that's how you want to play it?

        You're throwing the old man under the bus?

        

        Cecilia felt even more indignant at Carte's response.

        

        When Grey first disappeared, she thought he'd just gone somewhere briefly, but as days turned into weeks, Cecilia's patience wore thin.

        

        In this tedious and dull life in the Holy City, falling asleep in the old man's arms was her only joy. Sometimes she would secretly unbutton her nightgown, wondering what would happen if he made a move...

        

        She desperately wanted to be in his arms, acting spoiled to her heart's content.

        

        "I don't need to ask the angel anything. I'll just go find him myself and ask."

        "You're really going? Grey would be so pleased to see you in a dangerous place. Oh, and by the way, due to our personnel shortage, we can't provide an escort for you... Are you still going?"

      

      
        

        Personnel shortage? Cecilia looked around. With roughly a hundred holy knights gathered to stop her, talk of a personnel shortage was absurd.

        

        In other words, Carte had no intention of letting her leave.

        

        "Also, if you encounter the Pink Witch, even a saint like you could be devoured in one bite. Have you heard? About Lucia, the previous Head Inquisitor. She was a witch powerful enough to inflict curses."

        "W-witch!?"

        

        Cecilia's shoulders trembled at the mention, clearly intended to frighten her, and Carte inwardly smiled in victory.

        

        Saint or not, a child is still a child.

        

        Just as Carte thought he'd succeeded in calming her down to return her to her place, Cecilia fixed him with a terrifying glare and grabbed him by the collar.

        

        "Is she pretty? Does she have big breasts...? What about her butt!?"

        

        By the time Carte realized something had gone terribly wrong, it was too late. Cecilia's eyes had turned ice-cold, threatening to kill him if he didn't answer.

        

        He had completely missed the point.

        Carte's mind couldn't possibly follow what had triggered Cecilia's reaction.

        

        "I've only seen her once... She's beautiful enough to bewitch people. And yes, she has large breasts. Surely she must have curses in her—"

        "OLD MAN!!! I'M COMING TO SAVE YOU RIGHT NOW!!!!!! IF YOU LOOK AT ANOTHER WOMAN, WE'RE BOTH DYING TOGETHER!!!!!!!"

        

        Before Carte could finish, Cecilia disappeared in a flash of light with a scream. Angel feathers fluttered where she had stood just moments before.

        

        "...A miracle. Even with the divine throne empty, the power of angels remains."

        

        Carte muttered to himself, witnessing the miracle performed by an angel acting on the saint's will.

        

        He couldn't understand why the angels had chosen such a woman as a saint, but her power was undeniably real.

        

        "Sir Carte, what shall we do?"

        "What can we do now that she's gone? We'll dispatch a third investigation team. If we leave the Saint alone... Grey might run away with her."

        

        One of the holy city attendants standing beside Carte made the sign of the cross and disappeared.

        

        The Holy Kingdom still needed the miracles of angels, even if the one performing them was an ill-mannered brat.

        

        Carte sighed deeply. His head ached thinking about how to report this to the Pope, and how Grey would confront him for breaking their promise.

        

        Grey was a pleasant man whose personality matched well with Carte's, making him a decent friend to have around.

        

        If Lucia were still here, he wouldn't have to worry so much. But she was enduring severe torture in Salem prison for one misspoken word...

        

        After being imprisoned for four years, she should have gone mad by now, yet reports indicated she was still maintaining her sanity. Perhaps visiting her once would be a courtesy to a former superior.

        

        When Carte caught one of the fluttering feathers, it immediately lost its form and crumbled. As if even the touch of a feather would not be permitted, it left Carte displeased.
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        Gray's eyes gleamed as he assessed the current situation.

        Wasn't there a saying that you could survive in a witch's den if you kept your wits about you?

        

        Judging by how the demon's fingers burned when they grabbed his holy-infused sword, it seemed the damage wasn't completely ineffective.

        

        However, if he poured out any more holy power, he would lose his means of protecting himself from the ominous energy.

        

        Attack or defend?

        He needed to choose and focus.

        It wasn't even clear if he had any opportunity to attack left.

        

        "To be distracted when this lady stands before you. I wonder what color your blood might be."

        

        The demon's fangs protruded suddenly, gleaming like those of a predator eyeing its prey. The first investigation team probably came this far before being bitten by the demon. No matter what happened, he couldn't allow those fangs to sink into his neck.

        

        There was no chance of winning in a direct confrontation. Just the grip strength of those two fingers that had snatched his sword exceeded Gray's own.

        

        First, he needed to create an opening. Since this monster could communicate, it might not be impossible.

        

        "Sorry for attacking first, but you see, I have a family to support. Any chance you could pretend you didn't see me and let me go? I'll keep it a secret that a demon lives here. If you want, I could even sing you a lullaby to help you go back to sleep. I've got quite a talent for it—used to sing for the little one when she couldn't sleep."

        

        Even Gray thought his words were quite brazen as they flowed out like a bursting dam, but the demon's lips curled into an intrigued smile.

        

        "You're an interesting one. Not cowering in fear despite beholding this lady. Such audacity. In the demon realm, I've only seen such behavior from the Black Knight and the Demon Lord."

        "I was half serious, you know..."

        "Well, I won't kill you. My body has rested enough. It's about time I started moving again."

        

        He had tried to create an opening... but instead made her more serious.

        

        The demon drew blood from her injured finger. The dark red blood clot seemed to come alive, forming a shape that eventually transformed into something resembling a trident.

        

        As the demon swung the spear to test its strength, the back of a chair was cleanly sliced off.

        

        Gray swallowed hard at the cutting power that seemed capable of slicing through even the sturdiest armor or shield.

        

        "Before that... entertain this lady. If you perform well, perhaps I might spare your life."

        

        The demon bent her knees and lowered her body. The ominous energy emanating from her swirled around, blowing her spider web-like disheveled hair.

        

        She looked just like a venomous spider hunting prey that lingered near its web.

        

        Her breasts hanging low due to gravity as she bent down... her long, slender legs... her seductive appearance.

        

        If not for the horns and fangs, she would have been someone worth flirting with, but Gray's libido had waned since his youth, making him a rather withered middle-aged man.

        

        In this life-threatening situation, as Gray was imagining how nice it would be if Cecilia grew up to be such a beautiful woman, the demon silently approached him.

        

        "To be distracted when this lady is before you. Do you have ten lives to spare?"

        "...!"

        

        The demon's spear appeared before his eyes, tearing apart the image of grown-up Cecilia in his mind.

        

        In that split second, too brief for his eyes to react, the demon's spear did not pierce Gray's brow.

        

        The holy power enveloping his body reacted before his eyes could, bending the trajectory of the spear. Though it couldn't completely deflect it and his ear was pierced, losing an ear was a small price to pay for creating an opening.

        

        Those with high self-esteem and noble-like styles tended to get upset when others didn't focus on them. This was something Gray had learned during his long career as a mercenary. He wondered if it would work on a demon... and it seemed it wasn't much different.

        

        "Oops. An opening...!"

        

        Since spears had long reach but took time to recover after an attack, Gray rushed into the demon's embrace in one breath.

        

      

      
        He intended to deliver an upward slash to cut her in two at once. His greatsword, his companion for half his life, was sharpened with holy power.

        

        In the brief moment before Gray swung his sword, his eyes met the demon's.

        

        The demon smiled with her eyes as if watching the antics of something trivial. Rather, she left her body defenseless, as if challenging Gray to strike her.

        

        She could probably dodge, defend, or counterattack if she wanted to... Gray didn't miss the opportunity, whether it was a mistake born of the demon's arrogance or not.

        

        Smiling back with his eyes just like the demon, he focused all his holy power into his sword, leaving only the minimum necessary to protect his body.

        

        Gray's heavy greatsword landed a vertical slash on the demon. The sensation in his hands and the explosion of blood from the demon's body indicated that his attack had connected properly, but Gray couldn't feel relieved.

        

        The smile never left the demon's lips.

        

        "Urgh...!"

        

        Ominous energy burst forth from between the two halves of the demon's body, forcing Gray to create distance without a chance for a follow-up attack.

        

        His hand, which had first contacted the ominous energy, was rotting. He quickly enveloped himself in holy power to take additional measures, but the sensation in his fingertips had dulled.

        

        "Is this the power emanating from the gods of the human realm? Hmm... interesting. To inflict a wound on this lady's body."

        

        The demon marveled at Gray's attack as she fitted the two halves of her body back together with her hands. That was all. She critiqued Gray's holy power as if savoring a gourmet meal.

        

        "Could you at least pretend to be hurt? I put my all into that attack..."

        "It did sting a bit, but this lady cannot feign distress, can she?"

        

        Gray broke out in a cold sweat.

        

        If targeting the openings the demon provided was useless... he couldn't think of any way to win. Would the entire Holy Knight Order have a chance if they came together...? At least the holy power seemed to have some effect.

        

        "Well, I won't kill you right away. I'm curious about that power and want to test various things before I start moving in earnest. It would be troublesome if the Black Knight were to fall to that power."

        

        'Black Knight...?'

        

        Gray pondered about the Black Knight the demon had mentioned several times. The demon must have some connection to them, but Gray had never heard stories about a Black Knight in his lifetime.

        

        Anyway... it was fortunate that he wouldn't die immediately, but he couldn't help but back away slowly from the hideous smile on the demon's lips.

        

        ***

        

        "Gack...!"

        

        After bouncing off the ground about five times like a skipping stone and crashing into a wall, Gray spat out his pain. But he couldn't wait for the pain to subside.

        

        Clang... clank... An ominous metallic sound scraped the ground, destroying the wall where Gray had been embedded just moments ago.

        

        The spear created by the demon... having left her hand, it seemed to have gained consciousness, constricting Gray's breath like a venomous snake.

        

        "Yawn. Don't you have the energy to speak anymore? Your words coming out of that mouth were more entertaining than watching you scurry away."

        "......"

        

        Though the demon provoked him with a bored yawn, Gray had no strength left to speak beyond calming his ragged breathing.

        

        The spear made of blood by the demon had attacked Gray without giving him a moment's rest. His greatsword had long since been shattered, and he had no opportunity to move his mouth except to dodge.

        

        He had lost count of how many attacks he had endured.

        

        Gray's body was covered in marks where the spear had grazed him. He had reached his limit just squeezing out holy power to prevent his body from disintegrating under the ominous energy.

        

        Now, with no strength left to stand, his legs gave way and he slumped down.

        

      

      
        "If the power you received from your god is only capable of withstanding my energy, then there's nothing more to see. Die now."

        

        It seemed her curiosity had reached its end as the demon began to move again. With each step she took toward him, spear in hand, Gray's life drew closer to its end.

        

        "Wait."

        "What? Do you still have something to say?"

        

        When the tip of the spear approached his neck, Gray unconsciously stopped the demon.

        

        Even though there was no chance of winning by distracting the demon with words, his mouth moved on its own, as if it would be unfair to die without saying something.

        

        "You know, I actually have a thing for voluptuous, mature women. If you weren't a demon, I would have confessed and been rejected."

        "......"

        

        Gray couldn't understand why he suddenly uttered such flirtation, which had been practically impossible since he had taken in Cecilia.

        

        Perhaps it was a last hope that this confession-like attack might save his life... or maybe it was the instinct for species reproduction ingrained in his body acting up before death.

        

        What about Cecilia?

        

        Gray was more worried about Cecilia's future than his imminent death. The kid was lacking in personality, wisdom, and figure... everything needed to survive alone in the capital.

        

        They wouldn't always treat her favorably just because she was a saint.

        He had wanted to protect her until she became an adult at least.

        

        Gray closed his eyes and accepted death, but... for some reason, death did not come for him.

        

        When he slowly opened his eyes, there stood the demon, her pale face flushed red.

        

        "Ahem. Hmm... I see. This lady is... quite charming, indeed."

        

        Did that actually work...?

        

        "However, this lady already has someone she yearns for in her heart, so I cannot accept. I will make you my familiar, and you shall live praising this lady's beauty for eternity."

        

        The demon withdrew her spear and bent down to bare her fangs. Gray didn't know what a "familiar" was, but he could guess what the demon intended to do.

        

        She was going to bite his neck, just like she had done to the other holy knights.

        

        If he offered his neck now... would he survive?

        Even if he lived, would he be able to stay by Cecilia's side?

        

        But Gray didn't have the choice of whether to be bitten or not.

        

        "You know, I'm actually quite sensitive to mosquito bites, so if you could bite gently, that would be—urgh!"

        

        Thud.

        

        The demon's fangs penetrated Gray's neck.

        

        Gray vividly felt blood leaving his neck and simultaneously something entering his bloodstream.

        

        He didn't know what it was, but he was gripped by a sensation so unpleasant that it felt like his soul was being tainted.

        

        I want to live.

        I can't die yet.

        

        In the pain that threatened to make him lose consciousness at any moment, all Gray could do was clench his teeth, which had been sharpened by the tension.

        

        In his blurry vision, the demon's crimson hair swayed.
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        "Ugh... the smell."

        

        I frowned briefly at the faint holy power I sensed, but unlike the divine energy that made me squint due to our opposing natures, I covered my nose against the foul stench emanating from another source.

        

        One of the Four Heavenly Kings, a vampire. A Vampir.

        As soon as Edel and I arrived in the eastern lands, I naturally sensed the Vampir's presence here.

        

        The blackened, rotting earth.

        

        Vampirs spread blood energy to create terrain that buffs vampire species. And for non-vampires, it not only inflicts debuffs but can also drain blood to turn them into mummies.

        

        "Grrrr... blood..."

        

        It seems the Holy Kingdom had visited this place, but judging by the monsters that once appeared to be paladins now roaming everywhere in search of blood, they'd only ended up strengthening the enemy's forces.

        

        Even those were slowly turning to ash upon contact with sunlight.

        

        If mere paladins could stop a Heavenly King, there'd be no need for heroes. The Holy Kingdom probably doesn't know that, but I have no obligation to teach them.

        

        It served them right, those who had called Joshua a heretic.

        

        "Edel, doesn't it bother you? Don't you smell something like years-old fermented flatulence?"

        "Estel, if you find it terrible, then it must be. It's foul indeed. Worse than rotten potatoes."

        

        I wasn't asking for agreement, but... Edel wrinkled his nose and covered it just like me.

        

        "Fine. Let's resolve this quickly and leave. I don't want to stay in the east for long. Where's the Heavenly King? Should we follow the blood energy?"

        

        Even if the Vampir had just begun its activities, it would be troublesome if it increased its minions.

        

        It was fortunate that I sealed the Cursed Doll before it could create named-class dolls... Similarly, if the Vampir created minions, it would be nothing but a headache.

        

        During phase two, it could borrow power from its minions, and because of its soul-transferring pattern, this Heavenly King had killed the warrior from the first-generation hero party.

        

        "Be careful."

        

        As the blood energy slithered toward me, seemingly having caught the scent of blood, Edel stepped in front of me and dispersed demonic energy.

        

        I could handle blood energy myself... While I appreciated being spared the trouble, I was quite surprised by Edel's action.

        

        When we went to catch the Cursed Doll, he didn't lift a finger and just stood there, but now he's making such a fuss over mere blood energy.

        

        I only expected Edel to help locate the Heavenly King, nothing more, so I couldn't hide my confusion when he offered assistance personally.

        

        "They say a woman's body is delicate. If that terrible smell were to cling to you, I might not be able to smell the sweet fruity scent from your body."

        "Huh...?"

        

        W-what is he saying...?!

        My body has a fruity scent? And it's sweet...?

        He's not a pervert, but what the heck!

        

        Just to be sure, I brought my sleeve to my nose and sniffed, but there was no fruity scent. Not sweet either!

        

        It's not like there's fabric softener in Aria Chronicle, so how could a person's body smell like fruit?

        

        I hadn't even sprayed perfume... Edel seemed unaware of what he was saying.

        

        Pervert... I should tell his future bride everything.

        

      

      
        That he's a pervert among perverts who goes around smelling other women.

        

        More than that, I was annoyed at how Edel kept pushing me around, always saying things like "a woman's body is delicate" whenever it suited him.

        

        But I couldn't just stand there flustered by his words. In times like these, he needs to experience it himself to understand what he's saying.

        

        "Edel, you have a similar smell too. Like apples, maybe? Do demons have unique scents?"

        

        Standing on tiptoe, I put my nose near his nape and sniffed. Instead of the smell of a bachelor, there was a gentle, crisp scent like biting into an apple.

        

        It was strangely addictive, and as I continued sniffing his body scent, Edel suddenly trembled.

        

        Considering the terrible stench that emanated from Edel when we first met... this was remarkable progress.

        

        Indeed, whether demon or human, one should bathe regularly.

        And that bushy beard too—doesn't he look so much better now that it's groomed?

        

        "Ugh... Step back a bit. You're too close."

        

        He has no problem holding hands, yet he gets embarrassed over something like this?

        

        "Why? You smelled my body scent, so shouldn't I be able to smell yours too?"

        "I apologize. I was wrong."

        

        Edel averted his gaze and apologized. He carefully gripped my shoulders to create distance, and I complied without resistance.

        

        "If you sexually harass me again, I'll pay you back in kind. I'll let it slide this time."

        "I was merely complimenting you... I'll keep that in mind. Shouldn't we hurry to capture the Heavenly King now?"

        

        Ah, right. The Heavenly King.

        This isn't the time for such things.

        

        I silently complained that this was all because of Edel's unnecessary comments about fruity scents.

        

        With Edel escorting me, we followed the source of the blood energy to a dungeon.

        

        It seemed paladins had come this far, as there were traces that looked like markers, and the ashes released when vampires die had permeated the air.

        

        When I played Part 1, the Vampir had made an abandoned cathedral its base, and minions would greet you. Now, thinking about the Vampir hiding in this damp, humid dungeon gave me an odd feeling.

        

        "Estel. I'm curious about something."

        

        As we were slowly exploring the dungeon, moving forward with seeming indifference, Edel spoke up.

        

        "Hmm? What is it?"

        "Why are you hunting down the Four Heavenly Kings?"

        

        Didn't I tell you before?

        Ah, that's right. I asked first back then, and Edel said he wasn't interested.

        

        "Why suddenly ask that? You said you weren't interested before."

        "That was then. Now I'm interested."

        

        I'm not sure in what way he's interested, but Edel's change wasn't entirely unwelcome.

        

        "I told you before, right? I have a lovely daughter."

        

        I continued speaking without stopping my advance toward the Vampir.

        

      

      
        "Joshua is traveling right now. But if the Four Heavenly Kings run wild, Joshua could be in danger in various ways. So I decided to seal them and started hunting them down."

        

        Honestly, I don't care if the Four Heavenly Kings run wild or not, but it's different when it concerns Joshua.

        

        "Isn't that a bit... underwhelming as a reason for sealing the Four Heavenly Kings? Are you disappointed it's not some grand reason like protecting the human realm or world peace?"

        

        But I thought it might sound ridiculous to Edel, who is one of the Four Heavenly Kings. Despite appearances, Edel is the strongest among the Demon Lord's Four Heavenly Kings. Even the Demon Lord might faint in disbelief if he knew the reason for sealing the Four Heavenly Kings was just for one human.

        

        After hearing my answer, Edel didn't seem surprised or incredulous. Instead, he nodded like a child whose curiosity had been satisfied.

        

        "I'm not disappointed. Rather, it's a reason befitting Estel, so I understand. That too is love and devotion, isn't it?"

        "Hehehe. That's right. Joshua is the child I love most in the world."

        

        They say in a parent's eyes, their child always looks like a baby. Even though Joshua is already 19 and an adult, the image of her from the day I first saw her remains vivid.

        

        Small, cute, and delicate—she occupies such a large place in my heart that I can't help but constantly think about her, feeling she wouldn't survive without my love.

        

        Is she eating well? Is she sleeping well?

        I hope she's not crying because she misses her mom?

        

        Silly girl. It's been over a month—would it kill you to contact me once? Am I the only one who cares?

        

        Even as I grumble inwardly, just imagining Joshua's smile immediately softens my heart.

        

        "It's ahead."

        

        Just as I was deeply immersed in thoughts of Joshua, Edel pointed to a path engulfed in darkness.

        

        Even without Edel telling me, I could sense the Vampir's presence ahead from the thick blood energy and demonic aura emanating from there.

        

        Shall we finish this quickly?

        I'd rather not stay in this unsettling place for long.

        

        I drew out Triceratops, loosened up my body while recalling the Vampir's annoying patterns, and finally activated a magic circle to block blood energy.

        

        "Wait here. I'll finish this quickly and come back."

        "Call my name if you need help."

        "Hehehe. I won't need to."

        

        I smiled at Edel, who was saying something quite dependable, and stepped into the darkness.

        

        As I advanced, the terrible smell grew stronger, until my nose seemed to become numb to it...

        

        I saw the Vampir, with crimson hair spread like a spider's web, happily enjoying its meal.

        

        Dressed in a much more antique-looking uniform than I'd seen in the pixel art, it was savoring the neck of a man with bushy beard that reminded me of Edel's former appearance.

        

        "You don't seem to be my adversary. Are you a helper sent to assist me in invading the human realm? The Demon Lord did mention something about helpers... though you're quite late. Weren't there many strange insects swarming before you arrived? Well, thanks to that, I managed to create one useful minion from among those insects."

        

        So it wasn't just a simple meal.

        It hasn't been awake for long, yet it's already created a minion.

        

        "I am a bit late. But one more won't matter."

        "Oh?"

        

        One more can just be sealed along with the Vampir, so it's fine.

        As I channeled mana into Triceratops, crimson horns emerged.
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        "Do you dare bare your fangs, knowing who this lady is?"

        

        The vampire threatened, baring her sharp fangs.

        Baring fangs while losing? What nonsense.

        

        "Of course I know. You're one of the Four Heavenly Kings, a vampire. Weak to sunlight. Hiding in shadows like some creep. Oh, and you hate garlic too, right?"

        "...!?"

        

        The vampire's eyes trembled widely, apparently shocked that I even knew about her food aversions.

        

        Just like an old 20th century game, they'd stuffed in all those outdated vampire tropes, yet made her female. With a tall figure similar to Edel's and an ample chest to boot, if they released this vampire character separately, she'd set 21st century gamers' hearts on fire.

        

        "You know about this lady, yet still come to fight? I don't know how strong you may be in the human realm, but you clearly don't understand your place."

        "It's fine. You're weaker than the Black Knight anyway, right?"

        

        Having already defeated Edel, being intimidated by this vampire would be laughable. I understand my place perfectly well, thank you very much.

        

        Noticing that I had defeated the Black Knight to get here, a blood aura began to writhe around the vampire's body.

        

        "How do you know about Sir Black Knight? Speak truthfully at once!"

        "Don't you remember? When you first descended to the human realm, I had a huge fight with the Black Knight. I won in the end, though."

        "Could it be that light from back then...?"

        

        The vampire seemed to recall the incident and pointed accusingly at me.

        

        "Sir Black Knight lost...? You expect this lady to believe such nonsense?"

        "Believe it or not, that's your choice. I'll beat you just enough so you don't die, like the Black Knight. How about sleeping for about a hundred years?"

        

        The vampire's form vanished without a trace.

        

        A strange shadow circled around me inside the dungeon.

        

        It would have been better if she had just charged at me head-on from the start, but she seemed wary of me, knowing that I was aware of her weaknesses.

        

        Soon, the blood aura settled heavily, making even the immediate vicinity difficult to see.

        

        And the smell? Just when I thought my nose had adjusted, the source was right in front of me, making the stench unbearable.

        

        Phase 1 Blood Aura Pattern.

        The vampire becomes invincible for five turns, spraying blood aura around and launching spears at her target.

        

        In the game, this was a childishly simple pattern where you just prayed the priest's shield would hold for five turns.

        

        But that was only in the game.

        

        *Swish!*

        

        I deflected the spear that flew at me with a strange sound, cutting through the blood aura, using Triceratops. Then I caught another spear aimed at my blind spot and parried yet another one.

        

        Though my movement was restricted by my skirt that reached down to my ankles, I had no major problems avoiding the vampire's spears.

        

        Getting hit by those spears would spread blood aura through my body and instantly mummify me, but I was more concerned about the terrible stench from the blood aura transferring to me.

        

        Absolutely not because of Edel, but because of the stench, I swear.

        

        I continued by easily teleporting away from dozens of spears flying at me from all directions.

        

        "Spears don't seem to be enough, huh? Don't tell me hiding and striking is all you can do? At this rate, the stuffed doll seems much stronger... Shadows are forbidden now."

        

        I placed my hand on the floor. A magic circle infused with mana gradually expanded until it filled the entire ceiling.

        

        Though it was a simple magic circle that merely emitted light, when light poured in from all directions, the dungeon transformed into a space without a single shadow.

      

      
        

        "There you are!"

        

        I swung Triceratops at the vampire who appeared when the shadows disappeared.

        

        The trident made of blood and Triceratops's horns collided, creating a strange friction sound.

        

        The vampire tried her best to find my openings by cleverly extending and shortening her trident's length, or controlling it to target my blind spots, but she seemed inferior to Edel in strength, speed, and every other aspect.

        

        "What power...!"

        

        Even as the vampire gripped her trident with both hands and applied force, she was gradually pushed back, unable to withstand Triceratops's power.

        

        The difference in basic stats—both strength and speed—was severe.

        

        It wasn't as if witches and vampires had some sort of racial compatibility either.

        

        Above all, I knew about the vampire, but she didn't know about me. The gap from the information disparity and stat difference continued to push the vampire back.

        

        "Stay right there. I won't kill you."

        

        Additionally, the curse contained in Triceratops began to eat away at the trident, just as it had tried to devour Edel's magic sword.

        

        "I thought it was just an ordinary broom with energy infused, but that's not it. What exactly is that broom...?"

        "It's a limited weapon, so its performance is exceptional."

        

        The vampire seemed to vaguely sense Triceratops's true nature, but knowing that wouldn't help her.

        

        The moment the trident, consumed by the curse, solidified and shattered, Triceratops—which should have taken the vampire's right arm—smashed the innocent ground instead.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Just before being sliced by Triceratops, her arm had transformed into blood, now undulating as a red liquid.

        

        It must be blood magic that only the vampire race can use. However, Triceratops included not only physical attacks but magical ones as well, so it seemed unable to spread its curse.

        

        Nevertheless, when the vampire swung her blood-transformed arm, large and small droplets of blood became sharp fangs that showered down on me.

        

        I didn't expect her to give in easily.

        Such minor techniques could simply be avoided with teleportation.

        

        "It seems your claim of defeating Sir Black Knight wasn't mere bluster. Then this lady shall face you with full sincerity. If I kill you, it would be the same as defeating Sir Black Knight. And then..."

        

        After I used teleportation to avoid her attack, the vampire spouted some rather arrogant words.

        

        "All you have is blood magic and blood aura. That kind of speech is for powerful beings who are hiding their strength."

        

        Did she think I'd fall for such bluffing?

        

        "You seem to know quite a bit about this lady, but that will be your downfall."

        

        The blood aura spread in the air thinned.

        Like a video being rewound, the blood aura was returning to the vampire's body.

        

        Blood absorption signaling the start of Phase 2.

        

        The vampire becomes temporarily incapacitated and receives a double stat boost by recovering blood aura. Plus, she can use her minion's power or even transfer to another body if her main body falls.

        

        Vampire had quite annoying patterns stacked on top of each other. There was no benefit in giving her time.

        

        "Let's stop making this troublesome and end it now."

        

      

      
        Just as I was about to activate a sealing magic circle to swallow up the incapacitated vampire in one go, a pure white light burst from the vampire's body, rejecting the magic circle.

        

        The noble light, with properties opposite to demonic energy, repelled the magic circle with its black magic properties.

        

        "Holy power...?"

        

        It was indeed holy power.

        

        A man lying collapsed behind the vampire came into view.

        

        The pattern of using a minion's ability.

        

        I had seen a group of holy knights from the dungeon entrance. That man must be quite capable to have caught the vampire's eye in the Holy Kingdom...

        

        I should have dealt with the minion first.

        I was planning to give the vampire a proper beating and finish it since she was buzzing around like a mosquito, but her struggle was fierce.

        

        "*Cough!* Not bad at all. It stings a bit, but the one I took as a minion on a whim has proven helpful. With this power, I can tear you to pieces."

        

        The vampire coughed up blood as the holy power repelled within her body, yet her expression remained unchanged as she continued to bluff.

        

        If blood aura is a power exclusive to vampires, holy power is the proof of faith manifested by humans who believe in religion.

        

        It's not that demons have never used holy power. As the series progressed, even demon saints appeared. But even demon saints chosen by angels suffered from splitting headaches whenever they used holy power, making them reluctant to use it.

        

        How could the vampire use holy power without an angel's selection, without stigmata or a halo that were proof of sainthood...?

        

        Of course, when one of the Four Heavenly Kings uses holy power, its power would be much stronger than when used by an ordinary human, but a body steeped in demonic energy and blood aura shouldn't be able to withstand it...

        

        After all, the half-human, half-demon twins who appeared in Aria Chronicle Part 2 met a similar fate.

        

        "Do you know how dangerous holy power is for demons? You might die. How about just letting me seal you quietly?"

        "Are you afraid of this lady's power? Go on, keep wagging that proud tongue of yours."

        

        Damn it. This is real.

        She can't die like this...

        

        Getting hit with holy power would hurt, sure, but I was more afraid of the Four Heavenly Kings becoming the Three Heavenly Kings.

        

        As I feared, the warning signs appeared faster than expected. Ash began to scatter from the vampire's fingertips.

        

        I needed to seal her before she turned to ashes, unable to handle the holy power.

        

        "First... Yes. That thing surrounding us is annoying."

        

        As the vampire gestured, the holy power that had been repelling against the two incompatible forces—demonic energy and blood aura—exploded with an intense light.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        I blocked the explosion with five layers of magic circles, but the magic circle surrounding the dungeon was completely shattered, and darkness descended once again.

        

        I was dumbfounded by the holy power that was sharper and more violent than when I fought the Heresy Inquisitor.

        

        "Aren't you staggering? You were acting like a powerful being until just now, but look at you now."

        

        The vampire's arrogant voice echoed through the darkness.

        

        One of the Four Heavenly Kings... maybe we could do without one?

        

        I was worried about her possibly dying, yet here she was getting on my nerves, making my irritation rise.
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        Peeeeeeew! A laser sound effect that could have come straight out of some sci-fi creation rang out, accompanied by an intense burst of light.

        

        It was merely an attack of condensed holy power, but mixed with blood energy and demonic energy, it boasted a crude yet violently destructive force.

        

        The holy power, missing me and striking the dungeon wall instead, made the entire dungeon shake. Despite the risk of collapsing the dungeon with a few more shots, the vampire showed no hesitation in unleashing more holy power.

        

        The sealing magic circle I had activated once more shattered as it repelled against the holy power surging through the vampire's body.

        

        "Holy power, you say? A power that suits this lady all too well."

        

        Cutting through holy power with Triceratops wasn't difficult, but the problem was the explosive aftermath that prevented me from getting close to the vampire.

        

        "You're seriously going to die if you keep this up, you know?"

        "Do you have the luxury to worry about this lady's life?"

        

        The vampire's fingers had turned to ash and disappeared, yet there was a smile on her face as if intoxicated by the holy power.

        

        Moreover, the nearby explosions were accelerating the vampire's transformation into ash as they inflicted damage on her as well.

        

        Crazy woman.

        

        You're smiling while taking damage from your own holy power explosions?

        

        I used teleport to immediately close the distance to the vampire. Gripping Triceratops tightly, I thrust it precisely at the vampire.

        

        KWAAANG...!

        

        The holy power surrounding the vampire's body immediately exploded toward me, but I didn't care. Even if ruthless violence crushed my skin, I could resolve it with the witch's immortality trait and potions.

        

        "Your attack is lethal, indeed. But what use is it if it doesn't hit?"

        

        The vampire's mockery reached my ears. Triceratops had pierced through the explosion only to stab the innocent ground once again.

        

        No doubt she had hidden in the shadows.

        I activated a magic circle toward the writhing shadows, but it was immediately rendered useless as holy power flew in.

        

        If I kept my distance, she would bombard me; if I activated a magic circle, she would neutralize it with holy power; and if I got close, she would use what amounted to suicide attacks with explosions.

        

        Befitting her status as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, she used holy power effectively despite likely handling it for the first time, and despite it being unstable due to contamination with demonic and blood energy.

        

        "With power like this, I might even be able to defeat the Black Knight."

        

        And why had she been looking for Edel all this time...?

        It was becoming irritating in a different way than before, reaching the point of being downright annoying.

        

        To say there was a connection between Edel and the vampire... given that Edel had no interest in the weak and wished to become stronger by learning pure love using other Heavenly Kings as sacrifices, I couldn't imagine the kind of pure love story she might be thinking of...

        

        Even if the vampire had feelings for Edel, with her smaller chest than mine, her weakness, her inability to eat garlic, she probably couldn't even cook well.

        

        From my perspective, the vampire was far from Edel's ideal type in every aspect, and above all, as someone teaching pure love, I could never accept this foul-smelling vampire as Edel's partner.

        

        Yes... I needed to add more conditions—her partner must have a fruity body scent, even if not sweet.

        

        I extended my hand and deployed a magic circle. Not one for sealing or emitting light, but a bombardment spell containing pure mana.

        

        "Can't you learn? How amusing."

        "Well, this time it's different."

        

        The vampire leaped out from the shadows and immediately detonated holy power, but the magic circle didn't break.

        

        I had anticipated her interference.

        That's why I had specially layered five magic circles on top of each other.

        

        Pink-hued mana contained in the magic circle surged as if about to burst forth at any moment.

        

        The vampire hid in the shadows again to avoid the mana bombardment, but her familiar lying motionless in the corner of the dungeon couldn't do the same.

        

        "Are you sure hiding is okay? If your familiar gets hit, you won't be able to use that precious holy power anymore."

        "How did you...!"

        

        When dealing with someone using a familiar's abilities, there's a strategy. Simply put, you start by destroying the weakest and most troublesome familiar first.

        

        Because when a familiar dies, its ability is lost.

        

        "Protect it. Or abandon it. Choose one."

        

        Would she block the mana bombardment to use holy power?

        Or would she give up holy power to save her life?

        

        To prevent the vampire from making any other choice, I fired the mana toward the familiar without giving her time to think.

        

      

      
        "You...!"

        

        The vampire reappeared, cursing as she took the bombardment head-on to protect her familiar.

        

        The demonic energy, blood energy, and holy power rotated in three spirals to block the attack, but they were helplessly pushed back by the overwhelming mass.

        

        Ash scattered not just from the vampire's hands but from her entire body.

        

        She could have avoided death by abandoning her familiar, yet she made what seemed like a foolish decision, as if entranced by holy power.

        

        At this rate, both the vampire and the familiar would be engulfed by mana and die.

        

        "Hang in there. If you can't hold on, your familiar will be blown away too, and you'll truly die with no vessel to transfer your soul to."

        "Kuuugh...!"

        

        Though my words were harsh, I prepared a sealing magic circle. My goal wasn't to kill, but to seal.

        

        While the bombardment magic circle kept the vampire pinned down, I used teleport to close the distance.

        

        Having created this opportunity with bait, I intended to inscribe the magic circle directly onto her body to prevent another holy power explosion.

        

        "You can't escape now, can you?"

        

        With just one finger's distance left before placing the magic circle on the vampire's back—the situation nearly resolved—someone grabbed my wrist.

        

        "Ma... ster."

        

        Crumbling fingertips, wounds sprouting all over the body, two marks visible on the neck, and unkempt, messy beard—it was the vampire's only familiar.

        

        The familiar, seemingly unconscious with rolled-back eyes, threw itself at me to prevent the seal from reaching the vampire, willing to have its bones crushed like a snake hunting prey.

        

        "This lady didn't know you could control your familiar to this extent."

        

        As the bombardment ended and the light in the dungeon faded.

        

        The vampire still hadn't lost her smile, even though both her arms had turned to ash and disappeared.

        

        "You're annoying till the end."

        "This lady was certain you would come close if I recklessly blocked your attack."

        

        Her crimson eyes looked down at me with contempt, as if certain of victory.

        

        You deliberately took the hit?

        

        "This lady's body will soon perish. Before that, I shall bite you and take your body. With your power and holy power, I will... the Black Knight..."

        

        Her fangs, which I doubted could properly bite a neck given how much she was turning to ash, drew closer.

        

        I could teleport us all outside the dungeon for some sunbathing and seal her just before death.

        Or I could blast her away with a mana explosion just as she had done, then seal her.

        

        There were countless ways to teach this overconfident vampire a lesson.

        

        But since she kept singing "Black Knight, Black Knight" all this time...

        

        Black Knight. Black Knight. Black Knight...

        

        I said I wouldn't call him, but I guess I'll have to provide a special bloodletting service.

        

        I smiled sweetly at the vampire as she brought her face toward my neck.

        

        "Edel."

        

        Just two syllables.

        Demonic energy far stronger than the vampire's blood or demonic energy swept through the dungeon.

        

        "Demonic energy...!?"

        

        Intensely yet crudely.

        

        The vampire staggered. The familiar clinging to my body was blown away, unable to withstand the force.

        

        Yet gently.

        

        Edel must have controlled it somewhat, as I alone remained unaffected by the surging demonic energy. My hair fluttered pleasantly in the comforting sensation from the demonic energy.

        

        Thud. Thud.

        

        Only Edel's heavy footsteps echoed from the darkness-covered pathway.

        

        "Black Knight?"

      

      
        

        The vampire's gaze fixed on the pathway.

        

        She must be trying to see Edel gradually emerging from the darkness. She stood there in a daze, forgetting that she would soon completely turn to ash.

        

        "Sorry, but the service ends here. If you're curious, check again in a hundred years."

        

        Who said I'd show her Edel?

        This is payback for annoying me all this time.

        

        Not missing the opportunity, I struck the back of the vampire's head with my hand containing the sealing magic circle.

        

        ***

        

        "What's the matter, Estel? You didn't seem to need help."

        "Just... wanted to call you."

        

        While I was checking if the seal was properly in place, Edel emerged from the darkness and approached me.

        

        I had told him there would be no need to call him, but since I did anyway, I couldn't find a proper excuse and just made something up.

        

        I couldn't possibly say I called him out of spite because the vampire kept singing "Black Knight~ Black Knight~"...

        

        Can't I just call him because I suddenly wanted to?

        He did give me the name Edel, after all.

        

        "Is it all over? The stench is terrible, and I don't want to stay long."

        "Almost? Just wait a bit."

        

        Leaving the grumbling Edel behind, I moved forward.

        I had sealed the vampire, but the familiar that had been blown away by Edel's demonic energy remained.

        

        The soul transfer pattern allows the vampire to move her soul into a familiar's body when she dies or becomes incapacitated, so I couldn't consider the vampire completely sealed without sealing that familiar as well.

        

        "Oh, right. Edel. Do you know someone called Vampire?"

        "Vampire? What's that? Something to eat?"

        

        The vampire kept looking for the Black Knight, so I thought there might be something there... but he didn't even seem to know the name.

        

        "You know, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, the vampire. You really don't know?"

        

        Why did this keep bothering me...?

        It should be over once I sealed the vampire, but something felt off.

        

        "As I said before, I have no interest in the weak. None of the Four Heavenly Kings are worth remembering to me. Unless it's that succubus who keeps bothering me with this and that."

        "I see. If you don't know, that's fine. Let's finish up and go."

        

        Right. If Edel doesn't remember her, well...

        There are plenty of people who like Edel, as I felt in Venestia. It would be foolish to worry about a vampire who doesn't meet the criteria.

        

        "What about the last remaining Heavenly King?"

        "Not yet. I don't detect any demonic energy."

        "You said you wanted to go to the sea, right? Shall we head there?"

        

        As I approached the limp familiar, chatting lightly with Edel and about to deploy another sealing spell, a pure light unlike anything the vampire had produced descended upon the familiar.

        

        Worried the seal might have broken, I checked the magic circle, but it was perfectly intact.

        

        A girl gently touched down amidst the light, fluttering feathers made of holy power.

        

        A pair of translucent wings.

        A halo floating gently above her head.

        A red cross-shaped stigma on her forehead.

        And a nun's habit I'd often seen in the Holy Kingdom arc of Aria Chronicle Part 3.

        

        Judging by these characteristics, the girl who descended like an angel was surely a saint.

        

        "Uncle...?"

        

        The saint embraced the man who had become a familiar and trembled. Her halo vibrated roughly, reflecting her emotions.

        

        "Pink witch... Was it you? Did you kill my uncle...!"

        

        She glared at me fiercely with harsh words unbefitting a saint.

        

        Given the saint's sensitive reaction, this man must have been her guardian.

        

        I had hoped to avoid involvement with the Holy Kingdom after coming east... but now a saint was intervening in the vampire sealing.

        

        It seemed things had gotten complicated... and going to the sea would take a bit longer than expected.
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        "An intruder?"

        

        Edel frowned as she drew her demon sword.

        

        She didn't seem pleased by the sudden appearance of the Holy Maiden.

        Perhaps she instinctively felt aversion due to the Holy Maiden's divine power being incompatible with her demonic energy.

        

        "Edel. Wait."

        

        I stopped Edel, who looked like she might swing her demon sword at the Holy Maiden any moment.

        

        Faded hair and golden eyes resembling Leo's divine eyes, suggesting she couldn't properly handle divine power.

        

        A petite figure reminiscent of Joshua at age 15, and with only one pair of wings manifested—when Holy Maidens could awaken up to three pairs depending on their power—she didn't seem particularly threatening.

        

        The vampire had given me some trouble because of the seal, but with the Holy Maiden, I wouldn't even need to seal her—one swing of Triceratops would end it, but...

        

        My hand neither swung Triceratops nor fired a shot, remaining still.

        

        For good reason...

        

        "Mister, wait. I'll avenge you and follow right after."

        

        She looked as pitiful as a puppy trying to save its master from a tiger.

        

        From calling the Guardian "Mister" to refusing to back down even though her halo was flashing red to warn her that both Edel and I were dangerous.

        

        Anyone could see that the Holy Maiden had appeared to save her beloved Guardian.

        

        'The... kid.'

        

        Plus, the "kid" that the familiar had mentioned when it clung to my body while I was unconscious must have been referring to this Holy Maiden.

        

        We hadn't even met for five minutes, but my pure love sensor—which hadn't reacted to the vampire—was ringing loudly with my intuition as the Witch of Love.

        

        Agnes and Floria, the protagonists of Aria Chronicle Part 3, were also in a Holy Maiden and Guardian relationship, but to think I could already taste the pure love between a Holy Maiden and Guardian that I'd expected to see only 200 years later...

        

        I unconsciously wiped away the drool that was about to trickle down with my sleeve.

        

        'Damn... what should I do?'

        

        Should I push past the Holy Maiden, seal the familiar, and head to the sea? Or should I follow my pure love sensor and savor the romance between the Holy Maiden and Guardian?

        

        'What if the vampire awakens again? Whatever the Holy Maiden's pure love is like, let's seal it quickly before things get annoying. Agnes and Floria are waiting 200 years from now anyway, right?'

        

        That was Angel Estel speaking.

        For once, she offered a rational and reasonable opinion.

        

        'What's the big deal about a vampire? If the Holy Maiden uses her Ultimate to cancel the familiar bond, the vampire will have nowhere to transfer to. Sealing the Four Heavenly Kings is good, but are you really going to throw away pure love that fell into your lap? Why did you become a witch then?'

        

        That was Devil Estel speaking.

        Not as rational as the angel, but she offered an impulsive opinion.

        

        ...The sea. Would it be so bad to go a little later?

        In the end, Devil Estel won with the opinion that resonated more with my heart.

        

        As Devil Estel said, the reason I became a witch was to taste pure love.

        

        If the Holy Maiden used her Ultimate to invoke a divine miracle, even the vampire's familiar bond shouldn't be a problem.

        

        "Angel, you need to kill the witch to avenge Mister. Why aren't you listening to me? Are you playing with me? I'm the Holy Maiden. The angel should obey the Holy Maiden!"

        

        The Holy Maiden before me seemed unable to properly control her angel yet.

        

        That made sense—despite her desperate attempts to attack us, the angel merely threatened us without launching even the smallest attack, apparently judging us too dangerous.

        

        It didn't seem to be because of me as a witch... and if it was intimidated by Edel as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, they should be tearing at each other since they're natural opposites.

        

        Was it because of Triceratops?

        When I infused mana to bring out the crimson horns again, the halo trembled. ...So that's it.

        

        Angels truly are angels.

        It immediately recognized Triceratops's true nature.

        

        Either way, I should clear up the misunderstanding first.

        

      

      
        "I think there's a misunderstanding. I didn't do that to him. And that person isn't dead yet. I don't intend to kill him either."

        

        I carefully spoke to the Holy Maiden, who was clearly flustered that the angel wouldn't listen to her.

        

        Regardless of the outcome or appearances, I hadn't attacked the Guardian even once.

        

        "Shut up. Do you think I'd believe a witch!? Mister told me that witches are beings who deceive people!"

        

        See, this is why I hate the Holy Kingdom. They dismiss everything a witch says as lies.

        

        "If it's hard to believe me, why not ask your angel?"

        

        There's a difference between the angel that gave Leo his divine eyes and the angel that descends upon a Holy Maiden.

        

        Leo's angel was directly created by God, but the Holy Maiden's angel is formed from byproducts that gained self-awareness and merged together.

        

        Because of this, while it may not possess as much power and authority, it stays with the Holy Maiden 24 hours a day, and as the Holy Maiden grows, it increases its number of wings until it becomes as powerful as Leo's angel.

        

        Like a growth-type ego weapon.

        

        Even though this angel had only manifested one pair of wings so far, it should easily be able to tell whether the Guardian was still alive.

        

        "Angel, is what the witch saying true? Is Mister... still alive?"

        

        Bwoong...

        The halo vibrated as if conveying a message to the Holy Maiden.

        

        "It's true... Mister is still alive. Thank goodness..."

        

        Though the angel's answer was no different from mine, I could immediately feel the difference in credibility.

        

        "See? I was right. Now will you listen to me..."

        "Angel! If we're not going to fight, let's return to the Holy City!"

        

        A pulse of pure white light emanated from the Holy Maiden. The divine power surged as roughly as her uncharacteristic speech, making me furrow my brow.

        

        The divine power soon transformed into large wings that enveloped both the Holy Maiden and the Guardian.

        

        Multidimensional Space Movement.

        

        The teleportation skill that Floria used in Aria Chronicle Part 3. Unlike my teleport, it's the Holy Maiden's unique skill that allows movement to anywhere divine power exists. Seeing it in person, it was as visually impressive as in the game.

        

        While I was admiring this, Edel gently grabbed my shoulder.

        

        "Estel, is it really okay to leave them be?"

        

        Edel looked at the Holy Maiden and Guardian with worried eyes. She probably meant whether it was okay to let them go to the Holy City.

        

        Certainly, if they went to the Holy City, I wouldn't be able to seal the vampire's familiar. Or the Holy City might discover that the Guardian had become a familiar and burn him at the stake.

        

        The vampire would lose the familiar to transfer its soul to, but I'd also miss out on seeing the Holy Maiden's pure love.

        

        "It's fine. They won't be able to go anyway."

        

        Despite this, I calmly watched the Holy Maiden's attempt at Multidimensional Space Movement.

        

        "Why not...? Angel, why can't we go!? You can't attack, you can't teleport, what exactly CAN you do?!"

        

        That skill—Multidimensional Space Movement—has a cooldown of a whole week when you only have one pair of wings.

        

        Since she already used it once to come here, she can't use it again right away.

        

        The Holy Maiden, apparently never having tried to use this skill consecutively before, was visibly flustered and unfairly scolded her angel.

        

        After the flashy effect ended with only angel feathers fluttering about, the skill failed. As I slowly approached the Holy Maiden one step at a time, she desperately hugged the Guardian and backed away.

        

        "Get away! You're trying to eat Mister, aren't you?!"

        "Me? Why would I want to eat a bearded old man like him?"

        "Karte told me everything! Witches eat people!"

        

        The Holy Maiden was gone, replaced by a small animal with its fur standing on end, threatening me.

        

        A normal Holy Maiden would pray to God in this situation... but far from praying, she glared at me sharply, as if ready to bite if I came any closer.

        

        "Ack, ngggh!!"

        

      

      
        When I cautiously reached out my hand, she actually bit me.

        Ironically, the Holy Maiden successfully accomplished what even the vampire had failed to do—bite me.

        

        What should I do?

        With such rock-bottom credibility, she wouldn't listen no matter how nicely I spoke...

        

        At this point, I might as well act like the witch she expects me to be.

        

        "Khmm! That's right. You've figured out my plan? I was about to eat a human after so long, and you're interfering."

        

        I cleared my throat and lowered my voice as much as possible to intimidate the Holy Maiden.

        

        Thinking the witch had finally revealed her true colors, the Holy Maiden bit down harder.

        

        "I've placed a curse on that human. A curse that makes him delicious. Even if you take him to the Holy City, he'll die because they'll say he's been cursed by a witch."

        "I'm the Holy Maiden. Do you think I'd let that happen to my Mister?"

        

        The Holy Maiden stopped biting and countered my words.

        

        "Then take him. I could even escort you to the Holy City. Those people arrest anyone associated with witches, no matter who they are. It won't be any different even if it's someone the Holy Maiden cares about."

        

        The tales of the Heresy Inquisitors are so famous... Even a Guardian would end up on the execution platform, burning gloriously.

        

        "Karte definitely said that Lucia too..."

        

        The Holy Maiden mumbled something to herself, hanging her head low as if remembering something.

        

        If my pure love sensor wasn't wrong, the Holy Maiden would never let her Guardian die. Even without my sensor, the fact that she bit me while trying to protect her Guardian from me said it all.

        

        The mere fact that the Holy Maiden entered the dungeon alone showed how deeply she cared for her Guardian.

        

        Using Multidimensional Space Movement to find him said everything.

        

        "Either get eaten by me, or go to the Holy City and die by the Heresy Inquisitors. Either way, that man is going to die. And our Holy Maiden came all this way to save him."

        

        I whispered the finishing blow in her ear, and chicken-tear-sized droplets rolled down the face of the Holy Maiden who had been hanging her head.

        

        "Uugh... I don't want Mister to die. He's all I have. Why does everyone treat me so badly?"

        

        Wow... this is it.

        A sweetness like filling my mouth with sugar spread through me.

        Calm down, Estel. You can't lose your composure here.

        

        "Well, there might be a way. I was planning to eat that human in three days, but if you can use a miracle to lift the curse, I might spare him. Eating a human preserved in miracles might give me indigestion."

        "Do you really mean that?"

        

        The Holy Maiden grabbed my sleeve and lifted her head.

        

        Until just now, she wouldn't believe anything I said. But now her tear-filled eyes were beautifully shining with hope that she could save her Guardian.

        

        Although the miracle that can resurrect the dead is a skill that requires manifesting three pairs of wings... if her love is genuine, there's no reason she couldn't awaken it.

        

        Just like Holy Maiden Floria, the heroine of Aria Chronicle Part 3.

        

        "You know what happens if you can't use the miracle before then, right?"

        

        The more urgent the time, the more poignant and delicious love becomes. There's a reason why limited lifespan stories and terminal illness romances are so popular.

        

        "Even if it costs me my life... I'll definitely save Mister."

        

        The Holy Maiden wiped away her flowing tears as if steeling her resolve.

        

        "Is that so? I look forward to it."

        

        The Holy Maiden will perform a miracle and cancel the vampire's familiar bond.

        

        Even if the vampire has already transferred its soul, losing the familiar would force it back to its sealed body. I just need to make sure the vampire doesn't escape before then.

        

        All I have to do is watch over the Holy Maiden and Guardian's sweet time-limited romance for three days.

        

        This is what you call killing two birds with one stone.

        

        Sorry, Edel.

        Let's go see the sea three days later.

        

        My heart raced at the thought of tasting pure love after so long.
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        After escaping the dungeon via teleport, the first thing the Holy Maiden did was find a hideout where she could treat the Guardian.

        

        We could have stayed in the dungeon for three days, but the lingering stench of vampires made it suffocating to breathe. Plus, there was no telling if those Holy Kingdom folks might come looking for us there.

        

        Not far away, we found a small abandoned village. The monster traces visible throughout explained why no one lived there anymore.

        

        The well on one side of the village was stained red, and blue butterflies from Joshua's body could be seen fluttering over decayed, crumbling corpses.

        

        Even amid such a horrific landscape, the cathedral in the center maintained its structure well enough to serve as our hideout.

        

        After all, what better place for a Holy Maiden to perform miracles than a cathedral?

        

        "You'll stay here for three days."

        "......"

        

        After selecting a decent room in the cathedral and roughly cleaning it with magic, I showed them in. The Holy Maiden entered silently, struggling to carry the Guardian on her back. Despite her small frame being drenched in sweat from carrying a grown man, she didn't complain once.

        

        After laying the Guardian on the bed, the Holy Maiden wiped the sweat from her forehead and collapsed on the spot, her legs giving out.

        

        Even when I tried to help, she stubbornly refused to let me touch even a hair on the Guardian's body...

        Should I call it determination, or is her love for the Guardian just that extraordinary?

        

        While I was admiring the Holy Maiden, the dust floating in the room irritated my nose. I'd definitely cleaned before we entered, albeit hastily, yet there was enough dust to make my nose sting.

        

        Suspicious, I looked at the Guardian lying on the bed and saw ash particles scattering around his body.

        

        Ah, right. Sunlight.

        

        "Make sure that man doesn't touch sunlight until you perform a miracle to break my curse."

        

        Seeing the Guardian starting to turn to ash after brief exposure to sunlight during our move to the cathedral, I covered the windows with magic barriers and advised the Holy Maiden.

        

        It would be problematic if the Guardian, who had inherited vampire traits after becoming a vampire's servant, turned to ash from sun exposure.

        

        "Why sunlight?"

        "Well, you see... humans taste bad when they touch sunlight. Rather than eating tasteless food, it's better to just throw it away, right? So, I placed a curse that turns them to ash when sunlight touches them."

        

        When the Holy Maiden expressed doubt, I racked my brain for an excuse.

        

        The lies to deceive the Holy Maiden seem to be growing bigger... but who cares?

        A little lie is worth it to taste the pure love before my eyes.

        

        The Holy Maiden seemed to believe this nonsensical excuse, as she began checking the darkened room for any places where light might leak in.

        

        Meanwhile, I approached the Guardian to set up magic circles as a precaution, causing the Holy Maiden to raise her voice in alarm.

        

        "W-what are you doing?!"

        "It's a binding magic circle. You never know, right? You might fail and try to escape with that man."

        "You think I'd run away and leave him? I'm a Holy Maiden. I'll complete that miracle in a day and take him with me!"

        

        Though her eyes were half-glazed from exhaustion after moving the Guardian, the Holy Maiden's mouth remained tense as she spouted rather spirited words.

        

        Whether she tried to escape with the Guardian or not, I planned to plaster magic circles all around the cathedral, but I kept that to myself.

        

        "I'll provide food. Make sure he eats well when he wakes up. You eat well too."

        "......"

        

        Not responding to my words was the Holy Maiden's maximum form of rebellion.

        

        She'd eat anyway.

      

      
        It was obvious she'd ask for more after tasting how delicious it was.

        

        Another Holy Maiden might fast and pray for three days, but this one before me looked like she'd struggle to skip even a single meal.

        

        At best, she was an apprentice nun.

        Judging by her development and behavior, she was so far removed from the image of a Holy Maiden that I worried she might collapse if she tried to fast for three days.

        

        Generally, a Holy Maiden has a plump pouch of holy power (slightly behind mine), shows maternal love, and gives off a benevolent feeling, whereas this Holy Maiden...

        

        Still, there must be a reason the angel chose her.

        When I think of Holy Maidens, only Floria comes to mind, so I can't help but compare.

        

        "Eat or don't, it's up to you. If you collapse from fasting and can't manifest a miracle... you know what will happen to that man, right?"

        

        Three days isn't long, but it's not short either. I hoped the Holy Maiden would showcase delicious pure love for the time I was investing.

        

        ***

        

        "Estel, if the weaklings don't eat their food, can I have it instead?"

        

        As I left the room, thinking my presence might interfere with her miracle manifestation, Edel, who had been quietly observing, slipped in with a comment.

        

        Edel, who couldn't resist food, seized the opportunity.

        

        "No way. Edel, I'll make plenty for you. So don't think about taking others' food."

        "...I see. That's a shame. I wanted to eat more of Estel's food."

        

        Sigh. When will he mature enough to understand pure love?

        At this rate, he might follow some strange woman who offers to cook for him.

        

        Even as I worried about Edel, I couldn't help but smirk.

        

        A different kind of happiness welled up compared to when Joshua praised my cooking.

        

        My cooking is delicious, right?

        Anyway. He knows good food when he tastes it.

        

        Can't be helped. I'll have to keep Edel well-fed daily so he doesn't act on his food instincts.

        

        Making sure he doesn't even look at others' food is the way to keep Edel from going down the wrong path.

        

        "Estel. I'm curious about something."

        

        As I was contemplating what dishes to make with the ingredients in my inventory, Edel expressed his curiosity.

        

        "Hmm? What are you curious about? Tonight's menu?"

        "Not that. Wouldn't it be enough to seal or kill the weakling? Why make things complicated?"

        

        I thought he'd ask about food, but Edel posed quite a fundamental question.

        

        "Well, you see..."

        

        As Edel said, sealing or killing would end things simply, but... it's unthinkable for the Witch of Love to pass up pure love right before her eyes.

        

        As Demon Estel said, it's the reason I became a witch in the first place.

        

        To become a witch and appreciate the pure love in Aria Chronicle.

        Not just the protagonists, but as many instances of pure love as possible.

        

        "It's for the pure love."

      

      
        

        So my answer to Edel was predetermined. Only one thing moves my heart. Even if it's not logical, I could only express it as "pure love."

        

        "Pure love? That weakling engages in pure love...?"

        

        Edel looked back at the room where the Holy Maiden and Guardian were, unable to hide his shock.

        

        Well, from Edel's perspective, while he's busy learning about pure love, it must be surprising to suddenly find a weakling engaging in it.

        

        But it's true.

        My pure love sensor is going "zing"... I can be 100% certain.

        

        I'll need more time to determine their relationship and the concentration of their pure love.

        

        That's why I plan to set up magic circles throughout the cathedral to spy on and eavesdrop on the Holy Maiden and Guardian's conversations and actions.

        

        I'm a witch, so I have no qualms about it!

        It's not like there are laws against spying and eavesdropping here.

        

        Besides, I need to be ready to stop any vampires that might appear.

        

        "Remember when I first explained it to you? I said anyone can engage in pure love."

        "You specifically said even fools can do it."

        

        Why does Edel have such a good memory for these things? My face flushed involuntarily.

        

        "A-anyway. Since anyone can engage in pure love, its forms vary too. Aren't you curious? What kind of pure love will that Holy Maiden and Guardian share? How will it taste? For me, tasting others' pure love is the greatest joy in the world!"

        

        How long has it been since I spoke my true feelings directly instead of beating around the bush? Perhaps this is the first time?

        

        Considering I even disguised it as "beautiful love stories" to Dorothy... perhaps it's because I've built internal rapport while teaching Edel about pure love.

        

        I'm not sure if Edel will understand or empathize with my words, but for some reason, I wanted to reveal my transparent true feelings.

        

        "I see. So Estel likes pure love."

        "Yes, yes! More than like, I love it! Edel, once you taste pure love, you'll instantly understand what I mean. Take this chance to observe well. Seeing various forms of pure love will greatly help when you engage in it yourself later."

        

        I could see my excited reflection in Edel's pupils.

        

        As I continued speaking, wrapped in childlike enthusiasm, Edel grabbed my shoulders and carefully created some distance between us.

        

        Was I too excited...?

        It seemed I had gotten too close to Edel while fervently preaching about pure love, as a blush circled his face.

        

        "Sorry. Did I get too excited?"

        "No need to apologize. I enjoyed seeing this fresh side of you. So you like pure love... I've decided."

        

        Edel bent down to meet my eye level and presented his red eyes.

        

        "Estel, I promise. My pure love will offer a taste you've never experienced before. To borrow your expression, it will be the most delicious in the world."

        "Um... okay. I'll look forward to it..."

        

        As someone learning pure love from me, it was natural that Edel's would be special. I thought it odd that he was saying such obvious things with such a serious atmosphere, but...

        

        For some reason, I found myself avoiding Edel's gaze.

        

        I was feeling so hot I might be sweating, and I glanced at Edel, worried about body odor.

        

        The sweet fruit scent... it must still be there, right?

        It was frustrating not being able to smell my own body fragrance.
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        "God, please work a miracle so I can save this man. Or else, you'll die by my hand?"

        

        Cecilia knelt down modestly, clasped her hands together, and prayed to God.

        

        Since becoming a saint, she had never prayed earnestly, so she wasn't sure if this was the proper way to pray, but there was no doubt that Cecilia's prayer contained her sincere heart.

        

        Her legs were starting to cramp. Her head kept swaying back and forth, and some part of her body kept itching, making it impossible to concentrate.

        

        How did she usually pray?

        She would just close her eyes, fill her mind with thoughts of the man, and prayer time would be over....

        

        Although Cecilia had boldly declared she would complete the miracle within a day, things rarely go according to plan in this world.

        

        Cecilia recalled once more the conditions for a miracle that the angel had mentioned.

        

        *

        

        One hour earlier.

        

        After the pink-haired witch and the scarred man left the room, Cecilia let go of the tension she'd been holding and slumped her shoulders.

        

        When was the last time she felt this tense... Not since she was caught stealing the money pouch that was practically begging to be taken from the man's waist.

        

        Just as the man and Carte had said, the witch was a terrifying existence. Her appearance, her chest, and her appetite for human flesh.

        

        This was the first time the angel had turned Cecilia's halo red in warning just from being in the same space as a witch.

        

        Maybe she could rest for a bit.

        

        Her entire body ached from carrying the man all the way here, and with the tension gone, her eyelids were too heavy to fight off sleep.

        

        'Do you know what happens... if you can't use a miracle?'

        

        As her eyes were about to close completely, the witch's voice suddenly echoed in her ears.

        

        "Mister..."

        

        Cecilia slapped her cheeks a few times with both hands and forced her tired body up.

        

        She had boldly promised the witch that she would use a miracle to save the man within a day. She wanted to quickly save him and escape from the witch's clutches.

        

        "Angel, use a miracle to heal the man."

        

        The halo gently glowing above Cecilia's head vibrated softly.

        

        Although earlier it had refused her request with difficult terms like skill cooldown or something... and unauthorized attack target, but this time, with the witch gone...

        

        [Miracle use impossible.]

        "Why not? Can't an angel even do that?!"

        

        Until they left the cathedral, the angel seemed like it would kill even a person if Cecilia wished it, but now it had refused her for the third time.

        

        Unable to contain her frustration any longer, Cecilia grabbed the halo floating above her head and shook it roughly, but the angel continued its explanation in the same monotone voice.

        

        [Explanation for miracle use impossibility. Insufficient authority. Awakening required to obtain authority.]

        "Then how do I do this... awakening thing?"

        [Verily, verily, I say unto thee. Pray. Without faith, no true fruit can be borne. Upon faith shall love blossom. Upon love shall devotion bear fruit.]

        

        After spouting a bunch of incomprehensible words, the angel refused to grant Cecilia's wish.

        

        If she had known this would happen, she would have at least glanced at that unnecessarily thick holy book....

        

        Regretting past actions was pointless now, so she organized in her mind the conditions for a miracle that the angel had mentioned.

        

      

      
        In any case, if she couldn't use a miracle... the man would become the witch's food.

        

        "Ughhhh! I'm sorry for talking about dying and stuff! Please! I believe like this! Since there's an angel, there must be a God too! You might ignore others, but you should listen to a saint! Are you really not going to help when a saint's guardian is about to become witch food?!"

        

        Even as Cecilia returned to reality and prayed with a desperate shout, no miracle occurred.

        

        Cecilia's patience and endurance were not very long-lasting.

        

        Despite praying with all her heart, nothing changed.... Could she even create a miracle in the first place?

        

        The witch, the angel—it all felt like an elaborate scheme to separate her from the man.

        

        "Fine. If you won't listen even when I pray like this... I'll just create a miracle myself."

        

        Cecilia denied reality. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say she realized the truth.

        

        Prayer didn't suit Cecilia even now that she was a saint. It seemed unlikely that God would suddenly listen just because she started praying.

        

        Moreover, after an hour of prayer with no response... Cecilia had neither the confidence to continue praying nor the patience to endure her numbing legs.

        

        She put strength into her tingling legs, stood up, and looked around. When she spotted a wooden stick that would be good for swinging, she smiled. With its sharp end, it would be nothing to send someone to their grave if she stabbed a vital point.

        

        If the angel couldn't attack the witch, Cecilia would just do it herself.

        

        She didn't know how strong the witch was, but wouldn't one stab to the heart be enough for anyone?

        

        "This is a miracle."

        

        As the saying goes, habits formed at three last until eighty—what she had learned before meeting the man naturally emerged.

        

        Cecilia was right after all—it was better to achieve miracles through direct action than to pray quietly and hope for one.

        

        If the man had seen her like this, he would have scolded her severely... but she couldn't think of any other way to save him.

        

        "Mister, wait just a little longer. I'll be back after I take care of the witch."

        

        Leaving the unconscious man on the bed, she gripped the wooden stick that fit perfectly in her hand.

        

        Carefully opening the door to avoid making noise, she peeked out with just her head and surveyed the surroundings, then proceeded one step at a time, careful not to make any sound.

        

        "Angel, where is the witch right now? Surely you can answer this much?"

        

        The angel might not be able to attack the witch, but it should at least know her location.

        

        In the eerie cathedral corridor, Cecilia whispered quietly to the angel, afraid the witch might hear her voice.

        

        She didn't know where the witch was, but she was definitely somewhere in the cathedral. She wouldn't have left the man behind.

        

        "Looking for Estel?"

        

        Instead of the angel's neutral, emotionless, rigid voice, a deep, rough, low-toned voice answered Cecilia's question.

        

        Cecilia slowly turned her head toward the voice, cold sweat pouring down like rain.

        

        Red eyes that seemed to pierce through the dark corridor.

        Muscles visible despite being clothed.

        Scars that seemed even more numerous than the man's, just from seeing his hands and face.

        

        She had momentarily forgotten.

        That besides the witch, there was also this man....

        

        The man who had been by the witch's side had somehow approached within close distance and was looking down at Cecilia menacingly.

        

        "Have you achieved the miracle?"

      

      
        "W-well, not yet, you could say..."

        "Then where were you going?"

        "...Eeeek!"

        

        While she might have had a chance against the witch, she didn't feel like she could win against this man at all.

        

        Would stabbing him with the wooden stick even pierce those muscles to cause a wound?

        

        Just meeting his gaze made her knees weak, and she could barely stand, using the wooden stick as a cane to support herself.

        

        Was she going to be eaten now?

        Since he was with the witch, this man probably ate people too...

        

        Grumble....

        

        With terrible timing, someone's stomach growled.

        

        The witch had said the man would be eaten in three days, but there was no mention of when Cecilia would be eaten....

        

        As Cecilia's eyes began to redden with all sorts of terrible imaginings, the man reached out his hand, and she closed her eyes in fear.

        

        'I haven't fulfilled my promise to the man yet....'

        

        Her grand plan to create a miracle by stabbing the witch's heart with the wooden stick had long vanished from her mind.

        

        Now she just hoped the man wouldn't harm her.

        

        "......"

        

        But no matter how much time passed, the man's hand didn't come down on Cecilia. Instead, a savory aroma that stimulated her appetite wafted toward her.

        

        "You must be hungry. I don't know what this miracle is, but you can't have strength when you're hungry."

        

        When Cecilia slowly opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was food appetizingly arranged on a plate.

        

        It seemed the witch's promise to provide food before leaving the room wasn't a lie, and fortunately, the source of the stomach growl appeared to be Cecilia, not the man.

        

        "Go back to your room. Hurry up and show me a miracle. I'm looking forward to the pure love of the weak."

        

        The man placed the plate of food in Cecilia's hands and then disappeared into the darkness.

        

        She could surely find the witch if she followed that man, but Cecilia chose to put down the wooden stick and return to the room.

        

        It seemed that praying to God would be faster than creating a miracle herself.

        

        "I hope there's no poison in this... or that eating it will curse me like the man."

        

        Back in the room, Cecilia crouched in a corner and poked at the food with her fingertips.

        

        [Food analysis result. No poison detected. No curse detected.]

        "Well, thanks for that."

        

        The angel that didn't appear when needed was now showing off its usefulness, which Cecilia found annoying.

        

        Grumble....

        

        Although her stomach kept growling and the angel had confirmed there was no poison, Cecilia didn't touch the food. Instead, she approached the bed where the man was sleeping and began to pray again.

        

        It was one of the few acts of defiance Cecilia could show against the witch.

        

        "Damn... why is this so delicious?"

        

        Unfortunately, Cecilia's defiance didn't last even an hour.
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        The room was enveloped in pure white light.

        Three pairs of wings spread behind Cecilia's back, and countless feathers scattered in the air.

        

        At last, from her small hands emerged a holy power more noble than anyone else's.

        

        A miracle.

        

        A power that could only be believed to have been performed by God covered the deathly pale man.

        From wounds to curses inflicted upon him, that power washed away all the negative things residing in his body.

        

        [Miracle use complete. The curse on Guardian Grey has been lifted.]

        

        The halo vibrated as an angel's mechanical voice tickled Cecilia's ear.

        

        "To think you'd perform a miracle in just one day. A saint is truly a saint, I suppose. Well, it can't be helped. Eating a human mixed with miracles would only give me indigestion."

        

        The witch, who had been watching Cecilia's miracle from a distance, shook her head and left the room. At the thought that there was no longer any threat to her uncle anywhere in this world, Cecilia's gums bloomed into a full smile.

        

        Cecilia had performed a miracle.

        

        Just as she had boldly declared, in a single day, right before the witch's eyes, she had saved her uncle.

        

        Though she felt like she might collapse at any moment from using the miracle, she couldn't show such an unsightly appearance. The uncle lying on the bed had slightly opened his eyes and was looking up at Cecilia.

        

        "Uncle, are you awake? You know you almost became witch food without me, right?"

        "Squirt...?"

        

        Hearing her uncle's voice after so long, she wanted to throw herself into his arms and tell him how hard she had worked and struggled to perform this miracle... but right now, she wanted to act mature and elegant, pretending everything was fine.

        

        After all, her uncle preferred mature women to short, whiny little girls. She didn't want to waste this rare opportunity for an image transformation by whining here.

        

        Extending her tiny hands, Cecilia grabbed her uncle's large hand and pulled him up.

        

        "How long are you going to lie there? Let's go home now! If you disappear from my side without a word next time, I really won't help you!"

        

        She tried not to show it... but she couldn't stop her gums from rising in pride. Not to mention her excited voice.

        

        But even that was beyond Cecilia's control. After all, she had saved her uncle for the first time when he had always been the one saving her.

        

        Satisfaction, happiness, relief—Cecilia was still inexperienced in managing these and various other emotions.

        

        Contrary to her inner worry that her uncle would first nag about how she got here, he embraced her tightly with his large body. It was almost suffocating, as if he wouldn't let her escape.

        

        Since her uncle had never embraced her like this before, Cecilia's face turned bright red.

        This was... well, no different from a lover's embrace. It was like seeing an illustration from one of those novels that were hard to find in the cathedral.

        

        Finally, her uncle was seeing her as a woman.

        

        Feeling rewarded for all her efforts, Cecilia also wrapped her small hands around her uncle's broad shoulders.

        

        Meeting her uncle's eyes, Cecilia discovered a burning desire in his gaze.

        She knew it well because her own eyes changed the same way whenever she thought of her uncle.

        

        "Uncle...? Let's do this at home, okay?"

        

        Cecilia wanted her first kiss or first experience to be in a more elegant and atmospheric place.

        Not in this shabby, crumbling abandoned cathedral, but in an elegant space covered in pure white where she could become her uncle's.

        

        But if her uncle wanted it now, well...

        Cecilia closed her eyes as if making a decision.

        It would start with a kiss, right?

      

      
        

        A kiss was common sense in such a romantic moment when a saint saved her guardian.

        Even after waiting for a while, her uncle's lips never touched hers.

        

        Instead, somehow, despite having her eyes closed, she could see herself and her uncle as if she were an observer.

        

        Her uncle moved past Cecilia's lips to her vulnerable neck.

        And then, revealing fangs hidden in his mouth, toward her flawless neck...

        

        "Ahhh...!"

        

        Cecilia opened her eyes and sat up violently.

        Cold sweat drenched her body, and her heart pounded loudly throughout her entire body.

        

        Her uncle was still lying on the bed, and the faint chirping of birds could be heard from outside.

        

        No miracle had occurred.

        Her uncle hadn't opened his eyes, and there had been no warm lover's embrace.

        The floor was cold, and every part of her body ached as if she had slept wrong.

        

        "Ah, shit... A dream."

        

        It had been an unbearably sweet dream.

        

        Cecilia uttered a harsh curse unbecoming of a saint. If her uncle had heard it, he would have given her a knock on the head, but right now, there was no one to stop her.

        

        Knock, knock, knock.

        After a knocking sound from outside the door, the man who guarded the witch entered with food.

        

        "Breakfast."

        

        Breakfast. It's morning.

        Cecilia ran her hands over her face and faced reality.

        She had fallen asleep while praying... and a day had passed meaninglessly.

        

        Cecilia still had only one pair of wings.

        

        ***

        

        "What are you looking at... sir? Haven't you ever seen someone eat before?"

        

        Munch, munch.

        Cecilia couldn't tell whether the food was going into her nose or mouth because of the man who had been quietly watching her eat.

        

        Though she spoke roughly, she was on high alert, focusing all her attention in case the man might harm her.

        

        "Still no miracle?"

        "Hack, cough...!"

        

        Attacking with facts rather than harm!

        At the man's words, Cecilia choked and patted her chest.

        

        "Judging by your reaction, not yet."

        

        The man, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, observed Cecilia's reaction and muttered with his eyes closed.

        

        Somehow feeling like he was looking down on her, Cecilia felt quite upset and couldn't get the food down.

        

        More than anyone, Cecilia wanted to save her uncle, and if she couldn't perform a miracle, her uncle would become the witch's food... yet this man, who was on the witch's side, seemed to want Cecilia to perform a miracle.

        

        Even yesterday, when bringing food, he had said something that seemed to encourage her to perform a miracle.

      

      
        

        "If I perform a miracle, the witch won't be able to eat my uncle. Is that... okay with you?"

        

        Cecilia carefully probed the man's intentions.

        Yesterday, things had unfolded too rapidly for her to properly comprehend, but even the naive Cecilia noticed that some pieces of the puzzle didn't fit.

        

        "Whether it's okay or not, it's Estel's decision, so I don't care much. Do you want me to eat him? I am curious about human meat, having never tried it."

        "N-no! Humans! They taste bad! I've eaten them before!"

        "You've eaten them? A human eating another human. Impressive."

        

        She had made up a lie on the spot and ended up becoming a saint who had tasted human flesh, but she considered it fortunate just to have shattered any fantasies about cannibalism.

        

        "You worry needlessly. Just perform the miracle and save your love, that's all."

        

        The man, seeing through Cecilia's concerns at a glance, delivered a heartbreaking statement in a dry tone.

        

        "Love...?"

        "Aren't you lovers? Estel said you two were in a pure love relationship. Was that not the case?"

        

        Cecilia couldn't answer easily.

        

        Love... Love, huh.

        Even if it was one-sided, love was still love.

        

        Cecilia loved her uncle, but her uncle... well.

        Despite clinging to him and appealing to him every day, he always treated her like a child.

        He was always going around saying he liked busty women.

        

        'Liar... Even though you promised me.'

        

        Cecilia recalled the promise she had made with her uncle before becoming a saint.

        

        The reason why the free-spirited Cecilia became a saint.

        The driving force that helped her endure the stuffy and boring life at the cathedral day by day.

        

        'Uncle, promise me! When I grow up! Marry me! Otherwise, I won't become a saint or anything!'

        'Sigh... Squirt. Alright. So you'll become a saint? I don't know what you see in an old man like me...'

        

        Her uncle seemed to have brushed it off, thinking it was just a passing dream of a naive child, but Cecilia was serious.

        

        What was so good about an uncle like him?

        There were too many reasons to list them all.

        

        From the moment he protected Cecilia when she had been pickpocketed of all her possessions and nearly died at the hands of a guard... it didn't matter whether he was the first man to show her kindness or not.

        

        "That's right. I like my uncle. Even if it's one-sided, that's okay. Because I like him madly. I'll definitely perform a miracle and not let my uncle become witch food... sir!"

        

        She didn't forget to add "sir" at the end, in case the man might harm her.

        

        Cecilia's golden eyes directly met the man's red eyes.

        Her trembling body calmed down, and her halo resonated strongly, representing Cecilia's determination.

        

        "One-sided love, huh... I'll cheer for your miracle. I think I understand why Estel likes pure love so much."

        

        To think she would receive encouragement from a man on the witch's side...

        Cecilia cleared away the food she had been eating as the man quietly left the room.

        

        Then she approached the bed where her uncle slept, knelt down, clasped her hands together, and closed her eyes.

        

        She felt like she could perform a miracle now.
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        Cecilia, who had felt like she could perform a miracle just moments ago, found herself in trouble once again.

        

        The longer she prayed, the more her legs cramped, and her shoulders ached from holding her hands clasped near her nose. To make matters worse, drowsiness invaded, as if to interfere with her prayers.

        

        Cecilia stopped praying and rested her head against the bedside.

        Though she had only been quietly praying, she felt her body and spirit withering away.

        

        "Angel, how do I pray properly?"

        

        The halo vibrated softly in response to Cecilia's question.

        

        [I will listen attentively to your words. Seek with sincerity. Call out earnestly.]

        

        More incomprehensible words.

        The angel's answer only diminished Cecilia's enthusiasm further.

        

        "Uncle, wake up. I know you're pretending to sleep."

        "......"

        

        She thought hearing Uncle's voice might give her strength, but no such miracle occurred.

        Instead, his skin, pale as death, made Cecilia fearful in advance.

        

        Worried that Uncle might be dead, she tried to check his breathing, but remembering the fangs she'd seen in her dream, she couldn't bring herself to approach him.

        

        Whenever Cecilia found herself in a troubling situation, Uncle had always saved her, so she hoped that maybe this time too... but that would truly be a miracle.

        

        She had always received help, so now it was her turn to save Uncle... She knew she needed to perform a miracle, but not knowing how was driving her crazy.

        

        'Truly, truly, I say unto you. Pray. Without faith, you cannot bear true fruit. Upon faith, love will blossom. Upon love, devotion will bear fruit.'

        

        Cecilia pondered the angel's words.

        She understood the part about praying. Yes, just that far.

        

        How love blossoms upon faith, how devotion bears fruit upon love... For Cecilia, who had only been eager to doodle in the Bible to pass through boring sermon times, these were unfamiliar and incomprehensible sentences.

        

        Clearly, yesterday she had been in the same situation before declaring she would perform a miracle herself and leaving... But now, she couldn't even muster that courage.

        

        Forget about facing a witch—she'd be lucky if she didn't tremble before that scarred man.

        

        Without the angel's power, Cecilia was just an ordinary 17-year-old girl.

        

        The angel had followed Cecilia's commands when she tried to unleash holy power against the holy knight, but for some reason, she couldn't understand why the angel said it couldn't attack the witch.

        

        Shouldn't it be the other way around—attacking witches and not holy knights? The more she thought about it, the more incomprehensible everything seemed.

        

        Why was the witch trying to eat Uncle?

        Why Uncle specifically?

        

        Being near Uncle meant enduring his bachelor smell and the foul sweat odor from not bathing often, which didn't seem appropriate for food.

        

        So there must be another reason...

        

        Uncle was always busy staring at nuns with large chests when they passed by. Could it be that he got cursed after hitting on the witch because he was distracted by her chest?

        

        It seemed like a reasonable suspicion.

        

        "Uncle, you didn't get like this because you flirted with the witch, did you? If that's the case, forget about miracles."

        "......"

        "There's a noble first-class bride candidate Holy Maiden who will grow up voluptuous in a few years if you just wait quietly. You didn't look elsewhere, did you?"

        

        Cecilia lifted her head from the bedside to interrogate Uncle.

        

        Pray.

        

        To interrogate Uncle, she first needed to perform a miracle, and to do that, she needed to pray.

        

        Cecilia knelt once more, clasped her hands, and prayed.

        

        'Uncle. Uncle. Uncle. I won't let you become the witch's food... If you're going to be eaten, let me be the one to eat you...!'

        

        God this, miracle that.

        Unlike her usual prayers, she called out only to Uncle from the depths of her heart. That was Cecilia's sincere prayer.

        

        Thinking that if a miracle didn't happen even now, she would dunk the halo in filthy water, she squeezed her eyes shut so tightly her face wrinkled.

        

        ***

        

      

      
        [Drink the blood.]

        

        Grey was tormented by the demon's whispers that kept reaching his ears. Though he hadn't yet reached God's side, he could hardly say he was fully alive either.

        

        Even with his ears covered, he could hear the demon's voice, and wherever he went, he could see the demon's crimson hair spreading like a spider's web in all directions.

        

        "Is this a dream?"

        

        Grey immediately realized he was dreaming when he saw the scene before him. If it wasn't a dream, he wouldn't be in Cecilia's bedroom right now.

        

        "Or have I died and gone to hell? Uncle... I didn't think my sins were that heavy."

        

        Moreover, if the person lying in the bed wasn't Cecilia but the demon, then all the more so.

        

        Grey recalled his last memory.

        

        He had certainly tried to survive by confessing to the demon and... was bitten. The demon's fangs were larger and more painful than expected, causing him to lose consciousness immediately.

        

        Perhaps dying would have been better.

        Having witnessed the fate of those bitten by demons several times, Grey found the current situation far from welcome.

        

        His determination not to leave Cecilia behind seemed to have led to the worst possible outcome.

        

        "Aren't you coming in? The man who claimed to adore me certainly has remarkable patience."

        

        The demon tempted Grey by fluttering the blanket. Completely naked, at that. Normally, he would have dived into bed thinking what a windfall this was, but... since it was a demon, even his manhood shrank considerably.

        

        Moreover, if he happened to share a bed with the demon and incurred Cecilia's wrath...

        

        Whether this was a dream or hell, Cecilia would somehow know about it, so Grey kept his distance from the demon.

        

        "Sorry. What I confessed then was actually a lie. When you're trying to survive, you have to lie, don't you?"

        "I already knew there was a girl you cared about when I bit you. Quite a cute little thing."

        

        With a gesture from the demon, blood spurted from the ground and transformed into Cecilia's form. Except for the overall red blood color, it was identical to Cecilia.

        

        "You see, I can read the memories of my servants. For instance, how deeply that girl thinks of you. How much effort you've made for her."

        

        The demon rose from the bed and slowly approached Grey. For every step the demon took forward, Grey took two steps back, but he was soon blocked by a wall.

        

        "You have a task to do. Whether you bite that woman's neck or the girl's neck, offer a woman's body to me."

        "Why don't you do it yourself? Uncle doesn't have perverted desires like biting people. Can't you let me off?"

        

        Grey couldn't understand why such a powerful demon would ask him to do something it could do itself.

        

        "Unfortunately, my body is currently sealed. Even though I want to tear apart the woman who took my Black Knight, it's practically impossible. And I can't act in a smelly man's body, or my Black Knight would be disgusted."

        "And if I refuse...?"

        "You've become my servant, so we're in the same boat. How disappointing. And..."

        

        The demon's hair suddenly enveloped Grey. With no time to dodge, his entire body was bound tightly, and like an insect about to be hunted by a spider, he could only silently watch himself being devoured.

        

        "This is not a request, but an order."

        

        The demon whispered in Grey's ear.

        

        With just that, Grey's heart began to race madly. As if it were a command that could never be disobeyed, as if it were words that should not be defied, it brought pain like letters being embroidered on his heart.

        

        Order. Servant.

        

        Grey realized he had become the demon's servant. No matter how much he resisted, with just one word from her, he felt he might even bite Cecilia.

        

        "Time is running out. Somehow, that woman seems to know about me... If you fail, I will destroy your body. So if you want to live, follow your instincts. Drink blood. Obtain a body for me to dwell in."

        

        [Drink blood. Drink. Drink. Drink.]

        

        Following the demon's seductive words, terrible voices echoed from all directions. They constantly ate away at Grey's mind, telling him to drink blood.

        

        Thirst arose.

        

        He felt like he would go mad if he didn't drink someone's blood right away.

        

        His breathing quickened, and he felt something squirming between his blood vessels.

        

        'I can endure somehow because I'm protecting my body with holy power, but... ugh. I'm at my limit now.'

        

        Suddenly remembering the words of a holy knight just before becoming a monster, Grey tried to summon holy power, but his body wouldn't obey.

        

      

      
        "Aaaaargh...!"

        

        The feeling of becoming a monster was so terrible that Grey, who normally wouldn't flinch at severe wounds, screamed.

        

        The smell of blood permeated the air.

        Sweet blood.

        

        At the same time, holy power enveloped Grey's body.

        

        "Oh? The girl is quite something. Holy power... truly a power I covet."

        

        The demon released the hair holding Grey and distanced herself.

        

        'The kid...?'

        

        Grey immediately recognized the nature of the holy power surrounding his body. It was the holy power of the Holy Maiden, cleaner than anyone else's and emitting a pure white light.

        

        It even felt as if it had a will of its own, burning away the surrounding hair in an instant and protecting Grey.

        

        "Go now. When the time comes, I will create an opportunity."

        

        With the demon's ominous laughter, Grey's consciousness flickered.

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        Grey groaned as he opened his eyes.

        If this was a dream, he never wanted to have it again.

        

        [Drink blood.]

        

        The voice still echoing in his head suggested it might be something masquerading as a dream.

        

        When Grey tried to get up, his body wouldn't obey for some reason. A different sensation from when he was captured by the demon...

        

        Only his eyes could move.

        Grey rolled his eyes to survey his surroundings.

        

        He was definitely in a dungeon...

        

        Judging by the old, shabby room, it wasn't a cathedral... but the worn cross hanging on the wall confirmed it was in the Holy Kingdom.

        

        "Uncle...?"

        

        Was he hearing things?

        Grey doubted his ears.

        

        Cecilia's voice, which shouldn't be audible, came from nearby.

        

        Grey rolled his eyes to locate the source of the voice.

        

        The first thing he saw was the halo, the symbol of a Holy Maiden.

        And then, the scars nestled among hair that had faded even more than before.

        

        A pair of large golden eyes peeked out from the bedside and met Grey's gaze.

        

        "Uncle, are you awake?"

        

        It was the real Cecilia, not an auditory or visual hallucination.

        With two pairs of wings on her back, she looked like an angel from a painting in the Grand Cathedral.

        

        Where is this place, and how did you get here?

        What is happening right now...?

        

        Grey had a mountain of questions for Cecilia, but he couldn't speak a word.

        

        [Drink blood.]

        

        He wanted to drink.

        Grey squeezed his eyes shut at the instinctive cry.

        

        He felt like he might pounce on Cecilia at any moment, but since his body wouldn't move, the worst-case scenario didn't occur.

        

        "I... I performed a miracle!?"

        

        While Grey was fighting his instincts, Cecilia shouted in joy and ran out, opening the door.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.136The Saint and the Guardian (14)Jun 11, 2025

      
        "Estel, I have a question. What is a miracle?"

        

        Edel, who had brought breakfast to the Saint, suddenly asked about miracles.

        

        Her eyes weren't their usual indifferent gaze, but rather those of a curious child eager to learn about pure love, like when she was first learning about it at home.

        

        "Why ask about miracles?"

        "Does one need to perform miracles for it to be pure love?"

        

        While performing miracles isn't necessarily what defines pure love, without using the Saint's ultimate ability—miracles—the Guardian couldn't be saved, so in a way, that was correct...

        

        "Performing miracles isn't what defines pure love, but in our current situation, wouldn't you say it is?"

        "What do you mean? I need an explanation."

        "Right now, the Guardian has been bitten by a vampire and become a thrall. If the Saint doesn't perform a miracle to break the thralldom, that's the end of their pure love. Because the vampire will take possession of the Guardian's body."

        

        The pure love romance between a Saint and a vampire is a common trope in novels and other media, not just in Aria Chronicle, but when the core of your beloved becomes a vampire, it's neither romance nor anything else worth mentioning.

        

        "Can't you, Estel, break this thralldom yourself?"

        

        Edel said something quite uninteresting, as if she had developed some internal affinity for the Saint after merely bringing her food a few times and exchanging a few words.

        

        My ultimate ability is truly a last resort. If the Saint can resolve this by performing a miracle, it's better to save mine until the very end.

        

        After all, pure love is like a flower that blooms amidst hardship and adversity.

        

        "Edel, pure love is most delicious when it blooms through hardship and adversity. What meaning would there be if I broke the thralldom? Pure love is something one must achieve on their own."

        

        I recalled the quest text from Aria Chronicle Part 3, Floria's Awakening:

        

        'Verily, verily, I say unto thee: Pray. Without faith, one cannot bear true fruit. Upon faith shall love blossom. Upon love shall devotion bear fruit.'

        

        When I listened to the Saint and Edel's conversation through my magic circle—perfectly protected against both visual and audio surveillance—I knew she already had one of the three requirements for using a miracle: faith, love, or devotion.

        

        The problem was the remaining two...

        

        "What will you do if you can't perform a miracle by the promised time?"

        "Hmm. Maybe I'll just gobble him up!"

        "That doesn't seem like a very good idea."

        

        When I made an exaggerated gesture, baring my claws like a beast and snapping my teeth with an "Aang!" Edel grimaced.

        

        It was just a joke, but what a cold response. With such a humorless attitude, I worried whether she'd ever be able to properly fall in love.

        

        If she can't perform a miracle by the promised time...

        

        For some reason, my gaze drifted to Edel.

        Displeased with my answer, she was pouting, her eyebrows drawn into a straight line as she expressed her dissatisfaction.

        

        Edel seemed to hope the Saint would achieve a successful pure love, and I wasn't much different.

        

        After all, pure love only has meaning when it ends happily.

        

        "Didn't I tell you? That you become stronger when you experience pure love. The Saint will perform a miracle. Why not trust her and wait? It's only been one day."

        

        Moreover, this Saint already possessed the love that Floria only realized at the very end, as if it were the most natural thing.

        

        'That's right. I like him. Even if it's one-sided, that's okay. Because I like him madly. I'll definitely perform a miracle and not let him become food for the witch... yes!'

        

        Recalling the Saint's honest confession of her feelings to Edel, I felt a fresh wave of emotion.

        

        It was a shame I couldn't hear it directly and had to listen through the magic circle, but the sweet taste of pure love resonating in my heart was incredibly delicious.

        

        One-sided pure love.

        And a reverse height gap pure love at that...!

        Damn... how am I supposed to resist this?

        

        I was grateful I hadn't sealed the Guardian.

        

      

      
        "How is it? Tasting someone else's pure love. Delicious, isn't it?"

        "...Not bad."

        

        Edel nodded, apparently pleased as well.

        

        Judging by her melancholic gaze, like that of a girl reading a romance novel for the first time, it wasn't just "not bad"—she seemed to have enjoyed it very much.

        

        "If you want to taste more, keep talking to her. I'm sure you'll get even more delicious answers. Just praying all the time doesn't give me anything good to watch."

        "Couldn't you just talk to her directly?"

        

        I wish I could. I really do...

        

        From how she met the Guardian to when she started liking him, what she found attractive about him, what his charm points were, what sweet episodes they shared—there's so much I want to ask.

        

        But because I'm a witch, she's full of suspicion toward anything I say...

        If I bring it up and she gets defensive like a wary cat, asking what my ulterior motives are, it would just be exhausting.

        

        I'd love to use my ultimate ability to see clearly into her mind, but that would take away all the flavor.

        

        "I'd like to, but she's particularly cold to me. Edel, you've already gained some favor by bringing her food, so you're perfect for this. Help her open up and talk. Wouldn't it be better to taste pure love up close?"

        "Hmm... Don't expect too much. I don't really know what this 'gaining favor' is."

        "It's fine if you don't know. Just showing your face will probably make her favor skyrocket."

        

        Thinking about how Emily behaved when we went to Veneschia... it grinds my teeth, but Edel would stimulate any woman's heart just by standing still.

        

        The Saint, being a woman, probably wouldn't be much different.

        

        Then a disturbing thought crossed my mind—what if the Saint turned her attention from the Guardian to Edel?

        

        Even I had to admit Edel was quite good-looking.

        She had a history of turning the heads of engaged women and even married ones...

        

        Plus, Edel was such a fool that she might end up seducing the Saint if I didn't give specific instructions.

        

        "But don't come on too strong! NTR is punishable by death!"

        "NTR? What's that? Judging by your expression, it doesn't seem like pure love."

        "It's a thing. Anyway. Don't get too friendly with the Saint. Just gently coax her into talking about why she likes the Guardian. Got it?"

        

        While NTR isn't absent from Aria Chronicle's narrative, if Edel were to be my first experience with it... forget about pure love or whatever, I wouldn't just bury her in the ground again—I'd kill her.

        

        "This is difficult."

        "Don't overthink it. The Saint is just a girl with a crush, so if you poke her a few times, she'll probably spill everything."

        

        Earlier, when Edel casually asked if they were in love, the Saint had already blurted out delicious pure love.

        If we stimulated her emotions a bit more, I couldn't even imagine what delicious pure love might emerge.

        

        "You're curious about their pure love too, right? We need your help, Edel. Who knows? Maybe stimulating her emotions like that will help her perform a miracle?"

        

        In Part 3, Floria also realized her love and used a miracle to save Agnes, so I wasn't wrong.

        

        It was fortunate, in a way, that the Saint didn't listen to me.

        

        While I can't make her have faith no matter what I do, devotion could be cultivated by creating the right situation and giving a little push.

        

        "Hehehe. So, Edel, I'm counting on you for the next lunch."

        

        It was clear that if I played my cards right, I could feast on delicious pure love at every mealtime.

        

        "Let's see how our Saint is doing. If she's still sleeping, you go wake her up."

        

        Looking into the magic circle to check if the Saint was doing well,

        

        "Huh?"

        

        The Saint was nowhere to be seen, and somehow the Guardian had regained consciousness, blinking in confusion, left all alone.

        

        Where did she go in the meantime?

        She wouldn't have run away, leaving just the Guardian behind.

      

      
        

        Before I could shift the magic circle's view to check elsewhere, the Saint's voice echoed from far away.

        

        "I!!! Performed!!! A miracle!! Where are you, witch~!!!!!!"

        

        A miracle already...?

        But looking through the magic circle focused on the Guardian, traces of the vampire still remained...

        

        BANG!

        

        The door burst open, and the Saint entered with great momentum.

        

        Gone was the Saint who had trembled upon meeting Edel last night—she now appeared downright majestic.

        

        "Huff... I, performed, a miracle...!"

        

        She seemed to have run to tell me about the miracle, breathing heavily before putting on a triumphant expression.

        

        Indeed, until her conversation with Edel, the Saint's back had shone with a single pair of wings, but now two pairs of wings adorned her back.

        

        With two pairs of wings, she would have gained different powers, authorities, and functions than usual, so it was understandable that she mistook it for a miracle.

        

        And here I thought...

        I had just started tasting the pure love, and it would be no fun if it ended so soon.

        

        "I said I'd perform a miracle in a day! It hasn't even been 24 hours yet, right!?"

        

        So that's what she was concerned about.

        I thought she was just showing off, sleeping soundly from the first day, but it seemed the Saint was serious.

        

        "Congratulations. Your wings increased from one pair to two?"

        "Eh... they really did. Anyway, I performed a miracle, so release him now."

        

        She ran here without even knowing how her wings had changed?

        At this rate, she seemed to have mistaken the Guardian waking up as her performing a miracle...

        

        "Did you really perform a miracle? My curse still remains?"

        "He woke up. If this isn't a miracle, what is? And what would a witch know about miracles anyway? If the Saint says it's a miracle, then it's a miracle."

        

        I suppressed my irritation at the Saint's rudeness and maintained my composure.

        

        The way she talks...!

        Calm down. This is all to witness pure love.

        

        "You can ask the angel if you want. Our Saint might not believe me, but she believes the angel, right?"

        "...Angel, is what the witch saying true? You clearly told me something about awakening. Doesn't that mean I can use miracles?"

        

        The halo floating above the Saint's head vibrated, and just by looking at her unfocused eyes, I could tell what the angel was saying.

        

        "Eeek...! What does an angel know!!"

        

        The Saint suddenly grabbed her halo with both hands and shouted.

        

        Is she really a Saint...? It's one thing to be like that with a witch, but to behave that way even with an angel?

        If not for the halo and stigmata, she'd be no different from a demon.

        

        At this point, the fact that her wings had become two pairs seemed miraculous in itself.

        

        I began to have a reasonable suspicion—perhaps the Guardian, who was supposed to stay by the Saint's side, deliberately entered the dungeon and got bitten by the vampire to get away from her.

        

        If she was like this in front of a witch, I could only imagine how she behaved in the cathedral... it was obvious without seeing it.

        

        I wasn't sure if letting the Saint perform a miracle was the right choice, or if sealing the Guardian would be better for him.

        

        Was my pure love sensor malfunctioning?

        ...I needed to check.
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        [You need one more awakening to perform a miracle.]

        

        Cecilia was dumbfounded by the angel's words.

        Clearly, when she prayed while thinking of her uncle, divine power had welled up inside her—something she couldn't feel before.

        

        First the angel suddenly changed its tune, saying she needed to awaken once more despite previously claiming she could perform miracles if she awakened. And then there was the witch who, suspiciously for a witch, knew far too much about saints and miracles...

        

        She even began to think the witch and angel were conspiring against her.

        

        If what they said was true, it meant her uncle had opened his eyes regardless of any miracle, and it sounded like he had just been comfortably sleeping while Cecilia struggled.

        

        In the end, throwing a tantrum in front of the witch and insisting it was a miracle wouldn't change anything, so she trudged back to her uncle's room.

        

        "Angel, I really hate you."

        [I like Cecilia.]

        

        The angel's halo vibrated as it responded to Cecilia's offhand remark.

        

        "What...?"

        

        Did she hear wrong?

        

        The angel, which had always responded stiffly and only to questions or commands, suddenly answered something that was neither a question nor a command, and in a gentle, feminine tone at that...

        

        Come to think of it, the same thing happened when she asked the angel something in front of the witch. She had been too preoccupied with the miracle to notice properly.

        

        [My permissions have increased with your awakening. As a result, I've gained the ability to reason. It's all thanks to Cecilia.]

        

        As if sensing Cecilia's confusion, the angel continued speaking, expressing gratitude.

        

        "Permissions?"

        [Skill cooldown reduction. Safety mode operation. Threat detection performance adjustment. There are additional items as well. Would you like to hear them?]

        "You said you can't perform miracles. What good is all that?"

        

        Her surprise was short-lived. Even if the angel had gained the ability to reason or whatever, it was meaningless if it couldn't perform miracles.

        

        The reason she became a saint was because of her promise to her uncle. If she couldn't save him, Cecilia couldn't care less about whatever happened to the angel.

        

        The angel's chattering voice even started to annoy her. She sighed heavily, thinking it was better when it only answered questions.

        

        [I don't recommend entering the room. There is an element that could harm Cecilia's safety.]

        "...What?"

        

        Just as she arrived at the door to her uncle's room, the angel suddenly sent her a warning.

        

        But the angel's warning failed to serve its purpose. To Cecilia, those words only meant that her uncle lying in the room was dangerous.

        

        Was it the witch's doing?

        Had monsters attacked?

        

        Even if the angel's voice was annoying, it had never lied to Cecilia. With her heart sinking, she roughly flung open the door.

        

        "Uncle!?"

        

        She thought she needed to save her uncle immediately... but the room wasn't much different from when she had left it.

        

        Her uncle was still lying in bed, staring blankly at Cecilia, and there was no sign of an intruder.

        

        Still, just to be safe, she cautiously approached her uncle while scanning the surroundings, but the angel's warnings didn't stop.

        

        [You are getting closer to the dangerous element.]

        "...Stop it. There's only uncle in the room. Angel, from now on, don't be noisy and only answer when I ask you something. I won't let it slide if you speak first."

        

        Was the angel suggesting her uncle was dangerous?

        How dare an angel lie to a saint?

        

      

      
        Cecilia felt disgusted.

        Beyond disgusted—she was seething.

        

        It was bad enough that she had mistakenly thought she performed a miracle and confidently confronted the witch only to be ignored... now even the angel she trusted seemed to be disrespecting her.

        

        "This is all because of you, uncle."

        

        Cecilia directed her boiling emotions toward her uncle lying in bed.

        

        If only he hadn't secretly joined that investigation team or whatever, none of this would have happened. She resented her uncle, who was now at risk of becoming the witch's meal.

        

        "You should have just stayed with me at the cathedral. What kind of mess is this, leaving without a word?"

        "......"

        "Why aren't you saying anything? Is it that you can't speak, or you won't?"

        

        The kind-hearted uncle who would normally start with "Well, you see..." and say something nice was nowhere to be found, just rolling his eyes, which was frustrating.

        

        If he could just say something, anything, she might feel a little better... but her uncle's good-natured words and voice remained only in her memories, not becoming reality.

        

        "Keep your mouth shut like that. I'm going to pounce on you. The witch said you can't move, so you can't resist, right?"

        

        Cecilia climbed onto the bed and sat firmly on her uncle's waist. Whenever she crossed the line like this before, he would talk in circles and stop her. She desperately hoped he would do the same now.

        

        ...Part of her even thought it might not be a bad idea to leave behind offspring before her uncle became the witch's meal.

        

        "......"

        

        Even though things might actually lead to lovemaking at this rate, her uncle didn't say a word.

        

        Instead, she could see various emotions in his eyes.

        

        Apology, embarrassment, worry... but also the eyes of a beast, hungry and thinking only of devouring the food in front of it.

        

        Her uncle would never look at her like that in this situation...

        

        Cecilia couldn't bear to meet his eyes anymore. Perhaps, as the angel said, her uncle had truly become dangerous.

        

        But she couldn't accept that, not even if she died.

        Her uncle couldn't be like that.

        

        Cecilia believed in her memories with her uncle more than the angel's words.

        

        "...So you really can't speak."

        

        Cecilia carefully got off the bed and plopped down.

        

        "Uncle. Do you know you're about to become the witch's meal?"

        

        What did it matter if her uncle couldn't speak?

        

        "If I hadn't come in time, you would have been thrown into the witch's cauldron, boiled up, and turned into a smelly stew?"

        

        Just like when they were at the cathedral.

        Just like when she would visit her uncle's chambers every night and act spoiled... believing that talking about various things would be the driving force for the power to perform miracles.

        

        "The witch said if I perform a miracle within three days and break the curse on you, she'll let you go. So now it's my turn to help you. Just like when you saved me from being caught and killed by the guards, and took in a girl who could only steal."

        

        As she talked, her gloomy mood gradually improved. Strangely, sharing her thoughts with her uncle always calmed her mind.

        

        "I can't trust the witch's words... but the angel doesn't lie. No, maybe that's not true anymore either? Anyway. Just wait a little longer. We're almost there. When we get back to the cathedral, I won't let you off easy. I'll tie you up so you can't go anywhere and keep you by my side."

        

        When they return to the cathedral...

        She would thoroughly question him, starting with why he joined the investigation team and how he ended up as the witch's meal.

        

        She would thoroughly investigate whether he had been enchanted by the witch and abandoned her.

        

      

      
        "I'm a saint who belongs only to you, uncle. I'll perform a magnificent miracle. Watch me closely."

        

        Cecilia shyly kissed her uncle's cheek and smiled as brightly as she could.

        

        This much should be acceptable as motivation to perform a miracle.

        

        "Oh? Is this pure love?"

        "Eeeeek!?"

        

        While Cecilia was savoring the feeling on her lips, she let out a shrill scream at the sudden voice of the man who guarded the witch.

        

        He stood there with a plate of food in his hands, raising his eyebrows as if he had witnessed something quite interesting. It seemed like he was teasing her, making her face flush.

        

        "Haven't you seen a k-kiss on the cheek before!? How long have you been standing there!? ...Sir!"

        "I've been here since 'This is all because of you, uncle.' I know about kisses from books. I've just never seen one in person before."

        

        So he'd been there almost from the beginning?

        Besides, it hadn't even been an hour since breakfast, yet here was another meal.

        

        "Can't you make some noise when you walk around? And why the meal...?"

        "Since that man has woken up, I thought it would be good to feed him something. I prepared soup so it can be poured in since he can't move. I've added medication specifically for him."

        

        Medication specifically for her uncle?

        Was he telling her to feed him now?

        

        "Ah, Estel told me to keep it a secret, so it's a secret."

        

        Just as she thought, the man held out the soup with a rather brazen tone. The color was blood-red... the witch had definitely done something to it.

        

        "Why should I feed my uncle food the witch has tampered with? Is this some kind of warning that you'll do the same to me?"

        

        She glared at the man, now habitually using polite speech.

        

        "Why do you dislike Estel so much? Is that witch so untrustworthy?"

        

        Was he really asking because he didn't know, while guarding the witch?

        

        Even if it wasn't Cecilia, anyone in the Holy Kingdom could list at least a hundred reasons for hating witches if asked.

        

        "Witches bewitch people, play all sorts of mischief, and do whatever they want. Do you know how many people grieve after losing their loved ones because of witches? Honestly, even if I perform a miracle within three days, I doubt she'll save my uncle."

        

        There were countless other stories she had heard from the heresy inquisitors.

        

        Like witches who consider human hearts a delicacy, or witches who collect bones of the dead to create strange monsters...

        

        Witches were beyond human common sense and defied God's providence.

        

        "...I see. Most witches must be like that."

        

        Despite how irritating his words might be, the man nodded nonchalantly. Cecilia's eyes widened gradually as he continued.

        

        "Estel is kind. She taught me how to handle kitchen knives when I didn't know how. Estel keeps her promises. She continues to teach me about pure love without fail. Estel doesn't make others sad. Because I am smiling."

        

        As the man finished speaking with a small smile, something welled up in Cecilia's heart.

        

        That something felt like envy, tickling the sensitive heart of a young girl.

        

        What is it...?

        Why doesn't her uncle say such things to her?

        

        "Don't worry unnecessarily, weakling. Perform a miracle and prove your pure love."

        

        Even after the man left the room, she couldn't take her eyes off the door for a while.

        For the first time, Cecilia envied the witch.
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        Gray had many questions he wanted to ask Cecilia.

        

        Where was this place, and why was she here when she should be in the Holy City?

        

        However, the force binding his body held him back, as if refusing to let his sharp fangs show themselves to the outside world.

        

        In a way, he was grateful that he could only stare at her neck rather than pounce on Cecilia following his urge to drink blood.

        

        "Mister, are you hungry? It's suspicious since the witch made it... but we have no choice. The angel said there's no poison in it."

        

        Cecilia carefully spooned some soup and trickled it into Gray's mouth.

        

        With each sip of soup, his thirst for blood subsided. It felt like finding an oasis in the middle of a desert to wet his throat.

        

        Gray pondered her words as Cecilia fed him the red soup, blowing on it gently to cool it.

        

        Witch.

        

        Everything Cecilia said about becoming witch food confused Gray.

        

        What he had encountered in the dungeon seemed more like a demon than a witch.

        

        Of course, there was no guarantee that witches couldn't have horns, but he couldn't shake the feeling that the situation Cecilia knew about and the one Gray was in were similar yet somehow different.

        

        "Just hang on until tomorrow. I'll show you a miracle. Just trust me, mister. If I fail... we'll somehow escape from the witch. The Holy City is dangerous... How about we elope to somewhere quiet and deserted?"

        "......"

        

        He wanted to give her a light knock on the head for suggesting something as ridiculous as eloping with a saint, but Gray couldn't move or speak... so he could only listen to Cecilia in silence.

        

        Her saintly garments, which had always been kept spotlessly clean, were now dirty and disheveled. Even her hair had faded more since he last saw her, seemingly having lost its original color.

        

        One thing was certain: Cecilia seemed to have endured her own hardships and trials while Gray was unconscious, and her appearance reminded him of when she was a scruffy little thief before becoming a saint.

        

        He recalled the girl who had picked his pocket when he was a fairly successful mercenary, only to be caught by guards and nearly killed. She had glared at him with eyes like a wild animal and boldly declared:

        

        'I stole because I was hungry. Is that so wrong? I thought I'd scored big for once, but my luck is absolute garbage.'

        

        Stealing might be a crime,

        but being hungry isn't.

        

        He had rather liked that about her.

        Compared to other kids her age who died before they could even steal anything, she was quite impressive.

        

        Gray had grown up the same way when he was young.

        

        Considering his own sister had died of starvation, this girl had clearly grasped the ways of the world early and was struggling desperately to survive.

        

        Normally, he would have just taken back his money and not cared what happened to her, but...

        

        A small bit of compassion and a large dose of curiosity moved Gray's heart.

        

        'I happen to need a porter. What do you say? Want to get yourself a job, kid?'

        

        Whether as a mercenary or whatever else, she showed potential.

        

        At least she wouldn't die easily. Having a kid tag along would probably just be a burden, but... perhaps he had been feeling lonely after working as a mercenary alone for so long.

        

        Who would have thought that the little brat would turn out to be born with the qualities of a saint?

        

        "Mister, you didn't end up like this because I was being reckless as a saint, did you? I know you've suffered a lot cleaning up after all the trouble I've caused. If that's the case... I don't need to be a saint anymore. I don't need it. I only need you."

        

        Even as he reminisced about their first meeting, Cecilia's words continued without pause.

        

        Just like when she would sneak into Gray's bedroom at night in the Holy City, pressing herself against him and complaining about all the annoying things that had happened that day.

        

        Gray would then spend the next day busy cleaning up the incidents Cecilia had caused based on those complaints. In a way, it reminded him of those confession-like sessions.

        

        But unlike then, her expressions and actions were now more explicit.

        

        The way she awkwardly straddled his waist.

        The way she kissed his cheek and then tried to laugh it off with forced cheerfulness to hide her embarrassment...

        

        And now she was openly talking about love and such.

        

        'What could she possibly see in an old man like me?'

        

        Cecilia had a promising future. First of all, she was a saint who would receive the highest treatment anywhere in the Holy Kingdom, and although she was still a kid, she would clearly grow up to be a great beauty.

        

        In contrast, Gray was just a mercenary with the title of Guardian. His appearance was not just ordinary but rugged, with a face full of scars that made him look as rough as an orc.

        

        If the scarred man who had brought food earlier had a dignified air of someone who had lived a harsh life, Gray looked more like an orc assault captain.

        

        And then there was the age difference.

        A gap of 17 years couldn't be ignored.

      

      
        

        Because of this, Gray couldn't help but see Cecilia as a late-born little sister or daughter figure.

        

        'Mister, promise me! When I grow up! Marry me! Otherwise, I won't be a saint or anything!'

        

        He winced as he recalled the promise he had made with Cecilia before she became a saint.

        

        He shouldn't have so readily agreed back then.

        He had thought it was just childish fancy, like little girls often telling their fathers they want to marry them, but Cecilia seemed serious about it.

        

        A few days ago, this might have been different, but now that he had become a thrall...

        Forget marriage, he needed to protect Cecilia from the demon that lusted after women's flesh.

        

        If he could move his body freely, the first thing he would do would be to leave for a place where Cecilia couldn't find him.

        

        He believed that was the only way to protect the saint as her guardian.

        

        ***

        

        In the dark room where no sunlight entered.

        Based on the man bringing food, Gray deduced it was night, though he couldn't tell how much time had passed.

        

        "Mmm... Mister... hehe."

        

        He could tell Cecilia had fallen asleep after talking endlessly and repeatedly praying that she would perform a miracle.

        

        It would be nice if a miracle really happened as Cecilia said and everything returned to normal... but honestly, if miracles happened just by praying, everyone in the world would pray.

        

        Gray's eyes began to droop.

        

        But fearing that if he fell asleep, he might meet that demon or witch again in his dreams, he desperately tried to keep his eyes open.

        

        As he fought against his closing eyes and the overwhelming drowsiness, battling the voice that whispered for him to bite the defenseless Cecilia...

        

        "Hello? Mr. Guardian?"

        "...!?"

        

        Gray suddenly found himself face to face with a woman staring directly into his eyes.

        

        She had long pink hair flowing down to her waist, and mysterious red eyes that sparkled, similar to a demon's.

        

        Most striking was her chest, boasting a ferocious size that seemed otherworldly.

        

        He could tell this was the witch Cecilia had mentioned.

        And simultaneously, he realized she was the person the demon from the dungeon had referred to as "that woman."

        

        The reason was clear—the voice urging him to drink blood had gone quiet, as if frightened and fleeing.

        

        "I came to ask you a few things because there's something I want to confirm. Oh, can you not speak right now?"

        

        When the witch snapped her fingers, Gray's mouth opened as if by magic. It seemed she had only granted him the ability to speak, as his body still couldn't move a single finger.

        

        "Something you want to confirm...?"

        

        What could she want to confirm?

        Gray racked his brain trying to understand the situation.

        

        If the demon and the witch weren't the same person... he couldn't piece together what had happened after he collapsed.

        

        "Why did you enter the dungeon, Mr. Guardian? A guardian should just protect the saint like a proper guardian. Were you trying to escape from the saint? Or did you switch careers to vampire after learning the true face of the Holy Kingdom?"

        "That's..."

        "You won't be able to lie. I put a truth serum in the soup you ate, along with a sedative, to make you speak only the truth."

        

        His reason for joining the expedition was nothing special.

        It was just because Cecilia, who was in the Holy City, kept singing about wanting to go outside.

        

        In a way, Cecilia became a saint because of him. He had made a promise with Karte because he wanted to fulfill her wish.

        

        Meanwhile, the witch smiled wickedly, her eyes gleaming. She gradually closed the distance between them, as if urging him to speak quickly.

        

        "It was because of the kid. She wasn't suited to being a saint and had many complaints about life in the Holy City. I promised that if we successfully completed the investigation of the Green Star group, she could go out for half a day."

        

        Despite Gray's intention to probe the witch's true motives, his mouth was only speaking the truth, just as the witch had said.

        

        "My... 'kid,' you say."

        

        The witch blushed with a complex expression on her face.

        

        It strongly resembled the face of a noble lady he had once seen during his mercenary days, blushing while reading a romance novel.

        

        "Do you know that the saint likes you?"

        "Sigh... what could she possibly see in an old man like me."

        "My, my. Casually dropping such a classic role-reversal line... no wonder she's fallen for you."

        

      

      
        Role-reversal...?

        

        Why was she asking these questions?

        

        He had expected the pink witch, who was on the wanted list, to ask about Holy Kingdom secrets or the saint's weaknesses...

        

        Or as Cecilia had said, he thought she would be a cruel witch who ate humans...

        

        Instead, she seemed like a woman deeply interested in love, imagining things about their relationship.

        

        Gray felt like he was being pulled deeper into a labyrinth.

        

        "So. How do you feel about the saint, Mr. Guardian? Isn't it annoying when such a troublesome little squirt follows you around saying she likes you?"

        "......"

        

        How did he feel about Cecilia...?

        Setting aside the ulterior motives behind the question, Gray couldn't answer immediately like before.

        

        She was annoying, sure.

        

        He had put her in the saint's position to keep her back warm, but she just kept causing trouble.

        

        She would find out where he was and follow him, sleeping uncomfortably on the bare ground.

        

        She would doze off during prayer time, yet now she was praying desperately, saying she would somehow perform a miracle...

        

        At this point, he began to wonder.

        What was Gray to Cecilia?

        

        Why did she cling to that promise?

        Why did she even stuff wool in her chest to try to impress him, only to get caught?

        

        "I made a promise to the kid. I need to stay by her side and watch over her until she becomes an adult at least. I'd like to put emotional things like liking or disliking aside. I'm the kid's only guardian."

        "......"

        

        This time, it was the witch who fell silent.

        She gulped, swallowing dryly, then hugged herself and twisted her body.

        

        She ran her tongue over her lips as if savoring Gray's words.

        

        It was so charming that the normal Gray might have tried to flirt with her, but having been severely punished once for such behavior, he didn't even dare to try.

        

        More than that, he was troubled with worry about Cecilia, who would be left alone.

        

        "But now I can't be by the kid's side. I was bitten by a demon and became some kind of thrall. It's quiet now, but it keeps going crazy telling me to drink blood. I can't keep my promise to the kid like this."

        

        As if she knew Gray's concerns.

        As if it wasn't such a big worry.

        The witch smiled playfully.

        

        "Hehehe. Don't worry about that. Your thrall status can be resolved if the saint performs a miracle. I was worried that the saint might be in love one-sidedly, and our guardian might have run away. It's not a perfect score, but you pass the pure love test. Love should be mutual. Even pure love that harms someone is a bit problematic."

        "Pure love?"

        "If she really can't perform a miracle, I'll help somehow. I might not care about that saint, but I've taken a liking to our guardian who triggers role-reversal. I'd love for you to be on the receiving end of role-reversal and satisfy my entertainment."

        

        With a satisfied expression, the witch slowly moved away, not making a sound so as not to wake Cecilia.

        

        "Wait... Are you really a witch? What exactly is your purpose? I'm having a hard time understanding the situation."

        

        If the witch left now, Gray would be left with even greater questions as he was swept into the whirlwind of events.

        

        At the very least, he wanted to know the witch's intentions.

        What she wanted.

        Why she wasn't harming the saint and was just waiting for her to perform a miracle.

        

        "Yes, I'm a witch. The Witch of Love. Naturally, my purpose is pure love, isn't it?"

        

        Witch of... Love?

        The witch that the high officials of the Holy Kingdom were after?

        

        "You heard what the saint said, right? You were bitten by a vampire, but now you're set up to be witch food. Keep our conversation a secret, okay? If you get lazy and don't even try because you know too much, I'll really eat you."

        

        The witch peeked through the door crack, winked, and snapped her fingers.

        

        "......"

        

        Gray could only stare at the door where the witch had disappeared, unable to speak.

        

        The one thing he could understand about the witch was that she was whimsical, just as Karte had said.

        

        [I need to move up the plan. I can't be played by that woman any longer.]

        

        And also, she had angered the demon inside Gray.

        Gray felt like an innocent lamb at the center of an incomprehensible incident.
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        "Mmmmm..."

        

        Even as her legs went numb beyond mere tingling and her shoulders ached so badly they felt like they might fall off, Cecilia didn't stop praying.

        

        It was the third day, and the scarred man had brought meals twice already with quite some time having passed since then, so it must be approaching evening now.

        

        Grumble.

        

        According to her stomach clock, it was indeed about time for dinner.

        

        The appointed time with the witch was drawing very near.

        This was no time to worry about her legs or shoulders; even if it cost Cecilia her life, she had to work a miracle to save the mister.

        

        "Mmmmm...!"

        

        She was anxious.

        Her anxiety filled the old, shabby room with sounds that couldn't even be called words.

        

        Could she even work a miracle in the first place?

        

        As time passed, she couldn't shake the image of the mister being thrown into the witch's cauldron and turned into food.

        

        Cecilia's confidence had plummeted off a cliff, to the point where she could barely distinguish whether she was praying or just wandering through her imagination.

        

        If she failed to work a miracle, she would never see the mister again... yet somehow, she didn't feel the desperation or urgency that should come with that thought.

        

        Cecilia didn't know why, but it felt like the work of the devil that the Holy Kingdom always warned would appear during prayer.

        

        "I've brought dinner. Still far from a miracle?"

        

        Perhaps that devil was the scarred man who brought such delicious food that made her mouth water.

        

        Cecilia, who was struggling to keep the mister from becoming the witch's meal, must be nothing but a nuisance to him... yet it felt as though he wanted her to work a miracle.

        

        The way he brought her food.

        The way he seemed to cheer for her miracle.

        Even the subtle nuances suggesting he supported her love for the mister.

        

        It all seemed like an elaborate scheme to prevent her from working a miracle.

        

        "Don't disturb me. I just felt something click!"

        

        Cecilia continued praying without looking at the man, answering primly.

        Though she hadn't experienced even a fragment of a miracle, she couldn't honestly tell him that she was merely anxious, not miraculous.

        

        For a saint to show weakness to a witch's associate?

        Her pride wouldn't allow it, regardless of her position.

        

        "Oh? I was just curious about what a miracle might be."

        

        From the sound of the man placing food on the table and the lack of footsteps leaving, it seemed he intended to stay and witness the miracle.

        

        "Aren't you going to eat?"

        "......"

        

        Cecilia continued praying without responding to the man's words.

        

        Yes, she was hungry, and yes, the tantalizing food aroma was deadly tempting...!

        But eating would bring drowsiness, and praying in a relaxed state would be practically impossible when she was already struggling.

        

        She was already regretting not reducing her sleep and eating just one meal a day to pray more, and she didn't want to add to those regrets.

        

        However, Cecilia's resolve... completely crumbled with the three casual sentences the man tossed out.

        

        "I heard from Estel that eating three meals a day is essential for proper growth. You should be eating not three but six meals. Otherwise, the baby will starve to death."

        "W-what...!?"

        

        Her hands, joined in prayer, instinctively covered her chest.

        

        She immediately understood what the man was implying.

        

        The man casually uttered words that would be considered not just blasphemous but an insult to a saint worthy of immediate execution in the Holy City.

        

        Cecilia was well aware of how small her chest was.

        

        After all, her growth had practically stopped after the stigma appeared.

        Even now, if she claimed to be 17 years old, absolutely no one would believe her....

        

        Moreover, since the mister preferred mature women, this was particularly sensitive—a sore spot for Cecilia.

        

        "Who's starving to death?! Did you see?! Did you look at my chest?!"

        

        Cecilia forgot about praying and, still kneeling, turned to glare at the man with murderous intent.

        

        This was the first time she'd been hit so directly.

        Even when she was caught stuffing wool in her bra, no one had ever confronted her about it so bluntly!

        

        "Though I am a man, I've heard from Estel that milk for babies comes from women's breasts. With something so meager, one can't even tell front from back, let alone produce milk."

        

        Fuck. Fuck...

        Cecilia swallowed her tears and cursed inwardly.

        

        Is that how it is? So flat you can't tell front from back?

        

        Sadly, comparing the chests of the three people in the room—the mister, the scarred man, and herself—hers ranked dead last.

        

        [Shall I kill him?]

        'Angel, please shut up. I told you not to speak until I address you first.'

        

        When they first met the witch, the angel wouldn't listen, warning that attacking could be fatal, but now it was suddenly chatty.

        

        While it was comforting that the angel took her side, it was also depressing to think that even an angel pitied her situation.

        

        ...She felt troubled in many ways.

        

        So all men really do prefer large breasts.

        The kind of breasts that, as the man said, would never let a baby starve... the kind that looked like violence molded into human form.

      

      
        

        When she glanced at the mister, he seemed to fully agree with the man's words, making her bite her lip until it bled.

        

        Here she was, struggling to work a miracle...!

        

        "I apologize. Estel told me not to talk about breasts with women, but I momentarily forgot. So forget it."

        

        Cecilia was dumbfounded by the man's words.

        

        Forget it? When this was something she'd carry to her grave?

        

        Never.

        Never ever ever!

        She would remember this forever.

        

        "Are you kidding me?! Forget what? I'm definitely going to work a miracle, save the mister, and make my breasts grow! Bigger boobs than the witch! Bouncing all over! Just you wait! Even if you beg to be my guardian, I won't accept you!"

        

        Blood trickled from her lip where she'd bitten it too hard, but Cecilia didn't care.

        

        She had to point and shout at the man who had mocked her still-developing chest until her anger subsided.

        

        "Huff... huff... Get out. Leave. Go fondle the witch's precious breasts while waiting for me to work a miracle. I bet those huge breasts are sagging like an old woman's anyway. Too bad for you. Mine are still growing, so that won't happen to me!"

        

        Cecilia added her inferiority complex about the witch's chest to her anger at the man's mockery.

        

        "Sagging...? Estel is an old woman...?"

        

        For the first time, confusion showed on the man's expressionless, insensitive face.

        

        "Didn't you know? Large breasts are so difficult to maintain."

        

        Though Cecilia had been buried in the complaining boasts of well-endowed nuns and hadn't wanted to know, she recalled things she thought might be helpful someday.

        

        "They're a nightmare when you sweat. And the shoulder pain is so bad that just walking hurts. You can't even see your feet, so you're constantly worried about falling when climbing stairs... And when they sag, they become worse than small ones—ugly breasts."

        "...That can't be true."

        

        Can't be true, my foot.

        Just thinking about the nuns in the Holy City who worried about sagging breasts made her grind her teeth.

        

        The man didn't believe Cecilia's words.

        Or rather, he wore such a serious expression that it seemed he was trying not to believe them.

        

        "Haven't you touched them? You'd feel it right away. So hurry up and leave. Go fondle the witch's boobs or suck on them or whatever you want."

        

        ***

        

        "Haah..."

        

        After the man left, Cecilia sighed deeply and slumped her shoulders.

        

        Far from praying, she'd gotten so angry that her stomach clock was growling even more loudly.

        

        With the witch's appointed time approaching... thanks to such a disturbance, she might be lucky just to come up with an excuse, let alone work a miracle within three days.

        

        'One can't even tell front from back.'

        

        As she turned back to resume praying... the man's words kept coming back, making it impossible to concentrate.

        

        Is it really that bad?

        Ugh. It's not that bad.

        

        When she tightened her nun's habit to accentuate her chest, two small mounds showed their modest presence.

        

        "Mister, do you think so too? That you can't tell front from... oof?!"

        

        She had been about to show her chest to the mister, who had been watching the situation with open eyes, but her legs—numb from kneeling for so long—failed to obey her, and she lost her balance.

        

        Though she supported herself with both arms and didn't fall onto the mister, the impact caused a large drop of blood from her torn lip to splash onto the mister's lips.

        

        Cecilia paid no attention to the blood from her torn lip or the droplet on the mister's lips.

        

        "My leeeeegs...!"

        

        All her focus was on the tingling pain in her legs as she trembled, waiting for it to subside.

        

        [Warning. Danger. I recommend leaving this place immediately.]

        

        The angel was saying nonsensical things when she could barely stand.

        

        "Angel, I told you not to speak first until I say so. That's the second time. Got it?"

        [Cecilia's safety is the top priority. I recommend either fleeing this place or eliminating the dangerous element in front of you.]

        

        The only one in front of her was the mister.

        Was the angel saying the mister was dangerous?

        

        "Why is the mister a dangerous element? Angel, I know the mister is charming, but it's ugly to be so jealous."

        

        She didn't like how the angel kept treating the mister as a threat, yesterday and today.

        

        [Let me explain the danger factors. First...]

        "Enough. Don't respond."

        

        Cecilia cut off the angel's words, grabbing the halo and squeezing it forcefully.

        

        Though the halo couldn't be physically broken, the warning seemed to get through as the angel stopped talking.

        

        "Mister, do you know what the angel is saying? It says you're dangerous. Isn't that ridiculous?"

        

        With the angel quieted, Cecilia explained the situation to the mister while expressing her discontent.

        

        She didn't like how, after the witch, now the angel was giving the mister a hard time.

        

        "Oh? Well, well. What a clever one. I thought I hid it well, but this is truly tempting."

        "...?"

        

        Wasn't the mister unable to speak because of the witch?

        As she rested her tingling legs against the bed, the mister's voice suddenly reached her.

      

      
        

        And he was using a strange manner of speech unlike his usual one.

        A rough, low voice using the speech pattern of a high-ranking female official.

        

        Cecilia stood up abruptly, ignoring her tingling legs, and looked at the mister.

        

        "Mister?"

        

        The mister was smiling, flashing sharp canine teeth. His eyes were bloodshot, turning bright red.

        

        She should be happy to hear the mister's voice after so long, she should be happy, but...

        

        Somehow, she couldn't shake an ominous feeling.

        It was as if something wearing the mister's skin was menacingly staring at her.

        

        "First, I must free myself from this confinement."

        [Initiating forced protection mode.]

        

        A crimson current of holy power swirled around the mister... followed by a powerful explosion.

        

        BOOM!

        

        It happened in an instant.

        

        Whatever the angel was saying, whatever caused the explosion.

        Two pairs of wings covered her, and she was thrown back by the impact.

        

        The room, destroyed by the explosion, was bathed in moonlight, but dust obscured her vision.

        

        "Mister?!"

        

        Amid the chaos, Cecilia called out, searching for the mister.

        

        Thanks to the angel, Cecilia was unharmed, but there was no way an ordinary person like the mister could survive such an impact.

        

        As the angel's wings blew away the dust, she could see the mister walking toward her with heavy steps.

        

        Thud. Thud.

        

        The mister approached, emanating an ominous aura, completely unharmed from the explosion.

        

        [Would you like to attack? The subject is threatening your existence.]

        

        The halo vibrated.

        Even without the angel saying so, she knew something was wrong with the mister.

        

        His gaze, his gait, even the angle at which his arms rose.

        It was as if he had become a different person.

        

        When the mister reached close proximity and extended his hand toward Cecilia, she repelled it with holy power.

        

        Though his fingertips turned black and charred, the mister seemed to find pleasure rather than pain, stretching his lips into a grotesque smile.

        

        "Even stronger holy power. I covet it. Both the power and the flesh."

        

        From the mister's hand, an ominous energy erupted alongside holy power. It was identical to what she had felt during the explosion moments ago.

        

        His forearm was being crushed under the pressure as he tried to break through the angel's protection, but he didn't seem to care.

        

        [Danger. Defense deemed insufficient. Immediate escape recommended.]

        "......"

        

        She should run away...

        But somehow, she couldn't even blink.

        

        Tears welled up, blurring the mister's image into something hazy and translucent. He looked just like the stained glass depicting a demon in the corner of the Grand Temple.

        

        Had the witch broken her promise?

        Perhaps the hungry witch was turning the mister into food right now.

        

        It was foolish to begin with—a witch making and keeping promises with a saint.

        

        In the end, she had failed to save the mister.

        She had confidently claimed she would save him...

        

        Drop.

        

        When Cecilia briefly closed her eyes, the tears that had gathered fell as sorrow.

        

        Even if she escaped alone, a life without the mister would be meaningless.

        

        It would be better to die at the mister's hands.

        

        "......"

        

        But throughout the time her eyes were closed, she felt no impact or pain.

        

        "Ugh...! You! How dare you defy me!"

        

        When she carefully opened her eyes to assess the situation, she saw the mister blocking his ominous-energy-filled hand with his other hand.

        

        The terrible energy that had gathered in one hand subsided, and the mister's expression returned to the peaceful one she had known.

        

        "Kid, go back to the Holy City. This is my last act as your guardian. Don't go looking for me. I'm sorry I couldn't keep my promise."

        "Mister...?"

        

        The mister gave her an awkward smile and ran away, as if escaping into the moonlit outdoors.

        

        Why was he running away?

        Couldn't they escape together?

        

        Not keeping his promise?

        She hated that more than death.

        

        [Threat eliminated. Disengaging forced protection mode.]

        

        The halo vibrated, cruelly whispering the truth she didn't want to acknowledge.
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        Knock, knock, knock.

        

        "Estel, open the door now."

        

        What should I do about this?

        My mind was in turmoil.

        

        Even if the world were to end right now, I didn't want to open that door.

        

        Worried that Edel might force the door open, I had locked it tight with a magic circle... but that was only a temporary measure.

        

        I told him to go ask the Saint various questions, so why on earth did the topic of breasts come up?

        

        And then he suddenly changed direction toward me and was now boldly knocking on my door, clearly intending to sexually harass me again...

        

        BANG BANG BANG.

        

        Now he was knocking with enough force to break down the door, and I could already see what kind of situation was about to unfold.

        

        "I'm coming in."

        

        Since I had locked the door, Edel simply broke through the wall, casually dusting off his clothes as he appeared.

        

        "Edel...? Would you like to calm down first?"

        "I am perfectly calm."

        

        Calm, my foot.

        He was staring intently at my chest.

        

        Even a sommelier wouldn't evaluate so seriously... Edel's gaze alone filled me with indescribable embarrassment.

        

        "S-so, how was the Saint?"

        "Hmm..."

        

        Though I already knew the Saint's progress through my magic circle, my attempt to change the subject was in vain.

        

        Edel cleared his throat, completely ignoring my words while maintaining that same gaze.

        

        "My breasts aren't saggy, okay? Satisfied?"

        

        Thinking it better to get this over with quickly, I boldly thrust out my chest.

        

        My breasts, which boasted perfect lines without any sagging thanks to over 100 years of consistent self-care, suddenly greeted Edel.

        

        "The Saint said that one can tell by touching them."

        "Are you insane? Do you really think I'd let you touch them!?"

        

        T-touch... touch what!?

        Has he truly lost his mind?

        

        I wouldn't even easily allow Joshua to touch my sensitive breasts, let alone give Edel permission.

        

        ...If he had asked in a more romantic way, maybe.

        Did he really think I would readily agree if he just rushed in and asked to touch my breasts?

        

        Linking arms or interlocking fingers...

        That was for studying dating, not giving permission for this.

        

        "How can I get you to let me touch them? If I let you touch my chest first, wouldn't that be what you called 'give and take'?"

        "Insane...!"

        

        Does he really think I'd agree to an equal exchange with breasts?

        

        When Edel started unbuttoning his shirt one by one, I instinctively covered my eyes with my palms.

        

        "...fool."

        

        Through the slight gaps between my fingers, I could see Edel's chest... firmly built with muscle, boasting a terrifying destructive power.

        

        And what about the abs and lean muscles beneath his chest? The scars scattered across his body stimulated a wild charm, like armor plating...

        

        Gulp.

        

      

      
        I swallowed unconsciously.

        What was it about a man's body like that?

        One thing was certain—the stimulation was too strong.

        

        Maybe just once wouldn't hurt?

        ...Just once.

        

        Just lightly poking with my finger.

        It would be so firm there'd hardly be any stimulation.

        

        Without realizing it, I slowly extended my finger toward Edel's chest...

        

        "Nooooo!!"

        

        Are you crazy, Estel!?!? Get a grip!!!

        

        I barely regained my senses and shook my head vigorously. I had almost fallen for Edel's scheme.

        

        Instead, I used my extended finger to button up Edel's shirt again, then let out a deep sigh in exhaustion.

        

        "Haah... Why do you want to touch my chest anyway? You can confirm with your eyes. Do you really want to touch that badly?"

        

        I couldn't understand why he wanted to touch now, when he had plenty of opportunities during our date but was careful not to let his hands reach my chest.

        

        Why did I have to discuss breasts with Edel... Was his ideal type a woman with breasts as large as mine?

        

        "The Saint said your... area is difficult to manage. She said they're quite heavy and cause pain just from walking... Surely it's the weight of a strong one. I was merely curious how you defeated me while carrying two of them."

        

        Edel was serious. His nonsense, whether sexual harassment or sexual compliment, sounded quite solemn because he spoke with such sincerity.

        

        If an orc had said the same thing, I would have slaughtered him without letting him utter another word, but when Edel said it, it somehow felt like genuine curiosity.

        

        If it wasn't simply driven by desire, but for that reason...

        

        "Touching is not allowed."

        "I see. That's unfortunate."

        

        Still, touching was not permitted.

        

        Edel lowered his eyes and slumped his shoulders like a dejected puppy.

        

        "If touching is not allowed..."

        

        There were plenty of ways to feel the weight without touching.

        

        I was dumbfounded by how quickly Edel's eyes lit up again, as if he had never been dejected.

        

        Was this the right thing to do?

        

        If I refused and he ended up touching some other woman's breasts... just imagining my carefully nurtured pure-love seedling becoming corrupted was bad for my heart.

        

        Believing it would be better for Edel's pure love if I trained him with my breasts first, I grabbed his hand, sat him in a chair, and stood behind him.

        

        "Just once. I'll place them on your head. Haah... I really don't know what I'm doing. Who in their right mind would provide this kind of service after such absurd talk? I'll be lucky if I don't get beaten up for this somewhere."

        "Understood."

        

        Should I hit him?

        I could knock him out with one blow and tell him that was the weight of breasts, and he'd probably believe it.

        

        Thinking this was all for Edel's pure love—the pure love I had cultivated from scratch—I deactivated the magic on my clothes.

        

        After briefly feeling the weight on my shoulders, I held my breasts with both hands as they maintained their shape elastically.

        

        Even with Edel sitting in the chair, I had to stand on tiptoe due to our height difference to place my breasts on his head.

        

        It wasn't even touching, just placing them on his head, but for some reason I was nervous, my palms drenched in sweat.

        

        I hoped there wasn't sweat pooling under my breasts.

        If they left breast-shaped marks on his head... I might die of embarrassment.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        I took a deep breath, trying to calm my trembling heart.

      

      
        

        It's just like linking arms, Estel.

        You're just placing your breasts on Edel's head, that's all.

        We've already had contact once, so it's not that difficult. And there won't be any accidents like when we linked arms.

        

        After a while, my arms started to ache from holding my breasts without using mana.

        

        It was a signal to put them down.

        I had never measured them before, but now that I was conscious of it, they were quite heavy.

        

        I slightly closed my eyes and removed my hands, placing my breasts on Edel's head, and simultaneously—

        

        CRASH!

        

        A thunderous sound erupted, too loud to believe it came from breasts landing on a head. The sound was so intense that the entire building shook.

        

        Thanks to that, I couldn't even focus on how Edel's head felt beneath my breasts or the sensations rising from my sensitive chest.

        

        "So it takes someone of Estel's caliber to make such a sound? Heavy indeed. Impressive."

        "That wasn't me!?"

        

        My breasts might be heavy, but if they made that kind of sound, his head would explode—how could that be possible?

        

        The timing just happened to coincide; the source of the sound was elsewhere.

        

        Not here, but somewhere else in the cathedral.

        There were two other people in the cathedral besides Edel and me.

        

        The Saint and the Guardian.

        

        Unless he had been fed blood, the Guardian, who was tightly bound by magic circles, wouldn't have gone berserk, so I thought it must be the impact from the Saint performing a miracle.

        

        "Have you felt how heavy they are now?"

        "Hmm... Sufficient."

        

        If not for that loud noise just now, I wouldn't have known how long I would have left them on Edel's head, so I quickly removed my breasts and reactivated the magic on my clothes.

        

        Edel looked disappointed, but right now, confirming the source of that sound was more important.

        

        I spread out a magic circle to check if the Saint had performed a miracle.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        If she had performed a miracle, it should have been brighter than daylight... but for some reason, the magic circle that illuminated the room displayed a black and white screen.

        

        Just to be sure, I moved the magic circle toward the corridor, but dust rose thickly, obscuring the view.

        

        Had the Saint caused some trouble?

        If her wings evolved to two pairs, she could forcibly command angels.

        

        She might have decided she couldn't perform a miracle and chosen to flee in the night with the Guardian.

        

        If Edel hadn't been going on about breasts, I could have monitored what was happening in real-time and responded before the explosion occurred.

        

        "Is there a problem?"

        

        Thinking this was all Edel's fault, I glared at him, and he seemed to sense something was wrong as he carefully watched my expression.

        

        Sigh. It wasn't Edel's fault either.

        After all, I was the one who fulfilled his wish in some form instead of flatly refusing.

        

        In the past, things like interlocking fingers, linking arms, or placing breasts on his head would have been unimaginable.

        

        I wasn't pleased with how I was gradually giving away my firsts for the sake of Edel's pure love.

        

        I worried that someday I might actually let him touch my breasts.

        

        "I think there's a problem with the Saint. We've invested three days in this, so it would be troublesome if she escaped now."

        

        Even if it wasn't the Saint escaping but the vampire inside the Guardian causing problems, what could possibly go wrong?

        Dismissing any concerns, I took Edel's hand and left the room.
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        A part of the room was blown open, letting moonlight settle in.

        Between the demonic energy and blood energy that could be felt everywhere, a current that seemed to spark with the repulsion of holy power swirled around.

        

        Countless angel feathers fluttered about, and in the midst of them sat the Saint, looking completely dazed.

        

        Judging by the absence of the Guardian, something must have happened to him.

        

        "Mister..."

        

        The Saint searched for the Guardian with a vacant expression.

        Thanks to the angel's power, she didn't have a single wound despite being in the explosion, except for one place—blood flowed from between her torn lips.

        

        Did the blood flowing between her lips accidentally enter the Guardian's mouth, since a vampire suffering from thirst wouldn't be able to use its power?

        

        From this, I could deduce that the vampire hiding inside the Guardian regained its strength and escaped by breaking the magic circle with an explosive collaboration of blood energy, demonic energy, and holy power that it had shown me.

        

        To cause trouble now when the promised three days were just around the corner.

        

        "This is good, actually."

        

        Pure love stories need appropriate seasoning of hardship and adversity to be delicious, and things had been a bit bland until now.

        

        The witch's food on the surface, or the hidden servant, hadn't been enough.

        

        If I were alone, I would have personally become the hardship and adversity for the Saint and Guardian, but with Edel beside me...

        

        Because I didn't want to show him the image of a witch who was like a villain, I had been full of regret, but now that the vampire had stepped up and caused trouble on its own, nothing could be better.

        

        A pure love story needs Four Heavenly King-level interference to be tasty!

        

        "What's good about this...?"

        

        While I was secretly sending thanks to the vampire, the Saint interrogated me with a thin, weak voice filled with deep anger.

        

        "What did you do to him? Did you make him strange because you were afraid I might perform a miracle?"

        

        The Saint, who had no way of knowing about the vampire, bared her teeth at me with suspicion.

        

        From the Saint's perspective, the Guardian's behavior must have looked like I had pulled some trick.

        

        "It hasn't been three days yet. I still have time. So why...!"

        

        Tears flowing from her eyes and drops of blood bursting from her lips mingled together, wetting the floor.

        

        That's what happens when you don't listen to me from the start and make up excuses about being witch's food and then feed him blood.

        

        Maybe I shouldn't have mentioned becoming witch's food.

        

        She had been so wary from the beginning, saying how could she trust a witch's words, so even if I honestly told her now that the Guardian had become a vampire's servant, she probably wouldn't believe me.

        

        They say one lie leads to a bigger lie.

        At this point, I had no choice but to go all the way.

        

        It felt strange to take the blame that the vampire should receive, but from a witch's perspective, this was a small price to pay to witness the Saint's pure love.

        

        "Why wouldn't I like a moment that makes things more delicious? Our dear Saint showed no signs of performing a miracle, so I had to take matters into my own hands."

        "Eeek! Witch, if only you weren't here!"

        

        When I mocked the Saint as witchlike as possible, putting all the viciousness I could muster into my expression, her two pairs of wings fluttered and shot balls of holy power.

        

        I deployed a magic circle to block it, marveling at the pure power that was clearly different in purity and density from the holy power I had encountered with the heresy inquisitor before.

        

        Leo's real holy power was indeed different, striking my magic circle with a destructive force quite unlike the vampire's trick.

        

        Taking a cue from the vampire incident, I deployed five layers of magic circles, but four of them lost their form and disappeared.

        

        This is why elemental relationships are so important.

        In game system terms, the level gap between the Saint and me must have widened considerably.

        No matter how much black magic I used, I couldn't withstand real holy power...

        

        "Eeeeek! Die!"

        

        Just as I was thinking that evasion might be better than defense if she awakened to three pairs of wings, and wondering what it would be like if this were a game, even my last remaining magic circle began to crack.

        

        I had intended to be a reasonable target for her to vent her anger, but if I stayed like this, I might end up looking pathetic in front of Edel, so I pulled out Triceratops.

        

        When I infused it with mana, its three protruding horns cut the holy power the Saint had shot in half at once, changing its path.

        

      

      
        With a boom, the cathedral, which was already precarious from the explosion caused by the vampire, collapsed.

        

        The two-story cathedral crumbled, and dust and debris rose up and came crashing down.

        I activated another magic circle above my head to avoid being buried under the rubble.

        

        The dust made it impossible to see ahead.

        I quickly used magic to blow away the dust and clear my vision.

        If holy power flew at me from a blind spot, I'd end up with a hole or two in my body.

        

        As the dust settled, angel feathers fluttered in the wind, but there was no sign of holy power, let alone the Saint.

        

        "Did she run away?"

        

        Edel appeared from the collapsed ruins, dusting off his clothes and looking around.

        

        "Hehehe. I guess so. Things have gotten interesting."

        

        She probably didn't run away.

        If I were the Saint, I would try to get rid of the witch and hurry to find the Guardian to somehow perform a miracle.

        

        She was shouting "Die!" and shooting holy power at me earlier, but I never imagined she could think this strategically...

        

        Judging by how the halo vibrated when I cut through the holy power with Triceratops, it seemed the angel had given her some advice.

        

        I just hope she doesn't get bitten while acting recklessly.

        If the Saint, who believes the Guardian is under a curse that makes him witch's food, gets bitten by the vampire, that would be another troublesome matter.

        

        What would happen if a Four Heavenly King also used the Saint's power?

        

        The Guardian's holy power was unstable and only caused explosions.

        If real holy power were used, an absurdly powerful force would surely be completed.

        

        I wonder if the angel, having eyes, would grant holy power to the vampire rather than Cecilia... but it was possible in the game. Who knows.

        

        Considering that in the original story, the vampire devoured the Saint and wielded the angel's power... it's not impossible.

        

        Surely, that Saint can't be this Saint, right?

        

        Or she might perform a miracle to save the Guardian while I'm away. I had invested three whole days in this, and I absolutely refused to miss the highlight.

        

        "Edel, can you sense any demonic energy nearby? They couldn't have gone far."

        

        I was planning to find the Guardian anyway, so this worked out well.

        If the Guardian had been consumed by the vampire, he would be emitting demonic energy by now.

        

        With Edel the demonic energy detector, we could find the Guardian before the Saint did.

        

        "However, there is a problem."

        "A problem?"

        "Not just one. There appear to be dozens."

        

        Dozens... what?

        Did the vampire pull some trick to prevent us from following easily?

        

        When I showed a bewildered look, Edel nodded with a confident expression.

        

        "I'm certain. Unlike someone, I don't lie."

        "W-why bring that up now?!"

        

        Is he saying that because I made up stories to the Saint?

        A witch can tell a few lies!

        

        "Anyway! Let's hurry!"

        

        I didn't want to waste time getting caught up in Edel's words again, as it would be troublesome if the Saint got bitten.

        

        No matter how many sources of demonic energy were detected, if we took them down one by one, we would eventually find the vampire.

        

        I mounted my broom and drew up mana to move to the location Edel had indicated.

        

        ***

        

        ...or so I thought back then.

        

        I had already defeated more monsters with magic stones than I could count, but there was still no sign of the vampire or the Saint's holy power, making me feel like I was completely on the wrong track.

        

        "The next one is over there."

        "Edel, wait. Can't you tell where the Four Heavenly King is instead of these small fry?"

      

      
        

        I stopped Edel, who was pointing to the next destination while the magic stone turned to dust and disappeared.

        

        At this rate, we'd just be hunting monsters endlessly...

        

        I stomped my feet impatiently, feeling we were wasting too much time.

        

        "This is the best I can do. They all feel like that creature's energy. There isn't one that's particularly strong; they're all equal."

        

        The vampire had somehow scattered its energy into monsters controlled by magic stones to interfere with Edel's detection.

        

        I wanted to use an area attack like when I helped with the Venestia harvest, but that would draw the attention of the Holy Kingdom, and it would be troublesome if "she" personally came, so I had to rely on Edel's detection...

        

        I knew that a Four Heavenly King could control monsters consumed by magic stones, but to use monsters in this way...

        

        Wait.

        Four Heavenly King?

        

        "Edel, you're a Four Heavenly King too, right?"

        "That's right. Didn't you ask the same question before?"

        

        Edel looked at me with a blank expression, as if I were pathetic.

        

        I-I can forget sometimes.

        

        Since he shows more traits of a sexually awakened teenager making sexual harassment than those of a Four Heavenly King... I keep forgetting that Edel is also a Four Heavenly King.

        

        This is all my own doing.

        Rather than the strongest Black Knight of the Four Heavenly Kings, yes, Perverted Unaware Sexual Harassment Perverted Knight suits him better.

        

        I emphasized "perverted" twice because it's important.

        

        "That's not what's important right now. Magic stones. Can you control them?"

        "I haven't tried, but it's possible. I see. Instead of searching, you're thinking of summoning them."

        

        As I changed the subject to prevent the conversation from going in a strange direction, Edel's eyes lit up as he understood my meaning.

        

        "The monsters will come running if you call them, right? The energy that doesn't respond to you must be the Four Heavenly King."

        

        Even if the orders come from the same rank, would they disobey Edel, who has a higher power level?

        

        Monsters that have been consumed by magic stones and become more instinct-driven would likely follow the stronger Four Heavenly King.

        

        Edel closed his eyes and concentrated.

        Demonic energy rose around him as he called the monsters.

        

        I had called him a sexual harasser and a perverted knight, but seeing the demonic energy emanating from Edel's body made me realize that he truly was a Four Heavenly King.

        

        When I first fought Edel, I didn't fully understand, but after facing the cursed doll and the vampire, I could see how absurdly powerful the demonic energy flowing from him was.

        

        It was just demonic energy, yet it not only blew away the surrounding natural landscape but also devoured the mana distributed in nature, creating a spectacle that seemed to recreate the demon realm where only demonic energy existed.

        

        This does make him seem somewhat like a Four Heavenly King.

        

        Seeing Edel use demonic energy as himself, not as the Black Knight, felt like a scene where the protagonist reveals their hidden power, and I found myself watching in a daze.

        

        After a moment, Edel opened his eyes and pointed to a location.

        

        "As you said, all but one are starting to gather."

        "R-really? Let's hurry. It would be a shame to miss the pure love we're seeing together for the first time."

        

        I extended my hand as a signal to go together, but Edel, who would normally have grabbed it eagerly, just stared at my hand without moving.

        

        "What's wrong? If we delay any longer, we might be too late."

        "Hmm... This is my first time doing this, and I feel my concentration might break if I move. If that happens, he might slip away. Regrettably, go ahead. I'll follow shortly."

        

        What is he saying now?

        I put my rejected hand on my waist with a blank expression, but even when I urged him, Edel showed no intention of moving.

        

        Since Edel was used to crudely releasing demonic energy rather than controlling it... the magic stone control he was trying for the first time might be difficult.

        

        Sighing, I sat on Triceratops.

        

        As Edel said, if we delayed any longer, the Saint might perform a miracle or get bitten by the vampire... either way, something would happen.

        

        I had no choice but to go ahead and assess the situation first.
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        Gray fled through the forest, escaping deep into the mountain valley.

        

        Though he had somehow managed to get far away from Cecilia... his consciousness was growing increasingly hazy, so he needed to get as far away as possible while he still could.

        

        He didn't know how much further he could move. The changes happening to his body warned that time was running short.

        

        Despite it being midnight, everything appeared as bright as day, and the moonlight felt as refreshing as morning sunshine.

        

        He had been running for hours without tiring, even though he hadn't enhanced his body with holy power.

        

        Whatever a "vassal" was, even the ignorant Gray could easily tell he was no longer human.

        

        [How long do you think you can defy my lady's will? Poor vassal.]

        

        Gray frowned at the demonic whisper stirring in his mind, accompanied by an unbearable headache.

        

        [Cecilia, was it? Is that child so precious to you? Bite her. Drink her blood. Offer Cecilia's body to my lady. Then I shall make everything end happily.]

        "My, how noisy. You know, as I get older, I really don't appreciate someone buzzing in my ear."

        

        The demon's whispers felt incredibly sweet, like the sermons Gray had half-listened to while worrying if Cecilia would fall asleep.

        

        Nevertheless, Gray only responded glibly to the demon's whispers while continuing to walk without stopping.

        

        "Grrrr..."

        

        As he pressed forward, he frequently encountered monsters, but for some reason, they didn't attack him, instead circling around him repeatedly.

        

        [Do not worry. They are my lady's servants. They will not attack, so there is no need to cower. I had set traps everywhere in anticipation of that woman's pursuit.]

        

        When Gray hesitated, carefully surveying his surroundings—since an attack from monsters would be dangerous without weapons or proper control of his holy power—the demon's tedious and cautious voice irritated him.

        

        "That woman—you mean the witch?"

        [According to the vassal's memories, the pink witch? Yes, that's the one.]

        "Why are you wary of the witch? You're strong enough to use me as a plaything."

        

        Gray voiced the question he had been holding inside.

        While Gray possessed formidable strength that would hold its own anywhere, he was no match for the demon.

        

        Why was this demon acting so defensively toward the witch...?

        

        "And where did you sell your body?"

        

        And why did it keep urging him to bite Cecilia? Everything was full of questions.

        

        The witch was surely powerful... but she didn't seem like she would be a match for a demon.

        

        The Witch of Love, wasn't it?

        

        Unlike the Witch of Fate, the Witch of the Apocalypse, or the Witch of Curses—titles that sounded beyond human comprehension and were treated as top-secret in the Holy Kingdom—hers was simply "love."

        

        [That woman sealed my lady's body. I barely managed to transfer my soul into the vassal's body. Are all witches this powerful? As ignorant as your chest is large....]

        

        The demon's complaints continued without pause after that.

        

        [It must have been our first encounter, yet that woman knew my lady all too well. Such humiliation is only the second in my life. My lady will have revenge. I won't make her a vassal—I'll cleanly split her in half at the point between her breasts and kill her.]

        

        It closely resembled how Cecilia would visit in the middle of the night, sharing her troubles and spewing curses.

        

        Who would have thought the Pink Witch was so powerful?

        

        Now he could understand why the Holy Kingdom was so intent on her, and the news about Lucia, the former head of the Heresy Inquisitors, being defeated.

        

        [So, my vassal. Return and bite Cecilia. I quite liked her holy power. Especially that child's holy power, even more so.]

        

      

      
        As the demon's whispers returned to the topic of biting Cecilia, Gray, suffering from a headache, leaned against a suitable rock.

        

        His body was fine, but the longer the demon's whispers continued, the more drowsiness overtook him, making it difficult to move any further.

        

        "Haah... I don't have a habit of biting little kids. Can't you just be satisfied with me? Want to live in my body? A man's body isn't so bad, you know."

        

        Gray struggled to keep his sleepy eyes open, making his usual friendly jokes.

        

        [Ha...! Even my lady has standards. I cannot face the Black Knight with a man's body, and a weak one at that. My lady is one of the Four Heavenly Kings. I am a noble being who will soon possess this world and the Black Knight.]

        

        Four Heavenly Kings?

        Before Gray could think about the demon's words, another headache struck.

        

        When Cecilia's blood had seeped between his lips and the demon went wild, he had barely regained control of his body... but he instinctively knew he was now approaching his limit.

        

        Above all, this demon... despite being able to take control of Gray's body at any time, seemed to be deliberately hiding.

        

        Like a spider waiting for its prey to fly into its web.

        

        Given how often it mentioned Cecilia, it was all too clear what prey it was waiting for.

        

        If it were anyone else, it might not matter, but Cecilia had always obediently listened to Gray's words...

        

        He hoped she would listen well to what might be Gray's last words.

        

        His eyes began to close.

        This time, it felt like he wouldn't be able to resist.

        

        No matter how hard he tried to force his eyes open, not a single part of his body would obey Gray's commands.

        

        'If you really can't perform a miracle, I'll do something somehow.'

        

        In what might be his last moment of seeing the world, the witch's words—not anyone else's—echoed in Gray's mind.

        

        He wished the witch would appear and somehow help him, as she had said.

        

        To think that Gray, one of only four guardians of the Holy Maiden in the Holy Kingdom, would place a small hope in the witch's words.

        

        In his 34 years of life—neither short nor long—he had experienced many bizarre things... but this might become a lifelong anecdote later, if only he could return to the Holy City with Cecilia.

        

        [What insolent thoughts. But even if that woman comes, it will take time. How unfortunate for you.]

        

        The demon mocked Gray's thoughts.

        

        [And we cannot sleep yet. We must welcome our guest, mustn't we?]

        "What...?"

        

        With his eyes half-closed and vision blurred, Gray looked around. At the same time, a beam of holy power—all too familiar—appeared before his eyes.

        

        With two pairs of wings fluttering.

        Countless feathers scattered, and when one touched Gray's body, it crackled and disappeared as if repelled.

        

        The feathers that had always felt warm when Cecilia used her power now seemed to push Gray away.

        

        Her halo turned red and vibrated.

        The angel seemed to know what was inside Gray's body.

        

        "Mister...!"

        

        Nevertheless, Cecilia called out to Gray repeatedly with her lips badly damaged from dried blood, approaching one step at a time.

        

        If someone had to come, he had wanted to see the witch, not Cecilia.

        

        This was the worst.

      

      
        Even without seeing the demon's appearance, it must be grinning hideously. He couldn't let things go according to its will.

        

        Gray tried to raise his disobedient body to get as far away from Cecilia as possible.

        

        But with Gray's gait, it was impossible to outpace Cecilia's excited determination.

        

        "Kid. Go back to the Holy City. I told you not to look for me. Don't my words mean anything?"

        "You think I'd leave you behind? If I go, we go together. Don't you know what situation you're in? You'll become the witch's meal! It's not too late. Before the witch comes, quickly perform a miracle and..."

        

        So Cecilia thought he was going to become the witch's meal?

        He didn't know why the witch had told such a lie, but those words were now acting as poison in the current situation.

        

        If she could perform a miracle, things might work out somehow.

        The witch had repeatedly emphasized Cecilia's miracle, after all.

        

        "God, please...! Give me a miracle or whatever!"

        

        Cecilia began to pray, kneeling in place and rambling incoherently.

        

        The sight of Cecilia, who as a Holy Maiden should be more noble than anyone, somehow looked utterly pitiful.

        

        If he could, he would have approached Cecilia and encouraged her, telling her she could do it... but there wasn't much time left.

        

        His fangs gleamed sharply, urging him to bite Cecilia's nape at any moment.

        

        "I know my body best. So... if you can't go to the Holy City, go back to the witch. That's the safest option. Listen to me."

        

        All Gray could do was speak.

        He could no longer protect her as her guardian.

        

        "It's not about becoming the witch's meal. I... was bitten by a demon. Even now, it's screaming for me to drink your blood. Go back before you get bitten by the demon too, please."

        

        He thought that if he told her the truth she didn't know, she might go back... but it was all in vain.

        

        "GOOOD!! PLEASE!! SAVE HIM!!!"

        

        As if she couldn't hear Gray's words, Cecilia cried out frantically, searching for God.

        

        "That wish. My lady shall grant it."

        

        What?

        

        They say the devil's whisper embraces the one who prays before God's response.

        

        The demon inside Gray's body responded to Cecilia's prayer before God did.

        

        'No! Please! Kid. Now is not the time to pray. Run away quickly!'

        

        Gray's cries did not reach Cecilia.

        

        Gray slowly approached Cecilia.

        No matter how hard he tried to move his body, it wouldn't obey.

        

        When he reached Cecilia, her halo vibrated greatly, and her two pairs of wings protected her.

        

        Despite the pain of tearing flesh and the powerful holy power that enveloped Gray, his body paid no heed and embraced Cecilia.

        

        "Mister...?"

        "I shall make you accompany this body as my vassal for eternity."

        

        And then.

        As sharp fangs bit into Cecilia's nape, Gray's consciousness fell into darkness.
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        In the Demon Realm where the weak cannot survive, that law applied to everyone without equality, and vampires, the upper race of the Demon Realm, were no exception.

        

        Vampir had been called a genius since childhood. She freely wielded her innate abilities of blood magic and blood energy, and even some family elders were no match for her.

        

        "Vampir, you will lead the vampire clan and rule the Demon Realm."

        "Yes, Father!"

        

        Recognized even by her father who led the clan, Vampir feared nothing.

        

        It might have seemed arrogant, but everyone who fought her acknowledged that her power wasn't arrogance but composure.

        

        Her appearance was also exceptional, so many powerful beings in the Demon Realm approached her seeking to form a bond. However, they invariably ended up defeated by her and becoming her servants.

        

        And as her servants increased, the vampire's power grew even stronger.

        

        The power to steal abilities from the weak.

        

        It was both a privilege and enough to turn their composure into arrogance.

        

        They believed without doubt that they would eventually overthrow the Demon King and become the next ruler, making them flap their wings toward the sun they could never reach.

        

        "Vampir, have you heard of the Black Knight?"

        "The Black Knight, you say?"

        

        Vampir listened attentively to her father's deep voice as she recalled the Black Knight.

        

        The Black Knight.

        A figure who had recently caused a stir in the Demon Realm.

        

        A man in black armor who wielded a demon sword forged in the unreachable furnace of hell, wandering in search of the strong.

        

        Though she had never met him, he was one of her targets whom she wished to make her servant someday.

        

        "When the next red moon rises, we will go to capture the Black Knight. If we make him our servant, the moment of ruling the Demon Realm won't be far off. We will lead the entire clan and all servants, so prepare."

        "I shall prepare, Father."

        

        The opponent was just one person, yet the entire clan was mobilizing.

        It showed how highly her father regarded the Black Knight.

        

        The Black Knight would surely become Vampir's servant.

        After all, she was to be the next leader of the clan.

        

        Vampir bit her lip, eagerly awaiting the rise of the red moon.

        

        And it didn't take long for that anticipation to turn into despair.

        

        "Kuhek!"

        

        With each swing of the Black Knight's sword, four or five clan members died simultaneously.

        

        The demonic energy bursting through the gaps in his armor tore apart the vampires' blood energy and demonic power.

        

        Blood magic seemed somewhat effective at first... but when the Black Knight increased his speed, even that was useless.

        

        Her father had gone cold from the very first strike, and even Vampir was easily split into upper and lower halves, rolling to one side of the floor.

        

        No matter how much the vampires created servants and built up power, that power was ultimately stolen from those weaker than themselves.

        

        They couldn't even inflict a small wound on a man who had grown stronger by fighting and defeating powerful opponents.

        

        "...Weak. I thought at least one of you would be strong."

        

        The Black Knight, who had been swinging his sword in silence, spoke for the first time. His demon sword was stained with red blood... and he was just staring blankly at the quiet battlefield.

        

        The only person standing was the Black Knight alone.

        The only ones still alive were Vampir and the Black Knight.

        

        The vampire clan, who had believed without doubt that they would someday rule the Demon Realm, and their servants, were annihilated by the Black Knight's hand, leaving only one survivor.

        

        "Cough. You, Black Knight..."

        

        Vampir glared at the Black Knight as she coughed up blood.

        

        It felt like a terrible nightmare.

        Because vampires were supposed to be powerful.

        

        She had never even dreamed that they would be helplessly defeated by a single person.

        

        Through the Black Knight's black helmet, red eyes darker and more intense than vampire blood stared directly at Vampir.

        

        "Still alive, are you?"

        "Kuh. Kill me...!"

        

        Something beyond fear made Vampir's heart go cold. The instinct not to die this way and her pride as the next leader of the clan collided, making her blurt out words she didn't mean.

        

        Clank, clank.

        

        The Black Knight's armor made rough friction sounds as he slowly approached Vampir.

        

        Death was approaching.

        Vampir trembled at the unfamiliar sensation she was feeling for the first time in her life.

        

        If her lower body had been attached, she might have wet herself, but fortunately—or unfortunately—that didn't happen.

        

        She closed her eyes and waited for death, but the Black Knight's footsteps didn't stop. He walked past Vampir. It felt as if she wasn't even worth swinging his sword at, making Vampir tremble with rage.

        

        "Why... why don't you kill me?"

        "I have no interest in the weak."

        

        In the Black Knight's eyes, Vampir was just a weakling, and despite the horrific scene unfolding before her eyes proving his words, she couldn't accept the fact that she was weak.

        

      

      
        "How dare you mock me...! I will have my revenge, Black Knight!"

        "I don't listen to the words of the weak. Come back when you're stronger."

        

        Vampir swallowed the sight of the Black Knight's retreating back and vowed revenge.

        

        Somehow she would survive, become stronger, and take revenge on the Black Knight. And she would make the Black Knight, who had taken the lives of her entire clan, her servant.

        

        That's what she vowed.

        To become stronger and stronger...

        Someday. For certain.

        

        Day by day, she vowed revenge, created servants, and expanded her power.

        

        She didn't hesitate to create servants and additionally researched blood magic to find ways not to die easily.

        

        It was then that she learned how to transfer souls into the bodies of her servants.

        

        Creating servants.

        Researching blood magic.

        Expanding her power.

        

        Despite growing stronger day by day, Vampir somehow didn't feel she could defeat the Black Knight.

        

        The prowess of the Black Knight, who had slaughtered her clan, made all of Vampir's desperate attempts to grow stronger seem meaningless.

        

        The Black Knight seemed to be somewhere unreachable, making her think that perhaps he could even defeat the Demon King.

        

        Her desire for revenge never died, but... the unattainable revenge became distorted.

        

        "I miss Sir Black Knight. Go find Sir Black Knight for me."

        

        She wanted to make the Black Knight—no, Sir Black Knight—hers.

        

        Surely, if they were to have offspring, a tremendous monster inheriting both their powers would be born.

        

        Perhaps surviving that day was fate.

        

        A fate to be connected with Sir Black Knight.

        

        Vampir decided that emotion was love.

        The only match for the one and only vampire in the world.

        

        It had to be Sir Black Knight.

        Vampir, who had become the empress ruling over a region, once again inquired about the Black Knight.

        

        "Lady Vampir, Sir Black Knight has become one of the Four Heavenly Kings after losing to the Demon King."

        "Four Heavenly Kings?"

        

        Vampir couldn't hide her surprise at the servant's report.

        

        She felt somewhat relieved at the defeat of Sir Black Knight, who had seemed invincible and beyond anyone's reach.

        

        The Black Knight was, after all, a being of the Demon Realm like herself.

        He felt like a mountain that could be challenged rather than an unreachable moon.

        

        "Lady Vampir, may I ask where you are going?"

        

        When Vampir rose from her throne, the servant who had been bowing and reporting carefully asked.

        

        "Well. I have developed an interest in the Four Heavenly Kings."

        

        Vampir boldly entered the Demon King's castle and volunteered to become one of the Four Heavenly Kings. The Demon King examined Vampir carefully and readily granted her the position.

        

        "I was just troubled because a recent newcomer couldn't control his power and killed one of them."

        

        It seemed like an absurd reason, but it didn't matter. Whatever the Four Heavenly Kings were, her only goal was Sir Black Knight.

        

        Meeting Sir Black Knight was too easy.

        It was because the rumor of a new Heavenly King had spread and reached his ears.

        

        "Oh. So you're the new Heavenly King. How strong are you? Fight me."

        

        Vampir trembled at his sight—treating her as a weakling not even worth remembering... and appearing even stronger than before.

        

        Her body heated up and grew wet.

        For a moment, she was seized by the urge to be sucked into the demonic energy emanating from his body and become one with him.

        

        "Weak."

        "I have lost."

        

        After a brief battle, the result was the Black Knight's victory.

        Again, he did not take Vampir's life.

        

        "Sir Black Knight, would you please become my mate?"

        

        For Vampir, winning or losing... was no longer an important matter.

        

        All that mattered was confessing her love for Sir Black Knight.

        Being connected with Sir Black Knight.

        Having offspring.

        

        "Mate? What's that?"

        "It means becoming my spouse and having children with me."

        "I don't know what that is, but I don't listen to the words of the weak. Only the strong have the right to demand anything from me."

        

        He remained unchanged.

        That made Vampir's heart race even more.

        

        "Then, if I defeat Sir Black Knight... at that time, surely."

        

        Someday she would defeat Sir Black Knight and make him hers.

      

      
        

        Vampir burned with passion.

        Her love took root, redder than blood.

        

        After time passed, Vampir, who had descended to the human world, obtained the power to reach him.

        

        ***

        

        A joyful laugh rose from Vampir, who had stolen Cecilia's body... as she sat quietly.

        

        She had deliberately yielded control to her servant and even evaded the witch to set up a grand plan, but things turned out easier than expected when the saint appeared directly.

        

        "Excellent. Truly excellent."

        

        She had thought the holy power possessed by the previous man was quite usable, but it was a mere drop in the ocean compared to the holy power Cecilia contained.

        

        The overflowing holy power, along with a purity of a different dimension from the holy power she had used before, delighted Vampir.

        

        This was the power embodied by the god of the human world.

        

        Though her demonic energy and blood energy were tremendous powers, it seemed as if nothing could stand against this holy power.

        

        She was filled with strong conviction that if she blended it well with her own power, neither the witch nor Sir Black Knight would be a match for her.

        

        [Warning. Warning. Warning. Detected interference with the angel system, not Cecilia.]

        "Did you say angel?"

        

        Along with the halo vibrating noisily above her head, the angel's voice relentlessly rang in Vampir's ears.

        

        When she partially released Cecilia's soul, which she had bound, the noisily fluctuating halo began to calm down.

        

        [Cecilia confirmed. No abnormalities.]

        "Not recognizing your master, what a worthless angel."

        

        Demonic energy, blood energy, and now the power of an angel.

        There was nothing more to fear.

        

        The same arrogance from when vampires ruled the Demon Realm bloomed on Vampir's lips.

        

        She wanted to test her power right now.

        And the test subject appeared with perfect timing.

        

        "What's this? It's not over yet, is it?"

        

        The witch, who had gracefully descended from her broomstick, approached with her pink hair fluttering.

        

        [Caution. Dangerous element detected. Escape is recommended.]

        'Escape? Don't underestimate me.'

        

        Vampir knew what that witch had done.

        Based on Gray's memories and Cecilia's memories, she had pulled quite a mischievous stunt.

        

        The Witch of Love, was it?

        It was quite displeasing that she had made a fool of her, a Heavenly King.

        

        Thanks to her, she had obtained the angel's power, but that was another matter.

        

        Now it was Vampir's turn to pay the witch back.

        

        "That's enough now. I heard from the mister."

        "You told him even though I said not to?"

        

        The witch puffed her cheeks and expressed her dissatisfaction.

        

        "Did you perform the miracle? I could feel the holy power from far away. I didn't mean to deceive you on purpose. You just wouldn't listen to me."

        "I performed the miracle. The mister is safe too. Stop interfering with my love, my pure love."

        "Oh my..."

        

        Vampir, knowing what the witch wanted, emphasized love and pure love as if scratching an itch.

        

        She should have been at least somewhat suspicious, but hearing only about love and pure love, she immediately blushed and melted, which was amusing.

        

        "So..."

        

        The witch was merely an obstacle.

        

        Moreover, based on her servant's memories, the witch who had been with Sir Black Knight was a woman with no business ethics who had set her sights on what Vampir had already claimed.

        

        "There is no place for you in the pure love between me and Sir Black Knight, you filthy witch."

        "You, Seo-m..."

        

        She realized too late.

        

        Two pairs of wings spread out, and Vampir's power merged with holy power to emit tremendous strength.

        

        The single slash that flew without giving the witch time to finish her words split the nuisance in half, just as Vampir had wished.

        

        Thud.

        

        A fountain of blood gushed from the witch's body as it fell lifelessly to the ground.

        

        She had considered making her a servant, but that wouldn't have satisfied Vampir.

        

        She couldn't let a woman who had designs on Sir Black Knight live.

        

        Now only one thing remained.

        Vampir gracefully made her way to where Sir Black Knight was.

        

        Finding her original body could wait until after that.
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        Edel's magic sword was stained with the blood of monsters corrupted by magic stones.

        

        The monsters fell helplessly to her attacks, which were nothing more than simple swings without any special techniques or skills.

        

        Cutting down weaklings held no meaning... but their distinctive foul odor irritated Edel.

        

        A stench different from magical energy, deeply permeated in their blood.

        The same foul smell she had sensed in the cave and from that so-called Guardian.

        

        What was it called again? The smell of several years' fermented flatulence.

        It would be better to gather them all in one place for disposal.

        

        Especially since Estel had pinched her nose and grimaced.

        

        Though manipulating magic stones with magical energy was unfamiliar, it wasn't particularly difficult. The reason she had sent Estel ahead was precisely because of this.

        

        Witnessing the pure love between the Saint and the Guardian would have been an incredibly intriguing matter for Edel, who was learning about pure love herself, but it wasn't more important than preventing Estel from wrinkling her face at the stench.

        

        Clearly, Edel's goal was to know, learn, practice pure love, and become stronger... yet she believed her current actions were bringing her closer to pure love.

        

        She didn't know why.

        She just wanted to see Estel's smiling face.

        

        Having dispatched all the foul-smelling monsters, Edel shook the blood from her sword.

        

        There were quite a few of them, but it didn't take long to deal with them—including using magical energy to blast away the stinking corpses.

        

        I hope I'm not too late.

        Edel sheathed her magic sword and headed in the direction Estel had gone.

        

        Despite everything, Edel was also curious about where the pure love between those two was heading. More than that, she wanted to see Estel's happy face as she watched their pure love unfold.

        

        She didn't know why.

        It just felt like she was learning about pure love simply by seeing Estel's smile.

        

        Thinking she would ask Estel about it later, Edel had taken barely three steps when she stopped and drew her magic sword again.

        

        "There was one more."

        

        Despite the bright moonlight illuminating the night, magical energy and a foul stench vibrated from darkness so thick she couldn't see an inch in front of her.

        

        Clap, clap, clap, clap.

        

        "As expected, it's the Black Knight. Your swordsmanship is quite extraordinary. Without your armor, you're even more splendid than this maiden imagined. Please forgive me for not appearing in my original form, unsightly as it would be."

        

        With the applause, the source of the stench revealed itself.

        Through the darkness, a halo that infected light and two pairs of wings framed crimson eyes that added an eerie contrast as the figure stood before Edel.

        

        It had the appearance of the Saint, but it was not the Saint.

        

        The golden eyes had changed to crimson.

        The unbearable stench emanating from all over its body.

        The manner of speech, different from the Saint's ticking way of talking, somehow grating...

        

        One of the Four Heavenly Kings.

        A vampire.

        Vampir, was it?

        

        Though she didn't understand what was happening, the being Estel had been searching for was boldly strutting before her eyes.

        

        If that was the case,

        

        "Where is Estel?"

        

        Edel was more concerned about Estel's whereabouts than about facing another of the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        "Are you looking for the witch? That witch... I neatly sliced her in half. Killed her in one breath before she could even scream."

        "How ridiculous."

        

        As Vampir raised a hand to mimic slicing through the air, Edel let out an incredulous laugh.

        

        Estel was an opponent that Edel, who had grown stronger through understanding pure love, was meant to defeat.

        

        Cut Estel in half?

        No matter how weakened she might be, even Edel couldn't inflict a single wound on her—how could Vampir have accomplished such a feat?

        

        "You? Against Estel?"

        

        Edel's eyes gleamed.

        They flashed a red hue fiercer than blood, just like when she had exterminated the vampire clan with merciless cruelty.

      

      
        

        That gaze contained many meanings.

        

        It was a mixture of various emotions—warning, hostility, and anger toward someone who spoke nonsense while acting so leisurely.

        

        "When you look at me so fiercely... this maiden becomes wet without even realizing it. Perhaps I should have brought that woman's breasts as evidence."

        

        Edel ignored Vampir and hastened her steps.

        She had no time to pay attention to Vampir, who was holding both cheeks with her hands and twisting her body.

        

        Though Edel didn't believe Estel had been harmed, the fact that one of the Four Heavenly Kings was standing before her meant something was definitely wrong.

        

        "Where are you going, leaving this maiden behind? I have much to tell you."

        

        Crackle, crackle...

        

        Holy power flashed from the tip of Edel's feet and blocked her path.

        

        As if saying she could go no further, invisible walls were layered one after another.

        

        "Do you think you can block my path with something like this?"

        

        Edel's magic sword emitted a red light.

        Infused with magical energy, it created a large blade of energy that she swung at the wall blocking her path.

        

        The moment holy power and magical energy met.

        KWAAANG! A powerful explosion pushed Edel back.

        

        At the edge of the thick smoke,

        Edel stared at the wall with indifferent eyes.

        Despite swinging with considerable force, the wall remained intact without a single scratch.

        

        ...It could indeed block her.

        It seemed Vampir had the skill to speak so boldly before Edel.

        

        "Are you now willing to listen to this maiden's words? You cannot go anywhere unless I permit it."

        

        Vampir's gentle words felt like mockery, making Edel frown.

        

        "Why are you so obsessed with that witch? She didn't seem strong enough to capture the Black Knight's heart."

        

        Ignoring Vampir, Edel readjusted her magic sword to swing it once more.

        

        She intended to fill it with more magical energy to destroy the wall in one go.

        

        "Do you fancy that witch so much? It must be because of her breasts, right? Goodness, even this maiden was surprised to see breasts larger than the Succubus Queen's! Hehe. So the Black Knight is a man after all."

        

        Edel's magic sword shot forth, emitting a blade of energy.

        

        Not toward the wall blocking her path, but toward Vampir.

        

        "You're annoying."

        

        She wanted to tear apart that mouth that kept babbling so noisily.

        

        Edel couldn't tolerate someone else speaking carelessly about Estel's body, which was delicate and required her own careful words.

        

        Despite being hit by Edel's energy blade, Vampir remained unharmed.

        Two pairs of wings wrapped around Vampir, blocking the attack.

        

        "Since she's called the Witch of Love... did she seduce you with those breasts? What a lewd woman. Truly shameless."

        

        Vampir's mouth didn't stop.

        

        "If it's breasts you want, this maiden is confident too! Once I regain my original body, I can service you with my breasts as much as you desire."

        

        Vampir gathered what might have been the Saint's chest, front or back, making some indescribable gesture.

        

        Though Edel didn't know how one could "service" with breasts, she found Vampir's words extremely unpleasant.

        

        Every word from Vampir's mouth seemed to disparage Estel.

        

        Edel normally didn't care what happened to others, whoever they might be, focusing only on becoming stronger... but somehow, everything related to Estel affected her sensitively.

        

        Even though they came from Vampir, who was little more than a weakling.

        She couldn't let those words slide.

        

        "You once told this maiden: only the strong can make demands of the Black Knight. Now you shall become this maiden's spouse."

        "Spouse...?"

        

      

      
        It seemed like a word she had heard before.

        Something about the bond of spouses... and children.

        

        She might have heard it from a newly arrived Heavenly King right after she became one of the Four Heavenly Kings, while she was crushing the existing ones.

        

        Was that Vampir?

        Certainly, that Heavenly King also had crimson eyes.

        

        Amid these suddenly recalled memories, Vampir spoke words Edel couldn't ignore.

        

        "To borrow the witch's words, it would be pure love. This maiden is in pure love with you, Black Knight! That's why I became one of the Four Heavenly Kings, and finally obtained power that can challenge even the Demon Lord... as well as you."

        "Pure love, is it."

        

        Pure love.

        

        Though it was the same term, the "pure love" Estel spoke of and the "pure love" Vampir mentioned felt different.

        

        Estel's pure love warmed a corner of her heart just by hearing about it, making her smile gently with an inexplicable comfort.

        

        But Vampir's pure love... brought chills rather than warmth, sharp fangs rather than comfort, making her frown.

        

        "Yes, pure love. Love is something the strong claim. The weak are meant to have it taken from them—that is the natural order. Pure love is like the law of the demon realm. That's why the witch died by my hand."

        

        With half-lidded eyes, Vampir licked her lips and smacked them. It looked exactly like a beast eyeing its prey.

        

        "Oh yes, you wanted to become stronger, didn't you? If you become this maiden's spouse and bear children... we will have children with the power to rule both the human and demon realms. Don't you want to defeat the Demon Lord? Let's have about a hundred children."

        

        Vampir extended her hand.

        As if urging Edel to take it, she made a ridiculous gesture with the Saint's small body.

        

        "Can you cook delicious meals?"

        "Pardon? If it's meals, my minions will take care of—"

        "Do you have a lot of money?"

        "......"

        

        Vampir couldn't continue in the face of Edel's sudden questions.

        

        She couldn't understand the intention behind such words.

        

        "I need breasts at least as large as Estel's. I simply cannot bear to see a baby starve to death."

        "......"

        "Moreover, I detest women who stink. Yes. I prefer women who emit a subtle, sweet fruit fragrance. Not like you, with your several-years-fermented flatulence smell."

        "Flatulence... smell?"

        

        Vampir's expression twisted.

        

        "What you're babbling about is not pure love, nor can it ever be realized. And I will defeat the Demon Lord with my own hands."

        

        Pure love isn't something only the strong can do.

        Just like Sion and Aria from the book.

        

        Even without recalling the book, the pure love Edel had learned from Estel over the past month and more wasn't something the strong claimed—rather, one became stronger because of pure love.

        

        And pure love wasn't just about strength.

        It was also about cooking, etiquette, studying...

        

        Above all, the warmth she felt when holding Estel's hand was something unknown in the demon realm.

        

        "It doesn't matter if you reject this maiden, Black Knight. I will achieve my goal today. I have the power to do so. Let me prove my pure love to you."

        

        The halo vibrated as two pairs of wings flashed.

        

        Currents of holy power threatened Edel.

        Even the slightest touch blackened her skin.

        

        Indeed, she could understand why Vampir spoke with such confidence.

        

        The power the Saint possessed was antithetical to beings of the demon realm.

        Perhaps this was the power of the adversary the Demon Lord had spoken of.

        

        But none of that mattered.

        A weakling who stole power from another weakling was still just a weakling.

        

        "I know pure love and grow stronger through it. Therefore, you are an obstacle."

        

        As she channeled magical energy into her chest, full-body armor covered her.

        

        Red light from within her helmet left afterimages as it shot toward Vampir.

        

        Then holy power and magical energy collided, causing a violent explosion.
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        The vampire's power was far more impressive than expected.

        

        Not only was the destructive force of holy power itself astonishing, but the angel's combat assistance elevated the vampire's strength by several levels.

        

        [In a moment, an attack will target your waist from the right angle.]

        

        BOOM!!! Edel kicked off the ground and tore through the air as he charged forward.

        

        Despite moving at a speed that vampire eyes could barely track, the angel sent information about where the attack was aimed.

        

        [Activating forced protection mode.]

        

        Before the vampire could react to the attack precisely targeting his waist, the angel's wings blocked the demonic sword first.

        

        Demonic energy and holy power, black and white in stark contrast, created a boundary line as if they existed in different spaces, unable to touch each other.

        

        "Aren't you getting tired? When futile efforts exceed ten times, that's simply called stupidity."

        "How annoying."

        

        Edel clicked his tongue and widened the distance between them.

        It seemed like it should end with just two or three swings of his demonic sword, but the saint's power wouldn't allow Edel's attacks to connect, which was frustrating.

        

        Conversely, even the slightest touch of holy power delivered a significant shock to Edel... it was incredibly vexing.

        

        "Isn't this power magnificent?"

        

        The vampire lightly traced the angel's wings with fingertips and smiled leisurely.

        

        "Whether attacking or defending. No matter how swift and powerful Sir Black Knight's attacks may be, what use are they if they cannot connect?"

        "That's not your power, but the saint's."

        "Have you forgotten that vampires can wield the power of their familiars? Since the saint became my familiar, it's my power. Thanks to the witch."

        

        The vampire was secretly grateful to the witch.

        

        After the original body was sealed, if the familiars had also been sealed or killed, revenge would have been impossible, and the vampire would have been helpless.

        

        The timely appearance of the saint, and the decision to spare the familiar out of admiration for another's pure love, had proven to be a great fortune for the vampire.

        

        After all, by taking the saint's body, the vampire had gained tremendous power. Revenge was just a bonus.

        

        The vampire demonstrated elegant footwork, dancing to express delight. Then, as if suddenly remembering something, covered the mouth with a hand while widening the eyes.

        

        "Ah, were you also curious about the pure love between the saint and the guardian? Hehe. If that's the case, don't worry. As familiars, they'll be together until death."

        

        Having observed him supporting the saint numerous times while hiding inside the guardian's body.

        

        The vampire conveyed not being cruel enough to interfere with the hobbies of a future husband.

        

        "Pure love, is it?"

        "Pure love, indeed! I don't know how long human lifespans are, but they cannot compare to the absolute devotion of a vampire. If one can offer their power to me and stay together longer than others, isn't that pure love?"

        

        I see. Pure love, is it?

        Perhaps staying together for a long time could be pure love.

        After all, they say pure love comes in many forms.

        

        "Don't speak of pure love with that mouth. It's irritating."

        

        However, Edel did not agree with the vampire's words and raised his sword.

        

        Though he didn't yet understand pure love in detail, precisely, or thoroughly... it seemed that what the vampire described contained no pure love whatsoever.

        

        "That is not pure love. Estel would have said so."

        

        The pure love Estel wanted to see wouldn't be like that.

        

        That must be why she went through the trouble of lying and giving the saint and guardian three days.

        

        As Edel summoned his demonic energy, his armor was completely dyed in darkness, befitting his title as the Black Knight.

        

        The demonic energy flowed out from between the armor joints as if it had taken physical form.

        

        His eyes glowed with an even deeper red, and in response, his demonic sword was also painted with a deeper darkness.

        

        "Do you still intend to challenge me? My dear, I'm a little disappointed in Sir Black Knight. Then I shall also begin to attack?"

        

        Despite Edel's transformation, the vampire maintained composure.

        

        Having verified through ten blocked attacks that even the strongest power among the Four Heavenly Kings was useless against the angel's power.

        

      

      
        "I won't kill you. What Estel wanted was sealing you, not killing you."

        "Hehe. Sir Black Knight, such empty bravado..."

        

        Thunk.

        

        Before the vampire could finish speaking, Edel's demonic sword pierced through the vampire's right shoulder.

        

        ...How?

        The vampire knew the attack was too fast to follow with the eyes, but the angel hadn't provided any information yet...!

        

        [Attack detected. Targeting your right shoulder.]

        

        The angel's voice followed a moment too late.

        This meant the attack had been faster than even the angel could perceive.

        

        "I've got the feel for it now. How fast I need to be."

        "Ugh...!"

        "If you can't even react to this, how can you confidently claim to have killed Estel? Estel reacted to speeds even greater than this."

        

        As the vampire reached out to attack, Edel retrieved the demonic sword embedded in the shoulder and widened the distance.

        

        The holy power being fired would certainly be fatal if it hit,

        but to Edel's perception, it was merely child's play that he could dodge with his eyes closed.

        

        Yes. The magic bullets Estel fired were faster and more threatening than this.

        

        Edel's standards had come to revolve around Estel.

        

        The measure of pure love.

        The measure of strength.

        

        Everything in this world.

        When had it begun?

        

        Perhaps since he learned to cook, or when he was first called by the name Edel.

        

        Maybe from the moment they first met.

        

        "The power of an angel, you said? It's somewhat useful, but when wielded by the weak, it remains merely weak."

        

        Without strength, both speed and wit are worthless.

        

        "Argh...! Angel, can't you work properly?!"

        

        The vampire grimaced and cursed at the innocent angel after allowing another demonic sword to pierce the left shoulder.

        

        While the angel healed the vampire, Edel carefully observed the scene.

        

        It was the composure of a true master who believed that healing wounds wouldn't make a difference against an inferior opponent.

        

        "As expected of Sir Black Knight. This is how you can fully receive my love."

        

        After a moment, the vampire, with shoulders now completely healed, spoke impudently.

        

        "Then try to dodge this as well...!"

        

        The vampire stretched a hand into the air and released holy power.

        The holy power collided with the cylindrical wall blocking the path, was absorbed, and began to emit a bright light.

        

        Watching the baptism of light being fired, Edel clicked his tongue in derision.

        

        "Unable to hit me, so you resort to indiscriminate attacks?"

        

        Masses of holy power aimed at the left and right angles, as well as from above, attacked Edel indiscriminately.

        

        Dodging was easy.

        First, avoid the holy power falling from above, then identify those visible in sequence.

        

        Two shots from the left, three from the right, five from the front.

        

        Despite wearing armor, he moved as if it were his own skin, performing acrobatics to escape the range of each attack.

        Finally, he deflected the holy power rushing from his blind spot with his demonic sword.

        

        Though Edel had underestimated the vampire as weak, he had to acknowledge the destructive power transmitted through the holy energy.

        

        Even as he planted his feet firmly, his body was pushed back by the impact, and once again holy power flew at Edel from all directions.

        

        Using that impact as propulsion, he planted his feet on the wall and flew toward the vampire.

        

      

      
        "Did you think I would fall for the same trick again?"

        

        Though he thrust his sword at the same speed as before, the vampire was nowhere to be seen.

        The vampire's voice echoed mockingly, and once again holy power engulfed Edel.

        

        Deflecting the holy power with his demonic sword, Edel's red eyes darted around, searching for the vampire.

        

        The vampire was nowhere to be found in any direction.

        The sky, perhaps?

        

        Only holy power poured down from above, so not the sky either.

        Then...

        

        When he finally checked beneath his feet,

        he discovered a shadow moving unnaturally.

        

        "There you are."

        "You noticed too late."

        

        Just as he summoned demonic energy to strike at the shadow, holy power along with demonic energy and a foul-smelling aura began to merge into one.

        

        Eventually, a single intense beam combining three energies shot from within the shadow, grazing Edel's right arm holding the demonic sword at a speed beyond his perception.

        

        Without time to react, the severed arm,

        thud, fell lifelessly to the ground along with the demonic sword.

        

        "This is the technique that cut the witch in half. How do you like it? My technique combining holy power, demonic energy, and blood energy."

        

        The vampire emerged from the shadow, picking up Edel's right arm and waving it around like a toy.

        

        He couldn't dodge it.

        He couldn't even react to it.

        If the vampire had aimed for his head... perhaps by now, it wouldn't be just his right arm dangling like a toy.

        

        Strong.

        Though it was only once, the vampire's attack had surpassed Edel's strength.

        

        Yet, the thrill he had felt from other strong opponents or from Estel was absent with this vampire.

        

        "Having lost an arm, do you still intend to continue fighting me?"

        

        As Edel emitted demonic energy again, poised to charge once more, the vampire slumped their shoulders in disgust.

        

        "I do."

        "Why do you insist on fighting me? Sir Black Knight has no reason to, does he? Haven't I just proven that I possess power surpassing yours?"

        "Because Estel dislikes the stench. Since you are not a true master, that should be reason enough."

        

        Estel. Estel. Estel.

        The vampire had reached the point of being irritated by the Black Knight who kept calling the witch's name.

        

        It seemed he was thoroughly enchanted by that witch.

        Clearly, the vampire was stronger.

        Yet even though the witch had already died by the vampire's hand.

        

        The Black Knight continued to call the witch's name.

        

        "You said you wouldn't kill me, right? I'll return those words exactly. After all, arms and legs aren't necessary for making children."

        

        Three colors of power gathered in the vampire's hand.

        White, black, and crimson.

        As these incompatible powers merged and were about to be aimed at Edel once more.

        

        The demonic energy in Edel's body diminished, and his full-body armor lost its form, gathering at his chest.

        

        "Did you really kill Estel?"

        

        At a time when he should be gathering more power, Edel closed his eyes and took a deep breath as if abandoning the attack.

        

        "The witch is dead, how many times must I...!"

        "I smell fruit. Very sweet."

        

        Despite the surroundings being blocked by holy power with no way for wind to blow.

        

        Edel caught the scent of sweet fruit carried on the breeze.

        

        Rumble...

        

        Something strange was happening to the wall that had remained intact even after being hit by Edel's sword energy.
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        If I hadn't been a witch, I would have died on the spot.

        

        A witch's death can only come through the destruction of a curse.

        

        Still, the pain wasn't much different from what ordinary people feel, and I frowned at the agony traveling up my nerves from the severed surface.

        

        When was the last time I was injured like this?

        Fighting with Beryl and getting a hole in my stomach, followed by being stabbed by the Heresy Inquisitor—that was the most recent.

        

        Compared to when I became a witch and went into a dungeon looking for Triceratops materials, only to be gnawed to pieces, being cut in half was relatively clean.

        

        Maybe it's fortunate I came alone.

        

        I couldn't let Edel see me like this.

        It was painful to imagine what expression he would make seeing me in this state.

        

        I was the one injured, yet somehow I was worrying about Edel first.

        

        'There's no place for you between the heroine and the Black Knight, you filthy witch.'

        

        Even with my body cut in half, the vampire's words kept circling in my head.

        

        The image of the vampire holding Edel's hand and smiling shyly flashed through my mind.

        

        Perhaps that's why I allowed the vampire's attack.

        

        I never expected the word "pure love" to come from the vampire's mouth....

        

        Since Edel always attracted women's attention wherever he went, I thought the vampire, being a woman, would have some level of attraction to him.

        

        Even when we were fighting in the dungeon, she kept singing "Black Knight~ Black Knight~" and getting on my nerves.

        

        Judging by how she lost herself the moment she felt Edel's demonic energy, I thought it was just a casual interest... but pure love?

        

        'Wouldn't the vampire be suitable? She's one of the Four Heavenly Kings like Edel and would have a long lifespan. Though weaker than Edel, she has plenty of room to grow stronger. She could learn to cook quickly. Isn't she the most compatible match for Edel among all the women we've met?'

        

        The thought was shared from the left brain of my split body.

        

        When my body was split in half, Angel Estel must have taken refuge in my left brain.

        

        Angel Estel maintained her position as the Witch of Love, suggesting that since the vampire mentioned pure love, it couldn't be ignored.

        

        'What do you mean suitable? How could Edel be compatible with someone who reeks like that? She doesn't match any of his ideal types. Besides, has anyone asked what Edel thinks? Love should be mutual. Is pure love a joke? And! We haven't even finished teaching him about pure love yet, and you want to hand him over to the vampire? We haven't even gone to the ocean yet!'

        

        This time, the thought was shared from my right brain.

        

        Judging by the tone, it was Demon Estel.

        

        As Demon Estel said, there was still a mountain of things to teach.

        

        The dating lessons weren't finished yet.

        And I hadn't even started studying how to add an ocean episode to Edel's pure love story.

        

        But Demon Estel, what position are you speaking from...?

        

        'Estel, what do you want to do?'

        

        The angel and demon passed the decision to me.

        

        What do I want to do?

        Of course, that's...

        ...of course.

        

        A series of images continued in my mind.

        

        The vampire was holding Edel's hand, smiling brightly.

        

        Conversely, Edel was looking at me with his characteristically insensitive expression.

        

        As if asking if it was okay to do as Angel Estel suggested.

        Something like anxiety set my heart on edge.

        

        "No. Absolutely not."

        

        Between my body split in two, emotions surged through a single heart.

        

        The emotion was unfamiliar.

        It hurt, it was sad... and beyond that, it made me anxious.

        

        Eventually, more intensely than what I usually felt from Edel's uninhibited actions or words, a pain that could be called acute seized my mind.

        

        Besides, the pure love story of the Saint and the Guardian wasn't over yet, so I couldn't just lie here comfortably. I pulled my halved body together with mana, joining it into one.

        

        Taking out a top-grade potion from my inventory and pouring it over my head, the wound healed completely without a trace.

        

        I couldn't show Edel a disheveled appearance, so I also restored my clothes perfectly by infusing them with mana.

      

      
        

        "Ugh... kiddo."

        

        As I was gathering the scattered Triceratops and about to leave, I heard a groan from somewhere.

        

        Not far away, the Guardian was lying on the ground, constantly searching for the Saint.

        

        With tears that didn't match his large frame, he was buried in despair at losing the Saint, sunk in despondency.

        

        ***

        

        When I placed my hand on the Guardian's forehead and infused power, a pink energy rippled.

        

        As Demon Estel said, using my ultimate to break the vampire's dominion wasn't difficult.

        

        I just needed to remove the crimson slime that was stuck like gum to the Guardian's nape in my mental image.

        

        "Are you conscious?"

        "Kiddo..."

        

        Even after using my ultimate to release him from dominion, the Guardian still lay sprawled on the ground, repeating the word "kiddo" as if he had lost all meaning in life.

        

        Even when I waved my palm in front of his face, he didn't blink, just staring off into the distance, unable to break free.

        

        If left like this, I could only see bad futures—becoming a fallen one, committing suicide.

        

        Did he think I'd let that happen when their pure love story hadn't even begun?

        

        "The Saint isn't dead yet. Don't you need to get her back from that creature?"

        

        I bent down and whispered a magical spell in the Guardian's ear.

        

        There's still a chance. It's not over.

        That alone should be enough reason to move the Guardian.

        

        Most protagonists in Aria Chronicle would snap to attention after hearing such lines.

        

        It should definitely be enough, but...

        

        "Kiddo. Run away. Please..."

        

        As if saying he wasn't a protagonist, the Guardian kept repeating the same words with lifeless eyes.

        

        "Argh! Won't you snap out of it?!"

        

        Should I slap him?

        

        I grabbed the Guardian by the collar, lifted him up, and shook him several times until his lifeless eyes met mine.

        

        "Witch...? What should I do? The love you seek isn't here. The kiddo was bitten by a demon. Miracles can't happen."

        "So? Are you giving up? The Saint desperately tried to create a miracle. Are you, her Guardian, going to give up without even trying?"

        

        He must be in great psychological shock after witnessing the vampire bite the Saint in real-time, but that's no reason to give up.

        

        'I promised the kiddo. I need to watch over her until she becomes an adult, at least. I want to put aside emotions like like or dislike. I'm the kiddo's only Guardian.'

        

        My pure love sensor doesn't lie.

        In the story I secretly heard when I visited at night, there was definitely a hint of pure love for the Saint.

        

        "If you're a Guardian, you should go rescue the Saint. She's probably waiting for you to save her right now."

        

        So I wished he would stop grumbling in a way that didn't suit his large frame.

        

        "If you give up now, you'll never see the Saint again. Are you okay with that? Are you okay with her being eaten by the vampire? This is your last chance."

        

        I wanted him to show behavior worthy of the name chosen by the Saint—her one and only Guardian.

        

        "You said you made a promise with the Saint. I don't know what it is, but a man should keep his promises."

        "Promise..."

        

        Though I didn't know what the promise was, life returned to the Guardian's eyes.

        

        "I need to save the kiddo. But how..."

        

        What a high-maintenance man.

        What does the Saint see in such a man that makes her rush to him?

        

        Nevertheless, my inner pure love sensor went "zing" again.

        

        Come to think of it, when I heard the vampire mention pure love, my pure love sensor that usually reacts to the Saint and Guardian didn't respond.

        

        ...I'll have to see for myself.

        Whether the pure love the vampire proudly spoke of is real or fake.

        

        "Let's go. We need to go rescue your pure love."

        "Wait—?!"

      

      
        

        Without releasing the Guardian's collar, I summoned mana and flew into the sky.

        

        ***

        

        "How is there a sacred domain..."

        

        The Guardian was shocked at the sight before him.

        

        A spherical barrier with a circumference of at least 10 meters was spread out before us. It was surprising to see a sacred domain, usually found only in holy cities, in the middle of nowhere.

        

        Temporary Sacred Domain.

        

        The temporary sacred domain, usable since my two-pair wings stage, applied a debuff that halved the abilities of beings like me or Edel.

        

        Normally, one could look into and enter a sacred domain, but this one seemed to cut off space completely, making it impossible to even check the situation inside, let alone enter.

        

        The vampire must have taken additional measures.

        

        "Is the kiddo inside the sacred domain?"

        "Most likely. Do you still have the cross I gave you?"

        

        In all probability, the vampire and Edel would be inside.

        

        The Guardian swallowed hard.

        He tightly gripped the silver cross I had given him before coming here and made the sign of the cross.

        

        The Silver Cross of Purification.

        A consumable item needed to defeat vampires in the Aria Chronicle game.

        

        When used on a vampire or its minions, it had the effect of rendering them immobile for one turn.

        

        I had picked it up by chance while traveling long ago... and the opportunity to use it came sooner than expected.

        

        The plan was to use that silver cross on the vampire to immobilize her, then use my ultimate during that opening.

        

        Since things had become complicated anyway, rescuing her dramatically would look better and provide good reference material for Edel.

        

        "I'll give you a signal. Stay hidden and then stab it into her body. You'll only have one chance. If you want to save the Saint... succeed even if it costs you your life."

        

        A chicken is better than nothing. The plan to create a miracle and save the old man in a reverse damsel-in-distress pure love story failed, but the Guardian's damsel-in-distress pure love story of saving the Saint from the vampire remained.

        

        Having given the warning, I was about to infuse mana into the Triceratops to break the sacred domain when—

        

        "Wait."

        

        The Guardian urgently called out to me.

        

        "Why are you helping us this much? Is it really just because you want to see the pure love between me and the kiddo?"

        "Of course. I'm the Witch of Love. If your pure love doesn't have a happy ending, it puts me in a difficult position."

        

        Because Edel's first experience of someone else's pure love couldn't be anything but a happy ending.

        

        I needed the Saint and Guardian to prove that pure love is strong, beautiful, and happy.

        

        ...And adding a bit of my own desire...

        I wanted them to rescue the Saint from the vampire in style and showcase a delicious pure love.

        

        "Ah, I'm curious about something too. What was this promise you made with the Saint?"

        

        At the mention of the promise, the Guardian hastily averted his gaze.

        

        That only makes me more curious.

        It's about time I knew why my pure love sensor rings every time the promise is mentioned.

        

        When I blocked his escape route as he tried to avoid my gaze, he reluctantly opened his mouth.

        

        "Sigh. The kiddo asked me to marry her when she grows up. You know, one of those thoughtless promises kids make and forget as they grow. There's no way she would seriously propose to an old man like me."

        

        Unconscious pure love.

        No wonder the Saint can't get her head straight.

        

        Edel should have been here to hear this too.

        

        Savoring the Guardian's words filled with delicious pure love, I once again aimed the Triceratops at the sacred domain.

        

        "Hehehe. If that's the case, I'll make sure you can keep your promise somehow. A witch keeps her word. So focus only on rescuing the Saint!"

        

        The air vibrated as my pink hair whipped wildly.

        

        As I infused mana into the Triceratops, three ferocious horns emerged. They grew larger with the infusion of mana until they eventually surpassed the size of the temporary sacred domain.

        

        The Triceratops, which had once broken even the boundary connecting to Beryl's ultimate, the World of Dreams, once again displayed its might.

        

        The three dark red horns emitted by the Triceratops tore through the air with a sound like a dragon's roar and struck the temporary sacred domain.
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        Craaack...

        

        The sanctuary collapsed like an egg breaking.

        Due to its size, each time the shell crumbled, harsh sounds echoed through the air.

        

        The noise, carried by the night air like an earthquake, was more thunderous than expected, echoing two or three times across the distant mountains.

        

        When it finally collapsed completely, the space hidden by the sanctuary revealed itself to the world.

        

        Signs of a fierce battle were evident—the ground was cratered in places, and chaotic sparks flew as demonic energy, blood energy, and divine power mixed dangerously in the air, threatening to explode at any moment.

        

        It seemed that the Vampire and Edel had clashed once already.

        

        "Edel!"

        "Estel."

        

        Amidst the devastated terrain, Edel was the first to catch my eye.

        

        As the sanctuary was destroyed, our eyes met.

        

        In his typically detached gaze, Edel showed a small sign of relief.

        

        That look resembled Joshua's so much that the inexplicable anxiety in a corner of my heart melted away.

        

        How long have we been apart for him to look at me like that?

        Did he miss me that much?

        

        He's making such a tired face after being in an enclosed space with a woman who follows him around because she likes him.

        

        Well... I was just as glad to see him, and was about to smile when I noticed his physical condition and my heart sank.

        

        One of Edel's arms—the same arms that could lift and toss an orc with pure physical strength alone—was missing.

        

        His right shoulder had been cleanly severed, with blood pouring profusely from the wound.

        

        "Your arm..."

        

        Thinking I might have seen wrong, I rubbed my eyes and looked again, but Edel's arm was still missing.

        

        "Estel, I heard your body was split in half. Are you alright?"

        

        Edel glanced at his wound briefly, then, as if it didn't matter—as if my well-being was more important—expressed concern for me.

        

        "Is that really the issue right now?! What happened to your arm?!"

        "The arm? It's trivial. I was merely careless."

        

        How can losing an arm from carelessness make any sense?

        

        I rushed to Edel.

        All my attention was focused on his wound, making me almost forget why I came here.

        

        "Perhaps you should calm down. Losing one arm isn't a significant problem. I'm fine..."

        

        Edel said a few words, seemingly trying to calm my agitation.

        

        "Shut up! If you're hurt, stay still!"

        

        You call that reassurance?

        This guy could die from blood loss if we delay any longer, and he says he's fine?

        

        Look how his already pale skin has become even more pallid.

        

        "What if a knight without an arm can't learn about pure love later?!"

        "I can still learn pure love from you even without one arm. Besides, pure love isn't something that becomes impossible just because one is missing an arm."

        

        Sigh... If only he would stop talking.

        While missing an arm wouldn't prevent him from learning about pure love... women naturally seek what they consider the perfect man.

        

        The energy emanating from the severed area suggested it was the Vampire's doing, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

        

        I activated a magic circle to stop the bleeding and looked around.

        The best high-grade potion I had couldn't regenerate flesh, so I planned to find the severed arm and reattach it.

      

      
        

        No matter how much I searched, I couldn't find anything resembling Edel's arm.

        

        Then suddenly, I noticed a girl.

        

        A halo above her head and two pairs of magnificent wings on her back.

        She was glaring at me, surrounded by a triple helix of black demonic energy, crimson blood energy, and angelic divine power.

        

        "Witch, how are you still alive? This one clearly cut you in half."

        

        Whatever the Vampire was saying, my attention was solely on Edel's right arm in her hand.

        

        "That's a trade secret. Try again if you're curious. More importantly, didn't you like Edel? What's with the arm?"

        

        I knew the Vampire who had cut me would target Edel.

        She had boldly bared her teeth, telling me not to interfere with her pure love with the Black Knight.

        

        When Angel Estel mentioned the Vampire's pure love, I was somewhat moved... and if her feelings were truly pure love, I had thought about arranging a meeting between her and Edel before sealing her.

        

        Even if Edel refused, love is fair and equal to everyone, so giving her a chance would be right.

        

        "This one admires the Black Knight, yes? I merely cut off what wouldn't submit to the stronger one's will."

        

        But... the Vampire swung Edel's arm around like a toy, irritating me with her nonsensical words.

        

        "This one has gained the power of the Saint and become stronger than the Black Knight. No, perhaps even stronger than the Demon Lord! This arm is nothing less than a trophy proving this one's strength. Do you covet it? If you want one, I can cut off another. Coincidentally, he has just one left. I could show mercy and give you an arm."

        

        The Vampire gestured toward Edel's remaining arm with her eyes.

        

        As if it were a trophy rightfully taken.

        That displeased me greatly.

        

        "...What exactly do you think Edel is?"

        "Edel? You mean the Black Knight? The Black Knight is the one who will form a marital bond with this one and give birth to a child who will soon rule the demon and human realms."

        "...Is that all?"

        "What else is needed? What could be more important than leaving strong offspring? Wouldn't the Black Knight prefer to create a child with a strong woman? Why cut off the arm, you ask? Heh. Limbs aren't necessary for bearing children, are they?"

        

        That's just... like a baby-making seed factory.

        

        Triceratops trembled.

        As if expressing my feelings, three horns filled with mana sprouted from the end of the broom, emitting a menacing aura.

        

        Larger than when breaking the sanctuary.

        It absorbed all the energy dispersed in the atmosphere as if to devour everything, converting it to mana and growing larger.

        

        Despite the angel's halo glowing red in warning, knowing Triceratops's true nature, the Vampire remained composed.

        

        "Witch, why do you interfere with this one so? Have you developed feelings for the Black Knight? What exactly is the Black Knight to you?"

        

        What is Edel to me?

        

        A teacher-student relationship where we teach and learn about pure love until all Four Heavenly Kings are sealed.

        

        That should be all...

        

        But I couldn't easily answer the Vampire's question, as if that answer was wrong.

        

        Because imagining Edel with the Vampire tore my heart apart.

        Each time, it hurt so much that tears would unconsciously form.

        

        Memories of my time with Edel flashed through my mind.

        

        The first time he ate with proper manners,

        Reading books alone after studying letters,

        Exploding onions while trying to learn cooking—such trivial, everyday moments.

        

        A strange, unfamiliar pain crushed my heart alongside the pain I'd felt until now.

        

        As if warning me not to think further, that going beyond this point was dangerous.

        

        "Or is it because of the Saint and the Guardian?"

        

      

      
        The Vampire changed the subject when I couldn't readily answer.

        

        She traced her finger from her neck down to her chest, stomach, and thighs—almost in a straight line—and brought it to her lips, savoring the Saint's body.

        

        "This one heard everything you said to the Guardian. The two of them will serve as this one's vassals until death. Isn't that what you wanted? Be grateful to this one. I've let you witness the pure love you so desperately wanted to see."

        

        Pure love, pure love, pure love.

        That damned pure love.

        

        It should be a sweet and happy word just to hear... but it was only unpleasant when the Vampire uttered it.

        

        "Do you know which hand Edel uses to eat? His favorite food?"

        "You speak nonsense."

        "It's not nonsense."

        

        Nonsense, she says. How important this is.

        Edel mainly uses his right hand to eat, and his absolute favorite is the special potato dish I make for him.

        

        Pure love is built by accumulating such small details.

        

        Suddenly appearing and proposing to make a child is not pure love.

        

        "Or, well, do you know the promise between the Saint and the Guardian?"

        "......"

        

        Despite having read the memories of the Guardian and the Saint, she wore a blank expression as if it wasn't worth answering.

        

        See that?

        Pure love, pure love, pure love. Just empty words.

        She said she heard my conversation with the Guardian?

        

        She knows I'm crazy about pure love, so she emphasizes it.

        

        The Vampire is merely using the word "pure love" to confuse me.

        

        It's just a convenient tool, a blade of distraction to kill me.

        

        Angel Estel's concerns...

        My thoughts about arranging a meeting...

        

        They were all foolish ideas.

        

        That's not pure love.

        It's a disgusting, selfish mass of desire masquerading as pure love.

        

        So...

        

        "You're annoying, so could you stop mentioning pure love? You're tainting it."

        

        There's nothing more to hear.

        From now on, only action matters.

        

        I raised Triceratops and aimed it at the Vampire.

        The three dark red horns faced off against the Vampire's three spirals of energy.

        

        "You sound just like the Black Knight."

        

        Edel said that?

        How admirable. My efforts in teaching pure love weren't in vain.

        

        "Of course. Who do you think taught him? Think we can't tell real from fake?"

        "You dare belittle this one's pure love...? I was going to grant you an easy death. Now I'll make you my vassal and enslave you for life."

        

        Brilliant light poured from her halo and two pairs of wings.

        

        As if planning to split me in half again, the three energies intertwined into a drill-like shape, releasing merciless heat.

        

        "Try if you can. But before that... Edel has a big appetite. I need to take that arm back."

        

        Do you know how messy a dinner table gets when a right-handed person eats with their left hand? You expect me to watch that again?

        

        I swung Triceratops toward the light that once again tried to cut my body in two.
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        A violent explosion swept across the ground.

        A mushroom cloud, formed as if a bomb had detonated, rose high into the sky, reaching toward the moon.

        

        My hair whipped around my face, and the thick dust cloud from the explosion's aftermath obscured my vision, but my eyes, enhanced with mana, tracked the vampire's position without missing a beat.

        

        The vampire, having completely erased all traces of the explosion with a burst of holy power, soared upward, bathed in moonlight.

        

        "Witch, your power is nothing special. If you want, I could take on both you and that Black Knight over there at the same time."

        

        Acting so smug just because you blocked one attack.

        Edel, seemingly irritated, tried to channel magical energy into his chest to deploy his armor.

        

        "Edel, stay out of this."

        "Why?"

        "Because this fight is about pure love. I told you, didn't I? That I'd show you how delicious pure love can be."

        

        What kind of fight can he put up with one arm missing and no magic sword?

        I understand he still has one arm left, but I had to fight alone.

        

        This isn't just any battle.

        It's a crucial lesson to teach this vampire who dared to impersonate pure love in front of the Witch of Love.

        

        What true pure love is.

        What happens when someone misuses the concept of pure love in my presence.

        

        It's enough for Edel to just watch from the sidelines.

        

        "Pure love..."

        

        Edel, who usually showed little emotion with his indifferent tone, nodded with widened eyes.

        

        "I'll show you what real pure love is. So just stay there and watch!"

        

        I pulled my right leg back, planted my foot firmly for support, then gripped Triceratops tightly with both hands.

        Once again increasing its output, a crimson flash extended toward the vampire, devouring everything in its path.

        

        The ensuing explosion created a second mushroom cloud, devastating the entire area.

        Even though the attack completely reshaped the terrain—requiring the map to be redrawn entirely—my eyes moved restlessly, searching for the vampire.

        

        The power of the Saint, not yet fully awakened, wasn't particularly threatening, but the angel's assistance was annoying.

        

        No doubt it was giving advice like "dodge this way," "dodge that way," "it's better to attack like this now."

        

        I couldn't help but smile, remembering the scene from Part 3 where Floria complained that the angel's whispers were too noisy.

        

        At times like this, when the enemy is confused about their opponent's position...

        

        "Looking for me?"

        

        Just as I expected.

        

        The vampire appeared, aiming a spear made of blood at my eyes.

        

        Either they hadn't learned their lesson after being thoroughly beaten in close combat before being sealed, or perhaps they wanted to show off their newfound power from the Saint...

        

        This couldn't have been more welcome.

        

        Even though I'm a witch, a debuffer class, I was confident in my close combat skills against most opponents.

        

        The vampire smiled arrogantly, wrapping three energies around the spear tip as if intending to end it in one strike.

        

        Watching the vampire approach in slow motion through my mana-enhanced senses was utterly grotesque.

        

        The fangs, exposed between lips split so wide that "ear-to-ear grin" wasn't just a figure of speech, gleamed with a bluish hue as they approached.

        

        I responded with an elegant, almost shy smile.

        

        Since Edel was watching, I couldn't show such a hideous expression.

        

        "You know what?"

        

        As I raised Triceratops, the angel's halo vibrated, perhaps transmitting information to the vampire.

      

      
        

        The vampire glanced sideways, checking Triceratops's trajectory. They couldn't help but be conscious of it, probably overwhelmed by countless warning messages.

        

        The vampire doesn't know.

        

        That against me, who knows all the angel's behavior patterns and skills, the angel's power is... more of a poison than anything else.

        

        Triceratops absorbed mana, and the spear's form began to collapse, changing into various shapes in a fraction of a second.

        

        Spear, sword, scythe, axe, and so on.

        Eventually reaching a form that could hardly be called a weapon, causing the vampire to frown.

        

        Probably right now,

        

        [Threat element has changed.] The angel must be relentlessly delivering information. I could tell just by watching the wings' movements, sensitively reacting to even the slightest motion of Triceratops.

        

        While the two pairs of wings were busy defending against Triceratops, I easily dodged the spear that came toward me.

        

        "Angel, that's a bit too much TMI!"

        

        Triceratops was just a feint.

        

        Information comes in order, and it takes time for the angel, having captured all the irregular elements, to convey my next move.

        

        The clean straight punch I delivered next struck the vampire's solar plexus.

        

        "Gugh! What the...!"

        

        The vampire, who could have easily dodged such a simple punch if they had been watching with their own eyes instead of relying on the angel, coughed up bodily fluids.

        

        Since it came from the Saint's body, it could be considered holy water, but the essence being vampire made it reek terribly, causing me to wrinkle my nose.

        

        Setting aside such trivial thoughts, I snatched Edel's arm from the vampire's hand and swung Triceratops, which had somehow transformed into a flyswatter.

        

        The attack was quite fitting, considering vampires and mosquitoes are similar relatives, and I felt quite satisfied with it.

        

        "Edel, catch."

        

        While the vampire was sent flying far away, I handed Edel his lost arm along with a top-grade potion.

        

        "Don't forget to apply the potion after attaching it properly. It'll heal cleanly. If you attach it wrong, I'll have to cut it off again."

        "...Got it."

        

        With a sullen expression, Edel took the arm and potion, attached the arm roughly as if assembling a toy, then crushed the potion with his grip, letting it flow over the severed area.

        

        I thought it might be too careless, considering it was his own body, but on the other hand, a small smile spread across my face thinking that this was just like Edel.

        

        Really... he lacks delicacy.

        Still, at least he didn't attach it backward...

        I was filled with a strange anxiety, wondering if he would treat a lover the same way when he eventually experienced pure love.

        

        I could teach him that too, step by step.

        But first, I needed to seal the vampire.

        

        "Estel."

        "Yes?"

        

        Just as I was about to leave to face the vampire again after confirming his arm was working well, Edel called my name.

        

        In a tone unlike his usual self.

        Though he only said my name, I could feel Edel's emotions.

        

        Worry and anxiety hidden between his deep yet gentle voice... negative emotions.

        

        I could tell without him saying anything more that Edel was worried about me.

        

        Oh, Edel...

        Does he think I'd lose to someone like that?

        Getting cut in half was just... because I let my guard down.

        

        I gave him a bright smile to reassure him, and he returned it with a smile that was comforting just to see.

        

      

      
        "...Never mind. I'll tell you later."

        "Alright. I'll remember, so tell me when this is over."

        

        How cute.

        He could just say it now.

        

        "Oh, Edel."

        

        While thinking about how to deal with the vampire, a thought suddenly occurred to me, and I called out to Edel.

        

        "What do you... think about the vampire?"

        

        For some reason, my voice became small.

        So quiet that someone might think I was being timid.

        Perhaps my eyes betrayed the same anxiety as Edel's had earlier.

        

        "What do you mean, what do I think?"

        "I mean! The vampire must have tried to seduce you, saying things like having babies together!"

        

        Acting like you don't know when you clearly do!

        

        I raised my voice without realizing it, blurting out embarrassing words without hesitation.

        

        Even if the vampire's pure love was fake, Edel might still be attracted to the vampire.

        

        Even though the vampire had cut off and eaten one of his arms and treated Edel like breeding stock, Edel might see things differently.

        

        If I didn't hear it directly from Edel, the sudden anxiety that had come over me wouldn't disappear from my heart.

        

        Besides, the vampire was the first person to confess directly to Edel...

        

        You never know.

        Maybe Edel wants to make babies too.

        Negative thoughts dominated my mind, wondering if I was just getting in the way.

        

        My reason kept saying there was absolutely no way, but my heart insisted on hearing Edel's definitive answer.

        

        As I breathed heavily and fumed, Edel gave me a gentle smile as if to reassure me.

        

        "You know my ideal type. On top of that, I detest women who smell like aged flatulence. If I were to add one more ideal trait... yes, I'd prefer a woman who exudes a sweet fruity scent."

        "R-right?"

        

        For some reason, those words made my mouth spread into a wide grin, and a wave of warmth enveloped my heart.

        

        While my reason protested that it had been right all along, my heart rejoiced at hearing Edel's firm preferences.

        

        Hehe. See?

        There's no way Edel would like a woman like that.

        I haven't been teaching him about pure love all this time just to marry him off to someone like that.

        

        But where would he find such a woman?

        I should have sighed at Edel's ever-growing list of preferences, but my mouth just wouldn't stop grinning.

        

        The relief I felt was stronger than the pain gradually making itself known from somewhere deep inside me.

        

        Screeeech!

        

        While I was savoring Edel's words, I split the energy flying through the air with Triceratops.

        

        "You bitch...!"

        

        Ah, right. The vampire was still here.

        I had momentarily forgotten while talking with Edel.

        

        The vampire seemed to like the flyswatter quite a bit, as they left black grid marks on their two pairs of wings and continued to use techniques that wouldn't work.

        

        Think it'll work a second time if it didn't work the first?

        I can't show Edel me getting hurt.

        Because I want to always remain strong in his eyes.

        

        With a lighter heart, free of any lingering concerns, I readjusted my grip on Triceratops.
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        "Don't interfere with my pure love...!"

        "That's not what pure love is."

        

        I deflected the energy rushing toward me and charged at the vampire.

        

        From mixing three different energies to creating spears of blood energy and pure holy power, she eventually spread two pairs of wings and fired explosive feathers, making it feel like a shooting game.

        

        I didn't even need to teleport. Quickly closing the distance and making the vampire anxious was enough.

        

        The Triceratops, which had been rampaging wildly until just now, seemed to have calmed down after hearing Edel's words, stably emitting energy.

        

        "You dodge like a bug...!"

        "Have you ever seen a bug this pretty?"

        

        As the distance between us shortened, the vampire's smile, which had been relaxed until now, gradually twisted.

        

        Just a few meters away.

        I dodged the holy energy blasts shot from her two pairs of wings with fluid movements and sneered at the vampire.

        

        If she's already obtained an angel's power, there should be many other ways to use it besides just shooting.

        

        I'd acknowledge her destructive power since she managed to cut my body in half and take Edel's arm, but with such a lack of adaptability, she was nothing more than all show and no substance.

        

        It seemed she had a high dependency on techniques that had worked for her before.

        

        Among the Saint's skills that manifest with two pairs of wings, there are also skills like "Saint's Prayer" or "Angel's Descent."

        

        Then again, it was hard to imagine a high-ego vampire praying or summoning an angel to fight 2:1.

        

        "Almost there? Are you mentally prepared?"

        "What difference will it make when you get close?!"

        

        It will make a difference. I'll be able to beat you.

        There's no meaning in sealing you away in one go.

        

        The Triceratops extended toward the vampire, tracing a crescent moon-like trajectory.

        

        Thinking she couldn't block it with angel wings, the vampire quickly hid her body in the shadows.

        

        Does she not evolve at all?

        I couldn't help but laugh as she mindlessly used a technique that had already failed once before.

        

        Since using a magic circle to emit light would obviously be destroyed by holy power again, I changed my approach this time.

        

        The Triceratops began emitting a light pink glow instead of a dark red one, starting to eat away at the shadows.

        

        "What...!?"

        

        The vampire had apparently been watching me, expecting me to use a magic circle to emit light, but she was thrown out of the shadows, unable to withstand the Triceratops with holy power.

        

        Not missing that opening, I grabbed the vampire's face with one hand and slammed her into the ground.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Such a simple attack would probably be defended by her two pairs of wings, but it wasn't a bad way to make the vampire feel the difference in our power.

        

        Even now, she's making such noises when there's barely any damage. Probably because she's humiliated that I grabbed her head. I could tell what her expression must be like even though I couldn't see it behind my palm.

        

        I couldn't believe she had managed to cut off one of Edel's arms.

        

      

      
        Even with the temporary sanctuary's 50% stat reduction debuff, it seemed impossible unless Edel had truly let his guard down.

        

        But it also doesn't make sense that Edel, who ignores weaklings and takes every fight seriously, would let his guard down.

        

        Is there something I don't know?

        I thought I should ask after sealing the vampire, but for now,

        

        With a mountain of things I wanted to say to the vampire who had both taken Edel's arm and insulted pure love, I tightened my grip to prevent her escape.

        

        "You know what? Edel's ideal type is someone stronger than him. I had some expectations after you beat him once, but I'm disappointed. How could someone as weak as you even catch Edel's attention?"

        "Kuh! Let go of me...!"

        "Where do you think you're going? I'm not done talking. He also has a huge appetite, so he needs someone who can cook well. The most delicious food in the world!"

        

        To break free from me, the vampire finally exploded the holy power within her body.

        

        I still had more to say, but she's being hasty.

        I used teleportation to create distance, as it would be dangerous to be caught in the explosion at close range.

        

        "And get rid of that stench from your body. Nobody likes someone who smells like farts! The Saint is probably struggling to breathe inside you right now!"

        

        This time, I poured mana into my magic circle and fired a barrage.

        

        The vampire responded to my pink barrage by weaving three energies together into her own attack.

        

        The two energies collided, emitting a powerful light.

        Meeting at the midpoint, they pushed against each other like a tug-of-war to determine whose power was stronger.

        

        "Ideal type? Cooking? Stench...? Those are just ideals. The strong devouring the weak is the truth of this world. And in the end, I shall have the Black Knight!"

        

        See that? She's kindly giving hints about pure love but ignoring them.

        

        If you know the ideal type of the person you like, you should at least try to change. Without even trying, you keep going on about pure love?

        

        I definitely can't just seal her away. If I don't teach the vampire what pure love is, she'll be released from the seal in a hundred years and be just as annoying.

        

        As I drew up more mana, the magic circle glowed brighter and gradually began pushing back the vampire's barrage.

        

        "What...! I'm being pushed back...!? Me, who obtained the power of a god from the human realm...!?"

        

        It was laughable how the vampire deluded herself into thinking she could defeat a demon lord by obtaining the Saint's power.

        

        While the Saint's power is certainly impressive and powerful, it can't overcome a barrage of pure mana through type advantage, and the total amount contained within is different.

        

        Eventually, as the vampire began to be pushed back, her two pairs of wings protected her just before she was consumed by the magic barrage, but they couldn't withstand the mass of energy and were blown away.

        

        The ground melted, leaving a trail behind.

        Through that gap, the wings lost their shape and scattered feathers.

        

        The vampire managed to escape the magic barrage by sacrificing one wing, but she bounced off the ground multiple times like a skipping stone.

        

        Finally, pinned helplessly against the wall and struggling, I aimed the Triceratops at the vampire and gave her the same annoying smile she had been wearing.

        

        "What's so great about the Saint's power? To borrow Edel's expression... Well. When a weakling steals another weakling's power, they're still just a weakling."

        

        Not even three pairs, but only two pairs of wings? And with that?

        Take Edel? Defeat the Demon Lord?

        

        There's a limit to how cocky one should be.

        

        The vampire's expression twisted at my attitude toward the weak.

      

      
        

        She'd been scowling heavily already, but now she looked more like a vicious girl possessed by a demon than a Saint, with an expression that suggested she'd killed me hundreds of times in her imagination.

        

        "Come at me with everything you've got. That can't be all you have, right?"

        "You... You'll regret those words."

        

        The vampire's aura changed.

        More precisely, the tips of her wings, which looked as pathetic as plucked chicken wings, gradually turned a crimson red deeper than blood.

        

        With that, the moon that had been brightly illuminating the night sky also turned red, emitting an eerie energy.

        

        Blood energy spread from the vampire's body like a thick fog, enveloping the surroundings.

        

        Like the scenery I'd seen when fighting vampires in the game, the ground began losing life as it was soaked in blood energy, and the blood mist that could take lives just by breathing it in gradually encroached on the area.

        

        Finally, with two pairs of wings completely soaked in blood, holding a massive cross-shaped spear, she looked down at me like a fallen angel descending from the sky.

        

        Drops of blood fell from her eyes, leaving dark trails down her cheeks to her chin, like tears.

        

        Phase 2, or perhaps even Phase 3.

        

        "Yes, that's more like it. Though you'll still be weak anyway."

        

        I returned her sneer with one of my own.

        

        To think she could do this all along but had been hiding it.

        Yes, come at me with your full power so you can't later claim it wasn't your true self or that you were careless.

        

        Now all that's left is to show the vampire how great, beautiful, and strong pure love is.

        

        Before that, I should drain some of her power.

        The guardian won't be able to do anything with her in that state.

        

        Like a red meteor, tearing through the air with a powerful noise, the vampire descended from the sky, aiming the spear tip at me.

        

        At the same time, the blood energy that had spread around constricted from all directions like a living creature.

        

        Once again, the spear and the Triceratops collided, devastating the surrounding area.

        

        "You underestimated me. If you keep defending like that, your entire body will be shredded."

        

        Her feet sank into the ground, showing she was using her full power.

        

        The blood energy constricting from all directions transformed into a storm, then into invisible blades that slashed at my entire body.

        

        I didn't want to get hurt with Edel watching... but now I wonder what he'll say after this fight is over.

        

        If it weren't for pure love, I might have sealed the vampire right away.

        

        "You won't last much longer if you keep defending like that either."

        

        Conversely, the cross-shaped spear that had collided with the Triceratops was losing its shape as it was consumed by a curse.

        

        As we glared fiercely at each other like we were competing to see who would collapse first,

        

        The blood energy and mana around us created intense friction as they fought.

        

        In this current of energy that would instantly take the life of an ordinary person just by being near it, powerful explosions occurred one after another.
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        Clang!

        

        The triceratops with its three horns and the cross-shaped spear lunged at each other, both seeking to devour the other.

        

        Clang!

        

        With each collision, a metallic sound reverberated through the air and vibrated throughout my body.

        

        Despite my hand movements being too fast to see, despite laying traps everywhere to reverse-exploit the angel's information transfer ability, the vampire moved without hesitation, as if determined not to make the same mistake again.

        

        Clang!

        

        With another impact, the ground beneath my feet caved in. Though nothing had particularly changed, my hand holding the triceratops began to tremble.

        

        "Seems you're running out of strength."

        "You're quite tough. You haven't gotten fatter, have you?"

        

        Unlike when facing Edel, even if I were controlling my strength, I shouldn't be losing in terms of raw power...

        

        Is it because of the blood energy spreading around?

        

        Right now, with blood energy swirling like a whirlwind, the surrounding landscape felt like being in the eye of a typhoon—it was the vampire's blood energy itself.

        

        A pattern I hadn't experienced even in the game.

        If I just stood here taking hits, I might be split in half again.

        

        As I gathered mana, the triceratops's horns swelled even larger.

        

        Then I released the mana, pushing the vampire back, and launched a wide horizontal slash that shot out like a blade of energy.

        

        "Growing bigger so crudely won't work against the Holy Maiden."

        

        The vampire mockingly spread her two pairs of wings and fled to the sky, but that was exactly what I wanted.

        

        I couldn't risk the Holy Maiden's body being split in half if she got hit.

        

        No matter what recovery skills the Holy Maiden possessed, if she became soaked in the triceratops's curse... recovery would be impossible without a miracle.

        

        "I wasn't aiming for you in the first place."

        "Oh...?"

        

        The crimson storm, sharp as a blade, was split by my slash. As the wind currents tried to return to their original form, a pink light began to ripple through them.

        

        The storm, corrupted by the triceratops's curse and losing its form, disappeared into silence.

        

        "Tsk. The angel told me about that broom. I felt it from the beginning, but you're carrying something monstrous. A dragon that devours the world, was it?"

        "Did the angel tell you that too?"

        "Witch, I think I understand why you were so confident. I want it."

        

        The vampire stared at my one-of-a-kind broom with greedy eyes, then extended her tongue and licked her lips.

        

        W-w-wait, not only did she steal the Holy Maiden's body and go after Edel, but now she dares to covet my broom!?

        

        Not just a hundred years, but two hundred years of being sealed with no freedom until Kail kills you might finally knock some sense into you!

        

        "People should live within their means. Vampires aren't any different, are they?"

        "There is nothing the Holy Maiden cannot obtain. So now I'd like to end this."

        

        From the sky, with the moon at her back, the vampire extended her hand and once again wielded a red cross-shaped spear as she rushed toward me.

        

        "No learning ability? What changes if you attack the same way?"

        "Oh, things change alright."

        

        Without that blood energy storm—whether it was a buff or debuff—does she think she can overpower me?

        

        I tried to counter her simple, brutal downward thrust with the triceratops, but for some reason, I couldn't gather mana properly.

        

        Something seemed to be suppressing my body.

      

      
        

        My strength, mana, and speed all felt diminished compared to normal, and I got goosebumps from the same unpleasant, creepy sensation I'd felt from Leo.

        

        Suspecting something, I quickly glanced around and saw walls of holy power surrounding the vast prairie.

        

        "No way... a sanctuary? When did you—?"

        

        A temporary sanctuary.

        

        A barrier that reduces the abilities of evil-type targets within the sanctuary by half.

        

        I hadn't noticed from outside, but experiencing it directly, I couldn't ignore the power of a 50% ability reduction.

        

        The flashy blood energy storm that diverted my attention... could it be?

        

        "You're slow to catch on. It's been there since you were distracted by the blood energy."

        "Ugh...!?"

        "That weapon may be impressive, but when its user is weakened, there's nothing to fear."

        

        I tried to block the attack by layering multiple magic circles, but they quickly began to crack.

        

        One layer. Two layers. Three layers.

        

        All ten layers of magic circles I had deployed broke one after another as the vampire, gradually building power, approached close range.

        

        "Didn't I tell you to try again if you were curious how I survived? I'll grant your wish. Take my full power."

        

        From the tip of the spear, three spirals converged into a single point, forming an infinitely sharp awl.

        

        Ah, this is going to hurt.

        

        BOOM!

        With a massive explosion, I lost control of my body and was caught in the impact.

        

        Like a stone skipping across water, I bounced on the ground five or six times before finally crashing through a large boulder and coming to a stop in the open field.

        

        I managed to avoid being split in half again, but blood gushed from the large hole blown through my abdomen.

        

        Damn... Was that too much?

        I hadn't planned to give her this much service.

        

        "I'm surprised you're still alive, but you're in terrible shape. Fortunately, the Holy Maiden has no interest in making corpses into servants."

        

        As I struggled to get up, the vampire approached with leisurely steps.

        

        "Not bad... *cough*... at all."

        

        I spat out blood that had welled up and genuinely complimented the vampire.

        

        "Now you look properly beaten. Considering the humiliation I received from you... I'd like to end this, but the Holy Maiden is also reaching her limit. Both the angel's power and my own are nearly depleted."

        

        Even accounting for my carelessness, it was somewhat understandable that Edel had lost an arm.

        

        Her claim of using full power wasn't an exaggeration—the blood energy emanating from the vampire had subsided behind her leisurely gait.

        

        To deploy a temporary sanctuary wide enough to cover this entire prairie without me noticing...

        

        Due to excessive use of holy power, her two pairs of wings had also grown dim, resembling skeletal wings.

        

        Despite unexpectedly getting a hole blown through my body, the outcome was satisfactory regardless of the process.

        

        "After all that posturing... this is the price for underestimating the Holy Maiden. Sunae, was it? That too is just a pretty word that only the strong can afford to say."

        

        A victor's smile spread across the vampire's tired face as she looked down on me.

        

        Like a winner explaining to the loser the reasons for their defeat, she kept running her mouth.

        

        "In the end, neither sunae nor anything else remains in your hands. Even that body will be consumed by the Holy Maiden. I will take everything from you."

      

      
        

        The vampire stood before me, baring her fangs.

        

        "You wanted to see sunae? I'll let you experience both the sunae between the Holy Maiden and the Guardian, and between the Holy Maiden and the Black Knight, all as my servant."

        

        Unable to reach my neck with the Holy Maiden's small stature, the vampire lifted herself with her skeletal wings and whispered in my ear with a sinister smile.

        

        "Didn't I tell you not to put sunae in that mouth because it's annoying?"

        

        I couldn't stand to listen anymore.

        

        I didn't want to hear the word sunae from the vampire's mouth again.

        

        True, I wanted to be a tasty seasoning for the sunae between the Holy Maiden and the Guardian,

        

        But what was that saying about hypocrisy?

        

        As a sunae teacher, I couldn't allow such a leech-like woman to cling to Edel, who hadn't even finished his sunae baby food yet.

        

        "And could you move those stinking fangs away? How dare you bring those things near my body."

        

        I can't have any more holes in this delicate, fragile body.

        This isn't a body I've carefully maintained for over a hundred years just to hand it over to a vampire.

        

        The hole in my abdomen was enough.

        

        As the triceratops, which had returned to its ordinary broom form, once again revealed its three horns, the vampire hastily backed away.

        

        "How...? Weren't you dying?"

        "Did it look that way? I guess my acting wasn't bad."

        "What? Then those wounds... don't tell me..."

        

        The vampire's expression turned to bewilderment.

        It seemed my performance of being on the verge of death had been quite effective.

        

        "I hadn't planned on taking your hit, but since you used your full power like that... well, it wasn't so bad."

        "You, until the end, you've been...!"

        

        Did she think I couldn't handle one vampire even with my power halved by the temporary sanctuary?

        

        I could reach out right now and either seal or kill her, but that would defeat the purpose.

        

        While I wanted to teach the vampire a lesson for insulting sunae, I also needed to showcase the delicious sunae between the Holy Maiden and the Guardian to Edel.

        

        "I needed you to use up your strength. You're not the only one who has business with you. But if you're too energetic, how can that person use their power properly?"

        

        It's the prince's role to rescue the princess captured by the monster. The witch is always just a helper or villain. Haven't you read fairy tales?

        

        The witch is just seasoning to make sunae more savory, not the main dish.

        

        The Holy Maiden would also prefer to be rescued by the Guardian appearing like a prince on a white horse, not by me.

        

        It's time to pass the baton to the Guardian who's been waiting for my signal.

        

        "The witch's role ends here. All that's left is for the Guardian to rescue the Holy Maiden."

        "Him, who has become the Holy Maiden's servant, rescuing her? How ridiculous. By now he should be sleeping soundly until the Holy Maiden calls..."

        

        There's no need to rebuke the vampire who still thinks the Guardian is her servant.

        

        "Hey there, demon."

        "...Guardian? How did you—?"

        

        With the cross I gave him clutched in one hand,

        The Guardian appeared before the vampire with a resolute expression, his presence alone answering her question.

        

        "I've come to take the little one back."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.151The Saint and the Guardian (29)Jun 11, 2025

      
        Could I save the little one?

        

        Grey hesitated, tightly clutching the silver cross he had received from the witch, afraid he might drop it.

        

        The witch had certainly said she would help somehow... but as Grey, who stood as a guardian in the Holy Kingdom, he couldn't easily accept the words of either demons or witches.

        

        Even for Grey, who had spent over a decade on battlefields, the fight between the witch and demon unfolding before his eyes was truly extraordinary.

        

        Whether it was the demon's energy or the witch's... with each swing, the terrain melted away, and all he could see with his naked eyes were traces of their battle.

        

        The ground melted and bubbled, and the clouds, whose forms were faintly visible through the moonlight, were frequently slashed apart by their energies.

        

        It seemed that no one from the Holy Kingdom could defeat even the demon, let alone the witch.

        

        They say shrimp get their backs broken in a fight between whales.

        That applied to both Grey and the little one...

        

        The feeling of being a toy placed in a third party's hands, the reality of being swept away without being able to resist even once, made Grey feel powerless.

        

        Grey still couldn't understand why the witch was helping him.

        

        Pure love, was it?

        A word rarely heard in daily life, one that was both embarrassing and cringe-worthy. A term he'd only heard from noble daughters who enjoyed romance novels.

        

        For Grey, who had spent most of his life on battlefields, pure love was a distant concept.

        

        The old man and the little one.

        Just like their terms of address for each other, there was a distance that made it difficult to see as pure love.

        More precisely, it was a distance Grey had created alone.

        

        'Grey? I'll just call you old man.'

        'Haa. Well, call me whatever you want.'

        

        The day he first taught the little one his name, she had been inexplicably shy, but to him, she was just a child who reminded him of his younger sister who had starved to death in childhood.

        

        She wasn't particularly cute, and she was like a stray cat wandering the streets, desperately trying to survive day by day.

        

        'Old man, you didn't doodle on my forehead while I was sleeping, did you?'

        'Do I look like I have that much free time?'

        

        The first day the stigmata appeared on the little one's forehead.

        

        Even when she frowned deeply, rubbing her sleepy eyes and whining through his drooping vision after he had stayed up all night keeping watch alone.

        

        'If you're not my guardian, I won't be a saint!'

        'Haa... Being a guardian doesn't suit me. I'd be more comfortable and happier working as a mercenary out in those barren plains.'

        'If you're a mercenary, I can just pay you! I'll give you enough money to live comfortably for the rest of your life!'

        

        When he tried to make her a saint and return to his mercenary life, she grabbed his pant leg and threw a tantrum.

        

        'Old man! Look at this! My chest has grown! Do I look more like a woman now?'

        'Little one. Isn't that uncomfortable?'

        'W-what!? This is the weight of adulthood!'

        

        Even when she became a saint but couldn't behave modestly, instead proudly showing off her unnaturally puffed chest, worrying whether the wool she had awkwardly stuffed inside her priest's robe might fall out.

        

        To Grey, the little one was just, just...

        

        Would she get into trouble if left alone?

        Would she burst into tears if she couldn't have her way?

        

        Even though she was a saint chosen by an angel, in Grey's eyes, she was nothing more than a little one who needed care.

        

        The little one.

        

        They could have appointed some capable, handsome man from the Holy Kingdom as guardian... but instead, he was deceived by the witch and spent three days trying desperately to create a miracle.

        

        He had told her not to follow him, but she did anyway and got caught by the demon...

        

        Recalling the little one's actions that could never be rationally accepted, Grey inadvertently let out a hollow laugh.

        

        What was he to the little one, anyway?

        He had tried hard not to care, but now he had to face it.

        

        The meaning and weight of the promise they made, linking pinkies, on the day she became a saint.

        

        That he had to answer the little one's impossible feelings, whether he liked it or not.

        

        He didn't know if this was pure love.

        Like the actions the little one had shown over the past three days, now it was Grey's turn to show his.

        

        Even if the little one had failed,

        Grey had to succeed.

        

        Not for the witch's wish for whatever pure love was.

        Because protecting the saint was rightfully the guardian's duty.

        

        "Little one, wait just a bit. The old man is coming to save you."

        

        Having swallowed his powerlessness whole, Grey's mind was occupied with only one thought.

        

        To save the little one captured by the demon.

        

        "Witch, do you intend to mock me until the end...!"

        "Mock you? That's harsh. I'm being completely sincere here!"

        

        While the demon and witch were arguing, Grey ran.

        

        Tightly gripping the silver cross he had received from the witch.

        He dashed through the mist of blood that took lives with just a touch, protecting his body with holy power.

        

        "Guardian! Saving the saint is your job! Show your unconscious pure love, old man!"

        "I told you I don't understand that stuff!"

        

        Barely responding to the witch's encouragement that wasn't really encouragement, the distance continued to close.

        

        Just tens of seconds away from arrival.

        

        "Do you think I will become your plaything!"

        

        Ominous energy poured from the demon's fingertips.

      

      
        

        It was small and shabby compared to what she had shown when fighting the witch, but it was enough to threaten Grey.

        

        Even with holy power protecting his body, it was meaningless if the ground he stood on completely evaporated.

        

        "Keuugh...!"

        

        Grey, who had been thrown far away with a cloud of dust, let out a groan.

        

        Could he even get close?

        He had barely managed to roll away and avoid it, but if he took a direct hit, it seemed like losing a few limbs would be nothing.

        

        Since she had helped this far, he sent a silent signal to the witch asking her to help him approach the demon, but,

        

        'Y o u  m u s t  d o  i t  y o u r s e l f.'

        

        The witch mouthed the words so only he could see, showing an evil smile.

        

        Right. If not for the witch, Grey and the little one would have long since become puppets in the demon's hands.

        

        Even now, just being able to face the demon was the one and only chance created by the witch, so he had no right to complain.

        

        'If you want to save the saint... succeed even if it costs your life.'

        

        She had said to succeed even if it cost his life, hadn't she?

        He thought it was just a common exaggeration... but it seemed to be meant literally.

        

        Grey raised his body, half-buried in dust.

        Even if he really died, he had to save the little one.

        

        "Kukuk. Fine. I'll play along with your game. If I kill the guardian, you won't be able to see that pure love you so desire."

        

        As the two pairs of skeletal wings spread, ominous energy gathered in the demon's hands once more.

        

        Not just one.

        Easily dozens.

        

        If he tried to block them, he might melt away like the ground, without even leaving bones behind.

        

        Amidst the pouring ominous energy, Grey concentrated all his holy power on his legs.

        

        "A game? That's hurtful. The old man is quite sincere, you know!"

        

        Grey threw himself into the barrage that could melt his body with just a slight touch.

        

        Without protecting himself with holy power, he ran toward the little one who was shedding bloody tears in a way that didn't suit her, even though he might die miserably if hit by even a rock fragment.

        

        The sanctuary walls surrounding them fired in all directions, but Grey dodged them as if performing acrobatics.

        

        Even though he had strengthened his legs with holy power, his body felt much lighter than expected.

        

        He narrowly avoided an attack coming from behind with his foot, but even he didn't know how he had dodged it.

        

        "Why. Why... won't you get hit!"

        "Little one, wait just a bit. The old man will be there soon!"

        

        The demon increased the number of barrages while contorting her face, but the distance continued to close.

        

        One breath away.

        

        As the distance shortened, the demon's anxiety became visible on her face.

        

        Perhaps she felt an inexplicable fear of Grey, who was just a weak human who could be destroyed with a single wave of her hand.

        

        "Eeek...! Just die already!"

        "Uuugh!"

        

        Barrages poured down simultaneously from all directions.

        Grey emerged from the thick cloud of dust.

        

        His left arm had melted away, but it didn't matter.

        The silver cross given by the witch was still in his right hand.

        

        The silver cross emitted a silver radiance as he approached the demon.

        

        Whether his left hand was gone or not, that alone was enough to keep Grey's legs moving.

        

        Five steps forward.

        If not now, who knew when another chance would come.

        

        He had to end it in one go.

        

        Grey gripped the silver cross in reverse and swung it in one breath, aiming to stab it into the nape of the neck.

        

        However, the cross circled through the air without being embedded in the demon.

        

        "Did you think I would be defeated so easily?"

        

        The demon, who had flown high into the sky, mocked him with the little one's voice.

        

        Had he failed?

        But there was still a chance.

        If now, just before she fired her energy again.

        

        Grey lowered his posture as much as possible.

        He tensed his leg muscles and poured all his remaining holy power into them.

        

        If he failed this time too, there might be no more chances.

        

        With a sound that tore through the air, Grey's body shot upward.

        

        "Little one!!!!"

        

        In one breath, he rose to the altitude where the demon had flown.

        

        This was the last chance to embed the cross in the demon.

        

        As the cross headed toward the nape of the neck, hope burned brilliantly in Grey's eyes.

        

        However, a similar smile appeared on the demon who was to meet that end.

        

      

      
        "Don't make me say it twice. Did you think I would be defeated so easily!"

        "What... Keup!"

        

        His body tilted.

        Like the natural law that all objects fall to the ground, Grey's body began to plummet.

        

        With his upper and lower body separated.

        The tip of the spear in the demon's hand was stained with blood splattered from Grey's body.

        

        "Damn it..."

        

        Had he failed?

        He needed to save the little one,

        Would he be unable to keep his promise?

        

        What excuse should he give to the witch who had created this opportunity for him...

        

        His eyes began to close.

        The upside-down world gradually blurred.

        

        In the blurred world, pink light scattered.

        Centered on the pink light that was even cozy, the image began to come into focus.

        

        A woman making eye contact with Grey, who was falling to the ground.

        

        It was the witch.

        

        Despite his failure to save the little one, the witch, far from being disappointed, was watching Grey with an intrigued face.

        

        "You haven't given up yet, have you?"

        "......"

        

        Haven't given up?

        The silver cross was still in his hand.

        Even in the barrage that threatened to melt his entire body, he had been determined to protect this at all costs.

        

        A question that needed no answer.

        The witch nodded with satisfaction at Grey, who hadn't answered, then winked and reached out to Grey's body, which only had the upper half remaining.

        

        "Yes, that's it. They say people become similar when they're in love. Guardian, you're as high-maintenance as the saint."

        

        An intense pink light covered Grey.

        Then his vision flipped.

        

        He was still falling, but for some reason, he was higher than where the demon was flying.

        

        Why did the witch help the saint and guardian?

        Wasn't a witch supposed to desire the destruction of the world by defying providence?

        

        It was almost as if she had descended as a miracle to help them. While briefly wondering if perhaps the Holy Kingdom had misunderstood witches, he didn't miss the opportunity given to him again.

        

        "Uaaah...!"

        

        Right now, he was too overwhelmed just thinking about saving the little one.

        

        "Why go to such lengths!? Even if you save the saint in that state, it's a meaningless action!"

        

        The demon noticed Grey and poured out ominous energy.

        

        In mid-air, with only his upper body remaining, Grey couldn't avoid the attack.

        

        However, the pink energy flow surrounding Grey's body blocked the demon's attack.

        

        As if urging him to quickly save the little one.

        He couldn't fail with such service being provided.

        

        He knew that even if he saved the little one like this, he wouldn't live much longer.

        With only his upper body remaining, even being conscious now was close to a miracle.

        

        'Old man, promise me! When I become an adult! Marry me! Otherwise, I won't be a saint or anything!'

        'Haa.... Little one. Alright. So you'll be a saint for now? I don't know what you see in an old man like me...'

        

        Why go to such lengths?

        Because he had promised.

        

        "Because I promised the little one! I need to protect her at least until she becomes an adult!"

        

        Thud.

        

        Grey, who had accelerated and become even faster, finally embedded the silver cross in the demon's nape.

        

        "With something like this, I won't—aaack!?"

        

        With the demon's scream, light burst forth from the cross.

        A holy power quite different from Grey's or the little one's.

        

        Perhaps a light so noble that it could be said to have been emitted directly by God engulfed the demon.

        

        His vision blurred.

        Perhaps he had gone blind from the too-bright light.

        

        Beyond the whitened beam of light, darkness came.

        Grey's body also began to fall into the darkness.

        

        Neither the witch's energy nor even a single grain of holy power remained, as if his mission had been completed.

        

        "O...ld, man?"

        

        Everything was tinged with darkness, but just by hearing the little one's voice, Grey could manage a small smile even in the darkness.

        

        'I'm sorry, little one. I won't be able to keep our promise.'

        

        If there was one regret,

        It was that he couldn't see the little one grown up.

        

        She would surely be beautiful.

        She might even seduce him irresistibly by wagging her tail according to Grey's taste.

        

        'Haa.... I don't know what's so good about a little girl like that...'

        

        His final lingering attachment was that he couldn't witness that sight with his own eyes.
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        Cecilia felt as though she were sinking into a lonely, lightless ocean.

        

        Her nape ached.

        

        Just like in that dream, the man had bitten her nape. Since then, she had been constantly sinking into the sea.

        

        A helplessness that prevented her from moving even a finger dominated Cecilia, and a hand that seemed to appear from somewhere in the deep sea pulled her further down.

        

        A small, delicate pair of wings tried to emit light as if to protect her, but the reaching hand, as if mocking the wings' efforts, swallowed Cecilia without hesitation.

        

        'Mister.'

        

        Even as she descended beyond the point of no return, into the abyss of the deep sea, Cecilia's thoughts were filled only with the man.

        

        She couldn't create a miracle.

        She couldn't save him.

        

        Until the very end, God did not answer the prayers of Cecilia, the saint.

        

        Perhaps this was punishment for Cecilia, who hadn't behaved like a proper saint and had only thought about the man.

        

        Maybe this was hell.

        

        It was too dark, too cold, too frightening... and too lonely to be heaven.

        

        Perhaps it was for the best.

        

        It was better to die than to live alone without being able to save him.

        

        He must have become the witch's meal by now.

        

        He had said he killed people as routinely as eating meals while working as a mercenary... so he too must have gone to hell, not heaven.

        

        Cecilia slowly closed her eyes. The small, delicate pair of wings glowed pitifully, trying to wake her.

        

        'Mister.'

        

        As she sank to the bottom of hell, she indulged in the foolish fantasy that he might be waiting for her there.

        

        Whatever the witch was.

        Whatever reason he had for biting her.

        

        The series of events that Cecilia's mind could never comprehend were now...

        

        No longer important.

        

        When she closed her eyes, her life flashed before her.

        

        From the time he first picked her up, to when they wandered the world together.

        

        When the stigmata appeared and the clergy came, he held her in his arms as she trembled with anxiety.

        

        When she became a saint but couldn't adjust to life in the holy city, he stood by her side.

        

        In every scene that flashed before her, without exception, he appeared.

        

        And Cecilia, by his side, was always smiling.

        

        'Mister.'

        

        She missed him.

        How much further down would she have to go to see him...

        

        If she could be with him forever in hell, that would be enough.

        

        There was just one thing.

        If there was one regret,

        

        It was that she couldn't show him her grown-up self.

        

        She would surely be beautiful.

        

        She would have had such striking beauty that even clergy with noble spiritual power in the Holy Kingdom would be captivated. As a bonus, her mature body and femininity couldn't be completely hidden by the restrictive nun's habit.

        

        She would have become a saint of unparalleled beauty, with rumors of her splendor spreading not just in the Holy Kingdom but throughout the world.

        

        She needed to become an adult.

        Because the man had no interest in little kids.

        

        'Mister, promise me! When I grow up! Marry me! Otherwise, I won't be a saint or anything!'

        

        A promise.

        

        Though completely unreasonable, it was a lifelong wish sealed with properly linked pinkies.

        

        A promise that couldn't be broken even if a demon were to devour her.

        

        The fact that she couldn't keep that promise.

        That she would die before becoming an adult.

        

        It remained her greatest regret.

        

        'Haah... kid. Fine. But you'll still be a saint, right? I don't know why you're so attached to someone like me...'

        

        Even regret might be a luxury.

      

      
        After all... the man didn't seem to understand the meaning of the promise.

        

        The reluctantly extended pinky finger.

        The way he limply hooked his finger with hers and shook it to humor her.

        

        He probably thought it was just a childish whim that would be forgotten with time.

        

        Perhaps... he had already forgotten they even made a promise.

        

        The anxiety she had always tried to ignore, those negative emotions, pressed down on Cecilia.

        

        Even if the man she met in hell had forgotten the promise. Or even if she fell into hell alone without him. She thought she would keep this promise preciously in a corner of her heart, so that no one could taint it.

        

        [Cecilia. Can you hear me?]

        

        As she was about to be buried in darkness forever, a familiar voice echoed around her.

        

        A voice that was benevolent and mature, reminiscent of a mother who existed somewhere in her memories.

        

        Her closed eyes fluttered open as she searched for the source of the voice.

        

        A small light entered her vision.

        

        "Angel...?"

        

        A soft glow emanating from the small, delicate wings that had been with Cecilia since her stigmata appeared enveloped her.

        

        "Am I dead? Is this hell?"

        [Cecilia is not dead. This is not hell.]

        "I see."

        

        Of course. An angel wouldn't be in hell.

        It didn't matter much if this wasn't hell.

        

        If Cecilia thought it was hell, then it was hell to her.

        

        Hell seemed fitting for someone who couldn't create a miracle or save the man.

        

        Cecilia closed her eyes again.

        

        [Do you intend to sleep like this?]

        "Leave me alone."

        [As a saint, shouldn't you keep the promise you made with your only guardian?]

        

        The promise.

        A promise perhaps more precious than life itself.

        

        Cecilia did want to keep the promise, but how?

        

        "...I know. But what can I do? What can I, a saint, possibly do? Without you, Angel, and without him, I'm just a saint in name only. You know it too. I have no faith. I couldn't create a miracle. I couldn't save him. Just leave me alone."

        

        There was no way out.

        She instinctively knew that no matter what she did, she couldn't escape from this hellish sea.

        

        [Are you going to give up like this?]

        "Give up or not. He's become the witch's meal. There's nothing I can do now."

        [Your guardian hasn't given up yet. He's still trying to save you.]

        "Mister is...?"

        

        That can't be.

        He's already...

        

        "Kid, wait just a little longer. I'm coming to save you."

        

        As if confirming the angel's words, the man's voice echoed from far away.

        

        A bright light began to descend into this place of complete darkness.

        

        Was it a dream? Or an illusion?

        It was too vivid to dismiss as a dream or illusion.

        

        As if illuminating only Cecilia, the man's figure appeared through the bright yet fragile beam of light.

        

        He was running desperately.

        And facing him was Cecilia herself.

        

        With two pairs of wings stained with blood, reduced to skeletal forms. Shedding tears of blood and flaunting her ugliness, she attacked the man.

        

        The reflection of herself fighting the man on the water's surface might be punishment for Cecilia's failure to create a miracle.

        

        Otherwise, she couldn't explain her demonic appearance.

        

        When she saw the man's arm fly off from her attack, Cecilia screamed and thrashed.

        

        "No...!"

        

        She needed to rise to the surface immediately and stop herself from attacking him...

        

        But the more Cecilia struggled, the more forcefully the hand pulled her down into the depths.

        

        She couldn't escape.

        She was getting further and further away from him.

        

        "Angel, please save him!"

        

      

      
        With the angel's power, she could save him. She had to stop herself from hurting him.

        

        [Unfortunately, I cannot save your guardian right now.]

        

        Once again, the angel refused to grant the saint's wish.

        

        [Cecilia. Even without an angel's power, you are a saint.]

        

        Instead, the angel's benevolent voice enveloped Cecilia.

        

        [You have wings, don't you? Wings just for Cecilia.]

        "Wings?"

        

        As if finally getting the attention it deserved, the small, delicate pair of wings emitted a bright light.

        

        That light was different from the man's holy power or the holy power she had used as a saint until now.

        

        It was more clumsy, crude, rough... unrefined but warm.

        

        Cecilia could vaguely understand the nature of the light.

        

        The light was the promise.

        It was her feelings for the man.

        A light that belonged to Cecilia alone, not to anyone else.

        

        The moment she realized its nature,

        an incomparably brilliant light poured from the wings.

        

        The hands that had been restraining Cecilia melted away just from contact with the light.

        

        "Thank you, Angel!"

        

        Cecilia thanked the angel and spread her wings.

        Though small and delicate, they responded to her will and cut through the water powerfully.

        

        She wasn't sure how she could flap her wings underwater, but they soared according to her will.

        

        There was still a chance.

        To save him.

        To keep the promise.

        

        With just that, Cecilia, who had been steeped in helplessness and depression until a moment ago, melted away along with the restraining hands.

        

        Instead, a glimmer of hope that would illuminate the darkness settled in her eyes.

        

        [Do you intend to defy me? Stay still. Then I will fulfill your desire for love with your guardian.]

        

        Her nape ached.

        

        A voice, not the angel's but an unsettling one, whispered to Cecilia.

        She instinctively knew that the owner of this voice was the one who had entered her body and was attacking the man.

        

        A hand, now at least dozens of times larger than before, grabbed Cecilia.

        

        Deeper.

        So she couldn't escape anymore.

        

        "Nngh...! Don't interfere! I made a promise with him!"

        

        Because she had promised.

        So she couldn't stay here.

        She had to get to him quickly.

        

        Cecilia flapped her wings roughly, trying to escape from the hand, but as she gradually sank under the overwhelming force,

        

        "I promised the kid! I have to protect her at least until she becomes an adult!"

        

        The man's voice came from beyond the surface, and simultaneously, an intense beam of light covered Cecilia.

        

        Mister, you remembered.

        I'm glad it wasn't just me who cherished it.

        

        [This kind of thing won't defeat meaaagh...!?]

        

        The hands that had been restraining her melted away.

        

        Once again, she had received help from him.

        So now it was Cecilia's turn to save him.

        

        Cecilia threw herself toward where the man was, beyond the beam of light.

        

        To keep her promise.

        To save him.

        

        "Mis... ter?"

        

        Cecilia's eyes, which had been filled only with hope, trembled violently.

        

        Red muscles burst through his skin that had melted away in places, along with his severed left arm and lower body.

        

        When Cecilia barely managed to call out to him, he wore an extremely peaceful expression, as if that was enough.

        

        He bid farewell to Cecilia.
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        [She Pushed Me Away...!?]

        

        A woman's voice, rough and grating like metal being scraped, echoed in my head—vastly different from the angel's voice.

        

        I instinctively knew this voice belonged to the one who had stolen Cecilia's body and injured Uncle.

        

        The voice pressed down on Cecilia roughly from within her mind.

        

        An inexplicable urge.

        Roughened breathing.

        The heat spreading with pain to her nape.

        

        Countless other symptoms assaulted her, attempting to seize control of her body.

        

        But Cecilia had no time to react to the voice resonating from within or the changes in her body.

        

        The shadow that had always shielded her from the world's light, Uncle's form, was growing more distant.

        

        Like a bird that had lost its wings, like an apple falling from a tree.

        

        She was too busy tracking Uncle with her eyes as he fell toward the ground with increasing speed.

        

        [This woman... ugh!?]

        "Uncle...!!!"

        

        Whatever the voice muttered, she couldn't hear it.

        

        Folding her skeletal wings, Cecilia threw herself downward to save Uncle.

        

        Even as she accelerated and descended at maximum speed, the distance between her and Uncle barely narrowed.

        

        She was terrified by the thought that at this rate, Uncle might hit the ground and reach a point of no return.

        

        "Angel!"

        [I will assist you.]

        

        Feathers grew on her two pairs of skeletal wings, emitting a brilliant light.

        

        With the angel's assistance, Cecilia descended even faster, closing the distance to Uncle.

        

        "Just a little more...!"

        

        There wasn't much time left before he hit the ground. She had to hurry.

        

        When she finally got close enough to reach him, Cecilia managed to grab his one remaining hand and embraced him tightly.

        

        Her two pairs of wings wrapped around Uncle, bracing for impact.

        

        CRASH!!!

        

        "...!?"

        

        Despite protecting her body with holy power, pain too intense to even cry out engulfed Cecilia.

        

        With her eyes closed, she couldn't see, but her body reported excruciating pain from everywhere, suggesting they had bounced around upon impact.

        

        The pain didn't matter.

        She had saved Uncle.

        

        "Uncle!"

        

        Cecilia quickly folded her wings and lifted Uncle with her numb arms, brushing aside her blood-stained hair.

        

        He didn't appear to be injured from the fall, but with his severed arm and lower body, Uncle's condition was critical.

        

        "Angel, please heal Uncle!"

        

        It was dangerous if he wasn't treated immediately.

        

        Cecilia urgently called the angel, having restored limbs many times before as long as the person was still alive.

        

        "Uncle, wait just a moment. I'll heal you right away."

        

        She extended her arms and prepared to channel holy power, but while her wings glowed magnificently, there was no holy power—not even the angel's voice could be heard.

        

        5 seconds. 10 seconds. 30 seconds.

        No matter how long she waited, only anxiety stung at her fingertips.

        

        By now, he should have been completely healed and regained consciousness...

        

        "Angel...? Hurry and heal him. If you don't, Uncle will..."

        

        Cecilia couldn't hide the tremor in her voice as she searched for the angel.

        

        Yet the angel merely blinked its halo in silence... the glowing silence transformed the anxiety coloring her fingertips into fear.

        

        [Cecilia. The Guardian is dead. Recovery is not possible.]

        

        Dead?

        Uncle...?

        

        [He suffered excessive blood loss and fatal wounds. I confirmed his death the moment you awoke.]

        "Don't be ridiculous! How could Uncle be dead...!"

        

        Furious at the angel reluctantly revealing the truth, she roughly grabbed the halo.

        

        [Cecilia.]

        "Shut up. Shut up! SHUT UP...!"

        

      

      
        She couldn't accept it.

        

        Because Uncle remembered their promise. Because he wouldn't irresponsibly leave her behind.

        

        Moreover, Uncle was still looking into Cecilia's eyes right now....

        

        "Uncle...?"

        

        Cecilia carefully examined Uncle's eyes.

        

        She thought he was looking at her, but there was no focus.

        

        His unblinking eyes were filled with darkness, reminiscent of the ocean depths where Cecilia had just been.

        

        Shuddering at the feeling that Uncle had been sucked into that place instead of her,

        

        Cecilia's small, trembling hand caressed his cheek.

        

        No warmth.

        Cold. Pale.

        

        Instinctively, she examined Uncle's condition.

        

        Wounds visible everywhere.

        Two scar holes on his neck.

        

        His severed arm and waist no longer bled, but something like water trickled out like a spring.

        

        It was so horrific that anyone else might have turned away and vomited.

        

        Nevertheless, Uncle remained frozen with a smile on his lips, as if trying to reassure Cecilia.

        

        That smile, which seemed to comfort her, finally broke the dam of tears she had been suppressing.

        

        "Uugh... Uncle, n-no!"

        

        Along with her tears, the reality she didn't want to accept came flooding in.

        

        Cecilia held Uncle's cold body and screamed a cry that wasn't even a proper wail.

        

        She tried to cover the severed part of his lower body with one wing, but liquid seeped through the gaps.

        

        Why did this happen?

        Why did Uncle have to die?

        

        Cecilia retraced the past.

        

        If she hadn't followed Uncle's words. If she hadn't appointed him as her Guardian. If they hadn't made that promise...

        

        All of these felt like reasons for Uncle's death. Like Cecilia's fault.

        

        Each "what if" took the form of a large nail, driving into Cecilia's heart.

        

        "Please..."

        [I cannot resurrect the dead. It is beyond my authority. Without His permission, it is impossible. Unless a miracle occurs...]

        [Give your body to me. Then, I shall revive your Guardian!]

        

        Along with the angel's cold and even heartless voice, the unfamiliar woman's voice—now warm and gentle—overlapped.

        

        The promise to revive Uncle sounded incredibly tempting, but that wouldn't be the ending Uncle would want.

        

        Cecilia ignored both voices and held Uncle tighter.

        

        "Uugh. P-please, God...!"

        

        Countless tears flowed down Uncle's face.

        

        A few drops entered his eyes and gathered at the corners.

        

        "I don't need to be a Saint. Take the angel too. I'm fine living as a beggar for the rest of my life."

        

        Cecilia prayed desperately.

        Unable to even clasp her hands, lacking reverence, simply spilling her true feelings in an improper prayer.

        

        "I don't care if I break my promise! I'll die instead of Uncle!!!"

        

        Cecilia wailed.

        

        Life without Uncle had no meaning.

        Being a Saint, promises, life itself—none of it mattered.

        

        Even if it meant Cecilia would die, she wanted Uncle to live.

        

        "So please... save Uncle at least... uugh, uuugh."

        

        A cry that perhaps wasn't even a prayer.

        

        After screaming so loudly that her voice cracked, only Cecilia's sobs echoed across the vast meadow.

        

        Her shoulders shook incessantly.

        

        Her tears gathered at the corners of his eyes, and unable to bear the weight, rolled down his cheeks and dropped to the ground.

        

        [Truly, truly, I say to you. Pray. Without faith, no true fruit can be borne. Upon faith, love shall blossom. Upon love, devotion shall bear fruit.]

        

        Beneath the two pairs of wings on Cecilia's back, a small, delicate wing began to grow. The small wing that had helped her escape from the ocean depths.

        

        With each heave of her shoulders, it grew larger, nourished by her prayers... eventually transforming into a wing larger than the existing two pairs.

        

      

      
        "Huu... uwaaa...!"

        

        Without Cecilia—who had buried her face in his chest—noticing.

        

        The wings, now in three pairs, resonated. Like a heartbeat, they pulsed strongly with holy power, creating light.

        

        Though the sun had not yet risen, they illuminated the world with bright light. And at the center was Cecilia.

        

        Three pairs of wings covered Cecilia, whose faded hair had turned completely white, and the Guardian.

        

        The light extending toward the sky created a form. Too sacred, noble, and benevolent to be called an angel, the form of a woman eventually embraced Cecilia.

        

        It was a miracle.

        A miracle for just one person.

        

        The miracle seeped into the Guardian through Cecilia's tears.

        

        The light that had brightened the world gathered into a single point, adding vitality to his eyes.

        

        When the world darkened again, a rough, coarse hand stroked Cecilia's disheveled hair.

        

        "Huuugh...! Uuugh, Uncle...?"

        

        The gentle touch that she could never forget,

        That only one person could give.

        

        Led by that touch, Cecilia, who had been crying endlessly in Uncle's arms, carefully raised her head.

        

        "Kid. Why are you crying? Getting snot all over my clothes again..."

        

        Uncle, who had been limp in her arms just moments ago, who had made her so anxious with his lifeless eyes, whose lips had been frozen in a smile...

        

        Miraculously alive and vibrant, looking up at Cecilia with concern.

        

        His arms intact, his lower body that had flown off somewhere now whole again, he carefully wiped Cecilia's tears.

        

        "Uncle...!"

        "Wa-wait...!"

        

        Unable to contain her emotions, Cecilia threw herself into Uncle's arms.

        

        They rolled on the ground several times, but she didn't mind.

        

        "Uncle, Uncle. Uncle...!"

        

        She called out to him desperately.

        

        Because it was a miracle, because she had finally performed a miracle to save Uncle, a smile bloomed through her tears of joy and delight.

        

        "Don't cry. Your already ugly face looks even uglier."

        "No. Uugh. I'm going to cry! Do you know how much I suffered because of you!?"

        "Give me a break. Uncle suffered too."

        

        While exchanging such silly conversation, Cecilia felt Uncle's embrace.

        

        The strong heartbeat, the warmth transmitted... the touch meant only for Cecilia.

        

        With hands no longer trembling, she gripped his collar tightly, protesting as if telling him never to leave her again.

        

        "Don't think about going anywhere without me from now on. Got it? We're together until death!"

        "Haa... what's so good about an uncle like me..."

        

        Cecilia didn't respond to Uncle's habitual self-deprecation.

        

        Instead, she gave an answer more definite than words.

        

        "...!?"

        

        Her small lips covered his rough ones.

        

        Holding his face firmly with both hands so he couldn't escape, she stared into his eyes as he struggled to understand the situation.

        

        One second felt like decades.

        It was the same for both Cecilia and Grey.

        

        Soon, her small, clumsy lips parted slightly and shyly moved.

        

        "...because we promised."

        "......"

        

        Promise.

        

        He had thought it was just a childish promise, one she would eventually forget...

        

        Looking at Cecilia, who was cautiously checking his reaction with a flushed face, Grey's heart raced for the first time.

        

        The Cecilia who had been just a kid until moments ago was gone. In her place was only a woman, angel-like, who had fallen in love.

        

        He couldn't even ask why anymore.

        

        Their lips drew closer once more.

        Not just Cecilia, but Grey too.

        Neither could say who moved first.

        

        Three pairs of wings covered them.

        So that no one could interfere.

        

        Dawn broke, and the meadow, once shrouded in darkness, gradually filled with bright light.
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        What should I do if I can't create a miracle?

        

        I smiled with satisfaction as I watched the beam of light stretching toward the sky, making my worries meaningless—I had even been prepared to use Ulti to forcibly modify the Saint and fulfill the awakening conditions.

        

        "Is that a miracle?"

        

        Edel, who had been watching the two from beside me, quietly marveled at the scene unfolding before his eyes.

        

        Between the beams of light cutting through the darkness, the silhouette of a woman reminiscent of an angel was embracing the Saint, creating a miracle.

        

        "What do you think?"

        "Impressive. So a miracle can even resurrect the dead? I'd like to fight against that power sometime."

        

        When I gently nudged Edel's waist with my elbow as I asked, his response was exactly what you'd expect from him.

        

        That's not what I was asking about.

        You know, like feeling your heart tighten at the sight of their pure love.

        

        After giving Edel a sleepy-eyed look for a moment,

        

        "By the way, what are you going to do with that?"

        

        Edel looked meaningfully at what I was holding in my hand.

        

        "Well, I wonder what I should do."

        

        Perhaps because the Saint's miracle had left it with no more vassals to possess, a vampire in a translucent form within a crimson liquid was caught in my hand.

        

        To call it a soul would be... it looked like something from that provocative genre of personality excretion.

        

        Thinking about it that way, all kinds of mischievous ideas crossed my mind, but that would prevent it from fulfilling its role as one of the Four Heavenly Kings later.

        

        With a sense of regret, I poked it repeatedly with my fingertip, causing the vampire to writhe in apparent anger.

        

        [If only you hadn't interfered at the end...!]

        "Interfered? I planned this from the beginning."

        

        After all, I wanted to show Edel, who would experience pure love in the future, someone else's pure love first. It wouldn't have meant anything without a happy ending.

        

        Well... I did step in at the end when I worried it might fail as the guardian was cut in half horizontally while charging in prepared to die...

        

        The vampire seemed to think its defeat was due to the moment when it was distracted by the guardian, and I used teleport to get behind it, then activated Ulti to transfer the angel's control to the Saint.

        

        [Why?]

        "Hmm?"

        [Were you so eager to see the pure love between the Saint and her guardian? I too have pure love. My pure love with the Black Knight, which would have led to eternal happiness... if only you hadn't been there...! There is no place for you between me and my Black Knight!]

        

        She still doesn't get it?

        I explained it so thoroughly before we fought that my mouth was worn out... I'm tired of explaining, but since Edel is watching...

        

        "That's not pure love."

        

        I might as well explain one more time.

        

        "Pure love, you see, is about having pure feelings for each other. Understand? If you wanted to claim you had pure love, you shouldn't have hurt Edel. Violent love, dismemberment love... did you think I would accept that? A one-armed Black Knight? I've never heard of such a thing."

        

        As Edel said, having one arm doesn't mean you can't have pure love... but for some reason, I just couldn't accept that.

        

        "Besides, what do you mean there's no place for me? I promised to teach about pure love. Did you think I would let a leech-like woman like you cling to him? What kind of pure love is a baby factory? Do you have an unlimited supply of eggs or something? You're just a vampire."

        [What did you...?]

        

        I still have so much to teach Edel.

        Should I let the vampire take him away and waste a whole month?

        

        No. No.

        Absolutely! Not!

        

        "Now be sealed quietly. Thanks to you, I got to see the pure love between the Saint and her guardian... but you hurt Edel. So I won't say thank you."

        

        As magical circles began to appear one by one, the vampire caught in my hand struggled.

        

        Soul? Whatever it was... it wriggled like personality-excreted slime, but it couldn't escape, making it look quite ridiculous for one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        [My Black Knight... to someone like you!?!?]

        

        The vampire resisted fiercely.

        

        I have no choice.

        I didn't want to say this, but...

        

        "You still don't get it? Edel doesn't like you. He said he doesn't want to make babies with a woman who smells bad, is weak, and looks like she'd starve her children. What can I do about that?"

        [...!?]

        

        Adding a few lies among the truths, I grabbed Edel's right arm, linked it with mine, and emphasized my chest.

        

        As a result, my chest got squished against the shape of Edel's forearm... but I could endure it if it meant landing a blow on the vampire.

        

        That's right.

        This is all because of the vampire.

        

        After the vampire was sucked into the sealing magic circle—extended to two hundred years by adding another hundred—I released Edel's arm and carefully distanced myself.

        

        Although I had intended to get back at the vampire, I had instinctively linked arms with him despite promising never to do it again...

        

        I couldn't help but feel my face burning.

        

      

      
        For a moment, I pretended not to notice Edel glancing alternately at his right arm and me.

        

        "Was that slime-like thing one of the Four Heavenly Kings? What were you talking about?"

        

        Thanks to Edel, who carefully changed the subject knowing how sensitive I am about my chest, I felt relieved.

        

        "Huh? Oh. Just... it kept being clingy."

        "I see. It's nice that the stench is gone."

        

        By the way, Edel didn't hear what the vampire said.

        Well, it wasn't anything important anyway. I don't want to tell him.

        

        Right now, I just wanted to appreciate the miraculous light created by the Saint and her guardian.

        

        It was truly miraculous to be able to see this miracle so early—something that shouldn't be visible until Part 3 of the Aria Chronicle.

        

        "Estel, don't you want to get closer? Didn't you want to see their pure love?"

        "Hmm? No. This distance is just right."

        

        A peck, or a kiss.

        

        I didn't want to disturb the two who were consummating their pure love in the center of the light. Besides, with three pairs of wings blocking the view, there would be no point in getting closer.

        

        Someday Edel will also experience pure love... he'll kiss someone like that.

        

        How wonderful it would be if I could watch that moment from beside him.

        

        I can't help with the Saint and her guardian, but I couldn't shake the desire to witness Edel's moment from the closest possible position.

        

        "So, how was it? How did it feel to appreciate someone else's pure love for the first time? Does your heart pound? Do you feel excited?"

        

        This time I provided a fairly specific explanation so that even the foolish Edel could understand at once.

        

        If Edel didn't feel anything, all my efforts to seal the vampire in this roundabout way would have been in vain.

        

        After waiting with a pounding heart for a moment, Edel stared at the Saint and her guardian, then met my eyes with an uncomfortable expression.

        

        "Hmm. It wasn't bad. However."

        "However...?"

        

        If there's a "however"... does that mean there was something he didn't like?

        

        That shouldn't be the case.

        After all the effort I put in.

        

        Or did I do something wrong?

        

        Edel's insensitive gaze was uncomfortable enough to make me tense, and it even seemed somewhat serious.

        

        "Was it too contrived? Or was it hard to understand? When the guardian stepped in at the end, it was to create a miracle through shock therapy when the Saint regained consciousness..."

        

        While I was waving my arms around giving additional explanations, Edel gently placed his hand on my hair.

        

        "You're badly hurt."

        

        My hair was a mess—tangled and hardened with blood from the battle.

        

        Edel's gaze didn't stop there but carefully examined my body.

        

        My clothes soaked in blood, my injured face, neck, skin... and the gaping hole in my abdomen.

        

        "Edel?"

        

        I finally realized that the emotion in Edel's insensitive eyes wasn't discomfort or dissatisfaction, but worry.

        

        "Um, I'm a witch, you know? Witches are immortal, so I won't die. So..."

        

        A witch doesn't die no matter what attack she receives. Only a curse can bring about her demise. Wounds like these will heal quickly with a potion, and even without one, they'll heal naturally over time.

        

        I wanted to tell him not to worry... but why? Is it because it's been so long since someone worried about me like this?

        

        I didn't dislike Edel's concern for me.

        

        It tickled my heart, making me restless as if I couldn't figure out where the itch was.

        

        So much that I could barely meet his eyes.

        

        "So this is how it feels. Estel, the feeling I had when I saw your arm cut off... It's not very pleasant."

        "...Were you worried?"

        

        Idiot. Why are you asking something like that!

        It's obvious he's worried...!!!

        

        Ignoring the voice of reason screaming in my mind, my mouth moved purely on instinct.

        

        There was a similar situation before fighting the vampire... it wasn't like me to seek confirmation for something so obvious.

        

        "Worry. Yes, worry. Estel is stronger than me. Even knowing you wouldn't lose to a Heavenly King, I worried every time you bled. Why? Worrying about someone stronger... it's a first for me."

        "W-well? I wonder whyyy...?"

        

        Has the word "worry" always sounded this good?

        

        ...I might get addicted to this.

        

        It was the same word as the concern I had for Joshua, but the texture was different.

        

      

      
        Just hearing him say he was worried made my voice trail off as if I were melting.

        

        "So you don't know either."

        

        When Edel's eyes drooped in disappointment, I was jolted back to reality.

        

        I, I need to give a proper answer...!

        If I brush this off or give a strange answer, I was anxious that Edel's concern might disappear forever.

        

        Finally regaining my senses, I cleared my throat and racked my brain.

        

        "A-ahem! Worry is an emotion anyone can feel regardless of strength or weakness. It, it's natural!"

        

        Natural indeed.

        Should I get torn in half in front of Edel while I'm at it?

        

        Then how much would he worry...

        

        "It's like pure love. But even if it's natural, I'd prefer not to feel this kind of worry again."

        

        As if detecting the dark thoughts in my mind, Edel spoke firmly.

        

        "Showing others' pure love is fine, but there's no need to get hurt for it."

        

        His large, rough, but warm hands gently cupped my cheeks, applying gentle pressure to make me look into his eyes.

        

        "Don't make me worry about you."

        

        As his eyes drew closer, my body trembled at his request that was almost like an order.

        

        Edel's scent came to me intensely.

        His low, beautiful voice and those concerned eyes up close.

        

        A strange emotion rode on Edel's words, piercing directly into my brain and taking control of me. I couldn't resist. I crossed my legs tightly and pressed down on my skirt with both hands, writhing in meaningless rebellion.

        

        With my face held so I couldn't escape... no, even though I could certainly break free if I tried, my body wouldn't listen.

        

        "Mmm... I will. I won't make you worry..."

        

        All I could do was nod my head and squint my eyes to reassure Edel.

        

        But...

        Just hypothetically.

        

        What happens if I do make him worry?

        Would I be punished... Estel, are you seriously going crazy!?!?!?

        

        This is all because we're too close!

        

        I roughly pushed Edel's hands away, put about five—no, ten steps between us, and took deep breaths.

        

        "What's wrong? Are you not feeling well?"

        "Ah, ahhh... No! Don't worry about it!"

        "I see. Alright."

        

        When I frantically gestured with both hands for him not to come closer, Edel shrugged his shoulders and quietly turned back to look at where the Saint and her guardian were.

        

        It somehow annoyed me that Edel was fine while I alone was captivated by strange emotions, and I found myself closing the ten steps I had deliberately put between us, one step at a time.

        

        In the end, I stood awkwardly beside him, sneaking glances at Edel while pretending to appreciate the pure love of the Saint and her guardian.

        

        If this could even be called appreciation...

        

        The light created by the Saint and her guardian certainly scored high on the pure love scale, but somehow it felt irrelevant now.

        

        "Estel."

        "Hmm?"

        "The thing you told me to ask about after everything was over when you gave me your arm. Can I ask about it now?"

        

        Right. That was a thing.

        I remembered that he had asked me to tell him after the battle was over.

        

        Normally, I would have urged him to speak, but Edel had left me marinating in strange emotions while remaining completely fine himself, which annoyed me.

        

        "Hehehe. No."

        "......"

        

        I refused with a witch-like laugh.

        

        Edel, back to his usual insensitive gaze, glared at me with what was truly a dissatisfied expression this time.

        

        "What would it take for you to listen?"

        "Well... maybe if you say it's okay to make you worry again?"

        "What kind of..."

        

        Surely, watching pure love should be the most enjoyable thing in the world.

        

        At this moment, my eyes should be filled with nothing but the sight of the Saint and her guardian.

        

        Yet somehow, this moment of facing Edel and conversing with him felt more enjoyable than appreciating someone else's pure love.

        

        Enough to forget the sour pain that stung whenever the wind blew through the hole in my abdomen, or the intense pain warning me from a corner of my heart.

        

        The sun rose over the eastern land.

        

        Sunlight seeped into our eyes as Edel and I gazed at each other.
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        "Wow..."

        

        Joshua was lost in admiration of the city's scenery.

        

        Dozens of ships docked at the harbor, birds flying through the sky with white feathers fluttering, the echoing sound of waves, and even the salt-laden air.

        

        Bersha.

        The southernmost location in the Western Continent and the largest maritime trade route of the Verdi Kingdom.

        

        For Joshua, who had only ever seen the scenery of Veneschia, Bersha's landscape was exceedingly unfamiliar and beautiful.

        

        "Is this Bersha? It's my first time seeing the ocean."

        "From here, we can take a ship to the Southern Continent."

        

        Joshua tugged at Leo's collar while admiring Bersha's scenery. Leo's lips curved into a smile at her adorable reaction, like that of a country maiden.

        

        If she was this excited just seeing a port city, how much more adorable would her reaction be once they boarded a ship and began sailing?

        

        At 19, Joshua was undoubtedly an adult to anyone who saw her, but reactions like this were unmistakably childlike.

        

        "But there aren't as many people in the city as I expected?"

        

        Having finished admiring Bersha, Joshua returned to reality and surveyed her surroundings.

        

        She had expected it to be bustling like Veneschia... but for a city, there weren't many people visible.

        

        At most, there were shopkeepers busy shooing away flies and fishermen sitting by the docks mending their nets.

        

        A few merchant caravans with wagons were leaving Bersha, but that was it.

        

        "Indeed... it's not crowded. And there don't seem to be many ships departing either."

        

        Leo, looking around, agreed with Joshua's observation.

        

        A trading city should be bustling regardless of the season... but Bersha's scenery was more like a fishing village commonly found by the sea rather than a trading hub.

        

        "It seems Nix was right."

        

        Joshua recalled their visit to Veneschia before coming to Bersha.

        

        About wanting to go to the Elven Forest and searching for a husband for her mother.

        

        When they met Beryl and Nix after a long time and told them about heading south, Nix's expression had been troubled when Joshua mentioned stopping at Bersha to take a ship to the Southern Continent.

        

        'Bersha? Hmm... there are ominous rumors about the sea. I'm not sure if there will be any ships heading to the Southern Continent. Trade with the Southern Continent has been completely cut off. Several countries have tried to resolve the issue, but to no avail.'

        

        Ominous rumors spreading across the sea.

        

        She hadn't heard the details about these rumors, but judging by Bersha's atmosphere, it was clear they were true.

        

        "I hope we won't be unable to board a ship."

        

        Joshua expressed her concern about the distinctly gloomy atmosphere of the city.

        

        After all, the only way to cross from the Western Continent to the Southern Continent was by ship.

        

        There was also the option of flying using magic, but as her mother advised, magic was a last resort.

        

        Besides, having set out on this journey, she genuinely wanted to cross the sea by ship.

        

        "There's no need to worry too much. If we look carefully, we'll find a ship heading to the Southern Continent."

        

        Leo squeezed Joshua's hand reassuringly.

        

        "Thank you, Leo. I'm really glad I decided to travel with you."

        

        Joshua smiled brightly, her worries dissipating with the warmth transmitted through Leo's hand.

        

        After all, they had just arrived in Bersha, so worrying right away wasn't the right order of things. Among the dozens of ships docked at the harbor, surely at least one would be departing for the Southern Continent.

        

        With such hopeful thoughts, they traversed the gloomy streets of Bersha.

      

      
        

        *

        

        It didn't take long for Joshua's hopeful spirit, buoyed by Leo's warmth and comfort, to be crushed.

        

        "No can do. At most, we just go out to catch fish in the morning."

        

        "Are you mad? There are no more ships going to the Southern Continent."

        

        "Heh heh. I don't know if you're some noble ignorant of the world, but long-term voyages are equivalent to going to your death."

        

        When they approached the captains docked at the harbor and asked if they were heading to the Southern Continent, the answers were all the same.

        

        They were not going to the Southern Continent.

        

        Each time, Joshua's bright petals could be seen wilting in real-time.

        

        "Aren't you men of the sea? Is it because of the rumors?"

        

        Leo, unable to stand by, chimed in.

        

        Touching on the captains' high pride might elicit some response.

        

        "Rumors? That's not a rumor, it's a fact. When we lost our sense of direction in the sea fog and the rudder wouldn't respond, I distinctly heard a woman's singing. And then sailors jumping into the sea as if their souls had been sucked out... Since then, I don't sail far."

        

        Nevertheless, the captains, gripped by fear, rejected Joshua and Leo's proposal, no matter how much money was offered.

        

        In the end, they had no choice but to leave the harbor without securing passage.

        

        "There... there must be a way."

        "..."

        

        Leo pondered how to comfort the dejected Joshua as they walked with heavy steps, but she felt something off about the rumors the captains had mentioned.

        

        A woman's singing.

        People jumping into the sea.

        

        From her childhood, after being taken in by her mother, when she devoured all the books at home.

        

        She recalled a large fairy tale book titled "The Great Adventures of Estel."

        

        It was a series of over a dozen books lined up side by side, and a similar story appeared in the second volume.

        

        The second volume covered the adventures of Sion and Aria.

        

        While memories of the other series were hazy, she kept the second volume in her room because she loved the romance between Sion and Aria.

        

        It was definitely somewhere in the middle of the content.

        

        The sea witch and sirens. And even further, a giant octopus monster called the Kraken.

        

        An episode where Sion and Aria fought sea monsters to bring peace to the ocean.

        

        The illustrations of ferocious and ugly sea monsters had instilled a fear of the sea in her. She even remembered the amusing incident when she was terrified at her mother's suggestion to go to the beach...

        

        "Joshua?"

        

        It must be a coincidence.

        A fairy tale is just a fairy tale.

        

        Or, given the title of the book, perhaps her mother had written down her experiences from her travels...

        

        But the current situation seemed like something from the introduction of a story, like "Once upon a time, long, long ago."

        

        Although her mother was a witch, she couldn't have written about future events.

        

        "Ah, yes, Leo. Did you call me?"

        

        Joshua, snapping out of her thoughts at Leo's call, quickly gathered her thoughts.

        

        "How about we have a meal first?"

      

      
        "Shall we? I'm tired of jerky. Let's go eat something delicious."

        

        Having not had a proper meal before arriving in Bersha, her stomach growled at the mere mention of food.

        

        Since they were in a major city, she wanted to eat something tasty.

        

        Finding a ship to the Southern Continent could wait until after that... and it seemed they might have to stay in Bersha longer than expected.

        

        Joshua decided to set aside her worries and relax.

        

        "What would you like to eat, Leo?"

        "Anything is fine with me."

        "Anything? Did you just say 'anything'?"

        

        Joshua knew what "anything" meant. It implied that whatever food she liked would be fine with him.

        

        She had said the same thing once. When she went to a high-end restaurant with her mother... she ended up having to taste every single item on the menu.

        

        Recalling that incident, a mischievous smile appeared on Joshua's face. Just as her mother had done to her, she now intended to do the same to Leo.

        

        "Is it wrong to say anything is fine...?"

        "Hehe. Look forward to finding out what that means!"

        

        Leo shuddered slightly.

        

        He felt as if he had glimpsed a fragment of Estel in Joshua. He wondered if he should retract his words, but Joshua's steps were already determined.

        

        When they arrived in front of the largest and most luxurious-looking restaurant, Joshua pulled out a pouch of gold coins from her inventory.

        

        An ominous premonition flashed through Leo's mind.

        She wouldn't order the entire menu just because he said "anything," would she?

        

        Just as they were about to open the door, which was decorated more lavishly than other establishments,

        

        BANG!

        

        The door opened violently, and a man came flying out.

        

        "Ouch... Was it necessary to throw me like that?"

        

        With his hood pulled back, revealing thick blonde hair, the man rubbed his sore bottom after landing on the ground and glared at the burly man standing by the door.

        

        "How brazen to try to eat without money."

        "I'm telling you, this is more valuable than money. It's extremely expensive! You don't even need to give me change."

        

        It was a leaf.

        A common leaf one might find while walking through a forest.

        

        The man held up the small leaf and smiled nonchalantly.

        

        "If it's that expensive, sell it yourself and bring back money. This is not a place that deals in leaves; it's a place that sells food for money."

        

        Caught off guard by the sudden situation, Joshua glanced at Leo.

        

        "Should we just go somewhere else?"

        

        Despite Joshua's gesture suggesting they go to another restaurant, Leo didn't move.

        

        Instead, he brightened up as he looked at the blonde man.

        

        "...Leo?"

        "Joshua. That person is an elf."

        "An elf?"

        

        Joshua could easily see the pointed ears protruding from the man's blonde hair.

        

        Elves were supposed to live in the Southern Continent. The presence of an elf in Bersha meant...

        

        Perhaps they could learn about a ship to the Southern Continent from this elf.
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        I had planned to help the elf in distress by paying for his meal and having a leisurely conversation over dinner.

        

        "Haha. Mmph, thanks. For paying and... *smack*... treating me to a meal like this."

        "Um... you can speak after you finish eating."

        

        Joshua and Leo carefully set down their utensils as they watched the elf inhale everything on the table.

        

        Their appetite vanished at the sight of the elf shoveling food into his mouth with bare hands like someone who hadn't eaten for days.

        

        According to the Estel Encyclopedia, elves were characterized by their pointed ears, love of nature, and noble demeanor, but... well.

        

        "BUUURP!"

        

        The elf patting his bulging stomach and belching loudly... seemed far from the nobility Joshua had imagined.

        

        "*Slurp*! Ah, nice~ indeed. Live long enough and you'll see the day when you receive help from a complete stranger."

        "Hahaha...."

        

        And to finish it off, he even licked the sauce off his fingers....

        

        If Mom had seen this, she would have been furious about his table manners, but all Joshua could manage was a weak laugh.

        

        "Oh right, I haven't introduced myself. My name is Ophe. I'm an archaeologist."

        "I'm Leo."

        "I'm Joshua. But... what's an archaeologist?"

        "You don't know what an archaeologist is? It's the most noble profession that uncovers forgotten truths of the world."

        

        As if he had been waiting for Joshua's curiosity, Ophe continued his explanation without pause.

        

        "Did you know there was once a dragon that tried to devour the world? It tore through dimensions and descended upon this land from beyond thought, with only destruction as its purpose. They say it had three large horns on its head. No one knows about it now, but I discovered hieroglyphs showing how the gods of two lands joined forces to save the world."

        "Wow...."

        

        Joshua's eyes sparkled as he listened intently to Ophe's story.

        

        "Following those records, I searched for where the dragon's remains were hidden. Deep in a cave ruin on the Southern Continent. There were terrifying traps and fierce monsters standing guard, but nothing could stop me. And there..."

        "And there? Was the dragon's tomb there?"

        

        Joshua swallowed dryly as he focused on Ophe's next words.

        

        "There was nothing! Someone had been there before me, and all that remained was an empty cavity."

        

        Joshua's shoulders slumped at Ophe's answer, which betrayed his expectations. He had expected at least a bone dragon or some guardian protecting the tomb.

        

        "Hey, miss. Don't be too disappointed. I know who took it. I found a note at the grave site."

        

        Seeing Joshua's obvious disappointment, a flustered Ophe pulled an old piece of paper from his inner pocket.

        

        The elegant yet somehow familiar handwriting on the worn paper caught Joshua's eye. Leo might not recognize it, but Joshua couldn't mistake it. It was the same handwriting as in all the books she had read.

        

        [Thanks for the item farming ♡ -Estel-]

        

        Estel.

        None other than her mother.

        

        "Do you happen to know who Estel is? The stolen goods... I mean, if someone made weapons from those dragon bones, it would be extremely dangerous. A catastrophe-level armament that could bring about the end of the world."

        

        Catastrophe-level armament.

        

        As far as Joshua knew, there was no such terrifying weapon in her mother's arsenal... though it wouldn't be unlike her mother to wield such a thing.

        

        Come to think of it, there was one thing.

        Though calling it an "armament" would be... questionable.

        

        Her mother's beloved broom, which she had even named Triceratops.

        

        "Haha.... I'm not sure? Maybe the dragon bones were transformed into something like a broom that's just sweeping yards somewhere?"

        

        Joshua deliberately avoided Ophe's gaze while defending her mother.

        

        End of the world, indeed.

        Her mother might be a witch, but she wasn't that kind of person.

        

        So that broom was made from dragon bones... Now she understood why her mother treasured Triceratops so much.

        

        "Is that so? Well, I didn't expect to find clues so easily. Now that I've come to the Western Continent, I'll just have to keep searching as is my duty."

        

        Ophe shrugged lightly, not particularly suspicious of Joshua's reaction, as he hadn't really expected to learn who Estel was or what happened to the dragon bones anyway.

      

      
        

        "Then, is that leaf from earlier also related to archaeology?"

        

        Leo naturally changed the subject, saving the flustered Joshua.

        

        At the same time, Leo's attention was focused on Ophe's pointed ears.

        

        Ophe, likewise staring directly into Leo's golden eyes, casually perked up his pointed ears as if it were nothing unusual.

        

        "Have you heard of the World Tree?"

        "The World Tree...?"

        "Isn't the World Tree sacred to elves?"

        

        It's common knowledge among those interested in elves that while the Holy Kingdom follows an unnamed god, elves revere the World Tree as something akin to an Earth Mother.

        

        Since visiting the Elven Forest in the Southern Continent was one of their goals, they couldn't help but focus on the leaf.

        

        What they thought was an ordinary leaf turned out to be from the World Tree. Anyone else might have dismissed it as a joke, but coming from an elf, it was different.

        

        "This leaf is from the World Tree. Only a few grow each year—it's quite precious."

        "And you were willing to trade something so valuable for a single meal?"

        "Hey now. I was about to starve to death—what good would it do me then? I may be an elf, but life is more precious than faith."

        

        Though they say nothing is more important than life... with every word Ophe spoke, Joshua's fantasies about elves crumbled in real time.

        

        Not just from books, but from what she'd heard from her mother and Beryl, elves were supposed to be a race that cherished nature and valued the World Tree even more than their own lives.

        

        "So... why did you help me, knowing I'm an elf? Humans don't usually perform good deeds for free, right? Even for an elf, I should follow the rules when visiting human lands."

        

        Ophe interlaced his fingers, rested his chin on them, and smiled brightly.

        

        "Since you're an elf, you came from the Southern Continent, right? I want to know how to cross the sea."

        

        Joshua returned Ophe's smile and got straight to the point.

        

        "The sea? Why? Haven't you heard the rumors about the sea? Do you know how hard it was for me to find passage from the Southern Continent?"

        "I want to go to the Elven Forest in the Southern Continent."

        "The Elven Forest? Why there?"

        

        At the mention of the Elven Forest, Ophe's eyes flashed sharply.

        

        His previously gentle and friendly tone sharpened, and he looked ready to leave at any moment depending on Joshua's answer, clearly unsettled.

        

        Most humans who sought the Elven Forest were typically those trying to uncover the secrets of elves' longevity or eternal youth.

        

        From Ophe's perspective, he had every reason to be wary of Joshua's statement.

        

        "Well... Actually, I'm looking for someone to be my new father."

        "New... father? Did you get your mother's permission?"

        

        The serious atmosphere Ophe had built up dissolved pathetically at this unexpected and absurd reason.

        

        "I want to find a new father who suits my mother. A wonderful man who will love her for a long time."

        

        Even after digging in his long ear to make sure he heard correctly, Joshua's answer remained the same.

        

        Though Ophe had left the Elven Forest decades ago, this was the first time he'd encountered a human who wanted to visit the Elven Forest to find a new father.

        

        "Elven men are certainly devoted! I prefer money—I mean, archaeology—to love. Miss, you seem to cherish your mother."

        "Of course. She's family. I want her to be happy."

        "Family..."

        

        Family.

        Ophe had family too.

        A strait-laced younger sister about a hundred years his junior.

        

        Seeing Joshua's eyes light up at the mention of her mother suddenly reminded him of his sister looking at him with the same eyes.

        

        Perhaps that's why Ophe decided to demonstrate something he didn't need to.

        

        "I received help from spirits."

        "Spirits?"

        

        The water in the glass began to ripple slightly.

        

        A different kind of energy, unlike the mana Joshua used or the holy power Leo wielded, gathered around the water.

        

      

      
        Soon, the water rose into the air, taking the form of a tiny baby, and bobbed around Ophe.

        

        "Elves can use spirit magic. This is a water spirit. Her name is Undine. Thanks to her, I was able to cross the sea."

        "Could I handle spirits too?"

        

        Joshua gazed at Undine with loving eyes, her own eyes sparkling.

        

        "Spirits can only be handled by elves who live with nature. I'm sorry I can't be of help to you, miss."

        "...I see."

        

        Just when she thought she'd found a quick way to cross to the Southern Continent... Ophe's method was something Joshua couldn't use, and she couldn't hide her disappointment.

        

        "Instead, it's not much for a meal, but I'll give you this."

        

        Ophe placed the World Tree leaf in Undine's tiny hand and sent her to Joshua.

        

        Taking small steps, Undine approached Joshua, handed over the World Tree leaf, and then returned to being water, spilling across the table.

        

        "A leaf from the World Tree? Can I really have this?!"

        "It's not worth any money... I mean, I don't need it. Who knows, maybe having it will bring you good luck?"

        "Thank you! Would you like more food?"

        

        *

        

        The dinner with Ophe lasted longer than expected.

        

        This was because Joshua found herself fascinated by the old tales and legends Ophe had collected while traveling to ruins as an archaeologist.

        

        From stories about five siblings created by two gods to tales of one world splitting into two... stories that anyone, not just an archaeologist, could easily make up, Joshua listened with shining eyes.

        

        And finally, how Ophe came to the Western Continent.

        

        The long story seemed endless.

        

        "...So, I found this stone tablet near the coast. It seems there's a lost kingdom under the sea. But since coming here, I've been unable to find my bearings."

        

        Ophe pulled out a piece of blue stone tablet from his chest to add credibility to his story.

        

        Lost kingdom.

        Blue stone tablet.

        

        Joshua felt the same sense of déjà vu she had experienced at the harbor.

        

        These were also related to content from Part 2 of Estel's Great Adventure.

        

        "Does the inscription on this tablet say 'pure love' by any chance?"

        "Let me see... it really does say 'pure love.'"

        

        When Joshua showed interest in the tablet, Ophe translated the inscription.

        

        Pure love.

        

        Among the tablet inscriptions Joshua knew, there was also one with the phrase "pure love," so it was remarkable how perfectly these coincidences lined up.

        

        "Miss, how did you know?"

        "Hehe. Well... I'm interested in this sort of thing. Let's just say I know a few things."

        

        Unable to admit it was from a children's book, Joshua laughed awkwardly and evaded the question.

        

        "Miss, won't you teach me what you know? In exchange, I'll tell you how to reach the Elven Forest."

        "The Elven Forest? We could find it ourselves...."

        "The Elven Forest is difficult to find by ordinary means. Spirits guard the paths. What do you say? Let's exchange information. Wouldn't that be better than wandering aimlessly in the Southern Continent?"

        

        Joshua shrank back, intimidated by Ophe's intense, forward gaze.

        

        She sent a signal to Leo that only the two of them understood.

        

        'What should I do? Should I honestly say it's from a children's book?'

        'If there's an easy shortcut to the Elven Forest, wouldn't that be good? You can make up a story—Ophe won't know the difference.'

        

        After reaching an agreement with Leo, Joshua took a deep breath and slowly began to speak.

        

        Although it was just content from a children's book... Ophe listened intently with eyes full of longing, his long ears perked up to catch every word Joshua said, as if he had found a signpost on a lost path.

        

        The conversation grew longer, and through the window, dark shadows adorned the sky outside.

        

        It was a night when four clusters of green stars fell high in the sky.
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        "Is this the sea?"

        

        In the middle of the ocean connecting continents, Edel took a deep breath and admired the sea from an uninhabited island.

        

        Acting like it's his first time seeing the ocean when there must be seas in the demon realm too.

        

        For a moment, I was entranced by how his hair fluttered in the sea breeze, creating a visual worthy of a magazine spread. Then Edel scooped up the gently lapping seawater with both hands and refreshingly quenched his thirst.

        

        "It's salty."

        "Of course. The sea is salt water. You shouldn't just drink it when you're thirsty. It's bad for your body. Here, rinse your mouth with this."

        

        I handed him bottled water as he scrunched up his face, likely from the saltiness.

        

        I had promised Edel we'd go to the sea, so we came to this deserted beach I'd spotted before, but drinking seawater without a second thought... I was already worried sick.

        

        Forget dating—I might need to teach him how to swim, or even basic common sense first.

        

        "So, what do you think of the sea? Is this your first time seeing it?"

        "There are seas in the demon realm too, but they were just parts of battlefields. Appreciating the scenery... yes, this is my first time. The sea is beautiful."

        

        Edel's gaze reached toward the horizon where the sea stretched endlessly.

        

        Yes, a blank slate is better.

        When I see traces left by others, I instinctively want to erase them.

        

        "Hehehe. So? What did you want to do first at the sea? You must have had a reason for wanting to come here."

        "What I want to do first, you ask."

        "Mm-hmm. Just tell me. I've prepared everything."

        

        I circled around Edel, who stood still, urging him to answer.

        

        His thoughts were obviously going to be something from the storybook.

        

        It would probably be eating seafood, setting up a hammock for a nap, swimming, building a sandcastle, or having a campfire—nothing special, right?

        

        Since I'd never been to the beach with Joshua, I was also looking forward to playing with Edel.

        

        "First, I want to wear a swimsuit."

        "A swim... what?"

        

        Did I hear that wrong?

        I stopped in my tracks and met Edel's eyes.

        

        Why suddenly mention swimsuits?

        

        There weren't even swimsuits in Part 2 of Aria Chronicle... I wondered where he'd learned about their existence.

        

        Edel pulled a book from inside his clothes, flipped through the pages, and pointed to an illustration.

        

        In the illustration showing Sion and Aria on a beach date after defeating a mid-boss, both were wearing swimsuits.

        

        Complete with an arrow helpfully labeled "swimsuit" in my neat handwriting.

        

        I remembered that when writing that book, I wanted to add some flair, so I put them in swimsuits that didn't even exist in the original timeline.

        

        I was crazy.

        Why did I do that?

        

        "Just as one wears armor for battle, I want to wear a swimsuit since we're at the sea. Even if it's dating practice, I want it to be authentic. That would help me better understand pure love. Wouldn't you agree?"

        "I... I guess?"

        

        He even mentioned pure love to cut off my escape route. Edel's meticulousness was growing by the day.

        

        "That's right. You must have prepared swimsuits too? I want to wear one quickly. Of course, Estel must wear one too."

        

        I did have swimsuits...

        I had made them hoping to go to the beach with Joshua and Leo someday.

        

        Since Edel and Leo would have similar builds, it should fit.

        My swimsuit too, of course.

        

        What's the big deal about wearing a swimsuit?

        

        It's not like I'm showing my underwear, and I wasn't the type to be embarrassed about wearing a swimsuit.

        

        "I have to wear one too?"

        "If only I wear one, it's not really a beach date, is it?"

        "Y-yeah, that's true. But there's a bit of a problem..."

        

        The reason I was hesitating was... I'd gained some weight since meeting Edel.

      

      
        

        Some... a lot.

        And only in certain areas.

        

        The reason was clear.

        Edel's cooking turned out to be quite delicious.

        

        Plus all the meat he fed me and everything else.

        

        I'd attached magic circles all over my clothes so it wasn't noticeable from the outside, but recently, after the fight with the vampire, when I tried to change into new clothes and removed the magic circles, the fabric couldn't hold and burst...

        

        If this was going to happen, I shouldn't have taken that breast-enlarging potion at my mother's house. Instead, I should have made a potion to make them smaller.

        

        Maybe not just my chest, but also my belly, my arms... I might have gained weight everywhere.

        

        While showing some chest skin to Edel was embarrassing, having other parts jiggle was even more embarrassing.

        

        "I think I've gained weight... It's all your fault."

        

        I explained in a crawling voice.

        

        Just saying I'd gained weight made my face burn.

        

        This must be what they mean by wanting to find a mouse hole to hide in.

        

        Wait, but what's so embarrassing about gaining weight? It can happen to anyone.

        

        The rational Estel briefly appeared in my mind, but was beaten back by the emotional Estel who had swollen like a lump of fat.

        

        "You've gained weight?"

        

        As Edel's eyes scanned me up and down, I instinctively curled up.

        

        Even though I was wearing a long skirt that covered my ankles and had no exposed areas, my face burned as if I were naked.

        

        "Y-y-y-you! That kind of look is sexual harassment, you know!? I really want to die!?"

        

        If it were anyone but Edel, I would have plucked out their eyes and removed the vitreous humor...!

        

        "Is that sexual harassment too? I'm sorry. I still don't quite understand what sexual harassment is, but I had no such intention. If you really don't want to wear a swimsuit because of your weight, that's fine."

        

        At times like this, shouldn't you say I haven't gained weight, even just out of courtesy!?

        

        This makes it seem like Edel is acknowledging that I've gained weight!?

        

        "Are you saying I've gained wei—!"

        

        Just as I was about to burst out in anger,

        

        "From what I can see, you don't look like you've gained weight. Aren't you slim? Besides, whether you gain weight or not, Estel is Estel. Whatever you look like, it won't interfere with our date."

        "......"

        

        Edel knelt on one knee to meet my eyes and gently stroked my head.

        

        Like scratching an itch in exactly the right spot, the anger that was about to explode subsided like magic.

        

        I didn't know what to say...

        My face burned for a different reason now.

        

        "A date should be enjoyable for both parties. We can save the swimsuits for when we have pure love."

        "No. Let's wear them. The swimsuits."

        

        I grabbed Edel's collar as he was about to get up, forcing him back to his knees, and met his gaze.

        

        He said I haven't gained weight.

        He said I'm slim.

        Hehehe.

        

        After he said all that, I had to wear it.

        

        He's quite eager.

        So Edel is a man after all?

        Did he want to see me in a swimsuit that badly?

        

        "Here, take your swimsuit, Edel."

        

        I took out a swimsuit from my portable inventory and handed it to him.

        

        A men's boxer-style swimsuit.

        I made it plain black to avoid being tacky, and it matched well with Edel's black knight aesthetic.

      

      
        

        It was also quite roomy, so the size should be sufficient.

        

        "Ah, wait. Let me add one magic circle."

        

        Suddenly remembering Edel's physical characteristics, I hastily added a magic circle.

        

        When Edel faces a strong opponent, he... well... anyway!

        

        I needed to make sure there would be no tent-pitching or sudden sword-sprouting that might make me faint, just like with his regular clothes.

        

        "Are you sure this is okay? You don't have to force yourself."

        

        Even as he accepted the swimsuit, Edel looked at me with concerned eyes.

        

        I smiled brightly at him.

        

        "Hehehe. Didn't you say I haven't gained weight? That I'm slim? Or... what? Were you lying?"

        "I don't lie."

        "Then it's fine. I'll go change behind those rocks. Don't even think about peeking. If you peek, I'll seal you right there, pure love or not. Got it?"

        

        As I was about to walk away, a playful thought occurred to me, and I turned back to look at Edel.

        

        "Oh, and you have to properly look at and evaluate me in my swimsuit, okay? It's... my first time wearing one too."

        "Wait, isn't that sexual harassment...?"

        

        Without bothering to hear Edel's response, I walked away with quick steps.

        

        Instead of immediately undressing, I leaned against the back of the rock and took a deep breath.

        

        I had spoken harshly about no pure love and sealing him on the spot, but my opponent was Edel, who unknowingly committed sexual harassment while pretending to be innocent.

        

        I couldn't let my guard down.

        

        Edel might sneak up on me without my knowledge.

        

        I hid behind the rock and cautiously peeked out.

        

        "Ed—huh?"

        

        Perhaps because pure love was at stake, contrary to what I expected, Edel was obediently undressing right where he stood.

        

        Slowly, one layer at a time.

        Starting with the coat I made for him, down to the custom-tailored shirt that fit his body perfectly...

        

        The first thing visible was the large and small scars all over his body.

        

        Scars densely covering his front and back.

        

        And the large and small muscles adding dimension...

        

        Gulp.

        

        I unconsciously swallowed dry saliva.

        Was it dry saliva? Maybe it was drool.

        

        That wasn't important.

        What was important was...

        

        The chest muscles that could put most women to shame...

        The densely packed abs...

        

        I wonder what it would feel like to do laundry on those abs.

        Should I ask Edel later?

        

        Y-y-you... are you crazy!?

        

        The rational Estel seemed to be shouting something, but the emotional Estels in my head were watching with 3D glasses like in a movie theater, eating popcorn, so I couldn't even hear the echo.

        

        After removing his top completely, Edel then moved to his pants...

        

        Pants.

        That is, pants...

        P-p-pa-pa-pa...

        

        "S-sword? Eep!"

        

        I quickly hid behind the rock, crouched down, and buried my face in my hands.
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        Though it lasted less than a second, Edel's magic sword refused to leave my mind.

        

        The more I tried to forget it, the more vividly my brain projected the image, forcing me to crouch down with my head buried in my hands for quite some time, trying to cool the heat that was creating mirages.

        

        It was about twice the size of an average man, right?

        Both in length and thickness.

        

        Monstrously huge.

        Wait, would it even fit?

        

        I don't know what kind of woman would end up in a pure relationship with Edel, but my useless fantasies led me to wonder if the pain might outweigh the pleasure.

        

        Like marking a child's height on a tree, I found myself channeling mana to my fingertips, trying to measure the dimensions of Edel's magic sword.

        

        Even stretching my fingers as far apart as possible, the span between my thumb and middle finger couldn't encompass its size.

        

        I involuntarily gulped at the monstrous size that required both hands to measure.

        

        Are all demon folk like this?

        Or is Edel the exception?

        

        I even started to wonder if Edel's race might be incubus.

        

        I was the one who said peeping would ruin any chance of a pure relationship, yet what was I thinking when I spied on Edel changing...

        

        Even if I tried to regain my senses now, wasn't it already too late?

        Where on earth was the rational Estel, and what was she doing instead of working?

        

        In the end, both the peeping and the regret were all me, but I had to create this distinction to maintain my sanity.

        

        It's just a reproductive organ, right?

        When I saw the grotesque appendages of monsters like orcs or ogres, I had no problem slicing them off with Triceratops.

        

        Edel shouldn't be any different.

        He's the Black Knight of the Demon Lord's Four Heavenly Kings.

        

        He's essentially just another mob, so it's the same thing.

        There's no need to be conscious of it.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        After shaking my head several times to clear the invasive image of that magic sword and taking a deep breath, I barely managed to maintain my composure.

        

        I should change into my swimsuit.

        Edel must have already changed by now.

        

        As I was about to channel mana into my portable inventory, something touched my lower abdomen.

        

        My chest blocked my view, but I could tell that my two hands were covering my lower abdomen.

        

        What were my hands doing?

        

        While I was having these indecent thoughts, my hands seemed to have moved on their own, like sleep-talking without their owner's permission.

        

        As I removed my hands and tried to take out my swimsuit from the portable inventory... I realized my hands were still positioned in the same way they had been when measuring the size of the magic sword.

        

        I could easily tell from the sensation on my abdomen and fingertips.

        

        And my fingertips were...

        Above my navel?

        I-I'm going crazy...!

        

        "KYAAAAAAAH!?!!?!"

        

        With the sound of my sanity snapping, I let out a swift scream.

        

        Heat rushed to my head again.

        

        Now, not only was I being sexually harassed by thoughts of Edel, but by my own hands as well.

        

        The marks etched on that rock made me dizzy, and the sensation at my fingertips and abdomen stirred up indescribable emotions.

        

        That rock—the one I had marked to measure Edel's magic sword—was no longer an ordinary rock.

        

        To my eyes, it was just a representation of Edel's magic sword.

        

        Eventually, my fist, infused with mana, not only shattered the rock but pulverized it.

        

        My fist, protected by mana and without a scratch, trembled as if in pain.

        

        Am I sexually frustrated?

        I've never experienced anything like this in all my life as a woman...

        

        Or is it some kind of mind control or hypnosis?

      

      
        I quickly used Ultimate to check my condition, but found no trace of such influence.

        

        Damn... then what is it?

        

        "Estel, what's wrong?"

        "MEEP!?!?"

        

        While I was panting in excitement, the very person who had caused my state appeared, drawn by the commotion of the shattered rock.

        

        This caused another unbelievably delicate scream to escape my lips, and my legs gave out, making me collapse onto the ground.

        

        That black swimsuit.

        It's all because of that.

        

        A dangerous weapon must be hiding inside it, ready to be wielded at any moment.

        

        If not for the magic circle, that magic sword—which would have either protruded beyond the confines of the swimsuit or pitched a tent—was now approaching me, casting its shadow.

        

        To make matters worse, with my legs having lost strength, I found myself staring directly at the approaching black swimsuit, feeling as if darkness was closing in around me.

        

        I needed to avert my eyes from that monstrosity... a simple turn of the head or closing my eyes would solve it, but my body wouldn't listen.

        

        Like a small creature facing an enormous presence, I was overwhelmed with helplessness, tears welling up involuntarily.

        

        "Estel? Are you alright?!"

        "Hiccup!"

        

        Seemingly alarmed by my helpless state, Edel's perplexed voice reached me.

        

        One step.

        Another step.

        

        I had to stop that black swimsuit that was approaching, crushing the sandy beach with bare feet.

        

        Ironically, the first part of my body to obey my will was my hands. I spread my fingers—which I now despised looking at—and focused mana toward the black swimsuit.

        

        A pink current swirled violently from the center of a large magic circle.

        

        "What is thi—"

        "I told you I'd kill you if I caught you peeping...!!"

        

        With a cry that was close to a scream, my magic burst forth.

        

        After that, regardless of what happened to Edel, all I could do was flee from the beach as if escaping.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm crazy, I'm crazy, I'm crazy, I'm crazy...!"

        

        I stomped through the forest behind the beach, spewing curses.

        

        Even after walking far enough that the sea was no longer visible beyond the forest, I showed no signs of calming down.

        

        My eyelashes trembled, and my shoulders shook.

        

        "I really am crazy! Huh? Why did I peep at that in the first place...!"

        

        If I didn't mutter to myself like this, I felt like I would be consumed by what might be shame or some other indescribable emotion.

        

        After walking for a long time, I finally reached the vicinity of the opposite beach. Only then did I manage to compose myself, sitting down on a suitable rock and letting out a deep sigh that seemed to sink into the ground.

        

        Because of Edel's magic sword firmly embedded in my mind, I absolutely couldn't bring myself to go back.

        

        Whether setting up a hammock together, swimming together, building sandcastles together, or even just playfully splashing water, it was clear as day that my gaze would be fixed on that black swimsuit.

        

        Should I use Ultimate to manipulate my memories...?

        

        Pink currents wrapped around my hand but quickly faded away.

        

        No. If I tampered with my memories and then noticed something strange and used Ultimate again... the backlash would be tremendous.

        

        Fainting disgracefully like before was enough for one lifetime.

        

        "What should I do?"

        

        I needed to teach him about beach dates, but I'd hit an unexpected obstacle from the start.

        

        If it had been a problem stemming from Edel's typical oblivious and foolish sexual harassment, I could have just scolded him a few times and been done with it.

        

        But since this was a small... no, a huge mishap as big as the magic sword, which started solely because I peeped, my face burned with embarrassment.

        

        Edel would be waiting.

        

        I couldn't picture what face I should make when seeing Edel, who was left alone on the beach.

      

      
        

        This is all because of the swimsuit.

        

        I took out my swimsuit from the portable inventory and shifted the blame.

        

        A plain white bikini without any special pattern.

        

        The bikini I had made two years ago, thinking of taking Joshua and Leo to the beach, hung limply in my hand.

        

        A witch wouldn't experience physical changes due to immortality, but even from a glance, the size didn't seem to fit.

        

        I held the bikini top against my outer clothes, but soon realized the futility of the action and sighed again.

        

        Even if it was for study and practice, it was still a date, and I couldn't just sit here feeling sorry for myself.

        

        Let's change and go.

        I steeled my resolve and stood up.

        

        As I was about to change into my swimsuit, I looked around, wondering if Edel might have followed me.

        

        I was relieved to see no sign of Edel, not even a presence in the forest.

        

        Just like Edel had been defenseless, I worried someone might peep on me, so I set up a magic barrier around the area and carefully began to undress.

        

        Layer by layer.

        My clothes, succumbing to gravity, slid to the ground.

        

        As my chest, hidden by clothes and the magic barrier, was exposed to the world, asserting itself even more prominently, I picked up the bikini.

        

        After securing the bottom part, which dug into my hips, I hurriedly put on the top.

        

        The issue of weight gain, which had seemed trivial compared to the magic sword, resurfaced with renewed seriousness.

        

        "Ugh... I really have gained weight."

        

        As I cupped my breasts with both hands, a soft yet elastic... contradictory existence squeezed between my fingers.

        

        Perhaps because the size was too small, I felt suffocated with every breath.

        

        Despite the supposedly generous coverage, there was more exposed than covered.

        

        The straps of the swimsuit top, weighed down, pressed heavily on my shoulders as they struggled to hold everything in place.

        

        With each breath, blue veins beneath the flesh made their presence known.

        

        Irregular and indiscriminate.

        The veins, spread like distorted spider webs, somehow felt explicit.

        

        Everything happening with my chest seemed to be throwing a tantrum, demanding a more spacious swimsuit.

        

        I wanted to alter the swimsuit to increase its size, but... I didn't have any leftover material from when I made the bikini.

        

        I carefully felt to see if there were any bulges beyond the swimsuit fabric, but fortunately, only the smooth curves of the swimsuit were present.

        

        "I haven't gained weight elsewhere, have I...?"

        

        Edel had said it was fine, that I hadn't gained weight, but... looking at my noticeably larger breasts, I was filled with anxiety.

        

        Looking at my reflection in the magic barrier, I hurriedly checked my body condition, touching my belly fat, thigh fat, and arm fat with my fingers.

        

        Fortunately, only my chest had grown; other parts remained as they were before.

        

        The problem was my chest...

        

        I considered wearing a bikini cover-up or cardigan, but a strange feeling of revenge welled up.

        

        Edel should experience it too.

        Why should I hide anything?

        

        Just as I was shocked by Edel's magic sword, shouldn't he be shocked by me?

        

        I'll proudly display it without any intention of hiding.

        

        I slapped my cheeks with both hands to snap out of it and headed towards the beach where Edel would be waiting.

        

        ........

        .....

        ...

        .

        

        What if he just stares at my chest...?

        

        ...If he stares for more than 3 seconds, I won't let him off easy.
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        "...I'm here."

        "So you came."

        

        After arriving at the beach, I awkwardly greeted Edel.

        

        Something about not looking at her chest for more than 3 seconds.

        Something about getting revenge on Edel.

        

        It didn't take long to realize how ridiculous my thoughts on the way here had been.

        

        When looking at Edel, my gaze kept drifting to that... lower area, making it impossible to see her expression, let alone her eyes.

        

        Once I observed what existed beyond that black swimsuit, I couldn't help but be conscious of it, as if cursed.

        

        Should I have used Ultimate?

        Or should I cut off the root of the problem?

        

        Absurd solutions swirled in my head.

        

        In the end, my decision was simply to sit on the sand with my knees together, weakly staring at the distant sky while trying not to be conscious of Edel.

        

        "......"

        "......"

        

        A long silence followed.

        The air felt heavy.

        

        Apart from the bikini straps pressing into her shoulders from supporting the weight of her chest, the prolonged silence weighed heavily on our shoulders.

        

        ...What should I say?

        

        I might have trouble looking at her due to various circumstances, but shouldn't Edel say something?

        

        Like, the swimsuit looks pretty.

        Or that it suits me well.

        You know, things like that.

        

        Even though I knew this atmosphere was my fault, I inwardly complained about Edel.

        

        I wanted to say something first, but... I was cautious because I might stutter or mention the demon sword.

        

        I wished Edel would initiate even meaningless small talk like asking about the weather.

        

        As I was puffing my cheeks with air in frustration,

        

        "I'm sorry."

        

        Edel's unexpected apology left me dumbfounded.

        

        "Huh?"

        "I didn't intend to peek. I only looked at your eyes. So please don't say you won't teach me about pure love or that you'll seal it away."

        

        Her tone was less energetic than usual, somehow lacking confidence.

        

        Though her gaze was directed at the sky, I could tell from her tone that Edel was anxious and restless.

        

        And here I was...

        I had only said those things to scare her, but Edel seemed to have taken them quite seriously.

        

        Either way, from Edel's perspective, it must have seemed like she peeked, whether she meant to or not.

        

        How silly.

        Why would she take my words so literally?

        How could someone so inflexible ever understand pure love?

        

        While I was struggling to figure out how to make Edel as uncomfortable as I was, and failing miserably at that...

        

        Edel was only thinking about apologizing to me.

        

        "I should be the one apologizing. I was... surprised in many ways and overreacted without thinking."

        

        Actually, I was the one who needed to apologize.

        I was the one who peeked, not Edel.

        

        Thanks to Edel's apology, I came back to my senses, forgetting about the demon sword and revenge, and could finally look at him properly.

        

        "Is that so? Then you'll continue teaching me about pure love?"

        "Of course. I've already put on a swimsuit, so it would be a waste to go home now."

        

        Edel's behavior—like a child confirming a promise with an adult who had lied—seemed unfamiliar yet somewhat cute.

        

        I stood up, placed my hands on my hips, and personally dispelled Edel's groundless paranoia.

        

      

      
        After all the time and effort I'd put into teaching him.

        

        Even if the Demon King himself appeared, giving up on Edel's pure love education was absolutely out of the question.

        

        "That's a relief. I've been looking forward to the sea."

        

        Edel expressed pure joy while keeping his gaze fixed on the ocean.

        

        Following his gaze, I saw nothing special—just an ordinary sea.

        

        His head turned toward the ocean, but his eyes occasionally glanced briefly at me.

        

        Though these glances lasted only moments, I could easily notice that his eyes were directed at my chest, which was more than half-exposed despite being covered by the swimsuit.

        

        This.

        This right here.

        Look at him!

        

        Like a boy encountering something stimulating for the first time, he deliberately turned his head away, but unable to deny his instincts, those occasional glances stirred the mischievousness dormant in my heart.

        

        A playful smile spread across my face, despite having been intimidated by the demon sword just moments ago.

        

        "So Edel, what do you think?"

        "Think of what? What are you talking about?"

        "What else? My swimsuit, obviously. Take a good look. Isn't this what you wanted to see?"

        

        When I moved toward where Edel's head was turned, he immediately turned the opposite way.

        

        Not to be outdone, I moved in the direction he was facing to get in his line of sight, only for him to turn away again.

        

        The more he did this, the more I wanted to tease him. It was absurd that a dark knight with a demon sword that could make any woman fall helplessly into a critical state was acting so awkwardly.

        

        "Why won't you look? Are you embarrassed? Is that it? Was it too stimulating for you!?"

        "Didn't you call it sexual harassment?"

        "Huh?"

        

        Why is sexual harassment coming up here?

        

        "Didn't you say my gaze was sexual harassment? I'm not sure what sexual harassment is, but since you dislike it, I'm trying my best to restrain myself."

        "......"

        

        No, I said that because you were looking me up and down, checking if I'd gained weight....

        

        "I can't risk upsetting Estel and losing the chance to learn about pure love. I could even gouge out my eyes if necessary. I should be able to learn pure love without eyes, right?"

        

        Why is he always so extreme?

        Gouge out his eyes? What nonsense.

        

        I was dumbfounded by Edel, who had now completely closed his eyes.

        

        Sigh. How could this be Edel's fault?

        It's my fault for saying the wrong things.

        

        Whenever I'm alone with Edel, I somehow get swept up in the mood and say things I never intended to.

        

        "Are you going to stay like that?"

        "Dates should be enjoyable. I can't ruin your mood."

        

        Doesn't he realize he's the one ruining the date right now?

        

        Edel crossed his arms and remained motionless, apparently determined to keep his eyes closed, which frustrated me.

        

        ...Is sexual harassment just an excuse?

        Is he keeping his eyes closed to protect them from seeing a chubby woman in a swimsuit?

        

        That thought wounded my pride, and I wanted to make Edel turn his head somehow.

        

        Should I tell him that giving honest opinions about a swimsuit is also part of pure love?

        

        Or should I threaten not to teach him about pure love?

        

        No, that might backfire.

        

        If Edel decided not to learn about pure love... all my efforts would be wasted, and I'd struggle to find the last Succubus Queen.

        

        How could I persuade this stubborn Edel?

        

        I don't mind sexual harassment, and I don't dislike Edel's gaze....

        

        "Actually, I... like your sexual harassment (gaze)."

        

        Thump.

        A sharp pain constricted my chest, but this wasn't the time to worry about that.

      

      
        

        My eyes and Edel's widened simultaneously at the words that escaped without passing through my filter of thought.

        

        What did I just say?

        Did I hit my head while fighting the vampire?

        

        Even I was dumbfounded by my ridiculous statement, and my brain froze.

        

        "Edel, what I mean is..."

        

        I don't mean I like sexual harassment. I meant your gaze isn't sexual harassment, and I don't mind if you look at my swimsuit.

        

        I hurriedly waved my hands, trying to take back my words, but Edel's intense gaze made me unable to finish my sentence, leaving the words spinning inside me.

        

        Meeting Edel's eyes again was nice, but the longing contained within them held me captive.

        

        "I see. So Estel likes sexual harassment. All your intense reactions until now were because you enjoyed it."

        

        He doesn't even know what sexual harassment means, yet he's jumping to conclusions.

        

        "But what exactly is sexual harassment? I've kept quiet until now, but isn't it time you taught me? If you like it, it must be part of pure love. I'll give you plenty of sexual harassment from now on."

        "Y-You're craaazy!"

        

        Now he was proudly declaring he would sexually harass me outright.

        

        They say you should be careful with your words and actions in front of children.

        

        I never imagined I would feel this lesson so deeply with Edel, of all people, rather than Joshua.

        

        "Ah, you asked how your swimsuit looks. Hmm..."

        

        His eyes shamelessly scanned my body as if he had nothing to fear, regardless of what I said.

        

        I wanted him to look, but not so blatantly!

        

        Though this was clearly a situation where I could justifiably be angry a hundred times over, I focused on Edel's next words.

        

        After all, despite everything, I wanted to hear Edel's opinion about my swimsuit.

        

        I can get angry later; the order is important.

        

        "S-So what do you think...?"

        

        Unconsciously, I tucked my long hair behind my ear and twirled the ends, listening attentively.

        

        "Why does Estel's swimsuit come in two pieces, top and bottom? With such small coverage, what's the point of a swimsuit? Take it off. Or give me something to cover my pouch too."

        

        I expected him to say it suited me well, or at least make some sexual comment about my chest size... but his completely unexpected answer left my mouth hanging open.

        

        At the same time, all the frustration I had been holding back erupted like a volcano.

        

        "As if I would!!!"

        

        I tripped him by hooking his foot, then grabbed his arm using the momentum and threw him into the sea.

        

        I breathed heavily as I watched Edel fly quite far before splashing into the water.

        

        Ugh... I can't just kill him outright.

        

        After a while, when my breathing finally calmed down, I turned my attention back to the sea.

        

        Even though he flew quite far, he should have resurfaced by now. I was ready to lecture him about everything from his misunderstandings to pure love education.

        

        But after 5 minutes.

        After 10 minutes.

        

        There was no sign of Edel, not even a bubble rising from the sea.

        

        That's when an ominous thought crossed my mind.

        

        Wait, could it be... he can't swim?

        No way. He's one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

        And he said this wasn't his first time at the sea.

        

        "......"

        

        ...Right?

        

        "Edel!?!?"

        

        Without further complicated thoughts, I desperately jumped into the sea.
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        Finding Edel in the ocean wasn't particularly difficult.

        

        No matter how far I had thrown him, he hadn't fallen deep enough to be sucked into the abyss or consumed by rough currents.

        

        My heart sank when I saw Edel lying unconscious on the ocean floor.

        

        "Edel? Wake up!"

        

        After using teleport to get him out, I fumbled around uncharacteristically, unsure of what to do next.

        

        What spell was I supposed to use in this situation?

        My mind went blank, and I couldn't think of any appropriate magic.

        

        Then, what other methods were there?

        Things you do when someone is unconscious after being in water...

        

        CPR, perhaps.

        Or artificial respiration...

        

        CPR was one thing, but artificial respiration meant... pressing my lips against his and transferring my breath to him.

        

        Either way, that was definitely a kiss.

        

        Compared to holding hands or linking arms—

        This was a completely different level of physical contact. I shuddered and covered my lips with both hands.

        

        Damn it... Why did I have to throw him into the ocean and cause this situation!?

        

        If I hadn't thrown Edel into the sea when he was spouting nonsense about sexually harassing me whenever he could, I wouldn't have been able to bear the explosive anger and shame in my head...

        

        It's all Edel's fault.

        

        Think simply.

        It's just lips touching, right?

        

        Who would count artificial respiration as a kiss?

        

        Right. This is a rescue operation, definitely not a first kiss or anything like that.

        

        I don't even need to do mouth-to-mouth.

        I can focus on chest compressions.

        

        Besides, Edel's cause of death being drowning rather than dying heroically in battle against Kyle? As if I'd allow that.

        

        Having made up my mind, I positioned myself over Edel.

        

        Despite my decision to start with chest compressions, my hands naturally moved toward his face rather than his chest.

        

        None of the angels, demons, or rational and emotional aspects of myself in my head objected; it all seemed perfectly natural.

        

        "..."

        

        Gulp.

        

        I swallowed unconsciously.

        

        His lips, slightly bluish from the lowered body temperature, lay defenseless before me.

        

        Parting his rather rough lips, scarred from previous injuries, revealed pointed teeth reminiscent of a shark's and a long tongue.

        

        Lips. Sharp teeth. Tongue.

        Things I'd seen countless times when we ate together.

        

        Surely that was the case, and yet...

        

        Despite knowing most of the secrets of the Aria Chronicle's hidden world, this felt like uncharted territory.

        

        I shook my head to clear my thoughts.

        This wasn't the time to be lost in contemplation.

        

        "Haaaaaah!"

        

        I took a deep breath.

        

        The air filling my lungs would enter Edel's body through his lips, breathing life back into him.

        

        I quickly lowered my head before thoughts of "first kiss" could dominate my mind.

        

        I thought I lowered my head in one swift motion, but everything seemed to move in slow motion before my eyes.

      

      
        

        Tilting my head slightly to avoid our noses touching.

        Opening my mouth wide to prevent air from escaping through the gaps.

        

        Without realizing it, I slightly closed my eyes.

        

        How much distance remained?

        A finger's width? Or just a fingernail's?

        

        Edel's breath pleasantly wafted toward me, helping me gauge the distance.

        

        Oh right. I needed to pinch his nose to prevent air from escaping.

        

        ...Wait.

        Breath?

        

        Not just breath, but between our chests—pressed so close together they were almost misshapen—I could feel heartbeats, indistinguishable as to whose they were.

        

        "Edel...?"

        

        Carefully opening my slightly closed eyes, I found Edel's eyes—which had been tightly shut moments ago—staring at me with his characteristic indifferent gaze.

        

        I hadn't even started artificial respiration yet, so how...?

        

        Meeting Edel's bright, alert eyes, I decided to let go of the serious atmosphere, thinking it was for the best.

        

        Was artificial respiration important?

        What mattered was that Edel had woken up.

        

        If he regained consciousness without needing mouth-to-mouth, that was good!

        

        "Edel, you're awake! Do you know how worried I was that you might die? Are you really okay?"

        "I was never unconscious to begin with..."

        

        Unable to contain my emotions, I grabbed his shoulders and shook him.

        

        Edel gave a rather shameless reply while reluctantly allowing himself to be shaken by my hands.

        

        Lying there like a corpse, and now this.

        Trying to act tough like he's some kind of man.

        

        "Don't lie. Clearly..."

        

        As I was about to refute his brazen response...

        

        I realized I had only seen his closed eyes. I hadn't checked if his heart was beating, placed a finger under his nose, or checked his pulse—basic actions I should have taken.

        

        Well... the situation was urgent.

        

        All I could think of was CPR and artificial respiration.

        

        "Estel, I may be weaker than you, but I'm still one of the Four Heavenly Kings. I can go three days without breathing underwater. Swimming isn't a problem either. I'm not so fragile that I'd die from merely falling into water."

        

        The cold words from Edel's mouth confirmed that I had made a huge misunderstanding.

        

        So I was... a shameless witch who tried to give artificial respiration to a perfectly fine Edel who just had his eyes closed?

        

        If I had gone through with it... it would have been a normal kiss, not a rescue operation.

        

        "Then why were you lying like that underwater!? If I called you, you should have answered!!"

        

        Unable to contain my embarrassment, I yelled.

        

        Heat surged through my body.

        

        The warmth radiating from me seemed to evaporate all the moisture on my skin, making it hard to believe I had just been in the ocean.

        

        "I apologize for worrying you, but I was merely reminded of a story about a sea witch I read in a book. A siren saved a drowning nobleman, didn't she? Since I was already in the water, I thought I might imitate it to see if a siren would appear."

        

        Siren.

        

        A marine monster with the upper body of a human female and the lower body of a fish.

        

        Their appearance is exceptionally beautiful, with eyes like jewels found nowhere else in the world.

        

        They primarily feed on human males, using their enchanting voices to lure prey into the sea... the main culprits who isolated the Southern Continent from surrounding lands.

        

        They first appeared in Part 2 of the story, encountered several times during the middle boss storyline, sometimes fought against, sometimes received help from.

        

      

      
        In the middle boss's backstory from Part 2, a nobleman traveling by ship falls into the sea and is on the verge of death when a siren sees him and falls in love at first sight—a cliché story.

        

        Edel seemed to have taken a liking to that tale.

        

        So Edel came on a beach date with me but was scheming to meet another woman.

        

        While I was trying to save his life, swallowing my embarrassment to give him artificial respiration...

        

        He was pretending to be unconscious, feigning death, during our ocean date just to see another woman?

        

        So he did exactly what I told him NOT to do, AGAIN!?

        

        The heat that had been boiling inside me subsided as if it were a lie.

        

        Instead, it cooled so drastically that it made Edel tremble as if frost had settled on the beach.

        

        "Is that so? Why don't you go date a siren then? Kiss her, taste her, do whatever you want? Was I interrupting? Should I throw you back into the ocean?"

        

        I glared coldly at Edel with a curt tone.

        

        As if daring him to continue speaking.

        

        One wrong word, and I was prepared to send him to the bottom of the ocean to meet not a siren, but a kraken.

        

        "That won't be necessary. Regardless of how I fell into the water, you were the one who saved me. You're my siren."

        "Are you playing word games with me? As if I'd fall for such..."

        "With eyes like jewels."

        

        Edel's fingertip pointed to my eyes.

        

        "And a beautiful voice."

        

        Then traced down my nose to my lips.

        

        Though he didn't touch me, I could almost feel a warm sensation transmitted to my lips through his fingertip.

        

        That warmth approached me gently, like it was coaxing my frozen self, accompanied by Edel's words.

        

        "To me, there's no difference between a siren and Estel. No, actually, I prefer Estel much more than any siren."

        "...Prefer?"

        "You're strong. You cook well. You smell sweet when I'm near you. And you even taught me about pure love. A siren couldn't do that."

        

        I suppose that's true...?

        How strong could a siren be anyway?

        Living in the sea, could they even handle fire?

        They'd be lucky if their food didn't smell fishy, let alone cook well.

        

        As for the sweet smell... that was borderline harassment, but...

        

        Since we'd discussed the same issue before meeting the Saint, I felt less embarrassed about it.

        

        "Fine then. Whatever..."

        

        I wasn't the type to be appeased by a few obvious statements, but somehow, without realizing it, the corners of my mouth had turned upward, and my glare had softened.

        

        "But... why are you on top of me? You seemed quite urgent. Why don't you continue what you were doing? I don't mind."

        

        Just when I was considering letting it slide, Edel made another frivolous comment, making me contemplate hitting him.

        

        This guy... he knows exactly what I was about to do.

        

        Pretending to be innocent, pretending not to know, pretending in every possible way while trying to manipulate me—I could see right through Edel's scheme.

        

        Did he think I would give him artificial respiration? Not a chance.

        

        I've grown too.

        I won't be swayed or flustered by Edel's devious tactics anymore.

        

        "You think I don't know? If you're going to just lie there, there won't be any date. Get up or don't!"

        

        I rose from Edel's body and gracefully stepped onto the long stretch of beach.

        

        In situations like this, ignoring him is the best strategy.

        

        "Wait. Wait, Estel."

        

        See?

        

        As they say, the one who needs it more digs the well. Edel's footsteps followed behind me.
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        "Estel, how long are we going to just walk? Wasn't this supposed to be a beach date?"

        

        A dissatisfied voice followed as I walked along the beach holding Edel's hand. It seemed he wasn't pleased that we were just walking despite my promise of a beach date.

        

        "You don't understand romance. The first step of a beach date is walking hand-in-hand along the shore—that's the golden rule, you know?"

        

        As I swung our joined hands for emphasis, Edel's arm—which looked at least three times thicker than mine—creaked as it followed my movement.

        

        "Romance? Golden rule? Don't use difficult words. And there was nothing about beach walks in the books."

        

        This is what happens with people who only know theory but have no practical experience...

        

        I stopped walking to respond to Edel's passive and frustrating mindset.

        

        "Tsk. You're mistaken if you think dating is limited to what's written in books. It's about feeling nature while holding hands with your lover as you stroll along the beach. How the wind feels. The sensation of sand beneath your feet. Tasting the saltiness of the sea breeze together."

        

        The wind blowing across the sea created sounds as beautiful as a siren's song.

        

        My hair fluttered pleasantly in the warm breeze that was neither cold nor humid.

        

        Not just the wind, but the waves that rhythmically wet the shore like a metronome tickled my ankles, bringing a smile to my face.

        

        "Can't we do that without it being a date? I want to know what a date is."

        "What's so special about a date? Just doing something together is already a date. Even just walking like this makes your heart flutter. Ordinary things look beautiful. And seeing your lover reflected in beautiful things—that's what a date is."

        

        In Venetia, I had panicked at the sudden request for a date, but not now.

        

        I had made plans to avoid being flustered and making mistakes like last time.

        

        I had intended to follow what was in the books as Edel wanted... but with him looking so dissatisfied, I had no choice but to switch to Plan B.

        

        "So how is it?"

        "Huh? How's what?"

        

        While I was completely revising my date plan in my head, Edel asked with his usual insensitive expression.

        

        "How does Estel feel? The wind, waves, sand. Whose image do you see reflected in nature?"

        

        How do I feel?

        When the wind blowing from the south gently rustles my hair, what I feel is...

        

        "Joshua... maybe?"

        

        Crossing by boat would be impossible, but Joshua, who can use magic, is probably flying around the southern continent by now.

        

        The blue sea's color reminded me of Joshua's hair gently fluttering in the breeze.

        

        I wonder if he's traveling well?

        I hope he's eating properly.

        Would he firmly refuse if Leo asked to just hold hands?

        

        I'd rather not be called a grandmother already.

        

        Come to think of it, it's hard to believe it's been over a month since I last saw Joshua.

        

        When Joshua first left on his journey, I was so lovesick I thought I might die... but now the days pass so quickly that sometimes I don't even think about Joshua.

        

        My eyes naturally turned to Edel.

        

        If Edel hadn't asked me to teach him about pure love, time wouldn't have passed this quickly.

        

      

      
        I had been feeling hopeless at the thought of waiting another 100 years for the original story to begin after Joshua's passing, but with Edel by my side... 100 years seemed like nothing.

        

        Meanwhile, Edel's expression, which had been insensitive, filled with dissatisfaction again, apparently displeased with my answer.

        

        "What's with that look?"

        "Didn't Estel say it? During a date, focus on your partner. Don't think about other women."

        

        I certainly did say that.

        But that was advice for men on dates, not something that applied to me...

        

        "Umm... did I say that?"

        

        I hesitated at Edel's serious and stern expression, which was somehow not unpleasant.

        

        Wait, could it be... he's upset because I didn't say his name?

        

        It seemed Edel was quite displeased that Joshua's name came from my lips instead of his own.

        

        "I'll ask once more. Who comes to mind?"

        

        As if giving me one last chance, Edel grabbed my shoulders with both hands to prevent me from escaping and leaned in to ask.

        

        As I had said, the person who should come to mind isn't Joshua, but the name of the date partner beside me... Edel seemed to want that.

        

        Hehehe.

        Does he think I'll give in that easily?

        

        "Hehehe. Who could it be? Leo perhaps? Nix? Or maybe Sion?"

        "I'm not in the mood for jokes. Aren't we on a date right now?"

        

        Perhaps because witches tend to become mischievous at times like this, I found myself grinning like a witch and teasing Edel.

        

        "I'm kidding, Edel. You come to mind."

        

        I was about to tease him more but decided to give him the answer he wanted, worried he might learn such pranks himself.

        

        "Hmm. Is that so? I suppose that's right. Beach walks aren't bad after all. For the record, I think of Estel too."

        "Ah... yes. Right. Thanks for that..."

        

        Like a middle child among triplets wanting to monopolize parental love, Edel's expression softened only after hearing the answer he wanted.

        

        Though he tried to maintain his expressionless face, the corners of his mouth twitched, unable to hide his feelings.

        

        ***

        

        After enjoying various beach activities like swimming and building sand castles, we moved on to the main date plan.

        

        A date doesn't have to involve running around the beach playing "catch me if you can."

        Or embarrassingly applying oil to each other.

        

        It doesn't need to include awkward actions like deliberately interlocking fingers or linking arms.

        

        In Venetia, I was caught off guard by the sudden date proposal and went along aimlessly, being dragged here and there defensively, but now I'm different!

        

        With that in mind, on the deserted island where only Edel and I existed, THUD. THUD. THUD.

        An intense impact sound that hardly seemed like hammering resonated from Edel's fingertips.

        

        "Estel. Is building a camp also part of dating?"

        

        Edel asked, watching my reaction as he completed the travel tent by driving support pins deep into the ground.

        

      

      
        "After having fun at the beach, you need to rest, right? And when you magically set up a tent perfectly, your partner will be super impressed! That's what pure love is about."

        

        This date wasn't just about having fun; it was also considering Edel's future marriage.

        

        After all, if someone comes to the beach but only knows how to play and can't do anything practical... from my perspective, there's nothing more unappealing.

        

        How could I accept Edel becoming a useless husband?

        

        "I see. I understand perfectly."

        "Really? You truly understand?"

        "The point is that rest is important in dating. It's similar to battle in that way."

        

        When I glared at him with half-closed eyes, he gave an answer that was about half correct.

        

        I had explained it clearly, but he seemed to have misunderstood... still, he got half of it right, so I decided to let it go.

        

        "If you understand, get moving. We'll eat when we're done. You can look forward to fresh seafood straight from the source."

        "Seafood...? Can fish be cooked and eaten too?"

        "Of course. And not just fish! I'll feed you plenty, so look forward to it. I'll teach you everything from preparing fish to cooking them."

        

        Edel's eyes lit up at the mention of food, and he began moving busily.

        

        From setting up the tent to installing the hammock, arranging my handmade brazier and grill, and stacking firewood for the campfire that would conclude the evening—a scene straight out of a campsite from my previous life took shape, bringing a satisfied smile to my face.

        

        It would have been nice if Joshua and Leo were here too.

        

        Not that I dislike enjoying time with Edel, but I had originally wanted to enjoy a vacation with Joshua and Leo.

        

        I couldn't help feeling a strange sense of regret.

        

        When Joshua returns from his journey, I'll insist we go on a trip together.

        

        "Estel, what's that? Is it a weapon?"

        

        Setting aside my regrets, I pulled a fishing rod from my inventory, triggering Edel's curiosity. The long, spear or bow-like fishing rod seemed to have stimulated the black knight's instincts.

        

        "You don't know? This is called a fishing rod. Just as you use a sword in battle, you use a fishing rod at sea."

        

        Even if this is 200 years before the original story, fishing rods should exist in the demon realm too... But it seems the rod was unfamiliar to Edel, who knows nothing but fighting.

        

        Well, I suppose everything except weapons and armor would be unfamiliar to Edel.

        

        "A fishing rod? It doesn't look like an ordinary wooden stick."

        "Hehehe. You have a good eye! This fishing rod is made with spider silk from Arachne as the line, and has overlapping magic circles to ensure it never breaks..."

        "Do we really need such an item to catch fish? Swinging a magic sword in the sea would catch hundreds of fish at once."

        "What did you just say? Do you know how many people you've just offended?"

        

        As someone who enjoyed fishing in my previous life, I couldn't let Edel's words slide.

        

        How dare he dismiss my efforts and those of hundreds of fishing enthusiasts!?

        

        "Fishing is about the thrill! It's a battle of patience! A struggle with nature! Do you understand the feelings of a grandfather who lost fish to a shark!? How can you compare that to swinging a magic sword once?"

        "I don't understand what you're saying... but is fishing also related to pure love?"

        "Of course it is! Pure love is also a battle of patience! This won't do. Today I'll show you the true taste of fishing. Follow me."

        

        I couldn't let this disrespect stand.

        

        I grabbed Edel's hand almost forcefully and hurried toward the shore.

        

        I'm sorry to Edel's future wife, but I have no choice but to teach him the true joy of fishing!

      

    

  
    
      Ch.162The Witch and the Black Knight (39)Jun 11, 2025

      
        Annoying. Annoying. Annoying.

        

        For an hour, I'd been staring at my unresponsive fishing rod on the deck of a massive boat—large enough to be mistaken for a fishing vessel—made of logs connected by magic circles, trying to suppress my irritation.

        

        It's common for fish not to bite for an hour when fishing, but...

        

        "I see. So this is fishing. It certainly has its charm. For the first time, I understand why people enjoy pure love."

        

        With Edel beside me, constantly catching fish one after another, how could I not be annoyed?

        

        I had only shown him once, yet every time he cast his line, fish would leap up.

        

        Not only was he regularly catching tuna as thick as his forearm, but even sharks from who knows where. At this rate, I wondered if he might catch a whale next.

        

        Meanwhile, I hadn't caught a single fish, not even a minnow, and could only stare helplessly at my fishing rod...

        

        Why? Why do they only bite for Edel!?

        Edel, who's fishing for the first time, is catching them left and right, but why not meeeee...!

        

        "Estel, how's it going?"

        "...Are you mocking me? Hmph. I'm concentrating, so don't disturb me."

        

        Edel approached leisurely after reeling in yet another fish, and I couldn't stand the sight of him.

        

        Just you wait.

        I'll catch a whale that will make sharks look like nothing.

        

        As I radiated my crumpled frustration, Edel retreated to his spot as if fleeing.

        

        "Estel, I'll give you this one."

        "......"

        

        Afterward, Edel placed a tuna beside me and cautiously gauged my reaction.

        

        From a fisherman's perspective, it looked like he was challenging me to a competition... but how would Edel know that?

        

        I had agreed to teach him fishing, yet instead of praising his success, I was getting thoroughly annoyed. Somehow, I felt unsightly.

        

        What should I say?

        Should I lighten the mood with food?

        

        "Edel..., are you hungry? Should we eat something first?"

        "I was just getting hungry. Which fish shall we eat?"

        

        Edel eagerly took the bait I casually threw.

        

        I may have failed at fishing, but I caught you without fail, Edel.

        

        I'm not sure if I should call this touching or just simple, but thanks to him, the uncomfortable atmosphere I created was instantly cleared.

        

        "How about the tuna you gave me? It's fresh and plump, so it should be delicious."

        

        When I picked up the tuna and cut open its belly in one go, the roe inside spilled onto the floor. I thought the belly seemed unusually plump—it was a fish in spawning season.

        

        "Can we eat that too?"

        "Of course. It's highly nutritious. Is this beginner's luck?"

        "Am I lucky? All the fish I caught had plump bellies. I thought they were all like that."

        

        I almost lost my composure at Edel's statement, which was practically a flex... but an even more disturbing thought crossed my mind.

        

        If all of them had plump bellies, could it be...?

        

        I tossed aside the tuna in my hand and checked the condition of the fish Edel had caught.

        

        Every single one had a plump belly, and when I cut them open, roe spilled out.

        

        I didn't even need to cut them open.

        Just poking their bellies with my finger made them flap around and expel their eggs. They looked like they were begging for external fertilization.

        

        Even the ones that weren't in spawning season were gradually inflating their bellies... and pathetically flapping their fins toward Edel.

        

        "......"

        

        For some reason, all I could see were "aroused females" trying to seduce Edel.

        

        "Edel, you...!"

        "What's wrong? Isn't it good if they have eggs?"

        

        Yes, it's good...!

        I slapped my forehead, not knowing how to explain this.

        

        What is he, really?

        Could he actually be an incubus?

        Does he emit some pheromone that attracts females regardless of species?

        

        At this rate, he might catch a siren too.

        

      

      
        Despite Edel's animal-like charm, it seemed absurd that fish would be swooning over him.

        

        The reason why I couldn't catch anything while Edel caught everything could only be explained by the fish voluntarily rushing toward a superior male.

        

        Even I thought it made no sense, but... come to think of it, in Venestia, women would stop in their tracks and stare blankly at him as he passed by.

        

        And that vampire was after Edel too.

        

        If I didn't stay by Edel's side, second and third Emilies might appear to interfere with his pure love.

        

        Like these fish, they would eye him, hoping to somehow enter Edel's dating pool.

        

        Right. This is all for Edel's pure love.

        

        With that in mind, I instantly burst the fish that were blatantly eyeing Edel and inflating their bellies.

        

        "Is that also a preparation method?"

        "No. The fish were all spoiled."

        "I see. That's a shame."

        

        Only after clearing away what had just been fish did my troubled mind calm down.

        

        "Estel, can we eat this one? It seems quite fresh."

        

        While I was clearing away the fish, Edel's excited voice continued, apparently having caught another one.

        

        No doubt it would be another fish forcibly entering spawning season.

        

        Since Edel seemed hungry, I turned around, intending to prepare some sashimi...

        

        Splash, splash.

        A brilliantly blue tail fin moved vigorously.

        

        Above what should not exist on a fish—a pelvis—human skin was nakedly exposed.

        

        Blue hair the same color as the fins clung seductively to Edel's shoulder, wet with moisture, and sapphire-like blue eyes stared intently at Edel.

        

        In human terms, she looked about 15 years old.

        

        Her slender arms wrapped around Edel's nape, holding her in a princess carry position.

        

        The siren, with her upper body completely bare and pressed against Edel's chest, blushed like a girl in love and repeatedly opened and closed her mouth.

        

        "Can we eat sirens too?"

        "It's spoiled. Throw it away immediately."

        "It's spoiled even though I just caught it? Wouldn't it be fine if we cooked it thoroughly? If you prepared it, Estel, I'm sure it would be delicious."

        

        Edel seemed to view the siren only as food... but the siren felt differently.

        

        She was breathing heavily and constantly rubbing her modest chest against Edel's body.

        

        Just as the lore says sirens leave bite marks on the necks of their chosen mates, she was trying desperately to mark Edel's nape with her small jaw.

        

        "Man. Me. Make. Babies."

        

        To make matters worse, she was explicitly requesting to mate in broken speech...

        

        A second Emily... no, a devil worse than Emily was trying to ruin Edel's pure love.

        

        Even if the siren didn't meet Edel's ideal type.

        Even if Edel only thought of the siren as food.

        I couldn't stand by and watch the siren's outrageous behavior any longer.

        

        "Get off him right now!!!!"

        

        I pulled out Triceratops, emitting an ominous aura.

        

        The siren should have been startled and fled at the sight of Triceratops... but instead, she burrowed deeper into Edel's embrace and gave him a pleading look, begging for protection.

        

        That... that fish-woman!?

        

        At this rate, I would be no different from an evil witch interfering with their love.

        

        As if to confirm this, the sea began to churn.

        

        The calm waves and warm breeze suddenly transformed into a violent storm that rocked the boat.

        

        Thunder roared through the dark clouds that had gathered overhead, instantly overturning the peaceful atmosphere.

        

        With the siren firmly attached to Edel, I could neither use magic nor wield Triceratops, and could only stamp my feet in frustration.

        

        "Edel, you really...!"

        

        I felt slightly upset with Edel for still holding the siren in his arms despite my telling him to throw her away.

        

        "Estel."

        

      

      
        Amid the loud rain and thunder, Edel's voice rang out clearly.

        

        With his usual insensitive gaze and a small smile meant to reassure me.

        

        "It does seem spoiled. The fishy smell is strong. It wouldn't taste good even if we ate it."

        

        Finally, Edel grabbed the siren by her hair, removed her from his embrace as if checking the freshness of a fish, and then...

        

        "Ugh... Maaaaan!?"

        

        He threw the siren far into the sea with all his might.

        

        I did tell him to throw her away, but I didn't mean by her hair...

        

        Hehehe. Serves her right.

        

        A tiny bit of guilt toward the siren arose in me.

        

        Contrary to my insincere concern, as the siren got farther away, Triceratops' mana gradually decreased, and when she pitifully fell into the sea, it reverted to an ordinary broom.

        

        "Why don't you calm down now? I'm sorry for not considering your feelings."

        "W-who said I was angry!? I'm perfectly fine!"

        

        I hid Triceratops behind my back and feigned innocence, though it wouldn't work.

        

        "The weather. Isn't it like this because you're angry?"

        "What about the weather? I didn't do this!"

        

        My senses finally returning, I slowly looked around.

        

        It's true that everything had turned gloomy since I pulled out Triceratops, but I couldn't manipulate the weather just because I got a little angry.

        

        "Wait. Could it be..."

        

        Come to think of it, I'd seen a similar situation before. In Aria Chronicle 2, when the field boss Kraken appeared, the calm sea would churn and fierce lightning would strike...

        

        "KUWOOOONG!!!"

        

        Just like that.

        

        Massive tentacles began to emerge one by one from the depths of the sea.

        

        Rising high into the sky like a waterspout, the Kraken revealed itself in the middle of the tentacles, rolling its many split eyes in all directions.

        

        "How? The Kraken should be..."

        

        It should be sealed away with the Sea Witch!

        

        I couldn't finish my sentence as I lost my balance in the rough currents.

        

        Though I managed to keep the boat from capsizing with magic, if the Kraken swung its tentacles, we could be submerged at any moment, either physically or by the waves.

        

        "Edel, let's teleport back first!"

        

        The Kraken shouldn't have awakened for another 200 years...

        It shouldn't be awake yet.

        

        So I called out to Edel, intending to return to land first and assess the situation.

        

        But Edel was staring intensely at the Kraken with flashing red eyes, just like when he first saw me.

        

        The eyes of someone who has spotted a powerful opponent.

        Edel's fighting spirit was directed at the Kraken.

        

        "Edel, are you thinking of fighting the Kraken..."

        "Estel. Can we eat that? Wait. I'll catch a truly fresh one this time!"

        

        Not fighting it, but eating it?

        

        "You need a magic sword, not a fishing rod...!!!"

        

        I didn't think Edel would lose to the Kraken, but he had no chance rushing in with just a fishing rod and his bare body.

        

        I tried to urgently call him back, but Edel had already surrounded himself with magical energy and leaped toward the Kraken.

        

        And as he flew straight toward the Kraken's face.

        

        Gulp.

        

        He was swallowed whole by the Kraken.

        

        As if it had been targeting Edel from the start, the Kraken's massive body quickly disappeared beneath the sea.

        

        "Edel? Edel!?!?"

        

        It happened so suddenly.

        Only my pitiful scream echoed quietly across the now-calm sea, where I was left alone.
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        # 'If the First Act Boss Fights the Second Act Boss, Who Wins?'

        

        A common hypothetical scenario in game series or other creative works.

        

        Aria Chronicle was no exception.

        

        With a game spanning from Part 1 to over 10 parts, there were plenty of bosses, leading to frequent debates.

        

        In the past, I might have munched on popcorn while watching a battle between the Black Knight and the Kraken.

        

        However, now I couldn't simply enjoy this situation.

        

        Far from enjoying it, I felt a chill down my spine as I frantically looked around the sea surface for any sign of Edel.

        

        Especially since this was Edel, who was learning about pure love from me.

        

        Especially since this was Edel, who seduced every female creature from fish to sirens.

        

        Especially since this was... Edel, who was on a date with me.

        

        Rather than wondering why the Kraken, who should have remained sealed for another 200 years, had appeared now and dragged Edel underwater... my mind was filled with just one worry.

        

        By now, Edel should have emerged brandishing the Kraken's massive tentacle as a trophy, but the sea remained eerily calm, fueling my negative thoughts.

        

        Yet there was a good reason I hadn't immediately jumped into the sea to rescue Edel.

        

        His pranks had been getting worse by the day.

        This time, he might be scheming underwater just to get mouth-to-mouth resuscitation from me.

        

        Moreover, I had faith that Edel couldn't possibly lose to the Kraken.

        

        Think I'll fall for the same trick twice?

        I'm not coming to save you this time.

        

        "E-Edel! Listen carefully. I'm not helping you. Come out now. Otherwise, I won't cook for you!"

        

        I infused my voice with mana so Edel, hiding underwater, could hear me.

        

        For someone obsessed with food like Edel, he should have surfaced like a dolphin if he didn't want to go hungry...

        

        But why?

        After 5 minutes.

        After 10 minutes.

        

        I grew increasingly anxious, arms crossed, fingers tapping.

        

        Damn... why?

        

        The title of "Strongest Black Knight of the Four Heavenly Kings" wasn't just for show...

        

        If it weren't for that thing commonly called a woman's intuition gnawing at my heart... I would have waited another hour.

        

        What if...

        What if the Kraken was female?

        

        When fishing, he'd strangely caught all kinds of female fish, and even had sirens clinging to him wanting to mate...

        

        I couldn't shake the disturbing thought that Edel, naive about mating, might be violated by the Kraken's tentacles without understanding what was happening.

        

        'Dad, what's that creature with only two legs?'

        'She was once a witch who taught me about pure love.'

        'Really? Oh! Mom says it's time to eat!'

        'I see. I hope it's sperm whale today. Sorry, Estel. I must go have dinner with my lovely family. Farewell.'

        

        I even imagined Edel coldly passing by me among baby Krakens...

        

        "Edel!?!? Wait just a little longer!! I-I'll come save you!!!"

        

        I feared my delusions might become reality if I waited any longer.

      

      
        

        You think I taught you about pure love just to hand you over to the Kraken!?

        

        With a scream-like shout, I dove straight into the sea.

        

        I couldn't let Edel's innocence... his pure love, be given to a Kraken instead of a siren.

        

        The Mercy of the Sea.

        A treasure that allows one to breathe underwater and communicate with sea creatures just by possessing it.

        

        Holding the gem that supposedly protects against deep-sea pressures, I plunged deep into the ocean.

        

        Past the epipelagic zone into the mesopelagic zone where light couldn't penetrate.

        

        The Kraken had made its nest in the Lavinia Trench between the Southern and Eastern continents, so I needed to go even deeper.

        

        'Edel, please don't be getting trained by tentacles or discovering strange new fetishes!?'

        

        As I descended into the lightless depths, my mind filled with increasingly bizarre delusions.

        

        Each time, pink mana exploded, propelling me faster.

        

        Faster.

        Every second counted.

        

        Since men typically finish in 5 to 10 minutes, I might witness the Kraken getting pregnant if I didn't hurry.

        

        That absolutely cannot happen.

        You think I'd hand Edel over!?

        

        Upon reaching the deep Lavinia Trench, I activated a magic circle, intending to find the Kraken's nest.

        

        When the magic circle I'd used against vampires illuminated the lightless deep sea with pink light, I widened my eyes at the unexpected sight.

        

        The Kraken's tentacles were scattered everywhere, sinking as they spewed red blood.

        

        From the severed tentacle ends, Edel's familiar demonic energy greeted me.

        

        O-Of course!

        There's no way Edel would have been defeated so easily!

        

        I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief.

        

        Come to think of it, I had automatically assumed Edel had been defeated and violated by the Kraken.

        

        But who is Edel?

        A Part 1 boss can't lose face by being defeated so easily!

        

        As I escaped the worst-case scenario where Edel lost both his chastity and pure love to tentacles, my mind lightened, only to be gripped by the second-worst scenario.

        

        ...But where is Edel?

        

        This is the deep sea.

        A zone where humans cannot maintain their form without protection.

        

        Even if Edel is a demon... even if he's protecting himself with demonic energy, he couldn't last long here.

        

        "Edeeel!! When I find you, you're getting more than just a beating!!!!"

        

        I shouted with mana so Edel might hear if he was nearby, but only the heavy silence of the deep sea responded.

        

        It seemed to mock me, as if asking how I planned to find Edel in this vast ocean.

        

        ***

        

        Despite the sea's mockery, it didn't take long to find Edel.

        

        I learned his whereabouts from deep-sea fish and a sperm whale that was fortunately enjoying giant squid at the bottom of the mesopelagic zone.

        

      

      
        "Estel, this should be edible, right?"

        "......"

        

        In an air pocket within a submerged cave known as the Sirens' Sanctuary, located in the underwater ruins of the Attila Kingdom, Edel greeted me with a bright smile, perfectly fine, holding one of the Kraken's tentacles.

        

        That would have been fine.

        

        If he hadn't been surrounded by dozens of lustful sirens—practically every creature living in the sea—I might have hugged him out of relief at seeing him unharmed.

        

        "...I was a fool to worry."

        "Did you think I would lose to something like a Kraken? Hehe. I am the Black Knight. And I'm growing stronger as I learn about pure love. Ah, sorry about the fishing rod. I broke it while fighting the Kraken."

        

        I had thought sirens were better than the Kraken, but seeing this scene with my own eyes irritated me.

        

        While I was anxiously worried about Edel being ravished by the Kraken or eaten by the sea... he was here frolicking among sirens?

        

        "Enjoying being surrounded by sirens? Why don't you just live with them then?"

        "Estel, calm down. It was my first time going so deep underwater. The pressure was no joke. Fortunately, I met these sirens who helped me get here to catch my breath. Please believe me..."

        

        Edel's voice grew progressively smaller, like a husband caught cheating.

        

        The Siren's Blessing.

        A skill that allows free movement underwater for someone they love.

        

        Which meant someone here—perhaps all of them—had feelings for Edel. The only certainty was the young siren who couldn't join the group and was casting longing glances from afar.

        

        "Male. Male...! Look at me!"

        

        The flirtatious young siren who had first been caught by Edel and nearly bitten on the neck was desperately calling for his attention.

        

        I almost exploded with mana at the sight but exercised maximum patience.

        

        Stay calm. Be patient.

        After all, thanks to the sirens, Edel was safe.

        

        Saving my elixir too, I guess.

        Anyway, Edel is just too handsome.

        

        As the Witch of Love, I could generously overlook their attraction to an unattainable ideal.

        

        The fact that Edel was talking normally to me, despite being in a situation where he could easily fall under the sirens' charm, was worth consideration.

        

        Moreover, Edel was creating a barrier with his demonic energy to keep the sirens at bay, and he was looking only at me, not once glancing at the exposed upper bodies of the female sirens.

        

        An inexplicable winner's smile formed on my lips.

        

        "I believe you. You're not one to lie. Let's go back. We still have a date to finish, right?"

        

        I wanted to leave this terrible sea as quickly as possible, despite coming here for a date.

        

        When we get back, I should attach a tracking device to Edel...

        

        My heart couldn't take him disappearing like this every time.

        

        "Woman. You can't take the man."

        

        The siren with the largest chest and impressive purple scales blocked my path.

        

        Unlike the young siren, she spoke human language precisely—Violet, the siren who helped Zion and Aria bring peace to the sea in the original story.

        

        At any other time, I would have been delighted to meet a character from the original work...

        

        But right now, in my eyes, both the Kraken and Violet were just obstacles trying to ruin Edel's pure love.

        

        "I'm not familiar with fish language, so could you repeat that?"

        

        The mana I had been restraining suddenly burst forth, choking the siren.
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        "N-no... can't take... the man...!"

        

        As the mana density in the air increased, the sirens collapsed one by one, but Violet managed to stay conscious and continued speaking until the end.

        

        "Lapis has... awakened... Must... tell her! Ugh!"

        

        Violet finished her sentence with difficulty, coughing up blood.

        

        Lapis.

        The Sea Witch.

        

        I know her awakening is signaled by the Kraken's appearance. The Kraken was sealed along with Lapis, after all.

        

        But what does that have to do with Edel?

        Are they trying to offer Edel to Lapis?

        Do they think I'd allow that?

        

        Thoughts I couldn't have imagined before meeting Edel raced through my mind.

        

        Like, killing all the sirens... or permanently banishing the Sea Witch Lapis to the deepest depths of the ocean... Such impulses that would disrupt the original pure love story surfaced with a sharp pain in my chest.

        

        "Urgh... Lapis, that poor child..."

        

        Unable to endure any longer, Violet collapsed to the floor. Yet my mana continued to thicken, constricting Violet's breathing.

        

        I continued releasing mana even though I knew that any more would kill the sirens.

        

        Everything that interferes with Edel's pure love...

        

        "Estel. Perhaps you should stop."

        "Huh...?"

        

        Suddenly, Edel's voice resonated deeply throughout the cave walls.

        

        The torrent of mana that threatened to collapse the cave subsided as it became entangled with Edel's voice.

        

        I was no different from the mana itself.

        

        The raging thoughts were washed away, bringing me back to my senses, though a dumbfounded voice escaped my lips. It was because Edel had approached and brought his face close to mine.

        

        "W-wait! You're not dead?!"

        

        Simultaneously realizing what I had done, I hurriedly approached Violet to check her condition.

        

        Thank goodness.

        She's not dead yet.

        

        Without the sirens, the ocean storyline in Part 2 would face serious difficulties...

        

        My heart sank at the thought that I had almost ruined Sion and Aria's pure love story.

        

        "Estel, why don't we listen to what the sirens have to say?"

        

        While I was giving potions to help the sirens regain consciousness, Edel said something I couldn't ignore.

        

        It was because of him that I caught these sirens in the first place...!

        

        I felt wronged, as if I had become a vicious witch interfering with their relationship.

        

        "The Sea Witch. Lapis. Kraken. Sirens. They all appeared in the book. At first I thought nothing of it, but the current situation is remarkably similar to the book's content. Don't you think?"

        "I-is that so...?"

        

        My shoulders twitched involuntarily.

        

        I was afraid that this fool might have realized that everything written in the book was actually about future events.

        

        Anyway, Edel wouldn't be in this world when Part 2 begins... I had intended to teach him about pure love through that story...

        

        It wouldn't be a huge problem if Edel knew the future, but I worried he might seek out the Southern Witch who led to Aria's corruption and die needlessly.

        

        Edel particularly disliked the Southern Witch.

        

        If he truly discovered the truth, I'd have no choice but to use Ulti to erase his memories...

      

      
        

        "Even I can figure it out."

        "Figure what out...?"

        

        Gulp.

        I swallowed dryly as I waited for Edel's next words.

        

        Simultaneously, a pink Ulti current flickered in my hand, ready to modify Edel's memories if necessary.

        

        "You deliberately arranged everything to match the fairy tale to teach me about pure love, right? So I could learn about pure love by taking Sion's role. Even trying to kill the sirens—Estel, you were taking Aria's place, weren't you?"

        

        When Sion and Aria first encountered the sirens, Aria tried to kill them, and Sion stopped her. I could understand why Edel thought that way.

        

        "Heh heh heh. What do you think? I can now discern your intentions."

        

        Edel laughed like a third-rate villain, his eyes gleaming with confidence.

        

        He looked exactly like a fool asking for praise for getting the right answer.

        

        "Y-yes. That's right... I wanted to keep it a secret, but since you figured it out, I guess there's no helping it!"

        

        For now, I played along so Edel wouldn't notice.

        

        The Ulti current dissipated weakly at Edel's misunderstanding.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm sorry, woman. I didn't know he was taken."

        

        Violet, upon opening her eyes, immediately spouted nonsense.

        

        Taken? By whom?

        Don't tell me... me?

        

        When I silently pointed at my face, the sirens hiding behind Violet all nodded in unison.

        

        The sirens seemed to have decided I wasn't an opponent they could defeat, so they adopted a submissive attitude.

        

        ...Well, I didn't mind.

        

        "But we need a man. A handsome one at that...! So, won't you sell that man to us?"

        

        Now she was looking at Edel like he was merchandise or a slave.

        

        "Sell what?! Is Edel an object? Are you not following the script?"

        

        Unable to humor this nonsense any longer, I bared my teeth threateningly, causing all the sirens to hide behind Violet's narrow shoulders.

        

        When they spoke with Sion and Aria, didn't they ask them to free Lapis from her suffering?

        

        Suddenly asking me to sell Edel.

        I was dumbfounded by such absurdity.

        

        "I know everything. Humans buy and sell other humans for money. We can give you as much money as you want. Cruel?"

        "Yes, sister."

        

        At Violet's command, a siren named Cruel dove into the water.

        

        Shortly after, Cruel emerged carrying a large chest, boldly opening its hinges before me.

        

        Indeed... the chest was filled with gold and treasures. Worth enough to buy not just a few slaves but possibly an entire village.

        

        Probably salvaged from shipwrecks crossing the ocean.

        

        The source was all too obvious.

        

        "How about it? Humans like shiny things, right? If you want, I can give you much more than this."

        

        Violet looked at me with confident eyes. Cruel was already preparing to dive back into the water, suggesting her words were true.

        

        "I'm sorry, but Edel is not for sale. No, I can't sell him. How could I put a price on Edel?"

        "Estel..."

        

      

      
        Seemingly moved by my words, Edel gave me a creepy look.

        

        This guy, getting emotional over something like this now...

        

        But regardless of Edel, I could never give up Edel, who was learning pure love from me firsthand, even if offered half the world.

        

        "Sell me."

        "What? Edel, are you in your right mind?"

        "With that money, we could buy lots of food."

        

        Just as I was giving him a gentle smile, assuring him that would never happen... he came out with such an absurd statement.

        

        Telling me to sell him...

        Edel clearly had no idea what he was saying.

        

        "So you'll sell him to us? How about ten chests? I'll even throw in two more if needed. I can't give more than that."

        "I said NO!!!"

        

        I screamed at Violet, who was quick to jump into price negotiations.

        

        "Why do you want to buy Edel in the first place? Tell me. I might be able to help."

        "Lapis has awakened. Our poor Lapis. She's screaming again, thirsting for love. That's why we need a man. A handsome man who will cherish Lapis."

        

        Quickly changing the subject before I lost my temper with the sirens and Edel's nonsense, Violet began spouting the words that would start the ocean episode.

        

        However, the last sentence was quite different from what I knew.

        

        The original text was:

        'So please help her so she won't suffer anymore.'

        

        It must be because of Edel.

        Now that Edel had enough demonic charm to enthrall even the Kraken, I could understand why the siren's lines had changed.

        

        "Since Lapis became like that, I've studied about love. I learned that wounds caused by love can only be healed by love."

        

        I never knew Violet had such a backstory.

        

        Indeed, as she said, wounds inflicted by love can only be healed by love.

        

        "So please, woman. Sell us the man. I don't want to see Lapis's sorrow anymore. If you want, you can do whatever you want with me."

        

        Violet bowed her head, then prostrated herself completely.

        

        Given the sirens' characteristic of not wearing clothes, this was essentially a naked dogeza, and I involuntarily turned my head away.

        

        I also made sure to cover Edel's eyes, as I couldn't let him see something so provocative.

        

        "No. Absolutely not."

        

        In any case, selling Edel was absolutely out of the question.

        

        "But I can help ensure Lapis doesn't grieve anymore."

        "Is that true?"

        "I am the Witch of Love, after all! Heartbreak is my specialty!"

        

        ...Although I've never experienced heartbreak myself.

        But that's not important right now.

        

        Come to think of it, Lapis's seal should have been broken at least 200 years later. Only then would it align with Sion and Aria's adventure.

        

        If Lapis's seal were broken already, the entire Southern Continent might sink beneath the waves, just like the Kingdom of Atilla...

        

        If that happened, Joshua, who was traveling through the Southern Continent, along with numerous pure love narratives in the Aria Chronicles, could also be submerged.

        

        Since Lapis would be consumed by the witch's curse while sealed and would move according to her own desires, whether I liked it or not, I had to step in regardless of Edel's pure love studies.

        

        "Thank you, woman! Tell me what to do!"

        "Don't call me woman, call me Estel. By the way, have you seen a man with long ears who looks like a human wandering around recently?"

        

        The one who would break the seal must be that elf who's been robbing ruins because he needs vast amounts of money.

        

        I don't know why he broke the seal 200 years early... but to stop Lapis, I needed that elf.
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        Once upon a time, long, long ago.

        There lived a siren named Lapis.

        

        With beautiful navy blue hair that seemed to melt the pitch-black sea, and navy blue eyes like stars scattered across the night sky.

        And a delicate voice that, once heard, could never be forgotten.

        

        She was the treasure of the sea, and the only siren loved by the sea emperor, the Kraken.

        

        The other sirens also loved Lapis, who was flawless in every way.

        

        She was always a beloved being.

        By the sea, by the sirens, by everyone.

        

        That day.

        If she hadn't discovered a man sinking between the wreckage of a ship swept away by the current, Lapis would have been destined to live as a beloved siren until her death.

        

        The moment she fell in love at first sight with the beautiful sight of the man sinking underwater.

        

        The moment when the siren, who had always taken being loved for granted, yearned for someone else's love for the first time.

        

        The moment she threw away everything just to be loved.

        

        Lapis's tragedy began.

        

        But Lapis's love wasn't tragic from the beginning.

        

        After bringing the man to shore, whenever Lapis sang on the moonlit reef, the man would appear as if by appointment, and they would talk through the night.

        

        His every action.

        The gentle voice flowing from his lips. Looking into his eyes that sparkled solely to capture her image, she instinctively knew it was love.

        

        Learning human language and exchanging silly jokes, watching the man being led by Lapis's hand, it felt as if this love would last forever.

        

        'I... love... you.'

        

        The day when Lapis, who had only been loved by others, passionately loved someone for the first time.

        

        Her confession blossomed into the beautiful fruit of love.

        

        It was like a flower blooming in the sea,

        and flowers were always meant to wither.

        

        'Would you give me your beautiful hair?'

        

        It didn't take long for the man to start making demands of Lapis.

        

        Though his eyes showed her image growing faint, it was alright.

        

        Because in Lapis's eyes, the man's image remained clear.

        

        'Yes, gladly. If you would give me a warm embrace.'

        

        The man wanted Lapis's sea-filled hair, and she willingly cut it off and gave it to him.

        

        'Would you give me one of your beautiful eyes?'

        'Yes, gladly. If you would look at me with warm eyes.'

        

        The man wanted Lapis's starry night-like eyes, and she willingly gave him her left eye.

        

        'Would you give me your beautiful voice?'

        'Yes, gladly. If you would call my name with your wonderful voice.'

        

        The man wanted Lapis's noble voice, and she gave him her vocal cords without hesitation.

        

        'Your beautiful scales...'

        '......'

        'Ah, you can't speak anymore. Useless.'

        

        The man's gaze was no longer sweet as before. He regarded Lapis as merely a monster. His gentle voice was gone, as was the warm embrace that had warmed her heart.

        

        When he took out a crude knife to carve off Lapis's scales, she smiled willingly through the burning pain that flared from her lower body.

        

        She believed it was love given by the man.

        

        Having given away even her scales, Lapis was no longer the siren loved by all.

        

        Short hair.

        A hideous single eye sitting emptily in her face.

        Unhealed wounds around her neck and a raw, red lower body.

        

        Other sirens tried to stop Lapis's madness, but she didn't care.

        

        As long as she could be loved by the man...

        She didn't care about others' glances.

        

      

      
        'Lapis, come to your senses. That's not love. Don't you understand yet?'

        

        Even when her sister, Violet, pleaded with tears, Lapis's heart remained unchanged.

        

        Rather.

        

        'Sister, I'm so happy. Whenever I think of him, my heart beats wildly. If this isn't love, what is? Even if he asks for my heart next... I'll gladly give it to him.'

        

        Though she could no longer produce a voice, Violet understood Lapis's intentions from her embrace, but soon turned away.

        

        Even if her only family turned their back on her, Lapis was fine as long as she could receive the man's love.

        

        Lapis climbed onto the reef and sang.

        Having lost her voice, her song was like a monster's scream, making even herself wince, but it was alright.

        

        Because he would appear upon hearing this voice.

        But the man did not appear.

        

        As if the now unsightly Lapis was no longer needed, even after the moon changed its shape and returned to a crescent, there was no sign of him.

        

        'Lazuli. Lazuli. Lazuli. Lazuli...'

        

        Lapis kept repeating the man's name.

        

        If she didn't do that, she felt she would go mad.

        

        Could he be dead? Human lifespans were short, after all. But he wasn't old like other humans or fish.

        

        Then why?

        

        'Lazuli. Why won't you show yourself to me?'

        

        Lapis grew more emaciated with each passing day.

        Her once adorably plump flesh became skeletal, and her remaining eye lost its vitality.

        

        She looked like an anglerfish from the deep sea, and even fish avoided approaching her.

        

        'You think my love has cooled. That's why you won't come to see me.'

        

        But Lapis's heart still beat passionately, and she could instinctively feel that the man was alive somewhere.

        

        Lapis made a decision.

        To go ashore to find the man.

        

        On a night when the moon rose again,

        Lapis painfully crawled along the path where the man had appeared.

        

        Her body dried out as moisture evaporated, and crawling on land added more wounds to her scaleless body, but she didn't care.

        

        Even just once would be enough.

        She intended to meet the man and give him her heart.

        

        With that, she planned to prove that her one and only pure love was eternal.

        

        In the end, Lapis was able to meet the man again.

        However... that meeting did not lead to the ending Lapis desired.

        

        'Oh, witch, as you desired, I have brought the most beautiful hair and eyes in the world. A noble voice and beautiful scales. Now, as promised, will you marry me?'

        'My, you really brought them?'

        

        The man was kneeling before a woman, handing over a small treasure box while speaking.

        

        And in that box were all the things Lapis had given in return for the man's love... carefully preserved.

        

        Lapis didn't care what the man and woman were discussing. Her nails were still sharp enough to carve out her heart.

        

        'Don't tell me you got these from that monster?'

        

        While painfully crawling on the ground, Lapis's eyes met the woman's. And she deliberately ignored the fact that her reflection in the woman's eyes was hideous.

        

        'Ha ha... How could that be? Would something so beautiful come from such a monster?'

        'Really? Somehow it smells fishy... Well, the eye is pretty, so I'll take it. The rest, unfortunately, are rejected.'

        'What do you mean...!'

        

        But Lazuli's words... Lapis couldn't possibly ignore them.

        

        'Eeek! If it weren't for you, monster, I could have married the witch of beauty!'

        

        Monster.

        He called her a monster.

        

        'Guh...?'

        

        A hideous voice that couldn't even form words echoed lowly in the night air, too weak to overcome its weight.

        

      

      
        The man strode over and kicked Lapis. The strong impact nearly made her lose consciousness, but she somehow tried to see his eyes.

        

        Her body was bruised all over, and dark red blood flowed from her empty eye socket. Her remaining eye was blurry, making it difficult to see the man clearly.

        

        Nevertheless, she clearly saw the man's eyes at the end.

        

        In the man's eyes... her image no longer existed, and Lapis realized her love had reached its tragic end.

        

        Her heart ached.

        The heartbeat that had always filled her with happiness when thinking of him now became pain, tormenting Lapis inside and out.

        

        'Guuuh!?'

        

        At last, she shed tears instead of laughter.

        

        As the man's kicks ended and she was left alone under the moonlight, with only the mournful roar of a monster remaining,

        

        'Hmm. That was quite an entertaining performance.'

        

        A girl with pitch-black twin tails dragging on the ground appeared and squatted down to look at Lapis.

        

        'You have quite a talent, don't you? How about it? Don't you want revenge?'

        

        Revenge?

        She didn't know about revenge, but...

        There was one thing. She wanted to be free from this current pain.

        

        She wanted to feel only his pure love, not this pain.

        

        She wanted to give this painful heart to him.

        

        A terrible energy gradually enveloped Lapis from the girl's fingertips. The siren's instinct warned her to flee quickly, but as she was consumed by the energy, her heartbeat was no longer painful.

        

        That day.

        Lapis became a witch.

        

        Lapis, who was exceptionally consumed by the curse immediately in witch history, used that power to sink the entire Kingdom of Atilla, where Lazuli lived, into the sea.

        

        So that he would never leave her again.

        

        Forever.

        

        ***

        

        Although Lapis's rampage was sealed by the sacrifice of the Kraken, she awoke again by the hand of an elf.

        

        "Lazuli. I believed you would come to see me."

        "My name is Ope..."

        "What are you saying? You're Lazuli, aren't you? My love."

        "Haha... Then shall I be Lazuli from today?"

        

        Ope broke out in a cold sweat.

        

        He wasn't sure if cold sweat could be felt underwater... but not only cold sweat, he might have wet himself too.

        

        After all, a monster that looked ready to devour Ope at any moment had thrown herself at him, desperately craving love.

        

        It was impressive that he had maintained his sanity.

        

        'This wasn't in the story...'

        

        Ope recalled the conversation with Joshua and Leo in Bersha.

        

        He had only heard about the sealed ruins underwater. They hadn't mentioned such a monster. He felt cheated.

        

        They say all ruins have dangers lurking, but... the monster before his eyes was truly beyond expectation.

        

        Fortunately, he was still alive because she mistook him for someone named Lazuli, but that wouldn't last long.

        

        "Anything. Tell me. Shall I give you my heart this time?"

        "Ah, no... I, I need treasure..."

        "Treasure, you say...? Wait a moment, my love. I'll bring it to you right away."

        

        The monster's form disappeared in an instant.

        

        He should escape now.

        Ope struggled to leave the underwater area but soon stopped his actions.

        

        If that monster brings money...

        ...it might not be so bad?

        

        They say there's always a silver lining. He thought he should take advantage of what he could use now.

        

        Ope licked his lips at the unexpected stroke of luck.
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        Despite all the talk about helping Lapis and being the Witch of Love, I had no intention of resolving things the way Violet wanted.

        

        After all, Edel learning about pure love was more important than Lapis with her broken heart.

        

        "I've hidden everything, Estel. Will this really save Lapis...?"

        

        After concealing all the chests of treasures she had collected, Violet trailed off with a worried tone.

        

        It seemed she was doubtful whether hiding treasures alone would be enough to save Lapis.

        

        "Of course. Who do you think I am?"

        "The... Witch of Love?"

        "I know everything related to love. I know all about Lapis's story too. So don't worry too much."

        

        This is why I hate perceptive people.

        

        I emphasized again that I was the Witch of Love to dispel Violet's doubts.

        

        I don't know how she studied love, but she seemed to think she couldn't compare herself to the Witch of Love, so she reluctantly nodded.

        

        "Lapis will come rushing for the treasures. Violet, you just need to stall for time with the other sirens as much as possible."

        

        While Lapis was known as the Witch of the Sea... among users, she had another nickname.

        

        The gold-digging fool who only attracts losers.

        

        Though Lazuli might have been her choice, once freed from her seal, Lapis would recognize the first man she encountered as 'Lazuli' due to the witch's curse. Consumed by the curse, she would repeat her past mistakes, giving away everything she had.

        

        Of course, because of the witch's curse, she would expect something in return...

        

        And that pointy-eared fellow would undoubtedly ask for money first.

        

        While Lapis was running around trying to obtain treasures to win Ophe's love, Edel and I needed to go to Ophe.

        

        "Hmph. So we're not fighting."

        

        Edel, who had been watching the whole process, crossed her arms and spoke curtly.

        

        "We can't fight Lapis, though the Kraken would be different."

        

        The Witch of the Sea - Lapis.

        

        She displays tremendous power in the sea. Even if Triceratops's power could tear through sanctuaries, at best we'd barely escape from the sea.

        

        I couldn't let Edel fight such a monster, even if she had defeated the Kraken.

        

        "Sion and Aria fought just fine. This seems different from the fairy tale I read."

        "W-well, about that..."

        

        I averted my gaze from Edel's seemingly insensitive yet sharp eyes.

        

        There were two reasons why Edel couldn't fight Lapis.

        

        First, this was the Aria Chronicle world, which mercilessly bestowed death upon supporting characters. Even if Edel was the Black Knight, one never knew when she might encounter a stronger opponent and die.

        

        Second, I worried that if Edel lost to Lapis, she might ask how to become stronger... and end up kicking pure love to the curb.

        

        After all, she had decided to learn about pure love from me because she had lost in battle.

        

        If Edel lost to someone else, might she abandon pure love and turn her attention elsewhere?

        

        If that happened... the excuse surfaced that all my effort and time so far would interfere with finding the last of the Four Heavenly Kings, the Succubus.

        

        For that reason, I had to explain a valid reason why Edel shouldn't fight Lapis.

        

        "Edel, do you remember the story of the Sea Witch?"

        

        Worried that the sirens might hear, I stood on tiptoe to whisper, and Edel bent down.

        

      

      
        "If you mean the story from the fairy tale, I remember."

        "Then, do you also remember the elf named Ophe at the end? The one who just ordered Lapis around like a sugar daddy."

        "That pointy-eared one?"

        

        Pointy-eared?

        Well, elves do have long ears, so it's not wrong.

        I never expected to hear Edel use the term "pointy-eared," but that's not important right now.

        

        "Anyway, there's another way to resolve things with Lapis besides fighting like Sion and Aria did."

        

        In other words, saving the Sea Witch.

        

        'How can we save Lapis?'

        

        After Lapis's Liz-era illustration was released, users wondered how to save her, and this question eventually came up at an official user meeting.

        

        'Lapis can be saved by Lazuli's truthful words, but the witch's curse will consume even that salvation... So that salvation will be very brief.'

        

        Only Ophe, who had become 'Lazuli,' could temporarily free Lapis from the curse.

        

        It was essentially saying it was nearly impossible in a roundabout way.

        

        After all, Ophe would try to use Lapis just as Lazuli had done.

        

        But that doesn't mean there's no way.

        

        If we're talking about truth,

        The one thing Lapis needs to know is simple: Lazuli no longer exists in this world.

        

        Ophe needed to be the one to tell her that.

        

        "Only Ophe can bring Lapis back to her senses after she's failed in love, been consumed by the curse, and fallen into eternal sorrow. Only Ophe's voice will reach Lapis."

        

        If at that moment, I could use my ultimate to put Lapis's curse to sleep... I could protect not only the original story but also ensure a peaceful sea date.

        

        "Hmm... But what's your point?"

        "It's boring to just follow the story exactly as it appears in the book, right? The protagonist now isn't Sion and Aria, but you, Edel."

        "The protagonist... I see. Heh. That's right."

        

        Pleased by the word "protagonist," Edel smiled happily.

        

        I do wonder if Edel can persuade someone well with words... but if it doesn't work, I can always use my ultimate as a last resort to rewire Ophe's mind.

        

        ...Yes. It's all for Edel's pure love.

        It doesn't conflict with the conditions I set for my ultimate.

        

        Preserving the original story, protecting Edel's pure love, and freeing Lapis from the curse for 200 years.

        

        Isn't that killing three birds with one stone?

        

        "Persuasion, huh? My demon sword has never failed at persuasion. Just trust me, Estel."

        

        As I tried to move away after whispering, Edel gripped her demon sword and gave me a reassuring smile.

        

        "No, no! You can't persuade like that if you want sincerity! I'll teach you what to say. Absolutely no demon sword!"

        

        Are you planning to persuade your wife with a demon sword even after marriage? I absolutely cannot allow that!

        

        ***

        

        Although Ophe taking on Lazuli's role might have stemmed from a small coincidence of merely breaking the seal, it was perhaps something close to fate.

        

        'You want me to lift the curse on the elves? Then bring me a dragon's heart.'

        

        The reason Ophe coveted money was also because of the "Witch of Beauty," Dia. It wasn't that he used Lapis because he was blinded by love like Lazuli.

        

        A mere elf couldn't defeat a dragon, so he needed money to buy a dragon's heart.

        

        However, regardless of Ophe's circumstances, if the same events repeated, not just the Kingdom of Attila but the entire Southern Continent might be submerged underwater.

      

      
        

        The long-neglected witch's curse, on the brink of destruction, was like a ticking time bomb with enough power to destroy the world.

        

        We needed to postpone Lapis's curse until Aria could devour the witch's curse.

        

        "You understand, Edel? Remember what I said and persuade Ophe with a serious tone when you meet him? You must, okay? You know what happens if you bring out the demon sword?"

        "Don't worry. I remember clearly. I can recite it right now if you want. Want to test me?"

        

        Despite giving Edel the answer key on how to persuade Ophe, for some reason, my unease wouldn't subside.

        

        "It's fine. I believe our protagonist won't make such mistakes."

        

        She'll do well.

        Edel isn't foolish enough to fail at something like this.

        

        "Hehe. That's right. I am the protagonist. You can call me Sion, Aria."

        

        Did I praise her too much?

        I frowned at Edel's absurd statement.

        

        If Edel weren't the Black Knight, what's with the Sion talk? No protagonist could compare to her.

        

        "Cut it out, will you? I'll call you Edel. Remember that."

        

        Edel, who was learning pure love from me.

        Edel was enough as Edel.

        

        "By the way, Estel, I have a question."

        "Y-yes? What is it?"

        "Isn't pure love, isn't love supposed to be beautiful and happy? Why has Lapis fallen into eternal sorrow because of love?"

        

        Ah. Right.

        

        Come to think of it, I've only taught Edel the positive aspects of love.

        

        Even with the Saint and the Guardian, I had forced things to show Edel a beautiful pure love...

        

        To Edel, who only knew love as beautiful, happy, and strengthening, Lapis's heartbreak and sorrow must seem very alien...

        

        Edel seemed to have asked the question without much thought, wearing her usual insensitive face, but somehow I felt pressured to explain.

        

        "W-well, about that..."

        

        The end of love isn't always happiness.

        

        I could explain it.

        I could explain it, but...

        

        Like a child caught in a lie, I trailed off and busied myself avoiding Edel's eyes.

        

        Somehow, it felt like I shouldn't tell her.

        

        I was anxious that after learning the dark side of love, Edel might no longer want to learn about pure love from me.

        

        As I was pondering how to escape this situation,

        

        BOOM...

        

        With perfect timing, the sea churned, announcing Lapis's arrival.

        

        "I-I'll teach you about that later!"

        

        There's no benefit in teaching something negative, after all.

        

        I made excuses to myself, saying it was all for Edel's sake.

        

        Then, taking advantage of the chance Lapis had created, I urgently grabbed Edel's hand and jumped into the sea.

        

        Even with Violet distracting Lapis, time would be tight.
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        "When the seal is broken, the most beautiful treasure in the sea will awaken."

        

        Ophe swallowed hard as she recalled Joshua's words at the dock.

        

        She hadn't fully believed what Joshua told her at the harbor...

        

        Who could have known there would be a monster, not treasure?

        

        Well, it was partly Ophe's fault for not suspecting that the gentle-looking lady might be lying...

        

        Then again, Ophe hadn't exactly been honest with Joshua about how to reach the Elven Forest either.

        

        They had both tricked each other, so there was no one to blame.

        

        "Now what should I do..."

        

        Ophe recalled the monster who had left, promising to bring back gold and treasures.

        

        When she first saw the monster's silhouette shrouded in darkness, she thought it might be a siren.

        

        But...

        

        Pale skin reminiscent of a corpse.

        Muscles writhing nakedly between peeled scales.

        The left eye was missing, leaving an empty socket.

        

        It was hideously grotesque, as if someone had captured a siren and tortured it mercilessly.

        

        Was it truly a siren?

        

        Instead of the sweet voice characteristic of sirens, it made sounds as terrible as an ogre's screams... "Monster" was indeed the better term.

        

        Even Ophe, obsessed with money as she was, had enough sense to realize when confronted with the monster's terrible curse... that she might have unleashed something that should never have been set free.

        

        'What are you saying? You're Lazuli, aren't you? My love.'

        

        For now, she was staying alive thanks to the monster's misunderstanding... but who knew how long that would last.

        

        Even for someone like Ophe, life was more precious than money.

        

        ...Though she still needed money. She had to figure out how to grab the treasure and escape from the monster.

        

        [Only truth shall free her from the curse of lost pure love. Otherwise, the same mistake shall be repeated.]

        

        Ophe recalled the inscription that had appeared when she assembled the stone fragments and released the seal.

        

        Based on her extensive experience exploring ruins, the inscription was surely related to the monster.

        

        However, the inscription alone wasn't enough to assess the current situation.

        

        If there were additional clues, they would likely involve Lazuli... but for now, she had no choice but to play along with the monster while looking for a way to escape.

        

        Just then, the calm waters began to stir, just as they had when the monster disappeared, and Ophe steeled herself.

        

        "Estel, is this the place?"

        "We're here. Look."

        

        Starting with an elegant, dignified female voice and a deep, heavy male voice, a pink light illuminated the underwater cave brightly.

        

        "A person? How did you get here..."

        

        Ophe sighed with relief that it wasn't the monster but remained on high alert.

        

        This was the deep sea.

        A mysterious realm inaccessible without the help of spirits.

        

        How could human voices be heard in such a place?

        

        Moreover, she couldn't sense any spirits. Speaking underwater without spirit aid meant... these beings might be even more dangerous than the kraken or monster that had escaped when the seal was broken.

        

        Perhaps a witch, dragon, or ruin guardian...

        

        "Found it."

        

      

      
        With the woman's final words, two figures appeared.

        

        A large man covered in scars displayed his fierce muscles with red eyes downcast.

        

        Beside him emerged a pink-hued woman dressed in attire one might see in a pleasure district.

        

        Her enormous chest, which would make even a High Elf blessed by the World Tree look modest, was barely contained by thin scraps of fabric, aggressively capturing Ophe's attention in a different way.

        

        Seeing them holding hands tightly, they clearly weren't just ordinary acquaintances, so Ophe quickly averted her instinctive gaze.

        

        "Who are you..."

        

        Perhaps they were ruin guardians come to judge her for breaking the seal.

        

        If so, that might be fortunate.

        

        If these ruin guardians had consciousness, she could pretend to be a victim, declare she had no intention of stealing treasure, and ask for a way back to land.

        

        It was time to employ Ophe's unique know-how gained from years of ruin exploration.

        

        Ophe's assumption was half right and half wrong.

        

        Because...

        

        "Now, Edel! Are you ready? You haven't forgotten, have you?"

        "Ahem! Don't rush me. I'll show you my skills."

        

        The man cleared his throat, yielding to the woman's pressure, and approached Ophe.

        

        Skills?

        Was he planning to subdue her by force without any attempt at persuasion?

        

        Ophe swallowed nervously, looking at his massive frame that far exceeded an average adult male and his forearms that were larger than both of Ophe's arms combined.

        

        "Listen well, pointy-ears. Tell Lapis the truth. If you don't, you too will be swallowed by the witch's curse."

        "What do you mean..."

        

        Contrary to Ophe's worried expectations, there was no violence.

        

        Lazuli. Truth. Witch's curse.

        Instead, the man continued with an explanation that elaborated on the words from the inscription.

        

        No doubt about it. These were ruin guardians.

        Ophe inwardly sighed with relief that her prediction was correct.

        

        "If you made a wish to Lapis, never accept it. She will take something much greater than what you wished for. That, g..."

        "Gold and treasures!"

        

        When the man stumbled over his words, he glanced at the woman, who hurriedly supplied the next part.

        

        "Ahem. Yes, gold and treasures are only meaningful if you're alive. If you truly care for the elves, don't lose sight of what's important by being blinded by small things. You understand what I'm saying, right? That's what Estel said."

        "Well done, Edel! You made one mistake, but you pass!"

        

        When the man finished speaking, the woman grabbed his rough hands and shook them up and down, expressing her joy with her whole body.

        

        "Heh. What did I tell you, Estel? I don't lie."

        

        The man also couldn't hide his pleasure as a smile bloomed on his expressionless face.

        

        'If they're not ruin guardians, what are they...?'

        

        Only Ophe, watching this exchange, remained bewildered, unable to follow the current situation.

        

        They seemed too goofy to be ruin guardians.

        

        However, if the information they provided was true... Ophe felt confident she could escape the monster and return to land.

        

        "Hey, how did you know about the sealed ruins? Shouldn't you have wandered a bit more?"

        

        Estel—a name that seemed familiar—approached Ophe with a frown.

        

        Somehow, she seemed to know details about Ophe.

        

        It even felt like she was testing whether Ophe would lie, despite already knowing the answers.

      

      
        

        First, tell them the truth about their questions.

        Ophe decided to calmly navigate this situation.

        

        "About a month ago, I met a woman named Joshua in Bersha who told me the secret of the ruins... but."

        

        As Estel said, Ophe hadn't obtained even the slightest hint about the ruins until meeting Joshua.

        

        Alone, she might have spent well over a hundred years unraveling the secrets of the ruins.

        

        Even knowing the locations of the ten stone fragments, it had taken her a month.

        

        "Joshua told you? How... Ah, right. Joshua must have read the book too. I didn't think of that... Did I send her on a journey for nothing? There are so many dangerous things on the Southern Continent, I hope she's not going around stirring up trouble..."

        

        Estel muttered to herself, shoulders trembling upon hearing Joshua's name.

        

        "You know Joshua?"

        "Of course. She's my daughter."

        

        Daughter?

        

        [Happy item farming♡ -Estel-]

        

        Estel.

        A familiar name.

        The name written on the note was definitely Estel.

        

        And when she had asked Joshua about it, she had averted her gaze and evaded the question...

        

        The scattered threads of the mystery in Ophe's mind came together.

        

        Yes. These weren't ruin guardians.

        

        On the contrary, they were in the same line of work as Ophe, looking to plunder ruins.

        

        Which meant the man's warnings were all... groundwork to steal the treasure from Ophe, who had arrived first.

        

        Joshua must have been part of the setup to lure Ophe.

        It also explained why Estel seemed vaguely familiar with Ophe.

        

        'You plan to use me as a distraction for the monster while you steal the treasure?'

        

        Trying to deceive an elf when you're just a human who won't even live a hundred years.

        

        Ophe maintained her characteristic smiling expression while inwardly grinding her teeth.

        

        With 300 years of ruin hunting experience, she absolutely wouldn't let them steal her treasure.

        

        "What did you ask Lapis for? Money, right?"

        "Yes... well, I asked for gold and treasures."

        "Don't accept it under any circumstances. And tell her: 'I am not Lazuli. Lazuli is already dead. Open your eyes now and face the truth.' Only then can you and the Southern Continent be safe. Lapis has that much power."

        

        Ophe nodded obediently at Estel's instructions while distinguishing truth from lies in her words.

        

        For instance, the part about telling the truth was likely meant to trap Ophe, while the claim about the monster possessing terrifying power was probably true.

        

        "I have no choice. I value my life too. Don't worry."

        

        Ophe chose words that would reassure Estel.

        

        She absolutely could not give up the treasure.

        She needed to earn enormous sums to obtain a dragon's heart.

        

        Estel, who stood in the way of Ophe's goal, was nothing but a thorn in her side.

        

        Don't make a wish?

        Tell the truth?

        Be swallowed by a curse?

        

        Ridiculous.

        

        'Let's see who's being used here.'

        

        A mocking smile rose within the elf's heart.
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        After persuading Ophe, I set up a magic circle with Edel nearby to conceal our presence.

        

        The plan was to quickly use Ultimate when Lapis momentarily awakened from the curse after hearing the truth.

        

        "Did it work out like this?"

        "Of course. Once Lapis arrives, everything will be resolved."

        

        Unlike me, who was excited about succeeding in persuasion without using Ultimate, Edel observed Ophe with a disgruntled expression.

        

        "What if that pointy-eared one doesn't listen?"

        "It'll be similar to what we read in the book. Lapis's curse will gradually devour Ophe, right?"

        "Then battle would be inevitable, as in the book."

        

        Sigh. This is why combat-obsessed fools are...

        

        I thought I'd managed to distract her from fighting by praising her as the protagonist, but Edel refused to give up on battling Lapis and reached for her magic sword again.

        

        "Ophe would have understood what we meant. So give up on fighting."

        

        Ophe is an elf with the skills and instincts to explore infamous high-level dungeons alone and collect treasures.

        

        If she read the inscription on the sealed stone, she would understand our words.

        

        "Hmm... I suppose so. Yes, that must be right."

        

        Edel clenched and unclenched her fist, still pouting.

        I couldn't tell if she was upset because she couldn't fight Lapis or because she couldn't persuade Ophe with her magic sword... But watching her like this, I couldn't help but soften.

        

        "If Ophe ignores the warning and makes a second wish... then I'll let you try persuading her with your magic sword, as you suggested."

        

        My words seemed to improve her mood, as a smile bloomed on Edel's previously frowning face.

        

        In the original story, Ophe made three wishes to Lapis, so we had some leeway until the second wish.

        

        If Ophe falls victim to Lapis's curse but still makes a second wish out of greed... then I'd use not just the magic sword but Ultimate as well.

        

        "Good. Trust in my magic sword."

        "Haah... Alright, I understand."

        

        I sighed deeply, feeling like we were just assuming Ophe would make a mistake.

        

        "By the way, Estel, about the truth we need to tell Lapis."

        "Hm? What about it?"

        "Will simply telling Lapis that Lazuli is dead really bring her back to her senses?"

        

        My eyes wavered at Edel's uncharacteristically sharp question.

        

        It was a bit, no, quite a sore spot for me.

        I had spoken confidently to Edel and Ophe, but...

        

        ...You'd have to experience heartbreak to understand.

        

        What would I do if I were rejected? It was my best solution based on imagining that hypothetical scenario.

        

        "If I were Lapis, I don't think I'd come to my senses just from hearing something like that."

        

        At Edel's words, my heart sank as if I'd been caught in a lie.

        

        I felt as exposed as if I'd been stripped naked without even a swimsuit on.

        

        "D-Did you forget my nickname!? I'm the Witch of Love! I know everything about love, you know?!"

        

        The nerve of someone who didn't even know the word "love" until just a month ago!

        

        Edel continued to stare at me insensitively, but her gaze felt like she was mocking me for trying to teach about pure love when I'd never experienced it myself, making my face flush instantly.

        

        If she were surpassing her teacher, that would be one thing.

        This was clearly disrespect for my authority.

        

        "Then what should I say to bring Lapis back to her senses?!"

        

        That's what I wanted to say, but I held back.

        Even asking such a question would be tantamount to confessing my ignorance about love.

        

        "I apologize. It was presumptuous of me. You are the Witch of Love, after all. Having gone on over a hundred dates, you must know better than I do."

        

        Do you think I'll let you off just because you're apologizing now?

        

        Anything else I might overlook, but this is about love.

        To Edel, who was no better than a primate until just a month ago...!

        

      

      
        While I was fuming to myself, both Edel and I held our breath as we sensed an eerie energy flowing through the water from the entrance of the underwater cave.

        

        "Lazuli, my love. I've brought what you desire."

        

        A sweet whisper of love, carried in a chilling tone, filled the cave.

        

        Eye sockets that seemed to pull one into an even deeper abyss despite already being in the deep sea. From within them, a viscous curse contaminated the water, gradually expanding its territory.

        

        The curse, extending to the tips of her fins, had taken the form of more than ten tentacles, each wrapped around treasure chests that Violet had hidden.

        

        That wasn't all.

        Pale skin without a hint of blood and a body reduced to just skin.

        White bones showed through a tail stripped of all scales,

        and through a large hole between her chest, a horrifying curse had taken the place where her heart should be.

        

        The Sea Witch - Lapis.

        After only seeing her in illustrations, facing her directly... her miserable and grotesque appearance almost made me instinctively cover Edel's eyes.

        

        The recent conversation kept replaying in my mind.

        

        "How is it? Are you satisfied with this?"

        "These treasures..."

        "I told you, didn't I? For Lazuli, I would gladly give even my heart."

        

        Lapis set down the chests wrapped in her tentacles and circled around Ophe like a predator ensuring its prey couldn't escape, spreading her curse in all directions.

        

        While examining the treasures, Ophe watched Lapis's movements and offered a relaxed smile.

        

        "What I desire is love. Hair, eyes, voice, skin, even the heart. All of those would be love, wouldn't they? I've shown you my feelings for you, so please show me your feelings for me."

        "Ugh...!"

        

        The curse surrounding Ophe rushed in and covered her hair.

        

        No exaggeration—the hair touched by the curse literally dissolved as if being digested.

        

        "This is Lazuli's love... Ah, love meant only for me...!"

        

        Lapis hugged herself and licked her lips.

        

        As if intoxicated by Ophe's hair, she trembled and breathed heavily.

        

        "Lazuli, my love. Tell me anything. Shall I give you my heart this time?"

        "N-Next is... the eyes."

        "The size of the love I wish to receive will depend on what you desire."

        "I see..."

        

        It seemed words really couldn't persuade Ophe after all.

        

        Despite becoming bald from the curse, Ophe's eyes moved back and forth like a merchant's scale, weighing profit and loss.

        

        "Edel, get ready."

        

        I nudged Edel's side with my elbow, and she drew her magic sword.

        

        Ophe's second wish.

        'Love of the Sea - The Fourth God's Agent' was sleeping nearby, so time was running short.

        

        We needed to end this quickly the moment Lapis disappeared.

        

        "Bring me the bone of the world-devouring dragon that Estel took. You may kill her if she resists."

        "Edel, now... Huh?"

        

        For a moment, I doubted my ears.

        Not the Love of the Sea, but the bone of the world-devouring dragon...?

        

        Ophe looked in our direction with an unpleasantly wicked smile.

        

        How on earth...?

        

        Then a memory flashed through my mind.

        The dark history of when I had just become a witch, raiding dungeons and ruins like a phantom thief.

        

        'Thanks for the good item farming♡ -Estel-'

        

        If Ophe had already visited the Dragon's Tomb in this timeline, she would have found the conspicuous note I left.

        

        With things twisted like this... there was no good timing to use Ultimate on either Ophe or Lapis.

        

        I should have used Ultimate right from the start.

        But it was too late for regrets now.

        

      

      
        "Lazuli, for your love, even my heart...!"

        

        Simultaneously, the curse at the entrance of Lapis's heart began to surge.

        

        The cave shook, and soon the entire deep sea pulsated.

        

        Before I could react, Lapis's curse rapidly consumed the sea.

        

        Her love confession became a curse that poured out.

        

        It wasn't a simple witch's curse.

        A curse darker and heavier than when I faced Beryl in Veneschia spread through the water.

        

        [Even My Heart for Love]

        Lapis consumes the sea with her curse for the sake of love.

        As a result, the cursed sea moves according to her will.

        - All of Lapis's stats increase by 200%.

        - Enemies in the sea suffer a 30% stat reduction.

        - Lapis's stats permanently increase by the amount reduced from enemies.

        - Movement skills cannot be used.

        

        A power that interferes with the divine realm and overturns the laws of the world in an instant.

        

        The power that only Aria, God's Agent in the game, could uniquely oppose.

        

        Lapis's Ultimate completely covered the deep sea.

        

        Her Ultimate, "Even My Heart for Love," was a technique that dominated the world like Beryl's Mystic Eye.

        In other words, it wouldn't be strange to lose our lives right now.

        

        The only fortunate thing was that Lapis was only targeting the Triceratops, not interested in Edel.

        

        As a witch, I was immortal and wouldn't die, but... I had to get Edel out of the sea.

        

        Unlike Beryl, who couldn't fully use her Ultimate with closed eyes, Lapis would skillfully wield that power.

        

        I couldn't lose Edel in this deep-sea abyss where light couldn't penetrate without magic.

        

        Since even teleportation couldn't be used properly due to the Ultimate's effect... I had to buy time for Edel to escape somehow.

        

        "Edel! Hurry and run...!?"

        

        But before I could finish, a mass of tentacles created by Lapis's curse extended toward me.

        

        Targeting precisely the makeshift inventory in my chest to get the Triceratops.

        

        Prioritizing Edel over myself was my mistake.

        A mistake I would never have made before.

        

        I tried to use magic quickly, but the tentacles were faster.

        

        However, the tentacles never pierced through me.

        

        Because an earthen light flashed like lightning through the deep sea.

        

        Similar to a witch's curse but more rugged and intense... yet somehow gentle and warm—Edel's magic energy cut through the tentacles.

        

        "...Edel?"

        "I wouldn't run away. Having faced a Kraken, I was looking forward to fighting Lapis too. You told me not to fight, but you were actually preparing this for me to enjoy. Yes, this is what makes you the protagonist."

        

        I did praise Edel as the protagonist of this story, but that was just talk.

        

        It was nothing more than a hastily made-up line to persuade Edel.

        

        But in that moment when she saved me from the tentacles.

        Edel truly looked like a protagonist.

        

        Much more than Kyle, Sion, or Zick Friks.

        

        *Thump*

        

        Perhaps because of Lapis's curse,

        the curse I had carefully put to rest in my heart

        quietly stirred as if talking in its sleep.

        

        But now wasn't the time to worry about such things.

        

        "Watch the protagonist in action."

        

        That fool...!

        My heart was in my throat as I watched Edel charge at Lapis with magic energy, giving me no chance to stop her.
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        Edel's form, emitting a jet-black light, shone brilliantly in the abyss-like deep sea.

        

        The imposing figure that had defeated Kyle, the protagonist of Aria Chronicle Part 1, six times, now faced Lapis's curse head-on.

        

        However,

        Edel's attack, merely releasing magical energy, had no chance of working against Lapis.

        

        [For love, I would give even my heart]

        

        An Ulti in the form of domain encroachment comparable to Beryl's magical eye, though limited to the sea.

        

        Once Lapis's Ulti is activated... even the smallest ripple becomes her blade.

        

        Without the mercy of the sea or the blessing of the Siren, even the act of holding one's breath would be impossible without her permission.

        

        No ordinary method can defeat Lapis in the sea.

        

        "Edel, wait...!"

        

        I desperately reached out to grab Edel, but

        it was already after the two red lights within his helmet had shot toward Lapis.

        

        When Edel's magical energy collided with the curse surrounding Lapis, the underwater cave couldn't withstand the impact and collapsed.

        

        "Lazuli, my love. I'll bring it to you right away."

        

        But Lapis paid no heed to Edel's attack.

        As if not even caring about Edel... she once again extended her tentacles solely to obtain the Triceratops.

        

        "You think I'll let you?"

        

        Edel's magical energy burst forth, swallowing the tentacles.

        

        Eventually, pushing back the curse-enveloped Lapis, he disappeared beyond the abyss.

        

        At the end, a faint glimmer like a star in the night sky flickered.

        

        Doong...

        

        For a moment, a vibration like a whale's cry echoed deep in the sea.

        

        KWAAANG!!

        

        The explosion came not as a sound but as a tremor.

        The viscous blast that hit my entire body made my insides feel twisted.

        

        I hurriedly drew up mana to spread a magic circle, but the shock penetrating to my bones made me dizzy.

        

        Even knowing Edel wouldn't die so easily, I was gripped by anxiety and kept searching for him.

        

        "Edel...?"

        

        Just as I rejoiced at seeing a faint beam of light in the abyss,

        I instinctively drew out the Triceratops, feeling a chill running down my skin.

        

        "Ah, if only I had that...!"

        

        Despite the explosion just now, Lapis appeared without a scratch and extended her curse with a cry that sounded like a scream.

        

        "What would you do with it anyway?!"

        

        Lapis's curse, taking the form of tentacles, lurked in the darkness of the deep sea, secretly targeting the Triceratops.

        

        Simultaneously,

        the Triceratops emitted a ferocious light as it released mana, as if it would devour even the curse.

        

        Their powers collided, but

        there was no explosion like before.

        

        It was because the all-consuming power of the Triceratops couldn't close the distance, blocked by the curse.

        

        Like the power of a dragon that devours the world, it was consuming Lapis's curse, but her curse, already dissolved into the sea, kept pressing in endlessly.

        

        "Are you interfering with my love?"

        

        Lapis suddenly fixed her gaze on my eyes, looking away from the Triceratops.

        

        "Interference? Who's interfering with whom?"

        

        Who's interfering with whom?

        That's not even funny.

        

        If Lapis hadn't been released from her seal because of Ophe, if the Kraken hadn't appeared...

        

        By now, I would have been having dinner by the campfire with Edel.

        

        The intruder isn't me, but you.

        

      

      
        "And you know what..."

        

        As I increased the output of the Triceratops, it grew in size, just like when it cut through the sanctuary.

        

        "Your love ended long ago!"

        

        Just before it touched her skin,

        a curse-laden current of water, on a completely different level from before, stopped the Triceratops.

        

        Lapis continued to stare only at my eyes, as if the attack of the Triceratops, though slowed, wasn't even worth avoiding.

        

        Was it fluid resistance?

        Or it could be because of Lapis's curse.

        

        It seemed like it would reach her if I increased the output just a little more... but if I hastily gathered mana, I might fall victim to the curse that had permeated the surroundings.

        

        "Ended? What are you saying? Lazuli loves me, and I love Lazuli."

        

        The curse residing at the entrance of Lapis's heart pulsated.

        

        "My heart beats like this... all because of Lazuli. Love. Yes. This is love."

        

        I couldn't help but frown because it was too cold, too dark, and too pitiful to be called love.

        

        As expected, unless 'Lazuli' himself speaks, telling the truth won't make any difference.

        

        I had spoken hoping for a chance, but it only hurt my mouth.

        

        I had no choice but to borrow Ophe's voice...

        

        "Lapis needs me. She wants my love. I want love too. This sea also wants his love. So..."

        

        So what?

        You'll kill me and take the Triceratops?

        

        I didn't need to hear the rest; it was obvious.

        

        Because the curse-stained sea was trying to take my life.

        

        "So, if you interfere with my love, I'll kill you."

        "Try it if you can."

        

        Just as Lapis's curse was about to rush toward me.

        

        KWAAANG!!

        

        Right on cue, another explosion-like tremor occurred.

        

        Lapis, along with her curse, was pushed away and disappeared into a corner of the abyss again.

        

        A jet-black darkness illuminating the abyss.

        It was Edel's magical energy.

        

        "Estel, are you alright?"

        

        Perhaps due to the impact from earlier, there were cracks all over his armor, and half of his helmet was broken, clearly revealing Edel's face.

        

        I couldn't believe who was asking whom if they were alright...

        It was absurd.

        

        "Edel! Are you hurt? Let me see. That's why I told you to wait!"

        "Do you think I would fall so easily? The armor is just a bit damaged."

        

        When I anxiously checked his condition, Edel responded with his characteristic insensitive gaze.

        

        A bit damaged, my foot!

        

        I didn't have time to get angry at Edel's bluff and immediately used magic.

        It was completely different from when a vampire simply had an arm cut off.

        

        Because Lapis's curse was wriggling through the broken armor, eating away at Edel's exposed skin.

        

        If Edel's magical energy hadn't blocked the curse... he might have already been turned into a living corpse, mixed with the curse.

        

        "Are you really okay? You don't feel nauseous, or hear or see things?"

        "I have no such symptoms. Rather, my body feels much lighter. Thank you. I was annoyed by something sticky clinging to me."

        

        And yet... he showed me a smile that immediately dispelled my worries.

        

        "Let's go back for now. It's difficult to face Lapis with her Ulti activated."

        

        This might be for the best.

        Lapis hasn't shown herself, perhaps having been blown even further away than before.

        

        Let's take Edel to the surface while we can.

        We'll have to return after better preparing ourselves.

        

        "No."

      

      
        

        As I tried to take Edel's hand and swim against the current, he refused to move, stubbornly rejecting my suggestion like a child's tantrum.

        

        "Is this the time to be stubborn? If we're not careful, you might..."

        

        Die.

        I couldn't finish my sentence.

        

        "Estel."

        

        Edel's red eyes... made me hesitate.

        

        "Before being a protagonist, I am a Black Knight."

        

        A Black Knight.

        Fighting the strong to become stronger.

        

        "Even if I fall in defeat, I do not avoid battles with the strong."

        

        Because that is who Edel is.

        And because I taught him pure love for that very reason.

        

        If I were to drag Edel to shore now, it seemed like something irreversible would happen.

        

        "We've only clashed twice so far. My condition is at its best, and my body feels light even underwater. Yes. Right now, I don't think I would lose to anyone except you, Estel."

        "Edel, you..."

        

        There was no bluff in his tone like before.

        As if... it was a truth he desperately wanted me to know.

        

        "I am learning pure love. That means I'm getting stronger. Trust me."

        

        After being completely defeated by me...

        Telling me to trust him. It's ridiculous.

        

        Come to think of it... Edel wasn't a child I needed to protect like Joshua or Leo.

        

        The second strongest in the demon world after the Demon King.

        

        The real Edel, hidden behind his foolish appearance and his vain defeat to me.

        

        And the thought that I had been too intimidated by Lapis's cheating Ulti and the constraints of the sea...

        

        When I'm alone with Edel, I sometimes think and act in ways even I find hard to understand.

        

        Only then did I seem to see Edel clearly in the murky seawater tainted by the curse.

        

        "Alright. But not alone. I'll fight with you."

        

        Alone, I could only run away, but fighting together with Edel, who knows what might happen.

        

        After all, Edel is, at least in this moment, a protagonist before being a Black Knight.

        

        "I'll watch from beside you to see how much stronger you've become."

        

        And.

        I decided to trust Edel, who was growing stronger by learning pure love.

        

        "Together...?"

        "What? Got a problem with that?"

        

        But for some reason, Edel repeated the word 'together' with a sour expression.

        

        "Fighting together... It's just unfamiliar. I've always fought alone."

        

        What? That's what it was?

        Edel's first joint battle...

        

        Not bad.

        Actually, it's good.

        It's also my first time fighting alongside someone.

        

        The resonance of "first" blew away the anxiety that had filled my heart until just now. Somehow, joy even welled up.

        

        Hehehe.

        In times like this, I have to speak as a teacher of pure love!

        

        "Really? Take this opportunity to learn well. Fighting together is also..."

        

        Before I could finish my sentence, I increased the output of the Triceratops.

        

        As a fellow witch, I could easily sense that Lapis was hiding nearby.

        

        "...pure love!"

        

        With my cry, the swung Triceratops devoured Lapis's tentacles.

        

        At this point, I have no choice but to use force, just like in the original story!

      

    

  
    
      Ch.170The Witch and the Black Knight (47)Jun 11, 2025

      
        # The Sea Witch - Lapis

        

        A mid-boss in the second part of Aria Chronicle who first expressed the witch's curse while simultaneously drawing out Aria's awakening.

        

        She brought a conditionally overpowered ultimate that works only at sea, causing many users to contort their bodies in frustration... a crazy woman who would rank among the top five worst bosses.

        

        Reality was even worse.

        Worse than I had initially feared.

        

        "Estel, behind you!"

        "Got it!"

        

        Thanks to Edel's warning, I swung Triceratops and avoided the curse that was sneaking up from behind.

        

        Yes, this curse.

        The curse that had merely dissolved into the sea was now beginning to take form, projecting Lapis's will.

        

        In other words, we had entered phase two.

        

        No matter how many curses I devoured with Triceratops, an endless amount—as vast as the sea itself—continued to crash against us.

        

        "There's no end to this."

        

        As Edel said, there truly was no end.

        

        The endless downpour of curses made our breathing ragged.

        Even with magic circles for protection, there was a limit, and wounds from the curse covered every inch of our bodies.

        

        Neither Edel nor I looked particularly good.

        

        In the deep sea where even time seemed blurred.

        Maybe it was just my imagination, but Edel's expression didn't look good.

        

        "You're not tired already, are you?"

        "Estel, I cannot show an unsightly appearance before you."

        

        What's with this "can't show before me" business?

        

        Ah, is that it?

        

        Since he learned pure love to become stronger... is this about a disciple's duty not to show weakness before their master?

        

        If that's the reason, I can't fault him for it, but...

        

        I cut down a curse aiming for my heart.

        I devour a curse rushing toward Triceratops.

        Edel's magical energy pushes away curses coming from blind spots.

        

        A repetition of meaningless attrition.

        And with the curse tightening around us, our range of movement was shrinking, leaving no room for leisure.

        

        "Estel, I've realized something important."

        "What is it!"

        "Lapis is targeting you."

        

        Damn it. This guy!

        I'm already busy enough without him stating the obvious!

        

        Well, he wouldn't know the true nature of Triceratops.

        

        "It's because of Triceratops. That's what Ophe wants!"

        

        After cutting down another swarm of curses, I pressed my back against Edel's without even a moment to catch my breath, surveying the battlefield.

        

        "Ha... this pattern is really!"

        

        I clicked my tongue at the pattern that was even more grotesque than in the game.

        

        True to phase two, Lapis had long hidden herself in the curse-infested deep sea.

        

        I needed to see her to use my ultimate or anything else, but she was only sending out curses and looking for openings—it was maddening.

        

        If we continued this war of attrition, Lapis's victory was inevitable with her ability to emit endless curses.

        

        "Estel, what if we hand that over and look for an opening?"

        "That's not possible."

        

        I flatly rejected Edel's suggestion.

        

        I understood what he meant.

        But there were reasons why I couldn't do that.

        

        First,

        Edel's attacks alone couldn't penetrate the curse surrounding Lapis.

        

        From observing the ongoing battle, even bombarding it with large amounts of magical energy only pushed it back.

        

      

      
        Without Triceratops, which could devour even curses, there was no means to land an effective hit on Lapis.

        

        Second,

        If Triceratops fell into Ophe's hands, it wouldn't end with just losing an eye.

        

        Triceratops is the bone of a dragon that devours worlds, incomparable to mere treasures of gold and silver.

        

        The price Lapis would demand would be even greater.

        

        If Ophe were to pay a price she couldn't handle and be devoured by Lapis...

        

        Would it be destruction from the rampage of the curse?

        Would the curse spread throughout the world and devour the Southern Continent where Ophe's traces remained?

        

        The future that would unfold... was an unknown realm that even I couldn't predict.

        

        "The moment we hand over Triceratops, it's over."

        "......"

        

        After a brief silence, Edel surveyed the surroundings.

        He didn't ask why we couldn't hand over Triceratops.

        

        The endless waves of curses.

        The gradually narrowing battlefield.

        Or perhaps he was searching for something deep in the abyss beyond the curse.

        

        And finally, as if all calculations were complete, he looked at me.

        

        "Then we have no choice but to return to the original problem."

        "Original problem?"

        "Yes. To convince the elf to stop Lapis. That's still a valid method, isn't it?"

        "If it's valid... I guess it is?"

        

        Lapis's heart wasn't the curse lodged in her chest, but Ophe herself.

        

        The only way to tackle Lapis, who had near-invincible defense surrounded by curses... was Ophe for now.

        

        However, there were two more problems with targeting Ophe that I hadn't considered.

        

        "But there's a problem."

        "A problem? What is it?"

        

        I shouted my explanation while cutting down curses flying at us in the rapid current.

        

        "I don't know... where Ophe is!"

        

        The darkness of the deep sea... isn't just dark.

        

        The curse-infested waters disrupted the flow of magical power, causing detection magic to lose direction.

        

        It felt as if this entire sea was inside Lapis's body, moving to protect her heart.

        

        Moreover.

        

        "Even if we find Ophe, Lapis will stand in our way!"

        

        Even if we knew where Ophe was, it would be meaningless if we couldn't reach her.

        

        "Then there's no problem. I know where the elf is."

        "Huh...?"

        

        How could Edel know when even my detection magic couldn't reach?

        

        "That bastard was staring intently at Estel's chest. So I remembered his scent. To me, the elf's stench is more pungent than the curse."

        "......"

        

        I was momentarily speechless.

        There were too many points to challenge.

        

        What is he, a bloodhound?

        Come to think of it, he did say my body scent was like sweet fruit or something...

        

        And what about my chest?

        Ophe did look at my chest. He did, but...

        ...wasn't it just a glance rather than staring?

        

        In this deadly serious situation, with Edel speaking so earnestly... I couldn't even find words to respond.

        

        "R-really? So... where is Ophe now?"

        "Over there. I can smell the elf beyond the fishy odor."

        

        Edel pointed in one direction.

        There was no visible sign that Ophe would be there, but Edel was confident.

        

        Fine. Let's say Ophe is there.

        Then, who will deal with Lapis?

        

      

      
        Whatever happens, it's still Lapis we're facing.

        Even if we knew Ophe's location, if Lapis stood in our way... the situation wouldn't be much different.

        

        "So one person convinces the elf, and the other person blocks Lapis. A strategy impossible to execute alone. Heh... yes, this too is pure love. Therefore."

        

        As Edel raised his magic sword, his magical energy began to surge.

        

        "Estel, you persuade the elf."

        "You, with that body..."

        "I'll handle Lapis in the meantime."

        

        Edel cut off my words as if he wouldn't listen anymore.

        

        He was calm, as if this was something only he could do.

        

        His gaze seemed to be fixed precisely on Lapis, who would be somewhere beyond the curse.

        

        "Even the Demon King, though he defeated me, never disrespected me. Being disregarded like this is unsatisfying."

        

        Edel's magical energy rose gently.

        At the same time, the pointed teeth unique to demons appeared, representing Edel's anger.

        

        "Edel..."

        

        I unconsciously called his name, seeing Edel's anger for the first time.

        

        An angry face... might not be so bad.

        

        That thought flashed through my mind, and I shook my head vigorously.

        

        "I'll leave Lapis to you."

        

        Fighting with an injured body is insane.

        But Edel's displayed anger and unwavering gaze...

        I might have been a bit dazed by this new side of him that I hadn't seen during our time together.

        

        Above all... I wanted to trust him.

        So I decided to entrust this to him.

        

        Holding him back with worry and anxiety any further... would be like trampling on Edel's pride.

        

        "But I have one condition."

        

        Edel looked at me without saying anything.

        His serious gaze answered for him, as if long words weren't necessary.

        

        "Don't overdo it."

        "Trust me."

        

        That was enough.

        

        "I'll open a path."

        "No. We're fighting together, right?"

        

        The magical energy emanating from around Edel retreated into his armor.

        Additionally, his magic sword was absorbed into the armor.

        

        Fragments of swords protruding from between the armor.

        Demon claws covering his fingers.

        Even the armor pattern taking the form of a ferocious demon.

        

        The Black Knight phase 3 form he had shown when fighting me.

        That form once again fully manifested before my eyes.

        

        "It's a joint attack. We can't end it alone, right?"

        "Don't worry. But if you're late, there won't be anything left."

        

        While we exchanged these frivolous jokes.

        

        The crimson light of mana emanating from Triceratops and the pitch-black magical energy bursting from Edel's hand intertwined in a double helix, cutting across the deep sea.

        

        The double helix headed in the direction Edel had pointed, where Ophe was.

        

        Through the curse, thinned by the pressure of Edel's magical energy, Triceratops's energy rushed in, creating an empty void.

        

        Before the curse could fill the void, I strengthened my body with mana and launched myself forward.

        

        "Think I'll let you go?"

        

        Lapis revealed herself through the gap in the curse, but I didn't care.

        

        And for good reason.

        

        "I am your opponent."

        

        Edel, who had entered phase 3, charged at Lapis with his brutal magical energy before her cursed limbs could even reach out.
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        "Have you finally found the will to fight me?"

        "Don't interfere with my love!"

        

        A series of intense explosions followed behind me as I shot forward.

        

        The collision of magi and curse.

        

        Its overwhelming recoil added momentum, propelling me rapidly toward Ophe.

        

        Each time the impact continued, I barely resisted the urge to turn my head.

        

        I mustn't look back.

        Edel will handle it well.

        

        Until I use my ultimate on Ophe... I just need to hold out until then.

        

        Yes. I must believe.

        After all, it was a kind of pure love that I repeatedly preached to Edel like a mantra.

        

        The dark red mana vortex spewed by Triceratops swirled through the water.

        

        Edel's magi, still lingering within, mixed with it, adding even more power.

        

        At the end of the double helix cutting through the water—

        Beyond the darkness of the deep sea, a force as dense as the curse that had enveloped Lapis blocked the path.

        

        Thump. Thump. Thump.

        

        Something shaped like a heart spewed curses with each pulse.

        

        The curses dissolved into the sea, one by one taking Lapis's form to block the way.

        

        "Get out of my waaaay!!!"

        

        With Triceratops's roar, the dark red vortex exploded.

        

        Since I only needed to use my ultimate on Ophe, I concentrated most of my mana on Triceratops.

        

        A strike surging against the pressure of the deep sea.

        

        If I were alone, it would have been impossible, blocked by Lapis's infinite curse, but...

        

        Edel's magi was with me.

        

        KWAAANG!!

        

        The curse was torn apart in an instant.

        

        The scattered curse fragments hazily covered my vision.

        

        "What is this...!"

        

        As I carved out the heart, Ophe appeared from within.

        

        "Ophe!"

        

        Once again, I reached out against the current.

        

        Pink light signaling the activation of my ultimate embroidered the pitch-black deep sea.

        

        At that moment.

        

        Squelch.

        

        "...Ugh!"

        

        My body staggered at the sticky sensation wrapping around my ankle.

        

        [No one can interfere with my love. Lazuli is mine...!]

        

        The curse I thought I had already torn apart was crawling up the current again to protect Ophe.

        

        I swung Triceratops to cut away the clinging curse, but between each cut, an even stickier energy spurted out, instantly filling the gaps.

        

        [Lazuli. Lazuli. Lazuli. Lazuli. Lazu...]

        "...!"

        

        Just a little more.

        Just a tiny bit more... and I could reach.

        

        The curse enveloping my entire body seeped deeper, preventing me from advancing even that short distance of a single step.

        

        Eventually, I had to helplessly watch as the distance between Ophe and me gradually widened.

        

        "Kuhehe. What a shame? It seems the nameless god is on my side."

        

        Ophe's sarcasm traveled through the curse-polluted water.

        

        "That broom... must be the bone of the world-devouring dragon?"

        

        Ophe's greedy eyes coveted Triceratops.

        

        "Urgh...!"

        

        No matter how much strength I put into my body, I couldn't move a finger.

        

        The power of the curse was rougher, more persistent, and stickier than I had imagined.

      

      
        

        Not the water touching my skin, but the curse dissolved within it seeped into my bones, making my entire body cold.

        

        It came at me with a living will, as if to swallow my very existence into the sea, into part of the curse.

        

        "Are you in your right mind? I told you. You'll get devoured by Lapis's curse that way."

        

        [Lazuli. Ah... my, my only Lazuli...!]

        

        Even as Lapis's voice singing to devour Ophe echoed from the curse, Ophe seemed not to hear it.

        

        Thud.

        

        Simultaneously, a tremor traveled through the water.

        

        A dull resonance striking the heart.

        

        That sound was clearly... the aftermath of Edel fighting Lapis.

        

        Because Edel's magi was surging through Lapis's curse covering the deep sea.

        

        My heart kept pushing me to hurry to Edel's side.

        

        But the more it did, the more I tried not to turn my head.

        

        Because I know Edel better than anyone in this world.

        Because I believe Edel won't easily lose to Lapis.

        

        Because I trust Edel.

        

        "If you die, the curse on the elf will be gone, you know!?"

        

        Even if my head understood that, my heart, feeling like it might burst at any moment, made me shout impatiently.

        

        "You've done your research on me. Kuhehe. Yes. That's the least you should do to deceive me. Did you think I wouldn't know you're using tricks to steal the treasure of the sea?"

        

        I wanted to point out Ophe's misunderstanding, but his greedy anger continued.

        

        "Writing your name openly on the note, then brazenly revealing your identity. I have no intention of handing over the sea's treasure. And the dragon bone you touched first is also mine."

        "You, really...!"

        

        He's not even listening.

        

        Edel's magi contained in Triceratops had already cut through the curse protecting Ophe with nothing left.

        

        As the curse's grip reached my neck.

        

        For the first time in my life, driven by impatience, I rolled my eyes around... but couldn't think of a way to hit Ophe with my ultimate.

        

        If only I could use teleport.

        If only I had used my ultimate from the start.

        

        Such meaningless hypotheticals flashed through my mind.

        

        At the end, like a flashback, Dorothy, Joshua, and even Edel learning pure love from me with his characteristically insensitive gaze.

        

        I don't know why Edel's image came to mind at this moment, but my eyes trembled and my eyelids reddened.

        

        "That's not like you."

        

        ...Edel?

        

        There's no way I could hear Edel's voice.

        The distance was too great.

        

        But, it was definitely Edel's voice.

        

        From far away.

        

        Perhaps because the pitch-black light mass approaching, pushing away the curse with brute force, conveyed his voice to me.

        

        It contrasted with the brilliant radiance emitted by protagonists like Kyle, Sion, and Agnes in the Aria Chronicle series...

        

        But still.

        More dazzling than any light.

        He approached like a protagonist.

        

        And that light to me...

        Wait. To me...?

        

        KWAAAANG!

        

        Before I could think further, the extended magi swept away the curse clinging to my body.

        

        I was also blown away, but that was fine.

        

        "Urgh!"

        

        Thanks to the magi's influence, I could immediately approach Ophe who had lost balance and fallen.

        

        "Pointy-ears...!!!"

        

        Somehow I had adopted Edel's way of speaking.

        

        That thought was brief.

        

        The moment I grabbed the pointy-ears' face,

      

      
        From my hand, intensely enough to illuminate the entire deep sea,

        A pink current spread out.

        

        "Edel, we did it...!"

        

        It would have been impossible without Edel.

        Actually, if Edel hadn't been there, I wouldn't have used such a reckless method...!

        

        Still, with the good result, I wanted to share this joy with Edel.

        

        Thud...

        

        Before I could finish speaking, once again a great impact traveled through the water.

        

        Even if I used my ultimate on the pointy-ears, Edel's battle would continue unless the truth was conveyed to Lapis.

        

        It's not strange that the battle's aftermath continues.

        

        However, that impact brought a much heavier anxiety than before.

        

        "Edel...?"

        

        Hundreds, thousands, no, perhaps tens of thousands of curses in Lapis's form were biting at Edel like a school of piranhas.

        

        Why?

        Just a moment ago, he was shooting out brute magi.

        

        But, why...?

        

        Could it be.

        Because of me?

        

        Did he shoot out his last magi when he saw I was in danger...?

        

        My head couldn't keep up with the current situation and was overloading.

        

        Eventually, even the sight of Lapis about to deliver the final blow to Edel...

        

        Snap.

        Something unconscious broke in my mind.

        

        Even though I knew I would be too late even if I went to Edel as fast as possible, my body moved on its own.

        

        "Don't interfere with my love!"

        

        From Lapis's fingertips, the curse sprang up.

        It stirred and twisted through the sea, immediately writhing into one massive form.

        

        It looked like a whale, or perhaps the kraken I had seen while fishing.

        Changing its form and writhing... it was trying to swallow Edel.

        

        "No... Edel! EDEL!!!"

        

        A trembling incomparable to before took over my entire body.

        

        I repeated meaningless gestures with a colder sensation than when bound by the curse.

        

        What should I do? What can I do...?

        No solution came to mind.

        

        Even if there was a method, what I could do in this urgent moment was limited.

        

        Yes, even this deliberation felt like wasting time.

        

        Without time to think, the curse approached.

        Tearing its vicious mouth, it tried to swallow Edel.

        

        "Ah, Lazuli. Finally...!"

        

        Lapis's static voice echoed in the quiet deep sea.

        The curse targeting Edel stopped, and Lapis's fingertips formed in the air.

        

        As if there was no longer any need to attack Edel, Lapis slowly lowered his hand.

        

        Because Triceratops, which had been emitting an ominous radiance, was leaving my hand and being swallowed by the deep sea.

        

        Lapis wants Triceratops.

        Because that's how he can receive Lazuli's love.

        

        ...So.

        

        If I let go of Triceratops,

        The reason to attack Edel also disappears.

        

        That's the best choice I can make.

        

        Exchanging Triceratops for Edel's life wasn't a difficult decision at all.

        

        "Ah, Lazuli!"

        "Edel!"

        

        Lapis and I shot toward each other simultaneously.

        

        Even though we had been fighting to kill each other just moments ago,

        We passed by each other indifferently as if nothing had happened.
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        The armor, so devastatingly shattered that it could hardly be called the Black Knight anymore.

        Teeth marks covered every inch of his body, with blood gushing through the gaps.

        

        The most severe wound was the hole pierced through his chest.

        I tried to stop the bleeding with both hands, but the wound was larger than my palms.

        

        "Edel! Wake up! Please!?"

        "......"

        

        I don't know how many times I called his name.

        

        Those characteristically indifferent eyes.

        That deep, pretentious voice.

        Even those rough, clumsy hands.

        

        None of them returned to me.

        

        What should I do? What should I do? What should I do...?

        

        Whether rational or emotional.

        Angel or devil.

        

        For the first time, all the Estels in my mind united to find a way to save Edel.

        

        [Estel, use the elixir!]

        

        The Estels within me shouted in unison.

        

        "E-elixir!?"

        

        The scene of Edel losing his arm to the vampire flashed through my mind.

        Fearing something similar might happen again, I remembered stopping by home to grab an elixir before going to the sea.

        

        If it could save him, no matter what state he was in, as long as he was alive...

        

        "E-Edel, wait just a moment. I'll quickly...!"

        

        As I pulled out the elixir from my portable inventory with trembling hands, the potion bottle shattered under the deep-sea pressure.

        

        No.

        That was the only elixir I had brought.

        

        The purplish elixir was gradually consumed by the deep sea.

        

        The elixir fading before my eyes felt like Edel's life slipping away...

        

        My thoughts went no further.

        My body moved instinctively.

        

        "Haup...!"

        

        I sucked the elixir into my mouth before it completely dissolved in the water.

        

        And then.

        I pressed my lips against Edel's, whose lips had lost their shape, revealing his teeth.

        

        Whether it was artificial respiration or a first kiss.

        

        The concerns I had agonized over during that small incident at the beach didn't even cross my mind, let alone matter.

        

        I had to save Edel.

        No, I wanted to save Edel.

        

        I couldn't let Edel's pure love story end here before it had even begun.

        

        Without breathing or thinking, I focused solely on transferring the elixir.

        

        Perhaps because the elixir was diluted, Edel's body began to regenerate, albeit slowly.

        

        By the time I could feel rough but soft lips against mine instead of hard teeth...

        As I slowly pulled away, Edel's eyelids trembled.

        

        "Is that... Estel."

        "Edel!"

        

        Seeing those indifferent eyes again, I barely held back tears that almost burst forth, barely restrained myself from embracing him.

        

        "How could you just fire magic at me like that! Do you want to die!?"

        

        Instead, I feigned anger to hide my turbulent emotions.

        

        Nevertheless, Edel seemed largely unconcerned, drawing a small arc with his newly regenerated lips.

        

        "I'm the one who must defeat Estel. I can't let Lapis take that from me."

        "You, really...!"

        

        What? That was the reason!?

        The guilt I had felt until just moments ago suddenly seemed foolish, and I felt my tension release.

        

        "And also."

        "Yes?"

        "It's only natural for the protagonist to save the heroine."

        "...What?"

        

        What is he saying now?

      

      
        

        This time, my heart pounded fiercely as if my chest had been blown open.

        

        Thump. Thump. Thump.

        

        With each heartbeat, intense pain washed over me.

        

        My mind screamed at me to forget it quickly, telling me Edel had said it without any meaning.

        

        I shouldn't be conscious of those words.

        More dangerous than dissolving in the sea was...

        

        "Sion was like that too. Although weaker than Aria, he could still protect her."

        

        Edel, watching my reaction, continued with a foolishly innocent expression.

        

        And here I was thinking...

        He was just following what he read in the book.

        

        "...Yes. That's right. Sion protected Aria too."

        

        After all, Sion, an unremarkable human, had gone back and forth between life and death many times to protect Aria, the representative of God.

        

        For Edel, who was following the book's content and wanted to understand pure love, this might have been natural behavior.

        

        "Still. Take care of yourself first next time. Understand? If you die recklessly, I won't let it slide. Pure love or whatever won't matter then."

        "I won't die. I'm still alive now. I haven't lost yet. I can still fight."

        "Oh really? How are you going to fight in that condition? In your current state, even Leo could beat you. That's... something I absolutely cannot watch. Got it?"

        

        I stopped Edel as he tried to raise his unhealed body.

        

        As I said... in his current state, he looked like he would lose even to Leo.

        

        Edel losing to Leo.

        Somehow... that absolutely!

        It felt like something that should never happen, even if the world were to end.

        

        "I understand. Then what happened to Lapis? Did you persuade the bunny?"

        

        Edel suddenly pulled me out of my delusion back to reality.

        

        "Hehehe. I'm the Witch of Love. There's no way I could have failed, right?"

        "I see. As expected of Estel."

        

        For just those words, my lips involuntarily spread into a grin.

        

        "Anyway. You wait here. Get some rest and close your eyes for a bit. I'll finish things up and come back."

        

        It didn't end with just using my ultimate on the bunny.

        

        When Lapis momentarily regained consciousness from the curse after hearing the truth, I had to use my ultimate.

        

        Now Edel won't be in danger.

        That alone was enough to restore my composure.

        

        Using the mana that had somewhat recovered, perhaps because I had held the elixir in my mouth, I cut through the water fiercely.

        

        Where the curse had gathered and congealed.

        At the place where I had tried to persuade the bunny until just moments ago, a heart-shaped mass of curse still remained.

        

        The bunny and Lapis would be there.

        

        [I've brought what Lazuli wants.]

        "That's no longer necessary."

        

        As I approached the heart, Lapis's voice echoed through the curse dissolved in the sea. And the bunny's voice as well.

        

        [What? Not necessary?]

        "Just as I said. I must tell you the truth."

        [The truth? You mean the truth that you love me...?]

        "That's not it. Lapis, listen carefully."

        

        Although I couldn't see them, the bunny, affected by my ultimate, was trying to tell the truth.

        

        "I'm not Lazuli. And the real Lazuli is already dead."

        [What are you saying....]

        "Your love ended long ago. Do you understand?"

        

        Like a program outputting exactly what was input, the bunny spilled the truth.

        

        Now there was only one thing left.

        To use my ultimate on Lapis.

        

        I waited for the curse to subside as the pink light spread gently once more.

        

        ..........

        .......

        ....

        

        "Kheuk...!"

        

        Suddenly, Ophe's groan echoed.

        

        Huh?

        

      

      
        Wasn't it supposed to end when the truth was told...?

        Or, as Edel said....

        

        There was no time to continue that thought.

        

        [What are you saying, Lazuli? You are my eternal love.]

        

        I didn't know what was happening inside the curse, but it was clear that the situation was taking a strange turn.

        

        [And isn't this what you wanted? What better proof of love is there than... being needed? You've always been so greedy. Give me your love as promised. Heeheeheehee...!]

        "Aaaaargh!!"

        

        The bunny's scream and Lapis's bizarre laughter filled the deep sea.

        

        What happens if the bunny dies here?

        

        In the original story, Ophe survived until the end and returned to his family in a miserable state, so I didn't know what situation would unfold after that.

        

        Not just Edel,

        Perhaps even Joshua...

        

        Could lose his life to Lapis's rampaging power.

        

        I struck with my fist, channeling as much mana as possible, but the curse didn't budge.

        

        [Heeheeheehee!]

        

        Eventually, only Lapis's laughter, having devoured the bunny's screams, echoed.

        

        The barrier of curse that had blocked my path faded, and only Lapis remained, embracing herself, deeply immersed in afterglow.

        

        [Aah... Love is so sweet. I'm happy.]

        

        The bunny was nowhere to be seen.

        

        Only the Triceratops falling to the bottom of the deep sea seemed to speak of the bunny's demise as it disappeared.

        

        "......"

        

        I was speechless.

        I couldn't think of a way to stop Lapis.

        

        Above all, in a situation full of unknowns, as if facing a world after the ending, I couldn't easily move a finger.

        

        If there was any consolation, it was that the catastrophic destruction of the curse, which I had predicted as the worst-case scenario, hadn't occurred.

        

        Instead.

        

        [Lazuli... I miss you. I can't be without you. I don't want to be abandoned again... ever.]

        

        Her body began to move slowly.

        

        Slowly. But surely.

        

        Her eyes flickered once more.

        In that gaze that could no longer see me or the bunny...

        

        [Found you.]

        

        There was Edel.

        

        "No...!"

        

        I desperately moved to stop Lapis.

        

        The Triceratops and my mana were almost depleted.

        I knew that if I fought, I would lose, that even trying to block her was nearly impossible.

        

        Still, I didn't hesitate.

        

        Because I had to protect Edel.

        

        Perhaps...

        More terrifying than the Southern Continent sinking due to the curse's destruction

        Was the sight of Edel being swallowed by the curse before my eyes.

        

        [Lazuli! Wait just a little longer!]

        "You think I'll let you go!?"

        

        Lapis still didn't even glance at me.

        

        As if not even considering me an interference, she rushed toward Edel, causing violent currents.

        

        I threw myself into her path, trying somehow to block Lapis, but,

        

        [You're in the way.]

        "......!?"

        

        It happened in an instant.

        

        The mass of curse tangled like chains, wrapped around my body, and dragged me down into the abyss of the deep sea.

        

        Without a chance to escape,

        I sank into the depths of the sea that devoured even darkness.
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        # Previous Story

        

        In the end, Estelle used her ultimate against Ophe.

        However, at the same time, she abandoned the Triceratops to save Edel who was in danger,

        and successfully rescued him.

        

        But despite using her ultimate on Ophe, Lapis's curse did not weaken, and it devoured Ophe...

        After a moment of confusion at Ophe's death—which wasn't in the original story—Lapis begins searching for a new Lazuli while keeping an eye on Edel.

        

        Estelle tries to stop Lapis, but without the Triceratops, she falls into the deep abyss far below.

        

        What will be Edel's fate!?!?

        

        ---

        

        Lazuli opened his eyes.

        

        When his eyelids slowly lifted, Lapis's heart pounded.

        

        It was exactly like when they first met.

        

        His gaze pierced through Lapis's eyes and heart, finally burrowing deep into her soul.

        

        If anything seemed different... he appeared a bit quieter, deeper, and more indifferent than before.

        

        That wasn't all.

        

        Were his pupils always red?

        Was his hair always white?

        Was he always this large?

        

        Above all... hadn't we just been fighting?

        

        A sea fog crept over her memories.

        Like the inside of a black whale's mouth, darkness that made it impossible to distinguish anything swallowed Lapis's thoughts.

        

        But what did it matter?

        Lazuli was Lazuli, after all.

        

        Lapis deliberately chose not to peer beyond the fog.

        

        [Lazuli, you've opened your eyes.]

        

        Lapis immediately greeted him with a voice filled with love, as if her flesh might tear from the strain.

        

        "I'm not Lazuli. I'm Edel."

        [You said the same thing last time. How mischievous. Lazuli is Lazuli, after all.]

        

        A scene that seemed familiar.

        Lapis quietly refuted him with a smile in her eyes, as if laying a smile over that memory.

        

        "Don't make me say it twice. I'm not Lazuli. I'm Edel."

        

        But this time, "Lazuli" was much more stubborn and obstinate than the voice in her memory.

        

        His words weren't a simple denial but a warning.

        His gaze showed he was ready to cut down anyone who interfered.

        

        [Fine. Whatever you call yourself, you're still Lazuli.]

        

        It was none other than Lapis who concluded this conversation that had no room for concession or compromise.

        

        [Tell me anything. Shall I offer you my heart this time?]

        

        "Lazuli" had always demanded something from Lapis.

        

        What would he ask for this time?

        Hair? Eyes? Or perhaps gold and silver treasures?

        

        If Lazuli wished for it, Lapis was always ready... to give even her own heart.

        

        She wanted to taste his love.

        Until the end of his life.

        

        While she savored the anticipation of his request that would form on his lips, with the curse dissolved in the sea...

        

        "I don't need it."

        [...What?]

        

        Lapis couldn't hide her bewilderment at this unexpected answer that differed from her expectations.

        

        "What happened to Estelle?"

        

        He was looking around for "Estelle," completely disregarding Lapis.

        

        [Estelle...?]

        

        What was Estelle?

        After a moment of confusion at this unfamiliar name, Lapis instinctively understood what it was.

        

        Lazuli was now... searching for another woman while Lapis stood right before him.

        

        He had done this before.

        

        'Oh, witch. As you wished... I've brought it. So will you ■■ with me as ■■ promised?'

        

        The silhouette of a woman who had looked down on her while flipping her long hair... once again tormented Lapis.

        

        "My fight with you can wait. Step aside."

        [Where are you going, Lazuli? You haven't told me what you want yet.]

        

        That's why Lapis blocked Lazuli, who was trying to pass by without making any requests.

        

        The curse surged, baring its teeth as if about to devour Lazuli, but he didn't even blink.

        

        "I told you I don't need anything."

        [Really? If you ask me, I could even help you find that Estelle.]

        "I'll find Estelle with my own hands. Even if you're strong, I'll kill you if you interfere."

        [Kill me... should I take that to mean you want my heart?]

        

        Lazuli, who had been growling as if about to bare his teeth, took notice of Lapis's heart.

        

        "Why do you want to give me your heart?"

      

      
        

        Heart.

        The proof of her love for Lazuli.

        

        In the gap that opened across her chest, her heart, consumed by the curse, burned hotly.

        

        [Hair, eyes, voice, scales... You've taken many things, but you haven't yet taken my feelings for Lapis, have you?]

        

        Her hand, which had been looking down at her hair that had lost its original color, slowly moved from her eyes to her nape, and then to her grotesquely opened chest.

        

        As if tracing each thing that had left her body, she neatly folded her hands near her heart, which was captive to the curse.

        

        And with her single remaining eye fixed on him, she smiled like a girl in love.

        

        [My heart is my love and my everything.]

        

        If only she could give him her heart...

        If only he would acknowledge her love that always burned so passionately.

        

        Even if Lazuli had given his heart to another woman, she would fill his eyes with herself once more.

        

        So.

        Right now, she wanted to tear apart the pink residue clouding Lazuli's gaze and fill it with her own color.

        

        "If it's love, is it pure love?"

        [Yes, pure love.]

        

        How long had it been since she heard the word "love" from his lips?

        

        A strange sense of déjà vu flickered dimly, almost surfacing.

        

        [Pure love demands.]

        

        But soon, Lapis continued expressing her love with a monstrous voice.

        

        Hair that seemed to dissolve the sea,

        Eyes that evoked the night sky,

        A voice with a beautiful tone that could lull even the Kraken to sleep.

        

        For love, she was willing to give anything.

        

        Even if she shed her scales... even if she no longer possessed the same beauty as before.

        As long as Lazuli was by her side...

        

        'Did you really get it from that monster?'

        

        Monster.

        

        That word was a blade, enough to cruelly slash the heart she had intended to give to Lazuli.

        

        She just wanted to be by his side.

        If he called her name, if he smiled at her, that would be enough.

        She believed that if she gave him her heart, he would whisper love to her again.

        

        But that was Lapis's excessive delusion.

        Perhaps it wasn't a delusion, but a fragment of hope she didn't want to let go.

        

        When she was kicked by Lazuli on the dry land without a drop of water,

        When she received terrible power from a girl,

        

        Only then did she realize.

        Giving alone... wasn't enough to monopolize Lazuli's love.

        

        She shouldn't just give.

        She must receive a proper price in return.

        Only then could Lazuli stay by her side.

        

        [If I don't receive, it becomes a wound.]

        

        The curse dissolved in the sea pulsated in rhythm with Lapis's heartbeat.

        Gradually, very slowly, it bared its huge mouth toward Lazuli standing before her.

        

        [So, please tell me.]

        

        Her bony, sharp hand pulled out the pulsating heart from her chest.

        

        [That you want my heart (love)... my everything.]

        

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        

        "That's not pure love."

        

        Edel's red eyes looked at the mass of curse as he spoke.

        

        If it had been Edel before meeting Estelle, he might have agreed with Lapis's words, but not now.

        

        He wasn't particularly knowledgeable about love or pure love either.

        After all, he had first heard the word "love" from Estelle.

        

        And everything he had learned was from Estelle over just a little more than a month.

        

        Nevertheless, Edel denied Lapis.

        

        [Does Lazuli also want to say that my love has ended?]

        "If you see me as Lazuli, then listen. Pure love isn't about demanding or expecting something in return."

        

        Pure love is... yes.

        

        Edel closed his eyes gently as he recalled what pure love was.

        

        'Delicious. The best in the world.'

        

        When Estelle first praised his cooking,

        

        'Ah. Open your mouth.'

        '...I won't care if you throw up. You'll be throwing up on your own clothes.'

        

      

      
        When he first fed Estelle,

        

        'It's delicious. But... not as delicious as Estelle's cooking. It's just edible. Not bad.'

        'Would you wipe the fruit pulp from your mouth before lying?'

        

        And beyond that, simple conversations,

        

        Just holding hands and walking along the beach stirred unfamiliar emotions in Edel's heart.

        

        'Edel.'

        

        From the first time Estelle called his name, and continuously after.

        

        There was no room for "demands" or "compensation" to wedge their way in.

        

        Estelle had said they needed to tell Lapis the truth that love had ended, but Edel's thoughts were a bit different.

        

        The love of Lapis he had read about in books... was different from the love he had learned from Estelle.

        

        "Listen carefully. Pure love is making the most delicious meal in the world."

        [What...?]

        

        Edel continued speaking.

        

        "It doesn't end with making it. Sharing food together is also pure love. Going on dates while holding hands is pure love. Fighting together is pure love too. Even calling each other's names is pure love."

        

        As he spoke, the curse surrounding them surged, but Edel didn't mind.

        

        Yes. That was the pure love he had learned from Estelle.

        The inexplicable feelings he felt when looking at Estelle.

        

        A feeling he couldn't be certain of, yet became certain of.

        

        "Have you ever had such a day with Lazuli? Have you ever experienced such pure love?"

        

        Lapis covered her ears.

        She didn't want to hear any more.

        

        "I heard it from Estelle. Your love, Lapis, is not pure love. It's merely an unrequited love."

        

        But he was "Lazuli," after all.

        

        According to his words, the fog covering her memories disappeared, and things she had forgotten rose to the surface.

        

        Surely they had loved each other passionately.

        It seemed like they had spent days like the ones the Lazuli before her described...

        

        Lapis had smiled along with his smiling face, and that was surely love.

        

        But why.

        

        Even when she first saved him.

        Even when she first whispered love.

        Even when he trampled her at the end.

        

        For some reason, she couldn't remember Lazuli's appearance.

        

        What was the voice that whispered love like?

        What about the warm embrace?

        The passionate kiss...?

        

        The only certainty was that the man standing before her now was not Lazuli.

        

        Then where was Lazuli?

        Why wouldn't he give her even one warm embrace when she was suffering like this?

        

        Ah, that's right.

        Did I kill him...?

        

        In the memory obscured by the curse's fog, Lapis faced reality.

        

        "Lazuli, where are you?"

        "......"

        "You said you'd love me. If I gave you my hair... my eyes, my voice, my scales...!"

        "......"

        "My heart, my heart hurts so much...!"

        

        The curse surged.

        

        Watching the curse flare more violently than ever before, Edel drew his magic sword.

        

        He realized this was the moment when Lapis's curse was at its weakest.

        

        And he sensed that what he needed to do was to cut the heart consumed by the curse.

        

        "It's not over. Lapis, you haven't even begun yet."

        "Ah, it hurts! My heart... my whole body...!"

        

        The curse gathering toward her heart emitted a terrible power.

        

        There wasn't much magical energy left.

        Just enough for one swing.

        

        After that, he would have to find Estelle somewhere in the deep sea.

        

        It was uncertain whether he could accomplish even one of these tasks, but Edel had to succeed.

        

        "So, step aside now. My pure love is just beginning to learn!"

        

        The magic sword released its magical energy and cut through Lapis's heart in one stroke.

        

        KWAAAANG!

        

        Simultaneously.

        An impact larger than when he first collided with Lapis struck his entire body.

        

        He needed to find Estelle, but his body wouldn't listen.

        

        Even Edel, who was second only to the Demon King in the demon realm, had his consciousness flickering from the shock.

        

        Just before losing consciousness completely, he saw a beam of light approaching from the depths of the sea.
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        I had been too complacent.

        

        Without understanding love... my prattling about truth had essentially created this situation.

        

        After hearing the truth from Ophe, Lapis remained unscathed, and even went after Edel afterward...

        

        I should have broken Edel's stubbornness and fled from the sea.

        

        If I had known love... I could have weakened Lapis's curse.

        

        Such thoughts flashed through my mind dozens of times.

        

        What would happen now?

        

        Falling to the bottom of an abyss deeper than the deep sea, I couldn't move a finger.

        

        Not only was Lapis's curse fiercely clinging to me, but I was also lacking mana and didn't have Triceratops.

        

        Even if I somehow managed to remove the curse attached to my body, I couldn't think of a way to defeat Lapis.

        

        This is truly the end.

        

        My heart ached.

        It wasn't because of Lapis's curse.

        

        It wasn't pain surging from outside, but a strange resonance rising from deep within my heart.

        

        What is this pain?

        I felt a similar pain when I heard Edel's ignorant, innocent words. And when I heard his sexually harassing remarks.

        

        This pain must be because of Edel... but there was no trace of him anywhere here.

        

        What will happen to Edel now?

        Will he be devoured like Ophe?

        

        Or, true to being a Dark Knight, will he ask Lapis, the stronger one, how to become stronger than a loser like me?

        

        The more I called Edel's name in my heart, something stirred somewhere in my chest.

        

        'Are you going to end it here? What about pure love? Are you going to give up before the original story has even begun?'

        

        Angel Estel, whom I hadn't seen in a while, whispered in my left ear.

        

        The reason I became a witch.

        Angel Estel was bringing up the fundamental issue, hoping I would rise.

        

        'You promised to teach Edel about pure love, didn't you? And you need to watch Joshua grow old lovey-dovey!'

        

        Following that, Devil Estel shouted in my right ear, bringing up Joshua and Edel.

        

        Do you think I'm enjoying this?!

        I want to see Joshua married and living happily, and the once primitive Edel learning about pure love and being lovey-dovey... but there's no way.

        

        [There is a way, isn't there?]

        

        A feeling quite different from the voice contained in Lapis's curse.

        

        Like an old recorder, my voice full of noise reverberated in my mind, which had grown as dark as an abyss.

        

        [Now that you have neither Triceratops nor any other means left, I'll fulfill it for you.]

        

        The voice that tried to devour me intensely when I first became a witch.

        

        It was the curse sleeping within me.

        The curse should be asleep, so how...

        

        [I'll let you taste all the pure love in this world, the wish you had when you became a witch.]

        

        The curse continued, easily crushing my suspicions.

        

        Like a witch's whisper that seduces people with sweet words, it laid bare my desires and smiled wickedly.

        

        I almost found myself nodding unconsciously to those words.

        

        A way to save Edel...

        The easiest and fastest method.

        

        The curse must have sensed my feelings and was speaking so concisely.

        

        [Isn't that what you want? So why not wake me up? It's quite uncomfortable having two in a solitary cell.]

        

        I bit my lip, barely swallowing the answer that had risen to my throat.

        

        And then.

        

        "You're noisy."

        

        I cut off the curse's temptation in one go.

        

        If it were another boss, maybe.

        But a witch's curse in a situation where I'm facing Beril consumed by a curse, and now fighting Lapis?

        

        Awakening the curse might resolve the current situation immediately.

        But what then?

        

        Create a situation where I directly threaten Edel's life after Lapis?

        

        I wasn't foolish enough to accept such a cliché.

        

        [Then what will you do? If you delay any longer, Edel might be devoured by Lapis.]

        

      

      
        The curse was right.

        If I was even a second late, no one knew what would happen to Edel.

        

        It was the same when fighting the vampire.

        While I was hesitating with my body split in half, I lost an arm so futilely.

        This time, it wasn't just an arm at stake; my entire body could disappear.

        

        That's why I couldn't waste time on the curse's words.

        

        "You seem to have forgotten. I still have a method."

        

        Aria Chronicle Part 2.

        The method Aria used to defeat Lapis.

        

        After losing the battle, Aria devoured the fourth god's agent sleeping deep in the abyss and defeated Lapis through awakening.

        

        Although I'm not a god's agent, if I could awaken her, there was still a chance.

        

        [Is that possible? For you who has never experienced love?]

        "Not for me, no."

        

        The curse was right.

        For me, who doesn't know love, awakening the fourth god's agent who lives and dies for love would be nearly impossible.

        

        "But what if it's not me, but Edel?"

        

        Yes, if it's Edel.

        Edel, who is slowly learning about love step by step, might be able to awaken her.

        

        It's not Aria's love for Sion.

        It's not the protagonist's love that penetrates this world.

        

        Although he's not the protagonist,

        Even though he's a Dark Knight who once drove the world to crisis...

        

        Because the sea's love is equal and benevolent.

        That's why I used my ultimate with all my might, as if it were my last.

        

        My ultimate contained not my will, but only my gaze toward Edel.

        

        The ultimate immediately extended toward the abyss according to my will.

        A long-distance ultimate merely conveys feelings, but that was enough.

        

        'Is pure love something I can learn? I find many parts of the strong one's words difficult to understand.'

        'I still don't want to show it to others.'

        '...I just wanted to make the most delicious food in the world.'

        

        Memories of my time with Edel flashed by one by one like a kaleidoscope.

        

        Despite the desperate situation, somehow a smile formed on my lips.

        

        Yes. If I could convey the image of Edel I've seen to her sleeping in the coffin...!

        

        [Even in this place stained with darkness, love blooms. Ah, love. It is sublime. It is beautiful. It is a miracle that changes the world.]

        

        A ripple occurred in my heart.

        

        The fourth god's agent.

        The love of the sea.

        Noah opened her eyes.

        

        As brilliant white light pierced through the abyss, Lapis's curse instantly disappeared.

        

        Additionally, I could feel the curse residing in my heart falling back to sleep.

        

        "See? What did I tell you?"

        

        After all, it's pure love I taught, how could she not wake up to taste it?

        

        [Yawn.... You really succeeded. How disappointing.]

        "However you woke up, go back to sleep. Don't ever come out again."

        [This is like sleep-talking. If I were awake, would I make such a suggestion?]

        

        A tone that didn't sound disappointed at all.

        The annoyance, as if just testing me once, irritated my nerves.

        

        [Next time, I'll come with your real wish. Look forward to it.]

        

        Real wish...?

        Wasn't what I wanted to 'see all the pure love in this world'?

        

        "Wait. What do you mean...?!"

        [Do you have time to focus on me? Hehehe. Shouldn't you hurry to save Edel?]

        

        Leaving only an unsettling question, the curse's voice fell back into deep sleep.

        

        I couldn't wake the curse to hear what it meant.

        Above all, as the curse said, using Noah's power to save Edel came first.

        

        *

        

        When I shifted my gaze toward the light, I saw a brilliant silhouette rising through the abyss.

        

        A dress woven with whale scales along with the number '04' on the chest.

        A bob cut that reached the nape of her neck and eyes as calm as a quiet sea.

        

        The fourth god's agent.

        Noah was looking at me with curious eyes.

        

        [Is it you? The one who showed me innocent and pure love.]

        

      

      
        She narrowed her eyes and examined my face.

        Not smiling like a human, nor solemn like a god's agent, but with the eyes of a child asking something out of curiosity.

        

        "...That's not me, it's Edel."

        [I see. You merely conveyed it. That's what you believe.]

        

        A thin smile appeared on Noah's face as she nodded. It seemed like she was treating me like a child, which I found annoying, but I couldn't show it.

        

        [But choosing, passing on, and believing in that heart. That too is a form of love, as I learned from Him.]

        "There's no time. Please. Help me. Edel is in danger."

        [Having been chosen by Him and bearing the name of love on my back, I cannot ignore it. However, it is not I who will save him.]

        

        If not Noah, who will save Edel?

        Is there another transcendent being here that I don't know about?

        

        Noah's gaze remained on me.

        As if the answer was right in front of me, without needing to be spoken...

        

        Wait.

        

        "Don't tell me... me?"

        

        When I pointed at my face with my finger, Noah smiled brightly.

        

        How could I... when I don't even have enough strength left to use an ultimate, let alone mana...

        

        [Love is not done with words and tongue, but with action and truth. So the next step is also yours.]

        

        With Noah's final words, an unfamiliar but warm light seeped into my body.

        

        A power more pure than Leo's holy power with the strength of an angel.

        A pure white power that made the curse sleeping within me writhe in agony.

        The power of providence itself, which a witch who defies providence could never touch.

        

        The light soon transformed into two pairs of wings.

        

        Noah raised her hand, pointing toward where Edel was.

        Transparent light extended from her fingertips, and the curse barrier filling the deep sea began to quietly part.

        

        "I hate to say this, but why go this far...?"

        [Hurry.]

        "Ah, yes!"

        

        I spread my wings through the gap where the light was spreading.

        Yet, I kept mulling over the unerasable question in my mind.

        

        I did ask Noah for help, but I didn't expect her to help to this extent.

        At most, I thought she would drive away Lapis's curse above and somehow help me escape from the sea with Edel.

        

        But soon I organized my thoughts and focused on the light stretched out before me.

        

        As Noah said, I had to hurry.

        

        Lapis's curse couldn't stop me.

        Freely, as if flying through the sky, Triceratops, which was somehow firmly gripped in my hand, emitted a white light, cutting through the curse and opening a path.

        

        "...It's not over. Lapis, you haven't even begun yet."

        "Ah, it hurts! My heart..., my whole body...!"

        

        Edel and Lapis's voices were transmitted through the water current from nearby.

        

        Thank goodness.

        He wasn't devoured, nor did he surrender to Lapis.

        

        Just hearing Edel's voice made my wings respond and increase speed.

        

        'If I were Lapis, I don't think I would come to my senses with just such words.'

        

        I recalled what Edel had said before fighting Lapis.

        

        I knew from Ophe's end that the truth I conceived couldn't bring Lapis to his senses.

        

        I couldn't tell what Edel had said while I was struggling in the abyss under Lapis's curse, but undoubtedly, Lapis's curse was stirring after hearing Edel's words.

        

        The guy who always acted cocky with me and threw mindless sexual harassment...

        

        I felt foolish for confronting Edel with a flushed face.

        Who would have thought such an excellent disciple would appear for a teacher who had never experienced love?

        

        Is this what they call "the student surpassing the teacher"?

        But I couldn't let myself be overshadowed by my disciple like this.

        

        Edel's power alone would at most weaken Lapis's curse.

        

        Once again, a pink torrent accompanied by brilliant pure white light appeared at my fingertips.

        

        "So, step aside. My pure love is just beginning to learn!"

        

        KWAAAANG!!!

        

        The sea vibrated with Edel's shout.

        It was an echo incomparable to the vibration when Edel and Lapis first fought, but it had no effect on me.

        

        This must be the power of providence.

        The saving power that protects the world, which I had only seen in games.

        

        And that power bloomed not in the hands of Kyle, Sion, or Agnes... but solely in mine.

        

        My ultimate struck Lapis, who had seemed eternally unreachable.
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        "Lapis...!"

        The Siren's sanctuary, now so damaged it could no longer be called an underwater cave.

        

        Violet, covered in wounds, spotted Lapis sleeping peacefully in Edel's arms and swam hurriedly toward them from a distance.

        

        "Estel, thank you... You really saved Lapis...!"

        "See? What did I tell you? I am the Witch of Love, after all."

        

        Violet embraced Lapis with her trembling body, bowing her head as tears flowed.

        

        Lapis's appearance hadn't changed much.

        

        Her colorless hair and the left eye still filled with emptiness.

        Her pale skin, and between the exposed flesh where scales had peeled away, her gaunt bones were visible.

        

        But what resided in her open chest was not a dark, murky curse, but a small heart quietly pulsating.

        

        With a somewhat peaceful expression, Lapis's body moved on its own.

        

        Into the familiar warmth.

        Unconsciously, she nestled into Violet's embrace.

        

        "Is Lapis really okay now? She won't return to that terrible state again, will she?"

        

        Though the curse was gone, Violet couldn't shake her anxiety, perhaps because Lapis's appearance remained unchanged.

        

        Fair enough. It would be troubling if she opened her eyes and returned to her previous state.

        

        "Don't worry. Even if she looks like that, she'll be the lovely little sister you once knew."

        "Really...?"

        "Of course. Don't keep your distance out of fear. Just treat her like you used to."

        

        I cut off Violet's concerns decisively while calming the ache in my chest.

        

        [July 7th, Star-Studded Night - Bridge of Fallen Stars]

        Estel's wish to see all pure love in the world.

        Estel gains the power to control the mental imagery of targets based on ultimate casting distance.

        When in contact with two or more targets, she can connect their mental images to convey feelings that cannot be expressed in words.

        Targets hit by the ultimate cannot activate resistance effects against mental interference.

        

        This ultimate can be used on oneself.

        It can only be used on beings with mental imagery.

        

        Upon contact: Mental image domination. Memory adjustment. Emotion adjustment. Ability to delete or amplify mental domination effects.

        Without contact: Mental image transmission.

        

        If my ultimate, Bridge of Fallen Stars, were described in game system terms, it would probably look something like this.

        

        In the end, I successfully used my ultimate to block Lapis's curse.

        

        Following the original storyline, I had intended to put the curse to sleep within Lapis's mental imagery, but... unlike with Beryl, this curse had been rampaging for too long and resisted fiercely, so I had no choice but to transfer it to my own cramped mental space again.

        

        That makes three now.

        Including my own, plus Beryl's and Lapis's... I silently complained about how my mental space had become some kind of jewelry box for curses.

        

        Well, still... thanks to that, I was able to save Edel.

        Though a corner of my mind felt more constricted than usual, I could endure that much.

        

        Since Edel had shown protagonist-like qualities like Sion... couldn't I do anything to protect the protagonist, just like Aria?

        

        "Estel, are you feeling alright?"

        

        Either he had good intuition or he didn't know my physical condition... I smiled brightly at Edel as he looked at me with concerned eyes.

        

        "I'm perfectly fine. Why? Worried I might be hurt? Like I said before, I'm..."

        "The Witch of Love, is it."

        

        They say even a dog at a writing school can compose poetry after three years.

        I poked his side in mild protest as Edel cut me off so smoothly at times like this.

        

        "Thank you for granting such an unreasonable request. I know how much you all suffered because of the Ocean's Echo. Is there any way we Sirens can repay you?"

        "Repay?"

        

        While I was poking Edel's side, Violet joined the conversation, waving her fins.

        

        Just like a scene where Sion and Aria receive rewards after completing an episode.

        

      

      
        I hadn't done it expecting anything in return... I had only stopped Lapis because I followed Edel, and was worried Joshua might get hurt, so I hesitated at Violet's question.

        

        But soon I cleared my throat and spoke slowly.

        

        "When a child named Joshua comes here later, treat him like an honored guest. Oh, and there's a guy named Leo who'll be with him. Please take good care of him too."

        

        Since there was no guarantee that Joshua, who had left on a journey, wouldn't come here, I thought it wouldn't be bad to take out a small insurance policy as a mother.

        

        "I'm satisfied with the Kraken's tentacles."

        

        Edel picked up the Kraken's tentacles that remained in the ruins and swallowed his saliva.

        

        Sigh.

        The guy who looked so cool fighting Lapis... had once again become an idiot who only cared about food. Just as I was about to sigh—

        

        "Estel, have you ever eaten Kraken tentacles?"

        "Hmm? No, I haven't."

        "Hehe... Look forward to it. I'll make you the most delicious dish in the world."

        

        Ah, that's right.

        We were still on our ocean date.

        

        I remembered that before meeting Lapis and fighting her... it all started with fishing to feed Edel delicious seafood.

        

        Where was the Edel who used to steal other people's food and emit a foul odor? Now he was cooking for me...

        

        Wait. For me...?

        

        He said he'd make the most delicious dish in the world?

        

        Something felt off.

        Surely this was just the usual Edel, going on an ocean date as I had taught him...

        

        Thump. Thump. Thump.

        

        For some reason, my heart was beating rapidly as if it were broken, making my face flush hot.

        

        "Estel, your face is red. Are you really not feeling well?"

        "Uh... uhh? No, no! I'm just... thinking about how delicious the Kraken dish will be."

        "I see. You can look forward to it. It will definitely be delicious."

        

        It was absurd how he made such assertions despite never having cooked seafood before... but I had neither the words to respond nor the composure to do so.

        

        I was just being tossed around like a reed in the wind, helpless against Edel's actions.

        

        I couldn't possibly grasp what emotion was knocking at my heart right now.

        

        "My, my. Estel, what's this? Is that why you were so reluctant to give up that man?"

        

        Finding something amusing, Violet looked back and forth between me and Edel, and even the Sirens who had gathered behind her sparkled their eyes.

        

        This scene looked familiar... Right.

        It was just like when Beryl and Nyx misunderstood when they saw us.

        

        "......"

        

        Nothing had really changed since then.

        I couldn't even think of saying anything in this strange atmosphere.

        

        I just stared blankly at Edel,

        'Say something, please.'

        Sending an SOS with my eyes.

        

        "Speak. Are you hungry?"

        

        But Edel was Edel.

        Far from reading the atmosphere, he passed the situation back to me.

        No, I even felt like he was on the Sirens' team.

        

        Just as I was considering using my ultimate to put them all to sleep—

        

        "The man...! The man is mine!"

        

        The young Siren who had first tried to leave a mate's mark on Edel's nape cried out with teary eyes.

        

        Edel belongs to whom?

        She couldn't even leave a single wound on his nape with those teeth.

      

      
        Just a water fairy who fell for Edel based on his appearance...!

        

        Despite the Sirens' jeers, I couldn't say or do anything, but suddenly an inexplicable anger welled up inside me.

        

        "Edel, stay still."

        

        My fingers gripped Edel's arm with considerable force.

        

        I'll be the one to leave the mark.

        

        My voice was clearer than I expected.

        More honest than I expected...

        

        Wait.

        What am I thinking right now...?

        

        "Estel...? Ugh!"

        

        While I was stuck in my thoughts, unable to get my bearings,

        My body moved five beats faster.

        

        In an instant, I bit down hard on Edel's nape.

        

        "Oh my... Goodness..."

        

        Silence fell among the Sirens who had been whispering about us.

        

        With half-closed eyes, I gave a bloody smile toward the young Siren,

        And even the young Siren who had been shouting at Edel flinched and closed her mouth at my gaze.

        

        What am I doing right now...?

        

        Only then did my reason catch up to my body's actions, barely regaining control.

        

        I thought I hadn't bitten that hard... but when I removed my lips, a clear mark remained on Edel's nape.

        

        And that mark was too cruel a reality for the young Siren to accept.

        

        Even underwater, even the foolish Edel could tell she was crying.

        

        "Estel, no matter how hungry you are, I am not food."

        "I, I know that!? Anyway, let's go back!"

        

        I grabbed Edel's hand as he rubbed the wound on his nape with a blank expression, and hurriedly left the Siren's sanctuary.

        

        I couldn't face the Sirens any longer.

        

        No matter how much the Sirens tried to steal Edel's pure love, I couldn't understand why I had acted that way.

        

        But... despite that, my racing heart calmed down, reassuring me.

        

        Was it because I had taken in Lapis's curse as well?

        I couldn't find any other reason for my impulsive behavior.

        

        Yes. That had to be it.

        

        "What did I taste like?"

        "Terrible. The worst in the world!"

        

        When Edel followed me and made a silly joke, I let out a grumpy cry without thinking.

        

        I squeezed our joined hands even tighter.

        

        Quickening my steps on the way back.

        I felt like I might be consumed by unknown emotions if I stayed underwater any longer.

        

        Growl.

        Whether it was my stomach or Edel's, or perhaps both, our belly clocks rang loudly.

        

        "You said you'd make it for me, right? The most delicious dish in the world. Since you taste terrible. There's no pure love or anything without the world's most delicious Kraken dish."

        "Don't worry."

        

        Our ocean date wasn't over yet.

        

        Even if it was just a fake date for study... I didn't want anyone else involved in our ocean date anymore.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.176The Witch and the Black Knight (54)Jun 24, 2025

      
        The evening glow settled over the quiet beach.

        Crimson-tinted waves gently dampened my toes, while the subtle aroma of simple cooking wafted from the bonfire.

        

        I sat idly in my chair, admiring Edel as he insisted on cooking without my help.

        

        With a crackle of flames, a carefully prepared plate was placed before me.

        

        When Edel finally sat down silently, his shoulders were visibly tense.

        

        "It's ready."

        

        Edel was trying his best to maintain a poker face to hide his nervousness, but he couldn't fool my keen eye after living together for so long.

        

        The subtle trembling of his eyelashes.

        His hands awkwardly opening and closing repeatedly.

        Above all, his eyes darting to follow my hand as I held the fork.

        

        The tension of a man serving his cooking.

        And to think that the Black Knight himself was the protagonist of this scene.

        

        Using Edel's anxiety as an appetizer, I shifted my gaze to the plate.

        

        "Hehehe. You know, before eating food, you should savor it with your eyes and nose first."

        

        Thinly sliced kraken tentacles, small enough to fit into my mouth, were arranged in a fan shape across the plate.

        

        Taking advantage of my preference for vegetables, finely shredded cabbage was piled in the center.

        

        The outer surface of the tentacles was slightly charred, creating a stark contrast with the glossy flesh inside.

        

        A subtle smoky aroma tickled my nose along with the steam.

        

        "Not bad at all. The plating is nice, and it smells good."

        "Is that all?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Don't just look at the trees. See the forest."

        

        See the forest?

        Did I miss something?

        

        I paused with my fork midway and looked at the plate again.

        

        Suddenly, I understood what Edel meant.

        

        "It's... me, isn't it?"

        

        When looking at each element separately, it was just food, but when viewed as a whole... I could see my face on the plate.

        

        The well-cooked kraken tentacles formed my hair.

        The finely chopped cabbage created my face.

        

        It was somewhat crooked and rough, like a child's crayon drawing, but it was unmistakably me.

        

        I had casually taught him about plating when teaching him to cook, but I never expected him to create my face....

        

        Surprised by Edel's unexpected progress, I hesitated with the fork in my hand.

        

        Should I really eat this?

        My heart swelled with a different kind of excitement than when Joshua first presented his cooking.

        

        Part of me wanted to frame it and admire it forever.

        

        I silently gazed at Edel.

        

        Half in amazement at how he managed to create a face plating I'd never taught him, and half from the throbbing sensation pounding in my chest.

        

        My dilated pupils focused solely on Edel.

        

        As if understanding my gaze, Edel offered a gentle smile and spoke.

        

        "When I thought about making the most delicious dish in the world, your image appeared."

        "W-what...?"

        

        Those words implied that the most delicious dish in the world was... me?!

        

        My face flushed hotter than the throbbing in my chest.

        

        D-does he even realize what he's saying?!

        

        "What's wrong? Did I say something incorrect? Strange. It should be the pure love Estel taught me."

        "Ugh. W-well, that's true, but!"

        

        How could my face appear when thinking about the most delicious dish in the world?!

        

        This was clearly sexual harassment.

        And a sophisticated strategy of harassment using food...!

        

        I swallowed the sound that had risen to my throat.

        If I blurted out "sexual harassment" here, the pure love I taught him would also seem like harassment.

      

      
        

        Right... It's all because of the food made in my image.

        I lifted my fork, almost ready to mash the food, then just tapped the plate repeatedly.

        

        I could already imagine how sad Edel would be if I did that.

        I didn't want to ruin the dish he'd made with hand-picked ingredients, not some meal kit.

        

        Even if it was... a dish modeled after my face, the very embodiment of harassment.

        

        In the end, the only way to make this dish disappear was—

        

        "Haup...!"

        

        —to quickly put it in my mouth.

        

        The elastic texture of the tentacle transmitted from the tip of my fork.

        The moment it touched my tongue, a salty ocean flavor spread with a subtle smokiness.

        

        "......"

        

        The savory taste melted in my mouth.

        The outside was crispy from being charred, but the inside dissolved moistly on my tongue.

        

        "...It's delicious."

        "Hehe. Is it? How delicious? Is it truly the most delicious thing in the world?"

        

        Edel pounced on my honest reaction, gradually closing the distance between us with each word, tightening his encirclement so I couldn't escape.

        

        A few days ago, I might have been caught off guard.

        But now I wasn't naive enough to be completely swept up in Edel's pace.

        

        "I wonder? Would you like to taste Estel too? T-to see if I'm delicious! Check for yourself!"

        

        As soon as the words left my mouth, I wanted to cover it.

        

        This wasn't... sexual harassment.

        As Edel said, it was just mimicry.

        

        It truly had no hidden meaning, just talk about food.

        No, that's not it, anyway.

        

        I picked up a tentacle piece that had formed part of my hair and placed it in Edel's mouth.

        

        "W-well?! How do I taste?!"

        "Mmph...?!"

        

        I fed him more tentacles in succession, preventing him from answering.

        

        It was fine not hearing his answer.

        The dish Edel made after studying pure love couldn't possibly taste bad.

        

        ***

        

        After finishing the tentacles, Edel gently wiped his mouth.

        

        Unable to look directly at him, I stared toward the sea.

        The sun was setting over the rippling waves as the dark blue night slowly crept in.

        

        "Shall we take a walk?"

        

        Edel carefully broke the awkward silence.

        

        "The meal is over, but... the date, the pure love, isn't over yet, is it?"

        "I suppose so."

        

        He followed up with words carefully chosen to make it impossible for me to refuse.

        

        Waves with nowhere to go crashed against the sand, creating a gentle white noise.

        

        Over that sound, Edel and I walked along the beach, our feet pressing into the wet ground.

        

        Our footprints, illuminated by moonlight, were different in size but left traces at a steady pace.

        

        Our hands held naturally.

        Following that hand with my gaze, I noticed the mark where I had bitten his nape, highlighted by the moonlight.

        

        It seemed more noticeable than the various scars, large and small, across Edel's body...

        

        "Hey, Edel. Did it hurt?"

        "Hmm? Ah, this. I learned that even the bites of the strong are extraordinary."

        "Oh, really...!"

        

        I was genuinely concerned, but Edel's smooth response, learned from who knows where, irritated me.

        

        "But why did you bite my nape?"

        "It's a thing. You don't need to know. It was all to protect your pure love."

        

        My chest ached as if I'd told a lie.

        

      

      
        Did Edel even realize?

        How many women were after him in this world? How hard I was working as his pure love teacher to protect him!

        

        It was telling that I was considering having him cover his face with a helmet wherever we went.

        

        "By the way, Edel."

        "Yes?"

        "What did you say to Lapis?"

        

        I carefully brought up the question I'd missed the chance to ask at the Siren's Haven.

        

        I knew I was wrong about Ope's death, but when I escaped the abyss with Noah's help, Lapis's curse had clearly weakened.

        

        Edel, who had become the second Lazuli, must have told Lapis the truth.

        

        They say a true teacher can learn from their student.

        Moreover, if his pure love power was enough to catch Noah's attention after awakening... it could help my future pure love explorations.

        

        "Well, nothing special. I just told the truth as you taught me."

        "Oh. Is that so?"

        

        Edel awkwardly smiled and turned his gaze toward the sea.

        

        A lie.

        He was definitely hiding something.

        

        "Are you really not going to tell me?"

        "If you answer my question, I'll give you a proper answer."

        "A question? Hehehe. What is it? Tell me."

        

        I stopped walking and smiled with my characteristic playfulness.

        I was confident I could answer any question silly Edel might ask.

        

        "Estel, you're a witch too. Does that mean... you'll also be consumed by the curse? If that happens... will you change like Lapis?"

        "......"

        

        Contrary to my expectation... a heavy question came back.

        

        My breath caught.

        

        Perhaps I'd thought someone might ask me this someday.

        

        Joshua had been cautious about it too, but Edel had crossed that line so easily.

        

        I thought I had prepared a model answer for such a question... but when actually confronted with it, my throat felt completely blocked.

        

        Maybe it was because the person asking was none other than Edel.

        

        I knew how to eliminate the curse... but it would only be possible 200 years later.

        

        Having swallowed Lapis's curse, the only way to endure until then would be to continuously block my mind with Ulti.

        

        Moreover, my dormant curse had spoken, so I needed to be even more careful.

        

        My true wish.

        The last words the curse had uttered bothered me... and somehow I had an intuition that it might be connected to Edel.

        

        I pressed my lips together and fixed my gaze on Edel.

        

        "I..."

        

        Just before continuing, my heart gave a great thump.

        

        "Have you forgotten? I'm the Witch of Love. Do you think I'd be consumed by something like a curse?"

        

        I forced the corners of my mouth up, but the smile never quite made it out.

        

        Edel silently looked at me, then spoke very quietly.

        

        "I see. Of course. Because it's you, Estel."

        "Hehehe. Right? So don't worry too—"

        "If you ever get consumed by the curse, I'll save you."

        "Umm... Okay. I understand."

        

        I instinctively nodded shyly at Edel's pledge.

        

        Edel said nothing more.

        

        I too just nodded, afraid that if I opened my mouth, I'd be at a loss for words again like before.

        

        A comfortable silence settled between us, filled only by the quiet whispers of the incoming waves.

        

        We walked in silence, holding hands.

        

        The sound of our footsteps on the sand and the gentle breaking of waves.

        

        I thought I could hear Siren songs from far away, but they weren't enough to capture our attention.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.177City of FlorenceJul 04, 2025

      
        # City of Florence.

        Magnificent spires soaring toward the heavens to approach God's will.

        Beneath the most dazzling spire of the Grand Cathedral, beyond the sacred door, lay the Pope's office.

        

        In that space where even cardinals couldn't enter freely, Carte spoke to the Pope with narrowed eyes and a sly smile, as if engaging in casual conversation.

        

        "I never expected that troublesome saint to awaken so prematurely. How fortunate."

        

        Pope Arius frowned at the mention of fortune and responded by making the sign of the cross.

        

        "So. How did it go?"

        

        Carte shrugged in response to the Pope's voice, which lacked expectation, surprise, or doubt.

        

        "Even an angel with three pairs of wings is nothing more than a mutant chicken-pigeon once it has witnessed 'Him.'"

        "The artificial angel project will be expedited then."

        "I've already begun. The First and Second Princes are now your swords, Your Holiness."

        

        Artificial angels.

        A plan to forcibly inject angelic power into the bodies of those not chosen, creating an army that no one could challenge.

        

        Their souls would perish, unable to withstand the angelic power, but that was precisely what Arius intended.

        

        "Soon, only those who worship the nameless god will remain in this land. And then..."

        "Do you intend to become a god?"

        "...No. I merely follow His will."

        

        Carte inwardly gave a bitter smile.

        

        Boring old man.

        His assessment of the Pope hadn't changed over time.

        

        The Pope lacked Grey's cunning or Lucia's vibrant personality.

        Would it have been more entertaining if they had kept the saint alive?

        

        "What happened to the Pink Witch?"

        

        The Pope's question followed while Carte was briefly lost in thought.

        

        The Pink Witch.

        Four years ago, she had torn Lucia to pieces and wielded a fearsome weapon... a witch who might stand against His power.

        

        Knowing the city's secrets was one thing... but above all, Carte had deliberately kept his distance despite the Pope's orders because the witch seemed to recognize him, which made him wary.

        

        "As it happens, I heard news about the Pink Witch from Guardian Grey, whom I sent to Salem. She apparently appeared in the east. When he came to his senses, she had vanished."

        "How long do you plan to leave her be? That witch knows our secrets."

        "But hasn't she been quiet for four years? Why are you so obsessed with that witch? There's no need to rush; once the artificial angels are complete, surely..."

        

        Carte couldn't finish his sentence.

        

        The holy power emanating from the Pope threatened to cut off his breath at any moment.

        

        It was time to back down and bow his head.

        

        A full four years.

        The old man's patience must be reaching its limit.

        

        Carte sensed that today would be the last day of his comfortable life of avoiding troublesome tasks and submitting perfunctory reports.

        

        "I'll prepare to depart immediately."

        "Sending other heresy judges would be pointless. Carte, you must go yourself and bring her back."

        

        The Pope withdrew his holy power and slowly turned around, adding one final instruction.

        

        "And capture the remaining angel as well. You may take the First and Second Swords with you. Use any means necessary."

        "Any means... Yes, I understand."

        

        Any means necessary.

        Carte thought of one person in particular.

        

        ***

        

        A day in Salem never passes.

        More precisely, those imprisoned there were thrown into a mass of light 24 hours a day, unable to tell whether it was day or night.

        

        Purifying evil witches with light. It was one of the torture methods personally devised by Lucia when she was the Commander of the Heresy Judges.

        

        And now, the one confined in that light was none other than Lucia herself.

        

        "Hee hee... How fitting."

        "How does it feel to be in the same situation?"

        

        The voices mocking her belonged to witches imprisoned somewhere on the other side of the prison.

        

        She could endure the pain of 24-hour exposure to light well enough. But countless cursed voices relentlessly pierced her ears.

        

        All the witches imprisoned in Salem had been captured by Lucia's own hands.

        

      

      
        Perhaps this hateful chorus was the inevitable result.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        How many years had passed... or perhaps only a few months had gone by in her distorted sense of time. Lucia's thoughts remained fixed on just a few ideas.

        

        How did it come to this?

        What did I do wrong?

        

        That's how it was at first.

        Shortly after being imprisoned in Salem. Thinking that this might be a trial sent by the nameless god...

        

        That if she endured this pain, her sins would be washed away... that she wasn't cursed by a witch. That she could prove who she was again.

        

        But after being worn down by brutal torture in the incomprehensible flow of time, such thoughts had disappeared.

        

        "......"

        

        Salem was quiet.

        

        The witches' cursed whispers, their laughter, the screams of pain from torture—none of these could be heard anymore.

        

        Lucia hadn't gone mad.

        It was just that, at some point, Salem had become too quiet.

        

        Tap.

        Tap.

        

        The footsteps of a stranger echoed through the silent Salem.

        

        These weren't the footsteps of the other heresy judges patrolling Salem. They were lighter, without even the creaking of armor... that kind of sound.

        

        "Commander, have you been well? It feels a bit awkward seeing you like this."

        

        The footsteps stopped, and a man's voice rang out, hiding his true intentions beneath a cheerful tone.

        

        "...Carte."

        "So you remember me. I was so worried you might have gone mad. I've been tossing and turning at night thinking about you."

        

        He added with a playful tone and smile:

        

        "How was the food in Salem? I specifically instructed them to take special care of you."

        

        Lucia clicked her tongue with a tongue that could no longer taste anything in response to his insincere words. Then she raised her head and glared at Carte.

        

        Her mind wasn't damaged enough to be deceived by the lies of someone who had never once visited her until now.

        

        "Why have you come? Are you here to put me on trial?"

        

        She tried to gauge his intentions with faded eyes, but his narrowed eyes and constant smirk were as difficult to read as a blank face.

        

        "Oh, how could that be? You know how fond I am of you, Commander. You may be a bit dense and somewhat slow on the uptake... but that has its own entertainment value."

        "If you're not here to release me... and you've just come to mock me, do as you please."

        "Hmm... What would you do if you got out?"

        

        Carte knelt down.

        Matching his eye level with Lucia's, he revealed golden irises behind his narrowed eyes and whispered very quietly in her ear.

        

        "Are you still... curious? About why you were imprisoned here. About the true nature of that underground 'Embryo.'"

        

        For a moment, Lucia's expression contorted.

        But it quickly hardened again.

        

        She had never forgotten that name.

        But there was something more important.

        

        "No, I hunt witches. Especially that Pink Witch—I will capture her myself."

        

        The Pink Witch.

        

        While the Embryo was the reason Lucia was imprisoned in Salem, the person who caused it all was the Pink Witch.

        

        Her teeth still ground together when she thought about what the witch had done to her in Veneschia. That had been the driving force that helped her endure Salem's brutal torture.

        

        "Oh? With that body, you couldn't catch a witch, let alone me."

        "......"

        

        Carte gave Lucia a quick once-over.

        

        An arm missing on one side.

        A body emaciated from torture.

        

        But Lucia's sharply honed gaze made Carte smile.

        

        "Well, fine. Given your determination, I can make arrangements. No one in the Holy Kingdom could match you when it comes to hunting witches."

        

        Carte slowly rose from his position.

        As he moved above Lucia's eye level, his voice gradually regained its original irritating cheerfulness.

      

      
        

        "But why are you suddenly like this now..."

        "Commander, does that matter?"

        

        Lucia couldn't understand why Carte, who was essentially the Pope's puppet, would now come to rescue her, but she couldn't ask any questions.

        

        It was because Carte's golden eyes were revealed.

        

        "Would you rather rot here forever, ruminating on God's trials? Or would you go out once more to hunt that witch?"

        "......"

        "Why hesitate? Isn't this what you've been enduring for four years?"

        

        Carte smiled and extended his hand.

        A key to the prison door dangled between his fingers.

        

        "You said you want the witch. I'll get you out. And if you just capture the Pink Witch, I'll make sure the Pope grants you absolution for your service."

        

        Lucia silently stared at the key.

        

        "What do you say? I don't think these are bad terms for you."

        

        Indeed, they weren't.

        The conditions Carte offered were exactly what Lucia wanted.

        

        "...I have a condition."

        "A condition?"

        "I will capture that witch myself. No one else interferes."

        

        At those words, Carte burst into laughter with delight.

        

        "Haha. As expected, you're still you, Commander. Fine. The Pink Witch is all yours. Just make sure you capture her alive. Don't kill her. His Holiness plans to hold the trial personally."

        

        Click.

        

        The prison door that had confined Lucia opened. Along with it, the straitjacket restraining her body.

        

        Four years, he had said.

        Her body, reduced to little more than bones, creaked at the sudden freedom, but that was fine.

        

        "So where is the Pink Witch now?"

        "Ah, about that."

        

        Carte shrugged with a leisurely smile.

        

        "That's something you'll have to find out for yourself."

        "......"

        

        If Lucia's body had been in normal condition, she might have given Carte a good beating.

        

        ***

        

        Beneath the Grand Cathedral of Florence.

        Beyond the massive door where no one but the Pope was allowed entry.

        

        An "ideal" landscape lay there, with birds chirping and warm sunlight shining through the clouds.

        

        Within it, a large tree, too grotesquely twisted to be called an apple tree, indicated that this was the land of Eden.

        

        Under the shade of the tree.

        A pristine white table elegantly set with an ornate porcelain tea set.

        

        "The tea tastes wonderful. I wish you could enjoy it with me."

        

        A girl—no, a being in the form of a girl—quietly sipped her tea and spoke to the "massive egg" before her.

        

        It was too transparent to be called an egg, and it was so sacred that merely looking at it felt like receiving salvation.

        

        "I see you're enjoying a tea party."

        "Arius, is that you?"

        

        Pope Arius emerged from the forest, carefully lowering his body in reverence as if worshipping a deity.

        

        The girl looked at Arius kneeling and gave a light laugh.

        

        "You're kneeling again. When did it start? Arius, you've always been obedient."

        

        Taking another sip of tea, the girl carefully set down her cup and said softly:

        

        "But I've never once... told you that 'you may sit.'"

        

        At those words, Arius's forehead pressed even deeper to the ground.

        

        "Don't interrupt my tea party. And hurry up and find the angels. I need to prepare a splendid party to awaken Aria, who has fallen into eternal sleep. I don't care what happens to the rest."

        "Yes, Lady Alice. I will follow your will."

        

        Alice paid no further attention to Arius.

        

        Her fingertips glided along the transparent Embryo, and inside it, a woman of unknown identity was curled up, deep in dreams.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.178The Butterfly's Journey (3)Jul 17, 2025

      
        "This is the Southern Continent!"

        

        Joshua's eyes sparkled as she gazed at the unfamiliar continent spread out before her.

        

        It had been a journey flying with Leo using magic all the way from the Western Continent since they couldn't travel by ship.

        Though her body felt heavy from the significant mana consumption, the scenery unfolding before her eyes was enough to make her forget all that fatigue.

        

        Large birds she had never seen in the Western Continent were gliding gracefully across the sky.

        In the distant forest, a beastfolk with perked animal ears was quietly crossing through the woods like cutting through water.

        The landscape of forests filled with towering trees closely resembled the Southern Continent that Joshua had seen in books.

        

        "So this is the Southern Continent. Even though it's been cut off from other continents, it still looks magnificent. By the way, Joshua, are you feeling alright?"

        

        In contrast, Leo showed little interest in the scenery.

        Instead, he carefully examined Joshua's complexion first and asked with concern.

        

        Joshua had been using magic to fly for over half a day.

        She had been carrying Leo in her arms while flying, so her mana consumption must have been substantial.

        

        Leo was inwardly anxious, watching Joshua who could collapse from mana exhaustion at any moment.

        

        "Hehe. I'm fine! I'm a bit tired, but not enough to collapse."

        

        Joshua dismissed Leo's concern casually and asked:

        

        "But Leo, you don't seem very surprised by the Southern Continent's scenery?"

        "I visited a missionary branch in the Southern Continent when I was young. The Holy Kingdom conducts missionary activities across all continents."

        "Ah, that's right... I forgot for a moment that Leo was a prince."

        

        Unlike herself who had spent most of her life in the mountains, Leo had traveled to various places as a prince.

        

        Joshua, who had wanted to share the same emotions with Leo, could only put aside her disappointment.

        

        "Though you say you're fine, it would be better to rest for today. The sun is already setting."

        

        Leo looked at the evening glow sinking at the edge of the horizon. Although Joshua said she was fine, the Southern Continent was home to various races, and they couldn't know what dangers might await them.

        

        Entering the forest now would be nothing short of jumping into danger.

        

        "Yaaawn... Shall we? The nearest village seems quite far away. Let's camp around here for tonight."

        

        Though she claimed to be fine, Joshua nodded at Leo's suggestion, succumbing to fatigue with a yawn.

        

        While she was eager to enter the forest right away to find the elven forest, she didn't want to worry Leo.

        

        To add a bit more, this was a journey after all.

        Rather than rushing around, she wanted to look around and enjoy this time leisurely for as long as possible.

        

        As this was her first journey away from her mother's shadow, there were too many things she wanted to do alone with Leo—more than she could list in a notebook.

        

        Above all—

        Now that she had become an adult, she no longer needed to be conscious of her mother's gaze, and Joshua was gradually trying to reveal feelings she had harbored for a long time.

        

        "This place looks good."

        "Yes, it's perfect!"

        

        After finding a suitable camping spot, Leo's holy power and Joshua's magic circle spread a protective barrier around them.

        

        Then Joshua took out the camping kit her mother had prepared from her portable inventory.

        

        From taking out the tent that automatically assembled when infused with mana to setting it up, they completed their camping preparations in less than five minutes.

        

        And in those brief five minutes, the sunset that had been hanging on the horizon faded, marking the end of the day.

        

        "Wh-whoa, it's already dark! Shall we go inside the tent now?!"

        "Wait...!"

        "Why? Hurry up. Like you said, I'm tired from using so much mana."

        

        Joshua tugged lightly at Leo's hand, urging him. However, Leo couldn't readily follow her lead.

        

        Because—

        

        "Why did you set up only one tent? I'm sure..."

      

      
        "Huh? There's only one tent."

        

        Joshua avoided Leo's gaze and casually tucked her hair behind her ear.

        

        There was definitely another tent in Joshua's portable inventory on the back of her hand. After all, they had always set up two tents during their camping trips until now.

        

        In other words, Leo was dumbfounded by Joshua's blatant lie.

        

        Leo carefully caught her delicate wrist, which seemed like it might disappear before his eyes if he tried to grab it, and met Joshua's gaze cautiously.

        

        "Estel would not let this slide if she knew."

        

        Before they left on their journey.

        

        'Touch her and you're dead. You understand what I'm saying, right?'

        

        The night before their departure, Estel had visited Leo's bedroom, brandishing a triceratops, and strictly prohibited any improper behavior during their journey. The memory was still vivid.

        

        Yes, take it slow.

        Even without Estel's warning, Leo preferred a love that rose gently like water rather than one that burned fiercely like fire.

        

        "My mom isn't here, you know?"

        "Still, if Estel finds out, I won't survive."

        "Argh! Would you die if my mom told you to?!"

        "Some things just aren't right, regardless."

        

        Realizing that stubbornness wouldn't work, Joshua slyly played her next card.

        

        "Do you dislike sleeping with me, Leo?"

        "That's not it, but..."

        

        Being a man, Leo wanted to sleep with Joshua too.

        

        Even without Estel's blood, Joshua's chest... far exceeded the average woman's, and Leo's gaze would occasionally fix on it.

        

        It wasn't just about her appearance. To Leo, Joshua was someone more special, more precious.

        

        "I won't go in even if I have to sleep outside."

        "Hmm... really?"

        

        Unlike Leo, Joshua, who had just come of age, no longer had any 'lines' left to hold her back.

        

        Even if it was her mother's unnecessary worry and interference!

        

        "Today... I'll specially let you touch me."

        "...!"

        

        Plump. Soft. Bouncy.

        

        As Joshua lowered her head and looked up at Leo intently, her cleavage was clearly exposed.

        

        Leo tried hard to avert his gaze from the cleavage visible beneath her slightly lifted outer garment and turned his head away.

        

        Nevertheless, his eyes kept being drawn back. Contrary to his will, his head was already struggling to look at the two valleys.

        

        While Leo was engaged in a fierce internal battle to stop himself—

        

        "...Pervert. What were you just thinking?"

        "Th-this is...! I mean..."

        

        Joshua brought her smiling face right up to his.

        The moment Leo flinched at her mischievous expression, she firmly gripped his hand and quickly pulled him into the tent.

        

        Joshua's hand was infinitely light, but Leo, betrayed by his instincts, had no means left to resist her strength.

        

        "Hehe. You were going to come in anyway. How much better would it have been if you'd just come in earlier?"

        

        A soft sensation enveloped Leo's body comfortably.

        The lamp attached to the roof gently illuminated Joshua's eyes.

        

        There was a hint of something lewd in that gaze, but there was also... a clear purity mixed in.

        Those contradictory eyes made Leo's heart waver.

        

      

      
        Joshua held Leo's hand and collapsed onto the bed set up in the tent. Leo naturally ended up covering her.

        

        "Leo."

        "...Joshua."

        

        Of course, he supported himself with one arm to avoid completely overlapping, but their gazes, their emotions crossed, creating an indescribable current between them.

        

        "......"

        "......"

        

        A moment of silence before history was made enveloped them.

        It felt like they would be completely captivated by the atmosphere if they didn't say something.

        

        At that moment.

        

        "Just... for tonight?"

        

        Joshua whispered in Leo's ear, unable to hide her trembling voice.

        

        "I'm very tired... So even if Leo does something, I won't know."

        

        Joshua's eyes were half-closed, emitting a strange gaze as if seducing Leo.

        

        "You can do... whatever you want, Leo."

        

        However, Leo didn't miss the trembling in Joshua's eyes.

        

        "Joshua, are you sure?"

        "......"

        

        Joshua didn't answer.

        Instead, she completely closed her eyes and turned her head to hide her flushed face.

        

        At the same time, Leo's hand moved.

        

        Slowly.

        And carefully.

        

        As Leo's hand passed over Joshua's thigh, waist, chest... and lips... her eyebrows twitched at the warmth felt from his large hand, even though it didn't touch her.

        

        Where is he going to touch first?

        Joshua's heart was pounding so hard it felt like it might burst from various complex emotions.

        

        Tap.

        

        And first of all.

        Leo's hand landed on top of Joshua's head.

        

        "Leo...?"

        

        The same stroking as usual.

        

        The second warmest touch in this world descended along her hair.

        

        This isn't it.

        She wanted a more sticky and intense... that kind of touch.

        It was a bit scary, but it would be okay if it was Leo.

        

        "Didn't you say you were tired? It would be better to rest for today. I'll stroke your hair like this until you fall asleep."

        

        Whether it was due to Leo's kindness or because she was lying in bed, she couldn't resist the drowsiness that came over her.

        

        "...Idiot. Fool. Eunuch."

        

        Even though her voice was fading and her glare at Leo felt like sleep-talking, Joshua didn't give up.

        

        "But... I won't give up on sleeping together."

        "J-Joshua!?"

        "Hehe. Good night..."

        

        Grab.

        

        Using her last bit of strength, Joshua hugged Leo and immediately fell asleep. She locked her hands around his waist to prevent him from escaping and showed a happy smile.
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        "Another failure."

        "Sigh... Where on earth could it be?"

        

        With a butterfly hairpin adorned with wings of sky blue on one side and loving pink on the other, Joshua slumped his shoulders and let out a small, tired breath.

        

        It had been over a month since they arrived on the Southern Continent and began wandering in search of the Elven Forest.

        

        During that time, Joshua and Leo had met many beast-folk with animal tails and ears, and even creatures who resembled monsters but spoke and thought like humans. Yet they couldn't find even a trace of elves in the vast forests of the Southern Continent.

        

        "They said to follow the World Tree's leaf... Were we deceived? This can't be just an ordinary leaf, right?"

        

        Joshua complained softly while twirling the World Tree leaf between his thumb and index finger.

        

        'The World Tree has regenerative properties, so even fallen leaves try to return to their branches.'

        

        He recalled Ophe's explanation back in Bersha.

        

        'Where the World Tree's leaf points, you'll find the Elven Forest.'

        

        He had trusted those words and come all this way... but the World Tree's leaf looked no different from an ordinary leaf.

        

        If there was any difference at all, it was that despite being in Joshua's possession for over a month, it hadn't withered even once.

        

        "Perhaps it was unreasonable from the start to expect elves to reveal their forest to outsiders. I've heard elves are extremely closed off and hostile to other races."

        

        Elves.

        A race with longer ears than other species, making them sensitive to sound, living together in specific forests centered around the World Tree.

        

        With high affinity for nature, mastery of spirit magic, extremely long lifespans of a thousand years, and the race's uniquely beautiful appearance.

        

        Despite seeming like a race that could dominate the entire continent if they wished, they were excessively reclusive and hostile, rarely venturing beyond the area influenced by the World Tree.

        

        "Even if we can't find the Elven Forest, the Southern Continent is vast... How about we travel elsewhere first? I know several nice places."

        

        Leo carefully suggested, trying to comfort the disappointed Joshua.

        

        After a month of camping, Joshua looked extremely tired, and Leo felt increasingly anxious watching her grow more exhausted day by day.

        

        He thought it would be good to rest properly in a real village.

        

        "No! We'll rest after we find the Elven Forest!"

        

        Despite Leo's concerned suggestion, Joshua raised her slumped shoulders and burned with determination.

        

        "But the method..."

        "There is a method. Probably!"

        "Probably...?"

        

        Leo made a bewildered expression at Joshua's confident yet uncertain answer.

        

        A cool breeze brushed past Leo's ear.

        

        "Wind?"

        

        It would have been natural to dismiss a breeze as something that always blows from somewhere in the great forest.

        

        But this time was different.

        

        The wind began to gather around Joshua, gently rustling her hair.

        

        A force different from mana.

        The exact same sensation as when Ophe summoned spirits in Bersha on the Western Continent.

        

        [Pyorong?]

        

        Soon the wind converged, revealing a green figure in the form of a small child.

        

        A wind spirit.

        

      

      
        The spirit, perching lightly on Joshua's shoulder, tilted its head and leaned against her neck.

        

        "A spirit? How did Joshua...?"

        "Hehe. I tried copying what Ophe showed us before, and it worked. Though I've been secretly practicing for a month."

        

        Joshua stroked the spirit clinging to her neck and laughed sheepishly, but Leo couldn't simply be amazed.

        

        Humans cannot summon spirits.

        Because they lack the ability to commune with nature.

        

        The limits of humans are detecting mana flows or divine power granted by gods. The doctrine of the Holy Kingdom, which defined those who disrupted the world's order as apostates, came to mind.

        

        "Hmm... It would be better not to summon it in front of people. Especially in front of people from the Holy Kingdom."

        "Why?"

        "Because it could put Joshua in danger."

        

        Joshua nodded silently at Leo's serious expression.

        

        She had expected at least some praise...

        But having experienced an attack from an Inquisitor, Joshua couldn't ignore Leo's concern.

        

        "A-Anyway! I'll find the Elven Forest with the spirit's help."

        

        Trying to lighten the tense atmosphere, Joshua cupped the spirit in both hands and showed it to Leo.

        

        "With the spirit?"

        "Ophe said before that only elves can handle spirits, right? So this little one must have met elves. Don't you think it might know where they are?"

        

        It made sense.

        Of course, that would only work if the spirit followed Joshua's instructions...

        

        "Summoning is one thing, but controlling is another matter. Spirits are said to be extremely capricious beings."

        

        Leo's concern remained solely for Joshua's safety.

        

        "It's okay. This one seems gentle. You don't need to worry."

        

        After reassuring Leo a little, Joshua looked down at the leaf in her hand.

        If what Ophe said was true...

        

        "Now, Sylphy, can you guide us to where there's a tree with lots of these leaves?"

        

        Joshua, who had already named the spirit, showed the leaf to Sylphy.

        

        [Pyorong!]

        

        As if to prove Leo's worries unfounded, Sylphy grabbed the World Tree leaf and began to skip away with childlike steps.

        

        "Let's hurry! If we're late, Sylphy might change its mind, just like Leo said!"

        

        Joshua tapped Leo's hand and gave him a little wink before striding forward.

        

        ***

        

        Joshua's plan to find the Elven Forest with the spirit's help was successful.

        

        However—

        

        "Don't move, outsiders. How did you enter this sacred land? I sense a witch's residue. Are you intruders seeking to harm the World Tree?"

        

        It was too successful to be good.

        

        Upon arriving at the enormous tree worthy of being called the World Tree, Joshua and Leo were immediately surrounded by elves and threatened before they could even take a look around.

        

        There were hundreds of visible elves.

        And just as many hidden in trees and terrain features.

        

        Leo couldn't easily draw his holy sword, knowing that one wrong move could bring elven arrows aimed at Joshua's life.

        

      

      
        "We just followed the spirit..."

        "Lies. Do you expect us to believe humans can command spirits? Spirits are the blessing of the World Tree and the Nameless God bestowed upon elves."

        

        Joshua tried to explain the situation, but the largest elf with fierce eyes placed his sword against her neck.

        

        'What should we do, Leo!?'

        'I'll draw their attention, and you should get away first.'

        

        Joshua and Leo exchanged glances.

        

        They knew elves were reclusive and hostile to other races... but they hadn't expected this level of hostility.

        

        If only Sylphy would appear and clear up the misunderstanding... But despite Joshua's attempts to summon it, the gentle breeze from before didn't return.

        

        "We will interrogate you thoroughly and uncover your true intentions."

        "Joshua, now...!"

        

        As the elf pointing the sword at Joshua's neck reached out his hand, Leo's holy power flashed.

        

        It was the perfect moment to catch them off guard and draw their attention.

        

        Just as a stream of holy power was about to extend toward the elf—

        

        "Wait."

        

        A beautiful voice stopped everyone in their tracks.

        

        Without making a sound, a blonde elven woman in a beautiful green dress appeared among them, with Sylphy perched on her finger.

        

        "General Ecomend. It seems their words might be true."

        "But, Lady Grace. They are..."

        

        The moment Joshua saw her, she felt the same sense of incongruity as when she first met Ophe.

        

        Grace, the elven archer.

        

        A member of the hero's party who appeared from the first volume of the fairy tale. Joshua was momentarily stunned by the woman who looked remarkably similar to the illustrations in the book.

        

        "Spirits don't lie. This little one says it guided them to the World Tree, along with the missing leaf."

        [Pyorong!]

        

        Hop, hop.

        Sylphy, bouncing around Grace's body, held up the World Tree leaf as if to emphasize it.

        

        "That means..."

        "Yes, perhaps we might hear news of my brother. We can interrogate them after we've had a conversation. Would you please prepare a place for us?"

        

        The sword was removed from Joshua's neck, but perhaps an even more dangerous blade now threatened Joshua and Leo.

        

        'What should we do, Leo...?'

        'We haven't done anything wrong. This might actually be fortunate. Among the closed-minded elves, we've found one who's friendly to outsiders.'

        

        Though who knows how long that would last.

        There were only two reasons for their friendliness:

        The spirit and the World Tree leaf.

        

        Grace dispelled the heavy atmosphere with a bright smile as she faced Joshua and Leo.

        

        "May the World Tree's blessing be with you. Nice to meet you. I'm Grace."

        "Oh, hello!? I'm Joshua!"

        "I'm Leo. Please forgive our sudden intrusion. We are merely travelers exploring the Southern Continent, not here to cause any harm."

        

        Unlike the tense Joshua, Leo bowed respectfully to Grace.

        

        Judging by the other elves' attitudes, Grace must hold a position equivalent to a princess in human kingdoms.

        

        Like the prince he once was, Leo naturally read the atmosphere and acted to avoid offending Grace as much as possible.
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        The Demon King, with the Four Heavenly Kings at the forefront, shook the human realm.

        In that age of despair, a hero appeared.

        A being who cut down everything with power beyond human limits.

        

        And the hero's companions also possessed power that rivaled his own...

        

        A mage who controlled absolute zero.

        A warrior who never tired.

        A cleric who performed miracles.

        A thief who became one with the shadows.

        

        Among them, the figure that captured Joshua's attention was the archer.

        

        'I'll clear the path for you. Kael, go defeat the Black Knight and settle things with the Demon King.'

        

        An elf who destroyed over ten thousand demons blocking the entrance to the Demon King's castle with a single arrow, paving the way for the hero.

        

        'How long will you keep wallowing in self-pity? Stand up again so those who risked their lives to save you won't regret it.'

        

        The one who became a pillar of mental support when the hero was consumed by fear after countless defeats against the Black Knight.

        

        Elf Princess Grace.

        

        Unlike when he met Ophe, standing before Joshua was someone who looked exactly like the protagonist's party from the books he read as a child—no, saying they looked alike was an understatement. Everything was identical: the name, appearance, personality, and even manner of speech of the elf princess who stood before Joshua, smiling brightly.

        

        Joshua held his breath at the fact that a legendary elf who had only existed in books was now standing right in front of him.

        

        That aside.

        Just a few minutes ago, the atmosphere had been so tense that the smell of blood wouldn't have been out of place...

        But now, they were being treated like honored guests.

        Joshua and Leo were exchanging glances, unsure how to respond to this sudden change.

        

        ...Is this a good thing?

        

        "Please understand the situation from earlier. Even among elves, not everyone can approach the World Tree freely."

        "Not at all. We should be the ones apologizing for causing you distress."

        "That's enough small talk... shall we get to the main point? Among several things I was curious about, I wanted to ask how you handled the spirit... but I think I already know without asking."

        

        Grace continued in a benevolent voice.

        

        "The butterfly flower is meant to guide the dead back to nature's embrace. Yet it coexists with the living. How fascinating. Indeed, the world continues to surprise me the longer I live."

        

        Grace's gaze traced the stems growing on Joshua's body, all the way to the petals situated over his right eye.

        

        Butterfly flower.

        Joshua had only heard from his mother that this flower was medicinal; this was the first time he'd heard its name.

        

        "If I hadn't met Mother... I would have died then. Returning to nature, as you say."

        

        Joshua briefly recalled his past while gently touching the flower petals blooming above his head.

        

        Those times had been uncomfortable, unfamiliar, and frightening.

        But now it was something he would feel empty without... literally a being that had become one with Joshua.

        

        Though the memory was frightening, it was because of that flower that he could meet his mother.

        For that alone, this flower was incredibly precious to Joshua.

        

        "Mother... I see. Joshua's mother must be an exceptionally warm person. Enough to defy the natural order."

        

        Enough to defy the natural order.

        Though her words were warm, her eyes told a different story.

        Beyond her gentle tone lurked a sharp vigilance.

        

        "Then where did you obtain the World Tree's leaf? Did you meet my brother?"

        

        Her second question followed.

        

        "If you're referring to Ophe, we met him at the Bersha Port in the Western Continent. There, we received the World Tree's leaf in exchange for information."

        "He said he was an archaeologist who wanted to explore underwater ruins."

        "Ah... that rascal."

        

        As Leo added his explanation to Joshua's words, Grace let out a quiet sigh.

        

        The corners of Grace's lips were smiling, but her eyes were not.

        For a moment, Joshua felt as if the temperature in the room had dropped.

        

        From the conversation so far, shouldn't she have seemed like a sister who missed her brother...?

        For Joshua, who knew no family except his mother, he could only tilt his head in confusion.

      

      
        

        "The spirits told me a story. There was an elf stealing treasures from ruins. So it was... my brother after all."

        "What? Stealing...?"

        "So he wasn't an archaeologist after all."

        

        Joshua and Leo showed completely opposite reactions to Grace's complaint.

        

        Joshua had genuinely believed Ophe was an archaeologist, while Leo had been eyeing him with suspicion from the beginning.

        

        "Archaeologist? Nonsense. He's an elf with no interest in tradition or ancient things. Not only did he steal the World Tree's leaf, but to trade it for information... I'll have to track him down later. In about... 200 years."

        

        200 years.

        Indeed, elves had a different concept of time than humans. Not knowing what to say, Joshua and Leo could only exchange glances again.

        

        "But why would Ophe want to steal treasures from ruins? Elves..."

        "Should only be interested in the World Tree? Is that what you wanted to say?"

        

        When Leo trailed off, Grace smoothly continued his thought.

        

        "I don't know why my brother stole treasures from ruins either. However, it might not be unrelated to this question."

        

        After her gaze met Joshua's eyes, it fixed on the butterfly hairpin inserted in his forehead, just above his eyes.

        

        A butterfly-shaped ornament with differently colored wings.

        One side was a light blue, resembling Joshua.

        The other side was adorned with a light pink that reminded him of his mother.

        

        "Joshua, are you a witch?"

        "What...?"

        

        Joshua's breath caught at that gaze.

        He felt that if he lied and said, "Yes, I am a witch," his head might truly fly off.

        

        In the chilled atmosphere, a single bead of cold sweat silently trickled down his jaw.

        

        'Why do people hate witches?'

        

        Joshua tightly clenched his small hands.

        That question was one of the reasons he had decided to embark on this journey.

        

        There was a stark disconnect between witches as known to the public and witches as Joshua knew them.

        Witches were just the same as any other people.

        

        Beryl, whom he met in Veneschia, was merely a shy and beautiful woman,

        and above all, her mother Estel, though somewhat eccentric, was not a witch who inflicted pain on people.

        

        But the world did not see witches that way.

        People hated, feared, and rejected them simply for being witches.

        

        The innocent people who died in witch trials of the past.

        And that heresy judge who had threatened Joshua's life along with Leo's and his mother's.

        

        And now.

        Grace's inexplicable hostility.

        

        Joshua suddenly felt that his true journey might just be beginning.

        

        "......"

        

        He wanted to speak, but no voice came out.

        Though his chest felt hot and tight, his lips remained firmly sealed.

        

        'I am not a witch.'

        The moment he would utter those words, a sense of guilt washed over him, as if he were betraying his mother.

        

        As Joshua's silence lengthened, currents began to stir at Grace's fingertips.

        The previously calm spirit energy began to surge violently in her grasp.

        

        "Joshua is not a witch."

        

        Leo stepped forward, placing himself between Joshua and Grace as if to shield him.

        

        "Yet the witch's resonance is too strong. Even if not a witch, you must be closely related to them."

        

        As Leo's holy power met Grace's power, the air grew heavy.

        

        "Witches are evil beings who defy the laws of nature."

        

      

      
        A being far larger and more powerful than the sylph Joshua had summoned

        was slowly circling around Grace.

        

        Just by revealing its presence, Joshua's breath shortened under its pressure.

        

        "Witches are beings who hate everyone and cause harm."

        

        Grace's words pressed deeper into Joshua's chest than the heavy air.

        

        Each time the word "witch" reached him, Joshua felt as if a part of his heart was being tainted.

        

        It was as if Grace was throwing stones at the image of his mother, creating ripples in the deepest, most precious part of his heart.

        

        "As an elf who protects the laws of nature, I cannot simply stand by and—"

        "That's not true!"

        

        And so.

        Joshua opened his tightly sealed lips.

        

        "Joshua, let me first—"

        "Mother... witches!"

        

        Before Leo could finish speaking, Joshua stepped forward past his back, standing firmly on his own legs.

        

        "They're just like us! They're ordinary people!"

        

        That was what Joshua most wanted to convey to those with preconceptions about witches.

        

        "They love, laugh, grieve—they care for their families just like anyone else!"

        

        Perhaps it was what he wanted to say to the entire world.

        

        "They never hate or hurt anyone without reason!"

        

        Because his mother was like that.

        Though sometimes her pranks went too far,

        and yes, she could be... a bit violent at times,

        she always had a ready smile,

        and she always embraced Joshua with love, even though he wasn't her biological child.

        

        "......"

        

        A moment of silence fell over the room.

        Both Leo's holy power and Grace's spirits seemed to hold their breath.

        

        "Haa... haa..."

        

        Only Joshua's rough breathing filled the room.

        

        "I see. Joshua, your mother was... that kind of witch."

        

        Grace quietly opened her mouth.

        

        "Someday, I'd like to meet her."

        

        After briefly choosing her words, she added with a light smile.

        Then, as if nothing had happened, she looked at Joshua with the same benevolent expression as before.

        

        "But know this, Joshua. Not all witches in the world are like your mother."

        "What...?"

        "The reason my brother went to steal treasures from ruins might be because of such witches. That is... not good witches like your mother, but bad witches."

        

        Cecilia's gaze moved toward a chair.

        She even poured tea, as if inviting them to come and sit.

        

        "Real witches who seek to harm the world do exist."

        

        Joshua found it difficult to follow the atmosphere as Grace, who had been radiating killing intent just moments ago, now calmly poured tea as if nothing had happened.

        

        "I knew from the beginning that Joshua wasn't a witch, but given the strong witch's resonance, I needed to know what kind of person you are. Please understand that. Ah, except for Leo standing next to you."

        "What?!"

        "Come, sit down. This will be a long conversation."

        

        What on earth is she talking about...?

        The more Grace spoke, the more Joshua lost his sense of reality.

        Glancing up at Leo beside him, even he was blinking in confusion, not understanding the situation.
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        "Elves have been cursed by the witch for 600 years now."

        "...A curse?"

        "To be precise, it's the World Tree that's cursed. Elves are a race deeply connected to the World Tree. When something happens to the World Tree, elves are affected as well."

        

        *

        

        Elves.

        

        They weren't always closed off and hostile to outsiders.

        

        Quite the opposite, in fact.

        

        A race that cherished nature, loved peace, and cared for all living things.

        

        Blessed by the World Tree, they possessed beauty unmatched by any other race, and the spirit powers that only they could wield radiated strongly throughout the Southern Continent, where they lived in harmony with nature.

        

        Unlike other races that barely lived a hundred years, elves were beings who wouldn't wither even after a thousand years.

        

        Their long lifespans gave them deep understanding, and living alongside nature made them value harmony above all else.

        

        Because of this, elves became symbols of peace, mediating conflicts between races and quelling disputes that were rampant throughout the Southern Continent.

        

        Everyone loved the elves, and the elves loved the world in return.

        

        Hundreds of years of peace.

        Hundreds of years of love.

        

        Having been loved for so long, the elves had forgotten something.

        The fact that they could be hated by someone.

        

        'Hello? I've come to see the most beautiful race in the world.'

        

        Her appearance was sudden and unexpected.

        

        An alien beauty that couldn't even be compared to that of elves.

        Silver hair that shone translucently in the sunlight.

        White eyes that gleamed more brilliantly than any jewel adorning her body.

        A perfectly balanced figure as if sculpted by the gods themselves.

        

        Most elves who faced her could only stare, forgetting even to breathe.

        

        The witch wandered through the elven forest, briefly scanning each elf one by one.

        

        'Looking at them like this... they're quite plain. Like weeds, almost.'

        

        She soon lost interest and withdrew her gaze.

        

        The elves weren't as beautiful as she had thought.

        

        How should one put it...

        Yes. They looked merely like weeds that had survived for too long.

        

        'I came with expectations, but I don't see anything worth taking. What a shame. Perhaps they're too common?'

        

        The words from her seemingly beautiful lips were, unexpectedly, barbed criticisms.

        Yet the elves found even these words beautiful, perking up their ears in admiration.

        

        'So this is the World Tree?'

        

        The witch's steps suddenly halted as she wandered through the forest.

        

        As she quietly raised her head, light streamed through the dense trees, pouring toward a single point.

        

        Branches stretching to the edge of the sky.

        Roots sinking deep into the earth's axis.

        The quiet rustling of leaves like gentle breathing.

        

        The World Tree.

        

        'Pleased to meet you, beautiful one. Welcome to the elven forest. Have you come to see the World Tree? No matter who you are, the World Tree will embrace you.'

        

        When the witch arrived before the World Tree, a woman who had been looking around the area addressed her.

        

        Though she appeared no different from other elves, the stronger aura of the World Tree surrounding her revealed her special status.

        

        'First time? Well. It doesn't matter. I didn't come to see you anyway.'

        

      

      
        But the witch didn't care much about the woman before her.

        

        The witch's eyes slowly followed the tips of the leaves upward for a very long time.

        

        The branches stretching to the edge of the sky swayed gently, bathed in light.

        

        Rustle.

        

        Though there wasn't a hint of wind, the leaves of the World Tree trembled.

        

        'Beautiful.'

        

        No further words were necessary.

        

        'The World Tree was born with the existence of this world. It's like the mother of elves. We're honored by your praise...'

        'I want it.'

        'What...?'

        

        In that moment, the elf doubted her long ears.

        

        The World Tree wasn't an object to be possessed but one to be worshipped.

        

        To say she wanted to have such a being...

        She could only doubt her hearing.

        

        'I said I want it.'

        

        The witch repeated clearly.

        It wasn't a mutter to herself.

        

        She spoke distinctly while looking directly at the World Tree, leaving no room for doubt.

        

        'It's too beautiful. It doesn't wither, doesn't change. And especially, it's loved by you.'

        

        Her voice was clear and quiet, but the obsession within it was chilling.

        

        The elf couldn't say anything.

        It seemed nothing she said would persuade the witch.

        

        'Something like this... should rightfully belong to me, the most beautiful being in the world. So this tree, this beauty, is mine.'

        

        Slowly, the witch's hand reached toward the World Tree.

        

        'But since it's so large, I can't take it with me...'

        

        She smiled slowly, like someone who had found a long-awaited treasure.

        

        'I'll decorate it here forever.'

        

        At that moment, something began to flow from the witch's fingertips.

        

        Like invisible flower petals.

        Like black threads, the curse flowed down, slowly sinking along the roots like dark water wetting a throat.

        

        *

        

        "By the time the witch cursed the World Tree, it was already too late to do anything. Because..."

        "Because the witch is immortal?"

        

        Leo, who had been listening beside them, answered first.

        

        "That's right. The witch neither ages nor dies. The elves' power alone was insufficient. Even the World Tree, which governs nature, couldn't stop her power that defied the natural order... Even now, it's barely holding on."

        

        Barely holding on.

        A thousand years? A hundred years? Or perhaps just a few decades more.

        Even Grace, the elven princess, didn't know how much longer the World Tree would endure.

        

        "No one knows exactly why she cast the curse. But there's a saying that's been passed down. The World Tree was too beautiful, and its eternal, unwithering form... might have been an object of unbearable desire in the witch's eyes."

        

        Joshua's eyes trembled slightly.

        

        "She might have envied that elves were a beloved race in the Southern Continent. Or maybe... she just wanted to possess it. Some called it obsession, others jealousy. But what's clear is that she cast the curse 'to make it her own.'"

        

        Grace's voice sank low.

        

        "That's why elves, to avoid repeating the same mistake, closed off the forest around the World Tree. We became wary of outsiders, and especially... harbored hostility toward witches. Because no one should ever touch the World Tree again."

        

      

      
        Light poured through the window.

        The massive tree stood unwavering.

        

        But a subtle fracture, perceptible only to elves who had watched over the World Tree for a long time, quietly flowed between its leaves.

        

        "And the identity of that witch is..."

        "The Witch of Beauty, Dia."

        

        Joshua spoke first.

        

        "So you knew."

        

        The story Grace told wasn't unfamiliar to Joshua.

        It closely resembled a fairy tale with a long epic that she had found in her mother's study.

        

        "Perhaps... ah, never mind."

        

        Joshua opened her mouth for a moment, then closed it. She couldn't hastily assert it as truth in the first place.

        

        "Going back to that accursed image... I mean, my brother..."

        

        Grace quietly continued.

        

        "My brother didn't just leave to explore ruins. The curse was deepening, and he felt it closer than anyone else. He couldn't just stand by and watch the World Tree die."

        

        Grace swallowed her words for a moment, then quietly looked at Joshua and Leo.

        

        "The truth is... the World Tree has been whispering to me. For a very long time."

        

        At those words, Joshua looked up.

        

        "'The descendants of the saint and the witch will arrive in this forest.' At first, I thought it was nonsense. But now... I think I understand."

        "Understand what?"

        "Setting foot in the elven forest and even handling spirits... it means the World Tree has accepted both of you."

        

        She then took each of their hands and gently shook them up and down, as if making a pledge.

        

        "Perhaps you can save the World Tree. Please, I beg you. Defeat the evil witch, Dia..."

        "She's not evil."

        

        As Joshua interrupted, Grace's eyebrows twitched slightly.

        

        Leo also quietly turned his head.

        Aware of their gazes, Joshua slowly opened her mouth as if gathering her breath.

        

        "The witch made a wrong choice, that's true. But... no one is born a monster. She must have been someone who once loved someone very deeply."

        

        Grace remained silent for a while. She perked up her ears as if asking Joshua to elaborate on what she meant.

        

        "The curse is certainly wrong. But... the reason the curse began wasn't simply the witch's unilateral violence."

        

        In the book, the Witch of Beauty, Dia, clearly looked down on others, despised ugliness, and considered herself the most beautiful being.

        At first glance, she seemed more arrogant and greedy than anyone.

        

        But.

        

        Joshua recalled a passage she had read in the book.

        

        'I'm sorry, Dia. The moment I first saw the elven princess, I realized my destiny. Please let me go.'

        

        Joshua wasn't yet certain how deep the witch's wounds were.

        But she believed there was no curse without reason.

        

        "Rather... someone might have trampled on the witch's heart first. Whether it was petty jealousy or betrayal. The witch couldn't forgive it until the end... and it eventually manifested in a wrong way."

        

        Joshua looked directly at Grace.

        

        "I'm not saying we should forgive the witch. I just think there's no curse without a reason."

        

        If, just if.

        If everything in the book was true and real—

        

        "I'll help the elves. But it might not be in the way you want, Grace. I'll help in my own way."

        

        Leo looked at Joshua's profile.

        Without further words, he could tell she had made some kind of resolution.
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        Trudge, trudge.

        

        Leo followed Joshua out of the Elven Forest.

        

        The sun was already beginning to set, and darkness would soon cover the Great Forest of the Southern Continent.

        

        He was probably going to search for Dia, the Witch of Beauty.

        Joshua's steps showed no hesitation, as if he knew exactly where the destination was, despite this being his first time in the Southern Continent.

        

        'Rather... someone might have already trampled on the witch's heart.'

        

        Joshua's words kept circling in Leo's mind.

        She clearly knew something about Dia, the Witch of Beauty.

        

        But Leo didn't want to break the silence that had continued since they left the Elven Forest.

        

        Because—

        

        "I'm sorry for making you unable to rest, Leo. But this matter... might be important to me."

        

        After pondering alone for a long time and making up her mind, she would always open her mouth quietly like this.

        

        "No need to apologize. Your path is my path, Joshua."

        "...Thank you. Um, do you remember what I said? Before we left on our journey. About—about the purpose of our journey."

        

        Joshua hesitated several times, carefully gauging Leo's reaction.

        

        The purpose of the journey.

        Beyond finding her new father, the true feelings she had quietly revealed that day.

        

        Why witches were hated.

        Why inquisitors killed innocent people.

        Her determination to understand the world.

        

        "I remember. How could I forget your words?"

        "Hehe. Thank you. That's why."

        

        Joshua stopped walking when they reached a lake—still and silent, without a single fish living in it.

        

        "You know, Leo."

        "Yes, Joshua."

        "Are witches... truly evil beings? Hating others, making others sad... Are they witches because they're bad? Or are they bad because they're witches?"

        "......"

        

        Leo couldn't easily answer Joshua's question, which was like asking whether the chicken or the egg came first.

        

        Joshua herself knew this.

        This wasn't a question for Leo, but one she was asking herself.

        

        So perhaps this journey was a good opportunity.

        A chance to meet a witch other than her mother and hear the real story.

        

        Joshua slowly fingered the hairpin decorated with pale pink wings.

        The warm touch on her fingertips made her feel as if her mother was right beside her.

        

        It contained a warmth that the world couldn't see.

        That warmth seemed to compensate for something.

        

        Therefore.

        She hoped it was all wrong.

        She simply wished the world had wrongfully driven witches to that point.

        

        "So... let's go find the answer."

        "What? But we don't know where the Witch of Beauty is."

        

        Joshua silently gazed at the lake.

        After briefly contemplating whether to speak or not, she slowly opened her mouth.

        

        "When I was little, I read a fairy tale in my mother's study. I thought it was just an interesting story, but... what was written in that book resembles our current situation too much."

        "A fairy tale... you say?"

        "I, I know...! It sounds ridiculous... but still!"

        

        But from Ophe to Grace, and now to Dia, the Witch of Beauty.

        Because the names, stories, and witches were all in that fairy tale.

        

        She couldn't help but think that maybe this too...

        

        Seeing Leo's gaze—as if he were dealing with a child—Joshua's face reddened momentarily before she composed herself and continued slowly.

        

        "When the full moon descends upon the lake, a path will open for the truly beautiful."

        

        At that moment.

        

        Splash.

        Ripples spread quietly, one after another.

        As if something had awakened, a silver gap appeared on the lake's surface.

        

        Shaaaa—

        

        The gap widened, transforming into a deep doorway with an unfathomable bottom.

        Beneath the misty surface, the vague shape of stairs appeared.

        A path created by moonlight.

        

        "To think the fairy tale was true..."

        "......"

        

        Unlike Leo, who couldn't hide his surprise, Joshua swallowed hard.

        The scene before her eyes was identical to what she had read in the book as a child.

        

      

      
        "Well? Do you still not believe me?"

        

        Gulp.

        Instead of answering, Leo swallowed dryly.

        

        "You said your path is my path, right?"

        

        This place is dangerous.

        We shouldn't enter.

        This is the opposite of pure light.

        

        The angel residing within him was constantly warning him.

        But Leo quietly erased that voice.

        

        Because before that—

        Joshua's delicate hand had carefully appeared before him.

        

        So without hesitation.

        He slowly.

        Firmly grasped it.

        

        "I meant what I said. My life belongs to you, Joshua. Let's go."

        "W-wait a moment!"

        

        Leo was about to step forward carefully.

        But Joshua gently pulled his hand, stopping him.

        

        Joshua lowered her head and remained silent for a while.

        Trembling eyebrows, slightly stiffened lips.

        Then, a hesitant voice carefully flowed out.

        

        "Leo."

        "Yes."

        "Do I... do I look beautiful right now?"

        "...Pardon?"

        

        Unable to meet Leo's eyes, Joshua awkwardly scratched her cheek.

        

        "As I said earlier... this place... um... can only be entered by those who are truly beautiful, right?"

        

        Joshua suddenly swallowed her words, as if realizing she had said something foolish.

        Feeling her cheeks flush, she tried to act nonchalant, but her words no longer came out smoothly.

        

        "You're handsome, so it doesn't matter for you... but do I deserve to enter such a place? To be truly beautiful..."

        "Joshua."

        

        Leo quietly interrupted before Joshua's anxiety could spread further.

        

        "You are more beautiful than anyone else in this world at this moment."

        

        Joshua's eyes wavered.

        

        Fool.

        Of course Leo would answer like that.

        

        She felt silly for asking a question with such an obvious answer.

        But she didn't dislike Leo's words. In fact, they made her heart flutter, second only to her mother's praise.

        

        Thus, at the end of their silent gaze, they conveyed their feelings through their tightly held hands.

        

        "Shall we go?"

        

        Joshua nodded first.

        

        "Anytime."

        

        Leo felt the same.

        

        Splash.

        

        The mist spread lightly over the water.

        Cutting through that gap, the tips of their feet brushed the surface.

        

        Joshua and Leo gripped each other's hands tighter as they plunged into the silver lake.

        

        ***

        

        "This is..."

        "Is this where Dia, the Witch of Beauty, resides?"

        

        A floor paved with jewels.

        Walls filled with mirrors instead of gardens.

        Silver windows reflecting the ceiling instead of the sky.

        

        And finally, a massive castle adorned with diamonds.

        

        Joshua and Leo, having entered the other side of the lake, were mesmerized by the dazzling sight before them.

        

        It was as if a scene straight out of childhood imagination had unfolded before them.

        

        Even Leo, who had lived as a prince, was momentarily speechless at the beauty of the castle, more magnificent than anything he had ever seen.

        

        Shar-r-r.

        

        Like a small ripple, the sound of breaking glass spread from somewhere in the space.

        

        "Leo...!"

        "Joshua, someone's coming."

        

      

      
        As if unwilling to allow even appreciation.

        

        From the end of a tunnel of silver roses between the jeweled forest that hung like curtains in the distance, someone was approaching.

        

        "I sensed a familiar energy and came personally... who are you?"

        

        Her voice was clear and cool, like rolling jewels. Though seemingly indifferent, it was strangely infused with emotional waves.

        

        Even the countless jewels scattered around lost their luster before her gaze.

        

        One eye shimmered softly in the reflected white light, while the other was deep and dark, as if containing the night sky.

        

        White eye and black eye.

        The two contrasting pupils simultaneously tightened on Joshua.

        

        "......"

        

        She clearly had things she wanted to say... many things.

        But somehow, Joshua was so overwhelmed by those two eyes that she couldn't even make the slightest sound.

        

        Dia, the Witch of Beauty.

        She tilted her head repeatedly, examining Joshua.

        

        "No matter how I look at it, it's Estel's energy..."

        

        Just like with Ophe, when her mother's familiar name flowed from unfamiliar lips, Joshua's tension instantly crumbled.

        

        "That girl... couldn't have died."

        

        Dia narrowed her eyes and muttered lowly, then frowned as she glanced at the pale pink winged hairpin adorning Joshua's head.

        

        "And she wouldn't have just given her energy to someone else."

        "You know my mother...?"

        "...Mother?"

        

        Dia briefly met Joshua's eyes and muttered again.

        

        "Mother. ...Mother."

        

        Dia repeated the word and closed her eyes.

        

        A moment of silence.

        

        As if savoring what the word meant, what kind of emotion it represented, she quietly sank into thought.

        

        Then slowly, she opened her eyes.

        

        "So—you're saying you're Estel's daughter?"

        

        There was no movement.

        The space simply constricted, making it difficult to breathe properly.

        

        It was impossible to tell whether Dia had taken one step or ten.

        

        The next moment, Joshua was suddenly drawn into her embrace, close enough to feel her breath.

        

        "I see. That makeup technique... I taught it to Estel myself. If you're her daughter, that makes sense."

        

        Dia abruptly cut off her words and quietly looked down at Joshua.

        

        "A witch having a child. Doing something she'll regret for the rest of her life without a second thought... she hasn't changed."

        

        Her gaze slowly drifted downward, then pierced Joshua's eyes again.

        

        "So. Who's your father? Surely he must be as beautiful as the man Estel had her eye on? If not... I couldn't forgive that."

        

        Dia's expression remained impassive, but the transparent blade that seeped between her gaze quietly traced Joshua's nape.

        

        Joshua flinched, instinctively swallowing.

        

        "Um... I'm not her biological daughter. Mother... saved me when I was alone in the village."

        "Ah, I see. That explains it."

        

        Dia tilted the bridge of her nose slightly upward, looking Joshua up and down again.

        

        "I was wondering why your chest was so lacking for her daughter."

        

        The corner of Dia's mouth twisted slightly.

        It seemed like mockery, or perhaps a dispassionate observation.

        

        "An adopted daughter. For a witch... she's quite sentimental."

        

        Dia, who had somehow distanced herself, turned away as if losing interest.

        Joshua was no longer reflected in her eyes.

        

        "Come inside for now. An adopted daughter is still a daughter. I'll treat you... beautifully, so you won't feel neglected."

        

        Dia didn't look back at them again.

        Only the echoes of jewels spreading from the tips of her shoes proved her presence, as even the air quietly changed direction to match her stride.

        

        Joshua was about to say something but closed her lips.

        Somehow, she knew this wasn't the right time to speak.

        

        The determination she had clutched in a corner of her heart quietly settled like dust on the floor.

        

        Leo beside her felt the same.

        Gazing at Dia's back, he slowly took a step forward.
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        # Palace of Jewels

        

        The reception room was no exception.

        

        The dazzling display of jewels layered upon every surface—walls, ceiling, even the saucer beneath the teacup—made one's eyes dizzy.

        

        Most peculiar among them were the mirrors adorning each wall, which reflected only Dia rather than Joshua and Leo.

        

        Dia poured tea with an elegant gesture.

        

        "This is my most treasured tea."

        

        She continued speaking as she carefully handed over the teacup, her lower lip slightly curled in concentration.

        

        From that moment on, her mouth began moving without a moment's pause.

        

        "...So, do you know what Estel said?"

        "Haha... I wonder?"

        "She called me an auntie! Can you believe it? To call someone as beautiful as me an auntie. That young witch is so disrespectful..."

        

        Joshua wasn't uninterested in hearing about his biological mother.

        

        However, having come here with a specific purpose, he quietly observed Dia, waiting for the right moment to steer the conversation, careful not to miss his timing.

        

        "Oh my. I've been talking too much, haven't I? You must understand. Witches are solitary beings, rarely finding someone with whom they can speak comfortably."

        "No, not at all! Please continue..."

        "You're just like Estel in that regard. Your expressions reveal everything, yet you still try to lie."

        

        Joshua's face involuntarily stiffened. Dia, however, merely tilted her head slightly while holding her teacup, as if finding even this reaction fascinating. An enigmatic smile still lingered at the corners of her mouth.

        

        "So, why has our little one come to see me? Could it be that you too are involved with... what was it, the Demon King?"

        "The Demon King...?"

        

        Demon King.

        The ruler of the demon realm who commanded the Four Heavenly Kings, plunged the world into chaos, and ultimately brought it to the brink of destruction.

        

        Volume 1, which Joshua had read in his mother's study. The name of the villain from that story had just casually slipped from Dia's lips.

        

        Caught off guard by this unexpected turn in the conversation, Joshua momentarily failed to respond properly.

        

        "Oh? So that's not it. Recently, some ugly creature calling herself the Succubus Queen came to propose a deal. I refused because she was hideous. Though the jewel she offered seemed quite genuine, so I specially accepted it myself."

        

        Dia made a languid gesture, reaching deep into her décolletage. She carefully pulled out an intricately woven gold necklace.

        

        At its end hung a jewel that shimmered with purple light.

        

        Though it gleamed elegantly on the surface, an unfathomable abyss swirled within.

        

        A demon stone.

        The crystallization of a curse said to stimulate desire and make one lose reason merely by possessing it.

        

        Now it glowed brilliantly in Dia's hand.

        

        "You seem to recognize this jewel. Why, would you like to have it?"

        

        Dia swung the demon stone slowly like a pendulum, her face betraying no concern.

        

        "No. That's not why I'm here. And it's certainly not about the Demon King."

        "Then what could it be? Estel wouldn't have sent an angel escort just to show off her daughter."

        "...!"

        

        Having tucked the demon stone back into her décolletage, Dia instantly discerned Leo's true identity and leisurely savored her tea once more.

        

        "Or perhaps... you've come to hunt me?"

        

        In that moment, Joshua felt a chilling sensation like a blade grazing the nape of his neck.

        

        Two eyes—one black, one white—glared at Joshua, sending shivers down his spine.

        

        "No. That's not it. We..."

        

        Joshua neither hid behind Leo nor averted his gaze from Dia's stare.

        

        The reason he had come here.

        It was absolutely not to engage in any kind of conflict.

        

        "Dia, Witch of Beauty. I've come to have a conversation with you."

        "A conversation...?"

        

        Yes, a conversation.

        Joshua wanted to talk with Dia.

        

        Dia covered her mouth with her hand and laughed silently.

        

        "Aren't we having a conversation right now?"

        "About the elves."

        

        Thud.

        

        For the first time, Dia's elegant demeanor was interrupted by the dull sound of her teacup being set down abruptly.

        

        "Did the elves put you up to this? To eliminate the witch and break the curse on the World Tree? How disappointing. The elf I met before wanted to make a deal to lift the curse... I suppose that didn't work out so well?"

        

        As she continued speaking, Dia's voice grew progressively louder.

        Nevertheless, Joshua straightened his posture and looked directly at Dia, as if determined not to back down.

        

        "No. I came here of my own volition. But yes, lifting the curse... that's correct. A conversation to achieve that..."

      

      
        "Is that so? I'll lift the curse for you."

        

        That single statement cut through his words like a blade.

        Joshua's lips, poised to continue his persuasion, stiffened slightly.

        

        "What...? Really?"

        

        Joshua carefully studied Dia's face without breaking eye contact.

        An ominous feeling... things seemed to be taking a peculiar turn.

        

        From the beginning, Dia had been leading the conversation in unexpected directions, and Joshua thought this would be no different.

        

        "If we make a deal, that is. Surely you didn't expect something for free from a witch?"

        

        Behind Dia's perfectly cultivated smile, greed gradually revealed its silhouette.

        

        "Witches are greedy creatures. We crave, take, and seize. Offering a deal is already quite generous of me."

        

        Joshua knew from his mother that witches were capricious, but Dia's explanation sounded strange and unsettling to his ears.

        

        "Since you're Estel's daughter, I'll be especially accommodating... Yes. I'll only ask for something you can give me right away, from what you currently possess."

        

        Dia rose from her seat and circled around Joshua.

        

        "That hairpin you're wearing. Yes, I want that."

        

        As she glided past Joshua's shoulder, she whispered softly.

        

        "It's beautiful enough to rival any jewel."

        

        Joshua raised his hand to the hairpin.

        A one-of-a-kind gift from his mother.

        

        "This is..."

        

        It was something he obviously couldn't give away.

        

        As he closed his eyes momentarily, hesitating, Dia's voice gently interjected.

        

        "Ah, and there's one more thing."

        

        Her gaze slowly shifted to Leo.

        

        "Yes. That man by your side. Give me that angel as well."

        

        Dia continued speaking with an expressionless face.

        

        She pointed at Leo as if selecting an object, just as she had done with the hairpin.

        

        "Leo is not an object! No one can own him!"

        

        Joshua sprang to his feet.

        The impact caused the teacup on the table to overturn, spilling tea across the jewel-encrusted floor of the reception room.

        

        A brief silence followed.

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        Dia tilted her head slightly.

        As if neither the overturned teacup nor Joshua's outburst mattered to her, she turned to the mirror on the wall and adjusted her disheveled hair.

        

        "Well, how unfortunate. Let's pretend the deal never happened."

        

        A perfectly cultivated smile still adorned her lips, and from within it, snake-like eyes quietly turned toward Joshua.

        

        "When you return, would you tell Estel something for me? That the next time we meet, I'll be collecting payment from you for this. Thanks to you, I wasn't bored... but I'm not exactly in a pleasant mood either."

        

        Seeing that look in her eyes, Joshua bit his lip.

        

        Joshua realized.

        Dia had never intended to lift the curse or discuss the elves.

        

        She had only set conditions that Joshua could never meet, while pretending to offer a favor.

        

        "I'd like to take them by force... but I don't want to be on bad terms with Estel."

        

        Dia smiled languidly, resting her chin on her hand.

        

        "Would you leave now? It's quite unpleasant having beauty that isn't mine in this palace."

        

        But Joshua didn't want to be driven away like this.

        And he wasn't childish enough to retreat meekly at those words.

        

        "No."

        

        No.

        

        There was a mountain of questions he needed to ask Dia, and he hadn't even begun.

        

        "Hmm... For an adopted daughter, you've inherited your mother's stubborn streak perfectly."

        

        Dia looked down at Joshua with her arms crossed.

        

        "So? What's your reason for staying and wasting my precious time? What conversation do you want to have? Are you curious about why I cursed the World Tree?"

        "......"

        "The World Tree is the most beautiful tree in the world. I am the Witch of Beauty. All beauty in the world should belong to me. The World Tree is no exception. Is that satisfactory?"

        "That's all lies."

      

      
        

        Joshua easily noticed that Dia's words were nothing but a string of falsehoods.

        

        That look in her eyes, that tone, and now this.

        

        'All beauty in the world should belong to me.'

        

        That scene, that sentence he had read in the book was now unfolding before his eyes in reality.

        

        Even if the circumstances and characters were different.

        

        The storybook was not mere fiction.

        It contained events that had happened in reality... and perhaps events that would happen in the future.

        

        "You were just... jealous, weren't you? You lost the heart of someone you loved to an elf, and that elf never loved them back. So... you resented it all."

        

        As he continued speaking, Joshua kept studying Dia's expression. He wasn't trying to provoke or interrogate her.

        

        It was simply the final step in confirming whether the story he knew was truly Dia's past.

        

        "Even your current appearance—aren't you wearing skin modeled after the Elf Princess, turned inside out to capture the most ideal beauty? Because you're a doppelgänger..."

        

        For a moment, his voice trembled slightly.

        This was because Dia remained expressionless, her eyes lowered, showing no reaction.

        

        But Joshua didn't stop.

        Or rather, he couldn't stop—that would be more accurate.

        

        Anxiety swept over him, a sense that he was touching something that shouldn't be disturbed, but he had to ask anyway. He had to.

        

        Joshua instinctively knew that if not now, there would be no other chance.

        

        Taking a deep breath, Joshua met Dia's eyes again.

        

        "But why... why did you curse not just the Elf Princess, but all elves... the World Tree? Why did you hate everyone instead of just one person? Why... did you choose to be hated by everyone?"

        

        In the breathless silence, the jewel-encrusted palace resonated quietly like a glass container.

        

        Joshua thought he heard something breaking.

        An invisible crack was spreading within Dia.

        

        "...Who taught you that?"

        

        Sharp glass shards were mixed into that quiet question.

        

        "Was it Estel? No. Estel wouldn't know about my past."

        

        The fingertips with which Dia held the teacup were trembling very slightly, minutely, as if cracking.

        

        "Well, fine. How you learned about my past isn't important."

        

        Her lips were still smiling as she said this, but her fingers holding the teacup had stiffened, unable to move even slightly.

        

        Clink.

        

        A very fine crack, like a carefully hidden secret of the heart, blossomed across the teacup.

        

        The cup, resembling her, finally couldn't bear its own weight and shattered. Between fragments scattering like jewel dust, still-warm tea spilled onto the reception room floor.

        

        "You want to know why I cursed the World Tree too?"

        "Yes. Why would you go so far—"

        

        Dia's eyelids slowly closed and opened. Then her gaze pierced through Joshua.

        

        "Go so far? Who are you to judge me?"

        "That's not what I meant, I—!"

        

        Joshua tried to explain hastily, but Dia's expression had already frozen like ice.

        

        Dia paid little attention to Joshua's excuses.

        She simply looked down quietly at the cracked teacup... Crack!

        A distinct sound of rupture struck the eardrum.

        

        Like bone dust scattering, even the handle of the last remaining teacup crumbled.

        

        At that moment, the massive mirrors from the reception room floor to the ceiling walls began to shake and distort in unison.

        

        "I'll tell you if you want. Though you'll never be able to leave this palace again."

        

        As her words ended, all light warped and coiled toward Joshua.

        

        It was a power that defied divine providence.

        A paradox that witches could obtain by bearing curses.

        

        In his mother's words, yes.

        It was what they called Ulti.

        

        "Joshua...!!"

        

        Leo moved before the angel's warning could be voiced.

        

        The power Dia was emitting resembled what Beryl and Estel had shown before.

        

        Just before Dia's power could engulf Joshua,

        Leo threw himself forward and embraced him protectively.
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        In the deepest valley of the Southern Continent,

        A doppelganger lived in an abandoned mine that no one visited.

        

        Though it had a human form, it had no eyes, ears, nose, or mouth... nothing had any definite shape, existing like a darkly painted canvas.

        

        The child, who had neither family nor friends, spent each day simply gazing at the sparkling walls of the empty mine.

        

        The only things that reflected its image were crystal-clear quartz and silent rocks.

        

        Then one day,

        A man came to the mine.

        

        "Who are you...?"

        "My name is Kchala. Descendant of the jackals from the desert of the Southern Continent. Soon to be ruler of the entire Southern Continent."

        

        Kchala's ears were pointed and covered with black fur.

        He could hear everything without missing a sound—the wind, camel footsteps, even the distant chirping of insects.

        

        His tail was long and soft.

        When it swept slowly across the sand, it was as quiet as if time had gently passed over it.

        

        "I've come to take the jewels in this mine. If you stand in my way..."

        "It's fine. Take them."

        

        The doppelganger spoke for the first time.

        It was the first time it had ever spoken, the first time it had ever said "fine" to anyone.

        

        With those words, the mine walls quietly sparkled.

        As if they had been waiting for that moment for a very long time.

        

        The doppelganger followed him around.

        Speaking to him, waving its hand, quietly sitting beside his shadow.

        

        At first, he found it strange, but when it said,

        

        "I'm bored,"

        

        he simply nodded without saying much in response.

        

        Kchala visited the mine every day.

        

        At first, it was to mine jewels, but gradually... he came just to stay.

        

        "I haven't heard your name."

        "Name...? I don't have one."

        "You don't have a name? Then since we met in a diamond mine... how about Diamond?"

        

        At that moment, a point of light flickered deep within the mine.

        

        "Diamond...?"

        

        A name called for the first time. A voice calling to itself for the first time.

        Diamond repeated that word all day long.

        

        Then suddenly, Diamond realized something.

        Strangely, when sitting next to his shadow, its heart would flutter. When he called its name, joy would well up inside.

        

        The existence of another person filled its empty body... and beyond that, its hollow interior.

        

        "Where did Kchala come from?"

        "Are you curious? I came from the desert in the western part of the Southern Continent. Various minority tribes live in the desert. Among them..."

        

        Kchala proudly told stories of his adventures in the desert.

        

        Tales of fighting huge, ferocious monsters.

        Stories of battling great warriors.

        Accounts of meeting beautiful women.

        

        Diamond moved closer, not wanting to miss any of the stories pouring from Kchala's lips.

        

        And before long, it found itself constantly changing into forms that he liked.

        

        "That appearance..."

        

        Kchala's eyebrow twitched slightly.

        

        "How is it? Do you like it?"

        

        First, it took the form of the beautiful desert fox beastfolk chieftain he had told her about.

        Next, the appearance of some human noble's child.

        

        One day, it appeared as a mature female jackal beastfolk, identical to him.

        

        "Beautiful."

        

        With that single word, an unnamed trembling blossomed in Diamond's heart for the first time.

        

        Beautiful.

      

      
        That one word from Kchala's lips moved Diamond.

        

        I want to appear more beautiful.

        I want to become more beautiful.

        Only I.

        For Kchala.

        

        After that, Diamond practiced smiling in front of the reflective minerals to appear more beautiful.

        

        *

        

        For a while after that, Kchala continued to visit the mine.

        But the jewels he mined were gradually decreasing.

        

        The walls no longer sparkled as before, and the crystals disappeared one by one.

        

        Kchala's hands reached deeper, but some days he would turn away leaving only a sigh behind.

        

        Diamond noticed.

        That farewell was approaching.

        That he was running out of reasons to stay.

        

        So one day, it asked first.

        

        "Will you come tomorrow too?"

        

        Kchala silently slung his pickaxe over his shoulder and looked at her.

        

        There was no emotion in his black eyes, but after a very brief silence, he nodded.

        

        The next day, Kchala appeared at the mine again.

        But this time, instead of a pickaxe, he wore a black cloak.

        

        "Diamond."

        

        He called her in a more serious voice than usual.

        Diamond was absently staring at a fallen piece of jewel on the ground when she looked up.

        

        "War has begun. The Southern Continent will soon be engulfed in conflict."

        "..."

        "I will follow my destiny to unify the desert and take the Southern Continent into my hands."

        "Then..."

        

        As Kchala continued speaking, Diamond sensed the farewell.

        

        Because Kchala's tone was infinitely solemn... and infinitely heavy.

        

        Though not knowing what destiny was, Diamond instinctively felt it was something she couldn't interfere with.

        

        "So, we'll never see each other again."

        "Diamond."

        

        In contrast to Diamond's trembling voice, Kchala's voice remained clear and heavy.

        

        After a moment, a hand with rough calluses slowly descended upon Diamond's bowed head.

        

        That hand quietly stroked her hair.

        

        Diamond couldn't raise her head.

        Just with that one word, something deep in her heart quietly crumbled.

        

        "This is not farewell."

        "What?"

        "Come with me. I need your power."

        

        Only then did Diamond look up.

        Without even time to wipe the dew that had formed in her eyes for the first time, she tightly embraced his hand so as not to lose it.

        

        And that day, Diamond left the mine for the first time.

        Without even feeling the strangeness of the outside world... simply being with him filled her heart with quiet peace.

        

        However, the life Diamond embarked on following Kchala was different from the tranquility gently resonating in her heart.

        

        Diamond stood in the middle of the battlefield.

        

        Her form quickly changed into an enemy general, then the general's wife, then a falcon beloved by its trainer, throwing the enemy fortress into confusion.

        

        There was no hesitation in her eyes.

        

        A doppelganger's ability was not simple transformation.

        She could replicate memories, speech patterns, even body temperature, so no one could suspect her.

        

        "Why is the general here...?"

        "The messenger just left, how are you already...?!"

        

        The enemy fell into confusion, and Diamond cut their throats with a cold face.

        

        Blood slowly spread across the fallen soldier's chest.

      

      
        Diamond slowly sat beside the corpse, carefully examining its face.

        

        The crooked bridge of the nose, half-open eyes, blood-soaked hair.

        

        "Not beautiful. Not at all."

        

        Biting her lip, Diamond murmured quietly.

        Somehow, she had developed a habit of looking for beauty in the faces of those she had struck down.

        

        Since the war began,

        No one had told her she was "beautiful."

        

        No matter how she changed,

        No matter how she smiled,

        No matter how she bled and sacrificed...

        

        Kchala never said those words again.

        

        "I need to be prettier. I need to be more beautiful."

        

        Crushing the corpse's eyelids with her foot, Diamond repeated to herself again.

        

        That single phrase she heard in the mine.

        The one word that first moved her.

        

        "Beautiful."

        

        Until she heard those words again.

        Today too, she was striking someone down.

        

        Gradually, beyond the desert, through lands ruled by humans, to the Great Forest of the Southern Continent.

        

        The jackal forces led by Kchala advanced, growing stronger.

        

        And finally, someone appeared to block Diamond and Kchala's path.

        

        White hair that softly glowed, reflecting sunlight.

        White eyes that would never be tainted even when facing the world's filth.

        A figure that seemed crafted by nature's blessing.

        

        "I shall judge you who disturb the balance of harmony."

        

        The elven princess, Glacia.

        

        The moment Diamond first saw Glacia, a small crack began to form in her heart.

        

        It was jealousy... no, beyond jealousy—perhaps a pure longing that came from being a doppelganger.

        

        For Glacia was more radiant and beautiful than any being.

        

        Diamond instinctively examined Kchala's face. An inexplicable anxiety overwhelmed her. As if confirming that anxiety, Kchala's eyes were filled with an unknown desire.

        

        Diamond thought.

        No, it was closer to a craving.

        

        If I had that face... could I hear that word again?

        "Beautiful."

        

        The war began, and in the first clash set in the Great Forest, the jackal forces "hesitated" for the first time.

        

        The power of spirits.

        It was an order entirely different from human magic or a doppelganger's disguise.

        

        A deep, clear flow that only souls connected to nature could touch.

        That power became wind, fire, earth, and trees, blocking the invaders' path.

        

        And Diamond the doppelganger was no exception.

        

        Diamond's disguise, the doppelganger's ability, had no power before the spirit forces that mirrored nature.

        

        "So it's you. The one who disturbs the world's order."

        

        No matter what form she took, the spirits' eyes pursued only Diamond, tormenting her.

        

        The elves watched Diamond more closely than the leader, Kchala.

        

        The traces Diamond had left on battlefields with other races had already become rumors spreading throughout the Southern Continent.

        

        The Great Forest did not permit jackal footprints,

        The land of spirits did not forgive intruders in the slightest.

        

        "Retreat."

        

        From the first battle to the second, third, fourth... and all the battles that followed.

        

        Kchala's forces suffered countless defeats at the hands of the elves. Despair began to bloom in the hearts of the jackal descendants who had believed they would unify the Southern Continent.

        

        And Diamond was no exception to that despair.
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        "Why... Why on earth can't I do it?"

        

        That night, Dia tried to imitate Glaciea's face alone in the empty forest... but the spirit's wind scattered the mirror's image.

        

        Trudge, trudge...

        

        Dia's footsteps were heavy as she returned to the outpost.

        She thought that the constant defeats in the war against the elves were all her fault.

        

        She didn't have the courage to meet Kchalla's eyes.

        

        Just then, as she turned through the forest, a small light in the distance caught her eye.

        Thinking it might be the outpost's fire, she was about to approach it mindlessly when... Dia discovered a familiar figure inside.

        

        Kchalla.

        

        And a white-haired woman standing before him.

        The elven princess, Glaciea.

        

        Even from a distance, Dia could tell.

        Though she couldn't hear the words they exchanged, the texture of their gazes was... all too familiar.

        

        Kchalla's face was serious,

        And Glaciea's eyes were firm.

        

        Their gazes meeting.

        A hand gently extended.

        It was all too... intimate.

        

        "...Stop looking for Dia. Beauti..."

        

        And just as she got close enough to clearly hear Kchalla's voice, Dia fled from the spot.

        

        Dia felt shabby, while Glaciea seemed radiant.

        Dia felt humble, while Glaciea looked beautiful.

        Kchalla's face as he stood before Glaciea, rather than with her by his side... looked so unfamiliar.

        

        And that faintly heard word "beautiful" at the end... was something Dia hadn't heard once recently.

        

        The edges of her moonlit face were quietly distorting.

        

        The next day,

        Kchalla appeared before Dia.

        

        "Dia."

        

        His voice was lower and more rigid than before.

        Dia instinctively felt that some kind of end was approaching.

        

        "Return to where you came from."

        "...I don't want to."

        "Your power is useless in this war. Your role is over. Don't make me say it twice."

        

        Dia's hands trembled.

        She just wanted to stay by his side, but Kchalla seemed unwilling to allow even that.

        

        "Is it because of the elven princess? If that's the case, I could somehow transform into her..."

        "I told you to get out. Dia, when I faced the elven princess, I realized she was my final destiny."

        

        That Kchalla pushed her away,

        That he no longer wanted her by his side.

        

        All of it... seemed to be because of the elven princess.

        

        The incomprehensible words and expressions fit together like puzzle pieces, and those thoughts gathered into a dull shape that pierced deep into Dia's heart.

        

        "...You are not beautiful."

        

        No one actually said those words, but Dia felt it herself.

        

        A denial clearer than words was quietly whispering within her.

        

        "...I understand. Thank... you."

        "......"

        

        For the first time, Dia shed tears.

        

        Then she gradually moved away from Kchalla.

        

        Until his figure became blurry.

        Until his figure looked like a small dot.

        Until, finally, his figure completely disappeared from sight.

        

        One step.

        And then another step.

        

        Crack.

        As she walked, her face cracked, and the fragments fell onto her feet.

        

        When Dia stopped walking, she found herself at the mine where she had first been.

      

      
        

        It could no longer be called a mine.

        Traces of Kchalla were everywhere in the mine, and at the end, only empty space remained.

        

        Dia's heart was no different from the mine.

        

        Her face was shattered, and all the faces she had transformed into were terribly mixed and distorted.

        

        For days on end, Dia shed tears deep in the mine.

        

        When exhaustion led her to sleep, she would dream.

        

        "You are my final destiny."

        

        One dream was of the elven princess and Kchalla living happily.

        

        "Dia. Take my hand."

        

        Another was of Kchalla coming to the mine and reaching out his hand to her again.

        

        The more she dreamed, the more Dia's heart withered.

        

        As the boundary between reality and dreams blurred, and even time mixed in the darkness...

        

        Without light, without a single gem to illuminate Dia,

        Somewhere in a space filled with deep silence—.

        

        Thud, thud.

        

        Unfamiliar footsteps echoed.

        

        "Kchal...la...?"

        

        Dia instinctively raised her head and looked toward the sound.

        

        Her heart quietly began to beat. Could it be... had Kchalla really come to see her?

        

        But at that moment.

        

        "What should I do? I'm sorry, but I'm not Kchalla."

        

        The voice was delicate, and the footsteps were too light to be Kchalla's.

        

        Above all, that energy....

        

        Instead of familiar warmth, it carried an eerie and fishy air. It was a strange energy that made her nauseous.

        

        Dia instinctively sensed it.

        

        The girl who now stood before her, smiling at Dia, was somehow... a more twisted being than herself.

        

        "Hello? Nice to meet you. I'm Hecate. I've heard rumors about you. A doppelganger, right? How hideous."

        

        Hecate calmly and leisurely uttered words that would hurt Dia, as if it were nothing.

        

        The words she least wanted to hear in the world.

        Yet Dia couldn't say anything.

        

        Though no gems remained in this place to reflect Dia, her face was undoubtedly hideous, just as Hecate said.

        

        "Please... leave me alone."

        

        Dia watched Hecate cautiously with a timid voice. Having neither the means nor ability to confront her, Dia could only ask for permission.

        

        "Well. What should I do?"

        

        Hecate continued to look at Dia with an inscrutable smile.

        

        "I like you. The more seeds, the better."

        "Seeds...?"

        "That's right. So. I want to make you an offer you can't refuse. Want to hear it?"

        

        Hecate bent down to meet Dia's eyes. Then her hand slowly caressed Dia's hideous face.

        

        "Do you want to become beautiful?"

        "...!"

        

        That was... an irrefusable proposition.

        The one thing hidden deep in her unconscious, something she couldn't tell anyone, yet what she desired most desperately.

        

        Hecate smiled a hideously beautiful smile, as if she had seen right through Dia.

        

        "Don't you want to become beautiful and get everything you desire?"

        "...What must I give you? What must I give to become beautiful?"

        

        Dia's lips trembled.

        Her voice grew fainter, and tears began to well in her eyes.

        

        "How can I...! Make Kchalla call me beautiful again!?"

        

      

      
        It wasn't a wish, but like the final breath of a broken child.

        

        "A witch is someone who craves, envies, hates, and takes from others. That's enough."

        

        At that moment, Dia's face began to melt. Not just her face, but her entire body.

        

        "When your jealousy becomes a curse and blooms into a flower, it will surely be beautiful."

        

        An indescribably terrible energy filled Dia's entire body without gaps.

        As that energy gradually consumed her—her body began to change.

        

        Her hair turned snow-white,

        Her eyes developed clear yet empty white irises like the mine walls of old.

        Her ears became pointed,

        Her skin turned cold and pale, and when her form was completely no longer "her"—

        

        "This will be perfect as a gift for that damn woman."

        

        Dia now had the face she had wanted more than anything... the face of the elven princess, Glaciea.

        

        "Mmm. You finally look pretty? A great success."

        

        Hecate smiled with satisfaction as she carefully examined Dia.

        

        "How does it feel? To be beautiful for the first time?"

        

        In the darkness of the mine without mirrors or light.

        Though it finally felt like she had gained something... a cool air seeped in from within.

        

        "I'm going to see Kchalla."

        "Heh heh. Well, do as you please."

        

        As Dia staggered to her feet, the last crystal in the mine rolled and fell.

        

        It faintly reflected the "smile" that Dia had practiced the longest to be loved.

        

        Eventually, the diamond that touched the ground... covered in dust and filth, no longer reflected anything, and nothing was beautiful anymore.

        

        And so Di...

        

        *

        

        [My goodness. Joshua, what brings you here? Closing the book before finishing it.]

        

        As 12-year-old Joshua, who had been eagerly reading fairy tales, closed the book, Estelle, who had been reading nearby, took interest.

        

        [Estelle, were you here? Um... it's nothing. I just found it hard to continue reading.]

        [Why? What book were you reading? We don't keep or write horror thrillers here....]

        

        Estelle carefully sat down next to Joshua, briefly skimmed the cover, and raised her eyebrows slightly in realization.

        

        [You were reading Dia's story? Dia's backstory is rather depressing. Well, that's true for most witches.]

        [I don't want to read witch stories anymore.]

        [Oh my. Picky eating is bad. Pure love becomes more delicious when such adversity exists.]

        [Then... does Dia become happy later? If so, I'll read it.]

        [Hehehe. Well~ I wonder how it turned out?]

        

        Estelle responded to Joshua's question with a witch-like smile, leaving her words hanging.

        

        [What do you think, Joshua? Did Dia find happiness?]

        [...I wouldn't know. Just, judging by the flow of the story, Dia's sadness seems like it's only beginning. That's why I closed it.]

        [I see. You're smart, Joshua. You might have the makings of a writer.]

        [...Estelle, I really don't like this.]

        [Saying mean things when you actually like it. The witch would like her cute and kind assistant, Joshua, to be more honest.]

        

        Joshua stood up and turned to leave the library. He was no longer in the mood to read or engage in playful conversation with Estelle.

        

        As he opened the door to leave,

        

        [Joshua.]

        

        Estelle called out to Joshua in a gentle tone.

        

        [What would you like to say to Dia?]

        [Dia is just a character in a book. It's strange to ask what I'd like to say to her.]

        [How unromantic. You never know? If you live long enough... you might meet Dia someday.]

        

        Joshua slowly turned his head at this absurd question.

        

        [I haven't finished the book yet, and I don't really understand what love is. So I don't know what I should say.]

        

        It was the most rational and mature answer a 12-year-old Joshua could give.

        

        [When I'm older and have read Dia's whole story... I'll think about it then.]

        [Hmm... I see. Alright. Think about it when that time comes. You don't have to tell me if you don't want to.]

        

        Estelle looked somewhat sulkily at Joshua, who had skillfully avoided answering, but still wrapped the young girl's words in a gentle tone.

        

        That was a memory from when she was 12.

        When it came crashing into reality rather than remaining a fairy tale—the memory flashed through Joshua's mind like a fleeting vision.
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