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Most people don't remember much from their early childhood. But Azril Astera's memories from her youngest years were crystal clear. She even remembered what her mother said while looking at her when she was barely old enough to crawl.

"Twins, such an ill omen... If only Ban Hiran had been born alone. Why did this one have to be born?"

The image of her mother's eyes, looking at her as if she were filth clinging to her son, was so vivid Azril could almost paint it. She also clearly remembered her father's expression when he kicked her.

"Something like this should die quickly. It's nothing but a parasite sucking away her brother's luck."

She had always had an exceptionally good memory. Unnecessarily so.

In the northern minority village where Azril was born, twins were considered ill-omened beings who had to share the luck meant for one person. According to this beliefs, Azril, born after her twin brother, was nothing more than a curse that would bring misfortune to her brother. That's why her parents didn't even give her a name.

"I don't believe in that stuff."

The only one who treated Azril kindly was her twin brother, Ban Hiran.

"You're not a curse or anything like that. You're my sister. The sister I have to protect. So I'll give you a name, instead."

With the same black hair and golden eyes as her, that's what her brother said.

Then war broke out. The village burned, and their parents died. Only the twin siblings survived and fled. Even though everyone had died, Azril was fine as long as Ban Hiran was there. He was the only family she had anyway.

But not long after, her brother died too. The name he had given her died with him. She became alone at seven years old. She wandered as a nameless orphan girl.

Then one day, having fallen asleep in a back alley corner, she suddenly woke up in a large, soft bed.

"Young miss, you are ten years old this year. The person who gave you your name has appointed us as your guardians."

The couple claiming to be her guardians said with kind smiles.

"I'm... ten years old? Someone gave me a name?"

"Oh my, don't you remember?"

She didn't remember. Her memories from age seven to ten were gone. Despite her unusually clear memory, those three years were blacked out like her memories were painted over with black paints.

"Don't you know your own name, young miss?"

"My... name..."

Only one thing, that alone she remembered. A low, gentle male voice that had resonated in her ears like a melody.

"Azril Astera. Let that be your name."

The dazzling, peaceful light that had enveloped her. That was her only memory of those three years.

The couple didn't know what had happened during Azril's forgotten three years. No matter how much they asked, they received no answer. Still, they were extremely kind. Azril enjoyed a luxurious life she had never experienced before in that mansion.

For exactly one year.

"This child, she must have been abandoned."

The couple had their eyes on the enormous wealth Azril possessed. Azril was only eleven years old. She couldn't protect her assets from the greedy guardians. Despite various safeguards, it didn't take long for the couple to seize all her wealth and sell the girl into slavery.

Azril became a slave and was sold around. A brand was burned onto the top of her foot. She ran away several times, was caught, and whipped.

Just as she was learning to give up, a merchant bought the girl. The merchant noticed that Azril's appearance was quite exceptional. He washed and dressed her well, then taught her basic etiquette. Then he sold her to House Colt in the Aukandor Kingdom as a beating child. Azril was twelve years old at the time.

A beating child was someone who took beatings in place of a child of noble birth when they neglected their studies or misbehaved. For royalty, they would use nobles as their beating child, but ordinary noble houses used commoners or slaves. They needed children of similar age with decent appearances to keep by the noble child's side.

Count Colt had a daughter around Azril's age. The Count bought the Azril for his daughter.

Deborah Colt, the Count's daughter, was a pretty girl with dazzling blonde hair and blue eyes, but she was stupid and arrogant. Deborah slept during lessons and didn't do her homework. She mocked and insulted her tutors, sometimes throwing inkwells at them. No tutor had lasted more than half a year in the Colt household.

The Count's daughter took it for granted that her beating child would be hit. But she was embarrassed when that child walked around showing signs of being beaten. The beating child's wounds were evidence of her own foolishness and laziness.

So Deborah became slightly more diligent than when she didn't have a beating child, and she forbade the staffs to hit Azril's face or limbs where it would be visible.

But Azril's back, hidden by clothes, never had a day without red marks and bruises. If she showed signs of being beaten, Deborah would get angry about the embarrassment and starve her, so Azril had to endure and hide her pain.

Whenever young Azril was in pain, she believed.

'The person who gave me my name will come to find me someday. That person must be very strong and incredibly kind.'

'I lost my memories, so maybe they were angry and left me here for a while. They didn't abandon me.'

'That person must be worried about me. They might be desperately searching for me right now. They'll find me and rescue me from here.'

The days were grueling. She was beaten during every one of Deborah's lessons, and in her free time, she did all sorts of errands and chores. The girl became a beating child of slave origin with a back full of scars and rough hands covered in calluses.

Four years passed like that. The warmth feeling of being enveloped in light when she remembered the person who named her gradually faded. After all, no one came to rescue the girl.

In the spring of 996 on the Iskham Calendar, the sixteen-year-old girl had long since abandoned her childhood beliefs.

And the hope she had given up on was fulfilled in a way different from what she had imagined.

That day was unlucky from the morning.

It was common for Deborah to not do her homework or insult her tutors, but today the tutor's venting of frustration was especially severe. Azril's back was covered in blood after being hit more than thirty times. Even then, the tutor wasn't satisfied and left huffing. Deborah slapped the staggering Azril's cheek.

"Don't pretend to be in pain. It's embarrassing."

"Yes, young miss."

"...You're so unlucky."

Deborah glared at Azril with displeased eyes before leaving the room. Azril tidied up Deborah's books and writing materials before returning to her own room.

Her room was a space roughly separated by boards in a corner of the underground wine cellar. It was always dark, damp, cold, and dusty. It was a terribly unhealthy environment for Azril, whose body was already weak from frequent beatings, starvation, and overwork.

Coughing chronically, she took out a rusty tin and opened it. The smell of cheap ointment filled the narrow space. The crude ointment didn't actually have much effect, but it was better than not applying anything. She took off her top and applied the ointment. She was used to applying medicine to places she couldn't reach.

As she quickly treated her back, she listened to the sounds coming from the ceiling. Above her room's ceiling was the corridor between the kitchen and the pantry.

"Hurry, hurry up! Move quickly! Do you know who's coming tomorrow? If you don't please them, you might all turn into frogs!"

The head maid's booming voice came through clearly. The maids bustled about, letting out giggles.

Azril also knew about the guest visiting the castle tomorrow. She had heard that an incredible magician was coming from the kingdom's capital.

In legends and fairy tales, magicians called down lightning, split the earth, turned the tides of war, and fought dragons. Those were all old stories. Today, most magicians were in positions similar to healers or master craftsmen.

Of course, they were treated a bit better than that. Even the most incompetent magician could use 'Magical Communication'. Magicians could communicate with each other regardless of distance. The transfer of information using communication between magicians was so important that it was directly managed by the kingdom as a national foundation.

Anyway, the magician visiting the castle tomorrow was said to be on a different level from such common magicians. Closer to the magicians of legend than the magicians found in every village. It wasn't the kind of magician who would come to this countryside, but apparently ancient ruins had been discovered in Colt territory recently, and they were coming to investigate.

"What? We're out of butter? How could you not check something like that! Mailey, go buy some butter right away!"

"Mailey was sent to help with the reception room earlier because they were short-handed, Head Maid."

"Ah, that's right. Then who's left?"

"Everyone's so busy they could use four hands. Oh, isn't Lady Deborah's lesson over? I saw Mr. Carter's carriage leaving earlier!"

"Looking at the time, it should have ended a while ago. Where's that damned girl Azril lazing about now?"

The head maid shouted irritably. Azril jumped up in shock. She ran while roughly wiping the ointment from her hands onto her apron. She ran up the stairs, hearing the head maid's heavy footsteps above her.

"Head Maid, were you looking for me?"

"You, slacking off again!"

The large-bodied head maid frowned upon discovering the skinny girl on the landing. Azril quickly bowed.

"The Count not only took in a slave girl, fed and raised her, but even made her a commoner, and you don't know how to be grateful? You never do anything properly, always thinking about how to slack off!"

"No, I was just applying medicine for a moment..."

"How dare you make such ridiculous excuses? What's a few lashes that you have to make such a fuss, you weakling!"

The head maid roughly grabbed Azril's hair. Azril gave up and closed her mouth. Anything she said would only provoke the head maid's anger more.

As the head maid said, she was no longer a slave. Not thanks to the Count's mercy, but because about two years ago, the King of Aukandor had pushed through the abolition of slavery in the kingdom. At the time, Count Colt had reluctantly destroyed Azril's slave certificate, then created a loan document that inflated her body price by dozens of times.

"You should pay back what it cost to buy you, shouldn't you? The increased amount is interest."

Azril became indebted for a million pel. Since her salary as a commoner was only five hundred pel per month, it would take roughly 167 years of work to barely pay it off. It was an amount she could never repay. Moreover, Count Colt said he would deduct from the debt instead of paying her salary.

It meant that even with slavery abolished, he had no intention of letting Azril go or paying her a proper salary. This was common in Aukandor, where slavery had just been abolished.

The slave brand burned onto the top of Azril's foot still remained. Even if she became a commoner on paper, that brand didn't disappear. Not in reality, and not in people's perceptions.

All the other servants were commoners or minor nobles hired from the village. Azril, who just stood neatly dressed during the young miss's lessons while other maids did menial work, was hated for being a 'mere slave'.

Few people knew that Azril was severely beaten because Deborah forbade showing signs of being hit. To others, she looked clean without a single wound, and that made her to be hated even more. The head maid especially disliked Azril.

"Go to the market right now and buy three blocks of butter. If you pocket even a single coin, you'll be punished severely!"
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The Head Maid handed over a few silver coins with a threatening look. Azril put them in her apron pocket and stepped outside. If she were even a little late, she'd surely be scolded for being lazy again. She hurriedly crossed the castle's backyard towards the rear gate.

"Where are you rushing off to?"

A man with dull blonde hair, emerging from the training grounds in the backyard, called out to Azril. As soon as he saw the girl, he approached with a strange smile. Azril quickly bowed her head.

"I'm running an errand to the market, Young Master."

The man was Damon Colt, heir to Count Colt and Deborah's only brother. He eyed Azril's figure with gleaming eyes.

Sixteen years old. Though small and delicate, the girl's body was gradually revealing soft curves as it matured. Upon closer inspection, her face was unbelievably pretty. Even more so than his sister, who was rumored to be the most beautiful in the area. Part of the reason Deborah treated Azril so violently and often slapped her face was because of that face. She found it irritating that a slave was unnecessarily more pretter than her.

If she were properly dressed up and a few years older, she'd become an extraordinary beauty. Damon licked his lips and smiled.

"If you stay on my good side, you won't have to do such tasks. I'm going to take a bath, so come and attend to me."

"I'm sorry, but this is an urgent errand."

"More urgent than me?"

Azril took a step back, slightly avoiding Damon's hand as it subtly reached for her. His brow furrowed. She grasped her skirt and bowed politely.

"It's a task I must complete quickly. I trust the generous Young Master will understand."

Azril swiftly headed for the rear gate. She could feel Damon's lingering gaze piercing her back, which throbbed with rising heat from her wounds. That gaze only fell away after she had completely left the castle grounds. Perhaps due to the tension, a cough erupted.

Azril suppressed her cough, pressing her chest. She could feel her heart beating anxiously beneath her hand. Damon's attitude was becoming more unsettling by the day. She knew well what his behavior meant. How long could an orphan of slave origin avoid the young master's advances?

I have to escape.

How, and where to? It had only been two years since the abolition of slavery. A girl without a guardian and bearing a slave's brand would be in danger wherever she went. That was the reality she had learned during her time as a slave. In fact, Azril was considered lucky. At least she hadn't been handed over as a night plaything.

She couldn't trust people carelessly either. Few would show kindness without reason to a girl who couldn't protect herself and had no one to protect her. She had realized this when she was sold off by the foster couple who had smiled and told her to consider them as parents.

Still, I can't stay here any longer.

Even if she escaped from here, something more terrible might be waiting for her. She might end up regretting it, thinking it would have been better to somehow endure at House Colt. Knowing what she might experience if thrown out into the world alone made her more fearful and scared.

Nevertheless, she was preparing to run away. Ever since she had given up hope that the person who had made her 'Azril Astera' would come and rescue her.

Azril recalled the worn-out blanket spread over the straw pile in her room. Hidden within that straw pile were coins she had handled countless times. It was what she had steadily saved over two years.

For someone who didn't receive wages and wasn't even an adult, saving money was an extremely difficult task. Still, she had managed to save, and now she had accumulated a fair amount. Though she needed to save a bit more to have enough to escape from here and settle in another territory.

Arriving at the market, she bought three blocks of butter as the Head Maid had instructed. Azril checked the clock hanging in the general store as she received her change. Thanks to her hurried pace, she had some time to spare.

I might be able to stop by the bookstore. I hope there's some work available.

She turned into an alley inside the market, holding the paper bag containing the butter. A bookstore with a rusty sign came into view in a secluded area. Old books were precariously stacked at the entrance, looking as if they might topple over at any moment. Skillfully navigating through the piles of books, she entered, where an elderly man wearing glasses greeted her.

"Welcome, Azril."

"Hello, Grandfather Warden."

"You've come at just the right time. I have some work for you."

Warden smiled, his wrinkled mouth curving upwards, and handed her a prepared package and an old book. Azril received them with a bright face.

"I just need to transcribe this into Rimble again, right?"

"Yes, bring it back when you're done. I'll give you five silver coins."

Rimble was the most widely used everyday script on the continent. It was mainly used by commoners. The upper classes used not Rimble, but an ancient script called Rem.

Rem was also the script used for official documents in the kingdom, and it served as a common written language between countries that spoke different languages. Therefore, the more valuable a book, the more likely it was to be written in Rem rather than Rimble.

Azril was earning money by transcribing books written in Rem into Rimble. It was quite a lucrative job, as few people knew Rem. Five silver coins per book was equivalent to the monthly wage Count Colt had set for her. Of course, in a normal situation, Azril's wages should have been at least a hundred silver coins, but there was no way Count Colt would give her that much.

"I'll bring it back within a week."

"That quickly?"

"It's not that thick, you know."

Azril spoke casually, estimating the book's thickness by eye. Warden quietly marveled.

"It's truly amazing. I've known you for quite some time now, but I still can't believe it. Where on earth did you learn Rem?"

"Well... To be honest, I'm not sure myself."

"You say you don't know every time. Come on, just say you don't want to tell me."

"It's true. I just found that I could read it one day."

"Good heavens, it's not a script that just anyone can learn, nor is it easy to master... How on earth does a young girl like you know it?"

"I know, it's strange, isn't it?"

She laughed it off ambiguously.

Rem was a difficult and complex script. It had been used since ancient times, before Emperor Iskham the Great, but the language had all but died out, leaving only the script, which made it even harder to learn. Even though he was a noble, Count Colt could barely read it, stumbling through with a dictionary, while the Countess and Damon had only managed to memorize the alphabet. Deborah had given up on Rem entirely.

In contrast, Azril had known how to write Rem since she was young. Not just knowing how to write, but using it as freely as Rimble. To be precise, she had suddenly become able to use it from the age of ten.

Since I couldn't even read Rimble when I was younger, I must have learned it during those three years I can't remember. What on earth was I doing?

Why was it that she could remember the Rem script so vividly, yet the process of learning it was completely erased, leaving no trace in her memory? She sighed faintly. It was an unsolvable question. But she wasn't leisurely enough to ponder it deeply. Azril stopped thinking about it and carefully hid the book and package in the pocket of her apron lining.

"I should get going now. Thank you, Grandfather Warden."

"I'm the one who should be thankful. Take care on your way."

She closed the shop door and carefully navigated through the stacks of books. Focused on watching her feet, Azril raised her head at an odd sensation. Through the piles of books stacked higher than her, her eyes met with someone standing in the alley.

It was a white man.

His long, silver hair shimmered faintly even in the shadows of the alley. White skin, towering height, eyes gray like a cloudy sky. His white robe, covering his entire body, was spotless without even a speck of dust.

It was a sight that didn't fit with the dirty surroundings. He looked like a figure cut out from a hand-painted illustration in Deborah's fairy tale book and placed in the alley. The sense of incongruity was even more intense than his face, which seemed perfect to the point of being beautiful. He appeared to be in a different world despite occupying the same space.

Suddenly, goosebumps rose on her skin. Azril instinctively stepped back. As she did so, her knee caught on a pile of books, and her body tilted precariously.

"...!"

She fell backward. The unstable books collapsed in a chain reaction, making a loud noise. Fortunately, the books cushioned her fall, preventing injury, but her back, already a mess from the morning's wounds, was painfully crushed. It hurt so much that she couldn't even groan properly.

"What happened... Good heavens!"

Warden, who had rushed out at the noise, was startled by the chaotic scene. He extended his hand to help the groaning Azril up.

"Are you hurt?"

"I'm fine. But the books because of me..."

"The books can be stacked again, that's all. But how did you fall like this?"

"Over there..."

Azril's words trailed off as she looked up. There was nothing visible where the white man had been standing. He was definitely there just a moment ago. Was it an illusion?

"Over there?"

"No, it's nothing. I must have seen something wrong."

She shook her head and picked up the fallen butter bag. Opening the bag, she saw that the butter was slightly squashed. Anticipating the Head Maid's fiery reaction, she couldn't help but sigh.

"How hard must life be for a young one to see things that aren't there? Be careful."

Warden clicked his tongue and patted Azril's shoulder. Her bony shoulder, protruding from malnutrition, made him feel sorry for her.

"Yes, I'll be careful."

Azril smiled and nodded, then began picking up the scattered books. As she started stacking them again, the old man waved his hands, pushing her away.

"Aren't you out on an errand? I know you're busy. Go on now."

"But it's a mess because of me. I have enough time for this much."

"I was planning to reorganize them anyway. I'll take this opportunity to sort them in order. Go on now."

"But..."

"Stop arguing and get going, you rascal. Don't get yourself in more trouble."

"I'm sorry, Grandfather Warden."

"Don't be."

Azril bowed to Warden, who was waving her off, and left the bookstore. Her back was still throbbing with pain, but it was bearable.

I'm late. This is bad.

As she was turning the corner with quick steps, her foot caught on a protruding stone. The worn-out sole of her shoe tore as it caught on the stone, causing her body to tilt forward. With both hands holding the butter bag, she had no way to brace herself against the ground.

It really was an unlucky day. Thinking this, she squeezed her eyes shut. At that moment, a light and gentle breeze tickled her cheek as it passed by. Her falling body paused in mid-air.

Then, an arm from behind caught her waist and lifted her upright. The arm that had touched her quickly withdrew as soon as she stood straight. A scent like a birch forest lingered at the tip of her nose. Azril turned around in a daze.

So it wasn't an illusion after all.

The white man she had seen earlier was standing right behind her. He was so tall that Azril had to crane her neck to look up at him.
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He noticed his shadow looming over her and took a couple of steps back. The alien feeling diminished considerably.

"Th-thank you."

The man stared intently at Azril's face as she stammered her thanks. Then his glass-like gray eyes moved downward. They lingered on her frayed apron, though it had been washed clean, her thin legs, and the worn-out shoes with flapping soles. His eyes trembled slightly.

"Why are you living like this?"

His voice was deep and slow. It sounded familiar somehow. Azril, distracted by the voice, belatedly realized he had asked something.

"Pardon? What did you say?"

"Why are you living like this?"

Though the question could be taken as mocking, it didn't feel that way. It was dry, monotone. Azril blinked and looked at him.

"Do you know me?"

The man closed his mouth. After a moment of silence, he answered slowly.

"I shouldn't, but I do."

What did that mean? Azril frowned slightly.

"Are you saying you know me or you don't? Who are you?"

"Rema Resvid."

"Are you perhaps a magician?"

"Yes."

Bewitched by the strange atmosphere, she was slow to notice that what the man was wearing resembled the robes commonly worn by magicians. She hadn't heard news of a new magician coming to town. Ah, could this be the amazing magician they said was coming from the capital? Azril lowered her eyes in surprise.

"So you're from Maujancl. I apologize for my rudeness."

"I did not come from there."

"What? Then..."

"May I fix your shoes?"

Fix her shoes out of the blue? She reflexively looked down at her feet. She saw her shoes with the soles half detached after tripping on a stone.

"I cannot do it without your permission. Please allow me."

"Wh-what do you want me to allow?"

"May I fix your shoes?"

"My shoes? I appreciate the offer, but I'm busy right now—eek!"

Azril's words ended in a scream as she was answering reflexively. The moment she said, "I appreciate the offer," the man bent down and grabbed her foot. As he lifted her foot, her body naturally tilted backward. At the same time, she felt something soft against her buttocks and found herself seated on something.

When Azril looked back to see what she was sitting on, she almost hiccupped. It was thin air. The sensation felt like a soft cushion, but there was nothing visible.

She barely managed to tear her gaze away from the empty space and moved it to her feet. The man was nonchalantly kneeling on the ground, holding her foot in his hands. The hem of his white robe, so pristine it seemed almost untouchable, covered the dirty alley floor.

"Resvid."

He whispered the spell and stroked the torn part with his finger. The area his finger touched was mended, becoming like new. Azril watched the scene with wide eyes. She was too shocked to speak. More than the magic that fixed her shoe, she was stunned by the sight of him kneeling on this alley floor, holding her shoe in his hands. Instead of words, she felt like she might burst into a cough.

After the shoe was perfectly mended, the man lowered her foot. No, he was about to lower it but stopped abruptly. On the old leather covering her instep, a slight burn mark was visible. His eyes narrowed subtly. Realizing he had noticed the edge of the brand, Azril hurriedly pulled her foot away and stood up. She didn't want a stranger to see evidence that she had been a slave.

"Th-thank you for your help!"

She bowed her head quickly, then fled from the spot. The man stood still, watching the girl's retreating figure. His face was expressionless.

Azril had to go hungry from lunch onward.

The Head Maid flew into a rage when she saw how late Azril was and that the butter was crushed. She had also lost two or three coins somewhere when she fell. If they hadn't been busy preparing for the magician coming from the capital, she might have had her hair pulled. The Head Maid, regretting that she was too busy to beat Azril, shouted instead.

"You're on water duty today. Do it alone!"

The plumbing in Colt Castle was for the Count's family and guests. The servants had to draw water from a pump located in a far corner of the vast backyard. It was nearly impossible for one person to do it alone. But she had to do it.

The amount of water Azril, with her weak body, could carry at once was not much. Even if she fetched water without rest, it wasn't enough. The already busy servants got annoyed at her every time they saw an empty water barrel. Red marks from the bucket handles appeared on her palms. Her legs, going back and forth between the pump and the water barrels without having eaten anything, began to tremble more and more. The wounds on her back continued to sting.

'Today is really the worst.'

As she was pressing the pump with her trembling arms, a cough burst out. She hunched over, coughing, and bumped the bucket. As it was about to tip over, someone caught it with a thud. A white hand. Even through her tear-filled vision from coughing, she thought how beautiful that hand was. The hand, which seemed to have never done hard labor, was noble and elegant. The owner of that hand set down the bucket and spoke.

"Are you ill somewhere? Your cough won't stop."

It was the strange magician she had run away from earlier in the alley. Azril was so startled that she rubbed her eyes and checked again to see who it was. It wasn't a mistake. His appearance wasn't one to be confused with someone else either.

"Y-cough, y-cough, cough..."

She wanted to ask why he was here, but couldn't speak due to the coughing fit. She continued to cough as she backed away hesitantly.

The man standing next to the pump, staring at her blankly, was dressed in the same pristine white robe as before. There wasn't a single stain on it, even though he had sat on the alley floor. The fact that he had appeared suddenly without any sound or trace, it was truly bizarre.

"Do you want to stop coughing?"

The man asked abruptly.

Who would want to keep coughing? Every time a chronic cough breaks out, it's hard to breathe and the chest aches dully. Azril nodded while coughing instead of answering.

In the blink of an eye, the man approached. He bent down and reached out towards her. His white, slender hand came close to grab her neck.

"...!"

Startled, Azril tried to dodge, but he grabbed her shoulder and stopped her. The hand that wrapped around her neck was cool. A strange sensation spread from that cool temperature and seeped into her body.

"...Huh?"

"It's alright now."

When he removed his hand, the cough stopped like it was cured by magic. Even the tightness inside her chest disappeared. Azril absently touched her refreshed chest area.

'So this can be cured by magic too. But I don't think he chanted a spell just now... I must not have heard it.'

She wasn't a magician, but she knew that magicians chant spells when using magic. It was common knowledge.

"Thank you. You've helped me again."

Azril looked up at the man while catching her breath. She felt she should repay him somehow after receiving help twice, whether he was strange or not, but she didn't understand why this magician had helped her. As Azril hesitated, the man quietly asked.

"Why are you doing this work?"

"Because it's my job. But Mr. Magician, um... what did you say your name was?"

"Rema Resvid."

"Ah, yes. I'm Azril. But, Mr. Resvid, how did you come here? I hadn't heard news of a guest arriving..."

"Call me Rema, Azril."

"That... How could I dare to call an esteemed magician by his name?"

"Being called Mr. Resvid by you makes me uncomfortable. Just Rema is fine."

The man named Rema Resvid's brow furrowed slightly. An emotion that could have been displeasure or self-loathing flashed across his face. Azril was flustered.

'He must dislike being called by his surname. But I read in a book that a magician's surname isn't a real surname, but the name of their magical power and a spell for magic... Ah, maybe he dislikes others speaking his spell?'

"Then, Mr. Rema..."

"I said just Rema is fine."

Though he spoke softly, his stubborn insistence was palpable. They say all magicians are eccentric... Azril couldn't bring herself to call an unfamiliar magician by just his name, so she changed the subject.

"Um, so, why are you here? If you're lost, I can guide you."

"I'm not lost. I came to give you this."

Rema held out a well-packaged box. Azril recognized what it was even before receiving it. The gold-embossed mark on the edge of the box was familiar. It was the same brand as on the shoes Deborah cherished and only wore on special occasions. Deborah often boasted to her peers that those shoes were from a famous boutique in Maujancl, the capital of Aukandor. Azril found it difficult to associate such an item with herself.

"This... for me?"

"Your shoes were very worn."

Rema said matter-of-factly as he placed the box in her stunned arms. Then, after a moment's thought, he asked.

"You said this was your job. Is it a job you chose for yourself?"

"It's not a job I chose, but it's what I have to do. But Rema, this is too much. Why would you give me such a..."

"Azril! Where is that lazy girl slacking off again!"

The Head Maid's shrill voice rang out. Azril, startled, hurriedly pushed the box back to Rema and picked up the bucket. The bucket was empty. Taking an empty bucket would only earn her more scolding. Azril quickly grabbed the pump handle and raised her voice to answer.

"I'm drawing water, Head Maid! I'll be right there!"

"Are you making the pump to draw water? You must have been lazing around, you weak girl! Don't expect any dinner tonight!"

The Head Maid's bellowing voice drew closer. Rema, watching the pale girl frantically pumping water, whispered.

"Would killing that woman be interfering in your life without permission?"

His whisper was drowned out by the sound of pumping and water filling the bucket. Azril asked back.

"What did you say? I couldn't hear because of the water."

"...It's nothing. It was a question I asked knowing the answer."

A faint disturbance spread like ripples across his calm face. Then Rema rubbed his face with his hand and muttered. He seemed slightly flustered.

"It's been a while since I've regretted my own actions."

That flustered face looked quite ordinary. Azril stopped pumping and stared at him blankly. She felt a sense of déjà vu. She seemed to have seen this person, this expression, before. When was it...

"What are you doing?! I knew this would happen!"

The Head Maid, who had come around the hedge towards the pump, approached while fuming. Azril was terrified at the approaching Head Maid, then turned back to look at Rema. There was no one there. Instead of the magician who had vanished like an illusion, only the packaged box remained on the ground.

'Where did he disappear to? Magic? Teleportation magic is a lost magic, I'm sure I read that...'

She had seen it in a magic-related book translated into Rimble. Teleportation magic was one of the magics lost with the fall of ancient civilization. The chances of her being wrong were low, given that she rarely forgot anything she had seen once. The Head Maid struck the dazed girl's head with her large hand. Azril couldn't even cry out in pain and just shrank her body.

"You, now you're openly doing other things right in front of me. Why do you even live, really?"

Expecting to be hit more, she squeezed her eyes shut, but it remained quiet for a while. She cautiously opened her eyes.

"Head Maid?"

The Head Maid was frozen stiff with her hand raised.
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Her eyes were wide open, staring not at Azril but into empty space, like she was seeing something terrifying. The color gradually drained from her face.

"Head Maid? What's wrong...?"

A startled Azril asked, gently tugging at the Head Maid's collar. At that moment, the Head Maid shuddered like she was struck by lightning, then collapsed and scrambled backward on her bottom.

"Uh, ah, ah, uwaaaaah!"

She screamed and hurriedly got up, fleeing in a panic. Azril stared in bewilderment at the Head Maid who had disappeared in an instant, then examined the empty space the Head Maid had been looking at. She couldn't see anything. All that was visible was a bucket partially filled with water and a neatly placed box.

"...No way."

Azril carefully picked up the box. The silk ribbon wrapped around it was tied in such an intricate flower shape that it seemed a shame to untie it. She fiddled with the ribbon with her fingertips, then looked around.

"Mr. Magician? Where are you?"

It was quiet. The white magician did not appear.

"Resvid... no, Rema? Did you just do something, Rema?"

Feeling foolish, she still asked the empty air. She waited for a while, but no answer came. Only the sound of wind rustling through leaves and the distant bustle of people coming and going from the castle could be faintly heard.

It felt like a dream. If not for the box in her arms, she would have suspected she had dozed off while standing. Azril looked down at the luxurious box with complicated eyes.

Why give something like this to me? For what reason?

It felt burdensome and unsettling. But she couldn't just leave it here either. In the end, she took the box to her room and went back to carrying water.

Rema Resvid stood before the Head Maid's corpse. He looked down at the body sprawled at his feet with cold eyes. It had been a long time since he had killed a human who wasn't a magician.

How dare she.

He felt no regret. Rather, he felt it wasn't enough. How dare she hurl insults at her? How dare she lay hands on her? How dare she, how dare she. Such thoughts rose up, filling his mind.

The magician turned the Head Maid's corpse to dust with a gesture. The sand scattered and disappeared in the wind. Even as he watched the powder that had been a breathing human just moments ago, all that lingered in his mind was something else.

Worn shoes with soles falling off. Scarred marks on the top of her feet, whether from burns or something else. Legs so thin they looked like they might snap. The scratches on those legs. A tattered skirt. Chapped lips. Rough hands. Large, sunken eyes. Tired golden irises. Yes, tired eyes.

This is not the life I had hoped for when I sent her away.

Something grated in his dry interior. He couldn't define the emotion he was feeling. The magician just repeated like a parrot.

I thought you would be happy.

I thought you would be living an abundant and happy life, just like ordinary humans...

He rubbed his face as it threatened to contort. Once more. And again. Something was welling up, refusing to calm down. It was rare for his composure to break. Because it was so rare, he didn't know what to do. The more deeply he thought, the more the creaking inside him grew.

Perhaps it had all gone wrong from the moment he made excuses to himself, saying he would just take a quick look at how she was living. Maybe it had been a mistake from the moment he decided to send her away.

If you're not happy even after I sent you away, then perhaps by my side...

No, that mustn't happen. He knew well that would only make her more unhappy. But he didn't want to leave her in this kind of life either. The magician closed his eyes tightly.

Late at night, the preparations for receiving guests were finally complete.

"Azril, Azril! Are you there?"

Azril had been staring intently at the still-unopened box in her room when she hurriedly hid it at the sound from outside.

"Yes, I'm here. Come in."

"Hehe."

The one who slipped through the door was Meili. Meili was a maid with carrot-colored curly hair and round features, Azril's only friend. She shrugged with something hidden behind her back.

"Guess what I brought?"

"Hmm... I smell something sweet?"

"Look at this!"

Meili grinned broadly and held out what she had been hiding. It was a palm-sized chocolate pie wrapped in paper. A single cherry was cutely placed in the center of the round pie. Azril's eyes widened.

"Isn't this dessert for the guests?"

"That's right! The chef gave it to me because this part was a bit crushed and couldn't be used. I brought it to share with you."

It was a precious treat that maids rarely got their hands on. To bring something like that all the way here in secret to share. The thought alone left a sweet taste in her mouth. It felt even more so because it had been an especially difficult day. Azril smiled and shook her head.

"You eat it. I don't really like pie, so it's fine. You love pie, don't you?"

"But you like chocolate! Let's eat it together, okay? Look, I brought this too. You didn't have dinner, right?"

Meili suddenly pressed a piece of bread with a thin slice of ham into Azril's hand, pulling it from the basket on her arm. It smelled savory.

You didn't eat dinner, did you?

The memory of her twin brother putting bread in her hand when they were young flashed through her mind. Azril quietly looked down at the bread, then spoke in a slightly husky voice.

"Thank you, I'll eat well."

"It's nothing much."

Meili sat down next to Azril, grinning with her mouth wide open.

Meili hadn't been friends with Azril from the beginning. When they first met, Meili had been wary of Azril too. She didn't bully her like the other servants, but she would slink away from her. The unusually pale skin characteristic of the northern foreigners was unfamiliar, and the yellow eyes she had never seen before looked strange. She also didn't like how Azril, despite being a slave, dressed more neatly than the other maids.

Then one day, Countess Colt's favorite earrings went missing. Meili, who had been the last to leave the dressing room, was accused of being the culprit. She was about to be kicked out and saddled with debt for the cost of the earrings. No one believed in Meili's innocence.

At that time, only Azril had stepped forward and said.

"Lady Deborah borrowed those earrings. They should be in the young lady's jewelry box."

As she had said, the earrings were found in Deborah's jewelry box. She hadn't intended to steal them; Deborah had secretly taken out her mother's accessories to wear them out, then forgot to put them back.

Of course, Deborah didn't admit to this. She lied to her mother, saying she knew nothing about it. The Countess chose to punish Azril rather than expose her daughter's wrongdoing in front of the servants.

"Now I see, you must have stolen them and then hidden them in my daughter's jewelry box when things got serious!"

The Countess knew that Azril hadn't stolen them, but it was a meaningless truth. She was severely whipped and locked in the castle dungeon for a month as punishment.

The servants believed that Azril had stolen the earrings. There were people who knew the truth but kept their mouths shut out of fear of the consequences. Such individuals took the lead in spreading rumors about Azril, swaying public opinion.

"How does that slave get off with such a light punishment for stealing from the mistress? Why is she being favored?"

The servants and maids whispered such things. Meili, who had narrowly escaped being framed, thought this atmosphere was truly strange. She secretly visited Azril in the dungeon to thank her and asked.

"Why does everyone think you're the culprit? The mistress punished you to cover up for Lady Deborah's mistake, right?"

"Because it's easier for them to believe that."

"Easier? What is?"

"It's easier to believe that a slave girl did something bad than to think that the mistress they serve framed an innocent person, and to admit that they knew who was really at fault but kept quiet out of fear of the consequences."

"They believe you're the culprit because it's easier? That's nonsense! What's easy about that?"

"It's easier on their conscience. Because I'm already unlikeable and annoying to them anyway."

Azril was fourteen years old at the time. Meili couldn't believe that a girl who could speak so calmly like this was the same age as her. She stared blankly at the girl huddled behind the bars and asked.

"Aren't you upset?"

"I am."

"Then how can you be so calm?"

"I'm not calm. I cried, you know."

"Instead of just crying, you should get angry! Tell everyone not to do this!"

"Me? A slave?"

Slaves are not people. Although there was a lot of commotion in the capital about the issue of slavery, the slave system was still in place at that time. Meili had vaguely thought that slaves were somehow different beings. Until she received help like this, that is. At a loss for words, she struggled before asking a different question.

"Then, how about trying not to be hated?"

"How?"

"Um, um... Listen well, work hard at what you're told to do, act nicely...?"

"Am I being hated because I'm not diligent or not nice?"

"..."

Meili suddenly felt ashamed and closed her mouth. Azril wasn't bad-tempered, nor was she lazy. She was a quiet girl who obediently did what she was told. She had even stepped forward at her own expense for something that wasn't her business.

Nevertheless, Meili too had been wary of Azril until now. Because she was a slave. Because her foreign heritage showed. Because everyone else hated her anyway.

As Meili hesitated, Azril continued.

"People who need something to hate don't change easily."

"..."

"But if I try harder, they might decide to hate something else instead of me. If I abandon my thoughts and act as cute as the tongue in their mouths, things might get a little better than they are now."

"Th-that's right! You're too quiet... If you act more cutely, the Head Maid and others might like you. You're really cute-looking, after all..."

"But Meili. If I was going to live like that, I wouldn't have spoken up this time either."

"Uh, um..."

"If it's the kind of affection that can only be given by lowering and degrading myself, then it's not real affection. I don't want to make myself worthless by trying to buy such fake affection."

Meili stared blankly at Azril. In the dim shadows of the dungeon, the girl sat up straight with her back erect and spoke in a whisper.

"I don't want to become servile. I won't live like that."

It was truly unlike something a slave would say. Meili found herself asking without thinking.

"Are you really a slave?"

"I am."

"Have you been a slave since birth?"

"...No."

"Then what were you originally?"

"I don't know."

"Are you actually like a princess from some country who became a slave due to circumstances? Like, high-ranking people will come looking for you, and everyone who mistreated you will get their comeuppance!"

Azril burst out laughing from behind the bars. When she kept laughing for a while instead of answering, Meili's face turned bright red.

"Wh-why are you laughing? Did I say something strange?"

"No, it's just funny. And thank you."

"Thank you? For what?"

Azril didn't answer Meili then. At fourteen, hearing Meili's fairy tale-like imagination and bursting into laughter, Azril was finally able to let go of her belief that 'that person' would come looking for her. She realized how dreamlike and absurd that expectation was.

From then on, Azril began preparing to escape. It was around that time that she started meeting the bookstore warden on errands and realized how to earn money. Thanks to the King of Aukandor, even the slave system she was most worried about had been abolished, so if she could save a little more money, she would be able to run away.

Meili, who had become her friend since that day, also knew about Azril's plans. When Azril went on errands, Meili would faithfully stop by the bookstore to pick up work for her.

After Azril finished eating the bread, Meili took out a water bottle from her basket and handed it to her.

"Thank you. I've been starving all day, now I feel like I might live."

"It's nothing. But Azril, how are your preparations for leaving coming along?"

"I need to save a bit more. I'll need to pay bribes for whatever I do. I also need to think about the cost of getting new identification and expenses until I can find work."

"I don't like the idea of parting with you... but it's probably best if you leave as soon as possible."

"Why?"

Instead of answering right away, Meili carefully cut the chocolate pie in half. Then, as she held out half to Azril, she hesitated.
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"Um, you know, I'm not sure if you've noticed, but, uh, the Young Master is getting more..."

"...Yeah, I know. Our Young Master isn't exactly a gentleman."

The taste of the chocolate pie spreading in her mouth was sweet, but a bitter expression involuntarily appeared on her face. Meili heaved a deep sigh.

"I heard from the coachman that since his coming-of-age ceremony, the places he frequents have gotten even worse. He's drinking more and more, and his drunken behavior is getting nastier."

Azril chewed on the remaining chocolate pie while mentally calculating the money she had saved.

"I still need to work a few more times. It's enough to go to a nearby territory, but I'd probably be caught quickly if I did that. To go far, I'd need..."

"I'll chip in a bit. Just run away quickly, okay?"

"Don't say such nonsense. What about your siblings?"

Azril rejected Meili's proposal with a serious expression. Meili had started doing odd jobs at the castle from about the same age as Azril, who was a slave, because of her sick mother and young siblings. The salary of a young maid was barely enough for her family to survive on.

Meili swallowed hard and then whispered in a low voice.

"I, I have some money saved up. Use that."

It was obvious what kind of money it was without asking. Meili's mother had been suffering from an unknown illness for a long time. That's why Meili often said she wanted to take her mother to the capital city. Maybe a skilled magician in the capital could treat her mother.

Azril couldn't accept such money. She didn't want to, either. She barely managed to steady her voice that was about to become choked up.

"It's okay. That's the money you saved for your mother's treatment, right?"

"I'll lend it to you, so you can pay me back after you escape and settle down. That works, right?"

"When do you think I'd be able to pay you back?"

"You'd earn it back quickly. You can even write in Rem script!"

"Yeah, so I just need to endure a little longer."

"What if something terrible happens while you're waiting! You're not even in good health!"

Meili's face contorted like she was about to burst into tears. Seeing such sincere concern made Azril feel like crying too. She turned her head away.

"If it looks like something terrible is about to happen, I'll run away regardless of whether I have enough money or not, so don't worry about that..."

In the direction she turned her head, she could see the edge of the box she had stashed away earlier. She stopped speaking. A way to quickly raise money came to mind.

"...Meili, do you know anything about the magician who's coming tomorrow?"

"Huh? Like what?"

"Is he a silver-haired man?"

"He's not silver-haired, but he is a man. I heard he's about the age to have a child our age?"

The magician called 'Rema Resvid' looked to be in his early to mid-twenties at most. If placed next to Damon, who looked older than his age, he would appear even younger.

'It's definitely not the magician from the capital. Then who could it be? To casually give me something like this, he must be incredibly wealthy. There aren't many magicians that rich.'

While magicians generally lived comfortably, that was only in comparison to commoners. It was rare for them to be as wealthy as nobles.

'Could it be a magician from another country who heard rumors about the ruins? ...I wonder why he showed such kindness to me.'

Azril pondered as she pulled out the box. Meili sniffled and asked.

"But why suddenly ask about the magician? What's that?"

"It's something a strange magician I met today gave me... I need to sell this and turn it into money."

It was an item made by a boutique famous enough for Deborah to brag about to other noble ladies. Being new, it should fetch a good price if sold. She had thought about returning it because it felt burdensome to accept, but for now, she decided to use it in her urgent situation and somehow find a way to pay him back later. She knew his name, face, and that he was a magician, so she should be able to find him.

Azril made up her mind and pulled on the ribbon of the package. The knot that had looked complicated came undone with a single tug. Meili's eyes widened when she saw the mark on the lid of the box. When Azril opened the box, Meili's eyes grew so large they looked like they might pop out.

"Wow, wow, my goodness..."

"Good heavens."

Azril also lost her words and marveled.

Inside was a pair of shoes as transparent like it was made of glass, with crystal flowers attached. Tiny jewels scattered like stars around the flowers shone dazzlingly. It seemed as if her entire dim underground room had suddenly brightened.

"A-A-Azril, th-th-this... The c-c-crystal looks l-l-like it might be d-d-dia-diamonds."

Meili stuttered in a voice that sounded like she was being choked. Azril, who had been staring blankly at the glass shoes, focused her gaze on the crystal flower part attached to the shoe. It was about the size of a silver coin. If that was really a diamond... It was mind-boggling.

"No way... It must be crystal."

"I-I've heard before. If you drop water on it and it beads up without spreading, it's a diamond."

Meili mumbled as she tilted the nearly empty water bottle she had been drinking from. A single drop of water that barely flowed out beaded up like dew on top of the jewel. Azril had to cover Meili's mouth to stop her from screaming.

'The shoes alone are enough to make one faint, but to think that might be a diamond? This is absolutely not something I can just accept.'

Meili, who had finally calmed down, said breathlessly.

"You just received this? From whom? Why?"

"I don't know, it was someone I met for the first time today. A magician named Rema Resvid. I went to the bookstore and..."

Azril briefly recounted her meeting with Rema. Meili rolled her eyes.

"Could it be that the magician fell for you at first sight?"

"No way. It didn't feel like that at all."

"He gave you something this incredible, how could it not mean anything!"

Azril sighed softly and closed the lid of the box.

"Anyway, I absolutely can't sell this."

"Why? You received it anyway!"

"It's too much. To the point where I'm afraid of the consequences."

Gifts have their limits. This was beyond what she had prepared for. Azril resolved to somehow find that magician and return the shoes. Meili looked disappointed but agreed with her judgment.

"I guess you're right, accepting something like this could cause trouble. But then, what about the money you're short..."

"I'll manage somehow, so don't worry."

"'Somehow'? Do you have a plan?"

"I have something in mind. So don't worry and go to bed. You'll be busy tomorrow preparing for the guests."

"Are you sure? You have to tell me if there's anything I can help with, okay?"

"Okay, I will."

"Alright. Good night, Azril!"

"Good night, Meili. Thanks for the pie and bread."

After checking for any signs outside, Meili quietly returned to her room. Azril saw her off and then stared intently at the box placed on the straw pile for a while. The expressionless white magician. The surprised expression that appeared as if his mask was cracking. The sense of déjà vu.

'Could he be someone I met during that time I can't remember? Maybe the one who gave me my name... No, I decided not to hope anymore.'

Azril stopped her thoughts from branching out. She cleared her mind and pulled out the book she had received from the bookstore today. Although she had told Meili not to worry, in truth, she had no particular plan. The only option was to quickly raise money for her escape. She fell asleep after spending the night translating Rem into Rimble until late.

The next day, a magician from the capital city of Maujancl arrived at Colt Castle.

The people of the castle had been preparing for a banquet to welcome the magician since early morning. There were no lessons today because Deborah was also attending the banquet. Consequently, Azril, the beating child, had no work either, but of course, resting was impossible.

"Hurry up and do it! Why are you just standing there staring? You there! Clean this again!"

Azril ran errands in the kitchen, which was like a battlefield. She was so busy moving around that she didn't even notice the head maid was not present today.

"Hey, take this to the banquet hall! Give it to the magician! Quickly!"

A maid shoved a tray with fresh napkins at Azril and then ran off to someone else calling her. Azril, who had been in the middle of washing cups, reflexively took it and left the kitchen.

While the entire castle was noisy, it was quiet near the banquet hall. Only soft voices and the occasional sound of cutlery could be heard. She took a deep breath and carefully opened the door to the banquet hall.

Next to a long table lavishly set with various dishes was a band. The musicians, who were supposed to be playing music, had stopped touching their instruments because the guest had complained it was too noisy. As a result, an awkward silence hung over the banquet hall.

The magician, who hadn't even taken off his robe's hood despite being indoors, was eating silently. The portly Count Colt was constantly wiping sweat with his handkerchief. Damon Colt was frowning while cutting his steak. Deborah Colt was barely maintaining a smile with twitching lips. Only the Countess Colt was speaking to the magician with an artificial smile.

"Mr. Tarbo Tameion, I hear you're a member of Aurora? That's truly impressive. As Mr. Tameion, you must be able to use incredible magic? Like the magicians in legends..."

"Do you even know what Aurora is when you're making such empty flattery?"

The magician snapped in a phlegmy voice. The Countess was taken aback but managed to reply.

"Of course I do. Isn't Aurora a social club for outstanding magicians? Where people like you, Mr. Tameion, gather to socialize..."

"As I thought, you spoke without knowing."

Tarbo giggled and then buried his face in his bowl. The Countess's face turned bright red, and an awkward silence fell over the banquet hall once again. Azril stood holding the tray, trying to read the situation. A butler in a tailcoat, who had been standing at attention near the entrance, noticed her. He looked her up and down, frowning at her unkempt appearance from work.

"How dare such a lowly thing enter the banquet hall in such a dirty state. Give it here, I'll do it."

He held out his hand irritably. Although his voice was low, the magician heard his words due to the silence in the hall. The hooded magician glanced briefly towards the entrance. He casually observed Azril handing the tray to the butler and was about to look away when suddenly he turned his head back so quickly it seemed his neck might break.

Tarbo Tameion stared intently at Azril, who was bowing to the butler and about to leave the banquet hall. The bushy brown beard visible under his hood trembled. Just as Azril was about to close the door, he suddenly shouted.

"Wait!"

Everyone in the banquet hall flinched in surprise. Azril too was startled and turned around. Tarbo stared at the girl with piercing eyes and then gestured.

"You, come here."

Azril hesitated but then approached him. As Tarbo pushed back the hood of his robe, a ghastly burn scar covering his face was revealed. Deborah almost let out a scream but swallowed it at her mother's restraint. Azril also flinched slightly.

Tarbo, paying no attention to the reactions around him, stared intently at Azril, especially her eyes. After a moment of silence, he asked.

"Who are you?"
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"I am Azril, the beating child for Lady Deborah."

It was abnormal for a slave to have a surname when even commoners didn't. Azril had never revealed her surname Astera to anyone since being branded.

"Beating child?"

Tarbo's lips twitched. Count Colt, who had been sweating profusely at the bizarre situation, quickly interjected.

"Do you like that child? She used to be a slave we bought, but now due to His Majesty the King's decree..."

"She was a slave?"

Tarbo cut off the Count's words. He rolled his eyes, looking Azril up and down, and without taking his eyes off her, said,

"Then sell her to me, Count."

"Pardon?"

"I said sell her to me."

"Slave trading is now, well, prohibited..."

"Were you always such a law-abiding citizen? You didn't seem that way to me."

He sneered and changed his words.

"Then, lend her to me for a few days."

"Ahem, hmm, what do you need her for?"

"Do I need to explain that to you, Count?"

Tarbo took his eyes off the frozen Azril and jerked his chin at the Count.

"You need connections in the capital, right? I'll write you a letter of introduction to the Duchy of Rudimna in my name. How's that?"

"The, the, the Duchy of Rudimna, you say?"

At the mention of the name of Aukandor's second-ranking ducal house, the Count's eyes bulged. He wrung his hands and nodded frantically.

"Take her and use her as you please. Shall I send her starting tonight?"

The nuance in the Count's use of the word 'night' was blatant. This was the extent of what Count Colt could imagine a magician would borrow Azril for. The Count didn't forget to shoot a fierce glare at Daymon, who was trying to protest.

Tarbo made a shocked expression, then glanced at Azril. She was pale, clutching the hem of her skirt. Seeing her hands trembling, Tarbo chuckled and stroked his bushy beard.

"Well, I might as well take her now. The meal was good, Count. I'll return her after visiting the ruins."

With that answer, Azril's fate was decided. Azril thought while holding her breath.

'I have to run away. Right now.'

Her mind was racing. As she was pondering how to escape this situation, Tarbo, who had risen from his seat, grabbed Azril's wrist. As she startled and tried to pull her wrist away, he whispered in her ear.

"I don't need your body, so come with me. Don't you want to know what kind of being you are?"

She stopped resisting. Tarbo dragged her out of the banquet hall. Azril staggered as she was pulled along by him.

Arriving at the guest room guided by the butler, Tarbo finally let her go. Azril clutched her wrist, which had already turned red. Tarbo locked the door and spoke.

"I intend to take you to the ruins."

"What? The ruins?"

"I'm not interested in your body. What I'm interested in is the enormous ma..."

Tarbo's words were suddenly cut off. He stared wide-eyed behind her. Before the puzzled Azril could turn around, someone pulled her from behind. White cloth obscured her vision as the scent of birch tickled her nose.

"Sleep for a while, Azril."

With that somehow familiar farewell wishing her sweet dreams, Azril lost consciousness.

Rema Resvid suddenly appeared in the room. He carefully lifted the girl who had fallen asleep in his arms. Tarbo watched the scene in a daze, then startled when their eyes met.

Long silver hair. White robe. Inhuman beauty. Gray eyes that looked like they were made of metal. His sudden appearance that could only be explained as teleportation magic. And that magic that put the girl to sleep without even chanting a spell...

Tarbo Tameion was quite an accomplished magician. He was able to grasp not only how impossibly high-level the magic the silver-haired magician had displayed in such a short time was, but even to recognize his identity. After the fall of the Ancient Magic Civilization, there was only one magician who could use such magic. He turned pale and frantically grabbed the doorknob.

"I knew you were a magician with quite dense mana, but I didn't expect you to recognize Azril."

Rema spoke calmly as he approached Tarbo. His speech was slow and deliberate. His steps were also slow and careful. He seemed to be taking care not to jostle Azril in his arms.

Tarbo pulled at the doorknob frantically. It wouldn't open. Rema Resvid, who had come close, quietly asked.

"Do you know who I am?"

"...T-the Wizard of the Horizon..."

In legends, wizards would call down lightning, split the earth, turn the tides of war, and fight dragons. Although these were all old stories in today's world where being a magician had become an ordinary profession, there was exactly one living legend.

In the north of the continent, there is a plain called the Endless Wilderness. It's said that it used to be a land with many mountains and hills, but now it's a vast expanse where only the horizon can be seen in every direction. It's said that it became like this long ago as a result of a battle between a Black Dragon and a White Wizard.

The White Wizard who killed the Black Dragon in that battle came to be called the 'Wizard of the Horizon'. This meant both 'the one who turned mountain ranges into horizons' and 'the one who stands at the horizon, the boundary between the earth of humans and the sky of gods', as his level was infinitely close to that of a god.

Centered around this legend of the Endless Wilderness, various folktales and legends about meeting the Wizard of the Horizon or receiving help from the White Wizard were spread all over.

These stories about the Wizard of the Horizon were not just old tales passed down from ancient times, but new ones were also being created. Moreover, the appearance of the White Wizard described in these stories was always the same. This meant that he neither aged nor died.

Because of this, not only adventurers, scholars, and magicians, but even some kings of countries would wander around saying they would find the Wizard of the Horizon and make a wish. The myths of immortality and omnipotence sometimes led to behavior close to religious faith.

This was the commonly known story. Tarbo Tameion, being a magician, knew a slightly different story. It was a rumor passed only among magicians.

"When a magician reaches the horizon, they disappear."

It was a ghost story that when a magician meets the Wizard of the Horizon, they disappear, whether they go missing or die, no one knows. Despite having no source or evidence, and most stories involving the White Wizard being about receiving help or witnessing miracles, most dismissed it as a baseless rumor. Tarbo hadn't believed in this ghost story until now.

But at this moment, face to face with someone who was undoubtedly the Wizard of the Horizon, he felt a certain intuition. So he struggled like a madman, banging on the door. Even though he shook the door so hard it seemed it might fall off and screamed, no one came.

"My name is Rema Resvid. I'm not sure how much you know about me, but the reason I've come to find you is..."

Tarbo turned around with terror-stricken eyes. The 'Wizard of the Horizon' suddenly stopped his words and looked down at his arms. He gazed at the sleeping girl's eyelids for a moment, then raised his head.

"...It's bothersome to explain. Consider yourself unlucky."

He reached out his hand. Tarbo tried to dodge the hand while gasping, but suddenly his body wouldn't move. When he tried to use magic, even his mana wouldn't budge. He could only watch with bulging eyes as the hand approached him.

The long, elegant hand touched his forehead, which was distorted by burns. From where that hand touched, Tarbo's body began to turn into powder like sand.

"Ugh... Ah..."

Even his scream crumbled into sand. The human-shaped sand sculpture soon flowed down and became a pile of sand. When Rema withdrew his hand, wind came from somewhere and scattered most of the sand pile out the window. Tarbo Tameion, the middle-aged magician, thus disappeared leaving only a few grains of sand behind.

As soon as Rema withdrew his hand, he lost all interest in the magician he had just eliminated. His attention immediately turned to the girl in his arms.

Azril was deeply asleep, breathing faintly and evenly. He tilted his head and then looked at the luxurious and spacious bed in the guest room. The quality of the bed wasn't satisfactory for laying her down. After pondering, he reluctantly placed Azril on it.

Her hair, tied up to match her maid outfit, looked uncomfortable. With a slight flick of his finger, her hair came undone and flowed down. He sat on the edge of the bed and lightly brushed her disheveled black hair with his fingertips. He stared blankly at her pale face that was revealed.

"...You've really grown a lot in the meantime, Azril. I almost didn't recognize you at first. In my memory, you were a child, but now you look close to a young lady."

He quietly whispered to the girl who couldn't hear him.

"You've grown more beautiful than I had imagined. But the life you're living is not."

Rema looked at Azril's wrist. A red mark remained on her thin wrist where Tarbo had grabbed her.

He stared at it for quite a long time. His hand resting on the bed twitched slightly.

"I had sworn not to interfere in your life."

Rema slowly stood up without touching her wrist. He rarely moved hastily. Perhaps it was natural, given that he lived a life close to eternity and possessed power close to omnipotence.

"From the moment I saw you again, I've been constantly wanting to break that oath."

His face contorted for an instant.

"...Despite the fact that this is exactly why I made such an oath."

He took a few steps back from the bed. Before disappearing across space, he muttered.

"I removed that head maid because I didn't want to see her anymore. It wasn't an attempt to interfere in your life. As for the magician just now, I dealt with him as an extension of my duty, so this too is not meddling in your life."

Rema took a step. His figure disappeared. Only his last words remained in the quiet room.

"Until you give permission... I will keep my oath."

Azril woke up in the middle of the night.

As she rose with a low groan, she curled up for a moment, whimpering. The wounds on her back hurt from being pressed down.

'Usually this would trigger a cough, but I'm not coughing.'

She hadn't coughed once since that strange magician had stopped it near the pump yesterday. As she absently touched her throat, Azril realized that the bed she was lying on was excessively soft and comfortable.

"Where is..."

The room was dark, but the faint moonlight seeping in allowed her to see the general outlines. It was the guest room she had been dragged to by Tarbo. Azril jumped out of bed in alarm.

'What happened? Why was I sleeping here...'

As she hurriedly checked her clothes, she recalled what had happened just before she lost consciousness. White cloth, the scent of birch, a man's low voice.

"...Rema Resvid?"

It was definitely that strange magician. Azril became confused.
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That person again? How many times have I met him in just two days? No, before that, appearing suddenly in the guest room is one thing, but how did he get into the backyard? Is it really teleportation magic? Did he make me fall asleep? Why? What happened? Come to think of it, I need to return those shoes. Oh, and where did the magician from the capital go? What did he mean by asking if I knew who I was?

Thoughts and questions flooded her mind haphazardly. Azril rubbed her face, took a deep breath, and barely managed to collect her thoughts.

'Anyway, whatever happened, one thing is important and certain.'

She couldn't stay at Colt Castle any longer. She had to escape from here. When she pushed aside all the incomprehensible questions and thoughts, that was the only clear thing. Recalling what happened in the banquet hall sent chills through her entire body. Even though slavery had been abolished and she wasn't a slave on paper, her reality was still that of a slave.

She could endure being beaten, doing menial tasks, or going hungry. But she was growing up, and she had no power to protect herself. There was no guarantee that she would be as lucky as this time if something like this happened again. Even if she didn't have enough money, she had to leave somehow.

'It's a gamble, but let's try the well.'

There was an old dried-up well in the backyard. It had been dry for decades, but they hadn't removed it.

Once, Deborah had thrown her ring out the window. It was a cruel prank, hoping Azril would search for the ring outside in the cold weather.

At that time, she had gone down to the bottom of the well. Something was glittering among the rotting leaves and dirt piled up down there. Azril had found a strange passage that seemed to lead outside the castle while searching for the ring. And she realized why Count Colt had left the long-dried well untouched.

'It must have been a secret escape tunnel that castles and noble mansions always have one or two of.'

It was just a guess since she had never gone in to check. Still, it was worth a try.

Even if it was blocked halfway, she could hide inside for the night and then try to escape when the sun rose, looking for an opportunity.

She quietly crossed the backyard. Arriving at the well, she tugged on the old rope a few times to check if it was sturdy, then lowered her belongings first before carefully descending to the bottom of the well.

Pushing aside the hanging vines, she peered into the passage, which gaped open like the maw of a beast. A cool breeze blew out from the pitch-black interior where nothing could be seen. It gave her goosebumps.

'The wind blowing means the passage isn't blocked. It's okay.'

Azril tried to reassure herself, suppressing her fear.

The passage was so low that even she, with her small frame, had to stoop to move. A well-built adult male would probably have to crawl. She took a few steps into the passage, feeling her way along the wall. There was a slight incline, then it quickly leveled out.

After moving a bit away from the entrance, Azril took out a piece of candle from her belongings and lit it. The small candlelight, flickering like a firefly, pushed back the darkness. She could see a spider hastily escaping from the cobweb hanging in the corner of the ceiling.

As she walked further, illuminating her way with the candle, the passage widened enough for her to stand up straight. She kept walking, but no fork in the path appeared. It was hard to tell how far she had gone because of the darkness and narrowness. It was difficult to distinguish whether the passage was straight or winding.

'Light!'

Still, she saw light ahead faster than expected. It didn't seem to be natural light, but more like the light from a lamp or candle.

'It doesn't look like an exit... What could it be?'

As Azril approached, she heard voices along with the sharp sound of a whip.

"Where do you think you're lying?"

"It's not a lie... Aaagh!"

There was a crack, followed by the sound of someone being hit. Having been whipped before, she could tell for certain. Azril blew out her candle and approached the light.

"You're saying this belongs to her? Say something that makes sense. Where did you steal this from? Tell the truth!"

"It's true, I really didn't steal it, Young Miss..."

The sobbing voice sounded familiar. It felt like her blood was freezing.

The light was coming from a finger-sized hole in one side of the passage wall. It was a bit higher than her eye level, so Azril had to step on a protruding brick in the gap and cling to the wall to peer inside.

As soon as she looked inside, she knew where it was. It was one of the dungeons in the basement of Colt Castle. It was similar to the prison where she had been locked up during the earring incident. The one crouching inside, being whipped, was a girl with orange hair.

"Mei...!"

Azril barely stopped herself from calling out the name by covering her own mouth. Sitting in a chair behind the servant wielding the whip was Deborah Colt. Deborah gestured, and the man stopped whipping.

"Young Miss, Young Miss, please..."

Meili looked up at Deborah with a face covered in tears and snot. Deborah pulled up the corner of her mouth crookedly. Azril knew well what that expression meant. Deborah always wore that expression when she was about to do whatever she wanted, right or wrong.

"Looks like you have no intention of talking to the end. Fine, I'll find out myself where you stole it from."

"I didn't steal..."

"Shut up. You're already a criminal, so if you want to get out of here alive, you'd better answer this question well. Where's the other one of these?"

What Deborah held up glittered in the light. It was one of the glass slippers with jewels embedded like stars. Only one of the shoes that had disappeared from Azril's room was dangling in Deborah's hand. Meili spoke, sobbing profusely.

"I'll give it to you, I'll give you the other one too, so please release Azril. You can do it if it's you, Young Miss..."

"Give? This isn't even yours to begin with."

"It's Azril's!"

"Don't talk nonsense. How could a slave get such precious shoes? You dare try to bargain with me using stolen goods?"

"She was taken away in the afternoon and hasn't come out of that room even after the sun has set..."

"So what?"

"She's the child who has been serving you all along. The child who was beaten every day in your place. Just once, just this once, please show mercy, Young Miss, please..."

"Do you need to be beaten more to come to your senses? Do you really want to die? I'm asking where the rest is!"

Azril watched, pale-faced, as Meili pleaded and Deborah shouted shrilly. She could guess what had happened.

Meili, upon learning that Azril had been taken away by the magician in the banquet hall, must have been pacing anxiously alone. As the sun set and neither Azril nor the magician came out of the guest room, she must have imagined the worst scenarios.

But Meili, being just a commoner maid, had no way to rescue Azril. The only people who could get Azril back from the magician were the Colts.

However, the Count was the one who had handed Azril over, and Daymon was the type who would take advantage of the situation if she were rescued. The Countess had already chosen to beat Azril and throw her in the dungeon rather than reveal her daughter's wrongdoing during the earring incident. The only one with even a sliver of possibility was Deborah.

Of course, Meili knew well that Deborah was arrogant and had a nasty personality. Nevertheless, the reason she pinned her hopes on Deborah was because she had heard about the bond between beating children and noble children.

Usually, noble children felt sorry for the child who was beaten in their place while always taking lessons together, and they often built a fairly strong bond. It was quite common for the beating child from childhood to become the most trusted confidant when they grew up. That was also why they were careful in choosing the beating child.

But there was nothing like that between Deborah and Azril. Deborah saw Azril as nothing more than an object. She often deliberately made her get beaten more. Other servants might not have known, but Meili, who knew what Azril's back looked like, was somewhat aware of this fact.

Still, to save her friend, she decided to cling to that unlikely, thread-thin bond. Not that she believed Deborah would help Azril purely out of goodwill without any compensation. She needed more reason to move the greedy young miss.

That's when Meili thought of Azril's glass slippers. To Deborah, who had turned away with a look of disbelief at the request to help Azril, Meili held out one of the glass slippers. She said she would give her the other one too if she helped get Azril out.

"Oh no, Meili, Deborah is..."

Deborah is the kind of person who would beat you to death to take the shoes if you did such a thing. To the young miss, people who aren't nobles aren't even human. They're not someone to make deals with or grant favors to.

Having grasped the situation, Azril groaned inwardly, covering her mouth with both hands. It was something she herself would never have done. She might have considered hiring a mercenary with those glass slippers, if anything.

"Please save Azril. Please, Young Miss, I won't tell you where the other shoe is until I see her..."

Meili pleaded in a thin voice, sobbing. Irritation and disgust spread across Deborah's pretty face. She kicked away Meili, who was clinging to her, and nodded to the servant holding the whip.

Meili wasn't an orphan, nor was she of slave origin, but she was a commoner maid with only a sick mother and young siblings. And Deborah Colt was the daughter of a count who could dispose of a commoner maid working in her castle by covering it up as an accident or illness.

'No!'

At the moment the whip was about to be swung again, Azril turned around. She ran back through the passage she had come from like a madwoman, not even lighting her candle. She left the belongings she had been carrying on the ground and climbed up the well. In her haste, she slipped once, scraping her calf on a stone and leaving it bloody. There was no time to feel the pain. Azril grabbed the rope again and climbed up.

She barely managed to poke her head out of the well. The night sky with a half-moon was visible. Below it, right next to the well, stood a white figure, staring blankly. Azril froze in shock, her upper body hanging over the edge of the well.

"Mr. Rema...?"
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The strength in her hands suddenly left her from the shock. As Azril was about to fall, Rema caught her. He lightly pulled her with one arm and lifted her out of the well.

"Thank you..."

Azril, who had spoken reflexively, came to her senses as soon as her feet touched the ground and Rema's hand let go. Meili. She had to save Meili. She had thought of a method while running through the passage. It was an extreme and dangerous method, but there was no other option that came to mind anyway.

"Azril."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Rema. I have to go..."

Rema's gaze swept over Azril's disheveled appearance, covered in dust, cobwebs, and unidentifiable stains, and her bloodied shins that had been scraped. His brow furrowed slightly. The air felt tense, like a tightly drawn string. Rema asked in a whisper.

"May I help you?"

It was desperately needed help. Nevertheless, Azril couldn't answer that question immediately. Something stirred inside her body. It felt as if the blood flowing in her veins had turned into waves, sweeping through her entire body.

This is fundamentally different from the questions that strange magician has asked so far.

'If I answer, everything will change.'

Change? How? For better or for worse?

The answer to the question that came to mind didn't appear. Something seemed about to emerge from beyond the blackened memories. At that moment, a girl's scream was heard. Ahhh! It was as faint as the sound of wind, but Azril heard it clearly. Her thoughts stopped.

"I'm sorry, I have to go. I'll definitely recover the shoes you gave me and return them...!"

Azril blurted out these words and ran towards the castle. She burst through the back door, grabbed an oil bottle in the kitchen, and stuffed a handful of matches into her pocket. Then, hugging the oil bottle, she dashed out into the corridor.

She had to cross the central lobby of the castle and go to the opposite side to reach the stairs leading down to the dungeon. As she was running across the lobby and turning the corner of the corridor, someone grabbed her shoulder.

"Eek!"

Azril almost dropped the oil bottle. She barely managed to hold onto it and turned around to see Damon Colt looking at her with a flushed face.

"Didn't like that bastard much, did you? Seems you have enough energy to run around."

Damon spoke in a mocking tone as he roughly grabbed her clothes. Every time he opened his mouth, the strong smell of alcohol wafted over.

"It was mine, it was mine! I was working on it, and now some middle-aged man...!"

He muttered like a madman and pinned the struggling Azril against the wall. Her clothes were pulled, tearing off the upper buttons. A rough hand traced her slender neck.

Azril stared at the bloodshot eyes of the man in terror. Suddenly, everything flashed white. Lightning struck in the dry night sky. Like a momentary flash of light, briefly, once again, something seemed about to appear from beyond the pitch-black memories.

Boom! Thunder belatedly struck all around. She pushed Damon away and screamed.

"Let go! Let go! I said let go!"

"You like it too, don't you? Huh? I'm much better than that ugly face. Why is a pretty girl like you living such a hard life? I'll treat you well... Argh!"

The oil bottle that Azril swung with all her might struck Damon's head. The corner hit his temple squarely, causing him to stagger. Blood dripped between his fingers as he clutched his head. She backed away cautiously, holding the bloodied oil bottle.

Damon's shouts as he ground his teeth were completely drowned out by another clap of thunder. He reached out towards her, stumbled, and finally collapsed. Azril, breathing heavily, stared at the fallen Damon for a moment before turning and running again.

She barely reached the entrance of the dungeon and opened the door. The sound of whipping could be heard from the nearest cell below. After confirming where Meili was, she poured half of the oil on a tapestry hanging near the entrance. She sprinkled the rest down to the middle of the stairs.

Discarding the empty oil bottle, she took out the matches and set fire to the tapestry. Then she went back to the stairs and threw a lit match onto the oil-soaked floor. The flames rose instantly. Azril immediately shouted.

"Fire!"

Her cry echoed through the underground beyond the door. Fire, fire, fire... Rumble, thunder sounded again. Rain began to pour outside the window.

Azril turned around as soon as she shouted. She hid in the room opposite the entrance, leaving the door slightly open to watch.

The fire on the tapestry spread to the carpet. There was a crashing sound from below the stairs, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps. Soon, the servant who had been wielding the whip emerged from the dungeon entrance carrying Deborah. Meili was nowhere to be seen. It seemed they had left her behind.

One side of the corridor had become a sea of flames due to the fire spreading on the carpet. The servant, seeing this, turned pale and ran down the other corridor that wasn't on fire. It wouldn't take long for people to gather. As soon as their figures disappeared around the corner, Azril rushed down into the dungeon.

The fire was flowing along the spilled oil. A wave of heat hit her. Fortunately, the underground was mostly made of stone walls, so there wasn't much that could burn dangerously. She found the wide-open prison door and quickly entered.

"Meili!"

Meili was curled up in a ball, huddled. Thankfully, she wasn't tied up anywhere.

"Meili! Meili! It's me, are you coming to? Are you okay?"

Azril grabbed Meili's blood-covered shoulders and shook her, then carefully supported her to stand up. Meili let out a groan and opened her swollen eyes.

"Az... ril?"

"Let's get out of here first."

Meili couldn't support her own weight. Azril practically carried her as they headed towards the stairs. Their steps kept stumbling. With her weak physique, she couldn't move quickly while supporting Meili, who was taller than her.

Sweat and Meili's blood soaked her entire body. She could feel blood seeping from the wounds on her back from a few days ago and the fresh cuts on her shins as she exerted herself. The heat of the fire made it hard to breathe. It was a small blessing that her habitual cough didn't break out.

With all her might, she climbed the stairs. As she was about to go in the opposite direction to avoid the flames blocking one side of the corridor, she heard the sound of people approaching. Azril looked around in panic and entered the room opposite where she had been hiding earlier. It was a room where winter blankets, curtains, and carpets were stored.

She sat Meili down, leaning her against a pile of wool blankets. Meili was unconscious. Shouts about a fire in the corridor and the sound of people coming and going could be heard. Azril locked the door and approached the window covered by a curtain.

Pushing aside the thick curtain, she saw rain pouring down. Occasional lightning flashes lit up the surroundings. Through the rain, lanterns moved busily. It seemed the guards were searching for intruders upon hearing about the fire in the castle. There were many lanterns gathered near the back door as well.

'I need to go back through that passage again.'

Even as she made this judgment, she suddenly felt overwhelmed. She could just run away alone, but what about Meili? Meili had family that couldn't move easily. Azril gritted her teeth.

'If we had a lot of money, we could manage somehow. Let's escape together with Meili's family. If we rent a large carriage...'

Her resolve was set. She approached Meili again and shook her shoulder.

"Meili, Meili. Wake up for a moment. Where is that one glass slipper? We need it to escape together."

Meili, still dazed, just blinked her hazy eyes. Only after Azril urged her several times in a hushed voice did Meili barely manage to answer.

"Lobby... armor... deco... ration... right side, second one... inside the helmet..."

Polishing the decorative armor displays in the castle lobby was Meili's job. She had hidden it in a familiar place. Azril nodded and pulled down a thick curtain nearby to cover Meili, hiding her from view.

"Rest here. Just hold on a little longer. I'll find the glass slipper, and then we'll escape together with it."

After hiding Meili, Azril climbed out the window. The rain was pouring so hard it hurt, instantly soaking her entire body. Her body quickly became cold. Azril staggered as she ran to the back door near the lobby.

Fortunately, the lobby was quite far from where the fire had broken out. In the quiet lobby, she counted the displayed suits of armor. Second from the right. She climbed up, using the armor's knee as a foothold, and opened the helmet. Inside the dark iron mass, a single transparent glass slipper lay neatly. She took it out and hid it in the pocket inside her apron.

By the time Azril returned to where Meili was, the fire had been contained. As she was climbing in through the open window, she heard Deborah shouting in a shrill voice from the corridor.

"She's gone, that wench! Catch her immediately! She couldn't have gone far!"

There was no time to catch her breath. Azril ignored her trembling body and pushed aside the curtain she had used to cover Meili.

"Meili, get up. Meili?"

Meili seemed to have completely passed out. No matter how much she shook her, she wouldn't open her eyes. Azril wrapped Meili in a soft carpet and rolled her out the window. It was possible because they were on the first floor and the window was low.

The carpet, soaked by rain, was too heavy to lift. She discarded the carpet as soon as she climbed out the window and carried only Meili on her back. Her back hurt and her legs were shaking, but she moved somehow. She had to move.

Lights came on all over the sleeping Colt Castle. Shadows of people running around could be seen through the windows. Azril pressed herself against the wall, hiding her body in the shadows and moving slowly. Her rain-soaked hair kept sticking to her face. The faint breath Meili was exhaling against her ear was her only comfort.

It felt like an eternity to reach the well.

She finally arrived at the well and set Meili down so she could lean against it. She was exhausted but needed to rest inside the secret passage. As she was about to pull the rope, Azril looked into the well and despaired.

"Ah... the water..."

The sudden downpour had caused the water to rise. She had thought there would be some mechanism for the water to drain since it was a secret passage. Azril, looking down at the submerged well, sank to the ground in despair. She wiped the rainwater streaming down her face with the back of her hand and tried to think.

'What should I do now? Think, Azril Astera. It's not just you in danger. You have to save Meili too... That passage, there was definitely a slight uphill at the beginning, so if I dive in, wouldn't there be a part without water?'

"...Damn bitch, so you were here."

A chilling voice was heard. Azril turned around in terror.
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Lightning struck. Damon was approaching with a face glistening from rainwater. He was clutching his bleeding head, revealing his teeth in a pale grin.

"You dare hit me? Damn it, I won't let this slide."

Damon reached out his hand as he approached her. A dark shadow covered the small girl like despair.

Blink, blink.

With each blink, it felt as if monsters were crawling out from forgotten memories. Her back retreated until it touched the cold well wall. She held her breath.

At that moment, behind Damon, she saw something white. It was him. That strange magician, Rema Resvid. As soon as Azril realized this, she cried out like a scream.

"Help me!"

It felt as if time had stopped.

No, it wasn't just a feeling. Azril stared blankly at the raindrops frozen in front of her eyes. Pearl-like raindrops were suspended motionless around her. Even the water droplet hanging from the tip of Damon's outstretched hand was frozen. The lightning that had been branching across the sky was now still, like a drawing of tree branches.

The shadows of people from the castle, the passing lanterns, even the grass blades bent by the wind and rain had all become like a painting, frozen in place. Only Azril's breath spread like white mist in the landscape where everything had stopped.

Rema Resvid slowly walked towards her. He knelt on one knee without casting a shadow over her, bringing his eyes level with hers.

"Azril."

"D-did, did you do this, Rema? Did you... stop time?"

"Yes. For a brief moment."

Azril unconsciously dropped the honorific when calling his name. Somehow, it felt much more familiar that way. Like she had always called him like that.

When she called him by name, his expression seemed to soften slightly. Though he remained expressionless like a statue, Azril couldn't understand why she felt that way. He spoke in his characteristically slow manner.

"I want to help you, Azril. May I intervene in your life?"

"What do you mean?"

"I had made a vow not to interfere in your life. Among the many reasons for that vow was to protect you from me."

"Protect me... from you, Rema?"

"I am a being close to omnipotence, Azril. If you allow my intervention, your life might become distorted. I want you to be happy, but you might become unhappy because of me."

Saying he was a being close to omnipotence seemed too arrogant an expression to come from one's own mouth. Yet it didn't sound arrogant at all. Because even now, the raindrops remained suspended in the air like scattered jewels.

The white robe still without a single stain. Silver hair flowing like silver thread. Magic that stops time, something she couldn't even imagine. The expression of being close to omnipotence. Something came to mind. A being who still lives and breathes despite being from legends. Azril muttered absentmindedly.

"The Magician of the Horizon...?"

"I am often called that."

"You're... the Magician of the Horizon?"

"Yes."

She felt dizzy. Azril rubbed her wet face with both hands.

"...Why did you make that strange vow? Why do you keep trying to help me? And why... do you say I might become unhappy if you help me?"

Questions poured out between her trembling lips. Rema closed his mouth for a moment, then answered slowly.

"Because you are someone who can see the same things I do."

"What does that mean?"

"It's difficult to explain simply. It would be a long story to tell right now."

Azril stared intently at his expressionless face. Something kept flickering, almost within grasp but not quite. Yet her tired, injured, and wet state made it difficult to think deeply. She was too exhausted. A day even harder than yesterday, and it still wasn't over. She asked weakly.

"Then tell me just one thing. Is there a way for me not to become unhappy if I receive help from you?"

"There is."

"Then... please help me."

Snap.

It felt as if something like a knot had broken. Azril spoke again.

"Please help me, Rema."

It felt as if the things binding her entire body were breaking and disappearing strand by strand. Her vision spun. Something that had been suppressed began to swell, filling her entire body and overflowing.

And the rain that had stopped began to pour again.

Rema stood up and reached out his hand. Damon was startled by the sudden appearance of the man. Rema's hand touched him. Then Damon disappeared from that spot. Azril saw this strange sight but found it hard to come to her senses due to the odd sensation flowing through her entire body. She struggled to open her mouth.

"Rema... what did you just do?"

"I moved him to another place."

Rema answered plainly as he glanced at the sky. The rain stopped abruptly. In an instant, a clear night sky was revealed. Next, he placed his hand on Azril's leg.

"Resvid."

With the quiet spell, the cuts on her leg healed rapidly. Azril had no leisure to watch this. She couldn't even feel her wounds healing. What had been blocked all along and had just started to overflow was now pounding throughout her body, awakening her.

"Ugh..."

At some point, sparkling dots began to appear in her eyes. Azril blinked several times, rubbed her eyes, and then opened them wide again. The sparkling dots became clearer and more numerous. Finally, they filled everything around her like stars.

She stared in awe at the stars of all colors and sizes that glowed softly, rotated, and flowed. In the night sky, on the swaying grass blades, in the air, on the stones forming the well she was leaning against, even on her body and Mailey's body lying beside her, on Rema's body in front of her, from her feet to the farthest reaches, everything was stars. It was like she had fallen into a sea of stars.

It felt refreshingly ecstatic. Like something that had been covering her eyes all along had been removed. As if a lost sense had returned. This world where stars sparkled and flowed was her original world. It was a landscape that only she could see. Such an instinctive realization came to her.

Azril reached out her hand towards the cluster of stars shining nearby. Rema caught her hand.

"Don't touch them."

His hand covered her eyes. It felt cool. She finally realized that her eyes had been burning hot. A few tears had welled up. Rema whispered as he covered her eyes.

"You must have forgotten how to see, so I'll block it for a moment."

When his hand fell away, the fantastic stars were no longer visible. Everything looked the same as usual. This brought a strong sense of loss. Though she had seen it only once, she had become captivated. That beautiful scenery felt familiar, like wearing clothes that fit perfectly.

"What was it that I just saw?"

"Mana."

"Mana...?"

"In this era, only you and I can see it."

He said as he picked her up, still dazed from the lingering sensation. Azril was about to ask something more, but when his arm touched her back, she involuntarily flinched and let out a small groan.

"Ugh..."

"...Excuse me, Azril."

Rema flinched and suddenly turned her around, grabbing the hem of her clothes. He held Azril, who reflexively tried to pull away, and lowered her clothes to check her back. He fell into a long silence. Her delicate back was full of wounds. From old scars to fresh wounds, it was covered in a mess that looked like scribbles drawn haphazardly.

"Wh-what are you doing!"

Azril, who had been still due to difficulty in balancing and dizziness, finally came to her senses as she felt a chill. She shouted as she pulled up the hem of her clothes, but Rema didn't answer. Suddenly, something soft like cloth settled over her. It was the white robe he had been wearing. After wrapping the robe around her, he whispered.

"Wait here for a moment."

"What? Where are you go-"

Before she could finish speaking, he disappeared. Azril stared blankly at the spot where he had vanished, buried in the folds of the large robe.

Rema Resvid moved to the place where he had disposed of Damon earlier. It was the guest room where he had turned Tarbo Tameion into sand. Damon was frozen like a wooden block in the same posture as before, only his eyes moving. When Rema appeared, he rolled his eyes fearfully.

"Do you know whose hand you were trying to lay on?"

Rema's question was tinged with an uncharacteristic sneer. He placed his hand on Damon's head and asked.

"What kind of life has Azril lived since I let go of her hand?"

It wasn't a question expecting an answer. More precisely, it was a question meant to read the answer from Damon's mind, not his mouth. As soon as he heard the question, related memories reflexively surfaced in Damon's mind. Rema read through these memories in detail.

Rummaging through memories was a terribly painful process. Damon wanted to scream and twist his limbs but couldn't move at all. Foam formed at the corners of his mouth. Rema removed his hand after reading everything he wanted. Damon's eyes were half-rolled back. Rema muttered, looking down at his own hand.

"...If I had known this would happen, I should have twisted Opec's neck to keep watching over her."

Damon saw Rema's downcast gray eyes turn chillingly cold. They were the color of frosted metal fragments. This became the last color Damon saw alive.

Damon's body crumpled like a sheet of paper. He opened his mouth wide, but again, no scream came out. As blood was about to flow, Rema placed his hand on Damon's body. He didn't like leaving messy corpses or bloodstains. The crumpled body quickly turned to sand and flowed away.

Rema thought as he looked at the pile of sand. About the scars left on Azril Astera's back, and Damon's memories of trying to touch her.

It wasn't enough. What wasn't enough? The dried and crumbled remnants of emotions inside him gathered, taking shape and rising up. It was the shape of a monster. Instead of suppressing it, Rema let it howl.

Then, the vibration that spread from his feet became an earthquake that struck the entire Colt Castle. Everywhere the vibration touched turned to sand. More precisely, it was crushed to the point of becoming powder, almost indistinguishable from sand.

The sand castle collapsed. Humans screamed and fled. Some were buried in the sand and died, but the magician paid no attention. He was only looking for someone amidst the fleeing and dying humans.
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Suddenly, the air in front of him distorted and a large, colorful bird burst out. The bird opened its beak and squawked loudly.

"Danger! Danger!"

"Shut up before I really wring your neck, Opek."

Rema swung his hand to swat the bird away. The bird dodged, flapping its wings as it rose, then circled once above his head. Multicolored feathers fell down.

"Warning! Warning!"

"I know."

Rema said irritably, then turned his gaze back to the fleeing humans.

He saw the fat Count Colt being carried by a knight. An invisible giant hand grasped him and lifted him into the air. He also found the Countess, who was frantically gathering what few valuables hadn't turned to dust. She too was caught by an invisible hand. Finally, he found Deborah Colt and grasped her as well.

"Stop! Stop! Stop!"

The bird was screaming at the top of its lungs. Instead of heeding the warning, he gestured at the bird. Its beak snapped shut. The bird shuddered, shaking its feathers, then flapped wildly.

The collapsed Colt Castle had become a huge sand dune. Rema stood atop it as the Colt family was dragged before him and dumped. He first asked the Count.

"Where did you buy Azril?"

Of course, no answer was needed. This too was a question meant to read him. The Count rolled his eyes in pain as his mind was stirred. After confirming the memory, Rema carelessly removed his hand. The Count's neck twisted and he scattered into sand.

Seeing this, the Countess fainted on the spot. She too became part of the sand dune the moment Rema's hand touched her.

Deborah Colt, the last one remaining, was clutching the glass slipper with a deathly pale face. She had been in the middle of screaming at the servants to find Meili who had escaped or to find the remaining slipper when the castle collapsed.

Rema snatched the glass slipper from her grasp. He looked down at her with eyes that seemed about to freeze over, then lightly tapped her forehead with his fingertip.

"Receive what you have done."

"Aagh! Aaaagh!"

Deborah curled up and began to scream. The pain of lashes striking her back overwhelmed her. Though no actual wounds appeared, the pain was real.

Rema left Deborah rolling in the sand and glared at the annoying bird flying around.

"I won't cross the line, so return to where you should be, Opek."

The bird, its beak now freed, cried out loudly as it circled around him. The squawking bird suddenly spoke in a boyish voice.

"Rema Resvid. Can you kill Azril Astera?"

Rema grabbed the bird's neck and pulled it close to his face. The bird's jet-black eyes gleamed. It asked again.

"Rema Resvid, Rema Resvid. Can you kill Azril Astera without hesitation if you must?"

Rema's hand gripping the bird's neck tightened so much that veins stood out. The bird stared at him blankly, like it didn't even feel its neck being squeezed. Finally, he spoke.

"...If I must, I can."

The slow response was as rough as scraping metal. The bird blinked and closed its beak. Rema soon released it.

The bird no longer gave warnings. It fluttered once around Rema's head, then disappeared, distorting space just as it had appeared. A few red and green feathers fell before his eyes. As he glared at them, they burst into flames and turned to ash.

If necessary, he could kill her. So it was fine to keep her by his side.

...Could he really do that?

Rema stopped his thoughts there. He wearily rubbed his face, then gestured tiredly at Deborah, who was still screaming. He didn't even watch as she flowed away, turning to sand.

Azril was in a daze. She felt dizzy, like she was waking up from a long fever. She wanted to check on the unconscious Meili but couldn't move at all. She curled up inside the robe Rema had draped over her and closed her eyes. As she took a deep breath, the scent of birch forest from the white robe filled her nose. Her head cleared a little.

She just breathed for a while in that state. Feeling slightly better, she rubbed her still-warm eyes and managed to open them. The scene before her made even her dizziness disappear.

Colt Castle was turning to powder before her eyes. It soon became a sand castle and crumbled away. Azril clutched the hem of the robe as she stared at Colt Castle, now a sand dune. She also saw the Colt family being captured one by one and scattered into sand before Rema Resvid.

'This can't be...'

It was a terrifying sight. Even though she disliked and resented them, she had never wished for their deaths. She had imagined them kneeling and begging for forgiveness, but never such an end. At least, she hadn't wished for them to writhe in pain and turn to dust like this.

Dread overwhelmed Azril more than any sense of satisfaction. Rema, whose expression never changed, seemed truly inhuman. The titles 'the end of humanity', 'the closest being to God', 'Magician of the Horizon' resonated deeply.

He suddenly appeared before her again. In his hand was a sparkling glass slipper.

"I can't find where the other one is."

He said calmly as he knelt before the frozen girl and set down the slipper. Startled by his words, Azril quickly pulled out the other glass slipper from her apron.

"I, I had one of them."

Rema's eyes widened slightly. He took it and placed her foot on his knee.

"Eek!"

Azril was flustered and tried to pull her foot away, but Rema didn't let go. He immediately removed her dirty, worn-out shoe. The slave brand burned onto her foot was revealed. He looked at it for a moment. His gray eyes moved slowly like gathering clouds. His fingertip caressed the rough brand.

"Resvid."

A soft voice. Azril witnessed the brand on her instep disappear cleanly with a faint light.

"Ah..."

The trace of slavery she thought would bind her for life was gone. The small scratches and scars on her foot disappeared as well. Instead of putting the old shoe back on her now clean foot, Rema put on the glass slipper he was holding.

"You said you wanted to return these to me, but I don't want to take them back."

"Um, Rema, that's..."

"From now on, it would be good for you to get used to receiving things from me."

The small white foot matched well with the glass slipper adorned with jeweled flowers. Rema gently set her foot down.

"Azril. Now that you've given permission, I have no intention of letting you live like this."

Azril alternately looked at her instep where the brand had so easily disappeared and the great and beautiful wizard kneeling to meet her eyes. It was like a scene from a fairy tale. It was exactly what she had dreamed of when she was younger. A 'very strong and incredibly kind person' had come to 'rescue' her.

But she couldn't be purely happy. Fear crept in. Behind the wizard, under the crescent moon night sky, a sand dune gleamed white. Colt Castle, which had stood tall until just moments ago, had vanished without a trace. Along with its owners.

Her stiff lips finally moved.

"Did you kill them because I asked for help?"

Rema hesitated slightly before answering.

"There are many ways to help you. Choosing this method was my decision, not yours."

"Why did you do this?"

"I was angry."

"Angry... Because of my back?"

"Yes."

The answer came readily, without much thought. Azril was dumbfounded. The fact that she had injuries was enough reason for this man to turn a castle to dust and kill the entire Colt family? Moreover, his face was utterly calm and composed as he said he had done such things out of anger.

"Do you, Rema... do this every time you get angry?"

"I rarely feel anger, Azril."

"But you just said you were angry."

"Because it concerns you."

So why, when we've only known each other for a few days? It didn't make sense. Suddenly, Azril recalled the only thing remaining among her blacked-out memories. Her head started to ache. She pressed her forehead with one hand and asked in a trembling voice.

"Rema, are you the one who gave me my name?"

Rema suddenly reached out. It didn't seem like a conscious action. After touching her face with his fingertips as if to confirm, he lowered his eyes and his lips curved slightly. It was a very faint smile, barely within the category of a smile.

"Yes, I gave you your name. Azril Astera."

Azril had never told him her surname. After becoming a slave, she had never mentioned the existence of her surname to anyone. Hearing her surname for the first time in nearly 6 years felt both unfamiliar and familiar.

There was a mountain of things she wanted to ask. But as soon as her surname was called, her headache worsened. Every time she blinked, strange scenes flashed by like colored pictures in the darkness behind her eyelids. Azril shook her head.

"Why can't I remember you?"

"I closed off your memories."

"Why? Why would you do such a... Did I do something wrong?"

"You did nothing wrong."

"Then, why..."

Incessantly, something emerged and filled in the empty spaces. Things she had forgotten poured out like opening a packed closet. There was so much that it was hard to distinguish what was what. She felt dizzy and nauseous. As Azril stopped mid-sentence and covered her mouth, Rema placed his hand on her forehead. His cool body temperature felt refreshing.

"It would be better to recover your memories slowly. Your body is very weak right now."

Feeling his body temperature, her nausea subsided. The things pouring into her mind also faded. As Azril blinked tiredly, he tried to lift her into his arms. She grabbed his approaching arms to stop him and breathed heavily.

"Wait, wait... Meili first..."

Rema turned his gaze to Meili, who had collapsed beside the well. It was a dry gaze, like he was looking at an inanimate object. He uttered a spell in an indifferent tone.

"Resvid."

The wounds from the whipping healed rapidly. Then Rema moved Meili to another location. It was a gesture similar to clearing away trash. Azril was startled and pulled on his arm.

"Wh-where did Meili go?"

"I sent her to the inn I rented."

"Ah..."

"You should go there too. It would be good for you to wash and rest."

After saying this, Rema didn't move immediately but looked down at the girl clinging to his arm.

Azril was already swaying, her strength exhausted from grabbing and stopping him. It was hard even to keep her upper body upright. She rested her forehead on his arm to catch her breath, then lifted her head as silence fell.

"Rema?"

He unconsciously stroked the girl's hair. It was an extremely affectionate and familiar gesture. Azril flinched in surprise and turned her head to escape his hand. Rema looked at his own hand, which had lost its destination.

"...Why are you doing that?"
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"No."

Rema lifted her up, wrapped in his robe. As he took a step, their surroundings changed.

It was a clean and luxurious bedroom. There were two beds, and Meili was collapsed on one of them. Rema looked at the empty bed with disapproval before carefully setting Azril down.

"Moving to a distant place might be too shocking, so we'll rest here tonight. Would you like something to eat?"

"No..."

"I understand."

Azril sat on the edge of the bed and watched him move. He disappeared in a flash and reappeared with a large porcelain bathtub adorned with gold decorations, then created water out of thin air. With a quiet whisper of "Resvid," hot water gushed out and filled the tub completely. By now, this was hardly surprising.

After filling the tub, he vanished again and reappeared with a basket and a strange white ball of light. The light, about the size of a child's head, was contorting wildly. Azril somehow felt that it seemed flustered.

Rema placed the basket beside the tub and released the ball of light. It immediately flew towards Azril.

"Eek!"

Startled, she backed away. The ball of light, undeterred by her reaction, blinked and circled around her.

"It's a spirit I created. It seems happy to see you after a long time."

"A spirit...? You created it? It knows me?"

"I'll explain the details later. For now, please warm yourself up. The spirit will attend to you."

Rema stepped back and drew the bed curtains. Since the bathtub was placed between the bed and the window, drawing the thick bed curtains created a somewhat separate space.

Before Azril could do anything, the ball of light called a spirit began to move busily. It dove into the basket, enveloped some bath salts, and dropped them into the tub. Then it entered the tub, swirling around to dissolve the bath salts, before flying back to Azril.

"Um, well..."

What should I call it? As Azril hesitated, the spirit clung to her. It removed Rema's robe that she had been wrapped in and swiftly stripped off her clothes that were soaked from the rain. When it tried to remove her underwear, Azril panicked and held it back.

"I-I'll do this myself!"

The spirit tilted as if puzzled. Then it flew to the basket and pulled out towels, soap, and various bath items. Meanwhile, Azril took off her underwear and stepped into the tub. As she lost her balance and started to slip, the spirit quickly supported her.

"Ah, thank you... You, you can be touched?"

Though it looked like just a ball of light, it had a soft, squishy feel. Azril, immersed in the fragrant water, fiddled with the spirit. After staying still in her hand for a moment, it wriggled free and began washing her hair.

The water temperature was perfectly warm. It was her first hot bath in nearly 5 years, since before she became a slave when she was still a 'young lady'. Her body, chilled from the rain, melted away. Azril submerged herself up to her chin. The brand on the top of her foot was not visible underwater.

'It all feels like a dream. I can't believe it.'

Too many things had happened in such a short time. Both her body and mind were exhausted, and she kept feeling dazed. She buried her face in her wet hands and raised her voice slightly.

"Rema, are you there?"

Come to think of it, she had been calling him without honorifics. Why did this feel more natural? Had she always called him like this?

"I am here, Azril."

His voice came from beyond the thick curtain. Azril spoke while watching water droplets fall from her hands.

"If Rema closed off my memories, will I be able to recall everything soon?"

"The lock was already undone the moment you gave me permission to break my vow. Right now, I've just paused it briefly, so it will gradually find its place."

Memories from age seven to ten. The reason she couldn't recall them no matter how hard she tried was because this magician had erased them. Even though she was in warm water, she suddenly felt a chill.

'If a magician who can freely manipulate memories is beside me, can I even trust my own memories?'

It was chilling. She rubbed her goosebump-covered arms.

"Rema."

"Yes, Azril."

"...Why did you give me a name?"

The spirit wrapped its formless body around Azril's hair, which it had finished washing. After staying like that for a moment, it detached, and the moisture disappeared instantly. The spirit began to gently comb her now-dry hair. Rema, who had been silent all this time, finally answered softly just as the spirit finished combing.

"Because you are someone who can see the same things I do."

It was the same answer as when she had asked why he wanted to help her. Soon, he added.

"The first to appear before me in a thousand years."

"A-a thousand years?"

"Yes. Roughly that long."

This year is 996 on the Iskham Calendar. It would have to be counted from before the calendar was even created to reach a thousand years. The immense span of time felt unreal. With a face that looked at most twenty-four or twenty-five, a thousand years?

"Rema, you don't look anywhere near a thousand years old..."

"I haven't aged since I became a magician."

"Then, do you not die either?"

"It's similar."

They say the Magician of the Horizon is immortal. She knew that, but hearing it directly from the person in question was overwhelming. She was not sure what it means to be 'similar' to not dying. It might be better to ask about something else for now. There was an endless pile of things she wanted to ask anyway. Azril changed the subject with a cracking voice.

"Um, when you say I can see the same things as Rema, do you mean those star-like things from earlier? The magic power you mentioned?"

"That's right. However, to me, they appear as lines, not stars. Originally, each Dragon's Eye perceives magic power in a different form."

"Dragon's Eye?"

"It's the term for the innate ability to see magic power that you and I possess."

"You call it Dragon's Eye? The eye of a dragon..."

Dragons have always been enemies that humans fight against. In fairy tales or legends. Even the most famous legend about the Magician of the Horizon involves fighting a dragon, and the creation myth begins with the battle between the Primordial Dragon and God. If what opposes God is called a demon, then the dragon was that very demon.

Even the longest and most treacherous mountain range crossing the continent is called the Spine Mountains, originating from the myth that this continent itself was created from the body of the Primordial Dragon defeated by God. To Azril, having the eye of a dragon sounded similar to having an eye cursed by a demon. But Rema spoke calmly.

"Because magic originates from dragons."

"What?"

She sat up in surprise, causing the water to splash. The spirit quickly moved to catch the overflowing water, showing off its skill.

"Any proper magician knows this fact. You knew it too, before losing your memories."

"Was I... a magician? Did I learn magic from you when I was young, Rema?"

"...The water will get cold, Azril. It's about time you got out."

The spirit helped her stand up. After drying off and putting on a robe, the spirit drew back the curtain. Rema, who had been sitting in a chair, approached her. At his touch, the bathtub disappeared. Azril sat on the bed, supported by the spirit.

"Um, are there only two people with this Dragon's Eye, just you and me?"

"Yes, that's how it is now."

"Then before you found me, you were alone, weren't you?"

"Yes."

"...For a thousand years?"

"Since before Emperor Iskham unified the calendar, so roughly that long. I haven't counted the exact number of years."

The number 'thousand years' still doesn't feel real. The meaning of her being able to see the same things as the 'Magician of the Horizon' was still hard to accept.

But somehow, it sounded very lonely that there had been no one else who could see the same things as him for a thousand years. Yet Rema spoke as plainly.

'Is that why he gave me a name and said he wanted to help me?'

Azril suddenly asked.

"If I'm the only one with eyes like yours, can I become a magician like you, Rema?"

"You could, if you wanted to."

Magic that stops time, traverses space, and manipulates memories - I could use that too? It seemed too incredible to be true. Even the fact that the man before me was the Magician of the Horizon didn't feel real.

She stared blankly at Rema. He was leaning against the window, quietly taking in her appearance with his eyes.

"...Did Rema teach me because you wanted me to become a magician similar to you?"

Rema's expression became strange. A complex expression, seemingly pleased yet reluctant, faintly spread across his face. He shifted his gaze to a distant place, then looked back at her.

"I would be happy if you learned magic. But..."

He paused and hesitated. He closed his eyes for a long moment, then opened them and spoke.

"Azril, you asked me earlier if there was a way for you not to become unhappy by being involved with me."

"Yes."

"I'll explain the method. Ask me for everything. Whatever you want to have, whatever you want to do, anything. There's little that's impossible for me."

"What? A-anything?"

"Yes. If you need power, I'll make even the emperor of the empire bow down to you. If you want wealth, I'll turn mountains of stone into gold for you. Even if you want a garden where winter never comes, I can create it. After you've received everything you want like that, when you feel you no longer need me, tell me. Then I'll make a vow again."

"...What kind of vow?"

"A vow not to interfere in your life. If I do that, you won't become unhappy."

It was an incredible proposal, almost unbelievable to hear, and absurdly advantageous only to her. Azril asked back, dumbfounded.

"Is that really okay with you, Rema?"

"You don't need to worry about my interference. Once I make the vow, I won't be able to approach you even if I want to."

"No, that's not what I meant... Don't you want anything from me, Rema?"

Rema made that strange expression again.

"You ask the same thing as when you were young, Azril."

"Did I ask the same question before?"

"Yes."

"What did you answer then?"

"I said that my wish was to watch you grow. But it's different now. I don't need to know how you grow."

"Then, you don't wish for anything? You're saying I should just take and then discard you when I no longer need you. Is that really enough for you, Rema?"

"Yes. I... I want Azril to live happily somewhere I don't know about."

It was incomprehensible. Azril became confused and held her forehead.

"Why do you have to not know about me, Rema? Isn't that lonely? Can't I be happy near you?"

It seemed to be an unexpected question, as all expression disappeared from Rema's face. He just silently stared at Azril for a long time. His expressionless face was beautiful but eerie, and she gradually became scared. She recalled how he had literally turned the Colt family to dust.

'Was that a question I shouldn't have asked? But it's too strange to say you'll give everything while wanting nothing...'

Just as Azril was starting to get so tense that she began to fidget with the hem of her robe, he finally spoke. His tone was flat and dry, as if reading from a book.

"The closer you get to me, the more unhappy you will become."
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"It's not about me, it's about Rema. Regardless of what happens to me, are you really okay with not receiving any compensation?"

Azril found herself arguing back without realizing it. Rema's expression faltered. He looked flustered, as if he didn't know what to do. This made him seem less frightening than before, so Azril gathered a bit more courage.

"Why do you say I'll become unhappy if I get close to you? Is it because you're too powerful a magician?"

"..."

A thousand years. Such an unfathomable span of time. Magic powerful enough to stop time and manipulate memories. A being that doesn't age or die. She could vaguely guess what it meant to become entangled with such a being and end up unhappy.

Just moments ago, she had shuddered at the revelation that he had sealed her memories. The more she thought about it, the more frightening it became. Their lifespans would be completely different. Someone who doesn't age or die couldn't possibly live a normal life with ordinary people. Moreover, the offers he had just made to her could lead to unhappiness in other ways.

'Granting any wish sounds like something out of a fairy tale. And most of those tales don't end well. Either due to greed or the devil's trickery.'

Rema was looking down, silent. As Azril waited for his answer, she suddenly realized something. If she could become a magician like him, wouldn't all these worries be meaningless?

Magician.

It had an enchanting ring to it. She had never imagined she could become a magician. Not after becoming a slave, and not even before that. But if she could, there was no reason to refuse. Especially if she could become as great a magician as the 'Magician of the Horizon'.

'If my forgotten memories come back, maybe I'll be able to use magic right away. I must have learned magic from Rema during that time, right? That's probably why I can read Rem too.'

The sea of stars she had glimpsed briefly by the well was still vivid in her mind. She had fallen in love with it at first sight. It was a mesmerizing sight that felt both familiar and as if it had always belonged to her.

He had said that was mana. The source that allows magicians to work miracles called magic. She wanted to make that scenery her own. She wanted to become a magician. Her heart raced. Azril spoke with a slightly excited tone.

"Rema, you said earlier that I could become a magician like you. You taught me magic because you wanted that..."

"No."

"What? But you just said it was possible."

"What I'm denying is not your potential. The fact that I taught you magic is..."

Rema trailed off. A conflicted look briefly crossed his face before it became calm again, and he continued.

"Azril, I would prefer if you didn't learn magic, if possible."

"...Please explain why."

"..."

"Rema, you clearly said earlier that you'd be happy if I learned magic. This doesn't make sense. Why suddenly..."

"Azril."

Rema cut her off. He gently lifted her and laid her down on the bed, covering her with a blanket. Looking down at her blinking golden eyes, he whispered quietly.

"If you become a magician."

A gentle hand stroked her forehead.

"Someday, I will have to kill you."

"What?"

She thought she must have misheard. Azril looked up at him, bewildered. He closed his mouth and stood up.

"From tomorrow, you'll slowly start remembering the things you've forgotten. Sweet dreams."

He gestured to summon the spirit that had been tending to Meili, then grasped it. As his figure faded away, the light went out.

'If I become a magician... he'll kill me?'

The one who said he'd do anything for her now says he'll kill her if she learns magic? Did she hear that right?

A chill ran through her. Azril curled up under the blanket. Her mind was in chaos. Everything was questionable. She tried to recall the conversation they just had. But her exhausted body didn't allow her to think any further. Soon after burying herself in the blanket, she fell asleep.

As she slept, things she had forgotten began to unfold in the darkness.

1. Memories and Recollections

"Filthy thing!"

It was a phrase she heard often.

The girl tumbled onto the cold stone floor. Her whole body ached from hitting the hard stone. With a splat, filth was poured over her head. It smelled terrible.

"Get out!"

The door slammed shut loudly. The fragrant smell of bread disappeared with it. All that remained was the stench and the cold. The girl staggered to her feet. Her scraped knees and elbows were red and bleeding.

Something slimy dripped from her head. The girl felt her hair. She brought what she had grabbed in front of her eyes. It was a half-rotten apple peel covered in mold. She hurriedly put it to her mouth. It smelled awful. Still, she chewed and swallowed it.

Something cold landed on her hunched shoulders. The girl looked up at the sky. White snow was falling from the gray sky.

She was suddenly terrified. Snow is scary. It's cold, it freezes, it takes your breath away. Death always came after it fell. Every time she saw a frozen corpse, she was relieved it wasn't her, but also felt the terror that it could be her at any time. The girl clutched at the collar of her rags, trying desperately to cover herself.

A white snowflake touched her bare feet, ugly with blisters and scabs. Her feet turned red, then began to turn blue with cold. Her toenails, broken and cracked several times, had become oddly shaped, disgusting even to her own eyes. The girl walked into the darkness of the alley. The deep shadows concealed her dirty form.

If there was a shack to block the wind, that would be considered good. Children with parents or siblings could have such things. Wooden planks, a concave stone wall, a straw mat to cover with - these were luxuries. Even if you were lucky enough to get them, they would be taken away.

The girl was alone. Powerless and meaningless. The bottom of the bottom. A life that wouldn't be strange if it ended right now, sprawled on the ground. She was living a life no one would remember.

The corner where a chimney jutted out from a house adjoining the city wall was a place the girl had discovered two days ago. It was a good spot under the city wall that everyone else avoided, yet it remained unoccupied. This was because if you were unlucky enough to be spotted by the soldiers patrolling the wall above, they would chase you away. Occasionally, soldiers would urinate or dump garbage from above.

The girl sat down, pressing her body tightly against the chimney wall. She was lucky. The wall had a faint warmth. She curled up her knees and tried to tuck both feet into the tattered rags she was wearing. If she slept with her feet exposed, they would freeze blue and become useless.

She huddled as tightly as possible and clung to the wall. Through her half-closed eyes, she could see white snow piling up softly. The girl slowly closed her eyes. She prayed she would be able to open them tomorrow.

"What's this?"

Suddenly, a rough hand grabbed her hair. The girl opened her eyes with a start at the pain that felt like her entire scalp was being ripped off. She saw shiny leather boots. Her face turned pale.

"I thought it was a corpse, but it's alive?"

A harsh voice was heard. It hurt terribly as she was lifted up by her hair. She reflexively grabbed the hand holding her hair. It was a hand covered in scars with dirt caked under the nails. The man threw the girl.

"How dare you touch me, you filth!"

"Hey, you touched her first. Don't come near me, you stink."

She could hear snickering voices. The girl tumbled onto the stone floor that was gradually being covered with snow. She let out a small scream. The laughter stopped abruptly.

"This one's a girl, isn't it?"

The girl was shocked. Women, being weaker, were more likely to end up in miserable situations. Street children were hard to distinguish by gender, so she had been pretending to be a boy.

Looking down, she saw that her clothes had ridden up when she fell, exposing her emaciated lower body. The girl hurriedly pulled down her clothes to cover herself. The leather boots stepped closer. The stench of cheap alcohol wafted over her.

"Hey, what are you trying to do?"

"You crazy bastard, are you getting excited over that? That tiny, shriveled thing."

"It's not like it's his first time. He goes crazy whenever he sees a kid."

"Disgusting freak."

The men's voices buzzed. The girl scraped at the ground as she backed away. She heard someone spit. Some snickered, while others' footsteps faded away.

"Hurry up and finish."

"I'm leaving first."

A large hand grabbed her arm. The girl looked up, terrified. Through her hair, matted with filth and frozen, she could see the gray sky. Below it, a man with a flushed face was holding her. He was dressed as a soldier. She finally regretted choosing this spot, knowing that the area under the city wall was empty because of the soldiers, but having been lured by the warmth of the chimney.

Though the girl was only seven years old, she knew that something terrible was about to happen. Children without protection grow up quickly.

She dug her fingers into the cracks between the stones on the ground, trying to resist the force pulling her. The man yanked the girl. Her nails, caught in the stone cracks, broke and bled. She was helplessly dragged out. She heard the sound of a belt being unbuckled behind her.

Please, please, please.

She repeated the plea in her mind, not knowing to whom it was directed. The girl thrashed wildly and managed to kick the man in the groin.

The man cursed, then grabbed the girl by the collar and punched her in the face. Her head spun and her ears rang. It was the fist of a strong adult man. With that one blow, all strength left the girl's body. She tasted blood in her mouth. Her cheek swelled up instantly.

The man threw the girl to the ground. Her rags were pushed up. The man's shadow loomed over her like a monster. The girl looked beyond it at the gray sky. White, clean death was fluttering in the sky.

'I wish this monster would shatter.'

She wished desperately. At that moment, her vision spun. She glimpsed stars flowing like the Milky Way. They swirled and filled her entire field of vision. She felt strength leaving her body.

And then the man shattered. Lines were drawn haphazardly across the man's body. Bright red blood followed along those lines. The man broke into pieces and poured down onto the girl's body.

The girl blankly watched the blood, entrails, and flesh raining down on her. The first thought that crossed her mind was how incredibly warm the blood covering her entire body felt.
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"What, what is this! What's going on!"

"Greg? Is Greg dead now?"

"What happened!"

The men's shouts rang out. Other boots approached. Someone's trembling hand lifted the shattered man's head. Someone burst into tears. Someone screamed.

"Hey, he's really dead. Shattered to pieces. What the hell, this is insane!"

"There's no one else around! It's just us and that girl, how did this happen?"

"Did she do this?"

Someone grabbed the collar of the petrified girl and yanked her up. Someone else backed away in fear.

"Did you do it? Did you kill Greg?"

"Magic? Is it magic? Is there such magic?"

"Hey, don't touch her, what if you die too!"

The man shook the girl he had lifted with one hand frantically. A growling sound like a beast emerged.

"I'm asking if you did it! Try it on me too, you bitch!"

"Stop that bastard!"

The girl couldn't think at all. Her empty retinas were fixed only on the image of the man splitting apart. She didn't have the strength to move even a finger.

The man threw her down after shaking her, then started stomping and kicking her with his leather boots. The girl curled up reflexively. Choking sounds emerged. The boots were stained with blood. A broken tooth flew and rolled on the ground.

"What do we do about this? How do we report it?"

"It's because of this bitch!"

"Is it some kind of curse? Hey kid, stop it!"

"Nothing happens no matter how much we beat her!"

"Then why is Greg dead!"

The men argued back and forth. The girl coughed up blood. Through her hazy vision, she saw white snowflakes melting as they touched the blood. Then she lost consciousness.

When she opened her eyes, she saw the pitch-black night sky.

The smell of rotting flesh filled the air. She felt something crawling over her limbs, which were sprawled out. The girl rolled her eyes to look to the side. The face of a corpse with its mouth open and whites showing was right next to her. It was a corpse half-submerged in sewage.

The girl realized she had been thrown into the moat outside the castle walls. Corpses from the back alleys with no relatives were often thrown into the moat. She was half-submerged in the dirty water mixed with filth and insects, jumbled together with the corpses. The water in the dead of winter was chillingly cold.

The girl didn't move. Even if she crawled out of this hellish swamp, there was no one waiting for her anyway. Her parents never loved her from the beginning. Her only family, her brother, was dead. Now she had no one.

'If I die like this, maybe I'll be able to see my brother.'

The clear sky was studded with a profusion of stars. It was the most beautiful scenery she had ever known. How lucky to be able to see such a pretty night sky when dying. The girl truly thought so.

At the moment when she had given up everything, he appeared like a god.

Long silver hair flowed like mist. A white face, a white robe without a single stain. He was a man who looked entirely white. He was glowing by himself. The girl thought he was an angel. Or perhaps a god.

The man stood treading on empty air and looked down at the girl haughtily.

"Do you want to live?"

He asked. The girl looked up at him without answering. The man's eyes looking at her were gray like a snowy sky. He reached out his hand to her.

"Will you come with me?"

The girl stared blankly at that clean hand. He looked more noble than anything she had ever seen before. He was a being so different from herself. So she didn't immediately grasp the meaning of that hand. Only after considerable time had passed did the girl realize that the man was reaching out his hand for her to follow him.

"Me?"

Her voice, hoarse and cracked, was as faint as the wind. He, who had been focusing on the girl, understood that voice.

"You have inherited the most vast legacy of any human I have seen so far. Perhaps you will be able to see the same things as me. Will you come with me?"

The girl didn't understand even half of what the man said. But at this moment, she instinctively realized that she had been given an opportunity that would never come again in her life.

The girl tried to move her arm. Her arm, half-submerged in sewage and pinned under a corpse, didn't move well. Pain surged every time she tried to move it. Still, she used all her strength to lift her arm. It was a dirty arm covered in wounds.

The girl reached out her arm towards the man, but then felt ashamed of her messy hand compared to his flawlessly white one. It seemed like she shouldn't touch it.

Even until the moment when she struggled to lift her arm and stopped just before touching, the man just watched silently. There was no wavering in his clear gaze. He simply waited. For the girl to take his hand of her own accord.

A cold wind blew. The girl's fingertips trembled. She swallowed the blood-mixed saliva that had pooled in her throat. The sensation of the bloody fluid scraping down her wounded throat was vivid.

She couldn't take her eyes off the man's eyes. Her own terrible appearance was reflected in those mirror-like eyes. There was no pity, no disgust, no affection in those eyes. They were emotionless like glass beads. That was rather reassuring.

The girl finally placed her hand on the man's. It was a small hand, only half the size of his. The man's fingers gently intertwined and enveloped the girl's hand.

"My name is Rema Resvid. What is your name?"

The girl had not been given a name by her parents. It was her twin brother who had named her in place of her parents. Only her brother had called her by that name. So when her twin brother died, the girl's name died too. Now no one calls her name. So she has no name.

The girl shook her head silently. The man stared at the girl's golden eyes, the only clear thing amidst the filth and blood.

"Azril Astera."

That pronunciation struck the girl's ears like a melody.

"Let that be your name."

He reached his arm into the filth, not minding that his sleeve would be ruined. He pulled the girl out of it. The girl shrank back as she saw dirty stains appearing wherever she touched him.

He embraced the girl in his arms. Strangely, the moment she was in his arms, she felt no cold at all. Though he looked as white and cold as snow, he was warm. The girl slowly closed her eyes as she was held in his arms.

He thought the girl was too light. It was such a small and fragile body compared to the vast potential it held. The girl, who had fallen asleep before she knew it, was entirely dependent on his body. A faint smile appeared on his lips.

That's how it all began.

When the girl first opened her eyes after receiving the name 'Azril Astera', what she saw was an extremely peaceful scene.

In the middle of a fairly large clearing inside a forest, there was a cozy two-story house built with a wooden frame and brick walls. Small flowering vines were entwined on the low fence surrounding the yard. While the forest beyond the fence was in winter with ice clinging to bare branches, inside the fence it was a warm spring.

Chickens and chicks wandered around the grass-covered yard. A colorful bird had made its nest on one protruding corner of the roof. A black cat and a white cat were lying together on the terrace railing, enjoying an afternoon nap. The white cat yawned widely. In the yard, a large dog with fluffy yellow fur was chasing butterflies. Tired, it flopped down in the yard to enjoy the sunshine.

Amidst this peaceful scene, Azril was buried in a rocking chair, wrapped tightly in a soft blanket. The beige blanket smelled of sunlight. Just a moment ago, she had surely been dying, submerged in icy sewage to her bones. Was she dreaming?

"You're awake."

A low voice came from behind. He came forward faster than Azril could turn around. The hem of his white robe rustled softly. A large cup was held out in front of her. The cup was filled with a thick green liquid.

"Drink this."

Azril stared blankly at the cup, then looked up at him. The man with long silver hair stood before her in the same appearance as when she had seen him before losing consciousness. As she just kept looking, Rema tilted his head.

"I've healed most of your injuries, but your body is too weakened. This is medicine to replenish nutrients and detoxify."

"It... wasn't a dream?"

Azril asked abruptly.

Awakened fully by the sound of their conversation, the two cats on the railing jumped down. The black cat sat at her feet, examining Azril with narrowed green eyes. The white cat burrowed between the folds of Rema's robe, rubbing its body against his legs. Rema ignored the cat and stared at Azril as he answered.

"It's not a dream, Azril."

He was still holding the cup steadily. Azril wriggled her hand out of the blanket to take it. She had been wrapped so tightly that it took a while to free her hand from the blanket. As she finally managed to take the cup, the black cat gracefully jumped onto the rocking chair.

"Ah...!"

Azril stiffened in surprise. This caused some of the liquid to spill from the cup onto the blanket. She turned pale. She had dirtied the blanket. She was going to be hit.

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry!"

She trembled as she clutched her head. Rema's expression didn't change. He picked up the black cat and removed it from her, asking.

"Do you dislike cats?"

"No, I just, just, was surprised."

"This one is called Noir. The white one is Blanche. Noir, come down."

The black cat meowed long in understanding, then jumped down from the rocking chair. Noir looked back at Azril once, then walked away haughtily with its tail raised. The white cat that had been rolling under the chair followed and disappeared.

The only cats Azril knew were skinny, rough-furred thieving cats that aggressively bared their claws. She had even fought with cats over food in back alleys. She had scars from being severely scratched. These creatures were so different from the cats she knew. Azril stared intently at the elegant and soft-looking cats.

"It's getting cold. The medicine is most effective when drunk warm."

At Rema's quiet reminder, Azril finally looked down at the cup. Though it didn't look particularly appetizing, she drank the liquid in one gulp. It tasted like rotten eggs mixed with bitter herbs. Her brow furrowed reflexively. Rema tilted his head. He lowered the empty cup and watched Azril biting her tongue, then said as if realizing something.

"Is it bitter?"

"I-It's fine..."

Azril answered, shrinking back noticeably. Seeing her clearly frightened appearance, Rema didn't ask further and just took the cup. When he disappeared, Azril finally let out a long sigh. Then she slowly examined her own body.

She was wearing a tunic made of soft white material. It seemed to be Rema's, as it was too large. The shoulder had almost slipped off to one side, and the sleeve, which seemed to have originally been short, came down to below her forearm.

Her dirty body had been cleaned thoroughly, and the broken bones and wounds had healed completely. Even the grime under her fingernails was gone. Her black hair, which had been matted with filth, now smelled pleasant. If not for her body that was thin as a twig from malnutrition, and her ragged nails, it would be hard to believe she had been pulled from a cesspool.
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Meow.

A black cat meowed at her feet, having returned at some point. The large, fluffy dog that had been rolling around in the yard had also slunk up onto the terrace. A white cat sat perched on the railing, gazing at Azril. Having only ever seen arm-sized sewer rats, stray cats, and viciously barking wild dogs, Azril was afraid of animals. She clutched the blanket like a shield and curled up into the rocking chair.

While the cats just watched, the dog nonchalantly approached and plopped its large head onto her curled-up legs. Azril froze stiff with fear. The dog blinked its big black eyes and wagged its tail.

Azril, who had been frozen, finally relaxed a bit when the dog just kept wagging its tail. The dog's gentle eyes seemed to be smiling. She cautiously reached out a hand from under the blanket. The maple leaf-like hand approached until it touched the dog's nose, and when she made contact, the dog licked it with its tongue.

"Ah!"

It was hot and wet. Azril startled and pulled her hand away. The dog shook itself and then plopped its head back onto her legs. Its black eyes blinked and then closed completely. The long yellowish fur sparkled golden where the sunlight hit it.

As if entranced, Azril reached out to pet the dog's head. The fur that enveloped her hand was softer and warmer than the blanket. She smiled without realizing it.

Seeing this, the black cat turned away as if offended and jumped up onto the railing. The black cat nudged the white cat. Soon the two cats began to play, tangling with each other.

"Azril."

Once again, a cup was held out before her eyes. The dog glanced over and moved aside. Rema was looking at her with an expressionless face. This time it was a dark brown liquid that smelled sweet.

"It's chocolate."

Azril didn't know what chocolate was. But just as she had accepted and drunk the unknown green liquid earlier, she obediently took the cup. Expecting a bitter taste, she closed her eyes tightly and took a sip. The liquid was warm and sweet. The dizzying sweetness started at the tip of her tongue, filled her entire mouth, and suffused her whole body with an ecstatic sensation.

Rema watched up close as surprise and joy filled the round golden eyes. It was like the color of stars stretching. He smiled a little without realizing it.

"Do you like it?"

"Th-th-this... What is it?"

"It's chocolate."

He answered again. Azril's small lips quivered. Her eyes sparkled. Rema liked those eyes.

"It's delicious! So, so delicious! I've never had anything like this before. Is this... heaven?"

Azril said, almost on the verge of tears. Rema answered as he pulled up her slipped tunic to cover her thin shoulders.

"No, this is your home from now on."

Azril gaped blankly.

"Home...?"

"Yes."

"I'll be living here?"

"Yes. If you want to."

"Is that really okay? I-I'm not useful for anything. What kind of work should I do?"

"You don't need to work."

"Then why are you..."

Fear suddenly spread across Azril's small face that had been disheveled. She turned pale and dropped the cup. Rema reached out and caught it the moment she let go.

Azril, not even registering this feat-like scene, burrowed deep into the rocking chair, trying to get as far away from Rema as possible. His shadow looming over her reminded her of something. A shadow fell over her sparkling eyes. Rema didn't like that.

"Th-th-then, I-I, uh, I..."

Azril began to tremble. She recalled hands roughly spreading her legs. She couldn't remember clearly what had happened after that. That made it even more frightening. An unpleasant sensation crept up from her toes. Her breath caught in her throat.

Rema looked down at the girl who had turned white, almost blue, and spoke slowly so as not to frighten her.

"This is my home, and you chose to come with me. So this is now your home too. You will learn magic from me here."

"...Magic?"

At these words she had never even considered before, Azril's trembling stopped. Rema nodded seriously.

"I'm curious to see how far your potential can reach. That's why I extended my hand to you. I thought you had accepted..."

He trailed off, seeming confused. It was too difficult for a seven-year-old who had been rolling around in back alleys to understand. Azril asked based on what she had understood.

"You're going to teach me magic?"

"Yes."

"If I work hard to learn it, this will become my home?"

Rema blinked. Azril was asking desperately. Her pleading eyes seemed to be clinging to him. He didn't understand that desperation. He only realized that she wanted to stay here.

"Yes, if you learn magic, this will be your home."

Azril took a deep breath.

She knew what a magician was. Magicians all wore nice clothes, lived in nice houses, and ate delicious food. No one mistreated magicians. She had even seen the baker who kicked her and poured filth on her smile ingratiatingly in front of a magician.

And now such a magician was saying he would accept her and teach her. It meant he would make her a magician. It was a miracle-like stroke of luck. Hope bloomed on the girl's thin, haggard face like a young bud.

"I-I'll work really hard! I'll work incredibly hard!"

Rema Resvid stared intently at that change. His gray eyes, like shards of metal, softened slightly.

"Is this such a joyous thing?"

"Of course! I'm so happy. Thank you!"

Azril smiled brightly. He gazed at the smiling girl, then looked down at the cup of chocolate he was holding. There was still quite a bit left. So he held it out to her again.

Azril took the cup. The sweet aroma from the sloshing brown liquid tickled her nose.

It was a sweetness heralding the start of a new life.

'...That's right, that's when I started liking chocolate.'

As this thought occurred to her, her eyes opened.

Sunlight filled the inn room. Instead of the rough blanket spread over a lumpy straw pile, she felt the softness of a plush bed.

And a sweet scent wafted over. It was the smell of chocolate. Azril slowly sat up.

Meow.

A thin cat's meow was heard. A white cat curled up at the foot of the bed raised its head and looked at her. Jewel-like blue eyes. Azril recognized this cat. She had just seen it in her dream—no, in the first page of her forgotten memories.

"Blanche?"

At Azril's call, the cat approached and rubbed its forehead against her hand. When she scratched under its chin, Blanche narrowed its eyes and purred. As she did so, the spirit she had seen yesterday came flying over with a cup balanced on its head. She knew what it was without looking inside.

"It's chocolate."

The spirit sparkled cheerfully as it handed over the cup. It was full of warm chocolate. Azril recalled the memory of drinking chocolate for the first time.

'Rema rescued me on a day when I was as good as dead and gave me a new life... And back then, he told me to learn magic.'

Why did he tell her not to learn it now? He even said he would kill her if she became a magician.

'Will I understand if I recall the rest of my memories? What happened when I was ten?'

"A-A-Azril?"

A timid voice came from the bed next to her. Meili, who had risen from the bed, was staring at the spirit floating in front of her while clutching the blanket.

"Wh-what is that? Wh-wh-where are we?"

"Meili! Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"

Azril hastily set down the cup and rushed over to her. Meili looked dazed.

"I'm not hurt, but no, I might be mentally ill. I'm seeing things..."

"It's not an illusion. It's a spirit."

"A-a spirit? Like in old stories? The ones that dwell in lakes and play tricks, and make contracts with magicians? That's really that kind of spirit? Really? A real spirit like that?"

Meili's face flushed red as she rattled off questions.

"I don't know the details either."

Rema had said it was a spirit, so it must be. She didn't know anything beyond that. She might have known in the past, but her memories hadn't fully returned yet. She smiled vaguely and turned to the spirit.

"Um, where is Rema?"

The spirit twirled around, scattering light in all directions. It was a movement she couldn't interpret. As she was looking at it in bewilderment, a voice came from another direction.

"Rema said he had something to do and left. He brought me here instead."

A strange woman was sitting on Azril's bed. She appeared to be in her late 20s, with fluffy white hair hanging loosely. Her taut, slender figure and sharp features with slightly upturned eyes made her look like a mercenary or warrior. The casual attire of a shirt and leather pants added to that impression. She narrowed her blue eyes and muttered.

"I don't really like imitating humans, but it'll be easier to talk to you this way."

"...Who are you?"

"You recognized me earlier, so I guess your memories haven't fully returned? It's been a while, Azril."

No way. Azril asked with a come-what-may attitude.

"Are you... Blanche?"

"Yes. Why so formal? Speak comfortably."

"Weren't you... a cat?"

"That's the form Rema fixed for me as a familiar. My true form is much bigger and cooler."

Blanche smiled brightly and strode over. She picked up Azril easily and sat her on the bed.

"I thought you'd grown a lot, but why are you so light? You need to eat well from now on, okay?"

She handed the chocolate cup back to Azril.

"Drink this first. You like chocolate, right?"

Then she handed a cup to Meili, who had turned pale and stiff.

"Here, you drink some too."

Meili took the cup with trembling hands. Azril understood her friend's state of mind. Even she, who knew somewhat more, was confused about whether this was a dream or reality, so Meili, who had just woken up, must be even more bewildered. Blanche, unconcerned with their state, flopped down on the bed.

"Rema told me to watch over you until he comes back."

"Where did Rema go?"

"Don't know, he's not the type to tell where he's going. As you know—ah, you probably don't remember that much yet."

"..."

"Actually, Noir wanted to come, but, hmm, I thought he might just play tricks on you when you're already troubled enough."

"Can Noir change into a person like Blanche...?"

"We're the same kind, so yeah. But we don't actually turn into humans. We just imitate them."

She wasn't sure what the difference was between transforming and imitating. Azril gave up trying to think deeply about it and just drank the chocolate. As the sweet warmth spread inside her, she felt somewhat calmer.

Blanche stared at her intently while lying down, then smiled thinly, just like a cat.

"They say humans grow quickly, but it's really amazing. You were such a tiny human cub... You've grown up beautifully, yes."

"...Blanche, you saw me until I was ten, right?"

"Yes, I told you to speak comfortably. You were so quiet and cute when you were little. I thought you'd be cute because you were a human cub, but that you'd get ugly when you grew up... Hey, can I pet you a little?"

Blanche crawled across the bed, coming right up to her. Azril nearly choked.
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"But you're so thin. Your hair is rough too... Who made you suffer like this? Still, oh my, how can you be so pretty? Is it because you're the human I took care of when you were little? If I take good care of you, you'll become even prettier, right? Can I hug you?"

Blanche didn't wait for an answer and hugged Azril tightly. Azril was startled.

"Eek!"

She was incredibly strong. She rubbed her cheek against Azril's hair and sniffed it.

"Ah, a familiar scent. But it's still rough. Let's eat lots of good things and become soft and fluffy, okay?"

Blanche was about to lick Azril's hair, but then her eyes met Meili's, who was looking at her.

"Ahem, ahem."

She let go of Azril with an embarrassed expression.

"Sorry. It's been too long. Hey, I'm not human, so don't look at me like I'm crazy."

"If you're not human, then what exactly are you...?"

Meili asked, trembling. Blanche tilted her head.

"I told you, I'm Rema's familiar."

"What's a Rema, and what's a familiar?"

"You don't know what a familiar is? Well, I guess magicians these days can hardly make familiars. A familiar is a servant that a magician uses. It's a creature that receives magic power in exchange for a master-servant contract. Hmm, those who can't handle magic power can't raise one."

Blanche smiled with a slightly mocking expression. Azril interjected.

"Rema is that person, Meili. The magician I said gave me the shoes."

"That strange magician...? Why is he coming up here?"

"He helped us. Don't you remember what happened last night..."

Azril suddenly stopped speaking as a thought occurred to her. With Colt Castle turning to dust overnight and the entire noble family disappearing, there must be chaos by now. She was worried about Meili's family.

"Um, Blanche... sir."

"Just Blanche. I told you to speak comfortably. It feels distant. I guess you've forgotten how close we were, which makes me a bit sad."

"Uh, yes, no, okay. Um, can I go out? I'm worried about Meili's house..."

"Oh, does she have family?"

Blanche opened her eyes wide and approached Meili. She looked Meili up and down and nodded.

"I heard you were hurt, but your body seems fine now, hmm. Then I'll go with her. I'll check if it's safe and come back, okay?"

"I want to go too..."

"You stay here. It'll be hard to deal with if Rema comes back and you're not here."

"...What?"

Blanche smiled strangely and picked up Meili. Even though Meili was bigger than Azril, Blanche was so large that she lifted her like a child.

"Oh my god! Hey!"

"Don't struggle, kid. This is faster than you walking. By the way, what's your name?"

"It's, it's Meili..."

"Okay, let's go, Meili. Hey, spirit! Watch Azril carefully. Call if anything happens."

The floating ball of light moved up and down, sparkling. Blanche went to the window, opened it, and asked Meili.

"Which direction?"

"Um, around there?"

"Hold on tight. Azril, we'll be back!"

Before anyone could stop her, she jumped out the window. This room was on the 5th floor. Almost no other buildings were visible outside the window. Azril ran to the window, startled.

"Kyaaaah!"

Meili's scream faded into the distance. Blanche landed on a roof far below, then leaped between rooftops and disappeared in an instant.

"My goodness..."

Azril stared at the scene, dumbfounded. Then she felt something tugging at her collar and turned to see the spirit. When she turned, the spirit fluttered away and hovered over the table. She saw steaming dishes laid out.

"You want me to... eat?"

The spirit moved as if nodding. Azril sat down and ate in a daze. The spirit poured drinks and cut bread and meat, attentively serving her.

"...This doesn't feel real..."

Although she had already experienced being served during her bath yesterday, it would take some time to get used to a flying ball of light. Or for her memories to return more fully.

She clearly had no appetite, but it had been so long since she'd had proper food that before she knew it, she had cleaned her plate. Afterward, she felt sleepy. Though better than yesterday, her body was still heavy and weak. Seeming to know this, the spirit pushed Azril towards the bed.

"You want me to sleep? In broad daylight?"

Until yesterday, she had been waking up at dawn to hear the head maid's scolding, and in the morning, she would be beaten in Deborah's place. Now she was being told to sleep in a soft bed in the middle of the day.

The spirit laid her down and pulled the blanket up to her neck. Despite her bewildered response, sleep washed over her like a wave as soon as she lay down. And forgotten memories unfolded once again.

Rema cleared out a room full of junk on the second floor and made it Azril's room.

He didn't know how to decorate a child's room. So he went to a craftsman in a nearby town and asked for everything needed for a girl's room. When the craftsman asked about the budget, he told him not to worry and bring the best of everything.

As a result, luxurious and oversized furniture that didn't fit the small room was delivered. When Rema saw the bed that would fill more than half the room, he solved the problem in a simple way. He cast a spell on the room to expand the space several times. Thus, a room that looked small from the outside became as spacious and luxurious as a princess's chamber.

"This is your room."

"This is... mine?"

Azril stood with her mouth open, looking into the room. From the sparkling chandelier to the canopied bed, she didn't know where to look. The floor was covered with a soft, pretty-colored carpet that she was afraid to step on.

"Don't you like it? We can redecorate it as much as you want..."

"No, no!"

Azril shook her head hurriedly. But she still hesitated to enter. Rema tilted his head and gently pushed her back.

"Go in and look around, and tell me if there's anything you don't like."

She stepped onto the carpet barefoot. The feeling under her feet was softer than she had imagined. Azril was dazed.

Rema, seeing her bare feet, thought he should buy shoes. As Azril wandered around the room dragging a large tunic, she stumbled on the hem. He thought he should buy clothes too.

This time too, Rema went to a tailor in town and asked for the best clothes of every kind. The experienced tailor realized he had caught a big fish. He argued that as the child grows, the clothes need to grow too, and they need to follow the seasons and fashion. In the end, Rema signed a contract to buy clothes periodically. The same thing happened with the shoemaker.

Soon, the large wardrobe began to fill with pretty and diverse clothes and shoes suitable for a seven-year-old girl. From complicated dresses that couldn't be worn without a maid's help to high-quality leather travel clothes, every type of children's clothing was fully stocked.

Remembering Azril's reaction to chocolate, Rema ordered mountains of it. When the town's confectioner saw the magician only ordering chocolate, he tried recommending other types of sweets. Rema bought them all too.

If something was said to be 'what a child would like', 'what would make a child happy', 'what a child would find delicious', or 'what would suit a child', he bought it without hesitation. To him, money was as meaningless as grains of sand.

Before long, the silver-haired magician became famous in Pissarro, the nearest town. He was known as a big spender who would buy anything and everything for a little girl without sparing any expense. The magician was often seen, but no one had actually seen the girl herself. Even the tailor only made clothes based on his descriptions, never having seen Azril.

"How much must that magician cherish the child to not even want to show her?"

"Even when fitting clothes, he just brings the measurements."

"Maybe that girl is actually of such high status that she can't be shown casually?"

"Like a hidden royal?"

"It might really be true."

Thus, among the town's merchants, Azril came to be seen as a hidden princess served by the magician.

Young Azril stood blankly in front of the open wardrobe for a long time. It was so splendid she was afraid to touch anything. Her head was spinning.

'What if I dirty these clothes after wearing them?'

In the end, she chose the plainest-looking dress without decorations. Of course, at the time, Azril couldn't imagine that even this seemingly plain dress was made of expensive material and was a masterpiece.

She had no idea how luxurious the cushions casually lying around her room were, or the leather shoes she wore without worry because they had no decorations, or the small sparkling stones she played with thinking they were glass beads.

At that time, Azril was overwhelmed just experiencing these miraculous days. Every moment in Rema's house felt like magic to her.

She thought freshly baked white bread was the best food, and the dress with pockets worn by the baker's daughter was the best clothing. Beautiful clothes, a pretty and spacious room, all sorts of sweets and delicious food - these were all things she had never even imagined.

Her life changed completely overnight.

Azril, who used to curl up against the warmth of chimney walls, now slept alone in a bed large enough for five children. Around the time the morning sun seeped through the window, Blanche would quietly push open her door. Noir, always following Blanche, would quickly enter after her.

When the two cats jumped on the bed and walked around her, meowing, licking, or kneading, Azril naturally woke up. She would hug the squirming cats tightly as a morning greeting. Blanche would allow herself to be hugged, but Noir often ran away.

Under the bed, light pink fluffy slippers were always ready. When she put on the slippers and left the room, the cats would follow. Only after seeing her enter the bathroom right next to the stairs would the cats go to the dining room.

One wall of the bathroom was made of translucent crystal. Below the crystal was a spring, and clear water fell from above like a small waterfall. It was a structure made possible by near-miraculous magic, but Azril wasn't particularly surprised by the bathroom because everything was amazing to her anyway.

After washing her face with the spring water and coming out, delicious smells always wafted from the kitchen. The living room with the fireplace and the kitchen-cum-dining room were separated by a fluttering curtain. When she opened the curtain and entered, the cats were eating their breakfast in one corner of the dining room. Largo, the large yellow dog, had already finished his meal by then and was just wagging his tail.

The white ball of light moved busily in the kitchen, but when it saw Azril, it would sparkle like it was greeting her. That light was a spirit created by Rema. Though Rema occasionally cooked himself, it was usually this spirit that did the cooking.

Azril didn't yet know what a spirit was, or what it meant to create a spirit. But she quickly got used to the sight of the spirit moving around, stirring pots, and taking care of household chores like cleaning and laundry.

Rema was often absent in the mornings. Sometimes he was away, and sometimes he hadn't woken up yet. When she sat on a chair at the dining table, the spirit would serve her breakfast with fresh milk and fruit. Azril often ate breakfast alone.

After breakfast, it was playtime until lunch. Due to Rema, who had never raised a child before, there were no toys in the house, but even without them, there were endless things to do.

Azril would go out to the yard to play with Largo or follow the cats around. She would watch the chicks or search for eggs that the chickens had laid all over the yard. Sometimes when she found eggs and brought them to the kitchen, the spirit would make snacks with them.

In the backyard of the house, there was a vegetable garden with unknown herbs growing, a small greenhouse, and a pond. She liked looking at the strange herbs but never touched them.

"You can enter the greenhouse as much as you like. But some of the herbs are dangerous, so don't touch them."

Rema had cautioned her like that. Azril never disobeyed Rema's words.
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When she got tired of looking at herbs, she would lie down by the pond and observe the fish. Sometimes Noir would mischievously approach and scare away the fish in the pond.

Rema had never told her not to go outside the fence, but she never took a single step beyond it. She felt that if she went out, everything would disappear like a mirage.

After playing like that for a while, her clothes would often become a mess, stained with grass. Around lunchtime, she would come in to change clothes and wash up. The spirit would clean the clothes she had taken off, no matter what stains they had, and hang them in the wardrobe.

Lunch was usually eaten with Rema. Rema wasn't much of a talker, and Azril couldn't bring herself to speak to him first, so meal times were always quiet.

After lunch came study time. The location was the study on the second floor. Rema's study was a space so filled with books that it could be called a library. That room, too, was under a spell, making the inside incredibly spacious compared to how it looked from the outside.

Rema started by teaching Azril letters. The first thing she learned was Rimble, the universal script.

"Have you memorized it all?"

"Yes."

"Then, try reading this."

As soon as he taught her the alphabet, he immediately gave her a picture book. When Azril took the book, Rema sat down nearby and began reading.

"Ask if there's anything you don't understand."

This was generally how he taught. He certainly wasn't a good teacher. Despite his clumsy and simple education, Azril's learning speed was astonishing. She absorbed knowledge like water.

The two stayed in the study until dinnertime when the spirit came to call them. After dinner, Rema would either shut himself in the basement laboratory or go out. Azril couldn't know what he was doing. She would often fall asleep while reviewing what she had learned that day, reading books she had brought from the study.

Days like this piled up, and a month passed. They were peaceful days like soap bubbles. Azril cautiously adapted to this tranquil life she had never experienced before.

After a month, Azril became familiar enough with Rimble to read not just picture books, but regular books. Then Rema began teaching her the Rem script. It was then that Azril asked her first question unrelated to spelling for the first time.

"When will I learn magic?"

Rema looked at her curiously, then pulled a parchment towards him and wrote something. It was a list of books.

"When you've read all these books, I'll start teaching you magic then."

That list was full of abstruse theoretical books that would make ordinary magicians ask what he was doing giving such material to a seven-year-old. Azril froze as she received the list, unable to understand even the titles.

"Do I have to read all of this?"

"It's the most basic of basics. You need to know at least this much to become a magician."

Of course, this was just the basics from Rema's perspective. Only a tiny minority of elite magicians who graduated from academy would study what was on that list. Rema had walked such a different path that he didn't know much about the learning process of ordinary magicians.

Young Azril also had no idea how magicians became magicians. To seven-year-old Azril, Rema was a god. What he said was truth and law. There was no way she could doubt it.

'If I can't do this, I can't become a magician? Then... will I be kicked out of this house?'

She felt like crying from fear. Azril's lips trembled before she finally managed to ask.

"What will happen to me if I can't become a magician?"

Rema looked down at her with an expressionless face, then said flatly.

"Azril, you have many questions."

Don't ask useless questions and bother me. To the frightened Azril, his words sounded like that. She turned pale.

"Ah, n-no! It's nothing!"

And fearing that Rema would get angry, she clutched the list and fled from the study.

When she opened her eyes, twilight was filling the room. It seemed she had slept all day.

Rema Resvid was leaning against the window in the reddish light. The white magician, tinged with the color of sunset, was as beautiful as a painting and as dry. He looked exactly the same as when she had seen him at seven years old. Even though 9 years had passed.

'I wonder if he looked the same a thousand years ago.'

Azril thought hazily. He suddenly turned his gaze from the window. Their eyes met. She impulsively asked.

"Rema, what did you mean by that?"

"...What do you mean?"

"In the study, when I asked what would happen if I couldn't become a magician, you..."

"Ah."

Rema approached Azril. He sat on the edge of the bed and continued speaking.

"Azril, I don't usually enjoy conversation."

It sounded like he meant 'Stop bothering me with unnecessary talk.' Azril felt like running away like she did when she was young. But this time, instead of running away, she gathered her courage and asked.

"Do you dislike talking with me, Rema?"

"No. I meant you're an exception."

"...Just hearing those words, it sounds like you don't want to talk to me."

Rema's eyes widened slightly. He blinked blankly, then his expression changed like he had realized something.

"Was it like that back then too?"

"When I ran away?"

"Yes."

"Yes. I thought you were angry, telling me not to bother you anymore."

"..."

Rema recalled the girl who had been much smaller than she was now.

He didn't like having long conversations with humans. He couldn't even remember how many decades ago it had been since he had initiated a conversation with someone without a specific purpose. Maybe it was even hundreds of years ago. Therefore, he didn't say anything beyond what was necessary even to the girl he had named. He didn't expect her to speak to him either.

But unexpectedly, when that thing he hadn't hoped for happened, it wasn't bothersome. It was even somewhat pleasing. He didn't know why he felt that way.

So when he saw Azril, who had been speaking, run away, he pondered for a while why she was acting like that. It had been a long time since he had thought about why someone had stopped talking to him. Maybe it was the first time. Usually, he would have been grateful that they disappeared on their own, and even that gratitude would have been forgotten soon after.

After pondering, Rema had concluded that Azril disliked continuing the conversation with him. He felt a little depressed after that, but being used to being alone, he didn't pay much attention to it.

Yes, until then, he wasn't shaken enough by 'Azril Astera' to be greatly affected. It would have been good if it had stayed that way. Rema stared quietly at Azril, who was looking at him with a dumbfounded expression, then continued speaking slowly.

"What I meant then was for you to ask anything. I wanted to know what you were curious about."

"I didn't know that's what you meant."

"I made you misunderstand. I'm sorry, Azril."

Rema bowed his head slightly. It was a polite apology. She didn't know he would apologize for something like this. Azril tried not to show her surprise.

"Oh, n-no, it's okay."

"I'm sorry, Azril."

A memory flashed by briefly. The image of Rema bowing his head, and herself clinging to him and bursting into tears.

'When was this?'

When she tried to recall, a headache came. As Azril unconsciously touched her forehead, Rema reacted.

"Does your head hurt?"

"A little..."

He placed his hand on her forehead. His body temperature was cold, but his touch was gentle.

"It's a phenomenon that occurs in the process of opening closed memories. If you try to recall while awake, the pain will be severe, so it's better to be asleep as much as possible."

"Rema."

"Yes, Azril."

"Why did you close off my memories?"

He had found her, given her a name. He had given her a life so happy it felt like a mirage. And he had taught her magic. Why had he suddenly erased her memories and abandoned her? Saying that she would become unhappy if she got involved with him.

Rema answered in a low voice.

"I thought it would be better to cut off our relationship that way."

"Why did you have to cut off our relationship to the point of erasing my memories? What happened?"

"You'll know soon."

His expression was strange as he said this and removed his hand.

"It would be better for you to sleep more, Azril."

"But I've slept all day."

"The more awake you are now, the more your head will hurt. Magic related to memories tends to cause headaches."

He gently laid her down. Azril had many things she wanted to ask. But as soon as her head touched the pillow, sleep washed over her like a wave. She asked, struggling to keep her eyelids open.

"Rema, where did you... go earlier?"

"I had something to check."

"What about Meili..."

"I heard from Blanche. Her family is safe."

"They're safe. That's a relief..."

With those words, the strength left her eyelids that had been struggling to stay open. The last thing Azril's eyes saw before closing was him gently caressing her cheek.

'Another strange expression...'

What could that mean?

Darkness enveloped her. Once again, a fragment of memory unfolded.

When seven-year-old Azril first came to Rema's house, it was the middle of winter. The birch trees beyond the fence were covered in frozen snow.

Inside the fence, it was always a warm spring. Even if a snowstorm raged or a typhoon swept through, once you crossed the fence, it became a gentle drizzle. Unlike the unchanging inside of the fence, the outside changed. The frozen landscape outside the fence began to take on soft colors like the inside as new buds sprouted, gradually deepening with intense sunlight.

The seasons changed twice, and summer came. Around that time, Azril said to Rema in the study.

"I've finished reading."

Rema seemed slightly surprised. He stared at Azril, whose eye level was similar to his own as he sat in the chair.

"You mean the books on that list, Azril?"

"Yes."

"That's much faster than I expected. Were you able to understand?"

"It, it was difficult... I couldn't understand. But I memorized everything. Is that not enough?"

"You memorized all of that?"

"Yes..."

Gray eyes were staring intently at her. Azril became anxious and crumpled the hem of her skirt. Those books were so heavy and large that Azril could barely lift them. Moreover, they were densely written not in Rimble, but in Rem.

She had tried hard, secretly reading books even during times she should have been playing, but even reading haltingly was challenging. Magic, sorcery, will, thought, fluidity, reactivity, fixation force, definition, measurement, principle, contemplation... There were some parts she barely understood. But most of it was impossible to comprehend. Memorizing it all was the best she could do.

'Not even understanding the basics, he must be disappointed. He might regret bringing me here if he knew I was such a fool. Maybe Mom and Dad were right that I'm useless. Would my brother have done better if it was him? Maybe he should have survived instead of me...'

Her hands turned white from gripping so hard. She felt like she was about to burst into tears. Rema asked.

"Do you want to learn magic quickly?"

"...Yes."

"Why? I've never rushed you."

A hard and cold voice. It felt like he was angry.

'When Dad got angry, he usually kicked. Sometimes he used a poker.'

Fortunately, there was nothing like a poker in the study. Still, she was afraid to answer. Azril's lips just trembled. Rema said nothing and waited. Only after a considerable time had passed did she open her mouth in a tiny voice.

"...You might... If I don't..."

"Please speak a little louder."

Tears welled up in her eyes. Rema noticed this and was slightly flustered, but Azril, her vision blurred by tears, didn't notice.

Everyone got annoyed when she cried. They said there was nothing more unpleasant than the sound of crying. Only her twin brother hadn't hit or cursed at her when she cried. Azril tried not to cry as she looked at the expressionless magician's face.

"You brought me here to teach me magic, right? But if I can't learn magic, I'm useless, so you'll be disappointed, and then..."

What if the magician says I'm no longer needed and tells me to get out? I'd rather be hit.

She didn't want to be driven out. She wanted to live here.

Please.

Tears that she finally couldn't hold back spilled over.
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"I-I like it here. I like it so much. I want to keep living here. I'm scared every time I fall asleep. I'm afraid that when I wake up, everything will be gone, all of this, it all feels like a dream......"

She rambled incoherently. Tears poured down so heavily that she could barely see. She couldn't tell what expression the magician was making.

"I'm sorry I don't understand. I'll try harder! I'll work even harder......!"

So please don't get angry. Please don't abandon me. Please.

The words promising to work harder burst out like a scream. She pleaded, crying out.

Rema Resvid stared blankly at the wailing girl. As he did so, he reflected on the time that had passed since he brought Azril.

Azril had obeyed everything he said unconditionally. She had never asked him for anything. When he gave her books and told her to ask questions about things she didn't understand, she only asked questions during the time she was in the library. When he casually suggested she go out and play in the afternoon since she was reading books in the morning, she always went outside after breakfast.

Not once did she stay inside in the morning. Even when it rained. She had followed his words exactly, always playing outside no matter what. It was only now that Rema realized her behavior was different from that of a normal child.

She was only seven years old. Weren't children that age supposed to whine for things, throw tantrums, get into trouble, and be very curious? There were many strange things in his house, so she must have had many questions, but she had never asked about anything other than spelling.

This was clearly abnormal.

Azril only wandered in the spaces he had allowed, even inside the house or in the yard. Like someone living as a guest in someone else's home, she didn't touch or even show interest in anything she hadn't been given permission for. She didn't make noise, didn't invade his space. She had never disturbed his time or caused any problems.

Rema only now realized that in the two seasons that had passed, the girl had never called out to him first or spoken to him on her own.

In Rema Resvid's long life, the periods he had spent with others were not many. Still, he knew that living with others always required enduring a certain amount of inconvenience. That's what living together meant.

However, in the past half year, Rema had felt almost no inconvenience. Even though his companion was not an adult but a young child, living with her had changed little from when he lived alone.

What on earth was this child...

Rema looked at the tear-soaked girl as if seeing something bizarre. It was an extremely strange feeling. The remnants of emotions crushed by time stirred subtly. He reached out his arms to the girl. Since Azril often became frightened when a large shadow fell over her, he moved slowly so as not to startle her.

He pulled her into an embrace. There was no particular intention; he just felt like doing so. The child's body temperature in his arms was hot from crying. Though she held vast potential, right now she was so fragile and small.

He thought it would be better for him to be uncomfortable than to see this small child wailing. He wanted to be uncomfortable. He became curious about what kind of inconvenience this child could give him.

"Azril. I am not disappointed in you."

He hadn't brought this child with him for any purpose. There was no grand plan, nor was she needed for anything. It was just a small expectation. Because her innate magical heritage was unprecedentedly vast, he wondered if perhaps she might be able to see the same things he did.

And he liked the sparkling golden color he saw in her. Such small attractions and minor expectations had moved him.

The years he had lived were long enough for all expectations to wear away. So even if she ended up not being able to see, he wouldn't be disappointed. It was enough that he liked her star-like eyes.

"It's okay if you can't do it, if you're slow. It's okay if you fail. I won't cast you out for such reasons."

Azril lifted her head from within his embrace. An expression of disbelief appeared on her face, wet with tears. Rema stroked her black hair and continued speaking softly.

"You chose to follow me, and I gave you a name. From that moment, you became my responsibility. I will take responsibility for you until the end."

Just because he had brought her without a purpose didn't mean he intended to be irresponsible. If that were the case, he wouldn't have brought her in the first place. He had given her a name with the intention of taking responsibility until the end—that is, until her death.

Azril swallowed her sobs. Her small hands desperately clung to the hem of his clothes. A faint voice, almost extinguished, leaked out.

"Really, you won't cast me out? You'll stay by my side? Even if I... can't learn magic?"

"Of course. Even if you can't do anything, even if you do something wrong, I won't leave."

"Why are you being so kind to me? I'm... useless."

Rema looked down at the child clinging to him as if there was nothing else in the world. A clear face soaked with tears. Again, a strange feeling came over him. If he had to define it, it was closest to 'affection'. It had been so long that it felt like an emotion he was experiencing for the first time.

How does one usually treat a child they feel affection for?

He kissed the girl's fair forehead. Azril's eyes widened, then she blankly opened her mouth and covered her forehead with both hands. Seeing this reaction, Rema felt a bit of regret.

Is this not right? She seems to dislike it. Well, it would be unpleasant if someone you're wary of kisses you without permission. She seemed to be wary of him. She had run away while talking to him before. He pondered for a moment, then asked honestly.

"Do you perhaps dislike me? If so..."

"There's no way that could be true!"

Azril denied it in alarm. Her small head shook vigorously.

"You've made me happy."

Innocent eyes looked up at him. A clear golden color. Eyes that he liked more and more.

"...I am not 'Mr. Magician'. Azril, do you remember my name?"

"I, I remember."

"Then, please call me by my name."

Azril's face turned bright red. She hesitated for a long time, afraid if it was really okay. Rema waited patiently. His patience was soon rewarded.

"...Mr. Rema."

"Just Rema is fine, Azril."

Azril looked up. Transparent gray eyes were looking down at her. Unlike his expressionless face, that gaze was gentle. She called the magician's name like she was reciting a spell.

"Rema."

"Yes, Azril."

Rema wore a very faint smile. The dried remnants of emotion slowly began to move. For the first time since he had come to be called the Magician of the Horizon, affection for another person sprouted. He was unaware of this fact.

"That's enough. Call me anytime. Ask me everything you're curious about, demand things you want, tell me what you want to do."

"But..."

"It's okay to throw tantrums like a child. I'm curious what it would be like if you threw a tantrum."

"I, I won't throw tantrums!"

"That's a shame."

He smiled a little. Azril mumbled for a while, then tugged at the hem of his clothes and asked.

"This is all too good just for me. Rema... don't you want anything?"

Want something. There was little that was impossible for him. An omnipotent and tedious life. Rema Resvid rummaged through his faded past.

A few hundred years ago, he had frantically searched the entire continent. There was a time when he would drop everything he was doing and go searching if he felt even the slightest possibility. He wanted to meet a human who could see the same things, who could see magic power.

It was a wish that had long since been abandoned and dried up. Now he no longer combed through the continent like searching for lice. Even if he felt a unique magical wavelength, he didn't stop what he was doing.

Still, if he felt something nearby where he happened to be, he would go check it out once after finishing his work. Such actions were merely fragments of a dead wish. However, that fragment had led him to this girl.

"I saw potential in you. So my wish is simply to watch you grow, Azril."

"What kind of potential? How do you want me to grow?"

Azril tilted her head. Rema gently stroked her hair.

"I'll leave that to your choice."

For him, it was enough just to teach her magic. He was satisfied with creating the environment and nurturing the sprout. Now, whatever the result, it was fine. If it turned out to be a result where he had to kill her, he might be a little depressed, but as always, such emotions would quickly crumble and disappear.

Azril's first request was for him to stay by her side when she fell asleep. Rema did as she wished, holding her hand and staying by her side until she fell asleep.

Tired as she was, the girl fell asleep quickly. He carefully let go of the child's hand so as not to wake her, tucked her in, and then left the room. Noir, who had been sitting stiffly by the door, looked up at him with narrowed eyes.

"Why don't you buy her a doll or something."

What came out of the cat's mouth was a young man's voice. Rema looked down at the black cat at his feet.

"A doll?"

"Something to hug in the morning, to cling to when bored... Why else? I'm saying you should buy her some stuffed animals."

Azril hadn't realized it yet, but none of the animals in Rema's house were ordinary. The cats, the dog, even the colorful bird on the roof were all familiars. Moreover, none of them were ordinary familiars.

Noir was originally a rare magical beast with high intelligence and magical power. Originally, it was as big as a house, fierce, and even ate humans. Rema was about to kill it when it tried to eat him, but recognizing it as a rare and intelligent magical beast, he subdued it instead. Then he fixed its form as a cat and made it his familiar.

Noir, who had resisted at first, was now quite satisfied. Meeting Blanche, a female of his own kind, was a big factor. As an extremely rare species, it wasn't easy to meet one of his own kind, but thanks to Rema, they were living together. Noir repeatedly tried to cozy up to Blanche during mating seasons, only to get scratched.

Unlike Noir and Blanche who were originally magical beasts, Largo was originally just an ordinary dog. He was just a normal puppy, but due to chance and error, he was born with tremendous magical power and was withering away, unable to withstand it.

Rema discovered Largo dying like this and made a familiar contract with him, awakening his intelligence. Up to that point, it was similar to a normal familiar contract, but since the caster of the magic was Rema Resvid, the Magician of the Horizon, it went far beyond the normal category.

"Is she clinging to you? Do you dislike that?"

Rema made a strange expression. So she kept her distance from him as if he wasn't there, but she clung to the cat so much that it found her annoying? Somehow, he felt like chasing away the familiar.

Noir, unable to read his mind, bristled and hissed.

"It's not that I dislike it, ah, this is frustrating! Just buy her a doll already! You won't even buy a toy for a seven-year-old human cub, you jerk! You've got plenty of money, don't you?"

Noir was right. Toys, why hadn't he thought of that? Since he didn't know what kind she would like, he could buy all types first, then buy more of what she liked. Rema made a decision that would make the city's merchants cheer if they knew about this new source of income.

Before going to buy them, he could at least make a stuffed animal for now as a quick solution.

"What kind of animal does Azril like?"

"Judging by how she hugs me all the time, she must like cats the most. How about a cat doll?"

Noir puffed out his fluffy chest. He seemed to be subtly boasting.

"I see."

Rema decided that he would definitely exclude cat dolls.
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As he descended to the underground storage, he vaguely recalled the dolls he had seen so far. It seemed that teddy bears were the most common. Not knowing her preferences, the most universal shape would be best.

He rummaged through the underground storage. Among the fabrics carelessly piled in the corner were some that would make knowledgeable people faint if they saw them. Rema picked up one of those expensive fabrics purely based on color and texture. It was ultra-expensive musk fox fur that smelled of vanilla and was used for noblewomen's scarves. The light brown color, like a well-baked cookie, seemed to be the most common teddy bear color, and the soft texture was why he chose it.

Living alone for a long time, one tends to acquire various skills. He skillfully cut the fur, drew a pattern, and then cast a spell on the needle. In an instant, a fairly large doll shape was created. He stuffed it with cotton, and then rummaged through a box in one corner of the storage to find black diamonds, which he used to make the eyes and nose. When finished, it looked like a proper teddy bear.

Compared to the unimaginable cost of materials, the outer appearance was ordinary. Feeling something was lacking as he examined the teddy bear, Rema took out some red silk. He used it to tie a ribbon around the bear's neck. Then he cast a few spells that were light by his standards. Finally, he embroidered a name on the bear's foot.

Rema placed the newly made teddy bear in the arms of the sleeping Azril.

The teddy bear, which magically maintained a suitable temperature, smelled of vanilla thanks to the fur used. Azril stirred in her sleep and tightly hugged the teddy bear. The child's fingernails, now holding the bear, were clean and a delicate pink. There was no trace of the twisted, cracked, and bleeding nails from before.

It was a peaceful and lovely scene. With a satisfied feeling, he gently stroked the girl's hair and left the room.

The sweet vanilla scent kept tickling her nose. Azril woke up even before the cats could enter. She was startled to find an unfamiliar teddy bear in her arms.

"Huh?"

She sat up and lifted the bear to examine it. It was a large bear, almost too big for the young girl to hold comfortably in her arms.

"What is this...?"

There was writing embroidered on the bear's foot. She slowly read it.

<div class="silver-text">

To Azril Astera,

From Rema Resvid.

</div>

Something fluffy welled up inside her chest, filling her heart completely. Her swollen heart felt as light as a butterfly.

Azril hugged the teddy bear tightly. A smile naturally bloomed, filling her entire body.

The next day, Rema unusually appeared at breakfast time.

Habitually focused on his food, he suddenly noticed that Azril's gaze was fixed on the floating spirit. The spirit was cleaning up the kitchen.

"Do you have questions about the spirit?"

Azril startled. Their meal times were always quiet. This was the first time a conversation had occurred. She hesitated, then gathered her courage to ask.

"Um, does the spirit not have a name? Everyone else has names... And... is it a boy or a girl?"

That was a question Rema hadn't expected. He had been prepared to talk about how to create spirits, their origins and definitions, or their uses. His eyes widened at the unexpected question, but soon he let out a low chuckle. When he laughed, Azril lowered her head with a blushing face.

"Spirits originally don't have genders. As for names, since I didn't give it one, it doesn't have one."

"Why doesn't it have a name?"

"That's not a natural spirit born in nature, but an artificial spirit I created. So it doesn't have a proper personality. If I gave it a name, a personality would develop, so I didn't."

"Is it bad for it to develop a personality?"

"No, it's just troublesome."

Azril gaped blankly. Rema calmly continued his meal, then spoke as if he had just remembered something.

"After the meal, I plan to go to town to buy something."

"Oh, um, have a safe trip."

It was the first time he had mentioned his schedule. It finally felt like they were living together. Rema looked at the girl shyly greeting him and abruptly asked.

"Would you like to come along?"

She lifted her head so quickly it almost made a sound. Her round eyes sparkled with curiosity. He liked those eyes so much that he thought he should have asked earlier.

"Um, is that okay?"

"Of course. Come to think of it, you haven't left the fence since coming to this house."

"Can I... can I go outside?"

"Don't go alone. There are no magical beasts in this forest, but it's still dangerous. As long as you take Largo, Noir, or Blanche with you, you can wander around as much as you like."

Azril's face filled with excitement. Her small head nodded eagerly.

"Yes! Yes! I'll never go alone! Thank you... Re-Rema."

"Then, change your clothes after the meal and come out."

Rema, who finished his meal first, stood up and gently patted the girl's head. It was an unconscious action for him. But for Azril, it was the first time she felt an adult's affection. She blushed.

"Take your time. I'll be waiting."

Rema left. Azril was about to touch the hair he had stroked when she accidentally hit her cup with her elbow. Fortunately, the spirit that had been moving back and forth nearby quickly stopped the falling cup.

It was her first outing in half a year.

Azril fingered a blue dress among the many clothes in the wardrobe. It was made of a fluttering material with abundant lace, and had a jeweled brooch with a fairy engraved on it in the middle of the collar. It was too pretty and expensive-looking, so she hadn't worn it, feeling it didn't seem like hers.

She briefly glanced at the teddy bear leaning against the pillow on the bed. The writing Rema had embroidered on the bear's foot was clearly visible.

Azril took out the dress with courage and excitement. As she excitedly put it on, she soon became flustered. The dress required creating a cross-tied knot on the back. As it was the kind of dress only a merchant's daughter or a noble lady would wear, it was impossible to put on alone.

She tried her best to reach behind her back, but couldn't reach the strings. She struggled and grunted until she fell over. Rema, sensing something was wrong, entered her room.

"Azril?"

He saw the embarrassed Azril and the disheveled strings on her back, understanding the situation.

"Let me help you. Come here."

Rema gathered her long, flowing black hair and moved it to the front, then carefully tied the strings on her back. While at it, he smoothed out the creases in the dress and lace from her fall, and put on the thin summer cape that matched the dress.

Azril, in the blue dress with the white cape, looked as pretty as a doll. He wanted to give her better things. He wanted to surround her with only the most precious and finest things. Such a desire arose. It had been a long time since he felt desire.

Rema roughly arranged the girl's disheveled hair with his hands. It didn't occur to him to use a brush or tie her hair.

"Shall we go then?"

He held out his hand to her. Azril took his hand while examining his attire anew. Rema was wearing the white robe she had seen when they first met. Despite it being midsummer, he seemed unaffected by the heat in the same outfit. The plain white robe had silver embroidery at the sleeve ends. It was similar to what magicians commonly wore.

As Azril took Rema's hand, their surroundings changed instantly. It was an incredibly natural long-distance teleportation. Azril didn't yet know how amazing this magic was. For Rema, it was as natural as breathing.

They arrived in a back alley of Illigala, the free trade port that was the pride of the Aukandor Kingdom. He led the girl by the hand towards a familiar shopping street. It was an upscale shopping area mainly dealing with custom orders and imported goods for the wealthy.

Rema didn't know where the toy store was, so he first entered the clothing store he usually used.

At the jingling bell sound, the tailor came out to greet the customers. Upon seeing them, his jaw dropped, and he quickly elbowed his assistant. The assistant, who had been organizing items, looked up irritably, then dropped what he was holding when he saw the famous magician bringing in a doll-like cute girl. The magician's princess, who had only been rumored about, had appeared.

"Welcome, Esteemed Magician! It's nice to meet you, little lady! What do you need?"

The tailor quickly ran out and bowed deeply. He subtly examined Azril, trying to get a closer look at the girl wearing the clothes he had sent.

Golden eyes with hair as black as night. Noticeably pale skin suggested she was from the north. Her small face had distinct features despite her youth. She was an surprisingly pretty child, but her noble and mysterious aura was even more impressive. She had an exotic feel.

'Could she really be a princess from some country?'

The blue dress he had sold suited such a child perfectly. The tailor was filled with pride.

The only thing that bothered him was her hair. Though the texture was good and not tangled, it clearly looked like it had only been roughly arranged by hand. It seemed empty, neither styled nor tied, just hanging loose.

"For toys..."

"Before that, how about this, Mr. Magician?"

The tailor picked up a girl's hat with lightning speed. It was a cute white straw hat with a ribbon. As Rema and Azril's gazes turned to the hat, the tailor quickly explained.

"How about putting a hat on the little lady? The sun is quite strong. It will be cute and cool. Especially this lace ribbon is a masterpiece imported with difficulty from the Talashin Empire..."

Rema looked back and forth between Azril and the hat for a moment, then nodded. The tailor, sensing he had made another sale, approached the girl to put the hat on her.

As the adult male's shadow fell over her head, Azril turned pale. Monster. A monster's shadow.

She hid behind Rema. Feeling his robe being pulled, Rema looked down and saw Azril's fingertips trembling.

"Step back."

As displeasure seeped into the magician's voice, the air reacted and tightened sensitively. A chill ran down the tailor's spine. He quickly stepped back several paces. Only then did Azril, who had calmed down, peek out slightly. The tailor, thinking the child was just shy, held out the hat to Rema.

"How about you put it on her, Mr. Magician?"
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Rema knelt before Azril, holding the hat and bringing one knee up. This brought his eyes level with the child's, without casting an imposing shadow. He brushed back her hair and placed the white straw hat on her head. He adjusted it slightly where it was crooked. The tailor quickly brought over a full-length mirror. Rema positioned Azril in front of the mirror and asked,

"Do you like it?"

Azril found the girl in the mirror unfamiliar. She really looked like a precious young lady. She had always been on the useless, discarded side of things, but it seemed she wasn't that way to Rema.

"...Yes."

Azril nodded shyly. The tailor inwardly rejoiced.

"Would you like to see other hats as well? These days, lace-trimmed fresh flower decorations are also in fashion. They would suit the little lady very well."

It was annoying. Rema's brow furrowed slightly. He glanced at Azril. Azril was absorbed in looking at the mirror, carefully touching the hat with her fingertips. Seeing this, he made a quick decision.

"Please send all types."

"Yes, shall I send them to Hanora Village as before?"

The tailor grinned from ear to ear, having hit the jackpot. Rema told him to do so, then asked what he had originally intended to ask.

"Where do you sell toys?"

"If you go out and walk two more blocks, then turn left, you'll see a shop with a green door that specializes in toys."

"I see."

Rema took out a pouch of gold coins from his chest. The clinking sound of gold coins made the tailor's mouth open even wider. He handed over the entire pouch to the tailor without hesitation.

"As before, please continue to send items for the remaining amount."

"Of course. I will select and send only the finest products."

Leaving behind the deeply bowing tailor, he and she left the clothing shop. The moment they left, the tailor urged his assistant. The assistant ran like mad through a shortcut to deliver the information to the toy shop in advance. In an instant, rumors spread through the marketplace that a 'princess' had appeared.

Rema and Azril walked down the street, completely unaware of such happenings. He was striding along without much thought when he felt his hand being tugged sharply. He looked down. Azril, who had been taking small steps to keep up with his pace, had almost fallen and was now clinging to his hand for balance.

Rema silently waited for her to regain her balance. Then he began to walk very slowly. Thanks to this, it took them quite a long time to reach the toy shop.

The owner, having heard from the tailor, was fully prepared. When they entered, he approached with a broadly smiling face.

"Welcome!"

Azril looked around in wide-eyed amazement. The shop was extremely lavish, with all the expensive items that were usually kept hidden for fear of dust now on full display. While Rema and the owner conversed, Azril wandered around the shop in a daze.

The doll as tall as her was an expensive one with silk-made blonde hair and blue crystal eyes. Next to it was a large dollhouse, opened wide. Palm-sized dolls sat like nobles, wearing clothes trimmed with real lace.

On the other side were piles of various stuffed animals. In front of the shelf with the dolls were small, intricate animal carvings made of ivory on display.

On the central table were finely crafted toy dishes for playing house. There were also small bells with flowers or fairies carved on them, dice made from animal bones, colored wooden game boards, and more. A basket was filled to the brim with colorful glass marbles like candy, and next to it stood various model ships with sails.

In the center was a large model castle. A flag embroidered with colored thread on silk hung at the top, and lights twinkled from coin-sized windows. Palm-sized soldier figurines stood along the walls. Real water trickled through the moat. Azril felt uncomfortable seeing the soldiers and moat, so she quickly turned her gaze elsewhere.

On the wall was a bookcase full of picture books, and next to it were small violins and cute pianos sized for children's bodies. In one corner, toys for boys like rocking horses, wooden swords, and leather balls were piled haphazardly. It was evident that the owner had shoved aside things boys might like in preparation for a girl.

Azril approached and lightly touched a painted wooden rocking horse. The silver bell around the horse's neck made a sound. She startled and pulled her hand away, then carefully shook it again. Jingle, jingle. A smile spread across her face.

To the girl who had never had a proper toy, this place was truly another world. Rema noticed Azril wandering around and asked,

"Which do you like?"

She looked up at him blankly. Rema asked again.

"If you're not sure, we can take one of each type for now, and you can play with them and let me know later which ones you like more. Then we can order more of those."

"Oh, no..."

Azril grabbed Rema's clothes in panic. He bent down to hear her better.

Rema's spending was so extravagant that it was beyond Azril's ability to judge. However, even she could imagine what it meant to buy one of everything here. Azril shook her head desperately.

"I don't need that many. The teddy bear you gave me is enough."

Rema tilted his head in confusion.

"Isn't more always better?"

"No, it's okay. I won't be able to play with so many."

Rema stared silently at the fidgeting Azril. He thought deeply about something, then asked,

"Is it burdensome?"

"...Aren't these things very expensive?"

"Azril, I am rich. You don't need to worry about things like money."

He stated the fact matter-of-factly. In truth, money had never been an issue for him since he first became a magician. It was thanks to what his master had left him.

Now, after so much time had passed, he could even turn stones into gold. While creation from nothing was impossible, belonging to the realm of gods, he could freely transform existing things into other things.

To him, gold and pebbles truly held little difference. But Azril didn't know this. She spoke carefully,

"Just because Rema is rich doesn't mean it's right for me to ask for things I don't need. I already have more than enough good things, so it's okay."

"Azril, you have no greed."

"That's not it. Rema is being too good to me. If this keeps up, I might become a spoiled child."

Azril protested in a small voice. The earnestly speaking girl was cute. Rema unconsciously stroked her cheek, then looked down at his own hand. A soft, delicate sensation. It was a strange feeling. Close to what one might call 'lovable'. He clenched his hand and whispered,

"Where did you learn such things?"

"I saw it in a book. It said if you're treated too well, you become a bad child..."

"If you know that, then Azril will never become like that. So there's no problem, right?"

"...What?"

"If it's fine with Azril, and I want to give to you, then there's no issue now, is there?"

Rema turned to the owner who had been anxiously watching them and ordered.

"Please give me one of each type, the best ones."

The owner received a pouch full of gold coins and bowed so low he nearly touched the ground.

After leaving the toy shop, they ate lunch at a restaurant. Though the food wasn't as good as what the spirit made, Azril found the place itself fascinating. After the meal, chocolate ice cream sprinkled with almonds was served in a glass. Azril took a spoonful and sighed. Rema looked at her.

"Why are you sighing?"

"I think I'm too lucky."

Rema didn't agree with her words.

He had pulled the girl out of sewage where corpses were floating. Her body was covered in marks of violence, and she was so starved her bones were showing. She had no family, no adults to care for her. Whatever she had been through, she was terrified whenever an adult's shadow fell over her.

If all seven-year-olds in the world were divided into lucky and unlucky, Azril would certainly have been born on the unlucky side.

Of course, considering only her potential, one could say she had the greatest luck among humans. But she wasn't talking about talent. So he couldn't understand. As Rema tilted his head in confusion, she continued,

"Because I met Rema."

"...Is meeting me lucky?"

"Yes. I'm probably the happiest child in the world right now."

Azril smiled brightly. Rema stared blankly at that smile.

"Is that because I give you nice things?"

"Those things are nice too, of course, but... the best thing is..."

She hesitated, then continued.

"I like the name Rema gave me best. Every time I'm called by that name, it makes me feel good. And... I like that I can call Rema's name too."

"Doesn't everyone have a name? Did you not have a name at all before?"

"No, that's not it."

The smile disappeared from Azril's face. The girl lowered her eyes quietly. A deep shadow, unsuited to her young face, fell over her.

"My mom and dad didn't give me a name. So my brother named me. He was the only one who called me by that name. No one else ever called me by that name. But then my bro... ther disappeared..."

"Your brother..."

"My twin brother. I... was a twin."

Rema wasn't particularly surprised. To be born with magic power like Azril's, one had to be a twin. While there were rare exceptions, that was generally the case.

And for magicians born with the Dragon's Eye like Rema himself, there were no exceptions. All are born as twins, and only one of the twins awakens the Dragon's Eye. Instead of explaining this, he quietly listened to her story.

"My brother's name was Ban Hiran. When war broke out in the village... only my brother and I survived."

Azril took a deep breath, her chest heaving.

"My brother was much smarter than someone like me, he smiled a lot, and he was kind. He always found food somewhere and shared it with me first. He shouldn't have done that. He should have abandoned me..."

Her eyes gradually welled up with tears.

"Then the people who started the war came to catch those who had escaped. They came in hordes on horses, burning everything, ki-killing everyone, and my brother..."

"Did he die?"

Rema asked quietly. Azril bit her lower lip and shrugged her shoulders.

"Only I hid. It was too narrow. My brother should have hidden. He said he didn't need to because he was the older brother, only I, only I, so..."

Her attempt at restraint was futile. Finally, tears fell in large drops.

"My brother should have lived. My brother should have met Rema. If it were him, he wouldn't have disappointed Rema..."

"That's not true. If it weren't you, we wouldn't have met at all. And I have never been disappointed in you."

He denied it without hesitation. Azril looked up at him with tear-filled eyes, puzzled.

"Azril. The fact that you are a magician means that your twin, who is not you, could never be a magician."

"What? Why?"

"Later... when you learn more magic, you'll naturally come to understand."

Rema changed the subject, asking something else.

"Did you live alone after that?"

"Yes. Until I met Rema. Actually, at that time, I thought I didn't want to live anymore..."

At the moment when she was about to give up everything, he appeared. And after that, a dreamlike life followed. It felt like dying once and being reborn.

More than all those good things, she liked not being alone. She liked him, who said he would never abandon her no matter what happened. Every time he called her name, every time she called his name, it felt like being under a spell. Azril wiped away her tears and smiled.

"Rema is really a good person. Thank you for taking me in."

Rema closed his mouth and looked at Azril with strange eyes. A very long time ago, someone had said the same thing to him. And what had that person said to him after much time had passed? He muttered softly,

"I am not a good person."

"What?"

His voice was too low for Azril to hear. He shook his head.

"Azril, your ice cream is melting."

"Ah."

At Rema's comment, Azril looked down at the bowl and hurriedly picked up her spoon. She soon became absorbed in the ice cream and completely forgot Rema's reaction.

When she opened her eyes, this time it was a hazy dawn. Sixteen-year-old Azril raised her body, propping up her heavy head. She still felt weak.

'Still, it's much better than yesterday.'

This time, there was no one in the room. Rema was nowhere to be seen. She staggered to the window. As she breathed in the cool dawn air, her head gradually cleared.

Azril leaned on the windowsill, resting her arms. She quietly watched as the sun rose and the surroundings gradually brightened. It was the familiar scenery of Colt Downtown where she had lived for 4 years. But something felt strange. After observing for a while, Azril realized what had changed.

'Ah, Colt Castle is gone, that's why.'

The castle, which had been visible from anywhere in town, was no longer there. The direction where the castle should have been was empty. Rema Resvid had made it so.

When Azril was young, she thought Rema was a god. A perfect, great, and kind person. But no matter how close to a god a magician might be, he was not a god.

'He might not be such a good person after all. He might be really good to me, but...'

Is that really true? Is he a good person to her?

"If you become a magician, someday I will have to kill you."

His eyes were indifferent as he said that. Not like a threat, but as if he were just stating a fact. That made it even more chilling. Azril rubbed her arms.

Suddenly, she felt like she should look behind her. Led by that strange feeling, she turned around, and the air wavered slightly. And from there, Rema appeared.

"You woke up early, Azril."

"...Because I slept a lot."

Rema released the spirit he was holding in his hand. The spirit began to set the table with a basket of food. It was for one person.

"Rema, aren't you eating?"

"I already have."

"Let's eat together from now on."

Azril spoke casually without thinking. Despite her current self feeling uneasy when looking at him, the more her past memories surfaced, the more familiar he felt. It couldn't be helped.

Rema stared at her silently for a long time. Azril, who had spoken without much thought, just started eating. The food was soft and easy on the stomach. She thought it would take a long time to get used to being served by a spirit, but she was already accustomed to it. Even Rema's presence nearby didn't bother her much. It was thanks to her childhood memories.

When she finished eating, Rema spoke.

"How far have your memories returned?"

"Up to when I first went out with Rema."

Azril handed the empty dishes to the spirit and turned to him.

"That teddy bear... do you still have it, Rema?"

Rema's expression faltered slightly. He pressed his lips together in reluctance, but when Azril kept looking at him, he answered quietly,

"No, it's gone now."

At that answer, her heart sank more than she expected. No matter how many toys she had received, nothing was more precious to her than that teddy bear. Had he thrown it away when he abandoned her? Was it a meaningless object to him?

It felt like mud was being poured over warm, colorful memories. Azril asked in a slightly trembling voice,

"Did you throw it away... when you abandoned me?"

"No."

"Then what?"

"...It was broken, so I threw it away."

"How did it..."

Broken and thrown away? Azril trailed off. Could something break beyond repair for the Magician of the Horizon? Would she find out as more memories returned? Rema turned away from her and said,

"It would be better if you slept some more."

"No, my head doesn't hurt right now. Later."

Although recovering memories was important, she couldn't just keep sleeping. Azril stood up. Rema asked her,

"Then what would you like to do?"

"First... I need to see Meili."

Her only friend's well-being came first. As Azril spoke, she remembered Meili's mother. And how Meili wanted to find a magician from the capital to cure her mother's illness, saving money for that.

"Rema, I haven't been coughing since you stopped it. Did you completely cure it? Can you cure illnesses too?"

"I did cure it, but in your case, strictly speaking, it wasn't an illness. It seems you had been living in a bad environment."

"Can't you treat illnesses?"

"No, I can."

"Um, Meili's mother is sick. Could I ask you to treat her?"

"Azril, you don't need to ask so cautiously. I told you to demand anything from me, didn't I?"

Rema spoke calmly and then held out his hand to her. Just like when they first went out. Azril placed her hand on his.

The scenery changed with a whoosh. She startled and gripped his hand tightly. Unlike seven-year-old Azril, sixteen-year-old Azril knew how impossible this magic was. Wasn't this magic that had disappeared a thousand years ago?

'...Well, Rema has been alive since then.'

They arrived in the kitchen-cum-living room of an old, dim house. A white cat that had been prowling around the living room immediately ran over and rubbed against Azril's calf.

Meow, meow.

"Blanche? You're a cat again."

Blanche narrowed her eyes and smiled. Rema said,

"Unlike Noir, Blanche doesn't like imitating humans. She'll usually be in this form unless it's absolutely necessary."

"Ah, I see."

"Blanche, where is the sick woman?"

Blanche glared at Rema and slapped the floor hard with her tail. Then she turned to Azril and shook her head, drooping her ears.

"Sorry, I don't understand what that means."

Azril said awkwardly. Rema understood but said nothing. Yesterday, after Azril had fallen asleep and Rema came to check on Blanche, Blanche had already said,

"There's a patient in this house. It's Azril's friend's mother, so please treat her."

It was as simple as breathing for Rema. Yet he had ignored those words. Now, coming back and suddenly asking about the sick person made Blanche exasperated. If you were going to do this anyway, you should have done it earlier.

'Still, he wasn't this bad before...'

He had become more indifferent to humans after the incident when Azril was ten. Blanche sighed and turned around as if to say 'follow me'.

"Azril!"

Meili, who was coming out of the inner room carrying a basin, encountered them. At Meili's cry, three small children poked their heads out from inside the door.

"Oh, Sister Azril!"

"Sister!"

Azril smiled and greeted Meili's siblings before turning to Meili.

"Meili, Rema says he'll cure your mother."

"What? Really?"

Meili was shocked. Rema, who had been standing behind Azril, moved forward.

"Azril asked. Step aside."

"Y-yes!"

As she stammered and moved aside, Rema opened the door. The children crowded at the door scattered to the corners in surprise. Rema, paying no attention, entered the narrow room and approached the middle-aged woman lying on the bed. He placed his hand on her forehead, which was damp with sweat.

"Resvid."

A soft whisper. Azril, who had followed him in, caught a glimpse of stars swirling around his hand. When she blinked, it quickly disappeared.

"It's done."

"What?"

It was instantaneous. Meili asked back in a daze.

"You're saying the treatment is already over?"

Rema didn't reply. He briefly looked at Azril, then called Blanche.

"Blanche."

Meow.

"Help them move to wherever they want, and provide them with suitable assets. Take responsibility until their lives are stable. I'll leave it to you."

He casually tossed something he took out from his chest. Blanche jumped and caught it in her mouth. It was a jewel about the size of a small child's fist.

"Re-Rema?"

"Azril, you don't need to worry about these people anymore."

He said calmly, then tilted his head slightly.

"Are there any more humans you want to help? Tell me as much as you like."

"Wait a moment, so..."

"Are there any more humans you want to save?"

Again, a memory flashed by. Rema's white robe asking that was stained bright red. The red liquid that had splattered on his cheek dripped down, falling from his chin. His gray eyes were like frozen metal shards.

What is this? What kind of memory is this?

"Ugh..."

A piercing pain shot through her mind. Azril staggered, clutching her head. Rema's expression changed immediately.

"It seems it would be better for you to sleep more after all."

He said, supporting her as she swayed. Just as Meili, who had been in a daze, was about to say something, Rema and Azril's figures vanished. Even before they reached the inn room, Azril fell asleep again in his arms.

Beyond the forest where Rema's house was located, there was a village called Hanora. It was so small that even the lord might wonder if such a village existed.

There wasn't a single magical beast in the forest near the village. People didn't know the reason. At most, magicians with good intuition might notice that magic flowed strangely throughout the forest, and think that was why magical beasts didn't live there.

In reality, it was because Rema Resvid had eradicated all magical beasts, saying they were dirty and noisy, and then twisted all the surrounding magic to prevent them from approaching.

The villagers knew well that the silver-haired magician living in the forest disliked mingling with people. Still, that magician would occasionally help if asked. As long as it wasn't too bothersome, that is.

It was autumn.

Tom from Hanora Village, along with boys around his age of about ten, tramped through the forest carrying nets. They were trying to catch rabbits. As they approached the place where rabbit tracks had been seen, the children began to move carefully, holding their breath.

There was a rustling beyond the bushes. One child startled and threw the net. A sharp cry was heard.

"Wh-what is it? Not a rabbit?"

"Hey, why did you throw the net first thing!"

Tom scolded his friend as he pulled on the net. Something seemed to be caught, and when he dragged it out, it was a black-furred cat. Green eyes glared up at them fiercely.

"This one, isn't it the magician's cat?"

"Noir!"

A girl's voice was heard. At that, the cat bared its teeth, then swiftly cut through the net and landed lightly. A girl wearing a gray coat appeared before the bewildered children. It was Azril.
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"Huh?"

Azril stopped in surprise at the sight of unfamiliar children. Having only recently started venturing outside the house's fence, she didn't even know there was a village nearby. Noir walked haughtily and stood beside her.

"...Hello?"

Azril was the first to greet them. Only then did Tom, coming to his senses, reflexively point and shout.

"It's the magician's disciple!"

"Really?"

"Dad said so, that the magician brought a girl our age as his disciple!"

Tom's father was the village chief of Hanora. The children suddenly became noisy.

"Are you really the magician's disciple?"

"If you're the magician's disciple, are you a magician too?"

"Do you live in that house in the forest?"

"Can you do magic?"

Questions poured out randomly. Azril was flustered and kept her mouth shut. Tom pushed through the children and stepped forward.

"Hey, ask one at a time. You're making her nervous."

"C-can you do magic? Show us!"

A child with a stubby nose quickly asked. Azril blinked and then answered.

"I haven't learned yet."

"Aren't you the magician's disciple?"

"I am, but he said he'd teach me a bit later."

When Azril answered with a smile, the children's mouths gaped open. To their eyes, Azril, who was white, pretty, and wearing fine clothes, looked like a princess. Tom gathered his courage and asked.

"What's your name?"

"Azril Astera."

At Azril's answer, the children's eyes widened.

"Your name is so long! Really long!"

"Wow, she has a surname."

"Dummy, of course she does if she's going to be a magician."

"Shouldn't we not call her casually? She's going to be a magician."

"It's probably okay since she's not one yet, right?"

"Still, she has a surname and all..."

Azril felt a bit excited seeing the children whispering and fussing among themselves. She had never imagined mingling with peers before. In the village where she was born and raised, everyone avoided her, calling her a cursed child, and in the back alleys, everyone was an enemy.

But maybe things would be different from now on. She recalled the memory of enviously watching children play from afar.

"You can just call me Azril. What are your names?"

When she asked, the children's faces immediately lit up with excitement. Tom quickly stepped forward.

"I'm Tom. My dad is the village chief. ...Hey, do you know about our village?"

Tom, who had spoken boastfully, belatedly added a question. Azril shook her head with a troubled expression.

"No, I don't know much. I've been staying inside the house all this time."

"Why? Were you sick?"

"Um..."

The children's faces quickly turned worried, seemingly taking Azril's hesitant mumbling as affirmation. Though she had gotten better from eating well, Azril was still thin and frail, and her skin was much paler than the children's. To the eyes of the rough, tanned boys, she couldn't help but look small and weak.

Tom spoke as if he had made up his mind.

"Want to go see our village? It'll be quick! It's right below here."

"Yeah, the adults will be happy to see you too!"

"They'll all like you because you're the magician's disciple!"

"Let's go!"

The excited children noisily led Azril along. Before she could say "Oh," Azril was pushed along by the children towards the village. Noir snorted once at her feet and then trotted after her.

Hanora was a small village formed in a basin surrounded by forests and mountains, with a stream flowing through it. Not long after the harvest had ended, a leisurely atmosphere lingered in the village. The first to notice the approaching group of children was the blacksmith repairing farm tools at the outskirts of the village.

He was startled, thinking the conspicuously well-dressed little girl might be a noble's child.

"Y-y-you! N-n-no-noble!"

"She's not a noble! She's the magician's disciple, mister!"

Tom excitedly shouted at the blacksmith who was stuttering in shock.

"Not a noble? Oh, I almost had a heart attack... Wait, what? Whose disciple?"

The blacksmith, who had been relieved, opened his eyes wide at the mention of the magician's disciple. He immediately threw down his tools and ran to the village chief's house.

There were many people in the central square of the village. The women were chatting while twisting straw to make baskets. Groups of little girls were absorbed in playing with rag dolls. They were playing house with clay pots or playing jacks.

The peaceful atmosphere was completely shattered when the group of boys arrived and introduced Azril.

The adults were shocked that the children had recklessly brought the disciple of the fearsome magician. In contrast, the children were more curious than afraid. They approached Azril cautiously, sneaking glances.

Azril showed interest in the game of jacks. Among the toys Rema had bought her in various types were jacks made of carved ivory. Azril didn't know what they were for. So she had just arranged them by color and size and felt proud.

'So that's how you play with them...'

She wanted to join in. Come to think of it, there was also a dice game board among the toys that could be played with multiple people. Azril started to get excited at the thought of playing that with the children.

When the village chief, who had arrived late, saw the scene, it was of a girl wearing visibly expensive clothes sitting on the dirt ground playing jacks with pebbles alongside the village children.

Azril returned home with Noir only when evening came. She had promised to bring toys and play with the children in the village tomorrow. Rema asked, seeing the child's cheeks flushed red.

"Your cheeks are red. Are you perhaps ill?"

"No, no! Rema, you know, today I..."

Azril chattered on about everything that had happened that day. The girl who had made friends had eyes sparkling like stars. Rema watched her like he was observing something curious. He didn't like people. Even in the distant past, before he became this dry, he didn't seem to enjoy mingling with people.

"Was it that enjoyable?"

"Yes!"

The girl nodding with a bright smile looked happy.

Don't give them your affection. You cannot live mingling with ordinary humans.

Rema was about to say that. But seeing the girl's flushed face, he simply couldn't bring himself to say it.

'Perhaps this child might be happier not learning magic.'

That day, Rema had such a thought for the first time. That thought lingered in him for a long time.

More than a year had passed since seven-year-old Azril came to live with Rema.

During that time, she went through the books she had hastily memorized before. Though the content was still difficult for her, she gradually understood with Rema's help.

Rema wasn't particularly good at explaining things. Still, he did his best to explain to her. By the time Azril had re-read the entire book list with Rema, it was around spring when she was eight years old.

"It seems you're ready to learn magic now."

At Rema's words, Azril's expression became full of anticipation. Seeing her expression, he gently stroked the girl's head. She liked that big hand so much that she smiled, her dimples showing.

"We'll start from dawn today. You'll have to wake up early, is that alright?"

"Yes!"

"Then rest early today. Lack of sleep is not good."

"Yes, Rema."

As always, Azril faithfully followed his words and fell asleep right after dinner. Now, there was always the teddy bear he had given her on her bed. Among the toys Rema had bought, there were prettier dolls than that, but Azril still liked that teddy bear the best.

In the early dawn before sunrise. She felt a hand gently shaking her shoulder. Azril opened her eyes immediately. It was thanks to her high anticipation. Rema smiled slightly seeing her eyes. He had definitely become more prone to smiling.

"Let's go outside."

Azril followed him out, wearing only a coat over her nightgown. The cool dawn air swirled around. Rema, who had come out to the yard, approached her.

"We're going up. Come here."

He bent his knees and lifted Azril up. The wind lifted them and set them down on the roof.

A faint light shone from the edge of the horizon, but the sky was still dark blue and full of stars. A colorful bird sitting on a nest at one corner of the roof only raised its head to look at them. The bird soon buried its head in its feathers as if uninterested.

'I wonder why Rema doesn't introduce that bird?'

Even though he had introduced even the nameless spirit. She briefly harbored such a question.

"Sit here."

Rema had Azril sit on the edge of the roof. It was dizzying below her feet. Azril turned her gaze to the sky, trying to suppress her fear. Rema's voice came from behind her.

"Azril, you know what a magician's name means, right?"

"Yes, Rema."

"Can you explain it once?"

"A magician's name is the name they give to their magic power. Because you have to call it for the magic power to move and for magic to activate, that name ultimately becomes the magician's own spell."

Azril recited without hesitation, as she rarely forgot something she had seen once. Rema sat behind her and continued speaking.

"Well done. As you said, the name a magician uses is the name that calls their magic power, it's their spell and key, and their name as a magician. Usually, the master gives it, but sometimes they create it themselves."

"Rema's spell is 'Resvid', right? Did your master give you that?"

"I created it myself."

More precisely, it was a case of discarding the first spell his master had created and making a new one. Rema didn't go into the detailed story and moved on.

"You know your spell, right?"

"Rema gave it to me. 'Astera'."

"Yes. Azril, do you know what Astera means?"

"Was it a word with meaning?"

"Of course. The rule is to create the name of magic power in Rem script."

"In Rem, 'Astera' means... 'star'?"

"That's right."

It was a pretty meaning. Azril rolled her second name around in her mouth a few times. Astera. Astera. Star. So this becomes my own spell. She looked up at the stars scattered across the dark sky and asked.

"What does Rema's spell mean?"

"Resvid means 'beginning'."

"Beginning..."

"It can also mean 'the first'."

"Why did Rema choose that word as your spell?"

"It's a word related to my duty... no, to my magic power. Just as I gave you the spell Astera because I saw stars in you."

"You saw stars in me?"

"You'll understand soon. Close your eyes, Azril."

Azril obediently closed her eyes. In the blocked vision, she felt the cool air and the scent of the forest. From behind, Rema reached out and touched her forehead.

"At this time, the boundary between night and day, magic power moves actively. That's why we came out. From now on, you will start to feel magic power. Magic begins with feeling magic power."

"Can I feel magic power right away?"

"Yes, in fact, in Azril's case, you're already feeling magic power. You just don't realize that it's magic power."

"I'm already feeling it, really? I don't know..."

"That's because you've already used magic before."

"What? When?"

Azril was so surprised she almost opened her eyes. She didn't know that the soldier who had died horribly had become that way because of magic she had used. It wasn't magic she had used consciously.

Rema had sensed that magic from a slight distance at the time. It took him some time to find her afterwards. So he didn't know exactly what had happened to Azril then. He only guessed that something not very good had happened, since the magic that was activated was destructive. He didn't want to dig into the girl's wounds unnecessarily.

"Azril, I'm going to make your senses more sensitive now. It will feel strange, but please bear with it for a moment."

"Yes, Rema."

"When I take my hand away, you can open your eyes. And if you feel something, don't speak, just raise your hand. It's dangerous to speak."

Something like static electricity sparked from the hand covering her forehead. It stirred through her entire body and disappeared. After his hand fell away, Azril slowly opened her eyes.
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The scent of the forest filled her nostrils intensely. Rema's slow breathing pounded in her ears from behind. She could even feel the flow of air touching her exposed skin. It was strange. It felt as if all her senses were on edge.

But compared to her other senses, her vision became rather dim. It was hazy. After blinking a few times, her sight gradually returned. Then, a scene she had never seen before in her life unfolded before her eyes. Azril shuddered.

Stars were floating in the entire world. Everywhere, in every color. Lights of various colors and sizes filled every direction. Those lights flowed slowly together like the Milky Way, rotated in circles, collided with each other and merged or disappeared.

A sea of stars stretching out endlessly. Azril held her breath. She felt overwhelmed by the endless light. There were stars floating inside her body too. When she moved her fingers, the stars floating in her hand scattered. It was dizzying and blinding. It was also ecstatic.

Amidst the countless stars, she herself was too small and faint. It felt as if she might melt into them at any moment, infinite, eternal, and so immense...

Suddenly, darkness covered her eyes. Rema's soft voice seeped into her ear.

"No, Azril."

Once again, she felt a stinging sensation like static electricity. When his hand fell away, she saw the familiar forest scenery with the sky brightening into morning. The stars were no longer visible. Azril finally exhaled the breath she had been holding. Her head was buzzing. Something dripped from her nose.

"Ah...?"

She touched it in surprise and found blood on her fingers. Rema gently pinched her nose from behind. He must have used magic, as Azril's nosebleed stopped quickly. He took her hand and wiped off the blood. As he did so, he sighed.

"That was dangerous."

"Did I do something wrong?"

Azril asked in a frightened voice. Rema shook his head.

"No, it was my mistake. I didn't take into account how sensitive your senses are. Are you dizzy?"

"A little."

In truth, it was more than a little. Her body felt heavy, like she had been running until she was out of breath.

"We should rest for a moment."

Rema pulled her close, making her lean against him. Azril watched the night sky being consumed by light while cradled in his arms.

The sun, peeking out from the edge of the forest, was gradually rising. Morning began, driving away the darkness and chill. As the sunlight touched her, warmth returned to her limp fingertips and toes. Azril's breathing slowly became steady. Only then did Rema speak.

"Azril. Can you tell me what magic is?"

"It's the technique of using mana to bring about change to the world."

The reflexive answer was the definition of magic she had seen in books. Rema continued to ask.

"What is mana?"

"Um... It's the energy that permeates the world like air, forming the world."

What mana is was a fundamental question still debated by numerous schools of thought. Azril answered according to what she had seen in the books she read. Rema kept asking.

"What does it mean to bring about change?"

"It means changing reality as the magician desires."

"Then what is technique?"

"It means using the mana inside a magician's body to arrange it for the desired result, then chanting a spell to realize it."

"Well done. That is the general definition. You've studied hard."

Rema patted Azril's head. She smiled brightly. Rema's expression softened.

"But real magic is slightly different from that definition."

"Is this wrong then?"

"It's not wrong. Shall we talk about an old story for a bit?"

He continued speaking slowly as he adjusted his hold on her.

"Before the world was created, there were only two things in existence."

"Two things? What were they?"

"It's said that even they didn't know at the time. Like you, Azril, they were curious about what they were. They also wanted to know what the rest besides themselves was. What do you think they did?"

"Umm... Did they give names? Like naming mana?"

"Similar. They first created 'words'. And they used words to converse with each other."

"Did they ask each other who they were?"

"Yes. Through conversation, they learned about themselves and about the other one besides themselves. Even after learning about each other, they didn't stop talking. It's said that through that conversation, the world was gradually created."

"Wow... So the world was made according to what those two talked about?"

"That's right. However, those two beings were not human. They created humans. They wanted to create beings who could think like them and share those thoughts through words."

"If they weren't human, who were they? Were they gods?"

"One is what we call God. The other is not a god, but a dragon."

"A dragon...?"

"We call it the Primordial Dragon."

"Oh? If it's the Primordial Dragon..."

The creation myth Azril had seen in storybooks began with the battle between the Primordial Dragon and God. It said that God fought a long battle against the Primordial Dragon that opposed Him, emerged victorious, and created this continent from the corpse of the Primordial Dragon. Recalling this, she tilted her head.

"If those two were God and the Primordial Dragon, does that mean they were originally friendly but ended up fighting?"

"Yes. After creating humans, they argued over how to treat humans. Since their words were the words that created the world, even an argument would have been an incredibly intense fight. The one who won that fight came to be called God, and the one who lost came to be called the Primordial Dragon."

"It wasn't decided from the beginning who was God? You're saying the winner became God?"

"Yes, that's right."

It was the kind of story that would get you stoned as a devil worshipper if you spoke it aloud in the streets. However, young Azril accepted Rema's words without any particular prejudice.

"Somehow I feel sorry for the Primordial Dragon. If it had won, the Primordial Dragon would have become God..."

"...Though it was defeated, it was by a hair's breadth. God was also weakened. The Primordial Dragon still believed it was right. So while the exhausted God couldn't stop it, it acted according to its beliefs."

"What did it do?"

"It distributed all of its power to the world, to humans. We called that power the Legacy of the Primordial Dragon, and..."

Who was 'we'? Azril turned to look back. Rema continued speaking with a calm face.

"...nowadays, we call that power mana. It's the beginning of magic."

"That's... magic?"

"Yes. The dragon's power that defies the providence set by God, a method of creating miracles, the law of demons. That is 'magic'."

Azril opened her mouth in shock.

"Th-then, is magic bad?"

"Well... Azril, you said earlier that mana's name is given using the Rem script, right?"

"Yes."

"That Rem script is the Legacy of God."

"What?"

"When the Primordial Dragon freely gave mana to humans, God also gave power to humans according to His will. That is Rem. It's God's law that reins in and controls the rampaging dragon's mana."

"God's law... Then is it not bad? ...This is difficult."

"It's alright if you don't understand yet. Now, shall we talk about something a little different?"

The sun had fully risen. Under the blue-tinged bright sky, Rema continued speaking softly.

"Long, long ago... there were the First Mages. They could use magic as naturally as breathing from the moment they were born. It was before the word 'magic' was created, and before the existence of mana was known. How could those First Mages use magic without learning it? How did they know from the beginning that the world was full of mana? Can you imagine?"

"Umm... Is it because they felt mana?"

"Originally, anyone can feel mana. If you can't feel it, you can't become a magician in the first place."

Azril furrowed her brow. As she struggled, Rema gave her the answer.

"They could see mana, Azril."

"See it? With their eyes?"

"Yes, they inherited the eyes of the Primordial Dragon. Those eyes could see the flow of mana, and because they could see it, they could also touch it. That is the beginning of magic."

Rema's hand moved like he was caressing the air. Azril saw a faint star twinkling at his fingertips. She asked in a murmur.

"Is that twinkling thing mana?"

Rema's hand stopped. She felt his chest rise as he inhaled sharply. Azril turned around completely to face him and looked up. With a face mixed with fear, shock, and joy, Rema whispered.

"Can you see this? You too?"

Stars spun dizzily at his fingertips. As Azril focused, she could see the movement more clearly than before.

"I can see it. It's twinkling and spinning round and round. Is this mana?"

"To you, does it appear in the form of stars?"

"Yes, it looks like stars. Earlier... when you told me to feel it, I saw stars everywhere then too. Like floating in the night sky..."

"You mean you didn't just feel mana then, but saw it?"

"I definitely saw it. The stars were so abundant everywhere that it was blinding."

Rema covered his face with his hands. Between those fingers, his gray eyes flashed with a strange light. A hoarse voice leaked out.

"Stars..."

"Yes?"

Rema reached out his hand to Azril's face. His long fingers traced her facial features. His fingertips were trembling.

"Really...? My god, are you..."

Something was strange about Rema. Azril couldn't understand the emotions flitting across him. They were too deep, too dry, and too old for her to comprehend. She became a little scared but didn't avoid him.

He said nothing for a long time, just looking at Azril. He was frozen like an inanimate object, even his breathing stopped. The hand cupping her face didn't fall away for a long time. But he didn't grip her either.

"Rema?"

Azril called out to him, leaning her cheek into his hand. Rema Resvid took a long breath, exhaled, and blinked his eyes slowly. Then he withdrew his hand.

"I'm sorry."

"It's okay."

Azril didn't know why he was apologizing, but she just nodded. Then she carefully asked.

"Rema, is the star I saw really mana?"

Rema held up his finger between her and himself. As his fingertip tapped the air, a very faint and weak star twinkled there.

"What do you see here?"

"A star flashes every time you touch your finger."

"...The magic I used earlier was to open your senses to their limit. You said you saw stars everywhere then too, right? That is how mana appears to your eyes. It's your own world."

"Just mine? Can't you see it, Rema?"

"I see it in a different form, not as stars. It's normal for us to see it differently. Just as the innate mana in each person has its own unique characteristics. A proper magician names their mana according to those characteristics."

Rema smiled faintly.

"When I first saw you, the vast expanse of mana felt like a night sky full of stars, so I named you Astera... It seems I was accurate."

"How does mana look to you, Rema?"

"To me, it looks like moving lines."

"Lines? I can't quite imagine it..."

"It's similar to spider webs, or the veins in leaves."

Azril tilted her head quizzically, then carefully asked.

"Um, if I can see mana thanks to you, shouldn't I see it as lines too?"

Rema made a strange expression. It looked like both a smile and a cry.
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"It's not because of me that you can see it. Such a thing is impossible. From the beginning, from the moment you were born, you would have been able to see mana."

"But I saw it for the first time just now."

"You simply weren't aware of it. You can still see it even now that I've withdrawn my magic, can't you?"

"Yes, but earlier everything was full of stars, and now I can only see a faint glow where Rema touched."

"As you get used to it, you'll be able to control it freely. Usually, it's unconsciously closed off. If you were always seeing the mana of everything, daily life would be difficult. You'd be buried in mana and unable to see the original forms."

"Ah..."

Azril quickly understood as she recalled the scenery she had seen when viewing mana. She had been buried in a swarm of stars, making it difficult to see anything else. Rema let out a faint sigh.

"In fact, it was dangerous just now. Even knowing your potential, I gave you too much stimulation."

"Is it very dangerous to see everything like that?"

"Mana has a tendency to condense. If you integrate and perceive natural mana, you could merge with it. You almost lost your sense of self."

Azril didn't understand what he meant. Seeing that she didn't comprehend, Rema carefully chose his words.

"Think of it as you almost died."

"Ah. I see."

Only then did Azril nod in understanding. Despite being told she had nearly died, she wasn't particularly surprised. She vaguely remembered the feeling of being overwhelmed and about to disappear.

Rema stroked her hair.

"Because you can see mana, you don't actually need to learn conventional magic. You could just move it as you see it, and that would become magic. But Azril, if you do that."

He stopped speaking. Azril was looking up at him. Her young golden eyes held him without a trace of doubt. She trusted him. With just a few words, she would choose the direction he wanted.

This girl is the only being in a thousand years who could rise to the same height as him. He wanted to pull her up. Right now. To this height where everything freezes. Even if she died climbing, or even if he had to kill her...

But he shouldn't. He shouldn't choose her fate. Not because it was right. Because he didn't want to see these eyes grow dim. Rema suppressed the impulse boiling inside him. With a calm expressionless face that masked his emotions, he said.

"...I will teach you all magic. After you've learned it all, later, if you wish... I will teach you magic beyond that, the magic used by the first magicians."

Rema looked directly into Azril's eyes.

"So until then, don't touch the mana. It's fine to look at it. I'll teach you how to view it safely. But you must not touch it."

"You're telling me not to touch the stars?"

"Yes. Absolutely do not lay your hands on it. I want you to promise."

His expression was frighteningly rigid as he said this. Azril nodded without even considering it. To her, his words were truth.

"Okay, I'll never touch it."

Rema clasped both of Azril's hands. Her young hands were so small they fit entirely within his. She now understood that the swarm of stars gathering in his hands was mana converging. He asked again.

"I'm going to cast a spell on you. So that I'll know if you break that promise. Is that alright?"

"What happens if I break it? Will Rema punish me?"

Rema's lips quivered.

"No, it would be a joyous thing for me, how could I..."

It was a small voice like a groan. Azril didn't hear it properly.

"What did you say, Rema?"

Instead of answering, he just shook his head and asked again.

"Will you promise?"

"...I promise."

As soon as her answer fell, the stars moved chaotically above the back of her hand. A white pattern like interlocking knots appeared on the back of both hands, then slowly seeped in. Azril watched this with fascinated eyes. Rema released her hands. He had already returned to his usual gentle expression.

"Well then, let's go eat breakfast. From now on, we'll study magic in the afternoons."

In the mornings, Azril would go to the village to play with the children or play in the yard. And from the afternoon, she learned magic from Rema. The first thing she learned was the types of magic.

"Mana is abundant throughout the world. But most magicians only use the innate legacy of mana within their own bodies. You know this, right?"

"Yes, that's why figuring out your own mana capacity is said to be the most important."

"Mana capacity is important, but it's not the most important thing. In fact, that's only relevant for sorcerers."

"Sorcerers?"

"Those called magicians today are all merely sorcerers. They are those who use 'techniques' to bring about changes with 'their own' mana, that is, they use 'sorcery'."

"Oh... Are sorcery and magic different?"

"They are different. Look at this."

Rema showed his hand. As Azril focused on his hand, stars began to appear. Rema's body was full of white stars, like it was made of the Milky Way. Among those countless stars, only a tiny fraction moved. The stars that escaped from his palm arranged themselves in a certain pattern in the air. To her, it looked like a constellation was being formed.

"Resvid."

As he called the name of the mana, it responded. A small light appeared above Rema's hand.

"This is sorcery."

Rema pushed the light floating above his palm into the air. Azril blankly watched the light circling above her head like a firefly.

"Did you see the movement of the mana?"

"Yes, it looked like it was making a constellation."

"So that's how it appears to you. Remember this sorcery, and watch once more."

Rema opened his hand again. This time, far fewer stars escaped from his hand than before. Just two or three. Those few white stars moved quickly, pulling in the colored stars scattered in the air. The pulled stars turned white and began to form a constellation. The same shape as before was created.

"Resvid."

When he uttered the spell, the same light appeared. Rema floated the two lights side by side and turned to Azril.

"This is magic. Can you see the difference?"

"The first one... only used the stars inside Rema's body to draw the constellation. But the second time, the stars that came from Rema pulled in other stars from outside."

"Precisely. Sorcery creates changes using only one's own mana. It's like scooping water with bare hands. If you don't concentrate, it disappears quickly like this."

One of the lights floating in the air went out and vanished. Azril watched as the stars that had formed the constellation scattered and were reabsorbed into Rema.

"In contrast, magic uses one's own mana as a tool to utilize the mana spread throughout nature to create changes."

"Hmm, as a tool... So, is it like scooping water with a bucket? Then you could scoop much more than with your hands."

"That's right. Azril, you're very clever."

When Rema praised her, Azril's cheeks turned red.

"Sorcery has clear limitations. You can't use techniques beyond your innate mana capacity. Therefore, only magic can create true miracles in the real sense."

"But Rema, then why do today's magicians call sorcery 'magic'?"

"Because magic has disappeared."

"Disappeared? Why?"

Rema gazed at the one remaining light with an ambiguous expression. And instead of answering, he said something else.

"...Sorcery is the foundation of magic. Azril will start with sorcery as well. Along with learning how to handle the Dragon's Eye."

Azril's speed in mastering sorcery was incredible. For her, who could see mana, it was too easy. She could do accurately what other magicians handled with vague intuition, while seeing it clearly.

By observing how the stars were arranged inside a water droplet, and arranging her inner mana in the same way, she could create a water droplet. By arranging stars in the shape of healthy tissue over an injured area, the wound would heal. For Azril, sorcery was close to play. It was similar to tracing constellations.

Seeing mana also became more natural as time passed. When she concentrated, the stars appeared clearly. The visible mana was so vivid it seemed almost tangible. It felt like magic would be possible just by reaching out and changing the arrangement or flow, without needing to use the mana inside her body.

Rather than overlaying the constellation of healthy tissue over a wound, wouldn't it be easier to just touch and rearrange the stars in the wound back to their original state?

'That seems more natural.'

But Azril never touched the mana. She consciously tried to forget that she could do so. She had no intention of breaking her promise to Rema.

Azril opened her eyes.

'How long have I been asleep...?'

It was still that inn room. This time it was bright daylight, and Rema was nowhere to be seen. She lay still for a while. It was overwhelming to process the memories that had surfaced. The spirit flew over her and fluttered.

"You're saying I should eat? I'm not very hungry right now. I'll eat a little later."

With her memories restored, it became easier to read the spirit's gestures. Azril covered her eyes with her arm, ignoring the restless spirit moving back and forth.

'So I did learn magic already. Strictly speaking, sorcery.'

Rema had told her he would kill her if she became a magician, but she was already a magician. Was that why he had erased her memories? What would happen now that they had resurfaced?

She took a deep breath and sat up. Opening her eyes, she 'looked' in the familiar way. Beautiful stars unfolded. mana became visible as naturally as breathing. It wasn't difficult for her with her memories restored.

Azril reached out her hand. Her mana, golden stars, rose from her palm and drew a constellation. She gazed at the constellation only she could see and whispered.

"Astera."

The mana faithfully responded. A light the size of a coin was created.

"...It works."

The spirit approached and circled around the small ball of light, much smaller than itself. Azril pushed the tiny light towards the spirit. Leaving the spirit to poke at it, she got completely out of bed.

She staggered around the room, observing the stars. The stars in the water cup. The trajectory of stars flowing along the steam rising from the soup the spirit had prepared. The flow of stars in the air, disturbed by her movements.

The world looked completely different. Her own night sky unfolded. She even felt a sense of liberation. Azril released her own stars into it. As if entranced, she drew constellation after constellation.

"Astera. Astera. Astera."

The spell continued like a song. The magic young Azril had learned and mastered, what Rema had called sorcery, bloomed endlessly. Then at some point, she felt dizzy.
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"Ah..."

Azril barely managed to support herself by grasping the bedpost. She hung onto the post for a while, catching her breath. In contrast to her pale face, her golden eyes sparkled clearly between strands of disheveled black hair. She had learned so much. But.

"I need to know more."

About magic, about Rema, about herself, and about what happened when she was ten. She needed to know in order to decide. She needed to know in order to act.

Azril glanced at the back of her hand. The white knot-like pattern that had appeared when she made a promise with Rema was no longer visible. It wasn't just invisible to the eye. There was no trace of magic left at all.

'That promise was broken.'

She bit her lip. She forced her body, which didn't want to move properly, to stand up straight. She straightened her back and approached the table. There was a warm meal prepared by the spirit. The ball of light flew over happily and lifted the lids off the dishes. Azril picked up a spoon and greeted the spirit.

"Thank you, I'll eat well."

Though she wasn't hungry at all, she needed to fill her stomach. She quickly emptied the dishes, focusing on things that were easy to digest. After drinking some tea, she walked around the room a bit. It seemed it would take some time for her body to return to normal.

"How long did I sleep?"

The spirit moved in the shape of the number '1'.

"I slept all day?"

It nodded. Azril sighed softly.

"What about Rema? ... I see, you don't know."

If he was planning to be away for long, he would have left one of his familiars. He said he had given Blanche another task, but Noir or Largo were still around. He must have just stepped out briefly.

'Blanche is quite kind, so I don't need to worry about Meili.'

"I want to wash up a bit."

The spirit guided her to the bathroom. Azril washed herself and changed clothes, accustomed to the spirit's assistance. As she did so, she happened to look in the mirror. The spider web-like scars that had covered her back were completely gone. Only smooth, white skin remained, without a single blemish.

'When did he heal this?'

It must have been Rema, of course. Did he heal her while she was sleeping? The thought that he might have seen her bare back without her knowing made her face flush. Azril sighed.

Even after she finished washing up, Rema still hadn't returned.

'Maybe that's for the best. I need to remember everything quickly.'

It was too much to try to recover her memories while awake. She climbed into the bed that the spirit had already tidied up and lay down.

'I've slept all day, what if I can't fall asleep?'

That worry proved unfounded, as her consciousness drifted away the moment she closed her eyes.

It took just over a year for Azril to learn almost all types of magic.

She had long since mastered the Rem script. Once Azril no longer needed to learn letters, Rema used that time to teach her other things. History, mathematics, geography, and other advanced knowledge typically learned by nobles. He selected only the parts useful for magicians and taught them to her.

And Rema taught Azril something else as well. Confidence without arrogance, and an attitude of not belittling herself.

This wasn't something he intentionally set out to teach. It happened naturally as he listened attentively to whatever she said and responded seriously, treated her more preciously than anyone else, and taught her knowledge and magic. Azril no longer considered herself useless or cursed.

And so time passed.

1. Crossroads and Choices

In the spring of 990 on the Iskham Calendar, when Azril was ten years old.

A child she had become friends with in the village invited Azril to their birthday party. Azril wanted to give that child a gift.

Everything she owned had been given to her by Rema. She didn't receive pocket money separately. Azril had to think for several days to figure out how to prepare a gift herself. In the end, she decided to make a cake using eggs collected from the yard and berries picked from the forest.

Of course, there was no way a young child like her could properly make a cake. She asked the spirit to help her. Even with the spirit's help, it wasn't an easy task. Magic was as simple as breathing, but making a cake felt like the most difficult thing in the world. When she accidentally knocked over a bowl, making a loud noise, Rema came into the kitchen.

He looked around the messy kitchen in bewilderment, then alternated his gaze between Azril, who was covered in cream and flour, and the spirit anxiously spinning around.

"What are you doing, Azril?"

"I-I'm sorry. I'll clean up with the spirit later."

"I'm not scolding you. What are you trying to do?"

"I was trying to make a cake..."

"Did you want to eat cake? Is the spirit refusing to make it?"

Rema glanced at the spirit. It was a look that suggested he might get rid of it right away. The spirit shook violently like it was having a seizure. Azril quickly explained.

"No, it's not for eating, it's for Hannah's birthday gift. I was invited to her birthday party..."

As she was explaining earnestly, she suddenly looked up as if remembering something. Her face was flushed.

"Oh, when is Rema's birthday?"

Rema's expression became strange. He looked down at the small girl.

"Birthday... huh. It's been so long I can't remember."

"How can you forget your own birthday, Rema?"

"I think it might have been in winter."

Rema, who had been answering absent-mindedly, muttered.

"Come to think of it, birthdays were days to give gifts and celebrate one's birth, weren't they? I haven't celebrated your birthday at all until now. I'm sorry, Azril."

"Oh, no. It's fine. I don't usually celebrate birthdays anyway."

Azril's birthday wasn't her birthday, but her twin brother's birthday. Ban Hiran received small wooden horses or new clothes from their parents every year. Azril had never received anything. She had never even been congratulated on her birthday.

As she shook her head, Rema approached and bent down to meet her eye level. He usually tried to be careful not to cast a shadow over her. He asked gently.

"When is Azril's birthday?"

"...August 30th."

"That's still far away. What would you like?"

Azril shook her head again.

"I've received so much from Rema already, I don't need anything else."

Rema tilted his head and smiled faintly.

"I see. Well, gifts are supposed to be a secret anyway."

And on August 30th, Azril received a one-of-a-kind tree that bloomed chocolate flowers, and a black robe embroidered with the symbol of a full-fledged magician.

"I am truly glad that you were born, Azril."

The gifts made her happy, but him celebrating her birthday made her even happier. Azril smiled brightly.

"Thank you, Rema."

She was no longer a child who shouldn't have been born. She wasn't useless, nor was she cursed. She was a magician with the most outstanding qualities, recognized by the greatest magician in the world, and the only girl that Rema Resvid cherished more than anyone else.

The familiars living with Rema adored her greatly. The two cats, the large dog, and the spirit were already her family. The villagers already treated Azril as a magician and often asked for her help. It was also enjoyable to mingle with children her age. She had made friends.

There was nothing more to wish for. She was happy.

That very year, in early winter of 990 on the Iskham Calendar. A stranger appeared.

It was a day when sleet had fallen heavily and then melted. The dirt road had turned into a muddy mess. It was inevitable that the wheels of the carriage running over it would get stuck in the mud and break.

"Of all times... Can it be fixed?"

The knight commander in dented armor asked anxiously. A knight in similarly battered armor tried desperately to reattach the wheel, but his expression turned hopeless.

"It's no use. We'll have to stop by a village to get another carriage..."

"Are you mad? Those damn traitors are in pursuit!"

"But we absolutely can't move like this."

The knight commander groaned and rubbed his face. A resolute light shone in his dirty face covered in blood, sweat, and dust.

"Where's the nearest village?"

"I'll check, sir."

One of the knights pulled out a tattered map and began searching. The knight commander approached the carriage.

"Your Highness, I apologize. It seems we'll need to change carriages. Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine. What about you all? Is everyone alright?"

A clear and calm boy's voice flowed from inside the carriage. Just as the knight commander was about to answer, there was a rustling from the forest surrounding the dirt road.

"Who goes there!"

The knights quickly drew their swords. Amidst the tense, almost grim atmosphere, what emerged from the underbrush was a black-haired girl.

"...A girl?"

The knights were taken aback but didn't lower their swords. This was because the girl who appeared was dressed too elegantly to fit in with this rural area. A black robe embroidered with gold thread and trimmed with soft fur. It was out of place.

Azril calmly asked.

"Is your carriage broken?"

"Who are you?"

One of the knights tried to point his sword at her. Suddenly, with a fierce bark of "Woof!", a yellow dog leapt out and stood between the knight and the girl. The dog bared its teeth and growled.

"Largo, just a moment."

Azril patted the dog's nape and spoke.

"I'm the magician of Hanora. I was asked to come fix the road leading to the village because it had become a mess."

Hanora village was too small to have a resident magician. So Azril often helped out in the village, partly to practice her magic.

"A magician? At that age?"

"I'm still learning, but yes."

She had long since surpassed the level of an average magician. But there was no need for a long explanation, so she answered casually.

"Is there a village nearby?"

"Yes, there's definitely a village called Hanora, Commander."

The knight looking at the map answered. The knight commander nodded and looked at Azril.

"Could you possibly send a carriage from the village here? The largest and sturdiest one. It's urgent. We'll pay any amount, just as quickly as possible..."

"You're in a hurry, right? That won't be necessary."

Azril abruptly stepped between the knights. Largo trotted along behind her. As she approached the carriage, the knight commander pointed his sword at her with a fierce expression.

"Step back."

"I can fix the wheel for you."

"...What? You? How?"

"I told you, I'm a magician."

What she was wearing was indeed a magician's robe, and she had introduced herself as a magician earlier. Still, she was just a child, no more than ten years old at most. Too young to be a full-fledged magician. The knight commander frowned.

"Little girl, we don't have time for your games..."

Azril tilted her head, then pointed at the commander's armor with her finger.

"Astera."

"...!"

"Huh?"

The dented parts smoothed out perfectly. Some of the knights let out involuntary gasps of surprise, and the knight commander nearly dropped his sword in shock. There were very few magicians who could repair damaged items so quickly and cleanly without even touching them properly.

"This isn't a game. Um, I won't charge for fixing the armor."

Azril smiled slightly.

"What's going on?"

The boy inside the carriage asked. The knight commander responded in confusion.

"It's nothing. Uh... no, young master."

Azril caught a glimpse of a blonde boy reflected in the carriage window. The boy's image quickly disappeared.

'Must be a noble? They seem to be in some kind of pursuit...'

It wasn't her business. Azril soon lost interest and spoke to the knight commander.

"You said you were in a hurry. I'll fix the wheel for you, so please step aside.."
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"...I understand."

He put away his sword. Azril crouched down in front of the wheel. Largo stood behind her like a guard.

"Astera."

At Azril's spell, the wheel was enveloped in a faint golden light. When the light disappeared, it was as good as new, as if it had never been broken. It happened in an instant.

"Ooh...!"

"You can pay the repair fee as you see fit."

Azril said firmly as she stood up and dusted off her robe. The Knight Commander nodded blankly and gestured to another knight. He took out a gold coin from his chest.

"Thank you, young magician."

"It's nothing. Oh, this is too much. You don't need to give me so much."

One gold coin was equivalent to a hundred silver coins, or ten thousand pel. It was an amount that could sustain a poor family for a month.

"Don't worry and take it. You saved us."

The knight smiled as he gave her the gold coin and mounted his horse.

"Move out!"

Before she could say anything, they were gone in an instant. Azril stood dumbfounded, holding the gold coin and watching them disappear.

"Those people seem to be in a big hurry."

Woof.

Largo barked in response. She smiled happily as she used magic to tidy up the messy road.

"But thanks to this, I can buy an even better gift. Right?"

Woof, woof woof.

"The road is all fixed! Carry me again, Largo."

The yellow dog that had been wagging its tail shook its body. In an instant, it grew much larger than a wolf and lowered its back. Azril climbed onto its back.

"Let's go, we need to get back before evening."

As she grabbed the fur on its neck and held on tight, Largo ran through the forest.

Azril stopped by the shopping district of a nearby town before returning home. In her hand was a well-wrapped gift package.

The next morning, she held it out to Rema.

"Happy birthday, Rema."

Rema looked strangely at the package held out to him.

"What is this, Azril?"

"It's a birthday present. You said your birthday was in winter, even if you don't know the exact date. Today is the first day of winter, so..."

Just as he had given her a birthday gift for the first time, she wanted to give him a birthday gift too.

But everything Azril had was given to her by Rema. She didn't want to give him a gift using things she had received from him.

So she saved up the rewards she received for helping people in the village with magic. It was only pocket money level, so she was worried that even saving diligently wouldn't amount to much, but thanks to luckily repairing a noble's carriage yesterday, she was able to buy something quite nice.

The expression gradually disappeared from Rema's face as he received the package. Azril tensed up. He has everything, so he doesn't need anything. Did she do something unnecessary?

'But I wanted to celebrate Rema's birthday too.'

Just like he had celebrated her birthday.

"You mean this is a birthday gift for me? That you prepared?"

Rema asked again. When Azril nodded, he unwrapped the package very carefully. A silver pocket watch came out. Rema stared at it silently for a while. As he continued to say nothing, Azril's face fell. He must not like it.

"I'm sorry, I wanted to get something better, but I didn't have enough money."

"...Was there not enough gold in the storage?"

Rema didn't give Azril separate pocket money, but he had told her she could take and use anything from the underground storage. Inside that storage were mountains of gold coin boxes as tall as a person. Azril hung her head low.

"That's your money, Rema. ...At least for the first gift I give you, I wanted to get it with money I saved up myself."

Rema gazed at her blankly. The emotions that had been passing by pooled, gathered, and finally tipped the scales.

He slowly closed his eyes and opened them again. He lifted the pocket watch. The ticking sound of the moving hands pierced their ears. Just when Azril felt like she might really cry from the long silence, he opened his mouth.

"Thank you, Azril."

His voice sounded different from usual. It was somehow creaking and trembling.

"But please don't give me gifts from now on."

"Don't you like it?"

"No. I'm happy."

Dangerously so. Swallowing the last words, Rema smiled faintly.

"I don't even remember my birthday properly, so you don't need to celebrate it separately."

"But..."

"Don't try to give me anything, Azril. I won't accept it from now on."

His tone was gentle but firm. Azril couldn't understand why he was saying not to give him anything if he was happy. Even as he said this, he carefully put away the pocket watch. Even the wrapping paper.

The next morning, Rema was nowhere to be seen from the start. As Azril was eating breakfast alone, she welcomed a guest who came running from the village. It was Tom, the village chief's son.

"Someone's injured?"

"They're covered in blood. Looks like they were hit by an arrow."

"I see. Wait a moment."

She quickly went inside and put on her robe. Noir, who had been rolling around in the living room, asked.

"Where are you going?"

"There's an injured person in the village. I'll be back soon."

Azril answered quickly and left the house. When she was young, she wouldn't take a single step outside without Rema's familiars, but after mastering most of her magic, she often went to Hanora Village alone. Noir thought about following the girl who ran out hurriedly, but decided against it.

"Well, she'll use magical communication if anything happens."

Communication between magicians is magic that any magician can use. The black cat yawned lazily and lay down.

Azril went to Hanora Village with Tom.

The injured person was lying face down on a bed in the village chief's house. He looked to be a blonde boy of about thirteen or fourteen. The village chief and his wife were tending to the boy. The boy was breathing heavily, unconscious. An arrow was protruding from his back. The area around where the arrow was stuck had been cleaned.

"Please pull out the arrow when I give the signal."

Healing magic was something Azril had practiced especially hard. She had healed many wounds, from animals to villagers. The village chief nodded and gripped the arrow. Azril placed her hand near the wound and deployed her magic power in advance. Then she counted.

"One, two, now!"

"Aaaagh!"

As the arrow was pulled out, the boy twisted his whole body and screamed even in his unconscious state. She quickly chanted her spell.

"Astera!"

The wound torn by the arrowhead visibly healed. Although they had seen it many times before, the village chief couple and Tom were amazed anew.

In fact, it was difficult to heal a wound of this level instantly with magic. Usually, magicians could only heal scratches in one go. That was the limit with internal magic power alone.

What Azril used was the same magic. The difference between her and ordinary magicians was that she had an enormous amount of innate magic power that could exert magic comparable to spells.

"It's done. The wound is completely healed, so he just needs to rest now."

"Good work, Azril. Thank you."

"But who is this person? I've never seen him around here..."

Azril trailed off. The boy's bright blonde hair seemed familiar. Soon she remembered the boy she had glimpsed briefly in the carriage window yesterday.

"People found him collapsed in the forest and brought him here. Seems to be a noble."

The village chief looked at the boy with greedy eyes. He was expecting a reward for helping a noble.

"Was he alone?"

"They searched the area but didn't find anyone else."

If it was that person from yesterday, there were quite a few knights with him. What happened? Could it be someone else? Azril tilted her head in confusion.

"Azril, since you're here, want to go see Jonathan's new foal? It was born yesterday!"

Tom chimed in. The village chief couple also urged her to go, saying they would call her when the boy woke up.

'I'll just ask him directly when he wakes up.'

Azril decided and followed Tom to see the foal.

The boy woke up not long after. As soon as he woke up, he asked for the magician who had healed him. Azril met the boy alone in the village chief's house.

"You're... the magician who healed me?"

"Yes."

The boy's blue eyes trembled as he looked at Azril.

"That's impossible. You're just a kid. How can such a young child use magic that heals wounds so perfectly?"

"You're young too."

"I'm fourteen!"

"I'm ten. The coming-of-age ceremony is at eighteen, right?"

"..."

The boy was at a loss for words and closed his mouth. He thought about something for a moment, then looked at Azril with eyes that were unusually solemn for his age.

"First of all, I thank you for your help. I have nothing to give you now, but I will reward you sufficiently for your service in the future."

"It's nothing."

His way of speaking was completely different from the villagers. It didn't suit a fourteen-year-old boy at all. He was definitely a noble. The boy lowered his voice with a serious expression.

"I will speak to you not as a child, but as a magician. I have a request."

"What kind of request?"

"Could you perform magical communication for me?"

Azril's tension, which had built up in response to the boy's atmosphere, deflated. Why was he asking so seriously for something any magician could do? It wasn't difficult at all. She nodded.

"Alright. Who should I contact, and what message should I deliver?"

"To Palaios..."

The boy hesitated for a moment before continuing.

"...Tell him that the greatest beggar he's ever seen is here, along with the location of this village."

"What? Beggar?"

The boy's face turned red. He averted his gaze slightly as he spoke.

"I-if you say it like that, he, he will understand that it's m-me."

"...Don't tell me that's your nickname?"

"It's not a nickname! It's just, just to make it easy to recognize..."

The boy turned completely red and clamped his mouth shut. A beggar with such a noble and handsome face. How did he end up with such a nickname? Azril held back her laughter and asked again.

"Is that all I need to tell him? Palaios is his surname, right?"

"That's right."

"Please tell me a bit more about what kind of person he is. What does his voice sound like?"

"Do you need to know that?"

"If it was a magician I knew, I could connect right away, but since we're strangers. We don't want to send the message to the wrong person who just happens to have the same surname."

"I see. The person I'm looking for is Penderock Palaios."

After saying that, the boy watched for Azril's reaction. Azril tilted her head in confusion. He must be a famous magician. But she didn't know much about such things.

"Is that all? Any other characteristics? Are there no other magicians with the same name?"

"...He's a very old man. Over eighty years old."

"Ah, that should be enough to find him."

Azril pronounced with magic power.

"Astera, Palaios."

She activated her own magic power with her spell and recited the other person's spell to send a signal. If the other person detected the signal through the fluctuation of magic power and responded, their magic powers would connect and they could transmit voices.

If you knew well what the other person's magic power felt like, you could connect immediately, but in this case, she had no choice but to spread the signal randomly. Then she had to find the desired person among those who responded. If it was a common spell, it would be difficult to find because many people used it.

[A magician with a spell I've never heard before. Who are you?]

The grumpy voice of an old man immediately echoed in her head. Fortunately, there seemed to be only one.

"This is Hanora Village near the Tail Mountains in the Aukandor Kingdom, and the greatest beggar you've ever seen is here. I was asked to deliver this message."

[...!]

She could feel the old man's shock.
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[What...]

Penderock Palaios opened his mouth but swallowed his words. Azril maintained the connection and looked at the boy.

"Do you have anything else to say?"

"Is the connection established?"

"Yes. I've relayed what you said earlier."

"Then that's enough. Isn't it difficult? The magicians I've seen couldn't maintain communication for long."

"This much is fine. I'll end the connection now."

Azril had enough mana to maintain communication all day and still have plenty left over. She focused on the connected magic again.

"That's all I have to relay. Goodbye then, grandpa."

[Grand... Wait, you...!]

With that voice, seemingly shocked in a different way, the connection was cut off. The boy wore a faint smile.

"I sincerely thank you for your help, miss."

"I'm Azril. Azril Astera. What's your name?"

"...Charles."

He answered after a slight hesitation. Azril asked curiously.

"Weren't you a noble? What about your family name?"

"I'm sorry. There are circumstances that make it difficult to say."

Charles' expression darkened. His lowered eyelashes looked like they were made of finely drawn pure gold.

"Someone will come to get me if we wait a little. Could I impose on you until then?"

"I'll ask the village chief. He'll probably allow it."

"Thank you."

"Then rest well, Sir Charles."

Azril stood up. As she was about to leave the room, she turned around with her hand on the doorknob. There was something that kept bothering her.

"Um... Where did the knights who were with you go?"

"Knights who were with me?"

Charles asked warily. Azril quickly explained.

"I was the one who fixed the carriage yesterday. Didn't you see me?"

"Goodness, that was you too?"

"Yes. Um, did something happen? If those knights are injured too, I can heal them. Where are they?"

"They..."

Charles gritted his teeth. Then he smiled a twisted smile that looked like he was about to cry.

"We just... parted ways because our paths diverged. The injuries are from encountering bandits. That's all."

'A lie.'

Azril stared at Charles trying hard to appear composed, then left without asking further questions.

'It can't be war, right? If there was a war nearby, news would have reached the village. Then is it a conflict between noble houses? Political strife... or a succession dispute?'

She tried to guess based on what she had read in books but soon gave up. There were too few clues.

'Anyway, it seems like something big, so I should ask Rema.'

Along with who this magician Penderock Palaios is. Having decided that, she closed the door.

Charles' guest room was on the second floor. As Azril was about to go down to the first floor, she noticed unfamiliar people besides the village chief. A man wearing a black hood looked up. His dull eyes met hers from under the hood.

Dangerous.

It was an instinct. She immediately tried to use communication magic. But before she could even utter the spell, she felt a strong impact on the back of her neck.

"Ah..."

It was a clean hit. Azril lost consciousness and collapsed. A man in leather armor slung the girl over his shoulder.

"What are you do- mmph!"

The village chief, who was about to shout in surprise, had his mouth covered by the man in the black hood. He smiled.

"Shh. That little one's a magician, right? It's common sense to subdue the magician first. Hey, check it out."

At the black hood's gesture, a few men quietly went up the stairs. A short scream from the boy rang out. Soon they came back carrying the unconscious Charles.

"We've secured him."

"Lucky us. By the way, is there no wound on his back? I'm sure I saw him get hit by an arrow."

"No, sir. There's blood on his clothes and torn parts, but the wound itself has completely disappeared."

"Incredible. To think something like this would be in such a backwoods village. We've gotten quite a windfall as a bonus."

The black hood clicked his tongue. As the situation took a strange turn, the village chief turned pale. He had thought these suddenly visiting men were servants of a noble family looking for the young master. They had led him to believe so. So he had proudly blabbed everything, hoping for a reward. Even the fact that Azril had healed the wound with magic.

"Mmph! Mmph!"

As the village chief struggled, the black hood kicked his knee, forcing him to kneel. He held a dagger to his throat before removing the hand covering his mouth.

"Don't make a fuss."

With the blue blade hovering at his neck, the village chief couldn't open his mouth. The black hood spoke as he took something out of his pocket.

"Village chief, think wisely."

"...?"

"We're not bad people. We want to work as quietly and peacefully as possible."

He showed the village chief a few shining gold coins. The village chief's eyes widened.

"Will you take this and forget, or..."

The blade moved closer. The village chief didn't ponder for long.

"I'll forget! I'll forget everything, sir. I didn't see anything!"

"Wise choice. Make up some appropriate explanation for the people who saw that little girl."

"Wh-what should I say?"

"Something like... after all that treatment, the little one ran away on her own. You know, that sort of thing. There are plenty of excuses you can make up."

"Ah, ah, I understand."

The black hood grinned and withdrew his blade. He handed the gold coins to the village chief and ordered his subordinates.

"Pack up both of them. We're leaving immediately."

"Wait a moment, sir, why this child...!"

As the men were putting Azril into a sack, the village chief intervened. The black hood frowned.

"What? Got a problem?"

"Th-th-this child has nothing to do with it, right?"

"She saw us. Besides, this girl is too talented to be left with some backwoods magician."

"B-b-but..."

"You said she doesn't have parents anyway."

"She has a master, sir."

"The magician living in the forest? We'll take care of that."

"But if she suddenly disappears, everyone will suspect..."

"Damn, you're being annoying."

The black hood scratched his head and took out a few more gold coins from his pocket, placing them in the village chief's hand.

"Make something up. Just say the magician left for another village with his disciple. That's enough, isn't it?"

The village chief looked greedily at the shining gold coins in his hand and swallowed hard. Seeing his conflicted expression, the black hood sneered.

"Hey, you think we're doing this because we don't have the power to shut you up? We're doing this because cleaning up after killing a bunch of people is a hassle. Let's do this the easy way. Or would you prefer something other than money?"

He tossed and caught his dagger. The village chief turned pale and backed away.

"No, sir!"

"Then just forget about it quietly."

The black hood patted the village chief's head and left the house. After leaving the village without being noticed by the people, he gave orders to his subordinates.

"You, keep an eye on the village chief for a while. He looks greedy, so I don't think he'll blab carelessly, but if he tries anything suspicious, take care of it."

"Yes, sir."

"You three, go to that magician's house in the forest. If money works, use it; if not, take care of it and come back."

"Understood."

"He might be a skilled magician to have such a disciple. Don't let your guard down."

"If he seems capable, should we try to recruit him?"

"Old ones are hard to persuade. Hard to trust too. Especially magicians. They can stab you in the back anytime with communication magic."

"Yes, we'll handle it accordingly."

"Good, go."

The men who received the orders dispersed. The rest shouldered the sacks containing Charles and Azril and moved quickly.

Azril, who had been unconscious, woke up feeling cold and cramped. The floor was shaking.

'A carriage? A ship? A train?'

She couldn't see anything but pitch-black darkness. As she tried to rub her eyes, she realized her hands were tied behind her back.

"...!"

It was metal handcuffs. She tried to pull her hands out, but only heard a clanking sound. She wanted to say something, but no words came out. There was a gag in her mouth. Without being able to speak, she couldn't use magic. Without magic, she was just an ordinary ten-year-old girl. She became terrified.

"You're awake. Are you alright?"

A boy's voice came from beyond the darkness. It was Charles.

"...I'm sorry you got caught up in this because of me."

Charles said gloomily. Azril struggled to remove the gag. It didn't budge at all. The cloth stuffed in her mouth made her throat painfully dry.

"They seem to know you're a magician. I want to untie you, but... there are bars in the way."

He let out a deep sigh.

"Since you've ended up like this because of me, it would be dishonorable to keep hiding the circumstances. I'll tell you everything."

"..."

"You said your name was Azril Astera, right? My full name is Charleang Maujancl de Aukandor, the crown prince of this country."

"...!"

"And right now, I'm being pursued by those who have committed treason. While Rudimna and Madriol were away, Marquis Ederik suddenly attacked the palace and my father, who was ill..."

Charles trailed off. A sound of swallowing something, whether tears or anger, was heard. The boy gritted his teeth and continued.

"If we can just hold out a little longer, until those who left return, we can win. The palace is already under the control of the rebels, so I was planning to hide at Penderock Palaios' hideout."

"..."

"I was on my way there. But now that I've been captured... Even if Duke Rudimna and Duke Madriol return, it might be difficult. The forces behind the Marquis..."

Charles groaned. After a moment of silence, he spoke quietly.

"Azril, Marquis Ederik can't kill me. He needs me to make the dukes submit. He'll probably use me as a puppet king and hostage."

"..."

"So the Marquis will listen to me to some extent. I'll somehow find a way to get you out. Don't worry and just rest."

This would have been difficult for an ordinary child living in the mountains to understand. But Azril understood almost perfectly what was going on. It seemed she had gotten caught up in something much bigger than she had imagined.

"You must resent me. I brought this danger upon you after you showed me kindness. You can blame me all you want. I'm truly sorry for making you go through this."

Charles' anguish was palpable. As he said, if it weren't for Charles, this wouldn't have happened. But it wasn't entirely his fault either.

Moreover, Azril wasn't as desperate as Charles. While it was certainly scary to be tied up like this without being able to use magic, she believed in Rema. She wanted to tell him it was okay, but she couldn't say anything with her mouth gagged. She could only squirm.

Suddenly, there was a clanking sound of a door opening, and light flooded into the dark room. Azril could finally see what situation they were in. Charles and Azril were each locked in cages like animal crates, stuffed in a train's cargo hold. Outside, it was early morning.

Men filed in and lifted their cages. The cages were loaded onto a carriage. A thick cloth was thrown over them, and they traveled for a long time. After arriving somewhere, they were unloaded with the cloth still covering them and carried for another long while.

During this time, Azril felt a faint vibration in the mana within her body. There was only one person who would try to communicate with her. Rema was calling her.

'Rema!'

A sense of relief washed over her at that sensation. She closed her eyes and tried desperately to establish the connection.

'Astera. Resvid. Astera, Resvid...'

No matter how hard she tried, the magic wouldn't activate. Even after countless attempts to arrange her mana, it wouldn't manifest without the spell. The gag was so frustrating she felt like she might burst into tears. Azril held back her tears and continued to move her mana.

It was a meaningless act in a situation where she couldn't utter the spell, but she couldn't stop. As she kept doing this in the shaking cage, she started to feel nauseous. She dry heaved. It was hard to breathe because of her gagged mouth. Her wrists, which had been struggling, stung.

Suddenly, with a thud, the cage was set down. And the cloth covering it was swiftly removed.

"...!"

Azril blinked at the sudden light. It was a luxurious room. A middle-aged man was kneeling in front of Charles' cage next to her.

"Your Highness, the Crown Prince."
Chapter 26: Chapter 26
"Marquis Ederik. You call me the Crown Prince while treating me like this?"

"I apologize. It's an urgent situation."

Marquis Ederik twisted his lips and gestured with his chin.

"Release His Highness the Crown Prince."

The waiting knights opened the cage and took Charles out, removing his shackles. The boy staggered with a pale face but soon straightened his back resolutely.

"Your Highness, I..."

"Before that. Marquis Ederik, this child is of no concern, is she?"

Charles interrupted the Marquis's words. The Marquis raised his eyebrows and smiled.

"I understand. Move her to another room..."

"That's not what I meant. I meant to release her. This girl merely happened to encounter me by chance, she's just a child unrelated to this matter."

"Having come this far, she's not unrelated. Besides, I heard this girl treated Your Highness's injury."

Snake-like eyes glanced down at Azril. Charles bit his lip.

"You need me, don't you? Without me, you'd have no justification."

"Your Highness is truly clever."

Though he spoke in a pleased tone, the Marquis's eyes were not pleased. It was a great disadvantage for the puppet he intended to make to be clever. Charles spoke forcefully.

"Release that child. If you don't, I won't cooperate with anything."

Marquis Ederik was silent for a moment. He looked back and forth between Charles and Azril, then spoke again.

"Rather than that, Your Highness, how about this condition?"

"What condition?"

"Every time Your Highness refuses to cooperate, we cut off one of that girl's fingers."

Charles's face turned deathly pale. The boy, momentarily speechless from shock, soon regained his composure. Charles continued speaking as calmly as possible.

"Marquis Ederik, I didn't think you were such a barbaric person."

"Your Highness, I don't want to be barbaric. I'd prefer to persuade and acquire talent rather than threaten, if possible. That girl is an outstanding talent."

The Marquis continued with a smiling face.

"She could probably still use magic without fingers, but it would be unsightly. And it would create resentment."

Charles's face was turning from blue to white. The Marquis shrugged and turned his gaze to Azril.

"If it weren't for Your Highness, I would have treated her generously. So if anything barbaric happens to that girl, it's all Your Highness's fault."

The Marquis's smile deepened unpleasantly. Charles clenched his trembling fists tightly.

"I..."

The boy closed his eyes tightly, then slowly opened them. Then he spoke words filled with determination.

"Marquis Ederik, if you do such a thing, I will cut off my own fingers as well."

"...?"

"I wonder who the ministers and people of the kingdom will think is the culprit when they see a king without fingers."

The Marquis's brow furrowed.

"That's too much mercy to bestow on a girl you claim to have met by chance. Your Highness, do you really have to go that far?"

"Because I can't become a beast who forgets gratitude like you."

The boy sneered with a pale face. The Marquis looked at the young Crown Prince while rubbing his chin, then moved towards Azril. He peered inside the cage. The Marquis's shadow covered her. Her stomach churned. Azril retreated, squirming.

"Take her out."

At the Marquis's command, the knights opened the cage and pulled Azril out.

"Dagger."

When the Marquis spoke briefly, a dagger was handed to him. He rolled it in his hand for a moment, then threw it at Charles's feet. Charles stepped back slightly, surprised at the dagger rolling at his feet.

"What are you doing?"

"Cutting off your own fingers, you say... If you can, why don't you try it, Your Highness the Crown Prince."

Marquis Ederik smirked. Then he gestured to a knight beside him.

"Cut off that one's fingers."

The knight lifted Azril up and grabbed her wrist. There was a sound of a sword being unsheathed. The knight asked indifferently.

"Which finger should I cut off?"

"Start with the left pinky."

"Should I just cut it like this? She's a child, she could go into shock and die."

Charles looked blankly back and forth between the dagger on the floor and Azril. The Marquis gestured to the knight.

"It doesn't matter. Cut it."

"Yes, sir."

The knight indifferently grasped the girl's thin pinky finger. Azril, paralyzed with fear, stared at the blade approaching her hand. Her mind went blank.

"St-stop! Stop it!"

Charles shouted convulsively. The blade hesitated. The Marquis calmly said.

"Don't stop."

"Didn't I tell you to stop!"

"If you want it to stop, cut off Your Highness's own finger. Unlike a scoundrel like me, you'll keep your word, won't you, Your Highness?"

The Marquis mocked the young Crown Prince. He had been worried about how to handle this unnecessarily clever boy, but this was the perfect opportunity. He gestured with his chin.

"Cut it."

Before the knight could react to that order, Charles cried out in a cracking voice.

"I said stop! I, I'll cut it myself, so stop!"

He hastily picked up the dagger from the floor. Then he placed the blade against his left pinky finger.

"Look! I'll cut it! Stop right now!"

The knight looked at the Marquis with a face asking what he should do. The Marquis folded his arms.

"Wait for him. We should see how well our future king keeps his word."

He won't be able to do it.

Even a hardened knight would find it difficult to cut off their own finger. There's no way a pampered young prince could actually do such a thing. Moreover, that girl isn't even the Crown Prince's blood relative, nor a long-time acquaintance. She's just a child he happened to meet and receive help from.

"Ugh..."

Charles trembled, holding the blade against his finger. His entire body was instantly drenched in cold sweat. Marquis Ederik watched the scene with interest.

'I thought he'd back out immediately when told to do it, but he's actually attempting it.'

That prince might even be able to inflict a wound. Even that much was an impressive quality. But that's the limit. Without strength or skill, he'd have to move the dagger while enduring tremendous pain until it's cut off. Such a thing is impossible. Cutting it off is impossible. He'll eventually break down.

'And then, every time he sees that girl's fingerless hand, he'll be consumed by guilt and self-loathing.'

The more talented he was, the more severely he'd be broken. After that, it would be much easier to handle the prince. It was a satisfying prediction. The Marquis waited leisurely.

Charles bit his lip until it almost burst and applied force to his hand. The blade slightly dug into his pinky finger. Bright red blood seeped out, and a sharp pain shot through. It was already terribly painful. Cut this off? By himself? Keep cutting until it's severed? He felt dizzy. The world spun before his eyes. His mind started to twist into chaos.

"Huff, huff, huff..."

Even if he succeeded, how would he live without a finger? It hurts. It hurts so much.

'I don't want to do this. Do I really have to go this far? Why? It hurts too much... I can't do it. It's impossible.'

He felt like he was going mad. Charles looked towards Azril with tear-blurred eyes. The girl was held by the knight, watching him with large golden eyes.

Azril couldn't remember what she was thinking at this moment. Only a few facts were clear. The blonde boy who had put a blade to his own finger to save her. That boy's pale face wet with tears and sweat.

The shadow cast by the knight gripping her, and the cold sensation of the blade on her pinky finger. The Marquis's face, smirking after giving such an insane order. The suffocating gag preventing her from uttering a spell.

Overwhelming fear. And a promise. The promise with Rema not to touch the stars. The white knot that had been engraved and then seeped into the back of her hand. The beautiful stars visible only to her, covering all of this. Stars so vivid it seemed she could move them just by thinking.

Azril acted unconsciously. Her fingers, bound by shackles, moved. Then the stars scattered in the air, the natural magic that wasn't hers, responded to her wish. Even without uttering a spell.

Rema Resvid left the house after confirming Azril had fallen asleep on the day he received a gift from her. He climbed up to the colorful bird's nest on the roof.

"Opek."

Rema called the bird's name. It was a name he hadn't introduced to Azril. The bird lifted its head. Its black eyes blinked.

"Show me the egg."

The bird lifted its wing to reveal the egg it was incubating. The large, bumpy gray egg looked like a stone or a fossil. Rema examined the egg carefully. There was a small crack on the surface of the egg. Upon confirming this, he stiffened.

"...How is its condition?"

Caw.

The bird opened its beak and cried loudly. It sounded irritated, as if asking why he was asking something he already knew. Rema spoke.

"This level of cracking has happened before, so isn't it fine?"

"Fine my ass."

The bird opened its beak. Instead of a cawing sound, a boy's voice flowed out.

"Even if this is the seal of emotions you carved out, I know this better than you. I've been watching over this damn seal all along."

"Is it dangerous?"

"It's not immediately dangerous. But you know, right? How a cracked dam collapses. You also know well what will happen to you if the seal breaks, don't you?"

"..."

"You'll regain an ordinary heart. You'll become a common human who cries, laughs, loves, hates, and makes irrational choices. You know what happens after that without me saying it."

"...This isn't a dam, but a seal that has endured for a thousand years. If we maintain this state, that's enough."

The bird laughed with a cawing sound and then flew up. It fluttered around Rema in circles.

"Maintain? Maaaaaintain? Rema Resvid. Rema Resvid. You don't really believe that, do you? You're not that stupid, are you? It's so obvious."

"You're being presumptuous for something that doesn't have the ability to see the future."

"Ah, of course I can't see the future. But do I need to see to know this? How long has it been since you brought her, and it's already in this state!"

"There won't be any more wavering. Azril Astera is just..."

"I know what excuse you're going to make without you saying it. That she's just a child with the Dragon's Eye? As if."

"..."

"To you, that child is more special than anyone. And you can't help but be drawn to someone special."

"Opek. Don't talk as if you know everything when you've only been watching over the seal since you were created."

"So did I say anything wrong? Even if Azril Astera treated you terribly, you'd still cherish her, but good heavens, she's clever and lovable too? That's why this is happening!"

The bird gestured theatrically and tapped the egg with its claws. Rema created a faint wrinkle between his brows.

"I admit that I'm quite fond of her, but it's just to that extent. There won't be any more wavering beyond this."

"Really? Then break that thing right now. I'll believe you if you do."

"What?"

"What else? That thing you're preciously keeping in your chest. Don't pretend you don't know."

"..."

"That pocket watch, try breaking it here. If you can do that, cack!"

Rema struck the bird as it tried to pull out the pocket watch with its claws. Opek, who barely regained its balance after spinning several times in the air, squawked.

"Look at this, look at this! How can you say you won't waver anymore, you crazy bastard!"

Rema ignored the bird and looked down at his own hand as if seeing something unfamiliar.
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Just now, he had swung his hand with the intent to kill. As per his intention, magic had naturally activated. If the target hadn't been Opek, who was not only the oldest but practically the progenitor of familiars, it would have been reduced to dust.

That much force had been put into it just because he was displeased at something touching the pocket watch Azril had given him. It was an overreaction for mere displeasure. Rema measured the depth of his heart by the level of that reaction. It was deeper than he had expected.

In reality, if he had been an ordinary human, it wouldn't have been a deep enough emotion to be serious. But he was Rema Resvid, the Magician of the Horizon, and for him, this level of affection was serious.

"When did it..."

He quickly swallowed the words that came out like a groan. He didn't know when it had become this deep. That girl had become precious to him. In just 3 years. If it was this much in 3 years, what would it be like going forward? Rema glanced at the cracked egg.

Opek realized that he had finally acknowledged the seriousness. The bird puffed out its chest.

"You understand now? Do something before it becomes a big problem."

"What exactly am I supposed to do?"

"Are you really asking because you don't know? There's the simplest and easiest way."

Opek narrowed its eyes.

"Kill Azril Astera, and forget about her as if nothing happened."

He tried to imagine that child dying. The light fading from her eyes that sparkled like stars, the smile disappearing from the face that smiled at him, the warm body temperature cooling... For the first time in his life, Rema Resvid wanted to kill a familiar.

Opek, deeply connected to Rema, sensed this feeling. The bird opened its beak wide and cawed. It sounded like mockery.

"Hey, you're teaching her magic, right? Doesn't that mean you're planning to kill her later anyway? It's just happening a bit earlier, so what's the difference that you're overreacting like this?"

"Azril has the Dragon's Eye. So there are other possibilities."

"What possibilities?"

"If she reaches the same level as me, she could take my place."

"Ah, so you want her to live for a thousand years, cutting out her emotions and killing magicians like you?"

"..."

"Well, if that's what you prefer, it can't be helped. She does have a high chance of reaching your level."

Opek fluttered and perched on Rema's shoulder. The bird ignored his frown and spoke in a seemingly affectionate tone.

"But can you endure without getting more attached until she reaches that level? Can you remain calm while making her like that? The seal already has cracks, you know?"

"...Another way."

"Hm?"

"Shut up and tell me another way."

"Why do you keep asking me when you know best?"

The bird chirped.

"If you really don't want to kill her, take away her magic. Erase her memories of you, and forcibly close her Dragon's Eye."

"..."

"Then, let her live as a human completely unrelated to you. Never meet her again."

"Never meet her again?"

"You ended up like this because you kept her close. Why are you acting like an idiot, pretending not to know what you already know? Do you dislike it so much that you want to pretend not to know?"

Rema irritably brushed the bird off his shoulder. Opek quickly flew up, avoiding his hand.

"If you really want to keep her close, there's another way. Imprison her in a safe place, turn her into an idiot, and keep her like a pet. Then the egg won't break."

Rema's gray eyes sank coldly as he looked at Opek. The bird nonchalantly returned to its nest.

"Think about it carefully, Rema Resvid. Which option is the best."

With those final words, Opek closed its beak. Then it started diligently preening its feathers like an ordinary bird. Rema stared blankly at this sight for a while before turning away. As he took a step, magic activated and the location changed. It was as far as possible from the house where Azril was sleeping.

Rema didn't return home all day. He wandered around various parts of the continent, thinking and thinking again. But no matter how much he thought, he couldn't make a choice. He just wanted to maintain the current life. Teaching Azril magic, seeing her happy face, listening to her chatter, just like now, continuing like this...

He returned after a full day had passed, past midnight the next day.

"Why are you only coming now! Why didn't you answer the communication!"

As soon as he entered the house, Blanche shouted sharply. The white cat was bristling with anger, its tail puffed up.

"What's the matter?"

"Azril has disappeared! And..."

Surprised by those words, he momentarily didn't hear what followed. Rema hastily asked.

"What do you mean Azril disappeared?"

"She said she was going to the village briefly to heal someone who was injured. But then the child didn't return, and some strange men came saying they'd give us a fortune if we handed Azril over to them..."

Blanche pointed with her tail to one corner of the living room. Three corpses were piled up haphazardly.

"I was going to leave one alive, but all three were sword mages. Largo got hurt."

Sword mages were a type of sorcerer. They spend their entire lives honing just a few specific spells, like sharpening swords or strengthening their bodies. As a result, they were far faster and stronger than ordinary swordsmen, and could even use 'sword aura', a spell that visibly materializes magical power to cover their swords.

In fact, in ancient times when proper magicians existed, sword mages weren't considered powerful, but rather just unusual sorcerers. But in today's world where the lineage of magic had been cut off, sword mages were overwhelmingly powerful. They weren't a level that familiars could handle.

Of course, Rema Resvid's familiars were a bit different. They could handle three sword mages. They just didn't have the leisure to subdue them. It was an impressive feat, but Blanche was cowed. She should have kept one alive so Rema could search their memories to find Azril. But she had killed them all. Even the Magician of the Horizon couldn't search the memories of the dead.

As Rema examined the corpses, Blanche continued.

"For now, Noir went out saying he'd try to track her by scent. I stayed behind to wait for you. I've roughly treated Largo."

Rema hurriedly moved his magical power. He tried sending a communication to Azril.

"Resvid, Astera."

There was no response. The connection wasn't established. He anxiously rearranged his magical power.

"Resvid, Astera."

No matter how many times he repeated it, it didn't reach. There was no response. Clearly something had happened. Rema turned to Blanche with intense eyes.

"Why did you let her go to the village alone?"

Because Azril had become skilled in magic, because there were no magical beasts in this area, because the village was safe, because there had never been any problems until now... Blanche didn't make such excuses. If she made such excuses now, she might die. The white cat silently lowered her head and apologized.

"I'm sorry... I'll go out to search now too. We'll find her as quickly as possible, it'll be okay. She's strong, after all."

With those final words, Blanche leapt out the window. Rema stood still and rubbed his face. He understood well what Blanche meant by saying it would be okay. Azril Astera is a Dragon Eye magician. She can create miracles instinctively without learning. There is no being that can kill her. Except for Rema Resvid.

But just because she won't die doesn't guarantee everything is fine. Moreover, using Dragon Eye magic means... Rema gritted his teeth. He needed to find her quickly, quickly.

'She went to Hanora and disappeared, so the humans there must know something. Let's start by searching the memories of all the villagers.'

Having decided this, Rema used teleportation magic. The pain or side effects of the memory-searching magic were of no concern to him. There was no option to ask, persuade, or inquire. Searching memories was faster, easier, and more certain. He didn't care what happened to the people because of it.

As soon as he arrived in the village, he started searching the memories of those Azril often mentioned. The screaming was noisy, so he blocked out the voices. He fixed the humans in place, blocked their voices, asked about Azril, checked their memories, then discarded them and moved on to the next person.

The white magician moved like a machine. He didn't care whether there were people around or not. If he had cared about such things, there wouldn't be folk tales about the Magician of the Horizon circulating all over the continent.

When he grabbed the village chief for the fifth or sixth time, Rema finally learned of Azril's whereabouts. And he also realized that the village chief had succumbed to threats and greed, trying to cover up Azril's kidnapping.

Rema Resvid doesn't age. So it becomes troublesome when there's a village nearby. Because humans start to question or become interested in why he doesn't age. Nevertheless, the reason he doesn't refuse when people occasionally ask for help is because it's simpler and less troublesome to comply. For him, these were generally tasks as easy as breathing.

At one point, he had lived with a barrier that prevented anyone from approaching. But when a space separated by a barrier was created, it attracted the attention of magicians and became even more annoying, so he stopped. So after a certain amount of time passed, he would either move his residence, or if he didn't feel like moving, he would damage the environment so people couldn't live nearby.

Suspicions about the strange magician in the forest were starting to circulate in Hanora village as well. It was natural since it had been quite a while since he had settled in this forest.

Even so, the reason Rema hadn't turned that village into ruins was purely because of Azril. The fact that he had become more lenient than before and granted more requests was because Azril had become friends with the people of Hanora. And yet, they dared to...

Emotion leaked through the cracked seal. It was just a sliver of anger. For an ordinary person, it would be the level of anger where they might throw down whatever they were holding to vent. However, what Rema threw down was not an object, but magical power that humans could hardly withstand.

"Arghhhh!"

The body of the village chief held in Rema's hand crumpled like a piece of paper and then disappeared into dust. Following that, there was a sound like something exploding around him. A huge crater formed in one corner of the village, centered on the village chief's house. Everything inside it turned to dust and scattered. Rema looked down indifferently at the exposed red earth, then brushed off the dust on his hand.

Some people had taken Azril away. Now that he had confirmed their faces, he just needed to search elsewhere to find humans who knew those people. They had talked about backwater places and such, and didn't seem to be from another country, so it would be best to start with Maujancl, the largest city in this kingdom. Just as he was about to move, a colorful bird suddenly appeared out of thin air and blocked his way.

"Warning! Warning! Warning!"

Opek screeched loudly. Rema's impassive face showed a faint trace of irritation.

"I'll handle it myself..."

He started to speak but stopped, sensing something. The knot he had tied to Azril had been broken. The magic of the promise he had set up to break if she touched magical power, that is, if she used Dragon Eye magic.

At the moment it broke, he could sense her location as a reaction. It was also possible to move there using the broken promise as a medium.

Rema moved without hesitation. As soon as he crossed space, what he saw was the shattered corpse of a knight and the figure of a girl frozen stiff, covered in blood.
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Azril didn't have time to process Rema's sudden appearance.

She saw the stars move and then watched as they sliced apart the knight who had been about to cut off her fingers. Covered in the blood that had splashed over her, Azril recalled that something similar had happened the day she first met Rema. The blood of the dismembered soldier that had covered her.

"Ah, ah...."

She groaned and stumbled backward. Charles dropped the dagger he had been holding. Marquis Ederik's eyes bulged.

"What, impossible...!"

"Azril."

As Rema, who had suddenly appeared, called her name, time stopped around them. He approached Azril. He showed no interest in the bloodbath surrounding them. He immediately embraced the trembling girl.

"I was worried. I'm glad you're safe."

His white robe was gradually turning crimson from the blood covering her. Rema took in the things binding Azril.

"Who tied you up?"

As he touched them, the gag and handcuffs broke and fell away. Her body was free. Azril clung to him and rambled incoherently.

"Re-Rema, Rema... I-I, just now... what did I just do...."

Wiping away the tears gathered in her eyes with his fingertips, he said gently,

"You instinctively used the Dragon's Eye magic. You touched mana. Who pushed you to such extremes?"

"I touched mana? This happened because I touched mana? Did I break my promise?"

Azril turned pale. Following the shock, memories she had forgotten rose like a swamp, choking her throat. A snowy sky. A dismembered soldier. She muttered.

"I... I've done this before... haven't I?"

Rema tilted his head silently. His silver hair rustled as it fell. Azril saw her own blood-soaked reflection in his transparent eyes. The silence was soon an affirmation. Her body began to tremble.

"I had... forgotten. I had."

"It must have been a traumatic memory, so that's understandable."

"What am I, Rema? What am I?"

She clutched her own body. She felt like a monster.

"You are a magician," Rema answered without hesitation.

"A magician who can see mana. And..."

He trailed off. Azril was breathing heavily, her shoulders heaving. Tears fell from her eyes without sobs. Instead of explaining further, Rema pulled her into an embrace. Slowly and carefully, so as not to startle her. And he awkwardly patted her back.

Azril gradually calmed at his clumsy patting. She could feel that he was trying to comfort her. I will take responsibility for you until the end. I won't leave even if you do something wrong. She recalled his words from before.

"Are you very shocked?"

Rema's question was gentle. Azril nodded, swallowing her tears.

"Aren't you angry, Rema?"

"Why would I be angry with you?"

"Because I... people... I..."

The image of the knight being split apart right in front of her was vivid. She also recalled the soldier being dismembered. It gave her chills. Azril couldn't continue speaking and burrowed into his embrace. Rema whispered,

"I wouldn't be angry at you for killing a few humans."

A large hand stroked her head.

"Besides, they were trying to harm you. It's only natural to kill such people."

He wasn't angry. At this moment, that was incredibly reassuring to Azril.

She was too young and too frightened to think that Rema's reaction wasn't normal. She only thought that this embrace would never abandon her. That he would always be on her side no matter what happened. As she thought this, her trembling gradually subsided. Azril clutched his clothes and said,

"I broke... the promise... I'm sorry, Rema."

"You didn't break it on purpose. Don't worry about such things."

"I want... to go home."

She was too tired. She just wanted to rest without thinking about anything. Rema was about to answer when he noticed a half-cut wound on the little finger of the girl clutching his clothes.

"..."

His eyes froze over coldly. As he gently healed it, he asked,

"Azril, who hurt you?"

Azril unconsciously glanced towards the Marquis.

"I see."

With Rema's response, time began to flow again. Marquis Ederik, who had been frozen stiff, blinked. Azril only then realized that time had been stopped all along. The Marquis noticed the white-robed magician who had suddenly appeared and tried to shout.

"Who... Urk!"

As soon as Rema turned to look at him, the Marquis's body began to crumble. Starting from his fingertips and toes, slowly. The Marquis let out choked screams before quickly succumbing.

Azril froze at the horrific sight. Rema covered her eyes with the ample folds of his robe and said in a gentle tone,

"I'll clean this up shortly. Please wait a moment."

"What... do you mean by clean up, Rema?"

His steel-gray eyes turned to the other beings in the room. There were knights frozen in shock at the situation and Charles, paralyzed with fear. Rema extended his hand towards one of the knights. The man was pulled over and caught in his grasp.

"What happened here?"

It was a question to search through memories. He quickly realized what Azril had been through. Anger leaked from the cracked egg. It was just a small spark of anger, suppressed. But the spark that caught in his dry heart immediately grew into a wildfire.

"Aagh!"

"Gyaaaah!"

The knights were crushed one by one. The blood that flowed from their squeezed bodies stained the carpet. Blood from the knight in Rema's grasp splattered onto him. Normally he would have cleaned it neatly, but now Rema was deliberately being more cruel. It was a form of venting.

Even that didn't quell his anger. Because he could feel the girl in his arms trembling. Azril was trembling partly because he was killing people in such a horrific way, but in his anger, he didn't think that far.

After all the knights were crushed, only Charles remained. Charles stood stock-still, pale and covered in the knights' blood. It was praiseworthy that he hadn't collapsed or fainted in this situation. But when the gaze of the white magician who had killed all the knights turned to him, the boy fell to his knees.

"W-wait! I have nothing to do with these people...!"

Charles cried out as he crawled backward. He didn't even have time to use honorifics.

"It's because of you," Rema cut off Charles's words and was about to kill him. But he paused and looked down. Hearing Charles's voice, Azril had lifted her head and tugged on his collar.

"Re-Rema. Wait a moment. Please don't hurt that person."

Honestly, Azril was truly terrified of Rema right now. The smell of blood stung her nose. She never expected to see such cold eyes or such cruelty from him. Even knowing it was for her sake, it was still terrifying. No, knowing it was because of her made it even more frightening.

But Rema had said he would take responsibility for whatever he did. She felt she shouldn't be afraid of such a Rema. So she suppressed her fear.

'Besides, Charles isn't a bad person. Rema just doesn't know that.'

Rema, who had been silently looking down at Azril, asked,

"Why?"

"That person tried to save me."

Rema didn't quite agree with her opinion. The boy he had seen through the knight's memories was clearly about to abandon Azril. He had no mercy to consider the boy's circumstances.

But instead of killing Charles, Rema asked expressionlessly,

"Other than him, are there any other humans here you want to save?"

The blood that had splattered on his cheek dripped down, falling from his chin. His steel-gray eyes, like frozen metal shards, turned to her.

Ah, that scene that suddenly came to mind, it was this memory.

Sixteen-year-old Azril suddenly realized.

Ten-year-old Azril shook her head. She didn't know what her head shake would bring about.

Saying there were no other humans she wanted to save meant it was fine to kill all the rest. That's how Rema Resvid interpreted it. It was anger he hadn't felt in hundreds of years. A few knights weren't nearly enough to vent that anger. He lifted the blood-soaked, trembling girl and asked the dazed boy,

"Where would you like to be sent?"

"Where... do you mean?"

"You'll die if you stay here, so I'll send you wherever you want."

Charles felt that if he hesitated here, he would really die. He answered hurriedly,

"Please send me to Maronas."

"Understood."

Maronas was the city closest to Penderock Palaios's hideout, where Charles had originally been heading. Rema nodded and approached Charles. Just before his hand touched him, the boy asked,

"A-are you the Magician of the Horizon?"

Long silver hair, beautiful appearance, dressed in a white robe, a great magician. The only one who could still use the powerful magic that had died out after the fall of the Ancient Magic Civilization. It was obvious who he was. It was just a question of confirmation. Rema placed his hand on the boy's golden hair.

"That's what they call me."

With those words, the boy's figure disappeared. Then the scenery surrounding him and Azril changed as well. Azril realized they had returned home.

"Azril! Azril! My goodness, what's all this blood? Are you hurt somewhere?"

"What? Hurt? Which bastard did this?"

The white cat and black cat came running, chattering urgently. The yellow dog, despite being bandaged, also came running out, wagging its tail noisily.

"Blanche... Noir... Largo..."

They were home. It was all over. Azril burst into tears with relief. As she started crying, the cats circled around anxiously. Largo licked her limp hand hanging from Rema's arms.

Rema held Azril out to his familiars.

"Stay by her side."

Noir's body suddenly swelled and transformed into a man with short black hair and dark brown skin. He took Azril in his arms and asked,

"Where are you going? At times like this, a grown human should stay with the young human!"

"Rema?"

Surprised, Azril reached out from Noir's arms. Rema gently took her hand.

"I'll be back soon. Don't worry and rest."

"Hey! Where are you going, I said!"

He disappeared without replying.

That day, Rema Resvid completely erased from the map the castle where Azril had been taken, including the nearby rebel stronghold. Tens of thousands of troops died without even being able to resist once. It didn't even take half a day.

News of the rebels' annihilation soon reached Maronas. Crown Prince Charleang Maujancl de Aukandor and his supporters dealt with the few remaining insurgents in the capital and returned to the royal palace.

Ederik's Rebellion ended so ridiculously easily.

And soon after, the 14-year-old Crown Prince would ascend to the throne as King.
Chapter 29: Chapter 29
Rema returned home after sunset and encountered Opek, who was waiting for him.

"You might have changed history today. Are you satisfied now?"

His tone was sarcastic. Rema tried to pass by without answering. The bird fluttered over, clutching something in his front claws, and thrust it in front of his nose.

"Look, Rema Resvid."

It was a cracked gray egg. The crack that started at the tip had spread to the center. Fine cracks radiated out along the deep fissure. He stood still, staring at it.

"Do you really want it to be the end? Choose, before it's too late."

Opek urged. Rema remained silent for a long time. Then he walked past the bird and entered the house.

Azril Astera was sitting in a large armchair with her knees up, wrapped in a blanket. Rema stood in the doorway, gazing at the girl. Buried in the chair, she looked tiny. And lovely.

Yes, she had become lovely and precious. He recalled old memories crumbled by the long years.

"...You are the last. No one else remains but you."

The man's voice saying this was hoarse and cracking.

"...You must do it. You must... become... an unwavering... guardian."

Words squeezed out. Whose words were they? He searched his memory. The memory of the smell of sticky blood and burning flesh stinging his nose. Master. It was his master's words. Rema's master was dying.

Rema listened to his master's words without saying anything. Was he crying? It was too long ago to remember clearly.

"...So don't give your affection to anyone. Don't make anyone precious to you. You... must not love anyone."

There was no magic in his master's words. It was just the thin, weak voice of a dying man. Nevertheless, those words took root in him like a curse. The rooted words bound him.

His master smiled, though it was hard to tell if he was crying or laughing. Then he looked at him with emotional eyes before taking his last breath. Was the emotion in his master's eyes pity for him, an apology, or...

Rema stopped his thoughts and stepped into the living room where Azril was.

Azril was absentmindedly staring into space while petting Largo, who had his head on her feet. She turned her head at the sound of someone entering. The blood-soaked Rema had returned as the clean, white magician she knew.

"Rema!"

Azril brightened and jumped up. Largo, who had been pushed aside, shook himself and slunk away. Rema embraced her as she rushed into his arms, a faint smile on his face.

"Why aren't you sleeping? Can't you fall asleep?"

"I was waiting for Rema."

When Azril replied with a smile, the smile suddenly disappeared from his face. He looked down at her with an ambiguous expression. Then he muttered.

"Why do you keep shaking me?"

"What?"

"Nothing. Are you feeling dizzy or in pain?"

"I'm fine now."

She shook her head. Rema picked her up.

"You must be very tired, you should go to sleep soon."

He carried her to the bed. Azril had many things she wanted to ask about what had happened today, and many things she wanted to talk about. She kept hesitating whether to speak up until Rema laid her down and tucked her in.

"Good night, Azril."

He greeted her affectionately and was about to leave the room. Azril impulsively grabbed his sleeve. Rema turned to look at her.

"Um, Rema."

"Yes, Azril."

"What I did today... touching the mana."

"You mean the Dragon's Eye magic?"

"Yes..."

Azril bit her lip and hesitated. Rema quietly waited for her to continue. His face was calm and gentle as usual as he sat on the edge of the bed. Azril looked up at that face and asked.

"Is that the magic of the First Mages that you said you would teach me if I wanted, after I learned all the other magic?"

"That's right."

"I didn't know it was such dangerous magic... Is that why you didn't teach it to me?"

Her body trembled. The image of the knight breaking apart might appear in her dreams. Her fingertips grew cold. Azril clutched Rema's clothes tightly.

"Will I use that scary magic again if a similar situation happens?"

"Probably so."

Rema answered readily, then added as he pulled up her blanket.

"Azril, that's not scary magic. It's power to protect yourself."

"But it's power that does that... to other people."

"That power will never attack you. So there's no need to be afraid."

"That means it attacks those around me, doesn't it? Didn't you tell me not to touch mana because you were afraid I might attack my surroundings recklessly?"

"That's not why I prohibited the Dragon's Eye magic."

"...Then why did you tell me not to use it?"

"..."

Rema fell silent. He stroked her hair wordlessly for a while, then stood up.

"Rest well, Azril. Sweet dreams."

He whispered that and left. Azril tossed and turned for a while before falling asleep. And she was plagued by nightmares all night long.

It was a night full of stars. Huge suits of armor surrounded her, stomping their feet. A buzzing voice filled the air.

[Cut. Cut.]

An invisible force pulled at her fingers. She shook it off in fright.

[Don't touch it!]

The armors crumbled like sand. Beyond them, she saw Rema. He was wearing a robe dyed bright red. He approached her and looked down at her with cold eyes.

[Rema? What's wrong?]

Rema had never looked at her like that. He was unfamiliar and frightening as he glared at her without answering.

[Don't look at me like that, I'm scared...]

As she backed away hesitantly, suddenly the stars in the night sky began to fall. Those stars tore Rema to pieces.

[No! Don't do that, stop! Don't hurt Rema!]

No matter how much she screamed, it wouldn't stop. She couldn't reach him no matter how much she stamped her feet. As she wailed, Rema split apart like pieces of paper. The white paper pieces scattered and disappeared. In the pitch-black night, among the scattered stars, she was left all alone.

It was a terrible dream. When she woke up, her whole body was drenched in cold sweat.

"Rema, Rema..."

Azril searched for Rema in fear. He wasn't in the house. Everything was quiet. The nightmare kept flashing before her eyes. The image of Rema scattering like pieces of paper.

If he disappeared like in that dream, would she be alone again? She recalled looking up at the night sky when she was abandoned in the moat in the dead of winter. She shuddered. Even though it was always warm like spring inside the house. She curled up.

Meow.

Blanche, who had appeared without notice, rubbed against her calves. She felt the soft fur. Azril crouched down in front of the white cat.

"Blanche, where did Rema go? He's just stepped out for a bit, right?"

Blanche nodded her head vigorously.

"I had such a scary dream..."

When Azril whimpered, the cat silently licked her cheek. She hugged Blanche tightly. The warm body temperature calmed her heart a little. Blanche swished her tail uncomfortably but soon gave up and let the girl do as she wished.

After calming down somewhat, Azril ate breakfast prepared by the spirit alone. Even though it was her favorite soup, it didn't taste good today. After picking at it, she finally left the bowl half-eaten and stood up abruptly. The spirit that saw this was startled and dimmed its light as if dejected. Azril smiled at the spirit.

"I'm sorry, I just don't have an appetite. I'm going to the village for a bit."

"Huh? Why? How long has it been since that happened?"

Noir, who had been dozing in the sunlight by the window, jumped up and shouted.

"I'll be back soon."

"Hey, just rest at home. Aren't you tired?"

"Not really."

Azril left the kitchen and prepared to go out. Noir followed her, trailing behind.

"What are you going to the village for?"

"Just..."

Azril found it difficult to explain how she was feeling right now. She just felt scared and lonely, and wanted to talk to someone.

The spirit couldn't speak, Blanche didn't like talking like a human much, and Largo was clumsy with words. Noir was the most talkative, but fundamentally, he wasn't human but a magical beast, so he wasn't a good conversation partner.

After putting on a thick robe, the spirit flew over with a scarf. She carefully wrapped the scarf around her neck before going outside. Noir followed with his tail held high.

"Noir, you can stay at home."

"No way. I'm not letting you go alone after such a big incident."

He was determined not to let her go alone. Azril sighed softly and headed to the village with the black cat. As they approached the village, they could sense a chaotic atmosphere.

'What's going on?'

She tilted her head in confusion as she entered the village. People were gathered in various places, murmuring or running around hurriedly. Carriages and horses were being pulled out, and all sorts of household items were being brought out. Everyone seemed busy, hastily packing and carrying luggage. Their expressions were uniformly dark and serious.

As Azril watched the scene in bewilderment, she spotted Hannah crying. Hannah was the girl closest to her in the village, the one Azril had made a birthday cake for as a gift. She was crying out loud with her face bright red and contorted. Hannah's father was trying to comfort his daughter beside her. Azril approached them and asked.

"Hannah, why are you crying? Uncle, what's wrong? If there's anything I can help with..."

"Aaaaah! G-get away!"

As soon as he saw Azril, Hannah's father screamed and backed away, hiding Hannah behind his back. Hearing the scream, other villagers who noticed Azril also panicked. Adults grabbed their children and ran away. Bang, bang, the sound of doors slamming shut echoed.

Azril stood there blankly, unable to understand the situation. Only Noir seemed to sense something, his ears perking up.

Hannah shook off her father's hand trying to take her into the house. Then she ran to Azril and shouted through her tears.

"Give my mom back!"

"...Huh?"

"Turn my mom back to normal! How could you do this! What did my mom do wrong!"

Hannah stomped her feet and then burst into loud sobs. Azril still couldn't understand what she was saying, but she reached out her hand to try to comfort Hannah.

"What's wrong, did something happen to your mother..."

"Don't touch my daughter!"

Hannah's father cried out desperately and swatted away her hand. He was the man who always greeted Azril with a smile, calling her 'little magician'. He was so kind that he would even make up errands to give her pocket money.

Now that same person was looking at Azril with a face contorted like a demon's. He picked up his daughter and fled into the house. The door slammed shut loudly in front of Azril. Soon, the sound of the door being locked could be heard.
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Azril looked around blankly at the suddenly emptied surroundings. Noir clicked his tongue.

"...Noir, do you know what happened here?"

Noir pretended to be disinterested, grooming himself like an ordinary cat. Azril picked him up and looked him in the eye.

"What happened? Why is everyone acting like this?"

"..."

Noir's green eyes rolled to the side. As Azril followed his gaze and stared intently, the cat's nose twitched.

"Hey, Azril. Can't we just go home?"

"No. I'm not going home until you tell me!"

"...Sigh."

The black cat leapt out of Azril's hands.

"Follow me."

Azril followed Noir through the empty village. After just a few steps, something strange became visible. Centered on where the village chief's house had been, a huge crater had formed. The houses at the edge of the crater were half-destroyed, their insides exposed. Household items were scattered about like the people had fled in a hurry. Azril stared at the empty crater, her face pale.

"What is this? What about Tom's house? What happened to the village chief and his wife, and Tom?"

"I don't know that much. Anyway, this is why people are acting weird."

Azril held her breath as she realized the situation.

"...Did Rema do this?"

The black cat silently flattened his ears back. That was answer enough. Azril ran home frantically. She fell and rolled once on the way, startling Noir, but she paid no attention.

"Rema!"

She called his name as soon as she arrived home.

"Rema? Where are you?"

Azril looked into the herb garden and greenhouse in the backyard, the kitchen, and the living room. The familiars and spirit watched anxiously as she rushed about noisily.

"Rema! Rema!"

He wasn't in the study on the second floor, nor in his room. The only place left was the basement. Azril's eyes turned to the stairs leading down. Going down the stairs, the storage room was on the right and Rema's laboratory on the left. If Rema wasn't visible, he was usually out, but occasionally he would be in the lab.

She didn't know what he did inside the lab. She often went in and out of the storage room, but had never entered the lab. She hadn't even tried the doorknob. Because Rema had told her not to go in. Azril had never disobeyed his words.

She went down the stairs and opened the storage room. Rema wasn't there either. Leaning against the storage room door, she tried using communication magic.

"Astera, Resvid."

She called several times, but there was no response.

Since learning communication magic, Rema had always responded quickly to her calls. Even when he was out. The only time he didn't respond was when he was in the lab. Rema wouldn't answer even if she looked for him when he was in the lab.

Azril stood in front of the lab. The door there was much larger than the storage room's. A large bronze handle was at her eye level. She carefully knocked on the door.

"Rema?"

It was quiet. Azril blinked. As she focused, she could see the mana. Stars were flowing in the dragon-head shaped doorknob. It seemed to be covered in some complex magic. It was magic she couldn't undo. Theoretically, that is.

But somehow, she had the intuition that if she just grabbed those stars and pulled, all the magic would unravel simply like a knot.

"Rema? Are you in here?"

She grasped the lab's doorknob. She felt the cold metal in her hand. It seemed like she could open it. Azril stood there for a long time in that state. Then she slowly removed her hand.

'Rema told me not to go in here.'

In the end, she turned away without opening the door. As she put one foot on the stairs, there was a 'click' of the doorknob turning. When she looked back, she saw Rema coming out of the lab. He looked slightly tired. He tilted his head upon seeing her standing on the stairs.

"Azril? What are you doing there?"

He approached to lift her up. She backed away, avoiding him. After climbing a few steps up the stairs behind her, she was at eye level with him. Rema was slightly shocked that Azril had avoided his hand. His eyebrows trembled minutely.

"...Rema."

Azril looked into his gray eyes and asked.

"What did you do in Hanora village?"

"Did you go to the village?"

"Yes. Everyone who saw me ran away. What happened?"

"I merely searched the memories of those who might know your whereabouts..."

Rema, who had been answering frankly, stopped short. He recalled the side effects of the memory-searching magic. It was natural for people to be terrified when asked about Azril while doing such a thing. He felt similar to having broken a toy Azril cherished. Rema bowed his head slightly.

"...I'm sorry, Azril. Please wait just one day. I'll erase people's memories."

"Erase? Their memories?"

"While magic related to memories is generally like that, magic that reads memories is particularly painful among them. Some people might have gone mad from the shock. So they're probably avoiding you because of that, but if I erase the memory that such a thing happened, it will be fine."

"Instead of apologizing for hurting them... you're saying you'll erase the very memory that it happened?"

"That would be cleaner."

Azril was bewildered. She had a vague feeling. Rema's response was somehow strange. She couldn't explain it, but something felt off.

"...Then, what about the crater in the village?"

"The village chief accepted money to turn a blind eye to your kidnapping. I used a bit too much mana while trying to punish him for that."

"Did you... kill the village chief? For allowing me to be kidnapped?"

"Yes."

"What about the people in the neighboring houses? What about Tom? Are they safe?"

"Well, they might have been caught up in it."

Rema answered indifferently. Azril looked at that calm face. Is this something to talk about so casually? She had been shocked when he killed the knights in a horrible way yesterday, but at least they were 'bad people'. They were the ones who had kidnapped her and Charles and threatened them.

But the villagers weren't 'bad people'. They were people she often visited, helped, received pocket money from, and interacted with every day. She always used to chatter to Rema about things like what happened in the village today, who she became friends with, whose pie was delicious. And Rema too would often grant requests when the villagers asked for something. Though he didn't seem particularly willing.

For such people, to say they might have died caught up in Rema's magic? That was more shocking than the fact that the village chief had allowed her kidnapping. And Rema's attitude in saying this was even more shocking.

It felt like cracks were forming in the Rema she had known until now, and in part of the world as she understood it. Azril spoke in a trembling voice.

"Are you saying Rema might have killed Tom, or, those people? And some people have gone mad? Then is Hannah's mother strange because of Rema? Is that why Hannah is crying?"

"I momentarily forgot they were people you cared about in my haste. I'm sorry, Azril."

Rema apologized, looking slightly troubled. He seemed sincere, but something was different. He was apologizing only to her. There was no sign of regret or guilt towards the villagers. Azril fell into confusion, thinking. What had those people been to Rema?

Suddenly, everything came rushing back, overwhelming her mind.

The gag that had muffled her mouth, the man ordering to cut off fingers, the dismembered knights, the corpses Rema had crushed, the robe stained red. And the village chief who had allowed her kidnapping, Tom who had asked to go see the foal, the crater in the village chief's house, Hannah crying and screaming, Hannah's father's distorted face, the door closing in front of her, and, and...

Her head was spinning. Suddenly, everything became frightening. Even Rema. Azril stumbled backwards and nearly fell on the stairs. Rema reached out in surprise to catch her.

"Azril!"

She unconsciously slapped his hand away. It was a weak gesture, but Rema froze. Sitting on the stairs, Azril looked up at him. Tears welled up in her large golden eyes.

"This is strange."

The girl spoke in a choked voice.

"Why did you do it? Rema, why did you do such a thing? You don't even know who might have died caught up in your magic?"

"..."

"Why did you do that to Hannah's mother? If you were looking for me, you could have just asked, why?"

"...I'm sorry, Azril. I'll restore things as much as possible."

As she dropped tears, he became flustered. It was a rare, clear expression for Rema, who was usually vague and dry.

"I didn't realize you would be this shocked. I'm sorry. Please don't cry."

He apologized again, stumbling slightly over his words. And as was his habit, he held her and patted her back. Azril tried to push his arms away. But she couldn't bring herself to push him away completely.

Rema was the person who had given her a new life. He had given her a name and happiness, introduced her to the new world of magic, said he would always be by her side - a person who was like a god in her life. So instead of pushing Rema away, Azril could only bury her face in his chest and burst into tears.

Rema felt his chest getting wet. The girl's whole body was trembling. Azril was crying so much because of what he had done. He felt distant. If he had known it would be like this, he shouldn't have done it. He felt regret. It was the first time in hundreds of years he had regretted his own actions.

And he felt sad. He recalled the words he had muttered to himself on the day he first went out with Azril, when the girl had told him he was a good person. He really wasn't a good person after all. He couldn't be.

His master had told him not to love anyone. So Rema had cut out something from within himself and sealed it in an egg. Rema of today, a thousand years later, didn't know exactly what he had cut out back then. It was certainly related to being human. For now, he called it emotions.

He was the first to create and use such magic, from the beginning of time until now. Even he, the caster, couldn't predict exactly what effects it would have. In any case, thanks to that magic, Rema Resvid had endured for ages without crumbling.

Living like that, he had realized. A being that doesn't love people is, in the end, a being that can't be loved by people. A human who can't make someone precious to them has no chance of becoming precious to someone else.

So he could never be a good person, nor could he make anyone happy. But he couldn't break the seal either. Rema knew all too well what kind of being he would become if he crumbled. Therefore, if she stayed with him, Azril would eventually become unhappy. Just as she was crying now.

He made such a judgment, piecing together clues to reach a conclusion. And he decided to choose one of the three methods Opek had suggested.

He didn't want to kill her, nor did he want to make her cry. There was no point in keeping her by his side as a doll that only smiled. He didn't like that. Then, among the methods Opek had suggested, the best option was...

'...Take away her magic. Erase her memories of you, and forcibly close her Dragon's Eye. Let her live as a human completely unrelated to you. Never meet her again.'
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The Magician of the Horizon can turn stones into gold and stop time. However, what he inwardly desired most—maintaining his current life as it was—was impossible.

Rema gently detached the girl. He bent his knee to meet her eye level, her golden eyes filled with tears.

"Azril."

"Rema..."

"It seems the time has come for us to part. For your sake."

"...What?"

Azril was so surprised she almost hiccupped. To her, it was like a bolt from the blue. Rema continued speaking as if nothing was wrong.

"It would be better if you forget magic as well. If you grow as a magician, I'll have to see your end. Living as an ordinary human without magic would probably be happier."

"Wait, Rema... What are you talking about?"

"It would be best for both you and me if we part before you become even more precious to me."

Azril's crying stopped. She stammered as she asked again.

"I don't understand at all what Rema is saying right now."

"I mean to return to how things were before you and I met."

He said this gently while stroking the girl's hair. Azril's eyes widened, and she held her breath. She couldn't breathe.

"Rema, are you... abandoning me?"

"I'm not abandoning you. We're just parting ways."

"It's, it's the same thing. Why? Why so suddenly... Is it because I resented you? Because I..."

"It's not because Azril did anything wrong."

He lightly picked up the girl who had collapsed on the stairs. As he climbed the stairs, he continued speaking calmly.

"Just because we're returning to how things were before we met, your life won't become as painful as it was then. I want Azril to be happy."

"I'm happy now!"

Azril cried out like a scream. She clung to him, pale-faced.

"I'm sorry, Rema. I won't say anything about this to you again. I was wrong..."

The people of Hanora village were very precious to Azril. But even all of them combined weren't as precious as Rema. At this moment, she clearly realized this fact. Azril sobbed as she clung to his neck.

"Never, never again, so please don't abandon me. Please..."

"I'm not abandoning you. I'll arrange for people who will take care of you so that you can live happily."

Rema came up to the living room and sat Azril on the sofa. Azril clung desperately to his arms as he set her down.

"I don't understand what's different. Rema, I want to live here. I want to stay with you. Please, don't abandon me..."

"Don't worry, I'll prepare a better environment than living here. You'll be able to live mingling with more people than now."

He gently detached her. His tone was kind but firm. Azril realized that he would never reverse his decision. She looked up at the cold and beautiful magician.

"...Can I still see Rema sometimes there? Will you come to visit? Or, I'll come to see you!"

It was a desperate thought for Azril. Rema shook his head.

"No, we won't be able to meet again. I'll make you forget about me along with magic."

"Make me... forget? Rema? And about magic?"

Azril asked blankly. This must be a continuation of the nightmare she had this morning. I must still be in that nightmare. There's no way Rema would do this to me.

He furrowed his brow slightly. And he raised the corners of his mouth. That forced expression didn't look like a smile at all.

"It would be better for you to forget me completely."

"No! It's not better! I don't want to forget!"

She shook her head frantically. The familiars and the spirit were watching them anxiously from the kitchen area.

"Once you forget everything, you'll be fine. You won't need to be sad like this anymore."

Rema reached out his hand towards her. Azril could see stars swirling at his fingertips. The flow of magic that would look like spider webs spreading to him.

Really? Is this a lie? Just like this, so suddenly? The girl cried out desperately.

"You said you wouldn't abandon me! You said you'd stay by my side no matter what I did! You said you'd take responsibility for me until the end!"

"I'm sorry, Azril."

He bowed his head. His silver eyelashes lowered, and his long silver hair fell. A calm face. Cold gray eyes. But, trembling eyes.

Sixteen-year-old Azril noticed this time too. That this was the moment she had vaguely recalled.

Ten-year-old Azril clung to him and burst into tears.

"No, don't do it! Don't erase anything!"

Rema silently placed his hand on her forehead. Azril couldn't even swat his hand away and just shed tears.

"Please, Rema."

The girl's lips trembled. Rema couldn't meet her eyes and averted his gaze.

"I..."

Azril's plea was cut off abruptly. Rema quickly caught the girl as she collapsed like a doll.

"Hey, you really..."

Blanche swatted Noir to shut him up as he was about to say something. Noir's ears drooped, and he lowered his tail. The spirit blinked slowly.

The face of the magician looking down at the unconscious girl was terribly dark. However, Rema Resvid didn't know that he was making such an expression.

\\\*

It was a long, long sleep.

Azril opened her eyes and rubbed them. Her hand was soaked with tears. She stared blankly at her tear-stained hand and muttered.

"You did abandon me, Rema."

She remembered everything. The memories settled in cleanly.

"...I didn't know you would be this distressed. I mistakenly thought it would be enough since I had arranged a guardian and assets. That wasn't sufficient."

Rema's voice was heard nearby. Azril wasn't particularly surprised. She turned her head towards where he was, keeping her head on the pillow.

"I, I remember everything."

"Do you have a headache?"

"I'm fine. Just a bit dazed."

"You've been asleep for almost a whole day. Shall we eat first?"

"In a little while."

She sat up. Rema approached her and propped a pillow behind her back. Azril leaned against it and looked up at him as he came close. The beautiful and cruel magician, unchanged from 6 years ago. Now that she recalled all her childhood memories, destroying Colt Castle seemed like nothing.

"Rema."

"Yes."

"You said you almost didn't recognize me when you first saw me."

He paused. Looking at her with strange eyes, he slowly nodded.

"For a moment, yes."

"You haven't changed at all, but I've changed a lot, haven't I? I'm not just a child anymore."

There was a big difference between ten-year-old Azril recalling what she had been through and the current Azril remembering those times.

Six years of childhood is an incomparably long time compared to adulthood. She was no longer the child who cried out begging not to be abandoned. While being abandoned by Rema was a world-shattering shock to Azril back then, it wasn't so for the current Azril. That's why she could be relatively calm.

Now that everything had come back to her, her feelings towards Rema were extremely complicated. She couldn't sort them out clearly at all. The only certain thing was that even though Rema had done that to Hanora village and erased her memories as he pleased, she couldn't hate him.

And while it was Rema who chose such methods, his intentions themselves were all for her sake. She knew that. He had torn through the village out of worry when she was kidnapped, he had been angry at the village chief for allowing her to be kidnapped, and he had decided to part with her because she had cried and been saddened by his actions.

She couldn't trust and depend on him completely like when she was young. But she couldn't fully resent him either. Azril struggled to organize her thoughts and continued speaking.

"I'm old enough now to understand what you say, Rema. So please tell me properly. Why did you erase my memories and abandon me?"

"Don't you remember what happened then?"

"I'm asking because I do remember."

"The village you cherished was ruined because of me. To avoid repeating the same thing..."

"You could just not repeat it. Why do you speak like the same thing will happen again?"

Rema's lips twitched. If one had to define it, it was close to a bitter smile.

"Azril, I... find it difficult to judge the extent of what will make you sad."

She thought so. There was something strange about him. What she had vaguely felt as a child, the current Azril could be certain of. The Magician of the Horizon seemed not to see humans as humans. Except for her, everyone else. She alone was the exception.

She realized how special she was to him. From the beginning, she was someone with the same eyes as him, appearing after a thousand years. How had he reacted when he learned she could see magic? Azril couldn't help but be special to him.

'To Rema, everyone else besides me is meaningless.'

Rema Resvid was an abnormal and dangerous magician. However, to Azril, he was the person who had cherished her more than anyone else. She felt indescribable emotions. It was chilling yet reassuring, bitter yet sweet. Azril asked quietly.

"Even if I say I don't like it, even if I try to stop you from doing such things, will you act the same way, Rema?"

"...I wouldn't do that."

"I thought so. Just like how you saved Charles and helped Meili. That's what Rema would do. You always did whatever I wanted."

Gray eyes gazed at her intently. Azril lowered her eyes to avoid that gaze.

"Then why did someone like you erase my memories even though I said I hated it so much?"

"..."

"Don't give me excuses like it was to protect me from you, or that you did it because I might become unhappy. I'd like to know the truth."

"That's not an excuse, Azril."

"No, it is an excuse. At least, that's not the whole reason. There's another reason, isn't there?"

"Why do you think so?"

"Rema, you changed my life and made me who I am today. You were my benefactor, my teacher, and my family."

Azril raised her head and looked at him.

"But that doesn't mean you can decide my life as you please. Rema, you always kept that fact in mind when dealing with me."

"...Did I do that?"

"It's rare for someone to ask a child's opinion so seriously, Rema. You never forced anything on me or ignored what I said."

The greatest magician in the world respected her more than anyone else. That's why Azril was accustomed to being respected and knew how to respect others. No matter what others said, whether her status became that of a slave or not, she respected herself. She didn't belittle herself. That's how she grew up.

Rema's face was expressionless. Azril couldn't tell what he was thinking. But she wasn't afraid. She continued speaking.

"Rema, I said it clearly back then too. That I hated you trying to abandon me more than the village being ruined. So why were you so sure I would be unhappy, why did you abandoned me?"
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"...."

"There's another reason, isn't there? A bigger reason. Without that, I can't understand your actions. There's no way you would suddenly act like that...."

"There is no other reason."

Rema blurted out. He took a breath, then added.

"There is no other reason... If you stay by my side, you will surely become miserable. That's why, and that's all there is to it."

Azril intuitively felt it. Rema was not saying something. Seeing his tightly closed lips, it seemed he wouldn't answer no matter how much she asked. She changed her question.

"Then, what do you mean I'll die if I learn magic from you?"

He was a bit flustered by that question. Azril stared up at him as he hesitated and asked again.

"What are you hiding, Rema?"

"...That's related to my duty."

"Duty? What duty?"

"I'm sorry. I can't say."

Rema closed his mouth again. He looked like he absolutely wouldn't speak. There was clearly something there. It seemed like all the answers were there, but he wouldn't tell her. It was frustrating. Azril pressed her temples. Seeing her action, Rema carefully asked.

"Do you still have a headache?"

"No, it's not that kind of headache."

It was somehow funny that he was worried first in this situation. Azril let out a small laugh. Whatever the reason, Rema truly cared for her deeply. That was an undeniable fact. Azril quietly opened her mouth.

"Rema, after going to such lengths to separate from me, why did you come looking for me again?"

"I wasn't intending to look for you. I just came to this area because I had something to do."

Rema continued speaking slowly, his gaze fixed on empty space.

"But then, while scanning the surrounding mana... I ended up discovering your mana."

"My mana?"

"Yes. Your mana is... woven with dense, intricate lines that sparkle like stars. Like lace woven with gold thread. It's very beautiful and catches the eye immediately."

As he described her mana in a matter-of-fact tone, she felt strangely flustered. Azril's cheeks flushed slightly.

On the other hand, she could understand why it caught the eye. When she looked at mana too, Rema stood out immediately. To her, he looked like a dazzling Milky Way of countless pure white stars gathered together.

"When I realized you were here, I wanted to see, just once, how you were doing."

Rema exhaled a long breath, as if he had been holding it in and was finally able to breathe.

"I had no intention of appearing before you. I just wanted to see how you were living, if you were happy enough."

"But I didn't look happy, did I?"

"No."

He nodded and added quietly.

"So I couldn't bear it anymore. I'm sorry."

"No, in the end I was the one who asked for help."

Though he had kept urging her, it was she herself who had given permission in the end. Azril let out a small sigh and rubbed her forehead.

"So now Rema will stay by my side until I can manage well on my own, right?"

"Yes, and then I should leave as quickly as possible after that. Azril, what do you want? I'll prepare whatever life you desire."

"Anything?"

"Tell me anything."

"What if I said I wanted to become an emperor? Would you establish an empire for me?"

"Depending on the size of the empire you want, the time it takes would differ, but it's possible. If it's an existing empire's emperor, I could make it happen quickly."

"...How?"

"There are many ways. There's the simple method of revealing that I'm backing you and crushing opposition with force, or more moderate methods like fabricating divine revelations or manipulating people's memories to make you the sole heir to the emperor."

"That's... a moderate method?"

"Relatively speaking. Manipulating memories is a rather tricky business, so it would take a bit of time."

She felt dazed, as she heard about things she had never even imagined. Azril asked blankly.

"Is it okay to do such things?"

"Yes, to that extent. Which method do you prefer?"

"No, I was just saying! I don't need anything like that."

Azril shook her head hurriedly. Then she was silent for a moment. She now had two paths before her.

One was the path Rema offered. Living a comfortable life where the Magician of the Horizon would grant anything without cost. A path of staying in place.

'But I'd be living without knowing anything. About magic, about Rema.'

He would close her eyes that could see mana again. Meeting Rema again would be almost impossible too. He might even have to erase her memories again.

And the other was the path she had just thought of herself. She had no idea what lay ahead, she might die, she might regret not just living comfortably, but it was a path of moving forward.

Azril looked around her. The stars filling the world. Her own scenery. Then she looked at him. The white magician with the dry face. Rema Resvid. The thousand years the Magician of the Horizon had lived alone.

The stars she could see and Rema's thousand years had brought him and her together. Had turned a nameless girl into Azril Astera. And yet, she was supposed to pretend she hadn't seen anything, as if she had never seen these stars, and just live comfortably?

Azril Astera is a magician. She had been a magician from birth. Even when she didn't know she was a magician, she was still a magician. Magicians are a tribe that explores and advances. One who only stays in place might become a sorcerer, but could never become a magician.

'The Primordial Dragon does not bequeath its legacy to humans who settle.'

It was a passage from a book about magic and mana that young Azril had read. Being born with mana meant being born with such tendencies.

Therefore, the choice of Azril Astera the magician was already decided. And the choice of the girl who had grasped the white magician's hand extended in the winter waters was also already decided.

'Let's go, down this path.'

The path leading towards the distant magician named Rema Resvid. Her resolve hardened. Azril smiled faintly.

"Rema, you told me to ask for anything I want, right?"

"Tell me. What do you want?"

"Teach me magic. Everything you know about magic."

Rema's face hardened. After a long silence, he spoke with difficulty.

"I clearly told you that if you learn magic, you could die by my hand, Azril."

"I've already learned magic, Rema. From you."

Astera. As she uttered the spell, stars bloomed from her hand, creating a small light. Azril held out the light hovering above her palm towards him.

"Or is this still just 'sorcery' so it's okay? Will you kill me right away if I learn 'magic'?"

"...Not right away."

"Then when will you kill me? When you want to? Did you teach me magic in order to kill me?"

"I don't want to kill you, Azril!"

His voice became intense. Azril was startled and scattered the light. It was the first time she had seen Rema raise his voice. By normal standards it was barely raising his voice, but for him it was extraordinary.

She didn't say, 'If you don't want to kill me, then don't.' There must be a reason why he had to, even if he didn't want to. His distorted expression, his raised voice, proved that. If he couldn't say it, she just had to find out. That thought occurred to her. Azril asked in a whisper.

"If you didn't teach me magic with the purpose of killing me, then that means there are other possibilities, right?"

"That's..."

"There are cases where you don't have to kill me, right?"

"It's not that there aren't any. But Azril, that's, for you to become like me..."

Rema, who had been stammering his reply, suddenly stopped speaking. He shook his head slightly and said dryly.

"That case, even if possible, would make you miserable. No, it's impossible."

"Why is it impossible?"

"Azril, why are you choosing a path that will make you unhappy? You can have anything."

"I don't want to live with my eyes closed, Rema. I feel like I shouldn't."

Rema immediately understood what 'eyes' she meant. It didn't just mean her actual eyes or her eyes that could see mana.

"You told me I'm a magician with the Dragon's Eye that has appeared after a thousand years. Maybe that means I'm the most suitable person born until now."

"Suitable? What do you mean?"

"The most suitable person to achieve the case you say is impossible. Someone who won't become unhappy even if I stay by your side, even if I learn magic."

Azril smiled with a pale face. Her golden eyes sparkled like stars guiding the way in the darkness.

"I won't become unhappy, Rema."

The star he had picked up was shining in a direction he had never imagined. Rema's thoughts stopped.

"So please teach me magic."

The girl chose to become a magician.

1. Secrets and Omens

Azril's weakened physical condition had almost fully recovered as her memories completely returned and she had a long sleep. As soon as she heard Rema say that long-distance teleportation magic wouldn't strain her body, Azril wanted to visit Hanora Village.

The Hanora they arrived at together had become ruins. It was an abandoned village that people had left long ago.

"What happened?"

Azril asked, peering into Hannah's half-collapsed house. Rema, standing a couple steps away, quietly answered.

"I had healed all those who were injured or suffering side effects from memory magic. I had erased all memories too. I filled in the crater that formed in the village and repaired the broken houses."

She was a bit surprised. He had said he would restore things as much as possible, and he really had tried to make it as if nothing had happened.

"Then why did everyone leave?"

"It was impossible to revive the dead... Since quite a few people disappeared without even leaving bodies behind, rumors spread that the village was cursed, and people left one by one."

"...I see."

Azril walked towards the village chief's house, that is, the house where Tom had lived. The house that had completely disappeared when the crater formed was there as if nothing had ever happened. It was just old from being empty for a long time.

"Did Tom... die?"

It took considerable courage to ask this question. Afraid to hear the answer, Azril bit her lip.

"If you mean the village chief's son, he wasn't caught up in it. He was alive. A relative took him away."

She let out a long breath she had been holding. A deep sense of relief welled up. If her childhood friend had died by Rema's hand, she might have been crushed by guilt.

"Are the people who left all living well?"

"They seemed fine until they left the village. I haven't checked after that. Do you want to meet them?"

"No, that's enough."

She rubbed her eyes and turned around.

"Rema."

"Yes, Azril."

"Can you promise me you won't harm people I know?"
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Rema was silent for a moment, then nodded.

"Yes, without your permission, I won't harm anyone you know. However, if that person is a magician, I can't promise."

"Why are magicians an exception?"

"It's related to my duty, Azril. I'm sorry."

Again, duty. What could his duty related to magicians be? Azril asked, knowing he wouldn't answer.

"Can you tell me what that duty is?"

Instead of answering her question, Rema changed the subject.

"Azril, shall we go home? Noir and Largo will want to see you."

"...Yes, let's."

The village and Rema's house were very close. It was a distance that even young Azril could cover quickly. She followed behind Rema along the forest path, lost in thought.

Magician of the Horizon. Duty. Having to kill someday if one becomes a magician. Cases where he doesn't have to kill. Other possibilities. Magician... Suddenly, she remembered the middle-aged magician from the capital who had asked to borrow her. Tarbo Tameion, was it? That was definitely the name. The magician who had stared intently at her eyes with his face scarred by burns.

'That person... I lost consciousness, and when I woke up, he was gone.'

She clearly heard Rema's voice when she lost consciousness. And there were inexplicable sand-like particles in the room. Sand. Naturally, it reminded her of Rema's magic that turned the Colt family's corpses into piles of sand.

Did Rema kill that magician? Why? Come to think of it, he said he came to this area because he had something to do. Duty? Was killing that magician related to his duty?

What kind of magician was Tarbo Tameion? A magician from the Aurora Society in the capital Maujancl, who came to investigate the ruins discovered in Colt territory.

"Rema. Do you know a magician named Tarbo Tameion?"

Rema, who was walking ahead, neither stopped nor looked back. He replied casually.

"I don't know that person."

The thought 'lie' came first, but then another possibility occurred to her. Azril asked differently.

"He's the magician from Maujancl who tried to borrow me. The one with burns on his face..."

"Ah."

Rema turned to look at her. Then, as he resumed walking, he added.

"I do know that person."

So he wasn't pretending not to know, he just didn't know the name. Azril thought anew how easy it was to misunderstand Rema's way of speaking.

"Did you kill that person, Rema?"

"Yes."

"...Is that also related to your duty? Is that why you came to Colt?"

"That's correct."

After answering surprisingly frankly, he hesitated for a moment before continuing.

"Don't be interested in my duty, Azril. I have no intention of telling you about this either."

"Will something bad happen if I know?"

"Not necessarily."

"Then, is there some magic cast on it that shouldn't be known?"

"...We've arrived."

A pretty two-story house surrounded by a low fence came into view. Azril momentarily lost her words. Memories flooded over her like a tide.

Rema opened the gate in the fence. Azril followed him into the yard. As she passed through the gate, the still cool early spring air changed to fragrant and warm. It was a familiar sensation.

She alternately looked at the chickens wandering around the yard and the colorful bird sitting in its nest on the roof. As she was looking at the beige blanket draped over the rocking chair on the terrace, the door of the house burst open. Woof! A yellow dog came running towards her, wagging its tail so fast it seemed it might fall off.

"Largo!"

As Azril happily bent down, Largo licked her face frantically. Meow. A black cat poked its head out next. The cat instinctively ran towards her as soon as it saw her, then hesitated halfway, deliberately slowed down, and walked over pretending to be nonchalant.

"It's been a while, Azril."

Noir greeted her casually, rubbing its body against her legs. Azril smiled brightly and held out her hand to the cat.

"Noir, have you been well?"

As she extended her hand, the cat's mouth twitched. Its long whiskers trembled. Noir finally couldn't resist and pounced on her like Largo.

Meow! Meow! Meooow! Meow!

It cried out as if lamenting something, but she couldn't understand a word. Azril had to receive the two animals expressing their joy with their whole bodies while sitting on the ground.

Rema was watching the scene from a slight distance. Azril wore a bright smile without a trace of shadow. She hadn't smiled so brightly at him since her memories returned. Something seemed to rattle inside him.

Rema suddenly looked up. Opek was looking down at him from the roof with black eyes.

'So you brought her back after all, you madman.'

That's what his eyes seemed to say. He ignored that gaze.

The inside of the house hadn't changed much. Azril, lost in memories as she looked around, froze when she went up to the second floor.

"...You cleared out my room."

Where her magically expanded room used to be was now an ordinary room. Inside, various odds and ends were strewn about messily. Rema, standing behind her, answered.

"I couldn't leave it as it was."

"Why?"

"Because I kept thinking of you."

When Azril turned around, Rema was looking down. His gray gaze moved, tracing her now-vanished room.

"The chair you used to sit in, the bed you slept in, the desk where you moved your quill pen... Those things kept haunting me."

"..."

"Since I had to forget anyway, I was told to just clear everything out, so I did."

It was Opek who gave that advice.

After sending Azril away, Rema would often stop like a broken clock while going about his day. His expression didn't change, he didn't particularly think about anything, and he didn't feel an unbearable longing. He didn't grieve much either.

He just stood there blankly.

He would stand like that for half a day without thinking anything. Only after following Opek's nagging and clearing out all her things did such incidents decrease.

"I even considered erasing my memories of you. But I couldn't do that, fearing that if I erased them and happened to find you by chance, I might bring you back again."

His tone was matter-of-fact as he spoke, but listening to it felt truly strange. Azril took a small step towards him.

"The teddy bear you made for me, you said it was broken. Did you clear that out then too?"

"I had left that bear in storage. Then it accidentally caught fire and was ruined."

"How did you make such a mistake? You're not the clumsy type."

"Well..."

He had made a mistake after standing blankly staring at the name engraved on the bear's foot. Opek got angry at him for trying to fix the burnt teddy bear. So Rema had to throw that away too. The only thing he kept was the silver pocket watch. He had just put it away somewhere inconspicuous, but that alone was still preciously preserved somewhere.

Azril saw Rema's expression become distant as his words trailed off. It felt like he was looking at an incredibly far-off place. She stepped a little closer. When she was young, she didn't even reach his chest, but now she reached his shoulders.

"Did you miss me? Is that why you made such a mistake?"

"Yes. I suppose so."

Rema, nodding with a blank face, looked like a fool. To think that Rema Resvid would look like a fool even for a moment. Azril stared at him silently for a while, feeling strange.

"Azril?"

"It's nothing."

Rema, who had been looking down at her blinking, startled and stepped back. Azril had come so close that his shadow completely covered her. When Rema retreated, Azril looked at him quizzically.

"What's wrong, Rema?"

She wasn't trembling like when she was young. There was no sign of fear. Rema hesitated for a moment before answering.

"Don't you dislike being in my shadow?"

"Ah. I did when I was young."

Azril finally realized. Since they met again, Rema had been constantly careful not to cast his shadow on her. Thinking about it, he had done the same even when she was young and didn't notice such consideration. He always stepped back or lowered himself to look at her. He had never looked down at her imposingly.

It was a strange kindness. Her feelings kept becoming strange.

"...I don't tremble at such things anymore. It's okay."

How could such a person become so cruel? What duty could make him say he has to kill?

'I still want to know why you're like this.'

If she became a magician and reached a similar height as him, she might be able to see everything. She might learn on the way up. She steeled her resolve a little more.

Azril had no intention of living in Rema's house again. She felt that living there would constantly remind her of Hanora village. Rema readily agreed when she said she wanted to live somewhere else.

"Where would you like?"

"Hmm..."

She thought for a moment. She didn't want to live in Colt either. She didn't like anywhere near Hanora. She planned to learn about the 'Magician of the Horizon' while studying magic. She intended to find out for herself the secrets and duties Rema was hiding from her.

'I should start with Tarbo Tameion.'

The magician Rema killed according to his duty. All Azril knew about him was that he came from Maujancl and was a member of something called Aurora.

'There's one more thing. He must have connections with the Duchy of Rudimna too, since he offered to write a letter to them.'

Azril decided where she wanted to live.

"I'd like Maujancl."

"You mean the capital of this kingdom?"

"Yes. Is that alright?"

"Of course. What kind of house should I prepare?"

"Will you be staying there too, Rema?"

"I won't always be at home, but I plan to stay there mostly. Would it be uncomfortable if I live with you?"

He tilted his head. His silver hair scattered light as it moved. His silver eyelashes too.

Azril stared blankly at that sparkle for a moment. It reminded her of the diamonds decorating the glass slippers he had given her.

"Azril?"

"Ah, no. It's not uncomfortable. And I don't mind what kind of house it is, so choose whatever you like, Rema."

"I understand. I'll take care of the preparations then."

"Yes, no, wa-wait a moment."

Azril was about to nod, but quickly grabbed his sleeve. Even without recalling her childhood memories, just from Rema's behavior since they met again, she could guess something. If left alone, he would likely get something closer to a castle than a house.

"We don't need a very fancy house. Just something comfortable for you to live in, Rema."
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"Let's do that. Are there any other conditions?"

"No more. That's enough."

"Yes, I'll have it ready in two or three days. Will you be staying at this house until then?"

"No, I have things to do in Colt."

"What kind of things?"

"Just tidying up before I leave. Saying proper goodbyes to Meili, and to Grandpa Warden... Oh!"

Azril remembered the book she had been translating. With so much happening, she had completely forgotten about it. It would be in her belongings in the well, but since the well was full of rain, it must be ruined. As she made a troubled expression, Rema asked.

"Is there anything you need help with?"

"Um, Rema, can repair magic also fix books that have been soaked and damaged by water?"

Repair magic was a spell that fixed broken objects. Azril had already learned this magic. This magic specialized in restoring things that had their original form damaged, like dented armor or broken carriage wheels.

So it didn't work well on objects that were contaminated by mixing with other things, like spilled ink or dirt. A water-soaked book would probably fall into the contaminated category. Rema shook his head.

"It won't work well with repair magic."

"I see. What about magic to dry out moisture?"

"The wetness would disappear, but if you want to perfectly restore the smeared writing as well, you'd need to use restoration magic."

"Is that difficult magic?"

"It works by rewinding the object's time. It belongs to Dragon's Eye magic."

"Dragon's Eye magic..."

She unconsciously touched the corner of her eye. The two instances of Dragon's Eye magic she had used unconsciously had been extremely destructive. She had thought all Dragon's Eye magic was like that, but apparently there were non-destructive spells too.

Rema had told her not to use Dragon's Eye magic. It wasn't because he was afraid it would endanger those around her. It wasn't because Dragon's Eye magic was destructive either. Then what was the reason?

"Rema, are you going to teach me Dragon's Eye magic too?"

"..."

He hesitated. Then, looking alternately at the back of Azril's hand and her eyes, he said quietly.

"After you've mastered all other magic, I'll tell you exactly what it means to use Dragon's Eye magic. Until then, try not to use it if possible."

"You mean don't touch mana?"

"Yes."

"Is the reason still a secret?"

Rema looked at her with a hesitant expression.

"...May I place the Magic of Promise on you again?"

"The magic that lets you know if I touch mana? That white knot-like thing?"

"Yes. Then I'll tell you."

She thought he wouldn't answer this either. Azril blinked in slight surprise, then held out her hand.

"Alright."

Rema gently cradled her hand. Stars gathered to form a white knot pattern that then seeped in. Looking down at the back of her hand, he began to speak.

"Azril, do you know what the biggest characteristic of Dragon's Eye magic is?"

"That it directly moves the mana that forms nature?"

"That's correct, but I mean the feature that's easiest to distinguish when compared to general magic."

He set her hand down. Azril thought for a moment before answering.

"That it doesn't require chanting spells?"

"Correct. Dragon's Eye magic is magic used without spells. Do you remember what I told you about what spells are?"

"They're the names you call your own mana, written in Rem script..."

"Yes, and Rem script is God's legacy. A means to control mana, which is the dragon's legacy."

It was something she had heard when she was young. It was also a story she hadn't fully understood at the time. But at this moment, recalling it again brought a sudden realization.

The battle between God and the Primordial Dragon. The magic that the Primordial Dragon passed on to humans, ignoring God's opposition. The Rem script that God gave humans as reins to control that magic. In other words, spells.

"Then using magic without spells... means using mana without the control measures given by God?"

"Yes. Therefore, using Dragon's Eye magic means stepping outside the fence of God's protection."

"What happens then?"

"The more you use it, the more you deviate from the laws of the world created by God. The first law that usually breaks is the law of aging. You violate the providence that all living things grow old."

"You mean you don't age?"

Azril's eyes widened. Rema's expression changed slightly.

"Yes. And starting with that, you gradually deviate from more and more laws."

He wore a faint, self-deprecating smile.

"Azril, I'd prefer if you didn't touch mana until you understand what that means."

He gently caressed her cheek. A careful, affectionate touch that seemed almost unconscious.

"...For your own sake."

His gaze as he looked at her was distant. It was a strange feeling. Even with his hand on her cheek, it felt like he and she were in completely different places. Azril murmured.

"Rema is already... outside the God's fence, isn't he?"

He didn't answer and removed his hand from her. With that, the sense of alienation disappeared. Azril reflexively grabbed his retreating hand.

"Does Rema dislike that place? Is that why you don't recommend Dragon's Eye magic to me?"

"Azril, this world was created according to the conversation between God and the dragon. That's why language has such a strong influence."

"What?"

"I mean there's a big difference between you realizing something on your own and me telling you about it in words."

It was a statement that was both clear and unclear. As Azril pondered this, he said gently.

"I'll take you back to the inn where you were staying. Where is that wet book you mentioned earlier? I'll fix it."

"...It should be in the well. I left my belongings in that well where I met Rema."

"I see. Noir, come here. You stay by Azril's side."

Noir, who had been hovering nearby, perked up his ears and quickly approached. His gait was extremely pleased. Largo, who hadn't been called, drooped his ears and whined. Seeing this, Azril asked.

"Will the familiars live with us once we find a house?"

"If that's what you want."

"I'd like to live together. Like before."

Largo's drooping ears shot up dramatically. Azril smiled at Largo. The dog's tail wagged frantically.

Rema brought Azril's bundle of belongings to the inn room, as pristine like it had never been wet, and then left saying he was going to Maujancl. Azril took out the money she had saved and the book she had been translating from the bundle.

"Noir, I'm going out. Want to come along?"

"Of course I have to come."

The black cat nodded vigorously and then puffed up its body. Noir soon transformed into a young man with black hair in casual attire. When she had seen Blanche transform, she was shocked, but this time she wasn't surprised. With her memories restored, she was familiar with Noir imitating humans.

She left the inn with Noir and headed for the bookstore.

On the way, people kept glancing at them. It was because Noir, who was much larger than ordinary men and had brown skin, was unusual. The human form he imitated was that of a handsome man from the southern regions, rarely seen in the Aukandor Kingdom.

Seeing a seemingly southern man escorting a pretty girl who looked northern, eyes that turned once couldn't look away. Curious gazes kept following them. Even for Azril, who was used to such attention, it was burdensome. She asked in a low voice.

"Noir, can you take on a different appearance?"

"I could, but this is the most familiar and comfortable. Why? Should I change?"

"No, it's fine then."

As they turned into a back alley, the gazes finally fell away. Azril had Noir wait at the entrance of the bookstore and went inside.

"Grandpa Warden, it's me."

"...Azril?"

The old man's eyes widened. Warden's face became like he had seen a ghost.

"Good heavens, you're alive! Oh my goodness."

He hurriedly stood up and grasped her hands. Seeing moisture even gathering in his eyes, Azril was flustered.

"Did you think I was dead?"

"Well, with all that chaos at the castle! I don't know what on earth happened in just one night. Some say divine punishment fell..."

"...Did many people from the castle die?"

"Some are missing, some died buried, and so on. It's such a bizarre incident that they say an investigation team will soon come from the capital. Are you, are you not hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine. Oh, I came to return this."

She smiled awkwardly and handed over the book. She also handed over a pouch containing most of the money she had saved.

"Please accept this too, Grandpa."

"What is this..."

"I'm planning to leave Colt soon. Thank you so much for everything."

"You're leaving? Well, with the Colt family in that state... Right, go to a place where no one knows you were a slave. You've thought well, yes, you should go..."

Warden smiled on his wrinkled face and patted Azril's shoulder, then held out the pouch again.

"A person who's leaving needs money more, what's this? I don't accept such things."

"But Grandpa, you trusted a fourteen-year-old former slave and gave me precious books and work. Please let me repay you even a little."

"Do you think it's common to find someone who can use Rem script so freely? It's all because you're exceptional, what did I do?"

"I know you deliberately sought out translation work for me and paid generously. Just accept it, please?"

"Oh my, that's enough, take it back, quickly. A young girl like you will struggle alone, you should at least have plenty of money."

"No, I'm not alone anymore..."

Suddenly she was at a loss for words. What should she call Rema? Guardian? Teacher? Neither expression fit perfectly. Teacher might be the closest, but even that wasn't quite accurate.

Rema was too polite to consider her a disciple, and he didn't seem very willing to teach. He rarely explained things unless asked. It wasn't like he was sponsoring her, as he didn't expect any results. He was too distant to treat her like a daughter. He didn't discipline her at all, so he wasn't treating her as a ward. He had never scolded her or tried to correct her behavior.

But it wasn't like he completely neglected her, and he wasn't indifferent either...

'Maybe it feels like... the only one of my kind?'

Although neither he nor she were a different species but human, that feeling seemed closest. Azril vaguely decided to define their relationship that way. But she couldn't explain this to others. She said simply.

"...I'm not alone anymore, Grandpa. I've met a teacher."

"A teacher?"

"He's a magician. And I'm going to become a magician too."

Warden looked at her with a surprised expression, then quickly nodded his head.

"Well, I thought you must have something special about you since you could use Rem so well. A magician, that's wonderful. Really wonderful..."

"So please accept this. It's a token of my gratitude."

Azril finally managed to press the pouch into Warden's hands despite his protests.

"Oh, Grandpa, have you heard about the ruins that were supposedly discovered near here?"

"Ruins? You mean those ruins that collapsed?"

"What? They collapsed?"

"They were in the middle of preparing for excavation, but I heard an avalanche recently covered it, making it completely inaccessible."

"A sudden avalanche..."

"That's what I'm saying. It wasn't even raining, why an avalanche... With the castle turning into a sand dune too, the territory has been quite ominous lately."

Warden clicked his tongue.
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Ruins typically refer to the remnants of the ancient Magic Civilization that perished. It was the era of magicians that flourished about a thousand years ago, before Emperor Iskham established an empire spanning the continent and unified the calendars that had been different in each region into a single 'Iskham Calendar'.

Rema said he had lived for over a thousand years. He might be the last magician of the Magic Civilization. I had a feeling that the landslide at the ruins and Rema were related.

'I wonder if the task Rema has to do is also related to the ruins?'

"Grandpa Warden, do you know what kind of place those ruins are? Like the exact location, or characteristics of its appearance..."

"Oh, you're interested in ruins? Then I have something good. Wait a moment."

Warden went into the back of the bookstore and rummaged around for a while. Soon he came out covered in dust and handed Azril an old book and what looked like a new pamphlet.

"That pamphlet was distributed by someone recruiting workers for ruin excavation."

"Wow, thank you!"

"And this book, I'm not sure where it came from... but it seems to be an old book about ruins. You can have it."

The faded leather cover was inscribed with 'Alionov Ruins Exploration' in Rem script. When she opened the cover, she saw illustrations of ruins that were faded but still colored.

"Isn't this a valuable book? The material and illustrations seem..."

"It's just an old thing. It's written in Rem, not Limble, so it's hard to sell anyway."

Warden forcefully handed it to Azril.

"Take care. Wherever you go. When you become a great magician, come visit sometime."

It was a kind farewell. Azril smiled.

"I will. You have to stay healthy until then."

"Of course."

She left the bookstore with the book and pamphlet. Noir was excitedly running around the back alley in cat form.

"...Don't play with mice, Noir. You're not even a real cat."

"But it's so fun!"

"I can't understand you. Spit that out and talk."

"Tch."

Noir spat out the mouse it was holding. The mouse that had nearly died quickly disappeared into a drain. The cat looked regretfully at the retreating mouse before turning to Azril.

"Do you have somewhere else to go?"

"Yeah, I'm going to visit Meili's house."

"Who's that?"

"My friend. Blanche should be there too."

"Ah, the human Blanche is helping? Alright, let's go."

Azril moved to Meili's house with Noir, who had turned back into a human. Meili's house was in an alley lined with old houses that barely qualified as shacks. She found her friend's house with familiarity. Noir sniffed the air.

"This is it. I can smell Blanche."

"Yes, it's here."

When she knocked, Meili's younger brother opened the door. The child's eyes widened upon seeing Azril, and he ran to call his sister. Azril sat on a chair at the table in the kitchen/living room. The inside of the house was still shabby, but there were plenty of smoked meats hanging near the fireplace. They all looked large and of good quality.

"I wonder if Blanche bought these?"

"Wouldn't he have hunted them?"

"This isn't the forest, Noir."

It seemed Blanche had bought them with money from Rema. As she was looking around to see if anything else had changed, the inner room door burst open and Meili came running out frantically.

"Azril! Azril!"

She hugged Azril tightly as she ran.

"Whoa."

Noir lightly supported Azril from behind as she staggered, unable to bear the weight.

"Me-Meili?"

"Azril! Mom's healthy! She's really healthy now!"

"Really? She's not sick anymore?"

"Yeah, yeah! She's completely fine! She doesn't wake up at night because of fever anymore!"

"She's really all better. That's great. Congratulations!"

"It's all thanks to you. Thank you so much. Really, thank you so much."

"I'm not the one who cured your mother, it was Rema. You don't need to thank me so much."

"But it's still because of you! I'm going to thank you! I'll thank you even if I die! How can I ever repay this, really..."

"You don't need to repay anything. Just..."

"No, I'm definitely going to repay you! You know, my mom even goes out now? She's at the market with Blanche right now, my mom! My mom who had been bedridden for years!"

Meili rambled on, choked with emotion. Azril hugged her friend tightly.

"Don't cry, Meili, it's a good thing, why are you crying?"

"I'm crying because I'm so happy! Hueeng, thank you, really thank you, hueng, I'll repay you somehow..."

"It's okay, don't think about repaying, okay?"

Azril earnestly comforted her crying friend. Noir, who had been watching blankly, turned back into a cat, seeing no need to intervene.

A while later, Meili, who had finally calmed down, brought tea. It had a sweet and refreshing scent. She continued chattering as she set the cup in front of Azril.

"This tea and other things, Blanche bought them for us. He said we shouldn't change furniture and household items until we move, but we should eat properly from now on..."

"Weren't your family surprised by Blanche?"

"At first, sure, but now they're just so grateful they don't know what to do. By the way, is that person the same species as Blanche?"

Meili pointed at Noir, who had turned back into a cat and was wandering around. Azril nodded with a smile.

"Yeah, they're both Rema's familiars."

"I see..."

Meili fidgeted with her cup, hesitated, then spoke.

"You know, Azril. We've received so much... They're even moving us to a new house, I can't believe it. Is this really okay?"

"Rema directly ordered Blanche to do it. If he wants to give it, it's fine."

"Blanche said the same thing, but it's still too much. So many good things have happened since that day, it's almost scary."

Meili asked cautiously with a dazed expression.

"By the way, what kind of relationship do you have with that magician?"

"Hmm..."

She had come to talk about this anyway. Azril chose her words carefully before answering.

"Rema is the person who gave me my name."

"Huh? That... the one you couldn't remember?"

"That's right. I remember everything now. I was his disciple. We parted ways due to some circumstances, and we happened to meet again this time."

"I see..."

Meili didn't pry further into Azril's circumstances. The carrot-haired girl murmured dreamily.

"I knew you were like a lost princess or something. I always thought so! It's like a dream come true."

"I'm not like a princess. I'm just Rema's disciple."

"No way, a rich and handsome great magician came to get you with talking cats and spirits! You're no different from a princess. It's truly magical..."

Meili grinned with a dreamy expression. Seeing how happy she was, Azril just smiled without denying it further. Meili, who had instantly fallen into fantasy, suddenly startled and asked her.

"Wait a minute! If you're the magician's disciple, does that mean you're becoming a magician too?"

Azril froze with the cup in her hand. The white magician's whispered words echoed in her mind.

"If you become a magician, someday I will have to kill you."

"Azril, why are you choosing the path of unhappiness? You can have anything."

But Rema, that's a path where I can't know anything. I'd have to live forgetting about you too. Azril blinked, mentally arguing. Then her vision filled wondrously with stars everywhere.

'I can't live pretending I haven't seen all of this, Rema.'

She took a deep breath and answered calmly.

"Yes, I'm going to become a magician."

"That's amazing!"

Meili looked at her with sparkling eyes. Azril continued with a smile.

"That's why I came to say goodbye, Meili."

"Goodbye? What kind of goodbye?"

"I'm planning to leave Colt soon. I wanted to say farewell to you before that..."

"Oh, where are you going! Are you going to learn magic?"

"Maujancl."

Meili's mouth fell open.

"Wow, the capital? Not some magical castle in the forest?"

"Meili, you've read too many storybooks. It's not like you've never seen a magician before, what are you imagining?"

"But your master is like a magician straight out of a book! He's so different from the overworked magicians at our territory's Magic Hall!"

"That's..."

Azril couldn't possibly claim that Rema was an ordinary magician. She closed her mouth, at a loss for words. After pouring out her words, Meili started to ponder something. Then, with a determined look, she turned to Azril.

"I want to go to Maujancl too."

"What?"

"If it's okay with you, I want to work as your maid. Is that alright?"

"You're asking me to make you my maid? That's ridiculous!"

"You said you'll be living in the capital. Won't you need to hire a maid anyway?"

"It's fine because I have the spirit. Besides, I can't just hire a maid in a house where a spirit roams around."

"You can't send that spirit to the market. And it doesn't seem right to keep asking Blanche to do the shopping. Blanche seems uncomfortable changing into a human."

"That's true, but... I can do those things myself."

"Why should you do it? You're the magician's disciple. Leave it to me. Running errands, taking care of you. Okay?"

"I don't need anyone to take care of me."

"But I want to do it!"

Meili spoke passionately.

"You know I'm known for being good at work, right? I even served that picky Miss Deborah pretty well. I know you well, and I won't be surprised by the spirit or Blanche or Nua... Nua... what was it, anyway, that person! I can do it well."

"But Meili, hiring a friend as a maid..."

"Because we're friends, I want to do it even more. The only thing I've learned and am good at is being a maid. I want to repay you somehow with this."

Meili was sincere. She lowered her eyebrows.

"I don't need a salary. I couldn't properly repay you for the earring incident, and now I've received something even bigger. Please let me repay you, okay? I don't want to part ways with you like this..."

She looked at Azril with puppy-dog eyes. Azril hesitated, then sighed.

"I'll talk to Rema about it."

"Thank you, Azril! I love you!"

Meili brightened up and hugged Azril. Azril hugged her back but couldn't smile completely. She remembered Hannah, who had cried and shouted to bring her mother back.
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That evening, Azril contacted Rema.

It had been 6 years since she had used communication magic. It had also been 6 years since she had communicated with him. She arranged her mana nervously.

"Astera, Resvid."

Her mana fluctuated as it called out to his. From far away, Rema received the communication without delay.

"Azril? What's the matter?"

[I have something I'd like to discuss with you, Rema.]

"Speak. I'm listening."

Rema answered gently to Azril's voice coming through the communication magic. As he did so, he slowly waved his hand. The bodies of the guards sprawled out in front of him gradually turned to sand, starting from their toes. The man clutching the railing of the stairs turned pale as he saw this sight.

"Ah, that girl... I have no objection. Do as you wish."

The white magician's face was slightly furrowed, but his voice showed no trace of it. He continued speaking softly.

"Yes. There are people in the capital who might recognize familiars and cause trouble, so it would certainly be more convenient to have a maid."

Rema kicked the sand that had been the guards' corpses. With a gust of wind, the sand scattered.

"You seem to care a lot for that girl, Azril. Is she a precious friend?"

He slowly climbed the carpeted stairs. The man who had been crouching and holding the railing tried to flee when he saw him.

However, his attempt was unsuccessful. The moment his eyes met the white magician's, his body stiffened and he couldn't move. He couldn't even make a sound. The man rolled his eyes in terror. In contrast to the iron-gray eyes directed at the man, Rema's voice flowing out was gentle.

"Of course. I have no intention of making the same mistake. I don't want to see you cry over such a thing again."

The place they were in was the lobby of a luxurious mansion. The marble floor that had originally been spotless and shiny was now covered in sand. All of it was sand that had once been people. The guards protecting the mansion had all turned to powder.

"If she's important to you, then I will treat her preciously as well. Don't worry, Azril."

Rema's expression changed as he took his gaze off the man. It was a faint but definite smile. A chill ran down the spine of the man gripping the railing.

The white magician before his eyes had appeared silently and killed the attacking guards with a single gesture. And then he had even turned the corpses to dust. There hadn't been the slightest hesitation or change in expression. It was a merciless and overwhelming touch. Not a single bloodstain or smudge remained on his white clothes. This monster was now whispering softly while communicating.

"Yes, Azril. I'll come to get you when preparations are complete. Sleep well."

Rema, having ended the communication, turned to look at the man. He muttered in a dry voice.

"You don't fall into the category of 'people she knows', do you?"

He traced a finger through the air. Suddenly, the man's mouth, which had been unable to make a sound, opened and a loud groan burst out.

"Kuhek, hu, uh, urk!"

"In the slave merchant guild you operate, you must have traded a black-haired, golden-eyed girl a few years ago. Do you remember?"

"Wh-wh-who, who, who are you..."

Rema flicked his hand. The man's body was dragged in front of him and forced to kneel. The man looked up at him, terrified. Monster? Demon? What on earth was his identity?

As he thought frantically, he suddenly recalled the legend of the Magician of the Horizon. Silver hair and gray eyes, white robe, a tall magician all in white. The being closest to a god. No way. The blood drained from the man's face.

"A black-haired, golden-eyed girl from a northern minority, about ten years old. Do you remember?"

The man was the leader of a large slave merchant guild. With countless slaves coming and going every day, he couldn't remember every slave he had traded. But he did remember the girl the white magician was talking about. A few years ago, a couple had come to sell that girl.

It was common for parents to sell their children or relatives to sell children. However, it was rare to sell an unrelated child claiming they were an orphan. Suspecting there might be issues related to inheritance disputes within a family, or that she might be the illegitimate child of a noble, he had investigated. The result was that she really was just a war orphan of no significance.

The girl was noticeably pretty, had rare-colored eyes, and was a premium product from a minority ethnic group. So he had bought her for a high price. After buying her, he immediately branded her and put her through slave education.

He thought she would be docile since she was young and looked meek, instead he was troubled when she kept trying to escape. In the end, he had allowed beatings, accepting the risk of damage. It took several whippings before they could finally make her obedient. After that, he had sold her to another guild.

'Could he possibly be related to that brat? Damn it, she was definitely an orphan with no backgrounds! And it's been several years since then...!'

Rema placed his hand on the forehead of the man who had stiffened like a log. Mana moved quietly yet violently. Like rapids under ice. The man felt his mind being rummaged through at will. He wanted to writhe and scream, but he couldn't move a muscle.

"..."

Rema's eyes grew cold as he read the man's memories. Starting from Count Colt's memories, he had been tracking down those who had bought and sold Azril. All those he had found had paid with their lives. The magician who had carved out his emotions had no mercy. Having deviated even from God's laws, he cared nothing for human laws either.

He removed his hand from the man's forehead. The man's eyes were half-rolled back. With a gesture from Rema, the man's body twisted and crumpled. Soon, even his corpse turned to sand and disappeared.

Now only the guardian couple to whom he had entrusted Azril remained.

They were people Rema had chosen rather carefully. They were a quasi-noble couple who had lost a daughter around Azril's age in an accident, and had a good reputation among their neighbors. However, he had failed to notice the greed they harbored.

His unconsciously clenched fist tightened with force. Anger and self-reproach. The mana in the air reacted. Rema allowed the surrounding mansion to collapse from the rampaging mana.

He feels almost no emotions. Therefore, even the slightest emotion causes a big reaction.

A drop of different-colored ink falling into an inkwell is hardly noticeable. It quickly mixes and leaves no trace. But a drop of ink falling into clear water immediately dyes the whole with its color. That was the principle.

Even he hadn't anticipated that the magic of carving out emotions would lead to such a result. He hadn't known because there hadn't been much to be moved by over the long years.

A single drop of affection felt for Azril had completely dyed him. The color that had been forcibly detached and barely diluted had deepened again as soon as they met. Rema was aware of his own state. Yet he couldn't stop.

He exhaled a long breath. And then he moved his feet.

Before finding the guardian couple, he needed to buy a mansion for Azril in Maujancl and arrange for its interior. He pondered what kind of house she would like. His mood lifted slightly. Rema headed towards Maujancl with a faint smile.

Maujancl, the capital of the Aukandor Kingdom, is an ancient city flanked by the Antara River to the south and the Nordic Mountain to the north.

The area near the river was low-lying, and as one went north towards the mountains, the terrain rose higher, with the Royal Castle situated at the highest point, overlooking the city. The city walls encircling all of Maujancl had weathered the passage of time naturally, giving off an air of antiquity rather than dilapidation.

Outside the city walls was a train station. While the trains and railways were new, the engine that powered them was a artifact of the Ancient Magic Civilization. The magical engine, which was well over several hundred years old, still ran smoothly even today. The magic and technology of this era couldn't replicate that engine. It was difficult even to understand its principles. At best, they could figure out how to use it and its applications.

The grand gates of the city were engraved with a unicorn running on waves, the symbol of the Maujancl royal family. These gates rarely opened except for special occasions. Instead, the side gates on either side of the main gate were always open. Guards were stationed there for inspections. Countless people and carriages passed through these gates. Those pouring out of the trains also headed for these gates.

Azril and Rema didn't go through those gates. They had come from Colt territory to Maujancl by teleportation magic. They arrived in a secluded alley out of sight of people.

Beyond the shadowy walls and roofs of buildings, the Royal Castle could be seen rising. The castle with its sea-colored pointed roofs gleamed purple under the sun. At the very top of the roof, a flag embroidered with the royal emblem fluttered.

"Wow."

Azril let out a small exclamation of wonder.

She looked out beyond the shaded alley. Many people walked on the street paved with well-trimmed stones. In just a moment, a boy running with a bundle of newspapers, a gentleman with a pipe and cane, noble ladies wearing feathered hats, a knight in uniform with a sword at his waist, and a girl carrying a basket of flowers passed by.

The sound of carriage wheels rolling and horse hooves clopping could be heard. A faint bell sound was mixed in between.

Azril walked out of the alley like she was entranced. She had forgotten that she was still holding Rema's hand for the teleportation magic. Rema, about to instinctively grasp her hand slipping from his grip, startled and let go.

She headed towards the sunlit street full of people. Rema watched her back from the dim alley. And then he moved to follow her.

Azril stood on the main street, looking around the city in a daze. Maujancl was the first big city she had ever seen. Imagining it while reading books or seeing it in pictures was certainly different from seeing it with her own eyes. Buildings so grand and tall it seemed unfair to compare them to Colt, incredibly wide streets, those wide streets filled with carriages and people, and the blue-roofed Royal Castle looking down on all of it from above.

"What a magnificent city..."

"This city prospered even in ancient times. Though it wasn't called Maujancl back then."

Rema pulled up the hood of his robe and started walking ahead. Azril followed behind him with quick steps.

"Have you been here many times before, Rema? Even back then?"

"Yes. There were even more humans then than now."

"More than this? My goodness."

There were too many people on the street. She clung close to him, afraid of losing him, and even linked arms with him, hanging on. Then she chattered in an excited, raised voice.

"If there were more people than now, it must have been hard to even walk properly. This is the first time I've seen so many people..."

Rema looked down at her blankly. As soon as their eyes met, Azril startled and pulled away from him.

'What did I just do?'

She had unconsciously clung to him like in her childhood days when they went out together. Back then, she had been that close to him. But the relationship between them now was not like that. The memory of being abandoned once and the gap of 6 years flowed between them. Along with what had happened in Hanora village, and the secrets he refused to tell.

No matter how genuinely grateful she was to him, even though she had resolved to become a magician and dive into those secrets, she couldn't treat him like she did in her childhood anymore.
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Rema gazed at Azril, who was standing a few steps away. He seemed to be thinking something similar to her. He looked down at his own arm where she had clung earlier, then spoke slowly.

"Even if we live together again, it can't be exactly the same as back then."

"..."

"If possible, I wanted to maintain those days forever."

"...I wished for that too, Rema."

"Yes, I was the one who ended it like that."

After agreeing readily, he fell silent for a moment, then muttered.

"We can never go back to that time... It's not an unpleasant feeling."

Azril was taken aback by those words. Not an unpleasant feeling? What? That he ended it like that? That he's satisfied they can't go back to those times?

'No, he didn't mean it like that.'

She immediately denied the thought that had briefly crossed her mind. She didn't want to misunderstand. Thoughts tend to turn more negative the more you dwell on them alone. So she asked right away. With Rema, it was okay to ask directly.

"Why do you suddenly feel that way?"

"Because even if it's not the kind of days I wanted to maintain, it will be joyful."

He smiled. It was a faint smile, just his eyes narrowing slightly and the corners of his mouth lifting imperceptibly.

"From long ago until recently, my life hardly changed. I never wanted it to change either."

He couldn't allow it to change either. That long, slow life that continued unchangingly was what had sustained him for a thousand years.

"Nevertheless, I didn't dislike the changes you brought. The time spent with you will surely be more precious than time without you."

Because it would be time that was difficult to obtain and maintain, that would end faster the more joyful it was, that would never be long. Rema only muttered the latter part to himself. His gaze as he looked at her was soft and gentle.

For the Magician of the Horizon who could have anything, how much weight did something precious carry? Azril was at a loss for words. She just looked up at him with his faint smile for a while before finally opening her mouth.

"Rema... you say things in a way that's easy to misunderstand. I almost misunderstood again."

"What kind of misunderstanding?"

"What you just said, I thought you meant you were glad you ended that time in such a way."

His eyes widened slightly. Then he touched his mouth.

"I'm sorry, Azril. I didn't realize it would sound that way."

"It's okay, I know that's not what you meant."

Rema seemed to have lived without interacting much with people. That would naturally make him awkward in conversation.

'Though he seems fine when explaining about magic.'

Unlike Azril who was smiling and saying it was okay, Rema had no intention of letting it go. He turned his gaze that had been fixed on empty space back to her with an expressionless face.

"I'll fix it."

"What? No, it's really okay. It's not like I actually misunderstood."

"But it means you could have misunderstood."

"I'd quickly realize if I just asked. I won't misunderstand you, Rema. Don't worry."

"Azril, I..."

Rema hesitated as he was about to continue. He seemed to be carefully choosing how to speak.

"...I always want to know your opinions, thoughts, and feelings, but I'm not good at grasping such things. So I need to speak often... I mean, if you have to consider the meaning and implications of my words every time I speak, that means you're in a tense state, and if that makes you uncomfortable, then you'll..."

She couldn't quite follow what he was saying. Rema closed his mouth when he saw Azril's blank face. Then he started pondering again. Somehow, he looked like he was struggling and trying hard, which made her want to laugh. To think that Rema would be having such difficulty. Azril smiled briefly and said.

"So Rema, you want me to be comfortable talking with you? That's why you want to fix your way of speaking so I don't have to be unnecessarily cautious?"

"Yes."

He answered hesitantly, then added quietly.

"I want Azril to enjoy talking with me. That way, I can converse with you often."

Hearing him say such things so directly and seriously made her feel strange. She kept realizing how precious she was to him. And the more she realized it, the more she wanted to know why he had made her leave him, and why he said he would kill her someday despite all this.

"...Just thinking that way is enough."

"It's not enough, Azril. I'll try my best."

Rema started walking again. Azril followed him and asked.

"Um, how much further do we have to go?"

"We'll arrive soon."

After crossing a bridge over a canal, they came to a street lined with large mansions. It seemed to be an area where nobles lived, as there were hardly any passersby except for what looked like servants. A few carriages bearing family crests passed by.

Azril looked in the direction Rema was heading and had a sinking feeling. She saw a luxurious mansion that was at least half again as large as the nearby mansions.

"Rema."

"Yes."

"Surely it's not that one, right?"

He shook his head at the mansion she pointed to.

"No, it's not."

"Thank goodness, that one seemed too..."

"It's that one, Azril."

Rema pointed behind that mansion. Beyond its roof, a forest of cypress trees could be seen.

"There's even a forest in the city! Is the house in the forest?"

"It's not a forest, it's a garden."

"...What?"

"It would be faster to cut through. Give me your hand for a moment."

He held out his hand to her. When Azril placed her hand on his, he gently grasped it and led her.

"Resvid."

Rema uttered the spell. Azril could see stars gathering beneath their feet. He stepped up like he was climbing stairs, treading on the mana. She followed his lead, rising into the air.

"Wow..."

The mana gathered beneath their feet, forming wind stairs, looked to her like stairs made of the Milky Way. Those stairs became a gently arching bridge leading between the cypress trees. She walked through the air holding his hand, her other hand clutching her skirt. Her cheeks were flushed pink.

"What kind of magic is this? Flying magic?"

"It's an application of wind magic. Flying magic is better when flying alone, but using wind magic is more convenient when flying with someone else."

"You mean the magic that creates wind? Is it the same as the magic I learned?"

"That's right."

They had already reached the cypress forest. As they walked between the tall trees, she looked back. The stars they had passed over were naturally dispersing.

"So it can be applied like this too. Could I do it?"

"Would you like to try?"

"Yes, I want to try!"

Azril's eyes sparkled. Rema explained with a faint smile.

"You just need to repeatedly create wind blowing upwards within a limited area."

"How do you limit the area?"

"Like this..."

Rema slowly moved the mana in front of her. She watched carefully as the stars gathered to form a shape.

"...First you make a frame, then pour mana into it to create wind."

Normally, it would have taken days of explanation to learn this magic. But for Azril who could see mana, just one demonstration was enough. Azril drew out the stars swirling inside her. Then she arranged the mana in exactly the same shape Rema had shown.

"Astera."

She uttered the spell. The mana arranged like wind responded to the name and became wind. One invisible step was created next to Rema's equally invisible stairs.

"Is this right?"

"Yes, perfect. Try stepping on it."

Azril, still holding his hand, put one foot on the stairs she had made. Then both feet. And she let go of his hand. She stood in midair by herself. The wind firmly supported her feet. She could see a path winding through the forest far below.

"I did it, Rema!"

Azril turned to him excitedly. Rema was staring blankly at his hand that she had let go of, then looked up.

"Well done, Azril. As expected, it's easy for you. Now you just need to repeatedly create the same frame."

"Like stacking stairs?"

"Yes."

Azril created another frame below the wind step she was standing on. Once she had done it once, it wasn't difficult. She tried making several at once. It felt like connecting constellations to make a bridge. It was fun. With flushed cheeks, she called the name of her mana.

"Astera!"

The stars twinkled in response. Stairs leading down to the end of the forest, to the entrance of the path, were created. The stairs made of her mana were shining with a golden light. They were placed side by side with Rema's white shining stairs. It was so beautiful that she almost wished others could see it too. But to others, nothing would be visible.

'No, Rema can see it. It might look a bit different to him, but...'

Just as she thought this, Rema said quietly.

"It's a dazzling golden staircase."

Azril turned to him, beaming.

"Isn't it pretty? Can you see it shining like gold too, Rema?"

"Since it's made with your mana. My stairs probably look white to you."

"Yes, white stars like a slice of the Milky Way..."

Azril trailed off mid-answer and murmured absently.

"...Magic is truly beautiful."

"I think so too. All magic is beautiful from the moment it's created until it disappears."

He said, his eyes curving. His voice was extremely pleased.

Azril suddenly realized. Rema must have seen these enchanting scenes created by mana all alone until now. No one would have been able to share in how beautiful this is. The brief regret she had felt earlier thinking no one else could see this, he must have accumulated over long ages.

'And I too... without Rema, I wouldn't be able to share this experience with anyone.'

It was a strange feeling. Azril shook her head and carefully started descending the stairs. As she moved, Rema who had been waiting also started walking. Invisible stairs leading from the treetops to the path. She walked while reaching out to brush the nearby branches.

This forest was unusually rich in mana. Every time a branch shook, the mana would ripple and scatter sparkling light. It looked like snow piled up then crumbling and scattering. She gazed at it like she was mesmerized.

"It's visible now. That's the place, Azril."

At Rema's words, she turned her head. As soon as she looked in that direction, her concentration scattered.

"That, that's, eek!"

As she lost control of the stairs and started falling, Rema quickly caught her. He supported her with one arm and helped her down onto the path.

"Th-thank you. Rema, you're surprisingly strong."

"You're just too thin. We'll need to feed you well."

"But Rema, you said that's the place? That's not a house... it's a castle."

Azril said, dumbfounded.

Emerging from the forest, they saw a castle standing by a small lake. The light beige stone castle with pointed navy blue roofs cast a romantic shadow on the water's surface. It was a pretty castle like something out of a fairy tale, but this was supposed to be a house?

She had said they didn't need a very fancy house because she was worried he might get something closer to a castle, but she never imagined he'd actually get a castle. Half in a daze, she muttered.

"My goodness, there's a lake and a castle in the city..."

"It's not a castle in the city. There weren't any houses in Maujancl that I found satisfactory among those immediately available, so I acquired one from elsewhere."

"Elsewhere? Don't tell me you connected it with magic?"

"Yes, using Dragon's Eye magic. Originally there was another mansion here. I connected it so that passing through the garden leads to this castle instead of that mansion."

"You mean this forest was the garden of the mansion that was here? How big was the garden... and even that wasn't enough so... good heavens."

No wonder there had been so much mana in the forest earlier. Isn't this on too large a scale?
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"...So where is this castle located?"

"It's an empty castle in the eastern region of the Ku Kingdom."

"Isn't the Ku Kingdom beyond the Talashin Empire? That's incredibly far! How on earth did you end up going all the way there to acquire a castle?"

"It just turned out that way as I was looking for a suitable castle with a lake."

"Did it absolutely have to be a castle with a lake...?"

"There are few places as appropriate as a lake for practicing various types of magic."

"A lake? Is it because of water-related magic?"

"That's part of it, but it's convenient for practicing large-scale magic. The wide water surface has no obstructions, and the ground doesn't get torn up. With water below, there's also less chance of injury."

Choosing a castle with a lake because it's good for practicing magic? That was an unexpected reason.

'He really is planning to teach me magic properly.'

Even though he seemed reluctant, it appeared he was doing his best since it was what she wanted. Azril felt incredibly grateful that he had considered such things when finding a place for them to stay.

"I see. For my magic practice... But then, was there really a need to acquire a castle? Wouldn't a house by the lakeside have been enough?"

"I remembered that you used to like castles like this. Don't you like it? If not, I can look for another place."

"Wait, I used to like castles like this?"

"Don't you remember?"

Azril looked around at the picturesque castle. Suddenly, something came to mind.

'There was a picture book with a similar castle drawn in it.'

It was her favorite among the books she had read to learn letters when she was young. She had read it over and over again.

'I liked the pretty pictures, but I loved the story...'

It was a tale of an ordinary girl, loved by her family, who with the help of a magician rescues a cursed prince trapped in a castle. She remembered lying down and staring for a long time at the pages with full-spread illustrations. The picture of the girl heading towards the lakeside castle.

"That picture book... You even remembered something like that?"

He smiled a little.

"I remembered it while thinking about what kind of house you might like."

She stared blankly at Rema, then looked back at the castle that seemed to have jumped out of a picture book. Again, she felt strange. It felt like a soft illustration painted with pastels and watercolors. Azril hesitated, immersed in that feeling. Rema spoke gently.

"If you don't like it, please tell me honestly. I can find another place in two or three days."

She quickly shook her head.

"No, it's very pretty."

"I'm glad. Then..."

"But, isn't a castle too big? It's not like many people will be living here..."

"I thought a more spacious place would be good since you're not a small child anymore. It's not that big of a castle."

"No, it is big! It's so big that Meili and I couldn't clean it all even if we worked all day."

"Don't worry about that. We can imbue it with a spirit."

"A spirit? You mean you'll create something like the spirit in Rema's house? Can it manage this huge castle all by itself?"

"Yes, we can create a spirit based on this castle. A spirit's nature is determined by where it's born."

He thought for a moment, then added.

"It might be good for you to create it yourself."

"Me, create the spirit of this castle?"

"Learning how to create spirits will be useful in many ways. It shouldn't be difficult for you."

He spoke as if it were nothing special and headed towards the castle. Azril followed him, recalling what she had learned about spirits when she was young.

Originally, spirits were clumps of mana that formed naturally when magic accumulated in natural objects and exceeded a certain threshold. Spirits born this way reflected the nature of the natural object or the accumulated magic they came from.

Usually, spirits were born in lakes, ponds, large rocks, or old trees. It was magic accumulated over long years that became spirits. Sometimes, when magic concentrated excessively in a short time, spirits could be born from flowers, bonfires, or lightning.

So spirits were supposed to be born naturally, not created. It was impossible for humans to artificially create spirits. Even setting aside all the other problems, it was impossible to infuse enough magic to exceed the threshold in the first place.

At least, that's what all the books she had seen said. Both the books she had translated from Limble to Rem, and the books she had seen in Rema's study as a child said the same thing.

'Come to think of it, the books Rema had contained a lot of different content from other magic books.'

In any case, spirits were not something that could be casually suggested to be created.

"Rema, wasn't it impossible for humans to create spirits?"

"That's generally true. But not for us."

The 'us' he referred to must mean magicians with the Dragon's Eye. They had already reached the main gate of the castle. Rema pushed open the door and stepped aside to let her enter first.

"First, we'll go to a place close to the center of this castle. Spirits must be created near the core of the place they're to inhabit."

"Okay..."

Azril was momentarily distracted by the high ceiling with its imposing chandelier, but managed to tear her eyes away.

"But when you say 'us' can do it... does that mean the Dragon's Eye allows us to create spirits?"

"No. Rather..."

They passed through the lobby and headed towards a corridor. Through the arched columns, a courtyard was visible. The garden was full of flower buds about to bloom and pale green new shoots.

"...the Dragon's Eye, like spirits, is a phenomenon that occurs when magic exceeds a threshold. So all magicians with the Dragon's Eye possess magic that far surpasses the threshold for spirit creation."

Azril, who had been admiring the courtyard, turned to him in surprise. Rema was walking ahead without looking back.

"Wasn't the Dragon's Eye something you're just born with by chance?"

"It is close to chance, of course. But even that chance has a reason."

As they passed through the corridor, a large hall with a domed ceiling appeared. Colorful shadows from stained glass windows danced on the shiny marble floor.

"Humans who inherit the legacy of the Primordial Dragon are born as magicians. When that legacy, the innate magic, far exceeds the average level and reaches a threshold..."

They crossed the hall and reached the opposite corridor. Another courtyard with a fountain came into view.

"...a dragon's eye forms within the human eye while still in the womb. And they are born as a Dragon Eye magician."

"Then, perhaps... if magic is infused into the womb using the principle of creating spirits, would a child with the Dragon's Eye be born?"

It was a sharp question. Rema hesitated. He soon resumed walking and answered.

"It's impossible. First, it's impossible to inject enough magic to form the Dragon's Eye, and even if it were possible, the baby wouldn't be born properly."

"You mean it would be stillborn?"

"Similar. It would no longer be human."

It was somewhat chilling talk. Azril hesitated, then asked.

"How do you know? Have you tried it?"

"I haven't tried it myself. But I've seen the results of experiments in the past."

"...Experiments?"

"It was foolish. Horrifically so."

His voice was cold. Instead of explaining what kind of experiments they were, he gave a different explanation.

"Dragon Eye magicians are not beings that can be artificially created. To begin with, it's impossible for a single human to inherit enough of the legacy to create the Dragon's Eye."

"What? But you just said that being born with magic exceeding the threshold makes one a Dragon Eye magician."

"That's correct. However, I mean that such an amount of magic doesn't naturally settle in one human."

"If they can't be artificially created, and aren't naturally born with that much magic, how are Dragon Eye magicians born?"

"Azril, you said you had a twin brother, right?"

"...Yes."

"I also had a twin sister. A very long time ago."

"Rema was a twin too?"

It was an unexpected topic, and a fact she couldn't have guessed. But as soon as she heard those words, a memory came to mind.

"Azril, the fact that you are a magician means that your other twin absolutely cannot be a magician."
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This is what Rema had told her when she was seven years old. He had said she would naturally understand when she learned more magic later. Azril stopped walking. Rema, standing in front of the fountain in the middle of the courtyard, turned to face her.

"When twins in the same womb both inherit immense mana, due to the cohesiveness of mana, all the mana is drawn to whichever one is even slightly more suitable."

"The mana is drawn to one of the two?"

"Yes. This doesn't occur between twins with different appearances. It doesn't even happen between twins of the same gender who are completely identical. It's an extremely rare phenomenon that only occurs when twins with the same face but different genders both receive the inheritance."

She knew there were different types of twins. Usually, twins of different genders only resemble each other to the level of ordinary siblings. Only twins of the same gender could look so alike that they could be mistaken for the same person.

But in very rare cases, twins are born with the same appearance and only different genders. She and Ban Hiran were such a case. The same face, the same black hair and golden eyes. The only difference was their gender. Even that wasn't apparent when they were young, to the point where they could be mistaken for same-gender twins if not looked at closely.

"It seems that this slight difference - being almost identical but not completely the same beings - causes this phenomenon. The one who ends up containing two people's worth of mana in one body awakens the Dragon's Eye. Dragon Eye Magicians can only be born normally in this case."

"Then, the other one..."

"Is born as a human without any mana. Therefore, all Dragon Eye Magicians are twins, Azril. Like you and me."

She felt as if her mind had gone blank. Unnecessarily vivid memories from when she was a nameless child came flooding back.

"Such a thing should die quickly. A parasite sucking away it's brother's luck."

Words her parents had said. Words saying she was a curse attached to her brother.

When she knew nothing, she really believed it. But after she grew a little, she thought it was just a superstition unique to the minority ethnic group. But now, according to Rema's words... Azril muttered, turning pale.

"Did I steal my brother's mana and become a Dragon Eye Magician?"

"You didn't steal it, it was absorbed into you. Probably because Azril had a constitution more suitable for mana."

"That's the same thing, isn't it? Whether stolen or absorbed..."

She felt nauseous. Azril lowered her head, covering her mouth. Ban Hiran had been the only person who had treated her kindly. He was also the only one who had given her a name and called her by it. Her only family.

"You're not a curse, you're my sister."

How had the brother who told her that died?

When the village burned in the war, Azril had survived and escaped with Ban Hiran. The siblings stayed in the back alleys of some city, following a group of refugees.

The life of young twins without guardians in wartime was little different from that of sewer rats. It was a time of sleeping trembling among garbage and corpses. Still, it was bearable because they were together. They barely survived, holding each other's hands.

Then one late night, flames erupted from all directions. The massive fire lit up the night like day. The sound of hoofbeats echoed through the streets. Screams and shrieks mixed with the sound of weapons, rising to the sky.

She ran, led by her brother. Her bare feet were already covered in blood.

"Quickly, quickly!"

Azril had only been beaten, called a cursed child. So she had never eaten proper food except what Ban Hiran shared with her. Because of this, even though they were born on the same day and still too young for gender differences to be prominent, the two had different builds. Azril, much smaller and thinner than Ban Hiran, simply couldn't run as fast as her brother.

"Ju-just a moment, brother, I..."

She was already panting, exhausted. Ban Hiran urgently pulled her along.

"Hurry, we have to escape from here!"

Staggering, she couldn't resist the force of being pulled and tumbled forward.

"Aagh!"

"Ramhita!"

Ban Hiran called out the name he had given his sister. He looked back anxiously as he helped Azril to her feet. The sound of screams was getting closer. Azril got up immediately, but she simply couldn't walk properly.

"Ugh..."

Her ankle was throbbing. It seemed she had twisted it when she fell. After taking a few limping steps, she let go of her brother's hand.

"Brother, go."

Ban Hiran's face contorted. The boy tried to carry her on his back. Azril pushed him away.

"I can't run anymore. Go, quickly."

She stumbled backward. Ban Hiran looked around frantically. He soon spotted a corpse sprawled on top of a pile of garbage.

"Come here, Ramhita."

Ban Hiran pushed aside the corpse and cleared away whatever garbage he could grab.

"Just go, I said!"

"No!"

After throwing aside the rags and stone fragments mixed with slimy filth, a space appeared. Ban Hiran pulled Azril towards it.

The space was narrow. It was barely enough for one small child to hide.

"What about you?"

Ban Hiran pushed Azril into the garbage and blocked the front with a large basket woven from straw. He roughly covered it with garbage.

"Then I'll hide here, so you hurry and run away, okay?"

"Shut up, I'm not going!"

Ban Hiran crouched down in front of it. He used all his strength to pull over a heavy corpse and covered himself with it. Azril heard Ban Hiran panting heavily beyond the basket. She gripped the basket and said.

"What are you trying to do?"

"There's another hiding place here. I'll hide too... Shh, they're coming."

Ban Hiran whispered, curling up tightly.
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"Cover your mouth with your hands. Don't even breathe until it's quiet. Can you do that?"

Azril nodded with her hands covering her mouth. Ban Hiran seemed to know she had nodded even from beyond the basket and smiled slightly.

"I'm your big brother. A big brother protects his little sister."

The boy muttered, then hid his body behind corpses and held his breath. Not long after, the sound of armor and horse hooves could be heard. Gruff voices exchanged words.

Azril closed her eyes. As if that would make them unable to see her, she squeezed her eyes shut with all her might. The stench of garbage mixed with the smell of corpses, the slimy feel of filth, her brother's breathing from beyond the basket, and the clanking armor sounds drawing closer. Her heart was pounding so violently, she believed her heart would burst then and there.

They had hidden well for children, but it was inevitably clumsy. The knights who discovered traces of disturbance on the ground and in the piles of garbage approached.

"Is there a little rat?"

A long spear thrust between the corpses. The spear blade grazed Ban Hiran's cheek, pierced through the basket, and struck near Azril's feet.

"...!"

She nearly screamed. She managed to hold it in, tightly covering her mouth with both hands. After even holding her breath, she carefully opened her eyes a sliver. Light poured in through the gaps of the loosely woven basket.

The knights who lifted the corpse impaled on the spear discovered Ban Hiran curled up tightly.

"Ugh, it's just a child."

"The order was extermination. No exceptions."

Someone muttered, and another answered coldly. There was a low exchange of words. The sound of clanking, the 'shing' of a sword being drawn, the snorting of horses, the clashing of armor, and then.

"Aaaagh!"

Ban Hiran screamed.

"...!"

Azril instinctively grabbed the basket to push it away, but remembering her brother's words not to make even a breath of sound, she pressed her mouth again. Her head was spinning from holding her breath so long. But she still couldn't bring herself to breathe.

There was the sound of something falling. Then someone groaned in surprise. Again, murmuring voices flowed, rustling, and thud-thud, something dropped. After that, the sound of horse hooves gradually faded away.

Azril held her shallow breaths through her nose for a long time. The smell of blood stung her nose. An ominous feeling crawled up from her toes like an insect. Her face, covered by her hands, was drenched in tears. She endured, suppressing the sobs that tried to burst out.

Only after it had become completely dark did she push away the basket and crawl out.

"Big brother?"

Something was pooled like a puddle on the dirty street. It was too dark to see anything. The smell of blood was getting stronger. The hand she placed on the ground was soaked. She lifted her palm to the moonlight. It was bright red.

"Blood..."

Her breath caught. Azril crawled over the puddle, trembling. Her groping fingers caught on something.

"Big brother!"

It was a terrifyingly cold and eerie sensation. But it was clearly her brother's arm. Azril instinctively pulled on it.

"Brot..."

At the end of it, there was no body that should have been there. Only chunks of flesh were scattered in the pool of blood.

"Aaaaaaah!"

She screamed. And then, she must have lost consciousness. That's how she became alone.

'If I hadn't taken my brother's magic, if he had been the magician instead of me, he might not have died like that.'

Such thoughts occurred to her.

'I really must have been like a curse to my brother. Taking away his magic, his life, like that...'

Azril gasped and covered her mouth. Her vision blurred.

"Azril?"

Rema approached her. His long, elegant hand cupped her chin, lifting it.

"Are you crying?"

He was flustered upon discovering the tears welling in her eyes. Azril bit her lip, trying not to let the tears fall. Rema opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, blinked a few times, and finally managed to speak.

"...You were simply more talented. You didn't absorb your twin's magic because you wanted to. There's no reason for Azril to feel guilty about that."

It was a rational statement. But emotions can't be persuaded by logic. Azril whimpered softly.

"But if my brother had been the magician, he might not have died."

Finally, a tear streamed down. That tear touched his hand cupping her chin. Rema stared at it blankly. Then he slowly said.

"Stop making such meaningless assumptions. What difference does it make? Neither you nor I chose to be born this way."

"Rema?"

"But we can choose how to live. So instead of wasting time digging, work harder and become the best magician. So I can boast that my magic produced such an amazing magician."

"Those words..."

"They're what my sister said to me long ago, Azril."

"Rema's twin sister?"

"Yes."

The tears stopped. Azril quietly pondered those words.

Worrying and blaming oneself won't change anything. If you're going to have magic anyway, it's better to use it than let it rot while feeling guilty.

It was an ordinary statement. But because it came from someone in the same situation, those words became very special.

'What would my brother have said?'

She imagined with an aching heart. Ban Hiran, her kind brother, smiled in her imagination with sparkling golden eyes.

'It's unfair if I have everything. That's your rightful share.'

The Ban Hiran she knew would probably have said something like that. Because he always felt sorry for being the only one with a name and being loved. What had been welling up slowly subsided. She looked up at Rema.

'Rema must have had similar feelings and the same worries as me. That's why Rema's sister said those things.'

"Is Rema's sister gone now too? Like my brother?"

"She was an ordinary person. She died long ago."

Suddenly he felt very close. Usually, there was a strange sense of alienation about him, as if he was standing outside a fence, but now she didn't feel that at all.

"Did Rema cry when you lost your sister? I cried so much when my brother disappeared."

"I'm not sure. It's too long ago to remember."

"Were you very sad?"

"I suppose I must have been."

"You suppose? Weren't you close?"

"I'm not sure about that either."

"You must have been close. To remember her words like this."

"...I see. I suppose so."

Rema's face was dry, void of any emotions. Nevertheless, Azril had a strange certainty that he must have been terribly sad. She leaned her cheek against his hand cupping her face.

"Those words comforted you, didn't they?"

Rema felt the warmth touching his hand. Warmth spread from his fingertips. Like suddenly becoming warm after being in a cold place, it felt ticklish. He answered with a dazed expression.

"Yes, I think they were a comfort to me... That's why I wanted to pass them on to you."

"...Thank you."

"Was it helpful?"

"Yes."

She smiled slightly. She thought it was fortunate that she had decided to choose learning magic.

"I, I need to work harder at learning magic. I can't let my brother's magic go to waste."

Rema looked down at Azril with narrowed eyes, then removed his hand. He then pulled his robe sleeve to wipe away the remaining tears at her eyes.

"I'm glad you're not crying anymore."

It was a gentle voice and a kind gesture. Somehow it felt like he was treating her like a child, and now that her head had cooled, she felt embarrassed for having cried, so Azril's cheeks flushed.

"I-I'm fine now. Um, how do you make a spirit? Is this the center of the castle?"

"Yes, this fountain is at the very center of the castle. Stand over here."

Rema obligingly changed the subject.

Azril stood where he had moved aside. Water was falling from the chubby baby angel statue blowing a trumpet into the marble fountain.

"Use your Dragon's Eye."

"Okay."

She closed her eyes and opened them. The magic composing the castle appeared in her focused vision.

"Azril, do you remember what 'constituent magic' is?"

It was something she had learned when she was young. Azril nodded and answered.

"It's the basic magic that makes up the world. The magic that composes objects, which if lost would turn everything, whether object or living thing, to dust. Even humans not born with magic have constituent magic, and the magic that magicians use is not constituent magic but innate surplus magic."

"That's correct. As expected, you never forget what you've seen once."

As she spoke, she suddenly remembered the Colt Castle that had turned to dust. Azril turned to Rema and asked.

"Come to think of it, is the magic Rema used to destroy Colt Castle also related to constituent magic?"

"Yes. Strictly speaking, that wasn't magic. It was simply controlling constituent magic."

"What? But isn't constituent magic unusable?"

"In principle, that's correct."

In principle, he says.

'He said the more you use Dragon's Eye magic, the more you deviate from the laws of the world. Is being able to handle constituent magic also because of deviating?'

Rema didn't explain further and pointed to the fountain.

"Azril, examine closely the flow of constituent magic making up this castle. Centered on this fountain."

She carefully observed the surroundings as he said. She had learned before how to distinguish the stars filling everything. She focused not on the natural magic flowing in the air, but on the magic composing the castle. Then she could quickly see what Rema wanted her to look at.

"The constituent magic is flowing centered around that area. Is that why this is the central part?"

"That's right. Once you've found the center, the rest is simple. You just need to pour in magic until it reaches the critical point. If you pour it all at once, it won't be able to handle the shock and will break, so pour it in slowly."

"How do I tell when it's reached the critical point?"

"A spirit will be born as soon as it's exceeded, so there's no need to distinguish it separately. Just be careful not to let it break."

"Okay, I'll try."

She let her magic flow between the stars making up the central part. At first, it felt like dropping one drop, and after confirming there was no problem, she poured in two drops next, gradually increasing like that.

Her magic began to fill the castle. Golden stars densely took their place among the stars mixed with grayish-brown and ivory. The castle visible to Azril's eyes gradually changed to look like a castle built of gold.

'You really have to pour in an enormous amount of magic.'

She poured for a long time. Finally, the accumulated magic crossed the threshold. At that moment, a clump of light burst up from the fountain right in front of Azril.

"...!"

It was a tiny ball of light about the size of a fingernail. It sparkled with a golden glow from receiving Azril's magic.

"You succeeded on the first try, Azril. This is the prototype of a spirit."

"Wow..."

She held out her hand in a trance. The sparkling ball of light wavered above her hand.

"If left like this, it would become a complete spirit over time, but if you want to subjugate it and make it work for you, it's better to complete it yourself."

"How do I do that?"

"Wrap that light with your magic to fix its form, and recite the spell."

"Okay."

Azril entwined the ball of light with her stars and whispered the spell.

"Astera."
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Whoosh.

The ball of light grew larger. It was now about the size of a fist. It wavered unsteadily for a moment, then soon became round like a firefly. Once its form stabilized, the spirit broke free from Azril's hand and floated into the air. Then it blinked and circled around her.

"Huh?"

"The newly born spirit is trying to perceive the world. It's also confirming who created it."

"Ah... I see."

The spirit tapped Azril's forehead, cheeks, and nose tip like it was exploring new things. Finding it cute and ticklish, she let out a small laugh. Then the spirit burrowed into her hair. After swimming through the black strands, it suddenly tugged.

"Ouch!"

"Playing tricks as soon as it's born, truly a mischievous spirit."

Rema clicked his tongue softly. Azril barely managed to grab the ball of light that kept hiding in her hair and pulled it out.

"My hair isn't a toy, little one."

The spirit that had been struggling in her hand slipped out between her fingers. It fluttered around before perching on Azril's shoulder. It tapped her hair again.

"If you pull my hair again, I'll really get angry, okay?"

When she warned in a pretend angry tone, it stayed still for a moment, but unable to resist for long, it started roaming up and down her arm this time. Her sleeve was tugged this way and that. Azril shook her head.

"The spirit in Rema's house was quite well-behaved."

"That's because it's quite old."

She peered at the newly born spirit swaying as it sat on her index finger.

"How do we name this little one?"

"I wouldn't recommend naming it."

"Come to think of it, the spirit you made didn't have a name either."

Wasn't it because it would become troublesome if it developed a personality? As Azril tilted her head, the spirit rose up to her nose and flashed brightly. It felt like it was begging for a name.

"Is there any problem other than it being troublesome if I give it a name?"

"No particular problems. But it will be very noisy."

"Wow, will it be able to talk too?"

"Yes, once it develops a personality. And spirits are generally very talkative."

The ball of light was moving back and forth between Azril's eyes. Then it rubbed itself against her forehead affectionately. It was fascinating and cute, making her smile.

'Since it's the first spirit I've made, and I want to hear it talk...'

"Um, if it's just being talkative, I'd like to give it a name. Is that okay?"

"It's your spirit, Azril. You don't need my permission. Teach the spirit its name and kiss it, and it will develop a personality. Go ahead."

"Kiss it?"

"The mouth is where 'words' come from. It's also the most excellent conduit for magic. Pressing mouths together is a fundamental and ancient method of exchanging magic."

"I see... I'll try it!"

What would be a good name? Something came to mind immediately. The name of a fairy she had seen in a picture book. She cradled the spirit in both hands and brought it to her lips. She whispered to the spirit that was spinning in place.

"Your name is 'Brownie'."

She gave it a light kiss. She felt a little magic flow from her to the spirit. Suddenly, the light wavered greatly and then swelled. A vague childlike outline appeared in the enlarged light. And a voice like tiny bells ringing burst out.

[Brownie! A name, a name! I got a name! I have a name! My name is Brownie! I'm so excited! Thank you, Astera! Thank you!]

Brownie flew around Azril, scattering golden sparks. It made her look as if she was surrounded by gold dust. Azril smiled and greeted it.

"Nice to meet you, Brownie."

[Yes! Nice to meet you! I'm so, so happy to meet you! The happiest in the world! I'll take care of this castle now! I'll do well! What should I do first? What do you need now? Cooking? Cleaning? Laundry? Brownie can even bake cookies!]

The tinkling voice kept ringing in her ears. It was overwhelming. She shook her head in confusion.

"No, I don't need anything right now..."

[Nothing you need? That can't be! You made Brownie and there's nothing you need! That's impossible! So mean! Astera, you're so mean! Brownie is good at work! Just tell me what to do!]

Brownie shrieked. Azril unconsciously covered her ears. Rema let out a faint sigh and grabbed the spirit that was spinning around.

"Brownie. As the spirit of the castle, judge for yourself what we need and act accordingly."

[I won't listen to anyone but Astera! Who are you?!]

"I'm a person who will be living in this castle."

[Huh? Huh? Really? Astera, is it true? This weird human is living here too?]

"He's not a weird person, he's Rema. Rema Resvid. He'll be living in the castle with us."

When Azril nodded, the spirit nodded too.

[I see! A person living with Astera! Someone who'll live in Brownie's castle! Then it's okay! You can ask Brownie too!]

"We'll be staying in this castle from today. Prepare everything on your own."

[Wow! From today? Right away? Wow! People! People will be living here! Brownie's castle is getting family members! Leave it all to me!]

Rema released the chattering spirit. Brownie, excited, circled around them about seven times and then flew off.

[Brownie will do well! I'll take care of everything! I'll make it the most comfortable home ever!]

Along with the fading voice, golden sparks scattered behind Brownie like a trail.

"...It really is noisy."

"Yes, it will chatter endlessly unless you cut it off appropriately."

"But it's cute."

Azril smiled. Rema stared at her intently. Noticing his gaze, she turned to look at him.

"What is it, Rema?"

"You're smiling."

"Huh?"

"Seeing you smile makes me feel good."

His tone was no different from when he was explaining about spirits. As he said this, he smiled slightly. It was still not a perfect smile, just the corners of his mouth lifting a little. Azril suddenly wondered what it would be like if he smiled broadly.

"Your friend should be done preparing to move by now. I'll go bring them, along with the familiars. Please rest."

"Okay. By the way, where is Meili's house? Blanche was looking for one, right? Is it close to here?"

"There's an annex in the backyard of this castle. I decided to give them that place."

It was unexpected. Even if it was an annex, she didn't think Rema would be willing to stay with other people.

"Are you... okay with that? Won't it be uncomfortable?"

"They're important to you, aren't they? I'll be back, Azril."

He said gently and disappeared across space. Azril stood there blankly for a while. It probably didn't mean he wasn't uncomfortable. He was just trying to keep his promise to treat the people important to her as important.

"...You really are a good person after all."

At least to her, Rema Resvid was the best person of all.

\\\*

Before bringing Meili's family to the annex and going to fetch the familiars,

Rema stopped by a mansion on the outskirts of Maujancl. It was Baron Reynolds' mansion.

The Reynolds couple, who had appeared in the capital a few years ago, were incredibly wealthy. At the time, the young king who had just ascended to the throne was short on money due to various reforms. The couple provided enormous financial support to the royal family. Their investment was very successful, and they were recognized for their contributions and even granted the title of baron.

Now that the king who had been a boy had become an adult and his reign had stabilized, the Reynolds had become quite an influential family.

Rema walked in through the main gate. The guards watching the gate didn't see him at all and yawned. He wandered freely inside the mansion without being disturbed by anyone. And soon he found the people he was looking for.

The Reynolds couple. The guardians who had stolen Azril's fortune and sold her into slavery.

"Our son. I wonder who he takes after to be so handsome. Does he take after you, dear husband?"

"Well, isn't he so handsome because he takes after you, my wife?"

"Oh, you."

The couple, who had been watching a sleeping boy who looked about five or six years old, kissed affectionately. Rema stood silently in the doorway, watching the scene. His gaze lingered on the child covered with a silk blanket.

He had searched for guardian couples to entrust Azril to with quite meticulous criteria.

Among couples with good reputations, cultured, and not of too high status, he had selected a few who had recently lost a daughter. The Reynolds couple was on that list. They were from a cadet branch of nobility, of quasi-noble status. They weren't very wealthy but always gave to charity.

The misfortune that befell them was an epidemic. They lost their young daughter then, and the wife even became infertile as an aftereffect. Despite this, they still had a good relationship. They had been sad for a while but were living diligently afterwards.

Rema had personally observed their behavior for several days before appearing before them as the Magician of the Horizon.

"I will grant one of your wishes. In return, I would like you to take care of a girl I will entrust to you."

They accepted Rema's offer. The wish they made was to cure the infertility. Rema granted that wish with a single spell. He also gave them enough wealth to live comfortably for life.

However, he didn't give it all at once. He tied a large amount of assets to Azril's name through merchant guilds and banks, arranging for them to receive a substantial amount steadily as long as they took care of her. He also warned them about the wish he had granted.

"If you don't keep your promise, the wish I granted will turn into a curse."

"Don't worry. We will take care of that young lady better than anyone."

And yet, they dared. Rema looked at the sleeping child with cold eyes. While searching through memories to find the Reynolds couple, he had learned the general situation.

The couple was originally greedy. They were just smart enough not to show their greed recklessly. They also knew how to restrain themselves appropriately.

At first, they didn't intend to betray their promise so quickly. But when the infertility was cured and they had a precious child of their own that they thought they could never have, their hearts changed. They wanted to raise their child as a proper noble.

For that, there couldn't be a 'young lady' they were serving. Especially if that young lady wasn't even a magician, and was a girl of unknown lineage and status from an ethnic minority. Moreover, the enormous wealth tied to Azril's name that they couldn't touch was too tempting.

They secretly tested a few times. Whether the Magician of the Horizon had really completely entrusted this girl to them. Whether he would notice if they harmed the girl. Whether he would ever come back for her.

Even when they fed her poison pretending it was a mistake and the girl fell severely ill, the wizard didn't come. Once they were certain the girl had been abandoned, they couldn't resist their greed.
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Selling Azril into slavery instead of killing her was a small act of mercy. It was also to create an excuse in case the magician came looking for her later. That the girl had gone missing, and they had searched everywhere but couldn't find her. That they had no idea she had become a slave.

They didn't know how far the Magician of the Horizon could go. They couldn't even imagine that he could read memories.

That choice kept them alive. If they had tried to kill Azril, her mana would have gone berserk from feeling her life threatened and torn them to pieces.

Rema had taken away her magic and closed her Dragon's Eye at the time. He wanted her to live as just a happy, ordinary girl with no connection to magic. But the seal he had placed wasn't strong enough to suppress her rampaging mana when her life was in danger. Such a seal was impossible from the start.

Rema Resvid quietly appeared before the Reynolds couple.

The couple, who had been whispering to each other while caressing their sleeping son, looked up at the subtly chilling air. The smiles disappeared from their faces as they discovered the white magician standing like a painting.

"You didn't keep your promise."

At Rema's calm words, the couple's faces turned deathly pale. The baron hurriedly tried to make excuses.

"No, you misunderstand! The young lady was kidnapped in an accident...!"

"As I said, I will turn your blessing into a curse."

He pointed his finger at the child. The wife screamed and covered her son with her body. The husband blocked their front.

"Wait, wait, Esteemed Magician, please let us explain-"

"Resvid."

The spell was whispered. Immediately, the child woke up crying as rashes broke out all over his body.

"Aaaah! Aaaah! Mom! It hurts! Mom!"

"Oh no! My son...!"

"It hurts, it hurts so much! Aaaah!"

The child thrashed about wildly. Baron Reynolds hurriedly embraced his son. The baroness began to wail. Rema looked down at them indifferently. Now to kill these people...

"Can you promise not to harm people I know?"

His hand paused. These people were certainly ones Azril 'knew'. He tilted his head slightly.

'Even if they are people she knows, they are ones who made her suffer.'

But when he killed the Colt family who had also made her suffer, Azril had stiffened.

"Did you kill them because I asked for help?"

Thinking back, even when he had taken her away before, she had trembled when he killed the knights in front of her. Not to mention the case of Hanora village.

'I should let them live.'

He didn't want to do things she disliked. He withdrew his hand. The baron, who had been desperately trying to calm his son, cried out in a torn voice.

"Why to this child! Why are you doing this to this child! If you want to punish someone, punish us!"

The magician's gray eyes looked down at the baron blankly.

"I clearly said. If you don't keep your promise, I will turn the blessing into a curse."

"The child was our blessing! So if you're going to curse, it should be our curse! Not the child's curse!"

The child in the baron's arms had already gone limp, only wheezing weakly. Rema didn't feel pity for that sight. However, he somewhat agreed with the baron's words that the child was innocent.

"Then, become slaves yourselves."

"...What?"

"If you both give up everything and become slaves, I will lift the curse on that child."

"Th-that. We'll return all the property! It's increased since we received it...!"

"I don't need such things. What I want is for you to suffer as much as you made her suffer."

His tone was slow and calm, like a void. However, the content of his words was clearly furious.

"So become slaves like her. When you have suffered enough to satisfy me, the child will be fine."

The baron stammered, turning pale.

"B-but, slavery has been abolished..."

"That's not my concern. Figure out a way yourself."

"This is too much! What did we do so wrong? Losing that child was just a mistake!"

"Do you think I don't know?"

Rema asked coldly as he approached the baron. The baron unconsciously tried to back away from him. Ignoring that, Rema approached and firmly stepped on the baron's foot.

"When you break a promise..."

"Aaaagh!"

"You should have been prepared to pay the price."

"Darling!"

A slave brand burned by fire was created on the baron's foot. It was the same shape as the one on Azril's foot.

"Please, please, have mercy, isn't this too much, you haven't even heard our circumstances..."

Seeing that, the baroness wailed and clung to Rema's clothes. Rema grasped the hand of the wife holding his clothes.

"Resvid."

"...Huh?"

A white knot appeared on the wife's hand. Then the same thing appeared on the baron's hand. Those knots did not disappear but became patterns binding their hands.

The wife stared at the back of her hand in terror. The baron too forgot even the pain in his foot and stared at that bizarre pattern. The magician whispered as he removed the wife's hand.

"After becoming slaves, cut off your hands with the knots engraved on them. Then the child's curse will be lifted."

"Cu-cut, cut off our wrists...?"

"And the property I gave you. I don't intend to take it back, but I don't want to leave it in your possession either. It will all disappear."

The baron's bloodshot eyes from pain and the wife's frozen eyes turned to him.

"This is the price for breaking your promise."

Rema stepped back and warned.

"If you appear before Azril afterwards, or try anything foolish..."

His gaze slowly swept over them. The couple flinched simultaneously.

"...Then there will be no such mercy as now."

With those final words, the magician vanished like he had never existed there in the first place. Only the unconscious child and the pale Baron and Baroness Reynolds remained in the room. A while later, they received reports that all the warehouses they owned had collapsed and turned into piles of sand.

- \\\*

Azril sank into the armchair with the old book and pamphlet. They were what Warden from the bookstore had given her.

She looked at the pamphlet first. It contained a brief explanation about the ruins discovered in Colt territory, and the conditions for the personnel they were recruiting.

"A stone wall was discovered where the soil was stripped away, and as they dug, an entrance appeared... The ruins are presumed to be a facility that fills the entire interior of the mountain," she read.

The temporary name given was Colt Ruins. The purpose of the ruins was unknown. They hadn't even succeeded in opening the door yet, so magicians were investigating. Others were digging around to see if there were other doors. So they were looking for laborers to dig up soil, mercenaries, magicians, ruin experts, and so on.

"So this completely collapsed and became impossible to excavate."

There was an illustration of the ruins' entrance on the pamphlet. The entrance was blocked by an old, dusty, strange door. The large crystal embedded in the center of the door and the patterns around it were impressive.

Azril put down the pamphlet and picked up the old book.

"Alionov's Ruins Exploration Log. What's Alionov? A person's name?"

Reading a bit of the beginning, she could quickly tell. It was a magician's name.

A magician named Alionov Aluca had devoted his life to exploring ruins. And he compiled all the ruins he had visited into a book. This was that book.

She flipped through the pages. The illustrations of the ruins were very detailed and colorful, though faded. Azril was flipping through quickly, planning to look over it all first and then read carefully later, when she stopped her hand in the middle.

"A door with a large crystal embedded..."

It was a small illustration drawn like a doodle in the corner. It was similar to what she had seen in the pamphlet.

The magician who wrote the book had separately copied the patterns around that crystal and attempted to interpret them. All sorts of conjectures and analyses were written over several pages. Azril glanced at the patterns arranged in a line with the decorations removed and immediately realized.

"It was Rem script."

It was the ancient magicians' Rem, more complex than today's Rem, with slightly different expressions and reading methods.

"Prove you are a magician?"

It was close to a code, but it was an easy sentence for Azril who had learned Rem from Rema.

She put down the book and picked up the pamphlet again. She tried reading the patterns around the crystal in the illustration as if they were letters.

"This is the same phrase too. Prove you are a magician..."

She looked at the ruins exploration log again. The author had barely managed to decipher the phrase allowing only magicians' entry after long research. After that, he had stayed in front of the door for months, trying everything. Chanting spells at the door, using all kinds of magic, even pouring in mana, and so on.

However, no matter what he tried, the door didn't move. So Alionov Aluca guessed it must be a door that needed a key to open and gave up.

"...I don't think that's it."

She read the phrase again. It said magician. Not sorcerer.

"Then why do today's magicians use sorcery while calling it magic?"

The conversation she had with Rema...

If it's writing on the entrance of ancient ruins, it would naturally refer to 'magician' by ancient standards, not today's 'magician'. By ancient standards, it's natural that Alionov, who would have been a sorcerer, couldn't open it.

"So it can be opened with magic?"

Azril only knew up to sorcery yet. But she would soon learn many magics.

"Then..."

[Astera! Astera! A strange magician dropped off humans! The number of strange humans in Brownie's Castle has increased!]

A golden lump flew in like an arrow and bounced around on the book Azril had open, chattering away.

[I tried to chase them away but the strange magician said those people will live here too! Really? Really really? Are those people family too?]

"Who came?"

[Three carrot heads! Small carrot, smaller carrot, even smaller carrot! And a big chestnut, and one more small chestnut! Should I chase them away? Or not? What should I do?]

"Carrots and chestnuts, what... Oh, hair color? It must be Meili's family. Those people will live in the castle too. In the annex."

[They'll live here? Are they family? Are they really family? New family of Brownie's Castle?]

"Yes, family."

Azril nodded as she closed the book. Brownie sparkled excitedly.

[Family! New family! The family has grown! The number of people living in the castle has increased! Brownie will take good care of them!]

"Did only Meili's family arrive? Haven't Rema and the familiars come yet..."

[When family grows, party! Welcome party! Celebration! Guest celebration! We should have a welcome party! Brownie will do well, right? I'll prepare quickly! It's a party, party! An exciting party!]

Brownie, who had been chattering alone, flew away in a flash. Azril blankly watched the sparks flutter away and shook her head. She had thought it was too cold of Rema not to give the spirit a name. But now she was starting to understand a little why he did that.

'It's cute, but so chaotic...'

Azril headed to the annex to welcome Meili's family.
Chapter 43: Chapter 43
When Rema returned with his familiars, Azril was in the hall of the annex.

Even though it was called an annex, it was a 3-story building as large as any decent mansion. Meili initially thought that mansion was Azril's house, but when she realized it was just an annex, she nearly fainted. That annex even had a small party hall. Brownie had prepared a party there.

Meili's family, who had already seen Blanche, quickly adapted to the spirit as well. Especially Meili's three younger siblings, being young, adapted faster. The chattering spirit, delicious cookies and food, and expectations for their new life all mixed together into smiles.

Rema watched Azril laughing among the people from the window.

Seeing the happy people, Largo wagged his rear. When Rema nodded, the large dog excitedly wagged his tail and jumped in among the people.

"Oh my, what's this big dog!"

"It's okay, this is Largo. Largo, when did you get here? Welcome!"

There was a commotion inside, then laughter erupted again.

"Why aren't you going in?"

Noir asked, perking up his ears. Rema stepped back slightly.

"You two go in."

"What about Rema?"

He didn't answer and turned to head towards the castle. As Noir was about to say something, Blanche swatted him.

"Ow, why do you keep hitting me! Use words, words!"

"If I use words, you won't understand."

"What is it this time!"

"Have some tact. How do you expect to be my mate with that lack of awareness?"

Blanche glared and started walking. Noir followed, grumbling.

"What is it, why doesn't he want to go in?"

"He looks happy, doesn't he? Joyful."

"Well, Rema doesn't seem like he'd fit that kind of atmosphere. He doesn't really like humans."

"Mm, that's right."

"But wouldn't he like it since Azril is there? Rema gets in a good mood when Azril is happy. Shouldn't he go in more then?"

Blanche swatted Noir with her front paw again.

"Hey!"

"It's worse because Azril is there, you idiot."

"I said use words!"

"Rema can't be too happy or too sad. You've watched our master for decades, how do you not know this? You deserve to be hit, right?"

"I know that, but would he really be shaken by just this? Even with Azril there. It would just make him feel a bit better, right?"

"He could be shaken, I'm telling you."

"Why on earth?"

"Azril looks too happy. Not by Rema's side, but among other humans."

"Eh, what's wrong with that?"

Blanche looked at Noir with exasperated eyes, then turned away abruptly.

"He probably just doesn't like the atmosphere. Maybe it feels awkward."

Noir followed, chattering away.

"Ah, maybe he's not confident he'll fit in well? Rema's been living alone for so long. Then as his familiars, we should help!"

"If you don't know, just shut up and go in, Noir."

"Oh, am I wrong? Then what is it? Tell me in detail."

"Just go in. Azril will be waiting."

"Tell me, Blancheeee."

"Stop putting your face so close, it's disgusting!"

Blanche scratched Noir's face. Only after fighting for a while were the two cats able to join the party.

Azril was walking down the corridor of the castle.

Candles lit by Brownie dotted the hallway. Light could be seen seeping through the crack of an open door at the end of the corridor. She peeked through the gap in the door.

'It's exactly the same as the study in Rema's house.'

A large, spacious study where the opposite wall couldn't be seen. It was a familiar study. A place filled with memories of learning letters, looking at picture books, and learning many things from Rema.

'Since this castle in the Ku Kingdom is connected to Maujancl, this study could be like that too.'

The white magician was reclining in an armchair in the study. His long fingers slowly turned the pages. It was a nostalgic sight. Azril knocked on the door and then opened it a bit more.

"Rema."

He raised his head to look at her. Azril entered the study.

"When only the familiars came, I thought you hadn't arrived yet. But you were here."

"Yes, just a little while ago."

Rema closed the book. Azril perched on the chair next to him.

"What are you reading? Is it interesting?"

"No, not particularly."

"Is it a boring book? Is it a new one?"

"These are all books I've already read."

"If you've read them and they're not interesting, why are you reading them again?"

"To pass the time. That's usually why I read books."

He placed the book in mid-air. The floating book moved on its own to fit into an empty space on the bookshelf.

"Just to pass the time... Are there never times when books are interesting?"

Rema's eyes narrowed. He thought for a moment, then said.

"Theory of Internal Mana Limit."

"What?"

"That was the last book I found interesting."

"When was that?"

"It was one of the books I read during the three days I couldn't move from one spot while making it rain... so about 600 years ago."

"600... Wait, wait, the rain that fell for three days 600 years ago?"

The fact that the last time he found a book interesting was so long ago was surprising, but there was an even more surprising fact mixed in.

About 600 years ago, before the Aukandor Kingdom was even established, a terrible drought hit the entire continent. The land dried up and twisted, and people begged God to save them.

Then suddenly, rain fell across the entire continent for 3 days. Not a downpour, but a steady drizzle that fell without stopping for three days, soaking all the land. People praised God, saying their prayers had reached Him. This event was recorded in history as the 'Miracle of Rain'. Azril gaped blankly.

"The Miracle of Rain, Rema did that? You're saying it was you who made it rain across the entire continent for 3 days?"

"Yes, the crying was annoying."

"What crying?"

"Everywhere I went, I could only hear crying, and it was difficult to properly obtain anything. So I made it rain."

She was at a loss for words. Azril opened and closed her mouth for a while before finally managing to speak.

"Why didn't you let people know it was you? No one knew it was a miracle caused by the Magician of the Horizon!"

"Was there any reason I should have announced that?"

"If no one knows who did it, no one will thank Rema."

"I didn't particularly want to receive thanks."

"Still. Doesn't it bother you that everyone is praising God instead?"

"Well, I've never felt such an emotion."

Suddenly, she remembered when she had prepared a birthday gift for him for the first time. What had he said when he received the gift?

"Don't try to give me anything, Azril."

"...Were there other times like that?"

"Exactly what kind of incidents do you mean?"

"Times when you used magic because people begged."

Rema leaned back in the armchair. He lowered his eyes and thought deeply before speaking.

"I've never counted them specifically, so I'm not sure exactly. But for large-scale events..."

He mentioned several incidents. Changing the direction of a tsunami. Stopping an earthquake. Preventing a volcanic eruption. Each one was an event where countless people's lives were saved from disaster. Miracles that remained in history.

These miracles became evidence that God exists and hears human prayers, despite never giving any response. It felt strange.

Rema who crushed knights. Rema who drove the people of Hanora village mad. Rema who turned Colt Castle to dust and killed the Colt family.

And Rema who stayed still for three days to make it rain to resolve a drought, yet never felt hurt that humans didn't appreciate his efforts. Rema who refuses to receive anything. Rema who has been reading books he finds uninteresting and already knows the contents of for hundreds of years just to pass the time.

The more she learns, the less she understands. The magician called Rema Resvid. Azril stared at the white magician with a dazed expression, then blurted out.

"Rema, don't you ever think about spending time doing something else? Something more enjoyable?"

"Like what?"

"Like making friends, or with people..."

Azril trailed off. Rema had said that being by his side would make her unhappy. He had even abandoned her once for that reason. She quickly shook her head and corrected herself.

"There must be things you could do to spend time more enjoyably. Don't you have any hobbies?"

"I don't particularly enjoy anything."

"You were often in the underground laboratory. Is magic research interesting?"

"I don't do magic research in there. And after reaching the limits of humanity, I haven't particularly wanted to research anything."

The arrogant words didn't sound arrogant at all, because it was true and said in an utterly calm tone. Azril asked curiously.

"Then what do you do in the laboratory?"

"..."

Rema fell silent. It seems he can't tell her. Is it related to his duty? Instead of pressing further, Azril leaned towards him.

"Then, let's find something together."

"Find what?"

"A hobby for you."

She added with a smile.

"We can try various things together to find out what Rema enjoys. Just passing time doing meaningless things is too lonely, isn't it?"

He stared at her with a blank expression. Then he muttered in a slightly hoarse voice.

"I've tried quite a lot of things, but nothing was particularly enjoyable."

"You did most of them alone, right?"

"Yes."

"Some things are more fun when done together than alone. There are also hobbies you can't enjoy by yourself."

"..."

"How about hunting? Or musical instruments? Let's try different things together, okay?"

Sparkling eyes like stars. The magician couldn't look away from them.

"...I'm fine as I am, Azril."

"Are you really okay? Just passing time without anything?"

Rema opened his mouth, then closed it. Somehow, he couldn't find an answer. Something felt gritty inside. Azril quietly watched him like this. The magician with lowered eyes looked beautiful and withered.

'He seems like he's somewhere else, not here.'

She unconsciously reached out her hand. Her fingertips touched his cheek. She could feel his body heat. The same warm temperature as a normal person. Azril smiled without realizing it.

"Rema, I want you to be happy. Just like how you try to make me happy."

Rema Resvid stared like he was entranced at her hand touching him and her smiling face.

"So I don't like you spending time alone doing things that aren't even enjoyable."

"I'm... more comfortable being alone."

"That means it's okay to be with me, right? You said you wanted to talk with me often."

"...That's correct."

"Then I'll stay by your side."

The girl who said she wanted him to be happy smiles and says she'll stay by his side. He heard an imaginary sound like an egg cracking.

At that moment.

Far away, the colorful bird sitting on its nest cawed disapprovingly.

"I should have killed her and forgotten about her after all. Keeping her alive just led to bringing her back and doing this again."

Opek's eyes narrowed.

"Should I just kill her myself?"

The bird was surprised by his own words. He flapped his wings, then peered into the egg in the nest.

"...Right, I'll kill her. That would be better. But how should I do it?"

A familiar cannot go against their master. Even Opek, the greatest and oldest familiar, found it difficult to break that principle.

So what should he do?

Opek fell deep in thought.
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The castle they lived in came to be called Brownie Castle. It was because of the Brownie who constantly chattered as it roamed the castle.

Maria, Meili's mother, began helping the Brownie with cooking.

"I feel bad just resting now that I'm healthy. Let me at least help with the cooking."

Two of Meili's siblings who were old enough started attending school. It was the best school in Maujancl aside from those exclusively for nobles.

Azril encouraged Meili to go to school as well. In fact, at sixteen she was close to graduation age. But there wasn't much issue with enrolling as long as tuition was paid. Meili was overjoyed that her siblings could go to school, but hesitated about herself.

"What's the point of me learning at this age? I'm too stupid for it to be useful."

"You never had a proper chance to study. How can you know if you're stupid when you never had the opportunity?"

"I just know it. Besides, what use is studying for a maid?"

"Meili, you told me being a maid was all you could do. That's because it's all you know, right?"

"Yeah..."

"That's why I want you to try other things. It's not too late to choose what to do after trying various things."

Meili stared at Azril blankly.

"What about you?"

"I've already chosen what I'll do. I want you to have choices too."

"...You're really amazing."

"How so?"

"Just because."

Meili smiled with reddened eyes.

"I'll go. I'll try it and choose."

Whatever you choose, you'll still be my top priority anyway. She muttered inwardly. Then she hugged her precious friend.

"Thank you, Azril."

"No, it's all thanks to Rema."

"For me, it's thanks to you. But what if... what if I can't keep up with the lessons?"

"That won't happen. And even if you fall a bit behind, so what? The important thing is trying."

"...Okay."

Her arms tightened around Azril. Azril patted her friend's back.

"You can quit anytime, so go with an easy mind."

One afternoon when everyone had gone to school and Maria went to the market, Azril sat with Rema in the study.

"From today, I will teach you magic, not sorcery."

"Rema, before we start, there's something I'd like to ask."

"What is it?"

"Do you know about these ruins?"

She handed him a pamphlet. Rema scanned it with his eyes and nodded.

"These are the ruins discovered in Colt."

"They say it was suddenly buried by a landslide. Did you do that, Rema?"

"Yes, I did."

He answered readily. I thought so. Azril sighed softly and asked.

"Can you tell me why you did it?"

"There are things inside that the magicians of this era cannot handle. So I buried it again."

"Things they can't handle?"

"Those ruins are a familiar research facility. Artificial familiars created by ancient magicians sleep there."

"Artificial familiars? Aren't familiars supposed to be made by contracting with existing creatures?"

"In ancient times, there were attempts to create familiars stronger than existing creatures. They had some success."

"Ah..."

"A familiar without a contract with a magician is little different from a magical beast. If they were to be released, it would be chaos."

"But Rema, these ruins... only magicians can enter, right? So no one can open it anyway, since there are no magicians like in ancient times nowadays."

"Of course there aren't, but there are those who with potential to become one. Those who would have been excellent magicians if born in ancient times. Even a sorcerer could open this door if they used such a person."

Rema folded the pamphlet and handed it back to her as he continued.

"That magician who came to Colt intended to use you for such a purpose. Tarbo Tameion, was it?"

"...!"

"I don't need your body, so come with me. Don't you want to know what kind of being you are?"

"I'm not interested in your body. What I'm interested in is that enormous ma... inside you."

Azril recalled Tarbo's words as he tried to grab her. She gaped blankly.

"Did he realize I have the Dragon's Eye?"

"No, he wouldn't even know what the Dragon's Eye is."

"Then how..."

"He merely vaguely sensed the mana you possess. Even that is quite impressive."

"I see."

Azril fiddled with the pamphlet in her hand. Rema, who had been watching her, asked quietly.

"Are you interested in the ruins?"

"Yes, a little."

Rema Resvid is a magician who has lived since ancient times. To know the things he was hiding, she needed to learn about ancient times. There was very little proper information about the magical civilization. So ancient ruins were a good clue.

Rema knew well that Azril was thinking this. From the beginning, she had never hidden her intention to uncover his secrets. And he didn't want to stop her from discovering those secrets on her own. Even if he couldn't answer directly.

'I wonder why.'

In the past, he would have surely stopped this.

"Maybe it means that out of all the people born so far, I'm the most suitable person."

'Have I come to expect something from her?'

He stopped his thoughts there. It felt like he shouldn't think any deeper. He spoke impulsively.

"Then, let's make that the test."

"What? What kind of test?"

"You're still a sorcerer, Azril. After you learn magic, those ruins seem appropriate to test whether you've truly become a 'magician'."

"...!"

"I'll make your test contracting with a familiar on your own in those ruins and bringing it back."

"Is it okay for me to enter the ruins? Didn't you say you deliberately buried them in a landslide?"

"For you, it's fine."

Rema knew what was inside those ruins. There was something that shouldn't be known even more than the artificial familiars. That's why he buried it.

He couldn't know whether she would discover it or pass by unknowingly. He couldn't know if she would reach the truth with that clue, or if she would never figure it out. He also couldn't know what would happen after she reached it. This was a test for him as well. Rema smiled faintly.

"Once you've become a magician, it's alright for you to enter."

Azril instinctively realized she had just received permission. Permission to approach the secrets Rema was trying to hide.

'When I become a magician...'

She looked down at her hands.

Her swollen hands were rapidly recovering since meeting Rema. She didn't know what the spirit was putting in the meals, but she was gaining weight and her skin was becoming smoother. Even her hair that Blanche had complained was rough was improving.

The Magic of Promise that Rema had placed was absorbed and invisible. But she could see the white stars swirling around the back of her hand.

"I'd prefer if you didn't touch mana until you understand what that means ...For your own sake."

Azril gently clenched her hands.

"Hey, Rema."

"Yes."

"When does it become necessary for you to kill me?"

"..."

"You said there are cases where you don't have to kill me. Then when is the situation where you must kill me?"

Rema's complexion became slightly pale. He closed his mouth with a wax-like face. He even stopped breathing. Azril saw the shadow cast by his lowered eyelashes. His gray eyes darkened.

"Can't you tell me?"

"...Azril."

He exhaled the breath he had been holding deeply, his lips quivered, and then he whispered. It was a voice so small, like he was worried someone might heard him.

"I must not speak of that."

He had already said similar things several times. He cannot answer, he will not speak. But...

"It's okay for me to find out on my own, right?"

Rema neither affirmed nor denied.

"What your duty is, why you want me to leave your side, what kind of situation it is where you must kill me."

Azril stared up at him.

"You're forbidden from telling me directly, but it's fine if I figure it out on my own. Right?"

Instead of answering, he closed his eyes tightly. His closed eyelids trembled finely. What on earth could be binding that supreme magician? Azril opened her mouth.

"I have one request, Rema."

He opened his eyes. His gray eyes, darker than usual, slowly moved to take her in.

"Tell me. Anything."

"After I become a magician... Of course, I'll try my best not to let it happen."

She took a deep breath and continued.

"But if, in the end, the situation comes where you must kill me."

"Azril."

"Please kill me quickly and painlessly then."

"..."

"Can you do that for me?"

Rema sat like a statue for a long time. After blinking slowly, he answered quietly.

"I will... do that."

"Thank you."

Azril smiled brightly. For the first time, she thought it was fortunate she had no family.

And then, 3 years passed.

\\\*

1. In the spring of Iskham Calendar year 999.

Nineteen-year-old Azril Astera stood in front of a mound of buried earth.

The once skinny girl had grown a bit taller and gained a healthy amount of weight. Her skin glowed white and soft like ivory. Her long hair had become smooth like waves. She wore a black robe. She removed the hood she had been wearing and spread her right hand towards the mound of earth. Mana quickly arranged itself.

"Astera."

As if grasped by an invisible hand, the earth was lifted. Following her gesturing hand, the floating mound of earth was moved aside. This revealed a massive door to the ruins, easily twice her height. A transparent crystal the size of a human head was embedded in the center of the door. Complex patterns were engraved around it.

"'Prove you are a magician,' huh..."

Azril read the inscription with a playful smile. Her hand touched the crystal. She blinked. A world full of stars visible only to her was revealed. Stars flowing from her body attracted the surrounding stars.

The criterion that separates magic from sorcery is whether one can use external mana, that is, natural mana. A sorcerer can only move the mana inside their own body. Therefore, to use mana that is not one's own, natural mana, one must be able to exert attraction to draw in external mana with internal mana.

'The basics of magic.'

She guided the drawn natural mana into the crystal. The crystal began to glow softly. That light flowed along the patterns engraved on the door, coloring the whole thing brightly. And soon, with a thud, the door opened by itself.
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The interior was pitch black. Azril poked her head in and peered inside. A faint creaking sound could be heard. She remembered looking into the secret passage in the well before. Back then, she was just a powerless girl. But not anymore.

"Astera."

Tiny lights bloomed and flowed into the darkness. A long, extended corridor appeared. It was a stone hallway. Azril smoothed her robe and stepped inside. As soon as she entered, the door closed behind her with a thud. Only the faint lights she had conjured illuminated the pitch-black darkness around her.

Magicians' research facilities typically have various security measures in place. The larger the scale, the more vicious the security devices become. She rustled through her belongings and took out a notebook and pencil. While drawing the corridor on paper, she chanted a spell.

"Astera, Astera, Astera."

Magic Barrier, Blocking Barrier, Defense Barrier. Three types of defensive magic enveloped her entire body.

"Preparations complete. Let's start the test, Rema."

She muttered to herself and advanced into the corridor without hesitation. After just a few steps, arrows shot out. The flying arrows bounced off the invisible barrier helplessly. Azril calmly marked the arrow trap in her notebook from inside the barrier. Soon a fork in the path appeared. She drew two corridors and carefully examined both sides. She could see the flow of mana composing the ruins.

'The direction the stars are flowing...'

One side had slightly more. She chose that direction. Just three steps in, the floor suddenly collapsed.

"Astera!"

The mana extending from her back spread like wings. The wings made of constellations flapped and supported her body. It was Flight Magic.

'Though, Rema said these wings look like spider web ribbons.'

Azril flew up and landed on the other side of the trap. As soon as she landed, green smoke billowed out.

'Poison?'

The smoke passed through the defensive barrier but couldn't penetrate the blocking barrier inside. She passed through the green mist. All the while, she didn't forget to make notes in her notebook. After walking a bit further, she heard a 'thud, thud, thud' sound echoing through the corridor. Azril looked up to see a massive boulder rolling towards her, filling the entire passage.

"All the classic traps are coming out. Astera!"

Following the spell she shouted while aiming at the boulder, a spear of mana shot out like an arrow. It struck directly, shattering the boulder like an egg. The stone fragments bounced off the barrier.

Azril continued on like this. Fork in the path, trap, fork in the path, trap. There were many life-threatening traps, and the path was twisted like a maze. But none of it was dangerous for her. She didn't get lost much either, as she was walking while observing the flow of mana.

'Creating a typhoon in the lake was more difficult.'

Creating the typhoon itself was manageable, but simultaneously protecting only the desired things from the typhoon while it was happening was quite challenging.

'It would be easy using a barrier, but I struggled when told to protect without using one...'

The corridor gradually sloped downward. At some point, the atmosphere around changed. The marble walls were covered in thick moss. Amidst the moss, ancient-looking carvings could be seen. Azril brushed off the moss and examined the carving.

"It seems to be an engraving of magicians... Could it be the First Magician?"

Three magicians with their faces hidden by hoods stood among kneeling crowds. They were extending flames, water, and books to the people.

"Usually famous myths or legends are carved like this. I've never seen this before."

It was almost like a carving of magicians spreading civilization to people. There was no such content in the myths or legends Azril knew. She examined the carving for a long time before sketching it briefly in her notebook.

Then she turned her attention to the door surrounded by carvings. It was a large door like the one at the entrance of the ruins. Azril haltingly read the ancient Rem script surrounded by patterns.

"Prove... your worthiness... with your... legacy?"

What the ancient magicians referred to as 'legacy' is ultimately mana. How are they supposed to prove it? Azril tilted her head curiously as she placed her hand on the crystal and moved her mana. Her golden eyes widened.

"This is..."

There was very intricately arranged mana inside the crystal. It was a form that hadn't been disturbed even after hundreds of years had passed. She quickly realized what it meant. It was a structure that would only open if magic was activated by arranging mana in exactly the same shape.

"It's like a keyhole. And a puzzle too."

A puzzle that could be opened if you already had the key, or if you could create a key that fit perfectly into the keyhole. Moreover, it required arranging mana as delicately like engraving a pattern with a needle.

But she didn't feel frustrated or annoyed. Instead she was intrigued. She began to move her mana with a smile on her face. The stars found their places and began to operate.

'It's surprisingly fun to fit everything perfectly.'

Azril soon created an identical structure without a single mistake.

"Astera."

Woong.

"It worked!"

The door glowed golden, the same color as the mana she had poured in. Then it slowly opened. At the same time, something enormous burst out at tremendous speed and rammed into her.

"Eek!"

She flew back and crashed into the wall. The marble wall cracked from the impact and fragments rained down.

"Ow ow ow..."

Though she was thrown back from the strong impact, the barrier didn't break. Azril raised her head while rubbing her elbow amidst the pile of stones.

Grrrr. A low growl accompanied by a sound like metal scraping against iron plates. The shadow of a beast as large as a house was visible through the dust cloud.

'An artificial familiar?'

The massive beast was crouched low, glaring at her. Azril observed the beast emerging from the dust cloud while arranging her mana.

Legs like tree trunks. Steel claws. Tawny fur covering its entire body. Red eyes with vertically slit pupils. Fangs protruding far beyond its mouth. A whip-like tail sweeping the floor with a tip like a scorpion's stinger. Dense black feathers around its neck and head, and black feathered wings sprouting from its back.

'It's like a winged lion.'

It was a beast she had never seen before. She hadn't seen it in the monster encyclopedia either. Of course, that would be natural for an artificial creature created by ancient magicians.

While Azril was observing, the beast was also observing her. Its bright red eyeballs rolled around before narrowing. The thin pupils fixed on her.

"Astera!"

She reflexively chanted the spell. Following that, there was a loud crash. The beast had rammed into the wall of mana that had sprung up in front of Azril.

'It's incredibly fast.'

It had lunged at her in the blink of an eye. If she hadn't instinctively raised the mana wall, she would have been thrown back again.

The beast that had retreated a few steps shook its head vigorously. It bared its teeth and growled. Azril got up from her spot and racked her brain.

'Since I don't know how sturdy its body is, it's not a good idea to use attack magic right away... Let's try to catch it first.'

While meeting the glaring eyes of the beast, she quietly chanted a spell inside her mouth. Astera. Large water droplets formed and rushed towards the beast.

Grrrr?

The beast flapped its wings in surprise. It flew around randomly in the air, but the interior of the ruins was too narrow for proper flight.

Astera. Astera. Astera.

Azril repeatedly chanted the spell. Large water droplets that formed incessantly stuck to the beast and merged with each other.

The beast howled and swatted at the water droplets with its front paws. However, it was impossible to tear the water with its claws. Even if it flew around, there was nowhere to escape because it was too cramped.

Graaah!

The enraged beast lunged at Azril.

Bang, bang, it rammed its head against the invisible wall and scratched it with its claws. The surrounding rocks and marble walls crumbled like cardboard boxes from its thrashing. But the invisible wall in front of her remained intact.

"This is a mana wall that's instantly replenished with my mana as soon as it's damaged, give up."

Azril muttered, looking somewhat pitifully at the beast's bleeding forehead. Eventually, the beast was completely trapped in a single massive water droplet that had merged together. It thrashed about wildly, then suddenly stopped moving. And then it opened its mouth wide and puffed up its chest.

"Huh? Don't tell me..."

The beast breathed fire inside the water. The flames were so hot they appeared blue. The water evaporated instantly, filling the area with white steam.

"Astera!"

The stars spread out like a net. The moss covering the walls intertwined and sprouted into vines. They wrapped around the steam in all directions. The beast that leapt out of the steam got caught in the vine net. Just as it was about to tear at the net with its teeth and claws, Azril placed her hand on the end of the vine.

"Sorry."

Along with the small apology, a spell flowed out. A strong electric current surged through the vines. The beast's body shuddered.

"You should be able to withstand this much..."

The wide-open bright red eyes turned towards her. It seemed to have only angered it rather than knocking it out as she had expected.

"..."

The beast breathed fire again. The vines burned bright blue and snapped. The blue flames spread to the beast's body entangled in the vines, but not a single hair on the beast was singed.

"Wow, it's not hurt by its own fire. And this level of electric current doesn't affect it either. Then I guess it's okay to make it a bit stronger?"

Azril muttered as she removed her hand from the vine. Following her gesture, lightning struck inside the room. Bang, bang. The beast nimbly dodged the falling lightning bolts and charged towards her.

'It really is fast. It wouldn't lose even compared to Blanche.'

The approaching beast intelligently aimed its fire not at the mana wall, but at the floor beneath where the wall was. The stone floor melted like scooped ice cream. The beast didn't wait for it to melt completely, but leapt through following its own fire. Having passed under the mana wall, it lunged at Azril who was standing still.

"You're clever."

She exclaimed softly as she extended her hand. With the spell, an invisible pressure pinned the beast down.

Keeek!

The beast, flattened to the floor, struggled. It tensed its shoulders and trembled, but couldn't get up. Only small cracks formed on the floor scratched by its claws.

"And incredibly tough too. Even Largo would be injured by this much pressure."

Azril approached the pinned beast's face. It was so large that even pressed to the floor, its eye level was similar to Azril's.

"I don't want to hurt you, so don't move."

As she approached, the beast bared its teeth and raised its front paw. Azril frowned and gestured.

"I said stay still."

Clang.

The pressing force became a bit stronger. The trembling front paw that tried to strike her failed and scratched the floor instead. She placed her hand on the pinned beast's forehead. It was where it had been injured from ramming against the mana wall earlier.

"Astera."

The wound healed instantly. Feeling the pain disappear, the beast stopped scratching the floor. It looked at Azril with bewildered eyes.
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"Have you been here for hundreds of years? All alone?"

Azril peered inside the open door behind the beast. It was quiet. There was no sign of other beasts.

"How did you find food? Did you survive on mana alone?"

Familiars could survive on mana without food. Though it was far less than what their masters provided, they could subsist on the mana in the air for a while.

This beast wasn't a familiar yet. But as a creature created to become a familiar, it seemed able to sustain its life on mana. Probably just enough to not die. Looking closely, its belly was sunken. Its fur also lacked luster and hung limply. Azril fearlessly approached and held out her hand to the beast's mouth.

"You must be hungry."

As she was about to gather mana to give it, the beast opened its huge mouth wide and tried to bite her hand. She quickly pulled it back. Then this time, she gathered mana on her hand first before holding it out.

"Here."

It was pure mana concentrated densely enough to be visible. The beast's eyes narrowed at the sight of the faintly golden lump. Azril spoke gently.

"Try it, everyone says my mana is delicious."

Grrrr.

The beast growled lowly and sniffed. She slowly removed the magic restraining the beast as she held out her hand further.

"It's okay. Hmm?"

Instead of pouncing again, the beast tentatively stuck out its tongue. The tip of its tongue touched the mana lump.

...!

The beast's eyes widened to the size of saucers. Its fur and feathers stood on end and trembled all over. Then its nostrils flared wildly before it buried its head in the mana lump. The beast devoured the mana in an instant.

"Tasty?"

The beast stared at her intently as it licked its lips. Its bright red eyes seemed to have softened a bit.

"Want more?"

Nod nod. Azril gathered a bit more mana and gave it to the beast. It swallowed it greedily. Seemingly satisfied, its tail swayed slowly.

"If you like it, would you become my familiar?"

The puffed up wings drooped down. The beast brought its nose close to her. Azril didn't flinch and straightened her upper body. The approaching beast sniffed her scent. Its massive body circled around her once, examining her closely, then tapped her with its front paw.

"Eek!"

From the beast's perspective it was just a tap, but Azril nearly fell over. Fortunately, she wasn't hurt since she was still maintaining her barrier. The beast tilted its head. This one is solid and strong, but why is it so weak? That was the look in its eyes.

"I'm a human magician, so my body isn't as sturdy as yours. That's why I'd like you, who are sturdy, to become my familiar."

Azril placed her hand on the beast's nose. It was a moist and soft nose. The beast stared blankly at her hand, sniffed a few times, then closed its eyes loosely.

"Will you become my familiar?"

Slurp, a large tongue licked her hand. Azril smiled.

"Thank you. What's your name?"

The beast that opened its eyes stood up. As it approached with its cave-like mouth open, Azril startled.

"What?"

She waited without avoiding it, and the beast grabbed the hem of her robe and lifted her up. Then it tossed her onto its nape.

"Eek!"

Azril barely clung on by grabbing its feathers. She almost slid off.

"Lift me gently, I'm not as sturdy as you! But... where are you going?"

The beast headed inside the door. She could finally see the interior of the ruins.

A circular hall was surrounded by cages along the walls. In the center of the hall were stone furniture like bookshelves and desks, left broken and abandoned. Around them were scattered burnt old books, broken glass shards, and other debris. Beyond a half-collapsed desk, stairs leading underground could be seen.

Inside most of the cages around the outer hall were only bones or traces of creatures that had lived there. Only one cage had its iron bars bent. The beast sat down with its belly against that cage.

"Did you live here?"

Azril slid down holding onto the feathers and stood on the ground. The beast poked the nameplate above the bent cage with its scorpion-like tail.

"Marti... goras. Martigoras?"

When she read the ancient Rem script, the beast growled in response.

"So your name is Martigoras. Come here. Let's make a contract."

The beast approached Azril. She leaned against its fur-covered head and kissed its forehead. Pressing lips together is a fundamental act of connecting magical pathways. Her mana and the Martigoras's mana touched.

"Astera, Martigoras."

After connecting their mana like when communicating, she delicately intertwined them. She twisted their mana together to create an unbreakable connection. It took a bit longer since it was her first time actually making a familiar contract. While creating the connection, she recited the promise.

"I am Astera. I shall give you intelligence, language, and mana. Be my loyal servant. Martigoras."

The promise was recited. Martigoras docilely lowered its head. When the familiar agreed, the connection was fixed. Then an enormous amount of mana began to flow through the connection.

'This is using even more mana than creating a spirit. Ugh, I'm dizzy... Rema, you said it would use less mana than a spirit!'

She felt dizzy as her mana was continuously drained. Martigoras's entire body was being tinged with a faint golden light as it absorbed her mana. Azril staggered and ended up leaning her body against it. The feathers were soft and quite comfortable. She closed her eyes and watched her mana being drained for a while, when suddenly the flow stopped.

Grrrr.

A large tongue licked her cheek. She quickly opened her eyes and straightened up.

"Martigoras?"

"Yes, Master."

Unexpectedly, what flowed from the massive beast was the voice of a proper young man.

"Oh, ah, nice to meet you. I look forward to working with you."

"Likewise, I look forward to serving you, Master."

It was an extremely polite tone. Noir, Blanche, and Largo weren't like this, were they? Azril blankly stared up at the red eyes before shaking her head.

"You can be more casual with me."

"I couldn't possibly be so rude to my Master."

"Even the way you address me... you can just call me Azril..."

"How could I, a mere familiar, so shamelessly call my master's name directly? That would be unthinkable."

"I-I see... Then do as you like."

She didn't expect this kind of personality. She smiled awkwardly.

"For now, you're too big, can you shrink? As for fixing your form..."

"I already have a fixed form. Would you like to see it?"

Martigoras's body, which had spoken so politely, glowed golden. Then it shrank to the size of a dog before the light faded.

"How is this?"

A lion cub fidgeted at her feet. It was an adorably small size. Tiny black wings the size of a palm fluttered and a tail with a ball of fur at the end swished.

"...Martigoras?"

"Yes, it's me. The magicians who created me all said I was cute, but if you don't like it, Master, I can try another form."

The lion cub perked up its round ears and looked up at her with big eyes. The words came out automatically.

"No, you're super cute!"

Azril hugged the lion cub tightly. The cub, which had been flapping its wings, soon rested its chin on her shoulder and snuggled in obediently.

"Ooh, so soft... fluffy... Hey, can I call you Marti?"

"Of course, Master."

Marti nuzzled Azril's neck with a smug expression. She couldn't resist and hugged him as tight as she could, but let go when she heard a yelp.

"Sorry, did that hurt?"

"It's fine. It's not your fault, Master, I'm just too cute."

"Uh, okay..."

Marti puffed out his tiny chest proudly as he spoke. Azril chuckled and held out her hand.

"I need to look around the ruins a bit. Let's go together."

Marti fluttered over and snuggled obediently into her arms. She held the lion cub like a doll and looked around the hall.

"Everything's broken. Did you break it?"

"My memories from before the familiar contract are hazy, but I'm certain this wasn't my doing."

"Really? Then why is everything so broken?"

"Well, it was already like this when I got out of my cage. Ah, I did break that mana stone storage though. I was rummaging through it because I was hungry."

"Were there a lot of mana stones?"

Mana stones were gems infused with mana that magicians created. Since they required drawing in and containing natural mana, today's magicians couldn't make them. So nowadays, the only way to obtain mana stones was to excavate them from ruins. They were precious items with sky-high prices.

"Yes, I survived by eating those. There were quite a lot, but recently they ran out... I've been practically starving for the past few years."

"So that's why you're so skinny. Don't worry now, I have plenty of mana."

Azril stroked Marti's head as she walked among the broken furniture. Looking closely, it seemed like some kind of impact like an earthquake had shaken this entire place, breaking everything.

'I wonder what happened.'

"Was there an earthquake here?"

"I remember feeling a big impact. But I'm not sure if it was an earthquake."

As Martigoras was just a created beast until contracting with her, he naturally wouldn't know.

"There doesn't seem to be much to see here. All the books are burnt too... I wonder if there's anything underground?"

She went down the stairs. Below was a narrow basement. It was full of fragments that had fallen over, broken, and rotted in a mess.

Thinking there might be something salvageable, she rummaged through the debris and discovered something glittering with clustered stars. Something buried under a pile of stones contained densely concentrated mana. As Azril tried to lift it, Marti quickly flew up.

"Please leave things like this to me, Master."

Marti, who had only enlarged his front paws back to their original size, easily pushed aside the pile of stones.

"Wow, thank you."

"It's nothing, just doing my duty as a familiar. Gotta earn my keep."

Though his words were humble, his expression was very proud and his tail was wagging furiously. She held back a laugh as she patted Marti's head, then examined what had been revealed under the pile of stones.

"A broken disc...?"

A disc large enough to fill both palms was lying there in half.

"Marti, do you know what this is?"

"I feel like I've seen it somewhere..."

The red eyes narrowed as he examined the half disc Azril was holding from various angles. Marti soon shook his head.

"Since it's from before I gained intelligence, I'm not sure. I'm sorry."

"No, it's natural that you wouldn't know."

Azril turned the crescent-shaped disc over and over. The material was an unidentifiable white metal. The broken part was clean as if it had been done deliberately. The surface was densely engraved with strange patterns too tiny to make out any meaning. And it contained an incredible amount of mana.

"It contains more mana than most mana stones. Why is there so much mana stored in this?"

She carefully tried infusing some mana. The mana contained in the disc didn't react at all.

"The other half... doesn't seem to be here."

Her Dragon's Eye wouldn't miss an object with this much concentrated mana, so there must only be this half here.

"I wonder if something would happen if it was combined into a complete disc?"

As she tilted her head examining the edge of the disc, she discovered tiny letters engraved in a corner.
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It was ancient Rem script. It was too small and the underground was too dark to see clearly. As she peered at it, suddenly a pale blue light shone. Marti's exhaled breath had become a blue flame floating in the air.

"Marti?"

"You seemed to need some light."

"Thank you. Marti, you're really good with flames. Like a spirit."

"Well, one of the materials used to create me was a fire spirit, so handling fire is easy."

"There's a spirit dwelling inside you?"

"They say it was a spirit born from lightning. A lightning bolt so large it could burn down a mountain. So my fire is capable of that much too."

"Wow, lightning? That's an incredibly rare spirit. Amazing."

"Ahem, it's nothing."

Marti wagged his tail, secretly pleased.

"I was created to be the strongest familiar, so this much is only natural. Except for Opek, Resvid's first familiar, I'm probably the strongest..."

"Wait, what? Resvid?"

Azril was so surprised she almost forgot about the disc in her hand.

"Rema Resvid? You mean Rema's familiar? Named Opek...?"

"Yes, that Opek. Anything less wouldn't be a match for me..."

"Rema had a familiar named Opek? Not Largo or Blanche or Noir?"

"Huh?"

Marti made a sound like a hiccup.

"Master, somehow... you seem to know Rema Resvid... That must be my imagination, right?"

"Well, Rema taught me magic, so I do know him."

"Pardon?"

Marti's eyes widened. He gaped at Azril with his mouth open.

"Master, you're saying you're Rema Resvid's disciple?"

"Yes."

"Goodness gracious...! As expected, you're truly worthy of being my master. How impressive."

"Marti, do you know about Rema?"

"Even if I was once a beast, I was made to be a familiar. How could I not know about the magician who created the familiar contract?"

"...Huh? Rema created the familiar contract?"

"You didn't know? Rema Resvid needed a guardian to protect his seal, so he first created familiars as powerful servants who wouldn't betray him."

Marti spread his wings.

"That was the first and strongest familiar, Opek. Later, other magicians imitated it, and the familiar contract became commonplace."

"Wait, what seal? A guardian to protect a seal? What kind of seal?"

"Why, the Watcher's seal, of course."

"...What's a Watcher?"

"Oh, you don't know this either? Rema Resvid is a Watcher too."

"I've never heard..."

Azril sat down on a nearby rock, still clutching the disc.

Three years ago, her investigation into Tarbo Tameion hadn't yielded much. She had learned various things, but couldn't find any connection between Rema and that magician. But now, an unexpected clue had appeared. Her heart was pounding.

"Marti, tell me everything you know about Rema. About Opek too."

"What I know is just basic knowledge..."

"When were you created? Do you know about Emperor Iskham? The Iskham Calendar?"

"...What's that?"

"It's a calendar. This year is 999 in the Iskham Calendar. So your basic knowledge is practically ancient secrets now."

"Oho..."

Marti blinked his red eyes. The lion cub perked up his ears and calmly began to speak.

"Watchers are magicians who swore to protect humans from dragons. They all become Watchers by removing their hearts and sealing them."

"Dragons? Hearts?"

"Aren't there Watchers nowadays?"

"No, there aren't even dragons, so why would there be magicians protecting humans from them?"

"There are no dragons? When I was created, the war with dragons was in full swing. I guess humans won and drove the dragons away!"

"A war between dragons and humans..."

"It was called the Great War."

"Ah, I've heard of that."

The Great War was thought to be one of the causes of the Ancient Magic Civilization's downfall.

'But I thought the Great War was between magicians, not dragons and humans.'

A war with dragons. And there were magicians called Watchers who fought dragons. Come to think of it, Rema's nickname 'Magician of the Horizon' also originated from a legend of him fighting a black dragon in an endless wasteland. Azril asked.

"What does it mean to remove and seal their hearts?"

"I'm not sure about that. It's just what the magicians who created me told me."

"What exactly did they tell you?"

"That the Watchers sealed their own hearts to fight dragons."

"...Is that all?"

"Yes. And that the first familiar Opek was created by Rema Resvid, one of the Watchers, to protect that seal, and that I would be the strongest familiar after Opek. That's all I know."

Marti seemed to only remember things somewhat related to himself. Still, this alone was an enormous clue. Azril mouthed the word 'Watcher' to herself before asking something else.

"What kind of familiar is Opek?"

"I heard it's a bird so huge its wings can cover the sky when spread. They say it's as skilled in magic as a magician, and the only familiar that can fight dragons."

"A bird..."

She knew of three familiars Rema had. The cats Noir and Blanche, and the large dog Largo.

'I've never seen a bird... Wait.'

Azril recalled the colorful bird that had nested on the roof of Rema's house. She also remembered wondering as a child why Rema never introduced that bird.

'Could that bird be Opek?'

And, could Rema's talk of 'duty' be related to the fact that he was a Watcher? She stared blankly into space before taking out a notebook from her pocket. Dragon, Watcher, seal, Opek. After jotting down what she had heard, she was about to put the notebook away when she suddenly opened it to the front. It was the page where she had drawn the carving near the door.

"Marti, do you know about this carving? What do you think it depicts?"

"That's the Three Primordial Magicians."

Marti answered without hesitation after a quick glance.

"The Three Primordial Magicians?"

"The story goes that in the beginning there were three Magicians, and human civilization began when they spread magic and the language of the gods to people."

"I've never heard that story before. How do you know this?"

"It was basic knowledge implanted in me as a familiar. Just like the information about Opek."

"I see... Who are these three Magicians? Are they Watchers too?"

"I'm not sure about such details. It's from my memories as a beast, after all... I'm sorry, Master."

Marti drooped his ears. Azril patted the familiar's head.

"No, what you've told me so far is already incredible. Thank you."

She wrote 'The Three Primordial Magicians' as a title for the carving sketch in her notebook. Then she closed the notebook and stood up.

"Now where should I investigate this... Oh right, the disc."

Rema's name had suddenly come up and she had forgotten about the disc. Azril picked up the half disc she had set aside and held it up to Marti's flame. Small letters became visible under the pale blue light. Ancient Rem script. She read it haltingly.

"Au... ro... ra. Aurora?"

It was a familiar word. It meant dawn. And there was a society that used this word.

"The Aurora Society..."

Three years ago, when she was looking into Tarbo Tameion, she had also investigated the society he belonged to. The Aurora Society was a famous group known even in other countries, with many excellent magicians as members. However, that society wasn't just a group of outstanding magicians.

"It wasn't even just a gathering of magicians."

Many of the members weren't magicians. The Aurora Society had only one purpose. The strict membership conditions were to filter out people who could help with that purpose.

"Interpreting the Aurora Disc. That's where the group started."

The 'Aurora Disc' was an artifact thought to contain the secrets of the Ancient Magic Civilization. The society began with people gathering to research it.

The society attracted high-level individuals who studied relics and Magic Civilization. Naturally, there were many outstanding magicians. Moreover, as they made various attempts to interpret the disc, they inevitably engaged in artifact appraisal and analysis, and attempted to restore ancient magic.

While progress on interpreting the disc was slow, those attempts and research yielded high results. Even the magical engine of the train was figured out by the Aurora Society. As a result, the Aurora Society is known today as an incredible group of magicians. They were also famous as experts on Ancient Magic Civilization. Nevertheless, the main purpose of the society was still to interpret the Aurora Disc.

"And the disc the society is researching is only half, so they're desperately searching for the other half, but haven't found it anywhere..."

Azril stared at the half disc in her hand. The reason the Aurora Disc was called that was because 'Aurora' was the only word that could be read on the disc.

"So this is the other half of that Aurora Disc."

She realized where she needed to investigate.

"I need to go to the Aurora Society."

Azril returned to Brownie Castle riding Marti in his true form. As they passed through the cypress forest, the lake shadowed by the castle came into view.

"A lake, I've never seen it before. The water is so clear! It looks refreshing."

"Do you like it?"

"Yes, Master is living in a very splendid place. As expected of a Watcher's disciple!"

"Then, would you like to look around the lake? I'll call you later."

"Is that alright?"

The tail with the poisonous stinger wagged back and forth. Azril jumped off Marti after he landed.

"It's going to be your home too, so feel free to look around."

"Thank you, Master!"

Marti flew excitedly towards the lakeshore. Azril approached the castle alone. A white figure was standing in front of the castle gate. The Magician of the Horizon, who hadn't changed at all like a taxidermy specimen while she had grown over the past 3 years.

'Rema.'

Her steps quickened as she spotted him. She almost ran to stop in front of him. She hadn't rushed into his arms since she was ten years old. Suddenly, she felt a little regretful about that.

"Re, ma, I, fami, liar...!"

"I saw you flying in. You certainly brought one back."

"The, test..."

"Of course you passed. From today, you are officially a 'magician'."

"Wow, I, I..."

"You should catch your breath first."

"Yes..."

While Azril caught her breath, Rema quickly looked her over. Checking if she was injured anywhere, if she had suffered or had a hard time.

"Rema, were you waiting for me?"

"Yes. You've returned safely."

Having confirmed that she was uninjured except for slightly wrinkled clothes, he smiled. It was a much more genuine smile than the one he had given when they reunited 3 years ago. Rema's expressions were gradually becoming more natural as he spent time with Azril. Having been by his side all along, Azril didn't notice the change. She just reflexively returned his smile.

"How did you know to wait for me?"

"I didn't."

"...Don't tell me you've been waiting the whole time?"

"I didn't have much else to do."

"What? Even so, it's been almost a whole day!"
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When Azril was startled, Rema just smiled silently. Then he turned and opened the castle gate.

"Brownie has been noisy the whole time, saying it's preparing a celebration party. They'll be waiting, so go ahead."

"A celebration party? What are we celebrating?"

"Of course, it's to celebrate you becoming a true magician."

"My goodness, what if I had failed..."

"There's no way Azril would fail."

"I think Rema always overestimates me."

"I'm always evaluating objectively."

"A person who claims to evaluate objectively only praises no matter what I do?"

"That's all your fault. You only do well, so there's nothing to point out. You should have failed moderately."

Rema let out a short laugh as he walked. He had become capable of making something like jokes.

As they approached the hall, noisy sounds could be heard. The voices of the familiars and Brownie, and the voices of Meili's family were audible. Rema stopped in front of the hall. He handed her a neatly folded black cloth.

"Take this, Azril."

"This is..."

It was a dark blue robe with unique embroidery in silver thread. The robe, which could be called a magician's formal attire, revealed the owner's level through the embroidered patterns. Azril immediately recognized the meaning of the embroidery on the robe he handed her.

It was the traditional embroidery of ancient magicians. A vine pattern forming complex spirals and bearing fruit. The meaning was 'able to find the answer to any difficult problem' or 'Sage'. In today's terms, it would correspond to the status of the Master of the Magic Tower or chief court magician representing a country.

"...Is it okay for me to wear this?"

"Didn't I say I evaluate objectively?"

Rema touched the knot of the robe she was wearing with his fingertips.

"Your magic has now reached a level that would be immediately recognized as a Sage even if you went back to ancient times. In just 3 years."

The knot untied itself and the wrinkled robe flowed down. Azril was startled and looked down at the fallen robe. Her cheeks turned slightly red. Rema draped the new robe over her, who was in a dress. The dark blue robe unfolded and gently wrapped around her body.

"In the past, countless magicians would have flocked in admiration. You can be a little more proud."

With a faintly pleased expression, he tied the robe's knot himself. It was a gentle touch. Azril blankly watched his long, elegant fingers wrap the string and tie it into a ribbon shape.

"Are you proud of me, Rema?"

"Of course."

He seemed slightly excited. So he looked more lively than usual. Azril stared at him and her cheeks reddened a bit more.

"Thank you, Rema."

Suddenly, she remembered the day she had discovered his hobby.

After she started learning magic in earnest, Rema taught her every morning. From morning until dinner time was their time alone. Meili and her siblings went to school, and Brownie and Meili's mother Maria took care of the castle. The cats mostly napped, and Largo often followed Maria around.

One afternoon after finishing magic lessons.

Azril found a game board in the castle's storage room. It was an antique item carved from wood. Beige squares with the wood grain showing alternated with burgundy squares dyed with pigment. In the container next to it, pieces of two colors were neatly arranged.

"It's a chess set."

She had seen it before at House Colt. A game where the first to capture the opponent's king wins. Azril fiddled with it for a while, then brought it to Rema.

"Rema, do you know how to play chess?"

"Yes, I do."

"Teach me. I want to try it."

He readily taught her the rules of chess. Once you learned how to move the pieces and a few exceptional rules, it wasn't too difficult. Azril tried playing chess with him. She took the red pieces, he took the white.

"Who taught you this, Rema?"

"I learned it from my sister long ago."

"Did chess exist in ancient times too?"

"There are some changed rules, but the basics are the same. It's an old game after all."

"I see... Are you good at it?"

"Well, I'm not sure. I haven't played it much."

"Oh, this..."

She moved a knight-shaped piece. The red knight on horseback was aiming at the white king. The queen blocked the king's escape route and a pawn blocked the front.

"Did I win?"

Rema rested his chin on his hand and looked down at the game board. After a moment of silence, he said.

"Yes, you won. It's checkmate."

"Wow, so that's how you do it."

"Shall we play one more time?"

Rema asked calmly. Azril nodded and arranged the chess pieces. For a while, only the sound of pieces touching the wooden board could be heard. And not long after...

"Checkmate, right?"

"..."

"This is more fun than I expected. It looked boring when I saw it before."

Rema stared intently at the chess board he had lost on. Then he quietly said.

"Let's play one more time, Azril."

"Oh, again?"

Azril was quite surprised and examined him. He was expressionless, but his gaze was fixed on the chess board. She smiled and picked up the pieces.

"Okay, let's do it."

The wooden pieces waged war again on the wooden board. The beginning looked quite fierce. But soon the advantage tilted towards the red pieces.

"Checkmate."

"...Again."

"Pardon?"

"Let's play again."

Rema's hand movements as he put the chess pieces back in place were serious. She saw his enthusiastic appearance for the first time. Now he finally looked like a living person, not cut out from a picture. Somehow she kept wanting to smile.

"Alright. It's fun."

It was a terrace with mellow sunlight pouring in. Beyond the railing, the blue lake and cypress forest could be seen. It was a quiet afternoon with only occasional bird chirping. The magician and the girl were completely absorbed in the small wooden board.

Rema never won once. She watched the white magician who couldn't take his eyes off the wooden board he had completely lost on, trying to hold back her laughter. He seems to dislike losing quite a bit. She didn't know he had this side to him.

[Astera, dinner time! Delicious dinner! Today is trout with Brownie's special sauce! There's dessert too! Apricot pudding! Apricots are delicious! Everything will be delicious! Brownie put all its skills into it! With magical skills!]

Brownie appeared on the terrace, spewing golden sparks and chattering noisily. Azril nodded to the spirit.

"I'll be right there, go on ahead."

"Okay! Come quickly, Astera! Before it gets cold! Brownie's cooking is best when it's warm!"

Brownie flew off with a whoosh. She gently lifted the chess board that Rema was still staring at. His gray eyes followed the chess board.

"It's dinner time, Rema."

"...!"

Rema finally noticed the lake dyed red by the sunset. He showed clear signs of being flustered.

"Time has already..."

"Rema really liked chess."

"I didn't expect to spend time without noticing on a game like this."

"If you enjoyed it, let's play again later, Rema."

"Later, again?"

He asked as if he had heard a very unfamiliar word. Azril answered while putting away the pieces.

"Yes, later again. We have plenty of time, right?"

"We don't have much."

"Pardon?"

His voice was too small to hear. Instead of repeating himself, Rema stood up. As he took the chess set she had put away, he said.

"...Shall we make some kind of bet next time?"

"Let's bet later, when Rema's skills improve. It wouldn't be fair to bet now. You couldn't win against me even once earlier."

"It's fine. I'll practice."

He seems a bit upset just now. Azril looked up at him walking beside her. His usual calm face. But there was a faint heat underneath. He was enthusiastic. Seeing him like that made her feel good. Azril smiled brightly.

"Alright, I'll look forward to it!"

From that day on, instead of opening a book by himself, Rema would often be lost in thought while moving chess pieces around. He even went out of his way to get books about chess. Still, his win rate against Azril was below 10%. Since they had no other opponents besides each other, it was impossible to tell if Rema was particularly bad or if Azril was good.

That's how chess became his hobby.

Since then, Azril would occasionally see Rema's lively appearance like now.

Standing like a picture, he is incredibly beautiful. It was a beauty that didn't seem human. So facing him made her a little afraid bit by bit. Compared to that, Rema with faint heat lingering, looking lively, somehow felt like she could reach out and touch him...

'This appearance looks better.'

She buried her slightly reddened cheeks in the robe's hem. Rema finished tying the robe's knot and removed his hand.

"Well then, have a good time."

"Is Rema not joining this time either?"

"No."

He answered lightly and turned around. Azril hurriedly called out to him.

"Um, Rema!"

He stopped and turned to look at her. She firmly grasped the pouch attached to her waist belt. She could feel the solid semicircular shape.

"...Do you know about the Aurora Disc?"

"I do."

Rema answered readily and tilted his head. He whispered softly.

"So you found it, Azril."

"Yes. I discovered it in the underground of the ruins."

There was something she sensed in his attitude. Azril swallowed dryly.

"You already knew it was in those ruins, didn't you?"

"Yes."

"Burying the ruins wasn't just because of the artificial familiars."

"That's correct."

"You hoped this disc wouldn't be discovered? What is it?"

"Azril."

His eyes narrowed.

"You said you wanted to learn Dragon's Eye magic."

"Yes. You said you wouldn't teach me until I understood what it means to use Dragon's Eye magic."

He seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then he slowly closed and opened his eyes, and said calmly.

"If you figure out what's contained in that disc, I'll teach you Dragon's Eye magic."

"...!"

Azril opened her mouth in surprise.

"Really, Rema? If I decipher this, will I be able to know exactly about Dragon's Eye magic?"

"...When you figure it out, tell me. That will be your next test."

Rema only answered that much and turned around. She watched his back as he crossed the corridor, then asked the question that had been nagging at her.

"Rema, you're a Watcher, aren't you? Is the duty you speak of your duty as a Watcher?"

He stopped walking. He didn't turn around. His long silver hair swayed slightly.

"Do you know what a Watcher is?"

"I heard from my familiar I contracted in the ruins. It said a Watcher is a magician who seals their heart... and protects humans from dragons."

"That's not incorrect."

"Is there something else? What does it mean to extract and seal the heart?"
Chapter 49: Chapter 49
Rema didn't answer immediately.

After standing still for a while, he started walking and answered quietly.

"Yes, I have always been a Watcher, and that's why I can't answer you."

It sounded like the words were painfully squeezed out. With that final statement, he walked away. She watched his back until it disappeared into the shadows of the building at the end of the corridor. Noisy sounds could be heard from the direction of the hall.

"When is Azril coming? Why is she so late?"

It was Meili's voice. Azril finally turned and headed into the hall. As soon as she opened the door, a boisterous welcome poured out.

"Azril, congratulations!"

"Big sis Azril! Congratulations on becoming a real magician!"

[Astera! Astera! Welcome, Astera!]

Woof, woof woof.

She smiled and joined the party.

"I'm back."

The Aurora Society building was right next to the Royal Castle. Nearby was the school that Meili and her siblings attended. Azril headed to the society with Meili. The familiars didn't come along because they were too conspicuous.

"Since it's on the way, I saw it every day. People in robes always gather around there. You can see nobles too."

Meili said as she guided Azril. Three years ago, Meili had been a great help in gathering information related to Tarbo Tameion. It was also Meili who had investigated the Aurora Society.

"Do you remember the membership requirements I told you about before?"

"Yes, I remember."

They don't accept minors under 18. And you need recommendations from at least three existing members. To join without recommendations, you need to have outstanding research achievements on Ancient Magic Civilization or donate several rare artifacts.

"But Azril, why are you suddenly interested in the Aurora Society again?"

"There's something I need to find out here."

"Is there anything I can help with?"

Meili asked, her green eyes sparkling. Azril shook her head.

"Just guiding me is enough. You should be in school at this time, right?"

"There's less than a month until graduation. I'm free."

Meili shrugged and said in a dreamy tone.

"I never thought I'd graduate from school. Really, I thought I'd never be able to keep up with the classes..."

"I thought you'd make it from the beginning."

"What on earth did you see in me?"

"Meili, you're smart."

"That's definitely a misunderstanding, Azril. If you saw my barely passing graduation exam scores, you wouldn't say that."

"If you passed, that's enough. What are you going to do after graduating?"

Meili hesitated. She answered while avoiding Azril's gaze.

"Th-there's nothing like that. I still think being a maid suits me best."

"You're lying. You've found something else you want to do, right?"

"N-no!"

"Don't hide it, tell me, okay?"

"I'm going to repay you!"

"Why do you only want to repay me by being a maid? You can do it in other ways too."

"But, but... there are things that familiars and spirits can't do..."

"Maria does those things, doesn't she?"

Meili's mother, who had regained her health, was deeply involved in taking care of the castle along with Brownie. She was even working in the garden and learning new recipes. Meili knew this too. She remained silent for a while.

Meanwhile, the Aurora Society came into view. The marble building with ivy entwined on its outer walls looked modest compared to the society's prestige.

In fact, the underground was more crucial than the above-ground part of the society. That's because the building was constructed on top of underground ruins. It's said that the society's underground extends beyond 10 floors. Because of this, the Aurora Society building's nickname was 'Underground Tower'.

"So this is it. Thanks for guiding me, Meili."

"Azril."

Meili called out firmly. When Azril turned around, she squeezed her eyes shut and opened her mouth.

"You're right, I actually do have something I want to try! I-I don't know if I'll be any good at it, but..."

"Yes, what is it?"

"...ter."

"Ter?"

"I, I want to try being a reporter!"

"A reporter? You mean a newspaper reporter?"

"Yes, when I was investigating things like Tarbo Tameion, the Aurora Society, and the Duchy of Rudimna at your request, I thought..."

Meili's face turned bright red. She rattled off her words.

"I actually enjoyed finding and organizing information. I've made quite a few acquaintances while investigating. One of them was a reporter, and they asked if I'd like to work at a newspaper company."

"At a newspaper company? That's amazing! Which newspaper?"

"It's called the Maujanclian, it's a newspaper based on magic communication... Since it's communication-based, it's even certified by the royal family, so it's not a sketchy place."

"I've seen that newspaper too, it's the most famous one in Maujancl. My goodness, Meili, were you going to give up such an opportunity?"

"It's not that I was going to give it up, um, it might have just been empty words..."

"How could that be empty words? They made that offer because they thought you'd be good at it. This is great, Meili! Congratulations!"

Azril grabbed both of Meili's hands. Meili looked at her in surprise.

"Is it really okay?"

"Of course it is! Why were you trying not to do it? You said it's something you want to try."

"But, after saying I'd repay you, doing something I want to do is..."

"Meili, I didn't help you to be repaid. You were the same. If you had thought about the consequences, you wouldn't have tried to save me from Colt Castle."

"..."

"We didn't become friends to keep score like that. So!"

She grabbed Meili's shoulders and turned her around.

"If you really want to repay me, do it by becoming a great reporter."

"Azriil..."

Meili's eyes welled up. Azril clicked her tongue and pushed her.

"Hurry and go talk to that reporter."

"Okay, okay! Thank you!"

Meili hugged Azril tightly, hopped up and down, and then ran off in an instant.

"You don't need to thank me for this..."

Azril muttered as she watched the orange hair disappear into the distance. Being able to help her friend freely like this was thanks to Rema. Becoming a magician, living so happily - it was all thanks to him.

'So it's okay no matter what secrets Rema has. I'll definitely become a magician like him and...'

Thinking this, she grabbed the door of the society. At that moment, the door swung open from the inside.

"Eek!"

"Oh my."

Someone caught her as she was about to fall forward.

"Are you alright?"

It was a man with his hood pulled low. Azril straightened up and looked up. Her eyes met those within the hood.

"...!"

Bright blue eyes. Dazzling golden hair. Though the years had passed and his features had matured from boy to young man, those two things remained the same. Even if not much time had passed since their encounter, the memory was so intense. Azril recognized who he was at a glance. And he, too, recognized her immediately.

"How could you go ahead, Your...!"

Someone behind him approached in alarm, then noticed her and closed their mouth. Azril took a step back.

What should I say?

She was at a loss for words, having never imagined they would meet like this, or rather, never having imagined they would meet again at all. The man seemed to be in the same state, his hand still outstretched from trying to catch her, just standing there blankly. The person who had been calling out to the man looked at them strangely as they stood facing each other silently.

"Young master, do you know this young lady?"

The man's blue eyes within the hood darted around wildly. He moved his lips as if unsure what to say. In the end, it was Azril who spoke first.

"It's been a long time. Have you been well?"

"...Nine years, is it?"

The man murmured in a slightly hoarse voice. Then he took a deep breath that made his chest heave.

"It has been a long time, Azril Astera."

"Yes, Sir Charles."

She answered reflexively, then corrected herself.

"...I mean, Your Highness, no... Your Majesty...?"

"Just Charles is enough for you."

He gave a bitter smile.

The boy crown prince who had been kidnapped with her by Marquis Ederik's men 9 years ago now stood before her as the young king.

\\\*

The Underground Tower of the Aurora Society had many sealed rooms, being underground. In one of the reception rooms prepared for important visitors, Azril sat face to face with Charles. The man who seemed to be Charles' subordinate stood quietly in the corner, his hood pulled low.

"Who is that person?"

"That's my guard, Sir Ash von Madriol. He's as close as my shadow."

"I see."

Azril was inwardly a bit surprised.

'Madriol? That's one of the two ducal houses of Aukandor.'

He might not be the heir, but still, to have someone from House Madriol as a guard. She suddenly felt the status of the man before her anew.

'A king...'

If she were still the beaten child of House Colt, she wouldn't have been able to even look at him, let alone sit across from him. Of course, such status hardly mattered to the current Azril. Her life had deviated too far from the normal track for that. She carefully observed the man before her.

Charleang Maujancl de Aukandor. 23 years old, the young king of Aukandor. He ascended to the throne at 14 after suppressing Marquis Ederik's rebellion, and was now in his 9th year of reign.

He was known to the public as a skilled swordsman and capable monarch. His notable achievements included abolishing slavery, reforming the magic communication system, developing sea routes and eliminating pirates, thereby revitalizing transit trade.

The people of the kingdom had only one main complaint about this king, "Our king has been of age for so long, why hasn't he taken a queen yet? Your Majesty, please get married soon."

Azril recalled the common knowledge she had heard. Then suddenly she remembered. Something she had realized belatedly after regaining her childhood memories. The incident where the rebels were annihilated in a single night. An event that had spread rumors among those who didn't know better that God's blessing rested upon the young king of Aukandor.

'At that time... Rema killed all the people there. They just happened to be rebels.'

It was the result of her saying she had no one else she wanted to save besides Charles.

Azril now knew a fair bit about Rema. He would have had no interest in who those people were. The only thing he would have considered was that they were of the same group as those who had tried to harm her.

'If it hadn't been rebels there...'

People who were just there could have died. Just as Rema had saved people who were simply there when he twisted the direction of the tidal wave. A chill ran down her spine and Azril shivered slightly.

"Are you cold?"

"Ah, no."

After this awkward and brief exchange, silence fell again. Charles hesitated, then carefully opened his mouth.

"...Azril Astera. I owe you a debt of gratitude beyond words from that time. And yet, I have only caused you trouble without even properly thanking you."

He bowed his head deeply.
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"I apologize and thank you, albeit belatedly. Now..."

"It's alright, Sir Charles. I've almost forgotten about that incident."

Azril quickly waved her hands. It was true. Though it had been a shocking event, for Azril, other things had been more impactful than her entanglement with Charles back then. Like the things Rema had done, his decision to abandon her, or how she had moved her mana and killed the knight.

'Once I properly learn Dragon's Eye magic, I should be able to control such terrifying power.'

She looked at her palm. That was certainly one of the reasons she wanted to learn Dragon's Eye magic. Charles's expression became slightly strange at her words.

"Forgotten, you say? For me, it's been impossible to forget that day... No, no. That's not what I meant to say."

Charles rubbed his face and continued.

"I went to Hanora village as soon as the situation stabilized. But the village was empty, and I couldn't find any trace of you."

"Of course you couldn't find me. I left the village due to certain circumstances."

"Was it because of that incident? Because of me?"

"It wasn't because of you, Sir Charles."

While the incident with Charles had been the trigger, it wasn't because of him. That was between Rema and her.

"Can you tell me what happened?"

"I'm sorry, but that's..."

Azril refused with a smile. Charles opened his mouth to say something more but closed it again. Then he quietly observed her and slightly covered his mouth with his hand.

"You're nineteen this year?"

"Yes, I'm an adult now."

"I see..."

He looked at her strangely. Just as Azril was starting to feel a bit uncomfortable, he quickly withdrew his gaze.

"So you're that magician's disciple?"

"Yes, I learned magic from him."

"No wonder, I've never seen a magician like you before. To think you're the Magician of the Horizon's disciple..."

Charles let out a low groan. Then, as if trying to gather himself, he rubbed his face again. Meanwhile, Azril glanced at the time. She had a purpose for coming to the academy.

'I shouldn't be too late.'

She was supposed to learn about her familiar, the Manticore, with Rema in the afternoon. While she was happy and surprised to meet someone she didn't expect to see again, she already knew he was doing well from rumors.

'I should get going soon, now that I've greeted him.'

"Um, Sir Charles..."

"Ah, I'm sorry. I'm a bit out of sorts right now."

Charles, who had been staring at her absentmindedly, apologized with a start. Azril smiled.

"It's alright, you must be very busy. I don't know much about state affairs or politics, but I know your achievements are remarkable."

She had directly benefited from his policies. The abolition of slavery had given her some breathing room. Azril spoke sincerely.

"I'm glad I was able to save you back then. So there's no need to feel sorry anymore."

She bowed her head lightly.

"Thank you for becoming an excellent king. I look forward to your continued good work."

Azril ended her greeting with that and stood up. As she rose, he called out urgently.

"W-wait!"

"Yes?"

"It's not because I'm busy. I'm not busy, I'm just so surprised to meet you again. I'm not busy at all. I'm completely free."

At his flustered words, Sir Ash, who had been standing inconspicuously in the corner, cleared his throat. Charles ignored him and continued.

"There's something I want to ask you. Something I've been curious about all this time..."

"Please, go ahead."

He hesitated, touching his lips several times. Then, taking a deep breath, he blurted out.

"Azril Astera. Do you really not regret helping me?"

"...Pardon?"

"Don't you regret helping someone like me? Don't you think you shouldn't have bothered? I'd like you to be honest."

He stared at her like a criminal awaiting judgment. His dazzling blonde hair, fair face, innate dignity, and subdued attitude were completely at odds with his status as a praised and beloved king. Azril was taken aback.

"What are you saying? 'Someone like you'? You're a wise king. Everyone says His Majesty is wonderful, that you're an excellent person."

"I'm not excellent at all. I'm a pathetic human being. Ungrateful, foolish, only good at running my mouth. I realized that back then."

Charles covered his face with trembling hands.

"I boasted that I would definitely get you out, that I wasn't an ungrateful beast, but in the end, I couldn't do it. Because my body was more important, because I was in pain, I was about to give up on you."

Was that so? Azril tried to recall. Charles had definitely tried to cut off his fingers with a dagger back then. The image of the pale boy's face, wet with tears and sweat, came vividly to mind.

"No, Sir Charles, you definitely tried to save me..."

"No, I was about to give up."

He firmly denied it, twisting the corners of his mouth. It was a self-deprecating smile.

"If you had been just a little slower in using 'magic', I would have thrown that dagger away saying I couldn't do it. I would have exposed my true nature in the most blatant way."

Charles roughly ran his hand through his hair. Then he spat out.

"I've had that nightmare so many times. It was an ugly sight. That's all I am, just such a person."

His voice was dripping with intense self-loathing. His face contorted like he was about to cry.

The guard knight Ash was in shock. He had been serving his lord for several years. He had always been a confident and composed, capable king. Ash had always been proud of such a lord. He had never imagined that his lord harbored such self-loathing inside.

Charlean poured out his innermost feelings to Azril, which he had not shown to anyone for 9 years.

"A wise king? Nonsense! How dare a person who turns away even those who helped him, because he doesn't want to hurt his own body, be called an excellent king? How can someone who can't even keep his own word be a wise king?"

"..."

"Moreover, even this throne is merely the result of your master punishing those who tried to harm you. I have no qualities of a monarch..."

"Sir Charles."

Azril cut off his words. Charles raised his head, which had been buried. His face, staring blankly at her, had suddenly become haggard. Like he had been suffering from nightmares for years. She overlaid the past Charles on top of that face. That face was young. He was a fourteen-year-old boy with soft down.

'If I had been in the same situation, could I have cut off my fingers for someone I had just met?'

I couldn't have. Azril was not a saint. And neither was Charles. That wasn't a sin. The ones who committed the sin were those who tried to do such things, not him or her who got caught up in it.

She hadn't known that Charles had been suffering from guilt and self-loathing until now because of what happened then. The man looking up at her with clouded eyes seemed pitiful. Azril quietly opened her mouth.

"Sir Charles, you are truly an excellent person."

Charles was dumbfounded.

"What... I am..."

"I don't know much about the qualities of a king. But don't you think it would be difficult for someone who is lenient with themselves to become a good king? I think the higher the position, the more suitable it is for someone who is strict with themselves."

"..."

"And that's exactly the kind of person you are, Sir Charles."

Charles seemed at a loss for words and closed his mouth. Azril continued with a smile.

"I have never regretted helping you. Rather, I should be thanking you. I benefited greatly from your policies."

"My... policies?"

"I was briefly a slave, you see."

His eyes widened.

"A slave? You? How on earth..."

"Well, there were some complicated circumstances. Anyway, thanks to you abolishing slavery, things improved in many ways."

"My policies... were helpful to you..."

"Yes, tremendously so."

Azril smiled brightly.

"You are an excellent king. So please don't say you lack the qualities of a monarch. And don't torment yourself with such guilt anymore."

Charles's face was blank. His blue eyes wavered unsteadily. There was a hint of moisture in those eyes. He quickly lowered his head and covered his eyes with his hand. A very hoarse voice came out.

"...Thank you, Azril."

"Not at all, Sir Charles."

Charles took a moment to steady his breathing. Then he raised his head. With a face that had somehow become composed, he smiled.

"You can just call me Charles."

"I can't address His Majesty the King like a friend."

"What's a mere king to the disciple of the Horizon?"

Charles shrugged and said softly.

"I want to be friends with you. Do you dislike that?"

"Is it alright for His Majesty to do so?"

"Can't a king even make friends? How cruel."

He put on a deliberately gloomy expression. Azril couldn't help but laugh.

"Alright then. Let's be friends."

"Speak comfortably then."

"This is more comfortable for me. We may be friends, but I'm still younger."

"I don't mind, but... if that's what you prefer."

"Then, to commemorate our friendship, can I ask you something too?"

"Anything."

"Why are you the 'greatest beggar', Charles?"

It seemed to be an unexpected question, as he coughed awkwardly.

"I didn't think you'd remember that."

"I was really curious about it back then too. Is it a secret? Like a code or nickname?"

"It's not like that..."

He rubbed his forehead and sighed.

"When I was young, I learned the basics of magic from Penderock Palaios. Ah, do you know who Penderock is?"

"I'm sorry, I'm not sure."

"No, it's understandable that you might not know. He's Aukandor's greatest magician and the current Master of the Magic Tower."

"He must be an impressive person."

"Penderock would be flabbergasted to hear such words from you. Anyway, that was what he said after examining whether I had the qualities of a magician."

"What did he say?"

Charles shrugged and imitated an old man's voice. It was a quick and excited tone.

"'There is some mana in your body, but it's literally just there. Oh my, such a poor amount, even worse than a beggar! I've never seen anyone inherit such a poverty-stricken legacy as Your Highness! You're the greatest beggar among all the people I've seen in my eighty years! You might be the world's number one mana beggar! May I research Your Highness?'"

"...So did you get researched?"

"No, I ran away. Thankfully, I was royalty. Otherwise, I might have been dissected."

"Goodness."

Azril burst out laughing. Charles chuckled and leaned back on the sofa, looking at her.

"But, are you really not going to accept any reward? Isn't there anything you need?"

"It's fine. Your feelings are enough."

"I've been planning to repay you for 9 years. I'd like you to accept something, even if just for my sake."

"There's nothing I particularly need."

Azril shook her head. Charles scratched his chin and then asked abruptly.

"What brings you here? A request?"

"It's not a request, I just have something to look into. What about you, Charles? Why did you come to the academy in person when you're the king?"

"I also have something to look into."

He smiled and folded his arms.

"By any chance, do you need academy membership?"
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She did need it. The Aurora Disc was the very purpose of the society, so it wasn't something they would give to a non-member. There were two options, reveal the other half of the disc she had, or become a member and officially access the disc.

But Azril didn't want to carelessly reveal the disc she possessed. It would cause an uproar.

'Besides, if what's contained in the disc is about Dragon's Eye magic, it might not be something that should be revealed carelessly.'

In fact, Rema had never specifically told her to keep it secret. Still, it seemed dangerous to reveal it on her own. There must be a reason why magic disappeared after ancient times and only sorcery remained. That's why she had come with the intention of joining the society.

"The society hardly reveals any information to non-members. I don't know what you came to find out, but becoming a member would be easier, wouldn't it?"

"That's right, I came with the intention of joining Aurora."

Hearing her answer, Charles brightened and said.

"Then, I'll prepare a letter of recommendation for you."

"Charles, you were an Aurora member?"

"The king is treated as a special member. I'll introduce you to two others who can write the remaining recommendation letters."

Originally, Azril had planned to join by donating some mana stones she had made herself, claiming them as artifacts. There was no need to join through recommendations. But Charles looked so happy offering to write a recommendation letter. He had already pulled over some paper from the side of the table and was writing the letter in one swift stroke.

"If you need any help with this or anything else, just let me know."

As Charles handed over the quickly written recommendation letter, he overlapped with the image of Meili insisting she would repay her. It felt bad to keep refusing. It was also better to join through recommendations than donating a bunch of artifacts. In the end, Azril accepted the letter.

"Thank you, Charles."

"Then I'll personally introduce you to the other two..."

"Ahem, ahem, ahem!"

Ash coughed loudly from the side. Charles made an 'oops' expression.

"...I can't personally introduce you, but I'll write letters. If you go and show them, they'll write recommendation letters right away."

"Okay."

"I should be going now."

He muttered regretfully. Ash brightened and prepared to leave. However, Charles lingered and didn't get up right away.

"Azril, will you be coming to this Underground Tower often from now on?"

"I suppose so? I'll keep coming until I finish my investigation."

"Around the same time as today?"

"Probably. This is the least busy time."

"That's good. I also have business here for a while, so I'll be coming around the same time. Let's meet here at this time tomorrow. I'll give you the introduction letters then."

"Okay. See you tomorrow, Charles."

Azril answered with a smile. Charles froze for a moment. He stared at her blankly, then covered his mouth and said.

"I'll need to explain about the people who'll write recommendations, so the conversation might get a bit long. Is that alright?"

"As long as it doesn't take too long."

"It won't take that long. How about we have lunch together tomorrow while we talk? My treat. Do you like Robas cuisine? There's a good place nearby..."

"Your Majesty, the Minister of Military Affairs will be waiting."

The guard knight who could no longer hold back spoke up. Charles frowned and sighed.

"I bet he's just come to tattle because he got into a fight with the Minister of Finance over some ridiculous new weapons budget he wants. Can't we make him wait a bit?"

"Your Majesty!"

"I know, I know. Such a nag."

He grumbled as he stood up. Azril held back a laugh and said.

"I like Robas. I'll come around noon tomorrow."

"Alright. See you tomorrow then."

Charles replied happily and left with Ash.

'What an unusual friend I've made. His Majesty the King, no less.'

It was an unexpected outcome, but not an unpleasant one. She felt quite cheerful. Azril left the room with a smile on her face. And not long after, she found herself bewildered.

"This... is a complete maze."

Because it was converted from ruins, the Aurora Society's Underground Tower was like a maze. It had been fine coming in with Ash guiding her, but trying to get out was daunting. With no other choice, she used her Dragon's Eye to observe the flow of mana. The denser the flow of constituent mana, the closer to the center; the thinner, the closer to the outskirts.

As she traced the mana to find her way out, she soon discovered something. A cluster of light shining especially brightly in the faint night sky. It couldn't compare to Rema's vast galaxy-like mana, but it was the most intense mana she had seen so far, aside from his.

'It's so sparkly. I wonder what it is...'

It wasn't an object containing mana. Since it was flowing, it must be a living being. Azril was drawn towards it. The nebula grew closer. Pale red stars were swirling like a furnace, or a whirlwind.

'It's incredibly fierce.'

As she turned a round corner, she saw a person. Azril unfocused and took in the person's appearance. A small underground garden with flowers and trees planted and magical lamps hung. A small girl was crouched by a flowerbed.

'Is that... really a living person?'

With her white nightgown, long flowing platinum blonde hair, and pale skin, the girl looked like a ghost. Sensing her presence, the girl whipped her head around. Their eyes met. Red eyes.

"...!"

The girl jumped up, startled. Then she covered her mouth and stumbled backward. She looked terrified.

"Hey, I'm..."

"...!"

As soon as Azril opened her mouth to reassure her, the girl trembled violently, then turned and ran. Between the fluttering nightgown and long hair, Azril could see wounds and scars on her arms and legs.

'Why is she covered in wounds? She's so thin too... She looks like an abused child.'

It reminded her of her own childhood. The girl's steps were unsteady. She ended up tripping after just a few steps.

"Ah...!"

The girl started to scream but stopped herself, covering her mouth first. Even after falling, instead of clutching where it hurt, she covered her mouth first.

Azril couldn't help but be concerned. She approached to help the girl up. The girl panicked, struggling to get up on her own. She backed away like a cat with raised fur. Azril quickly explained.

"Hey, I'm a magician who came to join the society. I'm not a strange person."

The girl shook her head. She was still covering her mouth with both hands. When Azril tried to approach, she shook her head more vigorously, trembling like she was having a fit.

"You mean don't come closer?"

The girl nodded. Then, keeping eye contact with Azril, she slowly backed away. Once she had put some distance between them, she turned and ran away. Azril could only watch as the fluttering platinum blonde hair disappeared between the corridors of the ruins.

Rema was waiting for her by the lakeside. Martigoras, who had been lying down in front of him, jumped up when he spotted Azril returning.

"Master, welcome back! I've been waiting!"

It was quite an enthusiastic welcome. Marti, seemingly forgetting his own size, pressed close to her and muttered.

"It was really a difficult time, Master. No matter how great a magician he is, I prefer you, Master. I missed you..."

"Were you scared? Rema is actually a kind person, so you don't need to be too afraid."

Rema wasn't interested in humans in general, but to those he cared about, meaning Azril, he was kinder than anyone.

'He just acts strange sometimes because he's abnormally strong, and because something is binding him. The Rema before he became the Magician of the Horizon must have been an incredibly gentle person.'

She hadn't forgotten his cruelty. But over the past 3 years, watching him, her thoughts had inevitably changed a bit.

Rema was kind to Meili's family too. He often talked with Maria when she asked about gardening or cooking issues, and he didn't get angry even when Meili's siblings made mistakes while playing around. The third child, Robel, even pestered Rema to teach him magic and learned a little. Though he soon quit because he lacked internal mana.

While he disliked noisy gatherings like parties and didn't mingle casually, his attitude was always polite and gentle. As long as she was safe, that was enough. The times he had acted cruelly were all related to her.

'I just need to not cause him worry. As long as it's not related to me, he often even helps people.'

Since leaving Colt, Azril had never seen him act cruelly towards anyone. Last year, she even saw him silently deal with a flood in Maujancl. Though he said it was because he didn't like seeing the streets all wet, it was a great help to people.

"...Originally a kind person? Who are you talking about, Master?"

"I'm talking about Rema, Marti. It's okay, really."

Azril gently stroked Marti's forehead as he made a strange expression, then turned to Rema.

"Sorry I'm late, Rema."

Rema Resvid thought as he listened to her soothing her familiar. That his efforts had paid off. He didn't want to see her cry again. He didn't want to make another mistake either. He smiled gently and replied.

"You're not particularly late. Did things go well where you went?"

"Mm, yes."

Azril added as she patted Marti.

"I met an unexpected person."

"Who do you mean?"

"Charles. This country's king. Do you remember? The one who was kidnapped with me that time..."

"...I remember."

Rema's voice lowered slightly. His eyes grew cold.

Azril, busy explaining to Marti who was asking who Charles was, didn't notice this reaction.

"He said he was grateful and wants to help me. Do you want to meet him too? He'd be very grateful to you as well."

"I'm fine."

Rema replied stiffly and pointed at Martigoras.

"I've found out a few things about your familiar. Would you like to hear?"

"Oh, yes!"

She listened to explanations about Marti's abilities and characteristics. She also learned more about supplying mana and how to handle familiars.

After practicing moving together with Marti a few times, the sun was setting. Leaving Marti, who liked the lake, behind, the two of them returned to the castle. Before going inside, Azril asked the question she had been holding back since yesterday.

"Rema."

"Yes, Azril."

"You have a familiar named Opek, right?"

He paused for a moment, then continued walking as he spoke.

"You heard from Martigoras, I see."

"Yes. It's that bird on the roof of your house, right?"

"...That's correct."

"Blanche, Noir, Largo, none of them ever said a word about that bird. Is it a familiar I'm not supposed to know about?"

"Opek is a somewhat different being from other familiars."

"Because it's guarding the Watcher's seal?"

He turned to look at her. His gray eyes were dry like glass beads. Azril added.

"If it's a question you can't answer, you don't have to."

"No."

Rema turned his gaze away and answered slowly.

"Opek is indeed a being I created to guard my seal."

"So that's why you didn't introduce it."

A familiar guarding the heart that a Watcher carved out to fight dragons... Is the heart a real heart, or a metaphor? He said he couldn't answer this because he's a Watcher.

While Azril was pondering, he spoke quietly as he opened the castle gate.

"When you pass the new test, you'll naturally learn about Watchers too."

"The new test is to figure out what's contained in the Aurora Disc, right? Wasn't that related to Dragon's Eye magic?"

"A Dragon's Eye magician inevitably becomes a Watcher."

"...What?"

Rema looked down at her with a strange expression. He wished she wouldn't become the same kind of being as him, yet also wished she would.

'What exactly am I wishing for from you?'

He didn't know. His desires were growing. He was becoming confused. The more time they spent together, the more she grew, the more she developed as a magician, the more so.

If only these days could continue forever. If only he could see her smiling happily a little more. If only she would rise to the same height as him. No, if only she wouldn't. If only she would just live happily and comfortably. If only words about other humans wouldn't come from her mouth. If only she wouldn't be interested in humans other than himself.

Sometimes he wanted to remove all the humans around her, but then Azril would be unhappy, and doing such a thing might cause the cracked egg to break completely, so he endured.

None of these turbulent inner thoughts showed on his face. Rema gently led her.

"Brownie must be waiting. Let's go eat dinner."
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Charles guided Azril to a restaurant near the Underground Tower of the Aurora Society.

It had a sign that read 'Golden Garden'. Below it was written 'Robas Specialty'. Robas is a famous dish made with rare mushrooms found only in Aukandor, cooked with the most tender veal and a special sauce.

"This place serves the second-best Robas in Maujancl."

"Second-best?"

"The best comes from the royal chef's hands. If you'd like, I could invite you to the royal castle..."

"No, no, that's fine. Second-best is more than enough."

Azril shook her head vigorously, not wanting to become the subject of gossip by being invited to the royal castle. Charles gave a short laugh. He was wearing his hood pulled low, presumably to hide his identity. The Golden Garden, the restaurant he had invited her to, was made up of small, separated rooms so that guests wouldn't run into each other.

'Charles's face is so well-known, it must be hard for him to do anything outside the royal castle. I wonder why he came to the Underground Tower in person...'

An employee guided them down a corridor to a room. Ash, who was accompanying Charles today as well, didn't follow them in.

"I'll be waiting outside."

He saluted smartly. Azril asked, finding it strange.

"Isn't Ash joining us for the meal?"

"I've already eaten. And please, address me casually. I can't accept honorifics from someone who has become friends with my liege."

"Ah, I see. Then I'll call you Sir Ash."

When Azril answered with a bright smile, Ash went blank for a moment. He quickly bowed and retreated, almost like he was fleeing. Charles clicked his tongue at the sight.

Ash von Madriol has a younger sister known as the most beautiful woman in the capital. Lexina von Madriol. Because of that, he usually didn't even notice women who were merely pretty, but Azril clearly registered as beautiful even to him.

'Well, it's understandable.'

Charles took a fresh look at Azril. Her long black hair made her already fair skin look like she were made of milk. Delicate yet distinct features. Rosy lips. Clear golden eyes.

"Wow, it's so pretty in here. A room decorated like a garden..."

And when she smiled like that, her eyes curved into crescents and dimples appeared, making her look incredibly lovable...

"Charles?"

"It's nothing."

He quickly averted his gaze. Azril was admiring the room. With flower beds made of paper flowers and even a carpet made to look like grass with silk threads, it felt like being in a model garden.

They sat across from each other and had their meal. As Charles had promised, the food here was quite delicious. Even to Azril's palate, which had grown accustomed to the spirit's cooking. While eating, Charles explained about the other two who would write her recommendations.

"One is someone you know. The Master of the Magic Tower, Penderock Palaios."

"Was he also a member of Aurora?"

"Yes, he's a senior member. I've already spoken to him about you. He's usually at the Magic Tower, so you can go there anytime, give your name, and they'll guide you to him."

"Anytime? Wouldn't that be disruptive?"

"Disruptive? He'll be overjoyed to see you. He might be so happy that you'll find him bothersome."

Charles chuckled. Then he mentioned the other person.

"The other is Duchess Rudimna. She's my aunt."

"Is the Duchess a magician too?"

"No, she's not a magician. Originally, she wasn't very interested in magic. But now she's become a respected expert on Magic Civilization."

His expression turned bitter. Azril rolled her eyes and carefully asked.

"It seems there's a story there... May I ask what happened?"

Charles seemed to hesitate a little.

"This is actually top secret."

"Ah, no, if that's the case, you don't have to tell me. It's fine."

"No, for you... you might know something."

He put down his fork and looked at her with serious eyes.

"Azril, have you ever heard of the Nameless Magician?"

"Ah, yes. To some extent. You mean the Excess Mana Disorder patients, right?"

Excess Mana Disorder was a rare disease. Its full name was 'Unnamable Excess Mana Disorder'.

The mana inside a magician's body moves according to their will. And the simplest way to strongly express will is through speech. Therefore, the more skilled the magician, the more likely their internal mana reacts automatically when they speak. This is usually described as the mana running wild. A magician's spell is a means of reining in this wild mana. In other words, a 'spell' is a method of making mana respond only to its name, not to other words.

However, there are occasionally people for whom it's impossible to set spells. No matter what name they try to give, their internal mana doesn't accept it as its name. Such cases are called unnamable. Surprisingly, there are quite a few people with unnamable mana. But it's not usually a problem. It doesn't even show unless specifically analyzed.

They simply can't become magicians, but there are no other issues. Even if their internal mana runs wild every time they speak, it just fluctuates a bit inside their body. It can't manifest as magic. Most ordinary people who haven't received proper mana sensing training don't even feel their mana responding to their words.

However, in extremely rare cases, the level of mana running wild is so violent that it's visible. This happens with Excess Mana Holders who have inherited an enormous amount of mana. They have so much mana that its wild behavior affects their body noticeably every time. Speaking even causes magic to activate randomly.

Such problems disappear completely when they name their mana and become proper magicians. That's why Excess Mana Holders are generally told they have a 'talent for magic' and become magicians.

But what if that excess mana is unnamable? Since it's impossible to become a stable magician, they become disasters, unleashing unpredictable random magic that even they can't predict. That's what a Nameless Magician is - a patient with Unnamable Excess Mana Disorder, a magician without a name for their mana.

Azril had seen this in a recent magic book. The books in Rema's library didn't even mention Excess Mana Disorder.

'It might not have existed in ancient times.'

Seeing that she knew about it, Charles sighed deeply and said.

"Lady Rudimna... my cousin, is one of those Nameless Magicians. And her symptoms are very severe."

"...!"

"She's been like that since birth. That's why my aunt has been doing everything she can to cure her."

Azril said sympathetically.

"Oh my, so she became an expert on Magic Civilization while trying to find a cure..."

"So you do know. That Excess Mana Disorder didn't exist in ancient times."

Charles's eyes widened, then narrowed. He asked in a tone that seemed to be trying hard to stay calm.

"By any chance, do you also know a way to cure Excess Mana Disorder?"

"I'm sorry, but what I know about that disease is really just the basic facts."

Azril said awkwardly. Then, after a moment's hesitation, she added.

"The reason I know it didn't exist in ancient times is because I've never heard Re... my master mention Nameless Magicians."

"...I see. I'm sorry for asking such a strange question. Don't worry about it, I just asked on the off chance..."

Azril noticed that Charles had just swallowed the words he was about to say. She could guess what those words might have been. Her master was Rema Resvid, the Magician of the Horizon. Someone nigh to omnipotence. Charles was about to ask if she could inquire about Excess Mana Disorder to him, but stopped himself.

"I'm the one who told you something you said you didn't need to hear. Really, don't worry about it. It's also top secret, so just forget about it entirely."

Seeing her expression, Charles continued calmly.

"Don't let on that you know to the Duchess. I've only introduced you as an excellent magician who treated me in the past."

"You didn't mention my master?"

"Of course not. I didn't tell Penderock who your master is either. Though he knows you're a genius who mastered communication magic, repair magic, and healing magic by the age of ten."

"Why?"

"Well, because it would be troublesome for you."

"But wouldn't it be useful for you in many ways to let them know my master is the Magician of the Horizon? Isn't that right?"

Azril knew well the status the Magician of the Horizon held. She asked directly without realizing it. It was a habit she had picked up from spending a long time with Rema. Charles looked at her with a strange expression. Azril realized her mistake and tried to explain.

"Ah, um, I'm not trying to doubt or interrogate you..."

"I know."

He smiled gently.

"You're just purely curious. Thinking that it would be okay for me to gain some benefit from using you. Because we've agreed to be friends."

"How did you know?"

"After being king for about 9 years, you get good at seeing such things."

Charles shrugged and looked at her directly.

"I didn't ask you to be my friend because you're someone who could be useful to me, Azril."

"I, I wasn't trying to imply that you are like that, Charles. I'm sorry."

"No, I'm not trying to blame you for that either... I mean, I want to start by being friends with you."

"...Pardon?"

"I didn't mean to be this hasty, but it's not working out. I'm not very skilled at this, it's my first time."

He scratched his cheek awkwardly. That cheek was slightly red.

"Charles?"

"I have feelings for you."

Azril was dumbfounded. Charles smiled with a slightly flushed face and said.

"I mean I'm falling for you."

"F-f-falling is falling, what do you mean 'falling for'?"

"Well, what do you think it means?"

He spoke in a mischievous tone, then rummaged through his clothes. He took out well-sealed envelopes with introductions and pushed them towards her.

"These are the introductions. The locations are written on the envelopes."

"Th-thank you."

"I hope you won't feel too burdened. I'm not asking for an immediate decision. We've only just met, after all. Right?"

"I... suppose?"

"I'd like you to think of it lightly, like making a new friend. Whether I'm someone worthy of your affection."

He stood up from his seat and approached Azril. Then he elegantly bowed to her, who had stiffened up.

"There's no rush for an answer. We can wait until we know each other better."

His bright golden hair flowed down. Following noble etiquette, he lifted her hand and lightly brushed his lips against the back of it, then raised his head. His blue eyes curved into a smile. It was a princely smile.

"So I'd like to meet often. Would you give me that chance?"
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Azril's head was spinning. She couldn't think of what to do, having never imagined such a situation.

"Um, well, I..."

"Next time, wait for me here."

He released her hand and placed a small card in it.

"This is..."

She stared blankly at the card. It was an invitation with delicately laced edges. The large golden letters caught her eye first.

"I'll be wearing a mask with blue wave patterns. You don't have to come if you don't want to, but think about it."

Azril remained seated for a long time even after Charles left first.

She didn't know how she managed to return home. Azril sprinkled salt instead of sugar into the tea Brownie had given her.

[Aaack! Astera! What are you doing! Salt! Salt, of all things! Salt in Brownie's tea! It'll taste awful! How could you! You've ruined Brownie's tea!]

The spirit flew around having a fit. She startled and put down the salt shaker she was holding.

"I'm sorry, Brownie. I'll drink it next time."

[Huh? Huh? You're just going? I'll make it again! Even though you ruined Brownie's tea, it's okay if it's Astera! I'll use magic to make it tasty again!]

"No, I don't really feel like drinking it right now."

She got up unsteadily and headed for the corridor. Largo approached with a bright face, holding a ball in his mouth. He wagged his tail, asking to play.

"Sorry, Largo. Later..."

Azril patted Largo's head and passed by. The dog's tail drooped. Noir and Blanche, who were lounging on a bench in the central garden, exchanged glances. Blanche jumped down first and followed behind Azril. Noir, who followed after, asked cautiously.

"Did something... happen?"

"Hm? No."

Noir's green irises constricted.

"Your face doesn't look like nothing happened."

"What's wrong with my face?"

"You have a really complicated expression right now."

"...I just have something to think about."

"What is it, what happened? Did someone bully you? Should I teach them a lesson?"

"It's nothing."

Azril replied somewhat irritably and hurriedly went into her room, closing the door. In front of the door, Noir turned to Blanche with a troubled expression.

"What's wrong with her?"

"Hmm, I wonder if it's puberty..."

"She's nineteen, isn't she? She's already had her coming-of-age ceremony, how can it be puberty now?"

"Azril matured too early... Well, just because you reach a certain age doesn't mean you automatically grow up. Just look at you."

"You're insulting me now, aren't you?"

Noir grumbled. Blanche snorted and turned away.

Azril approached the bed, untying her robe. She was about to drop the robe carelessly on the floor, but paused and hung it on the armchair instead. It was the robe Rema had given her as a gift.

Now in a light dress, she flopped face-down onto the bed.

"Gack!"

"Huh?"

"Kack, kack, keck, Master!"

"Marti?"

The familiar that had been squashed under her was struggling. Azril lifted the lion cub flapping its wings.

"Are you okay?"

"Keheck, yes, this much is nothing for an excellent familiar like me."

Marti puffed out his chest, seemingly forgetting he had been coughing. Azril chuckled and let Marti go.

"What were you doing here?"

"I was taking a nap."

"On my bed?"

When her expression turned strange, Marti drooped his ears and looked sheepish.

"It's comfortable to sleep while smelling Master's scent... Is that not allowed?"

"No, well, it's fine."

She replied halfheartedly and buried her face in the pillow. The sound of flapping wings came from the bedside.

"Are you going to sleep? Should I turn off the lights?"

"I'm not sleeping."

"Then what? Are you feeling unwell somewhere?"

"I'm fine, so go play outside, Marti."

"Master."

The pillow was pressed down slightly. Marti sat right next to her head and examined her.

"You seem very troubled. I can feel your emotions."

"..."

"If you have any worries, please confide in me. I am your familiar, loyal only to you, Master."

At those words, she suddenly realized. While Noir, Blanche, and Largo all genuinely cared for and looked after her, they were Rema's familiars.

In contrast, Martigoras was her familiar. One who prioritized her words over Rema's. Azril turned her head to look to the side while still lying down. The lion cub sitting quietly blinked its eyes like red marbles.

"Marti."

"Yes, Master."

"Have you ever been confessed to?"

"What?"

Marti's mouth fell open. Azril's face turned bright red at that reaction. She buried her head in the pillow again.

"Master?"

"No, no, pretend you didn't hear that."

"Um, Master."

"I'm telling you, you didn't hear anything. Forget it."

"It's not that..."

"Marti, that's enough, I never said anything about a confession, okay? Forget it. That's an order!"

"Confession? Azril, did you get confessed to? Really? By whom?"

Meili's excited voice was heard. Azril lifted her head in surprise. Somehow Meili was in her room.

"...I called because your friend had arrived, Master."

Marti said with a sigh. Azril hurriedly sat up.

"Oh, when did you get here?"

"Just now. Did I knock?"

Meili pulled up a chair and sat down. She took something out of her pocket and proudly held it out.

"Ta-da. I wanted to give this to you first."

"Wow, it's a business card!"

Azril happily took it. The simple business card had the name 'Meili Brown, Maujanclian Trainee Reporter' engraved on it. The surname Brown was something Meili and her siblings had created when they needed it for school enrollment documents. It was derived from Brownie Castle to Brown.

"Trainee reporter...! You did it, Meili! That's amazing!"

"Still, I'm just a trainee. They said they'll hire me if I do well until graduation."

"That's what's amazing! Congratulations!"

Azril smiled brightly and hugged Meili. Meili also smiled broadly and hugged her back.

"So, are you going to the newspaper company from now on? Will you write articles too?"

"Writing articles is still far off. At first, they said I'll follow senior reporters on their investigations to observe and learn."

"What does that person investigate?"

"This is still not widely known, but..."

Meili glanced around. When her eyes met Marti's, who was sitting blankly, she put her finger to her lips and went 'Shh'. Marti blinked and covered his mouth with his front paw. Only then did Meili open her mouth.

"Apparently, there have been strange disappearances happening all over the country lately. That's what they're investigating."

"Disappearances?"

"People of all ages and genders suddenly vanishing one day. No signs of struggle, no witnesses, just disappearing like they evaporated."

"Isn't that dangerous?"

"It's okay, would they take a trainee along if it was dangerous? Actually, it's almost like an urban legend."

"Urban legend? Like what seemed like a perfect disappearance turns out to be just someone running away from home?"

"Yeah, most of them are like that. So don't worry."

"Then why are you being so careful about who might hear?"

"Well, we thought most cases were like that, but... there are some suspicious circumstances too."

"Like what?"

"You see, apparently the royal family is investigating these incidents."

"What? The royal family? The Maujancl Royal Family?"

"Yeah, so my senior thought it was nothing, but now they're excited it might be a scoop. You have to keep it a secret until the article is written, okay?"

The royal family. Having just met the King of Aukandor today, Azril felt strange.

'Could it be that what Charles said he had to look into... No way.'

"Azril, so who was it that confessed to you?"

"Wh-what?"

Meili's subtle question made the thought that had briefly surfaced fly away.

"You heard wrong, Meili! It's not like that!"

Azril shook her head vigorously, her face red enough for anyone to notice. Meili rested her chin on her hand.

"You really can't hide this kind of thing."

"..."

"What kind of person are they? What did they say when they confessed? Did you answer?"

Azril silently shook her head and drew up her knees. Then, with her forehead resting on her knees, she said in a small voice.

"I don't know, my mind went blank and I can't think of anything."

"But it seems they weren't a bad person. If it's someone you dislike, you'd just feel bad even if they confessed."

"Yeah, they're not that kind of person."

"A good person?"

"A good person."

"Do you like them?"

"I do like them. But if you ask if I like them that way, I don't think so..."

"It's complicated."

As Meili looked at her troubled friend, she thought about the white magician.

Some things are easier to see when you take a step back. The relationship between her friend and the Magician of the Horizon was like that. There was a strange bond between Azril and Rema that others couldn't intrude upon. Azril, who was just a precious and close friend when with her, sometimes looked like a completely different being when with Rema.

'Come to think of it, does Azril have no feelings for the magician?'

As Meili recalled Azril's behavior, she inwardly shook her head.

'It seems like she's never thought about it that way at all. She has no interest whatsoever... Then what about the magician's side?'

Even after living in the same castle for 3 years, Meili still couldn't tell what the white magician was thinking.

'How would the magician react if Azril became someone's lover?'

Since he cares for Azril so much, he might feel a little sad. But he might surprisingly congratulate her calmly. He might just nod and say 'I see, it's about time' and that would be the extent of his interest. Based on what she had observed so far, that's what she would predict. That would be natural for a normal master-disciple relationship. But Meili's intuition was pointing in a different direction.

'Could it be a big problem? No, surely not... Surely not.'

While Meili was pondering this, Azril was groaning.

"I haven't even known that person for long. I don't know them well yet. Of course, they're a good person, and I do like them quite a bit, but..."

"Yeah, it's natural to be flustered when someone confesses to you when you haven't known them for long."

"Right? Ugh, what should I do, Meili?"

"Hmm, did that person ask for an immediate answer?"

"No, not that..."

Azril rustled and took out a card.

"They invited me here, saying to think about them slowly."

"A masquerade ball?"

Meili's eyes widened as she took the card.

"My goodness, this is the masquerade ball of the House of Madriol!"

"Huh? It's being held at Madriol?"

"Didn't you look at it closely? Look, it's written here."

"I was too flustered..."

Azril read the part Meili pointed out.

"Venue. Madriol Ducal Residence."

"If it's the House of Madriol's masquerade ball held at this time of year, it must be this one. The Night of the Hawthorn Flower."

Meili flipped the card and held it up in front of Azril. There was an intricately drawn hawthorn flower pattern in silver on the back.

"The Night of the Hawthorn Flower? Is it a famous ball?"
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"It's famous. You could call it the nobles' Hawthorn Flower Festival."

The Hawthorn Flower Festival was a celebration held when the white flowers of the hawthorn trees were in full bloom. It was also a festival to commemorate the end of spring and herald the beginning of summer.

On the day of the festival, a large bonfire was lit in the village square, and every household decorated their doorways with hawthorn branches. Women wore the flowers behind their ears, while men pinned them to their chests as they attended the festival. They would give these flowers to someone they were interested in. As a result, many couples would form after the Hawthorn Flower Festival ended.

"It's a bit awkward for nobles to participate in the Hawthorn Flower Festival held in the square, right? It's embarrassing to openly enjoy a commoners' festival. That's why they wear masks and gather among themselves for this ball."

"How do you know?"

"It's well-known fact in Maujancl. I decided to become a reporter, so I need to know at least this much."

Meili shrugged. A Hawthorn Flower Festival famous for being a lovers' festival. Azril looked down at the card with an even more confused expression.

"Then, shouldn't I not go here?"

"Why?"

"I haven't decided anything yet."

"Did he say that if you come here, he'll take it as a positive answer?"

"No, that's not it. Just, since we don't know each other well, he asked for a chance..."

Meili quietly observed her friend who was groaning. The most precious friend in the world. And the Magician of the Horizon who cherished that friend more than anyone. An ambiguous relationship. She blurted out.

"Why don't you just go?"

"Huh?"

"This kind of event is just for nobles to have some light fun anyway. Besides, it's a masked ball, so you don't need to reveal who you are."

Meili placed the invitation on Azril's hand.

"And if you meet him a bit more, your feelings might become clearer."

"Hmm..."

It made sense. She should get to know him a bit better before firmly rejecting or accepting. The fact that Charles was the king was something to worry about after her mind was made up.

Meili continued in a slightly excited tone.

"A masked ball, isn't it good to go at least once? Aren't you curious? It'll be completely different from just hearing about it. Aren't you curious?"

"...I am curious, actually."

"Opportunities like this don't come often. I'll help with the dress and accessories! I've wanted to dress you up properly for a long time."

Azril sighed softly and nodded.

"Alright, I'll go."

"Good decision! Then let's go choose a dress right away!"

Meili jumped up and pulled Azril along.

The castle's dressing room had easily dozens of various dresses hanging. Even though Azril rarely wore them, preferring comfortable clothes, the tailor shop hired by Rema always brought in all kinds of clothes in abundance. Azril, half-dragged by the excited Meili, barely managed to say.

"Wait, Meili."

"Yes?"

"Let's go to the ball together."

"What are you saying? I can't."

"Aren't you curious about the masked ball too? If we go together..."

"Just tell me about it when you get back. I'm busy with graduation preparations and my internship as a reporter. Now..."

Meili flung open the door to the dressing room. She picked up a nearby dress with sparkling eyes.

"Try this on, Azril!"

"Huh? Now?"

"Were you planning to choose without trying them on?"

"There's still plenty of time left."

"We should choose while we're thinking about it. I've always wanted to dress you up like this! ...This one, and this one, and this one too!"

"Ugh, that's too many!"

"Come on, hurry up."

The dressing room became noisy. Marti, who had followed them, soon fell asleep leaning against a cushion.

Rema, who had been out, returned around dinner time. As soon as he came back, he was confronted by a sulky spirit.

[Just a little, just a little more, she said, but she didn't come! She said she'd eat later! You need to eat on time to be healthy! Brownie's cooking is delicious and good for health!]

"What do you mean?"

[Astera won't come out! She's been in there all day! Brownie will make food again! Something that can be carried! Sandwiches! Delicious sandwiches! I'm going to feed her no matter what!]

Brownie whined and flew away. Rema stood still for a moment, then headed towards the dressing room the spirit had pointed to. As he got closer, he could hear the squealing voices of the girls.

"Wow, this suits you too. What should we do? I can't decide."

"Isn't this one better? That one's too much."

"What do you mean too much, that dress should be more worried about being put on you! Come on, let's try this one too."

"Meili, can't we just choose one now?"

"No! Just this one!"

"You said that earlier too. Look, we can't try on everything here today. Brownie will get upset waiting."

"Ugh, it's because they all suit you! If only there was an overwhelming dress, it would be easier to decide..."

Why is Azril suddenly choosing dresses? Rema tilted his head and knocked. There was a commotion inside, then Meili and Azril popped out.

"Azril."

"Re-Rema! I thought you said you wouldn't be here for dinner today, you're back early."

"The errand I went on ended sooner than expected. What's going on?"

"Well, um..."

Azril fumbled with her words as she combed her disheveled hair with her fingers. Meili smoothly interjected.

"Azril received an invitation to a masked ball, so we were choosing a dress for her to wear."

"A masked ball?"

One of Rema's eyebrows raised slightly. He turned to Meili and asked.

"What kind of ball? Who invited..."

"It's a masked ball called the Night of the Hawthorn Flower held by House Madriol," Azril quickly cut in. She gestured to Meili behind Rema's back.

'Keep the confession a secret for now.'

'Got it.'

Meili understood quickly and nodded.

"Then I'll head to the annex, Mr. Magician. Azril, I'll come back later. Wait in the dressing room."

"Ugh, again?"

"We haven't chosen a dress yet! We need to choose the dress, then pick accessories, and decide how to do your hair."

"There's still over two weeks left."

"Two weeks is extremely urgent! Have you already forgotten about preparing for parties in Colt, ah..."

After the incident where she was accused of stealing earrings, Azril was completely excluded from any tasks related to dressing up. To be precise, she couldn't even go near the dressing room. Meili swallowed her words and waved her hand.

"Anyway, see you later!"

After she left, Azril and Rema headed towards the dining room. He quietly asked.

"Who invited you?"

"Charles. I met him again today because I needed help with something."

Rema frowned faintly. Another name he didn't want to hear had popped up. It seems she had added a new human to her list of 'people she knows'.

"He invited you to a masked ball?"

"Yes, I'm planning to go."

Azril nodded and carefully observed his reaction.

"Are you... against it?"

I don't like it. He didn't like her going among other humans. He wished she would stay here, by his side, always. Wasn't interacting with the humans in the annex enough?

He looked at her with such feelings. Her golden eyes blinked as she looked up at him. His twisted mood subsided. Rema reflexively answered gently.

"Of course not. If you want to go, by all means."

"Thank you!"

Azril smiled brightly. The corners of his mouth lifted slightly as well.

"There's no need to thank me. It's only natural."

"Still."

Azril looked happy. Rema was quite satisfied with that. It was enough satisfaction to crush any unpleasant feelings. So he recalled what she had been saying to her friend earlier.

"This will be your first ball, won't it? Like a debutante."

"It's not like that. It's a masked ball anyway, so I won't have to reveal who I am. I'm just going for fun."

"Still, it's better to prepare properly. I'll arrange for new dresses and all accessories."

"What? Why buy new ones! There's a room full of dresses I haven't even worn. Don't buy any more."

Azril was aghast. Rema tilted his head.

"Isn't it difficult to choose? You seemed to be struggling quite a bit earlier. Your friend was having trouble deciding too."

"That's because there are too many. I'll choose soon."

"By trying on all of those?"

"Why did you buy so many in the first place? I rarely wear them."

"Because you never ask for anything, I have no choice but to fill it up with everything."

"Is it my fault?"

"Yes, it's your fault. You should have demanded more."

"No way. If I say I want a blue dress, you'll fill a room with every shade of blue dress there is. It'll just get worse."

"A room wouldn't be enough. It would be better to build a tower. Isn't it better to have more of what you like?"

Azril looked at him with a slightly nauseated expression.

"...I think you're going to ruin my personality soon."

He let out a short laugh.

"I don't mind if Azril's personality gets a bit worse."

Maybe it would be better if her personality got a bit worse so she couldn't get along with other humans. Rema had such thoughts for a moment.

"Anyway, I'll prepare a dress for the masked ball. Along with a mask and accessories. You won't have to struggle to choose, so it'll be convenient for you too."

Seeing how adamant he was, it was clear he would buy them even if she said she didn't need them. Azril sighed.

"Don't get anything too extravagant."

"Alright."

"Really, nothing too over-the-top. It'll draw attention."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Rema agreed readily, but she couldn't help but look at him suspiciously. His track record made her uneasy.

The fashion trends in countries near the Spine Mountains generally start from Santrie, the capital of the Talashin Empire. So Rema commissioned Azril's dress and accessories from there.

He had received Azril's measurements from the tailor shop that had always made her clothes. It took only a breath for him to reach the imperial capital. There was a mountain of money in the castle's underground vault. But Rema found it bothersome to carry large amounts, so he went to Santrie empty-handed.

Then he picked up a broken brick he happened to see in an alley and turned it into pure gold to pay. For him, transmuting one material into another was much simpler than carrying a chest of gold coins.

The tailor shop that suddenly received a pure gold the size of a brick started making the dress by working their designers and seamstresses day and night. A similar situation occurred at the jewelry workshop.

In the case of the jewelers, there was something even more surprising. the silver-haired man had given them a pouch of diamonds to use for the accessories. Inside the fist-sized pouch were fancy colored diamonds of various hues, carelessly thrown in like pebbles, worth whatever price one might name.

And yet, the condition he set was absurdly contradictory. Design it so it doesn't draw too much attention. While providing such extravagant materials and paying an enormous sum.

That commission became legendary among the artisans of the capital Santrie in many ways.
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Azril decided to visit Penderock Palaios first among the people Charles had introduced. After all, stopping by the Magic Tower seemed less burdensome than visiting the Duchy of Rudimna. Though she was quite different from the magicians of the Magic Tower, she was still a magician nonetheless.

The Magic Tower served as the headquarters for magicians employed by the kingdom and as the national magical research institution. The Head of the Magic Tower usually also held the position of Chief Court Magician and even acted as an advisor to the king.

She gave her name and waited in the massive dome-shaped lobby of the Magic Tower. It was her first time meeting an outstanding magician other than Rema, so she felt a bit nervous but also excited. Soon, a boy wearing an apprentice magician's robe returned with an apologetic face.

"I'm sorry, the Head of the Magic Tower isn't here. He went to the Aurora Society."

"You mean he went to the Underground Tower?"

"Yes."

"When will he return?"

"I'm not sure. He didn't say anything specific."

She briefly considered coming back another day, but decided to go directly since the Underground Tower wasn't far.

"Then I'll go there. Thank you for letting me know."

The weather was nice. Azril headed towards the Underground Tower at a leisurely pace. The streets of Maujancl were peaceful as always. However, as she got closer to the Underground Tower, she sensed something was amiss.

"...Fire?"

Thick smoke was rising above the rooftops. The color of the billowing smoke was pitch black. She quickened her pace.

Soon, the Underground Tower enveloped in smoke came into view. People were frantically carrying things out of the building. She even saw someone opening a window and throwing out what looked like a filing cabinet. Azril grabbed a man who was running out carrying a large box.

"Did a fire break out underground?"

"Can't you see?"

The man replied irritably and tried to shake her off. She quickly asked.

"Are there people inside? Is it a dangerous situation?"

"Why do you need to know that in this chaos..."

The man who was about to get angry noticed her robe and changed his tone.

"You, are you a magician? Are you good with water-related magic? What about air?"

"I'm good at both. Do you need help?"

"We need a lot of help. Air? Water?"

"Both."

"Both? You look young but that's impressive. Go down to the basement, there will be magicians there. Join them."

"Alright!"

"Thank you! I'll repay you later!"

The man's shout was heard behind her as she ran. Azril entered the building. The inside was in chaos.

Two magicians in robes were guiding the flow of air. Thanks to them, the smoke rising from the basement was escaping through the windows instead of filling the entire interior. In the meantime, people were evacuating and removing important items. The basement stairs were covered in black smoke, making it impossible to see inside.

She made her way towards the stairs, pushing through the crowd. One of the magicians guiding the smoke tried to stop her but hesitated.

"You can't go in... Oh, you're a magician. Can you withstand the smoke?"

"Yes. Are they suppressing the fire downstairs?"

"The Society President is suppressing it with the Magic Council members. The Head of the Magic Tower is also supporting. You'll see them right away when you go down."

"Have all the people evacuated?"

"Almost everyone has come out, but..."

The magician's expression became ambiguous.

"Anyway, if you can help, we'd appreciate it. We need all the hands we can get."

"I'll do that. Astera."

Azril chanted the spell as she answered. She wrapped her entire body in a blocking barrier and stepped into the smoke. As she descended to the basement, Azril observed the flow of mana.

'As I thought, this isn't an ordinary fire.'

With a normal fire, mana would flow out in the direction the smoke escapes. But now, mana was flowing inward like it was being drawn into something.

As soon as she reached the area that had been converted from ruins at the bottom of the stairs, she heard frantic shouts.

"You fools! Don't call yourselves magicians if you can't even handle this much!"

"Aagh! The right side! The right side!"

"I'm at my limit! Please switch with me!"

"Where are those Magic Tower bastards, it's been ages since we called them, ugh!"

"Master of the Magic Tower!"

Flames were flickering like a snake's tongue, filling one side of the corridor. It was a strange fire that undulated like a living creature. Magicians standing in a semicircle were blocking the creeping flames. Some were constantly moving back and forth in the opposite corridor, extinguishing the spread fire and removing documents. That side seemed to be ordinary fire.

Among the magicians blocking the strange fire, Azril saw a white-bearded magician in a blue robe. He contained as much mana as all the other magicians present combined.

'That must be Penderock Palaios.'

Penderock looked exhausted. She approached him immediately.

"Are you the Master of the Magic Tower?"

"Hm? Who are you?"

"You must have heard from Cha-, I mean His Majesty the King. I'm Azril Astera."

Penderock's eyes widened. Before he could say anything, Azril quickly spoke.

"This fire seems to have a magical cause, right? Starting from inside?"

"Yes, but..."

"Astera."

Azril added another blocking barrier and created a mana barrier as well. As she was about to step into the undulating fire, cries that were almost screams erupted from around her.

"No!"

"It's dangerous...!"

Their words trailed off. A round space centered on her appeared in the middle of the flames. The fierce fire couldn't even drop a spark into her space.

"I'll give it a try. Please keep blocking."

Azril bowed slightly to Penderock and moved into the fire. Penderock, who had been dumbfounded, shouted urgently.

"Ah, Safi is, Lady Safinea von Rudimna is inside!"

Lady Rudimna? Could it be that child, the 'Nameless Magician'? Azril turned back to him in surprise. Seeing her expression, Penderock opened his mouth with a pained face.

"This, this is a fire that child started. That child..."

Be careful. Please. The rest of his words crumbled, unclear which he meant. Azril saw that the old man's wrinkled eyes were slightly wet. She nodded silently and headed into the fire.

It wasn't her first time walking through flames. While learning defensive magic from Rema, Azril had even walked through lava. Yellow, orange, and red colors swirled around her in a vortex. The heat was blocked by her barrier and couldn't enter, but it distorted her surroundings like a mirage. Instead of that distorted view, she was looking at the mana.

'Towards where the mana is being drawn.'

That's where the cause of this fire would be.

She didn't wander for long. She quickly reached the cause. A girl with straw-like platinum blonde hair was standing in the middle of a puddle of groundwater. Safinea von Rudimna.

'That child is...'

She was the very girl Azril had encountered when she first came to the Society's Underground Tower, wandering through the maze-like interior. The fire seemed to have started from a doll lying next to the puddle.

It was a bear doll. A large bear doll with a ribbon, just like the one Azril had received from Rema before. That doll was spewing flames without burning because it was wrapped in and drawing in mana.

The water in the puddle lapped around Safinea's waist. In the water, the girl was covering her mouth with one hand, while the other hand held a dagger pointed at her own chest. Burn marks were visible here and there. Her hair was singed in places. Her face was drenched in tears. The tip of the dagger aimed at her chest trembled. The girl, with her eyes closed, repeatedly tried to stab her chest with the dagger, only to hesitate.

"Don't do that."

Azril spoke as gently as possible. The girl was startled and dropped the dagger. Plop, the dagger sank into the water.

"Ah..."

Seeing Azril, Safinea tried to say something but then covered her mouth with both hands in horror. Azril now knew why that child kept covering her mouth. Because she was a 'Nameless Magician' who would trigger random magic like a disaster every time she opened her mouth.

'The wounds all over her body must be from the uncontrolled magic too.'

A Nameless Magician cannot control the magic that activates. Therefore, they easily hurt people nearby. And the person always closest to the activated magic is oneself.

Azril saw that Safinea's clothes were burnt black on the chest. The burns on both arms were the worst.

'She probably hugged the bear doll and accidentally set it on fire.'

She must have thrown the burning doll and jumped into the puddle to barely survive. Fortunately, the fire spreading from the doll didn't reach near the puddle. If her luck had been just a little worse, that child could have burned to death in the fire she herself started.

Safinea, with her mouth covered, stared at Azril standing in the fire with wide eyes.

"Hello. We've met before, right?"

She said with a smile. The girl looked over the invisible barrier surrounding her with surprised eyes, then nodded slightly.

"Wait just a moment. I'll put out the fire first."

Azril approached the bear doll that was spewing fire. A choked scream, "Eek!", came from the girl's direction. She paid no attention and crouched in front of the bear doll. Even the flames surging wildly right in front of her face couldn't penetrate her blocking barrier. Azril understood the nature of the magic after just a brief examination.

'What an incredible magic.'

Safinea's mana injected into the bear doll was exerting an attractive force, randomly devouring the surrounding mana, then converting it to fire and spewing it out. So, this was definitely not 'sorcery', but 'magic'. The magic that Rema said had disappeared since ancient times.

She had guessed it might be magic from the scale of the flames, but now that she was certain, she became puzzled. Rema had clearly said there were no true magicians in this era, yet here was magic in the ancient style right before her eyes.

'How did... Ah.'

She recalled the conversation they had about the Colt Ruins. When she had asked if no one could open the ruins since there were no magicians like in ancient times nowadays.

"Of course there aren't, but there are those with potential to become a magician. Those who would have been excellent magicians if born in ancient times."

"That magician who came to Colt intended to use you for such a purpose. Tarbo Tameion, was it?"

Did that 'those with potential to become a magician' refer to the people called 'Nameless Magicians' today? So Nameless Magicians are originally people who could become great magicians, but because the lineage of ancient magic was cut off, they can't become proper magicians? Is that why there were no diseases like Excess Mana Disorder in ancient times?

Azril turned to look at the girl in the puddle. A pale, skinny child so battered she looked abused. Dark, hollow eyes. Cheeks soaked with tears. Hands covering her mouth, flames that had lashed out everywhere and even injured herself.

Safinea had clearly just tried to commit suicide. A child who looked barely twelve or thirteen.

The suicide rate among Nameless Magicians is incredibly high. They also die in accidents very frequently. It's common for them to be murdered too, often by family members. That's why, even with mild symptoms, they generally struggle to live past twenty.

'...This is too cruel.'
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The girl who couldn't even make a sound and was curled up looked pitiful. Somehow, she looked like herself from her younger days, before meeting Rema. Azril unconsciously muttered,

"I'll help you..."

Even amidst the sound of the burning fire, Safinea seemed to have heard her voice and flinched. Azril reached out towards the teddy bear that was spewing fire.

When learning 'magic' from Rema, she had also learned 'dispel magic'. The method of interfering with already activated magic, arranging mana in reverse order, and dispersing it. At the same time, she had learned how to make the mana arrangement complex so that magic couldn't be dispelled by someone else. The success rate of dispelling magic is proportional to the difference in level between the caster and the dispeller. She recalled what he had said.

"Almost all, you say?"

"There are a few spells among those I cast, or among those on ancient artifacts, that would be difficult for even you to dispel."

"Other than those, I can dispel everything? Me?"

"You can. Moreover, if you continue to develop like this..."

At that point, Rema had paused for a moment. And then continued in a somewhat bitter tone.

"...Someday, you'll be able to dispel all magic."

Azril calmly arranged her mana. Then, she overlaid the mana she had arranged onto the teddy bear. She whispered the spell.

"Astera."

Safinea saw a truly magical sight unfold the moment the black-haired magician uttered her spell.

As if time was moving backward, the spreading flames retreated. The flames that had filled the corridors of the Underground Tower swirled back. The fire rotated and was sucked into the doll. Yellow sparks scattered. A strong wind arose.

In the midst of that wind and sparks, Azril lifted the teddy bear. The last flame died down. She saw the red stars that had been enveloping the teddy bear scatter and return to Safinea. Azril approached the girl, following the procession of those stars, holding the teddy bear. Safinea stepped back timidly, covering her mouth with hands that had turned white.

"Safinea von Rudimna, right? I'm Azril Astera."

Azril put down the teddy bear at the edge of the puddle and held out her hand. The girl shook her head frantically and tried to run away. Her red eyes moved anxiously.

"You can speak in front of me."

"...?"

"Really. You saw me put out the fire just now, right? I'll stop whatever happens, so..."

"...!"

"Come here, I'll heal you."

Safinea looked at Azril with a frightened face. Azril extended her hand a bit more.

"Even if you make a sound, no one will get hurt. You don't have to avoid it."

"..."

"Safinea."

The girl squeezed her eyes shut. And very slowly approached her. The water rippled quietly. The girl's small hand touched Azril's outstretched hand. She grasped Safinea's hand and smiled brightly.

"Thank you for trusting me."

The girl stared at her in daze. Azril helped the girl out of the puddle. Up close, the burns were severe. To think she had been soaking such a body in water. She frowned.

"It must have hurt a lot... Astera."

With the whisper, the burns all over her body visibly healed at a noticeable speed. Safinea looked down at her now unblemished body with eyes so wide they seemed about to fall out.

"I'll remove the scars later. They must be waiting for us outside."

"Sc-scars, remove...!"

Safinea, who was about to ask in surprise, turned pale and covered her mouth. Her voice was hoarse and as faint as the wind, like she hadn't spoken for a long time. Moreover, she was stuttering.

Nevertheless, Safinea's internal mana surged fiercely. It was no different from an unleashed beast. Azril witnessed red stars pouring out of the small body, drawing constellations in the air at will.

'Not so fast.'

Azril's mana moved quickly. She intervened before the constellation could be completed and suppressed Safinea's mana. Like pinning down the scruff of an ill-mannered beast. Compared to Azril's mana, Safinea's was like a day-old puppy. It was fixed without even a single act of resistance.

Safinea couldn't see this process. However, she could feel that the rampaging mana of her own that had just been writhing and escaping from her body had been suppressed by something and become docile.

"...?"

"I told you it's okay to speak."

Azril said with a smile to the girl who was staring at her blankly. Safinea slightly removed the hand that had been covering her mouth.

"Sp-speak..."

Her tongue trembled. The golden eyes looked at her kindly.

"C-can I, r-really..."

"Yes, you can. In front of me."

Tears welled up in the girl's eyes. Safinea grabbed Azril's collar with trembling hands.

"I-is it, r-really, o-okay? To, sp-speak? In, in front of you? R-really?"

"Of course. See, nothing's happening, right?"

"H-how, how..."

"I'm suppressing it with my mana. Preventing it from becoming magic."

"Th-that's... p-pos-sible..."

Safinea couldn't continue. A sob rose and choked her throat.

"Ah, ah, aah..."

The girl clung to Azril and burst into loud tears. She cried out with screaming-like sounds. It was the first time in 10 years that Safinea von Rudimna had cried out loud. It was like a dam bursting.

Azril hugged the girl who was crying so desperately. And she looked down at the girl's hands that were clutching her painfully.

She no longer wanted to shake off those hands.

The first floor of the Underground Tower was in an uproar.

Azril headed there holding Safinea's hand. As soon as she appeared, all conversation stopped and attention focused on her. Suddenly, a splendid lady burst out from among the magicians.

"Safinea! Oh, Safi!"

She ran over anxiously and embraced the girl. She burst into tears.

"Oh my, Safi, Safi, Mama really thought she had lost you..."

So this is the Duchess of Rudimna. Azril slightly let go of Safinea's hand and tried to step back.

"...! N-no!"

As soon as she let go of her hand, Safinea, who was in her mother's arms, panicked and grabbed it again. When the girl spoke, chaos erupted all around. The magicians either started chanting spells or backing away. The Duchess quickly shrank back and separated from her daughter. It was a reflexive response, as Safinea would be devastatingly sad every time she hurt her mother.

But nothing happened. Safinea clung to Azril like ivy, ignoring the reactions around her. Among the confused people, only Penderock Palaios grasped the situation. The old man groaned.

"Impossible..."

The Duchess of Rudimna looked at Safinea and Azril with a shocked face. Azril smiled awkwardly.

"Um, this is..."

"You, you! You! How did you do it! How? You just interfered with mana, right? With someone else's mana? How on earth?"

Penderock fired off questions in a shrill voice. The Duchess clutched her chest, took a deep breath, and opened her mouth.

"Let's move to a different place first. This isn't an appropriate place for conversation. You are..."

The Duchess hesitated and stared at Azril. She had blue eyes similar to Charles.

His aunt, wasn't she?

"I'm Azril Astera."

"...Ms. Astera. Could we have a word?"

"Yes, that's fine."

The society president took charge of the unsettled atmosphere and the aftermath of the fire. Azril, Safinea, the Duchess of Rudimna, and Penderock Palaios moved to a relatively intact reception room on the second floor above ground.

Safinea fell asleep from exhaustion. But she still didn't want to be separated from Azril, so Azril laid the girl down next to her seat and gave her a lap pillow. As soon as they sat down, Penderock urgently spoke up.

"How on earth did you do it?"

Azril thought for a moment and then answered frankly. It wasn't much of a secret, and she had no intention of hiding it.

"It is mana interference, as you said. I suppressed Safinea's, Lady Rudimna's mana with my own."

"That's possible? How? Good heavens, do you know what a miraculous thing you've just done? This will turn the magical world upside down!"

The old man leaned in excitedly. Azril leaned back, feeling pressured, and answered.

"The basic principle is the same as dispelling magic. The nature of mana..."

She suddenly stopped speaking. What came next was in the realm of 'magic'. Giving mana the property of attraction. It was simply interfering with another's mana using the same technique as interfering with natural mana. While this was basic knowledge in Ancient Magic Civilization, it would be shocking to today's magicians.

'Rema never told me to keep it secret, but... should I be talking about this so freely?'

What was the reason the true 'magic' had disappeared? As Azril stopped mid-sentence and fell into thought, Penderock became impatient.

"The nature of mana, what? How can you interfere with someone else's mana? Please explain the principle! This could change the paradigm of magical studies!"

"...I'm sorry, it's a bit difficult to explain. It's just something I managed to do when I tried."

Azril decided to hold off on explaining. She felt she should talk to Rema about this first. At her words, Penderock's expression crumbled like the sky had fallen. The Duchess, who had been quiet, raised her head.

"You said your name was Azril Astera, correct?"

"Yes."

"Who are you?"

Azril took out the two letters of introduction Charles had written for her and handed them over.

"These are...?"

"Letters of introduction written by His Majesty Charles. I'm a magician who came to join the Aurora Society."

The Duchess began to read the letter after opening the envelope. Penderock stuffed it into his chest without reading.

"I've already heard about who you are. Besides, I've communicated with you before. Nine years ago, wasn't it?"

"That's right."

Penderock looked at her with deepened eyes. The old man blurted out.

"The Magician of the Horizon."

Azril barely managed not to show her surprise. Penderock continued.

"Back then, when the rebels were suddenly wiped out by a natural disaster."

"..."

"Everyone was saying it was God's will, but I thought it didn't make sense unless the Magician of the Horizon had appeared."

He stroked his beard several times in an attempt to calm his excitement.

"His Majesty only said that he was able to escape thanks to the master of the girl who had been kidnapped with him. He never gave us details. But..."

The effort to calm down was in vain. Penderock unknowingly pulled out a few strands of his beard. His voice finally rose.

"Th-that master! Your master! Is the Magician of the Horizon, isn't he! Right? That's it, isn't it? It would take someone of that caliber to produce a magician like you! You're the disciple of the Horizon, aren't you?"

Azril let out a small sigh. It wasn't something she needed to hide to the point of making up lies.

"Mhhmmm..."

"...What does that mean?"

"It means that the person known as the Magician of the Horizon taught me magic."
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Penderock's jaw dropped. The old man asked foolishly.

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Truly?"

"That's right. I don't intend to go around spreading it, but it's not something I need to hide either."

"You're really saying the Magician of the Horizon is your master?"

"Yes."

"Long silver hair and a white robe? That magician who turned the mountain range into a wasteland?"

"That's correct."

"Good heavens."

Penderock froze in place. The pale-faced Duchess opened her mouth.

"Ms. Astera, can you prove it?"

"Do I need to prove it?"

"We can't just believe this as is. The Magician of the Horizon, such a legendary figure..."

"If you don't want to believe it, you don't have to. I didn't come here to prove I'm the Horizon's disciple."

Azril tilted her head.

"You don't have to be the Horizon's disciple to join the Aurora Society, right?"

The Duchess closed her mouth. She stroked her forehead to regain her composure with her lace-gloved hand. Then she looked at her daughter sleeping with her head on Azril's lap.

"...You're right, that's not really important."

She stared directly at Azril.

"You can prevent my daughter from activating magic when she speaks, correct? With... what did you call it? Mana interference?"

"Yes, I can."

The Duchess stood up abruptly. She grasped the hem of her dress with both hands and bowed deeply towards Azril. So deeply that the necklace around her neck pointed downward. And she bent her knees slightly.

Azril was startled. Having worked in noble houses, she knew what this gesture from a noblewoman meant. This was the utmost respect shown only before a king. It was definitely not a bow meant for a commoner. Regardless of Azril's surprise, the Duchess of Rudimna spoke without straightening her back.

"I am Edith Maujancl von Rudimna, Duchess of Rudimna. Miss Azril Astera, I beg you earnestly. Please help my daughter."

"Um, please, first stand up..."

"I will do anything I can. I will give you anything the House of Rudimna can provide. So please..."

A tear fell from the bowing woman. Azril blankly stared at the teardrop stain left on the floor.

"Please, please, save this poor child."

It was a voice barely holding back sobs. Based on the hope that she might be able to help her daughter, the Duchess of royal descent was begging an unknown commoner magician. Azril was at a loss for words. So this is what a mother who loves her daughter is like.

She stood up to stop the Duchess but hesitated. She couldn't get up because Safinea was sleeping with her head on her lap.

"I don't know the cure. I can't guarantee I'll be of help. And I can't stay by this child's side constantly suppressing her magic either."

The Duchess raised her head. Her eyes were full of tears, affection, and pleading. Azril recalled her mother's eyes looking down at her as if she were filth.

'It's so... different.'

There's no law that parents must unconditionally love their children. That love doesn't arise spontaneously. Not everyone can have it. She knew this well, having never experienced it. A parent's love is truly precious and rare.

That's why she didn't want to see those eyes become sad. Just as she didn't want to let go of the scarred hand clutching her collar.

"...Don't expect too much from me."

"Does that mean..."

"I can't promise to help with everything."

The Duchess's face gradually brightened. Azril smiled slightly.

"But I will help. As much as I can."

"Thank you, Ms. Astera. Truly, truly thank you...!"

The Duchess dabbed at her tears with her gloved hand. She dabbed several times, but the tears wouldn't stop.

"Oh my, this... won't stop..."

Finally, they overflowed. Tears poured out like a child's. She blushed and stood up hurriedly, taking out a handkerchief.

"I'm sorry, how unseemly of me... I'll, I'll excuse myself for a moment."

"It's alright, I understand. Please go ahead."

The Duchess left the room, covering her face and sniffling. Only the sleeping Safinea, Azril, and the dazed Penderock remained in the room. The old man was staring intently at her, but his thoughts seemed to be elsewhere.

"Tower Master."

"..."

"Mr. Penderock Palaios?"

"Ah. I'm sorry."

Penderock blinked. He groaned and clutched his beard.

"I just can't believe it."

"You don't have to believe me."

"No, I have no choice but to believe in this situation. It's just too shocking. The Horizon... the Horizon... To think I'd see a legend in my twilight years... It was worth living this long, yes indeed, people should live long..."

Azril interjected between the old man's rambling words.

"Um, why was Safi... I mean, Lady Rudimna at the Society instead of the ducal residence? The Society doesn't accept underage members, right?"

"Safinea? Ah, yes, Safi. Good heavens, do you know how artful the mana you moved was when that child spoke? You're not allowing even a hair's breadth of gap, yet not fiercely, how should I put it, elegantly? Yes! Such elegance!"

"Pardon?"

"I never thought I'd feel such mana in my lifetime! To interfere with another's mana, it's enough to turn all existing papers into kindling and then some. It's historic. Legendary! Mythical! The academic world will be turned upside down!"

Penderock, who had been ranting so passionately that one might worry he'd faint, now had an ecstatic expression.

"Mr. Palaios? Um..."

"Someone like you must be the Horizon's disciple, of course. I can't believe it even as I say it! I can't believe it! A magician taught by the Magician of the Horizon! To think a legend stands before my eyes! A legend, oh my!"

The excited Penderock clutched his chest and staggered.

"Grandpa!"

Azril, startled, forgot about Safinea and jumped up to run over. She barely managed to catch the old man as he was about to fall backward.

"Huff, huff..."

"Please calm down, I'm not going anywhere."

"S-sorry, I got too excited."

Penderock straightened himself, clearing his throat with a red face. Then he smiled slyly.

"'Grandpa,' it reminds me of when you communicated."

"I'm sorry, I was hasty and rude..."

"No, no, it's fine. You can call me that if you like. It just reminded me of my surprise back then."

The old man waved his hand. Even though Azril had stood up, Safinea didn't wake. She seemed very exhausted. Azril sat back down next to Safinea and asked.

"What were you so surprised about? Because of the news about His Highness the Crown Prince?"

"Never mind the content, wouldn't you be surprised if a child's voice suddenly communicated with you? I thought maybe it was just a childish voice, but then the way you called me 'grandpa' was really like a child. How old were you then?"

"I was ten. But is communication that surprising? Any magician can do it, right?"

"Just because any magician can do it doesn't mean it's common for a ten-year-old to spread a signal so far and wide. Not at all. The connection was also remarkably clear."

"...Was that impressive?"

"You don't know much about ordinary magicians, do you?"

Penderock asked with an amused expression.

Azril had only learned about modern magicians through books until now. Even then, she was only interested in theories or academic discussions, not the actual people called 'magicians' or their culture. Besides Rema, the only magician she knew anything about was Tarbo Tameion.

She didn't even know the name of Penderock Palaios, said to be Aukandor's greatest magician. There must be many things one can't learn from just reading. She couldn't deny it. Azril admitted with an embarrassed feeling.

"Yes, I've mostly just learned magic from Re... my master. I don't know much about other magicians..."

"Well, that's understandable for someone like you. You said you came to join the Society? You'll naturally learn as you come and go from the Underground Tower."

Penderock, smiling faintly, looked at the sleeping Safinea. His gaze softened like a grandparent looking at a beloved granddaughter.

"I'm truly grateful that an extraordinary magician like you will help that child. It's like a miracle. No wonder Edith burst into tears."

"You seem close to the Duchess."

"Of course I am. She's the daughter my dear friend cherished more than his own eyes. Since Safi is Edith's daughter, she's like a granddaughter to me. I'm a bachelor anyway, and my friend passed away early, so I should look after them well. Both Safi and our King."

The old man had a nostalgic expression.

'So he was friends with the Great-Grand King. That's why he was the first to be contacted when Charles was left alone.'

It seems Duchess Edith Maujancl von Rudimna is the younger sister of the previous king and the aunt of the current King Charlean, while Penderock Palaios was a close friend of the Great-Grand King.

"Then is Lady Rudimna staying at the Underground Tower instead of the ducal residence so you can look after her? I saw her at the Underground Tower last time too."

"Just call her Safinea comfortably, she'd prefer that too. What use is status to someone like you, the Horizon's disciple?"

Penderock waved his hand and continued.

"She was originally at the ducal residence. Since Safi was an unprecedentedly strong Nameless Magician from birth, they built a new annex for her at Rudimna."

"Then why is she at the Society..."

"The recent incidents have been unsettling, so it's for safety reasons."

"What incidents?"

Could this be related to why Charles has been frequenting the Society in his capacity as king? Instead of answering Azril's puzzled question, Penderock asked one of his own.

"Why are you trying to join the Aurora Society?"

"Well, there are some things I want to investigate."

"Wouldn't it be far more accurate to ask your master than to join the Society and research? Once they find out who you are, all the members will probably come running with their research topics. The Magician of the Horizon is practically a living witness to the Ancient Magic Civilization."

"Finding out on my own is the test my master gave me."

"Oh ho."

Penderock's expression became very intrigued.

"What do you need to find out, for it to be a test?"

"If you tell me about the incidents related to Safinea's safety, I'll tell you."

"Ahem."

Penderock cleared his throat as if he'd been caught out. Azril asked again.

"Since I've agreed to help Safinea, shouldn't I know? Especially if it's an incident related to safety."

"Strictly speaking, it's not directly related to Safinea herself. It's an issue because she's a Nameless Magician."

"Being a Nameless Magician is a problem?"

"I'm sorry, but this isn't something I can disclose at my own discretion. I'll discuss it and let you know."

It seemed like something bigger and more complicated than expected was involved. Penderock added with an apologetic face.

"Apart from that issue, I'll support you with anything I can do personally. Of course for treating Excess Mana Disorder, and anything you need for your test. The House of Rudimna will do its best to support you too. Naturally, I'll write a recommendation letter for joining the Society."

The Duchess of Rudimna and Penderock wrote recommendation letters for her right there in that room. The Society's joining procedure wasn't long. After completing all the procedures, she was given a silver badge in the shape of a half-circle. It was a badge proving membership.

'It's shaped like half of the Aurora Disc.'

As soon as she received the badge, Azril returned to Brownie Castle. She had a bit of trouble because Safinea, who had woken up, didn't want to let go of her, but she barely managed to console her by promising to come back tomorrow.
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Azril and Rema usually played chess after dinner. The fireplace room with a terrace overlooking the lake had become their dedicated chess room. It was the same room where they had first played chess on the terrace, which had naturally turned into their chess space over time.

Rema was staring intently at the intricately crafted chess pieces. Today, defeat was imminent once again. Azril quietly observed his face, shadowed by the firelight from the fireplace, instead of looking at the chessboard.

Somehow, Rema seemed more comfortable and endearing when playing chess. Especially the slight furrow of his brow as he concentrated. Perhaps it was because he lost to her most of the time, despite playing every day. Oddly, his chess skills didn't seem to improve much.

He moved his knight carefully. Azril immediately used her bishop to exploit the gap left by the knight. Rema's king, trapped between the castle and bishop, was now in a hopeless position. Rema let out a soft sigh.

"I've lost. What was our bet this time?"

"A box of gold coins. Rema, you're not losing on purpose to give me pocket money, are you?"

"If I win, I get to request anything I want from you. Why would I lose on purpose?"

"What would you request if you won, Rema?"

"I'll let you know after I win."

"I almost feel like I should lose just to find out."

"Losing on purpose would be cheating, Azril."

"Because it wouldn't be fun?"

"Because it's hard to appreciate the value of something easily obtained. And yes, it wouldn't be fun either."

Rema chuckled softly. She loved seeing him laugh. Even if it wasn't a bright smile, when he laughed like that, relaxed, it made her heart skip a beat.

Perhaps it was the fear that one day, these days might end with her death at Rema's hands. Azril always concluded this whenever such thoughts arose.

'What will happen to Rema after he kills me? Will he forget about it after a few hundred years, like it was just something that happened long ago? Like how he can't quite remember how close he was with his twin sister. Or...'

No. I won't die. I'll find a way to survive without dying. She opened her mouth as she put away the chess pieces.

"Rema, I met a Nameless Magician today."

Rema's hand paused as he was putting away the pieces.

"I mean someone with Unnamable Excess Mana Disorder. You know about that, right?"

"...Yes, I do."

"There was no such disease in ancient times, right? Because Nameless Magicians would have become real 'magicians' in ancient times."

Rema looked at her with unreadable gray eyes. Then he slowly nodded.

"That's correct. Those born with such mana usually became excellent magicians."

"Then, if they properly learn magic instead of sorcery, would it solve their symptoms?"

"Naming their mana comes first. Then they learn magic. In ancient times, this was done as soon as such a child was discovered."

"It sounds so simple..."

"It's not simple. Their mana is not easy to name. There was a special procedure for naming such mana."

"Those methods... why did ancient magic disappear?"

Rema closed his mouth. As he lowered his eyes, he somehow looked sad to her. Even though his expression remained calm, that's how it felt to her.

"Is that a question you can't answer?"

"No. It's just..."

He hesitated, then fell silent for a while. Azril asked differently.

"Then, what about the things I've learned? It's ancient magic, right? Can I teach it to others?"

"Do you want to cure Nameless Magicians?"

"Yes, I want to help them."

Rema closed his mouth and seemed to be considering something. She waited, feeling slightly tense. Suddenly, a question arose in her mind.

'If Rema tells me not to help, could I turn away from the tearful Duchess and Safinea who tried to commit suicide? Or would I end up helping them secretly no matter what he says?'

Azril couldn't answer the question she had posed to herself. Soon, he spoke in his usual slow, calm manner.

"Azril, I don't mind if 'magic' becomes known again. If you wish, you can share what you've learned as much as you like."

She felt relieved for a moment. It seemed she wouldn't have to face a difficult choice. And at the same time, she wondered if Rema had noticed her feelings and was deliberately giving permission. Azril carefully asked.

"Is it really okay? If there's a reason magic disappeared, shouldn't we avoid carelessly bringing it back?"

"Learning magic doesn't make one dangerous. Ancient magic didn't disappear because the magic itself was dangerous. Only Dragon's Eye magic becomes dangerous with use."

She knew from him that Dragon's Eye magic, which doesn't use spells, deviates more and more from the laws of the world created by God the more it's used.

"Then the disappearance of magic wasn't because of magic itself, but for some other reason?"

"Yes. Ancient magic disappeared because humans came to hate magicians who could perform miracles."

Azril's eyes widened. Rema continued calmly.

"Fear easily turns into hatred."

"They feared, then hated, and finally... eliminated magic?"

"That's right."

Rema wore a faint, bitter smile.

"The reason almost no knowledge of Ancient Magic Civilization remains is because the humans of that time massacred magicians and buried all knowledge of magic."

The chess piece in Azril's hand fell as she flinched in surprise. The white bishop rolled onto the floor.

"Massacre, you say? People... massacred magicians?"

"Magicians killed each other too. And it wasn't wrong, Azril."

A chill ran down her spine. The man she had thought cute just moments ago suddenly looked like a monster.

"It wasn't wrong? Massacre? Magicians killing each other? What on earth happened?"

He bent down. He picked up the white chess piece that had been rolling on the floor and put it back in its place. Then he stood up.

"Anyway, there's nothing wrong with 'magic' itself. So you can do as you wish."

"..."

"But, Azril."

He approached her. Azril looked up at him, confused.

"Including the Nameless Magician you want to cure."

A gentle hand stroked her head. He spoke kindly.

"Don't give your affection to magicians."

Suddenly, she remembered. Right after reuniting with Rema, what he had promised.

"Without your permission, I won't harm anyone you know. However, I can't promise that if they are a magician."

She spoke blankly.

"But Rema, you and I... we're magicians too, aren't we?"

"I am a Watcher before I am a magician."

"That's..."

"And you are a Dragon's Eye magician."

"A Dragon's Eye magician inevitably becomes a Watcher, after all."

That's what he had said when he mentioned she would learn about Watchers once she figured out what was contained in the disc. Then, could it be... Rema removed his hand from her and turned away. Azril hurriedly stood up and grabbed the hem of his clothes.

"Rema, you said there was a way for me not to die even if I learned magic. You said that even if it was possible, I would be unhappy."

He turned to look at her. His eyes, looking down at her, were strangely cold, unlike how they usually were when directed at her. Azril took a deep breath and said.

"Does that mean... I'll be unhappy if I become a Watcher... and if I don't become a Watcher, you'll kill me?"

"Yes."

She held her breath. Rema took her hand that was gripping his clothes. Then he gently removed it.

"I hoped you wouldn't realize this. And I also hoped you would."

"...I don't understand what you mean, Rema."

"I don't want to kill you, so I can't force you to live an eternal and unhappy life for my sake."

Azril unconsciously stepped back. Her hand was still in his grasp. Rema, still holding her hand, looked down at it.

"You've become too precious to me for that."

"...But Rema, you're already a Watcher. Is living as a Watcher unhappy?"

"I'm fine."

Rema replied indifferently. The hand gripping hers started to hurt. Azril twisted her hand, trying to pull it free. He looked down at her. Azril realized that his shadow was completely covering her now.

Like a resurfacing trauma, she felt nauseous. Despite it being Rema. At this moment, the fact that he was a man larger than her felt more intense than the fact that he was Rema Resvid.

Her face turned pale. Seeing this, Rema loosened his grip. Azril pulled her hand free and stepped back a few paces. Rema, his gaze fixed on the distance she had put between them, said.

"It's not too late, Azril. You can choose a different path anytime."

"A-a different path?"

"The path you didn't choose three years ago."

The path of forgetting Rema, forgetting about magic, and living as an ordinary person. The day her memories were being erased came to mind. She replied, almost screaming.

"I don't want that!"

"...If you ever want to choose that path, tell me. This time, I'll prepare a life for you to live without any mistakes."

He spoke softly, almost in a whisper, and then left the chess room. Azril sank to the floor where she stood. Her body was trembling.

\\\*

The next morning, Azril couldn't see Rema. Even though it was their usual time for magic lessons.

"Largo, have you seen Rema?"

She woke up the yellow dog dozing in the corridor to ask. Largo shook his head and yawned. From the direction of the garden came a growling sound. Noir and Marti were glaring at each other, facing off.

"...What are you two doing?"

"Hey, Azril. Isn't your familiar too ill-mannered? Acting like this to his senior!"

"I'm my master's familiar, not your master's. We have different masters, so what's this about seniors and juniors?"

The lion cub snorted and growled. Azril turned away, ignoring them.

"I don't care if you fight over pointless things, just don't get hurt."

Behind her, she heard the sound of small animals tangling with each other. Brownie flew past her, screaming.

[No! Brownie's garden! The garden Brownie has carefully tended! Waaah!]

Azril sighed and climbed the stairs. Rema's bedroom was on the second floor of the castle. It was at the opposite end of the corridor from her own bedroom.

Halfway up the stairs, she met Blanche coming down. As soon as Blanche saw her, she said.

"Azril, Rema said he had somewhere to go, so, um, he'll be away for a while."

"...Really? For how long?"

"He said he'd be back within a week."

"You don't know where he went either, Blanche?"

"No."

"Rema has too many secrets..."

Azril muttered tiredly. Blanche swished her tail and looked up at her with bright eyes. Her blue eyes blinked.

"Azril, I'm Rema's familiar, so I consider Rema the most important."

"Why suddenly say that? That's obvious."

"Mmm, but because I like you, I'll tell you just one thing, just one little thing. For my cute little human."

"Blanche?"

The cat leaped nimbly onto the railing. Then she whispered in Azril's ear.

"Don't believe everything Rema says."

"...What?"
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Meow.

Blanche mewed softly, rubbed her forehead against Azril's cheek, then left along the railing. Azril stood there blankly for a moment. Then she rubbed her face and ran to her room.

Not long after, she came out carrying a packed bag. She went to the garden and called for Marti.

"Marti!"

"Master?"

"Let's go."

"Huh? Where to?"

"We'll be staying at the Aurora Society for a while. Come here."

"Can I come along too? I thought I wasn't supposed to be seen by people..."

"It'll be fine since we'll only be inside the Underground Tower. Get in here for now."

She opened her bag. Marti was bewildered but quickly obeyed his master's words. Noir asked in confusion.

"Huh? Azril, are you staying out overnight?"

"Well, Rema is staying out too, so."

"What?"

"I'll be back in a few days."

Azril closed the bag with Marti inside and left quickly. Noir muttered, dumbfounded.

"What the... Is she really going through puberty? At this age?"

The Underground Tower of the Aurora Society had accommodation for its members. It was a room where they could stay while doing research or investigations.

As soon as Azril arrived at the society, she rented a room as a member. The clerk said as he gave her the room.

"There are two messages left for member Astera."

"Messages? Please give them to me."

The clerk handed over two notes. One was from the Duchess of Rudimna. She was staying in Safinea's room and requested a visit whenever Azril came to the Underground Tower. The other was from Penderock Palaios. He asked to be notified when she came to the society.

She first sent a message to Penderock, then went to the rented room to unpack. As soon as she opened the bag, Marti jumped out. The lion cub sneezed loudly as soon as he came out.

"Keck, keheck, Master, from now on I'd rather fly invisibly at a height where I can't be seen than hide in a bag."

"Was it very stuffy? I'm sorry."

"No, you don't need to apologize, Master. It's my fault for being incompetent without invisibility abilities."

"Ah, we can do that too..."

"Pardon?"

"Invisibility magic. Like this. Astera."

Marti's body, enveloped by Azril's magic, became completely invisible. However, Azril, as the caster, could still see Marti's form semi-transparently. Marti looked down at his body with wide eyes, then gave Azril a very aggrieved expression.

"...Sorry, I forgot that I can do that."

"...It's not your fault, Master. It's my problem for not considering that you're such an amazing magician capable of even invisibility magic."

Somehow it felt more like he was blaming her. Azril chuckled and stroked Marti's feather-covered head.

"This way we can go around together without annoying stares. I have somewhere to go now, want to come along?"

The yarn ball-like tail wagged furiously left and right. It shook so violently that the scorpion stinger hidden in the fur was slightly revealed. In contrast to his tail, Marti spoke with deliberate dignity.

"It would be an honor to accompany you, Master. May I sit on your shoulder?"

"Of course, come here."

She left the room with the invisible Marti. She felt the familiar fluttering nearby before settling on her shoulder. The warm body temperature somehow made her feel reassured and happy.

She traversed the winding interior of the Underground Tower, referring to the map drawn on the Duchess's message. Soon, she saw the small underground garden where she had first met Safinea. Safinea's room was a short walk past the garden. She knocked on that door.

"It's Azril Astera."

"Please come in!"

The one who joyfully opened the door was the Duchess. The interior was decorated with light cream-colored carpets and colorful tapestries, making it look cheerful unlike a space converted from underground ruins. Cushions and dolls were placed here and there.

As soon as she entered, small footsteps hurriedly approached, and Safinea hugged Azril. Earnest eyes looked up at her.

"It's okay to speak, Safinea."

"H-he-hello!"

Azril, who had already spread her magic, immediately suppressed Safinea's magic that began to glow as she spoke.

"Hello. Did Safinea sleep well?"

"Ca-call me, Sa-Safi, please. A-A-As-tera."

The girl stuttered, trembling. Azril smiled and took the girl's hand.

"You can just call me sister."

Safinea's face turned red. She smiled with that flushed face.

"Yes, sis...ter."

The shy girl buried her face in the hem of Azril's robe. The Duchess, who had been watching her daughter, had slightly moist eyes.

How many years had it been since she had seen her daughter speak, smile, and interact with people? It was a sight she hadn't seen since Safinea came of age and realized she was a Nameless Magician. The Duchess tried not to cry as she guided them to the table. Then she personally brought out tea.

"For the Duchess to serve personally..."

"In principle, non-members can't stay inside the society, so we have to do everything ourselves. Safinea is an exception because of her special circumstances."

Warm tea was quickly placed in front of Azril. The Duchess took out cookies to go with it and said.

"Please call me Edith rather than Duchess, Astera. Members call each other by name within the society. We're fellow members now."

She pointed at the badge attached to her dress and smiled charmingly. Despite being a glamorous noblewoman in her late thirties, she had a lovable and down-to-earth demeanor like a teenage girl. Azril smiled back and replied.

"Yes, Edith. Please call me by name too."

"Thank you, Azril."

Edith, who had set out the cookies and sat down, took out a document.

"Azril, this is a certificate promising full sponsorship from the Duchy of Rudimna. The budget details are attached. It also guarantees your status."

The gold-embossed certificate was splendid. The contents were even more grand. Azril shook her head in bewilderment.

"No, um, you don't need to do this much."

"Rudimna provides support to all researchers working on Excess Mana Disorder. It's basic, so please accept it."

Edith handed over the certificate, almost forcing it on her. If this was basic, the Duchy of Rudimna was really working hard to find a way to cure their princess. Azril finally accepted it.

"Then, I'll gratefully accept."

"If you need anything else, please let us know anytime. We're prepared to do our best. If you find a cure, we'll repay you as much as we can."

"I have one thing I'd like to ask. It's not related to Excess Mana Disorder though."

"Yes, please ask anything."

"Do you know a magician named Tarbo Tameion? He should be among the magicians sponsored by Rudimna."

One of the things Azril had found out about Tarbo Tameion with Meili's help was that he had received sponsorship from Rudimna, enough to be able to write a letter of introduction. However, she couldn't find out exactly what kind of sponsorship it was.

Edith answered readily.

"Of course, he also received that sponsorship."

"You don't mean, Excess Mana Disorder research?"

"Yes. He went missing while investigating ruins 3 years ago, but..."

Edith sighed. Azril, who knew how he had 'gone missing', struggled to manage her expression.

"Until he went missing, he was the person Rudimna most expected and sponsored. He was originally a Nameless Magician who became a magician, you see."

"What?"

Azril was genuinely surprised. Seeing her expression, Edith gave a bitter smile.

"Amazing, isn't it? When I first learned about him, I had such high hopes."

"How did he become a magician if he was a Nameless Magician? Was there a cure?"

"No, there wasn't. He was a special case."

"How on earth..."

"I brought the documents, just in case it might help."

She took out a thick, hardbound book.

"It's a compilation of reports sent to Rudimna by people researching Excess Mana Disorder. Tarbo Tameion's is in here too, look."

Azril looked at the page Edith opened. It was the very first page.

"On the Innate Change of Internal Mana Properties?"

"You know how everyone's innate mana is slightly different? Do you know the theory about that?"

"I do. It's the Mana Individuality Theory. Isn't Unnamable Mana also a kind of such individuality?"

"That's right, you know well. It's known that this innate property can't be changed. But Tarbo's mana property changed midway. It's a very special case."

Changing mana properties was originally possible. That's where magic begins, after all. But Azril didn't correct that part, instead silently listening to her words. Edith continued.

"Tarbo apparently had a major accident caused by randomly activating magic in his childhood. His mana property changed after that."

"After the change, was it possible to name his mana?"

"Yes. But since it was randomly activated magic, he didn't know which magic caused what phenomenon to make it happen. So he researched it his whole life."

Azril briefly skimmed through the report. She could grasp the content even with a quick look.

"...There wasn't much progress, was there?"

"That's right."

Edith's face darkened.

"When we searched his house after he went missing... it seems he even tried human experiments, bringing in people with Unnamable Mana when his research hit a wall."

"Human experiments? On slaves?"

This was something she didn't know. There were limits to what Meili could find out by asking around. Seeing Azril's pale face, Edith said bitterly.

"There are surprisingly quite a few people with Unnamable Mana, not Excess Mana. It seems he went around slave caravans to find them himself."

"My goodness. What happened to those people?"

Edith silently shook her head. Azril let out a groan. She got goosebumps as she recalled Tarbo Tameion's eyes staring intently at her while gripping her in Colt.

"Even after doing such terrible things, he couldn't figure it out."

"..."

"I thought maybe there was no way to cure Nameless Magicians. Not just my daughter, but many children must be suffering even now."

Safinea, who had been sitting quietly, lowered her head and tightly gripped the hem of Azril's robe.

"So you can imagine how miraculous an opportunity your existence is..."

Edith muttered in a trembling voice, then took a deep breath. She seemed to be holding back tears. Azril felt a dull ache of sympathy and at the same time, her breath caught at a sudden realization.

Rema had killed Tarbo. His killing of Tarbo was related to his duty as a Watcher. Tarbo Tameion was a Nameless Magician. Rema had never tried to kill other magicians. At least not within her knowledge.

'Could it be that the Watcher's duty is... to kill Nameless Magicians? Why...?'

He had said he might harm the magicians she knew. He also told her not to give affection to magicians. Could those magicians have meant Nameless Magicians?

Azril unconsciously turned to look at Safinea. Safinea, who had been clutching the hem of her robe like a lifeline, felt her gaze and looked up. The girl smiled brightly with a shy face. If her assumption was correct, Rema might try to kill this child.
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Her head was spinning.

At that moment, several facts came together in her mind. Meili would be following her senior to investigate disappearance incidents occurring all over the country. Those incidents were supposedly being investigated by the royal family.

Safinea was staying in the Underground Tower for safety reasons. It was because of the unsettling incidents happening lately, and those incidents were related to Nameless Magicians. Penderock had said it was difficult to speak freely about those incidents. Charles, the king himself, had business to look into, coming and going from the Underground Tower.

'If it's all connected.'

If Nameless Magicians, or more broadly, people with Unnamable Mana, were disappearing all over the country...

If Safinea was staying in the Underground Tower to prepare for a possible disappearance, and the royal family was investigating the disappearance cases.

'And if Rema is really killing Nameless Magicians because of his duty as a Watcher...'

Rema often goes out without stating his purpose. He can manipulate memories, stop time, and turn humans into sand, making them disappear without a trace.

She felt dizzy. Azril held her forehead.

No. That's too much of a leap. It can't be. Even if, by some chance, he was killing people, it would only be evil magicians. Look at Tarbo Tameion, he even conducted human experiments. There must be some circumstances...

But what if the Watcher's duty really was like that, if there was no choice but to do it. If I become a Watcher like Rema, will I have to do such things?

An eternal and unhappy life. That's how Rema had described the choice of becoming a Watcher. It felt like ice was lodging in her chest.

Suddenly, a warm and soft sensation touched her cheek. She turned her head blankly to see the semi-transparent Marti perched on her shoulder, tilting his head as if to ask what was wrong.

"Azril?"

Edith called her name with concern. Safinea was staring up at her intently. Azril shook her head and smiled.

"It's nothing."

She pushed aside the jumbled hypotheses, speculations, and doubts swirling in her mind. Then she spoke in a calm tone.

"I plan to stay in the Underground Tower for a while. While I'm here, I'll try to name Safinea's mana."

Edith and Safinea's eyes widened simultaneously. In that moment, their resemblance as mother and daughter was clear. Edith stammered.

"I-is that possible? To name Unnamable Mana..."

"I have some ideas, but I'm not sure if they'll work. I'll try and let you know."

"Oh, God..."

"Don't get your hopes up too much. There's no guarantee of success."

Rema had said there was a separate procedure for naming mana for such children. But she couldn't ask Rema for details on how to treat Nameless Magicians. At least not now.

While she didn't know the exact procedure, she had a vague idea. Combining what she had learned and heard.

"It's... o... kay."

Suddenly Safinea spoke up. As Azril turned to look, the girl continued with a composed face.

"I'm... used... to hear ing... that... it... can't... be... fixed... so... it's... o... kay. Just... be... ing... able... to... talk... like... this... is... e... nough... to... make... me... happy."

Safinea spoke earnestly in a tiny, halting voice, then smiled earnestly.

"Thank, you."

Azril unconsciously patted the girl's head. Safinea narrowed her eyes contentedly. Her smile brightened a bit more. Just like Azril herself used to do whenever Rema patted her head in the past.

Back in her room, Azril immediately opened the stack of reports Edith had given her. Looking closely, it was an enormous amount. Azril started skimming through them at high speed, trying to extract any useful information.

She tended to not hear sounds well when she started concentrating. So she didn't hear someone knocking on the door. Eventually, Marti, who had been rolling around on the bed, got up and tugged at his master.

"Someone's here, Master."

"Hm...? Oh, thanks."

As Azril got up, Marti quickly hid under the blanket. She opened the door right away. Penderock Palaios was waiting in front of the door.

"I received your message and came."

"Welcome, Mr. Palaios."

"It feels awkward to hear you use honorifics with me. Just call me grandpa comfortably."

"If that's what you prefer."

"May I come in?"

"Of course."

Azril stepped aside and Penderock entered. She guided the old man to the table.

"I'm sorry, I just unpacked so I don't have anything to offer you."

"That's alright. I heard you rented a room in the Underground Tower starting today."

"What did you contact me about?"

"I discussed with His Majesty. He wanted to tell you directly, but..."

Suddenly Penderock's eyes became meaningful.

"Come to think of it, His Majesty was very eager to see you. An urgent matter came up so he couldn't come, but he tried to sneak out and got caught by Sir Ash."

"Oh, really?"

She suddenly remembered. Charles' confession that he was falling for her, and the masked ball in a few days. She had completely forgotten about it. Azril changed the subject, slightly flustered.

"So what did you discuss with His Majesty?"

"About what you asked. The incident related to Safi's safety. We discussed whether we could reveal it to you."

Her heart skipped a beat. The hypotheses she had tried to push aside threatened to take over her mind.

"Can you tell me now?"

"Yes, His Majesty agreed that you should know too. Of course, we can't tell you everything we know. That's top secret."

"I understand that."

"Thank you for understanding."

Penderock cleared his throat and spoke quietly.

"There have been strange disappearances happening one after another in the Kingdom of Aukandor. Have you heard?"

"Yes, I've heard rumors."

"The disappeared people are diverse, men, women, old, and young. But there's one common factor."

Was her guess correct? Azril asked with mixed feelings.

"Are they holders of Unnamable Mana?"

"Yes, you know. Well, given the circumstances... Anyway, from obvious Nameless Magicians like Safinea to those with little mana capacity showing no symptoms, they're all people with Unnamable Mana."

The old man heaved a deep sigh.

"Except for Nameless Magicians, it wasn't noticeable so we were late in figuring it out. There are some cases not clearly confirmed, but probably all the disappeared are holders of Unnamable Mana."

"...Have you found out who's doing this and why?"

Could it really be Rema? Her mouth felt dry as she asked. Penderock stroked his beard.

"We're not certain, but we have strong suspicions about a certain group."

"A group? The culprit isn't just one person?"

"It's too widespread and systematic to be one person. It must be an organized group."

"A group... I see."

"Yes, we've almost figured out the head, and we're working to catch the tail and secure evidence. Please understand that I can't reveal which group it is, as the matter is complicated."

A deep sense of relief welled up for a moment. If it's a group, an organized force, then it's not Rema. Besides, they seem to have some idea of who these people are. If they suspected the 'Magician of the Horizon', they wouldn't be telling her this or entrusting Safinea to her.

It's not Rema. It's not Rema. She almost let out a sigh of relief. The hook that had been caught in a corner of her mind fell away. Only one question remained, like the mark left by the hook.

'If it had been Rema, what was I planning to do?'

Would I choose him no matter what he did?

"Ms. Astera?"

Penderock called her name quizzically. Azril quickly responded.

"Ah, I was just thinking about the rumors I'd heard related to the disappearances. It's good that you have some idea of who might be behind it."

"We're doing our best to track them down, so don't worry too much. Anyway, looking at the pattern so far, there's a high chance Safinea will be targeted soon."

"Pattern?"

"At first, it was mostly people who didn't stand out, who seemed ordinary. Nameless Magicians are conspicuous, everyone around knows about their existence."

"So now they're focusing more on Nameless Magicians?"

"Yes, all the recent disappearances have been Nameless Magicians. Only high-ranking nobles know that Safi is a Nameless Magician, but it's still somewhat known through word of mouth."

"So that's why Safi is staying in the Underground Tower for now. Is it safe here?"

"Safer than the Duke's mansion where many people come and go. It's underground so it's hard to infiltrate, and there are always magicians and swordsmen stationed here."

Penderock shrugged and then spoke carefully.

"Still, just in case, please keep a close eye on that child."

"Yes, don't worry."

"That's reassuring. With your magical skills, no one would be a match for you. Come to think of it, that barrier you formed when you walked into the fire - I've never seen such an intricate barrier in my life! Oh, it was truly a beautiful and bold structure! The way you efficiently constructed mana using cohesiveness..."

"Calm down, what if you really collapse!"

Azril hurriedly stopped Penderock who was getting excited again. The old man scratched his cheek sheepishly.

"Ahem, I'll be careful. Now then, shall I tell you about your test?"

Penderock's eyes sparkled like a child's. Azril pondered for a moment. At first, when she planned to investigate quietly, it was better not to reveal her goal of the disc. But now the situation had changed. She had decided to get involved in Safinea's treatment and had also revealed that she was the Horizon's disciple. She had made up her mind to reveal some knowledge related to ancient magic as well.

Rema had said she could do as she wished, and that there was no problem with magic itself. Besides, to treat Nameless Magicians, she had to reveal some things anyway. She answered carefully.

"My test is to decipher the Aurora Disc."

"Hmm? The Aurora Disc?"

"Yes, I pass if I figure out what's contained in it."

"You mean that's the test given by the Magician of the Horizon? Then, you! Can you decipher that disc? Good heavens!"

"No, I don't know yet either. It's a test, after all."

"He wouldn't give an impossible test! The Aurora Disc! Will secrets hidden for hundreds of years be revealed? Oh, oh, ohhh!"

Penderock started getting excited again. Worried about the old man, Azril quickly brought up her main point.

"So I have a request. Could I borrow the Aurora Disc?"

"A copy would be provided to members by default. Do you want the actual artifact?"

"Yes, the real thing. I won't take it outside the Underground Tower. I'll only examine it in this room."

Penderock furrowed his brow and stroked his beard.

"Hmm, lending the actual artifact. That's the society's most precious artifact, so it's usually impossible."

"Is it really that difficult?"

"If you publicly prove that you're the Magician of the Horizon's disciple, it would probably be allowed. There's a high chance of solving the disc's mystery, so they'd do anything for that."
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There was a big difference between informing a select few and publicly revealing something. Azril made a troubled expression.

"Publicly revealing it is a bit burdensome."

"I understand. If you did that, you probably wouldn't be able to take a single step out of your room because of all the people swarming around. They'd all go crazy and cling to you."

Penderock chuckled and then smiled broadly.

"While that's the principle, you helped us first, so we should repay you. Let me and Edith work on it. His Majesty the King will cooperate too, so we should be able to get permission soon."

Azril's expression brightened. She bowed her head in gratitude.

"It must be an unreasonable request, but thank you."

"Compared to what you've agreed to do for us, this much is only natural. By the way, if you happen to figure out what's contained in it... could you let us know too?"

Penderock asked with an expectant face, like a child hoping for a gift. Azril readily answered.

"If I succeed, I'll let you know."

As long as it's content that can be revealed. She didn't bother to add that last part. Penderock excitedly jumped up and grasped both her hands.

"Thank you, thank you! If you need anything, just ask!"

He chattered on excitedly for a while before leaving. After Penderock left, Marti poked his head out from between the blankets.

"So Master's decision to stay at the Underground Tower wasn't running away in anger, but for borrowing the disc. I humbly apologize for misunderstanding you, Master."

"Ah, um, that's right."

Azril avoided Marti's eyes as she answered. It wasn't like the feeling of running away in anger hadn't been there at all.

Rema was looking down at the nest on the roof.

The gray egg lay quietly, wrapped in countless spells, but the bird that had been guarding it was nowhere to be seen. In the hundreds of years that had passed, it was the first time he had seen Opek leave the nest.

Rema tugged on the thin thread of mana connecting the familiar and the magician. The space in front of him distorted abruptly, and a colorful bird popped out.

"Opek, where have you been?"

Caw?

The bird tilted its head with innocent eyes. Then Rema's finger twitched.

Kack!

As if gripped by an invisible hand, the bird was slammed next to the nest. Loose feathers scattered chaotically in the air.

"I asked where you've been."

"Hey, can't I even go for a walk?"

Opek squawked in a boy's voice. Rema looked down at the bird with cold eyes. The bird's neck was pressed down making him thrashed about wildly. Feathers flew and choking gasps pierced his ears. When the trembling wings drooped down, the force choking the bird's neck disappeared.

"A familiar that lies... Do you want to die?"

"Kuh, kuheck, damn it, you madman, I'm not lying!"

"You, who have never once mentioned something like a walk since you were born, going for a walk? I don't remember creating you as such a being."

"After being cooped up for a few hundred years, can't I want to get some fresh air occasionally! It's not like I neglected the seal, can't I even take a little breather?"

"Your top priority is guarding the seal. If you've abandoned that, it means something's wrong with you."

Rema reached out his hand. It was a gesture full of intent to kill and recreate. Opek flew up in terror and shouted irritably.

"Oh come on, as you said, do you think I'd just leave that damn egg alone! All my actions and thoughts are for guarding it! You made me that way, and now you don't trust me?"

"So, where did you go?"

Opek's beak clamped shut. The bird slowly settled on top of the nest and covered the cracked egg. Then he replied sullenly.

"I just went to check on something briefly."

"What?"

"The cause that's endangering the egg."

Rema's face hardened. He spoke in a stiff tone.

"I told you I'd handle the issue of Azril Astera myself."

"So when exactly are you going to resolve it? You said you'd just look after her a bit and then leave, right? Do you actually intend to leave? She's saying she'll stay by your side without knowing anything!"

Rema closed his mouth, then spoke quietly with his eyes lowered.

"She's learning bit by bit."

"So, do you think the situation will change once she knows everything? Ah, I suppose it could change. She might leave your side on her own once she knows. Rema Resvid, you wouldn't try to hold her back even if she tries to leave on her own, would you?"

"There's no guarantee it will necessarily turn out that way."

"What? Don't tell me you're seriously expecting a sixteen-year-old kid who doesn't even know what kind of being you are or what obligations you have to keep the words she spouted?"

The bird burst into mad laughter.

"That she won't die by your hands or become unhappy while staying by your side? That she'll stay with you despite that? You believe that?"

"..."

"When she was young, she might have been able to make such a promise since you were most of her world. But she's not a little kid anymore, is she? She's become quite pretty, hasn't she."

"..."

"More and more humans will gather around her. Unless you lock her up. She might fall in love with one of them."

Rema unconsciously clenched his fist. Opek whispered gently.

"You know, right? When humans fall in love, they can't see anything else. Even then, do you think she'll choose you over the other humans around her, no matter what happens to them?"

"I won't create a situation where she has to make such a choice. I'm cherishing the humans she cares about too."

"You don't seriously believe that's possible, do you? That you could cherish even the human she falls in love with..."

The bird was about to retort in disbelief but suddenly stopped. He looked up at his master's dry face, then glanced at the cracked egg.

'That guy's emotions don't have a clear form yet. Let's not make trouble where there isn't any.'

Opek came to that conclusion and spilled out different words.

"Hey, she's already become close enough with that seed to want to help it. She even asked you how to treat it. Do you think she'll be able to smile in front of you like before if you rip out that seed? You remember what happened in that village back then, right?"

"I know. That's why I'm trying to prevent that from happening..."

"You idiot, whether you try or not, the same thing will happen if you don't abandon your duty. You know that, that's why you tried to separate from her!"

Rema stared blankly down at the bird. Opek made a clicking sound with his beak.

"So I told you, if you don't want to kill her, you should lock her up and break her, keep her like a pet. Then she won't be able to get attached to random humans."

"...I can't do that."

"You don't like this, you don't like that, there's no solution. Do as you please. Go ahead and romantically perish together."

Opek snapped irritably and then shut his beak. Rema was silent for a moment before tossing out.

"I'll be in the lab for a while. Guard it well."

Caw.

The bird cawed indifferently and buried his head in his wings. Before turning away, Rema said to himself.

"And... I'll deal with that seed before Azril becomes more attached."

The bird didn't respond. Rema turned and headed for the underground laboratory.

\\\*

Azril had been cooped up in the Underground Tower for several days. She only occasionally sent out Marti, who was getting restless, with an invisibility spell. And she came to her own conclusion.

"Safi."

"Yes?"

She spent teatime with Safinea every afternoon. It was a time sometimes shared with Edith, who was staying at the ducal residence. However, today it was just Safinea having tea with her.

"I can't be certain, but I've thought of something. Want to try it?"

"Wh-what is it?"

"I want to try naming your mana."

Safinea's red eyes widened like a startled rabbit's. The girl froze, staring at her, then nodded stiffly. Azril stood up.

"Then, let's go."

"Where to?"

"I think we'll need a wider space."

There was a large cavern in the Underground Tower called the 'Moss Room'. It was a space with stalactites covering the high ceiling and underground water flowing like a stream. From ceiling to floor, it was covered in faintly glowing moss, making it dimly lit even without lamps. Due to the high humidity, it was left empty without anything in it, which made it a place magic society members often used for magic practice.

Azril entered the Moss Room with Safi. Every step on the soft moss caused glowing blue moss fragments to float up like dust.

"Just a moment."

She set Safi in place and began to erect mana walls around them. She made the space as wide as possible.

'Unnamable mana is mana that exerts attraction from the beginning.'

Mana that naturally draws in surrounding mana when it moves, without needing to go through the process of intentional conversion. This was the conclusion Azril had reached after examining various reports and directly observing Safinea's mana.

It would have been a blessing in ancient times. Unlike other magicians, there was no need to go through the process of imbuing mana with attraction when using magic.

'So in ancient times, it was a quality that made it easy to become an excellent magician.'

When mana is imbued with attraction, it becomes difficult to control. That's the first barrier encountered when moving from the stage of sorcery to magic. It's only natural. It's no longer just moving internal mana that belongs to oneself, but drawing in external, heterogeneous mana.

To use an analogy, it's like a young child first grasping a pencil. Just as a baby who has barely gotten used to moving their own hands finds it difficult to even draw a line when first given a pencil.

On the other hand, mana that inherently possesses attraction is like being born with an invisible pencil attached to one's hand. If one knows there's an invisible pencil attached, it's simply a matter of teaching how to use it well. With familiarity, one could even freely take out and put away the pencil.

But in today's world where only sorcery remains, they don't know that an 'invisible pencil' is attached to their hands. If you tell such a child to move their hand like normal people do, strange results are bound to occur. Moreover, if what's attached isn't just pencil-sized but as large as a spear, they end up becoming disasters called Nameless Magicians.

Furthermore, mana isn't a simple tool like a pencil that can be touched and doesn't change shape. It's a force that changes so much it sometimes feels like a living creature.

'It's no wonder such mana is difficult to name.'

It won't be easy to tame. Like a wild animal. Unlike a dog that understands its name just by humans arbitrarily naming it and calling it, a wolf wouldn't immediately recognize a name humans randomly give it as its own.

'Unlike other mana, it might need training to make it understand the given name. That could be the procedure for naming mana that Rema mentioned.'

Of course, choosing an easy-to-understand name, a well-fitting name, is also important. That was the conclusion she had reached.

After finishing setting up the mana walls, Azril approached Safinea.

"Safi, can you try releasing your mana?"

Safinea tilted her head quizzically. Azril explained in more detail.

"Safi, you're always suppressing your mana, right? You keep thinking 'Don't burst out of my body!'"

"Yes."

"I want you to stop doing that and let it burst out freely. Can you do that?"
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Safinea stepped back hesitantly. To her, mana was a demon inside her body. A force that lashed out randomly, hurting herself and those around her.

Azril understood how Safinea felt. She approached and took the girl's hand. The girl's hand was small and felt fragile. Azril let her mana flow through their connected hands. Safinea flinched at first, but as the gentle, warm sensation soothed her body, she gradually relaxed.

"Are you scared? Afraid you might get hurt?"

"No, not at all. It's... warm."

"This is my mana. It's fundamentally the same power as your mana, Safi."

"But, mine is..."

Safinea's expression darkened. Azril withdrew her mana and stepped back a few paces before speaking.

"Your mana is just wild because it doesn't have reins."

"Can my mana... become gentle like yours, sister?"

"If we succeed in naming it. So let's try."

"But... if we can't name it, something terrible will happen..."

"I'm here, aren't I? Don't worry, I'll stop it. I won't let anyone get hurt."

Azril spoke casually. Safinea looked up at Azril in reverence. Then she squeezed her eyes shut.

"I'll... try."

"Good. Now, let it all out. Don't hold anything back. If it's difficult, shouting might help."

Safinea took a deep breath. Then she released everything she had habitually been suppressing. Azril saw stars pouring out of the girl's tiny body.

The flow of mana with its attractive force naturally stimulated the surrounding mana. Stars chased after each other in a torrent. A whirlwind of stars was forming around the girl's body. It even affected the actual air flow. Fierce winds lashed in all directions. The girl's platinum blonde hair began to whip about wildly. The bluish moss covering the ground was swept up into the air.

'Come to think of it, the magic Nameless Magicians produce is closer to Dragon's Eye magic than normal magic. Even if they're not directly manipulating external mana, it still becomes magic spontaneously like this...'

As the wind picked up, Safinea opened her eyes in surprise. The wind was so strong it was hard to even do that. A droning sound filled the cavern, eerie like the howl of a beast.

Terrified, Safinea tried to stop her mana. But the mana, having gained momentum, kept pouring out endlessly. The girl looked at Azril, trembling.

"S-sister!"

"It's okay. Don't hold back."

Safinea's face crumpled.

The whirlwind grew larger, reaching Azril who was standing a short distance away. Her hair and robe hem began to flutter wildly too. Azril observed Safinea's mana through narrowed eyes.

Blue luminescent moss mixed into the whirlwind, enveloping the girl in a blue light. To Azril, who could see mana as stars, it looked like a brilliant cluster of red stars and blue moss swirling together. She gazed at it quietly and murmured.

"So this is the form Safi's mana takes when released."

"W-what... form?"

"It's amazing. Beautiful too."

Safinea's face went blank. The girl stammered as she brushed aside the hair whipping across her face.

"W-what is?"

"Your mana, Safi. It's like a whirlwind. Powerful and free."

Azril walked straight through the whirlwind towards Safinea.

'Rema named my mana Astera because he saw stars in me. Then...'

"Seara."

"Yes?"

"It means whirlwind in Rem."

"Is that..."

"Yes, it's your spell. Let's try it."

Azril raised their joined hands. Then she moved her mana.

"Safi, focus on how the mana is moving."

Azril's mana grasped Safinea's mana, which was pouring out haphazardly with no arrangement. She suppressed it, twisted it, and gave it form. When the arrangement was complete, Azril whispered to the girl.

"Can you feel how your mana is arranged? It's a spell to create a small whirlwind."

"...!"

"Now let's call out the name of your mana. Say 'Seara'."

Safinea hesitated, then opened her mouth.

"Seara."

The mana surged. It thrashed about wildly like a rebellious beast. Safinea's body jerked violently.

"Ugh, ah, uuugh..."

"It's okay, don't be afraid."

Azril supported the girl's body from behind and poured in more of her own mana to suppress Safinea's.

'As expected, it won't obey easily in this state. Should I change the nature of the mana first?'

Like Tarbo Tameion had done. But Azril didn't like that method.

'That was an accident. For a magician who can't even set spells to learn how to change the nature of mana first? The difficulty is too high.'

She said there was a procedure performed on all children in ancient times. A procedure for naming that was by no means simple. She decided to push forward with what she had planned. Azril hugged the trembling Safi tightly and whispered rapidly.

"Safi, let's keep chanting the spell. Until your mana understands."

"U-understand?"

"Once you properly activate magic just once, it'll get easier after that. Successfully casting magic means the spell has been recognized."

"Ah..."

"If it doesn't listen even when you call its name, draw the mana back into your body. While completely storing it away, make the mana recognize that it was wrong, then try releasing it again."

"B-but, I'm not very good at... drawing it back in..."

"I'll help you. But it might be difficult. It might hurt a little too. Can you do it?"

Safinea felt Azril firmly supporting her from behind. And she saw Azril's hand overlapping with hers, stretched out. The girl bit her lip.

"I-I'll try."

"Okay, let's do it together."

Azril once again suppressed and arranged Safinea's mana that was trying to burst out in all directions.

"Now."

"S-Seara!"

Red stars burst out in all directions like splattering oil. Azril's mana blocked them.

"Let's try storing it away, slowly."

"Ugh..."

Safinea's arms trembled violently. The red stars running wild refused to obey their master's control. So Azril's mana began forcibly herding Safinea's mana back in like a sheepdog.

"Urk..."

Safinea's mana was an incredible amount. If this much mana was misdirected, it could shatter a body. Even if it was one's own body, it was no exception. Especially when the mana was unnamed like now.

Safinea felt as if her entire body was being torn apart. Her mana thrashed about, striking her body in rebellion. Her shoulders jerked roughly. Cold sweat instantly broke out all over her body. Seeing this, Azril whispered softly while gripping the girl's shoulders.

"Astera."

Suddenly, the pain diminished noticeably. Safinea looked up at Azril with sweat droplets clinging to her eyelashes.

"It's a healing spell to ease the pain. We're almost done. Just a little more, hang in there."

The very last star returned to Safinea's body. Azril visually confirmed the mana raging like an angry beast inside the girl's body.

"Well done. Now just... until it settles... Good. Let's release it again. But this time, not all of it. Remember how we arranged it earlier? Just that much."

"Okay."

Safinea's hand gripped Azril's tightly. Azril squeezed the girl's hand back. Safinea took a deep breath and released her mana. Azril blocked the liberated mana midway as it tried to pour out like a torrent.

"No more than this."

"Hic."

The impact made Safinea's body jerk violently. The girl's complexion turned pale. Azril looked down at the girl with concern.

"Are you alright? If it's too hard..."

"N-no!"

Safinea shook her head frantically.

"Let me... let me try. Please... help me."

Her eyes, visible through the platinum blonde hair plastered to her face with sweat, were desperate. I want to be cured. I want to live. I'll do anything for that. I believe in you. Her eyes seemed to be shouting such things.

Suddenly, Azril was reminded of her younger self, crying and promising to try harder because she wanted to keep living in Rema's house. Azril cast another healing spell.

"Alright, I'll help you. Until the end."

They went through several failures. The mana wouldn't obey easily. However, in the midst of that, there was one time when the response was slightly different. It was a difference only Azril, who could see mana with her eyes, could detect. She quickly realized what caused the difference. If that was the case.

"Safi, can you try again?"

Safinea nodded silently. The girl was so exhausted she could barely open her mouth.

"We'll do the same thing. And this time."

Azril hesitated for a moment, then spoke in a tone filled with confidence so the girl wouldn't feel anxious.

"Try calling out with mana in your mouth."

"...?"

"Like this... No, that won't work."

Safinea couldn't see mana. Even if shown, she couldn't imitate it. Azril thought for a moment, then placed her hand near the girl's mouth.

"Just for a moment, don't be startled."

She gave the mana gathered in her hand an attractive force. Safinea's internal mana, drawn by Azril's mana, gathered near her mouth.

"...!"

"With the mana arranged like this... Now, call out the name, Safinea."

Something felt different. Safinea pronounced it as if she were breathing out fire held in her mouth.

"Se-a-ra."

The moment she uttered the spell, she shuddered. The sensation of mana responding to the call. It was a sensation Safinea had never felt before in her life.

And then the magic activated.

A small whirlwind appeared in front of Safinea's hand, which was joined with Azril's. The mana that had been spreading in all directions now focused solely on that whirlwind. Safinea stared with wide eyes at the wind swirling only in front of her. Her hair whipped about, obscuring her vision. It was the first magic Safinea had ever cast with her own will.

"You did it!"

A joyful voice rang in her ears. Safinea looked up at Azril blankly.

"You did it! My goodness, you succeeded! Look, Safi! This is magic you cast! Congratulations!"

The sparkling golden eyes that had been watching the whirlwind now looked down at Safinea. The girl finally realized. Just now, her mana had become magic.

Safinea's body went limp and she staggered. Azril supported the stumbling girl. As her strength faded, her mana composing the small whirlwind also dissipated. The blue moss that had been caught in the swirling wind fell like snow.

"That was tough, wasn't it? You did well."

Azril roughly brushed back her own disheveled hair and gently combed Safinea's hair with her fingers.

"Say something, anything, Safi."

"Huh? What should I..."

Safinea trailed off mid-sentence and looked down at her own body. The mana that used to surge out uncontrollably whenever she opened her mouth now remained inside her body, even if it was still turbulent. Even without Azril's mana suppressing it. Safinea's expression turned to one of disbelief.

Azril brushed off the bluish moss clinging to various parts of the girl's hair as she spoke.

"It's not bursting out, but it's still not completely docile. But with more training, it'll get better."

"Training? What kind of training?"

"Training to use magic like we just did. Let's keep activating magic with the 'Seara' spell. If we do it a bit more, you'll be able to do it on your own without my help."

"Me, using magic on my own?"

"You just succeeded, didn't you? Now you just need to repeat it and get used to it."

"...!"

"Once you're completely used to it, you won't suffer from randomly activating magic like before. Because you'll be able to use the magic you want, when you want."

Safinea's lips trembled. As she realized the meaning of Azril's words, hope slowly filled her face. Color returned to her pale face, flushing pink. The girl stammered through tears.

"T-then, I'm not... a N-Nameless Magician or a d-disaster or a p-patient anymore..."

"That's right. You're not a Nameless Magician anymore."

Azril smiled brightly.

"Congratulations on becoming a magician, Safinea Seara."
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Safinea unconsciously reached out her hand. To the person who had given her back her voice and made her a magician. Clinging to Azril as if holding on for dear life, Safinea burst into suppressed tears.

"Safi?"

"You... don't... know... how... much... you've... done... for... me... No, you're... not... just... sister..."

Words tumbled out mixed with sobs. She could open her mouth without her mana running wild. That sensation made more tears well up. Safinea took a deep breath and spoke slowly, trying not to stutter.

"Thank you, Miss Azril Astera."

Safinea's smile, though tear-soaked, was radiant. Seeing that face, all of Azril's fatigue from staying up nights reviewing theories vanished.

'I'm glad I decided to help.'

Instead of answering, she hugged the girl tightly.

After that, Azril trained Safinea in the Moss Room every other day. Safinea wanted to do it every day, but it was too much strain on her body.

They decided to keep it a secret that Safinea now had a name as a magician until she could use magic without Azril's help. It was Safinea's wish to show her mother her fully recovered self.

Azril created a report related to Excess Mana Disorder. It focused on the method of naming mana, minimizing content related to ancient magic theory.

By the time she finished the report, permission to borrow the disc still hadn't come through. So she had some free time. She started investigating other things, frequenting the society's archives. About the fall of the Ancient Magic Civilization. About the massacre incident Rema had mentioned.

Time flew by. The "Night of the Hawthorn Flower" that Charles had invited her to was approaching, just a day away.

That afternoon, Meili came to see Azril. Azril came out of the Underground Tower for the first time in a while. She met Meili, who was waiting in a park near the society.

Meili had prepared a picnic basket with a pretty checkered cloth. The basket was full of Azril's favorite foods. Orange juice with a thin layer of ice, sandwiches with fresh ham and cheese, crispy fried chicken with herbs, chocolate cake with plenty of whipped cream, and even lemon tart with a thin layer of caramelized sugar on top.

"How's the runaway life?"

Meili asked mischievously as she handed over a glass of juice.

"It's not running away. I just have things to investigate at the society. Did Brownie pack this?"

"Yeah. Oh, Mom made the sandwiches."

"Looks delicious! Tell her thank you. And thank Brownie too."

"Say that yourself when you go back. Brownie's been whining twice as much without you. He kept chattering non-stop while packing this. It was so noisy I got scolded."

"What did he say?"

"'I Ms. Astera, why isn't Astera coming? Should Brownie have made the house more comfortable! So comfortable she wouldn't want to leave! What could have been uncomfortable? Human, do you know?'"

Meili mimicked Brownie's chattering voice. Azril chuckled.

"It's not because of Brownie. Tell him I'm very satisfied with the house. I'm just staying here for a while because I have work to do."

"Is that really all? You're not angry at the Magician? Not even a little?"

Her friend looked at her with a knowing expression. Azril sighed.

"...Well, not entirely."

"I thought so."

"It's not that I'm angry, more like I feel hurt."

"Why? What happened?"

Azril finally examined her own feelings at that question. What had hurt her.

"If you ever want to choose that path, tell me. This time, I'll prepare a life for you to live without any mistakes."

Why did Rema keep trying to separate her?

'...No, I know why.'

It's because he thinks it would be better for her. She knows that.

"You've become too precious to me for that."

But still, even if she said she wanted to leave, she wished he would hold her back and ask her to stay. She wished he would ask her to remember him instead of trying to erase her memories. She doesn't want to give up being with him, but he always seems ready to give up.

'That's what hurt me.'

Azril stared blankly into her cup. Her face was reflected on the surface of the bright orange liquid. She looked dejected.

It also hurt that he would say such things and then leave without a word. She was also bothered by Blanche telling her not to believe everything Rema said. Could it be that his words about her being most precious were a lie? If she was really precious, shouldn't he try to hold onto her?

It was also strange that when Rema cast his shadow over her, he felt like a large man rather than the usual Rema.

'This has never happened before.'

Her thoughts became complicated. As Azril kept sighing, Meili raised an eyebrow.

"What happened? Did the Magician bully you?"

"It's not like that."

"Then what?"

"It's embarrassing, so I don't want to say."

"What could be embarrassing between you and me?"

"Even so, embarrassing things are embarrassing. I'll go back once I finish the investigation I'm working on, so don't worry."

Azril reached for a sandwich. Meili looked at her friend suspiciously for a moment before giving up and picking up her fork.

"Are you planning not to come home at all until that's all finished?"

"Hmm, it's not that I won't drop by at all. I'll visit if I need to."

"Then what about the ball? It's tomorrow, you know."

"Ah."

She had forgotten again. Right after being invited, she had been so surprised and concerned, but as other things came up, it had disappeared from her memory like a lie. Even Charles's confession. Seeing Azril flustered, Meili clicked her tongue like she had expected this.

"Your new dress and accessories are at the castle."

"What dress?"

"The one the Mr. Magician ordered."

"Oh, right, that's true."

"Why are you so absent-minded? What are you investigating that's got you like this?"

Azril awkwardly smiled and changed the subject.

"Just some things. How about you? How's life as a trainee reporter?"

"Don't even ask, I'm completely overwhelmed too. I feel like I won't have a moment to breathe until I graduate."

"Sounds busy. Are you still following that disappearance case?"

"That's right. I just attend school, then spend all afternoon asking around if anyone's gone missing, and in the evening I organize the materials my senior gave me. By the time I'm done, it's dawn."

Azril was about to mention what she knew about the disappearance cases but stopped herself. She shouldn't casually mention something the royal family was secretly investigating. Besides, Meili hadn't specifically asked for help.

"Are you getting any sleep?"

"Here and there. Well, it's what I wanted to do, so! Even though I'm complaining, I'm actually happy."

Meili laughed energetically. Seeing her bright face made Azril feel good too.

"So don't worry... Azril, do you have any plans this afternoon?"

"No, not really? The investigation is something I do on my own."

"Then let's go to the castle. The masquerade ball is tomorrow, you're not planning to go without trying on the dress even once, are you?"

"Didn't you say you were busy?"

"No matter how busy I am, there are priorities in work. We're going after we eat this, okay?"

"Is dressing me up a priority?"

"Of course it's a priority. Hurry up and eat."

Meili spoke firmly and then stuffed a palm-sized lemon tart into Azril's mouth. Remembering how they used to share chocolate pies smaller than this, Azril couldn't help but laugh.

For better or worse, Rema was still away. He hadn't returned once since she left.

"So Rema doesn't know you're staying out."

Noir said. It made her feel strange. She hadn't intended to protest, but to think he didn't even know.

"He's been gone for a while. Do you know where he went?"

"We don't know either."

Noir wrinkled his nose. Azril patted Largo, who was happily pressing against her with his whole body, soothed the whining spirit, and only then could she go to her room. Several neatly wrapped boxes were placed on the bed that had grown cool from being empty for days.

"Did you open them?"

"No, they're yours."

Azril opened the boxes one by one with Meili. They contained a dress, matching accessories, and a mask.

"...This is amazing. I expected it, but it's overwhelming. I guarantee it'll look great on you."

Meili whispered in admiration, then added incredulously.

"But I've never seen a dress try so hard to look modest."

"...Rema really..."

Before her was the result of a dressmaker's desperate attempt to fulfill a client's bewildering request to make an inconspicuous dress while providing enough materials to build a castle.

Azril didn't know about these behind-the-scenes details, but she could clearly see that Rema had tried to fulfill her request. Yet he still couldn't shake his habit of trying to give her the very best in overflowing abundance.

"Let's try it on first. We need to decide how to style it so we can get ready quickly tomorrow!"

Meili excitedly pulled her along.

After finishing her preparations for the ball, Azril returned to the Underground Tower late in the evening. The entire way back, she was lost in thought. It was a continuation of the worries she had earlier in the day.

'Let's just be honest.'

Let's tell him what hurt me. Let's ask him not to keep pushing me to choose the option of parting. She had made up her mind. Then something pierced her mind like an awl.

"Does that mean... I'll be unhappy if I become a Watcher... and if I don't become a Watcher, you'll kill me?"

"...Yes."

"...What kind of life is a Watcher's life, anyway?"

The words came out like a groan. What does it mean to carve out one's heart and seal it? Is killing Nameless Magicians really a Watcher's duty? If so, why?

"An eternal and unhappy life."

That's how Rema had described it. Azril bit her lip and walked quickly. As soon as she arrived at her room, Marti brightened up.

"Welcome back, Master?"

"Yeah."

Azril nodded to the lion cub and threw off the robe she was wearing. Now in a light dress, she took a deep breath.

"Master?"

"Just a moment, I need to communicate."

"Why are you preparing so solemnly for communication?"

"I have my reasons."

She plopped down on the sofa, placed both hands on her knees, and regulated her breathing a bit more. She could see traces of magic lingering on the back of her hand. White stars. Evidence of her promise with Rema not to use Dragon's Eye magic. Azril squeezed her eyes shut and opened her mouth.

"Astera, Resvid."

When Rema is in his laboratory, communication doesn't reach him at all. But this time, it seemed he wasn't in the lab, as the communication was about to connect. However, Rema Resvid cut off the mana that was trying to connect. He had refused the communication.

"Rema...?"

Azril was shocked. This was the first time Rema had rejected her communication. He had never once refused her communication. There were times when it didn't reach him, but never a case where it reached but he didn't answer. Dumbfounded, Azril rubbed her face with her hands.

"It might have been... a mistake."

The Magician of the Horizon accidentally refusing a communication connection? That's impossible. Even knowing this, Azril muttered as if trying to convince herself and tried again.

"Astera, Resvid."
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Rema refused communication again. Azril sat blankly for a moment, then suddenly felt an extremely uneasy premonition. A very ominous intuition. A feeling that something was going wrong. She stood up in a trance. As she was about to go outside without even putting on her robe, Marti called out in confusion.

"Master?"

"I'll be back in a moment."

"I'll come too. Please take me with you."

Marti flew over and blocked her path, speaking firmly. Azril looked at her familiar with dazed eyes, then lightly tapped the tip of his nose.

"Astera."

The invisibility magic was cast. It was a silent permission. Azril went out into the corridor just like that. Walking so fast it was almost running. The semi-transparent Marti flapped his wings busily as he followed behind.

Crossing the corridor, going down the stairs, and walking a bit further, a small underground garden came into view. Where Safinea's room was. As she turned her head in that direction, Azril saw the Milky Way. An infinite collection of dense, white stars.

Rema Resvid.

"...!"

At that moment, Azril ran. She ran frantically and grabbed the door to Safinea's room. It wouldn't open. Magic had been cast on it. White stars swirled around. It wasn't that strong of a magic.

"Astera!"

She immediately dispelled the magic and opened the door.

Safinea was sleeping soundly, buried among cushions and dolls. And a large, elongated hand was hovering over the bird-like thin girl's neck.

Azril froze, still gripping the door. The hand that was about to grasp the girl's neck stopped, and its owner slowly turned around. Long, flowing silver hair. A snow-white face. A white robe. Pale gray eyes. The colorless beautiful man raised his head and looked at her.

Rema was there.

The moment their eyes met, Marti, who had been behind her, leapt out. As he returned to his true form, the invisibility magic was dispelled. A huge lion with a scorpion tail and eagle wings, with feathers instead of a mane, blocked Azril's path.

Grrrr.

The familiar growled, baring its fangs at Rema, following its instinct to protect its master. That growl brought Azril back to her senses.

"...Re, ma."

Her voice cracked as she called his name. Rema didn't answer. She couldn't see him because of her familiar blocking her view.

"Marti, move aside."

"Master."

"Move."

"But, the killing intent."

"I said move."

Marti's feathers, which had been fully puffed up, drooped down. Martigoras returned to his small form and stepped back. Rema Resvid stood there, his head slightly tilted. His expression was blank.

"Rema."

Azril called his name as she approached him.

"What are you doing here?"

"..."

"What were you about to do just now?"

He lowered his eyes. White eyelashes casting delicate shadows. He was looking down at his own hand. As soon as Azril saw his shadowed eyes, she stepped back.

"Don't try to erase my memories."

He had tried to immediately resolve the incident he caused in Hanora Village by erasing memories.

"Don't try to make it as if nothing happened by erasing memories."

Her body started trembling. Azril barely managed to move her shaking legs and stepped back further. Until she grabbed the doorknob, Rema stood motionless, just staring at her blankly.

Azril held the doorknob, feeling her heart pounding, stood there for a moment, then closed the open door. Inside the closed room remained only the sleeping Safinea, Rema, herself, and Martigoras.

"Rema."

Azril bit her lip and consciously took a breath. Her breathing was becoming labored. She managed to ask again.

"What were you trying to do to Safi?"

Rema silently looked at Azril. He stared intently at her eyes, darkened with fear. He answered in a voice lower than usual.

"I was trying to kill her."

Azril's face turned deathly pale.

"Azril."

Rema slowly pronounced her name, then faintly furrowed his brow.

"Have you already become attached?"

"W-what are you saying?"

"Didn't I tell you not to become attached?"

"A-Ah... B-but..."

Words weren't coming out well. She stammered out a sentence.

"W-why are you trying to kill Safi?"

"Because she's a magician."

A concise answer. Azril staggered towards him.

"Because I made that child a magician? Is that why you're killing her? Is it because of me?"

"It's not like that."

"Then w-why? Why?"

"It's my duty."

"What on earth is that duty!"

She cried out like a scream and grabbed Rema's arm. Rema looked down at Azril's hand gripping him with a face as lifeless as if made of wax.

"Azril, do you remember that I said magicians among the people you know were an exception?"

"Rema."

"It's only been a few days now. It would be better for you too if I end this before you become more attached."

"Rema, wait a moment."

He pulled her towards him. He trapped her in his arms, burying her in the folds of his robe so she couldn't see. She remembered how knights were crushed and blood splattered while she trembled in these arms when she was young. Azril desperately pushed him away.

"R-Rema, just a moment, j-just let's talk."

"I'm sorry."

"No! Please!"

Finally, she burst into tears. Azril clung to his arm, wailing. Rema, who had been reaching out towards Safinea, froze.

"Please, just, talk, please..."

Azril's tears fell onto his arm. Rema stared at them blankly. Perhaps woken by the commotion, Safinea stirred. The girl opened her eyes groggily.

"Mmm..."

Azril covered her mouth with her hand. Though trembling, she didn't let go of Rema's arm.

Rema looked alternately at Safinea's still unfocused eyes and Azril gripping him, then let out a low groan. He reached out his hand. Martigoras, who had been watching cautiously, was lifted as if grabbed by an invisible hand and caught in his grasp. Rema then crossed space just like that.

Safinea, who had woken up, looked around the empty room in confusion, then hugged her doll and lay back down. The girl soon fell into a peaceful sleep.

He and she arrived at the lakeside where Brownie Castle was visible. The surroundings were quiet, and the night sky was reflected on the calm water surface.

As soon as he crossed space, Rema released Martigoras, whom he had been gripping. Marti flew up with a flapping sound, went to the lakeside, and sat on a rock, glaring at him warily.

Rema paid no attention to the familiar and looked down at Azril, who was still clinging to him. He could feel her trembling.

"Azril."

"..."

"Azril."

Only at the second call did Azril raise her head. The silently falling tears and her reddened eyes stabbed at his retinas. Rema opened and closed his mouth several times, then spoke in a voice that creaked like it was broken.

"Don't cry."

He wiped her eyes with his fingertips. Azril didn't avoid it. Afraid that if she opened her mouth, sobs would burst out, she kept it tightly closed and accepted his touch. Why was this touch so tender?

"Don't cry, Azril. I did wrong."

Why was the voice whispering anxiously so gentle?

"As I said before, it's difficult for me to judge the extent of your sadness. So I made a mistake. I'm sorry."

"It's not a mistake."

Azril barely managed to form words. It was a voice on the verge of tears.

"You said it was duty. You said magicians were an exception to the promise not to harm. You even warned me not to get attached beforehand. So it's not something like a mistake."

"No, it is a mistake."

"What is? That I caught you in the act?"

"That's correct, but."

Rema, who had readily agreed, carefully arranged her hair that had stuck to her face with tears and brushed it back. As he did so, he slowly continued speaking.

"I didn't know you would be this sad. So it's a mistake."

Suddenly, those words gave her goosebumps. Azril struggled and broke free from his embrace. Rema gripped her tightly for a moment, then quickly relaxed his hold. Azril, who had retreated from him, hugged herself.

"Don't try to abandon me again like when I was ten just because I'm sad now. Don't do that."

"...Wouldn't that be better? This time, I could prepare so your life doesn't become difficult like then..."

"That's not the issue!"

Azril's voice rose.

"Don't try to resolve everything by making it as if nothing happened. That's not really resolving anything, it's just covering it up. Nothing changes that way!"

Rema was stunned by her words. Then he quietly asked back.

"Then what do you want me to do?"

"Let's talk."

Azril swallowed the tears that were about to fall and spoke as calmly as possible.

"Talking doesn't solve everything, it might even make things worse sometimes, but I think it's better than not talking at all."

It was a statement interspersed with a few sniffles. She barely managed to stop crying.

"That's the beginning of everything, isn't it? Even this world was created through dialogue between God and the Primordial Dragon, right?"

After wiping away her tears completely, she approached him with reddened eyes.

"If we don't talk, nothing will be resolved. So instead of covering up possibilities, let's talk."

She stopped within arm's reach and looked up at him. Rema slightly averted his gaze.

"There are many things I cannot speak of, Azril."

"I know. That's okay. If there are things Rema can't say, I'll figure them out myself."

"Even though there's no guarantee that finding out will be better for you? There are many things in this world where not knowing is better."

"Still, I need to know."

"You have another path. A much easier and happier path that you can choose anytime."

As he said this, he wasn't meeting her eyes. When he brought this up in the chess room, he wasn't meeting her eyes either. Suddenly, she remembered what Blanche had said. Don't believe everything Rema says.

"Rema, you're a liar."

"...?"

"You tell me there's another path, but you actually hope I don't choose it, don't you?"

Azril didn't miss how he flinched slightly. She continued speaking.

"I don't want to forget you, Rema. I don't want to exclude you from my life. Am I the only one who feels this way? Are you really okay with making everything as if it never happened?"

That can't be true. Azril was certain. She took another step closer to him.

"You don't really want that either, do you?"

"Azril."

Rema finally met her gaze. His gray eyes were clouded like an overcast sky. He spoke softly.

"Don't shake me any further."

"Why?"

"You'll be in danger."

"How will I be in danger?"

"Because you won't be able to handle it."

"Handle what?"

"My greed."

Azril was taken aback. Greed? It seemed like a word completely at odds with Rema. Someone who can have anything, and therefore wants nothing. That was the kind of being she had seen him as.

"What kind of greed?"

"Azril, do you know what I wanted to request if I won at chess?"

Why was he suddenly talking about the chess bet? She blankly shook her head. Rema slightly raised the corners of his mouth. It was a seemingly fabricated smile.
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"I was planning to ask for the next best thing, since what I truly want is impossible."

"The next best thing? What do you mean..."

"That you don't talk about other humans when you're with me."

It was a request she had never imagined. Azril squeezed out the words.

"If that's the next best thing, then what is it that Rema truly wants?"

"For you not to be interested in other humans. To completely discard even the humans currently within your circle."

Azril's face turned pale. The fake-like smile disappeared from Rema's face. He added calmly.

"I want to monopolize you, Azril."

It sounded almost like a confession. Nevertheless, Azril felt fear first in this moment.

"...Rema, those words..."

"But that would be something you couldn't handle, wouldn't it?"

He asserted to her as she was flustered. It was an assertion as hard as ice.

"Even if I don't indulge my greed, you'll eventually become unable to handle being by my side."

Azril reflexively protested.

"Why does Rema always assert that I'll be unhappy? How do you know without even trying? I've clearly said that I prefer being with Rema..."

"Azril."

The expression disappeared from Rema's face. His cold eyes were a color similar to a frosted blade.

"Could you not hate me even if I killed all the humans in that annex?"

Her words were stopped. This wasn't just empty talk. It couldn't be dismissed as mere supposition.

No matter how kindly Rema had treated them until now. Even if he hadn't done anything cruel since leaving Colt. Even if he had generally acted in ways that helped people.

He was someone who could do such a thing if necessary. And if he decided to do it, no one could stop him. Azril unconsciously turned to look towards the annex. Warm orange light was leaking out from there.

Could she not hate him even if Rema killed Meili's family? She didn't want to imagine it. It made her dizzy. His low voice continued from behind.

"Could you stay by my side without becoming unhappy even if I killed that girl you just protected?"

The questions felt like ice being poured over her. A chill ran down from the nape of her neck to her lower back. Having gotten his answer from her expression, Rema quietly continued.

"I can give you anything. I can also restrain my greed. You can approach other humans as much as you like if it makes you happy."

"..."

"Nevertheless, you'll become unhappy if you stay by my side."

It was something he had said before. It hit her more heavily and deeply this time.

"Because I must carry out my duty, and you won't be able to endure that."

Rema, standing right in front of her, felt terrifyingly distant. Inside and outside the fence.

"Unless Azril completely gives up all humans except for me, that's how it will be. And I don't want to force such a choice on you."

As he said this, his expression looked incredibly sad for a moment. His lips moved slightly.

"If only you were a more selfish and greedy person."

Those words were so quiet, like the sound of the wind, that they were barely audible.

In the blink of an eye, Rema had returned to his usual expressionless self.

"Can't you..."

Azril spoke with difficulty.

"Can't you avoid doing such things? Is there no way to escape from this duty?"

"I must not escape it."

Not that he can't escape, but that he must not. 'Can't' and 'must not' have completely different meanings. Even in her confused state, Azril grasped and remembered this. And she continued to ask.

"Is it because Safinea... is a Nameless Magician that you want to kill her?"

"You've found out a lot."

It was an affirmation. She swallowed dryly.

"What's the reason you have to kill Nameless Magicians? Do you have to kill her right now?"

"Not right now."

He didn't answer the reason. Again, another question.

"Then, when do you have to kill her?"

Silence. She bit the inside of her cheek slightly to try to calm herself. Then asked again.

"Has Rema been constantly killing Nameless Magicians until now?"

"...Yes."

A slight pause before the answer. He quietly stared at Azril.

"How many have you killed?"

"I haven't counted."

"Since when?"

"From a thousand years ago, until now."

"You've been killing them all this time? Just because they're Nameless Magicians?"

So the fact that most Nameless Magicians don't live past twenty wasn't just due to accidents or suicide. Could it be because of Rema? Had he been killing Nameless Magicians every time he went out without stating his destination? Always? She started to feel nauseous.

Suddenly, he made a strange expression. If forced to categorize it, it was close to a bitter smile.

"Azril, I haven't only killed Nameless Magicians."

"What?"

"Only Watchers are allowed to cross God's fence. Even Watchers cannot go beyond where the fence is not visible."

It was an abrupt statement. But she understood to some extent.

"Do you mean Rema killed everyone who tried to cross the fence set by God?"

"The legacy received from the Primordial Dragon allows humans to approach the fence."

Instead of an answer, another seemingly vague statement. He was giving her clues while avoiding things he couldn't say right now. Realizing this, Azril repeated those words in her mind.

'So that means magicians can approach the laws of the world set by God. Because the power of the Primordial Dragon, who opposed God, is magic? Does approaching mean learning about the laws? Or trying to change them...'

As she was lost in thought, Rema, who had been quietly watching her, said softly.

"I won't kill that girl."

Azril looked up in surprise.

"Is, is that okay? You said it was your duty."

"For the time being... I'll try to postpone it as much as possible."

Because I don't want you to hate me. Swallowing those words, Rema reached out towards Azril. Gently touching her eyes that still had traces of moisture, caressing her cheek, he whispered quietly.

"I wish you didn't know any of this. Even at this moment."

At those words, Azril reflexively avoided his hand. Afraid her memories might be erased. For a moment, Rema looked hurt. But that expression quickly disappeared. Azril watched his hand being withdrawn into the air and bit her lip.

"Rema. Can you promise not to touch my memories without my permission?"

"I'm sorry, Azril."

He refused immediately. And as he lowered his now empty hand, he added.

"If it seems like you can't endure it, I will erase your memories."

"Even if I become so distressed that it seems I can't endure it, please let me choose. They're my memories!"

"I can't do that."

"Why not?"

"If you become like that, I..."

Rema trailed off and closed his mouth. He turned and started walking towards the castle.

"It's late. Let's rest for today."

The obsessively white back receded. Azril didn't move. When she didn't follow, he looked back. She had her head bowed.

"Azril? Let's go home..."

"I'm not going."

She raised her head.

"Until I find out about Watchers and decipher the disc, I won't go back."

"...Azril."

Rema was taken aback. His expression showed he didn't know what to say. He hesitantly reached out to her. Ignoring him as he was about to speak, Azril called for Marti, who had been sitting by the lakeside.

"Marti! Come here!"

Her first familiar quickly understood his master's intention. He immediately flew over and returned to his main body. Azril grabbed his feathers and climbed onto the back of the large lion. Marti spread his wings wide and took off.

In an instant, Rema's figure became as small as a doll. He was looking up at her without moving. He was too far away to see his expression. Azril turned her gaze away from him and buried her face in Marti's neck.

"Let's go."

It was a small whisper, but he clearly understood. Martigoras flew through the Cypress Forest towards the Aurora Society.

1. Heart and Emotions

She couldn't sleep a wink all night.

As soon as morning came, Azril headed to Safinea's room. Safinea, completely unaware of what had happened during the night, smiled innocently and handed something to her.

"It's a gift, teacher."

Since creating the spell for her, Safi had been calling her teacher. Even when Azril told her to just call her sister because it felt burdensome, she stubbornly persisted.

"This is...?"

"I, I made it."

It was an adorable bear doll about the size of a palm. It had a red ribbon made of thread tied around its neck. It was similar to the bear doll the girl had been hugging when it caught fire. It had a loop attached so it could be used as a decoration.

"Since teacher is an adult, I thought you wouldn't need a big doll, so I made it small."

Since she started speaking, her stuttering had decreased. Her cracking voice had also changed to the clear tone typical of a child. Her expression had changed most dramatically. Safinea had truly brightened up.

"You made this yourself? For me?"

"Yes. I, I like making dolls. It's my only talent."

As she said this, the girl explained enthusiastically. It turned out that all the dolls in the room were ones she had made herself.

Safinea had been isolated in a separate building from birth because her first cry had injured her mother. Surrounded by cushions, carpets, and dolls that wouldn't be dangerous if damaged. She started making dolls while spending time there.

"Pictures and books made me want to go outside too much, so I didn't like them. Making dolls was the most fun."

"...I see."

Because it was a quiet hobby where she didn't have to speak, didn't need to interact with anyone, and wouldn't have her emotions stirred up. The dolls must have piled up as much as her loneliness.

Azril looked around at the dolls in Safi's room with fresh eyes. The dolls had no mouths or expressionless faces. But the bear doll in her hand was smiling. Azril held it gently.

"Thank you so much, I'll treasure it."

Safinea smiled shyly. She looked extremely happy. Then she said in a dreamy tone.

"When the training is over, I'll be able to go for walks freely, right? And talk with other people too."

"...Yes, you'll be able to."

"I'll work hard. I'll really work hard. So, if you're not busy, can we train every day? I won't get tired."

"We can't do that. What if you get hurt?"

"It's okay if I get hurt. I've been hurt a lot, so it's fine if I get hurt."

"There's no one who's okay with getting hurt, Safi."

"But when I think I'm getting better, anything makes me happy."

The girl said with such a happy face. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement.

"I won't kill that girl."

"For the time being... I'll try to postpone it as much as possible."

Rema's words overlapped with Safinea. Azril managed to force a smile.

"If you overdo it, it might actually take longer. You're steadily improving, so don't be impatient."

"Yes... I'm sorry, teacher."

"No, it's okay. Let's keep going together slowly."

Azril patted the girl's head. Safinea's bright smile pierced sharply inside her chest.
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On the way back to her room after finishing Safinea's training, Azril stopped by the data archive. The materials she had haphazardly selected were taller than her. Azril used magic to levitate them and bring them to her room. Marti, who had been waiting for her, was startled.

"What is all this, Master?"

"Things that weren't in Rema's library. Materials about the Great War and the fall of the Ancient Magic Civilization, and documents with 'dragon' in the title or table of contents... Help me, Marti."

"Pardon?"

"You know how to write, don't you?"

"I know how, but..."

Marti looked troubled, showing his fluffy front paws. Azril, while sorting through books, documents, and scrolls, said.

"You can transform into a human like Noir or Blanche, can't you?"

"I-I'm sorry, Master. I've never tried it before."

"You've never tried? You don't know how?"

Azril turned to Marti in surprise. The lion cub's ears drooped.

"I have the implanted knowledge, but..."

"Then let's try it now."

Azril put down the scroll she was holding and pulled up a chair. Sitting comfortably in front of the lion cub perched on the bed, she said.

"Come on, transform."

"I-I'll practice separately. Please give me some time."

"Isn't it better to do it together? If there are parts you're struggling with, we can figure it out together."

"Is this an order?"

"Not really... You don't want to do it together? Why?"

"It's... em..."

"Em?"

Marti covered his eyes with both front paws. He curled up into a ball, covering himself with his small wings. He even rolled up his tail, becoming completely round like a ball. Then, in a tiny voice, he said.

"It's embarrassing..."

"Huh? What is?"

"I can't show you my failures, Master. I was created to be a perfect familiar!"

Azril gaped in astonishment.

"There's no such thing as a perfect person, or familiar, from the start. It's okay to make a few mistakes."

Marti, peeking out from between his paws, declared solemnly.

"No, I can't live with such a lax attitude. Especially since your enemy is so powerful."

"Enemy? Who?"

"Rema Resvid, of course. To protect you from him, I must work harder."

"Wait a minute. Why is Rema my enemy?"

"You learned magic from him, and you said he was a kind person, but I can't trust him."

Marti was adamant. He uncurled his body and sat up straight. Azril stared at her familiar blankly.

"Why do you think that?"

"I'm acutely sensitive to hostility directed at you, Master. Because I'm your familiar."

Marti pointed his wing towards the outside of the room. It was in the direction of Safinea's room.

"Last night, there, he was contemplating whether to kill you. It was just for a moment, but there was definitely a surge of killing intent."

"..."

In Safinea's room, Marti had suddenly grown larger and blocked her path, refusing to move. As Azril silently touched her lips, her familiar added.

"As a familiar, your safety is my top priority. Even if you don't suspect him, I will consider him a potential enemy."

"No, I know."

"Pardon?"

"I know that Rema might kill me someday. I heard it directly from him."

"...What did you hear?"

"That if I become a magician, I'll die by his hand."

Marti blinked. Azril, hoping to sound nonchalant, explained in a calm tone.

"Didn't you hear yesterday? He wants to erase my memories and separate me because he's afraid he might have to kill me. I'm the one refusing. So Rema isn't my enemy."

"Why are you refusing?"

"Because I want to know."

"What could you possibly want to know that's worth risking your life for?"

"The secrets Rema can't tell me."

Marti's face contorted strangely. Azril smiled and added.

"And magic itself."

"...I'm sorry, Master, but I can't understand you. Is that worth risking your life for?"

"I'm not planning to die. There must be a way to survive."

"What way is that?"

"I don't know. That's why I need to find out."

Azril shrugged and pointed behind her. A mountain of materials was piled up, and a bag was placed to one side. At the bottom of that bag, wrapped in cloth and hidden by magic, was half of the Aurora Disc. Marti looked at these things with a troubled expression, then shook his head.

"I understand what you mean. But my opinion that he is your enemy hasn't changed."

"I'm telling you he's not, Rema is..."

"Regardless, if you don't find a way, he'll kill you. How is that not an enemy?"

"It's a situation I chose."

"He said he'd erase your memories if you didn't choose this situation. Isn't that basically a threat?"

She was momentarily at a loss for words. But soon, words to defend him came to mind.

"No, Rema wanting to erase my memories is also for my sake..."

"Does his intention matter if it's something you don't want, Master?"

"Rema knows things I don't. So he probably knows exactly what's best for me."

Marti tilted his head, then looked up at her as if she were truly strange.

"Master, didn't you get angry at him last night over this very issue? Why do you keep trying to defend him?"

It felt like she'd been hit on the back of the head.

Marti was right. Hadn't she immediately called Marti and left because she was angry that Rema insisted on erasing her memories until the end? That he knows better what's good for her? Then what about the 6 years of suffering as a child sold into slavery and beaten?

'Yet why am I trying to convince my familiar that Rema isn't bad at all?'

Moreover, he had killed countless people in the name of a Watcher's duty. He admitted it himself. Many children like Safinea must have died. It was a terrible thing. An unforgivable sin. Yet why does she...

"Master, someone is coming."

Marti said as he crawled under the blanket. Soon there was a knock at the door. Azril held her forehead for a moment, then sighed deeply and stood up. It was a society staff member who had knocked.

"A guest is waiting for Astera."

"Who did they say it was?"

"They asked me to tell you it's Meili Brown."

"Ah, please tell her to wait a moment. I'll be out soon."

The staff member looked at her curiously, trying to strike up a conversation, but when Azril just smiled and greeted them, they left reluctantly.

Although anyone over 18 can join the society, members as young as Azril were rare, so it was understandable to be curious. Renting a room in the society or accessing the data archive usually required quite a complicated procedure, but she had passed through easily, so they must be wondering about her identity.

The fact that she had put out the fire in the Underground Tower or that she had agreed to help treat Safinea was hardly known within the society. This was thanks to the society president's order to keep quiet, at the request of Penderock and Edith. Azril was grateful for this.

As she returned to her room and put on her robe, Marti flew over.

"I'll come with you."

"I'm just meeting a friend, you know. You can rest."

"It is the duty and pride of a familiar to stay by their master's side. Please allow me to accompany you."

Marti was insistent. Normally, familiars don't leave their master's side to protect them. But in cases where the master is an overwhelmingly powerful magician like Azril, familiars focus more on serving and running errands rather than guarding. That's why Marti hadn't particularly insisted on staying by her side until now.

'It must be because of yesterday.'

That Rema is her enemy. Even though she thought it was unnecessary worry, Azril ended up casting an invisibility spell on Marti.

'I should make an artifact for invisibility magic later.'

The magicians of this era couldn't create magical tools that could be used semi-permanently and recharged like in ancient times.

All non-disposable magical tools were artifacts. Therefore, the term 'artifact' was more commonly used than 'magical tool'. Azril could create artifacts just as she could create mana stones. In the way Rema had directly taught her.

Meili was waiting for her in an inn room near the Underground Tower. Boxes were piled up in the room. They were the same boxes she had seen just yesterday. The dress and accessories for the ball.

"Mr. Magician brought these here. He said you'd need them."

"Rema himself?"

So he remembered that today was the day of the masquerade ball. Of course he would. Rema always took care of things related to her meticulously.

Azril quietly looked down at the beautiful items. The white dress with a wide skirt gradually turned pink towards the hem. Unlike the simple top, the bottom was adorned with delicate jewels intertwined with gold thread.

The matching accessories were made of platinum and red diamonds. The clear and transparent red diamonds, like pomegranate seeds, suited her pale skin extremely well.

The mask that covered up to the bridge of her nose had tiny, sand-like colorful jewels embedded in a butterfly pattern on a white background. Near the ears, feathers were attached, fixed with thumb-sized jewels crafted like flowers. The white, fluffy feathers were only faintly red at the tips.

As always with things he gave her, they were flawless, top-quality items. The thought of wearing this to the ball felt like something from the distant past. In just one day. The day she was flustered after receiving Charles's confession felt even further away.

"Meili."

"Yes?"

"I'm sorry, after you helped me prepare and all..."

"Huh? You're not going to the ball? Why?"

Meili, who had been laying out makeup tools, turned to her in surprise.

"Yeah, I think it's better not to go after all."

"But you were curious about the ball. And don't you need to meet and give an answer to the person who confessed to you? Wasn't that what you decided?"

Meili asked, finding it strange. Azril sat on the bed and answered casually.

"I don't think I have the luxury for that right now."

How long was Rema's 'for now'? How long had Safinea's death been postponed? If he eventually tries to kill Safinea, what should I do?

Can I figure it out before then? To begin with, what exactly do I need to figure out? The Watcher's duty? How to escape that duty? No, Rema said it wasn't that he couldn't escape the duty, but that he shouldn't. Then even if I learn about Watchers, does that mean I can't prevent Safinea's death? Should it not be prevented? Why?

It's dizzying. Amidst all this, words cut through her mind.

"I want to monopolize you, Azril."

She knew well that she was more special to him than anyone else. She knew that Rema cherished her and treated her preciously. It was impossible not to know. But somehow, Rema cherishing her and wanting to monopolize her felt fundamentally different.

It makes her feel strange. Things are getting tangled and confusing. Azril herself couldn't understand what her feelings were turning into.

"No luxury... What's going on?"

Meili's question broke through her thoughts.
Chapter 67: Chapter 67
As Azril raised her head, her friend was looking down at her with hands on her hips.

"Now that I look closely, the area under your eyes is pitch black. Are you sick? Or did you stay up all night?"

She grabbed Azril's cheeks with both hands and turned her face this way and that. Azril, docilely held in her grasp, managed to put on a smile.

"It's nothing like that. I just have some things I need to figure out urgently."

"What is it? Let me help too. Now that I'm an apprentice reporter, I can investigate even better than before!"

Meili said enthusiastically. Azril removed her hands.

"Thanks, but it's okay. This is a magic-related issue that I need to look into myself...!"

Seeing Meili's worried face looking down at her, something suddenly occurred to her.

'The disappearance incidents...'

Could Rema be the culprit?

'He said he's been killing countless people since a thousand years ago.'

Including Nameless Magicians and magicians who 'approached God's fence'. Just how many magicians have died by his hands? Her mouth felt terribly bitter.

Forcibly suppressing her agitation, she continued to think. The royal family is pointing to another force as being behind the disappearance incidents. Could it be Rema's doing, but they haven't noticed and are investigating the wrong place?

'But they said it was a recent outbreak of incidents. Would they suddenly notice now what Rema has been doing for nearly a thousand years? That's strange.'

As far as she knew, there were no rumors or folk tales about the Magician of the Horizon going around killing people.

'Then either Rema's actions have suddenly changed recently and he's been caught out... or...'

There really is another force causing the disappearance incidents.

Azril leaned towards the latter possibility. Penderock, the Master of the Magic Tower, had immediately pointed to the Magician of the Horizon as her master upon seeing her. Even Charles had met Rema in person. No matter how unfathomable the Magician of the Horizon might be, they weren't fools. If they had suspicions, they would have kept them in mind.

'They must have evidence for pointing to another group as the culprit. Then why is this unknown group targeting holders of Unnamable Mana?'

Could it be for a similar purpose as Rema? What significance does Unnamable Mana have to warrant this?

"...Azril? Are you okay?"

"Ah, yes. Sorry."

Azril hesitated for a moment, then carefully asked.

"Meili, you're still following the reporting on the disappearance incidents, right? Can I ask what kind of materials your senior told you to organize?"

"Why are you suddenly asking about that? It's nothing special."

Meili blinked in confusion but readily explained.

"When a new disappearance incident occurs, I gather and organize all the materials at the newspaper office that seem even slightly related to it. Then my senior looks at what I've organized and picks out the meaningful information. What I do is just simple labor."

"Materials at the newspaper office? What kind of things?"

"The materials at a newspaper office are obvious, aren't they? It's the accumulated articles. Articles, original materials before they become articles, I gather all of that and give it to him. Incidents that happened nearby, articles from similar time periods, lists of people who might be connected to the missing person, news related to the missing person or their family's occupation..."

Meili muttered, counting on her fingers, then suddenly furrowed her brow.

"Come to think of it, there was something I wanted to ask you if you attend the 'Night of the Hawthorn Flower'... Well, it's not really necessary."

"A favor? Was there something you wanted to find out at that ball?"

"It's not so much about finding out something... Do you know Lexina von Madriol?"

"The young lady of the Ducal House of Madriol? I don't know much about her."

The only person she knew from the Madriol ducal family was Ash von Madriol. The person who followed Charles around as his guard knight. Meili nodded as if she had expected this.

"Lady Madriol is called the greatest beauty of Maujancl. She's also the person most likely to become the Queen."

"The Queen? Are they engaged?"

Charles has a fiancée? And he confessed to me?

Azril's opinion of Charles was about to plummet when Meili denied it.

"No, it's not like that. It's just that considering family, education, beauty, and age, she's the most suitable person to be the King's consort."

"Ah..."

Azril inwardly apologized to Charles.

I'm sorry for misunderstanding you, even if only for a moment.

And then she realized anew. Charles had told her to take his confession lightly, and he had indeed confessed casually, but given that he was the King, it could never be a light confession.

"But why her?"

"Well, while organizing recent disappearance incidents, I noticed that there's a trading company discreetly supporting the families of the missing people."

"A trading company is supporting the families of the missing? Not the state?"

"This is separate from state support. It's a very small company, but it turns out it was a practice company set up by the Madriol family."

"What's a practice company?"

"It's a small-scale company that high-ranking nobles set up for their children's education. A place where they can learn business management and how to handle people in real situations. It's like a branch that gets merged back into the family's company once the practice period is over."

"I see. So this company that's supposedly supporting them is the young lady Madriol's practice company?"

"That's right. It was a company that Duke Madriol created for Lexina von Madriol."

"So the young lady is supporting the victims of the disappearance incidents. Did you perhaps need an interview with her? Since it's a ball held by the Madriol family, she's sure to attend."

"An interview? No. I couldn't possibly request an interview with a high-ranking noble like Lady Madriol. Um, from here on is something I found strange while investigating the materials and dug into a bit..."

Meili looked around furtively. As before, it was just her, Azril, and Marti. When Marti's eyes met Meili's, he once again pretended to cover his mouth. Meili burst into a short laugh and stroked Marti. Only then did she continue.

"Almost all the people that company supports are related to the disappearance incidents, but they didn't start receiving support because they were related to the disappearance incidents."

"...Wait a minute, you don't mean."

"Do you understand what I'm saying? While investigating the missing people, quite a few of them were receiving support from that practice company, the Topaz Trading Company."

"You're saying it's not that they're supporting victims of disappearance incidents, but that people who were receiving support have gone missing?"

"Suspicious, isn't it?"

Meili's expression became meaningful. Azril thought of three possibilities.

First, it's just a coincidence. Second, the Topaz Trading Company is related to whoever is behind the disappearance incidents. And third, by finding and supporting holders of Unnamable Mana, many of their beneficiaries have gone missing. Either naturally or intentionally.

'If it's the third case, they might be deliberately seeking them out to support. Is it to catch those behind it? They might be cooperating with the royal family's investigation.'

But if it's the second case, if they're related to those behind it...

'No wonder Grandpa Penderock said he couldn't reveal the culprit he suspected. The Madriol family is the second-ranking ducal house, it would be an enormous problem.'

Could it be related to why Charles has someone from the Madriol ducal family as his guard knight? Azril agreed with Meili.

"That is extremely suspicious."

"Yeah, so if you were planning to go to the masquerade ball, I was going to ask if you could take a look at what kind of person Lexina von Madriol is."

"Meili."

"Yes?"

"It's too dangerous."

"Huh? No! I'm not asking you to investigate or probe her, just to tell me what you thought of her..."

"I'm not talking about me, I mean you."

"Me?"

Meili pointed at herself with wide eyes.

"This matter is bigger than you think. The royal family and a ducal house are involved. It would be better to be careful not to get entangled."

"How could I get entangled? I'm just going around doing the inquiries my senior told me to do, or doing repetitive labor under the name of organizing materials."

"But you didn't stop there. Did your senior also tell you to find out about the Topaz Trading Company and look into it further?"

Meili subtly averted her gaze. As expected, Azril sighed. Then she grabbed Meili's shoulders.

"Meili."

"Y-yes?"

"Don't do anything dangerous. Think of Maria and your siblings."

"..."

"Don't get too interested in the disappearance incidents. Don't dig too deep either. It involves a ducal house and the royal family."

"That's true... I guess I got too excited since it's my first job as an apprentice reporter. I'll be careful."

Meili answered dejectedly. Azril was inwardly relieved.

'A ducal house or the royal family would actually be fine. This incident... Rema might be involved.'

She is the only magician in this era who can use true magic besides Rema. Even without Rema's help, protecting just one Meili wouldn't be a problem.

But if by any chance Rema is related to the disappearance incidents, and if Meili were to encounter him because of that... she might lose her friend. It would be safest not to be involved at all.

'I believe Rema wouldn't harm an innocent person unrelated to his duty, but...'

"Could you not hate me even if I killed all the humans in that annex?"

The words he had said. She knows it was just an example. Still, she can't guarantee it won't happen. If he decides to do it, she would only be able to watch.

Even worse, she might not even know such a thing happened. After all, he could erase her memories of Meili entirely if he wanted to. It was frightening.

'No. I shouldn't be afraid of Rema. At least I shouldn't be. Besides, how can I find out about him if I'm afraid of him?'

She bit her lip and suppressed the dark thoughts creeping up.

"By the way, Azril, why did you ask about the disappearance incidents?"

"Just because you said you were investigating it, I was curious..."

As Azril was making vague excuses, something suddenly occurred to her and she paused.

"...Meili. Do you still have time?"

"What time?"

"I think I'll go to the masquerade ball."

"What? You just said you didn't have time for that!"

"Sorry, I thought about it and I think it would be good to go as a change of pace."

Meili's expression became one of disbelief.

"You didn't change your mind because of what I was going to ask, did you?"

"No. I just thought I should meet that person who confessed to me."

It wasn't a complete lie.

'Let's meet Charles first. It would be good if I could meet Lexina von Madriol too.'

There's a common point between the disappearance incidents and the Watcher's duty. Nameless Magicians. Rather than vaguely searching through old documents until she gets permission to borrow the Aurora Disc, it might be much faster to learn about the disappearance incidents.

'At least whether Rema is the cause or not. The best would be to find out about the existence of other culprits and why they're targeting Nameless Magicians.'

Their purpose might provide a clue as to why Watchers have to kill Nameless Magicians.

'Let's first find out if the Topaz Trading Company is cooperating with the royal family or opposing them. At a masquerade ball, I can talk naturally. It's an opportunity.'

While Azril was making up her mind on what to do, Meili checked the time and screamed.

"Eek, look at the time! We don't have time if we're going to prepare for the ball from now! Azril, sit down right here!"
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Meili quickly and skillfully began to dress up Azril. Though it had been 3 years since she quit being a maid, ingrained habits are not easily forgotten. She had also planned out how to dress her up the day before. As Azril was getting her makeup done, she worried about something different from earlier.

'Rema actually dislikes me mingling with other people.'

Then why did he not only not stop her from going to the ball, but even have a dress made? She had said she wouldn't return home for a while, yet he remembered the ball date and even sent the boxes. Along with the question, she thought of the answer. It was obvious.

'It must be because I wanted to go.'

Just like how he withdrew his hand that was about to kill Safinea when she protested, even though he said he had to fulfill his duty. Rema is soft on her. She realizes this anew. As Marti put it, while saying things that are almost like threats, his actions always end up backing down.

She remembers Rema's eyes that showed no emotion, like glass beads, when they first met. She also remembers how he could barely even make an expression resembling a smile. But now Rema's gaze towards her contains warmth. It softens gently, forms a faint smile, and even makes something like jokes.

Suddenly noticing this gap, Azril felt a strange sensation. A feeling that something that shouldn't have happened had occurred. An intuition that him becoming more human-like was not something to be welcomed. It was just a vague, groundless anxiety. But strangely intense. Her mana stirred slightly.

"Azril, relax your expression. No matter how great my makeup skills are, it's useless if you're frowning. We're short on time too."

"Sorry..."

"Close your eyes."

She obediently closed her eyes. The anxiety that had just arisen disappeared without a trace. Soon, Azril even forgot that she had felt such anxiety.

"But if we're covering it with a mask anyway, do I really need makeup?"

"It shows below the nose. And masks are meant to be taken off. The key is to make them lose their minds in amazement when you take it off with a ta-da!"

"What's that, what storybook did you read this time?"

"It's not from a storybook, it's my dream. It's time for the lips, so close your mouth."

She closed her mouth. Meili finished the makeup with amazing concentration.

"Done! Here, take a look."

Azril looked in the mirror and was slightly surprised.

"Wow."

"How is it? Pretty, right?"

Meili said in a very proud tone. Azril nodded blankly.

"It's amazing. I look like an adult."

"You are an adult, you know? Did you forget you had your coming-of-age ceremony? Why are you like this lately, even with your good memory."

"I meant it as a comparison."

In the mirror was a mature and unfamiliar woman. It was thanks to the makeup hiding her youthful features and gentle eyes.

"It doesn't seem like me."

"It is you. Marti, how's your master?"

Marti, who had gotten bored and was looking out the window, turned around and was startled.

"Master...? You were already beautiful, but... goodness! Is this magic?"

"It's not magic, it's skill. Art. I've been planning this for so long."

Meili lifted the mask with a very satisfied expression. Then she sighed.

"To think I have to cover up my work of art."

Azril smiled softly as she took the mask.

"Thank you, Meili."

"If you're thankful, you have to tell me what happened after you revealed your face with a ta-da."

"I'm telling you that won't happen."

"Of course it will, you'll at least take off your mask in front of the person who invited you, right?"

"Well..."

Should she? But Azril no longer had the luxury to worry about Charles's affection. She was already overwhelmed with matters concerning Rema. She didn't even know how long the reprieve given to Safinea would last. She should take this opportunity to be honest with Charles. Tell him that while she was grateful and happy for his confession, she had no room for it right now.

"We're going to be late! Even though I did it as fast as I could! Oh no, Azril, let's hurry!"

Meili, who had looked at the clock, panicked and pulled Azril along. Marti quickly followed.

"Master, me too!"

"Astera."

Azril cast the invisibility spell on Marti again as he followed. She thought that she should definitely make an artifact for him when they returned.

The carriage they had rented in advance was waiting in front of the inn. As soon as Azril and Meili got in, the carriage departed immediately. It wasn't far to the Madriol Ducal Residence. The carriage soon arrived at the mansion.

The guard at the entrance checked the invitation and stepped aside. A servant assigned to greet guests opened the carriage door. The servant, who was about to guide the lady with a kind smile, froze for a moment upon seeing Azril.

"Thank you."

Azril took the stiff servant's hand and got out of the carriage. Meili, who remained in the carriage, looked even more satisfied than before seeing the servant's reaction.

'If she wasn't half-covered by a mask, he would have been completely dazed. Well, even I who see her every day am sometimes surprised, and she's all dressed up now.'

"Have a good time, young lady."

"Ah... yes, I'll be back."

She almost asked why the sudden 'young lady'. Azril greeted like an ordinary noble young lady, recalling Deborah Colt's attitude. The carriage carrying Meili turned back. Azril headed towards the ballroom, guided by the servant.

The servant's steps were slow. He kept glancing back. Annoyed, she slightly furrowed her brow, and the servant walking ahead tripped dramatically.

"Ack!"

'Ack! Marti!'

Azril screamed internally at the same time the servant cried out. Marti, who had been following in a state visible only to her, had tripped the servant's feet pretending not to notice.

Marti looked back at her with eyes that said 'I did well, didn't I, Master?' Azril pressed her temples hard with her gloved hand. It seemed bringing Marti along had been unnecessary after all.

The ballroom was a garden house larger than a decent two-story house, located in one corner of the Madriol Ducal Residence's garden. It seemed to have been set up outdoors due to the nice spring weather. The garden was full of small lanterns and ribbons generously installed, and hawthorn flowers. The garden house standing amidst it all looked as if it was buried in glowing white fireflies.

The spaces between the pillars of the originally empty garden house were draped with layers of curtains fastened with hawthorn flower brooches. Shadows of people could be seen through the faint light of the curtains. Lively yet elegant music flowed out.

The servant guided her to the entrance of the ballroom, then held out an elaborate hawthorn flower ornament made of satin.

"The lady should wear this by her ear."

Like at commoners' festivals, it was meant to be plucked and given to a partner one fancied.

The servant bowed politely and left. Azril saw that the servant's chin was red from the impact of hitting the floor earlier. She sighed again, and as she fixed the hawthorn flower ornament by her ear, she said quietly.

"Marti, play around in the garden properly. Be careful not to get caught."

"Play? I can't do that. It's when the master is resting that a familiar must fulfill its duty to guard against gaps."

"There's no need for a fire-breathing familiar at a ball."

"But still, just in case..."

"If anything happens I'll call you, so don't worry and go play. It's right next door."

"It's too late after something happens."

"Marti, don't you trust me? Does my magic seem lacking?"

At Azril's words, Marti shook his head hurriedly.

"No, you are strong, Master. I didn't mean to disrespect you. I'm sorry."

"I'm not angry. I just mean there's no need to worry too much, so rest easy."

"Alright..."

Marti replied dejectedly and flew off flapping his wings. Azril watched the semi-transparent lion cub disappear into the bushes, then entered the ballroom.

As soon as she entered, an invisible stir arose.

Though it was a masquerade ball, the range of attendees was limited. Invitations were only sent to nobles above a certain level. Therefore, all those participating in the 'Night of the Hawthorn Flower' at the Madriol Ducal Residence were either high nobles or those with close relationships to high nobles.

Due to the nature of the Hawthorn Flower Festival, there were more unfamiliar faces than at typical high noble balls, but people could still generally guess which circles others belonged to. Acquaintances naturally recognized each other, and even for strangers, while they might not know exactly who someone was, they could at least guess which family had introduced them. Even if recognized, it was polite to pretend not to know at the ball.

Into such a space appeared a woman no one knew. Moreover, one who was undoubtedly a great beauty just from the jawline and lips visible below the mask. After her appearance, people's gazes were drawn to her attire. The nobles could tell at a glance that what she was wearing was beyond what any ordinary family could afford.

A brief silence. Followed by low murmurs.

"Which family's young lady is she?"

"Was there a young lady making her debut at this masquerade ball?"

"My goodness, to think such a beauty was unknown to everyone until now. Who could she be?"

"She must be the daughter of some great power. Perhaps from another country?"

Everyone just asked questions. No one could answer. The gazes were piercing. Azril fiddled with her mask unnecessarily. She knew well that she herself was pretty. But she didn't know she would stand out to this degree even with a mask on among nobles.

'Is the mask too fancy? Or is it because of the dress? Where on earth did Rema order this from?'

Her guess wasn't entirely wrong, as the attire certainly had an impact.

'I asked him to make it so I wouldn't stand out, really.'

In fact, while vaguely suspecting it would draw attention, she was also partly to blame for not refusing the dress Rema had prepared. Even as she grumbled, Azril was aware of this point.

'But Rema prepared it saying it was my first ball. He even went out of his way to get it ready, I don't want to disappoint him.'

If she had decided not to go to the ball at all, it would be different, but having decided to go, wearing something else would make Rema feel hurt. Separate from being angry at him, she didn't want to do that over something like this.

After all, she still wished for him to be happy. At least as much as he had made her happy, she wanted to do the same for him.

'...Ah.'

Is this it? Even after seeing such a thing yesterday, even after hearing that Rema had committed terrible acts, even though he won't promise not to touch her memories.

Maybe it's because this feeling hasn't wavered at all that she doesn't want to blame him. Maybe that's why she wants to believe he's not bad, and keeps refuting Marti's words. Such a thought suddenly occurred to her. Though it feels somewhat empty if that's the only reason.

She retreated slightly to a corner where finger food was prepared. But the gazes still didn't leave her.

'I should look for the Madriol princess or Charles, but I can't move around like this.'

Many were lingering nearby. Even though she was deliberately avoiding eye contact, one person gathered the courage to approach.

"My lady, you are like the spirit of hawthorn flowers. Would you honor me with a catlet together?"

It was a man wearing a mask with a pointed nose. Azril was flustered as soon as she heard the request.

'What's a catlet?'

She didn't know about dances popular among Maujancl nobles. The noble culture she knew was only what she had seen in the rural Colt territory. As she was at a loss, someone gently intervened.

"Excuse me. This lady has a prior engagement with me."

It was a blonde man. A blue mask embroidered with silver thread in a wave pattern. He stepped between Azril and the pointed nose, and held out the hawthorn flower ornament he had been wearing on his chest.

"Please accept this."

Bright blue eyes visible through the mask turned towards Azril. His eyes curved as he smiled. Recognition dawned on Azril's face and joy spread naturally.
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'Charles!'

Azril accepted the hawthorn flower Charles offered and removed the one tucked behind her ear to exchange it. Her hawthorn flower was pinned to his chest. His hawthorn flower took its place behind her ear. Seeing this, the man with the pointed nose clicked his tongue and retreated. Others who had been watching also soon gave up. A partner had been chosen.

As the people nearby moved away, Charles whispered softly.

"Thank you for coming, Azril. I'm so glad to see you after such a long time."

"How did you recognize me at a glance? I didn't even tell you which mask I'd be wearing."

Azril asked, amazed. Charles smiled beneath his mask.

"It would be stranger not to recognize you. Ah, it's the Catlet tune."

A new song was starting. It was a lively tune. He bowed slightly and extended his hand to her.

"Shall we dance the first song?"

"I'm sorry. Dancing is too much for me."

Azril shook her head hesitantly. Charles looked a bit taken aback, then carefully asked.

"May I know the reason for your refusal? Do you perhaps dislike dancing?"

"It's not that... I don't know how to dance the... 'Catlet'."

Charles's expression faltered, as if he hadn't expected that. However, he quickly composed himself and reached out to take her hand.

"If that's the only issue, it's no problem. I'll lead, so you just need to follow me."

"But really, I don't know anything. I might step on your feet."

"A few stepped-on feet are nothing."

He chuckled and led her to the center.

The music was light and cheerful. The nobles changed partners as they danced, and the hems of dresses fluttered like flower petals on the floor.

Azril placed one hand on Charles's shoulder and clasped his other hand as he guided her. He lightly wrapped his arm around her waist. Since it would be rude to embrace tightly unless they were lovers, his hand barely touched her. Charles, now very close, whispered in her ear.

"I'll start with the left foot. Just let your body follow my lead."

"O-okay, I understand."

"Don't worry. Just enjoy moving to the music. That's what dancing is for, after all."

Charles smiled and began to guide her. Azril moved tensely, looking up at him. Under the chandelier, Charles's blonde hair shimmered like pure gold. Noticing her gaze, he met her eyes, and his blue eyes crinkled in a smile.

The music bounced merrily in her ears, and as they twirled, the skirt of her rose-colored dress wrapped around his legs and then unfurled. It was a strangely sweet feeling. Is this what it feels like to be intoxicated by the atmosphere?

The Catlet wasn't a difficult dance. Even Azril, a first-timer, quickly got used to it. Moreover, thanks to Charles's skillful leading, she never once stepped on his feet. As the song ended, he released her hand and stepped back slightly.

"Now, we bow to each other for the ending."

Charles placed one hand on his chest and elegantly bowed at the waist. Azril, who had been staring blankly, startled and curtsied, gripping her dress. It felt like she had been dreaming for a moment. Forgetting everything else. After straightening up, he led her away from the center.

"How did you find your first dance? Was it enjoyable?"

"...Yes, it was more enjoyable than I expected. Thank you."

Azril replied softly.

Charles slightly parted the curtain that served as a wall for the garden house and guided her through. Between the curtains was a small sofa and table. It seemed to be a rest area. He seated her there and said with a smiling face.

"I'm glad you enjoyed it. It almost makes me want to delude myself into thinking you're considering me positively."

"Well, about that..."

"Just a moment, don't answer. I want to enjoy this feeling for a bit. I'll go get us some drinks."

Charles stopped her from speaking and tilted his head playfully.

"Alcohol? Or juice?"

"I've never really had alcohol before."

"Then juice it is. What's your favorite fruit?"

"I like all fruits."

"Alright. I'll be right back."

He slipped out through the curtain. Azril leaned back on the sofa, clasping her hands together.

'I think I understand why balls are held so often. And why protagonists in storybooks often meet at balls.'

Wearing pretty clothes, in a beautifully decorated hall, dancing to lively music. She hadn't known it would feel like this. A naturally uplifting mood. She even felt a bit excited. She couldn't quite distinguish whether it was because of Charles or the atmosphere of the ball.

"No. This isn't the time to get swept up in the mood."

Azril muttered to herself, lightly patting her own cheeks. Then she took a deep breath in and out. She felt a bit calmer.

Still seated, she slightly parted the curtain and peeked outside. Where could Princess Madriol be? On the carriage ride here, she had heard a little about the princess from Meili. She was said to be a rare beauty with blue hair, as beautiful as a mermaid.

"With blue hair, you should be able to spot her at once even at a masked ball, right? That's why I was thinking of asking you to take a look at what kind of person she is."

"Meili... If she's recognizable just by her hair, wouldn't she wear a wig? It's a masked ball, after all."

"Oh... right?"

Meili had scratched the back of her head sheepishly. As before, Meili could be quite dense at times. That's why she hoped even more that Meili wouldn't get involved in the disappearance cases.

'It's impossible to find someone I've never seen before at a masked ball. I should ask Charles.'

If the Topaz Trading Company was already cooperating with the royal investigation, there was no need to meet the princess herself. Azril simply closed the curtain. Charles returned not long after, holding glasses in both hands.

"Here you go."

"Thank you."

He sat down a little distance from her and tilted his glass. Azril sipped her apple juice, pondering how to broach the subject.

"Azril."

Charles called her first. When she turned to look, he was fiddling with his mask.

"You came here intending to refuse, didn't you?"

She almost choked. Azril barely managed to swallow her juice and set the glass down on the table.

"Why do you think that?"

"You're not denying it."

"..."

"It's not that you dislike me, but there's some other reason you can't accept, right?"

"..."

"Hmm, being the king might be an issue, but more than that, it's because you don't have the luxury to consider such things right now, isn't it?"

Charles smiled mischievously. Azril stared at him blankly before asking.

"I learned that mind-reading magic is impossible, but Charles, are you a mind reader?"

He burst out laughing. Then, he removed his mask.

"Azril, you'd have a hard time in politics."

"Is it that obvious? Even with a mask on?"

"Adorably so."

Charles rested his chin on his hand, gazing at her. His eyes were so warm that her face began to flush. Azril turned her head away from his gaze and said.

"Anyway... you asked me to answer after we got to know each other better, but I'll answer now."

"Can't you tell me later?"

"I think that would be more impolite. In my current situation, it would be like neglecting it."

"No, it's not impolite. You can just leave it be and consider it when you feel like it. Think of it lightly, Azril."

"I'm sorry, Charles. I don't know how to think lightly of someone else's affection. In fact, I don't want to."

Azril took a deep breath and turned to face him.

"Liking me is precious and something to be grateful for, isn't it? It's a feeling that someone else is giving to me, whether big or small. I can't treat that carelessly."

Charles's expression faltered. He covered his mouth with his hand.

"Oh dear, I think I've fallen for you a bit more just now."

"What?"

"...So, is your answer a refusal?"

Azril, who was about to affirm, hesitated and touched her mask. Charles had taken off his mask, and it wouldn't be polite to keep hers on while refusing. She removed her mask and bowed her head respectfully.

"Yes, Charleang. I appreciate your kindness, but I don't have the luxury to think about your feelings right now. I'm sorry."

Charles was silent. He stared at her, entranced. When Azril raised her head and their eyes met, he turned bright red.

"Ah."

"Charles?"

"Good heavens."

"What's wrong?"

"Just a moment, don't look at me."

He turned away and buried his face in his hands. His shoulders shook slightly, and in that state, he asked quietly.

"Is that the only reason you're refusing me? Not because you dislike me?"

"Why would I offer to be friends with someone I dislike? Have you forgotten what I said the day we met again?"

"...No, of course not."

Charles turned back to face her. By then, his face had cleared, with only a slight flush remaining.

"Azril. Can you tell me what's keeping you so busy?"

"I'm sorry, it's a personal matter."

As if he had expected this answer, Charles casually asked another question.

"Then, is there anything I can help with? As a friend."

He put particular emphasis on the last words. He's accepted the refusal, Azril judged.

"Actually, there is something I'd like to ask of you."

"What is it?"

Charles asked eagerly. Azril hesitated for a moment. How should she phrase this?

When coming to the ball, she had clearly intended to just casually bring it up. But after talking with Charles, she lost confidence. She wasn't skilled at deceiving others. Clumsy lies were worse than not lying at all. So, better to be honest. Even if she couldn't tell everything.

"I... I want to participate in the investigation of the Missing Nameless Magicians case."

"...Huh?"

It seemed to be something he hadn't expected at all, as Charles's eyes widened. He rubbed his mouth.

"This is... unexpected."

"I know it's a secret investigation. I heard about it from the Head Magician. You only need to tell me the necessary information. I can be of help with the magic-related aspects."

"Your assistance would undoubtedly be a great help. There's no doubt about that. However."

Charles's expression changed slightly. His eyes, looking at Azril, sharpened.

"I'm curious about why you specifically want to participate in this investigation."

The air became tense. The friendliness and comfort from earlier were gone. It naturally made her nervous. So this is Charles as the king ruling Aukandor. Azril answered straightforwardly.

"I want to know who, why, and for what purpose they're doing this."

"Is that all?"

"Knowing that is very important to me."

She hesitated, then added quietly.

"It's also for Safinea's sake."

It was all sincere truth without any lies. Charles was silent for a while. Then he suddenly let out a bitter laugh.

"How foolish of me."

"Pardon?"

"Of course, issues between nations wouldn't mean much to you. Forgetting what you experienced directly nine years ago, and instead calculating ridiculous probabilities. How pathetic of me."

"What were you calculating?"

"The probability that you were a spy from another country, intentionally approaching me."

Azril's mouth fell open.

"That's absolutely not true. Um, how can I prove it?"

"No, you've already done so. The Horizon's disciple acting as a spy for another country? Nonsense. Intentional approach? What on earth would you need that you'd do such a thing?"

You alone are a magician capable of extinguishing the flames in the Underground Tower single-handedly, and you even have a master who caused a natural disaster to annihilate the rebels just for touching you. Charles muttered to himself and laughed self-deprecatingly. Azril tilted her head.

"No, you are allowed to be suspicious. Charles, you're the king of this country. It's a position that requires caution due to the many responsibilities you bear, so it's natural."

Azril asked seriously.

"What can I do to make you trust me?"
Chapter 70: Chapter 70
Charles had a strange expression.

"You really are..."

He trailed off, staring intently at Azril, then shook his head.

"Never mind. It was an absurd suspicion from the start."

He leaned back on the sofa, holding his glass.

"Besides, if you're willing to help, I should welcome it with open arms. Rather, I should be wondering what I can give you in return."

"There's no need to give me anything. Wasn't I the one who was going to ask for a favor in the first place?"

"I can't do that when I haven't even properly repaid you yet. It's easy to forget gratitude if you keep receiving help without giving anything in return."

"Charles isn't that kind of person."

Charles glanced at her and clicked his tongue.

"What if I end up becoming a friend who shamelessly only asks for your help?"

"Since you're aware of that, I believe you won't do it."

It was similar to what Rema often said to her. When Azril said this with a smile, Charles gave a somewhat bitter smile.

This is becoming more and more tempting. How troublesome.

He moistened his parched throat with the drink in his glass and cleared his voice.

"Alright, as part of my effort not to do that, I'll prepare something in return. As for participating in the investigation, it's realistically difficult to promise to disclose every process to you."

He deliberately changed the subject quickly, fearing she might keep refusing. Azril nodded.

"Of course. I'm not expecting that much."

"First, the ultimate mastermind we suspect is..."

Charles hesitated for a moment, then spoke in a lower voice.

"Talashin."

"...What?"

When he mentioned earlier that it involved issues between countries, she had expected another country to come up. But she hadn't expected it to be Talashin.

The most powerful empire that had conquered half the continent. A prosperous and aggresive nation. It was the Talashin Empire that had conquered the northern minority village where Azril was born and raised. While it made sense if they were declaring war and invading with an army, this kind of suspicious and covert activity didn't suit them at all. It seemed too big to be behind the series of disappearances happening in the kingdom.

"Why is Talashin doing such a thing? If the empire wants something from Aukandor, wouldn't it be faster to apply diplomatic pressure?"

Charles looked at her with slight surprise.

"You know quite a bit about the political situation. You're right, it seems too small in scale and there's nothing to gain for it to be the imperial family's doing. It's probably not related to the Emperor."

"Then?"

"The details will have to wait. It's not appropriate to discuss here."

Charles gestured with his chin towards the curtain. The number of people in the hall had noticeably decreased, evident even from the shadows cast on the curtain. As the ball progressed, couples had left for the garden one by one.

"It may be a masquerade, but some people have recognized me. If we stay together like this, quite an interesting rumor might spread. Though it won't become outright gossip, given it's the 'Night of the Hawthorn Flower'."

Charles said with a slight smile, then put his mask back on. Azril also retrieved her mask.

"This case involves the empire, so it's not an investigation we can conduct openly. That's why the place leading the investigation is outside the royal castle. I'll introduce you to someone who can guide you there, who happens to be at this ball."

A place leading the investigation outside the royal castle. Someone involved who is at this ball.

'So the Topaz Trading Company was the third case.'

Azril thought she knew who Charles was going to introduce. She didn't bother to show that she had figured it out. It would be troublesome if he asked about the source of her information.

As they came out from behind the curtain, she saw a man in a wolf mask standing a short distance away, looking as if he was observing. Charles left Azril waiting and approached him, whispering softly.

"Ash."

"Yes, Your Highness."

"Introduce Azril Astera to the owner of Topaz. She will be helping us from now on."

Ash von Madriol didn't question his liege's sudden decision. He nodded imperceptibly. Charles returned to Azril and said.

"Lord Ash will guide you. You can hear from that person about the help you can provide and the status of the investigation."

"Thank you, Charles."

"Didn't I say I should be the one thanking you?"

He smiled brightly and bowed to take Azril's hand. After greeting her hand according to etiquette, he said quietly.

"We'll meet again soon. This time, I'll come to you."

Charles naturally departed into the crowd of masks. Soon, the wolf mask approached her.

"I am Ash von Madriol, Lady Astera."

"It's been a while, Lord Ash."

"The person I'll introduce you to is my younger sister. Her name is Lexina von Madriol."

It was as she had expected. When Azril nodded, Ash continued.

"She should be in the Garden House in the garden. She went out for some fresh air a little while ago. I'll guide you..."

Suddenly, there was a commotion on one side. It seemed two masked men had gotten into a scuffle and thrown punches. A servant who tried to intervene had been pushed down. Ash frowned and looked in that direction. A servant quickly approached and reported something to Ash.

"You need to go, don't you?"

Since it was a ball hosted by the Madriol family, he would have to step in if an incident occurred. As if confirming Azril's guess, Ash clicked his tongue.

"No, His Majesty's order takes priority..."

"You son of a bitch!"

"Kyaaah!"

One of them drew a sword. People around screamed. Ash unconsciously let out a curse.

"That crazy bastard...!"

"Go ahead, Lord Ash. If you just tell me the location, I can find the Garden House myself."

"I can't..."

"Young master! You need to come see this!"

Another servant ran up and urged him. Ash gritted his teeth and asked quietly.

"What about my brother?"

"The young duke went to the garden with his partner, but we can't find him..."

"Damn it. Alright. Go and try to stop them."

Ash grumbled as he gave the order, then turned to Azril.

"I'm sorry, this is disgraceful."

"It's alright. Where is the Garden House where your sister is?"

"Go out in the 11 o'clock direction, enter the garden maze, and at the fountain with the statue of a goddess holding an urn, turn right and go straight. You'll see a Garden House covered in rose vines. Are you sure you don't need me to guide you?"

"It's fine. I can find it."

"When you get there, give this to my sister. She'll understand."

Ash handed her a small key. It had a blue topaz smaller than a pinky nail decorating the head.

"Aaargh!"

"Young master!"

As screams rang out, a servant, pale-faced, shouted ignoring masks and etiquette. Ash quickly whispered "Excuse me" and ran towards the fight, taking off his mask.

Azril watched the chaotic scene for a moment, then headed towards the curtain in the 11 o'clock direction, holding the key.

Rema quietly watched her lift the curtain and go out to the garden.

He hadn't attended the ball. He wasn't wearing a mask either. He had simply walked in wearing his usual robe, but no one noticed his presence. It was high-level magic.

He was curious about how Azril's first ball would be. He also wanted to know if the dress he had chosen would suit her well.

It was a kind of excuse. He had acted almost on impulse. Even though he had given permission, he was still concerned.

He had been watching from the moment Azril entered the ballroom. He had observed from a distance as she danced with the blonde man. However, he didn't follow her behind the curtain. Usually, it would have been out of respect for her privacy, but this time it was purely because he was afraid Azril might notice.

Azril is sensitive to magic. Even if she wasn't actively using Dragon's Eye, even if he was concealing himself with high-level magic, if he approached that closely, she would instinctively sense his presence. If Azril hadn't been that sensitive, he would have followed her behind the curtain.

It wasn't for her sake, and it was a crazy thing to do that would surely disappoint her if she found out, but at that moment, he couldn't bear not knowing what conversation she was having with that man behind the curtain.

Why?

Rema found it difficult to explain his current state. He had felt similar emotions whenever Azril showed interest in other humans, but he had never felt such extreme displeasure as this time. It bothered him far more than her caring for the humans in the annex, or her treating and becoming attached to the 'seed'.

The man she had danced with must be Charlean, who had invited her to the ball. The human recently added to Azril's list of 'acquaintances'. The one he hadn't killed 9 years ago at her request.

Rema tried to think rationally. It's a positive thing for Azril to love someone. It increases the probability that she will choose ordinary happiness in love rather than digging into dangerous truths.

Then he won't have to kill her. The king is a wealthy and powerful human. If he's sincere, he should be able to make her sufficiently happy. He just needs to verify if he's a decent person, make more safeguards to avoid repeating the mistake from 9 years ago, erase her memories, and leave. That's all.

Azril would forget about him and live a peaceful and happy life, and he would return to the routine he had maintained for a thousand years. The egg would no longer crack. Opek would calm down too. Everything would be neat and tidy. It should be a welcome development. It's for her sake.

But why is it so unpleasant? Why does it feel like something is about to overflow inside him? Even though he's not a magician, and hasn't harmed Azril, he suddenly wanted to kill the man who had taken her hand and led her.

At that moment, far away, on the roof of Rema's house, the crack in the egg grew larger again. Instead of warning its master, the bird deeply embraced it as if to suppress it.

Intense emotions leaked from the widened crack. Feelings that had been confined for far too long were extremely dense. They began to soak his long-dried interior. It hadn't become a torrent yet. Rema didn't know the name of the emotion he was feeling. He unconsciously pretended not to know, because if he acknowledged it, it would be irreversible.

He stood still in that spot for a while. He felt that if he moved, his magic might go berserk.

Azril quickly found the Garden House that Ash had directed her to. The Garden House entwined with red rose vines was easy to spot in the garden decorated entirely in white.

The intricate patterns of the lattice and the dense rose vines made it difficult to see inside. Azril raised her voice in front of the Garden House door.

"Lady Madriol? Are you inside?"

A mumbling response came back. She couldn't hear clearly what was said. Azril hesitated for a moment, then gently opened the door. It opened easily.

"Lady Madri...!"

As soon as she stepped inside, something flew past her. It was in a direction far from hitting her, so there was no need to dodge. She was just a bit startled.

The object hit the wall of the Garden House and rolled on the ground. When Azril identified what it was, she raised her eyebrows. It was an elaborate white leather women's shoe.

"Why is this..."

As she turned her head in confusion, Azril was dumbfounded by the sight before her.

"...La-Lady Madriol?"
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A woman who looked about her age was sitting askew on the bench. A mask sprinkled with pearl powder lay discarded beneath her. She was a fresh-faced beauty wearing a blue mermaid dress adorned with pearls. Her cascading hair was blonde, slightly askew, likely a wig.

The beauty was in the process of pulling off her shoe with one ankle resting on her knee. Due to her posture, her elegant dress was terribly wrinkled.

"Damn that Philip. How many times have I ordered from him, and he still can't make a proper shoe for a regular customer."

She gritted her teeth as she struggled to remove it.

"I'm going to kick his ass after the ball is over."

Lexina carelessly tossed aside the shoe she had finally managed to remove. The white shoe rolled across the floor. She grabbed her bare foot that was now exposed and massaged it, glancing sideways at Azril.

"What!? Why did you barge in?"

"Le-Lady Lexina von Madriol... right?"

"Yeah?"

She looked up at Azril with a slanted gaze. Hostility flickered in her deep blue eyes.

"Before asking about the other person, you should introduce yourself first. If you don't, it becomes a very rude attitude of 'I don't know you, but you must obviously know me.'"

"I'm sorry, that wasn't my intention..."

"I'm sure you didn't. From what I saw earlier, it seems you don't even know how to dance."

Her red-painted lips curled up in a mocking smile.

"You're definitely not a noble, are you? Who are you?"

A faint smell of alcohol wafted from her breath. Looking closely, her face showed signs of intoxication. A wine glass was on the bench, and empty bottles were strewn underneath.

"Why aren't you answering? Can't you speak? Oh no, that means I've been rude! No, wait, you spoke earlier! Don't mock me! How disrespectful!"

She was speaking with precise pronunciation and an elegant accent that didn't seem drunk at all. It was just that the content was strange. Azril was certain. This person is completely drunk. What should I do?

While she was pondering, Lexina scratched her head until it was disheveled. The blonde hair caught on her well-manicured nails.

"Ah, damn."

She irritably yanked it off. As the wig came off, blue hair tumbled down. After tossing aside the removed wig, she glared at Azril with fierce eyes.

"Who are you! Aren't you going to answer?"

Azril sighed and replied.

"I'm Azril Astera, Your Highness."

"Huh? Are you perhaps a magician? Your name has a very magician-like feel to it."

"Yes, I'm a magician. I'm a member of Aurora."

"The society? That's impressive for someone who seems about my age."

Lexina's eyes widened. Then she asked with a childlike face.

"Are you good at magic?"

"Pardon?"

"I asked if you're good at it. You must be, right? His Majesty must have danced with you because you're good at magic. Right? I don't like you."

It was impossible to follow the flow of her words. Azril carefully opened her mouth.

"Um, you seem quite drunk..."

"Show me. Quickly."

"Show you what?"

"Magic! I need to see how good you are! I need to assess you! To see what level of magician you are!"

Lexina snapped angrily.

Is she trying to confirm if I have the ability to cooperate with the investigation?

Azril, taken aback, understood it that way.

"Um, what kind of magic should I show you?"

"Anything, whatever you're good at! Do I have to specify even this? Figure it out yourself!"

Lexina glared at Azril and then hiccupped. Azril barely managed to suppress a laugh that was about to burst out.

'Whatever I'm good at...'

In fact, she was skilled in all areas of magic. Being uniformly exceptional, she had no particular weak areas, nor any especially strong ones. However, she did have magic she liked. As she closed the door of the garden house behind her, she moved her mana. The stars that spread out formed complex constellations.

"Astera."

Grass began to grow on the marble floor, and flower stems shot up. Leaves unfurled, buds formed, and then one by one, they bloomed.

In the blink of an eye, the narrow interior of the garden house had become a vast field full of gentle flowers. A fragrant floral scent spread. A breeze that couldn't possibly be felt indoors brushed against their skin, swaying the flower buds.

"Huh? What?"

Lexina stumbled and slid off the bench. Her bare feet and legs touched the grass, feeling the sensation of fine lawn-like grass. Butterflies flew about lazily. Azril explained with a smile.

"It's illusion magic. Is this enough?"

"This is magic?"

"Yes."

"You're lying."

"I'm not lying, look."

Azril dispelled the magic. The illusion of flowers dissolved into light and scattered. The remaining particles of light swirled faintly before fading away. Lexina stared at it dreamily. Her face, already flushed from intoxication, turned even redder.

"What the, this is impossible!"

"What's impossible?"

"I've never seen magic like this before. It's fantastic. It's so cool. If it's like this, I have to acknowledge you. How old are you, anyway?"

"I'm nineteen."

"You're the same age as me! My goodness, and you can use magic like this? You're really amazing, aren't you? A magician like this would be more valuable than my status, oh, but that's not right..."

Lexina, who had been rambling, made a sad face.

"...But I shouldn't acknowledge you. I don't like you. But still, you're really amaz- No! I don't want to praise you! I don't want to praise you, but... but... you're incredible... You were an incredible magician..."

"Um... thank you for the compliment..."

"It's not a compliment! It's not praise! This won't do, take off your mask!"

"M-My mask?"

"I need to see your face. Right now."

It was natural to show her face if she was going to join the investigation.

'Magic confirmation, face confirmation, these are certainly necessary things. But no matter how I look at it, this seems like drunken rambling... Hmm... She might be the type to work even when drunk.'

Azril finally crouched down in front of the seated Lexina and removed her mask. The princess's dark blue eyes widened right in front of her.

"Oh my, goodness. What is this, wow, wow."

"Is this sufficient?"

"What are you? At that age, being an amazing magician, you should be plain, not know how to dress up, have bad eyesight and wear glasses, something like that, right? This is too much! It's cheating! The world is unfair!"

Lexina, who had burst out in anger, looked Azril up and down with unfocused eyes.

"...But where did you order that dress from? The necklace, earrings, and bracelet too, those are all custom-made pieces from the Santrie Florin workshop, aren't they? I love that place. I recognized it at a glance. I'm a princess... even I, a princess, only have one set from there because it's so expensive. Tch, if it didn't suit you, I could at least mock how wasteful it is, but I can't even do that because it suits you so well..."

Is that an insult or a compliment?

Azril looked down at Lexina and then sat down right next to her. Lexina frowned at Azril and then wriggled away while still seated. She only stopped after moving far enough away for another person to sit between them.

"Don't sit next to me acting all friendly. I told you I don't like you."

Lexina spoke sharply and pouted her lips. Despite her elegant and fresh appearance, she looked like a child doing that. Even though she was being told to her face that she was disliked, Azril didn't feel bad. Rather, she felt like laughing. Azril carefully asked, trying not to let her laughter escape.

"Why don't you like me?"

"Because you danced!"

"What dance?"

"You danced with His Majesty! Do you think I don't know just because it's a masked ball? I know everything! And that was something I really, really wanted..."

Lexina pointed to the hawthorn flower tucked behind Azril's ear.

"You wanted this? The hawthorn flower ornament?"

"Yes! That's what you exchanged with His Majesty, isn't it! I couldn't beg for it without losing my dignity, so I pretended not to care... Anyway, His Majesty doesn't exchange with anyone, so... It was fine, but..."

Lexina added in a whimpering voice.

"It's the first time I've seen him exchange the hawthorn flower."

Dancing and the hawthorn flower ornament. Was this princess in love with Charles? Good heavens. Lexina sniffled. Flustered, Azril moved closer and patted her. As she got closer, the smell of alcohol hit her strongly.

"Uhm, first, please don't cry..."

"I'm not crying! I don't like you! I'm going to dislike you! Waaah!"

Her eyes glaring at Azril were brimming with tears.

"You know who I am, right?"

"Yes, you're Lady Lexina von Madriol."

"That's right, I'm the Madriol princess. I'm pretty, of suitable status, well-educated, I work hard at being demure, so I have a good reputation. So, I thought that if His Majesty didn't choose anyone, it would be me. The Queen. Isn't that right? Everyone says so."

Lexina straightened her back and proudly poured out her words.

"I really did my best, you know? Everyone says I'm the perfect queen candidate, right? I worked so hard, but His Majesty didn't even glance at me, just kept working, and in the end, he even came to like someone... else..."

The pride from just a moment ago shrank instantly, and tears began to fall. Azril hurriedly searched her pockets and found the handkerchief Meili had packed for her.

"Um, here..."

As she held it out, Lexina snatched it away.

"Sniff, thank you. But where was I in my story?"

"You were saying that His Majesty, um, seems to like... me?"

She couldn't bring herself to deny it outright. Azril fanned her face as it grew hot. Lexina nodded vigorously while clutching the handkerchief.

"Of course! Naturally! Do you think my eyes are knotholes? Where did that flower ornament by your ear come from! You're going to marry His Majesty, aren't you!"

"Does exchanging a hawthorn flower mean everyone gets married? That's not how it works."

"Don't make excuses! I know everything!"

"No, I..."

"It's so unfair that His Majesty's sudden love interest turns out to be a beautiful and talented magician... All I have to offer him is my status, but you have his heart and magical ability, so of course I'll be pushed aside... I have to give up..."

"My Lady, that's not..."

"You'll be the Queen now, won't you? I have to throw away a dream I've cherished for years. So I'm upset and had a little drink. I had a few."

Lexina grumbled in a pitiful tone and fumbled on the floor to find the remaining bottle of alcohol, grasping it.

"I never used to touch it, you know. I didn't even go near it for fear of looking unsightly while drunk."

She muttered solemnly.

"Fine. I'm going to live as I please now."

Azril watched blankly as the Madriol princess boldly opened the bottle cap and asked.

"Have you liked His Majesty for a long time, My Lady?"

Lexina, who had been drinking straight from the bottle, choked and coughed. She shouted with a face that had turned bright red.

"I don't like him!"

"But you just said it was a dream you've cherished for years."

"I didn't say that! I don't like His Majesty! I won't like him from now on!"

The princess shouting with a face about to burst from redness was somehow very cute. Azril slyly took the bottle from the princess's hand.

"Lady Madriol, I'm not going to be the Queen."

"What? Why? What's lacking in our King? He's perfect! It's a big flaw that he's kind to everyone, but apart from that, he's really a good man."

"It's not that I dislike Charles."

"Then what?"

Lexina stared at her blankly.
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"I don't have the luxury for that."

"What does being busy have to do with your heart? Does your affection disappear when you're busy? Is that the kind of emotion it is?"

Lexina asked in confusion. Azril forgot what to say for a moment before barely managing to answer.

"It's not that. Charles and I don't know each other well yet. We don't have enough time to get to know each other. I have no choice but to refuse."

Lexina frowned and swayed her body.

"If you don't have time, feelings don't develop? So if you see someone for a long time, you automatically like them? And there's absolutely no such thing as love at first sight? What is that? It's weird. You, isn't it that you lack feelings, not time?"

"Feelings...?"

"I'm saying that someone else is occupying all of your heart, so you have no room to spare for His Majesty. You must have someone you love, don't you?"

The drunk princess's carelessly thrown words shook something deep inside Azril's chest. A direction she hadn't considered. Azril responded with a flustered face, stumbling over her words.

"It is because of someone else, but that doesn't mean I love that person."

"Is that person family?"

"They're not family."

"Then are you busy hating them?"

"Absolutely not!"

"You don't like them, you don't hate them, but because of that person you have no room in your heart for anyone else? You're funny. What is that?"

"Relationships between people aren't that simple. The situation with that person is complicated."

"What's so complicated?"

Lexina asked bluntly. Azril stared into the princess's half-lidded eyes. She definitely seemed to be in an altered state. So Azril revealed a little of the worries she had been keeping to herself, concerns she hadn't been able to share with anyone.

"...Your precious person might be doing bad things."

"Then you should stop them."

"I'm not sure if it's really just bad things. It might be something very important."

"What are you saying? If it's bad, it's just bad. If you can make excuses for it, is it really bad?"

"I suppose so."

Azril laughed weakly. Lexina reached out and snatched the wine bottle from Azril's unsuspecting hand.

"Sooo, you don't have room because you're worried about whether that person is bad or not?"

"I guess so. And stop drinking, please."

When Azril tried to take the bottle back, the princess turned away and hid it. She retreated bit by bit while sitting, avoiding Azril's hand.

"Well, that must be really worrying. Especially if that person was precious to you. What will you do if it becomes certain that person is truly bad?"

What would she do if it became certain that Rema was a bad person?

Rema, who had been like a kind god to her when she was young. Rema, who said he would always be on her side no matter what she did wrong. Who said he would try to speak carefully to avoid misunderstandings. Who smiled and agreed when she said magic was beautiful. Who remembered the picture book she liked and found a castle just like it.

Who brought up what her twin sister had said to comfort her. Who stood waiting all day for her to return safely from her first test. Who joked and laughed. Who looked at her with soft eyes. Who spent time flipping through books he didn't even find interesting. Who frowned while looking down at the chessboard. Rema Resvid, who occupied almost all of her life, what would she do about him if he's evil?

"...I don't know."

Azril groaned and buried her face in her hands. Lexina took a swig straight from the bottle. Then she said grumpily.

"You've never liked anyone before, have you?"

"..."

"I thought so. Do you even know what it feels like to like someone?"

Lexina snorted. Azril retorted, feeling upset.

"I do know. It's heart-pounding, sweet, and exciting. That's what it is, right?"

"Ah, that's not wrong. It is like that at first. Light and fluttery. But do you know what happens when it deepens?"

Lexina giggled and waved her hand.

"Nothing is under my control anymore. Everything I thought was me changes on its own. That person enters my heart without permission and occupies it completely. Not letting me do anything else. The bastard."

"..."

"I can't stop even if I want to. If I could, I would have given up on His Majesty long ago."

Lexina gulped down more alcohol. She glared into space, then suddenly burst into tears. Ashamed of her act, she gritted her teeth and roughly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

"If I could, I would have given up! Why does he ignore me but suddenly give you a hawthorn flower? Seeing that, I really, it's so upsetting, really, waaah!"

Lexina finally broke down crying. Azril hurriedly removed the hawthorn flower ornament from her ear.

"Look, I refused, so..."

"How dare you refuse him! I mean, you are an amazing magician! And extremely beautiful!"

"Um, My Lady, anyway, I refused, and Charles accepted it. So there's no need to..."

"Liar! You're going to marry him!"

"I'm not, really?"

"How can you be sure? Even your reason for refusing is strange! How can I trust a rejection from someone who doesn't even know their own heart! You're going to marry him! You're going to become the Queen!"

"My Lady, you're very drunk. Stop drinking."

"You're going to marry him, and you won't even let me drown my sorrow? I really don't like you, waaah..."

It was a mistake to try conversing with a drunk person. Lexina finally started crying out loud. Azril became flustered watching her, then moved closer and patted her soothingly. Finding someone comforting her, Lexina leaned into Azril's arms and cried.

"Waaah, I've only, sniff, looked at him, my whole life, waaah, and then you suddenly appear out of nowhere, waaah..."

"Yes, yes, I'm sorry."

"Sniff, why are you apologizing? Are you pitying me now? Waaah, I'm not, sniff, someone weak enough to be pitied!"

"I'm not pitying you... I'm sorry."

"You apologized again! Stop it! Stop it! Sniff, it sounds like you're saying 'I'm sorry I'm taking him instead of you'! Ugh, that's really annoying."

"Look, I really did refuse. His Majesty accepted it, I'm telling you."

"How can I believe that! There's no way you could refuse him! Waaah... liar..."

"What do I need to do for you to believe me?"

"Waaah, then you drink too! It's just me like this! It's unfair!"

Lexina, who had been soaking the front of Azril's dress with tears, suddenly thrust out the wine bottle she was holding. Azril looked back and forth between the bottle and Lexina in bewilderment, then sighed.

"Um, My Lady, this has nothing to do with anything."

"See! You won't drink! It was a lie after all! Waaah, waaah..."

Trying to persuade a drunk person with words was meaningless. Attempting to make them understand logically was the same. Azril stared at Lexina, who looked truly miserable, and feeling somehow apologetic, finally took the bottle.

"I'll take just one sip, then you'll believe me?"

"Yes, let's drink and forget everything!"

"I'm not sure what we're supposed to be forgetting..."

Azril sighed as she took a glass from the bench and poured some wine. It had a strong scent. It seemed to be quite high in alcohol content.

Azril, who had never drunk alcohol before, didn't know her tolerance. Neither did Lexina. If she had known in advance that she would get drunk from just one sip, she would have only pretended to drink. But Azril didn't know, and she drank the wine as it was. With just one sip, her face turned bright red.

"...This is bitter."

"Bitter? It was sweet to me."

"I'm telling you it's bitter."

"Let me see."

Lexina, who had stopped crying at some point, snatched the bottle. She took a big swig straight from the bottle and tilted her head.

"It's delicious? Try it again. I'll pour for you."

Lexina poured wine into the glass Azril was holding. The transparent purple liquid swirled. Azril drank it all at once. Then she made a face.

"It's bitter!"

"It's not!"

"It tastes bad..."

"If you drink more, it'll taste good. It tasted better to me as I drank more."

"Really?"

"Yeah, let's drink together."

"But there's only one glass."

"I can drink like this."

Lexina took another swig straight from the bottle. Her throat moved smoothly, and she wiped what spilled on her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Wow."

Azril exclaimed in admiration. Lexina, intoxicated with a sense of victory out of context, puffed up with pride. Her face was tear-stained and her makeup smeared, but she was no longer in a state to be embarrassed about such things. She happily poured wine for Azril.

"Here, here, I'm telling you it's delicious."

Azril obediently took it and drank, holding the glass with both hands. Lexina refilled Azril's glass as soon as it emptied. They shared an entire bottle like that. Azril clung to Lexina, smiling brightly. Lexina burst into laughter. A conversation that only drunk people could understand passed between them.

"I, don't, like you, I don't like you!"

"You don't like me?"

"I don't!"

"I quite like you, My Lady."

"I don't like you!"

"Stop saying 'you, you'. Don't you know my name?"

"Huh? What's your name?"

"Azril Astera! Isn't my name pretty? Rema gave it to me."

"Who's Rema?"

"You don't know Rema? You're stupid."

"I don't know! Do you know Charles?"

"I do! The Prince!"

"You don't know! He's not a prince, he's the King! You're the stupid one."

"No... Is that right? But, why is this all empty?"

"You emptied it all."

"No, you drank more."

"It was you. Hey, there's more. A lot more!"

Neither of them was in their right mind. The door of the Garden House opened slightly behind the two giggling and staggering women. The one who poked his head in was Martigoras, still in his invisible state. Marti, who had flown over sensing his master's unstable condition, was at a loss for words at the scene inside the Garden House.

"...Master?"

"Marti!"

"Who's Marti?"

Lexina asked in slurred speech. Azril smiled brightly and gestured to Marti. That gesture dispelled the invisibility magic.

"He's my familiar, look!"

"M-M-Master!"

"Isn't our Marti cute?"

"What, a doll?"

Lexina muttered with unfocused eyes and grabbed Marti's tail. Marti jumped in shock.

"Don't touch me, human!"

"Oh, it talks?"

"Our Marti speaks well!"

Lexina kept petting Marti, and Azril just smiled with a flushed face.

"Master, you're drunk..."

Marti seriously considered whether he should knock his master unconscious and drag her away. Suddenly, he bristled all over, escaped from Lexina's hand, and bared his teeth towards the door. Soon, Rema Resvid appeared, silently opening the door. Marti growled, blocking Azril protectively.

"Rema Resvid. Why are you here?"

Rema looked down at the familiar with cold eyes.

"I..."

"Oh, it's Rema!"

Azril shouted, pointing at him as soon as she saw him. Then she pulled on Lexina.

"Look, that person is Rema!"

"Who's Rema?"

"The most important person to me!"

"Huh? Important? Why?"

"Because he's more precious than anyone."

Rema froze, forgetting even what he was about to say. Lexina frowned and shouted angrily.

"That's not right, you should cherish His Majesty the most! You're going to be the Queen!"na
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"Hmm...? What are you saying?"

Azril shook her head and laughed meaninglessly. Then she burrowed into Lexina's arms and rubbed her cheek against her.

"M-Master..."

Marti looked around nervously. Rema, who had been frozen, took a step. As he tried to approach her, Marti blocked him again.

"Do not approach my master."

"I can't leave her like this, I intend to take her somewhere safe."

"That's my job."

"Can you move her without being noticed by people?"

The calmly posed question somehow sounded like mockery. Marti puffed up his feathers and growled.

"Move aside."

Rema coldly uttered as he approached Azril. When Marti blocked him again, he turned his gaze on him. The moment their eyes met, Marti couldn't move an inch. It felt like being tightly bound by invisible chains.

"...!"

Passing by the whimpering Marti, Rema took Azril away from Lexina and lifted her into his arms.

"Huh? Where are you going?"

Lexina blinked in confusion. Ignoring her, Rema gestured to Marti. An invisible hand grabbed Marti by the scruff of his neck.

"Gack!"

He disappeared across space, taking Azril and Marti with him. Only Lexina remained in the Garden House. She grumbled and drank alone. Not long after, footsteps approached from outside.

"Lady Madriol, Azril. Are you still here?"

It was Charles.

He had danced appropriately with other young ladies to prevent serious gossip. Then, hearing from Ash that he had told Azril where the princess's Garden House was, he casually came to look.

"Is no one here?"

When there was no answer, Charles pushed open the door.

"Hm?"

As soon as he entered the Garden House, something caught his foot. He bent down and picked it up.

It was an elaborate white leather women's shoe.

"Why is this..."

Puzzled, he held the shoe and looked up, only to be dumbfounded by the sight before him.

"...Princess?"

The disheveled blue hair looked familiar. It was the Madriol princess he had known since childhood, who was now providing headquarters for the investigation.

But her current state was completely unfamiliar to him. She was sitting on the floor with her dress hiked up above her knees, bare feet stretched out. A couple of empty bottles rolled nearby. When she raised her head at his voice, her flushed face was a mess of tears and smeared makeup.

The Lexina that Charles had always known was impeccably elegant, a lady with a faint smile. Moreover, she was an outstanding talent.

The princess's practice company, though she had just come of age, could move large amounts of funds and personnel without drawing attention, making it easy to avoid suspicion. For this reason, the investigation headquarters was disguised as the Topaz Trading Company. However, among many options, Lexina's company was specifically chosen because Charles highly regarded her.

Princess Madriol was cold and efficient beyond her years. She was also proactive. It was rare for a high noble's child to voluntarily enroll in the Royal Academy and achieve excellent grades. Above all, she was trustworthy. The Madriol and Rudimna families were the most trusted by Charles as king.

So, Charles had never even imagined Lexina in such a state. He was so shocked that he completely forgot his purpose of looking for Azril. Oblivious to Charles's astonishment, Lexina frowned upon seeing the shimmering golden hair.

"Your Majesty?"

"...Lady Madriol, has something happened?"

"Something did happen."

Lexina glared at him while fumbling on the floor, then grabbed a bottle. Charles watched blankly as she blew into the bottle like a trumpet. The bottle was empty. Lexina shook it irritably, and when nothing came out, she carelessly tossed it aside. Miraculously, it didn't break.

"Ah. It's empty."

"P-Princess?"

"You know, Your Majesty. There's something I've really, really wanted to say to you all this time. Can I speak my mind just once?"

"What is it?"

Lexina suddenly stood up and staggered. Charles reflexively supported her. As he held her back, the strong smell of alcohol hit him. Only then did Charles realize Lexina was completely drunk. He frowned slightly.

"Are you drunk, Lady Madriol?"

"Yesss, I had a bit to drink. Turns out it's not bad once you try it. Anyway!"

Charles flinched at the glaring gaze directed at him. Lexina swayed as she pushed him away and stood, then suddenly grabbed his collar and clung to him. She stared at him with bright eyes and mumbled.

"I'm happy that you trust me. When you let me participate in this mission, saying you believed in my abilities, I really almost fell for you again. But you know what, do you only see me as just a subject?"

"W-wait a moment, Princess, you seem very drunk..."

"Yes! I'm drunk! I had a drink because I was frustrated because of you! Anyway! I know I'm just a subject, that's true! When you said you believed I could do it, I was so happy I couldn't sleep! But, but it's a bit much if that's all there is!"

"Princess, first let go of this..."

"Did I not show it? I think I showed it a lot? Did it not show to you? Or did you ignore it on purpose because you don't like me? Is that really it?"

Lexina shook Charles's collar as she poured out her words.

"Is it a problem that I didn't confess outright? But you're the king, how could I dare to... No, actually I lacked courage too..."

Charles was confused, not knowing whether to push her away or support her. He first tried to remove the hands gripping his collar. But her forearms felt dangerously thin in his grasp. He feared he might hurt her if he grabbed too hard. He had no choice but to try reasoning with the drunk woman.

"Princess, first you should calm down..."

"I am very calm. I'm perfectly fine."

"You don't seem fine at all."

"Where was I? Ah, so, you really have no feelings for me at all, right? Your kindness was just how a king treats his subject, right?"

"S-stop shaking me, Princess."

"That's right, I must have been harboring false hopes. I'll give up, Your Majesty. I'm sorry for all this time."

Her pronunciation was slurred from being completely drunk. Charles barely understood half of what Lexina was mumbling.

"What exactly are you giving up?"

"From now on, I'll find someone better than you. It's not like you're the only decent man in the world. I'll pray for your happiness. She seemed quite nice. So, Your Majesty, my last words are..."

Suddenly her face contorted. Fresh tears welled up in her already tear-stained eyes. While Charles was frozen by those tears, Lexina shoved him hard and shouted.

"Stop being kind to just anyone, you jerk!"

With those words, she turned and ran. Or rather, tried to run. But Lexina was barefoot, and her sense of balance had long since been consumed by alcohol.

She slipped on the shoe she had thrown earlier after just three steps. There was a loud crash. Charles, who had been dazed, startled at the sound and approached her.

"Lady Madriol, are you alright?"

There was no answer. He anxiously lifted Lexina. Her body was limp, as if she had lost consciousness.

"Oh no..."

Charles clicked his tongue and lifted her into his arms. He was about to hurry out when he suddenly stopped. He looked down at Lexina's disheveled state. If he went out like this, other nobles would see her in this condition. Lexina von Madriol would not be able to endure such humiliation.

Of course, compared to showing this disheveled appearance to the nobles, what he had just witnessed might be the greatest shame of Lexina's life, but Charles deliberately ignored that fact.

He took off his jacket and covered her with it. After hiding her appearance, he lifted her up and belatedly burst into laughter. His shoulders shook with laughter.

This is crazy. What did I just see?

He had known Lexina von Madriol for years, but perhaps what he knew was only a very small part of her. Charles thought this as he walked.

\\\*

Rema teleported to the inn room. It was the room he had rented when sending Meili with the dress.

As soon as they arrived in the room, Marti, who had been thrown, gnashed his teeth. Since Rema hadn't undone the magic binding him, he could do nothing but grind his teeth. Rema ignored the puffed-up lion cub and tried to lay Azril, whom he was carrying, on the bed.

"Mmm, Rema?"

Azril rubbed her flushed cheek against his chest and wrapped her arms around his neck. She was beaming with a bright smile. Given that she had acted the same way with the blue-haired woman earlier, clinging and smiling seemed to be her drunk habit.

Rema stood still, not moving an inch, looking down at her in his arms. There was no expression on his face. Only his gray eyes were clouded, like a sky heavy with clouds.

"Azril, it would be better if you don't drink alcohol from now on."

There was no way she could understand in her current state. Still, he left the warning with a sigh. When he tried to lay her on the bed again, Azril shook her head and clung to him, grasping his clothes.

"Rema... you know."

Her golden eyes, hazy and unfocused, looked up at him.

"Don't abandon me. Don't erase my memories."

"..."

"Don't do that again. Okay?"

Rema covered her eyes with his hand. He gently pressed down, laying her down, and Azril squirmed a little.

"Rest."

He was about to use magic, but hesitated for a moment.

"...Azril."

"Mmm...?"

"Do you want to become queen?"

Her lips twitched under his hand. Before those lips could form words, before her answer could reach him, Rema silently cast a spell. It was a sleep spell.

Normally, Azril's magic would have resisted, but because he used Dragon's Eye magic just to make her fall asleep, she quickly succumbed. He slowly removed his hand. The golden eyes that had been under his hand were now covered by eyelids, no longer visible. The sleeping lips no longer tried to form an answer. He felt relieved.

There was the sound of even, slightly raspy breathing. Her makeup remained, and the accessories and dress looked uncomfortable. When Azril was young, he had helped her put on complicated dresses.

But now?

Rema quietly looked down at the long black hair spread out on the bed and the hem of the dress tinged with rose color. Her face with closed eyes was closer to that of a mature woman than the star-eyed girl he was familiar with.

"...!"

Realizing this, he stumbled back. His dazed eyes wavered, unable to find their bearings. Soon, the figure of the white magician disappeared across space. He even forgot to undo the magic binding the familiar.

Marti struggled all night long.
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Opek flew away from the nest. The colorful bird's feathers were covered in black.

Transformed into a large crow, Opek crossed the sky. It leapt across space. Below the bird's feet, a magnificent city unfolded.

The capital of Talashin, Santrie, with its massive Imperial Castle at the center. Specifically, the Princess's Palace within the castle, and the window of the highest tower in that palace. The crow approached the window and pecked at it with its beak. Someone came to open the door at the tapping sound.

He was too youthful to be called a young man, yet too defined to be a boy. His slender hair was pitch black, and beneath it, his eyes shone a clear golden color.

"Opek."

The youth extended his hand to the bird. The crow obediently perched on his arm. He closed the window and headed inside with the bird on his arm.

"What brings you here?"

"I've found an excellent seed. This one will surely sprout properly."

"It's the first time you've described a seed as excellent. Can I trust you?"

The youth laughed languidly as he descended the stairs. Opek fluttered his wings to adjust them, then tossed out casually.

"However, it'll be difficult to extract."

"Is their status high?"

"The daughter of a ducal family."

"Oh my. I'll have to go myself then."

The youth clicked his tongue lightly. Opek cawed.

"It'll be tough even if you go."

"Oh?"

"The Watcher's disciple is by her side."

The youth's steps halted. He looked down at the bird perched on his arm. Opek tilted his head innocently like a bird that knew nothing. The youth slowly questioned.

"...That child?"

"Yes, that child who naively trusts and follows the Watcher."

The youth resumed walking. Opek asked in a mischievous tone.

"You'll end up meeting her, won't you? What will you do?"

"Well. What should I do?"

A large, ornate door appeared. In front of it, the youth smiled faintly.

"I merely follow my lord's will."

"Even regarding that child?"

He didn't answer that question and instead knocked on the door.

"It's Ban Hiran Bana."

"Come in."

It was a luxurious room. As soon as he entered, a thick fragrance enveloped him.

"Welcome, Ban."

A woman reclining on a long chair, reading a parchment scroll, spoke. The woman's curling, flowing hair was a burning red. It was the bright red hair inherited by most of Talashin's direct imperial family.

Hybris Khan Talashin Santrie. The Empire's Second Imperial Princess. She gazed at the youth who entered with a smile in her blue eyes.

"Your Highness."

He knelt beneath her chair and bowed respectfully. Noticing the crow perched on his arm, she put down her scroll and sat up.

"Opek has come. What have you brought this time, crow?"

"He says he's found an excellent seed, Your Highness."

"Oh? How excellent is it?"

Princess Hybris asked with interest. Opek flew to perch on the back of the chair and whispered.

"If we succeed in making it sprout, it could wipe out a whole city."

The princess's eyes widened, then curved into crescents.

"Can you guarantee that?"

"I guarantee it."

"My, it's the first time this picky crow has been so certain about a seed."

"These aren't common. It's on a completely different level from the low-quality seeds we've had so far. Well, are you tempted?"

"Of course I'm tempted. I want it."

The princess's smile deepened. She gently patted the head of the youth kneeling beneath her chair like a pet.

"Will you bring it for me, Ban?"

"If you command it, gladly."

Ban Hiran answered softly. Then he quietly added.

"However, I'm told the Watcher's disciple is by the seed's side."

"Ah, the Watcher's disciple..."

The princess rested her chin on her hand.

"This has become difficult. We can't touch the Magician of the Horizon. That's why we've been crawling flat and only targeting seeds he hasn't noticed yet. Right?"

She rolled her eyes to look at the crow.

"You'd know your master best, you naughty crow."

"I'm just trying to find a way to survive because my master is going mad, how is that betrayal?"

Opek cawed like a snort. The princess laughed softly.

"So, what should we do about this Watcher's disciple by the seed, crow?"

"Well, if you mishandle the Watcher's disciple, your empire might fall."

"How frightening."

The princess pretended to shudder. Opek pointed at the kneeling Ban Hiran with his wing.

"But he should be fine."

"Is that so?"

She lifted Ban Hiran's chin with her finger. Her seductive eyes sparkled with joy.

"My precious dog has many uses."

"It's an honor."

Ban Hiran kissed the princess's palm. The princess asked.

"Would you be alright if I decided as I please?"

"Yes, as Your Highness wishes."

"It's that child, isn't it? The Watcher's disciple. Even so?"

"Nothing takes precedence over Your Highness's will."

"How lovely."

The princess's finger trailed down from Ban Hiran's chin. Her red nail scratched down his neck and stopped near his left shoulder.

"You could do it, couldn't you? With the artifact in this arm."

Opek burst into loud, cackling laughter.

"Hey, you're misunderstanding something."

"Hmm?"

"You think the Watcher's disciple will be an easy opponent? That child is a Dragon Eye Magician."

"Isn't that child only nineteen?"

"You're underestimating her because you haven't experienced magicians from the Ancient Magic Civilization Era, but that child alone could destroy a country and have power to spare."

"...Didn't you say that child hasn't even learned Dragon's Eye magic?"

"Do you have a way to deal with a magician who can create typhoons and earthquakes from the distant sky? You who don't even have proper magicians? What, are you going to shoot arrows? Would they even reach?"

The crow cackled as if he found this hilarious.

"Want to know something even more shocking? Dragon Eye Magician can use Dragon's Eye magic from birth. Hasn't learned it? That just means they haven't learned how to control the power. They're born monsters from the start."

"..."

"Even if you somehow manage to corner that child, the moment they feel threatened, you're dead. All the mana in the air will tear you to shreds."

The princess's eyes turned cold. She asked quietly.

"Then what are you suggesting we do?"

"A Dragon Eye Magician must be dealt with by another Dragon Eye Magician."

"The Watcher? Didn't you say he cares quite a bit for his disciple?"

"That's why it's possible."

"Doesn't that child follow the Watcher so devotedly?"

"She trust and follow because she don't know."

"Hmm?"

"That child is just ordinarily kind. She might not sacrifice herself for everyone, but she'll try to save a crying child right in front of her."

"So what exactly are you telling us to do, crow?"

Opek dropped some black feathers as he moved to perch on the princess's shoulder.

Then, he whispered something to her.

The princess laughed. Ban Hiran maintained a picture-perfect smile as if he hadn't heard anything, though he had.

"You wicked crow."

"Do well. If you succeed, I will survive too."

"Seeing you, I realize that even the Magician of the Horizon who's lived a thousand years is still human. To think he's keeping a bird that peck its master."

"You think just anyone could deceive him? I've lived a thousand years too, you pathetic humans. Don't make mistakes. If anything goes wrong, it's all over."

"Don't worry. We'll be careful."

"Do your best. I'll bring something useful next time too."

Opek tossed out the words flatly and then took flight.

He flew out through the window Ban Hiran opened.

Opek, now a mere dot in the bright blue sky, shed his black color. Returning to his original colorful hues, Opek looked down at Talashin's Imperial Castle, now as small as a toy, and cackled.

"A familiar betraying their master? As if that were possible, you fools."

The bird leapt across space back to his nest. He settled over the gray egg and buried his beak in his wing.

\\\*

Azril woke up only when the sun was high in the sky at midday. As soon as she opened her eyes, she clutched her throbbing head.

"Ugh... my head."

"Master."

"Hm?"

Amidst her headache, she heard a dejected voice. Turning her head, she saw an unfamiliar person crouched under the bed she had been lying on. It was a man with shaggy black hair like a dog's fur, and he was incredibly large. His bangs were so bushy that his face wasn't clearly visible, and he was wearing something like a fur pelt covered in dense black feathers. Azril was startled.

"W-who are you?"

"It's me, Master. I tried all night, but..."

The man muttered dejectedly, tapping the floor with his tail.

Tail?

"This is the limit of my imitation, and I can't undo the binding either."

"Could it be, Marti?"

"I was an incompetent familiar... It's shameful..."

The man sniffled. His long tail, completely out of place on a human body, curled up. Azril was speechless for a moment, then noticed the white stars enveloping Marti's entire body.

"This is Rema's binding magic, isn't it?"

"Don't you remember?"

"What?"

"The ball last night."

"Ah..."

She clutched her forehead. With her pounding head, she barely managed to retrace her memories. She remembered clearly up until drinking the alcohol, but everything after the first sip was hazy.

"...I can't remember well. I guess I'm really lightweight."

"You might get drunk just from the smell. In the future, it's best if you don't even put it near your mouth..."

"I won't go anywhere near it. I'll never drink again."

Azril staggered as she sat on the edge of the bed and reached out towards Marti. While pressing her temples firmly, she arranged her mana.

"Astera."

Marti's body was freed. He shook himself vigorously and looked down at his own body in wonder.

"Huh? Even though it was Rema Resvid's magic, you were able to undo it?"

"It wasn't cast that complexly. This much is possible for me."

"As expected, you're amazing, Master."

"But what happened? How did I get here? And why were you under Rema's magic?"

Marti shuddered and returned to his lion cub form. His red eyes looked up hesitantly.

"Well..."

"Ah, wait a moment. I need to wash up and change first."

She was in an uncomfortable dress with makeup still on, making her condition the worst. Add a hangover to that, and she could barely string thoughts together. Azril staggered towards the bathroom.

While she was washing, Marti whimpered as he repeatedly transformed between human and lion cub forms on his own. No matter what he did, the tail wouldn't disappear. Sighing deeply, Marti quickly returned to his lion cub form and pretended to be nonchalant when he sensed Azril coming out.

Azril sat down on the bed, magically drying her wet hair.

"Marti, now explain..."

Her mana fluctuated. It was a communication signal. She was a bit surprised by the unfamiliar mana and spell she sensed. She had almost no experience communicating with magicians other than Rema.

"Master?"

"Just a moment, I'm getting a communication."

Azril hesitated briefly, then accepted the connection.

"Astera, Naham."

[Hello, Azril Astera.]

It was the voice of a young man, sounding slightly tired.

"Yes, hello. But who is this?"

[I'm Nak Naham, a magician affiliated with House Madriol. I'm contacting you because Lady Lexina von Madriol has requested a meeting.]

"Ah..."

[The Lady would like to meet right away if possible. If it's alright with you, we'll send a carriage immediately.]

Azril recalled the Madriol princess she had seen in the garden house yesterday. She found herself asking without thinking.

"Has the Lady sobered up?"

[...]

"...No, I'm sorry."

[...Shall I send the carriage? We'll escort you to the ducal residence.]

"Yes, I'll be waiting at the entrance of the underground tower."

[Thank you.]

The communication ended. Azril sighed deeply and prepared to leave. She also made sure to take the key she had received from Ash von Madriol at the masquerade ball.
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After waiting for a short while in front of the Aurora Society, a carriage arrived. Azril headed towards the Madriol Ducal Residence with Marti, who had been made invisible by magic. Inside the carriage, she heard a brief account of what had happened from Marti. When he mentioned that Rema had come to take her home, Azril nearly fainted.

"How on earth did Rema know to come?"

"I don't know... Isn't it suspicious? I still think he's your enemy, Master."

"...No, he probably came to check on me because he was worried about my first ball."

"You're defending him again, Master."

"..."

Azril fell silent.

'I shouldn't have drunk. I must have looked ridiculous.'

She should have shown him properly how she looked dressed up in the things he had gifted. If he had admired her beauty, she would have been so happy... As she caught herself thinking this, Azril was surprised at herself.

'After all that happened, and after leaving home like that, what am I thinking?'

Perhaps the alcohol hadn't fully worn off. Among the magic she knew, there was no spell for curing hangovers. Azril banged her forehead against the carriage window with a thud.

"M-Master?"

"It's nothing..."

The carriage soon arrived at the Madriol mansion.

Lexina von Madriol greeted her in the reception room.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Miss Azril Astera. I am Lexina von Madriol."

With her blue hair neatly falling and sitting with perfect posture, Lexina was the very image of a dignified duke's daughter. It was hard to imagine the scene from last night in the garden house.

After exchanging greetings and being offered tea, a long and awkward silence fell. Finally, Lexina, who had been looking down, spoke first.

"Do you remember?"

"...Yes."

"Everything?"

"Up until I started drinking..."

"...And after that?"

"That's mostly... Um, what about you, Lady Madriol? Do you remember?"

"...Yes."

"Everything?"

"..."

Another long and awkward silence descended. In the midst of it, a strange sense of camaraderie flowed. When you share a memory so embarrassing you wish you could forget it, you tend to feel rapidly closer to the other person. After quite some time had passed, Lexina muttered with a pale face.

"I wish I couldn't remember..."

"Me too."

"No, you're much better off than I am."

"Well, that's true, but..."

"...It's true, but hearing you say it makes me really sad."

"Ah, um, I'm sorry..."

"No, you don't need to apologize. It's my fault."

Lexina, who had been sitting with her back straight, suddenly slumped and held her forehead. Seeing her look as if she was carrying the weight of the world, Azril quickly spoke up.

"Don't worry, Lady Madriol. I won't tell anyone what I saw and heard."

"It doesn't matter if you don't say anything."

"What? Why?"

"His Majesty saw it."

It was a fact that made even the listener feel dizzy. Azril was stunned for a moment before quickly composing her expression.

"I-It'll be alright. He's a kind person, isn't he?"

"You don't need to comfort me."

Lexina's face clouded over like a stormy sky. Azril looked at her sympathetically before carefully speaking up.

"Then, Lady Madriol, you must remember what I said too."

She was concerned about the worries she had subtly revealed. Moreover, there was Marti, whom she had shown while completely drunk, and Rema, who had openly used spatial movement to leave in front of her. Although she hadn't revealed it because it might be troublesome, if she had seen everything, there was a lot to explain.

"Ah."

Lexina's face suddenly turned red.

"Could you pretend you don't know?"

"What? About what?"

"That I, I, I, His Majesty, His Majesty."

Lexina stammered. For the sake of the young lady who couldn't continue speaking, Azril asked.

"About what you said regarding His Majesty?"

"Please forget it. Please..."

Lexina buried her face in both hands. Her ears were bright red to the tips. In that state, she rapidly spilled out words.

"I, I'm not that obsessed with His Majesty. Yesterday, I just, it was my first time drinking, so, well, I might have exaggerated a bit, you know, said some nonsense."

"It wasn't sincere?"

"It's not that it wasn't sincere, more like, a bit exaggerated, uh... Anyway, it's not like that. Please pretend you didn't hear it. I'm begging you."

She spoke desperately. She seemed so preoccupied with the words she had said while drunk that nothing else mattered.

'Maybe she'll think she saw an illusion while drunk. Well, there's no need to bring it up.'

Azril tilted her head and replied.

"You didn't say anything strange. And as I said then, I have no intention of becoming that kind of relationship with Charles."

Lexina's expression became strange. With her face still slightly flushed, she calmly asked.

"Come to think of it, did His Majesty confess to you?"

This time, Azril turned red. She hesitantly answered.

"Yes."

"And you rejected him saying you didn't have the luxury for it?"

"Yes..."

"And His Majesty accepted that?"

"Yes, we agreed to just be friends."

"Hmm. Friends? With His Majesty the King?"

The young lady's eyes narrowed. Azril hurriedly explained.

"Well, I helped His Majesty when he was still the Crown Prince. We recently met again..."

"The young genius magician..."

"Pardon?"

"I heard from Lord Palaios. So that was you."

"Ah, yes."

Lexina stared at her for a moment, then smiled slightly.

"I see. To be honest, it's quite satisfying."

"W-What is?"

"Just... I'll cheer for you, Ms. Astera."

"I'm sorry, I don't quite understand what you mean."

"You don't need to understand. No, please don't understand. He should experience my feelings too."

Lexina chuckled as she picked up her teacup. With a cool face, she muttered something to herself and looked very pleased. After putting down her teacup, Lexina quickly returned to her elegant and graceful demeanor as a duke's daughter and spoke.

"I heard that you want to participate in the investigation of the disappearance cases."

"Yes. Oh, Lord Ash gave me this."

Azril took out the small key she had received from Ash von Madriol and placed it on the table. Seeing the key with the topaz embedded in it, Lexina nodded.

"Keep that. It's the key to open the trapdoor in the Topaz Trading Company's warehouse."

"The warehouse trapdoor?"

"The investigation headquarters is below that. How much have you heard? We're alone here, so you can speak freely."

"Just that Talashin is suspected to be behind it, so a secret investigation headquarters has been set up outside the palace... that's about all."

"What else?"

"He said it doesn't seem to be related to the Emperor of the Empire... and that he'd tell me the details later."

"Do you know what the missing people have in common?"

"They're holders of Unnamable Mana. From people who don't even know they have such mana, to recently even Nameless Magicians."

"You know quite a bit. This will make our conversation easier. If His Majesty told you that much..."

Lexina tapped the table with her fingertips. As soon as she had finished organizing her thoughts, she spoke.

"First, what we're doing is largely divided into two parts. tracking and prevention."

"Tracking would be investigating the cases that have already occurred... and prevention is protecting the holders of Unnamable Mana?"

"You catch on quickly. I'm sorry, but it will be difficult for you to participate in the former. We need to maintain secrecy."

"I understand. I'm not even an Aukandor citizen after all."

"Oh my, is that so? You did seem like someone from the north. If you don't mind me asking, where is your hometown?"

Lexina's eyes widened. Azril explained readily.

"I'm from a village called Solam near the Fang Mountains. You probably won't know it. It was a small ethnic group, and the village is already gone."

"I certainly haven't heard of Solam, but... if it's near the Fang Mountains, isn't that the area Talashin conquered a few years ago?"

"That's right."

"Oh my. I heard that was a very one-sided conquest..."

The young lady's eyebrows drooped sympathetically.

The village where Azril was born and raised was nothing short of hell for her. In Solam, she was not even a child with a name, but a curse clinging to her brother. Azril had no affection for Solam. Nevertheless, it was her homeland. A land trampled and destroyed by Talashin.

The ones who killed her brother must have been soldiers or knights of Talashin. It was too late now to find and take revenge on unknown killers. Still, she could never bring herself to like Talashin.

"My family died in the war Talashin started. So you don't need to worry about me having any connection to Talashin."

"...I see."

Lexina's posture changed slightly. She continued in a more composed tone.

"As His Majesty said, we don't think the Emperor of Talashin is behind this. It's probably someone among the direct imperial family."

"The direct imperial family? Could it be related to a succession struggle?"

Instead of answering, Lexina gave a bitter smile. Azril frowned.

"What on earth does the holder of Unnamable Mana have to do with succession that they would do such a thing..."

"That's what we most want to know too. That's why we're also supporting separate research on Unnamable Mana. Ah, this isn't being done by Topaz. Another family is handling it."

"Is it perhaps being done by the Duchy of Rudimna? Along with treating Lady Rudimna?"

"Oh my, you know about that too. Come to think of it, you must be the magician who was said to be treating Lady Rudimna."

Lexina gave her a surprised look. Then she added in an admiring tone.

"You really are an amazing person. It's hard to believe we're the same age. I'm almost jealous."

"Y-You're exaggerating."

"I'm not exaggerating at all. It's surprising that a magician like you hasn't been known until now."

Lexina was genuinely impressed. The illusion magic that had left a clear impression even in her drunken state came to mind.

"The illusion magic you showed was shocking too. The illusion magic I know can barely create a faint flower at best. Is it a different kind of magic?"

"The principle is the same. It's just the amount of mana used that's different."

"The difference in mana amount can create such different magic? Could you show me once more?"

She might have seen it wrong while drunk. When Lexina politely requested, Azril immediately agreed. The mana arrangement was completed in an instant.

"Of course. Astera."

"...!"

The same illusion unfolded. Lexina looked around as if entranced. Seeing it with a clear mind was even more shocking. Even the scent was vivid.

"This... even seeing it again... it's truly amazing. Thank you, Ms. Astera."

"It's nothing."

Azril dispelled the illusion. Lexina, with a slightly flushed face, asked.

"By any chance, are you capable of surveillance-type or alarm-type magic as well?"

"Yes, I am. What kind of magic do you need exactly?"

"As you've guessed, we're finding holders of Unnamable Mana and supporting them while keeping watch. Of course, we're blocking those who approach them, and if possible, we want to catch them to trace back."

"Do you need alarm magic to spread around them?"

Lexina nodded vigorously.

"That's right. We can't assign a magician to each target. And if we place non-magicians, the chances of missing something are high. Even if we mobilize swordsmen, we're short on manpower."

"I suppose if it's a group backed by the imperial family of the Empire, they would have magicians too."

"Yes, in fact, most of the time we only find out after they've gone missing. Now that I know you're capable of alarm-type magic, could you handle multiple targets, Ms. Astera?"

"Hmm... Roughly how many are we talking about?"

"There are about 300 people in Maujancl. And the number is constantly increasing."

Azril did some quick calculations in her head. Then she nodded.

"I can handle all of them at that level."

"...What? All of them?"

"If it increases too much, it might be difficult to use defense-type magic as well, but just for detecting approaches, I could handle many more than that."

"D-Defense? We hadn't even thought of that... T-Then, how many can you handle if it's just for alarms? What do you mean by 'many more'..."

"Hmm, if it's just alarms, about a thousand people."

Lexina gaped blankly.

"You're joking, right?"
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"It's a magic that I only need to install once. Once it's set up, it maintains itself automatically until activation. If there's time to spare, I could install even more."

"Maintain? I-Isn't magic supposed to dissipate when concentration breaks?"

As Lexina said, that was true for sorcery.

But the 'magic' Azril had learned was different.

She gave a vague explanation.

"It's fine for me. You can test it if you'd like."

Lexina covered her mouth to calm her shock. Small exclamations like 'Oh my goodness' and 'My word' leaked out. She stammered.

"O-Originally, I was planning to ask Ms. Astera to join the team finding targets. We needed many magicians for that side too."

"Isn't it simple to find those with Unnamable Mana? You can tell just by touching them, right?"

Any magician who can sense mana can quickly distinguish it. They just need to familiarize themselves with the characteristics of Unnamable Mana.

"It's simple, but tiring. There's a limit to mana capacity, after all."

"Ah..."

This was far removed from Azril's experience, who rarely felt the limits of her mana capacity even without drawing on external mana. Lexina sighed and continued.

"Anyway, surveillance is more urgent. Moreover, if you can install alarm magic for all the personnel in Maujancl, that would be more than we could hope for."

She took out paper and pen, quickly wrote something, and stamped it.

"I'll temporarily hire Ms. Astera as a magician for the Topaz Trading Company. This is a letter of introduction. When you go to the company, they'll immediately give you an employment contract."

"Thank you, My Lady."

"It seems we should be the ones thanking you. Is there anything you need?"

"There are materials needed to install the alarm magic. I need flat pieces of crystal, glass, marble, and such, as well as dyes."

"You can request those from the company. They'll get them for you quickly. Anything else?"

Azril carefully asked.

"Could I know how you deduced that the imperial family of the Empire is behind this?"

"Hmm..."

Lexina pondered for a moment, then said.

"When a target we're watching goes missing, even if we don't witness it, we can check the scene relatively soon after the disappearance. We learned something from compiling those results."

"What is it?"

"Common traces of mana left at the scenes."

Azril was startled. As mana is highly individual, traces of mana are like a magician's fingerprints.

"Then you almost know who the culprit is, right? That's solid evidence."

"It's ambiguous. Because they're all external mana. Not the internal mana of a specific person, but mana that's naturally present in the environment."

Lexina asked with a dark expression.

"You understand what that means, don't you, Ms. Astera?"

Traces of magic, but traces of natural mana being used rather than someone's internal mana. Today, the only thing that could leave such traces of magic is...

"...They used ancient artifacts."

Someone who used artifacts containing ancient magic. Or, Rema Resvid. She clenched her fists under the table. A chill ran down her spine. Lexina continued in a low voice.

"The imperial family of Talashin possesses the most artifacts."

"Isn't it difficult to suspect them just because they have many artifacts? Is there any trace that suggests a specific artifact?"

"You catch on quickly. That's right."

"Do you know which artifact it is?"

"We don't know which artifact, but we know who uses it."

Lexina's expression became meaningful.

"Have you heard? The rumor that's been circulating in Santrie for the past few years?"

Azril had no way of knowing rumors from the capital of Talashin. When she shook her head, Lexina lowered her voice and said.

"There's a rumor that an evil spirit is roaming Santrie."

"An evil... spirit?"

"Yes. Many high-ranking officials in Talashin have died from accidents or illness, or become disabled in recent years."

"And that's said to be the work of this evil spirit?"

"That's what they say. Apparently, it's the grudge of those who suffered from the wars Talashin has waged."

She twisted her lips into a smile. Azril groaned and muttered.

"There must be someone who benefited from this 'evil spirit's actions'. Is that person from the imperial family of Talashin?"

"Yes."

"So you suspect it's not the work of an evil spirit, but the power of a specific artifact. Do the traces from the 'evil spirit's actions' match those found in the disappearance cases in Aukandor?"

"...That's right."

Lexina slowly affirmed. Then she quietly added.

"They don't match perfectly, though. We compared it with information from people who infiltrated Talashin."

"I see..."

Now she clearly understood why Charles or Penderock didn't suspect the Magician of the Horizon. Lexina continued.

"We need to catch them in the act through surveillance to secure evidence. Only then can His Majesty take action, whether to protest to Talashin or work behind the scenes."

"What about tracking the missing people..."

"There's no trace. We've had almost no results on that front. They've truly vanished."

Lexina replied bitterly. Azril nodded.

"Surveillance is really crucial then."

"Yes. Please, Ms. Astera."

"I'll cooperate as much as I can. In return, I'd like you to share all related information if you secure evidence."

"Of course we should. His Majesty will surely commend you greatly as well."

"Then, I'll go to the company now. It's an urgent matter after all."

As Azril stood up immediately, Lexina followed suit.

"Wait a moment."

She rang a bell to call a servant, then gave an order. The servant quickly brought a man with a gaunt impression. He was a magician wearing a robe. He pushed up his glasses, startled upon seeing Azril. Lexina introduced him.

"This is Nak Naham, who communicated with Ms. Astera earlier. He oversees the magicians at the Topaz Trading Company."

"Hello, I'm Azril Astera."

"...Pleased to meet you."

Nak Naham greeted glumly. Lexina ordered him.

"Guide Ms. Astera to the Topaz Trading Company and handle the temporary employment procedures."

"Surely, My Lady, you don't mean the back door?"

"Yes. Also, provide her with everything she needs."

Lexina said curtly, then turned to Azril.

"Just follow Nak, Ms. Astera."

"Thank you, My Lady."

"Thank you too. I'll be cheering for you. On the other front as well."

The young lady smiled brightly. Azril didn't understand the last part she added, but Nak had already started walking ahead, so she hurriedly left the reception room.

During the carriage ride from the ducal residence to the Topaz Trading Company, Nak Naham remained silent the entire time. Occasionally, he glanced at Azril, with quite a displeased look.

'He seems dissatisfied about something.'

Azril looked at him curiously, then asked directly.

"Mr. Naham, is there something you want to say to me?"

"...What role will Ms. Astera be taking on at Topaz?"

"The surveillance side. I've been asked to do alarm magic."

"Alarm magic?"

Nak's lips twitched. He pushed up his glasses and muttered to himself. It was a mutter loud enough to be heard clearly.

"Do they think this is child's play? Good grief."

Marti, who was quietly beside her in an invisible state, bared his teeth. Azril quickly grabbed Marti's scruff and pressed down.

"Mr. Naham, that..."

"We've arrived."

The carriage came to a stop. They were already at the Topaz Trading Company. The company building looked ordinary. It seemed quite large for a practice company, but considering it belonged to House Madriol, it wasn't particularly surprising.

Nak Naham handed Azril's letter of introduction to a company employee. As it was just a superficial employment contract, the matter was handled in an instant. Azril received a small wooden tag proving her affiliation with the Topaz Trading Company.

First an Aurora Society member badge, and now a company affiliation tag - she kept becoming part of something. For the three years she spent with Rema, she was just Azril Astera, but as soon as she left his side, she gained several identities. She had met far more people in the past month or so than in the last three years.

'Is it natural that identities increase as I meet more people?'

Azril followed Nak, lost in thought. He headed straight for the warehouse inside the company. When he removed a mat laid on one side, a trapdoor was revealed.

"Do you have the key?"

Nak asked gruffly. She took out the key she had received from Ash.

"Open it and go in."

He stepped back. Azril opened the trapdoor. The key turned very smoothly, but the door was heavy. When she staggered trying to lift it, Nak intervened and supported the door.

"Tch."

He looked at her with a frown and clicked his tongue openly. Stairs led downward. Azril called out to him as she descended the stairs.

"Mr. Naham."

Nak just glanced back without answering. She asked, undeterred.

"Did I make a mistake somewhere?"

"...No, how could you make a mistake when you haven't done anything?"

Nak snorted in response. Azril tilted her head.

"Then why are you displeased with me when I haven't done anything yet?"

"..."

"Do I seem unreliable to you?"

Nak just grumbled something under his breath.

The stairs led to a corridor. He silently opened one of the doors. It was a room filled with dense drawers reaching the ceiling. On the central table was what looked like a map of downtown Maujancl. Standing in front of the map, he turned and said.

"Since you're a talent specially included by the Lady, you should be able to maintain about five alarm spells overnight, right?"

For an ordinary magician, maintaining even one alarm spell is challenging. An exceptional magician might manage three. Five would only be possible for someone like Penderock Palaios, the Master of the Magic Tower. So this question was thrown with the intention of mockery.

But Azril didn't know the level of ordinary magicians. Naturally, she didn't catch his intention either. She shook her head and tried to explain.

"No, I..."

"Ha, I must have expected too much since the Lady introduced you personally. How many can you manage? I'll make allowances."

As soon as she shook her head, Nak sneered as if he had expected it. Azril closed her mouth for a moment, then looked up at him steadily.

"All of them."

"...?"

"I agreed to handle all the targets in downtown Maujancl."

His face contorted.

"You need to say something that makes sense. Do you even know what alarm magic is? Miss, this isn't a playground for children..."

"Mr. Naham, are you an apprentice magician?"

"What?"

"Judging by the embroidery on your robe, you don't seem to be an apprentice, but, um, it looks like you need a lot more training."

Nak's face turned red and blue. Before he could spit something out, Azril added.

"I'm not even hiding my mana, yet you can't sense it at all."

He let out a scoffing laugh dumbfoundedly.

"Miss, you really don't know anything. How can you sense someone's mana without tactile sensing?"

"...Tactile sensing? You need to touch to know?"

"You don't even know the basics. This is ridiculous."

Nak was genuinely exasperated. Azril was a bit flustered.

'But Tarbo Tameion and Grandpa Penderock knew right away even without Dragon's Eye?'

Were those people unusual? She became genuinely curious.

"Do ordinary magicians need to use tactile sensing to detect another's mana?"

"Of course! I can't believe I have to explain the basics..."

"Then what level does one need to be to sense mana without tactile sensing?"

"...Did you even go to academy?"

"I didn't go to academy. I learned magic from my master."

"Good grief, what backwater charlatan..."

He clicked his tongue and pushed up his glasses. Now his gaze was outright pitying.
Chapter 77: Chapter 77
"Miss, I heard you drank with the Lady at the ball. It seems she's given you a job because of that connection, but the work here isn't suitable for someone like you."

"Mr. Naham, do you not trust the Lady's judgment?"

"The Lady is certainly an outstanding person. But she's not a magician, is she? I don't know how you convinced her, but if you take on a job that doesn't match your abilities..."

Tactile Sensing must be common among ordinary magicians. Realizing this, her anger subsided. She even felt a bit sorry for dismissing him without knowing. While he was muttering on, Azril rolled up her robe sleeve. Then she held out her wrist.

"Try it, Mr. Naham."

"Miss, I'm saying this out of genuine concern and worry, but..."

"Use Tactile Sensing."

Nak frowned and sighed demonstratively. Then he grasped her wrist.

"Your mana capacity seems quite substantial, Miss, but no matter how..."

His words trailed off. Nak stared blankly at her wrist, then spoke in a strained voice.

"W-What is this?"

"I believe you understand now."

Azril pulled her wrist away. Nak stared at her with a dumbfounded expression.

"Impossible."

She ignored him and turned her attention to the map. There were markings all over it. They seemed to be the targets currently supported by the Topaz Trading Company.

'It would take quite some time to visit each one individually. Hmm, I think it would be better to give them portable artifacts rather than setting them up on the ground...'

"You!"

Nak grabbed her shoulder as she was examining the map. He shouted with a pale face.

"W-What are you!"

"You know, don't you? I'm Azril Astera, a magician."

"T-That... I can't believe it. I can't believe it. There was no end, no bottom to your mana!"

"There is a bottom. Would you like to check again?"

Azril offered her wrist to him once more. Nak grasped her wrist with trembling hands. Then he quickly groaned and stumbled backward.

"Y-You, you... what are you?"

"I told you, I'm a magician."

"..."

He rubbed his face vigorously with both hands. She focused on the map again. After roughly counting the numbers, she turned to him.

"May I use some paper and a pen?"

Nak nodded blankly. Azril quickly wrote down a list of necessary items and handed it to him.

"I need these things. I'd appreciate it if you could prepare them as soon as possible. And, um, is there a large empty space here?"

"A large space? We could find one if needed..."

"When the items arrive, please place them there and contact me. I'm staying at the Underground Tower."

"The Underground Tower...? Were you, no, are you an Aurora member?"

"Yes, that's right. I'll be waiting for your contact, Mr. Naham."

She politely bowed and left the room. Nak watched her leave with a shell-shocked expression.

On her way back to the Underground Tower, Azril stopped by a store. Marti, in his invisible state, continued to follow behind her.

"Which one do you like?"

She asked quietly so the store owner couldn't hear. She pointed to an area with various pendants. Marti whispered in confusion.

"Among these?"

"Yes, I'm going to make an invisibility artifact for you. Choose one you like."

Marti blinked and froze, then fluttered back and forth in front of the pendants. Finally, he placed his semi-transparent front paw on one of them.

"I like this one."

"Alright, I'll make it with this then."

It was a pendant with tiny crystals scattered like a galaxy on a round, flat gold plate about the size of a fingertip.

As soon as she entered her room in the Underground Tower, Azril spread out her mana. The pendant floated up in her hand, enveloped in a golden light. Azril lowered her eyes and concentrated. Stars formed complex patterns around the pendant. An enormous amount of mana was poured in.

"Astera."

As she uttered the spell, the arranged mana moved. Lines were engraved on the back of the pendant. These lines formed Rem script and constellations. The golden light enveloping it seeped into the pendant, completing the work.

An artifact that would normally only be obtainable by excavating ancient ruins or relics was created in an instant. Azril placed the pendant around the lion cub's neck.

"I made it so it activates when you press the back. It should turn you invisible immediately. You can recharge it yourself, right?"

"Yes... th-thank you."

Marti hesitantly replied and then held the pendant with his front paws, examining it for a long time. The seated lion cub's tail wagged vigorously from side to side.

'He seems to like it.'

Azril smiled slightly and adjusted her robe. It was time to help with Safinea's training.

\\\*

The very next day, Nak Naham contacted her. All the items she had requested were ready.

Hundreds of flat, palm-sized marble pieces were piled up in an empty warehouse of the Topaz Trading Company. Magicians in robes, including Nak Naham, were gathered in one corner of the warehouse waiting for her. They were the magicians involved in the disappearance case work at Topaz.

"That child is the magician?"

"The one who said she'd cast alarm magic on all the targets..."

"Such nonsense..."

Low murmurs were exchanged. Azril paid no attention. She was focused on a much bigger issue.

'Is it okay to show them how to create artifacts?'

The principle of creating magical tools is well-known. They just don't make them often because they're disposable and become unusable in less than a day.

Rema had said it was fine for her to share anything she had learned. That magic itself wasn't a problem. However, he had also mentioned the Magician Massacre incident. That people came to hate ancient magicians who performed miracles. That this was the reason for the extinction of magic.

'I'm not sure what's right.'

Even if she leaked just a part of her knowledge, it might change the entire paradigm of magic. Just as Penderock Palaios, said to be the greatest magician in this country, had assured.

Rema hadn't made the decision for her. He had only told her to do as she wished. But it was too big an issue for her to decide alone. So Azril decided to think from the fundamentals.

Is it right to hide knowledge out of concern for potential problems? It's not incorrect information, and it's knowledge that could be of practical help. Isn't it arrogant to hide it out of worry that people might misuse it, disregarding them?

'I don't want to deliberately hide it.'

She had no grand ambitions of enlightening or spreading ancient knowledge. She didn't intend to be the standard-bearer of a magical revolution. She wasn't foolish enough to do such a thing without being prepared to take responsibility.

Just, with the intention of not hiding it. She could handle being a small stone that causes ripples. Because she was fortunate enough to be born as a Dragon Eye Magician, and because of that, she learned knowledge from the Magician of the Horizon.

'It would be most natural if they figure it out themselves by observing the magic I use. If not, I can give hints to some extent...'

As soon as she made her decision, her mana moved. Golden stars were embroidered in the air. A night sky that only she could see, that would realize the miracle she desired, was created.

Those sensitive to mana flinched. They couldn't see it, but they could feel it. Mana densely filled the interior of the warehouse, settling into place. It was an unbelievable amount of mana being poured out by a single magician. It was majestic and intricate. Some were terrified, some were dazed.

Nak Naham was the latter. He was entranced, as one is when witnessing an awe-inspiring sight. He stared at the slender, delicate magician, holding his breath.

Azril uttered the spell.

"Astera."

Hundreds of marble pieces piled on the floor rose into the air one by one, following the guidance of the stars. They stood vertically on their smooth surfaces, spreading out widely around her. And on those surfaces, golden stars were arranged again. Imbued with the intent to react to those approaching with hostility.

Hundreds of constellations were created. She half-closed her eyes. From here on, it was the realm of magic. Gravity was simultaneously applied to the stars forming the constellations. The stars emitted golden light, wildly drawing in natural mana.

The sudden movement of mana created wind. Hair and robe hems fluttered. The gathered magicians also grabbed their clothes in surprise.

Azril swept her Dragon's Eye over the floating pieces around her. She checked if all the pieces had absorbed enough mana. When the check was complete, she opened her mouth.

"Astera."

A low exclamation burst from the magicians. As the magic activated, they could see golden lines being drawn in the air. Those light beams began to move across the smooth marble surfaces. Rem script and patterns were simultaneously engraved on hundreds of pieces.

The completed artifacts were imbued with a soft golden light. That light seeped into the stones and slowly faded. The artifacts silently settled on the floor. Only the last artifact fell with a clatter. Azril finally released her concentration and raised her head. After catching her breath for a moment, she smiled at the magicians.

"Please distribute these to the targets. If they keep them on their person, I'll receive a signal when someone with hostile intent approaches."

No one answered.

Azril tilted her head and spoke again.

"Um, did you hear me? If you're worried about the artifact's performance, you can test it."

Nak burst out from among the dazed magicians. He picked up an artifact placed nearby with trembling hands. After touching it, he stared at her.

"...Who are you?"

"I'm a magician like all of you."

Azril hesitated for a moment, then added a few words.

"Just a magician who inherited quite a lot and met a good teacher."

Magicians of various ages and genders stared at her with equally blank expressions. The pouring gazes made her uncomfortable. Azril fiddled with the hem of her robe unnecessarily, then said carefully.

"Do you have any questions? I might not be able to explain in detail, but to some extent..."

Before she could finish speaking, all the magicians raised their hands. With desperate looks in their eyes. Nak Naham raised his hand and knocked off his glasses, but didn't even think to pick them up, staring at her fervently. Azril, not expecting everyone to raise their hands, hesitated in confusion. Finally, she called on Nak, who was somewhat familiar.

"Mr. Na-Naham? Do you have a question?"

"Ms. Astera. This magical tool now, it seems to be like ancient artifacts that work semi-permanently as long as they're charged, is that really true?"

It was an easy question to answer. She nodded lightly.

"Yes, that's right."

"..."

Nak stared intently at the artifact. A brief silence settled among the magicians. Then, without anyone saying anything, they all raised their hands high again. Not content with just raising their arms as high as possible, some even started jumping up and down.

'I feel like I've become a popular professor at an academy...'

Azril had never attended academy, but if it was like what she had read in books, it felt like this. She was bewildered. The raised hands were so fervent and desperate that she couldn't possibly ignore them. She carefully pointed to a woman who was bouncing so much that her hair was fluttering.

"Um, the lady in the navy robe?"

"Thank you! Ms. Astera, the magic you just used..."

"Ah, no, the brown-haired person in front of her... Yes, that person. I'm sorry, they raised their hand first."

"Me? Hurray!"

She expressed her joy with her whole body, then asked urgently.

"Ms. Astera, is the magic you just used something only you can use?"

It was a sharp and crucial question.
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Azril remained silent for a moment, recalling the thoughts she had just before creating the artifact. Then she spoke.

"If you mean making several simultaneously like I did, then yes. It would be difficult for you to replicate."

"I-I see..."

"But if you're making one slowly, then the answer is 'no'."

"...!"

"Most of the people here should be able to do it. It would take quite a bit of practice, though."

A silent shock swept through the magicians. Azril could feel their gazes, now twice as bright, focused on her. The eyes of magicians bundled with curiosity, thirst for knowledge, and investigative spirit. The stares were searing hot.

She was reminded of when she first learned how to create artifacts from Rema.

Magical tool crafting was almost the last magic she learned.

That day, Rema had placed a large box full of various gems on the terrace table and waited for Azril. When she opened the terrace door, she was startled by the pile of gems shimmering brilliantly under the afternoon sun.

"What's all this, Rema?"

"...You want me to practice with gems?"

"What if I fail!"

Rema tilted his head, then grabbed a sapphire about the size of a pebble. He carelessly threw it behind his back. The blue gem arced across the clear sky and plopped into the lake beyond the terrace.

"Like that, you just throw it outside."

"..."

"It's just a type of rock, so there's no problem discarding it. The failed magic will disperse and mix with nature."

"..."

"Azril?"

"No, it's nothing... To Rema, these gems are the same as pebbles..."

Azril barely managed to suppress her shock and shook her head. Then she suddenly thought of something and asked.

"Is the magic Rema uses to turn stones into gems or leaves into paper Dragon's Eye magic?"

"Yes, it is."

"I thought so. Somehow, I feel relieved."

If just anyone could use such magic, the world would have become a mess. Azril sighed and picked up a random gem. It happened to be a diamond. Moreover, one as big as a child's fist.

"..."

"Azril? Is there a problem?"

As Azril took a deep breath while clutching the diamond, Rema asked worriedly.

"It's nothing."

He was quite sensitive to her, even though he would ignore others even if they fainted right in front of him.

"...I'm afraid of failing."

"Even if you fail at creating magical tools, it's not dangerous. So you can fail as much as you want. We have plenty of materials."

Rema spoke nonchalantly, but Azril somehow felt like crying.

"Okay... I'll try."

She concentrated as hard as she could. However, even for someone as exceptional in magic as her, succeeding on the first try was too much to ask. Especially in such a tense state. The diamond, overflowing with excessive magic power, cracked in her hand and turned half to powder. Azril turned pale.

Rema picked up the diamond fragments from her hand and tossed them beyond the terrace. A brownie that had been hovering nearby quickly flew over and wiped the powder from Azril's hand.

"Astera, cheer up! Astera, you can do it! Fighting!"

The brownie innocently cheered, placed a large ruby in her hand, and then retreated.

She held the ruby with trembling hands. The brilliantly red gem also quickly turned to powder in her hand. Several more gems were ruined this way. Azril only managed to succeed after brainwashing herself into thinking the gems were just stones.

"You've succeeded. Very well done."

Rema examined the emerald engraved with Rem script and nodded. She collapsed onto the table, exhausted.

"Are you tired? Then let's do the next step tomorrow."

"No, it's not that I'm tired... But what's the next step?"

"Complex magic? Like what, for example?"

Rema fell into thought. Azril watched him absentmindedly. The sunlight flowed down over the magician who was leaning casually against the terrace railing with his eyes lowered. Behind him, the sunlight reflected on the lake's surface sparkled more beautifully than the pile of gems.

As if he had thought of an appropriate example, he suddenly raised his head. His eyes naturally met hers, who had been watching him. Then Rema smiled faintly.

His eyes curved, his lips deepened slightly, and he gazed at her as if she were utterly adorable. Like a statue coming to life, at that moment, a living, human-like vitality seemed to flow through him.

"The magic engine of a train is a typical example of a complex magical tool. In ancient times, various complex magical tools were widely used."

His low, slow voice sounded like music. Azril thought anew how beautiful he was. Her cheeks flushed.

And simultaneously, a surge of crisis. That person shouldn't be like this. That person, Rema Resvid, the Magician of the Horizon, shouldn't become so human-like.

It was a sensation similar to watching raindrops fall on a sand castle. It's just a little wet now, but if it pours, the sand castle will collapse. Her sensitive magic detected such precariousness from him.

"Azril?"

Rema approached her. A gentle hand brushed back her fallen hair.

"What are you thinking about?"

"Ah."

She snapped back to reality. The sense of crisis that had welled up for a moment vanished without a trace. Only a faint flutter remained in its place.

"...You smiled, Rema."

He blinked and then touched his mouth.

"Does my smiling look strange? Perhaps it's because I don't smile much."

"No, that's not it, it's just, um..."

She stammered, trying to explain, but then stopped. Because Rema smiled again. It still wasn't quite a proper smile. It was somewhat awkward. Nevertheless, it was much more of a smile than his previous expressions that could barely be called smiles just because they weren't completely blank.

That must be why her words stopped. She found herself wanting to see him smile broadly. Rema lowered himself and examined her closely.

"Azril, you seem unusually unfocused today. It's not like you."

He's too close. The cloud-soft gray eyes are right in front of her, staring intently.

"Are you feeling unwell somewhere?"

Azril felt her face growing hotter.

"Re-Rema."

"Yes."

"I'm not sick, so please step back a little."

"...Alright."

Rema answered weakly and stepped back. She cooled her cheeks with her hands and quickly changed the subject.

"S-So, you're saying things like train engines are complex magical tools, right? What other kinds were there in ancient times?"

"There were items that allowed non-magicians to communicate with each other, vehicles faster than horses, magical tools that could store the contents of an entire library, tools that could show other people's memories as if seeing them with your own eyes, and so on."

Azril's mouth fell open.

"Wow. So Rema can make all of those?"

"No, even I would find it difficult to recreate all the artifacts from that era. Such magical tools generally used multiple overlapping spells, so blueprints would be necessary to create them."

"There are things even Rema can't do?"

That was more surprising than the stories of amazing magical tools. Rema flinched and then explained.

"It's not that I can't do it, it's just difficult. Recreating them without blueprints would take a lot of time and effort."

Somehow, he felt similar to when he had lost at chess. Before Azril could say anything, he quickly added.

"And I didn't particularly need such things. So I simply didn't learn them in depth."

He seemed to speak twice as fast as his usual slow pace. Azril held back her laughter and managed to nod.

"I see. I understand, Rema."

"...Is there any ancient magical tool you'd like to have? I'll make it for you."

He said, crossing his arms. Knowing why he was acting this way made him seem somewhat cute. She looked at the brownie rolling around on the terrace railing for a moment to avoid laughing, then turned her gaze back to Rema.

"Hmm, I'm most curious about the magical tool that shows other people's memories."

"I understand. You'll be able to see it soon."

She was about to ask how long it would take but held back. Azril barely swallowed her laughter and asked something else.

"Rema, could I make such complex magical tools too if I practice?"

"Wow."

It was an interesting topic. Azril's eyes sparkled.

"Then, could I make something like a bag that doesn't feel heavy no matter how much you put in it?"

"Engraving magic on leather or cloth requires extremely precise mana control, and it doesn't last long. Stone, especially gems, performs best."

"Are you saying it's impossible?"

"We could make an accessory for the bag into a magical tool, and have its magic affect a limited area inside the bag. We'd need magic for constant activation and..."

Rema muttered, calculating something, then suddenly turned to look at Azril. He chuckled softly.

"Your gaze is intense, Azril. Do you want to try making it?"

"Yes!"

"It will be quite a complex and troublesome process. If you need such a bag, I could make it for you."

"No, it's fine. I want to try making it myself."

"You want to do it yourself?"

"Yes. The process of making it will be the most enjoyable part."

"..."

"Teach me, Rema. What should I practice first?"

Azril leaned forward eagerly, bracing herself on the table. Rema stared at her, lost in thought. Azril, who had been mentally reviewing the spells Rema had muttered, looked up curiously when the silence stretched on.

"Rema? What's wrong? Is it too difficult for me to make after all?"

"No."

He covered his mouth. She tilted her head.

"Then what?"

"I'm happy."

And you are so... He let out a groan with his hand still covering his mouth, took a deep breath, and turned away.

"Wait a moment, Azril. I'll bring what you need for practice."

"Okay. But what are you happy about, Rema?"

Rema didn't answer that question and left the terrace.
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I think I understood what had made Rema so happy back then.

Seeing the magicians' eyes turned towards her with such passion, that thought occurred to her.

Azril loved magic. To her, magic was a mysterious process of drawing constellations in her own night sky that could change the world as she wished. The more she learned, the more she couldn't help but love it.

And it was truly a wonderful feeling to have so many people eagerly wanting to learn the magic she loved. So with a joyful smile, she opened her mouth.

"Would you like me to teach you how to make similar artifacts? Is anyone interested?"

As soon as her words fell, a scuffle broke out among the magicians in the warehouse. With shouts of "I was first!" A chaotic scene unfolded, and after a while, Nak Naham stepped in to sort out the situation.

"It would be a great loss for an exceptional magician like Ms. Astera to waste time teaching all of us."

"It's not that much."

"No, it is. We've already been incredibly rude to you, we can't impose any further. I'm truly sorry about yesterday. I was foolish."

He bowed deeply. It was a completely different, polite attitude from when they first met. Azril looked at him with slightly surprised eyes.

"Oh, no. I wasn't really angry, so it's fine. You don't need to apologize like that."

"...You're truly generous. Thank you."

Nak finally straightened up and continued carefully.

"It might be better if Azril first teaches one of us, and then that person teaches the rest."

"Would that be more convenient for you? Then, who will learn first?"

Intense eye contact was exchanged among the magicians. Nak pushed up his glasses with a trembling hand. Then, with an expression that said he desperately wanted to recommend himself, he said while shaking.

"A-A... drawing... lots... might be... best..."

"Alright, please let me know the results later."

"Yes."

"Oh, and these artifacts should be delivered to the targets as soon as possible. Which area should I take care of?"

"That's fine. We should handle that. Ms. Astera, you just need to let me know the location via communication when you get a signal."

Nak waved his hands. Then he practically pushed Azril out.

"Ms. Astera, please go back and get some rest."

"Ah, okay..."

Azril found herself outside the warehouse. As she was about to return to the Underground Tower, she noticed her familiar hadn't followed her out.

"Marti?"

She called out softly, looking around. Soon, a lion cub leapt out from a high window above the warehouse.

"What were you doing, Marti?"

"I was a bit concerned about what they might do after sending you out, so I watched for a moment. The humans were preparing to draw lots as if their lives depended on it."

"As if their lives depended on it...?"

"Of course, it's for the honor of being selected to receive teachings from you, Master. I'm glad the selection process seems fair."

Marti spoke proudly, then puffed out his chest and perched on Azril's shoulder.

'The reaction is more enthusiastic than I expected... I guess Grandpa Penderock wasn't the unusual one.'

She felt a bit nervous. She also thought she should teach them even better.

'When I get back, I should finish making Safi's portion first, and then organize what to teach.'

It was quite a distance from Topaz Trading Company to the Underground Tower. She walked slowly, mentally organizing things that would be helpful for artifact creation.

"Master."

Suddenly, Marti whispered in her ear.

"I sense a gaze."

"Hm?"

"Someone is watching you."

Azril reflexively started to turn around but stopped. Without halting her steps, she asked quietly.

"Is it a hostile gaze?"

"That's... it's rather ambiguous..."

Marti hesitated and glanced back.

"I'm not sure. Should we check?"

"Where are they?"

"In the alley behind us, oh, no."

"What?"

"They've disappeared."

Marti looked very uneasy. Azril finally turned around. It was an ordinary afternoon street with people coming and going.

"You said it was ambiguous. What exactly did it feel like?"

"Well. There wasn't really any hostility, but it wasn't friendly either... How should I put it, it felt like an observing gaze."

What could it have been?

Azril furrowed her brow in thought, then shook her head.

"If they have business with us, they'll appear again, so let's not worry about it for now."

"Understood."

"If you sense that kind of gaze again, let me know right away."

"Yes, Master."

Azril started walking again.

The man who had been hiding in the shadows only poked his head out after she had gone far. Under his pulled-down hood, his lips curved.

"She's really sensitive. I'll have to be more careful."

He watched Azril's retreating figure disappear among the people for a moment. Then he soon left without making even a footstep sound.

1. \\\*

Azril's days in the Underground Tower passed busily. So much so that she didn't even feel Rema's absence after being with him for 3 years. She had no choice, not knowing how much of a grace period Safinea had left.

Azril continued training Safinea while also frequenting Topaz Trading Company every day. She was also still organizing materials from the society while waiting for permission to borrow the Aurora Disc.

Meanwhile, Meili graduated and officially became part of Maujanclian. Despite being busy, she consistently came to visit and relayed news from Brownie Castle. She said Rema hadn't been seen for several days. Everyone was treating it as usual, she said.

Azril started to contact him but stopped. She still had no intention of returning. Instead, she wrote a short letter saying thank you for the dress and that she had a good time at the ball, and asked Meili to deliver it.

"Take this to Rema's room."

"Okay."

Meili took the letter without saying much. Though her face showed the question of why Azril wasn't delivering it herself.

One day, Charles suddenly sent a large bouquet of flowers and a handwritten letter. It said he would come visit after finishing his current work, and hoped she could make time next week.

Azril also occasionally had tea with Lexina. Ostensibly it was about Topaz Trading Company matters, but it was mostly to build a friendship. Even before Azril mentioned it, Lexina knew about what Charles had sent.

"His Majesty sent you a bouquet, didn't he?"

"...How did you know?"

"He asked me. What would be a good light gift to give a woman without being burdensome. I'm the only woman close enough to His Majesty for him to ask such things."

Lexina pursed her lips with an enigmatic expression.

"Who else would he send such things to but you, Ms. Astera."

The princess spoke as if it were no big deal, but from Azril's position, it was awkward and apologetic in many ways. She suddenly remembered Lexina saying that Charles being kind to everyone was a big flaw.

'I suppose that could be true...'

"Charles must be very busy."

"There's been a trade-related dispute with the Kingdom of Torido. He's busy trying to resolve that. So he's left most of the missing persons case to us."

"He trusts you and left it to you, Princess."

"What am I that he would entrust it to me? He trusts the investigation headquarters disguised as Topaz Trading Company."

"But in the end, you're the owner of Topaz, aren't you, Princess? He can leave it to you like that because he trusts you."

"Do... do you think so...?"

Lexina covered her mouth with her teacup. She was trying hard not to show how proud, pleased, and happy she felt. Azril couldn't help but smile, finding the princess cute. Since the incident when they got drunk together, they had been growing subtly closer.

Edith, the Duchess of Rudimna, also occasionally visited Azril. Every time she came, she would tear up seeing how Safinea's speech was becoming a little smoother. Penderock also sought out Azril whenever he visited the Underground Tower. He showed particular interest in her teaching artifact creation for alarms. Unable to pester Azril directly, he seemed poised to badger the magician she had taught later.

The winner of the drawing was the brown-haired woman who had asked sharp questions. Her name was Matilda Matat. Matilda was a talented graduate of the Magic Academy. For Azril, she was the first 'ordinary' magician she had met.

Despite her best efforts, Matilda's progress was very slow. By Azril's standards, that is. Still, she quite enjoyed the time spent teaching Matilda.

Matilda was talkative and cheerful, evident by her many stories she told every time they met.

About the atmosphere of the Magic Academy, slang and customs among magicians, how ordinary magicians live their lives, and so on.

Through Matilda, Azril also learned of the secret rumors circulating among magicians about Rema. The rumor that 'when a magician touches the Horizon, they disappear'.

Amidst such days, Azril detected a signal.

It was after helping with Safinea's training and returning to her room. An artifact detecting hostile approach sent her a signal. It felt similar to receiving a communication. The distance wasn't far. She ran down the corridor while sending a communication to Nak.

"It's Riverside Street No. 29. I'll go check it out right away."

[Thank you, Ms. Astera!]

The urgent reply came, and the communication ended. Azril rushed out of the Underground Tower with Marti and entered an alley.

"Marti, carry me!"

The lion cub returned to its true form, grabbed the hem of her robe with its mouth, and lifted her onto its back. As soon as Azril grasped its feathers, Marti took flight.

"To the Antara Riverside! That way!"

Marti soared into the distant sky in an instant. Becoming its true form dispelled the invisibility magic, but the darkness of night concealed its black feathered wings. People didn't notice the winged lion crossing above their heads.

The streets spread out below like a miniature garden. Azril spread her mana on the familiar's back and sensed the artifact's location. At some point, she lightly tugged on Marti's feathers.

"Marti, stop for a moment."

"We're still far from where you said, Master."

"I know. Just wait a moment."

Marti stopped, flapping its wings. Then Azril explosively spread her mana. Stars poured out from her center, tracing meteor-like trajectories towards the ground. The stars formed a massive hemisphere covering the streets.

"Astera."

The mana responding to her call created an invisible barrier. Marti flinched, feeling the magic activate.

"This is..."

"I've put up a barrier in this area. To prevent holders of Unnamed Magic from passing through."

"Then even if we can't catch the culprit, at least the target won't go missing."

"That's right."

"As expected of you, Master."

Azril caught her breath, leaning against Marti's back as he expressed admiration. She mentally rehearsed what magic she should use.

"...The artifact keeps moving. It's incredibly fast."

"Which direction, Master?"

"Follow me, Marti."

She leapt off the lion's back. As she uttered an incantation, flight magic activated. Azril spread wings visible only to the Dragon's Eye and flew over the intricately tangled alleys. All the while, she traced the artifact's location with her mana.

The alleys between buildings were pitch black without a single streetlight. A shadow flitted by quickly in that darkness. At times like this, she didn't need light. She peered into the darkness with her Dragon's Eye.

A clump of golden stars. That was the artifact she had made. A faint, gentle flow of green stars. It was mana including gravity. A holder of Unnamed Magic.

'Judging by the amount and flow of mana, they're not a Nameless Magician.'

As she flew closer, she examined what was enveloping that cluster of stars.

'What... is that?'

There was something pitch black, like a hole torn in the world full of stars. There were no stars there. Only darkness like an abyss.
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The black hole was overall closer to the silhouette of a man. Only the left arm of that figure was densely packed with stars of all colors. Azril frowned.

'That part, somehow it makes me feel bad. My stomach is churning...'

She stretched her hand towards the direction the black hole was running.

"Astera."

"...!"

Earth surged up to create a wall. The shadow startled and stopped, then swung its arm. The colorful stars scattered from his arm formed constellations. The man whispered.

"Bana."

Azril, floating higher than the rooftops, couldn't hear the spell he whispered. The earthen wall burst open. The soil turned to dust and rose up.

'A magician? But why is there no mana in his body, no, such thoughts can wait. Catching him comes first.'

Azril lowered her altitude while repeatedly chanting spells. As she did so, she gestured with her chin to Marti who had followed.

"Marti, catch that person! Be careful not to hurt the person being held captive!"

Marti growled lowly before darting out like an arrow. Following that, earthen walls rose up one after another in the direction the man was running. He didn't slow his running speed and swung his arm. The stars were scattered and took their positions simultaneously. The walls burst open one after another.

'His mana arrangement is too fast. Moreover, his movements are as quick as Marti's... Is he a Sword Magician?'

Sword Magicians only learn one or two magic spells related to swords in their lifetime. So if they're skilled, their casting speed is almost the same as the speed of a sword.

Azril was extremely fast at arranging mana for a magician. Except for Rema, only outstanding Sword Magicians could use magic faster than her. The man was breaking down walls at a speed similar to her creation speed. It was a speed impossible for anyone but a Sword Magician.

'But a Sword Magician using magic that explodes like that? That's impossible.'

It was strange in many ways. If she stopped the flight magic, she could make walls faster, but then she'd lose the man. She changed her method.

"Astera!"

The man's feet sank in. The ground turned into a swamp and pulled him down. He hesitated for a moment, then seemed to make a decision and threw away what he had been carrying. A cluster of green stars.

"Marti! Save that person and stay by their side!"

The man who had given up on the holder of Unnamable Mana braced his left arm against the wall. And using just the rebound of his arm, he escaped the swamp and shot into the air. Alternately hitting the walls on both sides, the man reached the roof in an instant. He started running across the rooftop.

Azril confirmed Marti landing near the green star cluster and flew past. Moonlight fell on the man running across the roof. Finally, his appearance could be seen. His face was completely hidden by a leather hood pressed down tightly. Through the tight-fitting leather clothes, she could only confirm that he was a tall man with a well-trained body.

"Stop right there!"

The man didn't even look back. Earlier she had to be careful because the kidnapped person was with him, but now it didn't matter. Azril increased her speed a bit more as she approached and shouted.

"If you don't stop, I'll attack!"

Even as she shouted, she didn't expect him to stop. She immediately prepared an attack spell. However, surprisingly, the man stopped.

"...!"

Azril almost flew past the man. She barely managed to stop her flight and put her feet down. She kept her wings unfolded. The distance between them was about seven steps. The man who had been showing his back turned around.

"Well, I've stopped."

The lips visible under the hood smiled slightly.

"What are you going to do now that I've stopped?"

It was a languid voice devoid of any tension. That composure was unsettling. Azril prepared several spells useful for subduing. Then she opened her mouth.

"Throw away your weapon and come with me. I'll hand you over as the culprit of the disappearance cases."

"Sorry, but that won't do."

The man tilted his head. A strangely gentle tone. Then he took a step closer.

"Don't move."

Azril's mana filled the surroundings threateningly. Despite clearly feeling this, the man remained calm.

"I understand you not recognizing me. My face is covered, and my voice has changed. The situation is like this too."

The man who had been muttering stood askew and sighed lightly.

"Still, it's disappointing."

"...?"

"You still don't know who I am?"

The man slowly raised his hand. He lowered his hood. A white hand smoothed out the disheveled black hair. And golden eyes turned towards her, curving gently.

"Ramhita."

Calling her name that even Rema didn't know, a name that had died.

"It's been a while."

Ban Hiran smiled. Azril stopped breathing. Nothing came to mind. She couldn't take any action.

She had imagined what her dead twin brother would look like if he were alive. While looking in the mirror. The man before her eyes was a little taller and cooler than the person in that imagination. Other than that, he was truly identical.

The same face as hers. The same black hair. The same golden eyes. The only differences were the height difference of about a hand span, gender, and the mana inside their bodies. She, full of golden stars, and he, looking empty and pitch black except for his left arm.

She finally realized the meaning of the black hole she had seen with Dragon's Eye. He looked empty like that because all his mana had been absorbed by her in the womb. With that mana, she had been born with Dragon's Eye. Just as Rema had said, all Dragon Eye Magicians were twins.

Everything around seemed to be erased in white. Azril called him with trembling lips.

"...Brother... Ban"

Her only family, who had given her a name for the first time, who had hidden her and died, and who had all his mana stolen by her in the womb, her other half. Her twin brother nodded with a kind face like when they were young.

"Yes, Ramhita."

The name called after 12 years led her back 12 years ago. She remembered the cold arm she had held in the pool of blood. Her eyes grew hot. Azril opened her mouth, speaking incoherently.

"You, you were alive..."

"You thought I was dead. I thought you would."

Ban Hiran approached her. Azril's mana that had been filling the surroundings had long since dissipated and disappeared. She stood defenseless, just looking up at him as he approached. Ban Hiran, who had come close, stroked her head.

"I've been looking for you all this time. I only found you recently."

The gentle touch made her feel like she was about to burst into tears.

Is it really Ban Hiran? Really? Was her brother really alive? Isn't this an illusion or a hallucination?

It's unbelievable, and she wants to believe it unconditionally because it's so joyful, which makes it unbelievable again.

Azril was confused.

'No, it can't be an illusion.'

There's no one besides Rema who can use illusion magic good enough to fool her. Above all, no one but Ban Hiran himself would know the name Ramhita. She hadn't even told Rema that name. So, really. It really means her twin brother has come back alive. He was alive.

Ban Hiran gently curved his eyes.

"It was hard to find you because you changed your name. You were using a different name. 'Azril'."

"Ah... that..."

"Did you not like the name I gave you?"

Though he spoke with a smile, there was a subtle coldness in it. Azril reflexively shook her head.

"No, brother, it's not like that."

"Did you dislike me, Ramhita? Did you want to forget me? Is that why you changed your name?"

"No! That's not possible!"

"Really? Then why don't you look very happy? I'm so happy to see you again."

Ban Hiran smiled brightly. It was a clear and beautiful smile. His golden eyes, shining warmly, took her in.

"I'm glad to see you're doing well."

The hand in leather gloves caressed her cheek. Seeing that radiant smile made her feel like she had gone back to when she was young. She wanted to just burst into tears in the arms of her brother she thought was dead. Azril closed her eyes. Only then could she think.

If they had met in a different situation, she would have been purely happy. She would have cried her heart out, thanked him for being alive, said she missed him, said she was glad to see him, acted spoiled, listened to how he had been all this time, and said that now she would protect her brother.

She wanted to do that. She wanted to be intoxicated just by the fact that Ban Hiran was alive. But in this situation, now. Now, it's strange. She couldn't just purely welcome him.

'What I was chasing was the culprit of the disappearance cases.'

Azril endured the emotions welling up inside her and called out to him.

"Brother."

"Yes?"

"Were you in the middle of kidnapping a holder of Unnamable Mana?"

"That's right."

It was an answer so breezy it was refreshing. She swallowed a groan and opened her eyes.

"Why?"

"Because it's my job."

"What kind of job is this?"

There was no answer. Her twin brother just looked down at her with a neat smile.

"You said... you were looking for me. When did you find me?"

"A while ago."

"Why didn't you come to meet me right away, instead of like this..."

"My position wasn't convenient to meet you right away, was it?"

Ban Hiran shrugged and pointed behind her. To the place where Marti would be guarding the almost-kidnapped target. Azril turned to look back, then looked at Ban Hiran again. She asked in a low voice.

"...What happened 12 years ago?"

"..."

"How have you lived for 12 years?"

"..."

"Why are you kidnapping people? Are you being forced to do it, or have you gotten involved in something bad?"

Ban Hiran didn't answer, just kept smiling. Azril felt tears welling up and pressed the corners of her eyes with her fingertips.

"I've become a magician. Now I can help you. So tell me what's going on. Brother, I..."

"Next time."

He cut off her words.

"Others are coming, so let's have the long talk next time."

"N-Next time? When next time?"

"Three days from now at midnight, let's meet at the top of the clock tower in the central square."

Ban Hiran added as he pulled his hood back on.

"Don't tell anyone about me. Especially not that broken Watcher."

"What?"

She couldn't believe her ears. Why was the word Watcher coming up here? How could this expression of Watcher, which even she had only recently learned about, come out of the mouth of her twin brother she thought was dead? Moreover, 'broken Watcher'?

Ban Hiran slightly lifted his hood. Golden eyes shining like stars from within the shadows stared straight at her.

"You know too. The Magician of the Horizon, the one who gave you the name you're using now."

"How do you know about him?"

"I know more than you do. I also know that he is very dangerous."

"That's..."

The sound of people rushing in could be heard from afar. It must be the people from the Topaz Trading Company coming after receiving her communication. Ban Hiran, who had pulled his hood back down, pointed again towards where Marti was.

"Since I couldn't take him, that person will soon die. By the Watcher's hand."

"Who? You mean the person you were trying to kidnap? Because you failed, that person will be killed by Rema?"

"You catch on quickly. You've always been smart since you were young."

"What do you know? What exactly are you doing?"

Ban Hiran stepped back.

"Ramhita, I'm your brother. A brother should protect his sister."

"...!"

She was reminded of the words seven-year-old Ban Hiran had muttered like a vow as he hid her first. Azril couldn't stop him as he retreated. He smiled bitterly.

"This time too, I want to protect you. That's why. So, please, I hope you'll believe me."

"What... are you asking me to believe?"

"Me, not the Watcher."

Her head felt numb. She stared at him without even blinking.

"Three days from now, I'll be waiting. I'll tell you everything I know then."

Ban Hiran leapt down below the roof. He quickly disappeared into the distance. She remained frozen in that spot for a long time.
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Opek had been crouching in front of the door of Rema's underground laboratory for a long time. His black eyes stared at the lab door without moving.

How long had he been observing that door? The bronze dragon-head shaped doorknob turned. The door opened. Rema, who came out of the lab with a tired face, discovered the crouching bird. He frowned slightly in annoyance.

"Opek, what's the matter?"

"That's what I want to ask."

Opek retorted sarcastically as he flew up. He landed on his master's shoulder without permission as he started walking.

"The egg is in quite a state. You know why, don't you?"

"..."

"I won't tell you to kill and dispose of her right away, so just don't meet that kid for a while."

"You..."

Rema stopped halfway up the stairs. Without turning to look at the bird on his shoulder, he quietly asked while staring into space.

"Do you know the name of the emotion I'm feeling?"

The bird opened and closed his beak, making a clicking sound. Then he let out an exaggerated sigh and replied gruffly.

"I know, of course. That's why I'm doing this. It's the most dangerous emotion for you."

"Why is that?"

"What else?"

Opek assessed the state of the seal. It was already cracking irreversibly. The speed of the cracks forming was accelerating. There was no point in ignoring it and just giving warnings anymore. Opek spoke in a mocking tone.

"It's love, isn't it?"

"...Love?"

Rema's voice cracked as he repeated the word. Suddenly, he remembered a warning his master had given long ago.

<You... must never love anyone.>

At that moment, the indescribable emotion in his master's eyes had been pity. Yes, pity. He was certain of it now. His master had pitied him for having to give up being human for the sake of humans.

Crack.

The moment he realized what his master's emotion had been and why he had shown it, the crack in the egg grew a little larger. The bird felt it. It felt like walking on thin ice. But since it would crumble anyway if left alone, he decided to gamble. Opek chirped.

"Yes, Rema Resvid. You still don't understand?"

"...."

"If it was just affection, you could kill her. Like disposing of the seeds. You should have killed her already when you realized her existence was threatening your seal."

"..."

"If it was parental love, you could leave for her sake. You could prioritize her happiness over staying by her side. But you, you keep lingering and staying close."

"..."

"If it was just obsession, you would break her and possess her. Owning her would be more important than her will."

"..."

"I actually expected you to be obsessed with her, but somehow you couldn't do it? Uncharacteristically trying to be nice to the humans she cares about. Even though you want to get rid of them all right now, right?"

Rema gritted his teeth. Opek sneered.

"And then, when it looks like Azril Astera might love someone, you just can't stand it, can you? It's driving you crazy, isn't it? Do you know how much the egg has changed in just a few days since that damn ball ended?"

"..."

"Hey, the answer is obvious."

The bird flew up from his shoulder and hovered in the air, then his form changed. Short silver hair, glass-like gray eyes, a beautifully translucent boy's form that looked just like Rema. The boy who resembled Rema spoke flatly.

"You've fallen in love."

The boy floated ghost-like in the air and brought his face close to Rema's. A face identical to his, but much younger, smiled coldly.

"A love that will be your end."

Rema was silent for a long time. The boy retreated from him and sat down in mid-air. It was an arrogant posture, like he was sitting on a throne.

"You know how the Three Primordial Magicians met their end, don't you? You also know well why the Ancient Magic Civilization turned into hell overnight, right?"

Opek rested his chin on his hand and answered his own question.

"Blinded by damn love, driven mad by jealousy, that's how it happened. Oh my, your current state is quite similar, isn't it?"

"...Are you saying I'm jealous?"

Even as he asked, he knew it himself. The blonde man who had danced with Azril. The hands they had held, the way she had looked up at him. The long conversation that had taken place behind the curtain. 'You're going to be the Queen, aren't you?' the blue-haired woman who had been with her had said.

No. Azril had said Rema was more precious to her than anyone. She hadn't answered when he asked if she wanted to be Queen. Though he had deliberately not heard her answer by putting her to sleep.

"Why, don't you think it's jealousy? If you're unsure, why don't you go meet her? She seems to have gotten quite close to that man."

"..."

"Oh my, if you meet her, things might get interesting. I wonder if the already fragile egg might shatter that very day."

Opek's giggling voice could be heard. Rema covered his face with one hand.

It's natural that as Azril's world expands, she would find people more precious than him. He had made her cry several times, and forced her to leave, causing her pain for years. He couldn't stop doing things she disliked because it was his duty, and therefore he could never make her happy.

There are many humans who would be much better for her than himself. He knows this. It's only natural. But it's hard to bear.

Opek curled up the corner of his mouth.

"Rema Resvid. Weren't you actually holed up in your lab on purpose because you felt your condition was precarious?"

Rema passed by Opek floating in the air and climbed the stairs. His staggering steps headed towards his room on the second floor.

There was an old, faded mirror on one side of the room. Silver threads like spider webs spread out around his body as he approached the mirror. The magic visible in his dragon eyes. He placed his hand, wrapped in threads, on the mirror. The surface of the mirror rippled like water. Then it became transparent like glass and showed the inside.

Inside, there was a pocket watch along with neatly folded wrapping paper. The pocket watch, which had slept inside the mirror, bypassing the passage of time, gleamed like new. That watch was the first birthday gift Azril had given him.

Rema stared at it blankly. His fingers curled on the glass. He wanted to touch it but held back. During their time apart, he hadn't touched it at all, both because it was too precious and because he was afraid he would miss her.

Since reuniting with her, he hadn't particularly missed this. Because right beside him was the living Azril, smiling at him, her eyes shining as she asked questions, pondering while holding a chess piece.

To Azril , Rema is an incredibly precious person. She likes him. So much that she won't leave his side even when told she might be killed. So much that she says she'll find a way not to be unhappy by his side.

Rema looked at his own face reflected in the shining surface of the pocket watch and inwardly repeated this fact. She clearly values him the most. So it's okay if he can't be her everything. He can endure it. But if someone more precious to her than him were to appear...

The blonde man who could give her normal human happiness.

'Should I get rid of him?'

Should he kill that man and erase Azril's memories of him? No, should he remove all the humans on her list of 'people she knows' and leave only himself in her memory?

Should he create fake memories and implant them? To make her dislike humans. To make her hate living among humans. To betray her, hurt her, make her hate all humans except Rema Resvid.

Then Azril would consider only him precious without having to be forcibly confined. She wouldn't give her affection to other humans, nor would she pity those he has to kill out of duty. If he did that, if she looked only at him, maybe the egg would stop cracking.

He could naturally guide her down the path to becoming a Watcher. Then they could live together forever. A life where only they exist for each other. Although Azril Astera would be somewhat different from now after having her heart removed and becoming a Watcher, he didn't mind. She would still be Azril then.

It was a sweet fantasy. Rema escaped into that imagination.

He starts to form a concrete plan. How should he do it? Despite experiencing many painful things so far, Azril still likes humans, wants to help them, and knows how to trust. So to make her hate humans, he would have to create memories even more terrible than what she's experienced so far-

"What are you thinking about?"

Rema turned around. Opek, who had approached silently, was looking at him with a frown. He removed his hand from the mirror. The glass became opaque and turned back into an old mirror.

Only then did he break free from the delusion he had been immersed in. He rubbed his face with his hands. His skin had cooled. Just now, he had thoughts no different from Opek's suggestion to break her and keep her like a pet. No, it was an even more hideous fantasy than that.

'The egg's cracks have worsened, he said. Is this the effect?'

Rema quietly looked down at his pale hands.

Opek asked.

"What kind of imagination did you have to emit such a creepily thick emotion? Is it because the crack has grown?"

"...Is it creepy enough to give you goosebumps?"

"Of course it's creepy. You've been breaking the record of emotional intensity I've observed for a thousand years every day lately, but this is even worse."

Rema rubbed his face once more. Then he passed by the boy and left the room. Opek followed him with ghost-like movements.

"It's because of Azril Astera, right? Isn't it?"

He went down the stairs without answering. Opek whispered with a sneer.

"You're going crazy because you can't stand her loving another human, right? You're filled with this thick emotion because you've come to hate her, right?"

"Don't jump to conclusions."

Rema said roughly. The boy whirled in mid-air to block his path.

"Are you going to leave Azril Astera alone as she loves another human?"

"I will leave her alone. Because that's the right path for her."

"As if you'd leave her alone. You're angry, aren't you? Right? Take it out on her! If you can't bear to kill her, just break her and... Gack!"

Rema grabbed Opek by the throat and threw him to the floor. As he pressed down on the nape with his foot, the boy's form flickered and returned to that of a bird. He looked down expressionlessly at the bird gasping under his foot.

"Who did you say to do what to?"

"Gack, cough, ugh... Hey! Cough, you, just now, had similar, thoughts! I know it!"

"Similar thoughts, you say."

Opek's right. Creating and implanting terrible memories is not much different from actually making someone experience terrible things.

He couldn't do such a thing to Azril. He shouldn't. No matter how sweet that fantasy might be, he would end up regretting it in the end.

"...Even if I had such thoughts."

He moved his foot. He steps on Opek's wing. The bird's wing cracked with a crunch. The bird let out a silent scream.

"...!"

"...That doesn't give you the right to be insolent."

Only after completely crushing one wing did Rema lift his foot. Opek writhed, shedding feathers.

"Opek."

"Huff, huff, huff..."

"Don't try to manipulate me as you please. I have no intention of dancing to your tune."
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Opek cawed and shrank back, then looked up at his master with wide eyes.

"Manipulate? You're the one acting impulsively! Rema Resvid, are you finally going to abandon your duty!"

Rema glared at the bird before walking away. Opek shouted angrily at his retreating back.

"Y-you keep putting off uprooting the seeds in Maujancl! Since three years ago! Because it's where she lives, in case it affects her! Right?"

Rema faltered. Opek squawked.

"How long are you going to delay! She's noticed everything now! Even if you leave that damn seed she protected alone for a while, at least clear out the others right away!"

"...Understood."

Rema replied curtly without looking back, then disappeared. After he left, Opek got up groggily. As he healed his wings with magic, he grumbled.

"Such a temper. Is it because the seal is starting to weaken? Well, I've more or less achieved my goal."

The bird preened his disheveled feathers. Then he stared at the door his master had left through for a moment.

"Better to die by my master's hand than watch him crumble. I've lived long enough, it's time to die."

Opek cackled and returned to his nest.

\\\*

The Topaz Trading Company was very encouraged by the fact that they had prevented the disappearance of a holder of Unnamed Magic.

"This is the first time we've prevented it. It's the first time we've had such results. It's all thanks to you, Ms. Astera. You're truly amazing."

Nak repeated similar words several times with an excited face before leaving. Azril barely managed to see them off with a smile. When she was left alone, Marti asked.

"Did something happen, Master?"

She staggered and leaned against Marti's back. She buried her nose in the soft fur that smelled of well-dried grass.

"M-Master?"

"...Just a moment. Just a little."

Marti stiffened, looking down at his small master hesitantly, then spread his wings to embrace her. Azril's shoulders shook as if she was about to cry, but she didn't. She held it in well. After a while, she poked her head out from between the wing feathers.

"Marti."

"Yes, Master."

"Let's go to a place where we can see the house of the person who was just rescued."

"What? Aren't you going to rest?"

"I need to watch that person throughout the night."

"Didn't the company people say they would do that?"

She didn't answer Marti's question and climbed onto his back. Marti tilted his head in confusion but obediently took flight.

They settled on the roof of a building opposite the target's house. Azril concealed their presence with invisibility magic. They could see the company's swordsmen and magicians crouched near the back door. They looked prepared to stay up all night in case of any situation.

"Isn't it enough with them there and the artifact you made, Master?"

"It's not enough."

Azril lifted Marti's wing and wriggled into his embrace. Marti was a bit flustered.

"What are you doing, Master?"

"We'll be here until sunrise, so lend me your warmth."

As she shifted her position, Marti moved to help her lie comfortably. Azril leaned against the giant lion's chest and between his front legs, covered by his wings. It was soft and warm. The warmth of a beast that would never betray her and was loyal only to her. Just being buried in it felt comforting.

'I wonder if the person who created the familiar contract was a very lonely person. Someone who needed comfort... Ah.'

The one who created the familiar contract was Rema. Belatedly realizing this, Azril felt conflicted. She stared at the back of her hand. The white stars forming a knot. Rema's mana permeating it.

"You must be tired, it would be better if you slept. I'll stay awake and keep watch."

The loyal familiar whispered. Azril shook her head.

"No. I need to stay awake."

Because Rema Resvid might come. If he came, no one but her would be able to notice.

'Even I... might not be able to notice.'

She stretched out her hand from within Marti's embrace. She laid an intricate barrier around the target's house. It would be meaningless if Rema really came, but still.

The target's house was the most common type of two-story house in downtown Maujancl. The target was said to live there with his wife and children.

Suddenly, the door opened and a small girl poked her head out. The child looked around carefully, then came out with tiny steps and picked up a watering can. She then watered a small sprout in the corner of the yard.

Not long after, the target hurriedly opened the door. His face was tired and frightened. It was understandable, given that he had nearly been abducted. He looked around frantically, searching for his daughter, then sighed in relief when he spotted the child in front of the sprout.

He smiled as if nothing had happened and opened his arms towards his daughter. He called her name affectionately. The little girl put down the watering can and ran to her father's embrace. The target lifted his daughter. And soon after, the father and daughter disappeared behind the closing door.

Azril let out a deep sigh.

'If Rema tries to kill that person, should I stop him...'

Or, since it's Rema's duty, should she not interfere? Is that person someone who needs to die? Why? Is Rema's duty a righteous duty? There's no guarantee that something called a duty is necessarily good. Even if it was a duty set with good intentions, over the long years, the purpose might have been lost, leaving only the duty behind.

'A broken Watcher...'

The words Ban Hiran left behind confused her mind. She never expected the night she learned her twin brother was alive would turn out like this.

If Rema's thousand-year duty was nothing more than the slaughter of innocent magicians...

'Then what should I do?'

Would stopping him be the right thing to do for him? Had Rema been doing such things without knowing anything? Or had he been knowingly killing innocent people?

'Maybe my brother is mistaken. Rema's duty must be something that has to be done, something absolutely necessary...'

She doubts herself, then makes excuses to herself. She thinks about her brother. She thinks about Rema. It becomes overwhelming. Azril watched the target's house without sleeping a wink. The night was very long and troubling.

As night fades, a pale dawn arrives. The dim light soon blazes red, forming morning. The damp, hanging night burns away in the morning sunlight.

Until then, nothing had happened. She slumped in Marti's embrace. Her whole body felt heavy. Her head felt like it would burst from worrying all night long.

"Morning has come without incident. Master, shall we go rest for now? You look very tired."

"Yes, I'll sleep a little after we go..."

A communication came in. It was Nak Naham. She had an ominous feeling. She accepted the communication while clutching Marti's wing like a lifeline.

"Astera, Naham."

[A terrible thing has happened, Ms. Astera!]

Nak shouted in a voice close to a scream, skipping even the greeting.

[About a third of the targets disappeared overnight!]

"...What?"

[So far, we've confirmed eighty-seven people! What? There too? Damn it, now it's eighty-eight people!]

Nak gritted his teeth and shouted something to the side.

[What? Check the locations again! What about the targets in the northern district? Damn it, how is this possible? How did no one notice this all night?]

Azril clenched her fist so hard her knuckles turned white. This pulled on Marti's wing feathers painfully, but he didn't show it. After yelling here and there, Nak spoke again.

[I apologize for the rudeness during communication, Ms. Astera. I'm in a state of confusion right now...]

"It's... it's okay..."

[But, Ms. Astera. This time, did the artifacts not react at all?]

"No, there was no... no reaction at all..."

[Good heavens, did they immediately devise countermeasures for the alarm artifacts based on last night's failure? Is that possible? Just how many people did they deploy, these crazy bastards...]

Nak cursed the Talashin Empire a few times. Azril was frozen, pale-faced.

[Hm? Wait a moment, I'll go check that! I'm sorry, Ms. Astera. I'll contact you again later.]

"Okay..."

The communication cut off abruptly. She blankly stared at the street below. A peaceful morning was beginning on the street. The target who had been rescued last night was standing at the doorway, perhaps leaving for work. He kisses his wife's cheek, pats his child's head, leaves the house and walks away.

"Master?"

"..."

"Master? Are you alright?"

"It's Rema."

"Pardon?"

"It's not Talashin. If dozens of people disappeared in one night, and it was Talashin's doing, there's no way we wouldn't have received any signals. This is Rema's doing."

Azril muttered to herself, then staggered to her feet. She then collapsed onto Marti's back.

"To the castle... let's go to Brownie Castle, Marti."

The familiar obeyed the command without question.

\\\*

Everyone was surprised when Azril suddenly returned to the castle. However, she didn't engage in lengthy conversations with anyone.

"I'm sorry. Let me be alone for a while."

She climbed the castle stairs, leaving even Marti behind. She headed towards Rema's bedroom on the same floor as hers. Knock. There was no answer. Azril just opened the door.

The room inside was luxurious, but lifeless like a still life painting. It looked as if it had been mechanically decorated, with no sense of the occupant's taste at all. As she crossed the room, she took off her robe. The black robe Rema had gifted her flowed down and fell carelessly on the floor.

In lighter attire, she sat on the edge of the bed. She placed her hand in the center. The bed was cold, as if it had been empty for a long time.

Where could he be?

She didn't dare to try communicating.

She wanted to go to Rema's house in the Tail Mountains to check if he was there, but she hadn't learned long-distance spatial movement as it was Dragon's Eye magic. Azril raised her knees and buried her head in them. How long had she been like that?

The sound of the door quietly opening was heard. She didn't move. Footsteps approached, then hesitated.

She heard a rustle of fabrics, followed by a low intake of breath.

"...Azril?"

The low, soft voice she loved. Only then did she raise her head. Rema Resvid was staring blankly at her sitting motionless on his bed.

"Where have you been, Rema?"

"Why are you like this?"

They asked questions to each other simultaneously. Azril answered first.

"I was waiting for Rema."

"Here?"

"I hoped Rema would be sleeping here. Not going somewhere."

His expression became strange.

"I don't quite understand what you mean, Azril."

"Where have you been?"

Rema closed his mouth. He started skillfully folding the robe she had taken off.

"Rema, I wish you would be honest with me. Is it something you can't talk about?"

He placed the neatly folded robe on the table. Only then did he open his mouth.

"I saw many well-made artifacts. I hoped they were newly excavated ones, but..."

He trailed off. Their eyes met. Rema answered expressionlessly.

"I was carrying out my duty."

"I see. That's what I wanted to ask and was waiting for."

Azril stood up. Rema added in a faster tone than usual.

"The girl you wanted to save is still safe."

"...That's a relief. Thank you, Rema. For answering honestly, and for keeping your promise."

She forced a smile and soon averted her gaze from him.

"I'll come after I finish the second test you gave me. Take care, Rema."

Azril was about to leave the room just like that. But before she could take a few steps, he called out to stop her.

"Azril."

A low, deep voice. His gray eyes fixed on her looked like pooled mercury. Heavy, cold, metallic, yet so fragile like they would melt and drip away if touched.
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"Why did you create artifacts for the holders of Unnamable Mana... the seeds?"

Azril pondered the meaning of the word 'seeds' that he had carelessly let slip. She suddenly remembered the sprout that the target's daughter had been watering last night. Seeds exist to sprout. Lost in that thought, she answered his question.

"There's been a series of disappearances happening in Maujancl, so I was trying to help."

"A series of disappearances?"

"Apparently, holders of Unnamable Mana, including Nameless Magicians, keep vanishing without a trace. So..."

Azril was about to continue, saying she wanted to be certain it wasn't his doing, that understanding why the culprits were kidnapping those people might bring her one step closer to his secret. But Rema abruptly cut her off.

"Who told you such things? Who got you involved in this disappearance case?"

"That's..."

She was about to reply that she wasn't involved, but had volunteered herself, and that Charles had helped her. But suddenly, she closed her mouth.

Rema had approached without her noticing and was now looking down at her from close by. His shadow loomed over her. It felt strangely uncomfortable all of a sudden. Azril stepped back from him. At that moment, Rema's eyes wavered. She didn't notice this and asked tensely.

"Rema, why are you asking that?"

Rema stared at her blankly. Seeing him like this reminded her of 9 years ago, when he had asked her in that frozen moment of time.

<Who hurt you?>

How had the Marquis she had pointed to with her eyes died back then? Azril felt cold sweat forming in her palms.

"...If I tell you who it is, are you going to kill them, Rema?"

He was silent for a while. Azril tried to read his expression. Yet she couldn't fathom what he was thinking at all. Suddenly, Rema smiled faintly. With his usual kind face, he answered gently.

"That person is someone you 'know', isn't it? I don't break my promises."

Why did his smile give her such a chilling feeling? Azril clasped her slightly trembling hands together. Rema had promised not to harm people she knew, and he had always kept that promise. Charles wasn't one of the magicians exempt from that promise either. So it should be fine. She answered carefully.

"First of all, I wasn't dragged into this. I volunteered to participate myself."

"Why?"

"It was necessary to find the answer to the test you gave me."

He closed his mouth and looked at her. Azril swallowed dryly.

"Rema, I told you before, didn't I? That I met Charles again."

Charles. At the mention of that name, Rema's face subtly hardened. Azril, not noticing this, continued speaking.

"Charles is the king of this country, so of course he has to investigate the disappearance cases. There's an investigation headquarters set up by his order that's looking into the disappearances. So I asked him if I could participate in the investigation..."

"You, asked him?"

Rema interrupted her words again. A faint frown spread across his brow.

"Didn't I tell you to ask me for anything you wanted? Why did you ask him instead of me?"

The question was harsh. He seemed somewhat angry, but Azril couldn't understand why. Why? Was he upset that she had asked Charles instead of him? But this wasn't the first time, was it? It was the same as when she had asked Meili to investigate Tarbo Tameion.

He had never gotten angry over such issues before. No, Rema had never once gotten angry at her to begin with. She hesitantly opened her mouth.

"Charles is the one directing the investigation, so it makes sense to ask him. It's also the quickest and surest way."

"Is that the only reason? Isn't there another reason?"

"Another reason? What do you mean, Rema?"

"Didn't you simply want to help him?"

His response was sharp. Azril blinked in confusion.

"That wasn't my purpose for getting involved, but I did think it would be nice if I could help Charles while I was at it. ...Is that strange?"

Rema opened his mouth, then closed it. His jaw clenched. No matter how she looked at him, he seemed angry. Like he was trying to suppress his anger. He hadn't made such an expression even when turning Colt Castle to dust. Back then, he had said he was angry and destroyed Colt, but his face had remained impassive. This was the first time she had seen him show such clear signs of anger. It was utterly unfamiliar to her.

"Rema... are you angry?"

Rema paused, then touched his own face.

"Do I look angry to you?"

"...Yes."

"I see. So this is how it looks when I feel this way."

"What?"

"Knowing it's not your fault, yet still feeling resentful. Wanting you to understand these feelings, yet not wanting to reveal them. Wanting to pour out words that are little more than picking a fight with you, yet not wanting to burden you by demanding such things. Not knowing what to do because of all this. That kind of feeling."

Rema was acting strange. His low, rambling speech was so unlike him. An inexplicable heat flowed with his words.

"It seems these feelings welling up inside show on the outside. Like this."

"...Rema?"

She didn't quite understand what he was saying. Resentment? Picking a fight? These were words that didn't suit the Rema she knew at all. Azril had never seen him so unstable before. She unconsciously began to back away.

At that, Rema approached. She reflexively retreated further. He kept coming closer. Azril's back hit the wall as she backed up. There was nowhere left to retreat. Rema, standing before her, asked expressionlessly.

"Azril, why are you avoiding me?"

"That's... Um, Rema, you seem a little... strange right now..."

"Strange? In what way?"

He asked with a smile. It was a fake smile, as if a thin sheet of paper had been placed over his face. Azril avoided his gaze.

"Right now, Rema, you somehow feel... unfamiliar."

"Because I'm angry with you?"

"So you are angry after all?"

"No, I'm not angry at Azril. This certainly isn't anger."

"Then what..."

"Have you come to dislike me now?"

"What? No, why are you suddenly saying such things!"

Startled, she raised her head to look up at him. He replied with the corners of his mouth turned up.

"You can be honest, Azril."

"W-What do you mean?"

"Don't you dislike what I did last night?"

"Well... I don't like it, but... you're Rema, aren't you? Because it's you, I..."

"You asked 'Charles' for help to prevent the disappearances, even going so far as to create and distribute artifacts. Yet I've turned all your efforts to nothing. Those people all died yesterday."

Though she had suspected it, hearing it confirmed made her feel faint. She was at a loss for words. Looking down at her wide golden eyes, Rema spoke coldly.

"You hoped it wasn't me, even though you knew I was the only one who could do such a thing. That's why you came back, breaking your resolve to stay away for a while, to confirm if it was my doing. Isn't that right?"

"..."

"You'll come to dislike me for committing such acts, Azril. More and more from now on."

"No, I won't dislike you! You're not doing this because you want to, right? It's because of the Watcher's duty!"

Azril retorted, her emotions surging. Rema let out a low laugh.

"How long can you tolerate me? Until I kill that girl?"

"...!"

"I can break free from my duty anytime I want, Azril. You know that..."

"But you said it's a duty you shouldn't break free from. Something bad will happen if you do, right?"

He remained silent with an ambiguous expression. She spoke, trying to convince herself.

"You have no choice but to do it, right? I won't come to dislike you for something like that. I don't want to. I want to understand you, Rema."

"Azril, you..."

Rema's hand touched her face. Cold temperature. Azril held her breath.

"You want me to be good. Is it because you don't want to hate me?"

He cupped her cheek gently, asking in almost a whisper.

"If the truth is different from what you want to believe, Azril, what will you do?"

He stared at her confused face without blinking. It was a penetrating gaze.

"You might be disappointed. Then, Azril, will you want to leave me?"

His finger traced from her cheek to her ear as he caressed her face.

"Now? No, that expression wouldn't be right. I've been constantly urging you to leave me, after all."

His exhaled breath reached her. A chill like coldness prickled where it touched. Her lips trembled.

"...Re-Rema."

"Finally? At last? I'm not sure which expression is appropriate. In any case, it should be welcomed. It must be welcomed."

Rema tilted his head. His long silver hair flowed over his shoulder and fell.

"But Azril, now, I might not be able to do that."

His hand that had been cupping her cheek slid down. His fingertips felt the pulse throbbing beneath her neck.

"You've shaken me too much. I told you that I wouldn't be able to handle it, didn't I?"

Azril was now trembling slightly even in her body. Rema asked quietly.

"Are you afraid of me?"

That question brought her back to her senses. She lowered her eyes and bit her lip.

"No. I'm not afraid."

That answer was both a lie and a resolution. A resolution born from the belief that she, at least, must not fear him. If even she feared him, Rema would become alone, unaware of his own loneliness, just as he had been for the past thousand years. Azril didn't want to make him like that.

Rema was silent for a moment, then whispered quietly.

"No, Azril. Don't do that. Be afraid."

"Of Rema?"

"Yes, of me."

He slightly contorted his face.

"Be more wary, be more reluctant. Don't let your guard down around me."

"What... do you mean..."

Rema looked down at the golden eyes that seemed uneasy. The white neck that fit in one of his hands. The small face that he found uniquely lovable in all the world. The warm body temperature.

He could implant fabricated memories. He could kiss her to confirm if what he felt for her was truly love. He could do anything. Various impulses surged up, faded, and surged up again repeatedly.

He didn't want to know these emotions. He shouldn't know them. The ripples that had been spreading in his calm heart over the long years had finally become a tempest. He heard the hallucination of something cracking, cracking. If he snapped that slender neck, couldn't he escape this painful confusion? Before the egg cracked. Before it was too late.

It might be better that way. Maybe that's what he should do. This might be the last chance. His hand that was touching her neck instinctively tightened its grip.
Chapter 84: Chapter 84
Azril let out a groan.

"Ugh..."

At that small sound, Rema recoiled and moved away from her. She coughed as she caught her breath that had been momentarily blocked. He stared blankly at his own hand. Azril looked up at him with tears in her eyes from the physiological reaction. Already, red marks had appeared on her neck where his hand had been. They were especially noticeable against her pale skin.

"Rema..."

At her call, he trembled as if struck by lightning. Then he retreated further. The retreating Rema grasped the hand that had been choking her with his other hand. Azril saw his mana enveloping that wrist. The frenzied white stars seemed to have escaped his control at first glance.

"Rema? What are you trying to... Eek!"

Azril couldn't finish her question before screaming. Rema's wrist was severed and fell with a thud. Bright red blood flowed, soaking the fallen hand.

"What on earth are you doing?!"

Azril cried out in a shrill voice as she tried to run to him. At that moment, white stars poured out and surrounded her. Rema spoke, looking at her with a pale face. His voice was strangely calm.

"Don't come closer."

"Alright, I won't! Just heal your hand first, please!"

She had never even imagined Rema getting hurt. He was a magician close to omnipotence, after all. So the sight of him bleeding from a severed wrist seemed unreal. The shock of having her neck squeezed momentarily vanished in an instant. She had known since three years ago that she could die by his hand anyway.

Rema was just staring at his severed wrist without even a groan. Azril, unable to approach, cried out while sobbing.

"Why are you just standing there? Why did you cut your own wrist in the first place? Are you crazy? Hurry up and heal it!"

Rema, who had been standing like a broken doll, finally moved at that cry. He enveloped the fallen hand with mana, lifted it, and placed it against his bleeding wrist. Then he chanted a spell in an indifferent tone.

"Resvid."

White stars began to heal his wrist. Azril finally felt relieved. Rema looked down at his reattaching wrist, then turned to her with an expressionless face. The white stars surrounding Azril formed constellations. It was teleportation magic.

"Go, Azril."

"What? Wait..."

"I'm sorry for frightening you."

With that heavy, dry apology as the last words, the scenery changed. It was the alley where she had first arrived in Maujancl. Azril staggered and leaned against the wall. She felt dizzy. After taking a deep breath for a moment, she immediately moved her mana.

"Astera, Resvid."

Rema rejected the communication. She tried again.

"Astera, Resvid."

There was no response. Even after several more attempts, he did not answer. Azril slid down the wall and sat on the ground. Her head felt numb. She unconsciously turned her head to look outside the alley.

Just like on her first day in Maujancl, many people were passing by on the well-decorated street. It was bright with abundant sunlight. Faint music could be heard from somewhere. She raised her knees and buried her head in them. How long had she been like that?

"Master!"

It was a breathless voice. Marti, in his invisible state, was flapping his wings above her head. Panting, Marti said.

"I felt you become extremely unstable, so I tried to go to you... but from the corridor, I was repelled... No matter what I did, I couldn't get in... Then you disappeared..."

Looking closely, there was a scratch on the lion cub's forehead. Rema must have blocked the corridor with a barrier or mana wall, and Marti had recklessly charged into it. Azril reached out her hand over the familiar's wound.

"This much is fine..."

"Astera."

"...but thank you, Master."

"I appreciate your concern for me. But don't do this again in the future."

"I'm sorry, but I don't understand what you mean by 'don't do this.'"

The lion cub pretended not to understand, flattening his ears and turning his head away sharply. She smiled weakly and added.

"I mean don't push yourself and just wait."

"...Yes."

Marti replied in a small, disgruntled voice. Azril stroked the lion cub's head.

"Marti, return to your true form and carry me."

"Are we going back to the Underground Tower?"

"No, to the castle."

"What?"

"Let's go, quickly."

The familiar looked confused but obeyed when she urged him. He returned to his true form and lowered his back. They immediately returned to Brownie Castle.

A white-haired woman was leaning against the main gate. Though it was an unfamiliar sight, she recognized her immediately. It was Blanche, imitating a human. As Azril jumped off Marti's back after landing, Blanche approached.

"Blanche, it's been a while since I've seen you in that form."

"Azril. My cute little human."

She spread her arms and lifted Azril like a child. Then she nuzzled her cheek against Azril's neck.

"Where's Rema?"

"Mmm, I was waiting for you because Rema told me to, what happened to your neck?"

Blanche's voice, which had been answering softly, suddenly rose in pitch. The red handprint was visible through the disheveled collar from her nuzzling. It was clearly a mark from being choked.

"Ah, this is..."

"Master! What's that mark on your neck? Good heavens!"

Marti, who had suddenly poked his head in, confirmed the mark and jumped in shock. The lion bared his white fangs.

"Was it him? It was him, wasn't it? How dare that barbaric man do such a thing to you...!"

"It's nothing. Blanche, did you say Rema told you to wait for me?"

Azril asked, covering her neck with her hand. Blanche raised her eyebrows and grabbed Azril's hand, pulling it away.

"Nothing? My goodness, what kind of treatment is this for such a small and delicate child! Who did this?"

"Stand back, Blanche. It was your master's doing."

Marti growled, snatching Azril with his claws retracted and hiding her under his wing. Blanche was stunned. Azril sighed softly and patted the lion's neck.

"It's okay, it's fine, calm down, Marti."

"This is absolutely not okay, Master."

"I said I'm fine. Move aside. I need to talk to Blanche."

Marti made an unclear sound between a sigh and a growl, then moved his wing away. Blanche stared at her with a blank expression.

"Azril, did Rema do that?"

"Yes, but it was like an accident, so don't worry about it. More importantly, where is Rema?"

"So that's why he said those things."

"What things?"

"He told me to tell you this if you came back after he left."

"Rema left? Where to?"

"Mmm, I don't know. He said he won't be back for a while. He left a message for you, and yeah, I thought it was a bit strange..."

Blanche said, nervously running her hand through her hair.

"He said if you give the disc to any of the familiars, he'll take it as your choice."

"...Choice?"

"That's all he said before leaving. Do you know what choice he means?"

The Aurora Disc that he said contained information about the Dragon Eye Magician and the Watcher, which he called the second test. It was obvious what choice it meant to give up and hand it over. Azril rubbed her eyes.

"Yeah, I understand. Thanks for telling me."

She kept her hand over her eyes and breathed shallowly. The inside of her throat felt a bit sore.

Her twin brother who had returned alive. The words he left behind. The missing people who had disappeared overnight. The unstable Rema. Why did such overwhelming things keep happening? It felt as if the whole world was urging her to leave him. Even Rema himself.

'He said he wouldn't be able to welcome my departure anymore, but now he's asking me to choose to part again. Liar.'

The image of him choking her, then recoiling in shock and cutting off his own wrist flashed behind her closed eyes. He was certainly not in his right mind. Yet she didn't want to fear him or avoid him.

"Blanche, do you have any idea where Rema might have gone?"

"Well... Judging by how faint the connection feels, it's probably the laboratory."

Blanche replied uncertainly. Azril forced a smile.

"Thank you."

"Azril."

Blanche called out to her as she was about to turn away. The cat's vertically elongated pupils focused on her neck area. The white-haired woman hesitated, then added a short sentence with a long sigh.

"Be careful."

"Don't worry, Blanche. I'm incredibly strong. Who could harm me in this era, which isn't even the Magic Civilization Era?"

"Rema can."

"..."

"Azril, my little human, I..."

Blanche bit her lower lip. Then dhe opened her mouth.

"This is something I heard too. From one of Rema's familiars older than me."

"A familiar older than Blanche, that would be Opek?"

"You know about Opek. Yes, that strange bird. It's a story that bird told."

She continued with a bitter smile.

"A very long time ago, hundreds of years ago, Rema used to occasionally pick up humans."

"Pick up people?"

"Sometimes when they were little humans, sometimes when they were grown. The common thing was that they were humans born with an enormous amount of mana."

"So Rema was looking for people with Dragon's Eye."

Just like how he had brought Azril herself. She remembered him reaching out his hand, saying that since she had vast mana, she might be able to see the same thing as him. Blanche nodded slightly.

"Mmm, of course, no human was as close to Rema as you are. But there were humans who got along quite well with him. Some little humans who followed him like chicks, saying he was really a good person."

"..."

"But the result was always the same."

"What happened?"

"They all died."

"By Rema's hand?"

Blanche nodded. Even though she had guessed it would be so, it felt like her heart sank. Azril clutched the hem of her dress with her cold fingertips. Come to think of it, she had left the robe Rema had given her in his bedroom.

Blanche continued slowly.

"Opek laughed a lot while telling this story. Saying that humans will eventually try to climb up no matter what you do for them. Even if they don't, mmm, they end up hating Rema."

"Hate..."

"And according to him, If they can't understand something, they will hate it. Anyway, yeah, they all died by Rema's hand."

"So those people died because they hated Rema, or tried to harm him out of greed?"

"Rema doesn't get angry over such things. Whatever those humans did was of no use to Rema, and he, mmm, as you know, is generally indifferent."

"...Then why did he kill them?"

"He killed them because he had to."

"What does that..."

"Well..."

Blanche trailed off.

Duty, is it? Again, that damned thing called duty.

Azril gritted her teeth. Blanche observed her expression and carefully said.

"Anyway, Azril, Rema never told any of those humans to leave first. Mmm, he never forcibly sent them away either."

"..."

"You're the only one he tried to separate from, even erasing your memories. This choice he mentioned this time, it's asking you to leave, right?"

"...That's right."

"If Rema says so, mmm, Azril, I think it would be better for you not to be by Rema's side too."
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"Blanche, I..."

Blanche reached out to her. Hugging Azril tightly, she whispered gently in her ear.

"My cute little human, I don't want to see you die at Rema's hands. I don't want to see you become like the humans in Opek's stories..."

Blanche sniffled slightly as she released her.

"I want you to find a good mate and live happily for a long, long time."

Blanche stepped back and transformed into a cat. The white cat circled around Azril's calves once, rubbing against her silently, then returned to the castle. Azril leaned against Marti, who had been sitting quietly behind her.

"Master, that person is indeed dangerous..."

"Don't say it, Marti. I know."

"...Yes."

She looked up at Brownie Castle while buried in Marti's fluffy fur. A castle that seemed to have jumped out of a favorite picture book. Her eyes traced over the terrace where they had played chess and the terrace where she had practiced with magical tools. Then, she sent a signal by releasing a bit of mana towards the castle. Soon, the spirit born from her, having received her signal, excitedly burst out.

[Astera! It's been so long! Astera! When are you coming back? Are you back now? This is Astera's home, you know! I hope you come back soon!]

The brownie circled around her, shouting innocently. Azril spoke with a smiling face.

"Brownie, I have a favor to ask."

[What is it? What is it? A favor from Astera! Say anything! Anything! The capable brownie will take care of everything in a jiffy!]

"Could you bring me my robe? It should be in Rema's bedroom."

[A robe! Bringing a robe! That's too easy! It's almost disappointing how easy it is! But I like it! Because it's Astera's request!]

The chattering brownie flew off to the castle. Golden sparks remained like a shooting star's tail along the spirit's trajectory. Azril watched the disappearing spirit and opened her mouth.

"Marti."

"Yes, Master."

"How long would it take to fly from here to the Tail Mountains?"

"Hmm... If I fly my best, we should arrive in about half a day."

"Really? That's not as long as I thought."

"I'm a very fast familiar, after all. I have a spirit born from lightning in my body, don't I?"

Marti answered, puffing up proudly. Azril laughed softly.

"Then I have a favor to ask. I need to go there."

"Is there a laboratory near there?"

"Yes, in Rema's house. The house I lived in when I was young. ...Opek should be there too."

"I see. Understood. It might be good to pack some food and a blanket."

"Why a blanket?"

"It will probably be cold when we fly above the clouds. And wouldn't it be better for you to get some sleep? You've been up all night, after all."

"Ah. Yes, I'll do that. I'll tell the brownie to prepare it, so you rest for a bit."

"Yes."

Marti sprawled out on a large rock by the lakeside. Azril sat down next to him and waited for the brownie. The brownie who returned with the robe was overjoyed at her request to pack a lunchbox and blanket.

After telling Marti the location, Azril took a nap wrapped in a blanket on the familiar's back. She woke up once when she received a communication from Nak Naham midway. He said it was chaos everywhere, as this was the first time they had experienced disappearances on such a large scale. They had checked the artifacts just in case, but there was no problem with them.

[It seems the Talashin side must have used some incredible artifact. It looks like they've increased their manpower too. We plan to investigate in that direction.]

"I understand. Oh, and I have something else to investigate on my own, so I won't be able to come to the company for a few days. If you need anything, please send me a communication."

[A separate investigation? Do you have some suspicion?]

"...Later, if it's related to Talashin, I'll let you know."

[Understood, Ms. Astera.]

She couldn't possibly tell them that all the people who disappeared last night had been killed by Rema . Even if they knew, there was nothing they could do against the Magician of the Horizon. It would only become dangerous if they stirred things up unnecessarily.

Azril ended the communication feeling like she was chewing sand, then sprawled out on Marti's back. She had skipped breakfast and it was past lunchtime, but she had no appetite at all.

'Still, I should fill my stomach. If only for the brownie's effort.'

"Marti, let's take a break and have lunch."

"Yes, Master."

They landed in a suitable spot, had their meal, and then set off again.

Azril dozed off buried in feathers and vaguely had a nightmare. It was a dream where Rema turned into white scraps of paper and scattered away.

"Master, Master."

"Mmm..."

"We've arrived. Is this the right place?"

Rubbing her eyes as she got up, she saw a modest cottage below. A fence entwined with flowers and chickens wandering in the yard. A nostalgic scene.

"Yes, that's it. You found it well. Good job, Marti."

"It's nothing. This much is hardly an effort."

Marti answered, wagging his tail vigorously. Azril patted the lion's nape.

"Let's go down."

They landed near the fence. She entered inside the fence with the now-smaller Marti.

"Astera."

Her body floated up gently. Azril stood on the roof. The colorful bird that always nested there was nowhere to be seen.

"Where did it go?"

"Who are you looking for?"

"Rema's first familiar. It was always here... but it's not."

She crossed the roof, approaching the empty nest. In the center of the nest lay a single gray egg, round like a stone.

"Why is there an egg? Could it be Opek's?"

Azril crouched near the nest, peering at the egg.

"Is it about to hatch? It looks like it might break."

The surface of the egg was covered in cracks, it looked like it would shatter at the slightest touch. There were so many cracks that it looked like scales pieced together.

She examined the egg from various angles before standing up. She had intended to meet Opek, but finding only this strange egg was a complete waste of time. She came down from the roof and entered the house. As soon as she opened the door, a ball of light flew in, sparkling noisily. It was Rema's nameless spirit.

"Have you been well? You must have been bored."

Spirits struggle when they're far from their dwelling place. That's why this spirit, unlike Noir, Blanche, and Largo, had remained in Rema's house. Azril greeted the energetically flying spirit and asked.

"Is Rema home?"

The ball of light wobbled as it flew, then illuminated the stairs leading to the basement.

"You mean he's in the laboratory?"

It moved up and down. An affirmation.

"Thank you."

She went down the stairs. The door to the laboratory, which had seemed so huge when she was young, didn't look that big to her now. Just a bit larger than a normal door.

The doorknob, densely packed with white stars flowing, remained the same. Unlike when she was young, Azril now recognized half of the magic. Spells for alarms, defense, and preventing approach. She couldn't tell what the other half was. Probably Dragon's Eye magic.

She tried knocking. As expected, there was no answer. Rema doesn't respond when he's in the laboratory. There wasn't even a hint of presence. She stared at the dragon-head shaped doorknob for a while, then sat down in front of the laboratory door.

"Master?"

"Marti, go rest in the living room or the yard. There's a pond in the backyard too. It's much smaller than the castle's lake, though."

"What about you, Master?"

"I'm going to wait here."

"How long do you expect that person to come out?"

"I don't know. That's why just for a day or so."

The day after tomorrow, she would have to go meet her twin brother. After shooing away Marti, Azril was left alone. At some point, the spirit had brought a cushion, blanket, and even a chair.

"Ah, thank you."

As she sank into the chair placed in the corridor, the spirit gave her a cup of warm chocolate. She held the cup with both hands and quietly gazed at the closed door.

There hadn't even been a chance to tell Rema about Ban Hiran. Before she could decide whether to tell him or not.

"Don't tell anyone about me."

She wouldn't have been able to tell anyway. He was her twin brother who had nearly died hiding her. Her only blood relative whom she had thought dead for 12 years.

"This time too, I want to protect you. That's why. So, please, I hope you'll believe me."

She had no choice but to believe him. She had to believe him. No matter how suspicious the situation was. Even if only to know the truth.

She took a sip of chocolate. Her throat stung. Azril rubbed her neck with her hand. She rummaged in the inner pocket of her robe and took out a hand mirror. She looked at her neck in the mirror.

"It's quite noticeable."

It would be a lie to say she wasn't surprised at the moment when she felt suffocated. Still, surprisingly, she didn't feel shocked or scared. Because it was Rema.

"Be more cautious, be more wary. Don't let your guard down around me."

"I don't want to do that, Rema."

She muttered in response, fiddling with her neck. She arranged her mana and uttered a spell.

"Astera."

The red handprint quickly faded away. After confirming her neck was clear, she put the mirror away.

"I don't want to leave you alone. I don't want to dislike you either. Rema probably doesn't even realize he's lonely, but..."

She murmured, looking at the tightly closed laboratory door.

"Isn't that why you were so happy about the fact that I could see the same things as you? At least that's what I think."

She pulled her legs up onto the chair and rested her chin on her knees.

"But why were you so angry earlier?"

She asked, knowing there would be no answer.

"Rema said he wasn't angry, but it really seemed like he was."

Was he angry because it looked like she had come to dislike him? Azril pondered this way and that, but couldn't find an answer. Most problems related to Rema become labyrinths. Just like his secrets.

The laboratory door didn't open even after a day had passed. The nest on the roof remained empty as well. Azril had to return without any results. The time Ban Hiran had mentioned was approaching.

The clock tower in the central square was in the middle of an artificial pond with a fountain installed.

The large clock of the tower was also an artifact made during the Ancient Magic Civilization Era. It's said that the Maujancl royal family excavated it and made it into a clock tower for the citizens. Because it was an expensive artifact, access to the central square was restricted late at night. By the time it was close to midnight, there would be no one except the guards at the square's entrance.

It was a very foggy night.

Azril flew through the sky to the clock tower. Alone, hiding even from Marti.

The top of the clock tower was a blue roof in the shape of a pyramid. So there wasn't much space to stand on. Instead, just below the clock, there was a narrow passage for people who check the clock.

Azril landed there and looked around. Beyond the thick fog, only the lights from streetlamps and windows were scattered like stars. No people were visible.

She leaned against the railing and watched the clock hands, larger than her body, move. The two hands merged. It became midnight.

Dong, dong, dong.

The slow bell sound echoed through the fog. Before the twelfth bell could ring, there was a creaking door sound. It was the door leading from inside the clock tower to the outside.

"You came early, Ramhita."

Her twin brother appeared from there. Unlike before, he was dressed in ordinary and neat attire. A tidy frock coat that made him look like the son of a minor noble or a university student. He approached with silent steps. Stopping a few steps away from her at the end of the passage, he smiled gently.

"...Brother."
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"You seems troubled."

Ban Hiran clicked his tongue softly. He took off his coat and spread it out in front of the railing.

"Sit here. Let's talk while sitting."

"I can just sit on the ground."

"How can I let my long-lost sister sit on the bare ground? I can't do that."

He smiled with his eyes and gestured to her.

"Come here, Ramhita."

Azril approached carefully. She sat on the frock coat he had spread out and leaned against the railing. Ban Hiran, now in just his white shirt, sat down next to her, slightly apart. He loosened his choking cravat with his left hand and began to speak.

"Where should I start the story? Hmm, what are you most curious about?"

Ban Hiran was wearing a glove only on his left hand. The only part of his empty black body that was densely packed with stars was his left arm. The cold left arm of her brother that Azril had held in the pool of blood.

"Brother, what happened to that arm?"

"Oh, this?"

"Back then, your arm... was left behind. There was so much blood... and things like flesh... So I thought you were dead."

Azril spoke haltingly. Ban Hiran smiled bitterly.

"That arm was indeed mine. But the flesh around it wasn't."

"Then?"

"It was probably from a horse. The knight's horse died at that time. You were young and terrified, so you couldn't distinguish it."

"What happened?"

"There was a Sword Magician among the knights. Since we were children, he wanted to kill us painlessly in one strike, so he drew his sword. I instinctively dodged it. Not completely, though."

"So your arm..."

"Yes, only my left arm was cut off. A skinny child dodging a Sword Magician's sword? All the knights there were surprised. But the most surprised was the Sword Magician who tried to kill me."

Ban Hiran stretched out his left arm while looking into the distance. He continued speaking while staring at his hand spread out in the air.

"The moment he cut my arm, the mana forming his sword aura became strange."

"The mana became strange? Did the magic break?"

"Ramhita, you are a Dragon Eye Magician."

Azril flinched. He really knows a lot. It's natural that he knows about the Dragon's Eye since he knows about the Watcher, but how? Did he investigate as soon as he found me? This isn't the kind of information that can be discovered just by investigating the Dragon's Eye.

"...Yes."

"Do you know how you were born with the Dragon's Eye?"

Ban Hiran turned to look at her and asked. A body completely black without a single star. She avoided his gaze.

"I know. I... stole your mana..."

"Stole? That's not the right expression. My mana just flowed into you."

He gently cut off her words. Then he spoke in a kind tone.

"Are you feeling sorry about that? Oh dear, there's no need for that at all. It happened before you were even born, right?"

"But-"

"If you're trying to apologize, don't. I'll get angry if you apologize."

"..."

"Ramhita, that mana was yours from the beginning. Since I was loved alone by our parents, it's fair that you got the mana."

Azril looked at him with surprised eyes. On the day she learned why all Dragon Eye Magicians are twins, after hearing what Rema's sister had supposedly said, she had imagined what Ban Hiran would have said.

'It's unfair if I have everything. That's your rightful share, he would say...'

Ban Hiran had just said almost exactly what she had expected. Even though a long time had passed, many things had changed, and they had a reunion that couldn't be purely joyful, he was still the twin brother she knew. Her eyes began to burn. Somehow, she felt like crying.

"Brother, you're exactly the same as when you were young."

"The same? What is?"

"Your kindness."

Ban Hiran smiled awkwardly.

"I'm not really a kind person."

"That's a lie."

"I'm only kind to you. Because you're my only blood relative and my twin sister."

"No, you were always kind to everyone. Adults always praised you. They said you were a mature and gentle child despite being so young."

"Well, maybe when I was young, but not now. Ramhita, have you forgotten what I did ?"

Azril closed her mouth. For a moment, she had forgotten. Ban Hiran is involved in the disappearance cases.

"...There must be some circumstances, right?"

He tilted his head with a smile and continued speaking.

"Anyway, because I'm the twin of Dragon Eye's Magician, I have no mana in my body. I don't even have constituent mana in my body."

"No constituent mana? That's impossible..."

"You should be able to see it. Look closely."

Ban Hiran spread his arms and turned towards her. Darkness with nothing but his left arm. No matter how much she concentrated, she couldn't see the constituent mana that forms the body.

"Constituent mana is... the mana that constitutes matter, right? How can you...without it..."

Without constituent mana, one can't maintain form and turns to dust. Didn't Rema turn Colt Castle into a sand castle by controlling constituent mana? Ban Hiran whispered gently.

"So it's a miracle that defies the laws. The very fact that I'm alive."

"A miracle?"

"Dragon's Eye magic can violate the laws of god, right? The first unconscious miracle that Dragon Eye Magicians perform at the moment of their birth is the magic that maintains the body of their twin."

Azril stared blankly at her brother. This was a story Rema hadn't told her.

"You didn't know? Look at me more closely. How my body is being maintained. Along the outline."

She moved her gaze along Ban Hiran's silhouette as he said. Only after concentrating and observing for quite a while did she finally see something.

Faint and small golden stars were densely clinging to Ban Hiran's body. It wasn't mana inside his body. It was mana that followed the boundary line of his body. Like a thin membrane made of woven stars. It seemed to maintain the body that would collapse without constituent mana by isolating it from the outside.

"This is..."

"Do you understand? It's your mana. It's the first Dragon's Eye magic you used. You saved me even before you were born."

Ban Hiran stroked her cheek with a gentle hand. Azril couldn't say anything. A strange feeling, numb and warm and slightly sad, stirred in her body. He continued speaking.

"And you saved me twice. Because of this unique body, the sword aura of the Sword Magician who tried to cut me was disrupted. If it weren't for that, even if I had dodged, my body would have been torn apart by the sword aura."

"Did the mana forming the sword aura collide with the mana surrounding your body?"

"Probably. The disrupted sword aura twisted and killed the horse."

Ban Hiran nodded.

"The Sword Magician, seeing my movements and unique constitution, chose to take me to his superior instead of killing me. Thanks to that, I survived."

"Then, after that?"

"Hmm..."

Ban Hiran smiled awkwardly again.

"After wandering here and there... I was saved. Just like how you met the Magician of the Horizon."

"...Brother, do you know everything about how I've lived?"

"Not everything, but most of it."

"How? Those are things that only Rema and I know."

"Not just you two. The familiars know too."

"Familiars... Don't tell me..."

Suddenly, the empty nest came to mind. Azril uttered the name like a groan.

"Opek?"

Ban Hiran just smiled without saying anything. It was close to a silent affirmation. Azril stared at him blankly for a while before asking.

"Then does Rema know that you're alive? There's no way Rema wouldn't know what Opek knows. Did he know and not tell me?"

"It could be, or it might not be."

It was an ambiguous answer. She unconsciously frowned. He waved his hand.

"Don't be angry, I'm not sure if the Magician of the Horizon knows or not."

"Why?"

"Opek is Rema Resvid's familiar, but he keeps many things hidden from his master."

It was unbelievable. A familiar hiding such important things from its master?

"Why..."

"This is a bit difficult for me to explain. Later, if you really want to know, if you're ready to accept the truth, I'll introduce you to someone who can explain it."

"Someone who can explain? Who?"

"The person who saved me."

Ban Hiran's eyes narrowed. He added in a voice as small as a whisper.

"From a hell more terrible than what you've experienced."

By then, it had become 1 o'clock. The clock chimed once.

Ban Hiran's words were buried under that sound.

"Brother? What did you just say? I couldn't hear."

"...That person gave me this left arm."

Ban Hiran took off his glove and unbuttoned his cuff. He rolled up his sleeve to show his left arm. It was a pitch-black arm. The glossy surface looked like a strange texture that was neither skin nor metal. The arm was full of complex patterns and ancient Rem script.

"This is an artifact called the 'Poison Fang'."

"Poison Fang?"

It was a chilling name. Ban Hiran showed his fist and then opened it as he spoke.

"It's originally a kind of weapon. It's been shaped and attached in the form of an arm."

"A weapon? Isn't that dangerous?"

"It's fine. It's just a artifact that stores mana and allows non-magicians to use magic. It's very useful."

"So that's how you caused that explosion-like thing back then."

"That's right."

He answered readily and pulled down his sleeve. Azril stared at the black arm disappearing into the glove and carefully asked.

"Doesn't it hurt or feel uncomfortable? It's really not dangerous, right?"

Ban Hiran froze for a moment, but quickly smiled naturally.

"Of course. It's a safe artifact. I've been using it for years. Don't worry."

"That's a relief..."

Azril let out a sigh of relief.

"By the way, what kind of person is the one who made that arm for you?"

"A strong and beautiful person. Also the one I serve as my lord."

"Your lord? Did you become a knight?"

"Yes, I even have a title. Though it's a non-hereditary title."

"Wow..."

Azril was genuinely impressed, but then felt something strange. If he's a knight with a title, why is he involved in kidnapping people?

"Which country gave you the title?"

"Talashin."

Ban Hiran answered without hesitation. And added with a smile.

"My lord is the Princess of Talashin."

"Talashin?"

She couldn't believe her ears. But soon she realized it had to be so. After all, Charles had pointed to Talashin as the culprit behind the disappearances. But 'Ban Hiran' serving the Princess of Talashin and receiving a title?

"Talashin is... the country that massacred Solam, our village."

"Well. Ramhita, such things aren't important. I follow my lord, not the empire."

Suddenly, something flashed through her mind. The conversation she had with Lexina.

"We suspect it's not the Emperor of Talashin behind this. It's probably one of the direct imperial family members."

"We don't know which artifact it is, but we know who uses it."

"There's a rumor that an evil spirit is roaming in Santrie."

The acts said to be the work of an evil spirit, but suspected to be the power of a specific artifact. The traces from those acts almost matching the traces found in the disappearance cases.

Could it be...

"Brother."

"Yes?"

"Are you... the evil spirit of Santrie?"
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Ban Hiran was silent for a moment, then tilted his head curiously.

"That's unexpected. I'm surprised you know about that rumor."

"The things said to be the work of an evil spirit, were those really done by you, brother?"

"Yes. It was for my lord."

He nodded readily. Azril bit her lip.

"To put that person you call lord on the throne?"

"If that's what my lord desires."

Ban Hiran answered lightly, then turned to look at her.

"Why, are you disappointed? Do I seem like a puppet who does anything my 'lord' wants?"

"...No."

"You're not being honest, Ramhita. You used to tell me everything honestly."

He chuckled softly. Then he added.

"I chose my lord of my own will. I wanted to walk the path they pursue. So I follow their orders by choice."

"What is it that person is pursuing? The throne?"

"For my lord, the throne is merely a means to an end."

"What exactly do they want that makes them harm people to the point of being called an evil spirit, and even kidnap people from other countries?"

"Calm down, Ramhita."

Ban Hiran gently placed his hand on her shoulder as her voice rose. With the same smiling face, he said quietly.

"Aren't you curious about what the Watcher's duty is?"

"...!"

It was something she had always wanted to know. Rema had said he couldn't tell her, so it was a secret she had been trying to uncover on her own. Ban Hiran spoke of that secret so simply.

"Ramhita, the Watcher's duty is to prevent the advancement of magic."

"...What?"

"A thousand years have passed since the Ancient Magic Civilization fell. For a thousand years, magic hasn't developed at all. Even interpreting ancient artifacts is a struggle now, isn't it?"

Ban Hiran's eyes grew deep and clear. He looked straight at her.

"Isn't it strange? A whole thousand years. For a thousand years, no one has come close to real 'magic'? All the humans born and died over a thousand years thought sorcery was all there was? No one discovered 'magic'?"

"..."

"Does this seem natural to you, Ramhita? People aren't stupid. A thousand years is not a short time at all. Even if they had to start completely from scratch, they should have at least discovered 'magic' by now."

"That means... in other words..."

"Yes, something was preventing it. Preventing the discovery of real magic. Preventing the advancement of magic. Preventing humans from achieving a Magic Civilization like in ancient times."

"And that's what the Watcher does?"

"Yes, the Watcher's duty."

Ban Hiran wore a cold smile.

"For a thousand years, he's been killing anyone who might awaken to magic on their own, burying records and ruins that shouldn't be discovered, preventing humans from developing magic."

Killing magicians and burying ruins. These were things Rema had actually done. Azril felt dizzy. Ban Hiran observed her expression and reached out his hand. He took her hand in his right hand. Unlike his strange left hand, this right hand that was human was warm.

"Ramhita, what my lord wants is the revival of the Magic Civilization."

"The magic... civilization..."

"They want to liberate humans, magicians, from the Watcher. The throne of Talashin is merely a means to that end."

"..."

"I want to see the world they will create. A world where miracles breathe naturally like in ancient times, where even non-magicians can enjoy the benefits of miracles through abundant magical tools. That's why I decided to follow my lord."

Azril closed her eyes, then opened them. She looked up at the vast night sky overhead. The crescent moon hung in the sky like an eyebrow. The dream her twin was whispering of was as lofty and distant as the moon in that night sky. A story far grander than she had expected. She steadied her breathing, chose her words carefully, then slowly opened her mouth.

"So the Watcher is preventing the revival of the Magic Civilization? And your lord's goal is to revive the Magic Civilization in opposition to the Watcher?"

"That's right."

"The Watcher's duty is to prevent the advancement of magic? Really?"

"Yes. That's what Rema Resvid has been doing."

"I can't believe it."

"I understand it's hard to believe. It must be difficult to accept that the person you've been following has been doing such things."

"No, that's not what I mean. I mean it doesn't make sense."

"Hm?"

Azril pulled her hand away from Ban Hiran's grasp. Then she looked at him with clear eyes.

"My familiar is an artificial familiar created in ancient times. He told me that the Watcher is a being who fights dragons. That's completely different from what you're saying."

"That's also true in a way. The ancient Watchers were certainly such beings. Those who swore to protect humans from dragons."

Ban Hiran shrugged his shoulders. Then he whispered softly.

"That's why Rema Resvid is called a 'broken Watcher'. He's become corrupted over the thousand years."

"What do you mean by corrupted?"

"Ramhita, do you know about the process a magician goes through to become a Watcher?"

"That they remove and seal their heart?"

"Do you know exactly what that means?"

She didn't know. That was all Marti knew, and Rema had said he couldn't answer. When Azril shook her head, Ban Hiran answered.

"The heart they seal is the actual heart, and at the same time, it's the emotions."

"The emotions?"

"Things like love, compassion, sympathy, anger... what you might call human emotions."

She couldn't help but understand as soon as she heard it. It explained the sense of alienation she had felt while observing Rema all this time. From the start, he had been killing magicians without feeling any compassion or sympathy.

'But... if he sealed away his emotions, how does he react to me like that?'

Rema had shown quite a bit of emotion towards her. Recently, he had even gotten angry. Until now, she had thought Rema reacted to her because he considered her, who had the Dragon's Eye, as an equal being.

'But if he had actually sealed away his emotions, he shouldn't be able to feel anything for me either.'

Could Ban Hiran be mistaken? Or...

Ban Hiran calmly continued his explanation.

"To become a Watcher, one must separate their heart and remove emotions that interfere with battle. Only then could they fight dragons."

"So does that mean Rema has no heart and can't feel emotions?"

"Ramhita, do you know the legend of how he came to be called the Magician of the Horizon?"

"I do. The story of how he fought a black dragon for 7 days and nights in an endless wasteland and won."

"That black dragon was the last dragon."

"The last?"

"He killed the last dragon, and a thousand years have passed with no more dragons to fight. The duty to protect humanity disappeared."

"...So he lost his purpose."

"That's right. A Watcher is someone who removed even their heart for the sole purpose of protecting humans from dragons. But to endure for so long after losing that purpose? It's impossible."

"But Rema endured, didn't he?"

"There wasn't just one Watcher. But after a thousand years passed, no one remained except him. Do you know what this means?"

"Are you saying Rema is strange for enduring? Calling him broken just because he didn't disappear is sophistry."

"It's not a hundred years, but a thousand. With nothing to do, nothing to want. The abnormal one is the one who endured. Going mad would be normal."

"Rema isn't mad!"

"Right, instead of going mad, he found another duty to fulfill. The duty of preventing the advancement of magic."

"His original duty was to fight dragons, but because there are no dragons to fight, he changed his duty to killing magicians? That doesn't connect."

"Why not? It's easy to connect. Think about it, Ramhita."

Ban Hiran tilted his head with a strange smile.

"Remember what the ancients called the innate mana that makes humans into magicians."

"...The Legacy of the Primordial Dragon..."

She realized it immediately.

Marticoras had said that the Great War, which caused the downfall of the Ancient Magic Civilization, was a war between dragons and humans. However, the Great War is generally known as a war between ancient magicians. If both are true.

Rema had said the reason magic disappeared was because humans came to fear magicians. He said there was an incident of magicians being massacred. That even magicians killed each other.

"Are magicians... dragons? No, do dragons come from among magicians?"

Ban Hiran affirmed her groaning question.

"That's right. Magicians, or more precisely, humans who inherited the Legacy of the Primordial Dragon, have the potential to become dragons."

Azril clutched the hem of her robe with her fingertips. She looked up at the huge clock that couldn't be taken in at a glance. The clock hands were moving regularly as if nothing was happening. She asked slowly.

"What happens when one becomes a dragon?"

"They're no longer human. And they come to hate humans."

"Why? They were originally human. Even magicians who became dragons must have had families and loved ones."

"Ramhita, do you know why the Great War happened?"

"Was it a war between magicians who became dragons... and magicians who didn't?"

"Close. The Great War was a war between those who became dragons and those trying to protect humans from dragons."

"Can't dragons and humans coexist?"

"We're living in a world made from the corpse of the Primordial Dragon, do you think we could coexist with dragons?"

"..."

The creation myth begins with the battle between the Primordial Dragon and the God. Rema had taught her that they fought over how to treat humans. That the Primordial Dragon, unable to accept defeat, distributed its power to humans, which became mana.

'So do magicians who become dragons come to hate humans because of the Primordial Dragon's grudge?'

"...Not all magicians become dragons, right? When do they become dragons?"

"When they cross the line permitted by the god."

That answer reminded her of a conversation she had with Rema.

"Crossing god's fence is only allowed for Watchers. Even Watchers cannot go where the fence is not visible."

"Does that mean Rema killed everyone who tried to cross the fence set by god?"

Her thought was becoming complicated. Azril bit the inside of her cheek.

"What exactly is this line set by god?"

"Well. We're living in an era where the broken Watcher, Rema Resvid, has prevented the advancement of magic itself for fear of dragons emerging."

Ban Hiran shrugged.

"It's difficult to know exactly in what cases a magician becomes a dragon."

Were the 'seeds' Rema spoke of referring to humans who could become dragons? Unnamable Mana. Is that the type of mana that easily turns into a dragon? Is that why Rema killed them?

She blankly watched as her thoughts swirling and piecing together pieces of clues in her mind. It was dizzying. But she couldn't stop. She couldn't give up either.

Then the clock tower bell rang again. Twice.

"...There are things that don't make sense, brother."
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"Ask. I'll answer as much as I can."

"First, about Rema suppressing the development of magic."

Azril turned to look at Ban Hiran. He was watching her with a gentle, understanding expression.

"By suppressing magic, you mean he's trying to prevent the emergence of real 'magicians' rather than today's 'sorcerers', right?"

"That's right. By killing all magicians who have the potential to become dragons."

"You're saying that the Watcher, who lost his purpose when dragons disappeared, created a new duty for himself, and that duty is to prevent the possibility of dragons appearing?"

"Correct. Why?"

"It's strange. It doesn't make sense. If there's still a possibility for dragons to appear, then they haven't completely disappeared, have they? Then why is there a need to create a new duty? Dragons would continue to appear."

"No, dragons have disappeared. They no longer appear."

"What? You clearly said earlier that because of Rema, we can't know when a magician might become a dragon. But now you're saying dragons have disappeared. How do you know that?"

"We can't know, but the ancient magicians did. And they made dragons disappear. It's hard to figure out how they could do that because Rema Resvid has buried all the records."

"So thanks to the ancient magicians, magicians no longer become dragons?"

"Yes, humans no longer transform into dragons. There won't be another crisis like the Great War. That's why my lord wants to develop magic."

Ban Hiran gave a bitter smile.

"But Rema Resvid can't accept that fact, and he's preventing the development of magic by killing those who have the potential to become dragons. To him, magicians are dangerous beings who could become dragons."

"So in the end, the duty Rema is keeping..."

"To him, it's probably an essential duty to prevent the birth of dragons to protect humans. In reality, it's nothing more than meaningless slaughter by a broken Watcher."

Is this what it feels like to have your blood run cold? She felt dizzy. It couldn't be. She wanted to believe it couldn't be. Azril bit her lip and argued back.

"That's nonsense. You said it's impossible to find out the truth because of Rema? Then how can you be sure that dragons no longer appear?"

"..."

"And, if preventing the development of magic after dragons disappeared was the new duty he set, why did Rema teach me ancient magic and knowledge?"

"Well, you're an exceptional being to him. Always, in every aspect."

"He said I could teach others everything I learned, as much as I wanted."

"He allowed that? Him?"

"He also said magic isn't dangerous. I'm actually already teaching two magicians. It doesn't make sense for these to be the actions of a Watcher preventing the development of magic."

"Ah, Ramhita."

Ban Hiran let out a hollow laugh followed by a deep sigh.

"You're really naive. No, that Watcher must have made you naive."

"What do you mean?"

"I understand that you want to believe he's not bad, no matter what."

It was similar to what Martigoras had said to her. Azril was momentarily at a loss for words. Ban Hiran smiled very kindly.

"It's okay, I understand. You must have been saved by him. And Rema Resvid must have acted that way."

"What way?"

"He's being very careful not to be hated by you. Even neglecting what he believes to be his duty."

"Rema is letting me teach magic because he's afraid of being hated by me?"

Azril shook her head.

"That can't be. It's not that, it must be that preventing the development of magic isn't Rema's duty."

"You don't know how much he loves you."

"I do know. I know very well how precious I am to Rema."

"No, you don't know. He abandoned his duty for you. Just like he's letting you teach magic. Even though he believes he shouldn't."

"Rema said there's no connection between me teaching magic and his duty to kill that child!"

"Ramhita, do you believe everything he says?"

At this gentle question, she suddenly remembered what Blanche had said.

"Don't believe everything Rema says."

Don't believe Rema's words? From where to where? Then what should I believe? Ban Hiran's words?

Her head felt like it was about to explode. Azril kept biting her lips. Ban Hiran clicked his tongue and gently held her chin.

"You'll bleed. Don't do that."

"...Show me proof."

"Proof?"

"Show me proof of what you've said. I can't believe it until then."

"You already have the proof."

"What?"

"You have half of the Aurora Disc, don't you? I heard from Opek."

Azril looked up at Ban Hiran with a blank expression. Ban Hiran let go of her chin and continued.

"Combine your disc with the society's disc, arrange the mana according to the pattern on the top surface, and activate 'magic'. It won't open with sorcery. Then the disc will reveal the truth. The truth about magicians, dragons, Dragon Eye Magicians, Watchers, and the Great War."

Rema had said that Dragon Eye Magicians had no choice but to become Watchers. He had also said he would teach Dragon Eye magic if she could interpret the disc. He had also said she would learn about Watchers if she figured out what was contained in the disc. Ban Hiran was saying the same thing.

"What exactly is that disc?"

"It's a artifact that shows other people's memories, Ramhita. Such relics existed in ancient times."

When learning how to make artifacts, Rema had mentioned such things as examples of complex artifacts.

"I'm most curious about the artifact that shows other people's memories."

"I understand. You'll be able to see it soon."

It was the artifact he had said he would make and show her. Rema hadn't shown her the finished product yet. She rubbed her face with trembling hands. How did Ban Hiran know all this?

"Did Opek tell you what's in the Aurora Disc too? To your lord? Is that how you know all these things?"

"No. What Opek told us was how to use the disc my lord had."

"There was another disc like the Aurora Disc?"

"They weren't uncommon in ancient times. The reason they're rarely found today is because of Rema Resvid. My lord found a disc similar to the Aurora Disc in the Imperial Vault of Talashin."

"But you said it won't open with sorcery? How did you open it? If Rema is killing all magicians, there shouldn't be anyone who can use magic."

"My lord had me. I'm the one who opened the Talashin disc, Ramhita."

Ban Hiran showed his left hand.

"With the Poison Fang, I can use ancient magic too. Just like you. Since I'm not a real 'magician', there's no worry about being detected and killed by the Watcher."

He lowered his hand and whispered kindly.

"Ramhita, are you confused? It's hard and you don't want to believe it. Everything must seem suspicious."

"..."

"You asked earlier, didn't you? Why Opek, being a familiar, has things he hides from his master."

"..."

"Rema Resvid is like a broken machine. That's why Opek has no choice but to move secretly. If that broken Watcher found out, everything would be over."

A broken machine. That phrase reminded her of how he had choked her, then stepped back and cut off his own wrist. Azril clenched her fists.

"...I want to meet Opek."

"That bird is with my lord now."

"What exactly is Opek's purpose?"

"Well, would you believe me if I answered now? You still don't want to believe, do you?"

Ban Hiran gave a bitter smile. Azril couldn't say anything.

"Check the disc first. You'll be able to believe when you see the evidence. When you're ready to accept it, I'll guide you to my lord and Opek."

He spoke gently as he stood up.

"You'll need time, right? There's a note in the inner pocket of my coat. Think about it slowly, and contact me there."

She looked down at the frock coat she was sitting on. A warm hand stroked her head.

"Ramhita, I hope you realize how dangerous he is. I want you to be safe."

"I..."

Azril swallowed her words. She couldn't tell her twin brother, who had nearly died trying to save her, that she had stayed by Rema's side knowing she might be killed. A gentle voice settled near her ear.

"You really like him, don't you? Then, think about what would truly be best for him."

"What's best for him?"

"Leaving him as he is, or freeing him from his misguided duty. Think about which would be better for him."

The hand stroking her head moved away. When she looked up, Ban Hiran was already standing on the railing.

"It's okay if you decide not to believe me. The fact that you're my only twin sister won't change, and I'll save you from him somehow."

He smiled brightly and jumped down. She saw the stars scattered from his left arm enveloping him. Azril sat still until those stars disappeared into the fog. She felt the crinkle of paper under her fingertips resting on the frock coat.

The bell tolled three times. Only then did she stand up. She put her hand in the pocket of the frock coat. On a small note, a name was written in Rem script.

Bana. It's a Rem word meaning to build or construct something.

It seemed to be Ban Hiran's spell.

'He means to communicate here. But, a spell...'

Rema had said her twin couldn't become a magician. Because the twin of a Dragon Eye Magician is a human without magic power. Yet Ban Hiran had a magic name. Even though it was thanks to the artifact given by his lord, it meant he was now essentially a magician.

'Did Rema know? That even the twin of a Dragon Eye Magician could become a magician using a artifact.'

Did he know and not tell her, or did he not know either? Either way, it was clear that what Rema told her wasn't the complete truth. The note crumpled in her hand. Azril carelessly stuffed it inside her robe. As she did so, she arranged her mana.

"Astera, Resvid."

Rema still didn't respond.

\\\*

As soon as she returned to her room in the Underground Tower, Azril collapsed into sleep. It was such a long sleep that even Marti worried about his master's condition.

She only woke up when she received a message that a guest had arrived. Charles was waiting for her in the reception room of the Underground Tower where they had first met.

"It's been a while, Azril. I almost died missing you."

Charles joked as she entered the reception room. Azril smiled as she sat down across from him.

"It has been a while, Charles. I heard you were busy with trade issues, did they get resolved well?"

"That was settled smoothly, but... hmm."

Charles's expression hardened as he looked at her. He hesitated for a moment, then carefully asked.

"Are you perhaps not feeling well? Or is there something bothering you?"

"...I guess I really can't manage my expressions."

"Let's just say I'm quite skilled."

Charles shrugged and rested his chin on his hand.

"You don't seem to be sick. So, what's the matter?"
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"It's just a personal matter."

The Ancient Magic Civilization, the Watcher, and the Dragon. The scale was too grand to be dismissed as a personal matter. Nevertheless, it was true that for Azril, it was an extremely personal issue.

'Come to think of it, I didn't get to hear what purpose they had for kidnapping the seeds.'

The stories Ban Hiran had poured out were so shocking that she hadn't properly asked about the disappearance case. Charles silently looked at her for a long time. Azril spoke first.

"By the way, what brings you here?"

"Can't I come without a reason? That's a bit hurtful."

"I don't mind, but aren't you very busy?"

Was he here because of the enormous number of targets that had gone missing in one night? Surely that matter would have been reported to Charles. As she was inwardly making this judgment, Charles openly sighed.

"You're ruthlessly unforgiving, aren't you?"

"What?"

"I mean you don't leave any room for interpretation."

"What room... Oh."

Azril finally remembered the confession Charles had made. She had truly forgotten about it due to lack of time.

"I thought I had already answered that, Charles."

"Yes, you said you had no time, and that was the entire reason."

He smiled faintly.

"So I thought I'd wait until you had some time. While helping to resolve the issues that are keeping you so busy."

"What? No, don't do that. Besides, this is something no one can help with anyway."

"Well, I might be of more help than you'd expect. I'm quite capable, you know, Azril."

She knew he was a competent king. She also knew that she owed him in many ways and that he was trying to repay that, separate from any personal feelings. Therefore, in most cases, Charles's help would indeed be a great asset.

However, this wasn't the case for her current problem.

Rema Resvid. The Magician of the Horizon. The person who had given her everything from her name to her magic. The person most precious to her. Ban Hiran had said he was broken. Like a machine that had malfunctioned after trying to endure for a thousand years. That the duty he claimed to be protecting was, in reality, nothing more than meaningless slaughter.

If Ban Hiran was wrong, Azril would have to find out Rema's real secret again. And from that point on, her only twin brother might become her enemy. On the other hand, if Ban Hiran was right...

'If Rema is truly a broken Watcher... if the duty he's been protecting all these long years in loneliness is actually wrong...

Then, what should I do?'

The faint smile Rema used to wear, his expressionless face as he choked her, and the sight of him cutting his own wrist as he retreated flashed through her mind in succession. Azril bit her lip. Amidst the turmoil, her honest feelings burst out.

'I just want to be by his side.'

Power that could make even the Emperor tremble, a mountain of gold, a garden where winter never comes - she didn't need any of that. She just wanted to be with him, by his side. To see the same things he saw, to learn magic from him, just like that. She just wanted to live by his side without being unhappy, so why was that so difficult?

Did she have to abandon everyone else to stay by his side? Should she close her eyes no matter who he killed or what he did? If she ripped out her heart like him, would that make it possible? Would that allow her to remain unaffected even if Safinea died, or Meili died, or Charles died, or whatever happened to Ban Hiran?

Was that the only way to be with Rema? Wouldn't it be better to give up on Rema instead? After all, Blanche, Marticoras, Ban Hiran, the whole world, and even Rema himself were telling her to give up on him.

Suddenly, she remembered when she was sixteen, when she met him again and regained all her memories.

"Perhaps it means that out of all the people born so far, I'm the most suitable person."

"Someone who won't become unhappy even if they stay by your side and learn magic."

Was I actually not the right person after all?

As Rema had said, was it because I couldn't handle all of this, that it's so hard?

It felt like a swamp was rising. Something hot and stifling welled up, and finally overflowed inside her. Charles saw tears suddenly falling from Azril's eyes without warning. He was taken aback.

"Azril?"

"Ugh..."

Azril, who was about to say it was nothing, a mistake, quickly covered her mouth as she was about to burst into tears. Even with her mouth covered, the tears wouldn't stop flowing. She couldn't stop them. Suppressing the sound of crying was all she could manage. Her shoulders trembled violently.

Charles stood up abruptly. He approached her side and sat down. Then he stretched out his arm to wrap around her shoulders, slowly guiding her into his embrace. Charles didn't say anything. He just let her lean against him like that.

Body heat is often a greater comfort in most situations than one might think. Azril unconsciously clutched his collar. The falling tears soaked his clothes thoroughly. She cried for a long time, thinking of nothing.

Then, she felt a little relieved. The crying finally subsided. Azril suddenly realized that she had been crying in Charles's arms. Startled, she tried to push him away and break free, but Charles wouldn't let go.

"Azril."

"I-I'm sorry, I didn't mean to do this, suddenly crying..."

"I think I understand your position relatively well. You're a powerful magician who doesn't need to fear anything, and because of that, you're a being who stands a step apart from others."

Blue eyes looked down at her.

"The only one who could make someone like you this distressed would be your master, wouldn't it?"

"...Let go, Charles."

"I saw it 9 years ago. When the Magician of the Horizon killed everyone in the room, you were trembling in his arms."

"Let me go."

"It's about him, isn't it? That's why you say no one can help?"

She closed her mouth and pushed him away. When she struggled, Charles soon loosened his arms. However, he didn't let her completely escape from his embrace. He caught her arm as she tried to retreat while sitting.

"Compared to the Magician of the Horizon, I must be like dust. Even so, I..."

Charles gritted his teeth. Then he said quietly.

"I, at least, wouldn't make you cry like this."

For a moment, Azril imagined choosing Charles. If she returned the disc to Blanche, forgot everything, and just became an ordinary person.

"...Charles, would you mind if I wasn't the same magician I am now?"

"What does that matter?"

Charles asked, puzzled. Then he added.

"I don't like you because you're an exceptional magician."

That must be true. If he had wanted her as a magician, he would have used her status as the Horizon's disciple long ago. He wanted to repay her, but he had never asked for her help as a magician.

Even regarding Safinea's illness, he had told her not to worry about it. In fact, if Azril hadn't saved Safi from the fire in the underground tower that day, the Duchess of Rudimna wouldn't have even known that Azril might have a chance to cure her daughter.

Wouldn't it be easier if I forgot everything and stayed by this person's side? But as soon as that choice came to mind, she felt repulsed. She didn't want to give up being a magician. She didn't want to marry the person Lexina von Madriol liked either.

These were very trivial problems compared to what she experienced by Rema's side. Nevertheless, even just that wasn't enough to make her think of choosing Charles. Unlike wanting to be by Rema's side even while trying to endure everything.

'Ah.'

"Isn't it that someone else occupies your entire heart, so you have no room for His Majesty? You must have someone you love."

The words the princess had blurted out while drunk flashed through her mind. More precious than anyone else, wanting to be by his side no matter how difficult it is, having no room to think about other things because of him, wanting to see him smile brightly.

'Do I like Rema?'

Azril thought blankly. Not in a flutter or excitement, but in confusion and bewilderment.

"Azril, asking such a thing..."

Charles murmured as he leaned towards her. Still holding her arm, his upper body cast a shadow over her.

"Does this mean you're giving me a chance?"

He asked, gently cupping her cheek. His shadow completely covered her.

Suddenly, she felt extremely uncomfortable. It was a completely different sensation from when Rema had cast his shadow over her not long ago. She couldn't explain exactly how it was different, but in any case, it was unpleasant. Enough to make the mana inside her body stir slightly.

The stars were about to move. Azril startled.

"...!"

When she violently pushed him away, he was forced back from her. Azril stood up from the sofa and retreated several steps before finally calming down. She instinctively knew. She had just nearly hurt Charles. She panted, pressing her chest.

"Azril...?"

"I'm sorry, Charles."

After leaning on him and crying as she pleased, now she was so uncomfortable that it revived her trauma. She couldn't understand herself.

"I-I'm sorry. Really. This won't work."

"What won't work?"

"It seems..."

It seems it's because you're not Rema.

Those words circled in her mouth. That was the only explanation for the discomfort she had just felt. It felt like a new problem had been thrown into her already jumbled mind. Did she really like Rema? She rubbed her face and continued speaking incoherently.

"It seems I can't accept you, Charles. That's how it is. Um, it's hard to explain precisely, it's not that I dislike you, it's just, it won't work. I'm sorry, Charles."

Silence settled. As Azril raised her head, waiting for his response, Charles smiled bitterly.

"I see. I understand. I'm sorry for pressuring you."

He stood up and placed a neatly folded document from his pocket on the table. The Aurora Society's emblem was stamped on the cover.

"This is the permit I brought as an excuse to meet you."

"Permit?"

"For borrowing the Aurora Disc."

Azril looked up in surprise. It had been quite a while since she requested it, and although Edith and Penderock had said they would help, it was still faster than expected. Considering that the disc was practically the identity of the Aurora Society, it was a very quick result.

"Ah, thank you..."

Her words of gratitude trailed off. There was a wet mark from her tears on Charles's chest as he stood up. Charles followed her gaze and looked down at it, then clicked his tongue.

"Oh my, don't look at it like that. It makes me embarrassed."

"I should be the one embarrassed, why are you embarrassed, Charles?"

"Because it's evidence that I added unnecessary pressure while knowing you were struggling."

"Charles, you're really strict with yourself. I only received a lot of comfort."

"Was it comforting?"

"Very much so. Thank you."

Azril approached him while arranging her mana. She placed her hand near his chest and uttered a spell.

"Astera."

Charles watched blankly as his clothes dried quickly and the tear stains disappeared. He muttered softly.

"Really, you don't leave any room for me. You won't even let me keep this much."
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"What?"

"I hope you won't avoid me just because you rejected me."

Charles smiled faintly as he grasped the doorknob.

"Next time, let's meet more comfortably. I won't burden you anymore."

Ash, the guard knight waiting outside the door, bowed his head. Charles left the reception room with elegant steps.

Azril sat in the reception room for a while. Her eyes, which had cried a lot, felt hot. They would probably be swollen tomorrow. She sighed, rubbing her eyes, and stared at the permit on the table.

"Combine the Society's disc with your disc , arrange the mana according to the pattern on the top, and try activating 'magic'. It won't open with sorcery."

Ban Hiran's words spun in her head. She picked up the document with trembling hands.

After submitting the permit, she followed the guiding staff. After passing through several layers of doors and security devices utilizing relics, she received a tightly closed box.

"It's not possible to leave the Underground Tower until you return the orb. Please keep that in mind."

After hearing the precautions, she returned to her room. She swept away the documents and books haphazardly piled on her room's table and placed the box on it.

"Is that the Aurora Disc? You've finally been granted permission to borrow it."

Marti curiously peered around the box. Azril sat on the bed, staring at the box as if looking at a bomb.

"Master? Aren't you going to open it?"

Marti didn't know about the conversation she had with Ban Hiran. Azril hadn't told anyone about it. She didn't want to open the box. Because no matter which truth it held, it would be difficult. But she had to open it.

"Yes, I have to open it."

She slowly got up from her seat. She put up a barrier in the room and opened the box. Inside was a neatly placed half of a palm-sized disc.

White metal material. Strange patterns densely engraved on the surface. An object containing such tremendous mana that it would look like a ball of intense light when viewed with the Dragon's Eye. It was identical to the one she had.

Azril took out the package she had hidden inside her bag. She removed the magic she had placed on it and took out the disc she had found in the Colt Ruins. She placed the two half discs side by side in the box. Marti let out a small exclamation.

"They fit perfectly. Now, are you going to investigate what's inside, Master?"

Azril stretched her hand over the discs. Stars flowed from her fingertips. Marti's eyes widened.

"Do you already know how to use this artifact?"

"Yes, I do."

Instead of answering her familiar's question, she focused on arranging the mana. She remembered the crystal ball she had opened in the Colt Ruins by arranging mana like solving a puzzle. The fundamental principle was the same.

However, the pattern on the disc was so complex that it was almost embarrassing to compare it to that. Even for her, it wasn't easy to arrange mana to fit such an intricate pattern precisely. She moved the stars one by one, concentrating. The arranged stars gradually completed a picture like a pointillist painting.

Marti kept quiet, waiting patiently so as not to disturb his master's concentration. Just as the familiar was about to doze off from boredom, Azril completed the arrangement. Giving gravity to the arranged mana took only the blink of an eye. Now all that was left was to chant the spell.

'He said it was a artifact that shows other people's memories.'

What could be inside this? Azril closed her eyes tightly, opened them, took a small deep breath, and then called out the name of her mana.

"Astera."

A low rumble spread out. The disc responded to her magic, turning golden. It rattled and vibrated in the box. Suddenly, light shot up from the center of the now completely golden disc. That light drew a screen in mid-air.

There was a 'zzt, zzt' noise. The screen was blurry and broken in places. It seemed to be because they had activated it by putting together broken pieces instead of a complete disc. Azril, looking at the moving picture through narrowed eyes, realized what it was showing.

"This is..."

"Is it a place you know?"

Marti, who had gotten up at some point, quickly asked. Azril nodded.

"I haven't been there, but I've seen pictures."

"Where is it?"

"The place where the Aurora Disc was discovered."

An endless wasteland. The very place where Rema fought the black dragon for 7 days and nights. There was a picture speculating what it might have looked like before it became a land with only the horizon visible, when there were many mountains and hills. She had seen that picture among the Aurora Society's materials. The scenery in the screen was almost identical to that picture.

It seemed to be someone's point of view. Looking at the sky, then around, then at their own hands. A man's hand with thick knuckles. It didn't seem to be a hand that had done rough work. It didn't look very old either. At most in his 30s. The sleeve of a robe with several layers of complex numbers was also visible.

The man, who had been clenching and unclenching his fist, began to speak quietly.

[I am Akron Av, the Watcher of the Northwest region. Even if I say this, whoever sees this record probably won't know who I am. You might not even know what a Watcher is. Because there won't be Watchers in that era. Except for my disciple, that is. Soon, there will be no one left but him.]

Disciple? Could it be.

Azril swallowed dryly. The man was muttering with his gaze fixed on the ground. His view moved slowly.

[I won't consider the case where my disciple has completely collapsed. If that happened, no one would survive, so no one would be able to open this. So, in your era, the only Watcher left will be Rema Leviathan. Ah, the surname might be different. He'll have to create a new name for his mana now.]

Rema Leviathan?

Marti perked up his ears and asked.

"That... seems to be referring to Rema Resvid. Then, could the owner of this memory be his master?"

"Probably."

Azril nodded blankly. Come to think of it, when she was young, she had asked Rema who had given him his spell, and he had answered that he had created it himself.

[Anyway, you who opened this must be a magician. It would be impossible to open this without being able to use magic. Many magicians besides me have created similar records and left them all over the world. For Dragon Eye Magicians like you, who my disciple might not have found. In an era where magic has ended, a magician who can open this record through self-study must naturally have the Dragon's Eye. Ah, the Dragon's Eye refers to eyes that can see mana. If you... by any chance, opened this without the Dragon's Eye... No, that's impossible. Such a thing is impossible.]

The screen shook left and right as if the man was shaking his head. A deep sigh was heard, and he continued speaking.

[I don't know what state my disciple will be in in your era. He certainly won't be dead, but I don't know if he'll be sane. I believe that man can endure the passage of time, but...]

The man muttered a few curses.

[...Looking at the end that the Three Primordial Magicians met, in fact, it's hard to believe he could be completely normal. No one can endure forever. Rema Leviathan is enduring, but we're leaving this record in case of an abnormal situation.]

Marti glanced at Azril. She had turned pale as wax and was glaring at the screen.

[Ah, I keep forgetting that you probably don't know anything. The Three Primordial Magicians refer to the three oldest Dragon Eye Magicians. They discovered magic, developed it, and taught it to humans. It was an incredibly long time ago. And when they collapsed and became 'Doom', we learned that magicians could also turn into dragons. You might wonder what I mean by magicians becoming dragons? It's a kind of corruption. When you become a dragon, you come to hate humans.]

It's the same as what Ban Hiran told her. Her judgment begins to tilt. Azril anxiously clenched her hands.

[I can't leave detailed information about the process of becoming a dragon here. Because knowing itself becomes a dangerous path. Some madmen turned themselves into dragons as soon as they learned the method. Ah, 'Doom' is a special classification for the dragon born when a Dragon Eye Magician collapses. It's very intuitive. It literally becomes the doom of humans. It means everyone dies. Long ago, one of the original three became the first Doom. Another had to die to stop that Doom. In the process, half the continent was devastated.]

"Good heavens."

Marti let out a small groan. Marticoras, being merely a created beast before contracting with Azril, knew they were at war with dragons but didn't know where the dragons came from. The familiar carefully observed his master's condition. Azril was staring at the screen without even blinking.

The man continued speaking as he walked.

[The remaining one became a Doom voluntarily, but before becoming a Doom, he devised something called a 'Watcher'. And the Watchers stopped that Doom. At a tremendous cost. A Watcher is a magician who has removed their heart and sworn to protect humans from dragons. The removed heart is entrusted to another person of their choice. This way, even if they become a dragon, the person holding the heart can immediately destroy it and kill them.]

[Dragon Eye Magicians must become Watchers without exception. Because if they become Doom, the damage is immeasurable. I too am a Dragon Eye Magician and a Watcher. Rema Leviathan is keeping my heart. I will soon become a Doom, and my end will be handled by my disciple. After I'm gone, there will be no Dragon Eye Magicians left except my disciple.]

[The outcome of this dragging Great War will clearly tilt as well. Because Rema will sweep away all those who chose to become dragons. My disciple is exceptional even among Dragon Eye Magicians, so on a battlefield without any Dragon Eye Magicians, well, he'll be no different from a god. After victory in the Great War, an era of humans without dragons or magicians will come. That's the era you're living in.]

[But the Legacy of the Primordial Dragon will still dwell in humans, and humans with the Dragon's Eye will continue to be born. People like you who are seeing this record. There won't be a problem as long as Rema endures, but... As I said earlier, if he has become strange, you who are watching this record become necessary.]

[From now on, I'll tell you how to become a Watcher. If my disciple is sane, he'll notice as soon as you become a Watcher and come to you immediately. After that, you can live as a Watcher following his instructions. Of course, if you want to become a Doom someday and eat all the humans you know, you don't have to become a Watcher. But before that, Rema will kill you. If it's him, he'll end it in the blink of an eye. It's a relatively peaceful choice.]

The man laughed like a madman for some reason. Then he stopped laughing.

[And... if my disciple is not sane. If he's in the process of collapsing, that is.]

He remained silent for a long time, then spoke heavily.

[Before Rema Leviathan becomes a Doom, you must deal with him and inherit his role.]
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If Rema is turning to a dragon, I should deal with him and inherit his role?

The hem of the robe crumpled in Azril's hand. It was the hem of the robe Rema had given her. The man in the screen was looking up at the sky. A deep blue sky without a single cloud.

[You don't need to fight him head-on. You shouldn't, either. A fledgling Dragon Eye Magician like you couldn't possibly defeat my disciple. If you need to deal with Rema Leviathan, you just need to find and destroy the heart he has sealed away. Usually, a Watcher entrusts their seal to another Watcher or a trusted human, but my disciple has no one like that. All the other Watchers have disappeared, and he shouldn't get attached to anyone from now on. If he were to love someone, it would become impossible for him to endure.]

After saying this, Rema's master fell silent for a long time. With his gaze fixed on a distant mountain, he had stopped walking. Soon, he resumed his steps and continued speaking.

[Rema Leviathan has no one. So he must have devised other means to protect the seal. He probably tamed beasts to guard it. That kid quite likes animals. I told him so many times not to bring animals into the house, but this brat even developed magic to secretly raise birds.]

The voice of Akron Av, the man who had been speaking calmly until now, changed. It became cheerful, subtly proud, with a hint of laughter.

[Ah, but that magic was so exceptionally brilliant. Birds, deer, cats, dogs, chickens, and was it raccoons? He had created a whole zoo before I even noticed. He's truly remarkable, even though I taught him...]

The man's excited rambling about his 'disciple' suddenly stopped. He let out a groan-like sigh and rubbed his face with his hands.

[...Anyway, it'll be beasts. Beasts will be guarding Rema Leviathan's seal. If you find and destroy that, you can easily end him, no matter how powerful a Doom he becomes.]

So that's why Rema created the familiar contract.

Because he was left alone, with no one to entrust his heart to. He entrusted his heart to a bird, and then to two cats, a dog, and even the chickens in the yard. Rema wouldn't really need familiars, so the reason he kept so many animals was...

'He liked animals. From long ago. To the extent of creating magic to raise them secretly from his master...'

She tried to imagine Rema as a boy. He hadn't changed at all from when she first met him until now, so it was hard to imagine him any differently. But it was easy to imagine a silver-haired boy getting scolded for secretly raising all sorts of animals behind his master's back.

Rema from a time when he was utterly human. It felt strange. Azril took a deep breath and erased the image of the boy lingering in her mind.

'Then is the egg that Opek is guarding... Rema's heart?'

That strange gray egg covered in dense cracks. Suddenly, she felt a chill. If that egg really is the seal, why is it so terribly cracked?

'Is it because Rema is really crumbling? Is that it?'

[Could everything Ban Hiran said be true? Azril chewed on her lip.

There will certainly be a room in my disciples's dwelling that's magically isolated, so after dealing with him, if you search that room, you'll find out what you need to do.]

The laboratory. This must be referring to Rema's laboratory.

She knew it instantly. The man rubbed his face once more before adding.

[Of course, if Rema is enduring well, none of this matters. He'll guide you then. I hope, I really hope that's the case... Now, let me explain how to become a Watcher. The first magic you need to master to separate and seal your heart is...]

From then on, the man explained the process of becoming a Watcher in a businesslike tone.

Azril unconsciously reached out towards the screen. There was so much she wanted to ask Akron Av, Rema's master. But her hand passed through the screen futilely. The man was just repeating theoretical explanations.

She felt like crying again. Holding back tears, she asked.

"How exactly do you tell if Rema is normal or not?"

Is Rema alright now? Or is he broken, as my brother says? Is he becoming a Doom? What do you mean by dealing with him? Are you saying I should kill him? For the sake of the world? To become a hero who slays the evil dragon to save people?

And then what happens? Do I have to remain alone, like Rema, enduring forever?

She laughed. Azril let out a laugh mixed with tears.

What is this, really? It sounds like nothing but a joke. I never wanted anything like this.

Mr. Akron Av, please answer me. Tell me that Rema isn't becoming this Doom or whatever, that he's just endured safely until now, and that he'll be fine from now on too.

The thousand-year-old record couldn't answer her questions. Suddenly, she remembered what Rema had told her several times. That he wished she didn't know about all of this. He was right. It would have been better not to know these things.

It was much better when she only knew that she would die by his hand if she didn't become a Watcher. At least that was an issue that only involved her own life. She didn't know what to do. She didn't even understand why she had to face such a choice.

Azril buried her head in her raised knees. Marti quietly sat beside her, sharing his body heat.

For several days after that, time flowed indifferently, regardless of Azril's confusion.

She repeatedly listened to the disc's record. Hoping to find even one different clue. But the content was always the same. Akron Av talked about Watchers and dragons, and explained what to do depending on whether Rema had crumbled or was enduring. That was all.

The disappearance cases suddenly stopped. It seemed Ban Hiran was waiting for her. Rema still couldn't be reached.

Azril suspended Matilda's training. She couldn't carelessly teach ancient magic when she didn't know what was right and hadn't decided anything. However, she couldn't stop Safinea's training. For Safinea Seara, this training was desperately important.

Safi was becoming accustomed at an astonishing rate. She finally succeeded in using magic on her own without Azril's help.

"Teacher, can I show everyone now? That I'm all better?"

Safinea, whose stuttering had almost disappeared, said while fidgeting with her fingers. Her small face was full of shy excitement.

Azril simply couldn't dissuade the girl. How could she stop a child who wanted to show her family that she had recovered? By saying the Magician of the Horizon would come to kill her, so keep it a secret? Would keeping it secret save Safinea?

Rema knows everything anyway. He already intends to kill this child, and has only granted a temporary reprieve. It's not possible to stop him even with preparation. Rather, if he learns of the secret, the grace period might become even shorter.

So perhaps, if this child doesn't have much time left, it might be better to let her show her healthy self to her family as soon as possible. Her chest felt tight. Her heart wandered aimlessly.

Looking into the girl's brightly sparkling eyes, Azril just wanted to cry. She managed to put on a smile and nodded.

"Yes, I think you can show them now."

"Yay!"

Safinea smiled joyfully. It was a smile without a trace of shadow. The girl chattered with flushed cheeks.

"I'll write the letters myself. To Mom, Dad, brother, nanny, Grandpa Penderock, and, um, anyway, I'll write invitations to everyone!"

"Invitations?"

"I want to hold a small party. Invite everyone and show them that I'm all better now."

Safinea clung to the hem of Azril's robe with a face full of happiness. Then she whispered shyly.

"I'll make your invitation with the prettiest card. Please come."

"...Thank you. When will the party be?"

"As soon as it's ready. It'll be soon, so please wait just a little."

Azril stroked the excited girl's hair. The soft platinum blonde hair wrapped around her hand. It felt warm.

"Okay, I'll wait."

Things that can't be said. Things that shouldn't be said. The image of the girl who trusted and followed her without a shred of doubt.

She knew this child might die, yet she couldn't tell her. Moreover, the person trying to kill Safinea was someone Azril cherished more than anyone. She wanted to tell her not to trust her so much.

'Did Rema feel something similar when he looked at me as a child?'

What did he think when he saw a child innocently following him, knowing they might die by his hand?

There was no more time to ponder. Before Safinea's party, she had to decide what to do. Whether to stand in Rema's way as he tried to fulfill his 'duty', or to become a Watcher like him. Whether to prevent Rema from killing Safinea, or to let it happen.

She returned to her room, took off her robe, and sat down. She took out the piece of paper that had been in Ban Hiran's frock coat. Ban Hiran Bana. She fiddled with that name and then arranged her mana. Marticoras watched his tense master quietly.

"Astera..."

She hesitated just as she was about to pronounce 'Bana'. Azril impulsively called a different name.

"...Resvid."

She thought it wouldn't connect, of course. It hadn't connected all the times she had tried before. But this time, it did. Rema answered the communication. Azril stood up in surprise.

"Rema?"

[...Azril.]

A low, subdued voice answered. It was Rema's familiar voice.

What should I say? What should I say first? What should I ask?

She hurriedly asked the first thing that came to mind.

"W-Why didn't you answer my communications all this time?"

[I'm sorry. I was in the laboratory, so the connection couldn't reach me.]

"Oh, I see."

Rema was silent for a moment. She could feel his connected mana stirring faintly. What was he thinking? What should I say next?

While she was pondering, Rema spoke again.

[You didn't entrust the disc to the familiars.]

"...No."

[Does that mean you won't leave? Even after experiencing such things? Why?]

His voice became a little faster. It was trembling slightly. Azril finally decided what to say.

"Rema, where are you now?"

[I'm at the castle.]

"I'll go there."

[Now?]

She stood up and put her robe back on. While gesturing to Marti, she continued.

"Rema, I've finished the second test you gave me."

[...!]

"I'll return to the castle today. Let's meet in the study."

She ended the communication right after saying that. She looked at the box containing the disc and then picked it up. She had been told it was forbidden to take the Aurora Disc out. It wouldn't be difficult to break that rule, but she didn't particularly want to.

She returned half of the disc, various books, and even the borrowed room. Thanks to Marti's help, packing was quick. Just like the day she came to the Underground Tower, only the bag she had brought remained. That bag was her first magic tool, made as Rema had taught her.

She fiddled with the ornament attached to the bag. The day she had completed this with Rema came to mind.
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The ivory tusk-shaped ornament was densely patterned. It was a magical tool that cast a spell to reduce weight when attached to a bag. Rema and Azril had spent nearly ten days examining it together, and Azril had created it following his teachings.

Rema held the ivory ornament and examined it.

"This is your first complex magical tool."

"Is it well-made?"

"Yes, it's excellent."

He said that and then remained silent for a while, fiddling with it. Azril asked.

"What's wrong, Rema? Is something lacking?"

"No, that's not it."

He turned to look at her with a faint smile.

"I'm not sure if I should feel this way."

"What kind of feeling?"

"A feeling of being so full that there's nothing more to wish for. So full that it's almost unsettling."

Azril tilted her head and then smiled.

"Are you proud?"

"It feels like that, but... that expression seems a bit inadequate."

"Then, are you moved by how well I did?"

She asked playfully. Rema laughed briefly and handed the ivory ornament back to her.

"That's correct too. But not just that."

Azril took the ivory ornament and attached it to her bag. He watched as stars wrapped around her fingertips.

"Hmm, then... is it a joyful feeling?"

"I feel that way too."

"Is there more? Oh, it's really complete now!"

Azril turned to Rema with a bright face after confirming that the magic in the ornament had spread to the bag.

"Look, it's applied well, right?"

"Yes, it's successful. The distribution of the applied magic is very uniform."

A conversation only possible between them, who could understand just by looking. Rema looked at her face and said.

"I also feel like it's so precious that I don't know what to do with it."

"Oh, Rema, your praise is too much. No matter how well it's made, it's not precious enough to feel that way."

"I'm not talking about the magical tool..."

He shook his head and was about to say something, then hesitated before continuing gently.

"I see, since you made this magical tool, it is indeed precious."

"I'm telling you, the praise is too much."

"It's not excessive at all."

"Really, Rema, you're too..."

"I'm not just saying this, Azril. Even in ancient times, magical tools of this quality were rare. I'm talking about quality, not function."

"Oh, thank you, but that's enough. I'm embarrassed."

The memory of feeling shy about Rema's sincere praise and fumbling her words. Azril now focused on the part she had missed in that memory. Rema's words, 'I'm not sure if I should feel this way'. The heart that a Watcher seals is said to be both the actual heart and emotions.

'Then is it wrong to feel such emotions? Is it that Rema shouldn't feel emotions, but he keeps feeling them, so he's not sure if it's okay?'

That would mean Rema is broken, or is breaking. Just as Ban Hiran said. Just as Akron Av had worried.

Were the moments she had loved, the gentle moments they had spent together, all just evidence of his breaking?

Azril closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her hands were shaking, causing her to fumble and knock over her bag. She groped to grasp it again.

Returning to the castle on Marti was quick. She lightly pulled on Marti's collar as he was about to let her down at the main gate.

"Go to the terrace, Marti."

If they knew she had returned, everyone would try to throw a noisy party. It wasn't the situation to enjoy such a party. Azril got off at the terrace and entrusted her bag to Marti.

"Take this to my room and rest. If the others or Meili look for me, tell them I went out for a bit."

"Yes."

Marti nodded obediently but then hesitated and asked.

"Can't I come with you?"

"I'm sorry."

"I understand."

Marti's ears drooped dejectedly. Azril patted the lion cub.

"I'll be out for just a moment. I'll call you then, so wait."

"Yes!"

Marti, his mood instantly improved, wagged his tail and flew off with the bag in his mouth. Azril headed straight for the study. The empty corridor was quiet but not cold. Rather, it felt warm and cozy.

'Thanks to the brownie.'

If only she could just be buried in this coziness without knowing anything, she would be happy.

It didn't take long to reach the study. She opened the door without knocking. Rema, sitting in an armchair, looked up at the sound of the door opening. His face turning towards her was beautiful as always, like a painting. And it was drier and cooler than usual. Azril stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

"Rema."

"..."

Instead of sending a softened gaze saying 'Welcome, Azril', Rema gestured. At his gesture, an empty armchair moved to take its place opposite him. Azril sat in the seat he had prepared. Finally, he spoke.

"What have you learned?"

His eyes facing her were inorganic, like glass beads stuck in a doll. Azril answered, clutching the hem of her robe with both hands.

"That disc, it's a magical tool that shows other people's memories."

"That's correct."

"Do you know what memories are contained in it, Rema? Have you opened it?"

"I must not open that disc. But I know roughly what it contains. Because I know what it is and what it's for."

"You can't open it, Rema? Why? Because it was made for Dragon Eye Magicians other than you?"

"You've figured it out accurately."

"Do you know whose memories they are?"

"Yes, I do. Unlike other discs, I saw it right after it was made."

He leaned back in the armchair and covered his mouth with his hand.

"I'm the one who split it in half and had each part stored in different places."

"You split it in half, Rema? Why would you do such a thing..."

"I hoped the record would be damaged."

Azril stared blankly at Rema's calm face.

"...Why? It's a record your... master left himself, isn't it?"

"That's exactly why."

"What do you mean 'that's exactly why'? He was your master..."

"Other records would only contain predetermined content, but that record might have content that my master left freely mixed in."

He raised his eyes after speaking with his eyes lowered. Cold gray eyes captured her.

"What did you see in that disc?"

"What part is the predetermined content? What content were you worried would be left?"

She answered his question with questions. Rema was silent for a moment before answering.

"The origin of the Watchers, their duty, and how to become a Watcher. All discs contain that. And there's an additional record that can be read after becoming a Watcher."

From that answer, she could guess what content Rema had hoped wouldn't remain.

'So other discs don't have stories about Rema.'

Rema was Akron Av's disciple. His master's direct speculation that Rema wouldn't be able to endure, and what to do in that case. And about where Rema's heart is.

Why did Rema want that not to be left behind? Why did he want stories about himself not to remain? Was it because he feared a new Dragon Eye Magician becoming a Watcher might become hostile to him? She couldn't think of any other reason. Azril bit her lip, then asked another question.

"Was Rema's old spell Leviathan?"

"Even that was recorded in that disc?"

Rema let out a faint sigh. It was an affirmation.

"Why did you create a new spell?"

"Will you become a Watcher, Azril?"

This time, he threw a question instead of answering. She answered weakly.

"I don't know. I haven't decided yet."

"Did you learn what happens when you become a Watcher, what you have to do?"

"There was just the method of removing the heart. That after becoming a Watcher, you would guide me. And if I don't... I'll die by your hand."

Rema twisted the corner of his mouth slightly. It was close to a sneer.

"My master did something akin to a threat, I see."

"Rema."

"You have another path. As I've said several times, the path of abandoning magic and forgetting everything."

"Then won't I become the end? Won't you no longer need to kill me?"

"That's right."

"It's strange. I don't understand."

"What don't you understand?"

"If I don't know magic and don't know about you, there's no danger of becoming a dragon? Then why does Rema kill the 'seeds' who don't know anything?"

"You are different from them."

"What's different? Because I have the Dragon's Eye? If I choose to leave, you'll close my Dragon's Eye anyway. So what's different?"

"You are."

Rema, who was about to say something, hesitated. His brow furrowed. He covered his face with his hand.

"You, for you, I will prepare a perfect life. So it's alright. It will be alright."

It sounded confused. It seemed like he was trying to convince himself, or like an excuse. She couldn't even understand what exactly was supposed to be alright. So it was hard to believe. Was Rema really broken?

She gripped the armrests of the chair tightly. It's meaningless to ask someone if they themselves are sane or not. She couldn't ask that. Think, Azril, about what to ask to understand his state. She slowly opened her mouth.

"But Rema, I've never heard a story of a dragon appearing until now. Has a dragon appeared somewhere I don't know about?"

"No."

"Are dragons no longer appearing?"

If dragons have disappeared as Ban Hiran said, then Rema as a Watcher has no duty to protect. So the duty he's performing would be meaningless slaughter.

If it's okay for her not to become a Watcher, it's because humans no longer become dragons. Yet if he's trying to kill Safinea because she might become a dragon. It's contradictory. It's inconsistent. Then in the end, it means Rema is... not normal.

He raised his head. His mouth opened.

"Yes."

Azril held her breath.

"The black dragon I defeated in the Endless Wilderness was the last. Not once has a dragon appeared since then."

She would rather that statement be a lie. She asked blankly.

"If there are no more dragons now, why is there still a Watcher's duty?"

"To prevent dragons from appearing."

"Is that why you kill the seeds? The magicians who might become dragons?"

"That's right."

Does Rema not realize the contradiction in his own words?

Suddenly, she felt chills. She stood up from her seat. She retreated backward hesitantly. Rema looked at her blankly.

"Who are you going to?"

"What do you mean, who?"

He didn't move. He just stared at her silently, resting his chin on his hand in the armchair. However, Azril alone could tell what he was doing now.

White stars poured out like a rapid stream. The stars that brushed past her blocked the door. They surrounded them, centering on him and her. Constellations were forming. It seemed like teleportation magic, but also had elements of a mana wall. She couldn't distinguish exactly what kind of magic it was. Azril looked around in confusion.

"Rema? What is this..."
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"I have given you many chances," he said.

He rose from his chair. As he approached her, he continued speaking.

"But you've squandered even your last chance. You didn't leave this time either. So I..."

She backed away. Her back touched the dense cluster of stars surrounding them. As she got closer, the white stars clung to her body. Stars stuck to her like pollen. Azril was startled and tried to brush them off. They wouldn't come off.

"I've decided not to hold back anymore."

He whispered, looking down at her as he suddenly stood right in front of her.

"Even if it's to avoid becoming Doom."

"Rema...?"

"Azril."

Rema smiled. It was a beautiful, picture-perfect smile that could momentarily enchant. He grasped her chin and lifted it.

"I will bring everything you want here."

The stars were moving. They scattered and clumped together, rising up. They intertwined intricately like a net and completely blocked off everything above her head. To her, it looked like an enormous cage made of stars.

"So stay here."

The white stars all emitted light simultaneously. Magic was activating. It was blinding. She reflexively squeezed her eyes shut. Then something cold and smooth touched her lips. It pressed firmly, parting her lips. Something seeped in between them.

Rema's mana. Realizing this, she opened her eyes. He was kissing her. With clear eyes, staring at her intently.

She was so shocked that her mind went blank. She couldn't believe that it was his lips pressed against hers. So she didn't resist the mana flowing in at all. She simply swallowed the white stars he was passing to her.

The mouth, the pathway for speech, is the most excellent conduit for mana. Pressing lips together is the most fundamental way to exchange mana. She only remembered what Rema had taught her after his lips parted from hers.

"You can no longer use magic now. To break this seal, you'd have to use Dragon's Eye magic."

"Re..."

"From now on, you can either continue to stay here with me..."

Suddenly, he touched his own lips with his fingertips. Then with the hand that had been holding her chin, he lightly brushed her lips.

"...or use Dragon's Eye magic and come to me beyond the fence. I will personally remove your heart and make you a Watcher."

He curved the corners of his eyes. It was a strangely sweet smile. Sweet? Azril looked up at him with an unfamiliar feeling. A smile so full of life it felt almost saccharine. Was this really the same dry Rema?

"I would be happy if you stayed here like this, but if you were to come to me, that would make me extremely happy as well."

He removed his hand and stepped back. Only then did Azril realize that her surroundings had changed.

The environment itself was the same study as before, but the colors had disappeared. Everything looked like a landscape painting done in monochrome. No, it was a still life. Nothing moved. Not even the candles that had been lighting the study. In that strange world, only the stars of the cage imprisoning her glowed white and flowed.

"What have you done, Rema...?"

Azril asked in a trembling voice. Rema tilted his head slightly.

"Didn't I just tell you?"

"So, now, Rema, you've... imprisoned me... Where is this?"

"It's a place with one foot in God's Fence. A gap in time and space. No one but me will be able to find you here."

He answered gently as he looked around them.

"It's too bleak for Azril to stay in."

He lightly snapped his fingers. Stars rushed in, embroidering the surroundings. A field of blooming flowers spread out. But there was still no color. Rema scattered stars again and chanted a spell.

"Resvid."

Then color spread like paint, and the flowers began to sway in the wind. Even their fragrance could be smelled. Rabbits with perked ears and slender deer moved among the flowers. The sound of a babbling brook could be heard from somewhere. It was a dreamlike, beautiful scenery. It was also the kind of scenery she liked.

Nevertheless, Azril did not marvel at it. She could tell. It was all an illusion.

"If there's any scenery you want to see or any object you desire, say it along with my spell. It will become anything."

Rema said this while liberally releasing his mana around her. White stars poured down in heaps, piling up like snow at their feet.

Azril stared blankly at the mana that had risen up to her calves, then looked inside herself. The mana he had passed to her was wrapped around her entire body like a spider's web. Her own mana was suppressed and couldn't move at all. He really had sealed her magic. And he had imprisoned her in a place where no one else could find her. It was unbelievable.

"...Why?"

The question escaped her lips involuntarily. She unconsciously covered her lips with the back of her hand. She couldn't believe his lips had just touched these lips either.

"Rema, why have you imprisoned me?"

"I already told you, didn't I?"

Rema replied nonchalantly as he looked at her. He saw her buried in the mana he had released, inside the barrier he had created, with the seal he had engraved wrapped around her body.

She wouldn't be able to go anywhere. She wouldn't be able to meet other humans. She wouldn't know what he was doing, nor would she be able to leave. Only then did his heart, which had been dangerously turbulent every time he saw her, calm down. The impulses that had been driving him mad subsided a little. He smiled.

"I said I want to monopolize you."

The second time hearing these words. Even when she first heard them, she had doubted, but fear had prevented her from interpreting them deeply. The nature of his feelings towards her. The name of the emotion that was shaking him like this. The lips that had touched hers felt hot. A tingling realization ran through her entire body. Words that hadn't gone through her thoughts came out directly.

"Rema, do you love me?"

The smile disappeared from Rema's lips. At the same time, Azril remembered the words Akron Av had left behind.

"That man must never become attached to anyone from now on. If he were to love someone, it would become impossible for him to endure."

If Rema Resvid loved her, then he was certainly broken. Such a painful certainty came to her.

Occasionally, when his face was full of life as he looked at her, when deep emotions lingered, when a melting softness flowed, the uneasiness she felt while watching him surged again. The precariousness of watching a sand castle that seemed about to crumble at any moment.

It was a warning from her mana and her intuition. This time, she didn't forget it.

Rema Resvid is a broken Watcher. He is becoming Doom. Did he break because he came to love her? Or was he able to love her because he was broken?

Whichever came first, it was certain that he was crumbling. Fear and despair overwhelmed her. Azril looked at him, pale-faced. She asked again.

"Do you love me, Rema?"

Rema didn't answer and quietly looked at her. He took a step closer and tucked a strand of her hair that had fallen behind her ear. The tip of his finger brushed her earlobe. Azril hunched her shoulders. He looked down at his own hand for a moment, then disappeared from that spot.

Brownie was a spirit created by Azril Astera and the spirit dwelling in this castle. The entire castle was Brownie's territory and body at the same time. So the spirit immediately noticed the anomaly.

[Something strange has happened in Brownie's castle!]

The spirit, who had shouted into the air, frantically ran around the kitchen. The young spirit couldn't understand what the alien space that had appeared in its territory was. It only knew that Azril was trapped inside it.

Brownie thought of a jam jar. The white magician had put its master in that jar and tightly closed the lid. And then hid it in an unreachable gap between the bricks of the castle wall. That's what it felt like. Brownie's power couldn't pull out or open that jam jar. But it could clearly sense its existence.

[Astera! What should we do, Astera!]

Brownie flew around frantically, sparking, and crashed into the kitchen window.

[Ow!]

The spirit that had slid down the glass window sprawled on the windowsill.

[Who should I tell? Carrots, no! Chestnuts, no! Humans are useless!]

Brownie stomped its feet against the glass window. And rolled its body left and right.

[Big butter, no! Sugar and brown sugar, no! They're all on the scary magician's side! What should I do? What should I do?]

The spirit that had jumped up flew around the kitchen frantically again. Then it stopped abruptly in mid-air.

[Caramel! Winged Caramel! He belongs to Astera! Brownie is a genius!]

The spirit, excited, burst out of the kitchen, sparkling noisily. The soup in the pot was burning, but Astera trapped in the jam jar was more urgent.

Marticoras was curled up in a ball at the foot of Azril's bed, dozing. The spirit that flew in bounced on top of the lion cub's head.

[Caramel! Caramel!]

"Hm?"

[Caramel! Caramel! Something terrible has happened! Something really, really terrible! Brownie has no power! Brownie doesn't know what to do!]

"What are you saying? Calm down and explain."

Marti grumbled with a frown. It took quite a long time to understand what the spirit was babbling about.

"...My master is trapped, you say? It's Rema Resvid's doing, right?"

The lion cub, having finally grasped the situation, made a fierce expression. Come to think of it, he couldn't feel the connection with Azril.

[Yes! Astera can't get out! Absolutely can't get out! No one can get in! What should we do? Can Brownie never meet Astera again? What should we do?]

The spirit whined. Marti immediately rushed out of the room and headed towards the study. As he was about to cross the central garden after turning the corridor corner, he saw a black cat sitting still.

"Noir?"

"Oh, um."

The black cat had an expression of incomprehension. Marti bristled his feathers and spat out.

"Move."

"Hey, I don't really understand what's going on right now either..."

"I said move."

"...but I can't let you pass."

Noir sighed deeply and did a somersault in the air. The black body suddenly swelled. A huge black panther appeared, blocking the entrance to the garden.

"Rema told me to stop you from going wild."

Marticoras also puffed up his fur. The lion with feathers instead of a mane landed in front of the black panther and bared his fangs.

"If you care for my master too, shut up and move."

[That's right! Move! Brownie will cheer for Caramel! We'll get Astera out!]

Brownie, who had followed somehow, popped out from behind Marti's shoulder and made a fuss.

"Well, I'm Rema's familiar, so I have to follow orders, you know? But what exactly is going on here?"

Noir squinted his eyes as if he had a headache and examined the spirit and Marticoras. Marticoras was a problem, but the spirit was more troublesome. Fighting against a spirit in a place where the spirit dwells is honestly suicidal. No matter how young and inexperienced the spirit is, this is that spirit's castle.

"Your master has locked up my master somewhere."

Marti retorted, exhaling breath mixed with bluish flames. Noir's eyes widened.

"Azril? Rema did? Has Rema gone mad?"

"Seems like he has. So move."
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"No, I can't. I've received orders."

A slow female voice interjected. A white cat appeared behind Marti, crossing between them to stand beside Noir.

"I'm sorry, but Rema didn't tell us to kill you. That's fortunate, isn't it?"

"Blanche, what do you mean Rema has confined Azril?"

"Let's knock him out first before we talk, Noir."

Blanche glared at him. Noir closed his mouth and took a stance.

"You come too, Largo."

At Blanche's words, Largo, who had been sitting in a corner of the garden, got up unsteadily. The yellow dog's tail was tucked between its legs. The approaching dog whimpered softly. Blanche sighed.

"I don't want to fight either. Yes, so let's try not to hurt each other too much, shall we?"

"Who are you to decide not to hurt us? If you have that luxury, do something about your master instead."

Marti growled, and sparks escaped from between his fangs, setting fire to the flower beds in the garden. The brownie trembled at the sight of the flowers burning blue. Still, the spirit didn't try to stop Marticoras.

Blanche didn't respond further and returned to her true form. A white leopard about the same size as Noir appeared. Following that, Largo grew to the size of a house. The garden was filled with huge beasts. Growling sounds filled the air. The area around the garden began to turn golden due to the spirit's power.

In this tense situation, Noir lowered his body. The agile black leopard leaped up but was knocked back with a thud.

"Yelp!"

"...?"

Marticoras, who had been preparing to counterattack, looked at the empty space in confusion. A colorful bird that had suddenly appeared was looking down at them as if they were pitiful.

"Poor fools."

"Opek?"

"Stop fighting uselessly and just go to sleep, all of you."

The bird flapped its wings. The familiars who were about to protest one by one fell asleep. Even Marti, who was barely holding on, trembled while forcibly resisting his body that was about to collapse.

"You... what are you... doing..."

"Sleep nicely."

However, even he finally collapsed when Opek flapped his wings once more. Only the spirit remained awake.

[What? What? What's going on? How did you do that? What are you! Strange bird! Nasty bird!]

"Noisy. Damn, magic doesn't work on you."

Opek tried to approach the sleeping Marticoras. The brownie blocked his path, flashing brightly and noisily.

[Suspicious! Very suspicious! If you try to do suspicious things in Brownie's Castle, I won't let you! Brownie has to protect the castle and its family!]

The entire garden turned golden. The walls of the castle surrounding the central garden were also enveloped in golden light. Then the ground rose up and the trees in the garden stretched out their branches. The outer walls moved with a clatter, forming shapes like giant arms trying to grab the bird. Opek flew to avoid them, grumbling.

"I can't just kill this outright."

[Get out! I don't like you! Get out of Brownie's Castle!]

As the brownie shouted loudly, a strong golden light enveloped the entire castle. Opek was thrown into the sky by that light. It was because the spirit had expelled the uninvited guest from its territory.

"A spirit with its own territory, how troublesome."

The bird flapped in the air, regaining his balance. Then he quietly looked down at the castle below. If the castle where the spirit dwells is destroyed, the spirit will lose its power. It wouldn't be difficult to deal with it that way, but he didn't feel like it.

'If I kill that, Azril Astera will become wary.'

Opek briefly checked his connection with Rema. Rema Resvid, who had become extremely unstable but somewhat stabilized after confining Azril, was heading to his laboratory.

'He'll probably hole up and try to mend the egg.'

The state of the egg was now at a level where it could crack at any moment. To stabilize it somehow, he won't be able to come out for a while.

'Of course, if the cage is touched, he'll rush out regardless of the egg.'

Opek made a sound like a snort and circled above the castle once. There was no choice but to approach without being detected by the spirit, even if it was troublesome.

'Not much time left now.'

\\\*

Azril was crouched in the center of the cage.

As soon as he disappeared, she tried to move her mana. It was of no use. Her mana was entangled with the mana he had passed to her with a kiss and wouldn't budge. She touched her lips. Even in the midst of her spinning head, the sensation of the touch remained vivid.

'I really do like him.'

She thought vaguely. In the confusion where nothing could be certain, only that was clear. She loves him, and he loves her too. It should be a realization that makes her blush shyly and smile brightly, but it felt distant and heavy. She couldn't bring herself to smile at all.

'What should I do now?'

With her mana not moving, there was nothing she could do. No, there was one thing she could do. Azril blankly looked down at the back of her hand. The knot pattern. A promise set so that he would notice if she used Dragon's Eye magic.

If she reached out and touched the stars, she could break the things binding her. She could open the cage herself and leave. That would be choosing to become a Watcher.

'After removing my heart, will I no longer feel any of these heavy emotions?'

Then, as Akron Av said, should she deal with the broken Rema before he becomes doom and inherit his role? It might not be so difficult since she wouldn't feel anything.

"...Maybe that would be easier."

The muttered words were tinged with moisture. She felt like crying again. She didn't know why tears came so often these days.

'I must be tired.'

Of doubting, of trying to believe, of worrying. She wished someone would just tell her clearly what to do, what to believe. She missed her childhood when she only had to follow Rema. Thinking for herself and making her own judgments was really hard.

'It's been a year since my coming-of-age ceremony, but I still feel like a child. Some adult I am.'

Azril buried her face in her arms resting on her knees. She didn't stop the tears welling up. It was then that she heard a soft fluttering sound.

"Azril Astera."

A boy's clear voice echoed through the cage. It was a voice she had never heard before. She raised her head in surprise.

"This is our first time meeting in person."

Outside the cage, on a fake flower tree created by illusion, sat a colorful bird blinking its black eyes. It was the bird she had seen in her childhood. The same appearance as when it had nested on the roof of Rema's house.

"Opek?"

"That's right."

"How did you get in here? Rema clearly said that no one but himself could find this place..."

"I don't fall under that 'no one'."

Opek laughed with a cackle.

"You know I'm the first familiar, right?"

"I know."

"When Rema Resvid created me, he put a part of himself in. That's how the first familiar contract was made. Well, later on, just transferring mana became enough."

The bird fluttered up and changed into the form of a translucent boy. Short silver hair, gray eyes. A face like a young nobleman. A face that looked like a younger Rema Resvid. With that face, Opek spoke arrogantly.

"I am a fragment of Rema Resvid. So I can go wherever he can go."

Azril stared at the boy beyond the cage while still crouched. She blurted out a question.

"Is that why you can keep secrets from Rema and act on your own?"

"That's right. Ah, don't misunderstand. I still can't go against my master's will. If anything, I'm bound even more deeply."

Opek shrugged and raised one corner of his mouth crookedly.

"All my actions are for my master, Rema Resvid. That law is absolute."

"Even when you gave information to the Princess of Talashin and my twin brother, was that for Rema's sake?"

"Yes."

"Telling them that Rema is a broken Watcher, and that he needs to be dealt with, is that an action for your master's benefit? That doesn't make sense."

Azril's voice grew sharp. Opek tilted his head.

"Who said Rema needs to be dealt with?"

"Wasn't that your purpose? Saying that Rema has become strange, that he's like a broken machine...!"

"It's true that my master is broken. But just because something is broken doesn't mean it must be destroyed, right?"

The translucent boy walked through the air. He passed through the cage made of mana as if it were nothing and approached Azril.

"We can fix it."

"...!"

"My goal is to fix Rema, Azril Astera."

Opek smiled brightly. The young boy's smile, so similar to Rema's, was kind.

"For that, I need your help."

"My help...?"

"Yes, only you can help. You can bring back the broken Watcher."

To Azril, those words felt like a ray of light. Or the only hope in despair. She asked in suprise.

"How?"

Opek didn't hide his joy. With a broad smile, he reached out his hand to Azril.

"Will you help?"

"Can we fix Rema? Make him a normal Watcher again, without becoming a Doom or being swayed by misguided duties?"

"If you help, it's possible."

The boy whispered gently.

"Once fixed, he will no longer be bound by duty. You won't need to become a Watcher either. As for learning how to properly use Dragon's Eye magic, you'll have to learn that from Rema."

It seemed too perfect. Azril stared blankly at the boy's hand extended towards her.

"Is there such a way?"

"It's possible because you're a Dragon's Eye magician."

Opek waved his hand.

"Will you help? Don't you want to save Rema?"

"I..."

"Don't you want to save him, learn Dragon's Eye magic from him, and stay by his side without worrying that he might kill someone?"

If someone else had made such an offer, she wouldn't have believed it so easily. Even if Ban Hiran had said it, it would have been hard to believe. Because it sounded too good to be true.

But the one reaching out to her was the first familiar of Rema, who had entered a space that only Rema could enter. A being with a fragment of him inside. A creature that swears absolute loyalty to Rema Resvid.

Opek absolutely cannot harm Rema. That was certain. It was also certain that she wanted to save Rema. Even if the duty he had been keeping turned out to be meaningless, she couldn't turn her back on him. He was too precious to her for that. That problem could be worried about after saving him first.

Azril reached out her hand. She took Opek's hand. The boy smiled deeply.

"Thank you."

"How can I help?"

"First, we need to get out of here. We'll need your twin brother's help too."

"Can we get out of here? Rema has spread his magic..."

"I'm the only creature that can deceive him for a moment."

Opek giggled and circled around her once. Then his appearance changed.

"Oh?"

"How is it?"

A snow-white hand brushed back long black hair. Golden eyes looked at Azril and smiled. Opek, who had transformed to look exactly like her, grinned.

"I'll stay here, so you go out and find your brother. Ban Hiran will tell you what to do."
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"How did you come to know my brother?"

"I discovered him while looking for a way to fix my master. I'm cooperating with Princess Hybris, your brother's lord, as our goals align."

"Wasn't the princess's goal the revival of the Magic Civilization?"

"For her to achieve her goal, the Watcher must not interfere. I want to make the Watcher sane, and if the Watcher becomes sane, he won't prevent the development of magic. Our interests align, don't they?"

"...Is Rema really preventing the development of magic?"

"You've seen it yourself, haven't you? Him killing magicians and burying ruins."

"Then why to me..."

"Didn't Ban Hiran tell you? You're an enormous exception."

"To the point of lying that magic isn't dangerous?"

When Azril asked, not understanding, the face identical to hers clicked its tongue.

"I've watched Rema Resvid about a thousand years longer than you have. He probably planned to secretly kill and dispose of all the magicians you taught later, even after telling you it was okay."

"..."

"That guy would find it easier to secretly clean up all traces of magic you spread rather than dealing with your doubts or hurt feelings."

She was at a loss for words. She remembered Rema saying it was a mistake because he didn't know she would be this sad when he had tried to kill Safinea. The incident in Hanora Village too. Opek added to Azril, who was biting her lip hard.

"That's how special you are to Rema. And because you're special, only you can help him."

"Are you sure dragons have disappeared? What did the ancient magicians do to make magicians not turn into dragons?"

Opek glanced at the sky.

"You can hear the details from Ban Hiran outside. We don't have much time."

He grabbed her wrist and pulled her up. Then he strode towards the birdcage.

"Wait, how do we get out..."

"It's simple. 'Azril Astera' hasn't left, after all."

Opek tapped her forehead. Then a bird's shell was placed over Azril. It was Opek's appearance.

"It won't last long, so fly quickly. I've told Ban Hiran to come and meet you, so you just need to get out of the castle."

Opek, in Azril's form, threw the bird-transformed Azril out of the cage. Azril flapped her wings in confusion. From inside the cage, a face identical to hers smiled and pointed to the sky.

"It's over there. Go. Get out and save my master."

There was a small hole in the corner of the illusion surrounding them. Azril flew towards it, staggering.

Inside the hole, white stars were tangled like a net. She closed her eyes tightly and charged into it. She didn't feel any particular sensation. Soon, a cool breeze touched her entire body. When she opened her eyes, Brownie Castle spread out below. It wasn't an illusion.

"I really got out..."

She instinctively looked for Rema. Wondering if there was a shining Milky Way somewhere in the castle. It wasn't visible. Azril flapped her wings, wobbling up and down, left and right. She crossed between the Cypress Forest. Her wings grew heavier and heavier. Her shoulders started to ache.

At the point where the forest ended, at the boundary of the space Rema had connected, a black shadow was standing. The man who saw the bird barely flying over took off his hood. Ban Hiran smiled and reached out his hand towards her.

"Ramhita."

That call brought a strange sense of relief. Suddenly, all her strength drained away. Then her feathers fell off in clumps, falling like leaves.

Ban Hiran caught the black-haired woman falling down. Azril was embraced in a broad, warm, and familiar embrace. He gently patted her shoulders, which were rising and falling rapidly.

"...Brother."

"Was it hard?"

It was a voice so kind it brought tears to her eyes. Azril clung to him, wrapping her arms around his neck.

"Yes..."

"I was worried sick, thinking something terrible might happen. Not knowing what that man might do to you..."

"Ah, no, Rema didn't try to harm me."

"Well, I think he's already harmed you by trying to confine you."

"..."

"You're really soft on that man. It can't be helped, I suppose, but come on."

Ban Hiran lifted her like she weighed nothing. Then he headed towards an alley in Maujancl City.

"Let's go before he notices. We can talk after you've rested a bit."

Azril buried her head in his shoulder and closed her eyes.

Hybris Khan Talashin Santrie was sitting on a simple wooden chair that didn't suit her at all. Thick documents kept turning between her slender fingers.

Ban Hiran approached her quietly. The princess, noticing his approach, raised her head.

"Is she awake?"

"Yes, Your Highness."

The princess put down the documents and held out her hand. Ban Hiran naturally supported her hand and escorted her. They were in an old two-story house in a back alley of Maujancl. The floorboards creaked with each step.

"I'm sorry you have to stay in a place like this, Your Highness."

"Oh my, I'm the one who decided to come here myself. It's that important."

The princess laughed briefly. Because it was a small house, the door to where Azril Astera was soon came into view. In front of the door, she looked up at Ban Hiran with narrowed eyes.

"Won't you regret it?"

"What would I have to regret, Your Highness?"

"She's your only blood relative."

"My faith is in you, Your Highness."

Looking up at the man who answered neatly, the princess recalled when she first discovered him.

A boy with no magic power at all. The imperial magicians who examined the child were shocked. A being that should have turned to dust was alive and breathing.

The magicians believed that the secret of magic was hidden in the boy's body. So they tore into that body. Endlessly. Then one day, a magician recruited by the princess revealed the underground of the Imperial Magic Tower to prove his worth.

Hybris met Ban Hiran in an underground stone room full of stench and without a single point of light. At first glance, she thought it was a bundle of rags, not a person. The princess, who was about to pinch her nose and pass by, accidentally made eye contact with the boy. Bright golden color in the pitch-black darkness and filth.

It's dirty and smelly, but those eyes are quite pretty. That's what the princess thought.

"What is that?"

"It's one of the test subjects. Born with a unique constitution without even constituent magic. We're experimenting to uncover the principle."

"Is that so? Any results?"

"Well..."

The magician stammered. The ragged boy's body twitched, perhaps hearing the conversation beyond the iron bars. The boy looked up at her with desperate, intensely desperate eyes. Save me. "Save me, please. If you get me out of here, I'll do anything." That's what his eyes said.

How interesting. The princess smiled slightly. If he's in such a miserable abyss, just by pulling him out and showing a little mercy, he might dedicate everything to me.

"So this experiment has yielded no results?"

"Well, there are other more important experiments that take priority..."

"Pardon?"

"I said, give that to me."

"But, Your Highness, that's a bit, the other magicians..."

"You said you wanted to become my man, didn't you? You can't even handle this much? You want to become the head of the Magic Tower? You're incompetent."

"No, no! I'll give it to you right away!"

The princess so easily pulled the boy out of hell. She entrusted the boy to her maids. She instructed them to wash him, treat him, and teach him the basics. After that, she forgot about him for a while until she received a report.

"You say that child has talent with the sword?"

"Yes, Your Highness. They say in a few years, there will be few who can match him as a swordsman."

"My, isn't that the level of a genius?

I picked him up thinking to make him a servant, but it seems he has other uses."

The princess marveled at her own insight.

When she saw the boy again, she marveled in a different sense once more.

"He's grown to be incredibly pretty. I like it."

"It's an honor."

The boy, who had received etiquette training in the meantime, bowed politely. A proper posture. The princess liked the boy a bit more.

"What's your name?"

"Ban Hiran."

She beckoned to the boy. As he approached obediently, she stroked his head and asked.

"Will you be my dog?"

At this sudden question, the boy blinked. The princess smiled and asked again.

"If you dedicate everything to me, I'll give you everything too. How about it?"

"From the moment you saved me, I was already yours. Command me anything."

The boy, kneeling at her feet, looked up at her in worship. I thought it would be easy, but this is too simple. Too simple to believe. That's what the princess thought.

"How lovely. I'll let you learn the sword, so work hard."

After sending the boy away, she called a servant.

"Pardon?"

"Make a stone room in the basement, lock him up, beat him, and don't give him meals. Ah, make sure no light enters the room. Similar to the Magic Tower basement."

"Didn't you say to teach him the sword?"

"Of course, he should learn the sword too. Don't you understand what I mean?"

"...You mean to torment him where you can't see, Your Highness?"

"That's right. The reason, hmm, how about 'the crime of receiving the princess's favor when he's not even fit to be a slave, a one-armed test subject'?"

The princess added with a smile in her eyes.

"No one should treat that child kindly. Do you understand?"

"Make Robert the instigator. He's been wanting to return to his hometown, hasn't he? Tell him if he does this well, he'll be rewarded generously and allowed to return home safely. Though he'll be punished on the surface."

A few months later, the princess saved the boy locked in the underground stone room again. The one who had tormented the boy was a knight. He was punished and expelled from the princess's palace. With a purse full of gold.

"I trusted him as a truly loyal knight, so I left you with him. I didn't know he would do such a thing. I'm sorry."

The princess embraced the boy with sad eyes.

"Don't trust anyone. That's how the imperial palace is. Just stay by my side."

After that, she kept the boy right by her side. She smiled when their eyes met, stroked his head, and gave him nice things. No one else but Hybris smiled at Ban Hiran. They didn't speak to him or try to befriend him. It was the princess's order.

On the day the boy became a swordsman, the princess specially attached an artifact she had obtained to his left arm.

"Your Highness, what is this?"

"It will become your arm. It's a mass that can freely change shape. I don't know its exact functions though."

"Isn't this a precious artifact? How can you give such a thing to me?"

"This much is nothing if it's for you."

The princess smiled and caressed the boy's cheek.

"Ban, I want you to stay by my side. I lack trustworthy people."

"Can you trust me?"

"You only have me, don't you? I can trust only you. You won't betray me, will you, Ban?"

The boy bowed his head with a reddened face.

"As long as you need me."
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It was only later that he learned that the mysterious artifact called 'Poison Fang' not only replaced his arm but also enabled the use of magic. It was an item that only Ban Hiran, who had no mana in his body, could handle.

He became both a Sword Magician and a magician. The princess liked him even more. So she made him experience betrayal.

The only knight who treated Ban Hiran well poisoned his tea. It was said to be out of jealousy for his talent. The princess nursed the critically ill Ban Hiran with great care. When Ban Hiran opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was the haggard face of the princess.

"You are the dog I chose. Don't you dare die without my permission."

The princess whispered thus. The knight who poisoned him was beheaded. Ban Hiran himself presided over that execution.

In reality, the true culprit who poisoned him was the Head Maid who directed everything by the princess's side. The beheaded knight was a pawn planted by the First Prince.

There were frequent assassination attempts on the princess. The Talashin Imperial Castle was in the midst of an invisible bloody feud between the direct imperial family members. After that, Ban Hiran thwarted several assassination attempts on the princess. The princess whispered to him what she wanted to do after ascending to the throne, what dreams she had.

"Your Highness's dream is in a place so lofty that I couldn't even imagine."

Ban Hiran looked up at her as if dazzled. Hybris realized that her creation was complete. Ban Hiran had grown into a knight loyal only to Hybris. He followed whatever she ordered. Whether it was assassination, kidnapping, anything. Saying he wanted to help achieve the ideal she dreamed of.

The carefully crafted work was satisfactory. The princess genuinely cherished him. He was a capable and loyal masterpiece, built from the ground up and tested countless times.

'But can he abandon even his only blood relative, his twin sister?'

Hybris trusted Ban Hiran more than anyone, but she didn't trust him completely. She grabbed his collar and pulled him down. Ban Hiran obediently lowered his head. The princess whispered in his ear.

"Ban, if you ever want to save that child, just say so. I have a way to spare her life and give her to you."

Despite her gentle voice, cold eyes were scrutinizing him thoroughly. Ban Hiran answered firmly.

"You don't need to consider me, Your Highness. Please command as you wish."

"Really? You were practically captured by the Imperial Army in her place, weren't you? Isn't she your precious sister?"

"She's a child who survived thanks to me, yet forgot about me and lived happily in the Watcher's care. She's also the reason I was born without magic power and suffered in the first place."

Cold golden eyes turned towards the door. The princess clearly confirmed that gaze.

"It seems that child is indeed a curse to me after all."

"That superstition about the later-born child sucking away the luck of the firstborn? Wasn't that just a superstition?"

"If it weren't for her, I would have been born as a powerful magician."

"Well, I suppose that's true."

"The only thing I'm grateful for is that thanks to her, I met Your Highness."

Ban Hiran bowed and kissed the back of the princess's hand. The corners of her mouth deepened.

"I should be grateful to that child for that as well."

Hybris gestured with a smiling face.

"Let's go in, Ban."

"Yes, Your Highness."

There was a knock. Azril, who had been sitting on the bed looking down at her own body, raised her head.

"It's me, Ramhita. Can I come in?"

It was her twin brother's voice. Azril looked down again. White stars were densely entangled all over her body. Rema's seal. She couldn't use magic now.

"Ramhita?"

"Ah, sorry, brother. You can come in."

The door opened. Behind Ban Hiran, a beautiful woman with flowing red hair followed. It was someone Azril had never seen before. She looked to be in her late twenties. Azril unconsciously clutched the edge of her blanket and curled up. Unable to use magic, everything felt frightening. She had become timid.

'I really relied on magic a lot, didn't I.'

Ban Hiran pulled up a chair and arranged a seat for the woman while explaining.

"You don't need to be so wary. This is my lord, Her Highness Hybris Khan Talashin Santrie."

"The one who saved you, brother?"

"Yes."

"Saved him? That's embarrassing. I'm the one who owes Ban my life several times over."

Hybris interjected. She sat with her chin propped up, smiling.

"I've heard a lot about you, Azril Astera. Or should I call you Ramhita? Which name do you prefer?"

She was an intense woman. From her fiery red hair to her sharp eyes, even to her first question. The name Ban Hiran gave her. The name Rema gave her. Which one did she prefer? Azril hesitated before finally answering.

"They're both my names, so please call me whichever you like, Your Highness."

"Is that so? Then I'll call you Azril."

The princess answered lightly and glanced at Ban Hiran standing beside her. Ban Hiran was smiling as if nothing was wrong.

"Um, Your Highness."

Meanwhile, Azril organized her thoughts with her throbbing head. There was much to find out.

"First... thank you."

"Hm? For what?"

"You're my brother's benefactor, aren't you? Thank you so much for saving my brother and helping him."

Ban Hiran's expression became strange for a moment before quickly returning to a smile. The princess and Azril, looking at each other, didn't notice this. The princess gazed at Azril with interested eyes.

"You must have many questions, yet you start with greetings? What a polite child."

"I heard from my brother that Your Highness is to him what Rema is to me. So I really wanted to greet you properly."

"Forget the greetings, I saved Ban for my own sake."

The princess shrugged and adjusted her posture.

"You're the Third Princess of the Talashin Empire, right?"

"That's correct."

"Why is a direct imperial family member of Talashin hiding secretly like this in the capital of Aukandor?"

"I came to meet you."

"Me?"

"You must have heard roughly from Ban Hiran or Opek. To achieve my long-cherished desire, you, the disciple of the Horizon, are really important. I have a lot to talk about with you."

"Couldn't we have talked through communication?"

"It's better to meet in person than through a magician's communication, isn't it?"

From that answer, Azril realized one thing. That princess doesn't completely trust my brother Ban Hiran. At least not in matters related to me. Instead of communicating with me through Ban Hiran, she came to meet me directly.

'If it was something unrelated to my safety, she would have just trusted and left it to my brother. The fact that she couldn't trust means... is this something dangerous for me?'

Of course, it could simply be because it was an important matter. Azril spoke while gripping the edge of her blanket.

"Opek said there's a way to fix Rema. That it's possible if I help."

"That's right. Only you, a Dragon Eye Magician, can fix the Watcher. And I need to fix the Watcher to achieve my goal."

Princess Hybris asked subtly.

"Do you want to know how?"

"Of course I want to know, but there are things I need to know first."

"What things?"

"Why are you kidnapping the Unnamed Mana Holders in Aukandor?"

"Kidnapping, well, it is kidnapping."

The princess laughed softly and then propped her chin again.

"There are several reasons. First is to protect them by removing them."

"From the Watcher?"

"Yes, from the broken Watcher."

"You're the princess of Talashin. You're saying you're protecting people from Aukandor, not the Empire, first?"

As far as Azril knew, there had been no disappearance cases on the Empire's side. The princess nodded as if it was obvious.

"It's hard to find them in the Empire. Even if we find them, the Watcher quickly plucks them out."

"Plucks them out?"

"The Watcher calls them 'seeds', doesn't he? Seeds that could become dragons. To him, it must feel similar to plucking weed seeds."

The princess clicked her tongue with a bitter expression.

"The seeds left by the Watcher are most numerous in Aukandor. Especially in Maujancl."

"Why is that?"

"Are you really asking because you don't know?"

Azril tried to stay calm. She wanted to deny the assumption that immediately came to mind. Her lips trembled as she spoke.

"...Is it because of me?"

"That's right. Because you keep living in Aukandor, in Maujancl, the Watcher doesn't touch the seeds around here much."

"..."

"Isn't it surprising? That the lofty Magician of the Horizon, fearing your feelings might be hurt, ignores even the duty he should keep and is careful."

The princess added with a smile only on her lips.

"And that's a really scary story. It's also evidence that he has broken as a Watcher."

"..."

"To throw away his duty, though it's a misguided duty, but still, to discard it to this extent. You must understand how serious this is."

"...Do you have a way to protect them from the Watcher?"

"There are many amazing things among ancient artifacts. Opek has been a great help."

"Can you show me? The method of protecting them?"

"Of course I should show you. You need to see it to believe. Ban, bring those."

When the princess gestured with her chin, Ban Hiran bowed deeply. Then he went outside.

Azril thought of the seeds of Maujancl who died at Rema's hands. Then Safinea came to mind. Her head was spinning from the turmoil. Gritting her teeth, she continued her questions.

"Your Highness, if protecting them is the first reason, what are the other reasons?"

"We need their 'Unnamed Mana'."

"What are you going to use it for?"

"If you've seen the disc, you'd know, right? The ancient magicians left countermeasures in case the last Watcher was in an abnormal state."

The princess sank into the chair in a relaxed posture and pointed at her.

"One of them is the emergence of a new Dragon Eye Magician like you. For you to become a Watcher..."

"I know that."

"Right. The other is a magic circle."

"What kind of magic circle?"

"A magic circle that returns the heart to the Watcher."

"What?"

"If that magic circle is activated, it can return the Watcher to the state before taking the oath, that is, to the state of being a Dragon Eye Magician. Opek told me."

Goosebumps covered her entire body. Is such a thing possible? The princess smiled at her, who was staring with wide eyes.

"Then naturally, the misguided duty that was holding him captive would disappear, wouldn't it?"

"Such... impossible..."

"Isn't the impossible the essence of magic?"

The princess gestured towards the door Ban Hiran had left through.

"Ban will bring a copy of that magic circle too. It might be difficult to interpret it all, but you should be able to understand roughly just by looking at it, right?"

"...Are you sure dragons have disappeared? How is that possible?"

"Opek told us. The ancient magicians gathered and used some magic, and thanks to that, magicians no longer turn into dragons."

"What kind of magic is that?"

"We don't know the details. The Watcher is hiding it. But it's certain that no dragons have appeared since then, right?"

Azril rubbed her face with trembling hands. If they could really return him to before he became a Watcher, and if humans no longer turn into dragons. As Opek said, Rema would no longer be bound by duty. Her heart was pounding. She barely suppressed her rising excitement.

I need to check first. Whether it's really such a magic circle. The princess could be lying. It could be a trap. It could be a trap to make me bring Rema's heart...

...No, if Opek is cooperating, it won't be a trap that endangers Rema. That's impossible. There might be a possibility of me being in danger, but...

Her blood cooled a little and she became somewhat calmer. Azril steadied her breathing and looked at the princess.

"Is the Unnamed Mana needed to activate that magic circle?"
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"It's good that you understand quickly. That's right. It requires an enormous amount of mana, and ordinary mana won't do. You need to activate 'magic', so you need mana with gravity.

"The mana contained in mana stones or the mana of sorcerers doesn't have gravity, so it can't activate 'magic'. A 'magician' could probably give gravity to such mana, but..."

"There are no such magicians in this era. That's why we gathered seeds that were born with such mana from the beginning."

"But Brother Ban Hiran can use ancient magic with artifacts. Wasn't that enough?"

"That's relying on tools. It's still lacking compared to a real magician. Above all, the scale of mana needed for that magic circle is an amount that can't be controlled by a single magician."

"If it's magic to return the heart and cancel the Watcher's Oath, that makes sense."

"So we planned to gather the mana needed for activation from the seeds, and attempt to activate the magic circle by training the most outstanding ones to become magicians."

"Then are all the Unnamed Mana Holders who have disappeared so far at that magic circle?"

"Yes, they're all pouring mana into the magic circle as their mana fills up. It will take a very long time... and it's a plan with a high chance of failure."

The princess's expression, which had been deep in thought, suddenly changed. Her sparkling eyes turned to Azril.

"But if you help, it will be different."

"Are you saying I can handle that magic circle?"

"Of course. You're a Dragon Eye Magician. In fact, that magic circle was created by an ancient Dragon Eye Magician. It's exclusively for Dragon Eye Magicians."

"So when Opek asked me for help, it meant..."

"He wants you to help activate that magic circle and restore the Watcher."

As soon as the princess finished speaking, the door opened. Ban Hiran entered carrying a necklace with a palm-sized medal and a large bundle of parchment.

"Here, see for yourself."

At the princess's gesture, Ban Hiran laid them out on the bed where Azril was sitting. After confirming that she was reaching for them, the princess stood up.

"Look them over and give me an answer by evening."

"This evening?"

"That crow can't deceive the Watcher for long. We need to move before he notices, don't we?"

"...Yes."

The princess smiled brightly and stood up. Ban Hiran escorted her out and then returned. Meanwhile, Azril was staring intently at the medal.

"Can you tell what kind of artifact it is?"

He asked as he sat down on the bed. She nodded slowly.

"It's fundamentally the same as the warning artifact I made. But it's a much more advanced item."

"While wearing that medal, you can escape the Watcher's sight. You don't have to die by his hand."

Ban Hiran clasped her hand that was gripping the medal. He held out the medal to her.

"There's a child you want to save, right? The girl from the Duchy of Rudimna."

"You really know everything, brother."

"Give it to her. You'll be able to save her."

She had thought there might be no way to save Safinea. The sensation of the medal tightly held in her hand was cold. Azril traced the delicately engraved pattern along the edge with her fingertip.

As it was a complex magical tool, she couldn't interpret everything immediately. She remembered Rema saying that even he would have difficulty reproducing ancient artifacts without blueprints. It was just as he had said. Nevertheless, she could tell its purpose. Concealing and hiding mana. She had the eye to discern that much.

She put down the medal and picked up the bundle of parchment. Patterns and Rem script densely filled the paper to the point of crowding. It wasn't just one sheet. It seemed to be parts of an enormously large magic circle divided up. It was dozens of times more complex and intricate than the medal from earlier. There wasn't much she could understand at a glance. But a few things were clearly visible.

"This part and here... it's the magic for becoming a Watcher constructed in reverse."

Ban Hiran laughed softly at her words as she pointed at the paper.

"As expected, you're amazing. You can see that right away?"

"I've looked at the disc so many times. I've memorized all the magic for becoming a Watcher."

He looked down at her expressionlessly as she answered without much thought. Ban Hiran asked in a low voice.

"Rema Resvid taught you all of that, didn't he?"

"Yes. Though he didn't really want to teach me."

"He didn't want to teach you?"

"Rema told me to forget magic and leave him to live a normal life. I was the one who begged him to teach me all the magic he knew because I didn't want that."

Azril looked up as she was flipping through the parchment. Ban Hiran's face was slightly pale. She called out to him, puzzled.

"Brother?"

"You're different from Her Highness in many ways."

"What do you mean?"

"Her Highness needed me. She asked me not to leave, to stay by her side."

"Rema didn't tell me to leave because he didn't need me."

"I know."

"You know?"

"There's no way you could be unnecessary to him. You're the only Dragon Eye Magician born in a thousand years."

Ban Hiran suddenly pulled her into an embrace from behind. He made her lean back against him. It was a gentle, affectionate gesture, like handling a small child. Azril turned to look at him, and he tilted his head.

"Are you uncomfortable?"

"...No. You're my brother."

"Then let me stay like this for a while. Just while you examine the magic circle."

His face looked strangely distorted as he said this. The skin around his mouth and eyes was twitching and trembling. It was a strange expression that seemed almost on the verge of tears. Azril was so taken aback by this expression that she said nothing. She leaned against him and looked at the parchment.

The magic circle was so complex that she immediately forgot everything else and started to concentrate. Ban Hiran rested his forehead against the back of his twin sister's head. His only blood relative. His other half. The warmth felt in his arms.

'Rema Resvid must be sincere to you. Right? Unlike Her Highness.'

His twin sister, always smaller than him despite being twins. It was true when they were skinny children, and it's still true now that they're grown. Even though he knows in his head that she's become a powerful magician, the body of his sister in his arms still feels small and fragile.

'No, Her Highness is always sincere too. That's just how that person's sincerity is. ...I thought he was doing the same to you.'

Ban Hiran personally oversaw the execution of the knight who had poisoned his tea. He alone dragged the knight from the prison to the execution ground. He told the guards he would take him alone.

Facing death, the knight spilled many words to him. Even who had really put in the poison, and what orders the princess had given.

Ban Hiran was trained to move secretly. Using ancient magic with the Poison Fang, he could find out many things without being detected by anyone. It wasn't difficult to uncover everything.

'Her Highness and he were different. You are truly loved. Your feelings for him will always be reciprocated.'

Ban Hiran quietly lowered his eyes. Deep golden eyes sank between long black eyelashes.

'Unlike my feelings for Her Highness.'

Through his lowered eyes, he could see Azril's nape with her black hair disheveled.

'I'm envious. Truly.'

A thin, powerless neck. She can't use magic right now. If he tried to kill her, she would instinctively move her mana, but...

"Ramhita."

A small voice called out right next to her ear. Azril, absorbed in the parchment, realized the call a beat late.

"Yes?"

What if you and I had been born the other way around?

That question lingered in his mouth. Ban Hiran hesitated, unable to voice it immediately. Suddenly, Azril turned to look at him.

"Brother."

"Yes."

"You don't have to try so hard to protect me."

"What?"

"I'm not a helpless child anymore. As you said, I'm even a Dragon Eye Magician born once in a thousand years. Your mana made me this strong."

She looked back down at the parchment. As she did so, she leaned her upper body back against him.

"So you don't need to protect me. Rather than protecting me, I'd like you to prioritize what you want to do."

"Do you know what I want to do?"

"Help the princess's goal?"

Azril replied lightly and added.

"You like the princess, don't you?"

She felt the chest she was leaning against flinch. She smiled a little.

"Fixing Rema, that's dangerous for me, isn't it?"

Ban Hiran didn't answer. Azril tapped the parchment and continued speaking.

"The princess wants that regardless of whether it's dangerous for me, so you're worried about me. That's why you suddenly asked to hold me for a moment."

"..."

"Brother, Rema said this. That I would never die by someone else's hand. That my mana wouldn't allow it."

"...I suppose so."

"Right? So it's okay if I'm in a bit of danger. Saving Rema is more urgent for me than for the princess."

"..."

"So don't worry."

"You..."

Ban Hiran swallowed whatever he was about to say. He sighed faintly and ruffled her hair so much it became messy.

"Ugh, what are you doing?"

"It just feels like you've grown up so much."

"What are you saying, like you're so much older? I'm calling you brother because you are technically older, but we're twins, you know?"

Azril grumbled, then fiddled with the hem of her clothes and said abruptly.

"I keep forgetting that fact too, though."

"Hm?"

"I might be unconsciously trying to rely on you. Because you're my brother, and I'm the younger sister."

"Well, I haven't felt anything like that."

"Anyway, you're the same nineteen years old as me. Don't try to shoulder everything."

With those words, Azril focused on the magic circle again. Ban Hiran looked down at his twin who was smaller than him, and quietly smiled.

Even after Ban Hiran left saying he had something to do, Azril continued to examine the magic circle.

'It doesn't seem to be a lie. This is definitely a magic circle created by ancient magicians.'

Since it included the method of creating a Watcher in reverse, there was a high probability that it could indeed reverse the process. It also included magic for absorbing and storing mana. Given that it required an enormous amount of mana to operate, such magic was naturally necessary.

Although she couldn't interpret everything, nothing seemed particularly strange. Yet she kept looking at it because of one nagging doubt.

'Why does this arrangement seem familiar from somewhere?'

It felt like she had seen mana arranged like this before. No matter how much she looked at the magic circle, she couldn't remember where she had seen it.

'If I had seen such a complex and precise mana arrangement before, I wouldn't forget it. Am I mistaken?'

She spread out the parchment on the bed and looked at it for a long time, but still couldn't figure it out. She finally concluded that she must have confused it with something else she had seen.

'Well, let's try it for now. Even if the princess is lying, Opek wouldn't cooperate with anything that would harm Rema. Opek must want to fix Rema just as much.'

"May I come in?"

The princess's voice was heard along with a knock. Azril answered while gathering the spread-out parchment into one bundle.

"Yes, please come in."

Looking out the window, she saw that the sun was already setting. Ban Hiran, who entered with the princess, put down a tray with dinner on the side table. Princess Hybris sat down on the same chair as before and rested her chin on her hand.

"Well, have you made up your mind now?"
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"To some extent. What exactly do I need to do?"

"The first thing to do is to divert that child."

"Which child?"

"Safinea von Rudimna. You know well that she was born with tremendous magical power, right? We've already gathered quite a bit of mana, so if we add her power, it'll be enough to activate the magic circle."

"Is my mana not enough to activate the magic circle?"

"Your mana needs to be used to control the magic circle. It's not originally a scale that one magician can control, but it's possible because it's you, so there won't be much to spare."

"I see..."

"And that child is also a talent that must be protected from the Watcher. She has enormous potential, given how severe her unnamed magic was. We can't let her be killed by the Watcher."

If it was about saving Safinea, that was something she could do without much burden. Azril felt somewhat relieved. The princess calmly continued her explanation.

"After diverting that child, we'll all go together to where the magic circle is."

"Together?"

"Yes, you'll take that child there yourself. There, you can see with your own eyes how the seeds who have gone missing are doing, what the magic circle is like. How about it, does that make you feel a bit more at ease?"

The princess smiled, as if she understood all of Azril's doubts.

Certainly, if she took Safinea there herself, it would ease her worries. Even though she couldn't use magic because Rema had sealed it, she still had the Dragon's Eye. It would be difficult to deceive her eyes and pull any tricks.

"Yes, thank you."

When Azril nodded, the princess said,

"The problem is, the Watcher might notice and come."

"...You mean Rema?"

"He already knows about that child's existence, doesn't he? He's probably keeping a close eye on such a powerful seed. Don't you think he's likely to notice if she disappears?"

He would have to notice, if only because of Azril herself. After all, he had stopped when she intervened as he was about to kill her. She bit her lip hard.

"Yes, Rema will definitely notice."

"Then you'll have to stop the Watcher. So that Ban Hiran can divert that child."

"I..."

"Can you do it?"

Azril was silent for a moment. She closed her eyes and calmed her cluttered mind and churning insides. Only then did she slowly open her eyes.

"Yes."

The invitation sent by Safinea was entrusted to the Aurora Society. A magician from the society sent a communication to Azril Astera. Azril did not receive the communication. With her mana not moving, it was impossible to receive communications.

Instead, Ban Hiran, who was watching the society by mobilizing his subordinates, informed her that an invitation had arrived for her. She went to receive the invitation herself.

It was a pretty card with intricately laced edges, made of stiff material with a subtle fragrance. A cute red ribbon was tied in one corner of the card. On the front was a drawing of a doll that looked hand-drawn. On the back were the date and place of the party. Written in Safinea's neat handwriting was the message.

"I really hope you can come, Teacher."

Azril stroked those words with a troubled heart. She could feel the bumpy texture where the child had pressed down hard while writing.

Today, she was planning to kidnap a girl who innocently trusted and followed her. Even if it was to save her, it was still a crime. In fact, she wasn't much different from a criminal. Because she was afraid of being caught for escaping Rema's cage, she hadn't contacted not only Meili but even Marti.

Until just recently, she had been working at the investigation headquarters to prevent disappearance cases, but now she was preparing a kidnapping plan with the main culprit of those disappearances.

'Is this really the right thing to do?'

Even after making the decision, she kept having doubts. How nice it would be if the right and wrong of everything could be clearly divided. Azril smiled bitterly.

"Ramhita, are you ready?"

Ban Hiran asked from outside the door. Azril tucked the card into her bosom and put on her robe.

"Yes, let's go."

\\\*

Rema Resvid looked at the gray egg. Even for him, it wasn't easy to reverse something that had already cracked. Rema chose a different method rather than repeating inefficient efforts. He covered the cracked egg with a thin, milky membrane.

'It's a temporary measure, but this should do.'

This should be enough to face Azril Astera. He put down the egg and stood up. Opek had said he would rest a bit when Rema said he would work on the egg. And he still hadn't returned.

'He'll be back soon.'

He would return on his own when he realized his master had left the egg's side. After all, Opek's mission was to protect the seal.

Rema immediately crossed over spaces. He headed for the gap in the space where he had confined Azril. Although he had made some preparations for her comfort, it was lacking in many ways due to the rush. He felt impatient. At the same time, a strange excitement welled up. It felt like going to check on a treasure hidden in a deep place where no one else could come.

A flower field spread out, reaching up to his waist. He crossed through the fresh fragrance towards the invisible birdcage. To his Dragon's Eye, it looked like a birdcage woven with silver threads.

In one corner of the birdcage, white cotton like clouds was piled up in a round nest. Long black hair was scattered here and there among it. Azril was buried in it, asleep. Her lowered eyelashes cast long shadows on her white cheeks. Slightly parted lips. Shoulders rising and falling slightly with each breath. It was a lovely scene.

Rema passed right through the birdcage and approached her.

"Azril."

The gentle hand that was about to brush away her sleeping hair suddenly stopped. The faint smile that had lingered on his lips disappeared in an instant. He stood still, looking down at her. His pupils, which had widened in disbelief, contracted. He froze.

"...!"

Rema soon roughly grabbed her neck and lifted her up.

"Gack!"

Struggling from the sudden shock, Azril opened her eyes. The moment he met those clear golden eyes, Rema's face contorted mercilessly.

"Re..."

As she tried to call his name with teary eyes, Rema threw her down just like that. His foot stomped on her shoulder.

"Aagh!"

"Where did you hide her?"

"Why, why are you doing this, Rema?"

Azril looked up at him with eyes that seemed terrified.

"What on earth..."

Rema stopped mid-sentence and took a deep breath. To control the emotion that felt like it would burst up to the top of his head. The expression of Azril looking up at him changed. She frowned and rubbed her forehead with her uninjured arm.

"Damn, the egg's gonna crack. Hey, calm down."

"Where is Azril?"

"I thought I did a pretty good job, but you noticed really quickly."

"I asked where she is, Opek."

"But how did you know? I even imitated her mana. Doesn't she look like her even to the Dragon's Eye?"

"Answer before I kill you."

"If you're going to kill me after I answer, I should answer as slowly as possible to live longer, right?"

Opek, who had been sneering with Azril's face, flinched as soon as he met Rema's eyes.

"Whoa, you look like you're about to bring the end times just because of a little joke. Hey, move aside."

Opek struggled free from under Rema's foot and returned to his bird form. While the bird was fixing his broken wing, Rema barely managed to calm his rough breathing. Opek glanced at him while preening his feathers with his beak, gauging his condition.

'He's more agitated than I expected. If he's this upset just because she's not here, if I'm not careful...'

The bird became a bit anxious. After making a deliberately clacking sound by opening and closing his beak, he spoke nonchalantly.

"Hey, don't misunderstand. I just let her out because she wanted to leave."

Rema just rolled his eyes to look at the bird. Opek puffed out his chest proudly.

"I'm saying I didn't forcibly divert her. Am I crazy to do such a thing?"

"She asked you to let her out?"

"Otherwise, would I have forcibly dragged her out if she didn't want to leave? Did Azril Astera say she would willingly stay in here? You forcibly confined her."

Rema's contorted face became expressionless. Opek carefully observed as the gray eyes cooled down. He seems to have calmed down a bit at least.

"Opek, why did you come here? She couldn't have contacted the outside."

"I came to check because you did something crazy. I told you to turn her into an idiot if you were going to confine her. How could you confine her while she's still sane? Do you want to see her turn into Doom that badly?"

Opek grumbled. Rema closed his mouth for a moment before asking.

"Where did Azril go?"

"Where else, she went to the humans."

At that answer, Rema's hand clenched. His nails dug into his palm.

"Has she finally decided to leave?"

It wasn't a question, but a mutter to himself. Opek was about to affirm but stopped. He was afraid it might backfire if he intervened wrongly.

Rema quietly looked around. At the empty birdcage and the scenery Azril liked. Whatever he gave her would probably be insufficient compared to the emotions she shared with humans. Maybe he should have killed them all after all.

Caw!

The bird, sensing the emotion that had overcome him, screeched in terror. Rema frowned, glanced at Opek once, and then turned away without lingering.

"Hey, where are you going? You're not really going to kill them all, are you?"

"I clearly said I have no intention of crossing the line. Don't interfere."

As he took each step, the space crumbled. The forcibly opened gap in space closed, and they returned to the study.

"Then what are you going for?"

"..."

"I'm asking where you're going!"

Opek flew in front of him, blocking his way.

"Are you going to catch her again? Are you finally going to drag back the child who left because she got sick of you?"

The bird spoke mockingly. Rema ignored the bird and walked past. A tired voice was heard from behind.

"Don't go, Rema Resvid."

"..."

"Stop here. Let her live with the humans."

"..."

"Go somewhere she can't find you, erase your memories of Azril Astera, and stay buried for about a hundred years. Then everything will be fine."

Even as he spoke, Opek knew. That his master could never do such a thing. Rema Resvid's heart was already too inclined towards Azril Astera for that. Still, he placed his last hope.

"Master."

"..."

"This is for your own good. Please."

A thin voice came out, almost pleading. Rema turned around. He saw the bird sitting on an extinguished candlestick with his feathers drooping.

"...I'm sorry, Opek."

He said quietly and then left the study. In the dark room, Opek remained motionless for a long time.

"Now there's really no choice. We'll have to go with the plan."

The bird sighed and returned to his nest.

1. \\\*

The party to celebrate Safinea's recovery was held in the annex of the Rudimna Ducal Estate.

It was the same annex where Safinea, born as an Unnamed Magician, had been isolated and raised. It was a building that always had a strangely gloomy atmosphere no matter how diligently the servants tended to it, but today it was not like that at all. Colorful ribbons were draped between the columns of the garden and the corridor. Fresh spring flowers in vases were placed on every table.

Although not many people were invited to the party, the attendees were impressive. The Rudimna Ducal Family, the Madriol Ducal Family, Master Magician Penderock and the Head of Aurora Academy, and even King Charleang himself attended in person.

Azril arrived a little late. Ban Hiran, who had come with her, looked back at her before hiding in the garden.

"You don't look good."

"Is it obvious? It shouldn't be, Charles might notice."

"You mean the king? It's okay if the king notices a little. We're going to leave this country right away anyway."

"...That's true."

"Ramhita, we're not trying to harm that child. This is about saving her. The goal is to divert her before the Watcher kills her."

"Yes..."

"Don't be too troubled. Everything will be fine."

Ban Hiran smiled kindly at her and left. Azril checked the medal in her bosom one last time. Then she entered the party venue alone.

"Teacher! You came!"

As soon as she entered inside the hedge, Safinea came running, her white lace ribbons fluttering. She smiled and hugged the child who threw herself into her arms.

"Of course I had to come, Safi."
Chapter 99: Chapter 99
Safinea grabbed Azril's hand with a bright face and pulled her along. The gazes of the gathered people turned to Azril. Most were familiar faces.

Penderock Palaios, the Master of the Magic Tower, rushed over with an impatient look. Lexina von Madriol approached happily but retreated, startled by Penderock's momentum. Charles was sitting at a round table with several others. Edith Maujancl von Rudimna, the Duchess, quickly stood up to greet her.

"Welcome, Azril."

"Have you been well, Edith?"

"Of course, I..."

"Astera! Are you thinking of writing a thesis? Surely you're not planning not to write one? After showing such results? You'll write one, right? Please, I beg you, write one! I'll help you!"

Penderock interrupted, spraying saliva. Azril hurriedly tried to calm the excited old man.

"I haven't considered writing a thesis... I'll think about it and contact you later. Please calm down."

"It's nonsense not to write a thesis after discovering a treatment for Excess Mana Disorder! This must be written! If you just say you'll write it, I'll support you in any way! This absolutely, definitely, certainly, unconditionally must be presented to the academic world!"

"I'll think about it as positively as I can. For now, please sit down, okay?"

She was afraid the old man might collapse. She barely managed to get Penderock to sit down.

"Safi, go and prepare."

"Yes, Mom."

Meanwhile, Safinea had moved to another room inside the corridor to prepare. Edith, who had been watching her daughter answer energetically with a face full of emotion, turned to Azril, who had escaped from Penderock.

"Azril, you are my daughter's lifelong benefactor. When the child who returned from the Underground Tower smiled at me and said 'I'm home,' I was so overwhelmed..."

Edith grabbed both of Azril's hands with moist eyes.

"I don't know how to express my gratitude. No words seem enough, really. I don't even know how to repay this debt..."

The hands clasped together were trembling with emotion. Azril lowered her eyes. What would happen to Edith after Safinea disappeared today?

It would be nice if she could give some hint about secretly taking her to a safe place, but she couldn't. Because a mind-reading magician might find out. It felt like being pricked in the solar plexus with a needle tip.

'Come to think of it, when Safinea disappears, Rema might rummage through everyone's memories again.'

It was a problem she had forgotten due to being preoccupied with immediate concerns. She remembered the door of Hanna's house closing loudly. What if that happens again? Would Rema listen to her? It was very difficult to put on a smiling face. She managed to smile with great effort.

"No repayment is necessary, Edith. The support I received from Rudimna is more than enough. I heard you even supported the loan of the Aurora Disc."

"That's too trivial compared to what Azril has done for us."

Saying this, Edith tried to guide her to the table where Charles was sitting. It was the most honored seat.

"We've prepared the best place as your seat."

"Ah, it's, it's fine. I prefer to sit next to Lady Madriol."

Azril quickly waved her hands. She didn't want to sit at the same table as the sharp-eyed Charles.

"Oh my, Lady Madriol? You two must have become close. Well, you are the same age, right?"

Edith laughed cheerfully without any suspicion. Azril just exchanged greetings with Charles and sat down next to Lexina.

"Miss Astera, you fled here because His Majesty is burdensome, right?"

As Edith left to greet other guests, Lexina asked in a lowered voice. Azril shook her head.

"It's not like that."

"What do you mean it's not? It's obvious you've realized His Majesty hasn't given up."

"...Did you know about that, Lady?"

"Of course I knew."

Lexina snorted and picked up her teacup. Tea and snacks were prepared on each table. A maid went around pouring tea. The empty cup in front of Azril was filled with fragrant tea. She held the teacup with both hands. Her head felt numb from being too tense. Lexina put down her teacup and opened her mouth.

"Who does Miss Astera like?"

"What?"

"You rejected His Majesty again, right? I can tell just by looking."

"..."

"The reason you rejected him is because there's someone who fills your heart so completely that you have no room to think about anyone else. Right?"

Azril froze for a moment. She turned to look at Lexina sitting next to her with a blank face. Someone she likes 'so much that there's no room to think about anyone else'. Someone she wants to be with no matter what happens. The only irreplaceable person. Someone she hopes will be safe even knowing her own life might be in danger.

That's who Rema Resvid was to her. The person who takes precedence over everything else. Yes, he comes first. There was nothing more precious to her than him. Her heart, which had been pounding with tension, calmed down a little. She answered calmly.

"Yes, there is."

Lexina's eyes widened. She leaned towards Azril and whispered.

"Who on earth is that person?"

Just as she was about to answer, a stir ran through the entire party venue. Safinea appeared from the corridor, escorted by a middle-aged man. The man looked down at the girl with eyes dripping with affection. It was the Duke of Rudimna, Safinea's father.

"I sincerely thank everyone who came to celebrate Rudimna's joy today. Our benefactor has also come."

The Duke bowed politely, looking towards Azril. Azril quickly bowed back.

"My daughter, who had been suffering from a long-term illness, has become so healthy thanks to our benefactor's help. The child wanted to personally thank everyone who has helped her, so we prepared this gathering."

The Duke gently held the girl's shoulders and brought her slightly forward.

"Now, Safi."

Safinea, with flushed cheeks, curtsied gracefully while holding the hem of her dress.

"I am Safinea von Rudimna, also known as Safinea Seara."

The girl said as she straightened up. Although most had been invited after hearing that her Excess Mana Disorder had been cured, the majority had never seen it with their own eyes. So when the girl spoke, many were startled here and there. Some people even reflexively moved back.

Being close acquaintances, many had witnessed magic activating every time Safinea spoke. Everyone's reactions were reflexive. Safinea, undaunted by the atmosphere, continued speaking clearly.

"I've caused worry to many people and received a lot of help. I'm truly grateful."

She didn't stutter a single word. It was a pretty voice. Nothing happened as the girl continued speaking. Her eyes were sparkling like jewels.

"As you can see, I'm completely healthy now. My teacher has made me a magician."

Safinea looked at Azril with a bright smile, then turned her gaze back to the people.

"I'm no longer an Unnamed Magician, but a magician with the name 'Seara'. I'll show you my magic right here, now."

The girl, who had spoken resolutely, spread both hands. Something was filled in her small hands. Azril saw red stars swirling roundly above the girl's hands. Safinea took a deep breath and pronounced clearly.

"Seara!"

As the name was called, mana responded. The magic that Safinea had tried many times in front of Azril, and finally managed to do on her own, unfolded. A small whirlwind was created. The wind enveloped the white petals in Safinea's hands and rose into the air.

"Ooh..."

"Oh my."

Exclamations were heard here and there. The petals that had risen up flew to various parts of the party venue, riding the wind. Someone clapped first. Soon, the entire party venue was filled with the sound of applause. Safinea smiled radiantly amidst the fluttering petals.

"Thank you."

The girl, who had bowed politely, looked up at her father with an overwhelmed face, then at her mother who was sobbing, and then ran towards Azril.

"Teacher!"

Azril stood up and received the child who came running and clung to her.

"You did well, Safi."

"Was my magic okay?"

"Of course, it was perfect."

While stroking the girl's head, Azril put her hand in her pocket. Her trembling hand fumbled a few times before pulling out a medal.

"This is a congratulatory gift."

She put the peach-colored medal around Safi's neck. Safinea held the medal with both hands, looked at it curiously, and then smiled broadly.

"Thank you!"

Azril forced a smile. At that moment.

"Bana."

Only she heard that whisper like the sound of wind. The murmuring and applause subsided. Then came the sound of people collapsing. Azril didn't look back.

"Huh?"

Safinea's eyelids slowly closed as she was turning around, puzzled. Azril quickly caught the girl as she went limp. She took a deep breath and slowly turned around.

Everyone at the party had fallen asleep. From the maids passing by to Lexina in the next seat, the ducal couple, Charles, and even the swordsmen. The scene of everyone suddenly falling asleep in the middle of the party was bizarre. Azril bit her lower lip. And muttered.

"They're just asleep, right?"

"Yes. They'll wake up after a good nap."

Ban Hiran answered as he jumped down from a large tree adorned with ribbons. He approached Azril.

"Good job, Ramhita."

Ban Hiran, who had come closer, lightly patted the shoulder of Azril, who was standing blankly while holding Safinea.

"Let's go now. We need to leave Maujancl before the sleeping people are discovered."

"...Okay."

He took Safinea from her arms. As Azril was about to follow Ban Hiran, who had started walking first, she hesitated. She pulled on Ban Hiran's clothes. He turned to look at her.

"What is it, Ramhita?"

"He's coming."

Azril was looking into empty space. Her intuition was blaring at her. Ban Hiran's gaze followed hers. The point she was looking at suddenly distorted.

And the White Magician revealed himself. His face was cold. Rema Resvid, who had set foot on the grass, looked to one side without hesitation. His face hardened when he saw Azril.

"Azril."

Ban Hiran quickly stepped forward and hid Azril behind his back. It was an unconscious action. The White Magician's aura was that ominous. Seeing this, Rema's brow twitched. His fierce gaze turned to the man blocking Azril, but wavered the moment he saw his face. A man with the same face as Azril Astera. Rema's eyes narrowed.

"You are..."

"Rema."

Azril came forward, pushing Ban Hiran aside. She swallowed dryly and opened her mouth.

"What are you here for?"

"...Does coming out of that space mean you've decided to become a Watcher, Azril?"

"No, that's something you decided on your own, Rema."

Azril shook her head and made a gesture with her hand hidden behind her back. Ban Hiran immediately understood the meaning of the gesture. He started to slowly increase the distance while holding Safinea. Rema didn't even glance at him. His gray eyes were fixed only on Azril.

"So, you've finally decided to leave me?"
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"Are you going to confine me again if I say that?"

The air around them grew tense. Azril clasped her trembling hands together.

"Rema, why did you confine me? Were you afraid I would really leave you?"

"......"

"I never said I would leave. I didn't even return the disc. You know that! You know I chose not to leave until the very end!"

The more she spoke, the more something welled up inside her. All the fear, disappointment, emptiness, sorrow, and unwavering affection she had been suppressing, along with everything else.

"Then why did you try to confine me? Because you don't trust me? Is that it?"

"You..."

Rema slowly parted his lips.

"I don't want you to get close to other humans. I wished for you not to meet anyone but me."

"Why?"

"......"

"Are you afraid I'll leave you if I get close to other people?"

"......"

"Because you'll have to kill those people due to your 'duty' and I'll be sad. You're afraid that if I get hurt like that, I'll be disappointed in you and try to leave. You want to prevent that in advance, don't you?"

"...That's not all."

"Then what?"

If she gets close to others, she might find someone more precious to her than him. Because she might be drawn to a human who can love her freely, rather than Rema Resvid who can't create precious people, who shouldn't love anyone. Because if he faced her after she had given her heart to someone else, he felt he wouldn't be able to endure it.

Rema found it difficult to explain this emotion. He didn't know what to say. He shouldn't say it in the first place. If he said it, if he properly faced this emotion, he would end up completely falling apart. He kept his mouth shut. Azril stared at him with tears in her eyes.

"Rema, you respected my opinions even when I was young and didn't know anything. You always listened to what I had to say."

"......"

"It's strange that someone like you would try to confine me like this and not believe what I say. It doesn't seem like the Rema I know."

"......"

"You look strange to me. You look like you're about to fall apart. Every time I see you, my mana sends me that signal."

She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. Without removing that hand, covering her eyes, she asked with difficulty.

"Something's wrong with you, isn't it?"

She had tried not to ask this question. She thought she shouldn't ask it. Because if he was really in an abnormal state, she didn't know what the outcome of this question would be. Because she couldn't judge whether he was normal or not based on his answer. Yet she ended up asking. Azril lowered her hand and raised her tear-soaked eyes.

"Are you becoming Doom?"

"Why I..."

He suddenly spoke after being silent.

"Do you know why I have become like this?"

A shadow fell over his eyes. Eyes sinking deeply. He raised the corner of his mouth slightly.

"Azril, do you know what is trying to break me? Do you know what is leading me to Doom?"

"...The years of enduring after losing the Watcher's duty..."

"No, it's you."

"What?"

"You are breaking me, Azril. Me, who has endured for a thousand years, you, in just over ten years."

What does that mean?

Azril stared at him, turning pale. If his words were true, if Rema's abnormal state wasn't the result of crumbling over a long period of time.

He became strange because of me? Then what about the misguided duty? Isn't it because dragons disappeared, and there was no one left to fight, no duty left to protect, that Rema broke? Haven't dragons really disappeared? But Rema also said dragons don't appear anymore. Dragons have actually disappeared.

Rema said the contradictory thing that he deals with seeds in case they might become dragons even though there are no dragons... Wait, I'm missing something. There's a part I've missed.

"Before Rema Leviathan becomes Doom, you must deal with him and inherit his role."

The words Akron Av had left in the record...

If humans no longer become dragons as Opek and my brother said, if the ancient magicians cast such magic, then there's no reason for Rema to become Doom either. The fact that Akron Av, an ancient Watcher, was worried that Rema would become Doom, a dragon, means that magicians can still turn into dragons!

'Then, if. If the disappearance of dragons, the fact that dragons no longer appear, is because Rema...'

If it's because Rema Resvid, the last Watcher, has been going around killing humans who might become dragons before they can turn into dragons, and that's why no more dragons appear? If that's the role Akron Av was talking about...

'And, if Rema became strange only because of me, if he's like this because he... loves me.'

Opek, who should protect his master and guard the seal, would want to get rid of her. Things that had been misaligned seemed to click into place. She felt a chill run down her spine.

Rema found it hard to look at Azril, who was turning not just pale but blue. He had never wanted her to make such an expression. He didn't want to let her know that her existence was eating away at him. He didn't want to reveal that he was a being who shouldn't love anyone.

Azril pressed her forehead with a trembling hand. Her breathing was a mess. Rema took in every minute movement. He could have spoken more gently. He had already been told that he tends to say things in a way that's easy for Azril to misunderstand, and with things he couldn't say entangled in it, it was even harder to speak.

Did he hurt her? Was she disappointed? Would she get angry? He didn't want to see her cry. Because he didn't know what to do if she cried.

"...Did Rema become strange because of me? Was I the problem?"

Azril asked with a face contorted like she was about to cry. She was not at fault. The fault lay with his heart that had tilted towards her. Knowing this, he still ended up pouring out misplaced resentment on her. With this realization came guilt.

Several complex and deep 'emotions' stirred within him. Rema turned his gaze away from her face.

"It's not that you're bad. It's not that you did anything wrong..."

Rema's stumbling words suddenly cut off. He saw Ban Hiran moving away behind her. And the figure of the girl in his arms. And his left arm, which he noticed belatedly, distracted by the face identical to Azril's.

"...!"

Poison Fang.

Rema recognized that artifact at a glance. The emotions that had been flooding him froze. His thoughts cut off abruptly. Only what he needed to do now became clear. His eyes widened and his hand moved.

Azril, who had been in confusion, realized what Rema was trying to do. She knew at a glance, having seen it several times before. He was trying to harm someone. Something like killing intent flickered in his distorted gaze. That killing intent was directed behind her.

'Safi? Or my brother?'

She hurriedly grabbed his arm and clung to it. Rema, who had paused, looked down expressionlessly at her clinging to his arm.

"Rema, wait, just a moment, who are you trying to kill right now? Safinea? Has the grace period already ended?"

"That girl is still fine."

"What? Then who, surely not Ban Hiran? My brother isn't even a seed!"

Ban Hiran's speed increased as he sensed the ominous atmosphere. He leapt up in an instant and disappeared into the garden shrubbery. Rema wasn't flustered even though Ban Hiran had disappeared. He gently but firmly removed her clinging to him. Then he gripped both her wrists with one hand.

"Wait here for a moment, Azril."

"Rema, wait, are you really trying to kill my brother right now? You're not, right? Please, just tell me that's not it! Please!"

Rema didn't answer. White stars extended from him, becoming chains that entangled Azril's entire body, fixing her in place. So she couldn't move.

The meaning of that action, where his cold eyes were directed, was all too clear. Tears burst forth.

No. No. Not my brother, absolutely not.

T-this is even more terrible than when Rema tried to kill Safi. Why? Because my brother can use ancient magic? Because he might become a dragon?

'That's impossible, he's my twin!'

He's someone who had all his mana stolen by me and doesn't have any of the Primordial Dragon's legacy!

There's no way a human without mana could become a dragon!

Rema removed the hand that had been gripping her wrists. Azril cried out.

"Rema, you know, you told me! He's my twin brother, you said he's someone without mana because I absorbed all his mana! Right? You're not trying to kill my brother, are you?"

Rema stared at her with eyes that made it impossible to know what he was thinking.

"I'll be back soon, Azril."

It was a chillingly affectionate voice. So much so that it was hard to believe it was coming from someone who had tied her up and was going to kill her twin brother.

"Rema, please! At least tell me the reason...!"

He disappeared without a word. The hem of his white robe completely vanished from her sight. Azril turned deathly pale and shed tears. Her whole body trembled. Her entire body turned ice cold. If he came back after killing Ban Hiran and said it was because of his 'duty', could she endure it? Could she understand even that?

'I can't.'

It was impossible. That was impossible. She felt like going crazy even with Safinea, but Ban Hiran? And right now? In her tear-blurred vision, she saw her hands bound by chains. The knot pattern on the back of those hands, and her mana sealed by his mana.

Wait here for a moment? For what result?

She couldn't wait. That was impossible. Her breath quickened. She twisted her wrists. Tried pulling. The magical chains didn't budge at all. Her wrists turned red.

It's impossible with force. She still can't use magic in her sealed state. Azril looked at the back of her hand again. The knot pattern that had been engraved when she promised Rema not to touch the stars.

She shook her head and blinked. She shook off the tears that had pooled heavily. Her vision became a little clearer. She could clearly see the mana entangled near her wrists. It extended down long and touched the ground. She spread her fingers. She grasped the elongated flow of stars connected to her wrists.

In her desperation, her concentration rose to the extreme. Then she could see nothing but the stars. It was something she had never done consciously before, but she could do it. She instinctively knew how. Azril grasped the stars and pulled.

Her mana moved without an incantation.

Ban Hiran crossed the garden of the Rudimna Mansion with Safinea on his back.

The garden was as vast as befitting the ducal family's prestige, and its structure was intricately maze-like to guard against intruders. Nevertheless, he headed straight for the wall without getting lost at all. He had prepared a carriage in advance in the alley behind the mansion. If he could get there, he would be safe.

However, Ban Hiran couldn't even get close to the wall. He stopped abruptly in the middle of the hedge maze that rose above his head. Rema Resvid, who had appeared suddenly without any warning, blocked his path.

"Where did you get the Poison Fang?"

The Watcher asked.
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Ban Hiran recalled Opek's words and the princess's command.

What he had to do was already decided, and yet he had already disobeyed her command.

If he had followed that order exactly, he would have acted the moment Azril intervened between Rema and himself.

His twin sister's whisper flashed through his mind.

"Rema didn't tell me to leave because he didn't need me.

You don't need to try so hard to protect me. It's okay."

He slowly blinked his eyes open and looked at the Watcher.

"Rema Resvid."

"I asked where you got the Poison Fang."

"How precious is Ramhi-, no, Azril to you?"

"...?"

"Your bird believes that if Azril just disappears, you'll return to how you were."

"... Answer my question. Before I search your memories myself."

The only reason Rema didn't immediately search his memories was because Ban Hiran was Azril's twin.

Even he didn't want to harm her twin brother if possible.

He wanted to avoid a situation where he had no choice but to kill.

If he killed her brother, Azril would be hurt beyond repair. Even so, if there was no other way, he would ultimately kill him.

Whether he knew of his feelings or not, Ban Hiran didn't seem inclined to answer properly.

He smiled crookedly and spoke.

"But my thinking is a bit different from that crow's. I don't think you'll be able to return as if nothing happened just because she disappears."

Rema frowned and spoke again.

"Answer if you want to live. Where and how you obtained the Poison Fang, and how much you know."

"You answer first. How precious is Azril to you?"

Ban Hiran set Safinea down.

He removed the glove from his left hand, revealing the Poison Fang.

"You, could you go on living even after killing her?"

Rema's pupils shook.

Ban Hiran didn't miss it.

He smiled gracefully.

"Just as I thought. That's a relief. Very well, I'll trust you."

"What trick are you playing?"

"I've found the path where she will be safest."

His black left arm touched Safinea's forehead.

Then that arm began to glow red.

Safinea's mana instantly filled the Poison Fang.

Rema saw the mana arrangement inside the Poison Fang moving.

It was a method he was very familiar with.

The 'Poison Fang', with sufficient mana secured, was about to activate for its true purpose.

And he couldn't allow that.

Do I have no choice but to kill him?

Rema, who was about to reach out towards Ban Hiran, suddenly froze.

He stared blankly at a spot beyond the hedge.

The Knot of Promise he had placed on Azril had broken.

She had touched her mana.

Just like when she was ten years old.

In that gap, Ban Hiran finished his preparations.

Suddenly, the air distorted.

Azril appeared through the twisted space.

Her face soaked with tears.

"Rema! Brother!"

She saw Ban Hiran kneeling, touching Safinea's forehead and Rema reaching out towards Ban Hiran.

There was no time to consider the situation.

Azril hastily blocked their path.

Looking at Rema, she shouted.

"Please, Rema, at least tell me the reason...!"

Rema was looking at the vanished knot pattern on the back of her hand.

Azril had crossed the fence.

She had used Dragon's Eye magic.

He thought about what that meant.

It was a very brief moment of carelessness.

Azril could only think of stopping Rema somehow.

She couldn't think of anything else.

She too was defenseless.

Ban Hiran looked at the back of his twin sister blocking his path.

In that moment, he acted.

"...Huh?"

Azril stopped.

Ban Hiran's left hand had touched her back.

"Bana."

The Poison Fang immediately crumbled.

And it detached from Ban Hiran's arm and burrowed into Azril's body.

A sensation like ice water spreading from her back.

"Brother...? What did you do?"

Azril turned around blankly.

Ban Hiran was making a strange expression.

A face hard to distinguish whether he was crying, laughing, terrified, or relieved.

"It's okay, Ramhita. You'll be fine. Once you take a nap and wake up, everything will be over."

Ban Hiran whispered quickly.

Azril staggered and turned to look at Rema.

Meanwhile, the Poison Fang that had spread from her back had turned her neck crimson black.

Seeing this, Rema's complexion changed drastically.

She had never seen Rema's face look so desperate before.

Rema immediately grabbed her arm and stopped time.

Ban Hiran froze as if petrified, still making that strange expression.

"Azril!"

"Rema...?"

Her legs wobbled.

She couldn't stand.

Rema supported her as she staggered.

"I'm sleepy..."

"You must not fall asleep!"

He shook her frantically.

Azril struggled to keep her eyes open.

It was hard to keep them open.

The crimson black color started to spread to her eyes.

"You are currently poisoned by the Poison Fang. Don't fall asleep. You must not fall asleep!"

"Poi... son Fang?"

She raised her right hand.

Crimson black tendril was rapidly spreading across her palm. Seeing it with her Dragon's Eye, Azril finally realized.

The parchment with the magic circle that Ban Hiran had brought her...

That complex magic circle that had seemed familiar.

She realized where she had seen it.

She had seen it in the Poison Fang on his left arm when she met Ban Hiran.

The multi-colored mana densely filling his black left arm was arranged according to that magic circle.

It had been bent and twisted along the shape of the arm, so she had been slow to notice.

Returning the Watcher... was a lie after all.

There was no such thing as reversing the process of becoming a Watcher.

If it wasn't for reversing the process, then what was it for?

Her thoughts couldn't continue further.

She was too sleepy.

Rema grabbed her chin.

He opened his mouth, then hesitated for a very brief moment.

It was content he shouldn't speak of.

But the moment he saw Azril's eyelids drooping heavily, he cast aside the taboo.

Shaking her awake, he shouted urgently.

"Azril, listen carefully. The Poison Fang makes you have nightmares. It's all a dream. Understand? You must not succumb to the dream. The Great War began when Dragon Eye Magicians was deceived by that nightmare and became Doom!"

"Great... War...?"

Azril blinked her eyes with difficulty. Rema poured out words desperately.

"Yes. Everything you are about to see from now on is all a dream. It's just a nightmare and an illusion! Absolutely...!"

She didn't hear the rest.

She had fallen asleep.

Azril was standing in darkness.

Suddenly, golden stars rose up as if dancing.

Stars leaking from her body drifted around her like fireflies. The stars whispered as if singing.

It sounded like children singing in chorus.

[You can do anything.]

"Anything?"

[Yes, anything! You can even become a God!]

Giggling laughter burst out.

And the surroundings changed in an instant.

Young Azril was crouched in a corner of the wooden floor. Her father approached her with a poker in his hand.

The strong smell of alcohol wafted over.

"Damn it, I can't even kill this thing outright. Nothing goes right because of this curse-ridden lump."

Her father spat.

Azril looked up at him, terrified.

The poker was raised high.

She squeezed her eyes shut. I'm going to get hit!

[Make Dad love you!]

What?

[You want to be loved, right? It's not difficult. You just have to wish. Make a wish to us!]

She opened her eyes.

Golden stars were sparkling near her father, who was frozen with the poker raised.

[Change Dad's heart. Make him love you. You can do it, right?]

Azril knew instinctively.

If she moved the stars inside her father, she could change his thoughts and emotions as she pleased.

[That's right. Come on, do it quickly!]

The stars urged her. Azril stared blankly at them.

"But... that's a bad thing."

You shouldn't toy with people's hearts like playthings.

The moment she said that, the surroundings changed.

It was terribly cold.

She saw dirty bare feet turning blue with cold.

Young Azril was standing in a back alley where snow was falling, wrapped in rags.

She hugged herself, shivering.

[Don't you hate the snow?]

"I hate it... I'm scared. It's so cold."

[Then let's change the snow to be warm!]

It sounded like dozens, hundreds of children shouting in unison.

Golden stars sparkled among the snowflakes.

[From now on, all the snow falling from the sky will be as warm as a stove!]

"That's impossible. Snow is cold. It's like ice."

[You can change it if you wish! So what if ice becomes warm? You hate the cold, right? You can do it, right?]

This time too, Azril knew the method. It was a bit difficult, but she could still do it.

[Let's quickly change those nasty snowflakes into warm snowflakes! You can do anything!]

She shook her head.

"But that's weird. If snow becomes warm, I don't know... but something will become a mess."

[So what if it gets weird? You hate the snow!]

"If I want to get warm, it's easier to make a campfire than to do something like that. I'll make a campfire."

The surroundings changed again.

A foul stench and the smell of blood stabbed at her nose. She felt a sticky, cold sensation in her hand.

Azril was sitting in a puddle of blood. Her brother's severed left arm was in her hand.

"Kyaaah!"

She screamed and threw the arm away. Shivering, she backed away.

The blood pooled on the floor made splashing sounds.

A starry night sky was reflected on the surface of the blood puddle.

The stars in the surface chattered.

[Your brother died. Don't you want to bring him back to life?]

Huh?

[You can bring him back! You can even resurrect the dead!]

"No, my brother is alive. He didn't die. I met him again."

Azril shook her head. The stars buzzed.

[Really? Is your brother really alive?]

The surroundings returned to nothing but darkness.

The darkness where Azril had first been standing.

One side of that darkness brightened.

Ban Hiran was standing there, smiling.

"Ramhita."

"Brother!"

Azril tried to run to Ban Hiran.

But no matter how much she ran, she couldn't get closer. Rema appeared behind Ban Hiran.

Ban Hiran turned to look back. Rema reached out towards him.

A white, elegant hand touched Ban Hiran's forehead.

"No! Don't do that, Rema!"

Azril screamed. Before her eyes, Ban Hiran scattered like sand.

Scattering and disappearing.

Rema looked back at her with an indifferent expression, then smiled.

"Azril."

"Why? Why did you kill my brother? Why?"

Rema gently embraced her as she wailed. And he answered as if pleased.

"I hated that you cherished him."

"What?"

"Azril, I wish you wouldn't cherish any human other than me."

He stroked her face with his fingertips. Smiling with his eyes crinkled, he added.

"If such people appear, I will kill them all."

"...Even if I tell you not to?"

Rema didn't answer.

Azril shuddered and brushed his hand away.

Rema, who had been pushed back, stared at her blankly.

"Do you hate me now?"

"Yes! I hate you! You're not the Rema I love!"

Azril, who had blurted it out impulsively, flinched.

The moment she answered that she hated him, mana shot out from within her body at lightning speed.

Everything seemed to move very slowly.

Rema tried to block her mana flying towards his heart, then simply lowered his hand.

And he smiled faintly.

The shape of his moving lips.

Well done, Azril.

"Rema?"

The white robe turned crimson.

He collapsed.

And the darkness lifted.
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Azril was standing in the middle of the hedge maze where she had been just moments before.

She looked around blankly.

On one side of the grass was a pile of sand.

The pile of sand that had been Ban Hiran.

And on the opposite side, Rema had collapsed.

Clots of red blood gushed forth, seeping into the grass.

Azril staggered toward Rema.

"Re-Rema?"

She shook his shoulder with a trembling hand. He did not respond.

"Rema, wake up... You're joking, right?"

Rema was not the type of person to play such jokes. Even though she knew this, she desperately denied the reality in front of her.

"Rema? Rema?"

The speed at which she shook him gradually increased.

With the momentum, his body shifted sideways.

Finally, his chest became visible.

There was a gaping hole in his chest, at the place where his heart should have been.

Azril, trembling uncontrollably, looked at his face.

His face looked so pale and his mouth frozen in a faint smile.

"Rema, what did you mean by 'you did well' just now? What did that mean? What, what did I do well?"

Tears fell along with her rambling words.

Not knowing what to do, Azril fumbled over his face, then placed her hand on the wound from which blood was still gushing in clots.

"Astera."

Healing magic had no effect.

"Astera, Astera, Astera."

No matter how many times she repeated it, the bleeding wouldn't stop.

She let her blood-soaked hand drop.

Rema is dead?

Just like that?

Did I kill him?

"Ah, ah..."

Azril covered her mouth with her blood-stained hand.

She looked back and a pile of sand greet her.

She looked forward and the cold body of Rema greet her.

"Aaaah!"

[It's okay, you can revive him.]

A whisper of the stars reached her ear as she screamed. Azril gasped and asked again.

"I-I can bring him back to life? You said I can bring Rema back?"

[You can save them both. Because you can even bring the dead back to life!]

"How? How do I do it?"

[You already know the method. If you just wish for them to come back to life, it will come true!]

Yes, she knew. Azril knew.

From birth, she instinctively knew how to perform miracles. She knew how to defy the Law of God.

She knew the devil's method.

It was clearly visible to the Dragon's Eye.

The eye inherited from the Primordial Dragon.

Azril reached out her hand to Rema.

No incantation was needed.

The legacy God had bestowed could not perform such a miracle.

She prayed to the stars.

To the legacy the Primordial Dragon had bestowed upon her.

True Magicians are those who inherit the legacy of the Primordial Dragon.

Because of this, magicians can break the Law of God.

The power of the Primordial Dragon, the defier of the divine makes this possible.

Minor miracles were fine.

Changing the weather, creating disasters, peering into others' memories, such acts did not break the 'law created by God'.

However, problems arose when they tampered with the fundamental laws that formed the basis of the world.

Time always flows toward the future.

All life dies eventually.

Water freezes when it gets cold and turns to steam when it gets hot.

When they began to break these most fundamental laws, the world could no longer endure such transgressions.

Even with the power of the Primordial Dragon, magicians were still humans living in a world created by God.

They unconsciously knew they shouldn't do such things. They lived unaware that they could defy God's providence.

It was a kind of innate defense mechanism.

Then one day, one of the oldest Dragon Eye Magicians, who had lived since the beginning of time, went mad with jealousy.

His mana ran wild with his emotions when he killed his beloved.

He was the first to defy God's Providence.

He brought the dead back to life.

That was a law that should never be broken.

From that moment on, he could no longer remain within God's Fence.

He could no longer be human.

He became a dragon and began to destroy the world.

People called that dragon Doom.

To stop the Doom, one of the ancient magicians died.

The remaining one foresaw the future.

Humans who had learned what they should not know would bring about their own downfall.

So she created the 'Watcher'.

So that they could endure to some extent even outside God's Fence.

So that they could stop those trying to cross the fence from outside the fence itself.

Creating the magic to become a Watcher was an act of approaching God.

As a price, the last ancient magician also became Doom.

The Watchers stopped her at a tremendous cost.

After that incident, magicians realized they could bring the dead back to life if they so wished.

They realized that almost nothing was impossible for them. No matter how much the Watchers tried to hide it, it was useless.

The truth spread secretly.

If one was prepared to become a dragon, they could change the laws of the world at will.

It was possible to revive the dead, change the laws of nature, alter others' thoughts, emotions, and even personalities, and even create completely new life forms.

Depending on the magician's ability, the scale and scope of the 'miracle' varied, but the fact that anything was possible remained the same.

Then, those who willingly became dragons emerged.

Some tried to undo the irreversible.

Some wanted to bring their loved ones back to life.

Some wanted to change people and the world as they desired.

The consequence of becoming a dragon was not a problem for them.

Even if they came to hate humans, they wouldn't die.

On the contrary, they became much stronger than when they were magicians.

They could even obtain the true Dragon's Eye.

Though they were little different from man-eating monsters to humans, dragons did not fight among themselves and even communicated.

Those who called becoming a dragon 'evolution' began to appear.

The Watchers called it 'corruption'.

Because it led to the annihilation of humanity.

They relentlessly hunted such dragons and corrected the disturbed providence.

In this way, they precariously maintained the world.

If you become a dragon, you will be killed by the Watcher. This fact became widely known.

However, knowing you can do something and choosing not to is not easy.

The more the method of performing miracles became known, the more dragons increased.

Amidst this, those who proposed that everyone become a dragon, destroy the world created by God, and create a world only for dragons also emerged.

Thus began the Great War.

They devised ways to eliminate the Watchers who stood in their way.

The Watchers were so powerful that they had no weaknesses.

Even when driven to the brink of death, they instinctively moved their mana and laid waste to everything around them.

Those who guarded the hearts of the Watchers they had separated were also mostly Dragon Eye Magicians.

It was almost impossible for ordinary magicians to kill a Watcher.

So those trying to become dragons persistently targeted the Watchers' families and loved ones.

Because if they killed them, the Watchers would waver in their duty.

Many Watchers, upon seeing the corpses of their cherished people who had been killed, became Doom themselves.

Those who, knowing they could bring them back, did not attempt to revive the dead were rare.

To deal with these few, those who did not waver even when people around them died, the 'Poison Fang' was created. The Poison Fang was neither a curse nor an attack magic.

It was merely a tool that made one dream.

A very, very seductive nightmare.

If an immense amount of mana was invested, even a Dragon Eye Magician could be made to dream a dream indistinguishable from reality.

However, a magician could not use the Poison Fang. Because if a magician came into contact with it, they would be deceived by the illusion, break providence, and become a dragon.

If an ordinary person tried to use it, they would die, having all their constituent mana absorbed.

Only humans who could live without mana could use the Poison Fang.

Only the twin of a Dragon Eye Magician could use such devices.

When they used the Poison Fang on their other half, the dream became so much more potent.

Watchers ensnared by the Poison Fang eventually made choices that broke providence within the endlessly repeating illusions.

This carried over into reality, and they became Doom.

It was a trap from which no emotional human could escape. If they had even one cherished person, be it family, lover, or friend, and they kept seeing that person die before their eyes, they had no choice but to break.

Alternatively, they were sometimes made to cross the line by stimulating their desires.

Once drawn into the dream and rendered unconscious, the rest were history.

While they might have been able to ignore it in a rational state, it was a temptation they couldn't possibly refuse unconsciously.

So Akron Av told his disciple, the Watcher who would remain last.

Akron Av himself became Doom.

He used magic that broke providence.

Because of the magic he used, all humans on the continent forgot how to become dragons.

He made all magicians perceive that performing miracles was impossible.

Only Rema Leviathan remembered.

He discarded the spell his master had given him and severed all human relationships he ever had.

He left not a single person around.

Then he sealed his emotions and desires.

He abandoned his humanity.

To remain unshaken by anything.

Thus, Rema Resvid was born.

His master, the master magician who had manipulated the unconscious of all humanity, became the Black Dragon.

That Black Dragon was such a powerful Doom that it survived for a whole week even after Rema shattered the heart he had stored beforehand.

Rema Resvid confined the Black Dragon in the Endless Wilderness.

They fought for seven days and nights.

And he killed all the other dragons.

Thus, Rema Resvid remained alone.

Alone, he kept his duty.

He maintained his master's magic.

He dealt with 'seeds', those who could use magic unconsciously and thus might inadvertently perform miracles.

If even one dragon was born, the magic Akron Av had placed would break, so not even the slightest possibility could be left.

He concealed the fact that any magician could perform miracles that defied God's Providence.

He hid the method of becoming a dragon.

That truth must never be revealed.

Not even the smallest clue could be carelessly disclosed. Humans found it difficult to resist that temptation.

He could not allow the Great War to break out again.

For the sake of his master, who had sacrificed his life.

So there were many things he could not say.

Rema felt the body of Azril in his arms trembling.

She hunched over.

A sound of something bursting came from her hunched back. B

lack wings sprouted from that tender back.

Dragon's wings.

Dragon scales began to take over her white skin.

He set her down and stepped back.

As his hand left her, she also froze within the stopped time. In the state of becoming a dragon.

Rema Resvid took a few steps back and quietly stared at her.

He had thought he might have to kill Azril someday.

That 'someday' had finally come.

He was a Watcher and could not allow a Doom to be born.

He had to kill this dragon before it fully awakened.

He slowly moved his steps within the frozen world.

He stood before the petrified Ban Hiran.

He wanted to tear him to death.

He raised his hand, then lowered it.

He couldn't do it.

His was face identical to Azril's.

The twin older brother for whom she had wept and begged not to kill.

There was no Poison Fang now either in his possession.

It had seeped into Azril and disappeared.

He thought he had destroyed all the Poison Fangs; how had that one remained?

He moved his steps again. He stood before Azril, whose wings were half-sprouted.

If he touched her, her time would flow again.

So he couldn't touch her.

He could only gaze at her helplessly.

How long could he keep time stopped?
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"What providence did you defy, Azril?"

He muttered weakly.

"If I had forcibly removed and sealed your heart, would that changed what happened today?"

He rubbed his dry eyes several times.

"Should I have confided everything to you alone? If I had, perhaps you wouldn't have succumbed to temptation."

There was a big difference between Azril finding out for herself and Rema telling her.

It was the difference between influencing or not influencing the magic Akron Av had laid out.

Rema had to maintain that magic.

It was a magic that had already weakened over the long years.

Suddenly, everything felt tiresome.

"Master..."

Rema gritted his teeth.

"Why did you burden me with such a heavy load?"

He resented his master.

He felt the emotion of resentment.

It was unfamiliar.

According to the duty Akron Av had imposed, he had to kill Azril.

Rema looked at her again.

A few scales had sprouted on her face.

He unbearably wanted to see her pupils now.

The golden color that had sparkled like stars as it gazed gently towards him.

What if he just let her be, whether she killed humans or not? What did it matter if all the humans died?

But even after killing all the humans, Azril would still be a dragon.

She wouldn't return to being human.

Rema was a Watcher who defined becoming a dragon as corruption.

To him, Azril who had become a dragon was no longer Azril. The Azril Astera he knew would disappear now.

When the time flowed once more, she would vanish.

What remained was only the dragon called Doom.

An existence that must be killed.

His empty chest where a heart should be ached painfully.

It was agonizing and unfamiliar.

A sensation he could neither avoid nor ignore.

Then, a single tear drop fell from his dry eye.

"...!"

Emotions flooded him.

They overflowed and occupied his entire body.

The first thing he felt was intense guilt.

The weight of the innocent lives of those who had died by his hand for the mere possibility of becoming a dragon.

A futile nausea rose.

And without a moment to catch his breath, intense loneliness swept over him.

It was a loneliness so deep it was unbelievable he hadn't gone mad.

Just as he felt he might drown and die in that loneliness, ecstasy was felt.

The emotions he had felt after meeting Azril Astera.

How beautiful the times spent with her were finally struck him fully.

Moments that were precious even in black and white were dyed in full color.

She was so lovely it was unbearable.

He didn't understand how he had endured without pouring out this heart.

He didn't know how he had resisted kissing her.

Finally, despair as deep as the ecstasy arrived.

Because they could no longer be together.

The emotional overflow was extreme.

His mind wavered and the magic he was maintaining threatened to break.

Rema bit his lower lip until it bled.

If this magic stopped, time would flow again.

And then he would have to kill Azril.

The pain barely brought his concentration back.

He breathed roughly and looked straight ahead.

Azril.

He took in her form as if engraving it into his eyes. Something surged inside him, choking him.

Swallowing it down with great difficulty, he looked at her. Unable to touch, only to look.

He held onto time like that until he reached his limit.

He couldn't stop time forever.

Stopping time was magic that bordered on God's Fence.

A precarious borderline that, if crossed, would lead to becoming a dragon.

A feat only possible for a Watcher.

The threads he had been forcibly clutching in his hand came loose strand by strand.

Time was trying to flow again.

The time to kill her had come.

You, can you live on after killing her?

The question he had heard a little while ago came to mind. Rema looked at Azril with a dazed face.

The first and only star given to him, who was infinite but utterly empty.

Kill her with his own hands, and then, live on forever keeping his duty?

He couldn't do it.

The revived emotions began to consume his reason.

His emotions broke the taboo, swallowed his duty, and dyed his entire body.

He had no confidence he could live on after killing her.

He couldn't leave her to become Doom either.

Then, what he had to do became clear.

He realized why Ban Hiran had asked that question, what result he had aimed for.

He was an audacious one.

But it was a gamble for Azril's sake.

Because the result Ban Hiran wanted would be the most beneficial for Azril.

The Watcher made his choice.

"Azril."

Each syllable of the name he uttered was imbued with deep emotion.

The last thread in his hand disappeared.

Time began to flow again.

A crackling sound was heard.

The wings that had sprouted on Azril's back spread out large.

Her body, wrapped in mana, floated up slightly.

Ban Hiran, seeing the spectacle, faltered and stepped back. Clenching his teeth, his face turned pale.

Rema stretched out his hand, muttering as if whispering.

"I, wish for you..."

He looked at Azril's closed eyes.

He wished he could see her pupils just one more time.

It was his most desperate wish at this moment.

It was also a wish that could not be granted.

He opened his hand.

Mana gathered.

"...to be happy."

Ban Hiran saw the White Magician shedding tears.

Tears flowed down the expressionless face that hardly looked like it was crying.

They formed on his chin and fell.

The mana surging from Azril shot up into the sky.

Clouds swirled in the sky.

She still had her eyes closed.

The scales that had sprouted from her fingertips reached her shoulders.

Rema made a very light gesture.

The gathered mana became a ray of light and shot out.

It pierced straight through the dense mana swirling around Azril, piercing her chest.

It was a swift, clean, and fatal blow.

Red blood splattered.

Azril's body, which had been half-floating in the air, fluttered down.

The wings and scales that had sprouted lost their mana and scattered like dust.

Rema slowly lowered his hand.

Thud

Azril fell onto the grass.

Ban Hiran tried to grab his right hand with his left hand.

It wasn't there.

Because he had stabbed the Poison Fang that was in his left arm into Azril.

He clutched his own chest with his trembling right hand.

His ragged breath was harsh.

Red blood spread around the fallen Azril.

Even though it was the intended result, it was painful to watch.

He felt a sense of reality distantly fading away.

Ban Hiran turned to look at Rema Resvid and flinched.

The Watcher who had fulfilled his duty had a completely different, despairing face compared to a moment ago, and was just looking at the fallen Azril.

As if afraid to go closer and confirm her death.

"Is she..."

He was about to ask if he had really killed her, but stopped. Because it was the result he had orchestrated.

Ban Hiran closed his mouth and tried to approach Azril.

As he staggered closer, Rema just rolled his eyes and gave him a glance.

The moment their eyes met, a huge force slammed into Ban Hiran's dody.

"Ugh!"

As if hit by a transparent giant's fist, Ban Hiran's body flew away.

It flew away helplessly like a doll, breaking the branches of the hedge and crashing into it.

Ban Hiran, who had almost lost consciousness, barely came to his senses and checked his condition.

He was a wreck.

It wasn't very surprising.

Ban Hiran was honestly amazed that Rema hadn't killed him outright.

He had prepared to die for what he had done.

The Princess had anticipated that Azril and the Watcher would engage in a fierce battle.

Like the seven-day battle with the Black Dragon.

So she had ordered Ban Hiran to take advantage of that gap and kill them both.

That was the plan following Opek's advice.

Unlike the Princess, Ban Hiran fundamentally doubted Opek's advice.

Rema Resvid had not allowed a single dragon in a thousand years.

Even if he used the magic Akron Av had laid out, it was impossible for one person to handle all the dragons across the entire continent.

He also couldn't reveal himself fighting dragons.

If it became known that magicians turned into dragons, the past would just repeat itself.

So Rema Resvid had chosen the method of killing those with potential before they became dragons.

Would such a person wait until Azril fully transformed into a dragon and then fight?

Opek had said his master would hesitate to kill her, but Ban Hiran didn't think so.

He predicted the Watcher would kill her right before she fully transformed into a dragon.

Azril's future had only two paths.

Become a Watcher, or become a dragon.

Because Rema Resvid loved her and was breaking down, she could no longer live an ordinary life.

Even if the Watcher tried to let her go, Opek, who was obsessed with fixing his master, wouldn't leave her alone.

Ban Hiran didn't want Azril to become a Watcher.

He didn't want his little sister to live like that silver-haired Watcher.

Losing her emotions, unable to share her heart with anyone, killing seeds while living forever?

How was that any different from being a doll?

Then how could he protect her?

Ban Hiran found a breakthrough in Rema Resvid's affection, which had made her dangerous.

There was, in principle, no way to revert a magician who had become a dragon.

But if it was the Rema Resvid he had seen, he would save Azril by any means necessary, even breaking taboos.

And in return for saving her, he would crumble himself.

Ban Hiran bet everything on that possibility.

It was the only way to save Azril and make the Watcher disappear.

He couldn't leave the Watcher alive.

He was unstable enough for his own familiar to devise such plans behind his back.

He was even obsessed with Azril.

To Ban Hiran, Rema Resvid was the only being who could harm Azril, and an unpredictable time bomb.

When he heard from Opek that he had confined her in a spatial rift, he became certain.

There was no telling when that guy would go mad and harm Azril.

However, if the Watcher disappeared, the probability of dragons reappearing was high.

But that wasn't Ban Hiran's concern.

Wasn't he in the midst of helping Princess Hybris create dragons anyway?

So you save Ramhita and disappear on your own. That's what's best for her.

He spat out the blood that had pooled in his mouth and looked ahead with blurred eyes.

Rema was approaching Azril.

Then, the space between him and her distorted, and a colorful bird popped out with a thud.

"Warning! Warning!"

Rema ignored the bird.

"The egg cracked! The egg cracked, I said! What are you doing, make the seal again immediately!"

Rema sat down beside Azril.

The hem of his white robe was being stained red by her blood.

"What are you doing? Aren't you going to go seal it?"

Opek shouted anxiously.

Rema didn't react.

"...You're not in your right mind now. All the thoughts you're having right now are irrational. Understand? You mustn't do anything in this state. Make the seal first."

He raised his hand and gently swept back the hair draped over Azril's face.

"Hey, what are you trying to do? Are you planning to defy your master's last words? Will you make the Great War happen again? Will you abandon your duty!"

Opek grabbed the collar of his clothes with his beak and pulled.

He swatted the bird away with his hand.

"Don't touch me."

"What are you trying to do right now?"

The bird asked uneasily.

Rema laughed silently.

That laugh sent a chilling shudder down Opek's spine.

He had a feeling he knew what his master was trying to do now.
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“I know what you're thinking, but you don't need to decide right away, do you? You have time. Her corpse isn't going anywhere. Let's freeze it, and then, after we make a new egg, we can deal with it. The seal is the most urgent matter, right?”

Opek changed his tactic and spoke in a coaxing tone.

The bird knew.

He just needed to make his master perform the sealing again.

The moment Rema's emotions were separated, the love Rema felt for Azril would disappear.

Then he wouldn't try to do crazy things like this.

He would perform his duty quietly, as he had for a thousand years.

What a meticulously led plan it had been.

When he decided to get rid of the girl who was breaking his master, Opek first searched for her twin.

He had intended to get a corpse, but surprisingly, he found him alive.

The princess of the Empire was the boy's master.

The princess, who was losing in the succession struggle, wanted power.

Overwhelming power.

Opek taught that princess that she could command dragons with artifacts.

He told her the Great War was a war between magicians who commanded dragons and the Watchers.

"If you command dragons, becoming the Emperor of the Empire will be easy. You could even conquer the continent."

"That sounds like a dream, crow."

"It's something that actually happened"

"What's your purpose in telling me this?"

For Opek, a familiar who had lived since ancient times, guiding the princess with a few artifacts and limited information was easy.

The princess began to dream of creating a dragon army using the seeds.

Opek made it so.

There really were artifacts to command dragons, and it was also true that magicians who sided with dragons during the Great War had commanded them.

What Opek hid was that the artifact he gave the princess could only be used by a Dragon Eye Magician, and even that was a fake.

It was also Opek who delivered the Poison Fang.

He had smuggled it out from Rema's laboratory.

That's how he guided Ban Hiran to turn Azril into a dragon.

It was a plan he had quietly prepared over several years.

Opek anticipated that Azril would die by Rema's hand even before she became a dragon.

Even if she became Doom, there was no way his master couldn't stop her.

After killing Azril, what would Rema Resvid do?

He might vent his anger by killing him or Ban Hiran.

He might sweep away the Empire.

He was prepared for the egg to be shattered too.

But after everything was over, his master would eventually return to his duty.

After a few decades, he would forget everything and become peaceful.

His master knew better than anyone the fate of the magicians who crossed God's Fence.

Rema witnessed firsthand how the Watchers fell to dragons during the Great War, what the result was, and why his master sacrificed himself.

So if he were in his right mind, he would never break the taboo.

If he were in his right mind, that is.

Rema, who had been gently stroking Azril, moved his hand. Towards the wound that was still oozing blood in clumps.

Opek let out a squawk.

“Don't!”

Mana spread out.

Like a spider's web, or like blood vessels.

“Don't do it! Hey! If you become Doom, who will stop you? She has to stop you! Then even if you save her, she'll die by your hand! If she fails, all humans will die! It's a meaningless act!”

It was madness.

He wasn't in his right mind.

It was all because the egg was broken.

He was making a foolish choice, swept away by a momentary emotion.

"So let's perform the seal again quickly. If you really want to save her, freeze her and while making a new egg, let's carefully look for a safe method."

Opek shouted that incessantly.

Rema didn't even look back.

He meticulously wove the threads of mana and spoke.

“Ban Hiran.”

It was an unexpected call.

Ban Hiran flinched and jerked up.

“I know you tried to eliminate me for Azril's sake.”

“...”

“Just as my bird tried to eliminate Azril for my sake.”

Opek, who had been pouring out words to somehow persuade Rema, clamped his beak shut. Rema moved his hand carefully. Natural mana gathered and intertwined. The wind caused by the movement of mana whipped his clothes and hair.

“I cannot forgive you. But... I understand.”

He stopped there.

The preparations were complete.

“Please, please! Don't! Don't do it!”

Opek screamed.

For the first time, Rema Resvid wished.

For the dead Azril Astera to come back to life. He abandoned the gods and prayed to the Primordial Dragon. To the being that those who serve gods often call a demon.

The wind, which had become a gale, swept through everywhere. The mana thrashed like fish pulled out of water. Then it suddenly became quiet.

Rema bowed his head. He stared at her face without blinking. Color returned to his pale face. He put his finger under her nose. A faint, warm breath tickled his finger.

“Azril.”

He smiled broadly. A dazzlingly bright smile.

Opek, with his beak clamped shut, staggered backward. Rema smoothed back Azril's hair, cleaned her blood-soaked clothes, gently caressed her cheek, and then stood up holding her. He approached Ban Hiran, who was sprawled out, holding Azril.

“...!”

As he approached, all of Ban Hiran's wounds began to heal. Even his missing left arm regenerated. Ban Hiran looked down at his left arm in astonishment. Not a black, strange material like the Poison Fang, but an arm with white skin. He stared blankly at the hand moving at his will.

“Azril will need you.”

Rema, standing before Ban Hiran, adjusted his hold on Azril with one arm and reached out his hand. Rema's hand pressed against Ban Hiran's forehead. Gray pupils stared piercingly into golden ones.

“In exchange for saving you, I will take love from you. From now on, you will not be able to love any human other than your younger sister.”

“You're crazy, hey! If you manipulate a human's heart like that…!”

Opek, who had instinctively tried to warn him, cut off his words. What did it matter if he committed more sins after already committing this?

His master had already crossed the line.

The bird slumped its wings powerlessly and fell silent.

Ban Hiran turned pale, then burst into raucous laughter.

“That's not a punishment for me! You weren't trying to punish me?”

Rema paid no attention to his reaction.

He erased all feelings of loving others from within Ban Hiran.

Everything inside Ban Hiran was more like love-hate than love. Even his feelings for Azril were tinged with love-hate. Though affection was much greater, there was clearly hatred too.

Rema removed the faintly lingering hatred and left only the affection.

Once he crossed the line he was supposed to guard, it was all too easy.

Manipulating one human's heart was nothing to him now.

“When Azril awakens, tell her I bequeath everything of mine to her. Even the laboratory.”

“…Understood…”

Ban Hiran, trying to continue speaking, closed his eyes.

It was a side effect of his heart being scrambled. Rema placed Azril in his arms. Even half-unconscious, Ban Hiran tightly clutched his sister who had come into his embrace.

Rema watched the scene for a moment before turning his gaze away. Silver scales were sprouting on the back of his hand. He gauged the time he had left before completely collapsing. Because he was a Watcher, and because he had spent so long outside the Fence, he still had a little time left.

“Opek.”

“What, you madman.”

The bird answered in a weary voice.

“You must take responsibility too.”

“What responsibility in this ruined situation? Just kill me, kill me! We're all going to romantically perish together in the end! Satisfied? Are you satisfied, you insane bastard!”

Opek shouted hysterically. Rema only lifted the corner of his mouth in a smile. It was a laugh mixed with sneering and self-deprecation. With an extremely emotional face, he moved his mana.

“…!”

The bird's body trembled violently. Opek stared at his master with wide eyes.

“Hey, what are you trying to...!”

“From now on, your master is Azril.”

Rema transferred the connection between familiar and master.

He changed Opek's master to Azril.

It was originally impossible, but there were no limits for Rema now.

He smiled crookedly as he entwined Opek into Azril's soul.

“You take on the role of the Watcher.”

“What?”

“It shouldn't be difficult for someone of your caliber. You've also watched over the world for a long time.”

“… You want me to do what?”

“I'm telling you to deal with the seeds yourself. In her place.”

“Are you insane? No, you're already insane, aren't you?”

“Don't burden her with responsibility, you bear it all. That is your new mission.”

Rema's mana scrambled Opek's insides.

Changing his mission and imposing a duty.

“That doesn't make sense…”

Opek made a choking sound with his beak open, then collapsed with a thud.

After finishing the magic, Rema looked back at Azril in the unconscious Ban Hiran's arms.

It seemed he wouldn't get to see her open her eyes after all.

“It would be easier for you to forget me too.”

He placed a hand on her forehead.

He froze like that for a moment.

Even though he knew it was something he had to do for her sake, he didn't want to do it. It was selfishness. He didn't want to erase his own traces from her. He hated the idea of her forgetting him.

Now that he could no longer be by her side, it was definitely better for her to forget him. He knew that in his head, but he truly, sincerely, terribly hated it. Erasing her memories with his own hands.

But if she woke up like this, she would be sad. She might fall into useless self-blame. It was an excruciating conflict. A conflict he hadn't experienced while his emotions were sealed. It felt novel. It hadn't been this difficult when he erased her memories before.

Was it this hard of a task back then?

His entire hand was already covered in scales.

Time was short.

He hadn't broken the taboo with the intention of everyone perishing together as Opek had ranted.

He had calculated sufficiently. He had no intention of burdening Azril with having to deal with him, nor of destroying the world she would live in.

So he had to go to deal with himself before he completely became Doom.

He gritted his teeth.

"Rema. Can you promise me you won't tamper with my memories without my permission?"

The question Azril had asked with tear-filled eyes by the lakeside came to mind.

He always failed to grant her deepest wishes. A bitter smile rose to his lips.

“…I'm sorry, Azril.”

The magic was accomplished just by his wish.

In the blink of an eye, her memories changed as he desired. Azril Astera would no longer grieve his absence.

She probably wouldn't even remember the name Rema Resvid.

“...”

His breathing slowly became more labored.

Rema traced Azril's cheek with the hand he had lowered from her forehead, then painfully pulled his hand away. Without taking his eyes off her, he took a few steps back. Until he disappeared across space, he kept her image in his eyes.

The place he arrived at after long-distance spatial movement was in front of the nest on the roof of his house.

Only shattered eggshells were scattered in the nest. Neither the intangible emotions nor the tangible heart that had been sealed inside were visible. Confirming this, he placed his hand on his own chest. The heart that had returned to its place after a thousand years was beating rapidly.

As it did, a pain arose in his back with a cracking sound. Wings began to burst out. Rema turned the remaining eggshells to dust and headed to the basement of the house.

And he entered the laboratory and closed the door.
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Azril was in a strange place.

Her body felt endlessly light.

It was as if she had no body at all.

It just swayed limply and wouldn't move as she wished.

Her mind was hazy, as if she was dreaming. It was similar to being drowsy and dazed. Everything she saw was blurry, like a landscape seen through a rain-streaked window.

Faintly shimmering stars were flowing like a river. She was buried in the flow of that river and kept drifting somewhere. It felt like flying, or like being pushed along like a leaf in the wind. She couldn't think clearly.

At some point, a languid voice was heard.

[It's a Dragon.]

Azril turned her head towards the direction the voice came from. It was the direction the river was flowing. A wall? No, a mountain? A mountain range? Something so grand it couldn't be taken in at a single glance was lying at the end of the river.

Azril frowned and unfrowned, struggling to see it properly. It was dazzling, as if made of coalesced light. Gentle curves came into view. Tracing it with her gaze, it resembled a person.

[This one looks especially like him.]

The colossal, mountain-range-sized female figure raised an arm. A palm the size of a lake was extended towards her.

[Come now, sleep in my embrace. After a good sleep, I'll let you be reborn as a human.]

The river's flow pushed Azril towards that embrace. Just as she was being pulled along helplessly, something suddenly snatched her up.

[Oh my, every single time, really...]

"Come here."

Someone grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the river. As soon as she escaped the river's flow, everything that had been blurry suddenly became clear. Simultaneously, an intense cold was felt. It was a chilling, goosebump-inducing cold that made her want to jump right back into the river.

Azril chattered her teeth and raised her head. The one holding her was a faintly shimmering person. A tall man wearing a robe. He looked to be in his late twenties to early thirties. The scenery behind him was visible through his semi-transparent black hair.

"A ghost?"

He burst into raucous laughter at her reflexive exclamation.

"An accurate expression, I suppose. Let's go."

He began heading somewhere, still gripping Azril tightly. It was so cold she couldn't move properly. Stumbling as she was dragged along, she asked the man.

"Where are we going?"

"A place where creatures like you and me gather. It won't be cold there, so just bear with it a little."

"Where is this?"

"If I say outside the Fence, will you understand?"

"Fence…?"

The word 'Fence' struck her dazed mind like a bolt of lightning. Her senses jolted awake.

"God's Fence?"

"Huh? You know it?"

The man looked back at her with a curious expression.

"Usually, when I say 'outside the Fence,' people look at me like I'm spouting nonsense, but if I say 'Underworld,' they understand."

"You mean this is the Underworld?"

"Strictly speaking, it's just outside the Fence, not the Underworld. Of course, to ordinary people, it just looks like the Underworld. But it seems you know a thing or two?"

Even as he spoke, the man kept walking without pause. They were walking through empty space, but in this situation, that wasn't surprising.

Azril looked back. The giant figure that had been reaching out to her yawned and lay down. It looked like it was falling asleep.

"What is that?"

"A god."

"Pardon?"

Her voice cracked as she asked again. The man looked back at her, shocked, with a mischievous expression.

"Have you ever seen a god inside God's Fence, that is, in the world you lived in?"

"No, I haven't…"

"If they're not inside the Fence, where else would the gods be? They have to be here, outside the Fence."

It made a sort of sense, but she was too flustered to fully grasp it. Azril stared blankly at the sleeping god, then looked up at the man.

"Who are you?"

"Akron. And your name?"

"… Akron? Are you perhaps Akron Av?"

The man stopped walking. He looked at her as if seeing something bizarre.

"You know about the Fence, and you know me too? Just who are you?"

"Azril A..."

Akron covered her mouth as she tried to continue.

"Wait, try not to utter spells here. Those names are composed in the Language of the Gods, so every time you pronounce one, the gods notice."

When Azril nodded, Akron removed his hand.

He scrutinized her as if he were going to dissect her, but when he saw her shivering violently from the cold, he started walking again.

"Your name is Azril?"

"Yes."

"You're a Dragon Eye Magician, right?"

"Yes. You are too, aren't you?"

"Correct. By the way, you don't seem to be a Watcher. There's no trace of having taken an Oath on you."

"Yes, I'm not."

"You're not a Watcher, but you know me? You must have seen the disc I left behind?"

Azril just nodded, then realized Akron was walking while looking straight ahead and said, "Yes." Was this person really Akron Av? Rema's master, who was supposed to have met his end a thousand years ago?

He said this is outside the Fence, a place like the Underworld. ...Then am I dead?

If she was dead, when and how?

Her head wasn't working properly, partly because she was so cold it felt like her limbs were about to fall off.

Perhaps because of that, or because other things were more shocking, the fact that she herself was dead was less of a shock. Maybe it was because she couldn't remember the moment of her death.

As she struggled to recall her last memory, Akron, who was in front of her, stopped walking. A bubble-like object, the color of milk, was floating in the smoky, hazy mist. The difference from a soap bubble was that it was enormously huge.

"It won't be cold once we're inside. Let's go in for now."

The man walked through the mist and entered the bubble. The milky membrane swallowed him smoothly.

Azril hesitated for a moment, then clenched her eyes shut and moved. The opaque membrane had no sensation. As soon as she passed through, she felt soft earth under her feet. Just a moment ago, she hadn't felt like she was stepping on anything.

As soon as she stood on the solid ground, the cold vanished completely. The temperature was like a warm spring day. And soon, with a loud whoosh of water, boisterous voices poured in.

"A new face, are you new?"

"Hey, a rookie!"

"Welcome!"

"Wow, she's pretty."

"Welcome! Nice to meet you!"

"But why does she have her eyes closed? Even if she was blind in life, it shouldn't matter here, right?"

"You rascals, be quiet! Save the greetings for later."

When Akron grumbled and shouted, the voices faded away with snickers. The sound of flapping wings was also heard. Azril cautiously opened her eyes.

The first thing that caught her eye was a huge waterfall. It was so immense it was hard to take in at a glance. A faint rainbow was even arching over it. It seemed to be the source of the water sound she had been hearing. Houses were stuck here and there on the cliffs around the waterfall, like mushrooms. Each house was uniquely shaped, with no sense of uniformity.

Azril and Akron were standing on the lakeshore at the base of the waterfall. A small forest surrounded the lake, and beyond that was empty space. The hazy, blurry sky looked like the inner surface of the membrane they had passed through. The land with the waterfall was floating in the air inside that membrane, like a floating island.

Akron tapped her shoulder as she looked around with a dazed expression.

"Welcome to Valaur, Azril."

"Valaur?"

"Our village. That is, the Village of Dragons."

"… Dragons?"

Akron shrugged his shoulders and then spread black wings from his back.

"…!"

They were Dragon's wings, made of reptilian scales and a membrane. When Azril flinched in surprise, Akron clicked his tongue.

"Don't look at me like I'm a monster, you can do it too."

"I can make wings like that?"

"Because you're a Dragon too."

"You say I'm a Dragon? Um, I'm, I'm a human magician."

She felt like an idiot asking questions in her bewildered state. Akron gave a short laugh.

"If you weren't a Dragon, you couldn't even enter here. Valaur is the Village of Dragons. Let's sit down somewhere and talk in detail."

He approached and lifted her up as if she were a child. Then he flapped his wings and flew up towards the top of the waterfall.

"Uh, I-I can fly on my own!"

"I told you not to utter spells here, ah, you're a Dragon Eye Magician, right?"

Akron looked at her as if newly intrigued and said,

"It's been too long since a Dragon Eye Magician came. But don't use magic for a while. Until you get used to being outside the Fence."

"Ah, yes."

While being held by him, Azril examined the houses attached to the cliff. Looking closely, there were caves here and there. The houses seemed to be built next to the cave entrances or right in front of them, covering the entrances. Humans with Dragon's wings, or things that looked exactly like Dragons, were flying back and forth among them.

So, this is outside the Fence, a god is sleeping here, there's a Village of Dragons, I died and came here, and I'm a Dragon...?

Given that Akron Av was here, could it be that all the magicians who became Dragons and died until now were here? Her mind was like a tangled ball of yarn.

"Um, Mister Akron."

"Just call me Akron. And speak casually. Why?"

"Do all magicians who become Dragons and die come here?"

"Not necessarily only those who die after becoming Dragons. Any magician who inherits the Primordial Dragon's legacy can come. But not all of them."

"Why is that?"

"Only those we rescue before they enter God's Embrace can come."

"What happens if you enter God's Embrace?"

Even as she asked, she guessed the answer. She remembered the voice she heard when she was being swept into the river.

"You lose the legacy you carried and are reborn as an ordinary human."

It was as she had guessed.

While they were talking, they arrived at a house at the very top of the waterfall. It was a modest two-story house with a wooden frame and brick walls. The exterior looked familiar.

It looks almost exactly like Rema's house.

"If you want to forget everything and be reborn as a human, you can return to God's Embrace anytime. If you wish, I can even take you there."

Akron said as he set Azril down on the terrace. As he folded his wings and stepped down, she grabbed the railing and looked around the house in a daze. The more she looked, the more certain she was. It was Rema's house. Except for the lack of a yard and the back part being attached to the cliff beside the waterfall, it was identical.

"Huh? What's wrong?"

"This house, it's exactly like Rema's house."

"… You know this house?"

"I do. I grew up here from age seven to ten."

"You grew up here?"

"Yes, I learned magic from Rema since I was little."

"In this house?"

"Yes."

"You mean Rema still lives in this house?"

Akron let out a hollow laugh, then sighed deeply.

"This was originally my house. I gave him a room after deciding to take him as my disciple."

"You lived together here while teaching him magic?"

"Yes. Good grief, how much time has passed and he's still maintaining this house? He must have poured magic into it. That Rema, always pretending not to be, but unnecessarily sentimental…"

He trailed off. He raised his hand and rubbed his eyes, then sighed deeply again.

"...Let's not stand around out here, let's go inside."

Akron opened the door and strode in, saying,

"As I said, we're ghosts, so eating is just a hobby; there's not much food, but, um, would you like some tea? I have something to drink."

"No, it's fine."

"Still, it would be good to drink something warm. You must have been cold."

Akron sat Azril on the living room sofa and went into the kitchen. Clattering sounds were heard.

The inside of the house was similar to, yet different from the house she knew. The structure was the same, and some furniture was the same while others were changed.

So Rema continued to live in the house he shared with his master.
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While Azril was looking around, Akron came out carrying two steaming cups.

"Don't expect much in terms of taste. I've spent my whole life ordering spirits or my disciple around, and now that I'm living in a place where I can't create spirits, it's quite inconvenient."

He grumbled as he set the cups down.

"Thank you."

Azril took a sip and barely managed to suppress her expression from contorting.

It was warm, which was good, but it only tasted bitter. As she discreetly set the cup down, Akron pushed another cup toward her.

"Just drink this instead."

It was warmed milk and it tasted so much better.

She felt her entire body, which had been stiff from the cold, loosening up.

Akron, who had been watching her with his chin propped up, opened his mouth.

"I guess because you have so much mana, you felt less cold outside and recovered quickly."

"That was feeling less cold?"

When Azril asked incredulously, he smiled wryly.

"Usually people enter Valaur unconscious and are sick for two or three days."

She checked the hand holding her cup.

Like Akron in front of her, it was semi-transparent and glowing faintly.

So I'm a ghost too. I really died...

"If I'm dead, why do I feel cold?"

"You can taste things too, can't you? Your senses are alive. Well, what you felt earlier wasn't real cold, though."

"It wasn't real cold?"

Akron took a sip of the tea she had set down, made a disgusted face, and pushed it aside.

"...The souls of the dead all ride the river to reach God's Embrace. Originally, if you leave the river, you'd vanish immediately. This is outside the Fence, where God's protection doesn't reach."

"If vanishing is normal, is it thanks to the Legacy of the Primordial Dragon that you and I are safe?"

"That's right. Even without God's protection, we can endure thanks to the Primordial Dragon's protection."

"The Primordial Dragon protects us...?"

"Even so, it's far inferior to God's influence, so feeling cold is unavoidable. If you stay outside too long, you'll freeze and even we will vanish, so be careful when you want to leave Valaur."

"Um, wasn't the Primordial Dragon dead? I heard clearly that God and the Primordial Dragon fought, and the continent was made from the Primordial Dragon's corpse..."

"The Primordial Dragon is like God's twin. It doesn't die. It just became incredibly weak and fell asleep as if dead."

Akron gestured with his chin toward the outside.

"It's sleeping right there, inside that waterfall."

"What? The Primordial Dragon is here?"

"Because the sleeping Primordial Dragon is nearby, you become more dragon-like when you approach and don't feel cold. That's why Valaur was established here."

Flustered, Azril looked out the window.

She could see part of the waterfall falling white and clear with a refreshing sound. She had just seen a god, but to think the Primordial Dragon was also inside there. It felt like mythology was unfolding right before her eyes, making it hard to grasp. Though if she were to compare what was hard to grasp, the fact that she herself was dead was even more overwhelming.

"Ah, it's true that the continent was made from the Primordial Dragon's corpse."

"The Primordial Dragon is alive, but there's a corpse?"

"He say he wanted to travel the world he created themselves, so he made a dragon's body. Anyway, it's not their real body, it's a created one. For both God and the Primordial Dragon, their soul-like form is their true appearance."

"How do you know all this?"

"Everyone in Valaur knows. The person who founded this place heard it directly from the Primordial Dragon and spread the word."

"You can even talk to the Primordial Dragon?"

"Of course. You heard God speaking earlier too, didn't you? It's definitely not easy, and not just anyone can converse with them."

Akron wore a bitter smile.

"Anyway, after God and the Primordial Dragon had a huge fight, the victorious God took that body and used it as material to create the current continent. The Primordial Dragon has been sulking ever since."

"Sulking?"

"Does that sound too cute an expression for a being similar to God? But, well, from what I see, that's exactly how he is now."

As she blinked in disbelief, Akron chuckled and explained.

"After losing to God, he hasn't said a single word and just holed up, secretly planting his power in humans he likes, hoping he'll protest to God on his behalf. It's so pathetic that 'sulking' is the perfect expression."

The one who had been chuckling suddenly turned serious.

"We magicians got caught up in that fight and ended up like this."

Azril was so flabbergasted her mouth hung slightly open. She had no idea what any of this meant.

"...Why did God and the Primordial Dragon even fight?"

"You really don't know?"

"I heard they fought after creating humans."

Rema had taught her that before. Akron nodded.

"Right. Simply put, God wanted to impose limits on humans, and the Primordial Dragon argued against limiting humans and wanted to let them do whatever they want."

"What does that-"

"Do you know how a magician becomes a dragon?"

She didn't know.

She didn't properly know anything.

She couldn't completely believe Rema's words, Ban Hiran's words, or Opek's words.

When Azril shook her head, Akron opened his mouth as if he'd expected that.

"Your generation calls it the Ancient Magic Civilization, right? I'll teach you everything about how it fell, and how my disciple maintains the era you live in."

Akron slowly told her everything. From the three primordial magicians, through the Great War, to Rema's role.

The half-finished milk grew cold. Azril listened to the truth, her face pale. Finally, she understood everything. The reason Rema killed magicians while saying he was keeping his duty, the reason there were so many things he couldn't talk about. To her, lost in shock, Akron spoke as if throwing out a comment.

"God was right. We experienced plenty during the Great War era what happens when humans aren't limited."

He twisted his mouth crookedly.

"One madman made everyone around him love only him, another lunatic got rid of the night because he hated darkness, and some bastard threw a fit saying he should be the only one with such power so all other magicians should die."

"..."

"There was no time to rest, we had to repair the damage and deal with it all. It was chaos every day, a living hell for ordinary people. No wonder they came to hate magicians."

So that's why the magician massacre Rema mentioned happened.

It was also true that there was nothing wrong with 'magic' itself.

The problem wasn't magic, but how magic was used.

Both Opek's and Ban Hiran's words had contained falsehoods.

However.

Rema didn't lie.

Dizzy, she lowered her head and closed her eyes.

Then what was it that Blanche had said, telling her not to believe everything Rema said?

Ah. I think I understand.

Emotions.

Things related to emotions.

I see.

The realization came too late however.

After all, she was already dead.

But how did I die?

It had been hazy no matter how hard she tried to remember since earlier.

I was trying to take Safi and leave with my brother, then Rema appeared...

As she struggled to recall her memories, Akron's question reached her.

"You said you learned magic from Rema, right?"

"Yes."

"How is he?"

"Huh?"

"I was wondering if he's... doing well."

Akron covered his mouth with his interlaced fingers.

He hesitated, then sighed again and spoke.

"Magicians killed by Rema kept arriving here. Every time I asked how he was, they only said he killed them. Most of them resented him, so it was hard to even bring it up."

"...Am I the first person who says they learned magic from Rema?"

"Yes. Everyone only talked about how expressionless and merciless he was when he killed them. Many hate him."

Azril knew that Rema used to pick people up. Blanche had told her, saying she heard it from Opek.

They were people with enormous mana even without Dragon Eyes, so they must have come here after dying.

Even so, for there to have been not a single person who spoke properly about Rema until now...

Was it because, as Blanche said, all their endings with him were bad?

"Opek was cackling like crazy when he told this story. He said humans always end up crawling all over you if you do anything for them. Even if they don't, hmm, they end up hating Rema anyway."

Her feelings were complicated.

Azril lowered her eyes. Akron's words continued slowly.

"Even after learning the reason... understanding and accepting are different matters. Of course it would be. How could they understand when death was forced upon them? They couldn't possibly forgive him."

He swept his hand down his face.

"It's my fault. I burdened him with too great a burden."

"Was there really no other way? Did that role absolutely have to exist?"

Azril asked again.

Akron made an expression as if stabbed, then replied weakly.

"There was no choice. Even after I changed everyone's mind and made them forget how to become dragons, those who had already become dragons remained. Including me."

He bit his lip firmly.

"Someone had to become the last Watcher to deal with that. We also needed someone to prevent more dragons from being born afterward. My disciple was the most outstanding, and the most... suitable."

"Suitable in what way?"

"He had no family except for a twin sister. He was an orphan."

This was the first time she'd heard about his past.

It was the same as her own.

Akron made a bitter face.

"And even that sister was killed by Dragon Worshippers during the Great War."

"Dragon Worshippers? You mean the people who sided with the dragons?"

"Right, the Watchers all called them Dragon Worshippers. The bastards who worship dragons."

"Those people killed Rema's twin sister to turn him into Doom?"

"Yes. But he didn't become Doom. He endured well. Even while shedding tears of blood, he didn't make the choice he shouldn't have. Instead, he took revenge."

"So you made Rema..."

Azril stopped speaking and firmly closed her mouth. Because he endured well, they gave him the duty of having to endure forever.

Even if it was a job someone had to do, it was still cruel.

Listening to Akron's story, she realized one more thing.

The Guardian's Oath originally didn't include a process of sealing emotions.

That was merely a method to prevent becoming a dragon even after using magic to reverse miracles, just by separating the heart.

The calming effect existed, but that was closer to the aftermath of removing the heart from the body.

So sealing his emotions wasn't because Rema was a Watcher, but because it was a means for him, left alone, to endure.

Ban Hiran had said all Watchers seal their human hearts. That was one of the parts where he had lied.

That means he created to endure on his own is breaking down the more he inclines his heart toward me...

Akron asked her, who had stopped speaking, as if growing impatient.

"You must know Rema well, right? Since you learned magic from him. How is he? How is he doing?"

How is Rema doing?...

She didn't know how to answer.

The time she spent with him, his change as he gradually began to smile naturally, the sense of crisis she often felt, the sight of him choking her then cutting his own wrist in surprise, his mana that confined and enveloped her...

"Azril, do you know what is trying to break me?"

Something hot surged up inside her. It became scalding tears that seeped from the corners of her eyes. When a tear fell, Akron flustered and fumbled about.

"Why are you crying? Was my disciple tormenting you? Or did he kill you too? Since you mentioned him first, I thought you died from other causes, no, you're a Dragon Eye Magician... there's almost no chance of you dying."
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"… I wasn't the first to learn magic from Rema."

"Huh?"

"I know that Rema lived with his emotions sealed."

"His emotions? There shouldn't be such magic-"

Akron recalled the last will he had left behind and closed his mouth.

While Azril wiped her trickling tears with the back of her hand, he, who had remained silent, suddenly spoke.

"It seems he created such a magic to endure the eternal solitude. Thanks to that, he lasted much longer than I expected. I thought he would have broken down long ago."

"And you think that's a good thing? Is that all there is to it?"

Her voice involuntarily turned sharp. As she was about to glare at Akron, she hesitated upon seeing his expression. A face contorted with self-reproach, bitterness, and pity. Seeing that face, a question burst out on its own.

"Do you regret it?"

"…"

Instead of answering, Akron picked up his cup and rose from his seat. His translucent, glowing back disappeared into the kitchen.

Azril leaned deeply against the back of the sofa and tilted her head back. The words she had heard from Akron spun around in her head.

Why did I follow Opek's words?

Suddenly, she reflected on the things that had driven her to this point. Because it was certain that Rema was breaking down, and it was so shocking that she became obsessed only with that thought.

Maybe I just didn't want to admit it was my fault.

Deep down, she had wanted to deny that she was the cause of Rema's breakdown.

So even when she noticed strange parts in the words of Opek, or Ban Hiran, or the Princess, she turned a blind eye. Only now, after everything was over and done with, looking back, she understood. The clues were there from the beginning everywhere.

She had even found some things suspicious.

But she didn't want to believe it.

I didn't see what was obvious. Because I didn't want to believe it. Because I wanted to believe he could be saved…

She had vaguely known what would happen if she admitted that the reason he was breaking down was because he had fallen in love with her.

She would have had to watch him kill Safinea in accordance with his 'duty'. She might have had to help. Kill the seeds herself. Or do it herself. Become a Watcher and kill innocent magicians just for the possibility they might become dragons.

And even then, she wouldn't be able to live with him in love. It would be an eternal life of just being together without emotions. To endure without breaking down, she too would have to seal her emotions and become unable to love anyone. If she didn't want that, she would have to leave Rema and forget him.

She couldn't choose either. Neither option was happy. So even though she knew it was flimsy and suspicious, she fell for Opek's words. Because it was better if it were true.

Believing because I wanted to believe, what an idiot.

She raised her knees and buried her head in them.

…But, even if I hadn't believed, nothing would change.

Now that she knew everything, even if she went back to that time, nothing would be different.

Even if I hadn't fallen for Opek's trick, the anguish would have been the same.

Would it have been better to close her eyes and live in Rema's cage?

Would she have been happy just watching Rema, not caring who died, never meeting friends or her twin brother again? If she endured everything like that, would Rema have stopped breaking down?

She tried to recall the sweet smile he wore as he imprisoned her.

Even then, Rema's seal was already breaking. Even if I had behaved quietly, it wouldn't have lasted long.

Once his emotions returned, Rema could no longer calmly carry out the Watcher's duty. And she herself wouldn't have been able to endure that situation for long either. She might have gone mad.

In that case, becoming a Watcher would be better.

If she was going to face such a catastrophe anyway, it would have been better to become a Watcher and kill Safinea with her own hands. Since she would lose her heart, it wouldn't be painful either. Perhaps the best choice would have been to shoulder the same burden as Rema and live infinitely by his side.

While killing magicians to prevent dragons from being born, thinking only of the duty for the sake of more people, focusing only on that...

"I hate it."

Azril gnawed on her lips. It was horrifying. Would living like that be happy? She wouldn't even be able to feel happiness, so what would be the point? The point of being with Rema forever? What good is being together emotionlessly and desolate?

"It's over anyway."

It was a meaningless assumption now. Because she was dead.

Since she was gone, maybe Rema would become alright as Opek wanted.

Will the others be alright? ...But how did I die?

It was hazy. Dreams and reality were mixed up, and she couldn't tell what was real. As she furrowed her brow, Akron returned to the living room.

"What are you pondering so seriously about? Drink some more of this."

He handed her a steaming cup. It seemed he had reheated the cold milk.

"Thank you…"

Azril accepted it without refusal.

"What were you thinking about so hard?"

"I-I can't remember how I died."

"That happens quite often."

"Is that normal?"

"Not everyone is like that, but there are quite a few people like that. If you wait a bit, it will come back to you naturally, so don't worry about it."

"I see."

She took another sip of milk. The spreading warm sensation helped calm her mind. As she swirled the milk in her mouth, Akron suddenly spoke.

"I don't regret it."

It was a continuation of their earlier conversation.

When she looked at him silently, he gave a bitter smile.

"At that time, it was the best option. Because I didn't know anything about outside the Fence."

"… I understand that it was the best option at the time."

"But if I had known then what I know now, I wouldn't have tried to maintain the world in that way."

"What you know now?"

"Do you remember what I said earlier, that magicians like us got caught up in the fight between the Primordial Dragon and God?"

"Yes. That the Primordial Dragon implanted his power in humans he favored, that's us, right?"

"That's right, the magicians. Ah, not the sorcerers of course. Sorcerers are just imitating true magic."

"Then what about the part where the Primordial Dragon wants us to protest to God on his behalf?"

Akron propped his chin and smiled crookedly.

"That's exactly why the Primordial Dragon is hopeless."

"Huh?"

"If you want something, say it properly. It's petty to do things like this and just hope someone understands your feelings or argues on your behalf."

"What does the Primordial Dragon want anyway?"

"You already know too. It's obvious."

"Don't tell me it's that, to remove the restrictions on humans? The reason for the first fight?"

"Yes. Because God said absolutely not, he wants the humans themselves, the parties involved, to demand that they want to become free according to the Primordial Dragon's will."

"So the Primordial Dragon is saying that humans should be able to tamper with the laws created by God as they please?"

"Yeah. He says since it's the world we live in, we should be able to change it as we wish, and at first glance, that sounds right. But you know how it turned out when he gave us that power, right?"

Akron let out a deep sigh.

"If that's the case, he should have made humans creatures that can distinguish between freedom and debauchery.

It makes no sense to create creatures weak to temptation and then talk about giving them freedom. It's like telling them to fight each other until they die."

"Did the Primordial Dragon think that if he made us able to do anything, we would create a heaven perfectly suited for ourselves?"

"Yes, idealistic. But the reality was that we all just created hell together…"

"…"

"The ideal the Primordial Dragon dreams of is impossible. It's better for humans to have insurmountable limits. Like those set by God. But that Dragon doesn't want to admit he was wrong."

Akron's tone was hostile towards the Primordial Dragon.

He didn't seem to like him much.

Even though he was essentially the creator and parent-like figure of magicians, he showed no respect, almost as if he'd punch him if he were here.

Considering the stories she'd heard so far and how he ended the Great War, it was understandable.

The dream the Primordial Dragon wants itself doesn't seem to be the problem. The problem is that when we're given such free power, we can't handle it.

It was in line with what Rema had said, that the problem wasn't magic itself but the users. Akron continued.

"The person who built Valaur was one of the ancient magicians who created the Watcher's Oath, a person named Rahana. They say the Primordial Dragon personally called her here after she died, while she was drifting along the river."

"Personally? But I thought he was sleeping."

"Probably woke up briefly because he couldn't just let a human he'd painstakingly imbued with power return to God's embrace like that. Typical of him."

"…"

"Anyway, it was only then that Lady Rahana learned what the Primordial Dragon wanted, why magicians are born. If you're curious about the details, I'll show you the records later."

"Personally?"

"There are records of conversations she left behind. If Rema taught you, you can read Rem, right?"

"Yes, to some extent."

When she nodded, Akron, still leaning his chin sideways, continued speaking.

"Upon learning the circumstances, Lady Rahana tried to persuade the Primordial Dragon. For the sake of all humans, including magicians."

"Persuade? In what way?"

"She said that too infinite a power is something we cannot handle, that humans need restrictions even to live together."

"So the Primordial Dragon didn't accept that. If he had, magicians wouldn't have turned into dragons."

"Yes. He asked why humans don't believe in themselves, that he believes in humans. He said that even if you go through a transitional period, you will eventually find the right path, so he doesn't want to set limits for you."

"… How affectionate, the Primordial Dragon is."

"Affectionate? That's a generous interpretation. This is just plain immaturity."

Akron smiled, closer to a sneer.

"After that, Lady Rahana created Valaur and brought every human the Primordial Dragon had empowered here whenever they died and came to the Underworld. Thinking that if one person couldn't do it, many together might persuade the Primordial Dragon."

"So this is ultimately a village of people gathered to persuade the Primordial Dragon?"

"More like dragons than people. Those who became disillusioned with the Primordial Dragon left Valaur and went to God's embrace. And they became complete humans who never again received the Primordial Dragon's legacy."

"Does that mean the people who remained here... are those who chose the Primordial Dragon over God?"

"Or those who didn't give up being magicians."

Akron's gaze deepened. He hesitated for a moment before speaking quietly.

"Those who want to become magicians again even after being reborn. Those who sympathize with the Primordial Dragon's ideal itself. Those who want to somehow stop magicians from continuing to be born and killed by the Watcher. Those who want to find a compromise between God and the Primordial Dragon."

"..."

"Such people remained in Valaur and, through long conversations, somehow found a compromise. A way to resolve this damn situation."

"How?"

"We, whom the Primordial Dragon specially loves, decided to become not God's children, but the Primordial Dragon's children."

"The Primordial Dragon's children? Don't tell me..."

"We decided to give up being human and become dragons. We decided to become 'dragons,' creatures resembling him, with the power to change the world as the Primordial Dragon wishes."

"Huh?"

Wasn't that the same as becoming like those who chose to become dragons during the Great War? As if anticipating her question, Akron added.

"Not dragons that hate humans, but dragons that coexist with humans."
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“Is that even possible? That would mean becoming an entirely new race.”

“It’s the only way. We must become the new race the Primordial Dragon dreamed of, one that possesses power but is not ruled by it.”

Akron gave a wry smile.

“That’s the method the magicians who came to Valaur have been discussing and finally found, the compromise the Primordial Dragon barely accepted.”

It was a story so wild she could hardly believe.

Azril stared blankly at Akron for a moment before asking.

“What kind of race are these Dragonkin you, no, Valaur, decided to become? How can you not be ruled by power and coexist with humans?”

“Coexistence isn't that difficult. We will be a race that originated from humans, with minds similar to humans.”

Akron got up from his seat and went to the window. He gestured for her to come.

“Come here.”

When Azril stood beside him, Akron leaned his arms on the windowsill and looked outside.

“Those are the ones who decided to be reborn as Dragonkin instead of humans. Do they look any different to you?”

She looked out the window beside him.

Just then, a huge dragon poked its head out from the entrance of a nearby cave. A person in human form was chattering about something in front of it. The dragon sighed and changed its body into a human form. The person in front gave the man a push on the back. They headed together to where other people were gathered.

People were crowded on a wide, protruding rock ledge halfway up the cliff.

Some were cooking, some were decorating the surroundings with ribbons, cloth, and paint. There were people sparring with swords, and others playing instruments. Someone, already excited, was dancing to a practice tune.

Some had wings, others had visible tails.

Yet, they all looked like ordinary people.

“Those people… are they preparing for a party?”

“Yes, a welcome party.”

“A welcome party for what?”

“To welcome you, of course.”

When Azril made a face that showed she hadn't even thought of that, Akron chuckled.

“What’s stopping a race originating from humans from getting along with humans? If we just place restrictions so we don't wield power recklessly, we can coexist just fine.”

“Restrictions? What kind?”

“We make a promise not to cause excessive harm to humans or tamper with the fundamental laws of the world itself, and become beings incapable of breaking that promise.”

“Isn't that the kind of limitation the Primordial Dragon hated?”

“What the Primordial Dragon hated were the limits God placed on humans. It said it would accept rules we make and keep ourselves.”

“… Then isn't it all solved?”

Azril tore her gaze away from the laughter below and looked up at Akron.

“So from now on, the people chosen by the Primordial Dragon aren't born as magicians but as dragons from the start? And those dragons coexist, keeping their promises and not hating humans.”

Her heart beat a little faster as she spoke. Then there would be no need for a Watcher. Even if a Watcher continued to exist, there would be no need to preemptively kill people who had committed no crime.

A Watcher in a world with Dragonkin… would only need to punish or stop dragons who do bad things.

There would be no need to seal emotions. No need to be cautious about becoming a dragon.

No need to endure eternal solitude, anxiously waiting for humans to figure out how to become dragons.

Magicians with the potential to become dragons would simply be born as dragons from the start. As beings who possess power but have self-imposed restrictions.

“You said the Primordial Dragon agreed. Then isn't it over?”

“No.”

Akron let out a long sigh.

“God must agree too.”

“Ah…”

“Because God doesn't accept the existence of dragons, they lose their humanity and become hostile to the world when they turn into dragons. This compromise is only possible if God accepts dragons as part of the world.”

“Does God dislike dragons?”

“They're beings far stronger than humans. A dragon could destroy a kingdom it took people centuries to build in a single night. They can even change the laws of the world.”

“But we promised not to do such things. We said we'd become a race that can't break promises. Isn't it enough to promise God we'll maintain balance?”

“That's precisely why Lady Rahana left Valaur to go to God.”

The fact that the result of that request wasn't good could be guessed just from the current situation and Akron's expression. Azril swallowed dryly and asked.

“So what did God say?”

“We don't know.”

“Huh?”

“We don't know. Because Lady Rahana never returned.”

“If she never returned, then she…”

“It seems she lost all the Primordial Dragon's legacy and was reborn as a human. And nothing changed.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing. Dragonkin didn't come into being, and God never said a word.”

Akron leaned on the windowsill and looked down at Valaur with bitter eyes.

“Many went to God after Lady Rahana as well. To inform them that we would become Dragonkin. But no one returned, and nothing changed.”

“They all just became human. Is that why you told me earlier not to pronounce spells carelessly?”

“Yes. If God notices, who knows when he might take you away and turn you into an ordinary human.”

“If everyone in Valaur were reborn as humans...”

“Even the compromise would be forgotten, and the current state would just continue. magicians would be born, die by my disciple's hand. That would repeat, and when Rema can no longer endure it, another Great War will break out.”

“Does God have no intention of compromising? Does he want the Primordial Dragon to yield?”

“It might be that he can't tolerate humans daring to claim that they will become such a powerful race. To God, humans are beings who must live within its Fence, as predetermined.”

“…”

“I wish the Primordial Dragon would talk to God directly, but that pathetic being can't even do that and just keeps making magicians.”

He gritted his teeth in annoyance.

Azril recalled the god she had seen just before coming to Valaur.

It didn't feel that oppressive though…

It rather felt like a generous and gentle being.

She cautiously broached the subject.

“Is there really no one who knows what kind of conversation was had with God?”

“How could we know if they never returned? The fact that nothing changed is the only certainty that no conclusion was reached.”

After retorting irritably, Akron fell silent for a moment. He hesitated, then blurted out.

“Maybe, they might not have even managed to start a conversation.”

“You mean they might not have even been able to broach the topic?”

“You've experienced it, so you know, right? That river. You have to be carried by that river to reach God, but if you sink into it…”

“… I became dazed. I couldn't think of anything.”

“It seems that's because you're dead. That river is the River of Oblivion. The river that erases the memories of past lives engraved on the soul and leads to a new life.”

Akron rubbed his mouth and sighed again.

“Everyone in Valaur discussed it. The possibility that God was obstinate and rejected the request is just as likely as the possibility that they forgot all the things the dead needed to say while flowing along the River of Oblivion.”

“So we don't know which one it is.”

“There's no way to know.”

After speaking heavily, Akron suddenly stared intently at Azril. He scrutinized her carefully and then asked.

“By the way, how old are you?”

“I'm nineteen.”

His eyes widened in surprise.

“What? You look exactly your age?”

“Are other people different from how they look?”

“Usually, souls follow their mental age, so even if they're old, they mostly appear as they were when young… No, why are you so young? What on earth did that Rema do to let his nineteen-year-old disciple die? This brat is really making his teacher look bad!”

“It's not Rema's fault. I became a dragon…”

As she hurriedly refuted him, she remembered. How she had died.

"It's okay, Ramhita. You'll be fine. Once you take a nap and wake up, everything will be over."

"Everything you are about to see from now on is all a dream. It's just a nightmare and an illusion!"

Ban Hiran's words and Rema's words echoed through her mind.

The nightmares that followed those final words.

The Poison Fang.

The voices urging her to cross the Fence.

And herself, crossing the line in the nightmare to save Rema. After that, there was nothing.

So Rema killed me after I became a dragon.

The moment she realized it, ridiculously, she first worried about whether Rema would be okay.

Could Rema stay sane after killing her?

He's the one who cut his own wrist out of shock after choking me.

Azril looked down blankly at her semi-transparent hands. Akron watched her restlessly as she suddenly fell silent and darkened. Azril raised her head.

“Um, there's no way to know what's happening inside the Fence from here, right?”

“Unless a newcomer comes and tells us the news, no.”

“I thought so. I figured that would be the case.”

If one could observe the inside from outside the Fence, Akron wouldn't have asked her how Rema was doing. In the end, there was no way to know what happened to Rema after he killed her. Until a new mage died and came here.

Akron carefully observed her gloomy complexion. All the dragons in Valaur are dead. They all experienced death and came here, and no death is without its circumstances. Especially if she was a Dragon Eye Magician who died at just nineteen while being by Rema Resvid's side…

I shouldn't have brought it up.

Akron sighed again inwardly and changed the subject. Just then, a dragon was flying towards them from outside the window.

“We should get up now. He's coming to get us.”

“Coming to get us?”

“I told you those guys are preparing your welcome party.”

Before Akron's words even finished, a boy's upper body suddenly popped in through the window.

“Newbie! And old man Akron!”

“I told you not to call me old man, you brat.”

“An old man is an old man, so what else should I call you? Anyway, newbie! Let's go! You have to greet everyone!”

The red-haired boy with dragon wings laughed cheerfully, gripping the windowsill. He looked slightly younger than Azril. She asked, bewildered.

“Greet?”

“Since you're new to Valaur, you should exchange greetings, right? A few dozen people came all at once a while ago, but no newbies have come since, so it was boring. Everyone's been waiting eagerly, so they're excited.”

From the boy's cheerful words, Azril read one heavy fact.

The few dozen who came all at once a while ago… must be the targets Rema killed in Maujancl in one night. They must all resent Rema, right?

It was a strange feeling. Ignoring her gloomy expression, the boy vaulted over the windowsill.

“What are you doing, everyone's waiting. Let's go!”

“Uh, ah, w-wait... Eek!”

Akron didn't stop the boy from dragging Azril along. The boy suddenly picked Azril up and flung her out the window.

Startled, Azril tried to use magic, but stopped in surprise at what she saw before her. The boy, who had jumped out the window after her, changed into a huge red dragon and caught her. She ended up sitting astride the dragon's head near its crown.

The wildly blowing wind was fierce, making her whole body sway. Azril reflexively hugged the pillar-like horn and clung to it.
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The red dragon seemed to be in a good mood as it let out a long cry before circling around the waterfall. It even spewed a stream of fire into the air. Sparks flew and landed on the roof of a nearby cabin. Then a blonde girl burst out from inside and screamed.

"Hey! Edward! I told you not to spew fire everywhere!"

"Sorry!"

The dragon apologized in an innocent voice and flew downward. As it did, it chattered away about things Azril hadn't even asked.

"That was Luna just now. She came around the same time as me. Um, so about three hundred years ago. She's been obsessed with making clothes for three hundred years now. She probably started making clothes for you as soon as she saw you."

"Do we need clothes here too?"

"We don't need them, but it's nice to have them, right? Since we don't know when we can be reborn, it's good to have at least one hobby. It gets boring just being here!"

The dragon called Edward spat out the last words and increased his speed. Azril gripped his horns, squinted her eyes, and looked down. The shadow of the dragon she was riding fell over the pure white waterfall. The dragon flew through the pale rainbow. The blue forest and lake, the houses on the cliffs. Valaur unfolding beneath her feet was mysterious and beautiful. Unbelievably so for a village created by the dead in an endless wait.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

The dragon asked in a voice mixed with laughter. Azril nodded blankly. The dragon laughed as if sensing her movement.

"Valaur is quite a nice place. You'll like it too. You'll get used to it quickly."

"......I haven't decided yet whether to stay here or leave."

"Really? I bet old man Akron gave you a bunch of heavy talk, didn't he? You don't need to worry so seriously."

His tone was light, almost flighty. The dragon headed towards an empty space in the middle of the cliff and continued speaking.

"If you like it here, you can stay. If you want to be reborn as a human, you can leave. No one forces you."

"Shouldn't many people remain in Valaur? To persuade the god to become Dragonkin..."

"Of course it would be better if there were many. But don't decide out of a sense of obligation. Even if you decide to stay, you don't need to feel any burden."

The dragon landed softly on one side of the clearing. Lowering his neck so she could dismount, he said.

"There are many people who stay just because they like it here, or because living as a dragon turns out to be pretty good."

As Azril got off, the red dragon returned to his boy form. Azril looked at him laughing cheerfully and asked.

"Are you satisfied with life in Valaur?"

"I'm satisfied. Most people who stay without leaving are satisfied."

"Compared to when you were alive?"

The dragon who had been called Edward blinked as if surprised by the unexpected question.

"That's incomparable."

"Why?"

"How can you compare living life to life after death? Maybe if I were born as a dragon and lived, then I could compare it to life as a human."

Upon hearing it, he was right. As Azril hesitated, Edward grinned.

"We're waiting for a new beginning. We don't know anything about what will happen after it starts. But it's certain that moving forward is much better than spinning in place!"

It was a magician-like statement. Strangely enough, the boy's face was brightly shadowless. So Azril carefully brought out the question that had been lingering on the tip of her tongue.

"You know, it might be rude, but I want to ask something."

"What is it? Ask anything."

"......How did you die?"

Edward tilted his head quizzically and then chuckled.

"Why are you asking so seriously? Everyone here came because they died."

"Still."

"Like most, I was killed by a Watcher. It was around my first year after entering the Magic Tower? I opened the door and the White Magician was standing there."

The boy who spoke had an indifferent face, but Azril turned pale.

"Rema Resvid?"

"Are there other Watchers? After old man Akron, it's all him."

"...... You must resent him."

"Right after I died, it was."

"Is it different now?"

"Did he kill because he wanted to kill? It was because of his duty. If you want to resent someone, you should resent old man Akron who gave him that duty first. More deeply, it's actually the Primordial Dragon who's the bastard to kill."

Edward shrugged his shoulders. Still a light attitude. Azril stared at him blankly.

"Not everyone is like you, are they?"

"Of course, there are people who say they'll kill him if they meet him, Watcher or not. But anyway, when that guy dies, he'll come to Valaur, right? If he comes, his collar won't last long for a while. But well, you can't kill a dead person again, so we'll manage somehow."

Edward giggled and tapped her shoulder.

"Why are you so serious? Think easy, easy!"

"You think too easily, you brat."

Akron, who had appeared without notice, punched Edward's head.

"Go announce that a newcomer has arrived."

"Old man, you have bad habits."

Edward grumbled and ran towards where people were gathered. Akron, who was clicking his tongue as he watched him leave, turned to look at Azril.

"Well, what that guy said isn't wrong either. Don't get too serious, just adapt to this place slowly for now."

"......Yes."

The party was boisterous. Although it was a welcome party for Azril, it seemed the main purpose was to have fun using that as an excuse. A large bonfire was lit and alcohol circulated. The music was loud and cheerful. Azril was buried among people and bombarded with questions. They were mostly trivial questions. Where did you live, what country are you from, what are your hobbies, do you like alcohol, have you ever hunted, etc. There were no heavy questions like how they died. It felt deliberately considerate.

Meanwhile, many people also taught her information necessary for living in Valaur, like how to transform into a dragon, how to build a house, how to obtain various materials and items. Quite a few people introduced themselves, but there were so many it was hard to remember each one.

Being swept up among half-drunk people like that, there was no room for gloominess or anything else to surface. When she came to her senses, it was already dark all around.

"There's night even outside the Fence..."

"Valaur was created to have an environment as similar as possible to inside the Fence."

Edward responded to her muttered words without much thought. He pushed other dragons aside, approached, and pulled Azril.

"Alright, alright, everyone move aside. Old man called the newcomer."

"Why! We haven't played enough yet!"

"I like her. Do you want to be my sister?"

"Hey, you say you'll make anyone your sister if you like them a little. Are you going to make a knight order out of sisters?"

"But Akron called her? Why?"

"Isn't he going to show her that?"

Amid the noisy crowd, Edward pulled Azril out and started walking ahead. She followed behind him.

"It was chaotic, right?"

"A little."

"Everyone just likes to have fun. There's not much else to do."

"It's fine, it wasn't bad. Everyone was friendly. But what is this thing you're going to show me?"

"Everyone who comes new sees it at least once."

"So what is it?"

Edward looked back at her and scratched his cheek.

"Um, well, the being who will become our god?"

"......The Primordial Dragon?"

"Yes. You can't decide whether to stay in the embrace of the Primordial Dragon or the god without seeing them, right. Usually, we show them after the welcome party."

The boy headed towards a cave-like crevice in the cliff. Akron was sitting on a rock at the cave entrance.

"Brought her, old man."

"Well done. You go play some more."

"Yes, yes."

Edward shrugged and turned back. Akron stood up and headed inside the cave.

"Follow me."

"Can I really see the Primordial Dragon?"

"Some people have even had conversations with it, so why wouldn't you be able to see it?"

"But you said having a conversation isn't easy. Not just anyone can do it."

"It's hard to wake it. To have a conversation, the pressure is enormous and hard to endure. Just seeing it is fine."

Akron moved his steps without hesitation. A downward slope continued. Even in the complete darkness where no light penetrated, the light seeping from Akron and her body faintly illuminated the surroundings. The cave walls reflected in the hazy light were bumpy and damp. Occasionally, the sound of water droplets went drip, drip. Their footsteps made no sound at all.

How long did they walk like that? At some point, the path flattened and the ceiling rose. Then the ceiling disappeared. Not exactly disappeared, but became so high it wasn't visible. The path ended. The end was a sheer cliff, and beyond it stretched a gigantic pupil.

The unimaginably high top, the immeasurably distant opposite side. And in the abyss below, hundreds of millions of stars pooled and shone.

A sea of stars. No, more like a swamp than a sea. Closer to lava made of stars. Bubbling and boiling, swirling fiercely, surging up tearing through the darkness and scattering. Is this what the birthplace of stars looks like? Azril was speechless as she looked down at this stellar crucible.

Staring at it made her feel like she would be sucked in. It felt like if she jumped down and melted into it, it would be as comfortable as being in amniotic fluid. As she gradually leaned downward, Akron grabbed her arm. Only then did she come to her senses.

"How does it look to your Dragon's Eye?"

He asked with a faint smile. Azril barely managed to tear her eyes away from the stars and looked back at Akron.

"It looks like... a place where stars are born."

"Stars. That's how it feels to you."

"How does it look to you, Mr. Akron?"

"I told you to speak casually. Hmm, to me it looks like layers of fog piled up. Like a valley of thick fog that's endless, and you can't tell what's inside."

"Fog..."

It seemed that to his Dragon's Eye, mana looked like fog.

Azril stared again at the clusters of stars that burst like fireworks and seeped into the darkness.

"Is this the Primordial Dragon?"

"It is the Primordial Dragon, and it's also part of the Primordial Dragon."

"What does that mean?"

"Because mana is the Primordial Dragon. The core is sleeping inside there, but all that mana and... the power that generates mana itself is the Primordial Dragon."

Akron pointed towards the center of the swamp.

"Consciously exclude your Dragon's Eye and look over there with your normal eyes."

She did as he said, closing her Dragon's Eye and looking with her normal eyes. It wasn't easy because the gathered mana was so enormous and pure that her Dragon's Eye kept opening on its own.

When she finally managed to see with her naked eye, an immense form became visible. A dragon curled up in a ball was sleeping deep down below.

The body was semi-transparent, like Azril and Akron.

A soul without flesh.

Slightly smaller than the god she saw while drifting down the river of oblivion, but still an immense size.

"That is the Primordial Dragon."

Looking at it, she felt increasingly overwhelmed.

Her legs gave way involuntarily.

Azril staggered and collapsed onto the spot.

"What are your impressions?"

"It's... amazing. I don't really know, but it's very..."

Akron moved his steps towards the cave wall as he responded.

"Does it feel sacred? Like you shouldn't approach it."

"Yes, exactly."

"That's because it's a being similar to a god. For us who carry mana originating from the Primordial Dragon in our bodies, it can feel even more intense than a god."

As he spoke, he felt around the cave wall here and there. He seemed to be looking for something. Azril asked curiously.

"What are you looking for?"
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“A fruit.”

“Huh? Fruit in the cave?”

“Found it.”

Akron peeled something off the wall and handed it to her.

It was a jewel with a reddish light swirling inside a crystal-clear outer skin.

“This is the Primordial Dragon’s Fruit.”

She had heard a little about the Primordial Dragon’s Fruit during the party earlier.

It was a pure mana crystal that could transform into anything, easily found near Primordial Dragons. It was the material used to build Valaur and also the material for everything the dragons living in Valaur used.

“It looks like a big pearl.”

“You'll need to get used to it if you want to live in Valaur. Everything we eat, drink, and use here is made from this.”

Akron grinned and placed the fruit in her hand. It was the moment Azril was about to take it.

[...Ril.]

“Huh?”

A faint sound came from somewhere.

It sounded like someone was calling her name.

Azril reflexively pricked up her ears.

[Az...]

“...Rema?”

She looked around to find the direction the voice was coming from.

“Rema? Is that you, Rema?”

If she could hear it one more time, she could be sure.

As she tried to concentrate to hear properly, Akron suddenly covered her ears.

“Wait a minute, I just heard Rema calling me...”

“Wait, wait a moment. Could this be…?”

Akron’s face, which had been scrutinizing Azril, turned pale.

He turned so pale he looked ghastly, then opened his mouth as if realizing something, and soon flushed red with excitement.

“Good grief.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Good grief, something like this...?!”

[Azril.]

This time it was clearer.

Upon hearing that call, Azril’s body began to slowly fade.

Starting from her toes, it scattered and turned into a swirl of stars. She looked down at her own body in panic.

“What is this…?”

Akron stared intently at Azril’s body disintegrating, muttering something under his breath.

“Right. That’s it. That madman... No, this might be an opportunity... Yes, it’s an opportunity. If it’s a living person, there’s a possibility...”

He suddenly flinched as if struck by lightning.

Then, he alternated looking at the ‘fruit’ he still held in his hand and Azril, his face becoming urgent.

Meanwhile, Azril’s body had disappeared up to her knees.

She hugged her own body in terror.

“Wh-why is my body like this? Am I disappearing?”

“No, you’re returning.”

“Where to? To God?”

“Inside the Fence.”

“…Huh?”

“Open your mouth, quickly!”

Not understanding what was happening, Azril opened her mouth. Akron shoved the fruit he was holding right into her mouth.

“Ghk!”

“Don’t swallow it, hold it in your mouth. Go back while holding it. You must remember this well.”

Blocking her mouth as she reflexively tried to spit it out, Akron continued urgently.

“You’re about to be revived inside the Fence. My crazy disciple is reviving you right now. By breaking a taboo.”

Azril’s eyes widened. Akron continued speaking rapidly.

“When you’re revived, you’re supposed to forget everything. You won’t remember anything from outside the Fence. But you’ll be able to remember. I’ll cast a spell, using that Primordial Dragon’s Fruit in your mouth as a medium.”

“…!”

“The dead cannot resist the River of Oblivion. But it might be different for the living. I’ve never tried it before because there was no way to convey all this to a living person.”

“…”

“Even if you find out, it’s impossible for a living person to cross the Fence and reach God. Even if you reach him, there’s a possibility God will ignore you. But we must try.”

Azril’s body had disappeared up to her waist.

Akron, his face contorted, grabbed her shoulders.

“You will become a living person while remembering everything. And you’re also a Dragon Eye Magician who can endure for a while even after crossing the Fence. An opportunity like this might never come again.”

Azril realized what Akron wanted.

But she couldn’t answer because she had the fruit in her mouth. Akron continued impatiently.

“I know it’s an unreasonable request. There’s no guarantee of success, no guarantee that God will accept it. But if you have even a little pity for the magicians… for my disciple, if you want this damn nerve war between the Primordial Dragon and God to end, please try.”

Her shoulders had completely scattered.

Akron lowered his empty hand.

“… Please.”

Azril didn’t ponder it much.

It was something she wanted to try herself, even if he hadn’t asked.

For her own sake, for Rema’s, for Safinea’s, and for the magicians who died by Rema’s hand.

With only her head remaining, Azril nodded instead of answering. Seeing this, Akron laughed as if he were about to cry.

“Thank you. And I’m sorry.”

“…”

“When you go back, you’ll have to deal with Rema first. That damn bastard, I thought he’d last forever, but in the end…”

Akron hurriedly turned his head away as if to hide his tears.

“...It will be tough. For him, and for you. What a pitiful sight I am. A thousand years ago, I burdened my disciple, and this time, I’m burdening a young child like you… And yet, I, no, we must break this cycle…”

Before his words ended, everything suddenly vanished.

Darkness covered her as if she had closed her eyes. She couldn’t see anything.

Her senses faded distantly, then returned heavily.

She rolled her tongue inside her mouth.

She felt the smooth, slightly warm texture of the fruit.

Her body was heavy.

She had no strength in her entire body and she still couldn’t see anything.

Was she perhaps closing her eyes?

Azril opened her eyes with difficulty.

“Ramhita?”

A hoarse voice called out to her.

A face identical to hers was looking down at her from above.

“My God...”

Ban Hiran groaned, burying his face in his hands.

Azril blankly looked up at her brother’s face, then turned her head.

The maze-like hedge, the hazy sky.

Lawn of grass and puddles of blood soaking the lawn.

The strong smell of grass and blood.

Safinea collapsed a short distance away.

Opek perched on top of Safinea.

Her eyes met the bird’s pitch-black, glossy eyes.

Then she felt an intense connection. She felt like she knew what that bird was about to do. Azril tried to spring up but staggered. She spat out what was in her mouth and immediately shouted.

“Don’t do it, Opek!”

The bird froze like a statue.

Then it replied with extreme reluctance.

“Yes, Master.”

“Master… what?”

She barely managed to sit up and looked around again. The hedge, the blood-soaked lawn, Safinea, Ban Hiran, Opek. Except for Opek and the blood puddle, it was the same scene she had seen last before falling into the nightmare. But Rema was missing.

Azril looked down at the fruit rolling in the grass.

I... Where was I?

“Ramhita.”

Ban Hiran pulled her up and supported her.

He whispered softly.

“Are you all right? Let’s get out of here first. It would be good to rest a bit and think.”

“Where’s Rema?”

When she pronounced that name, Ban Hiran’s movements froze. She saw Opek’s eyes widen.

“Where is Rema?”

“How do you know that name?”

Opek asked in a panic.

Azril frowned without realizing it.

“What are you talking about?”

“You remember that name? How?”

“There’s no way I could forget Rema. And why are you suddenly being so polite?”

“That’s…”

It wasn’t a question that particularly demanded an answer.

Azril tried to get up, ignoring Opek mumbling.

She had no strength in her body and staggered as she tried to stand, but Ban Hiran quickly caught her.

“Don’t push yourself. You actually just…”

He started to speak but hesitated.

Azril looked alternately at him and the fruit rolling at their feet.

Akron Av.

Valaur.

God and the Primordial Dragon.

Inside and outside the Fence.

Her mind was gradually becoming clearer.

“… I died and was revived, right? Rema killed me to undo my transformation, and then revived me.”

“Y-You know? H-How? That’s impossible. How do you know?”

Ban Hiran stammered in confusion.

Azril broke free from his embrace and stood, putting strength into her legs.

“Where did Rema go?”

"When you go back, you’ll have to deal with Rema first."

Akron’s words echoed loudly in her head.

Rema, if you had killed me according to your duty, you should have just let me die.

Why did you end up breaking the taboo and reviving me?

You know what will happen to you...

Why. Abandoning your duty and discarding yourself, you… me…

Feeling like she was about to burst into tears, Azril gritted her teeth.

It wasn’t the time to be swept away by emotion.

“Did Rema become Doom?”

“Opek, explain. How does Ramhita remember? You said she would never remember!”

Instead of answering, Ban Hiran shouted at Opek.

Opek just muttered, stiffened.

“Impossible. It can’t be. How on earth is she doing this? There’s no way Rema would make a mistake with this kind of magic. Is the world going mad? I can’t understand...”

Azril realized what had happened from their series of reactions.

“Did Rema erase my memories?”

“…”

“Again? Deciding on his own that it would be better for me to forget…”

She bit her lip mid-sentence.

Her insides were in knots.

Perhaps because she looked unsteady, Ban Hiran tried to support her again.

It was only then that Azril noticed Ban Hiran’s left arm.

“Brother, your arm...”

There was a human arm in place of the Poison Fang.

She realized it anew.

The fact that Ban Hiran had driven the Poison Fang into her.

Azril pushed him away.

Ban Hira , froze as he saw her expression.

She steadied her voice so it wouldn’t mix with tears and asked.

“Why did you do it?”

“… It was for you.”

“Liar.”

“No, I truly wanted you to survive instead of the Watcher... Because if you became a dragon, that guy would break the taboo and somehow bring you back…”

He stopped babbling for a moment, then looked straight at her and said.

“This was the best way to protect you.”

“I told you, you don’t have to protect me anymore.”

“Even so, I…”

“Ban Hiran.”

Azril called him by his name instead of ‘brother’.

The golden eyes identical to hers wavered.

She smiled faintly.

“If you truly had my best interests at heart, you should have discussed it with me instead of doing something like that.”

“…”

“If it was purely out of a desire to protect me, you would have told me what the Poison Fang was, what the Princess wanted, instead of taking such a gamble.”

“…”

“If it were the brother I know, he would have chosen a safer, different method.”

Expression slowly faded from Ban Hiran’s face.

He lowered his eyes and answered obediently.

“Yeah, probably so.”

Ban Hiran didn’t make excuses.

Now that the love-hate he felt for the Princess and the love-hate he directed at Azril had been erased by Rema, he couldn’t make excuses.

Because at that moment, he had certainly chosen such an extreme method with a heart that didn’t mind even if it failed. Perhaps he had even wished for everything to just end.

“Ramhita, I...”

“Azril.”

“…?”

“I’m not Ramhita anymore, Ban Hiran. I’m Azril Astera.”
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"……Yeah, I see."

Ban Hiran wore a bitter smile. Azril took another step back from him.

"I know the part about doing it for me wasn't a complete lie. So, I won't tell you to take responsibility for what you did. Instead, go back now."

"Go back? Where to?"

"Wherever you want to be."

"Do you know where I want to be?"

"You want to be by the Princess's side, right? Just like I want to be by Rema's side."

Ban Hiran opened his mouth, then closed it. He didn't want to tell her that he no longer had any intention of returning to the Princess. If he said his heart had been manipulated by Rema, his kind-hearted twin sister would just worry unnecessarily.

Azril took a deep breath and spoke clearly.

"Go back and tell the Princess. Tell her not to try any more tricks. If we meet again, I won't forgive you or that Princess."

"You won't see me again?"

"I don't want to hurt you. So let's not meet again."

With those words, she turned her back on Ban Hiran and staggered towards Opek. Ban Hiran silently watched the retreating back of his twin sister.

"Ram… Azril, Rema told me to tell you. That he bequeaths everything of his to you, including the laboratory."

"Thank you."

Azril thanked him without looking back. Ban Hiran's fingertips twitched with the desire to reach to her.

He clenched his fist and slowly retreated. She refused to look back at Ban Hiran until the very end. She steadied her body, which was trying to turn around, and glared at Opek.

"Opek, where did Rema go? Has he already become Doom?"

"He went to the laboratory to dispose of himself."

"Dispose of himself?"

So I wouldn't be burdened with having to stop Doom?

So he's going to kill himself?

Azril turned pale.

"Then, Rema, in the laboratory…"

The rest of the words wouldn't come out. The bird stared at her intently, then spoke bluntly.

"I can guess what you're imagining, but it'll be a cleaner method than suicide. You won't have to see his corpse."

"What does that mean? No, the method isn't important right now."

Azril tried to cross space. Opek stopped her.

"Even if you go, it's already too late. It's all over."

"What's over! I, Rema…"

"Do you know what's inside the laboratory?"

"No, I've never been inside."

She had thought about it a few times but ultimately never opened that door. Seeing her shake her head, Opek clicked his beak.

"Well, I suppose so. That's just like you, Master."

Seeing the bird deliberately respond so politely gave her goosebumps. Azril shuddered.

"Since when did you decide I'm your master? Stop being so formal. It's creepy, just talk like you used to."

"Oh? Good, this is easier for me too."

Opek promptly dropped the formal speech. Then he clicked his beak a few times and spoke.

"I'll explain why whatever you do from now on is irreversible, so listen well and give up."

"Give up? On what? Rema?"

"Just listen quietly. There's a path to the outside of the Fence inside the laboratory. He crossed the Fence before becoming Doom. So he can't come back."

"Inside the laboratory… what is there?"

"That guy never missed a single dragon, even on his own. No matter how many seeds he plucked as they appeared, how was that even possible?"

The bird swiftly changed its form. A silver-haired boy who looked just like Rema floated up to her eye level and gave a lopsided smile.

"Rema Resvid patrolled outside the Fence, walking along its edge, and identified magicians who were getting close to the Fence. Consistently, for a thousand years."

Azril recalled the conversation she'd had with Rema long ago about Watchers and the Fence. That Rema killed those who tried to cross the Fence. That only Watchers could cross God's Fence.

"The boundary line that separates the world from what lies beyond is called God's Fence. The outside of the Fence is completely different from the world you know."

"I know."

Where Valaur was.

The land where God and the Primordial Dragon slept, where Azril herself had briefly stayed before being revived. When Azril said she knew, she meant she had been there, but Opek took it only as understanding the concept of the Fence and brushed it off indifferently.

"In principle, only the dead can cross the Fence. But anyone can go to the outside of the world by following the path opened in the laboratory. They just can't come back."

"But Rema went back and forth, didn't he? That means he came back! Watchers can cross the Fence, right?"

"Of course, Watchers can. Because they've separated their hearts. Watchers can sense the location of their hearts inside the Fence even when they're outside. They use that connection to return."

The boy shrugged his shoulders.

"Without that kind of marker, you can't come back. So Rema Resvid will never return again. He disposed of himself cleanly."

Only Watchers who had separated their hearts could return. Therefore, Rema Resvid could not return. Azril immediately understood what those words meant. She asked slowly.

"Rema's seal… it broke?"

"It broke. That's why he committed the taboo of reviving you."

"Then Rema's heart is now…"

"Probably in his body. He has no marker now. He absolutely cannot return."

Opek declared flatly.

"Even if you try to save him by breaking taboos and whatnot, you can't. Because he's not dead."

"Why? Magic can do anything, right? You can even change the laws of the world at will, that was the whole problem!"

"I've been wondering since earlier, how do you know all that…"

"Just answer me!"

"…The answer is in your own words, why bother asking me? Magic can change even the laws of the world, but outside the Fence isn't part of the 'world,' you know."

Azril's face turned deathly pale. Opek added nonchalantly.

"So he disappeared in a way you can never reverse."

It was the worst. If only he had died, then, Akron would have pulled him from the River of Oblivion and taken him to Valaur. He would have met his master and been in Valaur, she could have taken some comfort in that, at least.

Not dead, but just went outside the Fence while in the process of becoming a dragon? With his physical body? Could he even go to Valaur in that case? If he wasn't a spirit?

If you die outside the Fence, can you become a spirit? But Mr. Akron clearly said that even spirits in their soul state would freeze and shatter if they wandered carelessly outside Valaur…

No.

Don't think so negatively.

Precisely because he's not dead, there might be a way. There might be a way to get him back without breaking taboos. A way to hold on to that obstinate magician who broke down because he loved me, who tried to save me by abandoning everything, and who even tried to erase my memories of him.

At that moment, Azril spotted the Primordial Dragon's Fruit rolling at her feet.

You will become a living person while remembering everything. And you're also a Dragon Eye Magician who can endure for a while even after crossing the Fence.

The hope Akron had placed in her also came to mind.

"Opek, I…"

She pressed a trembling hand to her forehead.

"If I… go outside the Fence, find Rema, and come back…"

"That's ridiculous nonsense."

"Why? It's possible. If I become a Watcher…!"

"Do you even know what the outside of the Fence is like? There's no ground, no sky. Time and space are arbitrary. The expanse is, literally, infinite."

"But Rema patrolled it!"

"He only patrolled the outer edge of the Fence. That boundary line is the only place remotely traversable. Even a Watcher can't last long if they move away from the Fence. The further you go, the colder it gets until you freeze and shatter."

"That means you don't shatter immediately, right? Then I just need to find him quickly."

"Hey, how are you going to find him in a place like that? Stop dreaming nonsense and just be satisfied that you don't have to face the Doom named Rema Resvid. That damn bastard cherished you so much that…"

Opek trailed off and gritted his teeth. His gray eyes, identical to Rema's, clouded over like clouds scattered by the wind.

"That's why… he endured that fate."

The seething emotion felt in the gaps between his words. Azril realized what it was.

"…Opek, you must hate me enough to want to kill me."

"……"

"You tried so hard to get rid of me for Rema's sake, but in the end, it was Rema who disappeared, and I even came back. Right?"

The boy didn't answer.

Opek was the one who drew the blueprint for this catastrophe. But she didn't particularly want revenge on Opek. That bird was just a loyal familiar. A familiar who tried to save his master Rema by any means necessary, risking his own life, running around frantically.

Of course, understanding was one thing, but she could no longer trust Opek.

"You wanted me gone, and you only lied to me. So how can I believe anything you say?"

"You can believe me."

The boy who answered immediately stared at her intently, then lowered his eyes.

"I'm your familiar now. Why would I bother explaining all this? I'm telling you kindly so you'll give up quickly and live quietly, tucked away somewhere."

"You're my familiar? You think I'd believe such nonsense? What's your scheme?"

Azril frowned. Opek crossed his arms and sneered.

"Can't you even recognize your own familiar? My new master is quite incompetent."

"My only familiar is Marti…"

She stopped mid-rebuttal. Inside her, she felt two connections to familiars. Seeing Azril's eyes slowly widen, the boy burst into loud laughter.

"You know how thorough my former master was? Guess what mission he gave me when he handed me over to you?"

"……"

"He told me to keep the Watcher's duty. Because you'd have a hard time with it! Talk about overprotectiveness, what a madman."

Gritting his teeth, Opek moved while floating in the air. He turned to look at Azril from above Safinea, who was collapsed on the lawn.

"So, new Master, don't stop me from this either. I don't even want to keep the duty in Rema's place, so just don't get in my way."

Opek tried to swing his hand right then. Azril, who had been frozen, reacted immediately.

"Stop, Opek."

"Ah, what do you want now!"

"You, before, you said no more magicians would become dragons."

"That was a lie, obviously. I don't know how you found out, but you've realized that much by now, haven't you?"

The boy snorted and added irritably.

"If you say we shouldn't kill them out of pity, what about the aftermath? I won't tell you to do it, so at least don't get in the way!"

"Safi hasn't become a dragon yet."

"Who knows when she will? It'll be too late once she does. Can you stick by her side for the rest of your life to watch her? Huh? Talk sense!"

"Shut up."

"What?"

"Stop talking, I'm thinking."
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“What do you mean you don’t know anything! Do you think Rema is stupid and could only find the method of killing seeds in advance? Not a single one can be missed! Do you even know what kind of magic Akron Av laid out?”

“I know what that magic is. That’s why I’m asking you to wait.”

“……Huh? You know? How do you know?”

Opek made a dumbfounded sound. Azril bent down and picked up the Primordial Dragon’s Fruit. A jewel like a pearl that gave off a strange warmth.

He said Valaur is safe thanks to the Primordial Dragon’s influence. If I have this crystal made from the Primordial Dragon, maybe a similar influence will be exerted.

It was worth testing. If it worked, it might be better than becoming a Watcher, as she could endure outside the Fence more easily.

If I’m not cold when I cross the Fence with this, it’s a success. If I follow the River of Oblivion, I can easily find God. If God permits Dragonkin, then there’s no need to kill mages like Safinea.

She then considered other problems. First, what state Rema would be in outside the Fence.

Even if he became Doom, if he’s outside the Fence, the probability of him retaining his sanity is high. Dragons rampage because they are beings not accepted by the world God created, and the place he is now is not the world.

If Dragonkin are accepted by God, then it doesn’t matter if he became a dragon. He can just come back as a dragon.

Let’s not worry about the case where God doesn’t permit it. It’s a meaningless worry.

She abandoned unpredictable problems without hesitation. The remaining problems were how to find Rema outside the Fence, and how to return from there.

To return, according to Opek, I need a marker. A connection like the Guardian’s Heart…

A detectable connection point. A heart. A part of oneself. Something flashed through her mind. If this assumption held, then finding Rema and returning with him to the inside of the Fence was possible. Her heart raced. Azril gathered her wildly spreading thoughts and moved her feet.

She first checked Safinea’s condition. The girl was sleeping, breathing faintly. Although her mana had been absorbed, luckily she seemed to have no major issues. The absorbed mana would slowly return if she rested deeply. As Azril carefully picked Safinea up, Opek, who had been dazed, frowned.

“Hey, what are you trying to do? You can’t leave her alive! She’s a really, incredibly dangerous seed…!”

“Opek.”

“What!”

“You’re like a fragment of Rema, right? You were able to enter a gap only Rema could enter.”

“Right. What does that have to do with anything now?”

“Can the part of Rema you possess be used as a marker for him, like the heart a Watcher separated?”

Opek froze. The boy turned his head stiffly to look at her.

“What did you say?”

“I asked if the part of Rema within you can be used as a marker to connect with him.”

Azril repeated calmly. Opek’s face was blank. She watched for a moment, then sighed faintly.

“Think about it. I’ll be right back.”

Without waiting for the boy’s answer, Azril crossed space. She returned to the party venue.

From the moment Rema appeared until now, it felt like months had passed, but in reality, less than half a day had flowed. People were still asleep.

She placed Safinea in Edith’s arms. She brushed off the blades of grass stuck to her clothes and removed the Artifact she had personally put around her neck. She overlaid a few protective spells onto the now-meaningless magic engraved on the necklace. Using Dragon’s Eye Magic.

It’s more convenient not to chant spells.

Using Dragon’s Eye Magic was more comfortable. It felt more suited to her body. It felt as if the more she touched the stars, the more they clung to her fingertips. A feeling of seeping in, clinging, and staining.

And, the world began to feel like clay she could knead at will. It felt like she was detaching from the world she had known. Not being inside the world, but observing it from outside.

Is this why one becomes a being that deviates from the Law the more one uses it?

Thus, the most outstanding Artifact she had ever made was completed in the shortest time.

Azril hung it back around Safinea’s neck.

“I’m sorry, Safi.”

She left an apology for the sleeping girl. Then she crossed space and returned to the maze with the puddle of blood.

The sticky blood she stepped on was probably what she herself had spilled. She crossed that puddle of blood with a confused feeling. Opek, in the form of a boy, was sitting in the air with an uncomfortable expression.

“Have you thought about it?”

“…….”

“Answer me, Opek.”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“How should I know if I’ve never tried it? Do you think I know everything?”

The boy retorted sulkily. Azril was not flustered.

“Is that so? Then we can just test it.”

“What?”

“Where’s Marti? Seeing that he hasn’t appeared until now, Rema must have locked him away somewhere, right?”

“If you mean that kid, I put him to sleep, not Rema. Why are you looking for him?”

“I’m going to try to make Marti like you. By implanting a fragment of myself. Then, if I cross the Fence, I can check whether it can serve as a marker or not.”

Opek made a disbelieving expression.

“Do you really have to try such a reckless thing?”

“There’s more to test. I’ll also check if I can endure outside the Fence.”

“Are you insane? Do you have like five lives or something?”

“I’m sane. I’m not saying I’ll recklessly wander outside the Fence. I’m saying I’ll test things that have a possibility.”

“That’s not it, I’m asking why you have to do such a thing! Just give up and live normally, like a human. Unlike that Rema guy, you have a lot of humans you’re close with!”

The boy shouted, then brought his face close to Azril’s.

“If you die doing stupid things, what did Rema sacrifice himself for? Are you telling me to watch my master die by his own hand twice?”

“Who said I’m dying?”

Azril pushed away the boy’s face right in front of her.

“I’m not going to die. I have work to do outside the Fence anyway.”

“Work? What work?”

“Work only I can do. It would take too long to explain.”

“What kind of nonsense is that again?”

Opek, who had asked irritably, suddenly narrowed his eyes.

“Azril Astera, did something happen? You’ve changed.”

“It’s more than ‘something.’ I died and came back to life, didn’t I?”

Azril smiled faintly and gestured with her chin.

“Just hurry and guide me to Marti.”

“Don’t tell me you know how to implant a part of yourself into a familiar?”

“No, I don’t know.”

“What confidence is that when you don’t even know?”

“You know, don’t you? Aren’t you my familiar now? Then you should help me like a familiar should.”

“…….”

Opek’s words were stuck. Azril grabbed the boy and pulled him.

“Let’s go quickly. We don’t have time. We need to find Rema as fast as possible.”

Soon, their figures disappeared across space.

\\\*

Ban Hiran was standing in front of the house where Princess Hybris was staying temporarily. A shabby old house that didn’t suit her splendor at all. He stepped inside.

“Huh? Is the mission already over?”

“A dragon didn’t even appear? Maujancl City was quiet the whole time.”

“Did it fail? Then why did you come back alone?”

The knights waiting on the first floor raised their eyebrows as they saw him. Ban Hiran ignored them and passed by.

“What happened to the Disciple of the Horizon? The seed?”

A mage jumped out and blocked his way, asking. When he tried to pass without a word, the mage grabbed his shoulder.

“Sir Ban Hiran. I asked what happened with the mission.”

“I will report to Her Highness first.”

The mage looked up at him with suspicious eyes. The knights placed their hands on the swords at their waists and slowly stood up. They all knew that Azril Astera, the target of this mission, was Ban Hiran’s twin sister. It was impossible not to know just by looking at their faces.

And none of them were favorable toward Ban Hiran. He was an immigrant, one-armed experiment subject, yet he was the princess’s closest aide, which was displeasing, and his unfriendly personality made him even more grating.

The princess’s aides always coveted Ban Hiran’s position. Their liege, the princess, had created this atmosphere. She openly cherished him as her right hand, yet cleverly undermined his authority and standing. That way, she guided her people to envy and despise him instead of respecting him.

Ban Hiran had known the princess was isolating him but had left it be. Because he had loved her. Because he couldn’t leave. Because she was the only one he could love. Even though he knew everything, he couldn’t pull out the deeply rooted feelings.

Ban Hiran indifferently glanced around at the hostile figures and shook off the mage’s hand.

“Reporting to Her Highness is the priority. Don’t interfere.”

He went up the stairs. The sword at his waist clattered with each step. Even though it was a familiar noise, today it felt grating, as if clawing at the inside of his chest. Ban Hiran grabbed the sword with his gloved hand. Only then did the clattering stop.

He knocked on the old door.

“It’s Ban Hiran Bana, Your Highness.”

“Huh? Ban? Why are you back already……”

The princess muttered as if puzzled, then allowed him to enter. He slowly opened the door. The first thing that caught his eye when seeing Hybris was her flame-like, disheveled red hair. Contrasting with that were her icy blue eyes. A blue, cold color. Those eyes narrowed as they held him.

“It’s too quiet all around for a dragon to have been born. What happened, Ban?”

Pretty lips. An elegant tone of voice. A gaze that raced with clear, intense desire. A woman who burned herself and everything around her, soaring into the sky. A woman who saved him, made him kneel, broke him, and revived him repeatedly. A woman who clenched him tightly in her grasp, refusing to give him to anyone.

He had admired that intensity, loved that greed. Even while knowing she would never truly love him, no matter how devoted he was.

Whenever he saw the princess, a heavy, sticky, intoxicating emotion used to dominate him. An emotion that was so heavy he wanted to discard it, yet clung stickily, and on the other hand, made him giddy as if intoxicated, capturing him.

But now, he felt nothing. Even as he held Hybris in his gaze, his insides felt parched and brittle.

It really is gone. Impressive, the Magician of the Horizon...

He felt no emotion even facing the princess. A sense of liberation and emptiness washed over him simultaneously. Ban Hiran looked into his own hollow interior. Only one thing remained. His precious, beloved other half.

But...

I don’t want to hurt you. So let’s never meet again.

Ramhita, no, Azril, you’re really too kind. If I were you, I wouldn’t have been able to just let you go. I would have killed you.

Kind, and cruel. You should have just killed me, Azril.

Ban Hiran approached the princess with a bright smile.

“Your Highness, I succeeded in turning the Disciple of the Horizon into a dragon.”

“And then?”
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